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ainst i, and next moment he found himself tumbling

the panel opened as Handforth crasheﬁ ag
head over heels down a flight of stone stairs !



Chums, You’ve All Been Asking For Ezra Quirke—Here He Is!

By EDWY SEARLES BROOKS

(Autbor of the St. Frank's stories now appearing in ‘‘ The Popular” every Tuesday.
J
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Ezra Quirke, and a baunted castle—in a story writlen by your favourife
auibor ! What more could anybody, want? There’s bours of enjoyment
to be bad in this stunning yarn, so * get down ? fo i now—Ed.
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CHAPTER 1
Muech Ado About Nothing !

Reggic Pitt, of the West Houso at St Frank's, looked miidly surprised as ho
paused at the top of the stairs. Down in the lobby there were guite a number
of Remévites, and they were all looking up at him as though they had been

waiting especially for his appearance. A humorous smile came into Regeic's deep brown
eyes. . :

“Yes, here I am—all of me!” he said cheerily. “What wouldst, slaves? Speak, for
1 am minded to give yo audience1” )

“Cheese it, you ass!” said Doyle. “We've been waiting for you for over five minutes.
What's tho 1dea of heing{ so iate?”

“VYes, buck up, Pitt!” said Fatty Little cageriy. “There's a lelter for you in the
rack ”

Reggie Pitt came downstairs and joined the other West House juniors.

“Zounds! And why all this pother?” he asked politely. * Why, forsooth, so much
copmunotion over a seurvy letter?”

“Rats!” said Fatty Little. “It isn’t a scurvy lettor., It's a registered letter!”

« And it’s marked ¢ Urgent,’ too!” sald Scott.

The West House skipper grinned.

“And you fellows, I take 1t, aro somewhat hard up?” he asked, fully appreciating
the position. ‘Ah, I know what it is! DI've been like if myself! I've had the samo
wifd hopes throbbing in my manly breast! A registered letter means much—or little.”

“(Generailly much!” said Doyle. © People don’t register letters unless they contain
money. And if you're flush, Pitt, we chought that you might be in o mood to lend us
a fow bob each. It's getting near to Christmas, vou know, and there aro all sorts of
extra expenses!”

L "ixﬂlﬂl{.h he is!” ]
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The sound of feet on the gravel from out-
ide caused a brief interruption. The big
door stood open, and the Triangle was
flooded with the wealk sunshine of the wintry
morning. The sky was blue, and there was
more than a touch of frost in the air. The
next moment Nipper, Tommy Watson,
Tregellis-West and Bdward Oswald Handforth
came marching in.

“Ah! Just the man we want to see!” sald
Nipper briskly, as he caught sight of Reggie.
“ About the match for this week-end, Reggie.
Have you got your team ready ?”

“Never mind about the team now!” inter-
rupted Doyle, glaring. “It’s just lTike you
Ancient House fellows to come here inter-
fering! Why can’t you keep in your own
quarters 7 '

“Why, have we interrupted at an inoppor-

tune moment?” asked Nipper. *“Serry, and
all thas, but football is rather important—
even though it is only a school game,” he
added dryly, “We've been so keen on the
Biue Crusaders lately that our own games
have taken a back scat.”
“It's time we gave
them,” said Piti, nodding.
“Look here!” roared Doyle.
this letter 2
“Football,” said Pitt severely, ““is far more
important than any letter! So kindly be
good enough to 'dry up until this subject is
closed. 1 was going to ask Corky about the
Christmas games. No chance of uns seein
the Blues play during the holidays,
suppese "
“Not much,”

more attention to

“YWhat about

replied Nipper. “1 was
having a word with Corcoran about them
yesterday. The Crusaders are playing at
home on the Saturday before Christmas, and
they’re going to Brampton on Christmas Day
to play the Albion—and they’ll be at home
again on Boxing Day.”

“Rotten”’ eaid Reggie. ‘I was hoping
they’d come to London for one of the games,
at least,”

& «Corky is pleased with the arrangements,”
put in Handforth. ‘‘He’s invited a crowd
of ihose Fourth Form chaps to spend’ the

holidays with the team at Bannington
Grange, I believe. Tich will be there, too.”
“*About this letter began  Scott

pointedly.

But nobody listened. They were thinking
ahout Lioncl Coreoran, of the Kourth—the
schonlboy owner of the Blue Crusaders Club
Tich  Harborough, of the Blues—and,
incidentally, of the Remove—would probably
be the only Removite in Corky’s party. And
this was as it should be, for Tich, of course,
would- have to be on the spot, he being a
regular member of the League feam.*

Christmas was not far off now, and most of
the inhabitants of 8t. Frank’s were thinking
of the fortheoming festive season. Indeed,
one f{ellow had already gone. Vivian Travers,
of the Remove, had been taken away by s

‘sixteen-stone goalie of the Blues.

people a day or two ago, and most of the
other fellows envied him—since it was under-
stood that he was. to spend Christmas some-
where abroad in sunny climes.

Yet there were other juniors who preferred
to. remain at home. Christmas for them
would not be right unless they spent it in
the atmosphere of frosty weather and bright,
cheerful fires

The juuniors had been very closely connected
with the Crusaders of late—mainly because of
the misfortunes of Fatty Fowkes, the genial
But that
affair was straightened out now, and Simon
Kenmore, of the Sixth——who had been largely
responsible for Fatty’s misfortunes—was show-
ing signs of settling down steadily. Indeed,
there were pleasant indications that he would
change his bad old ways for good..

“Well, have you finished jabbe¥ing about
foothall yet?’ asked Doyle warmly. ‘“*It's
like your nerve, Nipper, to barge in! Pitt’s
got an important letter here——7"

“Sorry I’ grinned Nipper. “Go ahead,
then. Pray accept my apologies, Ecggie, old

man., I'd no idea it was so vital.
“That’s all right,” said Reggie. ‘‘You
mustn’t take any notice of these asses. They

seem to think that this registered letter of
mine is going to effect a change in their
fortunes. But I’m not so optimistic. 1 don’t
believe there’s any money in it at all!”’

““What!’ gasped Fatty Little.

“Sorry, old porpoise, but I’ve gof to be
blunt,” said Reggie. ‘1 had a nice remit-
tance only last week, and P’m not expecting
another wntil next week. And this letter isn’t
from my people at all.”

“Then—then it’s a. swindle?”’ demanded
Doyle indignantly,

“QOh; hother the letter!” interrupted Hand-
forth. ‘“We ecame here to talk about foot-
ball—"’

“Well, let Reggie deal with his correspond-
ence first,”’ chuckled Nipper. ““We'll give you
three minutes, Reggie, old man, to read the
letter and digest it. Then we want to con-
tinue about footer. Is that a bargain?”

“PTm gamel” said Reggie, nodding.

He broke the seal of the registered lotter,

‘tore open the flap, and withdrew the contents,

He was watched by several pairs of eager
eyes. And a united groan went up when it
was seen that only a single sheet of paper
came forth. There were no crisp currency
notes—no fivers. In fact, that letter was
absolutely devoid of cash.

“Why, there’s no money in it at allt” said
Doyle, with disgust.

“Dido’t 1 warn you?’ asked Pitt, with a
chuckle. *‘This letter seems to be from old
Middleton.”

““ And wha's old Middleton?” asked Johnny
Onions. '

““Perhaps that’s rather a disrespectful way
of referring to him,” eaid Pitt. ““Mr. Horace

*All readers who would iike to follow the adventures of Lionel Corcoran and Tich Harborough with the

Biue Crusaders at the rerie, ghostly Bannington

] Grange, can find them related in the current issue of the
Boys' Realm.”
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AMiddieton is our family solicitor, He has
looked after my pater’s affairs for years, you
know. The good old family lawyer.*

“What's he writing to you about?”’ asked
Doyle, unable to curb his curiosity.

“{heese it!"” growled Handforth, with a
frown. “I don’t see why you fellows should
pry into Reggie Pitt’s affairs. Why not let
him read his letter in peace? Go ahead,
Reggie—and get it over quickly.”

Reggie was already reading the letter, and
when he looked un there was an expression of
slight surprise in ﬁis eyes.

“Well, this is rummy,” he said, with a
puzzled frown. ‘‘Old Middleton’s coming to
sce me—this morning. Coming right from
London—on bus%”

“Business!”’

“So he says,”” said Pitt, nodding. “I can’t
understand what on earth it means. I don’t
know what business Mr, Middleton can have
with me."”

was very precise, and his smile was some-
what crinkly. :

“Well, Reginald, my boy, I daresay this
visit of mine is something of a mystery to
yvou, eh?” he said dryly, as he sat in Study
K, of the West House, after morning
lessons. = ‘““You needn’t lock so grave. I
have not brought you any bad news. Quite
the contrary, Reginald-—quite the con-
trary.”

“] suppose I'd better be going,” said
Jack Grey casually.

“No, rather not!” said Pitt, “There’s
nothing private, is there, Mr. Middleton?”

“Well, 1 suppose not,” said the lawyer,
“There is no reason why this fricnd of
yours should not remain, I do not propose
to discuss any family secrets, my boy,” he
added, smiling at Jack. “If Reginald wishes
you to remain, by all means do so.”

“Youwre making me awfully curious, sir,”
said Reggie. ‘It isn't bad news, but quite
the contrary. Has somebody left me in his

“Isn’t it strange that he doesn’t go to your ) will?”

pater ?” asked Tommy Watson. The old lawyer adjusted his glasses.
P"'WeH,M no,”l mpiieg ' “As a matter of
itt.  “My father an fact, wyes,” he replied
mother are abroad just CHRISTMAS IS COMING-"— precisely. “You have
now—-and won't be . : P hit the nail on the
back in England until So 18 the spe(:}ally en-~ head, Keginald.”
about March or April. i “Well, I'm jig-
Dad had a bit of a lal‘ged Cl’ll’lstmas num- gered!” said Reggie,
breakdown threo or i “I was only fooling,
four weeks ago, and ber Of the NELSON sir! T’'d no idea that

his doctor ordered him
to go for a long cruise
in tropic waters.”

LEE”

“What about
Christmas?” asked
Nipper.

“Well, T've either got to stay here at St.
Frank’s, or accept an invitation from Jack
Grey,” veplied Reggie. “I don’t think
there’s any question which it will be.”

“No question at all!” said Jack Grey
firmly. “I’m not taking any refusal.”

“Well, it’s rummy about this letter,”
said Pitt, reading it again. “Old Middleton
is coming this morning, and says he’ll he
here at about half-past twelve—after morn-
ing lessons are over, Bub why? Ho doesn’t
give me any details, and it’'s a complete
mystery to me. Not that I'm going to worry
about it. You know what these lawyers are
—they always make mountains out of mole-
hills. We’ll forget all about ib.”

Reggie Pitt stowed the letter away, and
the juniors turned to the enterbaining subject
of football.

CHAPTER 2
King of the Castle |

. HORACE MID-
DLETON was a
ican, clean-shaven,
grey-haired old gen-
tleman. His manner

—NEXT WEEK!

“Let me hasten to
add that this legacy is
not—well, it is searcely
of the type that wil
particularly appeal to you. It is, in a way,
a most extraordinary legacy.”

“I’m more curious than ever, sir,”” said
Reggie.

“You may remember a great-uncle of
yours, Reginald,” pusued Mr. Middleton.
“T am referring to Mr. Roger Merton, a

connection of the Pitt family on your
mother’s side.”
“Why, of course, sir,” said Reggic. “Buf

I haven’t seen Uncle Roger for years, and
even when I heard that he had died, T
couldn’t pretend to be very cut-up. I don’t
seem to remember him much.”

“I am not at all surprised,” said Mr.
Middlcton. “I do not think you have seen
your late great-uncle for at teast ten years.
You were merely a child of four or five
when he made a habit of paying frequent
visits to your mother and father. I under-

{stand that you were a very lovable little

cherub in those days,” added the lawyer,
with a chuckle. “And your Uncle Roger, it
seemed, fell in love with your cheeky smile
and with your curls.”

“1 don’t notice anything funny!”
Reggie coldly, - as
Grey was grinning. g

“I was just thinking of you with curls,”
chuckled Jack.

“Ass!” growled Pitt.

said
he noticed that Jack
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“Ahem! Let us proceed!” said Mr.
Middleton hastily. “Well, the fact remains,
Reginald, that you were quite a favourite
with your great-uncle in those days. But at
the time yoa were five years of age M.
Merton suffered a severe stroke, and 1t
became necessary for him to leave this
changeable climate of ours, and to spend
most of his days in a much warmer zone.
Indeed, he settled down in Madeira, and
only occasionally came to England—and
even then only in the summer-time. But
1 do not think that he ever forgot the curly-
headed little boy he bad played with so
frequently during his hale and hearty
days.” :

“That was awfully pood of Uncle Roger,
sir,” said Pitt. I feel rather guilty about
it. because 1 scarcely vemember him at all.
And do you mean to tell me that he has
left me in his will?”

“In a way, ves,” said the lawyer. “There
is a legacy for you, Reginald—and a most
curious one, too. you happen to know
where your Uncle Roger lived in those old
days, prior to his stroke?”

“Why, somewhere in this county, wasn’t
it, sir 7 :

“ Precisely,” said Mr. Middleton.
unele lived in Raithmere Castle.”

“Your

“Why that’s it, of course!” said Reggie,
nodd}’ng. “Raithmere Castle. 1 remember
now.

“Sounds ‘a pretty ghostly sort of place,”
remarked Jack Grey.

“And, indeed, it is -ghostly, by all
accounts,” said Mr. Middleton *“Raithmere
Castleé is situated om the heights overlook-
ing the peaceful hamlet of Market Don-
ning.”

“Why that’s only sixteen or seventeen
miles away from here, sir,” said Jack., “We
go through [t sometimes when we have an
pway mateh.”

“Market Douning is a very ancient village
—and centuries ago, I believe it was a much
meorte important nlace than it is to.day,” con-
tinued the lawyer. “It has always been
the home of the Mertons. And Raithmere
Castle is the ancestral scat of the family.
Unhappily, Reginald your great-uncle never
married, and he remained a bachelor to the
last. and thus, when he died, there were
no more Nertons to carry on.”

“That's rather sad, sir,”
soberly.

“Ves, indeed it is,” agreed Mr. Middle-
ton. “And 1 am afraid that Raithmere
(astie has been allowed to fall mto a con-
dition of dire neglect.  After your great-
uncle’s siroke he went abroad, and ‘tock
no further interest in his family seat. The
castle was simply left alone. It was shut
up, and allowed to go to rack and ruin.
A great pity—a very great pity! DBui there
it. is, and we are dealing with facts.”

said Reggie

“But what has Raithmere Castle to do
with me, sir?” asked Reggie Pitt.
“A great deal, 1 should imagine.” replied

Mr. Middleton. “Have I not alrcady told

acquaint you of your legacy.
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;ou that your Uncle Roger has left you in
s will 2%

“ Vos, sir. But——"

“Well, Reginald, Raithmere Castle is
now yours—iock, stock and barrel.” said
Air. Middleton. “The castle, in fact, is
vour legacy. Your Uncle Roger left yon
the entire place, for what it is worth. It
is your own freebold property and *

“Well, I'm blessed!” interrupted Reggie,

his eyes gleaming. * Raithmere - Castle
mine! Well, this is a surprise!”
CHAPTER 3

mﬁlportant Person !

am, R. MIDDLETON was
looking rather con-

cerned.
“Let me hasten to
tell you, Reginald,

that this property is of very little use to
you,” he said. “If you need auy advice, 1
shall be most happy to act on your behali—
or, to be more exact, on your father’s behalf.”’

“But the castle is left to me. isn'f it, sir?”

“Jt is, but you are w minor,” explained
Mr. Middleton. “Your father will naturally
be trustes of the property uniil you are of
age. am the executor of My, Roger
Merton’s will, and it has been my duty to

. 42

“But nothing can alter the fact that I am
the sole owner of Raithmere Castle, sir,”
said Reggie Pitht. “Is it -absolutely a ruin?”

“To tell vou the truth, my boy, I don’t
know,” replied the Jawyer. 1 have heard
that the place has been allowed to decay
very considerably, It is certainly in a state
of great dilapidation. Yet it should be of
some real value, for it is one of the oldest and
most piciuresque castles in the South of
England. I have the keys here, in case you
should need them.”

“Rather, sir!” said Reggie. *“I'll take the
keys, if you don’t mind. Market Donning
is only a bike’s ride away, and it’'ll be inter-
osting to take a run over to the castle and
explora it It isn’'t every St. Frank’s
follow who owns a castle, you know.”

Mr. Middleton smiled.

“Vou are quite right,” he agreed. “I
daresay vou will be eager to have a look at
this acquisition of yours.”

After a further talk the lawyer took his
departure. When he had gone quite a
number of visitors came round Study K,
asking for news.

“We don’'t want to appear curious, old
man. but what’s the mystery about?” asked
FFullwood, of the Ancient House. “Come
into a fortune, or what?”

Jack Grey struck an attitude, and pointed
to Reggie.

“Behold 1 he said solemnly. “Here you
see the owner of a teal, genuine, guaranteed
old English castle! Complete to the ‘last
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detail, including butir
battlements, and all
*Let’s gel

, ivy-grown keep,
usual  oifices.”
winned  Reggie.
in here!”

1 the
) outsicle !”
#1's Leeoming too stufly
went out into the Triangle, where

So they
many other Ancient House fcllows came
crowding round, There were quite a number
of TFourth-Formers, too.

“1 say, what's this rct about a castle?’
asked Bob Christine, of the FFourth. “Some-
body’s saying that you've inherited an oid
castle, Pitt.”

“It’s cute irue,”

“Yhat !” .

“My Uncle Roger left me it in his will,”
explained Reggie. “T'm now the sole owner
of Raithmere Castle, near Market Donning.”

“\ell, my hat!”

“(Civeat Scott!”

“T mean to say,

said Reggic calmly.

not veally 77 asked Archie

(lenthorne mildly. “ Absolutely a dashed
castle, what? Congratz, old lad! Sundry
cheers, and all thabt sort of thing. Abso-

tutely I :

w ) yeal old castle, eh 7’ said Solomon
Tevi, with a gein. “I wish you well to wear
i!”

“fi’s not an overcoat!’ said Reggie.

“Then I wish you well to live in it!”
chuckled Levi. “By my life! 1t isn't every
Si. Franlds fellow that finds himself the
awner of a real old castle! What are you
going fo do with it? Rent it to a film com-

pany ?

“Trats!” said Reggie PIEL “There’s no
need for you fellows to get excited. I'm not

xeited, am 1?7

“But aren’t you going to do gomething
about %’ asked Handforth. “Aren’t you
going over there to have a look at the place?
1#’s your castle, and it might be worth heaps
and heaps of money. You can never tell with
ihese ancient places. 1t's empty, isn’t it 77

“Been desevled for years,” replied Reggie
Pitt, nodding. “You sce, my Uncle Roger
had a bad stroke some years ago, and he had
to go zbroad. He leit the castle just as 1t
was. Locked it up and went away, leaving
evervthing lo go to rack and ruin, by all
that L can hear.”

“ Qo yowve only inherited a ruined castle ?”’
asked De Valerie.

“Phat’s all” .

“Then it isn’t much cop!”’ said Fullgood.
“T mean, what’s the good of a ruined castle
to anybody "

“onh, I dor’t know,”” said Reggie. ‘It may
be full of old masters, and antique furniture,
and all sorts of things like that. You can’t
tell.  Anyhow, it’s a half-holiday this after-
neon, SO don’t see any reason why
shouldn't run over on my hike, and have a
leok at the place.”

“Well, you couldn’t have a finer day for
a bicycle ride,”’ said Nipper. “The voad
are all hard, and the sun's shining gloriously

We "don’l‘. get many days like this in Deco

“\We'll go over in the Austin SQeven,”’ said
IIam}fnrfh, turning to Church and McClure,
his inseparable chume of Study D. "By

George! IH be jolly novel, ox
oid castle like that. For all we know, t
may be hidden tvepsuve!

“Ha, -ha, hal”’

“We haven’t been invited
remarked Church pointedly

STh P

“Perhaps Pitt won’t want us to =0,”” put
in McClure. “We don’t want to force oiir-
selves forward—"

“Phat’s all right!” grinned Regaie
more the merrier, you kuow.
welcome to come. Perhaps we can gel up
a little party, and explore the castle.”

“Hear, hear!”

“We'll come  with
Nipper. “Thanks!
ing.”

But not many of the juniors displayed a
great amount of excitement over the matter.
Aftor the first novelty of the news had worn
off the majority of the fellows decided to let
it go at that.

The exploring party, therefore, was a com-
p:u'atwe%r small one—merely consisting of
Reggie Pitt, Jack Grey, Nipper & Co., Full-
v."ood, Archie Glenthorne, and Iandforth &

Q.

“‘ All the better,” said Handforth, later on,
when they were preparing to start.  “\We
don’t want all the giddy Remove with us!”

“The
Anybody 1s

you, Reggie,” said
It ought to he intcrest-

CHAPTER 4
The First Warning !

HEN the party finally
started out in the

wintry sunshinge,

Handforth &  Co.

were on their own

bicycles, Church and McClure had pointed
cut to their leader that it secmed rather “oft-

side  for them to go by car, while all the
niher fellows pedalled. ~Besides, there was
the exercise to think about. It was much
hetter for them to be one cycling party, with-
out a motor in their midst. And Edward
Oswald Handforth, for once, was willing to
sco reason.

So there were ten cyclists in the parly that
set out, and they took the road through Ban-
nington, and tien branched off en one of
the unimportant roads which would ultimately
lead themn to the litlle village of Market
Donning.

Somebody sugeested that fhey should pay
a visit to Fatty Fowkes, and his pals of the
Blue Crosaders, on the way, but this idea
was vetoed, There was no time to spare—
and the DBlues, anyhow, were boind to be
busy at practice.

Tt was very pleasant, cveling
¥ . The air was erisp and fr

on the hard

sty, and the
out of a hlue sky. 1t was
v vy days that seldem come in
December. The visibidity was pericet, and
ono could see for miles in every direction
from the hillteps.

one of tr



“Tyer heen to the castle?” asked Nipper,
as they coasted down a long hill.

“Never,” replicd. Reggie. "1 don’t know
what it’s like, or where it is. But Mr. Mid-
dleton said that it’s somewhere near Market
Donning, so we can’t be far wrong”

“Well, if we don’t see any sign of it before
we get to the village, we shall have to stop
and make inquiries,”” said Jack Grey. “The
main thing is to get to Market Donning.”

They arrived in the middie of the after-
noon, after a healthy, uncventiul ride. They
were ull - glowing from their exertions, and
they found Market Donmmng to be a very
quiet, sleepy little hamlet. indeed, there
was not a soul in sight as they rode down
the quiet village street, alter Dassing the
green.

“Well, there’s been no sign of the castle,”
caid Reggie Pitt, as he slowed down. "~ We’d
better stop here, and make some inquiries.”’

“There’s an old chap standing in the door-
way of that inn,” said Nipper, with a nod.
T should think he ought to know the way to
the castle.”

They jumped from their machines outside
the Ship and Anchor. It was a picturesque
old place, with gables, and with a half-
stimbered frontage. An elderly countryman
touched his cap to them as they approached
the rustic porch.

“Tea, young gents?”’ he suggested, evi-
dently with an eye to business.

“Not just yet, thanks,’” said Pitt. “We're
looking for Raithmere Castle. It’s somewhere
in this neighbourhood, isn’t it?”’

The old man gave the juniors a startled

ook. :

“Ve'd best not go near that place, young
gentlemen!” he said earnestly.

* Why not 2’ demanded Handforth. ” What’s
the matter with it?”’

“It ain’t for me io say anything,”’ con-
tinued the old fellow, “but you heed my
words, young gents. Don’t you go near 0
the old castle. You’d best go right back
the way you come—while ye’re still safe!”

Nipper laughed.

“We shan’t come to any harm,” he said
dryly. “There are ten of ue, and we ought
to be able to look after ourselves. If you’ll
just tell us the way——"""

“T'll tell ye, if ye insist, young sirs,”’ said
the innkeeper, looking very scared. “All the
same, I warn ye! Don’t say as I didn’t give
ye a word of advice! Go to the end of the
village, and take the lane that leads off
sharply to the left. Ye can’t go wrong. It’s

a bit of a climb, but ye’ll soon see the castle

—aye, ye can’t miss it. A stark old pile, if

ever there was one! A grim, creepy spob.”
“Sounds cheerful,” remarked Church.

“Phere’s folks round this village as
wouldw’t go near Raithmere Castle
a ’undred pounds!’’ said the old innkeeper
impressively. “Nay, not for a fortune! It’s
ae much as they will do to go past the place.
Don’t ye go exploring, young gents! There’s
queer things happening behind those old walls.
Ave, and not only at night, either!”’

for.
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“Iook here,” said Handforth gruffly.
“What are you trying to do? Secare us?”

“Heaven forbid, young gents!”” said the old
fellow. “1 don’t want to scare ye. DBut I
reckon it’s my duty to give you a warning.
Three generations of the Mertons have died
mysteriously within those old walls of Raith-
mere Castle.” -

“ Mysteriously 77 repeated Pitt.
sense! That’s all moonshine—"

“Ye can say what ye will, young sir!t”’
interrupted the innkeeper, "I knows! Man
and boy, I've lived in this inn—within a
couple of miles of the castle. Iven Mr. Roger
Merton, the last of his line, had a bad stroke,
and couldn’t come nigh the castle agin! Ay,
and what’s more, he died sudden-like, too!
His father and his grandfather—yes, and his
great-grandfather, too—all died at Raithmero
Castle. Not in their beds, young gents—
but they died—— Stll, I don’t want to say
too much. If ye’re set on exploring the
place, it’s none o’ my business.”

“ As a maiter of fact, I’'m the new owner
of it!” said Reggie Pitt. “Mr. Roger
Merton was my great-uncle, and Raithmere
Castle is now my property. Do, you can sec,
I’'m rather interested in the old place.”

The innkeeper raised his hands, and gazed
at Reggie in an awed kind of way.

“Lor cakes, ye don’t say so, young gent!”’
he exclaimed. “Then you be one o’ the

“I'm what
of the

“Non-

Mertons ?”’

“Not exactly,” replied Pitt.
you might call a distant branch
family.”’

“Well, it makes no odds—ye’ve got the
Merton blood in your veins!” said the old
fellow. “Don’t go nigh the castle! That’s
what I tell ye, young geunts—don’t go near
it! There’s ghosts there—and there’ll be

nothing but tragedy if you enter those grey
walls!”’

/

CHAPTER 5
Not Very Cheering !
HOSTS 97 said Chuxch

uneasily.
“Ay, young gent—
ghosts””  said the

tandlord of the Ship
and Anchor. “The folks round this village
avoid the castle like a plague! I don’t won-
der at it, neither! Many’s the story Dve
heard—-"

“Rats!” interrupted Handforth aggres-
sively. “Wo don’t take any notice of all this
piffie! No disrespect to you, of course, but
you can’t kid us that ticre are ghosts in
Raithmere Castle. Why, there aren’t such
things as ghosts. We don’t believe in them1”’

The old man shrugged his shoulders.

«Just as ye like, young gent,” he said.
“1 ain’t going to argue with ye. If ye're
set on goin’ to the castle, I don’t g’pose it’s
any use my trying io stop ye. But, mran

and boy, I've lived in this village—"'
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Nipper gave a start as he recognised

the boy who was running tewards them.

“ Well, I'm hanged ! ** he said. “*1t’s
Quirke, you chaps [”

“Pxactlv 1” said Reggie Pitt hastily. ““And.

I dare say that all sorts of rummy stories
have got about. It’s not very surprising,
is it The castle bhas been shut up and
deserted for a good many years, hasn’t it?”

“Nigh on ten years now, young sir,”
agreed the innkeeper. “But it ain’t abso-
lutely deserted. ZAings have been seen,”

“Well, we won’t detain you any longer,
thanks,” said Pitt. “ Straight through the
village, and then up the lane to the left,
eh? There’ll be no harm in having a look
at the place, even if we don’t thoroughly
explore it. Come on, you chaps. Thanpks
awfully for your information, Myr.—Mr. &

“ Higgles ts my name, young gent,” said
the innkeeper. “Ben Higgles. Bora in
this wvery inn, I was, and so was my
father before me! I know what I'm talking
about, and 7

They left him there, talking—for it was
evident that he had no particular desire
to cease. IHe was still looking very scared
and troubled when they mounted their
machines and continued the ride. Reggie
Pitt was chuckling, and Handforth was wear-
ing an expression of impatience. DBut one
or two of the others were looking rather
sombre. They had been impressed by M.
Higgles' warning.

“Well, it's not very cheery, is it?” asked

Tommy Watson.

“ Absolutely not, old Cheddar,” said
‘Archie. “At the same time, we've got to
remember that these old countrymen arve
somewhat inclined to believe the super-
stitions of the rural populace. I mean to
say, the lads of the village in a spot like
this are apt to be slightly imaginative,
what?”

said Reggie Pitr,
nodding. " The castle has been shut up
for so many years that 1t's got the reputa-
tion of being haunted. You know what these
old places are. If an ow! sits in onc of
the trees, it's mistaken for a ghost! If a
strav cat sets up a howl, people think it's
the wailing of a banshee, or its equivalent
in the Sussex countrvside. DMy hat! I be-
iieve somo of you chaps are getting scared!™

“Rot!” said several voices, in one breath,

“Well, anyway, it is still broad daylight.
and who's afraid of ghosts by daylight?”
asked Pitt cheerily. “This castle is my
property, and I'm not going to be scared
away from it by a lot of old wives yarns.”

“You're not very complimentary to tho
local wives, old man,” ‘smiled Nipper. “I
rather faney.the old husbands are just as
superstiticus, if not more sol”

“Yes, we don’t want to take any notice
of these silly yarns,” remarked Fullwood.

All the same, the innkeeper had impressed
the juniors more than they cared to admit,
He had not said much—only what they might
have expeeted from a superstitious old
countryman. But there had been scmething
in his tone—something in the expression of
his eyes—which had far more effect than
his mere words, Old  Higgles had  Dbecn
utterly alarmed at the very thought of theso
boys going to Raithmere Castle.

“What did he mean by saying that ghosts
were liable to appear in the afterneon? ™ Not
only at night!” That was what he had said,
and two or three of the would-be explorers
remembered.

ilowever, not for a moment would they
admit that they were reluctant to continue
the journey. Reggic Pitt had come into a

“You've hit it, Archie,”
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strahge legacy—an old, deserted castle—and
they wanted to see it with their own eyes.

They climbed a long, arduous hill, and
before descending a slope on the other side
they paused. Reggie Pitt pointed away to-
wards the east.

“There it 1s he said.
castle, as sure as a gun!”

None of the others said anything. There
could be no doubt that Pitt was right. On
the top of a neighbouring hill arose the
gaunt, grey walls of an ancient building.
There were turrets and battlements, and
near by there were clumps of solemn, sombre-
looking yew trees. Firs rose in profusion,
too, and even at this distance the castle
looked forlorn and sinister. The great but-
tressed walls and the gquaint towers were
clearly visible in the sharp afternoon day-
light.

“Looks a fine place!” said Pitt en-
thusiastically. “By Jove, you chaps! Think
of it! It's mine—every giddy stone and
every bit of moss and ivy!”

“Tucky beggar!” said Nipper.
every chap who owns a castle!”

Pitt nodded.

“Mount your trusty steeds, my henchmen,
for we now descend upon the moated castle!”
he said. “Let us trust that the drawbridge
is down. and that we do not fall into the
moat, gadzooks! 127

12

“That’s the

“1t isn't

On, serfs—on'!

And, with many a chuckle, and feeling
much cheered, the juniors continued the
journey, and soon lost sight of the castle in
the dip of the lane.

CHAPTER 6
An Old Acquaintance !

Y George !” said Hand-

forth.

He and the others

had come to a hals,
. 2 e and they stood gaz
ing with curiosity and interest. At the top
of the hill they had observed a weed-grown
drive, with dilapidated gates that had long
since been left to rust and decay. Pro-
ceeding along this drive, the party of juniors
had come round a large clump of fir trees,
and were now in full sight of Raithmere
Castle.

It stood there, immediately ahead of them
—an impressive pile.

It rose in grey masses of stonework, with
enormous buttresses and pieturesque battle-

ments. Most of it was ivy-grown, and
although some portions of the building
scemed to be in a ruinous state, there

were others that were apparently in a fair
condition of repair. Immediately in front
stood the great main door—an enormous
affair, with iron-studded panels. It could
only be reached by means of a drawbridge,
and evidently led into a great courtyard
beyond.

“That joke of yours about the drawbridge
and moat was pretty near the mark, after
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all, old man,” said Nipper. “There’s the
drawbridge—and, yes, by Jove—there’s the
moat, tool”

“PBut how arc we going to get in?”
Handforth.

“Pve got the keys,” said Reggie. ‘‘They
weigh about haif a hundredweight in my
side pocket. 1 expect one of them will fit
that great door. Anyway, we'll have a shot.
What do you think of my new possession, -
_vou chaps?®”

“Phere’s plenty of - it, anyway,” said
Tommy Watson. “But I'm not particularly
jealous of you, Reggie. It's too—too ancient
and—and eerie,”

“Tlerie be blowed!” said Handforth, with
a glare. “You're taking too much notice
of that old innkeeper’s twaddle! Why, it’s
o marvellous place! A real castle—one of
England’s historic piles! You iucky beggar,

Pitt, to own a place like this!”

“} know it!” said Reggic, nodding. “As
for the ghosts, they make the place all the
morc valuable. What’s the good of an his-
teri,c castle without a few ghosts thrown
in?”

“Well, let’s be getting on,” said Nipper.
“Jt's still daylight, but the sun is pretty
low, and the dusk soon descends en these
short, wintry days. Kven as it is, we shall
have to ride home through the darkness, for
the most part. Come on, let’'s do our ex-
ploring.”

“Hear, hear!” said two or three of the
others.

“Just a minute,” said Reggie Pitt, in a
curious voice. “There’s somebody coming I

He was looking across the open space to-
wards another clump of fir trees. A figure
had appeared in sight—a slim, youthful-
looking figure. There was something rather
reminiscent about the newcomer’s walk, too.
Other juniors gazed at him, and experienced
that same sensation of familiarity. They
folt that they had seen this figure before.

Tt was a boy, and he was dressed in a
heavy overcoat and a_ tweed cap. He was
hurrying up in an evident state of alarm,
and it was Nipper who first “placed ” him.

“Well, I'm hanged !” said the Remove cap-
tain, staring. “Don’t you see who it is?”

“No, I'm jiggered if I dol” growled
Handforth. “He seems a bit famibar—"

“It’s Quirke!” said Nipper.

“Quirke!” echoed all the others.

“YVes—Rzra Quirke himself!” said Nipper.

And then they stared harder than ever.
Without any question, this figure was that

asked

of Hzra Quirke! Well did the St. Frank’s
sellows remember this strange, mysterious
boy, and their recollections of him were

not altogether healthy, either!
Ezra Quirke!
They could recall

had been a junior

the time when Quirke
of the East House af
St. Frank’s. He had been known as the
schoolboy magician, then, and he had caused
all sorts of extraordinary manifestations at
the old school. Seldom had the juniors been

as puzeled as when Ezra Quirke had been
perpetrating his trickery. Théy remem-

bered that there had been some very ques-



THE NELSON LEE SCHOOL STORY LIBRARY

tionable goings-on, too. Quirke’s uncle,
indeed-—a man named Roach-—had been
arrested by the police, and had been taken
away. ‘The affair had been more or less
hushed up by the school authorities, and
Ezra Quirke himself had disappeared from
St. Frank’s for good. Many fellows had
felt that he had been lucky to escape the
attention of the police, but thev all had
realised that Quirke had been more or less
in the hands of his uncle, and that he had
been acting as a tool. It was surprising to
see him again, and in such curious ecircum-
stances. For Raithmere Castle was a place
of mystery apparently, and Ezra Quirke was
a boy of mystery!

11

“Well, Quirke, what are vou doing here?”
asked Nipper quietly, at length.

“That 1s not the uestion,” replied

uirke. *‘‘What are youw doing here? Am I
right in believing that you are about to
enter Raithmere Castle?”

“As a guesser you are preity smart)”
nodded Reggie Pitt. “That’s exactiy what
we're going to do, Quirke, my son!”

“Don’t!” said Quirke impressively. ¢“Take
my advice and turn back—now! Do not
cross that drawbridge! Do not enter the
courtyard or the buildings! This is a place
of sinister repute. There are evil things in
Raithmere Castle !

“It’s far more likely that there’s an evil

It was obvious that Quirke himself had | thing outside of Raithmere Castle!” said
recognised these schoolboys. He knew them t Handforth pointedly, as he glared ak
as his old Quizrke
c?mpa%ions of ““Clear  off,
the emove 4 you rotter!
the Remove NEXT WEEK'S SPECIAL XMAS NUMBER gou rotter!
Fourth the jumps|

There was a light of recognition in his eyes
as he came up, his breath coming and going
to quick, short gasps. IHe had been running
hard, evidently, and there was something
in his eyes which caused the juniors to look
it him with fresh interest. Seldom had they

ieen such alarm—such fear—in the eyes of a
ooy |

CHAPTER 7
The Seecond Warning !

ZRA QUIRK-E. was

really an  extra-
ordinary boy.
He was, perhaps,

just over fifteen years
old, but he had a curious older look abeout
him. Nipper and Handforth and the other
juniors could not help feeling the effect of
Quirke’s presence—the very instant he came
up to them. Certainly there was something
very striking
—almost
magnetic— in
Ezra Quirke’s
personaliby,

In figure he was quite normal, but his
face was almost like a mask. There was
something about it which caused people to
look twice. It was an expressionless face—
very pale, and with high cheek-bones. The
cheeks themselves were sunken in, and the
deep-set eyes were mysterious and black;
and those eyes proved thal this boy was full
of life. His face was like that of a statue,
but his eves were unforgettable.

All those St. Frank’s fellows felt a sort of
discomfort in Quirke's presence. His lips
were thin, his hands were long 2nd taper-
ing, with sinuous fingers,- and as he stood
there, facing the Removites, those fingers of
his moved constantly, His eyes shot from
one junior to another, and there was nothing
that he missed.

WILL CONTAIN EIGHT EXTRA PAGES'!

We had enough of you at St. Frank’s, with-
out :

“Do not remind me of that unhappy
cpisode, please,” said Quirke quietly, *“I
was wrong then—I acted guiltily. But I was
foolish enough to believe that you would
tacitly forget my former behaviour. T would
remind you that my uncle influenced me,
and guided my G4

“We know all that,” said Nipper hastily.
“We don’t want to drag up the past,
Quirke. We're just curious, that's all. We
were wondering what you were doing hoere.”

“There is no necessity for you to wonder,”
replied LEzra Quirke. I live here,”

“Live here!” o

“@Good gad!”

“Not—not in the castle?”

All the juniors spoke at onece, and Pitt,
indeed, was looking astonished.

“Not in the castle,” said Izra Quirke. 1
live on the cther side of the village—in the
far corner of Dlarket Donning. Since that
unhappy affair at St. Frank’s, I have made
my home with an aunt of mine. Another

branch of the
family, let me

ST

add. My
uncle, of
course,
23
“Still in_ prison, eh?” said Fandforth
bluntly. “Eh? What are you nudging me
for, Church?”
“Cheese it!” said Church, turning red.

“No need to rub it in!”
“Oh, about Quirke’s uncle?’ said Hand-

forth. “That's all right! Quirke’s not sensi-
tive, Don’t we know him?”

“Fortunately I am not sensitive,” agreed
Quirke. - “I had learned that Raithmere
Castle had come into the possession of a
schoolboy, but it did not occur to me that
one of you e

“How did you learn it?” interrupted Pitt
curiously.

“There is much gossip

in  these small

| villages,” replied Quirke. “I may inform
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. you that I am greatly interested in the
castle. I am investigating.”

“The dickens you are!” said Pitt, dis-
;Ipleased. “You've got no right here, Quirke.

suppose you know that this is private
proFerty—my property ? I suppose you
realise that yowre trespassing?” '
Fzra Quirke shrugged his shoulders.
“(an there be any question of trespass-
ing ?” he said. “The castle has been empty
for years now, and the grounds have become
public property. The castle is old—very,
very old. It has strange, sinister associa-
tions, and I have been investigating.”

“Well, Raithmere Castle is now my
perty,” said Reggie Pitt. “What's
nature of this investigation of yours, any-
how 77

“Tor some months past I have made a
study of the occult,” replied Quirke. “I
have come to the conclusion that Raithmere
Castle is particularly rich in material for

pro-

research. I might mention that I am aln-
ing some reputation as a spiritualistic
medium gt

“Twaddle and bosh and rubbish and rot!”
interrupted Handforth indignantly. *¥You—
you beastly frand! You raving lunatic! Do
you think we believe in spiritualism? Do
you think we take any notice of the—the
occult, as you call it? Rats to you, and

your beastly spiritualism! It’s a vrotten
businessi”’

“Steady, old man!” said MecClure
uneasily.

“Well, so it is—Quirke’s brand, anyhow !”
shouted Handforth. “There are earnest
-people who really believe in" spiritualism,
and I'm not saying anything about them.
But when a chap like Quirke takes it up,
you can bet your hoots that it’s rotten! As
for his warning about not going to the castle,
he can go and eat coke!”

“&o he can—cheerfully !” said Reggie Pitt,
nodding. “Is that quite understood,
Quirke? You can 'go and eat coke, and
we’ll go and explore the castle!”

CHAPTER 8

Uncertainty !

'}I-'J'ERE was a feeling
of uneasiness in the
air.

Ezra Quirke’s words
) had a  singularly
depressing effect—coming, as they did, on
the top of the warning from the old inn-
keeper. Could it be possible that there was
something in these stories? Was Raithmere
Castle really a place to avoid? One or two
of those juniors, at least, were beginning
to feel a hit dubilous.

Reggie Pitt himself, of course, was as
keenly determined as ever to go forward and
to explore his newly acquired property, and
Handfortl ond Nipper were with him to
tha bitter ond,

the’

“You speak lightly—you speak contemp-
tuously,” said Quirke, with a dangerous flash
of his eyes. “But let me tell you, my
friends, that you speak without any know-
ledge of your subject. You are strange here
—all of you. Even you, Pitt! You have
never been to this castle before.”

“Well, that’s true,” admitied Pitt. “1
never have. But what of it?”

“Tor many years Raithmere Castle has
‘been empty and deserted,” said Quirke. “*1

will grant you that these local people—these
rustics—are singularly liable to beliéve in
ghosts.  Such _stories are commonplace in
every country district.”

“T am glad you realise it,” said Nipper.
“ A house has only to be deserted for a-few
years, and it soons gets the reputation of
being haunted. An old castle like this is
even more apt to get such a reputation.
Some of Pitt’s relatives  died rather
mysteriously, didn’t they? Or.is that only
part of the local folk lore?”

«Jt is true—every word of it!” said
Quirke. “There_  are strange associations
connected with Raithmere Castle. Do you

know that more than one keen investigator
has met his death within these walls within
the past few years?”

“Good gad!” said Archie. “Not really 77

« Bunkum ! frowned Handforth.

“You may think what you will, Lut I am
dealing only in facts,” replied Quirke.
“Tarnest investigators have come to the
castle, desiring to seek this Presence—this
material menace—and to exorcise it.”

“To which to it?” asked Handforth.

«“Vou will not understand,”” replied Quirke.
«This is no ordinary ghost, and before 1t can
be laid to rest it must be exorcised. In other
words, it must be laid.”’

“What do you think it is—an egg ?”? asked
Tdward Oswald sourly.

“It is unwise for you to speak in this
flippant tone,” said Quirke coldly. “‘Even I,
with my powers, have not dared to enter the
building itseif. I know better. 1 know what
dangers exist.”’

¢Quirke, my lad, you're talking out of the
back of your neek!” said Reggie Pitt good-
humouredly. - *“You surely don’t think we’d
take any notice of this piffle of yours? If we
were proposing to go to the castle at mid-
night—=the witching hour—it might be reason-
able enough for you to warn us.”’

“Do not make the mistake of believing that
this ghost can only exert a deadly influence
at midnight,” replied Quirke quickly. “It is
a dangerous spectre—a deadly peril in every
way. It is capable of bringing death to any
foolhardy mortal who wanders within those
walls. And let me tell you that this danger
is unseen—unknown, At any second it mighkt
descend upon vou. Keep away from Raith-
mere Castle! Do not venture beyond those
battlements!”’

Quirke turned away, his strange €yes aglow
with fear. Both Nipper and Reggie Pitt had
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been watching him closely. Did he really
believe 1n the sincerity of his words? Or
was it merely a2 pose? Somehow both Nipper
and Pitt were ready to kelieve that Kzra
Quirke was sincere,

Fis mind was evidently in an unhealthy
condition. He had been dabbling in this
occult business, and it had affected his re-
ceptive mind. .

But theso other fellows were more healthy.
Not that they were entirely indiffereni to
Quirke’s warning., Church and MeClure and
Tommy Watson, for example, were looking
decidedly uncertain, and as Quirke turned
away they looked a$ the other juniors.

“Do you think we ought to go on?"’ asked
Church dubiously. **Hang it, ’in not scared,
or anything like that, but after all we've
heard—"’ :

‘Rot!” interrupted Handforth. **Of course
we're going on!’

““But there might bo
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CHAPTER 92

Siilt
Determined 1

LTHOUGIT Reggie

Pitt had lost =zome

of his former paiety,
by, he was still deter-
= mined,

“I don’t see why we should turn back,”
he said obstinately, “We cama bhere 1o
explore the castle, and it would be sheer
cowardice to turn lail now.”

“Hang it!”’ protested Watson.
a coward :

“I didv’t mean it in that way, old man,”
put in Pitt.  *‘I was just speaking generally—

that’'s ail. Il admit

“I’m not

something squifty abouﬂ. B b 5~ 8§ ¥ 3 4 that Quirke bhas made
the place, you know, - < an ilmpression on ma,
said Tommy Watson. ' / but it won’t last long.
““It can’t nll be ramour, * Read the ear!y adpei- I don’t believe in his
can it? I’'m beginning ’ . ; silly warnings.”
to w};shg haldn’l; cun;e 3 tures of the Chums of 2 “Neither do 11
on this beastly expedi- : . A
tion!  I'm” saying 2 St. Frank’s, in g Choctst gy ety
il‘?tt:]h:fl irlg,a::mlfut 3;‘%’1?3' i ' sensible "chap believes
. old 1 , b 2 ) = : 1
castle of yours is' get- ' i HE ' m“g‘i;f;sitis. il o
ting on my uerves!” a ? : P U L A R - Mi it »
s Lty » 2 Mighty One!” nodded
s et e | D 4P - [ eseid et
1 . SR : 2 sts! : them keep
¥;“‘t po,‘;‘t‘}d!%’- “Burely ' The Big 5-Story Weekly. ' ?n their crevices and
1t can't get on your o a sceret passages. We've
pervez }:Ey;nmerely look- ' On Satz Tuesdays - 24, ! come here gto “explora
1ing ab b« - this legacy of mine,
“Yes, but alfter all sr==ommoemucmismmpaisamnicl  gand wo'to jolly  well
we've heard going to do it!”

“Cheese it!’”> said Nipper. *“‘We mustn’
take any notice of Quirke—or of that inn-
keeper, either,”

But the others were silent for a moment.
Glancing up, Nipper noticed that the sky had
become strangely overcast. There was reaily
something remarkable ia that change. 1t
almost seemed like an omen. Not half an
hour before the sun had been shimng, and

the winter’s afternoon had been singularly
bright. But now the whaole aspeet was
changed.

Dense clouds had come uvp, massing in
ominous formation. The sun had gone, and a
premature twilight had begun to descend over
the landsecape. Raithmere Castle was now
looking sinister and grim in the extreme. Its
picturesqueness had gone, and instead thera
was a brooding sense of mystery overshadow-
ing that grey pile. A chill wind came blow-
ing across from the east, and Tommy Watson
involuntarily ehivered.

““Let’s get back to St. Frank’s,” he said
uneasily. **We’ve seen the castle, anyhow-—
and that ought to be enoughl!”

“Yes, and the soouner we start the job, tha
better,”” said Nipper, with another glance at
the sky. ““Those clouds look like spow—and
we don’t want to be caughi in a snowstorm
on the way home, do we? Let’s spend an
hour here, and then start the return journey.
Got the keys ready, Reggie?”

Pitt produced a big bunch of heavy keys,
and jingled them

“*Yes, here they are,”” he said briskly.

Ezra Quirke {wirled round, his eyes
glowing.
**You mean to leave my warning

unheeded 7’ he asked,
" Sorry, old man—yes,”” said Pitk.
- »

“You are fools—fools?”” shonted Quirke
passionately. ““You do not know what folly
you propose. Have I not told you that this

old building is dangerous? It is no ordinary
ghost that lurks behind those walls! It s an
elemental—a material presence that is capabie
of picking you up and crashing you to the
floor, dead! There is no limit to the power
of suech a Presence. Famous men~men of
tested courage—have come here to investi-
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gate, and have turned back. For they have
sensed the danger.”

“Well, we can’t sense it!’> said Handforth
grufliy. _

“OFf course not!”’ retorted Quirke, ‘‘You
are not psychie—you do not possess the neces-
sary power. But I do! Ordinary people feet
nothing, but there are others—a few—who
know at once that something is different.
Tven here, at this distance, it can be felt!
Do not-go near that place——"

““ Are you going to dry up, or shall we tip
you upside down?” demanded Handforth
aggressively. “Clear off, Quirke! You were
never any good at St. Frank’s—and you’re no
good here! T'm fed up with your idiotie
jabberings! I'm sick and tired of your
rubbich! Clear off before 1 punch you in the
eyel”’ 3 ' '

Izra Quirke shrugged bis shoulders.

“Very .well,” he said quietly. “I am no
match against your muscles, Handforth. 1
am no fighter. My words have pioved useless,
so I will let you continue this
folly.””

He turned away without another word, and
strode cff.

There were one or two of those juniors
who looked after him uncertainly—and they
somchow felt, within their minds, that they
were on the verge of au exciting experience
But they did not dare to suggest backing ont
Nipper and Handforth and Pitt were deter-
mined.  Fullwood, too, was just as eager (o
¢arTy o,

“That chap will end up in a lupatic
asylum P’ said Handforth, with a frown.
“He’s dotty! As crazy as a March hare!
Come on—let’s get across that drawbridge
and have a look at the castle from inside!”

“J—1 suppose it'll be all right,”” said
Church hesitatingly.
“Of course it-willl’”” chuckled Pitt. “My

dear chaps, ihere’s no need for you to get the
wind-up. Just analyse the thing. We’ve
heard some talk from the old innkeeper,
and Quirke has jawed a lot about spiritualism.
Are-we going to take any notice?”’

Y should hope not !’ said Handforth,

“Jt’s only talk,”” went on Pitt, “and all
that talk has come from two superstitious
quarters. This old castle is as safe as a
public library, or a railway station waiting-
room. Come along—a brisk walk will do us
goad I’ :

“Just exactly what I was thinking,”’ re-
marked Nipper. “Ii’s so easy to socak in
these rumours. We only need to keep our
choughts clear and our heads steady, and
ghosts won’t even occur to us. DBesides, what
can happen in the middle of the afternoon
like this?’

“Wise words, O, my father,”” murmured
Pitt. ““What, in all sooth, can happen?”’

“T know what will happen if Quirke comes
back,” growled Handforth. “I'll punch him
on the nose—and then dot him one in the
pye! . He’s seared Church and McClure until
they're green with fright!”’

incredibie.
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“We’re not frightened!”” roared Church,
turning red.

“Not likely "’ snorted McClure.

The others chucklied, and. they all
approached the dilapidated drawbridge. The
entrance to it was smothered in weeds, and
thick grass grew everywhere. There were
tangles of dead and rotting vegetation; and
the moat itself proved to be filled to the
brim with murky water. There was a fainb
ripple on its surface, but otherwise it seemed
stagnant and sinister.

They crossed the drawbridge without any
trouble, and one of Reggie Pitt’s keys proved
to be correct for slipping into the lock of the
great door on the other side.

“Here we go!’ murmured Reggie with
satisfaction,

"The great door creaked open; the party of
St. Frank’s fellows passed inside and found
themselves within the grey walls of Raith-
mere Castle! :

CHAPTER 10
Lord«®T All He Surve};;!d !

/) HEY were in a kind of

inner courtyard, and

the walls of the

actual  building rose

(%3] up before them. There

were many slit-like windows in sight, bub

only one door. This was a small affair, set
deeply into a recess of the wall.

“What’s this place—ihe keep, 1
said Handiorth, leoking round.
but weeds and grass, anyhow.
look at here®

“T’m afraid you haven’t much of ap eye
for beauty, Handy,” said Nipper, with a
chuekle. “What about the old associations
of this place? Don’t you realise thai this
courtyard must be hundreds and hundreds
of years old? Try to picture a sceno from
ihe fourteenth or fitteenth century.”

“What would be the good of doing that?”
asked Handforth, in surprise,

“Knights in armour!” said  Nipper
musingly. A cavalcade of horsemen clatter-
ing across the drawbridge, and then through
the big doorway into the courtyard. Glitter-
ing coldiers in chainmail, and—"

“Sorry to interrupt the flow, but we didn’t
come here to talk about kaights in armour
and soldiors in chainmail!” growled Hand-
forth. “It’s gelting pretty dark already, and
if wo mean to explore the castle we’d better
be welting on with it.”

“1t’s not dark—or even dusk,” said Pitt.
“There are another two hours of daylight
yet, but these gloomy clouds have brought
on a kind of prematuro twilight. Well, we’d
hetter be getting oun with the exploration.
Lei’s have a look through this doorway.”

He broumnt his keys into operation egain;
one cf them fitted into the lock, and after
a goou deal of persuasion it condescended to
{urn. The juniors crowded in, almost forget-

suppose ?”
“ Nothing
Nothing tc
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ting their former unecasiness in their interest.
1t was rather jolly, exploring an old castle
like this—particularly when 1t was remem-
bered that the whole edifice belonged to one
of their number.

That was the most attractive point, in fact.

“Stairs!’’ said Pitt, as he glanced through
the now open doorway. ‘‘Stairs leading up-
wards, my lads! Come on—follow me to the
battlements!”’

“There’s another door over there!” said
Church, pointing. “I expect it leads into the
castle itselfl. Hadn’t we better go in now?”’

“No, let’s have a look from the top of this
tower first,” said' Jack Grey. ‘‘Lead on,
Macduffl”’ :

They all went trooping up the old stairs,
In some places they were crumbling, and
ominous cracks were.apparent here and there.
But they seemed solid enough, and at lasb
the juniors emerged upon the battlements.
From this point they could see right over
the castle—over every inch of ifs great ex-
panse. And the view was certainly very
Impressive.

“Mine—all mine!” said Reggie Pitt, strik-
inz an attitude. “Lord of all I survey!”

“ Absolutely ¥’ nodded Archie. “Somewhat
priceless, laddie! Enough to make a chappie
feol considerably braced.”

Regzie Piti was certainly enthusiastie. is
{ace was glowing, and his eyes were sparkling
keenly. While the others were undoubtediy
impressed, Pitt himsell wus aware of a great
feeling of jubilation within him. e could

hardly believe in his good fortune. It
seemed too ineredible to be true. This great
castle—this imposing pile—was his. All his!

Every stick and stone—every inch of ground!
And that old innkeeper, and Ezra Quirke,
had tried to keep him out of it!

A feecling of indignation came over him
as he thought of that pair.

“Tsn’t it glorious!’’ he asked, turning to the
others. “By jingo! Look at it, my sons!
Took at it—and congratulate me again!
don’t mind admitting that I'm jolly excited.
1 don’t inherit an old castle like this every
weel of my life!”

“Wo can quite understand your feelings,
old man,” smiled Nipper. “We certainly do
congratulate you again.”’

“Tiather !’ said Handforth. “DBut let’s be
getting on with the exploration.”

“There’s nothing like being practicall”
orinned Fullwood. “I don’t suppose Handy
cares & jobt about this scene.”

% Az a matter of fact, I don’t!”” replied
Handiorth bluntly. “I want to go inside—
and have a look for that ghost! That’s what
T'm here for, my lads! If there’s any mys-
tery to be investigated, I'm the chap for
the job!”’

The others grinned to themselves, but made
no comment. Down thoy weni again, until
they arrived at that second door. This proved
to be unlocked, and, passing through, they
now found themselves in a. quaint arched
passage.

There was a curiously dank smell about
the place. It was earthy—unpleasant in the

“was that stroke of

i5

oxtrems. Nobody said anything, but they
were all aware of the change: Presently they
found themselves lcoking into great apart-
meni.l&u-lofty chambers with oak beams and
panels.

“Why, it’s furnished!” said Watson, in sur-
prise.

“Of course,”’ replied Pitt. “The place is
just as my Uncle Roger left it, you know.
But, I say, what a shame! Faney leaving all
this wonderful stuff to go to rack and ruin?”

They stocd just within one of the greal
chambers. There was plenty of furniture in
it—but everything was in a terrible state of
dilapidation. Dust lay thick everywhere,
windows were broken and boarded up. Here
and there, great gaping holes yawned in the.
flooring. ‘There were treachorous pitfalls
everywhere.

The atmosphere of the placo was now be-
ginning, to get hold of the juniors firmly. 16
gripped them. Outside they could afford to
fuugh at the stories of ghosts, -but now—
within these very walls—they could feel some-
thing intangible. None of them could give
it a name. Perhaps it was just the associa-
tion of the stories that they had heard with
the dilapidated condition of the castle. DBub
there was undoubtedly a ghostly, eeric kind
of atmosphere in the place.

“By Jove! It’s a good thing we didu’t
bring Fatty Fowkes with us!’” said Pitt:
“¥e’s a huge, hefty chap, but he’s super-
stitious, and this place would freeze the
marrow in his giddy bones!”’

The others were silent for a spell,

“It’s cueer—that’s what it is!”’ said Full-
wood suddenly.

“What’s queer?’’ demanded Handforth.

“Why, about Pitt’s uncle, of course,”” re-

lied Fullwood. *“Why did he leave the place
ike this? They say he had a stroke, eh?
That’s all very welﬁ but couldn’t he have
put caretakers in the place? Couldn’t he
have had all this*furniture tuken asway, and
stored somewhere and preserved? Why was
everything left like this—to decay and rot?”

Nobody ecould answer those questions!

—

CHAPTER 11
Reggie Pitt’s Great Idea!

. ALPHLESLIETFTULL-
- WOOD’S words had
rmoore effect than he
had intended.

For they gave rise
to all sorts of conjeciures. Why, indeed, had
Uncle Roger left Raithmere Castle so
abruptly—without taking any steps to pre-
serve its wonderful old panelling and its
costly furniture? Surely there must have
been a good reason for that?

And what reason?

Was it not likely that Mr. Roger Merton
had been frightened out of the castle? What
his, anyway? Was it
conceivable that he had seen something here
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—or felt something—and had then had a
seizure in consequence ! 1t was, indeed
strauge that he had cleared off to a tropicai
clanute, and had lelt Raithmere Castle so
forlorn and deseried.

Jack Grey, in fact, put one or tivo questions
to Pitt, but the latter shoolk his head.

“It’s no good asking me anything,” he
said. “I only know the bare facts as Mr.
Middleton told them to me this norning.”

“But don’t you know anything of your
Uncle Roger’s history 1’

“Very little,” replied Reggie. “I haven’s
seen Uncle Roger since I was a little kid—
just a mere infant, you know—and i certainly
don’t remember him in the slightest way.
As for his history, I’'m almost in the dark.
I only know that he had a seizure of some
kind, that he left England, and since then he
has allowed the castle to get into this coudi-
tion. It’s a shame—it’s downright wicked.
Not that I ought to say anvthing, since I’ve
inherited the old place so unexpectedly.”

“Yor all you kuow, it may be worth a lot
more in this cendition than it was before,”
said Tommy Watson. A place like this is
more valuable when it gets old and dilapi-
dated.”

*Something in  that,”
“Well, let’s be getting on.
a lock at the place yet.
corridors to go through, and

IIe breke off, and an cager light came 1nte
his eyes.

“Thought of something 7"’ asked Nipper.

chuekled -Reggie.
We've hardly had

There are scores of
2

“Yes,”’ said Reggie. “What this place
reeds is a thorough warming up. Ii nceds
fires in every grate—lights everywhere.

Dozens of people onght to be here, shouting
down these corridors and laughing in the
great rooms. That would bring some life
to the cld place!”

“1 don’t eatch on,”” said Ilandforth, staring.

“No??’ smiled Reggie. “And yet it’s
simple enough.”

“Then explain, ass!”

“Christinas is coming I’ said Reggie calmly.

“What 1"’

“Christmas is coming.”

“You—you sily ass!”
“Don’t we all know
coming 77’

roared liandforth.
ihat Christmas s

~“I thought 1 would remind you,”’ smiled
Pitt. “It’s just a litde point
“He’s off his rocker!” said Handforth.

“Why talk about Christmas now? We don’t

break up until next week——"’

“Exactly,”” zaid Reggie. "Next week. And
I would beg of you to remember, my com-
rades, that I am homeless for the holidays.
My people are away ”

“T'hat doesn’t atter,” interrupted Jack
Groey. “You've got to eome home with me.”

“But why should T?" asked Reggie. ™ Why
not spend Christmas here?” )

“0Odds schermies and brainwaves!” ejacu-
lated Arvenie, startled. I mean to say,

good gad!”
said Handforth.

“Hern?”

L % “You—you
‘meéan—
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“Exactly,” said Pitt, nodding.
of house-warming, vou koow.”

“Oh, my poodness!”

L whole party of us, ¢h?” ¢aild Church.
“You mean lifteen or twenty?”

“No, I don't,” said Pite. *‘I mean thirty
or forty—or fifty! What do we carc about
girosts, anyway?  Christmas in this old
castle]  Idoesn’t 1t mako your blcod glow?
Look here, I invito all vou chaps to spend
Christmas swith me here!”

“'Phat’'s awfully good of vou, old man,”
sniiled Nipper. " And I must say that it’s
5 first-class notion. We ought to be uble
to have a ripping Christmas in this castle,
It would be a regular old-fashioned house-
warming. Still, there might be one or two
problems.”

“Such as which?” asked Reggie.

“Well, T don’t like io introduce such
unpleasant subjeets, but it would cost you
a pretty penny to have a big crowd of us
under your roof, old man,” said Nipper.
“Ilave you thought of the point?”

“Well, I've got to confess that it slipped
my meniory,” chuckled Pitt.  “But that’s
only a trifie—a mere detail.  As soon as
we're back at the school, I can give orders
—through Afr. Middleton—to have heaps of
stuff sent down here. You know—Dbeds and
bedding, and plenty of food, and all that.
Servants, ton. Mfr. Middleton knows that
this is a valeable castle, and he wouldn’t
consider that any money was being wasted.
Fe's in sole charge, now that my father is
away, and I know that 1 can rely on him.”

“PBut why have any servants?” asked
Handforth. *“Why not fend for ourselves?
Wouldn't it be a lot jollier?”

“\Well, T suppose it would,” agreed Pitt.
“But isn't it a bit thick to expect one’s
guests to fend for themselves, It isn’t done
in the best ecircles, you know.”

“Rats to the best circles!” said Hand-
forth, “Why, the Christmas party will
be ten times as good if we're here alone—a
whole crowd of St. Irank’s fellows. I think
it's a ripping scheme.”

“ Rather !” ,

“Pottor than spending Christinas at school,
anyway " said Pitt. I know that youw've
invited me to your place, Jack, but you
can understand my leelings, can’t you. I've
jugt inherited this ecastie, and it's nearly
Christisas-time. What a glorious opportunity
to cclebrate Uncle Roger's legacy! You'll
all join mo here. wen't you?”

“ Absolutely, old boy!”

“We shall be joliv pleased to,” said Hand-
forth. *“And as for the ghosts H

Reggie Pitt snapped his fingers.

“That to the ghosts!” be laughed. “This
is one of the loveliest old casties T've ever
explored, and when I realise that it is all
mine I want to shout. DBut I won't do so,
beeause it'ith make vou all envious.”

“Waea're envious already, old man,” smiled
Nipper. “ You're a lucky beggar, you know
—to ”hzu-'c a fine place like this, all your
own.

“A kind
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Nipper [elt one of the panels and found it loose to the touch. And when he gave it a hard shove
it opened, revealing a yawning black eavity beyond !

CHAPTER 12

An Extraordinary Occur-
ence !

¥

ALT an hour later

Reggie Pitt was feel-

ing more elated than
ever.

While two or three
wings of 'the castle were in a very ruinous
condition, one wing was practically intact.
It was, indeed, in a splendid state of pre-
servation. The great bedchambers were beau-
tifully furnished, and although they were
smothered in dust, they were comparatively

dry, and nothing had been greatly harmed.

It was the same with the Treception-rooms
Eiownstairs. These were in fine condition,
00,

“Why, we can spend a wonderful Christ-
mas here,” Reggie Pitt was sayving, as he
stood on one of the great landings, examin-
ing an old mullioned window. *“This wing,
in itself, is like a big house. Imagine what
it will be like with f(ires roaring everywhere,
and with decorations i

“Listen!” broke in Jack Grey suddenly.
“What was that #”

illi:h?’!

“What was what?”

“I—I thought I heard something,” said
Jack, looking startled. “A rummy sound
from downstairs!”

“Only your imagination, I suppose,” said
Handforth, as he stared down the corridor.
“X didn’t hear anything 7"

“Not getting nervy, are you, Jack?” asked
Reggie Pitt.

“No, of course not,” said Jack Grey, turn-
ing crimson. “Of course I'm not getting
nervy. But I thought I heard » '

“By Jovel!” interrupted Pitt, as he suc-.
cceded in forecing the window open. “ Look:
at this, you chaps! Well, I'm jiggered!”

“What is it ?” asked the others, crowding
forward:

They stared out of the window, and then
they broke out into all sorts of exclamations,-

“Bnowt” said Church, “By Jupiter!
And it’s coming down thickly, too!”’

Nobody had thought of locking outside
until then. During the brief period that they
had been exploring the castle, however, a
great change had come about in the weather
conditions. All the juniors had noticed those
dark clouds coming up over the sky, but
they had not realised that snow was so near,

The vista from the windew was limited..
Tor the snow was whirling down in such
clouds that it was almost like fog. It was
impossible to see for more than two or three
hundred yards. The flakes were coming
down steadily and thickly. And there was
silence everywhere—the strange, dull silenen
which always scems. to come with a fall
of snow. Already the courtyard was white,
and the ground further out was losing its
ordinary character. The snow was laying as
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it fell, and by the look of things the deown-
fali would be a heavy one.

“We'd better be going,” said Nipper.
“1'd no idea it was showing so heavily ax
this. It’s getting dark, too.”

“Yes, we have had enough, I think,” sad
Reggie Pitt. “Even as it is, we shall
have a job to get back to the school belore
calling over. And if this snow keeps on so
heavily we shall be ploughing throungh =«
foot of it by the time wo get to Bannington.”

“Rats!” said Handforth. “There’s no
harm in a little swow. All  the better,
in my opinion. It’s nearly Christimas-
time,  and why  shouldn’t it smow? |

like to sce it. It’s seasonahle.”

“Well, there's that about it, of course,”
smiled Nipper. “But when we’re cycling
we're apt to think of our own comfiort, you
know. And nobody can say that it's actually
pleasant cycling through a heavy snow-
storm.”

Reggie Pitt ciosed the window again, and
they all prepared to make an imunediate de-
parture. They had sixteen or seventeen
miles to mide back, and that would take
them at least two hours. Perhaps longer,
considering the condition of the roads now.

But it veally seemed later than it was.
In ordinarv circumstances there would stiil
have been a little daylight left, but the
heavy snow clouds ha‘j ohscured the sky,
and a ‘premature gloom had descended. The
upper corridor of the castle was almost dark,
and it seemed even darker to the juniors.
after withdrawing from that open window.

Then, just as they were about to move
down the corridor, a sound came to their
cars.

wrash!

They all came to a standstill, glancing
at one another. At the,end of this corridor
there was a wide, stately staircase leading
dowvn to an enormous hall.  And there could
be no question that that crash bad come
from that direciion.

“There you are!” muttered Jack Grew,
looking startled. “What did I tell yoat?
I heard something a few minutes ago,
but 2

“Listen!” interrupted Handforth.

Crash—cvash !

There it came again—iouder this time. The
rending of woodwork—the thudding of some-
thing heavy upon a stone floor.

“What the dickens can it be?” muttered
Church.  “There’s nothing down there!
We're all up here—every one of us! You
didn’t leave that door open, did you, Pitt?”

“No,” said Reggie, frowning. “I locked
it behind me—after we came in.”

“Well, it's no good standing here and
talking.” =said Nipper briskly. “We'd
bet.’ter rush down and see what the trouble

s’

“Buat it can’t be an ordinary intruder!”
panted Jack Grey. “If anybody had got in,
he wouldn’t start smashing the furniture
about—just to attract our attention!”

“Rot!” said Handforth. ‘““It’s probably
ssinebody having a lark. I shouldn’'t be
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§ur,r,)riscd it that beast, Quirke, followed us
in.

“He couldn’t
tocked ! said Titt.
and sce,”

They raced along the corridor, until they
came to the head of the stairs. Nipper and
Pitt, who were leading, were just in time io
sce a heavy, antique chair crash on to its
side on the further side of the hall. It
had apparently hurtled through the air,
althouch there was no visibie means of what
had caused it to do so. During those past
few moments there had been a veritable

weendo of crashes from the hall.

As the juniors tumbled down those great
stairs they looked round cagerly for sorne
signs of a human intruder. But although
they arrived on the lower floor only a few
ccconds after the last crash had sounded,
(here was not the slightest sign of anybody.

The hall was empty and deserted. The pas-

have done—the door's
“Still, we’d better go

sages and corridors leading from 1t were
aleo quiet and silent. One or iwo doors
stood open, but a glance within proved

that nobody was there. After a brief sur-
vey, the St. Frank’s fellows collected  to-
ecther in the hall, and gazed at one anolher
with genuine consternation and vague alarm.

“What can it mean?” muttered Church.
“Who did it? Three or four chairs nearly
smashed to pieces—and that old table on its
side! What the dickens doe§ it mean?” -

“T—T think we’d better get out of here!”
said Tommy Watson, with a gulp. " Don’t
you remember what Quirke told uws? Ie said
that this ghost sn’t merely a Presence—it’s
something that is tangible! It can do bodily
harm '

“Vou'd better get those ideas out of your
head, old man,” said Nipper quietly. “We
don’t believe in ghosts, and we’re not going
to bo fooled by a trick of this sort! 1 don’t
think we’ll go home just yet—in spite of the
gathering gloom. This matter needs investi-
gating !”’

CHAPTER 13

Very Mysterious !

s ANDFORTH snorted.

“Yes, by George!”
he said aggressively.
“An investigation s
needed! There’s been
some tomfoolery here! Somebody’s trying to
scare us—that’s what it is! But whoever
heard of such rot? Fancy trying to scare us
by chucking furniture about! That’s some-
thing new!”’ .

He strode forward into the centre of the
hall, and raised his voice.

“Fi1” he bellowed. “Who's here? Who's
been messing about?”’

But only the echo of his own voice came
reverberafing across from the panelled walls.
Not that Idward OGswald was in any way
impressed by this non-reply.
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“0Oh, you're keeping silent, are you?”’ he
said aggressively.  “All right, whoever you
are! We'll soon rout you out, and then we’ll
make vou pay!?’ He turned to the others.
“Come on, you chaps! Let’s make a quick
search, and find out who this joker is!”

Handforth’s attitude was like a tonie.
Although the others would not have admitted
it, one or two of them were beginning to
feel just a little bit quakey. Nipper and
Reggie Pitt were entirely of the same opinion

19

“Oh, rather!” said the others.

But one or two of them were not very
enthusiastic. Iowever, they all went along
the corridor, and at length reached that little
door which led into the courtyard. As Reggie
Pitt flung it open therc came the sound of
thudding bangs on the great door beyond—
explaining the little mystery.

“Hallo!”” shouted Pitt. “Who’s there?”

“I am thankfal that you are still safe!”
came the anxious voice of Ezra Quirke. “Why

as Handforth himself, but Church and|do you not come out? Why do you dely
McClure, and_  even Fullwood and Tre-|——"

gellis-West were—er had been—feeling un- “Oh, my goodness!” said Handforth, 1w
certain. dizgust., “It’s that ass, Quirke!”’

B L(zlt: Handforth : Most of i_hcioﬂ'xm‘s
would not even con- " ooked relieved, and
sider the possibility of | IO Inside This Reggie Pitt  strode
a ghostly manifesta- | VYW onder Book— forward through the
tion. He ecorned it. e snow and flung open
HSomebody had been = Fﬂ the great door. Izra
tricking them. That Quirke stood theore,
was the only possible his shoulders covered

explanation, in Hand-
forth’s opinion. And
that trickster had to
be discovered.

Unfortunately, there
was no sign of the
trickster.

A quick search was
made, and it was as
thorough as possible.
Every inch of the hall

was examined; the
corridors  were  €x-
plored, and all the
rooms near by, too.
But there was no sign
of any human
presence  beyond
themselves.

“Well, it beats

me?’ said Handforth
at last, scratching his

head. “Not that I've :
changeé!dnclly opinion 1"’ e =
he added, glaring. s
“There was pfenty of | mAnd ¥You
time for the rotter to | I>wy Xo.

in snow, his overcoab
collar turned up. He
venfured in.

“This is madness!”’
he said. I tried to
go home—to forget
you. But I know the
dangoers  here—I
realise the peril vou
are in by remaining.
And it was on my
conscience. I had to
return—I  ecould do
nothing but come
hack, and I want to
persuade you to——"

“Wea're not coming
out, just because you
want us to!” said
Reggie Pitt  curtly.
“We don't take any
notice of wvour non-
sense, Quirke. My
only hat! It's like
vour blessed necrve to
expeet us to! After
all the ftrickery you

AT =
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get away. I don’t )
know who he is, and I’m not going to guess,
but i

“YListen!” interrupted Church. “What’s
that knocking ?”’

Thump—thump—thump !

Tt came to their ears dimly—from the dis-
tance. They all looked at one another with
fresh expressions of wonder.

“No need to get scared!”’ growled Hand-
forth. “It’s only somebody kuocking at the
door! Sounds like that door we came through,
too.”

“It can’t be,” said Reggie Pitt. “I locked
the outer door—the one that leads directly
on to the drawbridge.”

. “Well. we’d better go and see, anyhow,”
sid Nipper. *Mysterious smashing of furni-
ture—and now mysterious knocking! This is
getting quite interesting, you chaps!” -

got up to ab Bt
Frank’s in the old days, it’s a bit thick for
you to belicve that we shall have any faith
m you!”’

Tizra Quirke recoiled slightly. .

“Perhaps you had every cause to distrust
me in those days,” he muttered. ““But this
is different. I am not attempting to fool you.
Can’t you belicve me? Can’t you see thab
T'm in earnest?”’

He locked at them anxiously.

“Well, Quirke, I rather believe that yon
are in carnees,’” said Nipper quietly. " But
yvou mustn’t expect us to believe in your own
ideas, you know. We're all pretty obstinate,
and we don’t believe in ghosts. No ghosts,
for ,example, can throw chairs about, and

2

“Do—do you mean that there has been
such a manifestation here?” interrupted
Quirke excitedly.
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It was so unusual for thie strange boy to
show such emotion that the others looked at
him in wonder for a moment., Then a roar
came from Handforth, and he seized Quirke
by the shoulder and shook him.

“Why, here he is—here’s the trickster!”
snouted Handforth, “He’s the fellow who
threw those chairs abowt in the hall just
now !’

“1t’s not true!’’ shouted Quirke, trying to
free himself, “I have not been near the
castle until this minute! Oh, come away—
come away! I tell you that the spirits are
resentful of your presence. You are lucky
to be safe.”

“Oh, that’s all rubbish!” growled Hand-
forth.  “You must have found a way in
somehow, and you’re trying to fool us again
~—with a variation of your old tricks.”

“"How can you say that?” interrupted
Quirke passionately. “Why should I try to
fool you? And if you want any proof, look
at my footprints!” he added, turning and
pointing to the distinet marks in the snow.
“Follow them—see where they lead to! I am
not trying to throw dust into your eyes now.
These footprints will lead you only to the
road beyond. If I had been in the castle, as
you state 2

“Yes, that’s true enough!”’ interrupted
Nipper. “The footprints lead straight away
from the  castle—and Quirke couldn’t have
beer mixed up in that rummy affair. Well,
we'll go back again and have another look
round. I’'m not satisfied yet.”’

And when they all returned indoors, Ezra
Quirke went with them. If anything, he had
turned a shade paler, and his eycs were glow-
ing with a strange light!

CHAPTER 14
The Hall of Mystery !

ELL, it beats me!”
Nipper made that
remark seven or eight
minutes later, after a
thorough examination

of the hall had been made. It was now
gloomier than ever, for dusk was falling in
earnest, and the heavy snowclouds only

served to hasten the coming of uight.

“What is this I hear?” asked Reggie Pitt,
in eurprise. “You confess that you’re beaten,
Nipper? Where is that strong spirit of
yours? Where is that bold, npeversay-die
ailitude that you were wont to have ¢ Beaten ?
Let it never be said??

Nipper grinned.

"I don’t say I’'m completely beaten,” he
remarked. "I feel certain that there’s a
logical explanation to all this mystery. But
I very much doubt if we shall find it out to-
night. There isn’t time.”

“Hear, “Let’s be
going 1"’

hear!” said Church.

“Rot !
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“Just what I was going to say,” remarked
Tommy Watson. “There’s no sense in stay-
ing in this beastly old place any longer.”

“Thanks!” said Reggie, bowing.

“Oh, sorry—I forgot it belonged to you!”
said Tommy Watson. “All the same, it is a
beastly old place!”

“Well, there’s nothing like being frank,”
nodded Pitt. ““At the same time, Thomas,
kindly let me remind you that the conditions
are very unfavourable. There isn’t a fire in
the whole place, there isn’t a friendly light,
and we know that the castle has the reputa-
tion of being haunted.”

“That’s it !’ said Handforth, nodding. “The
place will look absolutely different when we
have fires going in all the rooms, and lights
gleaming everywhere. By George! Il be
ripping, having Christmas here! You ecan
count me in as a guest, Pitt!”

“And all the others, too, I hope—in addi-
tion to lots more,” said Reggie.” * Christmas
at the haunted castle! Doesn’t that sound
attractive 7’

Ezra Quirke came forward, his eyes glowing
curiously.

“It is not well that you should make light
of these grave matters,” he said. “This is
no ordinary haunting. It is not just a spirit
—but a deadly, acute peril. The Thing which
is abroad here is so horrible that I dare not
imagine the result if we are attacked.”

“Rats!”  said  Handforth  aggressively.
. Rubbish! Somebody has been play-
ing tricks, and that’s all there is about it!
Some _funnﬁ idiot was downstairs in this hall
throwing chairs and things about. Are you
trying to tell us, Quirke, you fathead, that a
ghost can chuck solid articles all over the
place 7

“Your ignorance on psychic matters is
appalling,” said Quirke. “It is well known
by all investigators into the oceult that there
are certain types of ghosts that can’
materialise. That is to say, they take shape—
they become powerful over material things.
Such a ghost is in possession of this castlo.
You talk of spending Christmas here? It is
madness! It 1s sheer insanity!| Proceed with
this plan, and there will be tragedy 1”

“Let’s be going,” said McClure uneasily.

“Yes, it’s about time,” agreed Fullwood.
“It’s nearly dark, anyhow, and we've got to
think of the ride home. It won’t be any too
easy in this snowstorm,”

“I am glad to see that some of you are
sensible,” remarked Quirke. “The of ers, in
their superior indifference, will probably say
thai you are becoming scared.”

“Who's scared?”  demanded McClure,
glaring,

“I did not mean any offence,” went on
Quirke. “Indeed, if you are frightened, %‘ou
are only revealing your common sense. For
there is every reason to be frightened. Can
you not feel the influence of this uneasy spirit
in the very air?”

“Yowll feel my fist on your nose if you
tallk any more of that rot!” said Handforth
angrily.
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“Perhaps I am wrong to expect so much,”
said Quirke quietly. “Y am psychic. I have
certain powers as a medium. Therefore I can
feel these things—I know them to be. But
you are all different. You are worldly—
unbelieving—and thus you take no notice of
me when I tell you of your deadly danger.”

Nipper leoked at Quirke straightly.

““If there is so much danger here, Quirke,
why did you come in?” he asked. “We never
knew that you were particularly brave H

“1t is no question of bravery,” interrupted
Quirke, twirling round. “You mistake me.
You do not realise the nature of my warning.

There is deadly danger for you—but no
danger for me.”
“That’s interesting!” said Reggie. ‘' Why

are you immune ?”

““Absolutely !”” . said Archie - Glenthorne,
adjusting his monocle and inspecting Quirke
with great interest., ““This is frightfully
entertaining, dear old boys. Why is Quirke
immune from the gocd old ghostly effects?
Surely the blighter i1sn’t a pal of this spectre-
johnny 77

“There is no danger for those who believe,”
replied Quirke tensely. “This ghost will only
be angered by the presence of scepties. Don’t
you understand ? It will vent its anger upon
you sconer or later. XIf you come here in a
calm spirit, satisfied that there is a real haunt-
ing, then no disaster will befall you. But if
you come here—as you come now—with
laughs and jeers at the possibility of a real
chost, there can be only one result. You ma
escape in safety this evening. I hope so—
pray so. But if vou spend Christmas here, in
defiance of the power of the ghost, then you
will suffer.”’

Reggie Pitt laughed.

*Does it well, doesn’t he?”’
“PBravo, Quirke!”

*“What do you mean?’ asked Izra Quirke
fiercely.

“You’ve got all the tricks of the trade at
your finger-tips,”” replied Piti, grinning.
“Those sort of things mightinfluenceignorant
rustics, or simple-minded old ladies, or
doddering old gentlemen, but when you speak
them to us it’s very much like pouring water
on a_duck’s back. It has no effect. My dear
deluded ass! I helieve that you sincerely
mean all this tosh, It’s got hold of you
thoroughly—and it’s having an unhealthy
influence. Forget ib, Quirke—pgo out into the
open air, and let these cobwebs be blown out
of your brain. You’re getting morbid—
you're getting touched. As for Christmas,
I’ve made up my mind to spend the holidays
in this castle. There’s going to be a big
house-warming, and all these fellows are
coming here to celebrate and to be joyous.
So you can keep your croaking to yourself.”

““That’s the sort of spirit!”’ said Handforth
approvingly. ‘‘Good man, Reggie!”’

Ezra Quirke shrugged his“shoulders,

“I have done my best—and I have failed,”
he said quietly. “I can do no more. A
warning, it scems, is useless. There is danger
in every moment you remain, but it seems

he asked.

‘his imagination.

that you are reluctant to depavt., Very well—
I will say no more.”

Reggie nodded.

“Then that long speech of mine wasn’t
wasted,”” he said lightly. ‘‘Come on, you
fellows! TLet’s go into the banqueting-hall
and have a good look at it. I want to make
a mental list of the things we shall require
for Christmas.” .

And 1ibey all went erowding into the
banqueting-hall—Ezra Quirke bringing up
the rear, his pale face drawn, his eyes glow-
ing with resentment and excitement,

Was he genuinely convinced that the castle
was haunted, or had he an axe to grind?

CHAPTER 15
The Chair That Moved !
HE  banqueting - hall

i was a iz, lofty
LEE apartment 1n  that
e section of the castle

Tl which was still
habitable.. There were great oak beams
across the ceiling, and all the walls were
heavily panelled. Down one side of the room
were many enormous windows, and a fair
amount of light was coming through them.
Qutside, the snow could be seen falling
steadily. The weed-grown terrace beyond
the moat was already completely white.

“Well, it’s nect so bad in here,” said Reggio
Pitt  cheerily. ““It makes all the difference
when there’s some light. The hall is dark
and gloomy—but this room is wonderful.
Just imagine us sitting all round this huge
table enjoying the turkey and the plum-
pudding and all the other good things!”’

“Yes, it’ll be fine!” said ,Fullwood, with
enthusiasm.

“Lights burning everywhere—logs blazing
in the grate,”” went on Reggie, drawing upon
“Twenty or thirty of us
round the festive board—including Irene &
Co., if we can manage to get them here. I
shall have to have a serious word with my
sister, and she’ll probably be able to work
the oracle.” :

The table in the banqueting-hall was in a
splendid state of preservation. It was a tre-
mendous affair, reaching from one end of the
vast room to the other. All the furniture
was in a splendid condition. The chairs were
dusty, and traces of mould eould be seen here
and there, but on the whole there was
nothing much to grumble at. :

What a tremendous difference—what a
wonderful difference—there would he in {his
magnificent banqueting-hall when the decora-
tions were put up, when the lights were
gleaming, and when the place rang with
joyous langhter! All those 8t. Frank’s
fellows could picture the scene as it would
be. Ezra Quirke was the only one present
who allowed his thoughts to drift into a
sombre vein.
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“I do not like to hear you speaking in this
way, Pitt,” he said earnestly. *It seems to
me that you are determined t{o spend
Christmas here—to bring a great number of
your friends. But I want to warn you—

“Dry up!”’ roared Handforth. ‘I thought
you weren't going to speak again?”’

“T cannot help it!’ panted Quirke. ‘“‘You
are forcing me to speak—by your obstinacy
and blindness! T cannot hear you
making these plans without telling
you of the danger. It is foolish—
{t is madness! Even now, while .
we are talking here, this ghost
might materialise and seize one of
you. and dash him to death!”

“(thosts don’t do that sort o1
thing.” eaid Church impatiently.
“(shosts are only seen——"

“You are wrong!” interrupted
Quirke. “This particular kind of
ghost is capable of menacing
human life.”

“ Are you going to dry up, or
shali we smother you?” roared
Handforth. “You silly, gassing
ass! Ghosts only appear at mid-
night. Any chump can tell you
that!”

Quirke looked amazed.

“But do you believe that non-
sense?’’ he asked, aghast. “Do
you really belicve that ghosts can
only appear at midnight? That is
all rubbish! You are thinking of
the foolish stories that arve told to
children. Midnight is no different
from any other hour. I tell you
that Dresence is here. It is with
us all the time. It does not matter
whether the hour is midnight or
whether is it mnoon. In the
brichiest sunshine a ghost of this
kind can reveal itself and exert its
deadly power. I know what 1 am
tatking about——"

“0h!” gasped Jack Grey
denly.

“What’s the matter?” said Pitt,
turning to him.

“Nun-nothing!” said Jack, with
a guip. “AMy imagination, I sup-
pose!”

“But did you see anything?”

“I’m not sure,” replied Jack Grey. ‘‘I
thought I did—but I must have been mis-
taken. OF course 1 was mistaken!”

“This is getting interesting,”

sud-

remarked

Reggie.  “Jack has seen the ghost! Come
on, Jack, Iei’s hear all about it!”’
“But I dido’t see the ghost!” said Grey,

colourimg. - “Don’t be an ass, Reggiet I
suppose 1t was a trick of the light, or some-
thing. But—but Well, it seemed to me
that that big chair at the end of the table
moved a bit just now.”
“The chair moved ?”’ repeated Handforth.
“Yes!”
“By itself 27
“Yes,” said Jack.

“8illy, isa’f it2”
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“Dotty!” growled Handforth. ‘‘How the
dickens could that chair move of its own
accord ? There’s nobody near it—we’re all up
this end of the room. Chairs don’t move
without being handled !

Quirke was looking down the great hall
with awed eyes.

“The chair moved!” he whispered. “What
did I tell you? Already ihis ghost—this

materialised spirit—is beginning its tricks!
If 1t so chose, it could lift even this great
table and send 1t crashing down upon you.
You laugh at me, you seem amused.
Pm only warning you of a great truth.

Ask any investigator of the ocetiit! I do not
pretend to be an autherity, buat——"
“There!” yelled Jack: Grey, pointing.
“Didn’t you see it, you chaps? It moved
again!” '
“What!”

“CGood gad!”
“I—I say, let’s get out of here!” mut-
tered Church, glaheing over his shouller.

But s
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“I’m not nervous, but I don't mind admit-
ting that U'm feeling pretiy uncomfortable.”

“I didn’t sece the chair 1move,” said
Nipper, giving Jack Grey a curious glance.
“Are you sure of this, Jack ¥

But Jack was staring fascinatedly at that
chair at the other end of the room

“¥es,” he muttered, “T'm surc!
didn’t deceive me that time. Look!
can’t you see it-now?” °

“Oh, crumbs!”

“ Look—Iiook !

They all.stood theve, spellbound. Tor now
there could be no further doubt on the point.
All these St. Frani’s fellows saw the same
phenomenon. The big armchair at the head
of the table was moving!

It was moving slowly,
vet no soul was near it!

Ny eyes
There,

deliberately, and
Ezra Quirke was

Crash ! Without warning-—and with a thud-
ding ecrash which made everybody jump—ihe
great piciu_re came tumbling down from the walt!

furthest away of all, so he could not be sus-
pected of trickery here. He was staring at
the chair with glowing eves.

“Look!” he breathed. “It is a sign!
Keep back—keep back! Do not go near it—
do not dare to interfere!”’

There was certainly somecthing
afoot.

uncanny

The big chair was still moving—gliding
noiselessly across the dusty floor. It was
moving sideways, towards the great fire-
place. Then, wiih a sudden thunderous erash,
tho chair toppled over on to its side.

The juniors gulped, and every face was a
shade paler! 3

CHAFPTER 16

\ The Kysiery Deepens !
NRASH ! i
- The overturning of
the chair secmied fo
break the momentary
spell Evervbody
shouted at onee, and there was a rush down
the bangueting hall.  No notice was taken
of Bara Quirke’s alarmed cry.

The first to reach the chair were IHand-
forth and Nipper. It was made of
solid oak, and exccedingly heavy.
The juniors picked it up and set i
on its feel again.

“Well, T'm jiggered!” said
Handforth blankly.
“As good as Maskelyne and

Devants!” said Reggie Pilt. with a
grin.  “I don’t pretend to knew
how it was done, but it was jolly
smart !

“What do you
asked Jack Grey.

“My dear chap, it was only a
trick,” said Reggie. “You won’t
get me to believe that this chaiy
was drawn across the Heor and
hurled over by some supernatural
force. Not likely! T'm a pig-
headed sort of chap, and 'm not
swaillowing those yvarns!”

“But—but we saw it!” protested

Church.

“Yes, exactly,” said Piit. “ And
when we go to an illusionist’s show
we see a sweebt young thing
serewed into a wooden box, and we
see the wooden box sawn in half.
But is the sweet young thing sawn
in half? Of course she isn’t! In
full view of the audience, the
illusionist unfastens the lid of the
box and out steps the damsel, un-
scratched.”

“That’s true enough,” admiited
Fullwood. “They do th by

trickery.”

“Naturally,” nodded Pitt. “It would be
rather awkward if they had to get a fresh
young lady for every performance. DBesides,
it’s a criminal offence to saw a girl in
halves. It isn’t done.”

“You are determined to remain jocular,”-
said Tzra Quirke, coming up. “But it is
fatal, Pitt! Let me tell you that it is foolish

mean—smart 2
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in the extreme. You have just seen a demon-
stration of this ghost’s power, and yet you
de not believe it.”

“Sad, isn’t it ?” said Pitt lightly.

“It is nob sad—it is tragic!” declared
Quirke. ‘ You sce this thing clearly. with

youw: own eyes, and yet you still romain an
unbeliever !”

“Shocking 1’ said
wrist, samebody !”

“Fool—fool!”  screamed Quirke, exas-
perated by Pilt’s mocking voice. * ('an you
never be serious?” -

“Qccastonally,” said Roggie, with a grim
glint in his eye. “I shall be serious the next
time vou call me a fool, Quirke. In fact,
I shall be so serious that 1 shall knock you
down. And in knocking you down I shall
probably black both vour eyes!”

¥ozra Quirke recoiled.

“There is no need for youn
violent,” he said sullenly.

“ And ihere i1s no need for you to become
abusive ! relorted Pitt.  “I am enititled to
my opinion, just as much as you are entitled
to yours, Quirke. We haven’t thrown you
out on your neck because you hbelieve in
ghosts, have we? I would like to remind
vou that when in this castle, you are only
here as my guest. I don’t know why 1 let
vou come In, now I come to think of it, but
I'm always doing silly things like that,”

“Put, hang it, Reggie, what can it mean?”
asked Jack Grey. “It’s all very well to be
indifferent, but this thing needs some ex-
plaining!  That chair moved of
accord

*“Or was it pushed ?” asked Reggie, as

Reggie. “Slap my

to become

2}

“More likely it was pulled!” said Nipper.
"1 wish {here were a Fit-tle more daylight—
then we might be able to sce something.
There secems to be nothing here.
of any kind. It's just an ordinary chair—

“Q0h, 1s 1t 7” interrupted Reggie. “I'll have
you know, my son, that this chair is an
antique! An ordinary chair, indeed!”

“1 mean, it’s a solid, respectable chair,”
smiled Nipper. “There’s no fake about it.
It's not a trick chair.”

“But that’s all rot!” said I andforth
tartly. “If it isn’t a trick chair, it must
have been moved by the ghost! And as we
know jolly well that ghosts can’t move chairs,
it must be a trick one. I expect there's
some clockwork arrangement or something in
the scat of it, Let's have a look.”

However, it was useless.. There was no
clockwork arrangement, d there was no

3
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hidden spring of any kind. The chair was
just an oak article, of great age apparently,
and there was really no earthly reason why
it should have capered about of its own
accord. No respectable chair does that sort
of thing, even in a haunted castle. Yet thera
was no room for doubt. With their own eyes
the juniors had seen the chair moving, and
even if they had suspected their imaginations
there had been no doubt about the chair
toppling over,

What had caused it to topple over in that

| dramatic fashion?

Nipper and Handforth and Pitt had for-
gotten all about leaving the castle. “There
was still a little daylight left, although the
dusk was deepening all the time. They
wanted to explore further—to make more
investigations. They were reluctant to
depart with the affair in such an unsatis-
tactory state.

Nipper, —as ‘ugnal, adopted practical
moethods, It was his habit to do things
systematically and thoroughly.

“Now, let’s see,” he said thoughifully.
“YWe'll go back to the spot where we were
standing at first.”

“What for?” asked Handforth.

“I'll tell you when we get there,” replied
Nipper, “Come on, it might lead us to
L something.”

So they went back to the other end of
the bancueting hall, and Nipper gazed
keenly down towards the “haunted ” end.

“Now, as far as I can remember, the chair
was moving away from the table, dircetly
towards the fireplace. It went in a line from
where we are sianding—diagonally across the
fioor to the fireplace. Is that right?”

“Yes,” said Reggie. “But
important point?” : .
__“It might be very important,” replied
Nipper. “Once we've made sure of the
direction, we can go ahead with the examina-
tion. There's just a chance——" =

Clang-clang!

“Hallo!” said Tullwood, twirling round
and staring out into the hall.  “What was
that "7

Everybody stood still, tingling. A curious
clattering sound had come from out in the
hall, which was now completely deserted.
It was a strange metaliic noise—discordant
and subdued, Dlost of these juniors were
strong-nerved, and they had oft professed
their ridicule to ghosts. Yet, in spite of
themselves, they could not help feeling un-
certain »nd uneasy now,

“What—what was it ?” whisnered AfeClure.

“(Goodness knows!” said Tommy WWatson
huskily. “But there’s something out there.
1 say, this place is getting———"

Clang! Clatter-clatter! Clang!

“Clome on!” roared Handforth fiercelv.
“After me, you chaps! We'll collar -the
trickster red-handed!” i

The others obeyed the summons, and there

L)

it an

&

was a rush for the deoorway.
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CHAPTER 17
Nipper Investigates ! !

IPPER grasped Reggie
Pitt’s arm jusi as the
West House junior
was following Hand-
forth and the others

. into the hall.

Hold on!” muttered Nipper. “I1 want

“Eh?” said Reggie. “What for?”

“Leave this other business to Handforth,”
said Nippeir. “1 don’t suppose for a minute
that Handforth will make any discoveries,
This trickery is too clever for him,?”

“Youre convinced it’s trickery, then?”

“Aren’t you?'’ asked Nipper.
“Well, yes,” admitted

find some holes—where wires might have -
coms from.”’ ;

“That’s a cute idea,” sald Reggie enthusi-
astically. “Come on—before those other
chaps come back. Let’s make a thorough
examination.””

It was a sensible plan; and the two juniors
would find it necessary to be quick, too. The
others would certainly come back within a
minute or two, and this did not leave much
time for a careful examinaiion. Nipper wae
particularly anxious to make this investiga-:
tion before Ezra Quirke saw what he was °
up to. Nipper did not actually suspecs
Quirke of any complicity in the trickery,
but he ecould not forget Quirke’s ecariier
record. -

“No, there’s nothing here,” said Pitt, as
they stared eagerly at the panelling near the
firveplace. “Not a sign of a hole—not even
a crevice.

“ And vet the chair was

Reggie. “But it’s pretly moving in this direction,”
smart, all the same.” said Nipper. "If there
~ They hlwere- 1lefl; alone were any wives, they
in the yangueting- must have come from
chamber, and they could 52 PAGES somewhere  near = here.
hear all sorts of shouts . By Jove! Just look at

from outside in the hall.

will censtitute next week’s

this fireplace itself! This

But they took no notice. R : chimney is big enough
Nipper lelli the way record-breaking - issume of for a couple of men to
across fo the big fire- h “Nel ) hide in.”

place; he produced a big the sok- Lok, They had  crouched

electric torch, and flashed It contains

it on.
“That’s better!” said
Reggie. “Why  the

dickens didn’t you bring
that torch out before?”

attractions—all for

TWOPENCE!

many extra down, and had -entered -
the enormwous open fire-
place.  Flashing h-i-s
torchlight upwards; Nip- -
per could sec a  great,

cavernous chimney. -,

“There = wasn’t ~any _ It yawned over their
need for it before,” re- 5 _ heads, and there  was
plied Nipper. “You’re the owner of this|nothing but uticr blackness above. It was

castle, Reggie, and it seems to me that some-
body is trying to make you scared of it.”

“But who would do it 7"’

“We don’t know—we can’t cven guess,’’
replied Nipper. “Not that it matters much
now. The main thing is to prove that these
manifestations are caused by trickery. We're
both satisfied that that chair nioved by some
hokus-pokus, aren’t we?”

“You bet we are!” said Pitt, nodding.

“Very well, then,” continued Nipper. “The
" chair moved in the direction of this fireplace.
It wasn’t controlied by a ghostly hand, and

it waen’t pushed. 'Therefore it stands to
reason that it must have been pulled.”
“By Jove!” egaid Reggie. “You mean—

wires ?”

‘““Wires are generally the medinm for such
dodges,”’ agreeg Nipper. " And if there were
any wires, we might find some traces of them
in the fireplace.”

“But wouldn’t they have been attached to
the chair?”’

_“Yes—while the chair was moving,” said

Nipper. “But wires can be jerked free, yon |
know—and pulled out of sight. T don’t sup- |
pose for a minute that we shall find any |
wires, but there’s just a chance that we might !

one of those wide eld chimneys, and it was
obvious that it had notbeen used for years,
for there was scarcely any soot on the walls.

“No, there aren’t any stakes or crevices
in the brickwork,” said Nipper, “1 don't
think anybody elimbed down this chimney.
But what if some wires were let down? Oune
pull, you know, and they would vanieh “up
this chimney in a flash.” e 1

“You mean that they were attached -to
that chair all the time, and only pulled at
the right moment?”’

“Bomething like that,”” said Nipper. “But
we're working n the dark, remember. We
can’t possibly know how the dodge was done,- .
but we can suspect. Aund if those wires camo ™
down this chimney, they would naturally pass
under the oak mantelpiece, and there might
be some marks there.”

“That’s not very probable, is it?’

“When that chair was suddenly jer?éd——in
order to overiurn it—the wires must have
come against the woodwork prefty hard,”’
said Nipper. “Of course, we're taking it for
eranted that wires were actually used. We
may be on the wrong track. Anyhow, let’s
make certain.”

A moment later he gave a litile murmur of
sabisfaction.
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“"Look at this!” he said tensely. "’What[
do vou make of it, Reggie?”’

They were staring at two little marks on
the edge of the mantelpiece—on the under-
side, at the entrance to the great chimney.
Sure encugh, “there were two tiny scorings
vigible. Pitt himself would never have scen
them if his attention had not been atiracted.
They were almost invisible—until one went
quite close,

“Yes, by dove, these marks certainly look
as though they might have been caused by a
couple of wires,” said Reggie. “Then your
theory was right, Nipper? The chair “was
deliberately pulled 2

“There’s no proof that T'm right,” in-
terrupted Nipper. “We can’t be certain of
anything, Reggie. But it looks suspicione—

3 1 »
that’s all.

"It is suspicious,” said Reggie Pitt grimly.
“And I don’t mind telling you that I'm as
determined as ever to spend Christmas in the
castlo. DBy jingo! Think of the excitement!
Tricksters all over the place, trying to scare
me out! Well, they’ve got hold of the wrong
customer !’ :

“(iood man!” said Nipper approvingly.

“They’re not going to scare me out with
their fakery,”” went on Reggie. “Not iikely!
I dow’t know who they are, or why they’re
deing it, but this discovery has made me
pretty obstinate. T've invited you and the
other chaps to spend Christmas here, and I’m
not going back on my word because of a few
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When 1 get back to 8St. Frank’s TI'll make
every arrangement for spending Christmas
under this roof. Pll invito half the Remove
—and some of the Fourth-Form fellows, too
—and young Willy and his pals of the
Third! We'll have a big party—a regular
house-warming!” ;

" With ghosts and manifestations thrown in,
free of charge!’ chuckled Nipper. Christ-
mas in Raithmere Castle promiscs to be pretiy
exciting, Reggie!”

“Well, I believe in doing a thing
thoroughly,” said Reggie dryly. “What’s the
good of a Christmas party in an old castle
if a ghost or two doesn’t appear? Come on
—let’s go and join the others, and sce what’s
been happening.’”’ - . -

They emerged from the fireplace, and
crossed over towards the hall. Reggie Pitg
had made his decision. Nothing would pre-

venf, him from spending Christmas under this
mysterious old roof!

CHAPTER 18
The Fallen Picture !

ELTs; what’s the trouble
out  here?”? asked
Reggie Pitt briskly.

Hes and Nipper had
just come into the

ghosts. No giddy fear! hall, and they found Handforth and the other
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juniors standing about, talking in low voices.
The daylight had practically failed by now,
and only a dim glimmer was coming through
the tall, narrow windows. Ezra Quirke was
standing separately, a rather mysterious
ficure. Indeed, bls presence only tended to
inerease the air of ghostlirress.

“What's the matter out here?” repeated
Regyuie.

“Nothing,”” growled Handforth.

“But there was a clatter 28

“ A suit of armour had fallen down,”” said
Jack Crey unsteadily. “There’s nothing to
account for it, cither. We found it lying on
the Hoor, and g )

“Rats!”’ said Handforth. “Anything 1s
liable to make a suit of armour fall over!
A passing motor-bus, or something like that!”

“But motor-buses don’t pass the castle!”
said Fullwood. “There isn’t a public road
for a mule!” & )

“Well, perhaps there’s a stray cat in the
place,” said IHandforth firmly. * By George!
Chat’s about the size of it!” he went on
cagerly, struck by the brilliance of his own
idea. " A stray cat! It inay have been roam-
ing in the castle for weeks and months. Ié's
half-wild by this time, and it’s scaved becanse
we-came in.”’

“ And 1 suppose this.stray cat turned that
chair over?” asked Church sarcastically.

“Eh? On, well *>  Handforth paused.
“nNever mind about the chair,”” he went on
“'That must have been done by a rocky leg,
or something.”

Ezra Quirke came forward.

“Tt is pitiful to hear.you suggesting these
préposterous explanations,” be said. am
compelled to speak again. Why do you not
go from this place? Darkness is nearly upen
us—and the danger is always more acute atter
daylight has fled!”

“#] thought you said that the ghosts could
be:just as active at noon as at midnight?”
askbd Fullwood.

““Absolutely I’ nodded Avchie. “The fright-
ful blighter positively said it.”

“Bubt The darkuess is, nevertheless, more
dangerous—since we human beings are made
of poor siuff,”” replied Quirke impressively.
“In the darkness we are less courageous—we
are more apt to lose our reason.”’

“Speak for yourself, my lad?’ said Reggie
Pitt. “In my epinion, vouw've pretty well lost
your reacon already! That is, of course, if
vou ever had any! Why don’t your people
keep vou in a home?”

Quirke took no notice of these sallies. e
stood there, looking almost like a ghost him-
self. Handforth was about to make some
caustic remark, but he did not utter the
words. For at that moment another dramatic
interruption came.

Crash ! ¢

Withont warning—and with a thudding
erash which made cveryhody jump-—a great
picture came tumbling down from the oppo-
site wall. Tt was an oil-painiing, scven or
eight feet in height, with a massive frame.
Tt hit the floor sideways, splintered, and then
feil with a thud upon its face.
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“QOh, my hat,”” muttered Watson, pale to
tho lips.

“Let’s—let’s go!” gasped Church. “Hang.
it, I'm getting scared! I’m not a frightened
sort of chap as a rule, but this—this is too
much! Let’s go!”

“ Absolutely ! said Archie. “JI mean to
say, odds scares and frights! This sort
of thing is ecnough to make a chappie go
all jellified 1

“It is another sign!” said Ezra Quirke.
“Will you never be satisfied? ''his uncasy
spirit has so far left you alone, but sooner
or later there will be a change. Onc of you
will suffer—and perhaps it will mean death!”

“Dry up!” said Pitt, turning on him
sharply.

“1 amn only giving you a warning—"’

“Dry up!” repeated Pitt, “We don't

want to hear any of that piffle fram you,
Quirke! Haven't you got more sense than
to talk about death at a time like this?”

“If you will heed me it

“That’s enough!” roared Reggic davger-
ously.

Nipper had switched on his torch, and he
was examining the great picture with in-
terest,  The others were erowding round,
riad of that briliiant patch of light.

“There’s nothing te be alarmed aboud,”
said Nipper. “ You've got to remember thai
these old pictures have been hanging here
for years—and they are liable to fall down
at any moment. A slight vibraticn may be
suflicient to cause the wire fo snap.”

“But there hasn’t been any vibration,”
sald Tommy Watson.

“The vibration caused by our voices might
be enough,” replied Nipper. * Anyhow,
let's have a look.”

“They say that it's unlucky when a pie-
ture falls,” muttered Chureh. *I'm not
superstitious—I don’t believe in those silly
yarns—hut, all the same, it’s queer, isn’t
i!' Why should that picture fall just when
we’re here? There’s no end to these mys-
terious happenings!”

“And look there!” said Fullwood, point-
ing. “That wire isn’t broken, Nipper! It’s
as sound as ever!”

“So 1 see,” nodded Nipper, puzzled. “The
picture dido’t fall Decause the wire broke—
we've established that. fact, anvhow. This
wire is like. a piece of steel cable. Tt's as
solid as ever—and in perfect condition.”

“Perhaps the nail came out?”’ suggested
Tregellis-West. ““Nails have a habit of com-
ing out sometimes, dear old boy.”

“Yes, I expcct that’s the explanation,”
said Nipper. “DBut it’ll hardly be a nail,
Montie. A big stake, I should think.”

He flashed his light upwards, and, sure
enough, a heavy stake could be seen 1n the
wall, high above. It was a very large one,
with a hook on it a full inch in heighti.
The stake was still embedded in the wall
like & rock!

“1 say, that's queer!” said TFullwoeod, in
\ a strange volce. “The wire's intact, and the
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stake 1s still in the wall! How did
picturc come off ? What caused it to fall 77

“Why do you ask these questions??” de-
manded Quirke passionately. “Will you
never be convineed? DMust I talk to vou
endlessly 7= When will you learn? ¥ tell you
this place is haunted—and vou have had
ample proof! Yet you will not believe!
You are mad—you are insane to stay here!
With every minute that passes the danger
15 growing more acute!”

N

CHAPTER 19
The Loose Panel !

NE or two of those
juniors felt more un-
easy than they would
have cared to admit.

- Was there something
in Iizra Quirke’s talk? Was this quaint old
castle really haunted?

Certainly, there had been a strange
series of unaccountable manifestations.

They bad been ecumulative, too-—they had
come one on top of the other, as though
to convince the intruders that they were
in the presence of some supernatural force.

This latest happening was the most re-
markable of all. Even Nipper was puzzled.

How had that picture come from its fasten-

ing? What had ecaused it to crash down

in that dramatic way?

A general uneasiness had scttled over the
juniors. The dusk had deepened so much
now that it was practically night, When
Nipper flashed out his torch, it seemed as
though the boys were in complete blackness.

““Here. steady !” said Watson., “Let’s have
that light, Nipper!”

“Sorry!” said Nipper.
that it was nearly dark.
better be going, eh?”

“Yes, rather!” said most of the others.

“I'd forgotten
I suppose we'd

“You are wise—at last!” muormured
Quirke.
“All the same, I don't like leaving,”

went on Nipper. *“There’s something very
rummy about this castle of yours, Pitt. Tirst
of all, a chair starts moving of itz own
accord. After that a suit of armour topples
over, and finally a picture falls.”

A regular succession of hai’r-misin% in-
cidents,” s=aid Reggie Pitt cheerily. “Un-
fortunately, my hair refuses to stand on
end.”

*“Oh, don’t rot, old man,” said Jack Grey.
“You're welcome to your old castle! 1
don’t envy you in the least!”

“What was that?” asked IIandforth
abruptly,

Several of the juniors started.

“Eh?”’ muttered Church. “What—what
was what??

»

the windows,” said Nipper practically.
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the ]

“1 thought I hecard a sound from this
L] » d .

corridor,” said Handforth, peering down a

biack, mysterious-looking passage. ““A sort

of stealthy movement—like something sliding

along the floor. I may have been mis-
taken e
“Probably the ivy catching against onc of

“We
can’'t stop to investigate now.”

“Can’t we?” said Handforth grimly., “I
heard something, and I mean to find out
what 1t was! It's quite likely I shall run
into . the rotter who's been performing all
these tricks! And when I capture him,
by George, I'll punch his nose!”

Handforth went off before any of the others
couid stop him.

“Hi!” yelled Church. “Come back,
Handy! 1It’s all dark down there, and you
haven’t a light 4

But it was no good.

Idward Oswald was

runnipg full tilt into the black corridor, and

they could hear him thudding along. Hoe
evidently turned a corner, for the sounds
grow less distinet.

“0Oh, the ass!” gasped MceClure. “The
silly “fathead! He'll only lose himself down
these interminable passages and corridors!
It was bad enough in the daylight, but it's
ten times worse now! Where’s your toreh,
Nipper? Let’'s go and drag him back!”

“Just like Handy to delay us all, when
we were on ihe peint of going!” growled
Watsen. ““IHe was always an ass like that!”

In the meantime, Hendforth was still run.
ning. He had got it fairly fixed intd his
head that something had moved down this
corridor; and, as he did not believe in
ghosts, and as he was certain that some
practical joker was at work, he felt no tinge
of nervousness. He just ran on, with a
vague idea in his mind that he might over-
talke the intruder.

And thon—crash!

Edward Oswald hardly knew what had
{ happened.  As a matter of fact, he had

run full tilt into a wall. In the gloom, he
had not noticed that the passage had taken
another sharp turn, and instead of turning
the corner he ran headlong into the wall.
But that was not all. Somethinf gavc
way, with a sharp, loud snap. And as
Handforth went tumbling through a mys-
terious aperture, there came another snap.
A panel! The entrance to a sccret

{ passage !

Without knowing it, Ilandforth had
stumbled wupon this sccret of Raithmere
Castle! The panel swung to and snapped
into position immediately after he had passed
through the opening. Not that Handforth
knew anything about it,

He was far too busily engaged. Tor
there was not an ordinary passage on the
other side of that secret panel—but a fiight
of stone stairs, which led downwards into
the dim, mysterious depths benecath the
castle.
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And Edward Oswald was tumbling down
them head over heels!

Dazed by his original collision, he had
commenced falling down the stairs befare
he really knew where he was. It was utterly
black here—inky black. At last his fall came
to an end.

e sprawled on some damp stones, dazed
and bewildered., e was hurt. too—bruised
in a dozen places.  Actually, he was lucky
to escape so lightly.  Anvbody less clumsy
and robust might easily have broken o limbh.

“0Oh,  erumbs!”  murmured Iandiorth
dizzilv, as he =at up. “Where am 7%
What's happened ¥7

Ho tried fo think eclearly, but only be-
came mare ('Ollf”i‘i(.'(].

HThe retter!”  he said fiereely.  “The
murderous cur! I didw’t see him, but he
must have grabbed me and thrown me down
those stairs! And now I don’t know where
I am, or—or anything!”

Painfully he picked himself up, and walked
forward a pace or two. It was a rather
fatal "thing to do, for he had not yet
reached the bot-
tom of the stairs, and
he phinged forward
and fell heavily.
Thoroughly  shaken, _
he staggered to his gl
feet again;, then
walked dazedly on.
He turned a corner ;
somehow, and  his
hands, touching the
walls: of the passage,
encountered damp-
ness. He was far-
below the ecastle, in a

labyrinth  of secret i
passages ! -
And  when, some -

liftle time later, he i
fully rccovered him- |
self, he was staggered
by the realisation that
he was lost!

Lost down in these
mysteriovs  denths—
without a natch on
him, ‘and without any
means of finding his
bearings again!

CHAPTER 20

Handforth PRisappears !

==1'5 gono!” raid Church
: hoarsely.

“Handy! Handy!”
sheuted MeClure.

Jut no reply camne,
Only the echovs of their cwn voiees sounded
in that grim cld corridor.

Church and MecClure had been the first
to rush after the leader of Study D). They
were his chums, and they knew, more than

A number  of
stariled exclama-
tions went up irom
the junicrs as they
saw the sirange,
eerie figure at the
top of the stairs.

anybody else, how he,
‘needed locking after!
They had turned
~ one bend in the corri-
dor, and then they
had paused, uncer-
tain.  Nothing but
blackness yawned
ahecad of them. There
seemed to be no win-
cdows here, and every-
thing  was utteriy
chostly and cerie.
“Handy!” ehouted
MeClure again, ¢ Oh,
vou ass! Where have
vou got to?”
“Nipper's coming!”

said  Church  thanl-
fully. *He’s coming

with that torch of his!”

“ About time, too!” said Mac.

Nipper came up, with Reggie Pitt and all
the rest. It was noticed that Rzra Quirke
was chnging to the crowd. Where i.'-!gy
moved,. he moved. His actions were hardiy
in accordance with his statement that the
“ghost ¥ could not harm bim. At all events,
he had no desire to be left all alone,

“Haven't you found him ¢ asked- Nipper,
as he ran up.

“No, and

he won’t answer, either.” said

Church, “He only came along here a
minute ago, and yet there’s net a single
trace ”
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“¥Yes, there is!” broke in Nipper, as he
flashed his torchlizht o the fioor. * Look
at this dust!’ If’s been undisturbed for
years! And there are Handy's footprints,
as clear as you like!”

“By Jingo, yes!”

“Let’s follow them!”

- “A bramy scheme,” said Archie stoutly.
“Human bloodhounds, what!”

“I-thought I heard a kind of crash, too,”
said McClure, as they walked eagerly on.
“Perhaps the silly thump fell down a staj-
case somewhere!”

It was a good guess, although Handforth's
chum did not recalise it. Just then Nippoer
came to an abrupt hait for Handforih's
tracks had ended. This particular corridor
had not been explored ecarlier, when many
of the other passages had come under atten-
tion,
set foot on that dusty floor

“Well, this is funny!” said Nipper, in a
queer voice. .

“What's funny ?” asked Reggie.

“Look!” said the Remove captain.
you see?”

“I can see some footprints, if that’s what
you mean,” veplied Pitt. “If we go along

“Can't

here &

““No, don’t disturb them!” interrupted
Nipper quickly., “Don’t move forward,
Reggie. We sfza]l only confuse the tracks.”

- The others halted, and Nipper pointed, his
torchlight showing up the flooring with great
«clearness just ahead

“We can see the footprints quite distinetly,”
said Nipper, “There they are, but they
abruptly end. That’s what I can’t under-
stand. There isn’t a window here, or a door-
way, either Just the wallis and the floor.
And yet Handforth’s footprints completely
vanish ”

“Oh, corks!”

“WWhat—what can it mean ?”

“It’s so uncanny!” said MeClure desper-
ately. *“Where is Handv? What's become
of him? How did he disappear like this?
He couldn’t have vanished into thin air!”

“Put there’s no aother explanation,” said
Watson. ‘" Beyond the spot where these foot-
prints end the dust is absolutely undis-
turbed.”

It was an extraordinary affair. In spite of
themselves, the juniors felt creepy densations
down their backs. For the first time they
were beginning to suspect that there was,
indeed. some dead!y Presence. Otherwise,
how could Handforth have vanished so utterly
and so strangely ?

“Where is he?” asked Mae hoarscly® “Oh,
where is he?”

“At last you are realising the trutht!”
came a voice from the rear. “Is it not clear
what has happened ?2? :

They turned upon Ezra Quirke, and stared

at him.
“What do you mean—clear?” asked
Church. ““How can it be clear? It's an

absolute mysteryi1” .

Handforth had been the first one io !
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“There is no mystery,” replied Quirke. “I
have already explained to you that this ghost
is capable of materialising To my mind
there can be only one explanation of this
mystery. The foolish Handforth encountered
the spirit of Raithmere Castle, and then and
there it seized him and bore him away into
tho Unknown. Are not these footprints
indicative of the true story? There is no
window within reach—no doorway! And
vet Handforth vanished. It is all obvious.”

“Rot!” said Nipper angrily. “How many
more times have we got to tell you to stop
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this nonsense, Quirke? Handforth’s vanished,
and our job is fo find out hew. He dida’t go
further along the corridor, beeause there
aren’t any footprints. So it stands to reason
that he must have vanished here, just at this
spot.” .

“But where did he go to?” asked Pitt,
losing some of his jocularity. “Hang it,
Nipper, this 1s a poser!”

“Iv secems like it, but T ean’t be fooled so
casily,” said Nipper. “As Handforih didn’t
go any further than this, and as he couldn’t
sink through the floor or float up to the ceil-
ing,l he must have gone through one of these
walls.”

“But there isn’t a door,” said Watson.

“Then he must have passéd through a
panel,” replied Nipper briskly. “My dear
chaps, why make a mystery out of nothing?
You know what these old castles are, Paneclled
walls everywhere, and secret passages—""




THE NELSON LEE SCHOOL STORY LIBRARY

“Jecret passages?”

“Why not ?” asked Nipper. “There may
be all sorts of hidden doorways—— Hallo,
what’s this?”

He broke off. abruptly, and felt one of the
panels just at the spot where those foot-
prints vanished. Nipper bad hit upon the
practical explanation of the mystery, and a
moment’s examination proved that he was
right. X

For one of those panels, seemingly so solid,
was loose to the fouch. When Nipper gave

g
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CHAPTER 21
Not So Uncanny !

g PEN Sesame!” sald
Reggie Pitt lightly.
[ Nipper turned, and
\\\ his face was full ot
= concern.

“I don’t like the lock of this,” he said.
“There are stairs here—steep stone stairs,
leading straight downwards for a tremendous
way !”’

“YWhat about it?” asked Watson.

“Well, Handy may not be very safe,”
replied Nioper. “Even if he managed to set
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down the stairs all right, there’s always the
chanee of gas.”

t{Ga‘!!!"

“You know what these old tunnels are,”
said Nipper. “TFull of gas—fire damp, they
call it. It’s horribly poisonous, too.” -

“QOh, ' crumbs !’ said Church; in alarm.
“Let’s go down!”? :

In his anxiety for his leader, he thought
of no danger But Nipper pulled him back,
and was himself the first to go through that
panel.

“This cught to be a lesson to you, Quirke,”
he said, looking back. ““Perhaps you won’t
be so ready with your idiotic oxplanations
again.” : :

“1 don’t know what you mean,” said Xzra
(Quirke. :

“1 mean that Handforth accidentally
banged into this wall, and the panel flew
open,” said Nipper. ‘“All your task about a
ghost was silly nonsense. I'm sorry that
Pitt allowed you to come indoors,”

“Never mind about Quirke—let’s fina
Handy !” said McClure anxiously. * Handy—
Handy 1 -

He raised his voice and called loudly, but
there came no reply from those depths. Then,
without any more ado, the juniors descended.

Nipper led the way with his torch, and
Church and MecClure came immediately
behind him. The rest trailed off, with Tzra
Quirke bringing up the rear. He was still
clinging to the main party.

The stairs were crumpled and broken in
parts, so the jiiniors descended cautiously.

Nipper was grateful for the faint current
of air which came along the tunnel. It
scemed to prove that there was an outlet some-
where—perhaps a mere crevice among the cld
bricks. DBut it was suflicient to admit the
pure air. When at last the bottom of the
stairs was reached, the air was still quite
breathable, although dank and evil-emelling.

“There are his footprints!” said Nipper,
pointing. “He had a fall here, by the look
of it, but he must have picked himself up,
because his footprints are quite clear. If he
didn’t move too quickly we shall soon over-
take him.”

“Let's hurry on !” said Church and McClure
in one voice.

Occasionally they halted and called, but
there came no reply. At various points they
encountered other seeret passages, branching
off mysteriously to left and to right. They
were never in any doubt, however, for Hand-
forth’s footprinis were clearly impressed in
the dust. hese old tunnels had remained
undisturbed for centuries, in all probability,

By now Nipper was geiting really anxious.
Where had Handforth wandered to? He had
been . in the dark—as was obvious from the
erratic course he had taken, Perhaps he had
fallen into some trap—into a hidden pitfall
of the flooring.

But at last a reply came—unezpectedly.
Church and MecClure had just been calling,
and this time, instead of silence, Handforth's
voice sounded out of the aloon ahead.
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“Hallo!” it came. “By George, I'm glad
to hear your voices, you chaps! It’s ebout
time you camne, thoughf”

“Handy !” roared Church.
then

They turned a curve of the turnel, and
they came upon HMandforth., He was looking
dusty and grubby. A smear of blood was on
his left kand, and one side of his face was
grazed, too.

“Did you catch him?’ he asked eagerly.
“It doesn’t matter about me. I'm not hurt
much. Deon’t make a {uas, you fatheads!’

“Thank gooduosa youw're safe, Handy!”
said Church. ““We—we thought

“Blow what you thought!” growled Hand-
forth. “Ihd you cateh that rotter who tried
to murder me?”’

“What happened 7’ asked Fullwood. *‘‘We
haven’t seen anybody—and yours are the only
footprints that we’'ve been following,
Handy!”

“1 don’t know anything about footprints,”
said Handforth, * But some rotter chucked
me through a hole in the wall, or something,
and then pitched me down a long ﬂ:ght. of
stonec steps. It’s a wonder I wasn’t killed!
It was enough to break my neck!”

*“Let’s get up to the corridor again,” said
Nipper practically “*Weo can do all the talk-
ing we want fo there. 1 don’t relish this
damp tunpel.”’

So they retraced their steps, and easily
found the stone stairs. It was impossible to
make a mistake, since their footprints were
clearly defined in the dust on the floor. Thern
was no possibility of wandering off down one
of the unexplored passages.

Nipper was grinning by the time they
reached the exit, for Handforth bad been
talking a lt:»l;-—enlargu]fr upon his story.

“The best thing you can do, Handy, is to
cool down,”’ said Nlppet, with a twinkle in
his eyes. You “&.le'lt thrown down the
stairs by anybcdy

“T teil you—""

“My dear chap, “hat happened is obvious,”
continued Nipper. “ You charged down this
cerridor, and instead of turning the corner
you went full tilt into that wall. Nobody
pushed you, and you weren’t attacked. Thus
panel gave way under your weight, and yon
were precipitated down the stairs. That's all
Not so very uncanny, is it?”’

“My hat!” said Handforth, staring. “Do
you mean to tell me that it was only an
aceident 2”7

“Of course it was only an accident.”

“Then it’s a swindle!” said Handforth. *‘I
thought somebody had tried to murder me!
I thought I was on the track of the trickster!
And instead of that I only barged into this

“You're safe,

panel, and went through 1t!”

““Fla, ha, hal”’

In spite of themselves, the juniors couldn’t
help roaring with laughter.  Handforth’s

expression was comic. He seemed quite dis-
appointed to realise that he had only himcself
to thank for what had happened.
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“Blow it!” he said disgustedly. “I've had
enough! lLet's be going—let’s get out of this
silly old castle. There aren’t an ghosts at
all—and it’s high time we were oft I’

‘“ Absolutely I’’ agreed Archie Glenthorne,
“I feel the need for a cup of the good old
brew!”

None of the others disagreed. They wera
unanimous in their opinion that the sooner
they got out of Raithmere Castle, the hettprt

CHAPTER 22
The Appariiion |

511 was rather rough on
Edward Oswald, but
all the other membery
of the party chuckled
hugely over his mis.

felt, indeed, that the

".lhev
incident had happened ];mt in time to prevent

adventures.

and the
going out

them getting really scared;
knowledge that they were all
cheered them up wounderfully,

It was suowing outside, apd there was a
long ride home before them, but they did not
care. Anything would be better than re-

mamming in this grim old castle atter dark
They had stayed much longer than they had
originally intended, and they knew that they
would be late for caliing-over.

The snowstorm would probably excuse
them, however. They would certainly have
a good story to tell. A long ride, and caught
in a snowstorm., It was hardly likely that
they would bs punished for being late.

Bera Quirke was silent.

He was covered with confusion, although
he dld not exactly show it. Iis ‘““explana-
tion”’ of Handforth’s disappearance now
scemed utterly fantastic and idiotic. It had
sounded very impressive at the time, when
Handforth was still missing, but now that he
had been found—now that his disappearance
had been so_satisfactorily explained—Quirke’s
theory became nonsensical,

“We'd better go out through that same
door,”” said Nipper, as they proceeded towards
the main hall ““We know the way. and =o
there can’t he any mistake. Besides, it’s
probably the only way acros 33 the moat. Keep
well behind me, you chaps.’

“Don’t worry—we shan’t stray!”’ sa'd Full-
wood. ““You've got the torch, and we’re not
going to lase sight of it.”

They bhad hardly proceeded another five
yvards before Nipper suddenly gave a sharp

cery. The torch flew out of his hand, and fell
to the floor with a clatter, They wero
plunged into complete gloom.

“What did you do that for?”’ asked
Watson, with a gulp.

“1 did ncthmr' of rephcd Nipper, groping
for the fallen torch. “Something seemed to
hit the torch in my hand—and it was knocked
completely out of my grip!”
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“Something hit the torch ?” repeated Pitt-

curiously.

“So it felt,” said Nipper. “I can’t under-
stand it. It was just as though somebody
had thrown.a stone, or Hang it! The
lamp’s broken!”

“Does that mean that we can’t have a
light 27 asked Watson, - ¢ :

“Tm afraid it does,” said Nipper. “Not
that it matters much now. We shall soon be
outside—and then we shall find that there’s
still a glimmer of daylight leit. Come on—no
sense in getting nervy. But I'd like to know
what it was that threw that torch out of my
hand.” - ,

“Qure vou didn’t just drop 1t 7” asked Pitt.

“T'm Ilnositivc,” said Nipper. ‘It felt just
as though something had hit the torch, and I
believe something did hit it.”

Nipper, in fact, was highly suspicious. If
there were tricksters at work, it was quite
possible that they were anxious about that
electric torch of Nipper’s. 'Tricksters do not
like brilliant light.

The juniors reached the main hall again,
and they were thankful. They would soon
‘be out of doors now—out under the falling
snow. They had almost crossed the hall, and
were preparing to make for the outer exit,
when Tommy Watson gave a curious little
gulp and clutched at Nipper’s arm.

“Look!” he panted. “What—what’s that
on top of the stairs?” :

“Steady, old man!

‘“Your nerves—"’

“There’s something there, I tell you
shouted Watson hoarsely. ‘Look at it!
Oh, great Scott!”

“Look, you chaps!”

Many exclamations went up. The hall was
almost in total darkness, and the stairs them-
selves could not be seen. But there, on the

_upper landing, standing at the head of the
_stairs, was—a figure!
.~'There was something eerily uhcanny about
that figure, too. In spite of the surrounding
darkness, every detail of it could be seen.
Vet it was not luminous, after the fashion of
traditional ghosts. There was no glow
emanating from it. It was just the figure of
an old man clearly defined, visible in the
darkness!

“What—what is it ?” murmured McClure.

Nobody answered him, The figure on the
-top of the stairs was still—as though halted
in meditation. It was that of a curiously bent
old man. He was dressed in old-world cloth-
ing, and there was nothing actually ghastly in
his appearance. Indeed, he seemed to be
quite a benevolent-looking old chap.

“7 can’t understand it,” whispered Reggie
Pitt, close to Nipper’s ear. “How is if that
we can see him so clearly?”

“1 don’t know !” muttered Nipper. “TIt’s—
it's mysterious! There's no light thrown in
that direction—and the figure itself isn’t
supplying the light. Where does it come
from? How is it that we can see him like
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this?

13

muttered Nipper.
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“Because, my friends, you are gazing apon
a spectral presence/t” said Ezra Quirke tensely.
“And yet I cannot bring myseif to believe
that this is the Blemental.”

“The what?” _

“The evil force that has been ereating such
strange manifestations,” said Quirke. *But is
it not likely that there are several ghosts in a
place of such antiquity ?”

“Took!” said Watson, “He's
moving !”

Sure enough, the figure on the stairs had
come out of his long reverie.- He was descend-
ing the stairs now—coolly, deliberately; and
there was not a sound. The old man came
downstairs as though he knew nothing of the
presence of those boys. He did not look at
them—he did not take the slightest notice.
Strangely enough, it almost seemed as though
he floated down—treading on the very air, an
inch or two above the stair treads themselves.

There was another point which gave Nipper
much food for thought—which puzzled him
more than a little.

He had descended those stairs himself, and,
being an observant chap, he had noticed that
they creaked rather badly. Under his own
weight they had protested again and again.

But now those stairs were silent!

The old man was coming down them, bub
not, the faintest creak sounded. It was so
stariling, so unaccountable, that Nipper held
his breath in wonder and consternation.

pointing.
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CEAPTER 23
_ Beyond Explanation !
@ ASCINATED,

the
juniors watched.
They were rooted

to the spot by the
mystery of this ap-
In some vague way, they felt that
hpon a real human being.
in that old

parition.
they were leoking
For there was nothing ghostly
marn’s appearance.
stairs so tranquilly, sc peacefuliy.
again he paused, although never once
look at the juniors.

“Hadn't we better go up to him and ask
him what he’s doing here?” whispered Hand-
forth. “This isn’t a ghost, you fatheads!
it’s some old chap whe’s been living here.”

“But it can’t be, Handy,’ whispered
Church. “Look at his clothes! They wore
clothes like that in the fifteenth century.”

“Make no mistake,” said Ezra Quirke.
“Mhis is the spectral presence of one of Mr.
Merton’s aucestors!’’

“Dry up!” said Handforth aggressively.

The juniors continued to watch the quaint
old man. They weren’t afraid—they had no
degire to flee. They were only very curious—
anxious to know what this old man would do
and whether he would acecost them.

In their curiosity, indeed, they had over-
looked the fact that this thing was, in a way,
impossible. . For, by all rights, they ought
not to have scen the old man at all. The
Lall was in darkness, and yet the figure was
obvious to them all. Every feature of his
clothing could be seen. Every line of bis
wrinklod face was visible. No light was upon
him—no light came from his pereon. Yet he
was there, just as though lamps were glowing
everywhere,.

But Nipper, at least, was aware of this
phenomenon. Glancing at his chums, he
could hardly see them. And yet he could see
this old stranger!

At last the figure reached the bottom of
the stairs, and thenshe paused, but only for
a moment. Instead of coming on towards the
juniors, he turned sharply and went off in
the direction of a heavy table which stood in
the centre of the hall. Then, for the first
time, Ralph Leslio Fullwood noticed another
featuro—and he pointed it out in a voice
which shook with emotion.

“This—this is too uncanny for words!’ he

Now and

did he

3

muttered. “Look, you chaps! We can sce
right through him!” i :
“What "

“It’s a fact!"’ said Fullwood. ‘“Look ab
that table! I can still sce the table, although
the old fellow——""

“Oh!” panted Church.
the table—right into it!”’

They zll held their breaths. This was too
much for them! The illusion that the old

“He’s walking into

He was wandering down--
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man was really alive had gone. How could
he be alive? The table could be seen—
although he stood in front of it!’ :

Then came the most sta.ggering thing of
all. For the spectre, instead of going round
the table and proceceding down the hall
walked forward jost as thongh the table did
not stand there. ¥ °

And he walked clean through it! _

Unbelievable as it was, the thing was an
absolute fact. The figure of the old man went
right throngh the table, and they could still
coe every trace of his clothing—the very glim-
‘mer of {Jis shoes. Yet the table was there,
and it should have hidden’ these things. On
he walked, slowly and deliberately—to turn
lz;mllind when he reached the far side of the

all.

Then the old man threw his head back, and
a strange, ghastly kind of smile came over
his lined face. He threw his hands up and
pointed—pointed straight at the juniors.

Then, swinging round suddenly, he turned
—and walked into the wall. Info the walll
There was no doorway there—nothing but
the solid stonework! No panelling—no. possi-
bility of any trickery. The thine had dige
appeared into the wall, and grew fainter and
fainter. Following that a langh sounded from
far down the hall—a low, mocking laugh.

And then—silence!

“Hurry for your lives!” panted Watson!
suddenly. “The place is  haunted!  I¥s’
haunted! We’ve seen a ghost!”’

“Run—run!” ;

“Let’s get out of here—let’s get: out of
this place while we’re still safe!” :

With one accord, over half the juniors ran
madly. This had been too much for them.
They  bolted—they fled as though demons
were at their heels. Handforth and Nipper
and Reggie Pitt, perhaps, were the only onex
who retained their balance. But even they
were feeling very unsteady—very scared. .

At last they arrived at the courtyard door
—that narrow door which led out upen the
big gates.  They tumbled out breathlessly,
and were intensely relieved to find that nos
every vestige of daylight had gone. It was
snowing hard, and the ground was carpeted
with whiteness. There was a lingering glow
in the cloud-laden sky.

Slam! . :

Reggie Ditt closed the castle door heavily,
and he ran towards the other great door
which gave on to the drawbridge. It was
soon opened, and then they all went hurry-
ing across—over the moat, and out into the
doserted parkland. Not until they had got
completely beyond the castle grounds did they
pause. Terror was still lending them speed.
Only when they arrived at the spot where
they had left their bicycles did they pull up,
panting and gasping.

“] say, what a Jot of frightered kids we
are!”’ said Reggie Pitt, with alarm.

“But—but that ghost!?”’ panted Church.
“Did you ever see anything like i6? 1t
gould':}”t have been a fake! It couldn’t have

cen! e




“We’ve seen fakes before, and we’ve been
fooled,” said Nipper. “At any rate, it
wasn’t a man dressed up. No human being
can walk through a table, and vanish into a
salid wallt”

“ And that laugh, too!”’ muttered Watson,
shivering. "I can hear it now! Let’s get
right away from this place—and I vote we
stop in the village and have somé tea. We
need something to buck us up!”

“A somewhat fruity remark, dear old
boy I’’ said Archie Glenthorne. ‘‘Tea, what?
Lead me to it, laddies!”

But the others gave no thought to tea.

Their minds were still pondering over that
extraordinary experience within the walls of
Raithmere Castle.

7 .- CHAPTER 24

Reggie Pitt’s Decision !

Y Jingo! That’s bet-
ter!” said Reggie
Pitt gratefully.

“What-ho!”? ob
: served Archie.” “I
mean to say, absolutely! A dashed good
cup of the stuff that cheers, what? ho

cares for ghosts now?” ’

The juniors were seated in the little pariour

_of the village confectioners, and were par
taking of an excellent tea.

Ezra Quirke had gone. They had left him
io walk to hise own home, and he had been
full of his warnmngs, telling the juniors that
to visit the castle again would be to imperil
their lives.

“With all due respect to you, I must
say that your legacy is a pretty uncanny
sort of place,” remarked Fullwood, as he
helped himself to some pastry. “Tve been
in some haunted houses at different times,
but  I've never felt so scared as I was 1p
that castle !”

“I believe Quirke was mostly to blame,”
said Pitt thoughtfully. “ His influence, you
know——"

“But Quirke had nothing to do with that
apparitmn,” protested Grey.

‘No, I don’t suppose heo had,” replied
Pitt. “But what was the apparition? That’s
what I ecan’t understand, you fellows. How
did it ‘appear like that? And how did it
vanish into that wall?” :

“Perhaps we’d better not say anything
more about it for the moment,” saild Nipper,
Reggie, are you still determined “to spend
Christmas under that ecerie roof 7"

Pitt set his cup down, and looked at the
other juniors across the table.

"“Ves!” he replied steadily.

“What !” ejaculated Church. “You mean
that yow're going to hold that part¥ there,
after ali?”

* Yes—I do mean it.”

““But you must be dotty!” protested Wat-
gon. “Hew could anybody have an enjoy-
able time in a gloomy old place like that?”
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“It -was gloomy this afternoon, but it
won’t be gloomy at Ghristinas-time,” declared
Pitt. “I officially inviie you all io Christ-
mas at Raithmere Castle. Do you accept?”

The others hesitated. s

“Pon’t all shout at once!” said Pitt
dryly. “I would remind you that there will
be any amount of good things. Food galore
—and everything possible in, the fun line.

| Don’t come if you don’t want to, of course.”

said Handiorth,
“ And thanks,
at Raith-

“T'm coming, anyhow,”
glarin% round at the others.
Pitt, for the invite. Christmas
mere Castle ought to be ripping!”

“My people are rather keen on my being
home for Christmas,” said Church. “I think
I ought to——"

“That’s enough!” interrupted Handforth
grimly: “You can count on Study D, Pitt!
We’ll all spend Christmas with you!”’

“But look here > began Chuwech,

“Coward!” said Handforth tartly.

“Who's a coward ?” roared Church, leap
ing up. .

“You are!” said Handforth. ““You're
afraid to spend Christmas at the castle!”

“I’m not!” '

“Then why are vou trying to tell us that
vour people want you home at Christmas 27
asked Flandforth sareastieally. ‘“No, my
son, it won’t do! You're frightened
- «Well, I’ll admit that the prospects didn’t
fll me with joy at first,” said Church,
rather sheepishly. = “But perhaps you're
right, Handy. Piit’s _a good 'un for
viting us all, and we'll accept!”

“Hear, hear!” L ’

The others agreecd—and they felt just a
little thrill, too. They were feeling so com-
fortable after their tea, and the room was so
cosy and warm, that they had half-forgotten
their apprehension of an hour since.

And soon they ventured forth into the
snowy night, and set off on their bicveles
for St. I'rank's. Back there, on the other
side of the village, on the heights, stcod
the grim outline of Raithmere Castle. It
was dark, gloomy, and deserted. Reggie
Pitt’s legacy! A queer place—a  ghastly,
mysterious spot ! : '

‘And these juniors were preparing to spend
Christmas there. Nipper and Handforth.
at least, were thoroughly delighted, for they
both wanted to investigate—to discover the
sceret of that grim old pile. _

The others were coming because they did
not want their host to believe that they
were afraid. At all events, onc thing was
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cortain. Christmas at Raithmere Castle
would be interesting—and exciting!
THE END.

(How's that for a fine, gripping story,
lads? Next week's is just as good—if nat
Betier! It's entitled, “The Mystery of
Taithmere Castle!” And don't forget that
nert Wednesday's issue is our special Christ-
mas Number—enlarged by eight pages!
Make sure wyou get a copy by ordering
NOWEH
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OUR AUTHO

CHATS WITH OUR READERS

remarks as are

E. S. BRCOKS TORY LIRRARY,

HF reason you've scen nocthing of
E Matthew Noys lately—"0ld Ley-

tonian 7 (Glasgow)—is simple. This
junior  left St. Frank’s some time
He was never a prominent character,
and I don’t think his loss has
Here ave the ocecupants
mgquire
No.

ago.
anyhow,
caused much pain,
of the Fourth Form studies you
about: No. 4—8essue Yakama;

Walter  Skelton, and Eugene Lllmore;
No. 9—Empty; No. 10—Empty; No. 11—
John Holroyd, Iidwin Munroe and DPeter
Cobb; No. 13—Clement Turner, Joseph
Page and Donald Harron. Acthur Kemp is
in  Study No. 17, with Cyril Conroy;
William Freeman, Erie Dallas and Arthur
Steele occupy Study- No. 16, All studies
up to No. 10 are in the Modern Houso, and
from No. 11 to 20 in the East Ilouse. So
that’s that.

* » L

Perhaps you saw my reply last weok— |

J. E. A, Pike (Waltham Cross}—to . S.
Hunnable, regarding Professor Zingrave and
the League uf the Green Triangle? If so,
youwll probably be feeling pleased, as you
tell mo you like this iype of story. I'm
preparing some yarns even now, featuring
Professor Zingrave, and you’ll be hearing
more about them in a few weeks’ time. No
doubt there are lots of other readers who
will also be pleased with this piece of news,
23 so_many have written to me asking for
a revival of the Green Triangle yarns. You
can have my photograph with pleasure, old
man—at least, I’ll send it with pleasvre,
although I can’t guarantce the quality of
your emotion upon seecing it—if vou will
let me have yours first. That’s the idea of
the Photo Exchange., you know—yours first.
* *® *

The reason I haven’t replied to anvy of
you’re previous letters—" Wronged Reader ”’
{Pendleton)—is simply that I haven’t had
the space. As T have previously explained
ou this page, T can oniy give replies to a
very few. 1 like everybody to write to me,

and_ to write often, but you must surely
reatise  that I cannot possibly give any
guarantee of a reply. Iiverybody who

writes siands
a reply in these columns, or by post. But,
musté repeat, those who do get replies

NOTE.—11 any reader
shall be pleased to comment upon such
tikely to

majority. All letters shoulda be addressed »
EDWY 8SEA RLES RBROOKS, e¢io The
Editor, THE NIELSON LER SCHOGL -

The Fleetway House,
‘arringdow Sireet, )

his or her chance of having.

writes to me, !

interes: the

DORIS KELLY

London. k.C.4.

must necessarily be in a minority. And
whether T send a reply or not largely depends
upon two factors: the amount of spave time
I bave at my disposal, and the subject matter
of the letters received. So you mustn’t feel
wronged, but, instcad, you must imagine that
your patience is a piece of elastic. I'H try
not to stretch it to the breaking point. Here
are the questions youw want replying to:
1.—As I have said above, I can only reply
to regular correspondents when I have the
necessary time, and when these regular cor-
respondents write me such lotters that must
be replied to. 2.—Dick Goedwin is a Lanca-
shire lad. 3.—Clarence Fellowe is stiil at St
Fraunk’s, and he will appear again when 1
feel in a poetic mood. 4—Clarence’s birthday
is February 19th.

* L *
I hope you like the reproduction of your
photo (above, right-hand corner)—Doris ¥ elly

(Birkenhead). Dick Goodwin hasn’t vanished;
but, like a good many other characters, he
must necessarily be in the background. With
s0 many fellows at St. Frank’s, it is impos-
sible to featnre them all. The chief characters
in my yarns, such as Nippér and Handforth
and Travers and Willy and Archie are
always prominent, but the lesser lights must
take their turn to occupy the frout of the
stage.

* * *
Talking about this week’s reader’s photo re-
minds me of something. A few read}ers have

senf me photos of other people, purporting

to be likenesses of themselves. Some of them

have confessed their duplicity, and have made"
such comments as this: “We biuffed you fine,

didn’t we?” WWhere does the bluff come in?

If you send me yonr friend’s, or o stranger’s

photo, I can’t be a magician and detect the

trick. All readers who get my photograph,
by this means are guilty of a mean, cont
temptible action. It isn't funny at all.
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Our Weekly

Pow=-Wow !

By
THE EDITOR.

Next W‘eek’s Number.

PACE this week is,
limited, chums, but 1 think there’s
enough in which to say a few words

ahuun next weelk’s bumper Christmas
number. Bumper is the right word to use.
Eight extra pages:; a grand long complete
yarn of szper, Handforth and many other
favourite St. Frank’s characters—a yarn in
which Edwy Searles Brooks has really ex-
celled himself; a long instalment of our
popular serial; special Christmas articles and
jokes. Oh, yes, next week’s N.L. is the
absolute “goods !

And now for a few words of advice. There’s
sure to be a big demand for this enlarged
Christmas pumber of the N.L., and if you
haven’t already got a standing order with
your newsagent you might not be able to

unfortunately, very
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get a copy. What a calamity! The only way
to avoid such a disappointment is to tell- youx
newsagent to reserve a copy for you now.
There can’t be any mistake about it then,
can there?

Your Favourite Author!

Again and again I have mentioned in these
columns and elsewhere that Ildwy Searleg
Brooks is writing stories in our companion
paper, “The Boys" Realm,” but I'm sure
there are still many readers who are unaware
of this. They don’t know what they’'re miss-
ing, and I reckon it’s up to me to give them
the {tip.

Mr. Brooks' stories in the “Realm ”—
which, by the way, comes out on the same
day as the N. L.—are about that famous
football eclub, the Blue Crusaders, which hay
been so often mentioned in the N. L. of
late. These tales about Fatty Fowkes and
Tich Harborough and the other cheery
Crusaders are real top-notchers, take my,
word for it! The St. Frank’s juniors are
also introduced from time to time.

Why not get a copy of the “Realm,’
chums? This week’s issue is the Rpecma:ily
enlarged Christmas number, and besides

Edwy Searles Brooks' yarn—entitled “The
Team of Ghosts!”—there are many other

attractive features.

secures thissuperb

Cabinet  Gramo-

phone or a Table fErme=—
Grand or Giant Horn Instrument. 5
Nothing More to Pay for One Month,
Carriage paid.

ZDEPOSIT
6 =Y

10 Days’ Trial. {lk
Choice of 15 Models from 35/-
gash. Satisfaction gunaranteed }
or money refunded in full. Write
NOW for free illustrated catalogue

Mﬂ, Lid, (Dept. G3.).

BIR\II\IGHAM i
SUPER CINEMA FILMS. Sale, Im;'e Exchange.
Sample reel, 5/-; or 100 ft., 9d. Post Machines.
12/6 to £1 —ASSOCIATED IE'ILHS 34, Beau-
foy Road, Tottenham.

l; u r e
Stop Stammering! [“}° . %
tlculars FREE. — FRANK B, HUGHBS 4
Southampton Row, London, wW.C.1.
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Every Thursday, 2d.
Read his Articles every week.
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ATHLETES

TRAIN ONIT,

There is half a cup
'of English full cream
‘milk in every

CADBURY
BIG MI Ll§.
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