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THREE-HALFPENGE.

A Story

1§ 4
&

o ROTTEN!" I exclaimed disgustedly.

CHAPTER I.

DUFFERS NOT RLEQUIRED.

<
I made the remark to my reflec-
tion in the mirror; or, rather, to
the reflection of somebody who bore
no resemblance to me whatever. lor I gazed
npon Algernon Clarence D’Albert, of the Re-
move Form at St. Frank's.

[ was not referring to the quality of my
disguise, eithcr. 1 had been thinking about
the general situation, and about cricket in
particular. As Nipper, I bhad bheen skipper
of the Junior Cricket Eleven; as D’'Albert, I
was not even allowed to say a single weoerd.
[ had been told, in fact, that it was not
p();i:ibk for me to be given a trial at the
nets.

Starke, of the Sixth, by plotting and lying,
had faked up a serious charge against me,
and I had been expelled from the school.

Sacked and barred from the school in my
own character, I had returned in disguise,
and I had managed to hoodwink the whole
school, from the Head downwards. I was
D’'Albert, of the Remove, and the only
fellows who knew the real truth were my
two particular chums—Tommy Watson and
Sir Montie Tregellss-West. I had let them
into the secret almost at once. And I was
cstablished again in Study C.

The arrangement was only to be tempo-
rary, of course. I was working my hardest
to prove my innocence. When 1 succeeded
in getting to the bottom of the mystery I
should lower my false¢ colours and fly my
own.

But just at the moment my eflorts to un-
ravel the problem did uvot concern me. I
was thinking about cricket.

In the character of Algernon D’Albert I
was a spectucled simpleton, and I had plaved
the part so thoroughly that the fellows had

of School Life and Detective Adventure at St.
Frank’s, introducing NELSON LEE and NIPPER and the
Boys of St. Frank’s.

By the Author of * Expelled from St. Frank's,” ‘ Under Falie
Colours,”’ ‘‘ I'aked Evidence,” etc., elc.

(THE NARRATIVE RELATED THROUGH-
‘' OUT BY NIPPER)

comc to regard me as a duffer of tune first
water.

Cricket., thercfore, was uzeless to me. In
vain I declared that J was anxious for a
trial. De Valerie, the new Remove skipper,
would not listen to me. He was a dec-ut
enough fellow; hut, like the others, L
judged by appearances. He considered that
it would be a sheer wastec of time to place
e in front of a wicket. And he bhad told
me s0 in plain language.

It was cvening now, and my two chuma
wera on Little Side, practising, with the
rest of the Eleven. I was out in the cold,
but I meant to end it all. At once, too. 1
was fed up with inactivity.

I sallied out into the Triangle and stro!lcd
across to the playing-fields. The * clack'™
of bat meeting ball came pleasant!y to my
ears, and my spirits were somewhat revived.

The big match with Helmford College w3
due to come off on the Saturday, and it
seemed that I should be a spectator; and f{
knew very well that St. Frank's mneed:d
every available man. That was the exasperat-
ing part of it.

If T could only show De Valerie whut I
could do, all would be well. He kocw whut
I could do, of course, but he didn't know
what D’Albert could do. And I was D’Albcrt
at present.

I was tolerantly regarded in the Remove as
a harmless idiot; and [ had really myself to
thank for that. For I had played my part
80 thoroughly that the fellows were all hood-
winked.

It was now my task to prove that I w:-s
not a harmless idiot, so far as crickct wus
concerned, at all events.

Littic Side was lookingz glorious in tiw
evening sunlight. The fellows in their white
flanpels; the ncatly cut grass; the perfectly
stretched nets. I felt that T was out of it

all.
* Hallo! What do you think you're doing
here?”’ demanded Owen major, staring at

me. ‘* Why don't you play hop-scotch in
the Triapgle?™
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“ O marbles in the common-room?’’ put in |1 could play better. De Valerie himself was
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“[ thought you had more sense, Tregellis-
Weat,’ said De Valerie. *' If D'Albert waats
. chance he'd better go over to the Third-
Form nets. They might have him there,
although I doubt it. Young Heath is rather
particular.”

[ was quite impatient by this time.

“If 1 borrow Watson's bat, will you allow
Watson to bow! to m@@’ I asked tartly.

‘* No!"" said the skipper.

“"We'll do it without your permission,”’
gaid Wateon, * Hang it all, De Valerie,
don’'t be a beast! Give the chap a chance!”

But De Valerie was obstinate.

“I'm not going to be made a laughing-
stock of,”” he said. ‘‘ Everybody will grm if
D'Albert goes in to bat—and I shall be held
responsible. It's no good—I'm skipper, and
my word goes. If D'Albert hadn’'t boasted,
I might have given him a chance.”

‘““ As | said before, I have not boasted,” I
exclaimed. ** And you may seriougly regret
this gross unfairncss, De Valerie. Really, I
am surprised at you. Jt is not sportsman-
like."

De Valerie frowned.

““That's enough!”’ he said ¢harply. “* Any
mrln:ie of your cheek, yvou new Kid, and ['ll get
wild!"”

** Let me warn you that this refus:l migit
recoil upen your own head,” [ said grimly.
“If 80, dun’t blame mc afterwards--therc
are witnesses here to prove that I have given
you a fair word of warning.”

“*0Oh, the chap’'s loony!” snapped Owen
major. “ It makes me sick! He doesn’t
know a giddy thing about cricket, and he
starts preachmg.”

‘“You've bheen warned, De Valerie "
grinned Armstrong. *‘ Don’'t forget that, you
know. It may recoil on your head. Ha, ha,

ha'"”

“Yes, and so it may!" shouted Tommy
Watson. ‘I believe that D'Albert can play
cricket really well—"’

" You silly ass!”’

“Dry up!”

*“Dou't talk out of your hat!'

Watson turned his back on the crowd in-
dignantiv, and went off with Tregellis-West.
They werc both considerably upsét, for it
secemed that I was not to be given any chance
whatever.

‘It was not policy on their part to be too
pally with me in public. That is why they
went away. And Handforth, winking at bhis
two chums, Church and McClure, strolled
over to me and smiled at me genially.

‘1 think you're in earnest, kid,”' ®e said
kindly. ““If you want to know all about
cricket, you couldn’t come to anybody better
than me. I don't mind coaching you—and
you might know a few things after a year's
teaching.’’

The crowd grinned, and Handforth was en-
couraged. He didn't see the dangerous light
in my eyes. Chipping me was regarded as
an amusing pastime by the great Edward
Oswald.

‘““ Cricket,’”’ went on Handforth, with the
air of a lecturer, **is & game that must be
given very close attention. As a favour, [

(dou’t mind telling you the rudiments of the
' game.”’

“Go on!" I said grimly. * As it Lhappens,
I know about three times as much concerning
cricket as you do, Handforth——"

‘““That’s purely your imagination,’” inter
rupted the leader of Study D. * Cricket i3
played on grass, and there arc generallv
two elevens—one eleven agaimst the other.
Is that clear?”

** Ha, ha, ha!'!”

““The batters go in to bat singly,”” went
on Handforth. ‘‘ A batter, by tbhe way, is
not a Yorkshire pudding—"

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!”

‘“In this case, a batter is a fellow wha
holkls a bat—that thing with a black handle.”
continued Handforth, varming to his work.
‘“ The bluck handles are caused by cord being
bound round in order to obtain a gond grip.
The wickets are three in number, and if th:
ball happens to hit the wickets, a batter i-

out. Is that all clear?"”
“Quite,” I said. “ It is also clear thnt a
particularly absurd spec‘men of humanity,

who is standing immediately before me, is
making a somewhat pitiful attempt to be
humorous. I am sorry to witness such a
regrettablc scene.”

There were many chuckles, and Handforth
turned red.

“*Are—are you tulkwng about me?" he
asked. .

“Yes, T am!’ I =shouted, thoroughiy
exasperated.- ** And, what is more, am

quite tired of your nonsense. You will oblig.
me, Handforth, by accepting this!"

Biff !

My knuckles landed upon Handforth's no:ce
with great force. [ hit hard, because I felt
like it at that momeat. I felt like punching
cevery nose within reach. And Handforth'a
was the nearest.

He sat down in the gmss with a howl.

‘““Ob, my goodness!” murmured McClure.

“Well, T must say you asked for it,
Handy!"
‘““ He did!" grinned De Valeric. ‘' Bravo,

D’'Albert!”

Handforth ecrambled to his Jeet, looking
dazed.

““ That ass punched my nosc!” he gasped
blankly. * Fetch a stretcher, somebody.
He's going to be slaughtered!”

And Handforth proceeded to slaughter me.
He charged with all his might, with the full
intention of avenging the deadly insult. The
other fellows looked on, grinning—expecting

| to see me wiped out of existence.

They saw something very different.

Somchow, Handforth was quite slow in the
slaughtering business. He hit out hard
enough, and his fists were of enormous size.
But they simply beat the air, not one blow
was allowed to arrive home.

At the same time Handforth received quits
a number of hard knocks., and after a minuto
he sprawled in the grass again, gasping.

“ F—-I must be dreammg!’’ be panted
dazedly.
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bounder to give him a warnin'. An’ sup-
posin’ you follow them an’ hear all about it?
Your word won't be any good.”

* I might be able to pick up something of
importance—there’'s no telling,”” I replied.
‘““ When yon're on dotective work you can’f
make positive plans beforehand; it's neccs-
sary to trust to luck to a certain degree.
Nelson Lee and I have found that out many
a time.”

*“It's a pity Mr. Lec isn’t here now,” said
“'at-snlh .

*“It’s more than a {)ity." I agreed grimly.
‘““ But that's always the cagse—juset when ycu
want anybody particularly, they're not at
hand. \While I'm in this awful hole down
here, the guv’'nor’s spending his time in Italy,
or Spain, or somewhere, on sccrct service
business! There's no telling when he’ll get
back. But I'd like to have the whole nys-
tery cleared up before he returns; I'd like
to be back in my own character.”

And for the time being the subject was
dismissed. I was not feeling very content
that evening: I watched the cricket for some
little time, wondering how on earth I could
¢.t a look in.

} had made it a practice, in the Forni-
room, to be somewhat dull. I was capable of
rising to the top of the Form—the position
which was really mine—but, as D’'Albert, I
thought it wiser to be regarded as a bit of
a slow-coach.

The next day, at morning lessons, I paid
little attention to Mr. Crowell, for I was
thinking on several subjects. However, 1
managed to do fairly well, and that was sll
that mattered.

In the evening tea in Study C was over
quickly, and then 1 stationed myself in a
corner of the Triangle, watching and waiting.
Starkc had arranged to meet Beckett, and I
wasn’'t sure how he would go—on foot, or
on his bicycle. If the latter, my task would
bec more difficult.

And this proved to he the casc.

I had not been waiting long before Starke
came out with his trousers clipped up. He
made for the bicycle-shed, und soon emerged
with his machine. Beforc mounting he
glanced at his watch, and then rode off.

““'This is going to be tricky,”’ I told myself.

Wateon, who was acting as a confederate
for the time being, had been in the bicycle-
shed—pretending to clean his machine. He
came hurrying out now, wheeling it. 1
strolled over to meet him, and leisurely rode
away on Starke’'s track. Anybody observing
the incident could not have been suspicious.

Starke had turned to the right—away frum
the village, and the road in that direction
led towards Bannington moor. [ wondered
where the meeting-place could be, and hoped
that it would not be on the moot itself.
For therc would be no cover whatever for me.

[ caught sight of my quarry as he coasted
down the hill towards the moor. I kept
quite a long distance behind. A glimpse row
and again was . quite enough for me. If
Starke knew that 1 was on his track there
would be trouble.

|
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I was very glad to discover that he did not
go across the moor, but turned off down a
sidc lane. Nothing could have been better.
for this lane had high hedges, and was wind.
ing, with scarcely a hundred yards stretch of
straicht road. To follow Starke under these
conditions was quite an easy matter.

I wondered where he could be off to, for
this lane merely led into the Bannington
Road, a mile from the town, and wa> a
much longer way to the town than by pass-
ing through Bellton.

Obviously, therefore,
was not Bannington.

I met with success sooner than I had ¢x-
pected, for just over a mile further on a
few cottages were passed at intervals, and
then a tiny country inn hove into view. This
little place stood all by itself, and was really
little more than a cottage.

Thick, leafy trees grew all round—so cloee
to the inn, in fact, that it was almost im-
possible to see the building until one was
right upon it. I caught a glimpse of the
rear, between two trees, and saw that there
was no garden there, but an extensive
orchard.

Observation is a good thing, and I was
giad that I bad noted the gepgraphy of the
place.

Starke dismounted from his machine in
front of the inn, and I swerved to the side
of the lane and pulled up—just out of sight.
Then I puehed my machine through the
l(;ed;l:]e. and left it hidden in a fern-choked

itch.

Then I crept forward, and took a small
pair of binoculars from my pocket. [ was
able tn sce the front of the inn distinctly.
Starke was still standing there, talking to
a stout woman in an apron.

Then he looked up and down the road, and
alanced at his watch.

*“ Mr. Beckett hasn't turned up,”” I mur-
mured to myself.

This was obviously the case, for Starke did
not enter the inn, but hung about outside,
waiting. I eaw that the sign above the door-
way was that of a fox. And I remembercd
that this little place was a tiny hamlet
known as Edgemore, and was right out of the
usual track of things.

As it happened, Starke did not find il
necessary to wait dlong. For after ten
minutes a man came striding down the road.
and nodded as he saw Starke. I looked at
him closely through the binoculars.

‘“That's not Beckett,”” I told myself.

It certainly was not the man [ had
encountered in the blue-grey car—and whom
I had taken for Beckett. This fellow was slin
and wiry, with a clean-shaven face; totally
different from the man I had seen.

But the letter making the appointment had
been written by Beckett; it was therelore
only natural that Beckett should come. Had
I made a mistake? Was the man I lLad
scen some days earlier another person akto
gether? Which of the two was the cbhauflear?

I had been 69 certain of seeing the man !

Starke’'s destination
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knew that 1 was considerably surprised, and
hardly knew what to do for the moment.

At all events, 1 was helpless there.

My best plan, I decided, was to creep along
behind the hedge and to attempt to get into
the orchard. Once there, I might be uble
to overhear something of value. So I moved
forward.

I found plenty of cover, and finally
recached the orchard without being seen by
a thing save an old cow in a meadow. There
was no back door to the building. The back
door, to be somewhat Irish, was at the side.

Therefore 1 had a clear field.

To my further satisfaction, I saw that
many thick bushes grew against a window,
making it possible to approach quite closely
without even being seen or hecard. I edged
my way forward, and at length arrived at a
spot so near that I could hear a murmur of
voices, and could see wreaths of blue smoke
curling out upon the still evening air.

My shot had proved true, for Starke ard
Beckett were in that room. At least, Starke
ilgd the man I assumed to be Beckett were

erc.

1 remained perfectly still, listening.

‘* Quite sure we’re private here, sir?”’ 1
heard the man say.

‘* Of course it’'s private,”” came Starke’s
voice. ** There’s nothing outside there—
except an orchard. It'e empty and deserted,
and we can talk quite freely. The fact is,
Beckett, I want to have a private talk with
yﬂu."

‘“Yes, that’'s what you said, sir.”

**1 meant it, too,” said Starke.

I was no longer in any doubt. The man
actually was Beckett—which proved that
the other fellow I had seen was not. M
calculations wecre somewbat upset, and
found myself wonderlng who on earth the
man in the car could have been.

And just then something occurred which
made me irritable. |

uite distinctly I heard the sound of some-
body moving amoungst the bushes on the
other side of the window. 1 was quite ib-
visible, but I realiSed that my position vwas
very unsafe.

To be discovered there would be a real
disaster, for Starke would know in a second
that 1 was not such a simpleton as I made
myself out to be. Had I been seen? And was
somebody searching for me?

I determined not to leave the matter to
chance.

And, very stealthily, I edged my way back
without making a sound, and slid quietly and
cently down a bank into a dry gully. 1
knew it was there, because I had been com-
pelled to climb it a few minutes earlier.

From this position I could hear nothiong
of what was said in the room. But I could
sce the window quite easily, and the trees
which grew in proximity. 1 watched
anxiously, and the moments ticked by.

‘“ Ass!” I muttercd at last. ‘1 needn’t
have retreated at all! I expect that sound
was made hy a dog, or a chicken—-"'

But ! was quite wrong.

|
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For, as I watched, 1 saw the head and
shoulders of a man edging forward slowly
and deliberately through two bushes. The
man was a stranger to me, for he wae elderly,
and decidedly ragged.

And then, to my astonishment, he settled
himself against the bush in a listening atti-
tude. He was, in fact, overhearing the
conversation hetwecen Starke and Beckett.
And occasionally he jotted down a note or
two in a little pocket-book.

This was certainly mysterious.

Who could the man be, and why should
he be interested at all? I was decidedly
puzzled, and more than a little annoycd.
For this intruder, butting in like this, bad
completely spoilt my own little game.

All I could do was to lie there and watch—
and know nothing. -

It was aggravating and irritating. But I
did not shift from my position. Even if I
had to wait an hour—two hours—I would
see the finish of the incident. And, if pos-
sible, I would follow the ragged stranger.

And so I 1lay there, with the sunlight
trickling through the foliage overhead upon
me. The evening was quite early, and there
were several hours to spare before locking
up.

I was unable to know what took place
within the back parlour of the Fox Inn—at
that time; but there is no reason why 1
should not set the full facts down here.
For, of course, 1 learned everything ulti-
mately.

It is my intention, therefore, to change
the scene.

S —

CHAPTER III.

A WORD OF WARNING!

OE BECKETT lay back in his chair and
leisurely filled his pipe. He was re-
garding Starke with curiosity and in-
terest.

‘““ Well, Master Starke, what’s the sccret?’’

he asked.

“I think you know exactly why I've
arranged this meeting,’”’ said Starke grimiy.
“ You rerformed a particularly dirty trick,
Beckett——"’

‘“* Here, I say, sir!”’ protested the man.

‘“You can say what you like,”’ continued
Starke. ** One night, not #o long ago, ycu
were out with your master’s motor-car, and
you knocked somebod{ down. Yet you drove
on without even waiting to see if you had
killed the fellow.”’

The chauffeur rose to his feet.

“I'm not ome of that sort, Master
Starke,”” he said bhuskily. *‘ I've been drivin’
a car for years, an’ I never playcd a dirty
trick yet. On that night you're speakin’ of
I'd been with a pal in Banniugton—-"

‘“ Drunk, eh?’’ suggested Starke.

“No, 1 wasan’{ drunk,” replied Beckett.
‘“I'd had one or two, l"ll admit, an’' they
rather upset me. I don’t drink much as a
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rule, an’ I 8'pose that's why I was a bit va-
eteady. You seem to know all about it——"'
‘“ Know all about it!"’ snapped Starke. “ It
was me you knocked down!"”
‘“Yes, I know that, sir,”’ said Beckett. “ [

found that out the next day—by makin’ a}

few inquiries. But you didn't seem to be
hurt much, so I thought I'd better keep
mum. But how did you know?"’

‘I recognised your car,”’ replied Starke.
‘“I've seen it about often. and you've got a
novel kind of head-lamp on that car-—I
couldn’t mistake it. So when I recovered
my wits I knew you were the culprit.”

“ But it might have been Mr. Millford
himse{f—"" )

“ Your guv’'nor isn't the kind of man who'd
ride on after knocking somebody down,”
interrupted Starke. ‘I guessed you were
the fellow-—and I guessed that you were
alonc’a in the car at tne time. 1 was right,
too.’

Beckett nodded.

‘“ Yes, Master Starke,” he said. *“ I was
in & bit of a hole. I don’'t mind admitting
it, either. You see, the master was away,
and I took the car out without orders. If I'd
said anything about that accident I should
have got the sack.”

‘“It’'s what you deserved!”

‘“ Maybe, sir. But we don’t all get what
we deserve,’”’ replied Beckett, with a slight
smile. ‘“ And when I found that you
weren’t particularly hurt, I decided to say
nothing.”’

‘“Yes, I can understand that,”” said Starke.

“I don't want you to think I'm a bad
lot, sir—I'm not,”’ said the chauffeur. ** An’
if you don't want to harm me, please say
nothing to Mr. Millford. You're well again
now, 80 why rake it up?"”

“I'm not going to rake it up,”’ eaid
Starke. ‘'* Just the opposite, in fact. That'a
why I wrote to you, and told you to arrange
this meeting.”

. 1 was real ecared,”” declared Beckett,
striking a match. * If I'm sacked, it'll be a
rare trouble, Master Starke. I've got a wife
an’ two children, an’ jobs aren’'t plentiful
nowadays. Mr. Millford's a good master——"’

' M{ dear man, I don’'t want to lear
your family troubles,”” interrupted Starke.
flIl want to talk this affair over with you
ully—

** But there’'s nothin’ to discuss, sir,”’ said
Beckett. “ I'm more than sorry that I hurt
you that night, an’ I can't eay no more. If
I'd really Lurt you I'd have gone to the
police at once—straight, I would!”

‘““ Perhaps!’’ exclaimed Starke, with a
slicht sneer. ‘* But what 1 want to impress
upon you is that you've got to keep abhso-
lutely quiet.”’

‘“You can trust me to do that,” said
Reckett. ‘ What surprises me is that you
didn’'t say anything. For the first three or
four days I was expectin’ to be bowled out
every hour.”

** That's because you don't know the actual
facts,”” said Starke, lighting a fresh cigar-
ctte. “I needn’t go into full details, but 1

can tell you that a junfor of St. Frank's was
found near me after the accident. He was
suspected of knocking me¢ down with a etick.
Ncbody even guessed that a motor-car had
done the trick.”

““ Poor little chap!” said Beckett, with
concern. ‘* I expect you clearcd him as 3004
as you came to your senses?”’ o

Starke Iaughed.

* That's juat where vou're wrong,” he said.
“When I recovered I heard that Nipper wad
accused—the fellow's name was Nipper.
Well, 1 simply hated the little worm, and |
saw an opportunity of getting my qwn back
in a particularly neat way.”

“Why. what do you mecan?”’ aiked the
chauffeur, removing the pipe from between
bis tceth, and leaning forward.

“ T mcan that I accused Nipper of knocking

me down,’” said Starke, with a grin. * |
didn’'t say anything abont a car, and tle
proof was absolutely positive against the

Kid. Neat, wasn’t it?"
Beckett rose to his feet.

** Neat?” he repeated slowly.
low-down trick!"”’

Starke scowled.

‘““You'd better be careful what
saying!”" he said sharply. * I'll—"

‘“One moment, sir,”’ ioterrupted Bcecekett.
“ Hasn't that youngster been clearcd of sus
picion?”’

*“0Of course not.”

“Then I'm goin' to St. Frank's a. once,
caid the chauffeur. ¢ Hang my job! 1 can
get aunother, perhaps, even if I do get the
sack. I'm goin’ to tell your Headmaster
that that youngster was innocent—-""

Starke jumped up in alarm,

“ Don't be a fool, Beckett!” hle exclaimed.
“If you breathe a word 1 shall be sacked
from the school myself!"”’

“ That makes me all the more determined,”
said Beckett angrily. “ A young rascal like
you deserves to bce sacked. Why, | never
drcamed you wanted me to tell me all this.”’

“1 don’'t care what you dreamed!’’ snap-
ped Starke. * You'll atay here, and you
won't say a word. If vyou do, I'll sce that
my pater prosccutes you, and vou'll find
yourself in prison! Bcesides, the whole thing'a

“1t was a

you're

.

fdiotic. There's no rcason why we should
quarrel. That kid, Nlpper, was cxpelled
from the school weeks ago. Everybody’s

forgotten him by now, and if you bring the
whole thing up again you'll do morc harmn
than good.”
““ But I can clear his name, and then he'll
be able to come back again,’”’ said Beckeit.
Starke luughed harshly,

** The kid’s in another school by thia time,
as happy as ever he was,” he declared. ** And
once a fellow has been sacked from 8t.
Frank’'s, he can't come back—not c¢ven il
he's innocent. That's one of the rules. So
you wouldn't do any good by opening your
motuth now.’’

Beckett, who didn't know much about
public schaols. accepted Starke’s fanciful
statement as the truth., He sat down again,
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iooking decidedly ill at ease. He lit his
pipe again.

*“If 1I'd known this I should bave spoken
up the very next day,” he said, eyeing’
Starke contemptuously. *‘ But I expect that
is too ]Jate ncw——"'

“If yoy do say anything, you'll be sacked.
from your job, and my pater will prosecutc
you,” said Starke. ‘' Don't forget that,
Bectett. You're in this thing as deeply as
I ., and we're quite safe if we keep mum.”

'*Yes, I s’'pose so,”” said the man slowly.

“I've told that yarn, and the tale must
be kept up,” continucd Starke. ‘“‘If you're
questioned by anybody, be absolutely
ignorant of any accident. Say that you
weren't out with the car that night at all.”

‘* Lying may come easy to you, sir, but it’'s
not my way,” interrupted Beckett coldly.
“1'll keep quiet, if you like, but I'm not
goin’ to tell any lies.”

“* But perhaps you’ll have to, you fool!”
snapped Starke. ‘‘ If the. truth comes out,
I shall be branded as a liar, and be ex-
pelled! You've got to be mum-—under-
stand? We're both safe then.”

“You'll keep your job, an’ I shall keep
mine,”’ said Beckett drily. °‘ Well, seein’
that the damage has been done, an’ it can’t
be undone, I'll agree to whiat you say. An’
I think I might as well be goin' now.”

“Therc¢’s no hurry,” said Starke. I want
you to promise ine, Beckett, that you'll keep
quict. Pcrhaps 1've got more to lose than
vou have, because, even if the truth would
benelit Nipper, it would do me a darned lot
of harm. So here's something to keep your
mouth shut.”

And Starke tossed two pound notes upon
the table. |

“Thank you, Mr. Starke,”” =aid Beckett.

He picked them up, folded them necatly,
and handed them back.

1 don’t want any money from you, sir,”
he said quietly. * I can keep my tongue still
without bein' bribed. As you say, my job
depends on it, so I'm not likely to talk.”

St%rkc took the money back in astonish-
ment. :

* You must be mad, Beckett,”” he said.
* Still, if you won’'t take the money, all the
better. But you're the first man I've known
to refuse two quid for nothing. You're a
hit squeamish.”

Beckett said nothing, but reached for his
cap. And Starke, feeling quite satisfled with
the result of his interview, tossed his cigar-
ctte end out of the window and turned away.

But both he and Beckett twirled round a
second later. A slight but unmistakable
gasp had sounded. Or it might have been a
sigh. The pair were not quite sure which.

At all events, the sound had been caused
by something human.

-** There's somebody outside
hissed Starke tensely.

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“ Didn't you hear that sound?’ snapped
the prefect. '‘Come outside, quick! We'll
catch the spying rotter red-handed!”

listening!”’

|

T

1

!dow, and he was followed by Beckett.

THE NELSON ' LEE LIBRARY

Starke scrambled hastily through the lwini
, O
course, saw them distinctly, for I had the
window in .view. The pair burst through
the bushes and stared round them.

It was not necessary for them to look far.

For almost at their feet Jay the figure of
a man under the bush.. He was lounging
back in luxury, his head resting in his hands.
And after giving one or two sighs, he moved
slightly and continued his slumbers.

For it seemmed obvious that he had been
aslecep. I repeat, it seemed so. For a
momnent earlier bhe had been very wide
awake, as I was in a position to see. Starke
and Beckett, however, knew nothing.

‘“An  inferpal old tramp!” muttered
Starke. ‘‘ He's asleep!”

Beckett smiled.

‘ He heard nothing, sir,” he remarked.
“I'd say he's been sleepin’ here for the best
part of the afternoon an’ evenin’. Fellows
like this prefer to doss in a quiet spot,
especialiy where there’s some beer near. If
they can’'t buy any, they like to get the
smcll of it!”’

Starke bent down.

‘1 suppose he is really asleep?” he asked
in a low voice. ‘‘ Give me that pipe of yours,
Beckett.”’

The man handed it over, and Starke placed
the hot bowl within a sixteenth of an inch
of the slecping man’s left eyelid. The heat
must have been considerable for a moment.
but the eyelid did not flicker.

‘““ He's dead asleep, sir,”
Beckett.

‘“ No doubt about that,”” agreed Starke,
satisfied. ‘* Well, let’s get back. And don’t
forget, Bceckett, that everything depends
upon us keeping quiet. One incautious word,
and you lose your job and I get sacked.
We’re absolutely eafe if we both forget that
incident. So, from this moment, I've for-
gotten it. Have you?”

And they passed out of the inn—having
re-entered the parlour—and went their
various ways: Beckett walking, and Starke
on his bicycle. I was left in my hiding-
place, and 1 was greatly interested in the
moveuents of the ragged stranger.

For fully flve minutes after Starke and
Beckett had gone the man lay perfectly
still, apparently asleep. Then he rolled over,
stretchced himself, and yawned. I was sure
that he had not slept a wink.

His actions were a mere pretence, in order
to deceive anybody who might be watching.
But the man thought that he was alone, for
he took his little pocket-book out again,
and made some more notes.

I knew well enough that he had been sur-
prised into making a short ejaculation by
having a glowing cigarette end come into
contact with the back of his neck. . I had
seen it bounce oft and drop to the ground.

And the- elderly stranger - slowly and
cautiously rose to his feet. Ttiere was a grim

smile upon hls face as he commenced to
move off. .o

And I wonderced.

murmured
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CHAPTER IV,
A LITTLE PRACTICE.

HAD loust interest in Starke for the
| momeunt, and gave my attention to
this remarkable stranger. He was
guite a new factor in the case, and
I couldn’t find him a place anywhere.

What he was doing I couldn’t understand.
But a little careful thought assurcd me that
he had followed Beckett to the Fox Inn—
exactly as I had followed Starke. We had
come to thce place with the same object, it
scemed.

And the old chap had had all the luck. He
had lmtened while I merely watched. Under
no circumstances was this satisfactory.
There was only one advantage on my sidc.

I had remained hidden all the time, and [
Kknew c¢xactly what was in the wind. The
stranger on the other hand, had revealed his
cards to me, all unconsciously. I decided
that it would bhe profitable to follow the
mai.

Aund this T attempted to do.

I suy attempted deliberately,
failed.

Exactly why I failed, 1 don’'t know. I've
always prided myself upon being quite a
decent shadower. 1 kept the old fellow in
view until we were both clear of the orchard.
I was on his track when he passed through
a belt of trees. I saw him jump down into
the Iane.

But thrce seconds later,
in the gap, he had vanished.

In order to do this he must have streakcd
across the road like a flash of lightning. I
was bewildered for a moment, so unexpected
was the surprise. And I jumped dowi into
the road and looked up and down.

‘“Well, I'm blessed!"’ I murmured.

I seemed to have the whole world to my-
sclf. No sound came to my ears except the
twittering of some birds in the trees. And
there was no sign whatever of the ragged
stranger.

To search for him now was hopeless. A
thick wood grew on the other side of th
road, and if I attempted to explore it 1
should simply give myself away. Even then
I'had an inkling that my own game had becn
spotted.

And this inkling became a certainty almost
immediately afterwards, for when I went to
fetch my bicyele I received a bhit of a shock.
1t was still there, amongst the ferns, almost
completely hidden.

But when I hauled it out I noticed some-
thing white on the saddle. It was a square
piece of paper—a leaf torn from a miniature
book. And it was fixed to the saddle by
means of an ordinary pia.

“ Well, this i3 the limit!'"”
blankly.

Upon the paper were just the seven words:
‘““ Very pgood, but not quite good cnough!”’
In other words, the ragged individual had
kKnown that I was following him. Just at
first 1 was alarmed.

because 1

when I arrived

I mutttered

But then, after due thought,
mnore comfortable.

If the fellow had meant any harm he
would have confronted me. And there wau
a slight touch of humour in his message ;
was almost as though he were on my side
But who he could be was quite hevond mv
powers of comprchension.

I gave up thinking at last and mountel
my machine. Then 1 rode off in the direc-
tion of Bannington.

I didn't want to go back to St. Frank'a
yet. There was plenty of time hefore lock
ing up, and a nice spin round in the cool ol
the evening would help me to think mor-
clearly.

The lane was winding and hilly, and ex -
tremely narrow for the most part. I didn't
meet a living thing before [ arrived upon
the main Bannington road. Once there |
cycled into the town.

I passed through, feceling fit for anything.
I had decided to put Starke and Beckett
and the mysterious stranger completely out
of my thoughts for the time being. And |
did so, too.

The welcome sound of a leather ball meet-
ing a cricket bat drew my attention, and |
glanced enviously over a low hedge which |
happened to be passing. Then [ suddenly
realised that { was ncar Bannington Gram-
mar School.

And a second glance told me that T way in
close proximity to the junior playing-flelda,
Cricket practice was evidently proceeding.
I dismounted, with the intention of watch-
ing the white-clothed figures.

I didn't know the Grammarians particu-
larly well, but I was wcll acquainted with
the junior skipper—a very decent (fellow
named Elliott. But, of course, he would not
rccognisc me in my present guise, and [ was
not in a position to recognise him. Under
the existing circumstances, we were
stramgers.

I stood upon the bank agninst the hedge
atid watched. The last rays of the sctting
sun were slanting across the green velvet of
the cricket ground. There were a good
many Grammarian juniors at practice. One
fellow was in Etons, however, and he was
not wearing the Grammar School coloura.
He turned his face in my direction, and |
recognised hiin at once.

The fellow was Barlowe, the junior skipper
of Helinford College. He was a stranger
within the gates, and I wondered what he
was doing in Bannington.

‘*“ Arranging a fixturce, I suppose,” I told
myself. * By gum! 1 wish I could go over
and chat with the two bhounders!”’

Fate was particularly kind that evening.
For 1 had scarcely allowed the thought to
pass out of my mind when the batsman at
the ncts gave a terrific swipe and sent the
ball soaring high into the heavens.

‘* Tao high, you ass!" yclled somebody.

The leather was coming right in my direc-
tion. More by instinct than. anything else [
leapt the hedge and caught the ball neatly

[ became
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as it dropped. Smack! It entered my right
palm with precision. ] _

I don't think it was a particularly good
catch, but the Grammarians appeared to
think it was.

*Oh, good!” went up a shout. * Good
catch!”’ _

** Chuck it over here, please!” .

I was thrilled with the very joy of having
a cricket ball in my fingers, and I swung
my arm round and pitched the leather into

1
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“T thought you didn't like boasting?”’
grinned Elliott.

‘““ Really, that is not a boast,” I protested.

‘““ You can have five minutes at the wicket
here, if you like,”” said Elliott generously.
‘““ We've practically finished for {his evening.
What do you say?”

I beamed through my spectacles.

‘1 say thank you—thank you very much,”’
I replied.

“I'll bow! for you,” went on Elliott, with

tlie air. It was an unusually good throw [a wink at the others.

l'or me, but I was exuberant.

‘““ My hat! That wasn't bad!" exclaime
Barlowe. *‘ Who’s the merchant, anybow?'"
Elliott came running over towards me.
1 thought I recognised your colours,”” hc
remarked. ‘‘ St. Frank’s chap, ain’t you?”
‘“Yes,” [ replied, pretemding to be timid.

" Yeg, thank you!”
** That was a jolly good catch you made
inst now,” said Elliott,

regarding my | tion within me.

They chuckled, and I understood why.

d Elliott was a good batsman, but he was a

super-€xcellent bowler. He -was the finest
bowler in the Grammarian team. Andjt was
obviously his intention to rip out my middle
stump with the first ball. He desired to
take me down a peg or two.

** Come on, kid!” he said briskly.

I followed the group across the smootk
grass with a feeling of great joy and exulta.
or the first time since }

«pectacled visage curiously. ' A thundering | jeft St. Frank’s in diegrace I was to handle

vood catch, in fact!”

‘“* Really?’* I murmured. .

T don't think I'vc seen you before,
on Elliott, as Barlowe and some of the other

"

a bat. )
To a fellow who loves cricket, and who

went | had been umable to play for weeks, my feel-

ings can be readily understood. And 1 took

Grammarians came up. ‘* What Form are | hold of the bat which was given to me, and

you in?”’

‘** The Remove, please.”

‘““You weren't in the Remove the last time
1 was at St. Frank's,” put in the Helmford
fellow.

[ smiled.
** Perhape you didn't sce me,”
meekly. *“I only arrived at St. Frank’s a

week or two ago, you see. My name i3
D’Albert—Algernon Clarence D’Albert.”
. The Grammarians grinned. '

“QOh, is it?” said Elliott. *“ Well, I don't

know about your name, and I must remark |

that you don't look ‘like a cricketer,”” he
added frankly. “ But
hall by a fluke, it was a mighty good fluke!”
“Oh, it wasn't a fluke.”’ I said quickly.
“ But you can’'t play, can you?’ put in
Barlowe curiously.

“1—I think I can,” I replied. ‘ Boasting

is hateful, so I shall say nothing. Cricket |

is a wonderful game, and my only sorrow is
that I am not allowed to play it at St.
I'rank’s.”

‘““ How's that?"

“ They seem to imagine that I am a
du'ter,”” 1 said plaintively.

Elliott grinned.

‘* Dash it all, yon can’t blame them!’ he
snid. *““ De Valerie’'s the skipper now, isn't
he, since Nipper left? A pity they lost that
chap; one of the finest cricketers who ever
handled a bat.”

I wanted to bow at the . .tribute, but
merely looked silly. -

“*Yes, De Valerie is the captain now,” 1
said. ‘*1 requested him to give me a
chanece, hut he assured me that I should be
wasting his time. It is most unfortunate,
becaure I love cricket. And T feel, within
me, that the St. Frank’'s eleven - is missing
a good men."”

-

if you caught that |

ﬁ_

| B

ceptive than it looked.
cend my wicket in every direction. But it

fincered it lovingly.

But when I took my place at the wicket }
saw no reason why I should not have my own
back upom: these sceptics. - I took up a josi-
tion which made -everybody grin. 1 looked
about as awkward as a fellow who had nevel

I said | handled a bat in his life before.

‘““ What about your specs?’ asked Barlowe.

‘““ Oh, yes,” I said, removing them. *‘ Thank
you; I had almoet forgotten.’’.

‘““ But can you see all right now?”’

** Quite well, thank you,”’ I said.

"'Play!" yelled Barlowe. *‘ Look out, you
am.!! . . .

Eliott was just taking his run, and he sent
down a swift ball which was far more de-
It was calculated tg

didn’t.
I swung my bat up quickly.
Clack! , -
The ball went soaring away to the

.boundary, low over the ground. And -there
'was a general
‘marians. They regarded me with renewed

murmur from the Gram-

interest, and Elliott was quite surprised.

‘*“ That wasn’t bad,” he said, nodding.
He didin’t like belng defeated in his design,

:and the next ball he sent down was one of
his very best—a lightning ball which was

calculated to defeat the best batsmen.
But I was feeling at the of my form

that evening; 1 fclt that nothing could upe

eet me.
Clack!
Away went the ball again—another boun«

dary. Two or three fellows trled to catch

it, but it was just:- beydnd their reach.’

“T say,” exclaimed Barlowe,” * you can
handle that bat like a County man! Have
you played crickRet a lot?!

‘“ A fair amount, thank you,” I rcplied
meekly. . - : oo S
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“ Well, [ must say that vou're a nut!"’ eaid
Barlowe admiringly. *‘ You'H <oxcuse my
frankness, but you oertainly don't look a
cricketer. And even now I can’t believe that
those two hits weren't flukes!"” .

“ Fool's luck!" murmured the Grammarians.

“ Thank you!l' I eaid, beaming. _

The junior flushed, and turned away to hide
hits confusion. . .

Then Eliott got busy again. He did his
utmost. He used every style of bowling with
which he was acquainted. And I procecded
to knock the leather all over the field.
Every hit was a success. After I had been
going for about ten minutes the fleldsmen
were decidedly puffed.

And the Grammarians—and the Helmford
skipper—were no longer in doubt regarding
my ability as a batsman.

‘““ My dear chap, you'ge as hot as mustard;
you're pepper!’ declared Barlowe enthusias-
tically. ‘““Ye¢ gods! And you're not in the
elevenn! I breathe again!”

““ How's that?’’ asked Elliott.

‘““ Why, I'm going to take my team to meet
St. Frank’s on Saturday,”” said Barlowe. *' If
D'Albert’s playing, I shall have a fit. We
shall get the biggest licking of the season!”

‘“You are flatterine!"” I murmured. °*‘ But
I do not think you nced have any fear. I
can get no chance at St. Frank’'s.”

‘““ But one of these chaps might let the cat
out of the bag,” said Barlowe, glaring at the
Grammarians,

*“ Not likely,” said Elliott. ‘ We've «ot a
fixture with St. Frank's in a week or two,
and we'd rather have this phenomenon out of

the team. I've never known a batsman like
ll;in'l'! He's even better than Nipper uced to
e ’

Elliott was quite right there. That evening
I was in better form than I had ever bcen
before. I simply couldn't help myself. And
I had not felt eo contented for weeks past.
‘““ Well, I hope we shan’'t see you on the
fleld—except as a spectator—on Saturday,”
paid Barlowe. ‘' By the way, can you bhowl!?”
“T think so,”" I said modestly.

““ He thinks so!' gasped LCEliott.
what he eaid about his batting!”

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!" -
~*“Why not try him?” suggested Barlowe.

‘“He can try to bowl me if he likes,” said
Elliott.

1 was quite game, for I knew that Elliott
was not absolutely strong at the wicket,
although, if it came to that, I was J\r«eparcd
to bowl to the best man they could put on
the field.

Elliott took his bat, and placed himself on
the crease. And I walked easily to the other
cnd of the pitch, and turnced.

[t is my hubit when bowling to give only a
Xhort run. Some fellows prefer to execute a
war-dance before throwing the ball, but I
don’t believe in that sort of play, and I don't
run half a mile, either.

I took three quick strides, and the leather
left my fingers. It shot down the pitch,
broke when Elliott was not expecting it to,
and noatly took out his middée stump.

““That's

J

|

¢

[ chnckled inwardly, for [ had not hoped
for such a succeas.

“Woll. I'm hanged!"’ roarcd FElliott.

He glared at his wicket dazedly.

“I['mn bowled!" he gasped. *' Did
that, youn chaps?”

“We did!” grinned Barlowe.
jou could bat, old son.”

you see

“T thou<ht

“ You—you ass!’ yelled E'liott, “ You
have a try!"”
Barlowe took the bat, and set himself

sturdily before the wwicket. I hoped agalnst
hope that I should be able to repeat my first
performance, but 1 did not feel very con-
fident. Luck wouldn't last so long.

But T put all [ knew into that ball, and
sent it down as cunningly as [ comld manage.
It secmed to go slowly, and Barlowe raised
his bat with supreme confidence.

Swish ! -

His bhat whizzed down, but only hit the
air. And a crash behind him told its own tale,
The stumps were spread-eagled.

‘““* Ha, ha, ha!”’ howled Elliott.
you could bat?"

“1 thought I could, ton!’ panted Barlowe.
“T—I say! This chap must be a County
cricketer in disguise! He looks such a fright-
ful duffer, too! Ihd you see that ball he
sent down?”

‘“ A jolly eagy one!' said one of the cthers.

‘““Was it!" roared Barlowe. “ It looked
ecasy, but the giddy thing went off at rigat
angles when [ wanted to It it, and then
twisted back again!'”’

‘““Ha, ha, ha!"

Barlowe’s deacription was eomewhat comic,
and I joined in the laugh. The (Grammarians
collected round me, and I found myself eyed
from all sides, just as though I were 3.me
extraordinary specimen of zoology.

‘““ And he’s not in the eleven!" eaid Flliott,
with & deep breath. * Look here! 1 don't
believe it! This chap is trying to blufl us,
just &0 that we shal get a shock whon we
turn up at St. Frank’a!"”

‘“ But, really, 1 cive you my werd of honour
that I'm not s the eleven,’” [ protested.

‘“Not in the Junior Eleven?'’ asked Bar-
lowe suspiciously. .

‘““Not im. anv cleven.”

“They must be mad-—stark dotty ' declared
Elliott.

‘““ You sece, they wouldn't even give me n
trial,”’ I explatned. ** They regard me as you
regarded mo when I first came on the field—--

*“ A3 we regarded vou?' interrupted Elliott.
* Precisely ! I raid, nodding. *'You thought
[ was quite hopeless, and you would have
yelled with lauehter at the very thought of

“ [ thought

my Elayi-mz cricket, if I had not happened "0
catch that ball.”
‘‘ He's right, old man,” said Barlowe.

“You'd have Kkicked him off the fleld but for
that catch.”

'** Perhaps s0!” admitted Elliott, looking me
up and down.

‘“ And that is exactly what the St. Frank's
cricketers do,”” 1 sald. “ I can’'t cven show
my —er——"
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‘““ Proweaa!"' said Barlowe. ¢ You've got
cks of It

* Furthermore, 1 have no intention of at-
irmpting to get f tried,” 1 went om.
* When you bring yolir men on Saturday,

Barlowe, 1 ahall still be regardcd as a bope-
lces dutler.”’

‘** Rata!" said the Helmford man. * You'll
be in the eleven by Saturday!”

“1 assure you I will not,”” I rephied.
don't want to he. They have scorned me,
and T am somewhat p:xled They will have
to find out what I can for themselves now ;
I shall cemuni{ not ask again. And you |
will greatly oblige me, Barlowe, by saying
:}othing about me when you arrive on 3atur-
ay

lmrlowe starcd. H

My dear man, do you think I should be

euch i craas fdlot?"” he asked blandiy. ‘Do
you think I want to commit suicide? Why,
if I told De Valerie what you could do
before the mateh, he'd give you a trial, and
then we should bhe kceked to nothlng! It
you don’t say a word, you can rely on me
kceping mum,

* Thank you,” 1 said, smiling.

“ Bt why don't you want os to say ary-

thing?”’ went on Barlowe, * 'I’hst’ the ques-
tion, D'Albert.” \

' Because—— Wel, T should fer not to
tell you just at pment " I rep emoothly.

I shall be mast deHghted to sce you on
Natu . And please sllow me to thank
vou, Elsott, fm' your kindness in allowing
me to use this excellent ground this evening.

Don ¢t mention &,”’ uid Elliott polltaety

" And possibky, when you bring your team
over to St. Frank's, 1 -Imli have the pleasure
or pla.ylng againet you,” 1 added sweelly.

" Pleasure!” exclaimed the Bannington
skipper. ‘“ You may think it's a leasure,
hut. we shall wish you at Timbuctoo! i

" That is extremely charitable of you, I am
sure, 1 smiled; **but 1 quite vaderstand
what you mean. Thank you. again. I must |
now hasten back, or I shall be late for lock-
g up. I wish you all good<evening!”

Apd | etrode away, leaving the crowd of
cricketers looking sfter me.

** Quoer beggar, if you like!" somebody

mid

*He may be queer, but be's. the No. 1
roods—gilt-edged and hall-marked!’ eald
Barlowe distinctly. 'l wish we bad a chap

\ike him in our team!™

1 waved my hand when ] reached the hedge
and cvery hand was waved In responee. i
won't deny that 1 took great pleasure in
naking such an impression. And as I rode
hack to St. I"rnnkn I chuckled again and
o

For a plan had entered my head.

I had given De Valerie a fair, honest warn-
ing—a which he had seen it to scofl
nt and ignore. Well, Do Valeria wouldn't be
ahle to grumble If 1 turned the tables on

o1
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CHAPTER V.,
A XEAR THING !

OMMY WATSON looked up from his
prep. as 1 catered Study C.
‘* Late!”’ he said
‘** Yes, worse luck,’’ I replied ‘“Re-
ported, too. Str!l it can't be helped; and 1
don’'t care a ng—not. a giddy fig!”
Both Tregeliis-West and Wateon ceased
their work and regarded me with interest.
“* Somethin',” said Sir Montie—'* somethin’
has put the dear fellow into a frightfully
good humour. Tommy, old boy, observe the
pa.rkle in his eye; take note of the flush in
his cheeks; look at his amiable grin.”’

‘* He's been successfui,”” saild Wateon.
** Starke chme in over an hour ago, but Nip-

er’s bcen to something ehe He must
ave bheen following Beckett.’

I sat down, and ﬁri:med

;;’I'd forgotten all about that busimess,” X
said.

. gorg;ntten it?’’ said Watson, staring.

(X a "

*“ But n've been out on business'!”’

‘“I've g &ricket!” 1 sald calmly..

‘ Beg ad'

“In Bimbgon " | O 4
toe p rammar e8‘:.~lt|¢rol

and l let m ‘nl o,
never playe keﬂt bo!ore'

“Th
o&layual'gpg?

I've

l simply coddn 't
do anyth ong! And I'll bet my best
Sumhy I nem play like tt again!”

‘* He's dotty!”’ said Wateon. I this de-

tccuvlc:' business must have turned hh giddy
‘ You mean it must have turned his brain
giddy!”’ corrected S8ir l!ouie

‘*You're both wrong,”” I mid * But l'l!
tell you about Starke first. By the way,-is
that window closed?’’ 1 added, at the

blind.

* Ro,"”’ nld Watson.

‘** Then cloee it, you chump!” 1 said quiekly.
‘“ My hat! We're femng more careless every
da.y! It won't do

‘“ Keep your ddy hair on,” sid ’rommy,
cloolng the

Sented once more, we discuesed mt«tcrc

I told my chums precisely what had taken
ptace at the Fox in Edgemore. They

were rather Mppointed that my eflorte had
pot beem more successful; but tbey agrecd
that an advance had been made.

‘** Pity you didn't hear anything,’’ said Waf,
son. ** Tlnt old tramp ¢ecems to have had
all the luck.

‘* But, ruﬂy my dear fellow, 1 can’'t under-
stand why the tramp was there,”” observed
Sir Montie. " What has he got to do with
this interestin’ little mystery? It seems to
me that he has only come in to make if
deeper, begad!"

‘* Well, he certaimly is a bit of a problom,”
I admitted. ‘‘ And, somehow, 1 don't think
he's an enemy. He was obviousl on the
track of Starke and Beekett, and tha,t's what
Iwann.pto. Thoc.hapmtobeaaecret.

aﬂg -
ir Montie removed hh pince-nez, and

It was my intention to give him a lesson.” polished them.
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‘““ An' Beckelt is not like the feliow you
cnccuntered in the car the other night?™” he
inquired.

“*No; totally unlike him."

‘““ Hasn't it struck you, dear boy, that the
tramp-feliow might be the same man that
vou encountered before?' asked Montie. ** The
same fellow in disguise? That would clear
thinms up a bit—-""

“By Jingo!"' I broke in keenly.
not a bad theory, Montie. *‘‘ Yes, it's quite
likely; it's even probable, in fact. I wish 1
could get a lunt of the man's identity; 1
wish 1 could fathom his motive. His pre-
sence only makes the mystery more obscure.
In fact, without him there's hLardly any
mystery at all, because we know that Starke
was knocked down by Beckett's car.”

“ Well, let's talk about something ekse,”
said Watson. * What's that you were saying
about cricket?”

I explained to my chums my little adven-
ture at Bannington. They gzrinned hugely
as I related how 1 Thad bowled both RBarlowe
andd Elliott first ball, and hew I had knocked
Elliott’s Lowling ahl over the field.

“Of course, I was in extra form,”” I said.
“I don't know why, because I've had no
practice lately, but there it is. These things
do happen sometimes. In a bhig match I've
felt. now and again, like a real dud, and I've
made a rotten show. A cricketer can’'t always
ba at his bhest.”

‘“Angl you were at your extra best to-
night!” grinned Watson. ‘ Oh, you ass, why
Why weren't we

didn’'t you send for us?
I'd have given quids to seec the faces

‘“ That's

there?
of those Grammarians!'"”’

‘“ Barlowe was in a bit of a stew,” I went
on. ‘‘ He had an idea that I should be in the
c¢leven on Saturdas, when we pfay Helmford.”

“Well, you might be,” put in Wateon.

“I don’'t intend to be,” I said.

‘*Rot!”" exclaimed Tommy. * Why, I'm
going to tell De Valerie all about your stunts
in Bannington, and make him promise to try
vou af the nets. What do you think of that
id'(".‘l?" L -

" Rotten!" 1 said calmly.

“Eh?”

“ Yoygre geing to do nothing of the sort,”
I wert“on. ** My idea is to——"

*“ But, my dear man——""

“Dry up! I've had enough of De Valerie's
lauchs and jeers,” I said warmly. *‘ He's a
rood sort, I know, but he’s got it firmly fixed
in his hegd that I'm no good As D’Albert.
I don't look worth a farthing: I know it.
At the same time, De Valerie ought to have
given me a chance.”

A Quite right, dear old bay.”

““He didn’t give me a chance.,” I went on
grimly. *“ So I'm going to teach him a lesson.
If any cricket skipper deserved one, he does.
I don’t want to blow my own trumpet, hut
when I was skipper I was perfectly willing to
give anybody a trial. It's the only fair way;
you can't t«d what a chap can do until you
test him. Appearances are nothing."

““The lecturer will now discourse

! _ . upon
cricket in general,” grinned Watson.

|
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“I'm not lecturing, you Tfathead!' 1
erowled. ** Facts are facts, and jyou can't
get over ‘em. As I said before, 1'm going to
give Dc Valerie a lesson, by playing in the
Helmford match on Saturday.”

“But you just said you wouldn't play!”
exclaimed Tommy.

“ Against St. Frank's!' I added calmlby.

Sir Montie nearly dropped his glasses.

‘““ Begad! Against St. Frank's!"' he ejacu-
i_at,ed. “You are goin’ to play for Helm-
ord?"’

** Exactly ' -

My chums stared at me open-mouthed.

‘““ You—vyou ailly ass!” gasped Watson.
“You couldn’'t do it!"”

‘“ Why not?"’

“ Well, for one thing, you'd let down your
own eleven——"'

“I'Il risk that,”” I satd grimly. ‘ And we
can casily fix up an extra match with Helm-
ford on a Wednesday afternoon, to equalise
things. But on Saturday I mean to give De
Valerie an eyc-opener. Of course, it's quite
possible that I may be howled first ball.
Anything can happen in cricket.” )

“* But how are you going to get yourself ia
the Helmford Eleven?”

*“ Easily,”” I replied. ‘T shall simply offer
myself to the Helmford skipper—Barlowe will
accept me in a second after what hc saw this
evening.’’

‘“ De Valerie won't let you play.”

“Ob, yes, he will,”” I grinned. * He'll be
only too pleased ito. He thinks I'm a dfid,
and hz'll welcome the idea. And afterwards,
as I said before, we'll arrange ag extra fixture
to square things. I'm so terrifically exas-
perated by my treatment herc that strong
action is necessary. De Valerie and the rest
of the eleven won’t look at me."

‘“ You are quite correct, dear fellow,” said
Tregellis-West, nodding. ** 1 am beginnin’ to
think that this plan of yours is the only
possible way in which you cam secure the
recognition you deserve. You are fully jus-
tifled. begad! An’ I wish you luck, old
boy.”

‘““ And so do I,” said Watson; “ even though
you'll probably rip out my middle stump
with the first ball you send down.”

I grinned.

‘“You'll have to take vour chance,’”” 1 said
‘“But I'm determined on this thing, and [
can tell you plainly that I'm looking forward
to next Saturday . with real delight. You
don't know the pleasure it'll give me to
take those cackling asses down a dozen pegs
or so.”

And while this little conversation was pro-
ceeding in Study C, another conversation was
progressing in the Sixth-Form quarters—in
Walter Starke's study, to be exact. He and
Kenmore were having a chat.

‘“ Why hasn't Nipper shown him:zelf?"’
Starke was saying. * Hasn't it atruck you,
Kenny, that there's something rummy about
it? He's b gone for a week or two, and
there hasn’t Deen a sign.”

‘“ What the deuce did you expect him to
do?" a<ked Kenmare.
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“Well, I didn’t expect him to reunain in
obscurity for so long,”” replied Starke. ‘‘ He's
sackéd, but he’'a at liberty to visit the school
when he likes. Yet he hasn't been near the
place. He's simply passed out of our exist-
ence.”’ '

‘“ And a good job, too!"’ growled Kenmore.
“We didn't want the bounder here. He
was too warm for us, Starke.”

Starke frowned as he sat thinking.

‘“ There's something about it I can’t under-
stand,”’ he said. ‘* When Nipper was sacked
I expected all sorts of trouble; I expected
that he would come down here and attempt
to see some¢ of the fellows. But he’s done
nothing. And when a fellow llke Nipper
doesn't show himself, it means trouble.”

** Trouble?”’

‘“ Well, he's probably working in secret,”
F:n_t._ t?n Starke. ‘' I tell you, Kenny, 1 don’t
ike it.”’

"* Well, that's not my fault,” said Kenmore.

The two prefects fell into a silence for a
time. Then, after a while, Starke glanced at
the clock on the mantelpiece.

‘“ Oh, by the way, I was going to fetch that
new Remove kid,”” he said. *“‘] want him to
do one or two jobs in the study.’”

"¢ Who—D'Albert?™ _

‘““Yes. He agreed to fag for me, you know,"”
said Starke. ‘*He's a quiet fellow, and
I'd rather have him than a grnbby"i'bird-
Former. He won’t chatter so much, and 1
can _order him about as I like.”

Starke rose to his fuet. |
“¢“I'll go and fetch him,”’ he added. ‘ Wil
you be here when I get back?”

*No; I'm going along to the prefects’
room,”’ answered Kenmore.

Starke left the study and made his way
to the junior quarters. -

It was quite true that I had agreed to
do odd jobs for the Sixth-Form bully. I
didn't care for the idea at all; but I had a
motive. There was a method in my madness.
Starke was the fellow I was anxious to wateh,
and by having free access to his study I waa
able to keep my eye on things. Already 1
had "learned of the appointment between
Starke and Beckett because of my fagging
duties.

Starke came along the Remove passage, and
paused outside Study C.

He was about to enter, when he paused. A
low murmur of voiccs came to his ears, but
one voice rose above the rest, and he heard
the words distinctly.

“Rats!"" it exclaimed. * Doa’t be an ass,
Nipper!”

‘Walter Starke gave a big start.

‘““By George!” he exclaimed tensely.

" He burst into the study abruptly, and
stared round him. .

He only saw Tommy Watson, Tregellis-
Weat, and Algernon Clarence D’Albert. We
all- looked at him in surprise.

-*“Don’t you ¥wew what knuckles are for,
Starke?'’ asked Watson sarcastically. -

The prefect was somewhat confused.

‘“Dida‘t I hear you talking to Nipper,
Watson?" he demanded. S

s

“1 don't know what you heard!” said
Tommy tartly. * But if a fellow listens out-
side the study door, he'll probably hear lots

of t.‘l{aings h':: I:n't. suppose to!"! |
“You cheeky young sweep!’ growled
Starke. ‘' I heard youJ

‘““Really, Watson, Starke s scarcely to be
blamed,” I said mildly. *“ It is not the
first time that you have referred to me as
Nipper—doubtless because of the boy who
previously shared this study with you. In
future I should like you to call me by my
own name.’’ '

‘I can't always remember things'* snapped
Watsca, taking his cue. *‘ And what it I do
call ?you Nipper? It's not ap insult, I sup-
pose?”’

**Far from it, I am sure.”

““Then why does Starke listen outside oug
door, and burst In like a whirlwind?'’ de-
manded Watson. *‘ Dash it all, Starke, a
pref'e.et isn’'t supposed to charge into a study

“That's enough!' snapped the Sixth-
Former. -

He retired from Study C without carrying
out his original intemtion. And he returned
to his own quarters in a thoughtful mood.
Certainly he had no suspicion that I, Nipper,
had actually been in the study.

And he was prepared to pass over the
incident. But Starke had been set thinking;
and there was no telling when he would stop.
An incident like that, although trivial. could
do a great deal of harm.

I was really annoyed.

And after Starke had gone, and when I
knew that the coast was clear, § grabbed hold
of Tommy Watson and jammed bim into the
armchair.

““You careless fathead!” I said warmly.

“ But look here—''

‘“You reckless, thoughtless idiot:'* I wen\
on. ‘“‘The whole game might have bren up
if we hadn’t used that whitewash.”

“* Whitewash!” exclaimed Watson, looking
at the ceiling.

*“Oh, you dense bounder'” I growled. ‘It
we hadn’t thrown dust into Starkc's eyes, [
mean. He pearly tumbled to the whole
thing—but I think we managed to put him
off the scent.”

‘“It only ahows how necessary it is to be
careful at all times,”” observed Tregellis-
West. “If we keep our voices low we are
quite safe. " But Tommy has a frightful habit
of shoutin’.”

** He'll shout witi: pain if he does anything
like that again!"” I said grimly. ' 1 let you
fellows into the secret because 1 knew 1

could trust you. But you mustn’$ overlook
the faet that I might be bowled out at any
minute. And if that happened 1 should be

kicked out of the school, neck and crop. And
there would be no readmittance, no matter
how hard I tried.”

Tommz Watson was rather red in the faee.

“I'll be more careful in futare,” he pro-
mised. ‘ But there¢’s no need for youn to
get into A paddy, D'Albert. How does that
suit you? I'll always call you B'Albert in
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future—cven il we're standing -in the middle
of Bannington Moor without another soul
nearer than five miles!” _

“It's the safest way,”” I said prompt.y.

And I proceeded with my prep.. dismissing
the matter.

RBut I thought about it again afterwards,
and wondered if any real harm had bheen done.
Starkc was n rotter, but he was cute, too.
And I noticed that he gave me a rather
straight look when he passed me in the lobby
befo.c supper.

Had he gueased anything?

—  g—

CHAPTER VI
AGAINST HIS OWN SIDE!

«“ F.RE they come!”’
It wns Saturdny afternoon, and a
little crowd of Removites was eol-

lected round the old gateway at 8t.°
Frank's. They were walting for the arrival
of the visiting team from Helmford College.

The afternoon was slightly dull, but warm
and fne o really splendid aftennoon for
cricket. The absence of the sun was no hard-
ship. for the sun is apt to confuse a fellow
whan mahking a tricky cateh.

“(ive ‘em a cheer!”

A good many shouts were raised as the big
charabanc- & motor vehicle —rolled into the
Trinngle. 1t carried the Helmford junior
eleven, n reacrve, and four or five spectators,
who had come just far the fun of the thing.

De Valerie. looking very neat in his white
flanrels and blazer, came hurrying down, and
shook hands heartily with Barlowe as the
latter jumped to the ground.

“ Pleazed to seo you, old man,” he said
goninlly., ** We're aninr to give you a good
game, 1 think. Ripping weather, too. [
warn you, we're going to knock spots off your
men this afternoon.”

Barlowo nodded.

‘* That's quite Hkely,”" he said, looking wor-
tied. ' We're A man short."’

*“ How's that? DId you only bring ten?”

“1 brought twelve-—counting myself,” said
Barlowe. ' But some of the silly asses got
playing *the goat as we came along. Three
of ‘em fell headlong out of the charabane
when we were going at top specd.”

“My hat!'”

‘“ Were they killed?”

“Or badly injured?’”

The juniors were quite anxious to know.

“They weren't hurt much,” replied Bar-
lowe. ‘““ Smythe twisted his ankle, and
Richards crocked his wrist. Both slight n-
juries, but the pair of ‘em are useless for
cricket. We've anly got one reserve, so we're
a man short.”

“That's all right,” said De Valerie.
can borrow onc of my men."’

Barlowe brightened up.

‘“ That's decent of you,'’ he said. * But, of
coursec, we shall still be a bit weak. Hesketh
will take 8mythe's place, but Richards is one
of my Lest men. Your reserve won't be up

“You

. Ml
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to his form, De Valerie—not that-I'm grum-
bling, mind. I'm only too glad to get a
substitute. But I want you to give me some-
body who'll play a square game."’

De \':ule&o grinned.

“ You i he'lt allow himse!f to be
bowled?'' he Mquired. “ I won't give you a
man of that sort, Barlowe. You ecan have
Hubbard, if you like. He's fair, and you can
rely upon him to do his best for vour side.”

“ Thanks!'' said Barlowe warmly.

The cricketers streamed across the Triangle
towards Little Side, carrying their cricket
bags. The visitors went to thcir quarters in
the pavilion, aml oon emerged in white shoes
and flannels.

[ was standing some little distance off,
alone. I was in Etons, of course. and looked
something like a lost lamb. The time was
not yet quite ripe for my move. I meant to
offer myaelf in place of Hubbard—and I knew
that 1 should be accepted. But events went
better than I had hoped for.

It was not even necessary for me to go
forward.

Barlowe gazed across Little Side, and
scemed quite pleased with the prospect. Hig
two crocked men were sitting outside the
pavilion—both of them looking a bit glum.
And 1 noticed that Barlowe stared in my
direction.

I pretended not to notice him, for I didn’t
want him to nod. '

“1 say, De Valerie!"” called Barlowe.

The Remove skipper, who was chatting with
a group of other Helmford fellows, turned
and approached Barlowe.

‘“ Want me?” he asked.

“Yes. Didn't you say that you were going
to lend me a chap named Hubbard?" asked
Barlowe.

* That's right."”’

‘““ Well, is there any objection to me choos-
ing somebody else—somebody who isn't a
reserve?’’

De Valerie stared.
vanted to give you somebody who could
play cricket,”” he s8aid. ‘“ You can borrow
any man you like—any Remove fellow. 1
don't mind.”

** Thanks!" said Barlowe briskly. * Then
perhaps you won't objcct to me playing
that fellow over there.”

Aad he nodded towards me.

My heart gave a jump. Barlowe lad actu-
ally asked De Valerie for my services! 1 was
exuitant! My own plan was not even neces-
sary, for Barlowe himsclf had opened the
subject. .

De Valerie and some of the others gazed in
my direction.

** Which fellow do you mean?’ asked De
Valerie.

‘““That boy with thc¢ spectacles.”

“What!" yelled the Remove
‘“ D'Albert!"”

‘“Is that his nanme?'’ said Barlowe.
that's the chap.

skipper.

‘‘Yes,;
A new fellow here, isn’t

he?"’
“ You—Jou want to borrow D'Albert?”’
shouted Owen major.
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-4 Bxactly!”

** Ba, ha, ha!”

The roar of laughter which went up made
me boil inwardly. 1t was a roar of pure
derision. 1 was steeled more than ever to
give these bounders a lesson. I would show
the idiots something!

- * Ha, ha, ha!” |

The -ycH was taken up by the other fellows
when the news got round.

** Helmford wants to borrow D’Albert!”

** Oh, my goodness!”

‘ Barlowc must be dotty!'”

‘* Ha, ha, ha!”

Barlowe, who knew what he was doing,
and who had hardly dared to hope that his
request would be granted, remained ecalm.

‘““ Why, what's the matter?’’ he asked.
‘“ D'Albert’s all right, isn't he?”

De Valerie grinned.

“1 couldn’t do it, old .man,” he said, to
Barlowe’s great dismay. ‘“1I couldn’'t play
such a trick on you. D’Albert’'s the biggest
duffer in the Remove. He knows as much
about cricket as my boot does about flying!”’

‘“* How do you know?’’ asked Barlowe.

* Well, look at him!'’ said De Valerie.
‘* Does he look like a cricketer?”

‘* Well, as a matter of fact, he doesn’t,”
admitted Barlowe. ‘‘ But havem’'t you given
him a trial?”

“I've got better ways of spending my
time,”” said De Valerie briskly. ' You'd
better stick to Hubbard, old man——"'

“I"'d rather have D’Albert, if you don’t
mind,” said Barlowe.

**You'd rather——"" De Valerie paused,
and he looked grim. **Oh, well, if you'd
rather, I won't say any more,”’ he went on.
““ But don’'t accuse me of planting a dud man
on you—that's all. You've chosen D’Aibert
yourself—and you're quite welcome to bhim!”

*“It's all the better for us!" grinned Pitt.

‘* Ha, ha, ha!"

* Rather!”

‘ Don’t be such a fathead, Barlowe,” put in
Owen major. " You'll make yourself a laugh-
ing-steek if you include that rank duffer in
your eleven. Why, I don't believe Le cun
play marbles!”

** Ha, ha, ha!”

The juniors were having a z00d many laughs
at my expense. But the more they laughed
the greater was my delight. Nothing better
could have happened. Tommy Watson and
Tregellis-West looked quite calm and inno-
cent; but they, too, were sharing my secret
joy.

Aay qualms they may have possessed earlier
bad completely vanished. They were quite
anxious to see me play against my own side.

“ You're not wanted, Hubby,” said Owen
major, as Hubbard came up. * Helmford
has chosen D’Albert in preference to you.”

Hubbard glared.

“Is that true?”’ he demanded, looking at

Barlowe. Do,
-**Yes,” said .the Helmford skipper. * No
*“Jt’s a

offence, old man——"""
‘“ No offence!”” rocared Hubbard.
I wouldn't play for your side

rotten fasul?!
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now if you hegged of me! D’Albert! He’ll
score a duck’'s cgg—and serve you jolly well
right, too!”

Barlowe beckoned to me.

‘“1 say, old man!”’ he shouted. ‘‘Just a
word!”’

I went forward, looking as helpless as
possihle, and .there were many grins and
chuckles.

*“Did you want me, please?” 1 asked
timidly.
“ Yes,”” said Barlowe, grinning. ‘‘ Are you

willing to play for my eleven?”’

“ Oh, but it would hardly be right.” I said,
shaking my head. *‘ These boys think tbat
I shall make a fool of myself—""

“ We know you will!”” snapped Hubbard.

‘““And I shouldn't like to let you down,
Barlowe,”” 1 went on.

“I'll risk it!” he exclaimed, giving me a
quick glare in private. ‘* Don't be an ass,
D’Albert. Will you play for us?”

“ With pleasure,” I replied meekly.

‘““ The pleasure won't be Barlowe’s!” grirned
Owen major. - |

I went off to change into flannels—quite a
number of fellows: were willing to lend me
some things. Everybody was grinning, and
numbers of Fifth-Formers had cacually
strolied on to Little Side.

The word had got round that something
humorous was to take place, and the Third
was there, almost to -a man. The fags shrieked
when they saw me waking for the pavilion.

Everybody thought that Barlowe was a
super-idiot to ask for my services:; his action
could not be understood. But the St. Frank's
feHows were only too pleased to agree.

It was so deeply fixed ir their minds that
I was a rank fool at the game that the
very thought of me playing was enough to
sturt a yell.

And when I emerged from the pavilion in
flannels. a fresh roar went round. I had
entered into the spirit of the thing heartily;
and I had deliberately chosen some flannels
which were much too large for me.

I looked quite ludicrous, and I welked awk-
wardly. [ did not want a soul to guess
anything until the game actually started.
And them, by Jove, I would make those
grins fade away!

De Valerie won the toss, and decided to
bat flrst. And be chose Jack Grey to open
the innings with him. They were both excel-
lent men, De Valerie being one of the best
batsmen in the Remove.

The Helmford men went into the field,
and I was ol the opinion that Barlowe him-
self would bowl the first over. I coyld
hardly reckon a chance right at the begin-
wng. But the Helmford skipper tapped me
on the shoulder, ..

‘*€Care to bowl, old chap?”’ he asked.

‘“ Really, T should be delighted,” 1 said.

**Go ahead, then!” -

He tossed. me the leather, and I walked
towards the pitch. As I did so I obgerved
the umpires looked surprised; I. saw De
Valerie and® Grey exchange  astonished
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glances; and T heard a fresh roar of laugh-
ter from the pavilion. ‘

‘““ The chap's mad!” gasped Owen major.
“* He's put D'Albert on to bowl!"”

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!”

““The¢ first over, too!”

‘““0Oh, my hat!”

‘““Go it, De Valerie!”

De Valerie nodded, and grinned. It was
his intention to open the innings by scoring
a boundary at once. He would show his
contempt for the outsider who had been
chosen to bowl..

But I was unmoved.

I glanced down the pitch, and took De
Valerie's measure without much difficulty.
He was over-confident. He reckoned that
there was no necessity to be careful. And
no cricketer ought to get into that frame of
mind.

There was slight hush as I walked away
from the wicket. I did not take my usual
run—-for the St. IFrank's fellows were familiar
with it. I chose a longer run, and then sent
the ball down like a shot from a gun.

De Valerie raised his bat. He fhentally de-
cided to swipe the leather into the middle
of the next hemisphere.

But something went wrong.

De Valerie’'s bat merely swiped the atmo-
sphere.

Crash!

The middle stump was on the ground,
yards away,

“ HQow’'s that?'' velled Barlowe delightedly.

“Out!”’ said the umpire.

De Valerie took a big gulp, and looked
round him heiplessly.

“ But—but—— 1 say!” be gasped. ‘' I—
I'm bowled, you know!"’
‘““You are—you is!" griuned one of the

Helmford raen. ‘* How do you like our new
man, De Valerie?”

The Remove skipper tucked his bat under
his arm and walked towards the pavilion.
Scarcely a sound was to be heard. Everybody
was looking at me as though dazed. I, the
Ldiﬂt'. had bowled the Remove skipper first
all!

“It—it must be a dream!”
major faintly.

**1 don't know so much about that,” said
De Valerie. “ That ball was a regular
snorter. 1 didn't see the giddy thing!”

Clapson was sent in to take De Valerie's
place, and his luck was not exactly stupen-
dous. For he only managed to score five
Tuns before his wicket went down. I had
bowled my second man within five minutes!

Nation went in next, and he scarcely sur-
gived the over. He went out with a duck’s
ege to his credit.

**1 say, this is simply frightful!" said De
Valerie. alive to the cotern reality of the
rituation. ‘ We're three men out and only
five Tuns up! And D’'Albert has bowled the
thrce of ust!”

“It's amazing!' said Clapson gloomily.

“We'va made & terrible bioomer,”” ex-
claimed De Valerie. ‘““We laughed and

said Owen
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jeered at that chap, and he's a living terror!
If he bowls like this, what the dickens will
he r;)e like when he goes in to bat for Helm-
ford?”’

** You silly ass!’ growled Christine. * What
},he dickens did you lend him to Helmford
or?”

“You yelled as much as
anybow !’ snapped De Valerie.

Watson came forward.

‘“It’'s your own fault, De Valerie,”’ he said.
‘“ Don’t you remember that D'Albert warned
you iast Tuesday? You refused to give him a
trial—you jeered at him—and he told you
that you were warned. You simply laughed
all the more, and D’Albert can't be blamed
for showing you up like this!”

De Valerie nodded.

““Yes, it's my own fault,” he admitted.
‘“I've been several kinds of an ass. DBut
who would have thought—— Oh, my hat!
It seems almost too mad to be true now!
Just look at the chap!”

Nearly everybody was looking at me. 1
seemed to be a hopeless specimen; but my
performance was of far more importance than
my lcoks. The fcelings of the Removites
were chaotic when they remembered that
they had actually presented my services to
Helmford. And I could have played for St.
Frank’s if only I had had my chance!

The Remove had expected a fairly deccnt
match with Helmford; but to have all their
best men bowled out in succession like this
was rather too much of a good thinz. How-
ever, I was not a magician; I could not wipe
out the whole eleven within the space of
eleven minutes.

Jack Grey, who was one of the best bats
in the team, came to the conclusion that he
would have to look alive.

And when Farman joined him as partner
things began to liven up.

Grey was alert; and he seized every oppor-
tunity. My bowling was useless against him.
Again and again he scored a 4, and 2's were
relentlessly frequent. Farman, too, was going
strong.

The score mounted up steadily to 56, and
Grey was responsible for 42 of these runs.
After that Farman had a quick succession of
lucky hits, and the score mounted to 73.
I'arman was finally dismissed by a neat
throw-in by one of the Helmford men.

‘ Good man!"’

‘““ Hurrah!”’

‘““Go it, you bounders!’

Watson was next man in, and he gave me
a steady look as he passed to the wicket.
He didn't want to be dismissed for a duck's
egg—so0 he wisely decided to protect his own
wicket while Grey mounted up the runs.

Watson was a stone-waller of the best type.
He was never brilliant, but he could make
excellent swipes when he felt in the mood.
At present he preferred to be careful.

He knew whom he was facing, and he didn’t
take any risks.

Grey was 4 sticker, and he scored again
and again, while Watson kept his end up.
But at last Grey was caughc out, and he

anvbody else,
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carried his bat off amidst a round of hearty
cheers.

He had contributed 86 runs to the total
ol 123—a really fine performance,
' Tregellis-West took Grey's place, and my
noble chum distinguished himself by scoring
15 runs before he was bowled by me. 8ir
Montie was very disappointed, for he had
hoped to double the score.

Christine made the Helmford fleldsmen
wake up with a vengeance. Christine was a
splendid bat—and he proved it on this occa-
sion. I did my utmost to dismiss him, and
so did Barlowe. Dut Christine only swiped
when he saw a safe ball; he never took
chances.

Thus, in this way, the total mounted up
until it stood at 194. The second century
had just been passed, when Christine was
bowled by Barlowe. Then the game fizzled
out, for the other bats were quickly dis-
posed of. Tommy Watson survived until the
last man but one—and he had scored 12 dur-
ing that time. Not a magnificent total, but
he had done well; for he had kept his
wicket up while the more brilliant men made
-the runs.

The innings finally ended with the score at
exactl{v 230).

‘“ Jolly good, too,” said Pitt. “ Those
Helmford chaps will have their work cut out
to equal our total. Grey's a wonderful
bowler, and he'll soon dispose of the Helm-
ford wickets. We’'ll win, {f you ask me.”

- **Yes, but how’s D’Albert going to shape?”
asked De Valerie anxiously. ‘I hope he
won't be hot, stuff with the bat—-"

‘* But he's one of our men, really,”” inter-
rapted Pitt. *“I'd like to see him make a
century! Good luck to him, I say! This is
mstgame, old man. You've got to admit

a .ll

De Valerie grunted.

“I've got to admit all sorts of things, it
seems,”” he said. ‘“If we win this match
with D’Albert against us, what should we
have done with him on our side? These
Helmford fellows would have been nowhere!”
" ** Yes, but they've got D’Albert—and we
rhall have to work like navvies to beat the
beggars!"’ aaid Pitt grimly. ‘' It’s going to be
a ‘struggle, my sor!” '
hiAnd De Valerie was quite ready to believe

m,

CHAPTER VII.
A SURPRISE FOR ST. FRANK'S,

¢ EELING fit?"’ asked Barlowe gen]ally.
“I'm eplendid, thank you,’’ I said,
smiling.

““Think you can make a century?’’

went on the Helmford skipper. .,

“I'll try,” I replied modestly.
“If you do as well at the batting as
you've done with bowling—you’ll be worth
your weight in gold,” said Barlowe. *“1I
don't mind admitting that my team is a
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‘““And if yecu win, I shall be the cause¢?”
I asked.

‘“You'll be the main cause, anyhow."”

‘“ And he's playing agaimst his own school,"
grinned another Helmford fellow, 1 say,
it's a queer position, yon know."

‘] am determnined to do my best for yon,"
I said quietly. °‘TFor the time being [ for<
get that I am a St. Frank's boy. It is my
duty to play up for my side—and Helm-
ford is my side this afternoon. 1 was williny
to play for St. Frank's, but I could obtain
no chance.” ‘

‘* That's quite right,”” said Grey, who was
standing near. ‘‘ D'Albert tried his utmost,
but De Valerie only grinned at him—we all
grinned, in fact. We didn't know he was
guch hot stuff.”

“ Well, you've got to pass two bundred
and thirty to win,' observed Pitt. “ 1 don't
think you'll do it—not even with D’Albert.
Only one innings each in this game—no time
for more, Grey's a keen bowler, and he'll

**Just>a word with you, my son!"

Handforth came charging through the
group. He was looking grim, and he regarded
me severely.

" *A word with me, Handforth?’ 1 asked
mildly.

* Yes—with you!” said Edward Oswald.
‘** What the dickens do you mean ta playing
against the Remove?”

‘“Oh, dry up, Handy!" said Pitt. *‘ You
know well enough that De Valerie wouldn't
give the chap a chance—"

‘ That's nothing,’’ said Handforth.
'LH‘I‘BBI:I;F’ he got a tongue?”

““ Couldn’t he tell us that he could play like
this?”’ roared Handforth. :

‘“ Well, he did tell us—"

‘* What's that?”

‘“ He did tell us, you ass!” frinned Pitt.
‘“ Not once, but several timee. He explained
that he could play rricket—and, instead of
listening to him, we yelled with idiotic laugh-
ter. D’Albert did everything possible, but
we were pig-headed and obstinate.’’

‘“ Speak for yourself!’ snapped Handforth.

‘“ That's what 1 am doing—and for you,
too,” said Pitt blandly. ** You were worse
than anybody, Handforth. You tried to tell
D’Albert how to play cricket, and he dotted
you on the nose for your trouble!'

‘“ Ha, ha, ha!"”

Handforth retired, beaten.

b %nd shortly afterwards Helmford went in to
at.

The innings was opened by Barlowe and a
fellow pnamed Gregory. hey were both
decent, and they soon settled down. De
Valerie, who was in the fleld, looked rather
relieved.

He probably thought that, as I had not
opened the innings, 1 was only moderately
good as a batsman.

Gregory received his dismissal at the enl
of the second over—and the score then stood

bit weuk; I was axpecting a licking this after-| at 16. I went in to take Uregory's place, and

noon,"”

I was watched carefully and anxiously,
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This was a vast change, indeed. Instcad of
gring, 1 received glances of inquiry and doubt.
How should 1 shapet That was the main
question. How long would 1 last?

[ reccived Gre{'s bowling at first —and I
felt In topping form. The first ball I re-
creived I sent away to the boundary—just for
luck. And tho 8t. I'rank’s fellows looked at
one another with rather slck:( expressionas.

**He's poing to bring bLa down,” said De

Valerie. ‘* He'll makce a century off his own
viddy bat! What a glorious afternoon we're
having'" '

“ Don't mention it!" said Owen major
bilterly.

Clack! .

“* There he goes agauin!'’ groaned Pitt.

It was a three that time, and Barlowe
faced the bowler. But in the next over I
had another chance, und scored three 4's in
enccesaion. I was feoling perfectly *'set ™
and as confident as possible.

Barlowe had the misfortune to be ciaught
out after he had scored 34, and at that time
my own total was 43. Two other Helmford
players did littlo else but walk on and walk
oll again.

CGrey's bowling was dcadly.

He couldn’t touch ine¢, however. He used
ecvory trick he knew; he tried every dodge.
Then thare was some trouble with a Helm-
ford man who persisted in stone-walling.

He didn't cven try to scorc—except an
occasional one, in order to give me the
bowling. Uc lasted a full half-hour, and
mly had 15 runs to his credit. But during
that half-hour I had been extremely busy.

The totnl stood at 142, and of these 1 had
~scored 80 off my own bat.

* Oh, he'll make his century!” suaid De
Vilerie. ‘' The fellow’s a wonder! He's even
hetter than Nipper used to be—and that's
saying a tremendeous lot! D’Albert’s a moun-
tain of strength to any side!’”

**And we gave him to Helmford!’ groaned
Somerton.

Y ('h' c".y up!u

Md’ score mounted up steadily, and T was
ns firmly set as ever. 93—95-96. And then
a boundary gave e my century.

‘“ Hurrahi"’

‘““ Bravo, D'Albert!"

**Oh, good man!"’
. The St. Frank's fellows chcered me lustily.
1 was playlnﬁ a%.almt them—but they remem-

bered that should, in future, be playing
for them. And this fact greatly tempered
thoir feelings.

‘ (ive us a chance, old man!"”

‘*“ Ain't you satlsfled?'’

" Rase up, D'Albert!”

But theose remarks were only chaff. Evcen
though I was playing against St. I'rank's,
cverybody was anxious to sec me do my best.
The last vestigc of doubt had gone long
since.
lll was hot—that fact had becn accepted by
all,

1 noticed that Walter Starke had strolled
towarda the pavilion, and he was watching
the play with affected indifference. But
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Starke was watching me, and he turned to

Kenmore, who was by his side. o
‘* Queer, how that chap can play,” he

remarked. .

““] don't know about queer,”’ said Ken-
more. ‘It seems that these Remove kids
have made a bloomer, though. They've
practically given this game to Helmford, the
young asses. They ought to bave had
D’'Albert on their side.” . '

“He plays as well as Nipper used to,”
said Starke slowly. . .

Kenmore did not notice anything significant
in the remark. And even Starke had no
definite thought in his mind.

And, meanwhile, the game progressed.

If possible, I wanted to keep my bat
thoughout the innings. It would be a bigger
lesson than cver for the sceptical Remove.
It seemed that my wish would be granted.
For nobody could get me out.

I dare say I met with great luck that
afternoon. At all events, I played a better
game than usual. But perhaps this was
because 1 was feeling in the mood for it.
I wanted to surprise the natives.

If the Helmford men would last, there was
no doubt that we should win. And, although
it may seem queer, I wanted to win; I was
anxious for the Remove to be beaten.

I should not have been true to my side
if I had wished otherwise. Having elected
to play for Helmford, it was my duty to
play for all I was worth, and to do the best
I could.

“Two hundred!” exclaimed Barlowe, as
the score appeared on the board. *‘ Oh, we're
home! And it's my belief that D’Albert will
stick in until we've brought home the vic-
tory."

** Pity we can’t have him always,’”” said an-
other Helmford man.. *‘‘ The next time we
meet St. Frank's we shall have him agaiust
us!”’

‘* And lose!"’ said Barlowe.

For that reason they were all the more
anxious to win on this occasion, and the
St. Frank's fellows watched the game con-
cernedly. But there was little hope for
them.

I was still swiping ay with as much
vigour as ever, and thFfee 4's in succession
brought the score up to 222 with a rush,

‘ kight to equalise—nine to win!”" said
De Valerie. * And they’ve got two men to
play yet—and D’Albert not out!”

“* They won't need to play those two men,"”’
said Pitt. ‘' We're whacked!”

And they were. -

A quick burst towards the finisu mounted
the score to 228, and after that 1 sent the
leather soaring to the boundary.’

232! Helmfordi had won!

* Hurrah!"”

“Oh! Good!”

‘“Threc cheers for D'Albert!"’

**One hundred and thirty-four—not out!"

“ Hurrah !V~ :

Needless to say, it was the Helmford fcllows
who sbouted &o .lustily. But the Removites
werc by no means stinting their praise.
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They chcered mc to the echo, and I was
surrounded by a shouting, excited mob.

*“ You spoofer!”’

“ You blessed swindler!”’

“ Why didn’t you tell us what you could

do?” o
Dée Valerie ﬂmhed his way forward.

|
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were compelled to

victorious. But they
ad been

acknowledge that their victory
made possible by my efforts.

‘““ But how the dickens did you know that
D’'Albert was so good?’’ asked De Valerie, as
we sat at tea. °'‘That's the point 1 keep
com:ng up against. How did you know, you

““ We've lost the match, D'Albert—but 1'm | bounders?”’

hanged if I'm not glad!” he declared heartily.
* I've had my eyes opened. Old man, I want
to ofler you a humble apology.”

I beamed.

“ Really, De Valerie, you need not trouble,”’
1 said. *“I will admit that I was annoyed
because of your jeers.” o

** That's right—pile it on!"’ grinned Pitt.

“ We deserve it!"”" said De Valerie.

‘“ And it was not =&’ deliherate aftalr,
either,” put in Jack Grey. ‘' D’Albert was
asked to play, and we can't blame him for
gcizing his chance, can we? And we were
all willing for him to play against us.”

““30 now we've got it in the neck, we've
only got ourselves to blame,”” went on De
Valerie. ‘“ D’Albert, I don't know whether
you'll care for a place in the Eleven, but
i1t’'s open to you whenever you like.”

‘* Rather!”’

‘1t is very good of you,” I said, chuckling
inwardly at the farce of the whole proceed-

ing. ‘I accept your offer with alacrity, De
Valerie.”

‘““ Good !"”’

““ Three cheers for D’Albert!”

‘** Hurrah!”

“ And I hope that we shall play Helmford
again very shortly,” said De Valerie. * Then
we shall have you on our side, old son—and
we shall win, with your aid.”

“Yes, I expect you will,”” said Barlowe.
‘ But you never know. Cricket’'s an uncertain
game, after all. We shall be jolly glad to
meet you on our own ground, De Valerie."”’

‘“ We'll be there,” said the Remove skipper.
‘“ And, by gum, we'll beat you!”

Thie Remove fellows—and the eleven in
particular—were feeling very much inclined
to kick thcmselves. ut they knew very

well that they had only themselves to blame
for what had occurred.

And the ovation 1
great.

As a new fellow—and a simpleton—I was
getting on very decently. But the Remorites
were beginning to realise that there was not
much of the simpleton about me.

[ looked the part, but I didn’t act up to it.

‘Being a duffer was rather too dull for
me, and 1 was inclined to risk exposure
rather than live a drab existence.

The Helmford fellows were entertained
;)oyilly before they commenced their journey

ack.

Barlowe and Gregory and one or two others
were visitors in-Study M. I had also been
mvited, with Watson and Tregellis-West.
The study, in fact, was packed to suffocation.
- The visitors were in great good humour.

received was really

{

“ Well, gou see, D’'Albert happened to be
over at Bannington earlier in the week,”’
explained Barlowe, with a grin. "I was
there that evening, fixing up a match with
Elliott. D'Albert fielded a ball for the
Grammarians, and Elliott asked him if he
could play.”

‘* He said he could, of course?’’

‘““ Naturally!"”

‘“ Did you believe him?”’

“ Hardly,” smiled Barlowe. ‘' We thought
it was a bit of bluff. But Elliott's a good-
humoured chap. and he offered D’Albert a
bat, and told him to go to the wickets.
Elliott meant to bowl the bounder first ball.”’

“ And I'll bet he swiped it away to the
boundary,”” grinned Watson.

‘“He did!”’ said Barlowe. *‘‘ And after that
he gave us an exhibition of wbat he could
really do. We were all staggered when we
heard he wasn't in the eleven—and 1 was
jolly glad, 1 can tell you.”

‘* You deep beggar!’’ exclaimed De Vaierie.
‘““ You knew the chap could play like that,
and you asked me to lend him to ycu!”

The Helmford skipper chuckled.

:;lWell. it was up to you to refuse,” he
said.

‘“D’Albert’'s a member of the eleven now,
don't forget,” said De Valerie, ‘““and he's
not available to be lent out again!”

‘““T shall be only. too pleased to play for
St. Frank’s in future,” 1 said gently, beam-
ing round. ‘‘ Now that I have succeeded in
getting myself recognised, ‘I am quite
satisfled.”

‘“ And so are we,”” grinned Barlowe.

De Valerie was the only fellow who was
not satisfied. He could not help repecating
his apologies; he was sincerely sorry and
genuinely cut up because his own obstinacy
had resulted in a lost match.

But the day ended quite merrily for all,
and whenr the Helmford men finally took
their departure they did so with warm feel-
ings towards me. hey looked forward with
some doubt to the return match.

‘“1 don’t want to be unkind,” said Barlowe,
grinning, as he stepped into the charabanc,
‘** but when you bring your team to Helmford,
De Valerie, [ hope that D’Albert is suffering
from a sprained wrist!” .

The juniors chuckled, and I smiled at that
tribute to my form. At last I found myself
alone with Tregellis-West and Watson in
Study C, and they regarded me with beam-
ing faces.

‘“ Well, satisfied?”’

Tommy.

‘“ Quite,” I said.

‘““ You’ve lost us a first-class match——"!

‘“Rats!”’ I interrupted. ‘* De Valerie lost

are you demanded

Fhey - were returning to their own schoollit. I offered to play, and he wouldn't have
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me  And De Valerie lent me to Helmford.
Ko how do you make out that 1 lost the
match? You didn't expect me to come out
with a duck’s egg on purpose, did your”

“Dear boy, you did the only thing
:0s8ible,’” declared Sir Montie. ** Yon are
gettin® on famously. But how long will it
last? It scems to me that ns soon as you
have made a name for vourself as D'Albert—
woll, begad, D'Albert will pass into oblivion,
You'll bo yoursef again.”

f looked scrious.

“Well, I don't think the cnd i3 far off
anow,”” I sald thoughtfully. * Within a
couple of weecks I hope to get Starke in a
knot, and I want to let the whole school
hnow that I'm Nipper—and that I'm
mnocent. I'll do the trick hefore the end
of term, anyhow!”

danger of utter exposure.
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“That's not so very long,” rcmarked
Watson. * You'll have to buck up, my son.
And what's the next move in the little
game?" ‘ '

I sat down and considered matters.

“Well, I'm not quite suge,” 1 replied.
‘“Perhaps I shall try to get hold of Beckett —
I don't know yet. Things need thinking
over. You can bet your boots, though, that
I sha'n’t allow things to rest.”

And T was quite serious when I said that.

I did not know that before very long |
should find my plans rudely and violently
upset—that I should, in fact, be in grave
. ‘ But that epiasvde
is quite separate in itself, and must be
related separately.

So that's where I'll leave matters just at
present,

THE END.

— ———
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THE FIRST CHAPTERS.

ALAN CARNE, a young Britisher captured by
the Germans wn East Africa, is cast out at the
end of the War, to wander in the jungle. He
18 jJoined by a Holtentot servant named

JAN SWART. After a few days of hardship
they fall wn with

DICK SELBY and his native servants. Alan
und Dick become great pals. They witness
the death of an old man named John Ham-
mond, who tells them a wonderful story of a
housge in the jungle, where an English girl 18
kept captive. The chums determine to find
this mysterious house. On the way Dick slips
and falls into ariver. He floats down stream
and manages to make a landing. A fter walking
for some hours he hears voices. Ile has un-
wultingly walked into an Arab camp, and the
Arab leaderis8 Tib Mohammed, the noted slave
dealer. A girl called Lorina has also been
caytured, and in view of the senlry the two
have a talk together. She tells him of a man
nam<d 1'averner, whom her father wished her
to marry, against her wish. Later on she 18
rescued, but Dick is recapturid. Dick saves
Tib Mohammerd’'s life, and thus his own is
spared. He makes a daring escape and
rejoins Alan Carne and his party. Event-
uully they decide totrek north in search of the
hidden valley.

(Yow read on.)

THEIR PURSUERS DECEIVED.
ELBY informed Rembo of the plan as
' to the proposed march, but there was
no argument with him or with the
other natives. They were so frightened
by the disaster that had fallen upon them,
80 much in fear of the slavers, that they did

ot raise any objection.

There was no delay.. The Arabs could not
be far distant, though to the north the
silence was unbroken. Wh4t luggage had
pot been destroyed was shouldered, and
when the littlk party had pressed to the
gouth for a couple of hundred yards, seck-

,,M'ohammed and his band.

ing for an outlet from the gorge, they cama
to a narrow cleft in one side of the gorge.

They ascendced it in aingle file, teiling up a
steep slope of loose stones, on which they
left no footprints, to the borders of tho
forest above. At his own suggestion the
Hottentot remained here in hiding, to see
if the slavers should pass by. The athers
climbed still higher, following a wooded
ravine; and when they had pushed on for «
mile across the level, at a leisurely pace, Jan
overtcok them.

‘“It is well, baas,”’ he said.
I saw them.”

‘“ The Arabs have gone by?” asked Alan.

““Yes; they went past very quickiy, with
their guwns in their hands, talking to them-
selves.”

““Thcy were not looking for our tracks,
Jan?”’

““ No, baas; they did not turn thcir eyes to
right or left. They think we arc abead of
them, flecing to the south.”

It was good news. The siavers had bheen
deceived, and, knowing the fugitives to be
still in considerable force, it was not likely
that they would pursue them, even if they
should discover their trail as they were re-
turning along the gorge.

‘““ That's fine!’ said Dick. *“ I guczs we
won’t have any more trouble with Tib
At least, not in

I waited till

this part of the country.”

‘“ 1 should think not,”” Alan agrced. *' We
needn't worry about them.”
The headman spoke to several of the

natives, and turned to the young American.

‘““ When we get to the big river, Bhagwan,”
he inquired, ** will we march back?”

Dick hesitated for a moment.

‘* No, Rembo, we are going farther th:n
that,”” he imprudently replied.

ITe gave the word to advance, and 23 Te
led the way on through the dense forest, with
Alan by his side, he teld hiin the whole siory
of his thrilling adventures, and repcated.=zll
that he had lecarned from his conversation
with Lorna Ferguson,
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DESERTED.

LI. of that day, with one shert stop
for food, the safari travelled steadily
through a vast, primeval jungle, in
which they saw no signs of human

inhabitants. With the exception of Dick,
they had had no slcep at all on the previous
night, and they wero dead tired, exhausted
by the long march when, in the dusk of the
evening, they halted in a nest of boulders,
close to a pool of brackish water.

They deccided to camp here, as it was not a
drinking-place for wild beasts, there being no
pugs or hoof-prints visible in the mirc at the
cdge of the pool.

It was thc Hottentot who gathered a ¢uan-|

tity of wood and startced a fire. His com-
panions were indifficrent to that precaution.

‘““ We won't post a sentry,” said Dick. ' If
we did, the fellow wouldn’t stay awuke. And
what would be the use, anyway? We have

crossed a lot of hard and stony ground, aud
the Arabs couldn't have held to our trail.

‘“ No, they're not skilled in tracking, as are
som¢ of the African tribes down in
Rhodesia,’” Alan assented. ‘I don’'t believe
we have anything to fear from thcem.”

““ Nor do I, Carne. Tib Mohammed's Lead
i3 too full of the mysterious vallcy and the
diamonds to bother about us. 1 wish he
hadn’'t seen the necklace of uncut cstounes
Lorna Ferguson was wearing.”

‘““You told me ho was keen on finding the
valley before, Selby.”

‘““ Yes, that's right. And the three n:en
he sent up the Bana Liver know wherce the
entrance to it is, for they saw the glrL glip
out in her canoe. But don’t worry, Carpe.
You can bet that Mr. Ferguson will be on
his guard against an attack, after what has
happened.”’

The subject was dropped for the present,
while the cvening meal was prepared and
caten. And when the weary natives had re-
plenished the fire and were lying around it
the two lads crept into a grassy nook
amongst the biz boulders and sat there
wrapped in their blankets, with Jan squattced
at their feet.

The night fell dark and chill, and a lion
roared in the distance. The tale that had
been told to Alan.during thc day had made
a deep impression on him. Hec was silent for
a time, a sombre look on his face. And Dick,
&azing at him curiously, divined his thoughts.

‘1 don't want to be inquisitive,”” he said
awkwardly, * but are tho:ze people who live
in the hidden valley the omes you imagined
they migat be?”

“I don't know,”” Alan replied, shaking his
head. ‘' I’m still in some doubt.”

“The name of Ferguson isn’'t familiar to
vou, then?"

““ No, I never knew anybody of that namc,
or of the name of Tavcrner either.”

‘“ And what of the girl’s name, Carne?”

t ‘" That may be only a coincidence. I can’t
. ,e .

“ Lorna Ferguson said she had never heard
of you.” |
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‘“ That's what makes me think I am wrong,
Selby. And yet, even if my suspicions aro
right, and—"'

Alan checked himself, leaving the sentence
unfinished, and stared into vacancy agan
with knit brows.

‘““ Right or wrong, I mecan to reach the
hidden valley at any cost,’”” he rcaumed.

‘“ You are not more set on it than I am,”
Dick declared. ‘' I'm thinking of the girl. I
wish you had seen her. By Gcorge, she's a
beauty! We've got to prevent her from
being  fdrced to marry that <coundrel
Taverner, who hounded John Hammond to his
death. 1 told you Lorna's father had no

‘knowledge of that, didn't I?”

““ Ycs, and I was glad to hear it. Baut it
isn't only for the girl's sake that I am 80
anxious .to get to the valley. Mr. Ferguson
may need our help if he should be attacked
by the Arahs, as very likely he will be.”

“ Well, Carne, we'll get there one of these
days, and juet as quickly as we can, for Tib
Mdhamined won't let any grass grow under
his feet. I guess he has diamonds on the
hrain since he stole that necklace. He
knows there must be morc stones wherc they
came from.”

Alan nodded gravely, and after a pausc lLe
and Dick plunged into a discussion of their
plans, and of the risks that had to be con-
sidered. They judged that Ralph Taverner
was travelling back to the hidden valley, in
the belief that the safari had perished in the
burning jungle. And Tib Mohammed, it was
to be presumed, was on the way to his
stronghold, with the intention of collecting
his whole force of slavers and making a rgaid
on Robert Fergueson’s secluded domain.

The lads were confident that they would be
able to get there first, however, as they had
a good start of the Arabs. One thing they
regarded with some uneasiness, and that was
the chance of cncountering the ferocious
Bajangas, whose villages were in the part of
the country through which thcy must pass.
But they felt that, with caution, they might
aveid that danger.

“I'm not down-hearted about it,"”” said
Dick. *‘Our luck will last, I guess. I hope
our niggers don't mutiny before we reach the
Bana River. It won’t matter 2o much if they
desert us then.”

‘“I'm rather afraid they won't go that
far,”” Alan replied, * since you told them they
would be expected to go farther. It was
stupid of you, if you don’t mind my saying
so.!l

“They took it calmly enough.
bcen as mecek as donkeys all day.”

‘“ A bit too mcek for my liking, Selby. 1
mistrust them. I have an idea that Rembo
bhas been putting mischief into their heads.’”

‘“* You think they mean to leave us in the
lurch, Carne?” N

*“I think they will give us trouble in a dav
or so, old ctmp.- We had better have a
etraight talk with them to-morrow and offer

(Continued on p. itt of Cover.)

They'vo



THE HOUSE IN THE JUNGLE

them more pay. That may be an inducement
to them.”

Alan glanced at the recumbent forms slum-
bering by the fire, and tapped thc ashes irom
hia pipe.

“1'm going to turn in,”” he added, with a
drowsy yawn. ‘‘ Good-night!”

The headman was supposed to have called
the lads at the firat lush of dawn, but when
Alan awoke the golden rim of the sun was
peeping abqve the horizon. He rose to his
feet, and when he had glanced around the
camp he roused Dick, who jumped up and
stared in consternation.

“Not a nigger here!”
"* Where the deuce are thei\;

‘“ Gane!" said Alan. T
to the south in the night."”

‘“So they have! By GQGeorge, the biack
imps have scooted! The whole lot of them!
Rembo. too! And your acallywag of a Hot-
tentot!”

** No. he wouldn’'t have deserted us.”

‘“ He has, though. We’'ve got to go after
them, Carne, and drive them back.”

‘“ No use, old chap. They're miles away by
now, and they will travel as fast as they can.
It's hard luck, but we’ll have to make the
bhest of -it.”’

The fire had burnt to a heap of cold ashes.
The camp was deserted, and the pile of lug-
gage had sadly dwindled. With an anxious
heart, fearing that murder had bheen done,
Alan scoured the surrounding cover, and a
shout ‘presently drew Dick to him.

He had found Jan, who was lying bencath
a thicket, with his wrists and aunkles tied
and a strip’of cloth bound across his moutH.
No harm .had been done to him. When he
had been released he got to his feet, and
told his story in a few words. Awakened
by a noise, he had sat up, to find the
]\Ya.kambcs- ard Swahilis gathered around
im. :

‘* They grabbed me, bhaas, before I could
call for help,” Le continued, in an indignant
tone. ‘‘They held me by the throat..and
tied and gagged me, and carried me into the
hushes. And then they helped themselves to
what they wanted, and went away very
quietly, so that you should not hear them.
That was hours ago, baas, when it was pitch.
dark. T had a bhad time of it, for wus
afraid a lion would come and eat me.”

AI“ Did Rembo give you any message?'’ asked
an.

““ He spoke in a whisper, baas,’”” the Hot-
tentot replied, * bidding me tell the two
Bhagwans that an evil spirit was in them,
and that he hoped the cannibal Bajangas
would roast them over a slow fire.”

Had the treacherous headman been within
reach, he would bhave fared ill at the hands
of Dick NSelby, who was in a towering rage.

" The black ecoundrels!”’ he cried—-* to
ferve me llke this!- I'll settle with them!
Fhey’ll catech it hot when 1 get to Nairobf!
By Jupiter, I've a good mind to go arter
them?*

He expressed his feelings in some forcible

?'pe exclaimed.
ey’ve bunked off

L

|
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language. and when he had cooled down =
little and realised that it would be folly to
give chase to the deserters, he took stock of
what remained of his luggage and lis
weapons.

“ The thieving skunke:’’ he spluttered, in
fresh wrath. ** They have rohbed us of the
greater part of the outfit!”

‘* Here are your rifle and mine, and onc
for Jan,” said Alan, who had kept his
temper. ‘° That is something to be thankful
for. And we have our revolvers nand cas-
tridge-belts."”

‘“ And precions little else, Carne. They ve
carried off all the spare guns, and a lot of
other thinys. Look what they've left us!
An axe and a plil, a cake of laundry soup,
and a bale of cotton cloth. A tin of 20up,
two of baked beans, one of coffee, and one
of aalt.”

‘ Three or four dozen cartridges, Relby.
And your medicine-case.”

“Yes, thank goodness, that's here! My
flask of brandy is in it, and a supply of
quwnine and pcrmanganate and bundages,
and some other stutf which we're pretty sure
to neced. We'rc not so badly oft, after all—
eh, Carne?”’ .

‘“ No, we might be in a much worse plight.
We can pull through with what we've got."

The lads glanced at each other and at the
rising sun, and were silent for a momcat.
Each was thinking of the fateful decision they
had to make. Were they to alter their plung
becaunse the porters had deserted them?

‘““ Are you game for the hiddcen valley??
said Alan.

‘“ Game to the end,” declared Dick.

‘“ Lorna Ferguson needs us, Selby.”

‘“l1 guess we won't fail her, Carne. Tha?'
pretty girl shall never be the wife of Ralph
Taverner.”

Dick flushed hotly as he spoke. Alan
looked at: him in surpriee, and stified an -
pulse to smile.

‘“ Are you coming with us, Jan?'' he asked.
“Or will you try to overtake the portcra?
They will let you travcl south with them.”

‘“ Baas, where dyou go I will go too,” the
Hottentot replied. * I have told you so
before."’

* Good talk!”” said Dick.
the Bana.”

The pail and the bale of cloth were left
hehind. Jan and the lads shared the other
things hetween them, and in cheerful spirits,
the distant valley of mysfery drawing tnem
lik2 a magnet, they eet their faces to the
north-west and filed into the cool and shady
jungle.

“ And now for

TIB MOHAMMED AND THE
BAJANQAS AQAIN.

ARLY one morning, six or seven weekd
E after Kembo and his companions had

fled to the south, Dick Setby and Alaq
Carne were sitting on the grassy searp
of a slope that dipped down to a rununing

(Comntinued overieaf.)
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brook. They had finished their breakfast,
siich as it was. The Hottentot was busily

cleaning the guns, and Dick had just-handed
his Zeiss binoculars to Alan, who had lifted
them -to his eyes and was gazing steadily
through them.

'Ihex-“ere focussed to the north wliere
was/something .that held the lad’s interest.

In. that,ydlrectlon on a lower level than
the ecarp, was a flat, wide stretch of jungle
a maze of stunted tlmer and tangled scrub,
that took ‘the semblance of a greenish-
brown sea as it fadéd into the distance. and
bevond the jungle, bulking in grand majesty
‘IL‘lInSt the skv was a range of mountans,
lofty and precnpntou» with a °ert(d crest-
Ime

" Some of the loftier pc:\l-m were cappcd with
snow, and here and there, below the tops of

them, the range was {.:th(d and ccarred
with» black patchcs that were

-

ravines. - S

. 0On the higher fevel to cnutlmard behind
the «carp..rulhd a great forest of mighty
tices yand  dense vegetation, and swampy
pools: a damp.-dark mId(rncqe where ar-
vellpus, orchids bloogled and -at noonday was
tlhie purple ~ gloom “of . twilight, and ‘there
rmﬂuulval\\ ays tht., :ﬂence of death.,  _

v . You'rd ‘right,” © said Alan. as he took the
alasses from® s eves, » ' I can’t. sec. ANy pass
through” those " mountains=at least’ not on
thé lower -lopec: and.they are so steep that
] dnubt"ll_\u Il he "able to climb up to the
clefts that look like black streaks, There is

clefts or
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no end to the range, cither. EBast and west

it melts into the horizon.”

“ Well, we've got to get over comehow,”
Dick replied, ** for the Bana River is on tho
other side.”’

“Yes; and probably
range.”’

“* I should think so,

just bevond the

Carne, though John

Hammond didn't speak of the mountains. f§ .

wonder how far from us they are?”

‘ About fifteen miles, I imagine. And v

it-may be. more than that, for the-clear .nr |

makes distanees deceptive.”
Dick nodded.

¢ Twent} miles will b¢ nearcr the marh'
he said. ‘' By the way, we -ought to e
approaching the countr» o'i the Ba;an«ms
unless we have missed it.’

‘* Possibly we have,”” Alan answered.
pcrham they live in the jungle yonder.”

“ By George. that's a cheerful prospect! 1
ha\e a haunting dread of those black devils.”

* We're not likely: to fall in with any of
them. Selby., Not if we're careful.” \

Jan squatted by the side of the lids, and
for a little time thc three were silent and
thoughttul. their gaze fixed on the (Iu,tmt
peaks. .. < - .

Day by day during the past wequ they lu(l
he l,dr“to*the march, I‘Ldllblll‘.‘.’ as ‘they had not
re q‘lté'c’(l'themrc of*wlnt‘ b(mndless. immeasny.
.mle mw'mtudﬁ was" the Afrlcan ‘continent,
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