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CHAPTEPR 1I.
VICTORY IN SIGHT !

& UBDUED!" eaid Tommy Watson
bluntly. “ My dear old as3, Starke
and Co., are whacked to the wide.
Subdued isn’'t the word to use ¢t

all.” .

S:r Montic Tregellis-West shrugged
cicgant shoulders.

** Have it your own way, dear old boy,” he
observed mildly. *‘ Don’t mind me, begad!
But I have an idca that the bulties of the
Sixth aren’t quite whacked yet. Starke is a
frightful rotter—he is, really.” o

* And Starke received a frightful birching a
day or two ago,” said Watson. ‘‘ He hasn't
forgotten it yet—he must be sore stil when
he sits down. He'l be as mild as milk in
future.”

Watson tnd Tregellis-West were chatting
in the lobby of the Ancient House at St.
Prank’s. I stood listening, and watching the
rain as it pattered down into the puddles
in the Triangle.

It was a eomewhat miserable evening,
although the April showers werc not at all
unseasonable. It was only natural to expect
such weather conditiome in the month of
April.  Still, t'se showers had developed
into a steady downpour, and cricket was
impossihle,

1 agree with Montie,”” I
joining in the discussion.

** Eh?" said Watson.

‘“ Starke won't be as mild as milk just
vet,”” I went on. * Don't you make any little
bloomer, Tommy, my son. The Sixth-Form
hullies have received several nasty shocks
lately, but the knock-out biow hasn’t been
delivered. The Secret Combine has been a
torrifle succeces, but it's work isn't done.”

Watson grunted.

‘“ Have it your own way.,”’ he said. * But
I know jolly well that Starke and Kenmore
and Frinton and Jesson have been as meek
ag little lambs during the last few days.
They haven't bullied anyhody—not even a kid
in the 8&cond.”

 What about the fagging?’’ I inquired.

his

remarked,
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“Tho fagging?™

“ Yes."

‘“ Well, what about it?" asked Walson.
** The Sixth is allowed to fag the Third- -

*“The Third—yes,”” I agreced. ** But not tha
Remove, my son. And there are two or three
weak-kneed fellows in the Remove who are
still doing certain duties for Starke and (o.
They don't call it fagging; but it s fagging,
actually. And it's got to etop, too.”

** Quite right, bezad,”” =said S8ir Mountic,
nodding. ‘It is a shockin’' disgrace for th:
Remove to have fellows fazgin' for such cads
as Starke an’ his ect. Seniora like Fenton or
Morrow wouldn’t dream of makin' a Removite
fag for them.” .

‘““And Starke won't dream c¢f it before
long,”” 1 said grimly. ‘' The treatment nceds
to be continued a hLittle longer—that's all.
mean to call a meeting of the Remove almost
at once—within hall an hcur, in fact.’”

‘““ What for?"”’

‘““To find out exactly how many fellows ar~
performing fageing duties for the Sixth,” |
replied. ** I alco want to give them a word
of waruning and advice. The time has now
come for decisive action.'

‘“* That rounds frichtfully business-like, deae
fellow,’”” observed Sir Montie.

‘*“ And the Remove is husines:-like, too."’ I
eald. ' Starke and Co. challenged us to it
campaizn; they formed a sort of league, and
thouzht that they would be ablec to ride the
high horse. Starke was out for power, and
he méant to lord it over all the juniors.”

““And he made a bloomer,”” said Tommy
Watson.

“He did,”” 1 agreced. ** He made a terrific
bloomer. The¢ Remove, instead of remaiegne
passive, resisted with all its strengtes For
a good mmany weeks we have heen fightirg the
bulliea, and I think it's fairly obviows thut
we can claim all the honowrs.”

** Without your leadership, dear bov, the
Remove would have been nowhere,” eaid
Tregellis-\West, adjusting his pince-nez uand
surveying me with urbane approvid. *Jo
was your idea to organise the 8ecrot Com-

{ bine—-"

“1 dida’y ask you to sing my praiscs,



2 THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

Montie,”” 1 grinned. ‘“I'm ekipper of the
Remove, and it's my place to lead. If it
comes to that, I should bave beeu helplcse
it I hadn't had a crowd of strong chaps to
back me up. The Remove, as a whole, bas
shown the gang of bullies that the Remove
isn’'$ standing any nonsenee. And, as I sand
before, the time has now come for a decisive
stcp to be taken. It's a miserable cvening,
and we can’'t go out, so we'll bold & meeling.
“Ggod!” said Tommy Watson heartily.
We were all feeling very elated over the
success of the Secret Combine. Fiding it
impossible to bold our own against the budlies
by ordinary methods—for they posseased
authority, while we had none—we had or-
ganised a kind of Secret Society. Starke
and his fellow cads had been systematicadly
punished for almost every brutal act they
perpetrated. And the Sixth-Formers had at
last begun to realise that the game dido't
l}ay. - .
Starke, as leader of the hullies, had vainly
attempted to discover our secrete. He had
cven gome to the leagth of commiesioning
Fullwood and Co., the cads of the Renfove,
to spy out our meeting-place.
Unfortunately, Fuliwood had succeeded
almoet, at the first attempt, but owiog to
our thorough system of scouting, we had
epotted his game. Consequently, Starke’'s
attempt to unmmask uvws had faned—although

we had heen compelled to shift our head-.

quarters to a little island om the River

Ntowe,

It is hardly necessary for me to add that
Fulwood and Gulliver and Bell rcceived the
rewnrd for trcachery they decserved., They
were stil sore, in all ﬂo-bnbimy, for they
had béen captured by the Combine, and had
beéeén given a thorough thrashing. It was
hardly lkely that Fullwood and Co. would
gecome tramors again. The cost was (¢o

ear,

And now, having bcen successful so far,
] intended taking a further step. And the
very firet thing was to call a meeting of the
Kemove—at least, of that section of the Re-
move Which boarded in the Anctent House.

The order was sent outs- broadcast, and
within a very short time the common-room
was crowded. The only absentees were one
or two fellows who were not available, and
euch undesirables as Fullwood and his set.

It was an unwritten law at 8t. Frank's that
a call for a Form meeting should be obeyed
without question—for a Form meecting gener-
ally mecant that something was to be dis-
cussed which aflected almost everybody. It
was therefore to the individual imerests of
the juniors that they should attend.

Handforth and Co., of Study D, were the
laet to arrive,

“ Rot,” said Handforth, as he came in.
“That's what 1 call it—sheer rot!  What's
tho idea. of a Form meeting tbis evening?
Everybody knaws that I'm not fe¢ling
well—and a2 Form meeting ean't be beld
YW ml:nd teartal job, or

“We've & fearful joh, dragging bim
here.” eaid MeClure tartly.

* What's wrong with him?'’ 1 asked

very

*Oh, we had some sardines for tea,™
guoned Church—'* a4 least, Handforthr had
‘en. We told him they were squiffy, but he
nd now he's

! laring. “ it
wasn't the sacdines at u&. t was that
beastly stew we had for dinmer. I'm %mg
to get up a complaint about stews! 1 hate
‘em—they always make me jt}l——"'

'* This hasn’'t been calced to dis-
cuss stews!'!" I broke in. ']l dareeay a ree
ferendum of the Form——" .

A which?” asked Handforth, staring.

‘“ A referendum—to b is down to your
mean intcligence, a vote,” 1 ex
sweetly, ‘1 daceeray a vose of the Form
would decide that stews are to be kept nn
the menu. So we won't discuss the matter,
Handy.”

“0Of enurse not!"” said Handforth, with a
smrer. " Anything I suggest is always jeered
at—I'm ueed to it. Even my intelligence is
called mean. 1 contend that this meeting i3
unnecesary—"'

“It's about the bullying, you ase,” put in

Wateon.

“Oh! That's different,’”” said Handforth
brickly. ** About the Dullying? Well, I'm
our man if there's any work to be done.

‘m not exactly fit, but 1 don't mind raiding
Starke’s atudy if I'm well backed.” |

1 chuckled.

“ Youn always wanti4o dn something
old son,”” 1 ¢rinned. ' Rajding a
study ie the very lnet thing 1 advise.
It'e all very well for momend, bud
masters get to hear of it, and that means

violent,
fect's

trouble. I've called this meeting to diecus
the question of fagging.”

“ Fagging?’’

** Exactly.”

‘“But that doe:o't affeet wue,” id De

Valerie. '‘ Remove chaps don't fag for any-
. It's agaipst the rvlee—

‘* There aren’'t any actual rules,’”' 1 broke
in. * 8tifl, it's never been the custom $o
have Remove chaps fagging for the 8ixth.
Starke 2altered the custom to muit bis own
purposes. He tried to inetitute fagging in
the Remove.”

*“And It failed.”’ =aid Pitt.

“Certainly,” T agreed. ‘It failed—hut
enly partially.  Finding theat we wouldn't
stand such nonsenee, Starke and a fiow others
compelled a nomber of Remove fellows to dn
odd johs—they didn't eall it fagﬂln. But
calling an onlon a roese doesn't alter its
acent. Rtarke and Co are veing several mem-
bers of the Remove as fags, and it's got 1o
come to an end.”

‘ How can you sto{) it i the fellows want
to do the wotk?’ a<ked Grey, :
tr:t :‘dhe fel'!l'omwn don’t \ram} u;d do it.,f" J re

/ . y're sipply afra refo -
that's :’l;. rUntg‘ tihjt ltne;m, geu vﬁu
ahsohat ree agging, a 's gt Do be
free in fa s long as 1'm Xipper, amye
Bow. They've given it vp ja the Colege'
Hovee. anad it's got t6 be given up here."

* Quite right.”

** Hcar, hear!'’.
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1 had, in a mammer of speaking, given the
word for Doyle and Co. to strike. And 1 was
rather curious to sec how the experiment

would work,

CHAPTER 1I.
ON STRIKE !

‘“ SUPPOSE we'd better do it?” said}
Young doubtfully.
Doyle and Simmons and Ellmore
nodded.

““No help for it,”” said Doyle. ' If we
don’t, wo shall catch it hot from the Re-
move. And I'm fed-up with being [agged,
anyhow. It only means a bit of pluck to
start with, and the beasts can’t kill us.”

The four had collected in a corner of the
lobby, and were talking over the situation.
Moat of the other juniors were buey at prep.,
for the evening was comparatively young.

Duyle and his companions knew well enough
that it was their duty to pkuck up courage
and to strike. Apnd, mainly because they
were afraid of what their Form fellows would
do, they resolved to do their duty.

** Wilson told me to report in his study
this evening,’”’ said Doyle, somewhat gloomily.
“You've got to report, too, haven't you,
Simmons?”’

** Yes.”

** What shall we do—{fail to turn up?”’

The point was considered. Wilson and
€Conroy major, of the Sixth, shared the same
atudy. Doyle fagged for Wilson, and Si!m-
mons for Conroy major. Not that the latter
was a bully. He simply bad a fag from the
Remove because Wilson had ome, and Sim-
n:ns had never really protested. He had
performed his duties because he was afraid
to do otherwise.

"*1 think we'd better turn up,” said Sim-
‘mops, at last, with a show of spirit. ** Why
not ' go straight away and tell them that
we're not going to fag any more? There's
nothing like geting it over, you kncw. They
can't eat us, and the Combine will settle
th.ngs if we're whopped.”

* Oh, all right!” said Doyle. *“*I'm game.
But you'd better leave the talking to me,
Cimmy. You stutter when you get excited.”

** Rats!"" said Simmons. .

‘The pair went off, full of courage. But
Ly the time they reached the Sixth-Form
passage the courage bad oozed away and
they were decidedly nervous.
crept up to the door of the study occupied
by Wilson and Conroy.

“You go in first,” whispered Doyle.

‘ But—but you said——"

'*Go on, you funk—go in!" hissed Doyle
bravely. : .

But Simmons hung back, and the chances
were that the pair of them would have
sneaked away, but at that moment the door
opened anud Wilson glanced .out into the
passage. :

‘“ What the deuce are you whispering out-
side my door for, you young assee?’ he de-
manded. ' You ought to bave turned up ten
‘minutes agol’ - -

They almost |

‘* Pup-pup-please, Wilson, we—we—we—""
stammered 8immons.

“ What?" said Wilson. ‘* Why can’'t you
speak, you young fathead? Come inside—
tbhe pair of you. There's the fireplace to
clear up, and the tea-things to put away,
and Conroy wants you to go down to the
vilage, Simmons.” .

‘** Pup-pup-please, Wilson——'" began Sim-
mons again. :

‘* We're a bit late!’ gasped Doyle. ‘' I-—
1 hope you don't mind, Wilson! But we'll
buck up now, to make up for lost time.”’

‘“ You'd better!’ said Wiison grimly.

The two Removites entered the study, angd
tbhe door was closed. Conroy major was sit-
ting in a chair, reading. He Ilcoked up,
and smiled.

** Hallo, kids!"’ he said. ‘1 want you to
run down to old Binks for me, Simmons.
Get some stuff for the toothache—he's got
some, I believe, although bhe's not a chemist.
My minor’'s got the jaw-ache, you know.”

Simmons seemed to swallow hard.

‘- Are—are you giving me an order, Ccn-
roy?"’ he asked. ' '

‘The Sixth-Former stared.

‘“ An order?’’ he repeated.
ing you.”

“Then I'll go!”’ said Simmons, with great
relief.

, And 1 suppose you wouldn’t have gone if
you'd been ordered to?” inquired Wilson.

‘“* N-no!”

** Oh, so you're getting rebellious—eh? 1I've
got a cane in the corner—"

‘“ Leave the kid alone, Wilson,' interrupted
Conroy. ‘' After all, he's right. We're uot
supposed to order these Remove fellows
about. If Simmons goes to the village for
me, it'll be a favour,”

Wilson sniffed. :

‘“ That's your way of looking at it,” he
said sourly. ‘' Tbese two kids are fags, and
they've got to do what we tell them—whether
they like it or not. Go down on your knees,
Doyle, and sweep up the hearth.”

“Y-yes, Wilson!"" gasped Doyle weakly.

He was about to obey the order, but Sim-
mons grabbed his arm. ~

“ Don't—don't you do it!’ he exclaimed.

Both Wilson and Conroy gazed at the
juniors in wonder.

“ What's the meaning of this, you little
sweep?’’ demanded Wilson, shaking Simmons's
arm. ‘ You'd better not talk that rot—"

‘*1f Conroy had ordered me to go to the
village. I shouldn’'t have gone,”” said Rim-
mons, in a rush. ‘° And Doyle’s not going to
sweep up the hearth. Fagging in the Re-
move isn't allowed. See? We're going to
strike!”

‘“Of course we are!’ said Doyle, plucking
up courage. - -

'** Strike!’ repeated Wilsan dazedly.

“ Ha, ha, ha!” chuckled Conroy
“ That's the stufl,.young ‘uns!”

Wi‘}son spun round. e

"“ Yar'll make them worse, confound youl”
be shouted. ST youl

" WeHl, I.don't mind if°1 do,” said the

**No, I'm ask-

'm ajor.
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other senior. *° As a matter of fact, I don't
believe in fagging myseli. We've had a few
squabbles about it, Wilcon, and we’'ll prob-
ably have another. Are you going to the
village for me, Simmous?”

* Yes, Conroy."”

“ (tood lad! Here's the money to get that
stufl,” said Conrcey. * You can kecp sixpence
of it for yourself, if you like. And thanks
for going—-it's a rotten evening, and I appre-
ciate the favour.”

Wilson glared at his study-mate, but Con-
rov only grinned.

** You're doing this on purpose!™ snapped
Wilson.

““Of course!"’

L Well, I'm not going to be humbugged
dbout,”” said Wilson angrily. * I[ you don't
swveep up that hearth, Doyle, I'll swish you
with a cane!”

“I--I won't!” shouted Doyle deflantly.
‘ Nipper's told us to refuse all fagging, and
I'm blessed if I'll do any more! Rats to
you! Yah! Go and eat coke! You're a
rotten bully! Do your own beastly fagging!
And if you cane me, you'll be jolly sorry for
it!”

Dorle. having delivered himself, went de-
cidediy pale. Wilson simply stared in won-
der and Conroy chuckled afresh.

“* Yqu can reckon that you've been nicely
told off, old man,” he obscrved. ‘ Take my
advice, and let the kid go. The Remove i3
getting independent—and you know what
happens to bullies!"

Wilson pointed to the door with a quiver-
ing finger.

““Get out!” he roared. “Clear! And be
jolly thankful that you're rot half skinned!"’

Doyle shot through the doorway with
extraordinary agility, and he was followed at
a slower pace by Simmons. They scudded
down the passage, and didn’t halt until they
arrived in the lobby, panting.

“ Well, my hat!"” gasped Doyle.
worked!" .

“* Of course it worked,” said Simmons, with
a grin. “ You've omdy got to be bold, and
they won't do a thing. [ was expecting Wil-
con to slaughter you, but he was scared. He
remembered the Secret Combine. Just see
what an effect it has on the rotters!”

“But you're going to the village,” said
Doyle.

- * That's different. Conroy asked me to go
as a favour,” replied Simmons. ‘ And Nipper
told us not to be mean beasts, didn't he?
1 don’t mind doing things if I'm asked pro-
perly.”

. And Simmons, who was a most obliging
Junior, went off cheerily into the cloak-room,
in order to get his overcoat. Doyle joined
the other two fags—Ellmore and Young—who
were. anxious to hear how" things bad been
going.

“It’s easy!" gaid Doyle. * Why, if I'd
known it, 1'd have done it long ago! You
ought to have heard the way I slanged
Wilson. 1 thought he was going to eat mne,
but he simply told me to get out.”

This piece of news brightencd up the

“It—it
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others wonderfully. There wasz rot tie
slightest doubt thut Wilson had completely
caved in—neither waus there any dount th .t
he had caved in because he feared the crn-
gequences. Indirectly, it wus anothes triumnph
for the Combine.

But Young and Elimere were not so lucky.

Lven while they wcre standing there, n
the lobby, Frinton, of the tixth, came in irow
the Triangle. He was somewhat muddy, and
rather wet. He nodded us he saw the junicrs.

‘“* Just the chap I waut, Ellmore,”” he said

briskly.
‘**Me?"" said Ellmore. *“ What for?"
‘“To obey orders--that's what for'"

snapped Frinton. * My bicycle's in the shed,
and it’s muddy and wet—I've just been us#inyg
it. Go out and clean it up. It'll take you
about an hour, because it's in a beasuly state.
If you don’'t do it properly, I'll tan you'"”

This could certainly not be called a re-
quest; it was an order, accompaned vy n
threat. Doyle, who was feeling very plucky
n(;)w, nudged Ellmore rather forcibiy in the
ribs.

“Go it!"” he muttered.

*I—I say, Frimton, I'm not going to d.
vour bicycle,”" suid Ellmore.

Frinton was just entering the cloak-room,
but he stopped abruptly.

** What's that?” he. said,

‘“ You're not allowed to give me an order,”
said Ellmore. * That's fagging, you know
and fugging ain't allowed in the Remove.
Blow your bike! If you want it cleaned, you
can ciean it yourself!"

“*That's the idea!"” murmured Doyle.

“ Well, you little rat!’ snorted Frinton
furiously.

He strode forward, and it was quite evident
that he had no intention of taking the de
fiance as Wilson had tuken it. Before Ellmore
could dodge he was seized. Doyle und Youuy
backed away into safety.

‘“* Take that, for cheek!"”
roughly.

Clap!

His heavy fist came in contact with Ei!
more’s cheek, and the junior staggered.

“Ow! Yuarooooh!” he roared painfully.

“And if 1 bave any more of your rot,
I'll give you some more!” exclaimed the
prefect. ‘ Go outsiie and clean that bike’
Go on, confound you'!"

said Frinton

“I—-1I won't!" shouted Elmore shriily.
‘“ Lemme go, you bully!"’
Clap!

This time Frinton boxed the jun.or's ear-,
and Ellmore staggered away. Frinton was
about to follow him up, with the idea of
inflicting further punishmcnt, when a quick
step sounded in the passage. A moment
later Mr. Crowell appeared—the master oi
the Remove.

*“Is anything wrong here?” he asked.

“Only a little insubordination, sir,"" said
Frinton. ‘ Ellmore cheeked me, that's ali.
You can go now, Ellmore."

Frinton was rather alarmed: he was afrad
that the junior would sneak. But Elmmorv
tried to look unconcerned. and he strofled
away with the others. Frinton entered the
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cloak-room, and Mr. Crowell passed on his,

way, not exactly satisfied. _

It was not the end of the affair, either.
Ellmore still refused to clean tihe bicycle,
and Frinton was forced to get a couple of
Third-Formers to perform the work. Hhe
gave Ellmore two hundred lines—wbich Eil-
more was determined not to write.

The junior came straight to Study C and
reported the whole matter. '

‘80 Frinton is resisting—eh?” [ said.
' Well, never miud, my son. 1 think he’ll be
all right to-morrow. Keep out of his way
for the rest of -the evening, and you'll be
0.K."”

Scarcely five minutes later, when we wcre
just ﬁniahini our prep., the door burst open
and Young blundered in.

‘* Begad!” exclaimed Sir Montie horrified.
‘*“ Have you been run over, dear boy? You're
in a shockin’ condition—you are, really!”

“Hold wup, Young,” I said quichly.
* What's wrong?”’

The Removite could bardly speak for a
moment. He was panting for breatb, his
eyes were streaming with tears, and his nose
was bleeding- an greatly swollen. In
addition, his left ear was decidedly influmed,
and he was looking a wreck generally.

** Silly ass!” said Watson tartly. *° Who
the dickens have you been fighting with?”

** Obh, the cad—the beast!” gasped Young,
sinking into a chair.

** Well, you shouldn't fight,”’ said Watson.

1 don’t think he's been fighting, old man,”’
1 said quietly. * This looks like some of
Starke’s work—Young has been fagging for
Starke, remember, Did Starke do this,
Young?'’

** Yes, the awful cad!"’ moaned the visitor.

“ Well, my only hat!”’ exciaimed Watson
wrathfully. * Starke ought to be reported
to the Head for this!”’

** Tell us what happened,” 1 said quietly.

‘* Starke told me to go to his study, and 1
went,” said Young tearfully.

** You oughtn’t to have gone at all—-"

‘*Let bim finish, Tommy,”’ 1 interrupted.
It was rather a mistake to go, Young,
because Starke had you in his power there,
in a way of speaking. Did' you refuse to
obey orders?’’

** Begad! It looks lika it!"’ murmured Sir
Montie. ,

. **Yes!"” said- Young, wiping his nose ten-
derly. *1 did just what you said, Nipper,
and—and Starke knocked me about terribly,

and kicked me into the passage. I've got an
awful bruise on my left leg!”
‘““Hard Jines!” 1 said sympathetically.

* Still, it’s all for the good of the cause.
Keep out of Starke’'s way, and you'll be sufe
ehough by to-morrow. Leave the rest to me.
It aeems that Starke and Frinton are the
only two who need attention—and they’]) get
plenty of jt.”’

Young, who was really knocked about
badly, went away to bis own study, which
he shared with two other fellows named
Lincoln and 8kelton. And I pushed aside my
books and thrust my bands into my trousers
pockets.

#

i
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“Action i8 required,’”’ I said grimly.

‘“ Another birching in the Punisbhmen$
Chamber?' asked Watson, ‘' 1t's getting
rather stale, isn’t it?"

] nodded slowly.

“It 18, a bit,”” I admitted. ‘' But that

really doesn’'t make much difference. The
more pain the bullies suffer, the more they'll
realise that their game is hopeless. We wanb
to make them thoroughly understand that
the Remove is determined to put a stop to
bullying in every form."

‘““ Well, they only bully the Third and
Remove.” said Watson.

I don’t mean that kind of form, you
ass!” I went on. * In every shape and form
—see? It's got to stop! And a birching s
calculated to make a fellow think before
he commits any act of violence. At the
same time, I think we'd better try some
other dodge this evening.”

** What kind of dodge, old boy?’’ asked Sir
Montie. \

‘* Well, what's wrong with a bedroom rag?’’
I suggested.

* There might be a irightful lot wrong
with it if we were surprised by a master,”
said Tregellis-West, shaking his bead.
‘* Raggin’ a senior in his bedroom is shock-
in'ly risky, old fellow——"

“ Not in the way we should do it,”” 1 put
in. ‘" Anyhow, we’'ll hold a committee meet-
ing, and decide. The, Secret Combine will do
the job, of course—all in the dark. S8tarke
first, and then Frinton. They won't know a
thing—except that the Combine has punished
‘em. And it'll be a change.”

Accordingly a meeting was called in 8tudy
C. The other five fellows who attended were
Reginald Pitt, Nicodemus Trotwood, De
Valerie, Handforth, and his Grace the Duke
of Somerton.

They listened with attention as I outlined
the scheme.

**Jolly good!”’ said Handforth heartily.
'* Ripping, in fact! 1 couldu’t have thought
of anything better myself.”

**1 don't believe you could, old chap,” said
Somerton drily.

It ought te work well,”” declared Pitt.
‘“* We shall have to be careful about being
spotted, that's all. I'm ready to take the
risk. And it'Hl be rather good to have the
Secret Combine wisit the cads in their own
bedrooms."”’

** Rather!”

' We'll do it!”’

The committee was
nodded.

*“Good!"’ 1

unanimous, and [
_ xclaimed. ** At ten-thirty
exactly, then, \'ge arise from eur cots and
prepare for the airty work. If any fellow is
unwilling to get out of bed he will be
bumped until he changes his muind.” .

80 the matter was settled,

Not apother junior in the Remove knew a
word; the Council of Eight were to be
trusted, but we had huad experience of spying.
Fullwood and Co. were not hkely to try. the
gamet.%? again; but Teddy Long was an in-
corrigible little sncak, and if he thought it
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was safe he would inform in a moment —just
for the love of sneaking.

- When we tumbled into bed we gave no
sign; we did not even discuss our plana in
whispers. I had warned the fellows particu-
larly against any private talks. The plans
were made, and nothing was to be done until
ten-thirty.

Several of the chosen avengers fell asleep
long before ten o’'clock, and when the chimes
sounded thc hnalf-hour I was the only one
awake. The dormitory was quiet, and 1
noiselessly slipped out of bed.

‘“Up you get, Montie,’” 1 whispered, shak-
ing my noble chum.

Tregellis-West rolled over in bed.

‘*One duokin® will be quite sufficient,
surely?’”* he mumbled Into the pillow.

Y ) h?f!
‘“ It ought to fAnish the frightful bounder
——— Eh? Begad!”

Montie sat up, and blinked at me.

‘“ Awake yet?'' I inquire. ** Who were you
ducking—in your dreams?’’

‘* Begad!” said Tregellis-West mildly. ‘I
was dreamin’, you know—I waus, reall{. I
was dreamin’ that we were suspendin’ Starke
over a tank of boilin’ oil. an' Handforth wns
sayin' that it would be necessary to duck bhim
twice!’’

I g;inned.

“What a pleasant dream,”” I murmured.
‘“ Starke deserves a lot, but we draw the liné
at boiling oil. Get up, my son—:it's time for
the dark deed.”

Tregellis-West tumbled out, and Tommy
Watson soon followed suit. Within three
oMnutes all the other members 6f the Com-
bine were dreesing. We did not hurry; there
was plenty of time.

It was nearly ten minutes to eleven when
we crept silently out of the dormitory. Our
first journey was to a box-room on the
second Hoor. Here we donned the special
garb, which had been placed there in readi-
ness—cloaks and cowls, and all the rest of
it. With these covering us, recognition—in
the event of a surprise—was imposeible. And

it was just as well to be prepared.
* ‘" Now for Starke's bedroom,’”’ 1 said softly.

‘“ Better let me go first,”’ breathed Hand-
forth.

‘* What for?"

!t” Il"t.-here'e any trouble [ can deal with

‘* Rats!"”

I led the way, regardleas of Handfortii’s
hisced intimation that he had serious
thoughts of punching my nosc. And we
arrived in the Sixth-Form passage without
mishap. :

S8ome of the Sixth-Formera slept in cubicles,
but all thc prefects had bedrooms to them-
selves. \As events turned out, no ragging was
to ﬁ?.ke place in the prefects’ quarters that
night.

Qur plans were quite upeet. in fact.

Upon the whole, however, [ am inclined to
think that the alteration was a decided im-
provement. We did not even enter Starke's
bedroom, for as we ontered upon the Sixth-
Form passage something unexpected occurred,

|
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Starke's door opencd, and a flood of l.ghi
was allowed to escape into the dark corridor
I drew back agaipst the wall, and breathed
out & warning to the others. They all camo
to a hait.

" What's wrong?'' whispered Handforth.

“ Sheseh!” 1 hissed. ' Keep that ure
quijet!"”

I was watching the bedroom doorway.
Starke himselt appeared, fully dreased, even
to his cap. He switched off the light, closed
the door softly, and passed along to the nexs
bedroom.

He opened the door, and another streamn of
light wae allowed to escape.

" Ready, old man?”’ | heard him mmrmur.

**Coming now,”” said the voice of Frinton.

And a moment later the two prefeeta lett
the bedroom and wilked stealthily and
silently down the Sixth-Form pusaage --in the
opposite direction to where we were crouch-
ing, of course.

It was quitc obvioua that Starka.anl Fria-
ton were intent upon a night out.

soft voice.

“W
“ We'll follow, of course,” |

said promptly. *' Our original plan is messed
uP: but we might he able to do romething
better. It's a ten-to-one chance that the
rotters are off to the White Harp.’'
Handfort!: snorted.
** Billiards, or nhp, or poker!” he said di*-

- .

CHAPTER III.
A QUESTION OF CHOW'F

ELL?

Pitt asked thut question i A

gnstedly-“ for money, naturally. My lmat’
refoctsa! They ought to be shoved ‘u
quod!'*

“That's & frightfully common word, dear
old boy,”" protested Sir Montie. ‘' Quod
sounds vulgar, you know. You ought to say
‘ chokey *!"’

‘* Ha, ha, ha'"

‘“ Shurrup, you naesesa!” [ muttered
‘“* There's no time to lose. Look here, 1N
follow the cada alone——""

** Eh?’’ said Handforth.

** Alon¢,'’ I repeated tirmly. ‘' - "

*Rot!" interrupted Haodlorth. *'1 doa’t

see——

‘* What you don’'t see amounts to a terrllic
lot,’”” I snapped. * I'm leader, and you chapx
must follow; my orders have got to be
obeyedh Unless I can plan what's got to b«
done I'll give the whole thing up.”

‘** Nipper's right,’’ sald the duke. ** Dry
up, Handy!"

‘** Oh, have your own way!'’ growled Edward
Oswuld--** as usual!”

‘“*Unless we make haste we ahall miaa tho
rotters altogether,’”” I wemt on. * I'll go
firat: you keep me In sight, Pitt, and Watson
can keep you in sight. See? String yourselves
out: we can't all go in a clump. We'll hold o
discussion later.’’

Several precions minutes had been wasted.
but I reckoned that Starke and Frinton wonid
waste a few moments ia thelr study before









19

Not a sound was uttered. Handforth was
noisy enough, as a rule, but he was partico-
larly careful not to breathbe too forcibly.
When it came to a matter of importance
Kdward Oswald could always be trusted. He
was not such an ass as he looked—not by
anx means.

nd in this present case he was of great
value—for he could certainly use his hsts
with wonderful precision. And his strength
waa far grcater than that ¢f the average
junior. ‘

The two hapless seniors werc carried bodily
acroes a meadow, through a small portion of
Beliton Wood, until the banks of the River
Stowe came within sight. It was very quiet
here, the current belng sluggish. Scarcely a
sound hroke the stillncss of the night.

There was a large, old punt moored In a
backwatcr nearly oppusite Willard’s Island.
And. while the prisoners were placed upon
the grass and beld down by six of us, th
other two prepared the punt.

It was rather a task, getting Starke and
Jesson across the short stretch of water with-
out Jetting them know that they were near
the river. We got over the difliculty fairly
ecasily, however.

Starke was taken first. Four of us scized
him, carried him into the punt, and then con-
tinucd marking time and jerking him ahout.
Mcanwhile, the punt wae pulled acroes by De
Yalerie and Wateson, who had crossed to the
island first. 8tarke -had no idea what was
happcning. His head was muffled up, and it
was rcally impossible for him to hear much.

Jesson was taken over in the sawe way, and
then the pair were carried into the old stone
building which was known in the d'strict as
Willard’s Folly. It was a kind of miniature
castle, and had never been inhabited. Within
one of the half-finished rooms we had erected
our hlack curtains, and had converted the
place into the punishment cbhamber of the

Secret Combine.
Starke was placed

AY

in the ' stocks ' —a
stout, wooden contrivance which abolished
the necessity of holding the victim down. It
also did away with any need for a soul to be
eecn.

A tiny electric light, supplied by a battery
glowed in the curtains above. But this did
not come on until Starke was in position.
But this time, too, his headgear had been
removed. And Walter Starke was in a rare
fright. He had hardlg recovered from the
cflects of the last birching.

Jesson was lying near by, helpless, still
,b:tmnd and gagged. He was to be dealt with

or.

“ Look here, you little rotters!'' .gasped
Starke. 1 kpnpow that you're members of
the Remove, and if you'll let e go pow—"

* Sikcnce, brutal one!”’ commanded a voice
against Starke's ear.

It was really Trotwood speaking. Nico-
demus was a ventriloquist of no mean order,
and it was easy for him to disgulse his voice
and to throw into the curtained-in portion
of the room, while he remained owtside.

‘“ Prepare to receive the ishment decreed
by the Secret Combine!” sald Trotwood
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sternly. * You have been guilty of base
conduct towards a boy named Young—"

“I—1'm sorry!”’ panted Starke. ‘° Dap’t—-
don't touch me with that confounded biréh!
Lock here, I'll promise to be different In
futaare—hang you! 1 won’t touch any of the
kids again! Will you let me go now?”

‘““ A promise from you, base one. is hollow
like a barrel,”” said the invisible voice.
‘“The Secret Combine cannot acecept your
bare word. Not by long chalks!" However,
since you appear to be penitent, the Combine
is prepared to offer you a choice, an alterna-
tive. It is for you to decide. You will either
sigu a paper which will be placed before yovo,
or you will receive a birching ofi greater
severity than you have cver received before.
What is your anewer?”

Sturke took a deep breath.

“This paper!” he exclaimed
““What—what is it?”

"* The words upon it,”” said the voice. ‘' are
framned as follows: * We, Starke and Jesson,
of the Sixth Form at St. Frank's College.
acknowlcdge that we have been guilty of
much cowardly bullying. We further
acknowledge that we have been frequent
visitors, after lights out, at the White Harp
Inn, using that disreputable establishment
for the purpose of satistying our craving for
gambling. We hereby make a faithful pro-
mice to finish with bullying for all time.
Signed——' That is the text of the docu-
ment, O worthless Starke. Your signature
must be appended, followed by that of ycur
fellow-prisoner.”’

Starke launghed gratingly.

* You—-you fools!” he snarled.
never gsign anything like that!’’

‘“Then let the sentence of the Combine
be carried out,”” said the voice.

The curtains parted and a hand appcared.
The hand was encased in a long black glove
which reached right up the arm. And in the
hand a very grim-looking birch was grasped.

Swish!

The birch descended with great force,
which was not very surprising, cousidering
that the gloved hand belonged to Handforth.

‘* Yarnoooh ! howled Starke.

Swish! Swish!

“Ow! You—you little ecads!’ roared
Starke flercely. ‘' I—]—— Yaroooop!’

The pain he was enduring was considerable.
He was still rather sore from the last
hiding, and this fresh infliction of punish-
ment was naturally harder to bear, for he
was already tender. Moreover, Handforth
was laying it on with a will.

“I—I—ow—I'll agree!” howled Starke.
“I'll sign!”

Swish!

'* Stoppit!’’ hooted Starke, almost crying

harshly.

“1rn

with pain. ' I'll sign, I'l} tell you!”
“Let the punishment cease!” came tbe
voice. '

Handforth, with great reluctanee, -apd
with considerable indignation, withheld bhis
hand. He was just getting into his stride,
as it were, and be hated the idea of letting
Starke ofl. ' N
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" asked Trot-
“1°1

“ You wili sign, O prisoner?
wond amtly

“ Yes,''  snarled
sign, confound you!

“It is well!”

The light snapped out. A short interval
was followed by a sudden click as the

Starke hoaregely.

stocks wcere unfastened, but only from
Starke's hands. His fecet were still tightly
secured.

When the light appeared again Starke was
atill alone. Before him, on a small box, lay
the written document and a fountain-pcn.

““ Sign,”” came the voice relentlessly. *‘* Do
not destroy thc paper or the pen. There are
others. And suci destruction will be fol-
lowed by severe punishmeat. Sign, and show
vour wisdom.’

Starke writhed. For a moment he hesi-
tated. Handforth became impatient, and

cswished the birch through the air sugges-.

tively. The sound proved to be the last
straw. Starke picked up the pcn and signed
the paper.

“Tocre vou are!” he grated.
me go!''

The light snapped out again. Starke was
released from the stocks, but securely bound
Jesson had yet to be dealt with. The
College House prefect found himsell in the
position just vacated by Starke.

*“Wiil you sign, or will you be birched?”
inquired the voice politely.

“I'tl not sign, you fool.
ooop!”’ shrieked Jesson.

Handforth. without waiting for the word,
brought the birch down with terrific force.
Jeason roared and }'elled.

Swipe! Swipe! Swipe!

“TI'll sign!"” howled the prisoner wildly.

Behind the curtains we all grinned. and
Handforth gave Jesson another for luck.

** Oh—oooch! Where's the pen?’” yelled
Jesson. ¢ Il sign, 1 tell you!™

** It is well!”’ said Trotwood ventriloquially,
g0 to speak.

Out snapped the light once more, and
Jesson's hands were released by Pitt and my-
self, although, of course, we worked in total
darknecss. Jesson signed, and he was then
bound in thc same way as Starke.

‘“* Now lct

Yaroooh—ow--

Meanwhile, we were chuckling with delight. -

Our victory was complete and absolute;
vv¢ had never hoped for such a stroke of
wonderful luck. Starke and Jesson, the
lcaders of the bullies, had signed away their
freedom—for that is what it amounted to.
With that fatal document in our hands
Starke and Jesson. were utterly powerless.
‘The slightest act of bullying might mean
'thekproduction of that paper, and then the
sack!

The bullies had signed in the extremity of
the moment, they would regret it after-
wurds; they probably regretted it alrcady.
But it was too late now. Thcy had signed
rather than take the thrashing, a proof of
their innate cowardice.

The Sccret Combine had combleted

its
great work.
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CHAPTER IV
THE ROGUE CF THE SIXTH

ANDFORTH — and several of the
others—were eager to talk and to
discuss the great triumph, but talk-
ing was imposzible. Even whisper-

ing was forbidden. The Combine had alwavs
performed its work in complete silence.

While we were roping up the prisoners, in
readiness for their rcturn journey, De Valerie
had becn placed outside. to make sure that
the coast was quite clear. [ took care to
placc the precious document safely in Iy
pocket-book. It was a kind of WDamccles’
sword, which we could constantly hold cver
our enemies.

Just when we were about to emerge,
carrying Jesson, De Valerie appeired, in a
hurry. He made a quick sign to me, and
placed his mnuth against my left ear.

‘“Go easy!"’ he breathed. ‘' There's a boat
on the river.”

I looked at him in surprise and doubt.

‘““Fact!"’ he said, nodding. * It's making
for the island, too!”

Without delay I sent the whisper round
that the prisoners were to be kept in the
Punishment Chamber, with three fellows on
ruard; another junior was to remain at the
door.

Then I crept outside, accompanied by Wat-
son, Tregellis-West and Pitt. We were
anxious to see who the night-bird could be.
A boat on the river after midnight wus
something of a novelty.

I was half inclined to believe that De
Valerie had made a mistake, in spite of hic
assurance to tine contrary. But I soon found
that I was wrong. A small rowing-boat wa-
coming up the river—silently, stealthily
and it was hcading straight for Wilard's
Island.

‘“ Who the dickens can it bc?"” murmurcd
Watson.

‘** Somebody after wild-iowl, gug-
gested Sir Montie brilliantly.

‘ There's only one chap in the boat,”” said
Pitt. *“ Dcn’'t move, you fellows. We'll
crouch here, behind these bushes, and watch

perhaps,”

the beggar. There’s no nced for him to see
us at all.’
‘“ Begad!”’ said Tregellis - West. “ Tt

wouldn’'t bhe healthy for us to be seen, you
know. There woyld be a frightful row with
the Head—there Wwould, really. The Head i:
g0 unreasonabic over these matters, dear ol
boys. He wonldn’'t see eye to cye with us
in this matter of the Combine.”

“1 don't suppose hc would.”
drily. *‘ Kcep cuiet, you asses”

We watched the approach of the boat witi:
an interest which was not entirely unmixcd
with anxiety. 1f we were found on the
island by anybody who would be likely to
inform against us—well, we should have a
very painful interview with our respected

I muttered

Headmaster. Dr. Stafford.
It behoved us, thcrefore, to remain in
hiding.

The hoat came nearer and nearer, and at
last the nose of it grated slightly against
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the bank. The night was mot cntirely dark;
tiie stars were shining, and it was possible
to sce with a fair amount of distinctness at
close quarters.

The stranger secured his boat, and then
came Juietly across the grass towards us—
towards the old stone building. He was wear-
ing a long cloak and a slouch hat, and he
walked briskly,
certain objcct.

With some relief 1 saw that he was making
for a little doorway which led into a kind
of vellar—a place separate and apart from
the reat of the building. 1 had only been
down in that iittle cellar once—months ago
—but 1 knew that there was no connection
with any other quarter of the quaint place.
'Fhis was good, for we did not want the
stranger to run right into the prisoners and
the guards.

The man came within three yards of us,
and passed by. 1 felt curious as he was
approaching; I was startled as he passed,
and 1 was positivclgu excited after he had

vanished into the little doorway.
My hat!’" said Pitt, taking a deep
breath. ¢ Did you sce?’

**The Mysterious X! 1 cexclaimed tensely.

** Himsclf "’ said Reginald Pitt.

Watson and Tregellis-West gasped.

"* Begad! You don’t say so, old boy!’
murmured the lattcr. ** The Mysterious X!
Are you sure, Nipper?”

** Certain,” I roplied.
beard—didn’'t you sec
would know him anywlcre.
dickens i3 he doing here on this island?
children, this looks queer!”

** Let's go and collar him!"” muttered Wat-
son excitedly.

* Don’t be in such a hurry,” 1 said. ‘ The
very last time we tried to collar the
Mysterious X the guv'ner grumbled at me,
and told me not to interferc. We'll just
make a notc of what happens now, and then
act as we think best.”

I did not want to gct myself into hot
@ ater. The Mysterious X had been operat-
ing in the district for some few weeks., and
:t \lvns high time that be was laid by the
1cels.

The man, whom nobody had actually seen
in his own personality, was a very mys-
terious individual. He had committed a
number of minor burglarics, and would have
been successful in most of them but for the
activities of Nelson Lee. The guv'nor had
spoilt the cracksman’s game on many an
occasion.

Only a "few days previously I had sur-
prisecd the Mysterious X quite near the
school, and T had captured him, with the
assistance of my chums. But he turned out
to be Frinton of the Sixth. Friuton declared
that he had been having a jokc:; that he had
dressed up a3 the Mystcrious X in order to
scare somcbody.

The others had believed the story, and
the prefect nad been rcleased. And 1 was
eompelled to aecept the same view. When
] mentioncd the matter to Nelson Lee he

‘* Didn’t you see his
his mask? Why, 1
But what the
My

as though intent upon a
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had appearcd rather impatient, and -bhad
calmly told me not to interfere! T

So I meant to go easy now. The guv’'nor
had plans of his own, in all preobability, and
those plans would be upset if I butted in. [
quite understood that. So I decided that
our best plan would be to watch, and do
nothing else.

And we were soon rewarded.

A figure appeared in the little stone door-
way, looked round carefully, and then
hurried towards his boat. He was certainly
under the impression that pnot another soul
was in the vicintty.

But there was something different about
the man now. We all watched him c¢losely
as he approached, for he would find it neces-
sary to pass quite near us again on his way
to the water.

The Mysterious X seemed slighter; he was
not wearing his cloak, and a cap had re-
placed the slouch hat. And them the truth
dawned upon me in a flash. The fellow who
passed within a yard or two of us was
Frinton of the Sixth!

The Mysterious X had cntered the dcor-
way., and Frinton had emerged. '
t‘There could he only one possible explana-
ion. -

Frinton of the Sixth was, positively, the
Mysterious X, after altt And 1 did not doubt
that he had heen out upon one of his plun-
dering expeditions. Be had nat gone to
Caistowe at all—as he had intimated to
Starke  and Jesson—but Bkad been helping
himsell to somebody else’s property.

*“Great pip!”’ muttered Watson. *‘ It—it’'s
Frintou !’
* Begad! That’s what I thought, dear

boy,”” whispered Montie. *‘‘ But it can’t b,

we must be mistaken.”’

‘“ It was Frinton,” said Pitt qguictly.

‘“ And there’s no praetical joke about this.”’
I exclaimed. ‘1 suspected it all along, and
now we've got the proof. The Mysterious X
is a St. Frank’s senior! A fine thing for the
old school if it’s made public—eh?”’

‘“ 1t’s shockin’, old boy. really shockin’!”

By this time Frinton had got into his boat,
and was rowing away. He had geen no
sign of the punt, because that craft was at
the other end c¢f the island, completely
hidden by the hushes and reeds.

** Look here, we had better not say any-
thing about this!” I c¢xeclaimed. °*° We'll tel
the others that somchody came on the igland,
but w¢ needn’t say whom. And F'm not
quite sure whether 1 shall mention it to
the guv’nor.”

‘“ But this is the rotter’s hiding-place!”’
exclaimed Watson.

“* Well, we’ll decide what to do later on.”
I said. ** For tne present we've got to seitle
with our prisoners. We'll leave the Mys-
terious X uantil the morning. It’s rather a
shock to discover that he is Frinton, but
there may be something more in this than
we know abant.”

A few minutes later Frinton had vanished
up the river, and there was nothing for us
to do but get rid of Starke and Jesson. This
wc did ,in.the usual manncr, Bound and
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helpless, the captives were carried on to the
m:inland by means of the punt, and then
conveyed to a spot near the wood. It was
oitr - usual custom to lcavo a victim on
Bannington Moor, but we did not think it
ncecssary on this occasgion.

Having loosenced the bonds, we made our-
sclves scarce. Starke and Jesson would e
casily able to frece themselves, but by that
time we should have vanished completcly.
And hefore our vietims arrived at St. Frank’s
we should be aslecp—or, at lcast, snugly
m bed in the Remove dormitory.

Our cxpedition had been highly successful—
tar more successful than we had hoped for.
Our plan had been to rag Starke and Frinton
in their bedroome. Instead of this we had
forced Starke and Jesson to sign the all-
important document, and we had e¢stablished
the fact that Frinton was none other than
the rascal who had madoe himself known as
the Mysterions X.

It was a splendid nicht’s work.

We had left no clues, and we werc quite
convinced of our own safety. Starke would
suspeet e, no doubht—he would believe that
I held the signed paper—but he would know
nothing for certain.

““ All serene—what?” murmured De Valerie,
a3 he tumbled into bed.

‘* Rather!"" grinned Pitt.

“We've drawn their horns this time,” 1
raid comfortably. ‘ Kenmore and the rest
have almost caved in without any signing,
and they’ll be meck cnough when they see
how Starke and Jesson are behaving."

“ What if Starke bullies as badly as
cver?'' asked Watson.

“He'll receive a note —-*°

**A whatt”’

“A note of protest,” I replicd grimly.
“He'll be given twelve hours warning that
his signed confession will be placed in the
richt hands. That'll scare him, not that it

will be nccessary. Starkce’s finished, 1y
fons.”’
" Begad! I believe yon're right.” said

Montic sleepily.
Sleep well.'”

A few minutes later the Remove dormitory
was quict.

And meanwhile two sore, sour-tempered
youths were trudging towards the school.
Starke and Jesson had freed themselves from
their honds without much diffculty, and had
found themselves near the wood.

1t was all your confounded fault,”” Jesson
was saying, as they walked. ** But what's
the good of talking, the thing's done now.”

** What do you mcean, iy fault?” demanded
Starkce harshly.

“1 mean what T say!”

“ Didn't you gcign the rotten paper, too?”
ronred Starke.

"* Yes, but not until you had,” retorted
Jesson. ¢ There wasn't much sense in my
standing out once you had done the thing.
We're helpless, Starke, we sha'n't be able to
do a thing!™

Starke tiodded.

“ And we don't know where that paper is,
who's got it. or anytl:iing,” he enid gloomily.

** (too’-night, dear old boys.
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“What a couple of [oola we were to cign
the thing, Jcssy.”

** Speak for yoursclf!"” snapped Jecsson.

“That’s what I am doing,” replied Starke.
‘““ Hang it all, we'rc both in the same boat.
I didn't rcalise at thc time what it would
mcan, but I do now. And those rotters wcre
laying the birch on so thick that I couldn’t
think of anything. How they managed it i3
more than I can imagine."”

‘* How do you krow that the Remove i3
responsible.”

‘“Oh, don't talk rot!”’ interrupted Starke
harshly. ‘' Nipper's at the bottom of this.
He's not an ordinary kid—he's lived in Lon-
don with Nelson Lec—he’'s been to all parts
of the world—and he's got as much con-
fidence as all the rest of the Remove put
together. We mado the mistake of regard-
ing Nipper as just an ardinary junior. And
now we’'ve been made to pay for it.”

asked

“Did you reccognise that voice?'”
Jesson.

‘®No, but that’s nothing,”” said the other.
** What really matters is that we don’t
know wherec we wete, we don’t know who
captured us, and wce don't know where that
paper is. Wc suspect Nipper—as I have just
said—but we don't know."

Jesson nodded,

“ We shall have to go easy to-morrow.” hLe
said. ** We shall have to go easy always,
in fact. If that paper gets into the Head’s
hands we shall be sacked, Starke—we shall
be kicked right out. \Why on earth did you
sign it?"

Starke snorted fiercely.

‘““ What’'s the good of saying that now?"
he snappced. ** There's just a chance that
we shall be able to get hold of the paper—-
I mean to make a good try, anyhow. It'll
be in Nipper's possession somewhere, and it
ought to be fairly e¢asy to get hold of the
thing.’’

The two prefects walked on for a few
momcents in silence.

“And what if we do?"’ asked Jcsson
abruptly.
“Eh? Do what?"

“Get hold of that paper?”

“Why, we shall destroy it.’’

‘““ But the position will be almost as bad,
even then,’”’ continued Jesson. ** We haven't
found out anything with regard to the
Sceret Combine, and if we do the slightest
thing we shull be collar¢d again and birched.
It's—it's unbcecarzble. Life isn't worth living
at this ratc. And yet we can't do any-
thing!"”

** Those kids are smart—there’'s no sense
in denying it.”" said Starke. ‘' But we sghall
bcwl them out before long—leave it to me.
Just fer a day or two we'd better keep to
ourselves, though.”

*“ Why not ignore the paper?’” asked Jes-
son. ' Why not treat the kids worse than
ever to-morrow—just to prove cur contempt?
It the paper is sent to the Head, we'l
swear that we know nothing ahout it. I oanly
signed my name hurriedly, and it doesn’t
look much like my usual signature——"’

“That won't do,”” interrupted Starke.
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*You forget that Nelson Lee's on the pre-
mises, and bhe's an expert in handwriting.
He’d know in a moment that the signatures
are ours. We might te able to didd'e the
Head, but not Lee. No, until we get that
paxer back, we're helpless.”

nd Starke and Jesson, still gloomy, made
their way into the Triangle, and parted
under the old elms. Starke entered the
Ancient House, and tcok care to look into
tbe Remcve dormitory before going imto bis
own bedroom.

Everybody was a:leep, and everybody had
apparently been asleep since the lights were
extinguished. There was no clue, and Starke
went to his own room in a bitter, zmgry

mocd.
(¥} Rats !’D

“ G
“Well, if you wcn't believe me,

I don’t suppose I can make you,” said Regi-
pald Pitt calmly. * But that’s the fact,
anyhow.”

The chums of Study E were strolling in
the Triangle, enjcying the bright morning
sunlight before breakfast.

‘““A fact?”’ repeated Grey doubtfully. *‘ Do
you mean to seriously tell me that Starke
aRd Jesson have signed a paper acznowledg-
ing that theyv've been: bullying, and that
they have pafd frequent visits to the White
Harp?'

‘ Exactly,” said Pitt.

" You’re pulling my leg

‘*Oh, my bhat: What a disbelieving Younder
you_are!"” exclaimed Pitt. ‘' I'm not pulling
your leg, and I'm not telling you the tale.
1t's just the truth, the whole truth, and
nothing but the truth. Starke’s reign is at
an end, and we can be pretty certain that
bis followers will cave in, too.”

Jack Grey was considerably surprised—
when, at last, he was convinced. He had
not been with the party overmight, so the
news came fresh to him. Grey was a mem-
ber of the Combine, but all the fellows in
that famous organisation were never active
at one and the same time. - Each. undertak-
ing of the Combine was performed by a
group of six or eight—never more. .

Handforth had the extreme pleasure of
telling Church and McClure all abhout it.
Only the fellows who could be positively
trusted were let into the secret. We could
have sent the word broadcast that Starke
and Jesson had signed away their freedom;
but-I did not want the. matter talked too
much about. If the bullies caved in tamely,
all well and good. It was only fair to give
them a chance.

‘* Yes,”” said Handforth, in the privacy of
Study D. ‘I don’t mind admitting that
Nipper is a keen fellow—almost as keen as
1. am, in faet. I'Yl even ge so far as to
tay that ke’s keener than 1 am!”

Church apd MecClure stared.

— e e S

CHAPTER V.

GETTING THEIR OWN BACK

AMMON ! said Jack Grey.
“My dear, chap, it's a fact.”

|

|

|

b
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“ Dido't you sleep well, Hapndy?” asked
Church anxiously.

:‘ Eh? Of course, 1 slept well!”

"* But you're not quite yourself, ¢ld man,”’
sald McClure. ‘‘ You can't be yourself if ycu
admit that——"'

. Ob rats!” snapped Hundforth. *“'1 sup-
pose it’'s only fair to give the devil his due?"’

““Are you talking uhLout yourself?'’ asked
Church. :

‘““No!" roared Handforth.

" Well, T don’t consider it quite the thing
to call Nipper a devil—"

“ You—you silly ass!" bawled Hapdforth.
'* That's only an expression! Last night
Nipper proved himselfl to be worthy of great
praise—and I'm the very first fellow to
acknowledge it. Of course, if Nipper hadn't
thonght of the idea, I expect I should: Lut
I always meet with bad luck like that.””

“Did you rag Starke and Frinton in
their bedrooms?’’ asked Church. *' You said
something about it last night, but 1 went
strtar;,ght to sleep. I suppose the thing fizzl 4
out?”

Handforth nodded.

“In a way, yes.” he replied. ' We didn't
do anything to Frinton at al—the rotter
went off somewhere. But Starke and Jes=cn
paid a visit to the White Harp, and we col-
lared 'em on the way home.”

And Handforth procceded to go into de-
tails, while Church and McClure listened with
gréat interest. Like Grey, they could nct
quite believe the statement that the two chief
bullies had” signed away their liberty.

““Oh, rot!”’ said McClure. ' Even Starke
worHdn't do a dotty thing like that. It
would place him in a frightful pesiticn—"" °

*“ Don’t you believe me?”’ roared Handforth.

** Well, it seems a bit thick,' said McClure.

Handforth was about to explode, bu* he
calmed down suddenly.

“Yes, 1 suppose it does.” he admittesd.
‘““In fact it is thick. Bunt it shows what a
beastly funk Starke 1is. Fancy zigning a
thing like that rather than take a licKing!
I'm going to rag him like the dickens this
morning—in front of everybody. He ecapn't
even give me lines!”

‘“Don’t be an ass, Handy,” said MeClure.
‘ Be content that the bullies aie whacked—
don’t ask for trouble. If they'H let u3
alone, I reckon we ought to let them alone.
If we don’t, we ghall get into hot water.”

Handforth shook his head.

“I'm going to get my own back.” he de-
clared firmly. ‘' I've heen putting up with
Starke's rot for so long that I'm gcing
to make bhim put up with——"’

‘“ Some of your rot?” inquired Church.

‘“Exactly '—No !’ roared Handforth hastily.
‘* You silly chump! Starke will have to put
up with some of my chcek. That's what I'm
going t¢ do—check him. IJt’ll be rare sport.”

“ Don't do it. Handy,” said McClure.

But Handforth never took advice frcm his
If 1 bhad known of his plan I should
have stopped it at once. To deliberately
cheek a prefect was asking for trouble. The
fellows naturally felt like hitting back when
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they knew it was safe to do so; but that
didn't make it right.

If Starke and the others did not interfere
with us we had nothing to grumble at. It
was certainly not the thing for us to inter-
fero with them. 8uch action, in fact, would
be deserving of punishment. We were only
justified in resisting the prefects when they
Laallied us.

However, such little details as these did
not worry the great Haundforth. A few
minutes after the discussion in Study D
the three chums sallied out, and went along
to the lobby.

As luck would have it, Starke of the Bixth
was just descending the stairs. Handforth
grinned, winked at his chums, and noted
wvith some satisfaction that scveral other
fellows were present. Handforth liked an
avndience.

‘“ Good-morning Starke!"” he said genially.

‘earke looked at Handforth with a cour
cypression on his face.

* Morning!”' he said gruflly.

“1 hope you slept well?”’ continued Hand-
forth. * Rather diflicult, perhaps, after a
hwout of smoking and drinking. I supposc
varr had tho usual gay time last night—eh,
Starke?'”

Under ordinary circumstances Starke would
have shiughtered Handforth on the spot—
n.etapharically gspeaking. But now he turned

r:d with fury, tceok a step forward, and
then checked himeelf.
* You young beggar''’ he snapped. ‘' Get

out of my way!”’

Handforth didn’t budge.

“ Anvthing wrong?”’ he inquired mildly.
“No nced to show your temper, Starke—
it's rotten enough, 1 know. 1 suppose it's
because yon haven't done any bullying this
moruing. The fact is. Starke, you've been
a bit of a cad, you know, and what you aced
ia come good advice.”

Starke nearly forgot himself. He clenched
his fists, but knew that he wus helpless. The
other juniors looked on with undisguised
pleasure. They all had their backs to the
doorway—including Handforth. But Starke
was facing the doorway, and a gleam sud-
denly appeared in his eyc.

*“You are impertinent, Handforth,” he ex-
claimed loudly. * Impertinence to a pre-
fect is not allowed. You will write me two
hundred lines; and if you repeat. the offence
I will make it three hundred.”

Starke spoke calmly, and in a manner
which could have compared with that of
Morrow or Fenton—the two most popular
prefects in the Ancient House. Starke did
not use a bullying tone.

“* Three hundred if 1 repeat the offence?”
said Handforth pleasantly. ** What shall 1
ot .ﬂr’ I punch you ¢on the nose? Like this?”

Bi!

Starke staggered back as
heavy fist landed upon his nose.
“ Oaooop !’ gasped Starke.

** How many lines shall 1 get for that?”
inquired Handforth pleasantly. ‘ Of course.
1 can give you a fcw more if you're not

quita satisficd- -—'

Handforth's

————— ]

|
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‘“ Easc up, Handy'!” shouted McClure,
Don’t be an ass!” -

S8tarke made no attempt to retaliate. He
seemed to possess a certain dignity, which
had hitherto been lacking.

*“T shall report you to the Housemaster,
Handforth,” he said, in a suppressed voice.
‘“*No, you need say no hing further. I have
put up with your insults—"'

‘** Insults!"’ echoed Handforth. ‘* Why, you"
silly ass, a rotter like you can’'t be insulted!
My opinion of you, Starke, is that you're
unfit for your position, thit you're a beastly
cad, and that you ought to be kicked outb
o.flthc school! You're about the worst out-
sider— "’

‘“ Handforth!"’

The voice belonged to Mr. Crowell, the
master of the Remove. and Handforth spun
round, gasping. The other fellows were sur-
prised also; and Handforth realised, all at
once, why Starke had acted with such re-
straint. He had gseen Mr. Crowell approach-
ing, and he knew that the master could see
—and hear—him.

‘“ Speaking to me, sir
faintly.

** Yes, Handlorth, T was speaking to yon.”
replicd Mr. Crowell grimly. *‘ How dare you?
How dare you have the utter audacity to
speak to Starke—a prefect-—with such out-
rageous insolence?"” ‘
* [—I—I—" gosped Handforth. ‘' That’s
to say, he—he—he—"

There was a chuckle from the other fellows.

‘“ When you can speak intelligibly, Hand-
forth, I shall be obliged if you will supply
me with an explanation of your conduct—
if, indeed. such conduct can be explained,”’
said Mr. Crowell. * Sturke acted in the only
way possible under the circumstances, and {
am pleased to sce that he kept his temper.”’

‘ Thank you, sir,” said Starke quietly.

**You not only insulted Starke, but 3jyou
struck him,” continued Mr. Crowell. *‘1 do
not think it will be necessary to bother Mr.
Lee with the matter, Handiorth. You wili
tauke five hundred lines.”

‘“ Why—why—should I, rfir?"” demanded
Handforth indignantly. * Everybody knows
that Starke is a rotter——"’

““ That is sufficient, Handforth.’”’ cut in Me.
Crowell. ‘“ You have no excuse whatever.
You will follow me to my study at once!'”’

*“ To—to your study, sir?”’

‘““ Exactly. 1 intend to give you a ecaning.”’

‘*“ A—a—c-caning?"’ asked Handforth
dazediy.

(3] A \,ery
Crowell.

** A—a s-g-cvere caning?’’ said Handforth,
holding his breath.

** Good gracious me'!
boy?" snapped the Form-master.
e, Handforth.”’

‘“ But—but you just gave me lires, sir

“You will do the lines after you have re-
ceived the caning,”’ explained Mr. Crowell.

** Oh, corks!"”

And Handforth followed the master down
the passage. Starke, with a8 grin of triumph,
went out into the Triangle. Perhaps it was

f'"
»

gasped Handforih

severe caning!'!’ declared Me.

Are you a parrot,
‘ Follow

(A1)
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onfeeling, but everybody in the lobby was
grisning also. . . _

‘“ Ask, and thou shalt Teceive,” said Pitt
calmly. *“ If Handforth didn’t -ask for 1it,
1 don’'t know what asking means!”

‘* Serve the siMly ass right,”” said MecClure.
'* We told him not to be such a potty ass,
but you know what a mule he is.”

1 bad witnessed the final stages of the
affair, and I was quite in agreement with
McClare. It was rather hard lines on Hand-
forth, no doubt, but he had chipped Starke
in the most reckless fashion—as FPitt had
said, he bad asked for trouble.

“1f Starke doesn’t interfere with s,
there’s no reason why we should jaterfere
with him,” I said. * He's whacked, so we've
got ¢verything our own way.”

A good many of the juniors, however, did

not quite agree with me. They felt that
here was a good opportunity of getting some
of their own back. Handforth would have
been safe but for the inopportune arrival of
Mr. Crowell.

And before midday both Starke and Jesson
found it a very unwise proceeding to ventura
out in the Triangle. They were chipped
by the Removites, Third-Formers, and even
by little beggars of the Second.

The Third and Second knew nothing abcut
the signed paper; but when they found tne
Removites insulting the prefects with im-
punity. they (followed the example with
alacrity. A :

Not on one occacion did Btarke forget him:
gelf, although he came near to it once or twice.

No case of bullying was brought to my

notice. Starke and Jesson knew well ¢ncug
that they were in the power of the Sectret
Cembine. That signed paper was a night-
mare to them already, and they bearti'y
wished that they had taken the thrashing.
Handforth, contrary to goneral exgpecta-
tion, was by no means meek. The lesson had
no effeet on bim; and at every opportunity
e ran across Starke and gave the latter
a few truthful words regarding his character.
‘“You'R only get it in. the peck again,
RHandy,” caid McClure, at dinner-time.
“Rot!” said Handforth. ** My hands
emart a bit, but I can stand a little pain, I
suppose? As for those lines, I'll do ‘em after
- lessons. It was just a bit of bad luek—that’s
all. I shall make sure that any masters
aren't sneaking about in future, though.”
This was quite characteristic of Handforth.
1f bis punishment had been inflicted owing
to eaddish behaviour on Starke’'s part.
Handforth would have raged. But he had
fallen into a trap because ot his own care-
lesgness. .
1 won't deny that it gave us great pleasure

to see the discomfiture e¢f Starke and Co. |

Fqr Kenmore and the rest were equally as
cautious in their behaviour. The Secret Com-
bhine had beaten them—positively. There was
not the slightest doubt about that point.
And Btarke kpew it. It was gall and
wormwood to him t0 be campelled to stand
the unlimited cheek which was hurle¢ at
him from ‘all sides. He cauld not retaliate
in any way—he eould do nothing. And there

H

in riddles,
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wag the tbought of that signed paper in
his mind the whole time.

Just affer dinner he became quite
desperate, aad he managed to get bold of
me as 1 was crossing the lobby.

T want to speak to you, Nipper,” be said
grufily.

“ Well, you're quite at Jiberty to do #0,”
I replied.

‘*Come with me to my study, then.”

Starke walked away as he spoke, hut 1 did
not follow. Just as he was entering the
passage bhe turned round and looked baek.

‘““Come on!"’ he shouted.

“ No thanks!” I replied calmly.

‘ Look here, 1 want you to—"'

“If" you like to ccme to my stody, I
don’t mind giving you a couple of minutes,”’
1 said sweetly. ** We ghall bave the room
to ourselves—if your conversation is to bo
of a private nature.”

Starke didn’t reply for a moment. 1 knew
well enough that he was feeling rather
gick. For a junior to refuse to go a pre-
feet’s study, and to suggest that the prefect
should accompany him to the Remove quar-
ters, was something of a novelty. And Sturke
only controlled himself with difficulty.

**Oh, all right!”’ he growled fiercely.

He walked along the Remove passage to
Study C. It -was empty—as I had known-—
and 1 looked at Starke inquiringly as 1
closed the door.

““Well?’" 1 asked, as though he were somre
inferior sdrt of being,

'*1 suppose you know that this sort of
thing is jolly rotten,” said the Nixth-Former

bluntl{..
“ at sort of thing?”

‘* Treating me in this way,” said Starke.
** But, of course, you've got the thing in
your own bands—just for the moment. Bui
f you think I'm going to stand it for lcng.
you're thundering well mistaken!”

““ My dear chap, when you cease to talk
and when you say something
sengible, I'll probabtly understand.” I re-
marked. 1 thought gou wanted to say
something to me—something important.”

Starke glared at me.

" Look here, you little c¢weep he ex:
claimed. *“'If you'll let me have that sigacd
pap]g;i: back, I'll give you five quid—cn the
nail!”’

"’

‘“ Paper?” 1 repeated, frowning. ‘* What
paper?’”’ .

" I'Nl give you ten quid!" exclaimed Starke
fiercely.

“If you feel inclined to chuck money
about, that's your affair,”” 1 ebserved.
“What kind of paper would jyou like,
Starke?’’

I looked round the study.

* There’s the °‘ Daily Mail’ over there,”
1 .zent’on. “It's not exactly worth ten
qul ——— ' - . '

** You silly young idiot!"” shonted Starke.
‘““You know well enough that I'm talking
about tbat paper with my signature on it!
Look here—I'm talking to you privately.
Is it a go? Will you accept a tenperd”’

I shook™My head.
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“1 can’t accept money for nothing.,” I
replied. ** As for any paper with your sig-
nature on it--well, what on earth do you
come to me for? Why should you believe
that I know anything about your papers?”

“ Didn't you collar me last night?” asked
Starke harshly.

**Collar you?"' I said, staring. ‘ How could
I collar you when I was in bed?”

The prefect glared at me.

“You're chiel of the Secret Combine,’”’ he
enid. ** And you capn—" -

“Hold on,”” I interrupted. - Who told you
[ was the chicf of the Combine? 1've heard
of the society, of course. Everybody has.
Rut as far any paper with your signature on
it- well, yvou'd better ark somehody else.”

Amd I opaned the study-door invitingly.

Starke appeared to he on the verge of a
furious outburst; but he restrained himeelf,
and strode out of the study with compressed

lips.  He had Iwen unable to obtain the
slightest  antisfaction, and he was feeling
had. Bribery, even to the extent of ten

pounds, was obvicously useless.

I grinned cheerfilly, and decided that it
wouldn't be a bad idea to go alonzg to tae
gnv'nor's gtudy and have a word with Nelson
l.ee about our suceess. For the guv'nor
Lknew something about our activitivs: he was
vell awnre of the fact that we had been
fighting the bullies.

Nelson Lee, in point of fact, had agreed
1o leave the matter in my hands. If [ suc-
ceeded in stopping the bullying he would take
o hand. And it would be rather decent to
o to him and snounce that victory had
L'n secured.

Accordingly. I made my way to the House-
master’'s study. I konncked upon the door,
and entered.  And at that very moment
Nedson Lee lifted the receiver of the tele-
phon? from its hook, for the hell was ringing,

That ‘phone call, as it turned out, was to
be of the utmost vignificance.

CHAPTER VI
FRINTON IS WANTED !

¢ LL right, Mr. Jameson, I'll come
over at once,” said Nelson Lee
briskly. * You may expect me in
aboat half-an-hour. Yes, that's
right. Good-hye!" '

The guv'nor hung up the receiver. He had
been talking for scveral minutes-—or, to be
more exact, he had heen listeaing. And now
he looked at me with a somewhat grim ex-
presaion in hias eves.

“*Anything important, &ir?"”" I asked. !
wanted to have a chat with you—"'

“1 am sorry, Nipper, but I'tn afraid I can't
«lop just now,”" interrupted the guv'nor.
“Our daring fricnd, the Mysterious X, has
heen bhusy again. It appears that he com-
m.ttit?d. A serious burglary in Bannmington last
neght.*’

? started.

“Last nighe, 8?7 I repeated.

“Yes."

* But where -at whosc bouse?"

L
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““ The place is called The Oaks, I believe,
and it is a large house owned by a Mr. Nor-
man Brent, a retired banker. But really,
Nipper, I cannct stop a moment longer; you
must talk to me when 1 come back.”

‘“ But look here, sir——'' 1 begau.

‘* When 1 come back, young 'un,’’ repeated
the guv'nor crisply.

Ho passed out of tho study, and walked
quickly away. [ was half inclined to run
after ﬁim, but I decided that my information
would do just as well later on. Besides, he
was not inclined to give me the attention I
reguired.

Tho Mysterious X had committed a burg-
lary during the pight! And we had seen the
Mysterious X land upon Willard’s Island
during the night—wec had seen that the fellow
was Frinton, of the Sixth!

Now I understood where Frinton had gone
after he had parted with Starke and Jes:on
outside the White Harp. The rogue of the
Sixth had made his way to Bannington, had
committed the theft, and bhad probably cou-
cealed his booty in the cld building on the
island.

It was eomething of importance to know,
but it would be just as well, perhaps, to re-
serve the telling until the guv'nor returned
from his investigation. It would be rather
interesting to see if he hit upon any clues at
the actual ecene of the crime.

Nelson Lee had been appealed to by In-
spector Jameeon, who was in charge of the
Ranningcton police-station. Jameson was not
exactly a brilliant official, and he had sense
enough to know when a case was bayond
his powers. Inclined to be somewhat
haughty, he was ncvertheless compelled to
acknowledge that Nelson Lee was his master
in all detective matters.

Jameson alro knew that the guv'nor was
particularly interested in the Mysterious X,
and he had tung Lee up to tell him of this
latest crime, and alkko to hint that Lee's pre-
sence on the scene would be welcomed.

So the guv'nor took his small racing car
from the garage, and was soon speeding
towards Bannington. The robbery, so far as®
he could gather, was the most serious ocno
which the Myxterious X had undertaken.
Valuables to the extent of eizht hundred
pounda were missing, and one of Mr. Brent's
servants had been injured during a tusgle.
This was all Lee knew at the momeat.

The Oaks were situated on the outskirts of
the market town, and as Nelson Lec's car
putled up at the gateway, the famous de-
tective was greeted by In<pector Jamcson,
who had evidently been waiting.

“Glad you've come, Mr. Lee.” he eaid
gravedy. ** By what I can see, this affair is
rather closely connected with your school,
and it is only right that you should be here.
The Mysterious X azain, you know.”

“Yes. vou told me that over the ‘phone.”
nodded Neleon Le2. ‘1 also understand that
the crime is rather morc serious than the
others comenitted by the Alysterious X. I3
that so, Jameson?"” :

The inspector pursed his lips.

“ This crime, Mr. Lee. is not only serious,
but positively shocking,”” he declared. * Mr,
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Brent @ in a great way, pot en account of
his loss, but becauee of the injuries received
by Simpkins, a maneervant.”

** What is the nature of the injury?”

* Well, you may gwess when I tell you
that Simphkine is stid wneomscious,” replied
Jameson. ‘’ There is net the shightest docubt
that he was disturbed im t¥he night, and that
he weat downstzirs to imvestigate. He was
then attacked from behsmd and brutaily
struck down.”

“ How can you kmrow that if Le is otill
uncoascioua?”

* Because the man is suffering from terrible
injuries oo the back of his bead, ampd there
® also a blood-stained sron poker nr my

" replied the imspector. ‘‘ The
dcetor is eonfident that Simpkms will reeover,
but it is a bad business. Apart from this
aspect of the case, Mr. Brent's loss ameunts
to pearly a thousand pounds.’’

“*RBR'm!"” said lLee quietly. < The Mryes-
terious X bad certainky aeted very drastically
< this occasion. What about elues, Jame-
son? Have you discovered anything of im-
portance?”’

. The inspector looked rather myserious.

“T have!” he replied. °° But come inside,
. Mr. Lee.”

They walked towards the house, and Nel-
son Lee’s thoughts were busy. This crime
was of a very grave nature, totally different
irom fthe obther crimes committed hy the
Mwsteriouss X. C e
. Hitherto the man had beem satisfled with
fairly light hauls, and he had never eonce
attacked a weuld-be captor. Bu$ this time
h¢ had proved himself to be a dangerous
criminal.

The attack had been made with a poker,
and it was quite obviois that it had been
deliberate, and not the result of a heated
fight. Simpkins had been struck down frem
behind, and the Mysterious X coubd eonly
Bave performed that operation by a cold,
catculated atback.

Nelron lee was forced to ccnfess to him-
eelf that he was rather startled. He had
hardly expected anything ef this nature,
altbough he had been keeping his eye wuwpon
things for quite a leng time.

For example, the guy’'nor knew as much }

as 1 did, and probably a great deal more.
He kpew that Frinton was the Mysterions X,
and he-was accordinsly shocked to discover
that the 8St. Frank’'s senior had been gmnilty
of a crime which stamped him a3 a dastardly
rogue.

And, what was more, Inzpector Jameson
had hie suspicions. He and Nelson Lee
entered the housze, and after the detective
had had & few words with the owmer, Mr.
Brent, he accompanied Jame:zon to the aetual
rcene of the crime—Mr. Brent’s study. The
inspeetor pointed to a safe.

“ As you will see, Mr. Lee, this safe has

been scientifically forced open.” he said.
‘* Almost, all the - stolen property—jewellery
and that kind of thing—is mmsing from this
rocomy. I can ounly conclude tvhat the thief
hae had 2 good deal of experience at this
sort of thing.” :

Nelson Lee nodded slowly.
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“* That is rather contradictory, suredy?’ he
askced. )

"I don't quite understard youw.’”

*“ Well, [ mean that all the other thcfss
committed by the Mysterious X bave been
rather clumsy—the work of an amatevus,’” said
Nelson Lee. ‘* And yet this erime, according
to yJour statement, eems to be the work of
a professional.”

*“Yes, that is curious, certainly,” agreed
Jameson.

x‘_‘ Al:'e you quite sure that the Myeterious

“ Thefe i3 not the slightest doubt with
regard to that peint,”’ interrapted the ib-
spector. " One of the usual cards waa left
behind, and one of the other eervants dis-
tinctly saw the thief as he was escaping.
He was the Mysterious X, and shis time b
seems thut he-has given himself away. In
faot, Mr. lLee, I you to come here
because I have more than a suspicion that
the erimimal s connected with S8. Frank’s.”

*“ Indeed !’ said Nelson Lee quietly.

‘“k s ahsolutely amazing, and I scarce'y
know what to think,”” went on Jameson.
* But, facts are facte, Mr. Lee, and we must
-aceept them at their true valve. It will
please me immensely if I find that I am
wrong, but just at present everything points
to the suspicion that a senior schoolboy cf
8t. Frank’s s the culprit. It is staggerig,
amt almest unhelievable, but there it is.”™

‘* Was the Myateriovs X eo careless, then’”’
"inquired Lee.

**I can only econclude that he was rather
gcared by the magnitude of fhis particuiar
erime, and he failed to take his wsual pre-
cautions.” said Jameeon. ‘* At all events, |
have diseovered a sheet of paper with several
well-defined Rnger-printe upoa it. Fusther,
. there i3 thia cap.”

And Jameson produced from a c¢upboard a
cap which was phlainly the property of a 3t.
Frank’'s boy, and the colours were those of
the Ancient House. Nelson Lee took the
article of headgear somewhat sravely.

" Dear me !’ he exclaimed, after a moment.

For inside, written im ink, waa the name
**J. Frinten.”” This was a clue which could
Bot possibty be ignored.

" Frimton, 1 understand, is a member of
the Sixth Form at your schcol?’’ asked Jame-
son. ' la that cerrect?”

** Quite.”” agreed Lee. ‘“Eut, honestiy,

Jameaon, I canniot accept the view that Frin-
ton is responstble for this erime——"’
+ ** The matter must be investigated,” inter-
 rupted the inspeetor grimly. ** This cap was
dropped by the thief as he was escapinc.
| The servant who saw the Mysterious X found
the cap on the lawn; hLe actually saw it
drop from the flecing thief. What will you
| sav if these finger-prints are identified oy
Frinton’s?”’

*“ 1 harddly know,'* replied Nebson Lee. * TlLe
case wHI certainly be conclusive, Are there
any other clues of value?”

b ‘“One or two. For example, the piece of

gaper uecd by the thief was foond in the
replace, and it e the paper which is always
supplied to the boys at St. Frank’s,” said
Jameson. ‘1l am of opinicn, Mr. Lee, thas
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an imimnediate visit to the school is easential.
I intend to question Frinton oloscly; 1 im-
tend to teet tho Hngee-prints. And if the lad
can give no satisfactory explanation, I am
afruid that he will hiwve to be detained.”

Nelson Leo was sient for several minutes.

During this time he walked about the room,
takimg stock ol alibost every article it con-
tained. He also looked closcly at the paper
containing the ftingee-prints, und he gave par-
ticular attention to tiw forced mafe.

“Yea, | am afraid that all the evidence
points to the fact that Frinton is the cul-
prit,”” enid Lee at Ilast. *‘ The wretched
boy haa completely done for humsclf, Jume-
son, although. of course, he deserve no sym-
pathy. May I have a look at 8impkins hefore
wo go to the achool? 1 should aleo like a
word with the doctor, If he is available, and
a word with that other servant, too.”

Nchon lec was abio to gratify his wishes.

He interviewod the doctor, he had a chat
with averal aervants, and he examined the
mafortunute man who had been actacked.
lav: nleo pald quite a lot of attention to the
garden,

And hic ¢ n«clusions all pointed to the one
fact, that Frinton, «f the Sixth, was the
culprit. It was staggering, as tho inspector
had said. But the fucts could not be ignored.
The evidenee was ovaorwhelmingly strong.

**Judging by what I have scen and heard
bhore, Frinton will soon be in a reformatory,
or in prizon,”’ remarked Lee grimly. ** The
only 'mint which gives me a little hope 1o
tho obviousness of the whole affair.”

" How Jdo you mean, sbr?” asked Jameson.

“Well, it is al =0 plain—so clear,” eaid
Nebson lae. ** Al you must admit. that in
that reapecet it ditffers from all the oth-r
crimea. (ne would be half mchinod to sus-
pect that Frinton committed thie crime with
the solo lotention of giving himeelf away.
However, we must go futo the matter more
thoroughly.

The very first atep was to visit 8. Frank's,
ant Inspector Jameson sccompanked Nelion
Lte buck to the school in the latter's car.

They arrived just before alterncon lessons
were due to Nnish, and Jameson was left in

the Howeemnwter's study, white Lee went in
s~arch of Frinton.

But the perfect was not in the KRixth-Form
room, neither waa te in his owa study. The
inaster of the Sixth informed Lee that Frin-
ton had comptained of a hefinche, and had
gene out over half an hour earlier.

However, Jae ncized the opportunity to
test  Frinton's fingor-printe.  There  were
several articles in tho senior's study—-bookas.
and such-like--whioch provided excclhnt speci-
e,

And the echoolmaster-detective was very
crcernwd when he feund that Frinton's
fincer-printa  were exactly  idontical with

¢hoie founwl in the study of Mr. Norman
Breat's house.

Tho evidernce againet Frinton was accumu-
Iating, and the guv'nor was to realisc this
even more after I had givem the information
which was in my possession. But where was
Frinton? What had become of him?

|
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It ecemed that the rascal of the Sixth uad
made himself scarce.

CHAPTER VII.
GUILTY OR NOT GUILTY ?

‘“ ALLO, sir!”
l madoe that remark as 1 came
along a passage in the Ancienb
House. Afternoon lessons were
over, and 1 had run ioto Nebson Lee uUnex-
pectedly. He looked uvp, and nodded.

**Don’t bother mce now, Nipper,” Le said.
“I'in rather busy.’’

“But 1 thougant you were in Bann.ngtou,
sir,’ I exclaimed, eyeing him keenly.
" What's wrong? You louk joliy worried
about something.’’

*“1 am worried, Nipper—very worried

| indeed.”

*“ Then you haven't got time to hear whao
I was going to tell you carlier in the after-
noont?’’ 1 asked.

“I'm afraid not, Nipper.”

And the guv'nor prepared to walk on.

“It’'s about the Myesterious X, sir,”
said. ‘' Important, too.”

Lee came to a halt.

‘““And about Frinton,” I added invitingly.

‘“Ob!" Lee looked at me in a very straight
way. ‘" About the Mysterious X—and about
Frinton? You'd better come with me, Nip-
per. It scemrs that you kpow something that
might be of value to me¢. Come to my
study.’”’

I went, and wae surprised to find Inepector
Jame on in possession.

‘“ Why, hallo, inspcotor!” I exclaimed.
“1 didn't expect to sce you here.”

*“Jt gives me no pleasuvre to be here, T can
assure you,” said Jameson. ‘1 mean no
insult to this fgmous school, Nipper; 1 merely
wi-h to imply that my business here is of
a really painful natore. 1 have come to
arrcet——"'

*One moment, inspector, if you don't
mind,” interrupted tne guv'nor. * Nipper
has something to tell us, and I wish to hear
what he says hefore we let him know the
object of your viat.'’

[ was rather mystifled for a moment. But,
ol couree, I easily gucezed that Jameson had
come¢ to arrest Frinton. The Mysterious X
had bcan bowled out at last. .

** (Go ahead, Nipper,” caid the guv'nor.

“I only want to tell you, gir, that I know
the real identity of the Mpyeoterious X,” I
esald calmly. * I've suepected it for some
Mttlo time, but Iast night I found out for
certaia.

“ Oh, did vou?" put in the inspector.” **And
who i3 he?”

‘*“ A fellow named Frinton.'

Jamedon whistked, and glanced at the
guv'nor.

** Another limk, Mr. Lee,”” he said. * Byt
why i3 Nipper so eure?’’

1 loet no time jn relating what had taken
place on Willand's Island hetween the hours
of twelve and one, during the night. I knew
that -Nelson Lee would not ask any awkward
quesotions with regard to breaking bounds.

I



THE . RASCAL OF THE SIXTH

** Phis happened at about half-past twelve,
&r,”" } concluded. ‘'’ The Blysterious X came
up the river im a boat, landed on tbe island,

and went into that oid building. When he |

came oud his disguiee was offl—and he was
¥rimton.’’

“ By Jove!’ exclaimed the inspector. his
eyc3 gleaming. ‘' This information is of the
uimost importance. Mr. Lee. Nipper'e evi
dence eorroborates the whele thing. We sus
pected Frinton, and now we are supplied
with first-hand information that Frintco was
eut abroad last night.”

" And I expect the swag is op the island,”
} put in.

" Why, of course!” ejaculated the inspes-
tor. " Goed gracious me!”

Nekon Lee tapped my shoulder.

** You had better come with us, Nipper,”
ke said. °*We arc going to the island at
once. Say nothing, except to jour own
ehums. This aflair iz exceedingly grave. and
we want fo keep it quiet as long as possible.”’

‘*Don’t you think it would be better to
make sure of Printon first?”’ asked Jameson.
““1 have no warrant for his arrest, but 1l
dhall certainly use my own discretion, and
detain him.”’ '

Nelson Lee shook his bead.

** Unfortunately, inspector, Frinton is not |

to be foumd,” bhe sad. "1 have made in-
?umes, and the boy is nowhere in the scheol.

$ is juet possible shat he has received word §

of his danger, and that he has escaped. How-
ever, that need mot worry u3; he cannct
have got very far.”

But Jameson was decidedly perturbed, and
he was enormmously anxmous to get to the
islan? withouts dclay. And we started off
mmedrately.

I was haM expecting to meet Sir Montie
and Tommy out in the Triangle, but did
ROt see them. There was certainly no time
to go in seareh of my chums. The most
im&ortant thing was to examine the ecltar
into which the Mysterions X had plunged—
;.hle <:fllar of the old building on Willard’s
slan

There was not the slightest question of }

Printon’s guilt now. He was certainly the
Mysterious X, and I could not help mar-
velling at the astute manner in which he had
Rept his secret. In mearly all his enterprises
ke had performed his work cleverly and
cautioasaly.

And this fellow—this daring crook—was
none other than a prefect of St. Frank's. It
gave me rather a jar when I thought about
it. Frintou—a c¢ommon thief! It was
appalling.

And I could not help wondering, too, at
the utter lack of precaution which Frintop

had displayed in his last coup—the biigest |

coup of all. He had succeeded in gettin
away with his certainiy, but lge ba
left a regular trail behind him. Success

had apparently made him careless,

Arriving at the island, we faund a small
boat handy, and in this we¢ crossed the short
stretch of water. Down the river I spotted
.several familiar figures—Pitt, Burton, and
Handforth and Co. 1t was a ﬁne, mild after-
noon, and they were evidently taking a walk
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Before tea. And I noticed that the juniors
were looking our way with undisguise]

enriosity.

“*They’ll know all abou* it soon enough,”’
said the mspector grimly. ‘'* By to-meorruw
the whole county will be ringing with the
' pews. Bad for the school, Mr. Lee, and J'mn
sorry. But it can’t be helped.”

We Janded on the miand, and the boat
was moored securely. Then I led the way
to the quaint old stone building, and went
stramght to the little door which led imto
the cellar. Unless it was absolutely
necessary, I had_no intemtion of taking my
companions into the other part of the
buililing, where, of course, they would :c¢:
the Secret Combine impeidimenta.

**This is where he went, sir,”
briskly.

We all plinged into the doorway. A few
 ateps led downwards., and all was darkpess
until 1 switched my electric-torch on. We
found ourselves in a swmall, square apart-
ment. The walls were bare and the flcor
 was domp. And imn one corner lay a pi'e
of clothing.
H **A  Dblack clvak!” exclaimed Inspector

Jameson trivmphanily. * A cloak and a
[ hat - yes, and a4 mask as well!”

" To say nothing of this false beard,” I
L put . ** This is the Mysterious X. Wiil-
out these the chap is Frinton. 1 expect
 be's always kept his disguise bere, handy, «nd
ready for use.”
b Undoubtedly, - Nipper.”’ said Nelson Lce.
{ - But there appears to be no sign of the
stolen property. Either Frinton bas been
bere before us, or the loot was never con-
cealed here. Heowever, we are well repo:d
| for our trouble.”

A moment or two Liter we emerged into
the afternocon sunlight. And as we did so
I gave a yell. For tliere, floating away out
"of our reach, was the boat in which we had
'fcrosaed to the island. A little further down
the river another boat was being rowed away
—and the fellow in it was Frinton of tl.e
[ Sixth !
| ' Look at that!” I roared.

‘“ Confound it!” snapped Nelson Lee. * We
deserve it for onr carelessness! The feliow
was on the islaud at the $sime, and he saw
us enter the celiar. Apnd we are ubable to
follow, for lie has set onr boat adrift.”

Inspector Jameson danced with excitement
and fury.

** But he must be stopped:”’ he shouted,
rushing forward. °* Hi! VPrinton! Come
back! Come buack at once! Stop—stop!”

Frinten, who heard the shout, took
notice. Pitt and Handforth and Co.
bheard, for they were near by.

‘ Apything wrong, sir?”’ shouted McClure.

‘* Yes—yes!"’ roared the inspector. ‘' Stop
that fellow in the boat—try and head him
off somehow! But stop him, at al costs!™

“Trust @mre, sir!’ bawled Handforth.
“ Come on, you chaps®”’

They were all about to rush off, bet Lce
stopped them:.

‘** There is 8o reed for you to go, Courch,”
he called out. ' Get that boat as scon as
it drifts t6 the bank and row it across to

I sail

no
also
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WHEN the dawn broke that morning
pitched in a glade of the forest near

TROUBLE WITH THE NATIVES.
Alan Carne was seated on a stone
outside of the tent, which had been

to the west bank of the river, and a short
distancc below the rapids by which the safari

had crossed. F

Jan had got safely ashore at the end of the
rope, bringing the news that Dick Selby was
adrift on a log; and after he had repeated
the words that the young American had
shouted to him, Alan, who was now in com-
mand of the party, had wanted them to
push on to the north at once. They had
obstinately refused to budge, however, declar-
ing that there would be danger from wild
beasts if they were to travel by night, which
was quite true. Having held a palaver in
their own tongues, the Wakambas and Swa-
hilis had erected the tent and built a big
fire, and stretched themselves on the ground.

They were still lying asleep by the glowing
embers of the fire, but there had not bheen a
wink of sleep for the English lad. Fearing
lest the men would desert if they had an
opportunity, and flee to the south, Alan had
remained on guard during the two or threc
hours of darkness, with a rifle by his side.

His heart was heavy, and there was a
sombre look in his eyes as he glanced around
the camp and through the screen of foliage
to the turbid, racing stream, beyond which he
could sec smoke -slowly rising from the
smouldering ashes that had been left in the
wake of the conflagration.

1t was more than anxiety for his friend
that worried him and caused his despondency.
For days past the strange story that John
Hammoud had told had been on his mind,
and hc was thinking of it now as he sat
¢here in the grey light of the dawn. He
drew from his pocket a sealed letter that
was cncased in oilekin, gazed at it for a
moment and put it back. He had brought
that thin parcel from England to South
Africa, and had carried it about with him for
a couple of years. It had been in his posses-
sion while he fought with Driscoll’'s Scouts,
and while he was a prisoner with the German
Eoldti:rs it had been concealed in one of his

oots.

——

‘1l want badly to. get to that hidden }

valley,” he murmured. * I must do it some-
how, even if Jan and 1 have to go alone. And
that’'s what it will come to, 1 imagine, if
Dick has lost his life. ‘These cowardly black
fellows won't bhe willing to——"'

He paused at a sound of footsteps and
voices. All of the safari were awake now,
and the little Hottentot was approaching
the tent.

* The night is over, baas,”” he said. ** Which
way do we marcht”

“To tive north,
men."”’

if I can persuadzs the

Alan replied. ‘*We must go

n
scarclh of Dick Selby on the chance thatl
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he is alive, and that we will ind him coming
towards us atong the river.”

* Thera was a very good chance for him,
baas. 1 don't think he has been drowned.

LIBRARY

He was on a big log, and it would have
drifted in to the shore with him.”

‘ But probably not until he had heen swept
down the streamn for many miles, Jan. We
may have to travel for days before we find
him. I am greatly afraid that he is dead,
though.”’

‘“lf we do not find him, will we turn
back?'’ asked the Hottentot.

““I don't know,” Alan answered. ‘' We will
talk of that again, you and I, atter we have
searched far to the north.”

Rising to his feet as he spoke, he walked to
the edge of the river and strained his eyes
down its foaming course, as if he was hopetul
of getting a glimpse of his missing f{riend.
When he returned to the camp, fearing that
the worst had happened to Dick Selby, the
natives had thrown fresh wood on thie embers
of the fire and were beginning to prepare
the morning meal. They were all in a sullen
mood. They did not question Alan in regard
to his plans, nor did he speak to them until
he had had his breakfast. And then, resolved
to have his own way, he called the headman
to him.

** 1 have words for your ear, Rembo,”” he
said. "I am your leader now, and you must
obey me. 1 will speak first of our enemies,
the Bajangas. They are over yonder, miles
behind the smoking jungle, and they believe
that all of us perished in the flames last
night. There is nothing to be feared from
them, so we are going to march north to seek
for my friend Dick Selby, from whom I had
a mes3age by the mouth of the Hottentot.
Perhaps he has been drowned, yet it may be

| that he was washed ashore after drifting for a

long distance down the stream; and if 80, he
is in noed of help, since he has neither food
nor firearms. Should we not find him we will
go on as far as the river Bana, and I will
then hiwve more talk with you. And now tell
your men what I have told you.”

Rembo’s black features were inscrutable.

“It is a long way to the Bana,” he
demurred, ‘‘ and it is near to that river,
Bhagwan, that the tribe of the Bajangas
dwell. It will be a dangerous journey."

‘““ We are not likely to meet any of threm,’’
Alan replied; * and if we should be attacked
we will fight as we did before. You have
said that you are a brave warrior, Rembo,
and therefore you should not be afraid ot
anything.”’

‘* But the men are not so brave, Bhagwan,
Thcy may not be willing to travel north.”

““They've got to go, whether they want to
or not. I’ll shoot the first mman who refuses
to march. Moreover, Rembo, if you all
desert in a body, I will tell the tale of your
cowardice and disobedience when 1 get down
to Naironi, and not one of you will ever be
employed on safari again. You know that.
You will be put to shame, and your own
necople will call you women.”

‘* My men shall hear your words, Bhagwan,
Yet it was not you who hired them, and it
they will not obey I can’'t help it."”

The natives had been looking on, huddled
in a group. Rembo strode over to them, and

(Continued on p. iii of cover.,
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~while he conversed with him Alan waited  and on the opposite side of it was visihle a
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