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CHAPTER L
SOMETHINO FOR FULLWOOD.

o« TS a fact,” eaid (Gulliver.

“Well, 1 can't quite believe it—
that's all,’" observed Fullwood lan-
guidly. ** These fags arc always talkin’

out of their hats, you know, You mustn’t
bvelieve all you haar, Gully.”

““ You silly asa!" snapped Qulliver., I saw
the money with my own eyeva—and so did Bell.
Didn’'t you, Bell?"

Bell nodded. -

** Five quid,”’ he agreed. ‘' Lemmon's got
theee, and Jonoes two. The little fatheads
don't know what to do with such a lot of
woney. [t's a fortune to ‘em; the Third-
Formhklds oanly get a few hob at a time, as
a rate.”

Ralph Leslie Fullwood looked thoughtful.
He and his two chums —-the Nuts of the
Anclent House Remove at St. Frunk's—were
lounging under the ¢lms, in the shade. The
April afternoon was unusuaslly sunny, and it
was a half-holiday.

The bulk of the Remove fellows wére on
Little Side, taking advantage of the glorious
weather. [ and my ehums were there, of
conrse. We were playing cricket—a practice
match, in preparation for the coming scason.
Footbal!l was almoat a thing of the past until
the antumn, and King Crickct was coming
into his own.

But Fullwood and Co. took no interest in
manly saports; they preferred to study the
racing papers; they preferred to back horses,
and to play hiliards down at thce White llarp,
in Beltton. In ahort, they woere ' goers "'—to
uae their own term—and cricket was of no
interret to them. The onlx timme they dis-
played any active concern was during a big
matoh, and then they would make bets as to
the result of the match. As likely as not
they would lay odds in favour of the visiting
cleven.

Just ,at present the Nuts were rather hard
up. Several horscs had disappointed them,
and their available cash had passed into the
poesession of Mr. Jonas Porlock, the landlord

of the White Harp, who also dabbled iu
bookmaking.

* Five quid!"’ said Gulliver, almo:t sadiy.
**Just fancy those fags havin® all that tin!
An’ I've got just two-an'-eevenpence in the
wide! How are you chaps fixed up?’’

“I'm stony!” grunted Bell. *' [ was gcim
to ask Fullwood to lend me—-"'

‘“Then dJdon’t ask,” interrupted Fullwoad.
“I haven'st got five boh to my name! Those
fags ought te be watched, you know. Five
quid: Why, they'll only go an’ blue it on
tuck. If they'd only let me handle the cash
I could double it.”

““ The same as you doubled my qyid yoster-
day?' suuxested Bcell bitterly. )

wlwood scowled.

* How was I to keow thc horse would 1+t ua
down like that?” he aszked. *' 1 lost two quid
over that race—so you necedn't growl. |
had the straight tip—rigcht from the stable-
door, 30 to speak—but somethin' went wrong.

We shall inake up for it before long. Bound
to back a loser occasionally. PBut ahout
Lomon and Jones, of the Third. I'd like to

hbave a word with the kids.”
(sulliver shook hie head.

“They wouldn't. part with a cent,” e said
firmly.

‘“There’s no tellin’,”” s8aid Fullwood.
‘“ Leave it to me—I can talk to 'em. 1
wouldn't trouble, only I'm short of cash. It
we can get that fiver from thie kids it'll be
casy to doubic the mouney, and then say that
the horse didn't run, or somethin’. Wc¢ can
give the fiver back,”an’ kcep a fiver for our-
selves.”’

** Sounds rippin’,"”” yawned Bell.
can't be done, old man.”

It was a blackguardly scheme, bat Fullwecd
and Co. didu't regard it in that light. And
at that moment they epotted Lemon and
Jones, of the Third, emecrging from the
Ancient House. The two fags were looking
highly pleased with themselves, and they set
oft in & bee-line for Mrs. Hake's tuck-shop, in
the corner of the Triangle.

Fullwoed lcunged forward languidly.,

(R ]
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““ Hold on, kide,”” he said, in bis best
manner. ‘* Just & word."

The fags halted, not at alt averse to a little
conversation. Their great wealth gave them
a feeling of importance, and for once in a
way they considered themselves to be more
than the equal of any mere Removite.

** Well?’' said Lemon carelessly. *° What is
ii)?" _

‘“ We can't stop long, you
Jones, with an indifferent air.
anything important—"" .

* 1 hear you've come into a fortune,” said
Fullwvood calmly. ‘¢ What are you going to
do with it—buy a motor-car?’’

The fags grinned. '
" We've got a fiver,”” explained Lemon.
‘“ I've got three quid, and Jonres has got two.
But 1 should think you ought to know that
by this time—=all the fellows are talking
about it, and we've had a dickens of a time.,”

** Why, have you spent it?’’ asked Bell.

‘] mean we've had a dickens of a time
cscaping from the other kids,”” said Lemon.
** We've been dodging them ever since dinner;
they've been round us like a swarm of bees.
So we can't waste any further time here.
Comce on, Dicky!”’

** Don't be in such a hurry,” said Fullwood.
** Where did you get the money from, any-
how? Which bank have you been robbing—
or how many hcrses have you backed?”

** Huh!" snorted Jones. *' We'd get a fat
lot of money backing horscs, wouldn't we?
1: was just a coincidcnce, 1 suppcee. It was
Lemon’s hirtliday yesterday, and he had two
or three tips from his people. And I got &
cenple of, quid from an uncle who’s staying in
London for a week or two. Anything else
you'd like to knpow?"’

Fullwood. shook his head.

*“No; but I'll do my best to rcmove a
wrong impression,”’ he replied smoothly.
* You intimated, Jones, that you wouldn’t
make much money by backing horses. That's
sheer rot, of course.’”

‘%{1 ?c?u-rse," agreed Jones. * Utter rot!”

‘ Backing horses i3 a fool's game—'

* Youn little idiot, I meant it’'s sheer rot to
have such an idea in your mind,” growled
Fullwood. ‘‘If you only had a little sense
you could double that fiver by to-morrow
afternoon. Double it, my infants! But o
you'd rather have five quid than ten—well,
that's yocur look-out.”

Leraon grinned.

*“ I suppose you mean we should put the
money on a horse?* he asked.

‘ Exactiy!”

** Nothing doing!” said Lemon. ‘A bird
in the hand is worth two in the bush, Full-
wood. That say:ng has got whiskers on it,
bul it's true. And this fiver in our hands is
worth two fivers in the pocket of a heastly
bookmaker.”

** Hear, hear!’”’ said Jones heartily.

‘ But, my dear little ass, the two fivers
would be in your pocket—not in the book-
maker's,”” said Fullwood. ‘1'm not in-
terested, of course, but I thought you might
be glad of a tip. 1'know of an absolute cer:

-know," addea
« Stil, if it's
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tainty—something ihat can’'t posibly go
wrong. Why, 1I'm backing five quid of my
own money—practically ad I've gat; and you
wouldn't catoh mc doing that unless I wae
on a cert.”

Gulliver and Be!l grinncd. Fullwood's
facility for telling lies was nothing new to
them, but he scemed to be particularly gitd
this afternoon.

** What's more,"”’ he went on, *'it's all rot
far peoplc to say there's anything wrong in
backing gece-gees. lsn't your pater on the
Stock Exehange, Jones?”

** Yes,” said the fag. ‘'* What about it?’’

‘* Well, what'’s the difference?’’ askcd Full-
wood. ** There's a lot more gambling on the
Stock Exchange than on any racecourse—-—""

** Gambling !’ echoed Jomes. '‘ Rats! That’'s
busineas!’’

** What's the differenco?’’ asked Fullwood.
‘ When you speculate on the Stock Exchange
—when you juggle with fortunes—it's called
business. But if you speculate over a horse
it's called ganmling. BSheer bosh, my dear
kids! It's just ae much businees as punt-
ing on the Stock Exchange is. 1f you backed
a horse, Jones, you’d simply be copying your
pater on a smaller scale. And there’s nothing
wrong in that, 1 suppose? Can’t you be
sporty for once?’’

The twa fags glanced at onc another,

" Of course, that’s one way of putting it,”
said Jone&s doubtfully. : .

“ It's the only way of putting it,”” went on
Fullwood, following up his advantage. *‘* And
if yow kids would omly trust me with your
money, 1’'d guarantee to double it by to-
morrow afternoon. No doubt about that at
all—you needn't be afraid. I know about a
horse that’s running in the Helmford races
that?, simpty can’'t lose. Well, what do you
ﬁa_v"”

' Supposing thoe horse asked
Lemon.

‘** 1t won't lose.”

*“ Yes, but supposing it does?’’ persisted the
faz. ‘1 expect we should lose our money,
eh? We should lose the fiver altogether!”

Fullwood grinned.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” he eaid care-
lessly. °** 1 thought I was doing you a favour
—that’'s all. I'd rather not be troubled, as u
matter of fact. 1f you'veé got any doubts,
you'd better stick to your money. But
you’'ll be silly young fatbeads if you loese such
an opportunity.”

The fags held a whispered consultatiou.
They did not fully realise the serfous nature
of the proposal which Fullwood had put
forward; they did not realise that it was a
-disgraccful pian in every detail. And Full-
wood had suggested it in such a manner that
the idea seemed quite honest and atraight-
forward.

“" Well?” zaid Fullwood, as the fags facud
Hm.

** We don't mind risking a quid each,” said
Joncs slowly.

‘“ Risking!" echoed Fullwood. ‘‘ There's no
risk about it, yoa little idiot! This is a
cert., and 1 should advise yoo to put every
pennry:you own o it. Hand me the cash, and

loses?”?



THE TREACHERY OF STUDY A . 3

I'tl sece that jt's doubled by this time to-
morrow.*’

f.emon shook his head,

“Only a quid,” he aaid rmly.

*“ 8ame here,’”’ agreed Jots,

Fullwood shruggcd his shoulders.

. Please yoursc ves,”’ he raid. ** Hand over
the money.”

The fauys were somewhat reluctant to part
with it, but their young minds were not fully
capable of grasping the fuct that th'y were
*mbnbl,' parting with” the cash for good.

wo currency notes disappearod into pull
woud's pocket.

‘“* That's all right,'’ eatd Ralph Lesite. ** Juet
leave it to me,”’

And he satrolled away with Qulliver and
Bell. The two Third-Focmers continued thelr
way to the tuck-shop, still in poes.ssion of
three pounds. And they were feeling con:
fident that they would have apother two
pounds cach on the morrow.

*“ Not #0 had,” remarked Qulliver, as he
and his two companions turmmed Into 8tudy A,
fi-the Remove passage.

tide us over for the present, auybhow. You're

ll‘?otl'l oing to risk it on a horse, are you,
u " .
“No, 1 don't think 1'd better,’”” replied

the unscrupulous Fullwood. * There's nothing
much doing this week, anyhow. An' [ can
eastly tel thoee silly kids to-morrow that the
horse didn't win, an’ that they've lost their
moacy.'’

Beil shook his head.

“It'a a bit steop, you know,”’” he ohesrved.
 Hang it all, iwood,” | think you ought
to take the money to old Porlock. 1f it's
lost—well, we can’t hilp it. But it's just ae
likely that it'H be doubled. 1f 80, wo shall
get our two quid, just the samc.””

“ It's not worth it,’’ sald Fullwood. ©* We'i}
stick to the cash.”

Fullwood's raacallt{
comc to light, probably,
the inquisitive ears of Teddy Long. of the
Remove. But Loog happencd to overhear
Lemwon and Jones chatting near the pavilien
on Littlte Side. And Long very soon set the
story going round. '

After the cricket 1 was chatting with a
crowd of fellows when Jack UGrey happened to
oome ur. He was looking unusually thought-
ful, anil | slapped him on the hack cheerily.

" * Thinking about the century you're goin
to Mmake in the first Mg matéh?” |§ -l.«‘
“* Or have you lost something?’

. (rey amiled.

** No, 1 was just thinking about Fullwood,”
he replied. -

* Begad!”' said Sir Montle TremeHis- Weat.
“* It doean’t do a fellow good to think about
nnpleasant subjects, old boy. An’ Fuliwood
iIs a frightfully unpleasant subject."’

' Ho seoms to have been hm‘.un asant
thin afternoon, judging from what | hear,”
replied Grey. It may be a tale, of course,
80 I'm not going to ad It any farthee —- "'

“Yes, you are,”” I intesrupted. * You're
going to eprcad it among this select circle, at
-all events. What's the yarm?'’

would have never
had I8 not heen for

** That two quid wiit

permmading some of the fags to #rust him with
monaey, enid Grey. ** Fuliwood'’s promised t.»
double it. or something. 1 don't know
exactly, dut it strikes me that he hus been
trying to lead the [fage iato gamdling
Babita.'

*1 wish yow conld be sure of i8,”" 1 sald
grimly. 1 dida’s think Fullweod would b.
such 1 fool to try that game on. Pev you
know who the fags are, Grey?’’

‘1 think Jones ia one them—Jones, ol

the Third. ™

[ nodded.

“T'Il have & word with Jones' [ said
quictly. ' ['ll get at the truth of thia, Grey

~aithough 1 won't mention your name, ol
ecourse. 1 Fullwood has been really per.
agnding the ings to gamble, I'll slanghtor th.
rotter.’

And | marched off, fully determined to
ptobe the matter to the hottoam. It was none
of my businesa to Interfere with Fultwood as
long as he kept hia disrcputable habits to
himeell. But if he had drawn one or twe
simple fags into his cunning seheme well,
was time for me to step in.  As captain ot
the Remove, It was really a matter of duty
And the first thing was to fnd out if thepe
was any truth in the atory.

This didn't take me long.

L ran acroma Jones, of the TRird, surronaded
by several other fags, incinding Lemon. The
whole crowd seemed 80 be rather execited,
and Owen minor was particulamly violeat
Owen minof was the self-constituted lcader (0
the fage, amad he was a junior with rather
more ocom@monicase than tho buik of the

Third.

** Why, you silly asscs!”" he was shoutiena’
‘* You babbling lunaties! You've simply
chocked two quid awuy! You ouuht te bo
joity well ashamed of yourseives! And If you
inse that momey It'H scrve you right! That s
all ['ve got to say.”

“Oh, rals!”’ eald Lemun useseily. ' It'4
goiRg to be doubled.’’

“Uoing to bu lost, you meant’ amapped
Owen mincer.

| &mlml through the erowd.

* What's the trouble?”’ | asked.

“ Why, these two i{diote---"' began Owen
minor. .

‘* Shut np, Owen, you beast!'' ahrtied
Jones. ‘ There's no aved to tell thia Remove
fathend! Why can’'t be ound Bis own bus

pper'a one of the hest,’’ nsald Owen
minor. ‘' He's come just at the right moment.
Look here, Nipper, these Swo lunatics  Jonva
and Lemon---have given Fuliwoo® a2 quid each.
to shove on a harse!”

g0 it's true, then?”' 1 asked grimly.
“ Yook here, Jomes, you'd hetter tell ma tho
tcuth. Why did you give PFullwaod the
mon??n
'* He promised to doute It for us.’’ growlced
Joaes deflantliy. * Ana so he will, too!”

" You little domkey!” 1 sald sternly
“Don‘'t you kmow it’s a fool’s game to bac!:
horses or to gambleo In any Kind of , way!
Doa’'t you know that you'd be sacked frow

“ Well, it seems that Fulilwood hes beca 84 Fraph's if the Mead got te hear ahout it}
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And don't you know that Fullwood was spoof-
ing you?'

‘** Sp-spoofing us?’’ gasped Lemon.

“ Of course he was,” I went on. * You'll
never see that money again, I don't suppose.
You'll be lucky if you do— But 1 mean
to get it back, you little asses. Leave 1t to
me. I'll have a chat with Fullwood, and
make him disgorge. and if ever you break
out like this again I'll tan you until you can’t
ait down!”’

I pushed through the crowd again, and
strode towards the Ancient House. 1 was
fecling rather furious. Fullwood had delibe-
ratly enticed the fags into giving him
money, and I was practically certain that
Fullwood had no intcntion of paying it back.
He was utterly unscrupulous.

Arriving at the door of Study A, I knocked

and entered. |

The room was occupied by Fullwood, Gul-
liver, and Bell. ‘

‘“ You cut across to the tuck-shop, and lay
in a pile of grub,” Fullwood was saying.
“ You can epend one of those quids—
Hallo! What do you want in this study?
You're not persona grata here, you know——"

“ And I don't want to be,”” I interrupted.
‘“ Hold on, Gulliver. I want a word with
you—with all three of you. I think you've

got two pounds belonging to Lemon and
Jones, of the Third?"”

Fullwood stared at me.

“ Think again!” he said sourly. ¢ And

think outside in the passage'!’’

*“ Yes, clear out, you interferin’ rotter!"
said Bell. - ’

‘““You've got two pounds belonging to
Lemon and Jones,”’ I repcated. ‘* I'll give yon

just thirty secconds to hand it over—"
“You silly fool!” snapped Fullwood. * If

you think yoa can throw your weight about in

this study, you'rc thunderin’ well mistaken.

Youn can clear—you can buzz off! Scat! Is
that clear?”’
** Perfectly,”” I replied grimly. ‘ But I'm

not going to clear until you hand me the
money you deliberately stole from Lemon and
Jones—-"’

' 3{tol:':!” roared Fullwood, jumping up.

“Yes!”’

“ Why, you—you insultin’ rotter-—"

““0Oh, don’'t waste time,”” I interrupted
curtly. ‘* You induced those Third-Formers
to part with two pounds, Fullwood, pretend-
ing that yon would shove the money on a
horse. You've really shoved it into your
own pocket—"'

“I'm goin® to book the bets after tea,”
snapped IFullwpod fiercesy.

I shook my head.

' You can book as many bets as you like
with your own money, but you're not going
to use the two quid belonging to Lemon and
Jones,” I replied. * Besides, I don't believe
you, Fullwood. 1 suspeet that you meap
10 deliberately swindle the young asses.”

Ralph Leslie nearly choked. But I could
ree by the expression upon Bell’s face tbat my
surmise was richt on the mark.

‘““Clear out, confound you!” shouted Full-

wood, pointing to the door. ' We're.fed .up.

' a rotten idea!”?

with your interference in the Remove, you—
you outsider! You rotten street urchin! 1It’s
a pity you ever came to St. Frank’s, with
that shady, blackmailin’ detective—" _

“* I'd better warn you, Fuliwood, that il
you say a word against Mr. Nelson Lee 1'li
smash you on the spot!” I cut in angrily,
** And if you don’t hand that money over
now, I'll take it by force. It makes me rather
sick to breathe the atmosphere of this
study!”’

Fullwood glanced at IMs two chums.

““ All tcgether!” he muttered. ** Out with
him!"

The Nuts threw themselves at me in a com-
bined rush. I wasn't at all unprepared,
for 1 had been expecting something of the
sort: in fact 1 had half believed that a scrap
of some kind would be necessary,

Crash!

My fist landed beautifully upon Guliver’s -
nose, and Gulliver staggered back, sat down
on the table, and rolled to the fioor, roaring,
Incidentally, he dragged the tablecloth and a
considerable amount of crockery with him.

‘** Ow-yow-ow !’ he howled. *‘ Yarooooh!”

* Qut with him!”’ gasped Fullwood. * We’'ll
show Ooocoop !’

Fullwocd made that lucid remark as my
Jeft smote him upon the jaw. He wasn’t hurt
mueh, but he was surprised. Bell, who had
been looking fierce, decided that the other
side of the table was safer, and he dodged
round.

“ Well, I'm waiting to be chucked out,” I
gaid grimly. ** You haven’t started yet—so I
think I°}1 start!”

And I assumed the offensive without a
second’s delay. 1 rushed forward and grasped
Fullwood by the scruft of his neck and swung
him round. He stroggled and yelled, but he
was helpless in my grip.

** That money!” 1 rapped out. * Hand it
over!”

‘* You—you—you——"'

“1 don’t want any more argument,”” I went
on. *“ 1 can see that force is necessary. 1'm
going to shake you until you dub up. Now
then——"

‘“ 1'1) 'see you hanged first!” snarled Full-
wood.

“Then don’t blame wme for what hap-

pens!” T exclaimed. “I don’t like to do
this '—shake'!'—** but you make it neces-
sary’’—shake'!—'* and it doesn’'t improve your
appearance, Fullwood ''—ehake! ‘' Still, I'm
ready to go on—"’
‘* Lemmme go!’’ howled Fullwood desperately,.
He was in a very ruffled condition, for 1
had been shaking him with great violence.
Gulliver was still on the floor, groaning. He
wasn’t hurt much, but it was more discreet
to remain inactive. Bell stood looking on
nervously.

‘* Better hand over the money, Fullwood,"
he muttered.

** You—you dashed funk!’’ panted Fullwood
flercely. '* Why can’t you help me——"’

_** Oh, rats!’” snapped Bell. ** Hand over the
tin, Fully! I told you all along that it was

'ﬂhﬂle.{; ;
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* Fecling more determined, or will you give
in?’ [ demanded calmly. ‘* Don’'t mind mv,
you know. I can keep this up until further
orders. Take your time, Fullwood. Still, a
few punches might aid the treatment!”
~ And I proceeded to deliver them. Full-
wood, of couree, struggled violently, and 1
had my hangde full. But he was compara-
tively easy to deal with, and before thirty
seconds had elapsed e was looking rather a
wreek. - .

“ I—I'll pay wup!' he gasped huskily.
¢ Lemme go, hang you!"

I released the cad, and held up my hand.

‘ Hurry up!” I said curtly.

Fullwood, with an e¢xpression which was

positively homicidal, produced two currency
notes and threw them at me. 1 was hall
inclined to make him pick them up and hand
them across in a polite manner. But it
really wasn’t worth the trouble, for 1 had
made him pay up. :
. I recovered the money from the floor, and
went out of Study A without even giving
the Nuts a glance. Bell was unhurt, Gulliver
only slightly hurt, and Fullwood was hurt
very considerably.

Hec raved almost ({ncaherently for aeveral
minutes, and there was not the slightest
doubt that he would seek an opportunity to
secure revenge. Not that I was at all scared
of that.

But Ralph Leslie Fullwvood wae in -grim
earnest.

- e s .

CHAPTER II.
BTARKE'S OPPORTUNITY.

EA in Study A was a decidedly frugal
meal that day. This was most un
usual, for Fulilwood and Co. generally
enjoyed luxuries and dainties. It was

very seldom that they ran ahort ol money,
and when they did they felt the pinch all
the more.

After having anticipated a highly festive
board for that evening, it was not surprising
that their tompers were somewhat short. But
Fullwood partook of very little, and then hr
sallied cut into the Triangle, and mouched
about with his b%nds thrust deep dénto his
pockets.

Ralph Leslie, to be c¢xact, was in a very
sulky temper. He was like a bear with a
sore head, and anybody who ventured to
+peak to him was quickly snapped up for his
pains. '

It did not improve Fullwood's feelings when
a crowd of Third-Formers drew near and pro-
ceeded to hold a conversation in unnccessarily
loud tones. The fags appearcd to he upaware
of Fullwood's proximity, and the subject of
the conversation was connected with swindlers
and rogues and po e v exiracied moaey
from others with evil .ntent.

Fullwood stood it for ahout half a minute,
and then atrode towarde the group.

‘* You little worms!” he shouted angrily.
“If you don't dry up——"'

‘ Hallo! You here, Fullwood?" said Owen
mmor intocenuiy. ** Anything wrong, old son?
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You look 2 bit thundery—the result of having
ny tea, L suppose. 1It's jolly hard lines, beiny
forced to give up a ot of tin after—"'

“I—I'l smash you!"’ snarled Fullwood.

Owen minor dodged neatly aside, and the
other fags dodged with him.

‘“*Yah! Swindler!’ roared Heath.

‘“* Booh!""

“Who tried
yelled Jones.

"“Who tried to steal Jones's?”
Lemon.

** Fullwood!"

‘““ Ha, ha, ha!"”

Fullwood simpiy clared in vain.

““ Who had to tork out to Nipper?  roared
Joneas.

** Fullwood!"

‘“* Who was shaken like a giddy rat?"”

‘“ Fullwood!"”

‘“And who's tho biggest ead in the Re.
move"’'’

“ FULLWOOD!"' roared thc juniors, ju 8
perfect outburss.

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!"”

Ralph Leslie fled. It was really imposgaibln
to atand any more. He met Qulliver and Bell
in the Ancient House lobby, and his face wae
4s black ae night. He stood for & moment
or two, panting hoavll{.

“I'd give ten quid to get my own back on
Nipper!” he snarled at last.

*““ No, you wouldn't!” said Bell.
haven't got ten quid!”

Fullwood snorted, and strode away. Hw
strode right into the armms of Ntarke, of the
Fifth. Walter Starke had heen standing n
the lobby, and he grasped Fullwood, and r+
garded him curiously.

“* Huld on, kid!"" he raid.

** Oh, rata!’’ snapped Fullwood. *‘lLet me
go, Starke.’”’

‘* Not just vet,”” said the hully of tho
Sixth. *“ You seem to be rather wild with
Nipper-—eh? Cowe along to my study and
have a chat. It's quite podsible that we can
come to an arrangemznt."’

Fullwood stared, but as Starke had turne.l
on hia heel the elegant Removite followe:t
him to the Sixth-Form passage. They hoth
entered Starke's study, and the prefect closel

the door.
Fullwood,”” he said ples-

“* 3quat
santly.

““* No, thanks,'' replied the junior. ** Look
here, Starke, what's the idea of this? 1 don't
fecl like jawin’ now. I've had a bit of trouble
with Nipper. the interferin’ cad—"

** Yes, | heard something about it,” inter
rupted Starke, with a grin. ' You tried to
Ic:;:ne some monoy from a couple of [age,

‘2

1 didn't bone it!"" snapped Fullwood.

** Well, you were going to back a hor.»
with it,”” said Starke calmly. * Of course,
being a prefect, 1 ought to report you to th
Housemaster. But we understand one anothey
Fullwood—what?® And, in strict confidente,
I'll admit that it was like Nlpper’'s infern:
cheek to butt in. You have my sympath:,
youngster.’’

Fultwood gruated.

Lemon's momey?™

shrieked

to steal

roarcd the whole erowd.

* You

duwn,
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“ I'm goiry ‘o make the cad pay,” he esid
darkiy.

“* How?" .

“ Eh?' eaid Fuollwood. ‘“ How? 1 den't
know—yet."” i

* Well, I can euggest a way,” observed
Starke, producing a packet of cigarettes, and
handing it over. °* Take one—they're good.
Now sit down and listen vo me. I'm just as
bitter against Nipper as you are. Therg;'s no
reason why we shouldn’t work together.

Fullwood sat down, and lit -bis cigarctte.

* Wall? he growled.

* For some weeks past I have been gain-
ing power,” said Starke. ‘' With Kenmore
and Frinton and several other prefeets 1've
been showing the Remove that I'm master.
Of course, you've been excepted, Fuliwood—
I've got no quarrel with you. 1've been maintly
up against Nipper and his gang.”’ '

‘ And they've becn up against youw,”’ sald
Fullwood. ** In fact, they've whacked you,
Starke. There's no sense in blinkin' the fact.

Kenmore’s broken away from your set
already. Nipper an’ his crowd have got the
upper hand."

Starke acowled.

** Have they?” he snapped.
about that! The whole trouble is connected
with this Secret Combinv rot. That's the
stumbling-block. The Remove has organieed
a kind of secret soclety, called the Secret
Combine—" .

** Exactly,” said Fullwood. ‘. They've got
a Ponishment Chamber, and a Select Comy-
mittee, an’ all sorte of rot. Therels no tellin
where it will end; but it’e pretty certein that
you're whacked, Starke.”

Walter Starke's eyes glittered.

*You don't like Nipper, do you?'' he in-

quired. |
‘““Oh, 1 love him,”” said Fullwood—*' like
poison!”
* And vou'd like to *ce him beaten?”

“1'd give qrids to!”

‘““Well, why shouldn't we beat him
together?” suggested Starke. “1If we can
only muck up this Secret Combine it will be

for us both—you’ll lave your revenge,

and 1 shall be able to snap my Bagers at the
littde outsider!"’

“ Bout' how

** Very nice,” said Pullwood.
do we begin?’®

‘1 want you to filnd oot everything,” ex-

ained Htarke. 1 want you to spy out

he eccrets of the Combine. ln return, I'll
give you a solean promise that Study A will
he exempt from all restrictions and punish-
ments. You’'ll be able to lead a lifle of ease
;tmd comfort; you’'ll bhe favoured at every
urn.i.

““ That's very nice, too,”’ said Pullwood.
**Bat 1 don't see how——"'

‘ Let me fnish,” went on Starke. ‘' Last
week 1 tried to get Teddy Long on the job; |
gave him money. But Long is a littie fool,
and be messed up the whole thing. Now I'm
roing to eniist your help—and you're not a
fool, Fullwood. You're a keen fellow, and
your braine are of the right guality.”

** Do you wamt to borrow as 1’ asked
Fullwood sarcastically,

“ We'll see|
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'“Oh, don't be an 28s--1'md not Sattering
you,” said Starke. 1 want youn to Wil me
who leads the Secred Comsbine -

* That's easy,” sald Poliwood., ' Nipper te
the chiel.”

‘** And who are the others?!”

‘* Why. Tregellie-West an’ Wateom an' Pt
an’ De Valetie ¢n’ that crowd.”

‘“ Are you sure?'’ assked Starke cagerty.

* Sure? Of course I'm sure.”

“But can you supply proof- absglute
proodt’’ demanded the prefect.

** Well, 1 don't know about that.” repiked
the Removite. ' Prooft Hew can 1 get
proof, Starke? The rotters mever breathe o
word, you -khow—an' nobudy knows where
the Pupishment Chamber is. That's a seeret
only knowe to the Council of Eigbt."”

Starke nodded and stroked his chin.

‘* Exactly,” he said. ‘' That's the trowbie,
Can't you find out where the Punshment
Chamber i situated?”

‘“1 don't mee how,' nrplied Fullwood,
shaking his head. ' 1'd give quids to dHs
cover the secret an’ hand it over to yow -
becanse that would knock a good few spots ot

Nipper, eh?”

Exactl{:" said Starke again. " That's
my ldea, Fullwood. You want to get your
own back on Nipper. Well, here's an casy
way to do it. Find out the facts about this
S8ecret Combine, and hand ‘em to me. I'l do
the reet. and you won't have cavea to he diz.
tatisfled. There's no rish on your aide at
ail, and you'll have the pleasure of
Nipper and his beaten to the wide,
mean to beat t so thoroughiy, in fact,
that they'll be squashed for all time.”

Fullwood nodded feelingly.

** I've heard something like that before,”” Be
obeerved. 1 tried to squash Nippee oRee;
but be's a feilow who can't be squanhed.
Btarke. There’s no sense in in' the fack,
1 bate the ehap, but he's a t derin’ tough
rromk' iom to tackle. If you beat him, good
w '!'

“I can beat him if you help me,” replied
Starke. ** la it & go?"

Fullwood considered a moment,

** Must 1 keep this mum?’" he saked.

“Mum? Of course!”

1 waa thinkin' of gettin’ Quiliver and Bel)
to help—-"’

**Qb, they're all right--you all belang to
Study A,” interrapted Starke. * And the
three of you have the same feellags adout

Nipper. Yes, that’ll be an improvement, Geot

them to help you.”’

*“ Done!"’ said Fullwood.
They shook hands, semior and juanior, on the

hargsin.

**All you've got to do is to 8nd oul the
facts,”” sald Starke. * Just to know
where the Punishment Chamber o, and all the

rest of it. R t to me, apd Nipper will
soon be Hniabed.’' . v

Ten minutes later Ralph Ledlls Fullwood
sagnlered nto Stady A. He was freling far
better than when he bhad ieft, apd Culhiver
and- Bell poticed the difflerenes a8 owdc. When

they had parted from him in the icbby ke hagd
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Boen in & vile temper | but now he was smiling | snyShin’ planned for teonight, 1L ocene
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Fullwood's impatience " left him, and ke
viatched intently. o |

Nothing occurred for at least five minutes.
And then two tall figures emerged from the
College House. 1t was impossible to recognise
their faces at that distance, but Fullwood
had no dificulty in recognising the figures.
Oue fellow was Jesson, and the other was Car-
lilc—hoth of the Sixth,

Would anything occur? Carlile was not a
bully, he was a very decent fellow, and it
was hardly likely that thc Sccret Combine
would touch him. But how could they get
hold of Jceseon without Carlile being affected?

Fullwead soon saw how.

A junior ran across the "Triangle from the
direction of the gymnasium, and darcw up in
front of the two prefects.

“I say, Carlile,” Fullwood heard the
junior say, ‘‘ can you come into the gym. for
half a tick? I want to speak to you—
alope?"’

f ““Alone?"” said Carlile. ‘' What the deuce
or?”

Fullwood recognised ihe junior's voice as
that of Reginald Pitt. And Pitt’s reply was
lost to him, for he spoke quietly. A second
later, however, Carlile went of with Pitt
towardg the gymnasium. ,

'{I‘Il join you later, Jesson,’ he called
out.

* Just as you like,” said Jessgn, walking
away. ,

He did not get far. . Even as (arlile and
Pitt entered the gym. scveral indistinct
torms surrounded Jesson from the vrear and
eprang at him simuitaneously. He was borne
to the ground on the ingtant.

" Why. what—— Groooeoh!"’

Jesson said no .amore. Something had
cvidently been placed over his mouth, for
Fullwood only heard one or two faint grunts.
The attackers made no sounds whatever, and
it was clearly ohvious that the Secret Com-
hine was engaged upon one of it dark deeds.

** Better than I hoped for,”” murmured Full-
wood. ‘' I've only got to keep my eye on the
c¢rowd now, an’ I shall find out the whole
Zame! \Why, it's as easy as rollin’ off a bally
form!"” ,

It certainly did seem extremcly easy. Full-
wood watched very closely, for .he had no
intention of being left behind. And it was
necessary to he alert, too, for the darkness
was rather thick.

Only just in time did Fullwood realise that
the dim figures were fading away. They
workced so silent]y that it was only possible to
detect their mmovements by the scnse o
vision. Listening was quite useless. :

Fullwood crept from his place of conceal-
ment and slowly cdged his way along the
school wall in the - direction eof the old
monastery ruins. There, was a thick belt of
trees - just there, and the Combine had
vanished into them with their victim. Full-
wood followed.

For one awful moment he thought that he
had wasted too much time—that he had lost
his quarry. But then he caught sight of ‘some
fgures just within the ruins. - Like a chadew,
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he climbed a mass of boulders. and peered
over the top. Lo

Quite near to him the members of the Com:
bine were at work.

Jesson was being carried .up and down in a
clear space. Six fellows had got bhold of him,
and they marched regularly, as though they
were carrying their prisoner in & direct line.

“ Oh, so that’s the idea,” murmured Full-
wood, grinning with triumph. * I've heard
that the victims are carried about a mile—
an’ now I know how it's done. They ain’t
carried at all—except like this. By gad! An°’
Nipper thinks he’s smart! This’ll take a rise
out of him—when I've done!”’

Fullwood was anxious to identify the fellows
who were carrying the prefect. But this was
quite out of the question. Not because of the
gloom, but because the members of the Com-
bine were curiously attired in a garb which
completely enveloped their heads and
shoulders.

In broad daylight even it would have bheen
impossible to tell who the fellows were.
Neither could Fullwood make use of his ears,
for the mysterious figures said nothing.

However, Fullwood had met with great suc-
cess, and he saw no reason why he should not
scorc a complete triumph. And it would
indeed be a triumph if he probed the Com-
bine’s secrets at the very iirst attempt.

At last the helpless prefect was set down.
Fullwood had rather expected Jesson to pro-
test or to threaten. But he soon found out
why the Sixth-Former was 8o weak and sub-
missive.

His hands were bound behind his back, his
ankles were sccured, and a black bag
enveloped his head and shoulders. Jesson was
utterly helpless, and was compelled to go
precisely whither he was taken. :

And the next move was to place him upon
a hand-cart, which Fuliwood recognised as the
property of Warren, the school porter. In
this vehicle Jeescn was wheeled about for
fully ten minutes, backwards and forwards
continually, without even a pause.

Fullwood grinned as he watched.

“1'll bet he thinks he’s miles away from
St. Frank's by this time,”” he murmured.
‘It’'s a rippin’ idea, 1 must admit. But
whiere’s the Punishment Chamber? That's the
main thing.”

Jesson’s ride in the hand-cart came to an
end at last, and he was then lifted out and
firmly grasped once more. Again he' was
carried up and down, but omly for about a
minute. . :

It scemed a very long operation to Full-
wood, but actually it was not so. Barcly
fifteen minutes had elapsed since Jesson had
been first collared. And now he was carricd
straight down into the ruins. '

Fullwood whistled.

‘““Down in the old vault!' he tcld himself.

" Well, I'm hanged! Is that the Punishment.
Chamber?”

Two minutes later Pullwood was in solo
possession of the ruins. Everybody else hdd
vanished, and he knew that the only meani
of vanishing in that spot''was to deecend the
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old stone stairway into the vault heneath the
monastery.

The spy went to the head of the steps wnd
stood listening. It wns rather a longseecens,
and he judged that Jesson’s captors were
about half way down. Listening, he could

work.

Fullwood commenced the descent.

He went slowly, and when he arrived in the
vault he found it empty. Again he imagined
that he had been too cautious—that he had
left it until too late. But a fcw moments
afterwards he found that everything was
quite all right. M

The party had plunged into the tunnel.

This tunnel led from the vault right into
the old quarry workings, the other exit o”
which was on Bannington Moor. It was rarely
esplored by a living soul, and the old tunncls
were left alone for tifty weeks out of the
year,

Only a few vylsitors, during the summer
months, ventured to explore the deserted
quarry workings. At the present time of the
vear they were utterly deserted - -and, for
that matter, they were always decerted at
night. |

It was now quite clear to Fullwood that
the mysterious Punishment Chamber was
sifunted somewhere in the workings. Full-
wood could understand why the victims were !
wheeled about as a ®reliminary. Jesson proh-
ably had not the slightest suspicion that he
was now somewhére underground.. L

But Fullwood, the traitor of the Remove,
was finding out everything.

He was certainly on the right track—and he
knew it. Hia quarry was some diatance ahcad
of him, right along the tunnel. He could tell
this by the fact that a glow of light showed
in the distance.

This served as a splendid guide. Fullwood
himself was quite unseen, being in pitchy
darkness. He felt no nervousness—as he

faintly hear the shuffle of feet on the stnnc-!

might have felt had he¢ been in the tunnel
alone.

““ Oh, this is
Pullwocd told himself joyously.

He crept on, and hurried his footsteps some-
what when the light disappeared. Jesson’s
guardians had turned a corner, and Fullwood
h?d no intention of heing left hehind at this
etage.

He walked quickly, and when he turned the
bend he found that the party had come to a
halt, and that they were much nearer to him
than he had suspected. He received quite a
shock, for he almast gave himesel! away.

Hardly had he turned the bend when he
saw the cloaked figures not ten paces away.
He gave a quick gasp, and backed. Fortu-
nately the members of the Combine were
facing in the opposite direction—otherwise the
apy would have been seen.

He crouched down, and peered round the]

corner.

There were six cowled figures, and two ot
them held electric torches. Jes:on was being
held by the other four. And not a sound
was being uttered. Fullwood wondered why
a halt had beea called.

rippin’-—perfectly rippin‘!" |
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He soon found out the tenth,

A grating noise came to his ¢car, and to his
astonishhment he maw that & part of the
tunned wall was sliding backwards out of
sight. A secret door! Fullwood was now
quivering with exciteinent and triumph.

The party entercd the black cavity which
was revealed. But several moments clapsed
hefore Fullwood rlurkod up enough courage
to move. Then he noiacleasly walked along
and pecped into the opening.

At first he could see nothing, but he became
aware that there waa another ahort passage,
with a sharp turning a few paces within, Anel
bere Fullwood proved that he was capahle of
being very keen when he liked.

For he felt very carcfully over the surface
of the open door --his object being to discover
the secret cateh. Several minutes had pasacil
before he was sucecseful. Had the door been
clored he would have failed.

But, being open, ke waa able to fcel behind,
and located the iron rod which operated the
catch. On the front of the door, exactly
oppoaite the end of the {ron rod, there wan a
correaponding knob of stonework. And this
was the secret of the door. Fullweod made
sure of that first. ‘

Then he ventured to creep within.

Having turned the corner, he aaw that he
was standing just in the entranoe of a low
cavern., There was only a weak, suhdued
light, and he understood why. For the centre
of the cavern was hung with curtaina, and
the light gleamed within. [T Fullwood had
had any deubts before, they were now dis-
polled.

Former victims had described the Punbsh-
ment Chamber us & room surrounded witly
curtains. Here it was -but with a difference
which nobody would have suspected. Fore
there was a space all round, making it pos-
sible for anybody to walk completely round
the place on the outside of the curtains.

Jesson was within--thia became apparent
from the fact that Jesson was talking. His
bonds had been removed.

** You—you confounded Mttle rotters’!”’ the
prefect gasped (furiously. *“If you on't
;?lllease”me from these inlernal stocks, I'll—

" You'll do nothing!" came a doep voice.
which Fullwood could not possibly recogniec.
“ 0 bhullying tool, your punishment is neac’
Preparc to reccive the biggest swishing of
your life!"’

*“ I{—if you touch me——"'

“ You have been found guilty of hage and
brutal conduct,’”” went on the accusing veice.
‘““ In spite of repeated warnings you have
ignored the vengeance of the Secret Combine.
Other rash cads have been taught theic
lesson within these curtained walls. You, too,
will receive a lesson. Enough!'”

Fullwood thought so, too.

Therc was really no reason why ha shoule
remain. Jessen was about to be punished. [t
would be folly for Fullwood to stay on the
spot a moment longer than was abaolutely
neceasary.

Ho waa in constant danger of being
spotted, even now it was pot certain that h



10

would get away nndetected. And the best
course {or him to pursue was to find his way
hack to the vault, and so into the open air.

And this Follwood proceeded to do.

Before he left he heard yells and shouts
from Jewson--accompanled by a swishing noise
which could not be mistaken. Fullwood
grinned unfeelingly a8 he tnok his departure.

It was imposesible for him to aid the un-
fortunate Jesson in any way. He conuld not
bring help to the spot in time. Before he
could return Jceason's punishment would bo
over.

Exactly ten minutes later Fullwood emerged
into  the comparative brilliance of the
Triangle. It scemed almost light to him aflter
the intense blackness of the tunnel, And he
took a dcep, deep breath.

“I've nailed ‘em!’ he muttered, his eyes

«leanting. ““Talk about luck! 1 ncver
dreamed 1 should find out things so jolly
quickly !'’

He ran across to the Ancient llouse, and
was not surprised when he ran into the arms
of GUulliver and Bell. His two study-mates
xrabhed hold of him and demanded to know
the truth.

* Victory!” mid Fullwood calmly. *“ 1 know
cverything. my sons!’’

‘“* We've heen hangin’ about hege for hail
an  hour past!” growled Bell jrritably.
" Where the dcuce bave yow. becn, jou
rotteri’’

“ g;:?t.he track of the Combine!’’

‘1 tell you I've found out cverythin',”' said
Fullwond. ** 1 know where the Punichment
Chamber is, an’ all the rest of it. Don't

breathe a word-don't et another soul
know."’
** Not likely!"* sald Gulliver. * But teil
us— <°

“ Can’t stop now—I'm going indoors.”

** Well, we can come with you,’” said Bell.

*“ Yen, but I'm goin’ to Starke,” said Full-
wond. * You chaps go straight to Study A,
an’ stop there. [ don’'t aurpooc 1 ehall be
long with Starke anyhow—it wouldn't look
well for us all to go. I'll tcll you about it
afterwards. '

And Gulliver and Bell had to be satisped
with that—although, as a matter of fact.
they woere not satisfled at all.  Pullwood
hnstened away to Starke's stady in the Sixth-
Form passage.

Luckily Starke was alonc, and he looked
round impatiently.

** Well, what |8 {t?° he demanded. “ I can't
bother with you now, Fullwood——''

*Oh, yes. you can,” said the Removite
coolly. * It mny Interest you .to know that
Jesson is hein® hirched at this very moment
hy the Secret Combine. They're givin® bim a
fearful swishin' ! ' .

Starke stared.

"“"How do you know?'’ he asked.

“I've just come from the Punishment
Zwamber,” evplained Fullwood calmly.

" You—you've just—"

.Bll‘,urkc paused, and stared hard .at h's
sniiap. '
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“Trying to puil my leg?” he asked sourly,
* Don’t try that game on—"' o

“My dear chap, I've just come from the
Punishm&t Chamber,” repeated Fuliwood
sitting down. * You asked me to find out
the truth—an’ I've done it. That’s all. When
I take A thing on I don't waste time.”

Starke fluzhed with sudden excitement. -

“ By gad! Do you mean to tell me you've
discovered the truth?’ he asked. -

** I've been tellin’ you so for a minute
past,'’ repllcd Fullwood. * It's true—honest
in;un! I've dome my part, Starke, an’ now
it's up to you to do the rest. An’ 1 shall
expect you to make it as hot as fire for those
heastly cads.” , .

C "?Yon know for certain that it's Nipper and

o. "

‘“ Well, no,”” admitted the junior. *-But
that’s only a detail now. The main point
fs discovered—an’ all the rest will follow.
Just listen!” ,

Starke did listen—and Fullwood gave detalls
of what had occurred. By the time he had
finished the Sixth-Former was upon his feet,
striding up and down, and bhis cyes wers
gleaming with tense joy.

“You’ve done wonders, Fullwood,”” he de-
clared. ‘* Why, this means the complete
defcat of those little worms!"

** Of course it does,” said Fullwood. * But
how can you make ’om pa;?"

‘*Leave that to me,” replied Starke.
‘““ long, of the Remove, brought me a yarn
last week -he thought he'd discovered the
sccret Mmeeting-place. But this is different,
Fullwood. You actually saw the capture—yny
saw Jesson being carried away—you saw him
taken into the underground cavern!”

““In fact,” said Fullwood, 1 didn't miss &
giddy thing.’’

“ And all we have to do is to wait our
opportunity,” continued S8tarke—*‘ or. better
still, make an opportunity for ourselves.
You're absolutely sure that you weren’t
spotted?’’

‘“ Positive."”

“ The other fellows have no suspicion that
they were seen?”

“ How the deuce could they have a sus

picion when they were ignorant my littio
game?” asked Fullwood. *“ M ar chap,
you needn't worry at all. wing to my

eflorts you know where the birchin's take
place an’ where the Combine meets. 1 sug.
gest that we wreck the place—''

“l can do without your suggestion,
thanks,”" interrupted Starke briskly. * Leave
this to me, Fullwood. You’ve done well, and
1 won't forget it. The Sixth takes a hand
now, and you'll see the rcsult to-morrow.”

** Not to-night?’’ asked the Removite.

‘“ Certainly not—there's no hurry,” said
8tarke. * I'm going to call a meeting almoss
at once—Kenmore and Wileon and Frinton,
and all the others. We'll talk over the
matter, and decide the best thing to be done.
But you can bet your life that we've g0%
those kide—we've got '‘em properly!” .

Ralph Leslie Fullwood grinned.

*“Owin’ to - smartness—don’t forged
tbat!" be Obme ‘
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# No, I'm not likely to forget it while
you're about,’’ said Starke eourly. *‘ But if
you want this affair to turn out well—don’t
brag. Don’'t say a thing. Don’'t even diecuss
tho matter with your study chums.”’

*“ Trust me,’”’ said Fullwood, nodding. ‘‘ An’
now ['ll trot along to my own study for a
little recreation. By the way, Starke, I sup-
pose you couldn’'t lend me a quid for a day
or two?"’

‘“ Yon suppose quite right!’’ replied Starke
promptly.

Funllwood grinned. ,

““I'm hard up,” he went on—''only tem-
porary, of course. I might get talkin’ a bit
rash if I'm worried about money, you know.
It would be a lot safer if you obliged."”

Starke regarded his visitor fixedly.

‘““So that's the game?'' he exclaimed, lis
lip curling. °** All right—here you arc! And
now you can clear out!” .

Fullwood scized the Treasury note which
Starke passed across the table, and he
cleared out quite amiably. Starke mentally
hade good-bye to that pound, for there was
little chance of his seeing it again.

Curiously cnough, Ralph Leslic Fullwocd
thouzht so too!

CHAPTER 1YV.
FRINTON'S ASTONISHING JOKE,
L.L serene!”

(13

Cecil De Valerie made that re-

y mark, and Le chuckled as he did so.

- The chuckle sounded hollow in the

confined space of the tunnel which led into
the vault beneath the monastery ruins.

** Another *victim dealt with,”” grinned
Tommy Watson. *‘‘My hat! I'll bet Jesson
is feeling pretty sore just now. You laid it
On beautifully, Nipper.”

“I didn't give the cad any morc than he
deserved,”’ I replied grimly. ‘ He was let ofl
lightly, in my opinion.*

‘“ Begad! 1 have bcen wonderin® what
Jesson's oplnion can be,” remarked Tregellis-
Weost. *‘‘ There is not the slightest doubt,
dear old boys, that Jesson will be reminded
of this little episode every time he sits down.
He must be* frightfully sore in that region,
begad!"

We all chuckled as we hurried along thce
tunnel.

‘““Yet these bullies never ecem to learn
their lesson,” observed Trotwood major, of
the Remove.
good friends. However, I think we have
taken their measure, in a way. of speaking.
They musl assuredly realise that their game
13 not worth the candle. I am only_rcaretful
that we have not yct had an opportunity of
¢onvincing the arch-hully—Starke—that bru-
tality and -caddishnesa will not pay.”

‘““Don’'t you worry your head, Trotty,” 1
aaid. ** Starke’s beginning to realise it. even
now--and he'll soon be convinced. Kenmore s
convinced, and so is Grayson—and so is
Jesson. I don’t mind betting that Christine
and Co. will find a wonderful improvement in
Jesson’s conduct to-morrow. There's nothing

‘1t is really astonishinz, my |

|
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like a zood, sound bicching to convince a
fellow that he’s a rotter.”

**These Sixth-Form cads
birched—or e¢ven cancd--since
juniors,’”” remarked Jack Grey. * Naturally,
it comes harder to them now. And they
must be almost mad with rage—hecause they
can’'t discover who's respongible.”

I nodded and grinned.

““ My dear chap, that’'s the verv object of
the whole game,”” I said. ** The hnullies can’t
discover anything—they'rc ahsolutely in the
dark.”

As a matter of fact, I was in the dark,
too—unfortunat«ly. At that time I knew
nothing of Fullwood’'s activities. I dia-
covered it all later on, of course, but not
until a lew exciting incidents had occurred.

We had just finished with Jeeson, and that
sore youth was now finding his way back to
St. Frank's, after having been deposited on
the moor. We, of course, were makinz ont
way back to the school by mcans of the
tunnel—a short cut.

Our object was to get in hefore Je¢3son could
arrive back. In this way he would hiave no
opportunity of learnine who his captors had
been. In a big school like St. Frauk’'s, with
g0 many hundrods of tellows at liberty in the
evening hours, it was almost impossible to
discover where a certain number of juniors
had bheen, or what they had heen doing, at
any particular time.

And when Jesson returned he wouid find the
actual culprits in the Remove common-room,
as though they had been there for hours. 1n-
quiries would he useless, for he could not
force us to answer his questions. And sus
picions were quite useless. Starke and Co.
had suspected us ever since the Secret Com-
hine had heen formed; but the bullies had
been helpless.

On this occasion there were only six of us3
engaged in the actual work—Watson, Tre-
gellis-West, Niccdemus Trotwood, Jack Grey,
Cecil De Valerie, and mysii. Pitt and onec or
two others had heen acting as scouts at the
commencement, hut they were not included
in the punishment party.

We arrived in the vault, and I extincuisl.ed
my electric torch. There was no necessity
for us have a light here, since we all
knew the ground by heart; moreover, it was
most important that we should not allew &
single glimmer of licht to eecape into the
open air as we ascended the stoue stairway.

baven't been
they were

“ Look irere, my children, we'd bhetter
decide what to do,”" 1 said. It wouldr't
look well for us all to crowd out at once.

I'll go st with Montie and Tommy, and
we'il slip into the gym.”

*“Grey and I will go straight indoors,"”” said
D¢ Valerie.

*“ A3 for myself,” said Trotwced, 1 will

stroll round the Triangle Tor five or ten
minutes. Pray lead tke way, iy good
Nipper.''

But our plan waa mnot to work out 3o
smoothly as we had imagined. For a diver.
sion occurred which was totally unexpected,

I was the first to emerge into the starlight
with my chums close behind me. 1 pauzed
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in case any

before venturing out far, :
in the

seniors happened to be strelling
Triangle.

And it was just as well that I did pauee,
for 1 instantly becamc aware of a figure
‘'moving In a curiously stealthy inanner
amongst the old, ivy-covered ruins. 1 turned
my head quickly.

‘ Hist!” I muttered. ' Stand still, you
asscs !’

“ Great pip! gasped Watson. ‘ Are we
trapped?”’

“* Rats!" I replied briefly. .

1 stood watching, and eaw the iigure moving
away in the dircction of the playing-ficlds.
In order to reach the hedge the fellow—
whoever he was—would find it necessary to
pass comparatively close to the spot where 1
was standing. v

He evidently had no idea that he was
being watched, for he continued his way with-
out once looking in my direction—although
ne several times glanced behind &t the dark
space of the Triangle.

A3 he came nearer 1 watched him more
closely, wondering who the ieliow was, and
why his movements were eo suggestive of
secrecy. I was quite sure that he was no
spy, deliberately watching for ns. |

And then, in a Aash, I realised the truth.
For 1 had caught a glimpse of a straggling
heard, to say nothirg of a slouch hat and a
flowing cloak. I caught my breath in sharply.

‘“ The Mysterious X !V I gasped:

**Lh?" murmured Watson. ' What's that
yonu mumbled?”’

* Shurrup!” 1 whispered. * Watch!”

I required a moment to collect my thoughts,
The figure so near to us was none other than
the Mysterious X, the daring thief who had
perpetrated many minor burglaries in the dis-
trici of late.

Nobody had ever actually seen the man,|
and nobody knew who he was. The police
were just as puzzied as the simple country |
folk. For that matter, Nclson Lece himself
wis il the drrk--as far as I knew, at least
I suspected, however, that the guv'por knew
rather more about the Mysterious X tnhan he
would tell me. He was keeping his eyes open,
.imd something would probably happen before
ong.

But hcre was a chance for me to distinguish
myself! What a piece of luck if we could
capture the Mysterious X onrselves! What a |
victory for the Remove! 1 went quite hot at
the thought. .

The Mysterious X had cluded capture every
time. Only a few days previously we had seen
the rascal at work in an old barn on the Ban-
nington Road: but we had not had an eoppor-
tunity of getting hold of him, although we |
had recovered the loot which he had stolen
from a local jeweller’s _

- But now the case was different.

The man was here, within fifteen yards of
us. It was only necessary for us to spring
out, and we should take him completely by

surprise. [ generally come to a decision
quickly, and 1 did so now.

‘* Are all you chaps there?” I whispered,
turaing again. i

lis scrapin’ my ear—it is, really
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“Yes!" came De Valeric's voice.
wrong?"”

*» spring out when I give the order,” 1
breathed tensely. * The Mysterious X s
here—creeping along a few paces away. We’'re
going to collar him.” '

* Begad!” murmured Sir Montie. -

I knew the fcllows were ready, and I rose
quickly over a mass of broken stonework and
jumped down,

** Now!” I roared. ‘' On him!"”

The others came pouring out in the most
satisfactory manner, and before the Mys-
terious X could even realise what was in
the wind we were bearing down upon bim.
He gave one gasp and tried to flee.

But by that time I was practically at arm’s
length, and I reached out. As it happened,
the feliow stumbled over a hidden chunk of
setore, and was on the ground in a heap
before 1 could stop.

I sprawled over him, and Sir Montie came
charging at the two of us. Watson was close
behind, and by the time the others arrived
on the spot the Mysterions X was buried
beneath a pile of youthful humanity.

““ (3ot him!” exclaimed Watson c¢xcitedly.

‘“ Begad! Are you referrin’ to me, old
boy?'’ gasped Sir Montie. ' Sonllgbod)"s boot

We managed t0 sort ourselves ouf, hut the
prisoner was held down. Watson sat upon
his feet, and he was spreadeagled upon the
grass, De Valerie holding one arm down and
Grey taking charge of the other.

The Mysterious X was utterly helpless.

‘“ You—you little brutes!” he panted
hoarsely. ' Rcelease n:e!”

‘“ Certainly—after we've had a look at your
dial,” 1 exclaimed. ‘' Off with that mask, you
chaps!”

‘* And the bheard,” said Grey—*'it’s false,
you know.”

The Mystericus X gave a husky shout.

“ Don’t!” he implored. * Don't touch my

mask!”’
‘““ We're going to

* What's

‘“ Rot!” said Watson.
RE'—'—"’.

‘1 beg of you not to expese my features
to the night air,” went on the Mysterious X,
in a strained voice. ‘1 have a particular
reason for ac<king this; you will be shocked if
you sec what lies beneath the mask. Please
allow me to go, and I will be ever grateful.”?

'The fellows hardly knew what to make of it.

*“ Don't believe that rot!”’ 1 said grimly.
' He’s only trying to scare us—and it won’t
work, Mr. X! Yes, we know you all right,
and within an hour you will be handed over
to the police!” -

““Let me go, hang yvou!"
prisoner.

‘“ A change of tone, ch?’
*“ We'll soon s2e¢ who you are!”

I reached out and jerked off the black cloth
mask which covered the uppcer portion of our
captive’s face. At the eamce time Watson
pulled at the beard, which was gquite
obvicusly false. It came away easily, and the
Mysterious X was exposed as his true self.

A pale face sfared up at us as we bend
forward.

snarled the

I exclaimed.
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‘““ Great Scott!'' shouted Grey. ‘' It's—it’s
Frioton! Frinton, of the Sixth!"”’

‘ My only ‘Aunt Jane!”
rinton, you know!”

‘ Impossible!"’
}; exclaimed crimly.

‘“‘ Begad! It can't be

““ But it is Frinton,”

‘““ What's the meaning of this, Frinton?
We've collared you red-handed, you know.
And all this time—for weeks past—everybody
has been puzzled——"

** You litt.le fool!"” snapped Frinton
ﬂnmhly * Let me get up:.”’

‘ Not llkcI) " said ‘Watscn.
Myvsterious X—-"'

““Don't by a mad idiot!’ roared Frinton.
“1 can havc a joke, 1 suppose?”

‘““ A—a joke?"

‘* Of course,” went on the prefect. ‘T was
going to give somc of the Sixth-Form iellows
a scare, that's all. 1 got dressed up like this
purposcly. Do you think I'm that beastly
thief?"

Sir Montie rose and coughed.

“We are really fn"htfull\ sorry, Frinton,
old boy,"” he said mllcf) *“ But how were we
to ruess? You didn't eay who you were unti
we pulled the mask off, you know. You only
caid some rot about us bein’ shocked. Why
difu’t you say you were Frinton——"’

* Because I wanted to get away with-oot
allow:i ing you prattling kids to know the
truth,’ snapped Frinton. ** It'i1 be over the
whole school now—and that’'s just what 1
didn't want. 1 suppose you were spying on
me?"”’

Watson and the others had risen to thelr
f¢ct, too. Frinton scrambied up, dusted him-
sclf, and marched away towards the Ancient

“* You're the

House without another “ord We atood
watching him curiously.
. Snlly ass!"” remarked Grey., * What a

dotty notion!”

““ Off his rocker, I reckon,"” said Wataon

**If it hid been somehody else I could have
understeod it,”’ 1 said thoughtfully. ** But
['rinton isn't the kind of fellow to play prac-
tical jokes. I'm not at all sure that we ought
to have let him go.”’

** Begad! You don't suspect——""

‘“ The fact is, Montie, I hardly know what
to believe,”’ 1 mterruptcd *“ But ] can tell
you that I'm not exactly satisfied. 1It's a
hit stecp to suppose that a 8t. Frank's chap
is rcally the Mysterious X, hut—""

‘“Oh, rot!”" put in De Valerie. ‘ Stcep!
Why. it's impossible, Nipper! Frinton was
going to frighten eome kids, 1 suppose—that
would just bo his idea of a joke. And I'm
not altogether pleased with the incident.”’

‘“ We!l. nobody expected you to bhe
pleased,’”’ smiled Grey.

“That’'s not what I mean,” sgaid De
Valerie. * Frinton saw the lot of us comi

out of the ruins—and Frinton is onc ¢
Starke’'s pals, and a bully himself. 1 hope
the rotter won’t. smell a rat when he hcars
about Jesson.’

‘““And we'd better get indoors, too,” I ex-
claimed briskly.

It was quite possible that Jesson had
already arrived, and it would be far betfer
it we were all within the Ancient House. Yo,

|
|

|
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without delaying further, we hastened across
the Triangle in two groups and passed in-
doors.

Tregellis-West and Watson went to Study C,
but I hurried along to Nelson Lee's study—
the guv'nor being our Housemaster. I ifound
him busily at work upon some mathematical
calculations—this being thc guv’'nor's some-
what humorous idea of recreation. The=~very
look of him was enough to turn my hair
grey.

** Busy, sir?’’ I inquired, closing the door.

‘“ Eh?" Nelson Lee turned his head.
‘“Pon’t hother me now, Nipper

“ But 1 want a word with you, sir.”

‘““ You can have a word with me later on,”
snapped the guv'nor. ‘' You will oblice mo
by opening that door, antl closing it aguin—
after you have made your exit."

I grinned.

‘A polite way of saying * Clear out,’ ¢h?”" I
said calmly. * That'’s all vdry well, sir, but
I want to tell you something about the Myas-
terious X. Barely ten minutes ago we collared
him in the Triangle.”

tNelson Lee turned in his chair and stared
at me.

** You—er-—collared the Mysterious X?'" he
repeated.

' Well, we thought it was him,” I eaid.
*“ And, what's more, we pulled his beard and
mask off—and found that the fellow was
Frinton, of the Sixth. I thought 1'd better
tell you about it ati once.”

The cuv’'nor did not look very pleased.

‘“ What did Frinton say?’’ he asked.

" Why., he told us that he was playing a
practical joke—"

** Exactly,” interjected Lee. * You would
have done far better, Nipper, to have allowed
Frinton to pass unmolested.”

‘“But 1 didn't know he was Frinton at
the time,”” I protested.

“* Well, you should have refrained from
stoppe the Mysterious X, if that will please
you better,”” said the schoolmaster-detective,
**I think I have told you before, young ‘un,
that ycu arc liable to upset my own plans
by this unasked-for interference——""

‘“ In-in-interference !’ 1 stuttered.

‘““ That is what I »said!”’ exclaimed l.ce
curtly. * My plans for the capturc of the
Mysterious X are all made—byt I do not like
to hc hurried. You will please me, Nipper,
by allowing me to make my plans as |
please.’”

‘““ But—but I thought I was helping, sir!™
I ciaculated indignantly. * In any casc, this
 affair was unexpected. When I saw the Mys-
terious X I naturally felt inclined ta collar
him. How was I to know the fellow was
Frinton? All the other chaps believe that
Frinton realiy was playmg a joke, but I'm ot
80 sure about 1t."”’

* No?"' gaid the guv'nor.
you sure about, pray?”

** Well, I hardly know——"'

‘* Then the best thing you can do la to
leave matters as they stand for the moment,’
said Lee. *“ I don’t accuse you of deliberate
intetference, Nipper,”' but it will really be
far better if you leave this thing to me.”

‘* And what are
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. OB, juet as you like,” I said grufly. 1
d;x‘;'t. care. But will you tell me one thing,
sir?”

'* it all depends what that one thing is."

** Well—is Frinton the Mysterious X7 1
asked keenly.

‘The guv’nor eyed me curiously.

* Walt until two or three days have passed,

Nipper. and then {ou'll know for certain,’
he replied. 1 only advise you to refraiv
from jumping to & hasty coaclusion. The
whole myetery will be explajned very shortly
now.’’
I tricd several other questions, but they
wouldn't work, and after five minutes of it 1
left Nelson Lee's study feeling rather cross
and decidedly unsatisfied. When bhe likes the
guv'nor can be jolly aggravating!

e S

CHAPIER V.

STARKE'S LITTLE SCHEME,

TARKE tossed his eigarette-end into the

fireplace and lounged hack in his chapr.

** 30 there yon are.” he sald enmfort-

ably. * The whole thing will be dead

on{. We can squash this Secret Combine

with absolute ease and comfort. They don't
stand an earthly chance—not ap carthly!”

Kenmore nodded.

* It certainly seecms the real goods,’”” he
ohserved. * But are you sure that Fullwood
can be relied on?’’

** Fullwood isn't a fellow 1'd trust very far, "
replied Starke; ‘‘but in this bhusiness he's
reliable enough. More by luck than anyshing
els¢ he found out where the Combine meete.
Why, my dear chaps, he actually saw Jesmnn
:)ieinq walloped! It's absolutely the straight

p'tl

Starke waq feeling very pleased with him.
self, and his manner was genial. He had
several other eseniors in his study—Kengpore,
Wilson, Mills, and Grayson. The latter was a
Fifth-Former, but ‘“in "' with the bulliea.
They were all birds of a feather.

For some little time past Kenmore bad been
in bad odour with his study mate., 8tarke.
Thia was because Kenmoare bad tasted the
rower of the 8ecret Combine—in the sbaro of
8 scvere blrchlnr. And Kenmore had refnsed
to participate in any more bullying.

But other fellows had followed his examole,
and Starke had realised that it was only
possible to maintain power by unity. And
just now there was’ev indication that the
hullies wonld enccesefully squash the sceret
society which the Remove had organiscd as a
retaliatory measure.

‘“ We've got them perfectly fixed,’' deelared
Starke. ' I've just outlined my plan to yan,
and if any fellow can pick a hole in it - wel,
pick it at once. We've got to have the thing
scttled this evening.”

“ My dear man, it's a great idea,” aaid
Wileon. “ 8o far as I can see, you're the
only one who’ll stand any real risk——"'

‘* That's where you're wrong,” joter.
rupted Btarke. ‘° There'll by risk aboud it
at all—for me ot for any clse.” XNipper
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and. his erowd will be fnally put out of the
runping by thim hour to-morrow evening
They'H be squashed--they'il De oblterated."

" Sounds al right.'’ remarked Mills, ' But
1 can’t help thinking that a hitch might
occur. And if it does, Jtarke, wo shall lonk
tl':elym‘“” fools in exetence—you particu-

r .ID

Starke frowned.

I dou’'t know how much mere cnnvincing
you require.”’ he exclaimed. “I'll explain
the whole thing again, if you like. We Rnow
fairly well what the Combine will do If ame
of ue indulges in bullying-—— What the
thunder-—-"'

Starke hrohe oft as the door burst open
with a crash.

*It's only Jeason,™
‘* Hallo, oid man!"”

* Peeling At?’° inquired Mills,

“You look a hit worn ont, [ muet 2ay,’
put in Grayson, with a chuchkle.

Jeason, of the Siath, was lonking not. on'y
A bit worn out, but in a towering rugc. Hin
brow was black with wrath, und the rest of
his face was biack with something else. Hin
collar was crumpled, and his tie was« un-
fastened., And the remainder of bis cluthing
matched.

“Thase—those ttle demons have been
asauiting gpe!’ he snarked.

“S0o it seems,”’' aid Kenamore, with o cer-
tain amount of relish. ' You're one of the
fellows who didn't helieve me, Jesson. | was
just like that, you know. Why don't you sit
down?’’

Jesron looked like choking.

* You--you unfecling rotters'’’ he shneted
“ Can’t you do anvthin% else bnt grin? 1I've
been half murdered! hones, Comnbine worms
carried me off and birched me --birched me
pntil I'm bleeding'”’

“ Rot!"' mid Starke.

“Don't youa helicve me?"’ roared Jesson.

‘* No, 1 don’t,”’ replicd Starke. [ dare
84y you're sore, hut yra're not bleeding. The
kids wonld draw the line before that. Mard
luck, old man! But you'll he the last of vs
to he touched -that's one comfort.”

It did not seem much ocomfort to Jesson,
Ho sat down, jumped up agam, and leaned
agaimst the mantelplece. e pretendnd to
set his tic straight, hut twisted round sud
denly in the mididle of the operation.

“They collared me as | waa croasing the
Triangle," he went oo flercely. *' Piledd on to
me bBefore 1 kncw where | waa. Then | wan
carrfed ahout and taken to that infernal
Pupishment Chamber.”

M':L:)idn't you recognise anyhody?” asked

| .

Jesson anorted with diaguat.

“ How the thunder could | recognise any-
bady with a sack over my head?’’ he growied.

** Well, dkdn't you hear any voices?’

* Ouly one---the fellow who does the jawing
in that cortained room,’”’ replied the victim,
® Two or three of you know all about it, a0

's no beed for me uplalq. The
fach in, 1'ye Been too rash. 1 didn’t Wink,
tag ombine was 30 pawerful’ .

grinned Kenmore,
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‘“Kverybody lcarns by cxpericnce,”  sard

Kenmore sapiontly. .
“ What's more.” continuoed Jesson, * I've

decided to gn casy--1'm not going to pass
through another affair like this. [t's all very
well to talk, bnt this €Combine had whacked
ue, Starke.” _

“It's whacked yom, anytiow!”’ chuckled
Ktarke. :

‘“ You neredn't sneer,”’ rald Jesson croasly.
* Your turn will come jolly soon, 8tarke. Jf
you dnn’'t ease ur you'll ho collared agdln.
And they'll give it to you even hotter thao
th:ey gave it to me.”’

The treatment had been very effective with
Jeason -as it had been with the otbhera. A
hully menerally is the first to crumple up
when he finds that his vietima are capable of

rctalinting
Jesaon cowdd not  quite understand  the
( eery atmosphere of Starke’s study. He had

cipocted to ace his friends with black looks
when he told them of what had occureed. But
they were @ tually amiling, and scemeed con-
tented.

“ You're looking confounduedly pleased over
it!"" anapped Jesson. ‘

“ Well, you sec, thinga aren’t so bad’ as
vou imagine,” obscrved Starke. ** To-morrow,
ald nan, I'm poing to show the Removite:
yust what [ think of ‘em. U'm golng to knock
them ahont from morning till night, and
poac punishments rizht and 1+t —-jast to prove
how little [ carc for thetr gilly Combine!”

Jeason brightened up.

“ That'a what | did.”’ he said. * To.morrow
cveping, Starke, you'll Le collarted just the
avfic a3 | waa.”’ \

‘* Kxaetly,'' sald Starke.

()] gh’il .

‘* That's just what | want.”’

* Jcsanh stared. .

“*Just what you want?”
astonishment.

‘" Yes; I'm quite anxious to he collared,’
grinned Starke. }
'* Weil, there's po socounting for tastea,
mid the other prefect sourly. *‘ If you lecl

aatious to receive a hirching—"'

“1 didn't eay that,” interrupted Starke.
‘“ It won't get to that stage, old man. After
l1'm ocollared the Combine's programme will
go weong. The littlo bounders themselver will
bo birched - not me. And you'll he on hand
to help whh tho swishing. I should think
you'd enjoy it '’ .

*“1'd tlke to hall kill the young cubs,’ ex.
olained Jesson.

* Well, you'll have your chance to-morrow
evening ----"'

* Oh, don't talk rot,"” interrupted the other
** This big talk sounds all right, Htarke, bul
what'e the good of It? We're helpless—and
thie snoner we realise that the better.”

Walter Btarke smiled.

“ An bour ago | might have agreed with
von,’”” he sald. * But, as it happens, we're
top-dogs, Jesson. You'll be rather surprised
to hear that Puliwood of the Remove saw
you collared; he followed yon to your desti-
nation, snd was on hand when your birchipg
commenced.”

he rcepeated in
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‘ And haven't you half-akinned the little
bruto?” demanded Jesson. ‘ Fullwood! 1
thought he was on our side—"’

** And 20 he is,’’ interrupted Starke. ‘' Full-
wood has been acting as a zp{. according to
my inatructions. And by a pilece of luck he
gnrt on the track straight away. He followed
you to the Punisbhment Chamber—and we
know exactly where it is situated, and how
to get to it. But the Combine knows
nothing. If you think that out. you'll soon
realise that we hold the tfump cards.”

e Jesson almost forgot his aches end pains.

““And are you sure of this?' he asked. *‘Is
Fullwyood to be trusted?”

‘ Yes—bhut in any case 1 mean to verify
his Information after the Remove's gone to
bed,”’ sald Starke. ‘' Now, Jesson, where do
you imagine the Punishment Chamber is
situated?”

‘* How the dickens do 1 know?"

‘" But you must have some kind of impres-
sion.”’ -

" Well, it’s my belief that T was taken to
a cottage or 8 small house on the edge of the
mooe after the little brutes had finished with
me."’ ‘

The other prefects chuckled.

‘* You were mnearly a hundred feet under
cround,’”’ sald Starke. * You know those old
quarry-workings? Well, that's where you
were, Jesson—in a cavern leading ofl one of
the tunnels.”

Jeason was incredulous.

o "I\‘ou catch me believing that,”” he said
rmly.

But he did believe it very shortly after-
wards, when Starke had explained everything
to him. And Jesson was greatly comforted.
The knowledge that the juniors were to be
swiftly punished was extremely soothing to
Jesson's nerves. .

“And how can we act to work?’’ he asked.
*We may know where this place is, but
cven Fullwood couldn't give you the names
of the fellows.”

‘“We don't need them,” said Starke.
“ When you came in, Jesson, I was just ex-
plaining to these others how I shall szet to
work. My plan is to bully everybody 1 can
lay hands on to-morrow. I'll makc myself
conspicuaous—I°ll get mysclf marked down for
attention."”

**So that the Combine will drop on you?' -

‘“ Exactly.”

* But how can you get yoursel? collared
—and why?"”

‘“ 1 shal] stroll out into the Telangle after
dark, alone,”” said Starke. * That ought to
tempt them, eh? And while I'm doing that
alldyou .l‘ellom will go down into the tunnel
and wait.”

‘ For you to be brought down?" inquired
Jessnn.
“ You've hit it,”” grinned Starke. ‘‘ Not
bad, ed? I shall be carried down there a
¢, and the Combine will think that
B helpless in their power. But things will
go wrong then. Without any waming you'll
spring out, collar the young brats, and re-
lease me. After that we'll bireh ‘em with
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their own birch! And the Punishment,
Chamber will be wrecked to bits.”

Jesson’s eyes gleamed.

‘* Top-hole !’ he declared.
hitch occurs?”

“ We won’t suppose anythm" of the sort,”
said Starke. *‘‘ A hitch can’t occur. We shall
make sure Fullwood’s information is correct,
and then we shall have aothing to fear. The
Combine suspect nothing, and they’ll fondly
believe that I'm playing into t.heu' hands.
As a matter of fact t.he{)'u be playing into
ours. And after we’'ve birched the whole
crowd, and after their meeting-place has been
wrecl\.ed they’ll be squashed for good.”

. Besldes, we can report them for laying
hands co a prefect—"' began Mills.

But Starke shook h.s hcad.

** No need to report anything,’”” he said.
“We don't want any masters in this—it
might not be good for us. No; we can deal
with the whole matter off our own bat.
And the Secret Combine will be a t.h'ng of
the past by this time to-morrow evenmg

** Nothing is quite certain in this life,”” said
Keamore wisely. *‘ There's just a faint
chance that socmething might go wrong,
Starke. We shall do our part all right—
vyou can rely on us. But if there 1s a hitch
vou'll find yourself in a rotten hole.”

** There can’'t be a hitch,”” declared Starke.
** And I'm willing to take the risk, anyhow
And that ought to convince you cnough

Kenmore grinned.

** Well, I can’t imagine you taking much
ol a risk unjess you were fairly confident,” he
remarked. *“‘1It's a great scheme, and it's
bound to work. And the whole beauty of it
lies in the fact that the Kids will think
they're winning until the very last moment
'.l‘hen they'll get a fifty-horse-power shock.’

All the other seniors were in agreement;
they voted the scheme to be excellent. And
after the Remove had retired for the night
Starke and Kenmore paid a visit to the
vault and went along the passage to the
aspot where Fullwood had indicated.

It was a lonely journey, and the bullies
were by no means pleased with ft. The
dark, silent tunne! got on their nerves. and
theéir only light was a candie. However, they

had no difficulty in locating the spot.

But once thare, the task of finding the
door was another matter. Fullwood bad de-
scribed the knob of rock which operated the
recret catch. But ten minutes had elapsed
before Kkenmore touched it—and then by
accident.

“By Jove! he
‘ What's this?"’

The pair had been almost out of patience,
and had been mentaHy planaing all sorts of
unpleasant fates for Ralph Leslie Fullwood.
But they soon discovered that the kncb was

‘“ But suppose a

excluimed huskily.

lhke real thing, for the door opened before
their eyes.
Acd, plunging in, they found themselves

within the Punishmer:! Chamber. A little elze-
tric-hattery was placed upon a ledge, with a
switch beside it. Pressing this, the interior
of the curtained portion bécame illuminat

And inside there were the stocks—mas

H
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wooden contrivances which Jesson and Ken-
more and others had good reason to know.
The arrangement held the victims securc
while the birching proceeded.

** 8plendid!"’ ¢xclaimed Storke, vith glit-
tering eyes. ‘ Fullwood was right, after all.
I shall be brought here to-morrow eyeming—
but you fellows will be waitinz outs4de, just
along the tunnel. Beéfore the kids cap start
on the game, you'll spring out and—well,
you can guess the rest.”

“ Rather!” grinned
Great!”

They passed out and closed the place up
exactly as they had found it—taking care
to leaye no trace of their visit. Then they.
bhurried® alcag the tunnel, and got back into
the Ancient House just in time for their or
tinary retiring hour—which, of course, was
later than that of the juniors.

And on the morrow Starke put bhis pro-
gromme into execution.

Before breakfast, even, he ccemmenced
operations. Doyle, of the Remove, happencd
to descend into the lobby by means ¢f the
balustrade—which method, if-undigniticd, was
certainly swift.

Doyle landed perfectly, and did not b:cerme
aware of Starke’'s presence until the prefect
suddenly dodged out of the cloak-rcom. Slid-
ing down the bzalustrade was eommon ~nough,
and was usyally wnked at by masters and
prefects alike.-

*T.ke five hundred lines, Doyle!”
Starke curtly.

**Eh?" gasped Doyle. ‘ Fi-five hundred
hnes" What for?”

‘ For commng downstairs the wrong way,”,
replied Starke. **1f I cateh you at it again
1'll cane you!"

Doyle was rebellious—althcugh a meek
junior uvsually.

“ Mr. Lce caught me at it last week, and
he only told me not to do it again, and he
wouldn't have said a word only I bappened
to bump into bim!"’ exclaimed Doyle indig-
nantly. ‘* He didn’t even give me lines.’

“*“Well, I've gnen you five hund: red,” said
Starke pleamntlv **1 shall expect you to
bring them to my study by seven o’clock this
evening. Five hundred dcon’t forget, and
they've got to be clean.’

‘* Bu¢, look here, Starke-—"'

““ Another word, and Y'Il box vour ears!'"”’

‘“J don’t sce \shy———- Yow—ow—-ow !’

Starke was as good as his word, for he
boxed Doyle's ears with tremendous violance.
The junior staggered, crashed against the
wall, and sank dizzily to the floor. Starke's
actwn had been brutal, and Deyle's ears
were as red as beetroots when he swayed to
his feet a minute later. His head was sing-
ing and aching.

Kenmore. * Fine!

said

“0Oh, the cad—the Luilying brute!” he
moaned.

*Hallo! Anything wrong?’” 1 inquired
cheerily.

I had been }'avmg a run rovnd the Triangle
with Sir Montie and Tommy, .ind we entered
the lobby fresh and bright.

“Dear fellow. your ears are lookin’ shock-
red,” suld Trvgellis-West  severalys
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* flave you been fightin so early in the
mornin'? It's bad form to commence the
day by indulgin’ in & scrap—"'

s Starke did this,”” groaned Doyle weukly.

Yo told us what had occurred, and we
were filled with indigoation. And before we
parted with Doyle, Heath and Owen minor, of
the Third, came ruanning up, hoth of them
blubbing profusely. This, in itself, was as-
tonishing, for Heath and Owen were the
lcaders of the Third, and counsidered it baby-
ish to resort to tears.

““ Hallo! Who's been turning on the waier-
works?'' asked Watson, staring. ‘" Your nose
has been bleeding, Heath!”

“ §t-St-Starke showed his elbow in my
face!” howled Heath painfully.

*Your lip is cut, Owen minor,” 1 ex-
claimed.

* starke did it, Nipper,” wailed the fag.

‘ He—he punched me in the mouth and
knocked me right over. The cad—the beast!
I've a good mind to go to the Housemaster!
My—my front teeth are all loose!"”

I frowned.

‘“ Starke seems to be getting worse,” |
said. ** Why did he punch you in the mouth,
kid? And you, Heath—why did Starke put
his elbow—""

** How—how do I know?'’ sobbed the Third-
Former. *““Owen and 1 were chasing one
«nother from the Form-room. and Starke de-
liberately got in our way. We couldn’t stop
in time, and we bumped into him.”

** The beast could have moved if he wanted
to!" exclaimed Owen minor flerctly. ** But
he wanted to make an excuse for bullying.
The way he knocked me about was some-
thing frightful! He—hc cven kicked me, the
cad! Look at this!”

Owen minor pulled down his stocking, and
displayed an ugly graze upon his left shin.
Sir Montie and Tommy were both furious,
?nddl shared their feelings—only I kept my
read. !

‘*“ This has got Lo be reported,’” said Watson

firmly. ,
““No, it hasn't!” I exclaimed. ‘ That
wouldn't immprove matters a bit. We'll deal

with Starke ourselves—or, rather, the Secret
Combine will deal with him. Have patience,
*my sons, and Starke will be sorry for himself.
He's going to receive the biggest hiding of
his life for this!”

I meant what I said, and was even more
detcrmined later on in the day. For Starke
kept to his original programme, and bullied
right and left. By tea-time over a dozen
iuniors had felt the weight of his cowardly
fist, and a dozen others had been ordered
10 do heavy impositions.

With regard to the latter, I scnt out word
that no lines were to be written at all. The
unjust impots were to be ignored—and I ac-
cepted full responsibility. Starke himself
would never dare to report the delinquents to
the housemaster. His power relied solel
upon terrorism. Once it was proved to him
that he was not feared, his power vanished.

- The position at tea-timme was precisely as
Starke and Co. had arranged. Starke

d
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carry dut the full programme.
that part of the treatment was not particu-
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knew it. The very attitude of the Remove
proved that.
Fullwood and Qulliver and Bell, the

traitors of Study A, cnjoyed their ten
cnormously—because they were quite cer-
tain that the Secret Combine were on the
point of coming a truly terrilic cropper.

CHAPTER VI.
NOT ACCORDING TO PLAN.

ALTER STARKE strolled out of the
Ancient House into the gloom of

W

the Triangle. He was accom-
panied by Kenmore, and the two
‘were chatting animatedly. The evening

was somewhat windy, sand the Triangle was
deserted—or, at lcast, it appearcd to bc dc-
serted.

‘““ No need for you to come, Kenmore,"
said Starke, in unnecessarily loud tones.
“I can go by myself all right. You gct
back and be waiting for me in the study.
I sha'n't be more than twenty minutes.”

‘“ All right,” said Kenmorc. ‘ Don’t for-
get that paper for me. And bringz some
stamps from the post-office.”

Starke nodded, and walked into the dark-
ness. Kenmore turned back into tho
Ancient House. The whole thing was quite
natural, and had no appearance of being
especially planned.

Any chance observer would have said that
Starke was going to the village—alone.
Starke had his own ideas with regard to
the deserted condition of the Triangle. Hc
had been bullying all day, and he suspected
that the Secret Combine had madec plans for
his bencht. .

These plans really rclied upon Starke him-
scif—whether ne would provide the Com-
bine with an opportunity of :eizing him.
Starke very obligingly provided the oppor-
tunity—in the most public mabner possible.

He did not altogether relish being seized
and half-smothercd by the Combine; but
that discomfort was neccssary in ofder to
After all,

larly trying. Before he could bhe birched he
would be rescued. '

It was a distinct comfort to Starke to
know that a strong force was already
stationed just beyond the secret cavern in
the old quarry tunnel—out of sight, but
ready to sprint out as soon as the party
arrived.

Starke had enlisted the aid of a number
of fellows who wvere not exactly bullies—
gseniors who were up against the Secret
Comnbine movement simply bhecause it was
directed in -opposition to the seniors
themeelves. It was like the juniors’ cheek to
get up a scheme of that sort—and many
Fifth and Sixth Formers were quite willing
to sce it squashed.

Starke, therefore, was quite comfortable.
His bodyguard, so to speak., consistcd of

_ im- . his . own particular pals—Jesson, Mills, Wil-
gelf was marked down [or attention—and h¢ son,

Frinton, and Grayson—and other
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schiors, sueh as Hoddcr and Goodchild and
Shaw. There were aboat a doszen all told,
In fact quite a formidable force.

So, Starke reficoted, evem if the Combine
numbered eight members, they would be
utterly helpless in the hands of the twelvc
senlors. And the programnie was to cap-
ture the Combine, expose them, and
birch them with their own birch.

No hitch was possible. The scniora were
there alrvady--watting. Bcfore  3tarke
ocould be takewr into the Punishment Chain-
ber he would be rcrgued. And the ordeal
of being curried about beforehand was not
80 very alarming, after all. Starke felt
that he would quite enjoy it, under the
circumstances.

Ho felt like grinning as he strode across
towards the gates, but he kept a straight
face, in case some keen eyen were watchin
100  closely. Htarke had no intention o
betraying himeelf so early.

“By Jove!' he murmured, under bhis
breath.
He had caught sight of movements

against the wall in proximity to the gates.
And a2 moment liter h¢ become aware of
thrce shadowy fligurcs preparing to spring.
At the same second there was a rush of
feet from bebind him-—soft, padded feet, as
tlhmlgh the uttackers were wearing felt
ahous.

‘** What the thunder——"

Starke did it well. He struggled violently,
and his voice was filied with fury as he
was borne to the ground. He made a pre-
tence of yelling, but a tbick muffler was
quickly clapped over his mouth and pulled
tight. Then a kind of bag was pulled
right over his hvad and secured ronnd his
shoulders, pinion.ng his arms very effectively.

He feit his fect being bound, and then
he was lifted bodily und carried swiftly
away. Not a word was aspoken during the
whole process. And the victim was not at
all displeased.

N He’ had been captured by the Secret Com-

.ne!

That fearsome organi-ation, in ahort, had
fallen aeatly into the trap which had been
prepared for it. Starke was not at aN
comfortable, but he didu‘'t mind. MHe even
grinned beneath his bounds, and found that
the mufller was pot exceedingly awhward.

Being captured by comecnt, as [t were,
was a different matter from being captured
b force. And there was always the
gorlous knowledge that his captors would
ave the tables turmed upon them when
they least expected |t.

Starke tried to follow his
He knew exactly where
this time; he knew that he would be placed
upan Warren's handecart and wheeled
round in circles for a time.

It wae rather interesting to ree whether
he would deteet the various moves and
manceuvres executed hy the Combine. He
had been captured beforc, but he had never
known that he had been taken down the
stairway Into the vault. Being muiiied and

movements.
was heing tnoken
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hound, it was extremely difficult to have the
faintest idea of direction.

And it waes just the sume on this ocea.
sion, although Starke was in possession of
tbe facts comcerning the route. He was ear-
ried about, certainly; he was ako placed
opon - the cart and wheeled for some con:
siderable time. But, unlezs he had known
it, he would never have guessed that he
was in the vieinity of the monastery ruins
all the time. Indeed, he wou d have been
willing to swear that ﬁo was conveyed a milo
or two from the <chool.

The ordeal hegan to get irksome after a
time, and Ntarks was impatient. However,
his relcase would s0on come now, for he
was taken from the handeart and once more
carried along badily.

He tried to find out when the descent into

the vaunlt commenced, but could not do
s0. It seemed to him thmt he was belng
carried straight along all the time. But

then he grinned to himeelf. He was belng
jerked abdbout, sideways, up and down, In
most confusing way.

'This, of coarse, was to muddle him--he
realised that. And he actually becume quite
lost with regard to direction; he hardly
knew whether he was upright or horison-
tal. But he did know that he was «till
being carrled. There was a kind of swaying
motion, toeo, which could only be accountesl
for by the stalrway. And the soft footfalls
of his cap were Bneven and jerky.

At last If was over, however, and Starke
was placed -npon the ground, and left alone
for a seécond or two. He judged that the
Combine was having a rest, {or the Puaish
ment Chamber could not have been reached
yet, or he would have been rescued by hia
waiting hodyguard.

Yet something necmed to be wrong, for
Starke felt his feet heing unbound. Then
something thudded, and there was a click.
After that the bag waa partially removed,
s0 that hin arms were free. Min wrists wervo
placed betweep—-

Starke gasped. Not bcetween the stocks'
Yet it wue suro this was the ease. The
stocks! That meant that he was within the
Punishment Chamber! What were his pals
doing? Why had they allowed him to bhe
taken right into the cavern instead of
releasing him in the tunnel?

Starke’'s feeling of contentment began to
change ; he wus not exactly feeling alarmed,
but he was certainaly angry. Jesson was in
charge of the rescue party, and Rtarke
resolved to give J a plece uf his mind.

** Sheer rot, wa%u until I'm actually in-
side !"’ Stark¢ muttesed flercely.

He expeeted to be relcased at any second.
And It was better, perhaps, that the scwiora
should wait until the Combine was In the
Punishment Chamber, for then they would
he trapped, with no escape poasible,

Pousibly Jesanon had determined to cap-
ture the Council of Eight red-handed—
actually at their work. Starke wouldn't
mind if rescug came hefore the birehing com-
menecd. But he uld mind very consider-
ahy il he reteived 30 much as one cud
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The bag was removed and the mufficr
unfasten Thea tho faint sounds caused

by his captors died away. Starke was now
frce Lo speak and (ree tc sce. But he could
not move, for his hands asd feet were
securced in the patent *‘ stocks ', whicl? the
Combine had invented. There was a padded
hamp in the middle, across which 8tarke was
wving. He was thus in a most inviting
nttitude for a fcllow with a birch.

The utter blackness suddenly changed to
light. A small electric bulb had gtowed into
life above Starke's head. All around him
were thick black curtains, above and on
cvery hand. Beneath him lay a dull drab
carpet. Yes, he was jn the Punishment
Chambher—and rescue had not yet come.

“Prepare to recelve the bigrest hiding of
yoar lite, vilc bully .’

The voice was hollow, and it seemed to
speak right into Htarke's car; yet not a
wotil was visinle, Indeed. not a single mem-
hee of the Combine had ever bheen seen by
nny victim,

AN right, my beantiea!”’
Starke  pleasantly. *You
rou've got the upper hand, because yon
haven't.”” He raised  his  voice. " Hi!
Jemson! Come on, you fellows! Hurey ap!”

Hia voice asounded dull within the curtains,
nnd no reply came. DBut after a short silence
the mysterions voice rccommenoed.

“Pltitul fool!” it «xclaimed. * Do you
imagine for onc vaiii moment that rescue ia
within call? You are in the hamis of the
Secrct Combine, and the SBecret Combine per-
forms its work thoroughly. Make wuo mis-
take, O brutul Starke! Yon are absolutely
in the power of your masters!'’

And a hollow chuckle sounded within the
weird apartinent.

“Help!” yelled Starke. In sudden panic.

“You may well appoal for help.”” came
the voice, in coutemptuouns toncs. “ But
none will comc. Yon are here to anawee for
a long list of crimes which have been com-
mitted . this day. 'The wentence of the
Combince s that you shall receive five full-
proncred swishes for cvery act of bhaullving
peepetrated sthee the rising hour. A simple
mentat caleulation will allow you to know
that sour full sentence js therefore Afty-five
awiahes!” '

This appallinog  pronouncement  nearly
caused KRtarke’s beart to atop beating. Uf
the sentence was carried out he would be
iterally skinaicd, for nobody conld stand
hity-Ove awishes with the bicch.

And where were the others—Jesson, Wil
son, and the reaty

What was wrong? Starke was not only
nervous, hut wildly alarmed. Hce bLegan to
feel like a eat in a trap. There had becu
no sign of the rescuc party, no mgn what-
cver! And yet it had been on the spot—in
great force - waiting ! )

** Jesson---Frintoun - Girayson—Mills!'* roared
SUarke vinlent[l{. *“ Come and rescue me, you
idiots! Hi! Help—help! This way!"”

* Ha, ha, ha'"

It was r “0ft, gontle chuckle.

* 8liout to your heart's content,”” maid the

cxelaimed
needn't  think
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mystic volee. ““You are far from the
assistance you seck. You are within the
sccrcet and sacred walls of the Punishment
Chamber of the Combine. And within thesc
walls there is no rescue. Vile bully!
Cowardly wretch! Brutal cad! Your hour
has come'"’

A swish sounded somewhere, as though a
bicch was being tested.

Starke went cold zIl over, and hc almost
choked with fright.

“Help!”' le screamcd huskily. * You—
you little fools! If—it you touch me——" .

‘** Silence. you dog!’ commanded the
voice. ‘‘'Commence the punishment, O
Wiclder of the Birch! Lay it on with-power
and precisien !’

Ktarke shivered. He listened for a moment,
trying to asccrtain if there was any move-
ment ouit in the tunnel. But not a sound
camc to his cars cxeept the hissing of the
deadly birch.

‘““Help!” bellowed Starkc again. * This
Wl;‘.';. .:cs.s—-——- Yaroooh! Ow-yow! Qoooh!”
Stash ! .

The (irat cut descended upon the most pro-
mincnt portion of Starke’'s anatomy with

territic  force. Starke nearly fainted with
fright and rage. He lhiowled like the coward
heo was.

Slash! Slash! Slash! Slash'’

“*Oh! Qoooh! Ow-ooop!’ shricked Starke
incoherently. '

“ Five!” cxclaimed the voice. * Five for
bullying Reatn of the Third. ' The next five
will be the punishment for punching Owen
minor in the mouth and kicking him on the
shin.,  You ought to be slaughtercd, you
frightful rotter!’’

Swisah! Swish!

“Stop!”"  howled  Starke. “I-T'Il never
touch a kid again—- Yaroocoh!"

[wish! Swish!' Swish’

“You'll kil me, you little fools!"” moaned
the prefect.  “Oh!  You'll have to pay—
ow—ooh—for this! Lemmc go, hang you!"

But the punishmcnt proceceded.

Starke did not recelve fifty-five slashes,
certainly, but be was birched in the moet
thorough manner. He was birched until he
was s&ore, until he ached in almost every
limh. And his punishmeant, even then, was
tight in comparison with the sins be had to
answer {or. But it was the worst hiding he
had cver received in all his lite; or perhaps
it would be as well to ray the best hiding.

By the time it was over Starke had almeost
ceaded to take suy further intercst in lifc.
He simply wanted to lle down somewhcre and
moan. Being a fellow who delighted in .-
flicting pain, be had an absolute horror .1
pain himsel!.

He was bound down again,
carriced away

The whole pracess was repeated—the carry-
ing, the riding in the handcart. And when
Walter Starke found it possible to wrench
the bag from his head he found himself on
the bare expanse of Bapnington Moor—alone!
He had bLeen treuted in exactly the esameo
manuer as the other victims, ‘

Reseue had not come.

mufiled, and
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Starke of the Sixth had fallen into his

own trap!
[ 1}

I This was Starke’s private opinion

of his faithful pails. It might have

been his public opinion, for he said thc words
in a loud, harsh voice. They floated away
across the moor, unhe«ded and unheard, save
by himaelf. _

In spite of all_his precautions, in spite of
all his preparations and plans, the Secret
Combine had birched him. And, to make the
tning infinitely worse, he had deliberately
allowed them to capture him! |
~All day lung he had been asking for
trouble; he had s¢t himseld out to be cap-
turecd. And the Secret Combine had cap-
tured him—as he had planned. But his own
fupporters had failed, they had left him in
the lurch, they had left him to his fate.

Why? Was it possible that they had been
captured—a dozen cseniors? Or had they
deliberately allowed him to suffer?

Starke had seldom been in such a fury as
hc¢ was at that moment. Racked with pain,
humiliated, and beaten, he managed to get
to his feet. The moor was deserted; he was
close against Bellton Wood, and not very
far from St. Frank’s. Contrary to his
helief, e was quite a long distance from thc
old deserted quarry, where there was an
exit from the workings.

CHAPTER VII.
A CHANGE OF ADDRESS.

HE fools, the muddling, Iinfernal
fools!’

“By gad!" muttered Starke, his eyes
gll‘i.t.t'ering. “TI'l make the cads pay for
this!"”

He dccided that it would be quicker to
make his way through the wood, and enter
the tunnel Ly means of the monastery ruin
and the vault. Not that he expected to find
his pals there.
of things.

And he would pay a visit to the Ancient
Housc first, in case the Sixth-Formers wcre
in their studies. It would only take a
minute or two longer, for it was necessary
to tizter the Triangle in order to get to the
vault. -

When Starke arrived he found everything
quiet. It was nearly bed-time for the
juniorg, and Starke heard a noisy chatter of
voices from the direction -of the junior
common-room as he slunk through the lobby.

Under ordinary circumstances he would
lave made every etlort to discover the
identity of the perpetrators of the outrage.
But now his sole idea was to discover why
bis own friends had failed to accomplish
their part of the scheme. |

He pulled himself together somewhat as
he cntered the Sixth-Form passage and
strode into his own study. It was dark and
e;npty. Other studies were dark and empty
also.

‘“* By Jove!” muttered Starke.
still’ down there, then?” .o

He decided to waste no further timé, hut

““ Are they
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to go and :ce. He was sore, and badly
wantcd to rest. Tne thrashing he had

reccived had made him feel rather {faint,
and hig chief desire wuas to get to bhed,
although he 1nentally resolved that comfort
could only he”obtained by lyipg on his face.

He left the Ancient Houze Wwithout being
stopped by anyhody, although 'séveral feilows
glanced at himm curiously as he walked past.
There was something diflerent about Starke’s
walk, somehow.

The Triangle was deserted, and Starke was
very glad of this. When he reached- the
old ruins he picked his way through the
rugged masses of masonry and found the
entrance to the stone stairway Which led
down into the historic crypt.

- nervousr:ie3s had come over him.

G

|
|

He just meant to make sure |

J‘

Striking matches, he made his way down,
and when he arrived in the vault he was
fortunate encugh to spot a stump of candle
which stood upon a ledge. He lit this and
proceeded on his way.

The tunnel was wide and the 2oing was
quite easy, for the floor was smooth and dry.
The air was perfectly pure, a perceptible
wecurrent blowing through continuonsly.
Starke had no fear of meeting the Combine.
The members of that powerfyl organisation
had vanished long since.

At last the prefect arrived at the section
of the tunnel where the secret door was
situated. It was closed. and he held the
candle aloft  as he gazed into the dense black-
‘ness of the tunnel ahead. A  kind of
‘ It was not
very pleasant being alone in those deserted
. workings.

** Anyhody there
ingly.” '

“* By George!”

The exclamation rather startled the Sixth-
Former, for he had not expected any reply.
.But the next. moment several ficures loomed
‘up into the radius of the candle-light. ‘
There were ten or twelve of them crowding
forward. and Starke recognised the group a3
his faithless bodyguard

“ A fine idea, isn't it?" exclaimed Jesson
angrily. ‘* What the thunder’s the meaning
of this, Starke?”’

“I thought you were going to let your-
self be collared?’” sneercd Grayson.

“And why didn't you come sooner?”
Wilson wanted to know. ‘' This is the last
time ‘IT'N play a fool's game of this sort!
We'’ve been hanging about this rotten
tunnel for hours—"

" asked Starke hesitat.

‘“ You—you miserable muddlers!” snarled.
Starke.

“Eh?"

‘““You faithless cads!”

“What !

**You set otf brainless noodles!’ roared
Starke. ‘* You deserted me, you leit me in

the lurch! And those infernal Kids brought
me here—right to this spot—without vou
interfering.! Where were you—eh? Explor-
,i_ng' the tunnels, or were you afraid to butt
in?”’

. Jesson starcd.

¢ ‘“ You seem .to he jolly wild, Starke,” he
said. ‘' Therg . must be a wmisunderstanding
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somewhere. Wo've bcem herc all the time:, And [ was whacked until T couldn’t thin}c

wc've been walting to carry out the pro-
gramme as you suggested. But we couldn’t
very well rescue you when yom didn't arrive,
could we?”

“Didn't yom sce thoec chaps bhring me
here?” demanded Starke.

“ No!'”

“ Ditn't you hear me ycll for help?”’

*“No:."

“ Didn't you sec the little easts take me
awaK?"

“ No, we didn't!"”

 Starke must be dotty,” declared (ray-
" re's been’ nobody here at all -
And we've had our eyes on ‘Fbo
oy

a0n.
not a 1.
door of the place for an hour past.
must have heen drﬂlmln‘. Starke.”

Starke gritted his tceth. .

“Po 1 look as if I've been dreaming?’” he
shouted.

“ You look as if you've had a nightmare.”
grinned  Wilson  unfeelingly.  ** Why enn’t
von atand up straight. Are you in pain?”’

“Pain'"’ hooted Starke. * I'm balf killed "™

“Yon sound like it!"

“U've been birched frightiully,”” snarled
Starke. “ The Combine collared me-- just
as we  arranzed-and bhrought me here.
Instead of releasing me, you stood by and
did nothing. Aad now you pretond to know
nothing about the affgde! | waus heaten until
1 couldn't sce straighf. I'm sorc all over.
It's the higgrst assauit the Combine’'s ever
caamitted.”

ho other senlors were amazed.

Poor old Btarke!' said Mjlla. * Some-
thing must liave gone wrong, that's all. But
ou weren't brought here, old maa. The
unishment Chamber must be kn another
part of the tunnel.’

** Rot ! shouted Starke.
yards away.”’

“Well, 1'in hanged if | can understand
it said Jesson. " You ncedn't look ¢o
ferce, Rtarke. We haven't let vou down,
we've been on the wateh the whole tiwme,
and not a soul has hecn near untd you
came.”

“ You've been here all the time?” asked
Starke incredulousty.

“ Yes."

* Watching?''

Ol course,’”’ sald Mills.
we would go to slespi’

“yut -bhut [ know I was brought herc!”
exclaimed Starke, holding his brow. | was
taken into the Punishment Chamber—with
the curtains, and the stocks, ond the
oelcctric light! [t's—it's uncanny!"’

There was u short sence.

“It scems to mc.” sald Jesson, at lust.
* (hat we've been dished!'”

** Dishied!"”

‘ Bxuctly,” said Jesson. °* The Cowmbine’s
hoodwinked u3s. They must have known that
we were on the watch, und they took Btarke
somewhere else.’’

“Pon't be a lool!" snapped Ktarke. “1
tell pon the pluce was cxactly the game as
1 saw it last night, crreains and everything.

“*It’s here, three

“ Did you think

clearly.” - |

“You told us that before,”” interrupted
Goodchild, with a.grin. *‘ I'm not altogether
sure that you didn't dcserve it, Starke—"'

‘** Wha-a-t?"

“ Well, I don't agree with bullying,” said
(iwodchild. ‘1 only helped in this husiness
because it isn't guod for juniors to organise
against the scniors. A decent thrashing
ought to do you good, Starkc.”

** You—you —"' '

Starke guiped and said no more. Good-
child was a champion boxer, and he was$
quite capablc of landipg out if Starke In-
sulted lum, particularly in a spot like this,
where the seniors could indulge in a scrap
without being spotted.

“I'm going into the place,” raid Starke
ficrecly. [ don't believe you were here
when [ was brought along; cither that, or
vyou've deliberately tricked me. By gad!
Somchody's got to pay, anyhow!”

He turned, candle in hand., and operated
the knob of rock which relecased the catch
of the secret door. The door opened at once,
without difficulty, and Starko strode in,
closely followed by the others.
ﬁA moment later thete were several ejacula-

ons. :

** Great—great poodness!'” gasped Starke.

He stared round him almost dazedly. The
Punishment Chamber waa quite difterent ; it
was nothing but a bare cavern. The carpet,
tho curtains—everything, in fact—had dis-
appeared’ ‘

nd Bxced oa the opposite wall waa a big
sheet of candboard, with this message daubed
upon it In black {nk:

“Try again? Our ncw address is quite as
handy as this one.
*“ Spying is liable to lead to trouble—so be
warncd.

“ THE SLCRET COMBINE.”

. ‘“"Ha, lha, ha!”

Soveral seniors roarcd as they recad the
message. But Starke and Co. scowled,. and
they roared to a diffcrent tune.

*“ Jolly pood!’’ sald Hodder, of the College
House. ““I don't know who theac kids are,
but thcy're smart! This is one of the jokes

of the term'” :

“ You cackhling idiots!"’ snarled S8tarke.
‘““We've been done, we've been dished sl
slong the line! If you can see something
fanny in it. I can't! The Combhine must

have taken me to some place altogether

different.’’

** Kxactly,” grinned Goodchild. * That's
why we couldg’t rescue you. 8mart, I ceall
it. deuced smart. You're in & worsc position
than you were before, Starke. I hope it'll
bc a leason to you to stop bullying.”

Walter Starke made no reply, he only mut-
tered somcthing violent under his _breath
and strode out of the cavern. The others
followed him. They had delayed long
enough; it was past nine-thirty already. .

Starke and Co. lhiad Dbeen beatcn, com-
pletely defeated.

Aad meanwhile, in the Rembve dormitofy,
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eight juniors were chuckling to themselves,
although not a word was uttered. There
were traitors in the Remeove, and it was just
as weil to be cautious.

I was feeling particularly happy, for the
bullies had been dished as beautifully as
one could wish for. Of course, we had been
g&vz:re of Starke’s little plot almost from the

rst.

Pitt, who had been acting as a scout on
the evening when Jesson had becn captured,
had bccome aware of Ralph Leslie Full-
wood’s activities. Pitt had made the. dis-
covery too late to prevent Fullwood finding
out thc secret of the Punishment Chamber.

And to punish Fullwood on the spot would
have been a mistake, for we should have
shown our hand. A quick decision had to be
arrived at, and we had transferred the
Punishment Chamber from the cavern to the
curious old building situated upon Willard's
Island, half a mile from the school.

It had been rather a task, getting Starke
across the water without giving him a hint.
But a punt had been used, and it had been

TREACHERY
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drawn norsclessly across by mcans of a rupe;
Starke heing carried by four of us at the
time. \We were marking time on the flat
bottom of the punt during the short trip,
thus causing Starke to believe that he was
heing carricd over grassland. At all event:,
he had had no suspicion.

The Remove had won another victory, and
it seemed to me that the Secret Combine
would very soon be able to dishand, its work
being accomplished. But this, of - coursc,
depended upon how events shaped in the Im-
mediate future.

As for Fullwood and Co., they were
marked down as traitors, and the Council of
Eight had already decided that they, too,
would benefit by a short visit to the Punish-
meint Chamber. Fullwood and Co. Heede'!
correction.

But some other events were destined to
occur in the very near future which =omc-

' what dwarfed our own campaign against the

bullies. What these events were will he
duly recorded by my humble self at the right
time.

THE END.
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READ THIS PFIAST.
ALAN ('.Ul.\l is @ upau Brittsher ao’urd by the Gormens during the fightin

¢ s Fept a prisoner in

a mu- camp far in tAe north-wesl w

tn German
N the news
age, they pretend to give Aim Ms

Gmr defeaa! comes 0 Ais caplors. Pull of rage
zwb..l:-_d'au Rim out alone, mlw m in tAs Aﬁ-wan Jungle, knowing thal he muet
ecther

or be Mlied

b
ne far ha (3 rurpriasd O ‘ﬂ[odx: coming along ¢

Dmcd‘.m Iad sets owt. Before he has
trail behind Aim. It is

JAN SWART. a Hottewat servant of the Germans. Ue has brought jood. and Alan is glad of
Mo company. TAe nert morwing M{hd tAe northward trail of a safari, with which
they oeninally come up, apd Alan makes the acqunmm of Drck . They swap

warns, whea (hey nare suddenly
Hia name is John
He trilo them of & myste
MNESSENGIY cOMES. o le

master, @ while man, will

vall
tAen
shigw (Aem oul.

lhmﬁw Mﬂlmpu mnom% .
e chw

the 1alsle mon’s marksingns
rviver, which thay Awre to ford,
mnm tAe rapide,

prevail,

mmlm’ol,d‘.‘
rost ' ud & mun on (Ae point ng.
e galing. 1o ﬁuanm the man whom, by
‘c:!,l’lky set out (o seek it.

@ roice coming from o swamp. On
He 18 able, however, to tell Aisslory.
8 sirange coincidence, Dick 1s seeking.
One aflernoon a dack
do uot immediately march (0 (Ae soulh, e
antly tell the dlack to clear out. In
h Bajanges. 4 Aevce rages, dut
My pet ovl omce more. & came (v @

Dick ships, and the nert moment is being carried swifily

(Now read on.)

A PERILOUS JOURNERY.

HAT he would he drowned was the frat
theught thal Bashicd to Dick Selby's
mind after he was swept off his fret
and thrown into the depths below the

tapds. The tide was whirting him along
with the spred of a mill-race, rnd he knew
that an) atltempt to resciire him must Lc
jutile  But 4 was Only for a momeat that
the feching Of despair yripped bim. lHe waa
n powcril pwimmer, and, encombered tlmuﬁll
he wasr by hie elothca and bonts, he was (a
vogfident that hoe would be able to get to tlw
westernt bank ol the river.

As he awam 1a Mgt dircctioa, breasting thy
current with lusty strokee, a clamoar of
voices floaled (0 his cnre, and he aaw above
bim the halted fgures of NMa companions
«tebed in blaek agalnst the wod glow (from
the Arc that wae taging in the fotuvst to the
«asb and the south.

“1I'm all ﬂlhl Coatne ! * he \l’lr(l as loudly
as be could. * Day't you worry !’

A shout answered him, and he id mot
waste and more brealk. He awam on, gatmving
vory little in atisoa with the pace he
was carrivd Jown the stercam.

Ilo was now drawing near to a sharp hend

n{ the channel. He swung around i, swim-
ming with casc;, and Lie wse making steady
hesdway, aad mmm\h‘ his ostreagéh 0

pite of the weight of his clothes,
struck his kpeo with

against a submerged rock.
bim turturing agony, and paralysed his limbs.

He was heipless now, dizay and weak with
pain, at thc mercy of the seething tide.

He drifted along for a few rds keeping
himeclf afleat by feeble, ed eflorts:
and then, as he was about to sink, he felt
heavy, jarring thud. Hce bad been flun l"
out of water, and was resting on the oplm.
rmargin of a amall sandbar that was two or
thrre yards in width. But for this timecly

haven of rcfuT: he would have becn drowned.
Realising what a narrow escapo he had had,
he crawled with diflculty to the low crest ot
the bar, and dropl,nd flat from exhtuuuon

* Thank Hraven'" be panted. ** It it hadn't
:m-n' for thia 1 should have gene to the but.
om

The clamour above had cecased. There waa
no sound except tho strident, hissing roar of
the swollen river. A junm& promontory hid
from view the rapids by which the safari had
been crossing. The shore to westward was'
shrouded in impenetrable ﬁloom. and to the
east the glow of the flames was ebbing
beyond the stretch of forest oa that bank
which had not been in the path of the wind-

blown conflagration.
(Contir wed on u. ! i of cever.)

when ke
considerable force
The blow caused
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hich's knee was only badly braoised, but
sufficicntly so to cripple lim as far as swi-
ming was concerned, He lay there for o
ehort iuterval, while his pain  romewhat
abated.  And when at length he got to his
feet, scarcely ablo to stand on his injured
laiph, he perceived a dim object approaching
fhim from upsetrecam, gliding.on the surface of
the cuarrent. 1t came swiftly closer, and, to
the lad's =urprise and joy, the little Hotten-
tot splashed out upon the sandbar like a
black, dripping otter, stripped to his waist-
clont, Hcefore he had utteredd a word he
ehouted at the top of his voice, and at onve
a faint shout rang in reply.

** Now they know that [ have found you,
haas, and that you are not drowned,” he said
breathlessly, ** They bhave all zone to the
«ther shore, where they will wait for us.
Baas (Carne would have come alter you., but
I made him let mme come instead. And now 1
will help you to swim over there, haas.'’

1 can't swim, not even with vour help.”
Dick answered ruefully. ' It s impossible,
Jan. 1 have hurt my Kknee. 1 hit it on a
roek.”’

“That is very bad,”
are yon to do?”

“ You will have to leave me. [ dare say
iy knee will ‘he hetter in an hour or 80, and
I will be able to get acrouss. Go hack and tell
Alan Carne.”’

“ It might not he safe for you to stay here.
‘There are crocodilea to he feared. [ 1 leave
you I will soon return, haaa, tor I have
thouuht of something. There ix a big coil of
rope i your safari. I will huve them fasten
one end to a tree, straight across trom this
isfand. and [ will take the other end, and
go up the atrcam with it, and swim down aned
over to you. Then I will sit here and hold
the rope tightly while you cross by it, and
4 hen you bave reached the share I will tie
the rope around my waist and awim hack.”

It was a feasible plan that had oecurred to
the Hottentot. The rope was a stout one.
aich ae i3 carried by every safart to be used
i fording rivers, and there could he no doubt
that 1t would streteh to at least the required
length.

“That’s a fine idea!” declared Dick, hls
face brightening. I can't even Kick with
my crippled leg, but I cuess it will he easy
for me to get over by hanling myself along
the-----"  He paused abruptly. * Look! The
water as rising ! he excluimed in dismay.

was richt. During the brief interval

muttered Jan. ‘* W hat

He
that had clapged since Dick had lamded here
the water had crept so much higher that the
width of the sandbar was a third lees than it
had been. And a further rize might be ox-
pected. The fuil foree of the heavy rain
which had fallen in some .distant locality to
the south, and had fHooded the river, was
probably yet to come. It was a disheartening
discovery. Jan and the lad stared at each
other in 2ilence for a few seconds.

“1T don’t like this,” aaid Dick. **1 recxon
you ll have to be quick if you're going to save
me, «lee 'l he washed of!.”

“TH e very quick, haas,” the Mottentot

it

replied. It won't be lony until T am ba.k
with the rope. [ wiil go now.”
*You must bLe tired, Jan. Are yocu 3ure

YOU can swim across?’’

“(h, yes, bhaas, | cap swimn
I will *bow you!”

“ Wel', do your hest. If I «houldn’t be here
when you return, 2ave your:elf py sticking to
the rope, and tell Alap Carne fromm me thas
he's to march the safari southward, and not
try to reach the hidden valley.”™

** Don't talk like that, baas, for I shall save
vou. ‘There will be time cnough. [ will find
you waiting here.”’

With that Jan waa gone.
the lttle islet of and for several yards,
until only his head and shoulders were
visible : and then, waving bhis hand, he struck
out  with muscular  strokes, swimming
diagonally up and across the brimming flood.

** \When you hear me shout, baas,”’ he called
back, ** you will know that 1 have got
ashore.”

His lean, lithe hody cleft the water jike an
eel, slipping easily through 1t, and he gained
on the fleree current as rapidly as he was
swept down with it. Now he dived, now re-
appearcd on the surface, now leapt from the
river as a fish jumpe at a fly: and thus he
fought on, making good headway, until he
was lost to sight in the darkness that ciouked
the western bank of the stream.

**There's a chance for me,” Dick refleeted.
“1t's w mighly slim one, though.”

(Continued on p. iii of coper.)
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like a Ash:

He waded abhove
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The sandbar was :Iwindling in size, shrink-
ing inch by inch. It was submerged except
for a circular patch that wasno more than a
vard in diameter, when, five minutes after the
Hottentot had gone, a shout rang faintly
above the roar of the flood.

Jan had saf¢ly reacbhed the shore: but how
long would it be before he would return with
tho rope? He had landed somewhere hvl(m
the Jittle island, and he would have to go
considerable distance up the stream to jnln
his companions, _who must he waiting for
Wim near the rapids,

Presently a light glimmered in that dircee-
tion, over on the bank., It was the glow of a
];:ntvrn. and the dushy figures of Alan Carne
and the natives conld be scen moving to and
tro in fromt of it, donhtless engaged in seeur-
inz the ropc to a tree, :

The sicht o the winking flame cheered
Dick, but his heart sank as he observed that
the bar was almost entirely covered. The tide
wastlapping his teet ~and it crept higher and
hicher, mounting ;rl.uln tlly from his ankles to
hi< hndes. T1e was in a desperate plight, and
his courace was cbhhing.  He knew that it
would be impessible for him to swim aecross,
for the least movement of his injurcd leg
cave him exeruciating pain, . N

“1 cuess ' have to be prepared for the
worst,” he cand to himsell. 0 1t Jooks asg if |
were  going to b washed aaay bhelfore the
Hottentol cot< b oo ! > '

It was fully a jearter o7 o eour sinee Jan

Vad oot ashore, anld Ult!‘t v
vet. Had he started on’ |||~ t.-turn jungnéy;
«r was he still on the bank? _ There was no
shouting. The distant v-lanf[c‘-.n'-"" cleamed
hiiechtly, no !eneer obscured ,bs the black
forms of the safari- men. ~ For a few more
minutes Dick waited in Keen euspense, while
the prosputs of hs being rescaed’ faded to
despair.  The flood was at his waist now,
and it became increazingly ditheult for hlm
to withstund its surging forec.

It rose a little higher, and he had lost all
hiope, when a splashing noise -attracted his
attention, and he caught a glimpse of Juan's
bobhing black head  above the suhmerged

LY
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sandbar, and the slack rope trailing behind.
And as he was watching the Hottentot, and
calling to hitn to hurry, he failed to sce a big
log that was drifting towards him until it
was too late to avoid it.

The end of it lunged heavily against him
knocking him off his feet. In a trice he was
down and under, the hissing water closing
over him; and when he shot to the surface,
throwing out his arms wildly,: the log was
alongside of him. It was the trunk of a dead
tree, and by, a frantic "effort, in spité of ‘the
agonising wrench to his” crnpplod knee, the lad
gnt astride of it, and . with ‘both hands
ciutehed the stump of a broken limb that was
within J is reach. . . _. -

He glanced over his nhouldor at Jan, who
was half a dozen yards from him, and moving
mpulh with the noosed end of the rope in his

crasp.  He slid,nearer, gaining on the log
anl then he was (.heckcd mth a Jerk as thc
rope -mldcpl) tautened.

** Shall I' let go and come to you,
he c¢ried.® - - -

“No. no! Swim back to the shore!” Dick

baas?"’

shouted to him. *“I'll be all right! 1 am
not in any danger!”
“ But Baas Carne will be angry if I--—"
“Never mind about  that, xJan' The
current will sweep-me m.dlll land. some-
where on the w st bank. . Tell~ \Iann(,arne to

push "to” the mnorth, “along ‘the cdge of the
river, until he hmh me' I'lle¢he coming
Do you nnde rshml" 2,

v hiek Tand tel) him

» LY

. haaa. Rl
tn~—- Yea e ' B R TV

The He antot s voice was drowned by the
aurgling sound of tho “.\tu‘ - Hodhael mean-
while beén swinging over’ to the® qhorc hold-
ing tu:htl\ to. tho taut ropc ‘:md stru oling
to keep his head above the. “airface. He now
melted into the gloom, "and Dick,®astride of
his precarmns perch was carried swiftly on
with the racing tide. He.was ]cavm" nis
companions hehind him, and was adrift in the
middle of a river_ that was bearm" him to
remote and unknown wilds. o~

(To be continued.)
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