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            THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                   Unexpected! 

“INKY!” 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh fairly jumped. 
  The dusky junior of Greyfriars was startled. 
  It was a fat whisper that fell suddenly on his dusky ears—the fat whisper of Billy Bunter of the Greyfriars Remove. 
  And as Hurree Jamset Ram Singh had no idea that Billy Bunter was within a dozen miles, he was naturally startled.
  It was a sharp winter’s morning. The new year was beginning bright and cold and clear. It was freezing hard, and the lake in the grounds of Wharton Lodge was a sheet of glistening ice. Four Remove fellows were skating— Harry Wharton and Frank Nugent, Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull. With cheery, ruddy faces, and scarves flying in the wind, they whizzed over the ice evidently enjoying life 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh had walked down from the house with his friends. But the freezefulness, as he would have expressed it in his wonderful English, was rather too terrific! The dusky nabob preferred the shelter of the hut on the bank, from the keen and searching wind, which seemed to the junior from the warm and sunny East to penetrate through his overcoat to the marrow of his bones. 
  From the shelter of the hut he watched his comrades disporting themselves on the ice, with a cheery smile on his dusky face. And then, from behind him, came that fat whisper which made him jump almost clear of the floor in his surprise, and spin round in amazement. 
  He had supposed that nobody was in the hut when he entered it. Least of all had he supposed that Billy Bunter was there! Now that he looked round, however, there was Bunter! In the farthest corner of the hut a fat figure was visible, and a big pair of spectacles glimmered. 
  “The esteemed and idiotic Bunter!” ejaculated Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Don’t yell!” gasped Bunter. —
  “What the preposterous thump—” 
  “Don’t shout! Can’t you see that the old hunks is coming? And if he spots me here—” 
  The Nabob of Bhanipur stared blankly at Billy Bunter and then glanced out of the hut. Harry Wharton’s uncle, the colonel, was coming along the tank. Apparently Colonel Wharton, like Inky, preferred the shelter of the hut to the bitter winter wind, for hp was heading for it, though he paused every now and then to glance at the skaters, with an amiable smile on his bronzed face.   
  “I says Inky, bar that old donkey off!” whispered Billy Bunter, in deep anxiety, “He’s got his back up with me, you know! If he spots me here, what do you think he will do?” 
  Hurree Singh grinned. 
  “The kickfulness will probably be terrific!” he answered. “What are you doing here at all-fully, my esteemed fatheaded Bunter?” 
  “Well, I dodged in here out of sight when I saw the fellows coming.” said Bunter, “I was just taking a—a—a walk, you know, I—I happened to—to come this way just by—by chance. I say, keep that old beast away, Inky! He smacked my head when he saw me in Wimford the other day, just because he heard me call him an old fool—” 
  “Probably there will be some more smackfulness.” chuckled Hurree Janset Ram Singh. “When you call and esteemed old johnny an old fool, my idotic Bunter, it would be safer to keep clear of his ridiculous residence.” 
  “Well, I didn’t know he could hear me, you ass! Besides, he is an old fool!” argued Bunter. “They talk about it being up to a fellow to tell the truth, and all that—but when an old donkey hears you telling the truth, he just gets his back up—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, don’t cackle!” exclaimed Bunter irritably. “Just keep that old fossil away before he spots me! He’s coming here! Stand by a pal, Inky old chap, after all I’ ve done for you! Cut off and tell him—” 
  “What shall I tell him, my esteemed Bunter?” 
  “Tell him the house is on fire—”
  “Wha-a-at?  ” 
  “Or that old Miss Wharton has fallen downstairs---” 
  “Anything you like, so long as you bar him off!” whispered Bunter hurriedly. “I don’t mind what you tell him, old chap, so long as you keep him away!”
  Hurree Singh chuckled. 
  “But I mind what I tell him, my idiotic Bunter” he answered. “I have some regard for absurd veracity.” 
  “Beast!” 
  Billy Bunter blinked anxiously out of the hut through his big spectacles. Colonel Wharton was coming along slowly—but he was coming! Hurree Singh had not observed the fat junior crouching in the shadowy corner, when he stepped into the hut. But it was probable the colonel would do so. Bunter, at all invents, did not want to run the risk.  He was uneasy—and he had cause for uneasiness. 
  Whether it was the truth or not, there was no doubt that Colonel Wharton had been fearfully wrathy when he heard Billy Bunter’s genuine opinion of him! He had smacked Bunter’s head, and could have gone on smacking it had not the fat Owl of the Remove got away!” 
  Now, if he spotted Bunter, it was fairly certain that the smacking would restart after the interval, so to speak. 
  It was an alarming and distressing position for the Owl of Greyfriars. 
  Hurree Singh, on the other hand, seemed to find it amusing. A cheery grin wreathed his dusky features. 
  “Oh lor’!”gasped Bunter.  “He— he’s coming, Inky! I say, old chap, stand just in front of me, will you, and---and hide me!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled the nabob. 
  The idea of the slim Indian junior hiding the fat Owl of the Remove by standing in front of him, was enough to make a fellow yell. Bunter’s ample form would have been visible on both sides of Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at?” hissed Bunter. “I say, Inky, old chap, stand here and screen me—” 
  “But you forget that you are double width, my esteemed Bunter!” chuckled the nabob. 
  “Beast!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Colonel Wharton was quite near the hut now. The sound of the Indian junior’s merriment reached his ears, and he glanced at Hurree Singh, and came on, with a smile. 
  “You seem very merry, my boy.” he remarked. “What—why—who--- By Jove!” 
  Billy Bunter backed into the farthest corner. But it was in vain! The old Colonel, as he looked in, spotted him, and stared at him in surprise and gathering wrath. He was as surprised as Hurree Jamset Ram Singh had been to see the fat Owl there. But he was not amused, like the nabob! He looked anything but amused. 
  “By Jove! Is that that impertinent young jackanapes?” hooted the old military gentleman.   
“What?” 
  “Ow! No!” gasped Bunter. “I— I’m not here! I—I mean---” 
  “Bunter, hay?” roared Colonel Wharton. “What arc you doing here, what? Cheeky young rascal! What?” 
  “Oh lor’! I I—I say, sir, I—I—I wasn’t speaking of you, sir, when I called you an old fool!” gasped Bunter. “I—I was speaking of another old fool, sir—” 
  “What?” roared Colonel Wharton. 
  “I—I assure you, sir—I—I—you’re not the only old fool in the world, sir, and I---I assure you—” 
  If Bunter hoped that that explanation would placate Colonel Wharton, his hope was unfounded. Rather it seemed to add to the old military gentleman’s wrath. He strode past Hurree Jamset Ram Singh into the hut, and made a grab at Bunter’s collar. 
  Only too clearly the smacking was about to recommence. 
  Colonel Wharton had a heavy hand! Bunter had had some, and he did not want any more! Very much indeed he did not want any more! Escape was cut off—the colonol was between him and the doorway. Bunter was desperate. As the colonel’s hand was outstretched to grasp him by the collar, the fat Owl lowered his bullet head, and butted. 
  Possibly, had he stopped to think, that Bunter would not have done it. But there was no time to think. And thinking was not much In Billy Bunter’s line, anyway. 
  Crash !
  Bump !
  “Oh gad!” Oooooogh!” spluttered Colonel Wharton, as Bunter’s bullet head landed where he had packed his breakfast. “Urrrrrgh !” 
  The colonel sat down, quite suddenly, with a bump that shook the hut. 
  “Oh, my esteemed hat!” gasped Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Urrrgh! Seize that young scoundrel! Hold him! Urrrrggh!” gurgled Colonel Wharton. 
  Bunter made a bound for the doorway. Hurree Singh’s foot shot out as he bounded. It landed on the tightest trousers in the United Kingdom, and Bunter roared and rolled. Colonel Wharton scrambled up, red with wrath, gurgling for breath, 
  “By gad! I—I—I will—— Urrrgh! Bunter, you young rascal--- Urrrgh!” 
  Bunter bounded up and fled. Behind him came the heavy footsteps of the enraged colonel, and Bunter, in sheer desperation, shot out on the ice for his fat life! 

                                   — 

            THE SECOND CHAPTER. 


                          Slippery! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo!” yelled Bob Cherry. 
  “Bunter!” exclaimed Harry Wharton, in amazement. 
  “That fat owl!” exclaimed Johnny Bull. 
  “Yarooooop!” roared Frank Nugent, who did not see Bunter so soon as the other fellows. 
But though he did not, for the moment, see Bunter, he became aware of his presence. For Bunter as he shot on the ice, slipped and slid, and travelled a good deal like a bullet from a rifle—straight at Frank Nugent and Harry Wharton! He collided with the two Removites, clutching them round the neck and sending them spinning. 
  Nugent spun, and his skates flew in the air. Wharton crashed the next moment. Bunter swerved from the shock, but, wonderful to relate, did not roll over. He shot away at a tangent, and before Johnny Bull knew that ho was coming in his direction, Bunter had come! 
  Crash! 
  “Yawp!” gurgled Johnny, as he sat. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  He sprawled over Johnny Bull. He clutched at Johnny to save himself, and got Johnny’s nose with one hand, his ear with the other. The yells that emanated from Johnny Bull, as he was dragged over on the ice by his nose and his ear, were absolutely fearful.
  “What’s that blithering idiot doing here?” gasped Bob Cherry. “He keeps on turning up like a bad penny!”
  “Seize him!” roared Colonel Wharton. “Stop that boy! Seize him! I am going to thrash him!  Seize him!” 
  “Oh, my hat!” gasped Harry Wharton. 
  “Yoooop!” roared Bunter, as Johnny Bull succeeded in getting in a punch. Bunter released a nose and an ear, and rolled over on the ice.   “I say, you fellows--- Yaroooh! I say--- Help! Whoooooop!” 
  Colonel Wharton had halted for a moment on the margin of the lake. But the desire to get within smacking distance of Bunter was too strong for him. He had an ache where Bunter’s bullet head had butted. His breakfast had been seriously disturbed.  He stepped out on the smooth ice, and headed for the sprawling Owl of the Remove. 
  Bunter saw him coming and scrambled up. He scrambled frantically As fast as he landed one foot, it slipped away before he could land the other. He looked as if he was going through an extraordinary series of physical jerks. 
  The ice was as smooth as glass, or smoother. Colonel Wharton strode at him grimly. But that military stride, suitable to the parade ground, was disastrous on slippery ice. The old colonel’s feet suddenly flew, and he sat down, and shot towards Bunter in a sttting position. 
  “Oh, my esteemed hat!” gasped Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, from the bank. 
  “Oh jiminy!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  “Great gad!” gasped the colonel. “What—what—what---” 
  He crashed into Bunter, and the fat junior rolled. 
  “Yaroooh!” spluttered Billy Bunter. 
  The old colonel was sprawling on the ice. Bunter grabbed at him, to get righted. He simply could not get up on the slippery ice—his feet played him false. But, with a hold on the colonel, he managed it. Grabbing a collar and a white moustache in his fat hands, Bunter planted a knee on a heaving chest, and heaved himself up from the ice. 
  “What—what---” gurgled Colonel Wharton, hardly knowing what was happening. “Great gad what—” 
  The skaters closed in to the rescue. With the unintentional assistance of the colonel, Bunter was up. He slid away across the lake, leaving Colonel Wharton sprawling on his back, gasping for breath, and dizzily wondering whether he was on his head or his heels. 
  “Uncle!” exclaimed Harry. “Here, lend a hand, you men!”
  The juniors grasped the gasping old military gentleman, and got him on his feet. Colonel Wharton spluttered for breath. 
  “Where is he?” he gasped. 
  “Bunter? Oh, he—he’s gone!”
  “The young scoundrel!” Colonel Wharton glared round, evidently unappeased. “I will thrash him! I—I—” 
  “There he is!” 
  He spotted Bunter. The fat junior had slid across the lake, and bumped over in the frozen rushes on the opposite side. Picking himself up there, the Owl of the Remove staggered onward, heading into the snowy, leafless park. 
  Colonel Wharton started after him. This time he did not proceed with a swinging military stride. He walked very carefully. Smooth ice was not to be trifled with. 
  Bunter blinked back from his side of the lake, his little round eyes popping behind his big, round spectacles.
  “Oh lor’ !” he gasped, as he saw the tall form of the master of Wharton Lodge in pursuit astern.
  He bolted among the trees. 
  “Stop!” roared the colonel, as he reached the edge of the ice and tramped through the rushes.  “Stop! I am going to thrash you! By gad I’m going to thrash you within an inch of your life! Stop!”
  If Colonel Wharton supposed that such an inducement would make Bunter stop, he was mistaken. Bunter did not stop.  He flew! 
  After him went the colonel, his if long legs whisking almost as rapidly as Bunter’s short, fat ones. Harry Wharton & Co. stared after them blankly till they vanished among the frosty trunks of the park. 
  “Oh crikey!” spluttered Bunter. 
  He blinked back over a fat shoulder. At a distance behind, but coming on fast, was the exasperated colonel. 
  Bunter panted onward, running his hardest. How and why he as within the walls of Wharton Lodge, only Bunter knew; but there was no doubt that at this moment he was extremely anxious to get outside those walls. A path, carpeted with snow, led through the park towards a fence at a distance, and Bunter went along that path at top speed, only hoping that he would reach the fence before the colonel reached him!
  Naturally, Billy Bunter did not expect to meet anyone on a snowy path among the frosty trunks in the wind-swept park. But it was the unexpected that happened. As he came round a curve of the path like a runaway steamroller he crashed into a man who was coming towards him with a terrific crash. 
  “Oooooh!” gasped Bunter, reeling from the shock, and sitting down with a bump in the snow. 
  “Oh!” spluttered the man he had run into, staggering back against a tree. 
  The shock fairly winded Bunter. He could only sit and gurgle and blink at the gasping man in front of him. He was a rather powerful man, in soft hat and shabby clothes, with a clean-shaven face and hard features. He did not look a good-tempered or amiable man, and at the present moment he seemed frightfully bad-tempered. He glared at Bunter almost like a tiger. He had narrow, steely eyes, and they glittered savagely at the fat junior. 
  “You young fool!” he snarled. “What--- By James, I’ll kick your fat carcass across the park !” 
  He made an angry stride at Bunter. 
  “Ow! Keep off!” yelled the alarmed Owl. This was worse than Colonel Wharton. “I say, I didn’t see you!”
  “Yarooh! Keep off! Beast! Whoop!”
  Tramp, tramp, tramp! came Colonel Wharton’s footsteps on the path behind Bunter. And Bunter was actually glad to hear him coming. The steely eyed man was kicking him in sheer savage temper, and it was painful—worse than a box on his fat ears from the colonel. But the sound of the new arrival caused the man to turn his attention from Bunter. He stared along the winding path. 
  “Yarooh! Help!” roared Bunter. 
  Colonel Wharton came tramping round the curve in the path The steely eyed man gave a start at the sight of him, and his teeth came together with a sharp click. Bunter, blinking at him, could see that the stranger knew Colonel Wharton, and his look indicated clearly enough that he knew him as an enemy. 
  Billy Bunter, unheeded by the man who had been kicking him only a minute before, squirmed away. 
  “By James! It’s the colonel!”
  Bunter heard the exclamation, or rather the snarl, from the steely eyed man. 
  “Great gad! Corkran, you scoundrel! What are you doing here!” roared Colonel Wharton, as he came face to face with the man “You--- Why--- Hands off, you scoundrel!”
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter, his eyes almost bulging through his spectacles at the startling sight as the man leaped on the colonel with the spring of a tiger, and bore him backwards to the earth. —
  Colonel Wharton went down with a crash, the man he had called Corkran upon him. Billy Bunter gave them one astonished blink, and scuttled on.. If there was going to be a scrap between the colonel and the stranger in the park, Bunter did not want to linger to watch 
it. It gave him the chance he needed of making his escape. 
  He heard sounds of a struggle behind him as he scuttled on. But he did not pause or took back. Gasping for breath, he reached the park palings and clambered over, and dropped into the lane on the other side. 
  “Oh lor’ !” gurgled Bunter. 
  He was safe now. 
  That was alt that mattered. What might be happening to the old colonel was a matter of very small moment in comparison. 

            THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

              The Man From India! 

“THAT ass!”
  “That fat chump!” 
  “That blithering fathead !” 
  “That footling hump!”
  “That preposterous porpoise !‘ 
  The Famous Five of the Greyfriars Remove were, of course, referring to Billy Bunter. They stood staring in the direction in which Bunter had vanished among the trees, and the colonel had vanished after him. 
  The apparition of Billy Bunter, within the walls of Wharton Lodge, was surprising. Several times during the Christmas holidays they had seen Billy Bunter, but generally at a distance from the Lodge. 
  Bunter, so far as they could make out, was staying somewhere in the neighbourhood, though exactly where they had no idea. 
  Certainly it never crossed their minds to imagine how near—how very near— the Owl of the Remove had been during the hols. 
  Now he had turned up again. How and why they did not know. They were aware that he was at a loose end for the holidays.  His people were away; Bunter Villa was shut up, and his Uncle George, upon whom Bunter had been landed, had cut up rusty, which was not astonishing with so very peculiar a guest as Billy Bunter. 
  After a row with his Uncle George Bunter had decided to favour Harry Wharton with his company for Christmas. And no doubt Wharton would have suffered the infliction, as he had suffered it before, but for the fact that the fatuous Owl had put the colonel’s back up. 
  That, so to speak, tore it!
  Where the fat Owl was hanging out and what he was up to, the chums of the Remove did not know, or care very much. In fact, they rather forgot Billy Bunter’s fat existence, except when he turned up like a bad penny. 
  “The fat, foorling, footling frowster!” said Harry Wharton, kicking off his skates. “What the thump is he doing here? He ought to be jolly well kicked!” 
  “The kickfulness is the proper caper.” agreed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “Probably the esteemed and absurd colonel will bestow the necessary and ridiculous kickfulness.” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “1—I think I’d setter get after them.” he said, “Uncle’s got his rag out with the fat duffer, and no wonder, but---” 
  “But he may lay it on a little too thick.” chuckled Bob Cherry. “Let’s go and pick up what he’s left of Bunter—if he’s left anything.” 
  “Let’s!” agreed Nugent. 
  And, leaving their skates on the bank, the chums of the Remove followed the path into the trees. BilIy Bunter was undoubtedly a most exasperating ass, and deserved to be kicked; but in his present mood it was quite probable that the colonel might lay it on too hard. And Wharton hoped that his arrival might have a pacifying effect on the old military gentleman. 
As they hurried up the path, winding through the frosty wood, the juniors fully expected to hear sounds of loud howls from the Owl of the Remove. 
  But they heard nothing from Bunter. A voice came suddenly to their ears through the frosty thickets, but it was the voice of Colonel Wharton, in panting tones: 
  “You scoundrel! Release me! By gad! You villain!” 
  “What the thump—” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  It sounded as if Bunter had turned on his pursuer, and got the better of him, which was wildly impossible. 
  But another voice followed—a sharp, sneering, disagreeable voice—a man’s voice, strange to their ears. 
  “Likely! You hound! I’ve been looking for this chance! I told you I’d remember, Colonel Wharton, and, by James I haven’t forgotten! As soon as I came back from India—” 
  “Corkran. you scoundrel---” 
  “You laid a stick about me—years ago! You remember?”
  “By gad, I’ll lay a stick about you again for your impudence in coming on my land, you rascal! Release me, or---” 
  “I’m handling the stick this time!” came the sneering, snarling voice. “You won’t be in a state to lay a finger on me when I’ve done with you! You thrashed me like a dog once—now it’s my turn! I’ve got you where I want you! And, by James, you’re going through it!” 
  Harry Wharton heard the words as he raced up the path, his comrades at his heels. For a second or two the captain of the Greyfriars Remove had been utterly amazed. But he realised very quickly that, startling as it was, his uncle was in the grasp of an enemy, out of sight beyond thp trees, in his own park. And the colonel’s nephew ran as he had never run on the football field as he realized that. 
  He came speeding round the curve in the path, 
  His eyes blazed at what he saw. 
  Colonel Wharton was on his back in the snow, and a powerfully built man was kneeling on him. The old colonel was savagely but vainly struggling to rise. He was pinned down, and his assailant, in his uplifted right hand, held a short, thick stick. That weapon would have crashed down on the colonel’s defenceless head but for the arrival of Harry Wharton. He put on a desperate spurt, and reached the steely eyed man even as the blow was descending. 
  Wharton crashed into the man, hurling him backwards with his weight, and sending him rolling off the colonel. He rolled over himself from the shock. 
  Corkran spat out an oath, and he rolled in the snow. His hard-featured face was convulsed with rage. He scrambled up swiftly, glaring round. And then as he saw the crowd of juniors coming charging up the path he jumped 
  For an instant he stood glaring at them; and then, suddenly turning, took to his heels. 
  “After him!” roared Bob Cherry. Harry Wharton staggered up and ran to his uncle to help him to rise. The other four fellows rushed on in pursuit of Corkran. 
  But the steely eyed man ran like a deer. They were still panting behind him, running hard, when he reached the park palings, leaped up and caught the top, and swung himself over. A sound of running foot died away outside as the juniors came panting up to the fence. 
  The rascal was gone. 
  “Rotten luck!” grunted Johnny Bull. And the juniors, panting for breath after the rapid run, walked to where they had left Harry Wharton and his uncle. 
  The old colonel was leaning on a frosty trunk, gasping. 
  “Has he got away?” he panted. 
  “Sorry, sir; but he was too quick for us.” said Bob “He ran like a jolly old hare.” 
  “The rascal!  He will not get away from the police; and they will soon be looking for him!” gasped the colonel. I’ll charge him with assault, by Jove, and he will be taken care of for six months. Lurking in my own park, watching for me, by Jove!” 
  The colonel calmed down. The juniors were exchanging wondertng looks. The incident was surprising enough to then. 
  “A man I knew in India!” grunted the colonel, as if feeling that some explanation was needed. “A swindling rascal in Calcutta! I thrashed him, by Jove, and I’m glad to remember that I laid it on hard! I’m not too old to thrash him again, by Jove, only he took me by surprise! Get back to your skating, my boys! I will walk back to the house.” 
  Still breathing hard, obviously much disturbed by the startling episode, Colonel Wharton walked back through the trees, forgetful of Billy Bunter. 
  What had happened had quite driven the fat Owl of Greyfriars from his mind. 
  But Harry Wharton & Co. did not go back to the skating. 
  “I’m going to look for that scoundrel Corkran” said Harry. “You fellows coming?” 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  “The rathprfulness is terrific.” 
  And the Famous Five followed the way the man from India had gone, clambered over tho palings, and dropped into the road. For a long time they hunted up and down the lanes and field paths, very keen to get hold of the rascal and march him off to Wimford police station. But they saw nothing of him; it was clear that he had lost no time in getting away from the vicinity. 
  Neither did they see anything of Billy Bunter. But that fat and fatuous youth was not, if they had only known, very far away. 
                            — — 
            THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                       Mysterious! 
“WELLS!” 
  “Sir!” said the butler of Wharton Lodge. 
  “It’s getting too jolly thick!” exclaimed Harry warmly. 
  “The thickfulness,” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, “is truly a little terrific” 
  “But what, sir—” asked Wells.
  “That dashed pincher has been at it again!” exclaimed Wharton 
  “Oh, sir!” said Wells. 
  It was afternoon. The winter dusk was falling. Harry Wharton was in his “den”—a very pleasant room, with a balcony outside the french windows, and old stone steps leading down to the garden at the side of the house. The Nabob of Bhanipur was with him; the other fellows in their rooms, getting ready for a walk. 
  The Famous Five were going down to the pictures at Wimford, and they were going to “tea” in the tea lounge attached to the picture-house. But the captain of the Greyfriars Remove was not for the moment, thinking of the intended excursion. He had rung for Wells, and now he was pointing to the bookshelf beside fireplace. A number of handsome gilt volumes had been there—Christmas gifts from various relatives to Harry—and he had just noticed that they were no longer in their place. And he was wrathy 
  “Half a dozen books.” said Harry “I’ve looked round the room; they’re not here anywhere. Look here, Wells, its up to you!” 
  Wells stood distressed. 
  All through the Christmas holidays it had gone on. There was some unknown pilferer lurking within the walls somewhere. Certainly it was up to Wells, as chief of the household staff, to put a stop to it. But Wells seemed quite helpless in the matter. 
  “Thomas!” he called out. 
  Thomas, th!” page, came in from the passage. He had heard Wharton’s words, and his chubby face was as distressed as Wells’. 
  “Thomas,” said Wells, “a number of books are missing. Do you know anything about it?” 
  “No, Mr. Wells!” said Thomas. “I noticed that were gone when I dusted the room this morning, sir. I thought p’r’aps some of the young gents had them to read. They was there last night, sir.” 
  “They have been taken during the night, then.” said Wells, with a very doubtful look at Thomas. Suspicion, as far as suspicion existed, rested on that unfortunate youth. 
  “It’s too jolly thick!” said Harry. “It’s been going on almost ever since I came back from school. All sorts of things—bedclothes and rugs and socks and shirts—and now books!”
  “It has been going on still more below stairs, sir,” said Wells. “Food from the larder, sir, has continually disappeared. Everything is now kept locked up at night, since the Christmas pudding and the cold turkey went. It is a very strange mystery, sir.’ 
  Bob Cherry came in 
  “One of you borrowed my Holiday Annual?” he asked. 
  “Oh, my hat!” exclaimed !” Wharton, in great exasperation.  “Is that gone, too?” 
  “Well, it isn’t in my room.” said Bob. “I thought one of you fellows—” 
  “That dashed pilferer has been at it again, Bob! I’m awfully sorry!” said Wharton, colouring with vexation. The loss of his own property was irritating enough, but pilfering from a guest under his roof was much more mortifying. 
  “Oh, it’s all right, old bean!” said Bob. 
  “It isn’t all right!” growled the captain of the Remove. “There’s some rotter in the house pinching things! It’s never happened before! It’s got to be stopped, Wells!”
  “Certainly, sir, but—” 
  Johnny Bull stepped in at the door. 
  “If one of you chaps has borrowed my ‘Modern Boy’s Annual’—” he began. 
  “Oh crumbs! Is that gone?” 
  “I thought I’d mention it, as it’s not in my room—” 
  “The jolly old pincher seems to have made rather a clearance.” said Bob, with a faint grin. “Must be a cove with literary tastes, to borrow so many books all at once.” 
  “They’ve been taken to be sold, of course.” said Harry. “The brute can’t want them! It’s too awfully thick!”
  Nugent came in. All eyes turned on him at once. 
  “You missed anything?” asked Harry. 
  “Eh? No! Anything up ?” 
  “More pinching!” said Harry.  His face was crimson. “It’s fearfully rotten for it to happen while you fellows are here! Look here, Wells, something will have to be done about it! It can’t go on!”
  “Certainly, sir.” said the worried Wells. Wells was evidently at a loss. 
  Wharton’s face was clouded when he went down with his friends and they started to walk to Wimford. The peculiar depredations that were going on at Wharton Lodge worried him deeply. 
  Nothing of any great value had bean taken; that was the most curious circumstance. Schoolboys are careless; and plenty of times one or another member of the Co. had left money m his room, in pockets of clothes, or even on a dressing-table. It had never been touched. Such things as watches and pins might have been snaffled by the mysterious snaffer—but they never had been. 
  Food seemed to ho his chief object— though that had been stopped since Wells had taken to locking up everything very carefully before going to bed. Next he seemed keen on articles of clothing, as if he was a fellow in need of a change—as perhaps he was! Now he seemed to have concentrated on books: it was hardly likely he wanted so many at once to read, so no doubt he had taken them to sell for what they would fetch second hand. 
  It was odd enough that a fellow who would not touch money would bag property—but that, after all, was not uncommon. The stupidest fellow, if he took money or valuables, could not delude himself into the belief that he was not a thief. So long as he only “snaffled” trifles of little value, perhaps he succeeded in persuading himself that he was not exactly dishonest.  Certainly there existed plenty of follows with obtuse intellects like that. Billy Bunter of the Greyfriars Remove was one of them! 
  No fellow’s cakes or tarts at Greyfriars were safe from Bunter. He would “borrow”  a fellow’s socks or shirts surreptitiously and unscrupulously. He had even been known to “borrow” a fellow’s school books and sell them to Fisher T. Fish, the business man of the Remove. But Bunter would have been very shocked and indignant had any body accused him of dishonesty. He had wonderful ways of working out that whatever he did was somehow right—or right if fellows would only look at it properly. 
  But, nobody, of course, thought of Billy Bunter in connection with the mysterious happenings at Wharton Lodge. So far as anyone knew, Bunter was some distance away. 
  Wharton’s face cleared, however, under the influence of a walk in the keen, fresh air, and by the time the chums of the Remove arrived at Wimford he had dismissed the disagreeable incidents from his mind. 
  Quite a good picture was on show at the cinema—one of the good British films which are slowly but surely ousting American crook stuff from the screen.  The Famous Five saw it through, and then adjourned to the tea lounge for tea. There were several people at the little tables in the tea lounge, and among them was a fat youth in spectacles, who caught the eyes of the juniors at once. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob Cherry, with a grin. “Is that a porpoise escaped from the Zoo, or jolly old Bunter?” 
  “Bunter again!” grinned Nugent. “The fat foozler must be staying in Wimford, as he told us be was. I thought he wasn’t, as he said he was.” 
  “Bother him!” grunted Harry Wharton. He was not pleased by thp sight of William George Bunter.  Fascinating fellow as Bunter was, it often happened that people were not pleased to see him. 
  “Somebody’s been handing him a Christmas tip!” grinned Bob, with a glance at Bunter’s table. 
  The fat Owl was certainly “doing himself” very well! He was happy and shiny and sticky and jammy—his usual state when he was in funds. He blinked across at the Famous Five and grinned a fat and sticky grin. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he squeaked, “Come over here—lots of room for you. My treat, old chaps.” 
  The Famous Five did not accept that kind invitation. They sat down at another table to tea. A treat from Bunter generally meant that the fellow he treated would be landed with the bill at the end of the treat. They knew their Bunter! 
  Giving the fat Owl the “marble” eye, they proceeded with tea. Billy Bunter sniffed and devoted his fat attention to the foodstuffs. He had been at it some time, to judge by his sticky aspects but he was not the fellow to leave off so long as there remained anything to eat. Several times it might have been observed that Billy Bunter paused, and made a little mental calculation, as if he realised that he was in danger of going beyond the limit of his financial resources—a danger that Bunter constantly incurred. Apparently Bunter reached the limit of his cash before he reached the limit of his unearthly appetite—for he rose from his table, casting a longing, lingering look at a pile of cakes that remained there. Havmg blinked at the cakes, he blinked across at the Famous Five. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  No reply. 
  “I say---” 
  Same result! 
  “Deaf ?” hooted Bunter. 
  Stony silence. 
  “I say, can you lend me a few bob?” Ten deaf ears were turned to that request! Billy Bunter snorted, sniffed, sorted out his cash, and paid his bill. His calculations, evidently, had been correct; for the bill amounted to exactly the amount of his cash. There was nothing left over for the waiter, who had been kept rather busy for some time and who gave the fat junior a rather expressive look. But expressive looks had no effect on the Owl of the Remove. 
  He rolled across to the juniors’ table, “I say, you fel1ows—”
  “Hook it!” said Harry Wharton briefly. 
  “ I’ve had my tea!” said Bunter, with dignity. “I’m not going to stick you for a tea, Wharton.” 
  “You’re not!” agreed Wharton. “Take your face away, old fat bean! We have to stand it in the term at Greyfriars; but it’s not fair to spoil the landscape with it in the hols.”
  “Beast!” 
  Billy Bunter blinked round for a chair. Spotting one, he drew it up to the table. Freezing stares from the Famous Five had no more effect on Billy Bunter than the expressive look of the waiter. 
  “Make room for a chap, Franky---is that your foot I trod on, Bob—you shoutdn’t have such big feet. He, he he!” And Billy Bunter sat down and grinned agreeably at the chums of the Remove. 

            THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

             A Little Ventriloquism! 

BILLY BUNTER blinked over the tea-table. The chums of the Remove had nearly finished tea, and little remained. On the cake-dish was one sticky cake, to which the Owl of the Remove helped himself. It did not last long. 
  “Shall I call the waiter, old beans?” he asked. 
  “Certainly—if you want him!” answered Harry. “We don’t!”
  “You haven’t had much of a tea---” 
  “Enough’s as good as a feast!” 
  “Well, look here, I haven’t seen much of you these hols—have some more at my expense.” said Bunter. 
  “Can’t afford having anything at your expense, old fat bean.” said Bob Cherry, shaking his head. “Comes too expensive.” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry---” 
  “Time we were getting a move on.” remarked Harry Wharton. 
  “Don’t walk away whilc a fellow’s talking to you, Wharton! Dash it all there’s such a thing as manners!” said Bunter warmly. “Not that I expect much from you in that line. He, he, he! I say, has the old hunks got over it yet?” 
  “The who?” 
  “Your duffy old uncle—he seemed excited this morning.” grinned Bunter. “Did that chap in the park damage him? I’d have stopped and lent him a hand, but he really couldn’t expect it, in the circumstances, what? Barging after a chap like a wild Indian! I hope that fellow gave him a jolly good hiding. He, he, he!”
  Harry Wharton looked fixedly at the Owl of the Remove. In the tea lounge of Wimford Picture Palace he could not very well take Bunter by the scruff of his fat neck and bang his head on the table. So he had to be contented with looking at him—expressively. Which did not bother William George Bunter in the very least. 
  “What the thump were you doing there at all, you fat ass?” asked Bob Cherry. “If you wanted a walk you needn’t have walked on Colnel Wharton’s estate? Plenty of other places to walk in.” 
  “He, he, he!”
  “What are you cackling at, fathead!” 
 “Your face!” answered Bunter agreeably. “Your features rather have that effect on a fellow, you know.” 
  Bob Cherry breathed hard. Like Wharton, he regretted that it was out of the question to bang Bunter’s head in the tea lounge of the Wimford Picture Palace. 
  “The fact is, I’ve been looking for a chance to speak to you, Harry, old chap.” said Bunter, blinking at the captain of the Remove. “As you know, I kept the hols open for you—it was understood that I was staying with you---” 
  “Not by me!” 
  “Beast! I mean, oh, really, old fellow! Having turned down a crowd of invitations on your account, I was rather stranded when you turned me down.” said Bunter. “1 admit it’s not wholly your fault—that stufty old ass of an uncle of yours got his back up---” 
  “Do you want me to pull your nose Bunter?” 
  “Eh? No!” 
  “Then you’d better speak of my uncle a bit more respectfully.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton! You know as well as I do that he’s a stuffy old ass! But never mind that. Look here—don’t get up, old chap, I haven’t finished yet! What I meant to say is, can you fix it with him? I’m willing to apologise, if that with be any use, I don’t mind pulling an old goat’s leg. He, he, he! If you can fix it, I can give you a week! Not more—as I’ve so many friends anxious to see me these hols. What about it?” 
  Harry Wharton rose from the table. 
  “Let’s get going, you men.” he said. 
  “I say, Harry, old chap—” 
  “Go and eat coke!” 
  “I was going to say that I decline to stay with you, Wharton, if you ask me on your bended knees—”
  “The bendfulness will probably not be terrific!” grinned the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “But took here!” said Bunter. “Hold on a minute—I’m in rather a scrape. I’m short of money.” 
  “Not really?” asked Johnny Bull, with deep sarcasm. 
  “Yes really, old chap, and it’s rather rotten! You see, I’m not used to it, like you fellows.” 
  “Oh, my only hat!” 
  “To tell you the truth—” went on Bunter. 
  “You couldn’t!” said Bob, shaking his head. 
  “Beast! Look here, to tell you the truth, I’ve just blowed my last bobs on tea here.” said Bunter. “I got only seven-and-six for the lot—”   
  “Eh?”
  “I mean I had seven-and-six, and lunch was five bob.” said Bunter. “That left only half-a-crown! That’s all I’ve had for tea.” 
  “We’ve managed on a bob apiece.” remarked Migent 
  “Well, that’s all right for you fellows.” said Bunter. “You’re poor! But I’m rather accustomed to the decencies of life, and all that. I suppose you can lend me a quid. It’s only four bob each if you whack it out.” 
  “The whackfulness will not be preposterous!” 
  “Well, look here, make it ten bob if you’re hard up,” said Bunter. “I can tell you I’ve been going jolly short lately. The fact is, I’m getting fed-up with the whole thing, and I’ve a jolly 
Good mind to go back to my Uncle George! Still, he’s rather a beast— mean with the food, too! Your place is better than that, on the whole, Wharton.” 
  “Better or worse, you’ll get the boot if you get within kicking distance there!” growled Wharton. 
  “He, he, he!” 
  “What’s the fat blitherer cackling at?” asked Bob. “Is there some joke on, Bunter? ” 
  “He, he, he! Oh, no! Not at all! He, he, he! Look here, what about that ten bob? To tell you the truth—” 
  “Great pip! Is he going to tell the truth twice in one day?” ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “To tell you the truth,” hooted Bunter, “I’m stony! I’ve been disappointed about a postal order!”
  “Goodbye, Bunter!” 
  Five juniors turned away from the table. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  No answer. 
  Billy Bunter’s eyes gleamed behind his spectacles.  He gave a fat little cough— the usual preliminary of the Greyfriars ventriloquist when he was about to begin operations. 
  “Waiter!” came a voice, which Bob Cherry’s nearest and dearest relative might have taken for Bob’s. “Here, waiter—”
  “Yessir!” 
  “What do you mean by bringing us those rotten cakes? We’re jolly well not going to pay for them!”
  The waiter, coming up probably in expectation of a tip, stared blankly at Bob Cherry. So did his comrades. 
  “The cakes were all right.” said Harry. 
  “Who said they weren’t?” 
  “Eh? You did !” 
  “I did?” gasped Bob, 
  “What was the matter with the cakes, sir?” demanded the waiter, rather aggressively. “You’ve eaten them all, at any rate, and they’re on your bill!” 
  “Nothing the matter with the cakes that I know of !” gasped Bob in bewilderment.   
  “What—”
  “You silly idiot, shut up!” came a voice that was either Johnny Bull’s, or a twin to it. 
  Bob stared round at him. 
  “What? Who’s a silly idiot?” he demanded. 
  “Look hero, Johnny Bull, if you can’t be civil, keep your head shut, see?”
  “What the dickens do you mean?” 
  “For goodness’ sake don’t rag, you men!” exclaimed Harry Wharton. “Everybody’s staring already! Let’s get out—” 
  “You preposterous ass, stop your idiotic jawfulness and give us a rest!” came from the Greyfriars ventriloquist; and Harry Wharton spun round to Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, crimson with anger. 
  “Inky, you cheeky ass—” 
  “My esteemed chum, I did not speak !” gasped the Nabob of Bhanipur. “I assure you terrifically—” 
  “Look here, young gentlemen, don’t start a shindy here.” said the waiter warmly. “You’ll pay your bill at the desk—” 
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 “Shan’t!” came growl, very much like Johnny “You’re a rotten swindler.  The cakes were 
rotten!” 
  “Johnny—” gasped Wharton. 
  “Eh? What? I never spoke! Who the dickens said that?” gasped Johnny Bull. 
  “You did— “ 
  “I didn’t—” 
  “Look hero---” 
  “Oh, shut up, Wharton! You talk too much! You’re too jolly conceited,” came the twin to Bob Cherry’s voice. 
  “My hat! You cheeky, silly ass---” 
  “Pay your bill at the desk and leave the place, please!” barked the waiter. “You can’t kick up a row here!” 
  Harry Wharton, with a set face, went to the desk and paid the bill. Then he walked down the stairs and out, followed by his friends—all of them frowning. Billy Bunter, left on his own, grinned a fat grin, The Greyfriars ventriloquist considered that he had got his own back, and a little over!

            THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

              Giving Bunter Beans!

FIVE follows, with frowning faces, walked down the old High Street of Wimford. Dusk was falling, and with dusk came a fall of snow, and the street was glistening white. They tramped in silence under the falling flakes. 
  It had been quite a happy party till the Greyfriars ventriloquist weighed in! Now it was far from a happy one! 
  But suddenly, from Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, there came an exclamation. He halted. 
  “My esteemed chums!” he exclaimed. 
  “Well, what?” asked Frank Nugent. 
  “We have been diddlefully done! My esteemed and absurd Wharton, pray lend me your ridiculous ears——” 
  Wharton had not stopped. Bob Cherry caught him by the arm. 
  “Hold on, old bean!” he said. 
  Wharton shook his hand off. Bob stared at him. 
  “What the thump’s the matter with you?” he demanded. 
  “Oh, nothing!” said Wharton sarcastically. “Only I talk too much, and I’m too jolly conceited ! Frightfully polite to tell me so!”
  “I never said anything of the kind!” 
  “What’s the good of rotting! You know you did!”
  “I did not!” bawled Bob Cherry. 
  “Oh, rats!” 
  “My esteemed and ridiculous chums, please lend me your absurd ears.” urged the Nabob of Bhanipur. “We have been donefully diddled by the absurd and execrable Bunter---”  
  “Bunter?” repeated Wharton. 
  “You have forgotten that the esteemed I and execrable Bunter is a ridiculous ventriloquist—and he has been pulling our absurd legs, as he has done at Greyfriars—” 
  “Oh!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
  “Bunter!” gasped Wharton. “That fat villain!” We might have known— he’s always playing some fool game like that at Greyfriars—we’ve kicked him up and down the Remove passage for it!” 
  All was clear at once! Frowning faces divested themselves of their frowns. As soon as the keen-witted nabob tumbled to the trick that had been played, the chums of the Remove knew that the ventriloquist of Greyfriars had been at work. 
  “The podgy villain!”  breathed Beb Cherry, “Here, let’s go back and wait for the fat scoundrel to come out!” He’s spent all his money, so he won’t be long!” 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  The Famous Five walked back towards the picture-house, A fat figure was rolling out as they reached the entrance. Billy Bunter was grinning. Evidently he was enjoying the discomfiture of the chums of the Remove. But the fat grin vanished from his podgy features at the sight of five wrathful faces. He blinked at them in alarm. 
  “I—I—I say, you fellows—” stammered Bunter. 
  “You fat scoundrel—” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “It was you!” roared Johnny Bull. 
  “Not at all, old chap! if you mean that little bit of ventriloquism, it was only a lark, and I never did it, neither! Thp fact is, I can’t ventriloquise at all! As for imitating a fellow’s voice, I couldn’t do it to save my life! I say— Yarooooooop! Groooogh!” Oooogh!” spluttered Bunter, as a snowball, plopping on his capacious mouth, cut short his remarks. 
  “Urrrrrrggh!” 
  “Give him beans!” 
  “Give him jip!” 
  “Give him terrific and preposterous jip!”
  Whiz, whiz, whiz! Crash! Smash, smash! There was plenty of snow, and Billy Bunter had the benefit of it. Five fellows pelted him with snowballs with accuracy and wonderful rapidity. It seemed to Billy Bunter that the air was full of snowballs. They landed on him right and left. 
  “Yooogh! Urrgh! I say, you fellows—wurrggh—id wasn’t me—urrggh—and it jolly well served you right—gurrggh--- oh crikey! Oh lor’!”
  Billy Bunter fled for his fat life. Through the falling flakes; the Famous Five followed him, gathering up snow as they went, and hurling snowballs. Bunter felt as if he had collected tons of snow by the time he dodged round a corner and escaped. 
  After which, the Famous Five, chuckling, took their way back to Wharton Lodge, tramping cheerily through the snow, with harmony once more restored in their happy circle. 
  Billy Bunter was not feeling happy! 
  It was a breathless knd winded and gasping Bunter that tramped out of Wimford some time after the chuns of the Remove. 
  He tramped in the same direction, gurgling as he went. 
  The winter darkness was falling thickly, and had Harry Wharton & Co. looked back, they would not have perceived the fat figure that was rolling on behind them. 
  By the time they arrived at Wharton Lodge they had almost forgotten Bunter. 
  Certainly they never suspected that Billy Bunter was still tramping in the same direction, with the same destination!
  But he was! 
  Bunter’s proceedings those holidays, had puzzled them a good deal, especially his extraordinary way of popping up like a jack-in-the-box on unexpected occasions. They had concluded that he must be passing the holidays at some place not far away. They little dreamed how near that place was! 
 The fat junior reached Wharton Lodge an hour after the chums of the Remove had gone in. He did not approach the gates. He clambered over a fence into the park, and—blinking cautiously round him through his big spectacles—crept stealthily through the shadows till he passed through the shrubbery at the side of the house.  There he blinked up at the french windows of Wharton’s “den.” 
  There was no light in the room.  Reassured on that point, Bunter crept up the stone stairs to the balcony.  He tried the French window! Once he had found that window locked on the inside. Luckily, it was not locked now! The Owl of the Remove opened it, stepped in, and closed it again. He stole on tiptoe across the room to the door on the corridor.  There he blinked cautiously out, before he emerged.  Bunter whipped out and down the passage to the little steep stair that led to the attic over Harry Wharton’s rooms. He gasped with relief when he had negotiated that stair and was safe in the attic. 
  Billy Bunter was home again!

                                 — 
           THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                          Cornered!

COLONEL WHARTON started. 
  It was past midnight. 
  At that hour all should have been silent and still at Wharton Lodge. All was, in fact, silent and still; but through the silence and the stillness there came the sound of a thud, as if someone, moving in the dark, had bumped into some article of furniture. The colonel’s eyes gleamed under his grey, knitted brows. 
  The old military gentleman was in his study, a room that opened off the hall next to the dining-room. It was far from his habit to keep late hours. But he had been rather disturbed that day by the unexpected meeting with the man from India, and his nervous system was still rather feeling the effects of the struggle with Corkran. 
  He had gone to bed at the usual time but found himself unable to sleep, and at last he had turned out, donned dressing-gown and slippers, and descended to his study, with the intention of reading himself to a sleepy state. He threw a few logs on the embers of the fire, and settled down in an armchair with a volume of Darwin’s “Origin of Species” in his hand—a volume specially selected for its soporific effects. And he had not been perusing that great work for more than a quarter of an hour when the faint thud from the direction of the adjoining room came to his ears through the silence and stillness. 
  He laid Darwin in the armchair and stepped quietly to the door. Someone was astir in the sleeping house—moving about in the dark! It could scarcely be anyone but the secret pilferer whose mysterious purloinings had caused so much perturbation during the Christmas holidays. The old colonel picked up a golf club from a bag in the corner, opened the door, and looked into the dark hall grimly. 
  The door of the dining-room was close at hand, and it was open! 
  Someone was there!
  Darker and grimmer grow the brow of the old colonel. His grip closed hard on the golf club. 
  He stepped out into the hall and switched on the light there. Then he stepped towards the open doorway of the dining-room. 
  The secret snaffler was fairly cornered in that room. When the colonel got to close quarters with the golf club there was no doubt that that mysterious individual would wish that he had made a New Year’s resolution to give up snaffling! 
  Why he was there the colonel had no doubt. In the provender department everything was now safely locked up at night, and Wells inspected the process. There was no chance of the secret snaffler getting at the pantry or the larder again. And it was food that he chiefly snaffled ! But in the dining room there was a sideboard, and in the sideboard there were biscuits. That, the colonel did not doubt, was what the pilferer was after. Once before the biscuits had vanished from the box in the sideboard. Now they were going to vanish again—or, rather, they would have vanished, if the colonel had not happened to be wakeful that night. Grimly gripping the golf club, Colonel Wharton stepped towards tha dinngroo m. 
  There was a startled gasp in the darkness of that room. 
  The sudden flashing on of the light in the hall had, of course, alarmed the unseen person there. 
  A fat figurp that was groping at the sideboard—and had already knocked over a chair in the dark—leaped up! 
  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Billy Bunter. 
  Terror rooted him, for a moment, to the floor. 
  But only for a moment! It was necessary to act swiftly! Bunter had a glimpse of a tall figure in sweeping dressing-gown, then he leaped to the dining-room door and slammed it. 
  Swiftly he turned the key in the lock. The next moment Colonel Wharton’s hand was on the door-handle. 
  “Good gad!” hooted the colonel. “Locked! By Jove! Open this door at once, you scoundrel!”
  “Oh crikey!” breathed Bunter. 
  He was not likely to open the door! He was only too glad that be had succeeded in locking it before the colonel spotted him. 
  What Colonel Wharton would have done, had he discovered that the Owl of Greyfriars was a secret rnd unsuspected resident in his house, flu titer did not quite know! But he had no doubt that it would have been something drastie—very drastic indeed! 
  The door-handle rattled. 
  “Is that you, Thomas?” hooted the cotonel. Many circumstances had fixed suspicion on poor Thomas. 
  Bunter grinned breathlessly. 
  He did not care whom the colonel supposed that it was so long as he did not guess that it was William George Bunter. 
  “Open this door at once!” 
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter. 
  Thump! Bang! Rattle! The colonel was angry and impatient.  He did not know who the secrets snaffler was, but he knew that he had cornered him. And he was very anxious to put in some work with the golf club. 
  Bunter. on the other hand, had no desire whatever to establish contact with that golf club! Nothing would have inducpd him to unlock the door. 
  But what was he going to do? Too late, he repented that he had stolen out of his lair to snaffle the biscuits in the dining-room, but he had been hungry—too hungry to sleep. The sale of certain books at a second-hand shop in Wimford had provided him with funds for lunch and tea, but he had had no supper! It was the biscuits or nothing—and Bunter naturally preferred biscuits to nothing! Now, however, he would have given the whole output of Huntley & Palmpr to be safe back in his attic! 
  “Beast!” breathed Bunter. 
  He was fairly cornered!” For the moment he was safe! But there was no escape for him,  except by the window. That meant a night out. 
  Since the fat and fatuous Owl had ensconced himself, secretly, in the house, he had been accustomed to use the french windows of Wharton’s “den” as a mode of egress and ingress. But at night those windows were locked. If he got out, there was no getting in again—till the following day! On a winter’s night that was not an attractive prospect. 
  Bang! Thump!
  “Open this door, you rascal!” came the colonel’s voice in tones like those of a Royal Bengal tiger in a particularly ferocious frame of mind. 
  “Oh lor’ !” groaned Bunter. 
  He heard another voice from the hall, the portly, fruity voice of Wells, the butler. The thumping on the door had awakened Wells and brought him forth. 
  “Is anything amiss, sir?” asked Wells, with a cough. 
  “Amiss!” hooted the colonel. “Yes, by gad! That rascally pilferer is in the dining-room, Wells, and has locked the door. 
  “Dear me!” said Wells. 
  “We shall now ascertain who the scoundrel is.” said the colonel! I’ll thrash him, by Jove, thrash him soundly, and then kick him out.” 
  “Beast!” hissed Bunter, under his breath. 
  “I will call Thomas, sir---” 
  “Huh! Probably it is Thomas in the dinin-room at this moment. I do not see who else it can be—” 
  “Oh. sir.” said another voice, “I ain’t in the dining-room, sir—I’m ‘ere!”
  “Good ad “ 
  “I think, Sir, that it cannot be Thomas!” said Wells respectfully. “As Thomas is here, sir, I think—” 
  “Huh!”
  “I was about to suggest t, sir, that I should call Thomas, because he would be able, bin a small person, to get into the dining-room by the serving hatch.” Said Wells. “As he is here———” 
  “Good! At once!” barked the colonel.
  “Oh crumbs!” breathed Bunter.
  He scudded across to the dining-room window. There was no help for it now, and no time to lose! Bunter had that window open in a few seconds.  Heedless of cold wind and falling flakes he rolled out. He bumped into snow, picked himseIf up, and fled. 
  A minute later the active Thomas was in the dining room, and he had the door open for the colonel and Wells. 
  Colonel Wharton strode in and switched on the light, and fixed his eyes on the open window through which the snowflakes were blowing in on the January night-wind. 
  “By gad! He is gone—by the window!” roared the colonel. 
  “Dear me!” said Wells. 
  “’Ooked it!” said Thomas. 
  Colonel Wharton glared at the open window. He strode across to it, stared out into the snow and darkness, and then closed and fastened it. Then he turned to Wells. 
  “Wells, the scoundrel is out of the house now!  Ascertain at once if any of the servants are out of their rooms!” 
  “Very good, sir!”
  Wells glided away. He came back in ten minutes—which the colonel spent in snorting and fuming. 
  “None of the servants, sir, is out of the house,” said Wells. 
  “Good gad! Arc you sure?” 
  “I have ascertained the fact, sir!” said Wells, with dignity. 
  Colonel Wharton stood silent. It had been taken for granted that the secret snaffler was a member of the household staff. This discovery, however, obviously clearcd them—much to the satisfaction of Wells, but to the great puzzlement and perplexity of the colonel. Thomas brightly weighed in with a suggestion: 
  “Pr’aps it was one of the young gents, sir, a-larking.” 
  “Don’t talk nonsense, Thomas!” barked the colonel testily. 
  “Oh! Yes, sir!” said Thomas. 
  But he looked at Wells, and Wells looked at him. Colonel Wharton refused to entertain for a moment the idea that his nephew, or his nephew’s school friends, might have been “larking” at that hour of the night, and in such a way! But to the butler and the page it seemed rather probable. Indeed, they did not see what else there was to believe! 
  “Some intruder must have obtained admission to the house.” said the colonel, at last. “We must examine doors and windows—” 
  Quite a considerable time was spent in pxamining doors and windows. But they were found safely secured on the inside. The matter had to be given up at last, and it remained a mystery—one more of the mysteries of Wharton Lodges 
                        — 
            THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

             The Man at the Window! 

“OH lor’ !” murmured Bunter. 
  It was wild and windy that night in early January. Snow fell lightly, but persistently. Billy Bunter stood under a tree but that afforded little shelter and no warmth at all! Bunter was cold. His teeth chattered! He had not even got away with the biscuits; but he was so cold that he almost forgot that he was hungry. 
  “Beasts!” groaned Bunter. 
  Had it been practicable, the fat Owl of the Remove would have “chucked” his secret sojourn at Wharton Lodge, and returned at once to the inhospitable roof of his Uncle George. 
  But it was not practicable! 
  Even had Bunter possessed a railway fare, there were no trains at that time of night!” 
  Bunter was fairly “for” it ! 
  On the whole, he had not done so badly during his secret and surreptitious stay at Harry Wharton’s home. He had snaffled sufficient bedclothes and rugs to keep himself warm and comfortable in his attic. Supplies had been rather irregular, but he had done fairly well. 
  His comings and goings had had to be very cautious and stealthy, but he had escaped discovery. All the time, he had hoped that a propitious moment might arrive when it would be safe to reveal himself; but in that he had been disappointed. Still, on the whole, he had found it rather better than Uncle George! 
  But now—” 
  Now it was awful! 
  It was windy! It was cold! He was shut out! It was long hours before morning! It was awful! 
  “Oh lor’ !” groaned Bunter. 
  If that brute of an old colonel had only got over his temper it would have been all right! He could have managed Harry Wharton somehow! But all Bunter’s proceedings seemed to have made the old colonel’s temper worse, instead of better! 
  One thing was certain. He had to get in somehow! A night out in the wind and the snow was out of the question. 
  And at last the fat Owl made up his mind to it. 
  He left his shelter under the tree and tramped away through the falling snow and frosty shrubberies, to the old stonp steps that led up to the balcony of Harry Wharton’s den. 
  To break a pane and put a fat paw through and unlock the door was the only resource! 
  It was a desperate resource, for it would scarcely fail to warn the occupants of the house that someone had entered from the outside during the night. 
  But it was a case of “needs must.” The Owl of the Remove had to get out of the cold and the snow. Risk or no risk, discovery or no discovery, that was essential. 
  He reached the stone steps at the side of the building, thickly carpeted with snow He trod up them in the deep Billy darkness. 
  Click! 
  Bunter jumped. 
  It was the click of a lock that he heard. Someone was opening the french window of Wharton’s den. 
  It was past one o’clock in the morning! It seemed impossible that anyone could be up, opening the window from the inside. 
  Bunter’s fat heart jumped. 
  If the window was not being opened from the inside, it was being opened from the outside! 
That meant that Billy Bunter was not the only surreptitious intruder seeking an entrance into Wharton Lodge in the small hours. 
  He hardly breathed for a moment or two! 
  If it was a burglar--- 
  He blinked with terrified eyes through his big spectacles, across the dark balcony, not daring to move. 
  Dark as it was, he made out a dark figure close to the french window! It was the figure of a man in an overcoat muffled up against the wind. 
  One wing of the french window had been pushed open. Evidently the man had picked the lock from the outside, and opened it. 
  Now he was standing with his head bent, listening cautiously before he entered. Billy Bunter gave him one scared blink, and turned to grope his way down again. The snowy ivy rustled as he moved; and the figure at the french window spun round instantly towards him at the sound. 
  Bunter had a glimpse of gleaming steely eyes—of a hard mouth and a hawkish nose; and, even in the gloom, he knew that it was the man who had attacked Colonel Wharton in the park that morning. 
  He had only time for that one glimpse. The man had heard him, and instantly taken the alarm. 
  He came across the balcony towards Bunter at a bound. 
  There was no time for the fat Owl to retreat. That rapid bound brought Corkran fairly upon him. 
  Scarcely knowing what he did in his terror the Owl of the Remove lashed out with both fists, his only idea—so far as he had any idea in his frightened, fat mind at all—being to keep the rascal off. 
  There was a sudden, startled gasp, as his lashing fists hit the man in the shabby clothes. The figure disappeared.
  Bunter blinked in wonder.
  Bump, bump, bump!  But 
  As he heard that bumping sound from the darkness he understood. The sudden punch in the darkness had caused the man from India to slip on the edge of the balcony steps, and he had gone down the ten steps headlong. 
  Bump, bump, bump! 
  There was a crash in the snow at the foot of the stone stair, and a sound of gasping and groaning. Apparently the man was damaged by his fall. 
  “Oh crikey!” panted Bunter. 
  Like a hunted hare, the fat junior darted across the balcony, and into the open french window In a twinkling he had shut the window and turned the key in the lock. The man from India had evidently turned that key back from the outside with some burglarious implement, and so unlocked the window. Now it was locked again. 
  Bunter stood panting within. But only for a moment or two! Whether the man from India was too damaged to renew his attempt, whether he had taken the alarm and fled as was very probable, Bunter did not know—and did not even think! Bunter’s fat thoughts, as usual, were concentrated wholly on his fat self. 
  Having recovered his breath, he scudded across the room, got out of it, and groped up to his attic !
  Bunter was safe! Bunter was all right! That was all that mattered! When Bunter was all right, everything was all right! 

            THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

            Something Like Strategy! 

HURREE JAMSET RAM SINGH came out of his room, in coat and muffler clad as if for an Arctic expedition. 
  There had been no snow since dawn, but the day was bitterly cold—indeed, the Nabob of Bhanipur declared that the coldfuluess was terrific. Harry Wharton & Co. were in the passage, waiting for him—also warmly clad, although not to the same extent as the Indian junior.  They grinned cheerfully as he joined them.  
  “Got ‘em all on?” asked Bb Cherry. 
  “The cold-fulness is——” 
  “Terrific and preposterous!” agreed Bob, with a chuckle. “Well, if you’ve tacked on all your coats and mufflers and things, we may as well get going. The jolly old colonel is ready, I believe. Jolly decent of him to run us across to see the ‘Spurs play. 
  And the Famous Five went down the staircase in great spirits. 
  The cold weather did not worry four of them, at all events; and the fifth had wrapped himself up remarkably well. 
  There was a League match that afternoon, ten miles away, and Colonel Wharton was taking the schoolboys over in the car to see it, so it was going to be an agreeable afternoon. 
  Five cheery juniors packed themselves in the car and glided away, little dreaming that their cheery talk before they started, had been overheard by a fat youth in spectacles, lurking at the half-open door of the little attic over Wharton’s rooms. 
  Five minutes after they had gone Billy Bunter crept out, blinked down the attic stare, and descended on tip toe. 
  Reaching the passage on which the juniors’ rooms opened, Bunter, like Moses of old, looked this way and that way; and, like Moses again, saw no man! 
  And he rolled aoross into Wharton’s den. In that apartment, on several occasions, the hidden guest at Wharton Lodge had been able to “snoop” such articles as chocolates or toffee, or candied fruits. And as Bunter had had no breakfast or lunch that day, so far, he was desperately anxious to get hold of something to eat. 
  His experience the previous night had rather fed Bunter up with the peculiar visit to Wharton Lodge!  He had almost made up his fat mind to quit. 
  But, on reflection he decided to stick it out. 
  His parents were staying with relatives, who not only did not want Billy in addition, but had made that fact abundantly clear! His sister Bessie was staying with an aunt, who had received her for the holiday on the express condition that she came without her brothers. His brother Sammy was staying with Uncle George—and Bunter had “rowed” with Uncle George, which made it exceedingly difficult and unpleasant to return to that avuncular abode. On the whole. Billy Bunter decided that he would try it on a little longer at Wharton Lodge. 
  His present idea was to snaffle any eatables that might be in Wharton’s den, and then borrow a few more books, for disposal at the second-hand shop in Wimford! 
  Later on, when he received several postal orders that he had been expecting for quite a considerable time, he would redeem those books! Bunter hoped that he was honest! In the meantme, however, there seemed to be no other resource 
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter, as he blinked round the “den.”
  There was nothing of an edible nature to be seen! So much pilfering had perhaps caused unusual care to be taken. 
  Not even a packet of toffee rewarded Bunters quest. There was not so much as an apple or an orange. 
  Bunter could not venture downstairs in quest of supplies in the daytime. Colonel Wharton and the juniors had gone out, but the servants were about! Indeed, he was not safe where he was, for Wharton’s fire was kept in during his absence, and somebody had to come up to see to it. 
  Billy Bunter was about to make a selection of books from the bookshelf, when he heard footsteps—and, guessing at once that it was Thomas coming to see to the fire, he darted across to the communicating door of Wharton’s bedroom, and promptly closed that door after him. 
  It was not the first time, by many a one, that Bunter had had such narrow escapes. Indeed, ever since lie had taken up his extraordinary residence at the Lodge, his life had been a succession of hairsbreadth escapes! 
  Quietly he locked the communicating door. On the other side, he could hear Thomas poking at the log fire. The bed-room had a door on the passage also, and Bunter stepped to that and locked it, too. An idea was working in Billy Bunter’s fat brain!
  Ideas did not, as a rule, evolve very easily in the depths of that podgy intellect! But, if anything could makp Bunter think, and think hard, it was the need of “grub.” 
  Spurred on by that dire need Bunter was capable of really brilliant strategy. There was going to be a little ventriloquism. 
  Now that both doors of Wharton’s bedroom were locked, the fat Owl of Greyfriars was safe from observation. That was an essential preliminary, before he got to work with his ventriloquism. 
  He gave his fat little cough and approached the communicating door again. He could hear someone putting logs on the fire in the den. 
  “Thomas!” it was Harry Wharton’s voice, tone for tone, that proceeded from the fat ventriloquist of Greyfriars. “Is that you, Thomas?” 
  “Yessir! Is that Master Harry?” exclaimed Thomas, turning from the fire in astonishment 
He had seen Master Harry start in the car with his uncle and his friends, so it was naturally astonishing to hear his voice proceeding from his bed-room. 
  “Yes. Who did you think it was, you young ass?” 
  “I thought you’d gone out, sir!” said the amazed Thomas. 
  “I came back, Thomas.” 
  “Yessir, I suppose you did.” said Thomas “Ain’t you going, sir?” 
  “No—my uncle thinks I’m catching a cold, and I’d better stay in.” said the voice through the door. 
  “Oh. sir? I’m sorry, sir!” said Thomas. 
  “I shall have tea in my room, Thomas —tell Wells” 
  Press “Yessir.” said Thomas staring blankly at the bed-room door. 
  It was no business of his, of course; but it really was odd that Master Harry should speak to him through a closed door, instead of opening it in. 
  “Tell Wells at once, Thomas.” 
  “Oh, yessir! Tea at the usual time, sir? ” 
  “No. I’m going to feed my cold, Thomas—you have to feed a cold and starve a fever, you know.  I’ll have tea at once.” 
  “Oh!” gasped Thomas. 
  As it was only about an hour since lunch, this was very surprising indeed. 
  “I want a really good tea,” went on the voice “Tell Wells!  Plenty of everything—ham and eggs andi sosses, and cake and jam and scones.” 
  “Oh yes, sir!” gasped Thomas. 
  “Tell Wells to send it up to my den at once! I’ll stay here till it’s ready— I’m putting on some warmer things.”
  “Yessir.”
  Thomas. in a very surprised state, departed. Billy Bunter grinned but it was a rather uneasy grin. Thomas, evidently, was completely taken in; but the thing was risky. Bunter realised that. Still, there are times when a fellow has to take risks; and this was one of them. Even discovery, and the order of the boot, was bptter than going without grub! 
  Bunter waited. In a few minutes there were footsteps in the den. A tap came at the communicating door. 
  “Are you there, Master Harry?” It was Wells’ fruity voice. 
  “Eh! Yes !” 
  “I was not aware that you had returned, sir—” 
  “Well, you’re aware now!” snapped Bunter, still in the voice of Colonel Wharton’s nephew, “Hasn’t Thomas told you---” 
  “Oh, yes, sir, but it is so very unusual, sir. I thought I would ask you and make sure, sir---” 
  “Don’t be an ass, Wells!” 
  “Wha-a-at, Master Harry?” ejaculated Wells. 
  “I’m catching a cold! My uncle has advised mc to eat! I—I haven’t much of an appetite, but I shall do exactly as he says!” 
  “Oh, yes, sir, certainly!” 
  “Mind you send up a good tea, and plenty of it! A dozen sausages—” 
  “A—a—a dozen, sir?” gasped Wells. 
  “Yes—and a dozen poached eggs---” 
  “A—a—a dozen poached eggs
  “And plenty of buttered toast, and a pot of jam, and a cake—mind, a big cake—and some scones—say a dozen— and a couple of pounds of ham—” 
  “Dear me!” 
  “And buck up, Wells! You’re wasting time!” 
  “Oh! Yes, Master Harry!” gasped Wells dazedly. 
  “Call me when it’s ready!” 
  “Certainly. Master Harry!” 
  Wells almost tottered away. If Master Harry was catching a cold, and was going to feed it, it was clear that he was going to feed it on a very generous scale! Still, it was not for Wells to argue! He went down to give the necessary directions in the kitchen— where those directions caused much surprise and great activity. 
  Bunter waited anxiously. 
  Before long, there was a sound of footsteps and of trays being laid on a table! Thomas, as a rule, brought up anything that was required in the den. But unusual quantities were now required, and Wells was lending his own assistance There was a tap at the communicating door at last. 
  “Master Harry!” Wells called through the door. “Your tea is ready, sir!” 
  “Thank you, Wells! You can go down!” 
  “Very good, sir!” 
  “Thomas can go down, too! I—I don’t want to risk giving anybody my— my cold! Both of you go.” 
  “Very good, sir! Come, Thomas!” said Wells. 
  Billy Bunter waited, and listened, anxiously, till he heard the door of the den close. Then he opened the communicating door, and blink ed in. An ample—not to say gargantuan—tea was laid, and Wells and Thomas were gone! 
 Bunter cut across to the door by which they had left, and turned the key in the lock! He whipped across to the french windows, locked them, and drew the curtains across, to guard against the bare possibility of somabody coming up the steps to the balcony.  He was safe on all sides now! 
  Then he stepped to the well-spread table. 
  For one ecstatic moment he gazed at it, the magnificent supply of good things that he owed to his weird gift of ventriloquism! 
  Then he sat down and started. 
  His fat face beamed, as his active jaws worked. This was happiness!” This was life! This was something like! Glad now was the Owl of the Remove, from the bottom of his fat heart, that he had not shaken the dust of Wharton Lodge from his feet, as he had thought of doing!   Wharton Lodge was all right. It was as right as rain! 
  Gobble, gobble, gobble ! 
  Billy Bunter’s fat face grew red and shiny !”His breath came short and spasmodic! But hp kept on manfully! 
  Gobble, gobble, gobble! 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were enjoying their afternoon. But Billy Bunter was more than enjoying his!  Billy Bunter was in the seventh heaven! 

            THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

 A Fat Young Gent of the Name of Bunter! 


COLONEL WHARTON drove up to the garage, handed the car over to Brown, and walked to the house. 
  He had landed the juniors at their destination in good time for the League match, and left them to enjoy themselves watching the exploits of the famous ‘Spurs. Wells came to take his hat and coat, and the old, military gentleman rubbed his hands before the fire in the hall. 
  “My nephew and his friends will be back rather late for tea, Wells.” he said. “You had better have tea laid for them in Master Harry’s own quarters.” 
  Wells jumped. 
  It was quite unlike Wells to jump. He was the most sedate of butlers. But he could not help it? He jumped, and almost dropped the colonel’s hat! 
  “What—what did you say, sir?” he ejaculated. 
  Colonel Wharton glanced round at him. He was astonished by the butler’s astonishment. 
  “I said that my nephew—”’ 
  “Master Harry, sir!” gasped Wells. 
  “What do you mean, Wells?” snapped the old colonel. “I have no other nephew! Of course I mean Master Harry!”
  “But—but, I don’t understand, sir!” stuttered Wells. “Master Harry is back already—” 
  “What?”
  “Ha came back soon after you started the car, sir—” 
  “Have you been drinking, Wells?” 
  “Sir!” 
  “If you have not been drinking what do you mean?” snorted Colonel Wharten. “My nephew is ten miles away with his friends, watching a football match. What do you mean by saying that he came back?” 
  Wells almost staggered. 
  “Sir! Colonel Wharton! Master Harry with his friends!” he stuttered. 
  “Certainly he is!” 
  “Tut-tut-ten miles away!” gurgled Wells. “You—you—you left him there, sir!”
  “Of course I did! What do you mean?” 
  “But—but—but he came back, sir— he’s in his room now!” gasped Wells: 
“I—I assure you, sir, that he came b-b-back, and—and ordered tea in his room, and—and is having his tea there now, sir!” 
  Colonel Wharton gazed severely at his butler, 
  “Wells, I am surprised at you! I am astonished and shocked! This is the first time you have shown signs of intoxication—” 
  “Thomas!” howled Wells. 
  “Yes, Mr. Wells, sir!” Thomas appeared from the service stairs. 
  “Is Master Harry in his room, or is he not?” 
  “Yes, sir!” answered Thomas. “Having his tea, sir!” 
  Colonel Wharton transferred his gaze to Thomas. 
  “Is the boy mad?” he snorted. “Are you mad, Wells? I tell you that my nephew is at this very moment watching a football match with his friends. He is ten miles from this house!”
  “Then who,” gasped Wells, “is in his room, sir?” 
  “Is anyone in his room?” 
  “Master Harry, sir—at least, it was Master Harry’s voice spoke through the bed-room door, sir—I did not see him!  gasped Wells. “Did you see him, Thomas?” 
  “No, Mr. Wells; he spoke to me through the door, sir—” 
  “Do you mean to say,” roared the colonel, “that someone is as in my nephew’s room, and that you suppose it to be my nephew?” 
  “Yes, sir, certainly, sir, it was certainly Master Harry’s voice, and he said he was catching a cold, and you had sent him back---” 
  “Great gad!” 
  Colonel Wharton strode to the stairs, with a brow of thunder. Wells and Thomas in a dazed condition of amazement, followed him up. The colonel reached the door of his nephew’s den, and turned the handle. The door did not open. A heavy fist banged on it. 
  “Who is there?” roared Colonel Wharton. “Who is in this room?  I can hear someone! Who is it ?” 
  “Oh lor’ !” came a startled ejaculation from within. The formidable roar of the angry colonel startled Billy Bunter so much that he quite forgot his ventriloquism. 
  “That is not my nephew’s voice!”  snorted the colonel. “It sounds familiar, but it is nothing like Master Harry’s voice. How you could possibly have been deceived, Wells, I cannot imagine. Open this door! Do you hear? Whoever you are, open this door at once!” 
  Billy Bunter jumped up from the table. He blinked in alarm at the door, deeply thankful that he had taken the precaution of locking it. 
  “Who is there?” roared the colonel. “It is not my nephew!  I have just left my nephew ten miles away? Who is it?” 
  “Oh crikey!” breathed Bunter. 
  He shook a fat fist at the door
  Bunter had not foreseen this Colonel Wharton having driven off in the car with the juniors, Bunter had taken it for granted that he was safe off the scene, as well as Harry Wharton & Co.
Really he might have foreseen that the colonel would probably drive home after taking the schoolboys to their destination. But Bunter never foresaw anything. 
  Ventriloquism was of no use now. Colonel Wharton was not likely to believe that his nephew was there when he knew that he was elsewhere. 
  Bang! came at the door. 
  “Who are you? What are you doing there? Who is it?” shouted the colonel. “Wells, go through the bed-room! There is another door—”
  “The bed-room door is locked, sir!” said Wells, a moment later. 
  “Good gad!” The rascal has locked himself in, then! But who can he be? Some pilfering thief  —”
  “Oh crikey!” 
  “He deluded me, sir, into supposing that he was Master Harry, and he ordered tea—a very substantial tea—” 
  “Extraordinary! Some unscrupulous rascal! But how did he gain had admittance to the house?” 
  “No doubt by Master Harry’s door on the balcony, sir.” 
  “Yes; no doubt---no doubt! Then it must be someone who knows the place! But I will soon discover! Will you open this door, you rascal, whoever you are!”
  Bang! Thump? 
  The door did not open. Bunter was not very bright, but he was far too bright to open that door! 
  Colonel Wharton stepped back, fuming. This was his experience of the night over again, and he suspected that it was the same rascal concerned. 
  Thomas stooped and applied an eye to the keyhole. 
  “I see him!” gasped Thomas. 
  “You see him?” exclaimed the colonel. 
  “Yes, sir; a fat cove——” 
  “A what?” 
  “A fat feller, sir, in specs.  I’ve seen him before, sir,” said Thomas, in great excitement. “A fat young gent of the name of Bunter, sir!” 
  “WHAT!” roared Colonel Wharton. 
  “Oh jiminy!” gasped Bunter. “I—I say, sir, I’m not here! It—it isn’t me, sir! It—it’s quite another party, sir!”
  “Good gad! I know his voice now! That impertinent and disrespectful young rascal, Bunter! Thomas, fetch my riding whip!” 
  “Oh crikey!”
  “Wells, remain here to see that hp does not escape through the house! I will go round to the door on the balcony! Be quick with that riding-whip, Thomas!” 
  The colonel’s heavy tread rang down the staircase. 
  Billy Bunter stood transfixed with terror. 
  Once more he was cornered. 
  The door on the balcony was locked, certainly; but it was not likely to stop the angry old military gentleman long. It was fairly certain that he would knock in a pane of the French window with the butt of the riding-whip and open the door. And then— 
  Bunter had not yet finished with that substantial tea. But he was not thinking of finishing it now. He was not thanking of it at all. He was thinking only of his fat skin! 
  For a moment ho stood transfixed.
Then he bounded to the french window, dragged aside the curtain, unlocked it, but and tore it open. 
  His first thought was to bolt before the colonel got round the house, but he stopped. Bunter’s fat brain was working at double pressure now. 
  Leaving the door wide open, to give an impression that he had bolted that way, he tiptoed across to the communicating door of the bed-room, passed through, and silently shut it after him. 
  Then he crept under Harry Wharton’s bed. 
  When the colonel arrived and found the french window open, surely he would suppose that the fat Owl had bolted! If he did, Bunter was safe. If he didn’t—  But Bunter preferred not to think of that. It was really too awful to contemplate!


            THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                      Hunted Bunter!” 

TRAMP, tramp! came heavy footsteps up the balcony steps. 
  Colonel Wharton had lost no time. 
  He had waited only for Thomas to get him his riding-whip. With that article in his hand, he strode round the house and ascended the balcony steps to his nephew’s window. 
  He was prepared to knock in a pane if he found the french window locked. But he found it standing wide open. 
  He strode in, with a brow of thunder, swishing the riding-whip. He glared round. 
  “Good gad! Gone!” roared the colonel. 
  “I heard him unlock the window, sir!” came Wells’ voice, from outside the passage door, “I was afraid he would be gone, sir.” 
  “The young rascal! He knew what to expect!” fumed the colonel. “By gad. I would have given him the thrashing of his life! 1 would have taken the skin off his back, by Jove! Thomas !” 
  “Yessir!” 
  “Go at once and look for that young rascal! If you find him in my grounds, kick him—kick him out! Do you hear, Thomas? Kick him as hard as you can!” 
  “Certainly, sir!” 
  Thomas cut away to hunt for the fat young gent of the name of Bunter, gleefully ready to carry out the colonel’s instructions if he found him in the grounds. 
  The colonel strode across the room and unlocked the door where Wells stood. Wells glanced at the tea-table. Bunter had not had time to finish, but he had made remarkable progress. Where he had packed it all was a mystery. Two-thirds of that ample supply of provender had vanished. 
  “It is extraordinary, Wells that you should have been deceived by that young scoundrel!” snorted the colonel. 
  “The voice was so like Master Harry’s, sir—” 
  “Nonsense!” 
  “H’m! I assure you, sir—” 
  “That balcony door had better be kept locked: You may tell my nephew so. The young scoundrel may venture to repeat his impudent trick. By Jove, I have no doubt that it was he in the dining-room last night! Let me catch him! Let me catch him playing tricks here, by Jove! Huh!” 
  The colonel strode away, fuming. He was deeply disappointed that the riding whip had not established contact with the fat young gent of the name of Bunter. But he still hoped that Thomas had run him down in the grounds and carried out his instructions. 
  Thomas did his best. But as the fat young gent was still within the house, Thomas really hadn’t even a sporting chance of finding him outside. After a long hunt Thomas could only report failure. 
  Meanwhile Billy Bunter remained palpitating under the bed. 
  Luck had befriended him again. The open french window had given the desired impression, and it was taken for granted that he had bolted. That was all right, so far as it went. But the fat Owl was very anxious to be safe back in his attic. 
  There was no chance of that at present, however. He dared not venture out till he was sure that the coast was clear. 
  When at last he put his head out from under the bed, like a fat tortoise from its shell, it was to hear sounds in the adjoining room. No doubt Thomas was there, clearing away the wreck of Bunter’s feast, and making preparations for the return of Master Harry and his friends,   
  Bunter suppressed a groan and popped back. 
  He palpitated, and listened. 
  When all at last was silent, the fat junior crawled out from under the bed. He crawled out in fear and trembling. The bare thought of the old colonel and his riding-whip made Bunter shudder. He had kept on hoping that, sooner or later, the old gentleman would get over his “tantrums,” but it was clear that the tantrums were getting worse, instead of better.  Discovery at an earlier date meant the order of the boot; now at meant a thrashing before the boot was applied. It was borne in on Billy Bunter’s fat mind at long last that his extraordinary sojourn at Wharton Lodge had better come to an end, and that it could not come to an end too quickly. 
The game was, in fact, up! 
  With the balcony door kept locked, as the colonel had instructed Wells, there would be no more surreptitious comings and goings. With all the food carefully locked up at night, there could be no more secret grub raids in the small hours. The game, evidently, was up! 
  Bunter could get out—as soon as the coast was clear—but he would not be able to get in again! But the angry roar of the colonel, and the sound of the riding-whip swishing, made Bunter feel more anxious to get out than to get in! 
  He had thought it out while he lay palpitating under the bed. 
  Once safe back in his attic, he would wait for the fall of the winter dusk. His hat and coat were in the attic, and he could scarcely go without them. And it was impossible to go empty handed. The difficulty of a railway fare stood like a lion in the path. Borrowing a few more of Wharton’s books would see him through. 
  Then he would shake the dust of Wharton Lodge from his feet, with the scorn that such an inhospitable place deserved, 
  Later, when he was in funds—Bunter always hoped and expected to be in funds at some undefined future date— he would redeem all those books and send them back to their owner with a curt note expressive of the scorn and contempt he felt. 
  That, he hoped, would make that beast Wharton jolly well ashamed of himself. 
  His plans were now settled, cut and dried. But he was not back in his attic yet. He crept to the bed-room door on the passage, silently unlocked it and opened it half an inch to listen. A fruity voice came to his ears. 
  “I am sorry, Thomas, that I distrusted you. I have little doubt—I may say that I have no doubt—that that very unpleasant and disagreeable young person Bunter was at the bottom of it all the time.” 
  “Thank you. Mr. Wells!” 
  Bunter’s eyes glittered behind his spectacles.  Wells and Thomas were in the passage, talking. Of course, the beasts had to talk there—just when Bunter wanted to dodge across that passage. 
  “That unpleasant boy,” resumed Wells, little dreaming that his remarks fell on the fat ears of be unpleasant boy himself, “has stayed with Master Harry on previous occasions, Thomas, and, of course, knew his way about the house. That accounts for it.” 
  “It do, Mr. Wells.” assented Thomas. 
  “Obviously,” said Wells, “knowing about Master Harry’s balcony door, and knowing the interior of the mansion, Thomas, that unscrupulous boy Bunter has continually let himself into the ‘ouse.”
  “It looks like it, sir.” 
  “Why he has pilfered such things as clothes and rugs and candles I cannot imagine, unless he is a kleptomaniac, Thomas.” 
  “Wot’s a kleptomaniac, Mr. Wells?” 
  “A kleptomaniac, Thomas.” said Wells. “is a person who steals from some natural kink in the character, and cannot help it.” 
  “Good lor’, Mr. Wells!”
  “I am very sorry,” said Wells, “that the master did not catch him, and thrash him with thp riding-whip.” 
  “Same ‘ere, sir!” 
  “I have seldom seen the master so angry. I could almost pity the young rascal if the master did catch him.” said Wells. “It is a most extraordinary affair altogether, Thomas. But I cannot doubt that that unpleasant boy of the name of Bunter has been at the bottom of the pilferings.  However, we shall, I think, see no more of him.” 
  “If Master Harry’s door is kept locked, sir—” 
  “Exactly!” 
  “And if I should see him about, sir, I s’pose it ‘olds good what the master said about kicking him, sir?” 
  “Certainly!” said Wells. “Most decidedly! If you see him, Thomas, carry out the master’s instructions to the very letter, and kick him as hard as you can. I shall do the same. I shall also mention to Robert that the boy is to be kicked, if seen. I hope, Thomas, that it may do him good. And, indeed, I should be so glad to kick him, Thomas, that I am sorry he is gone.” 
  Behind a door a fat fist was shaken, and Billy Bunter’s eyes gleamed with wrath through his spectacles. This was the way these dashed menials talked of Bunter. Actually thinking of kicking him if they saw him! The cheek of it. And the worst of it was that they meant it. It was very clear that they meant it. More than ever the fat Owl of Greyfriars realised that it behoved him to keep carefully out of sight till he could make his escape from that inhospitable abode. 
There was one consolation, however. Evidently it was not suspected that he was still in the house, or had been staying secretly in the house. That suspicion had occurred to nobody as yet. 
  It was not, in fact, a thing that anyone was likely to suspect. Only Billy Bunter was capable of such weird proceedings, which were quite outside the experience of ordinary mortals.. 
  Voices and footsteps receded at last. There was silence, and Bunter ventured to blink out. 
  The passage was deserted. 
  In deep relief the Owl of the Remove tiptoed out, and crossed to the little stepp stair that led up to the attic. 
  He fairly flew up that stair when he reached it. 
  At the top was a narrow landing on which the attic door opened. As the attic had long been disused and kept locked up that spot was seldom or never visited save by an occasional maid with a broom. 
  It was Bunter’s custom when he left his lair to lock the door after him and put the key in his pocket. 
  Breathing hard and deep on the little landing, Bunter felt in his pocket for the attic key. So long as it was daylight he was visible there if anyone passed along the passage below, and happened to glance up. He was in a hurry to get out of sight. 
  But his fat hand came out of his pocket with nothing in it! The key was not there! 
  Hastily the fat junior ran his hands through his other pockets. 
  The key was not there, either. 
  “Oh, lor’ !” breathed Bunter. 
  The attic door was locked And he had lost the key! 

            THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                         No Exit! 

BILLY BUNTER groaned. 
  He could not help it. 
  At the risk of being overheard he groaned aloud, 
  It was a crushing blow. 
  Once more in feverish haste he ran his fat hands through his pockets. He knew that he had put the key in one of them. 
  But it was in vain that he searched for it. It was not there. Evidently he had dropped it somewhere—either in Wharton’s den, whore he had feasted, or in Wharton’s bed-room, where he had hidden from the angry colonel. Most likely it had dropped from his pocket when he dodged under the bed— that was most probable. 
  He could not get into his hiding-place without it. He could not remain where he was. He could not even take his chance of dodging out while it was still daylight, for his hat and coat were in the locked attic. To start on his travels on a bitter January day, hatless and without a coat, was hardly to be thought of.  He had to go back and hunt for that key. 
  He groaned. 
  But groaning did not improve matters. He listened intently, and heard no sound from the passage, and at last tiptoed down again. The passage was still deserted, and he cut across into Wharton’s bed-room once more. 
  He closed the door and stood panting. The winter dusk was beginning to fall. There was plenty of light still out of doors, but indoors it was growing very dusky. 
  Bunter stooped and peered under the bed in the hope of spotting the lost key. Under the bed was very dark indeed, and a keen eye might have failed to spot a small key lying there.   Bunter’s eyes were far from keen.  Indeed, even with the aid of his big spectacles, his vision was limited. He blinked in vain. 
  He had to grope for it. And perhaps all the time he had dropped it somewhere else. And any minute--- 
  Once more Billy Bunter’s fat brain worked at double pressure. 
  He might be a long time finding that key. He might not find it at all. And those beasts would be back from the football match before long. And a servant might come up any minute. 
  After all, if he was going, it was certain that he could not go without a coat and a hat. But there was no need to go in his own coat and hat. Such things were available nearer at hand. In the circumstances, Bunter felt that he would be justified in borrowing them. He did not, as a matter of fact, worry a whole lot about the justification. At a pinch, indeed, he could have done without it. 
  As soon as the idea came into his fat mind he abandoned on the spot the thought of hunting for the lost attic key, and turned to Harry Wharton’s wardrobe. 
  Wharton, of course, had a coat on that afternoon. Fortunately he had several coats. Bunter had only to make his choice. In the big wardrobe there were coats hanging up, and several caps. 
  He selected a handsome, natty, grey coat. It was a new coat, and Wharton had worn it only once or twice over Christmas. It was, in fact, going to be his best coat, for the new term at Greyfriars. Being the best coat in the collection, it was naturally selected by Billy Bunter. Bunter did not believe in helping himself to the second best in anything. 
  He found a grey tweed cap to match. He had seen Wharton in that grey coat and cap, in which the captain of the Remove looked very well dresscd and good-looking.  Bunter had no doubt that he did the clothes more credit. Having put them on, he surveyed the result in the glass of the wardrobe door, and gave a smirk of satisfaction. This was all right! No need to get his own rather shabby and rumpled coat from the attic now! So long as he could keep out of sight till dark it was all right!  All he had to do now was to make a further selection from Wharton’s bookshelf, for the purpose of raising the wind at the second-hand shop in Wimford! Bunter was feeling quite relieved. 
  He opened the communicating door into Wharton’s den and went in. The glowing log-fire on the hearth dispelled the gathering winter gloom there. 
  “Beasts!” murmured Bunter, as he saw that the table was laid for tea for five. 
  Apparently the chums of the Remove were going to have tea in Harry Wharton’s den, as they sometimes did. The foodstuffs were not yet on the table, however, as Bunter ascertained with a very rapid glance. Had they been there, they would not have remained to greet the Famous Five. Billy Bunter had taken on board a generous cargo that afternoon. But he always had room for a little more. 
  But the fact that the tea-table was laid in the den warned him that he had no time to waste. The beasts, evidently, would come up there when they came back from the football match. Thomas might come up any minute with something for tea. 
  Bunter hurriedly scanned the bookshelf. Even Bunter felt a slight inward doubt as to whether he was quite, quite justified in taking these measures to raise the wind! Still, as he was going to set the matter right later, when he received some postal orders that he had long been expecting, surely only a very captious critic could find fault with his proceedings! And Bunter had never been a captious critic of his own proceedings! 
  He selected the volumes with care.  He had received only seven and six for the last lot, and he hoped to do better this time.  People gave hardly anything for second-hand books, even when they were nearly new! Volume after the volume was selected, and Bunter was making a little pile of them on the shelf when there was a footstep in the passage. 
  Bunter’s fat ears were on the strain.  He detected that footstep before it was near the door. He stepped quickly away from the bookshelf, and behind a screen that stood across a corner. He had spotted that convenient hiding-place, and kept it in mind. 
  The door opened, and Thomas entered with a basket of logs. He switched on the light when he came in, and crossed to the fireplace. 
  Behind the screen Bunter made no sound. 
  Thomas stirred the fire, placed logs on it, and disposed the other logs in their place. He was quitp leisurely in his movements, being, of course, totally unaware that a fat Owl behind the screen was feverishly impatient for him to be gone. 
  When he went at last, he left the door open, and the light on. Apparently he was coming back again. 
  “Beast!” hissed Bunter, under his breath 
  Thomas came back with a kettle, which he placed in the fender When Harry Wharton & Co. “tea-ed” in the den they liked to make the tea and look after themselves generally, as in the study at Greyfriars. So the kettle was needed. 
  Again Thomas departed, but again he left the light on and the door open. It was some time before he reappeared, and this time he brought a tray, which he laid on the table.  If Then he proceeded to set out the contents of the tray. 
  There was a rent in the screen—in fact, there were several small rents. Through one of them Billy Bunter watched Thomas with a malevolent eye. 
  He was getting tea ready for Master Harry and his friends, who were expected back very soon now, Brown having gone to fetch them in the car. Outside, the January dusk was thickening to darkness. If that unutterable beast Thomas would only have cleared, Billy Bunter had only to grab his pile of books and let himself out by the French window. Thomas, however, did not seem to be clearing!
  Having finished, at last, with the tea-table, Thomas went across to the french window. He felt the window to ascertain that it was locked, and then drew the curtains across, with a swish of rings. Then, to Billy Bunter’s intense exasperation, he sat down in an armchair before the fire ! That, of course, Thomas had no right to do, and certainly would not have done had Mr.
Wells’ eye been upon him. But the only eye upon him was the hidden eye of William George Bunter, so Thomas allowed himself the luxury of taking it easy for a while. 
  Could looks have slain, Thomas might have reached a sudden termination of his career in that comfortable armchair. For the look that Billy Bunter gave him, through the rent in the screen, was absolutely homicidal. 
  But that look, deadly as it was, produced no effect whatever on Thomas! Perhaps Thomas was tired. He had many little duties to perform, and, as he sometimes confided to the cook, he was up and down stairs all day. Safe from the butler’s severe eye, and unlikely to be disturbed till Mastpr Harry came back to tea, Thomas stretched himself luxuriously in Master Harry’s armchair, toasted his toes, and grinned with satisfaction. 
  Bunter waited! 
  Minute after minute passed—and minutes were precious now! It really seemed as if the surreptitious guest at Wharton Lodge was going to have more difficulty in getting out than in getting in! Any minute now those beasts might come crowding in—in that desperate extremity the Owl of the Remove bethought himself once more of his ventriloquism. It was that or nothing. Suddenly, and apparently from the passage, came a barking voice, marvellously like that of the old colonel in a cross mood. 
  “Thomas! Where is that boy, Thomas?” 
  “Oh, my eye!” gasped Thomas in alarm. He bounded up from Master Harry’s armchair as if the seat of that armchair had become suddenly red-hot!
  “Ere, sir!  Coming, sir!”
  Thomas fairly scudded to the door. 
  “Ere, sir! You called me, sir!” He stared into the passage. Colonel Wharton was not to be seen there.  Thomas hurried out of the room in the direction of the stairs. 
  Billy Bunter gasped with relief. 
  He had got rid of the brute at last!
  He whipped out from behind the screen! As he did so he heard the sound of many footsteps, and a cheery voice that roared: 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Tea ready, what? We’re all as hungry as jolly old hunters!” 
  “Yes, Master Cherry, sir, tea’s ready, sir—” 
  “Oh lor’ !” groaned Billy Bunter.
  He popped back behind the screen. He was only just in time, as Harry Wharton & Co., cheery and ruddy from the frosty air, tramped into the room. 

            THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                            Exciting! 

COLONEL WHARTON glanced into his nephew’s den, and his grim, bronzed face relaxed into a smile. 
  It was a very cheery scene that met his eyes. Five ruddy faces were gathered round the tea-table, five follows were doing ample justice to an excellent spread, and five voices were talking all at once. The juniors jumped up, however, as the colonel looked in, rather as if they had been in the study at Greyfriars and Mr. Quelch had dropped in. 
  “Don’t mind me, my boys.” said the old colonel genially as he came in. “I dare say you are hungry. Did you see a good game?” 
  “Topping, sir—Spurs in great form!” said Bob Cherry. The juniors resumed tea. 
  “You have seen nothing of that extraordinary and disagreeable boy Bunter, I suppose?” 
  “Bunter!” repeated Harry. “We saw him yesterday in Wimford.” 
  “He has been here!” grunted the colonel, and his brow resumed its frown. “The boy’s impudence and audacity seem unbounded. He actually came into the house, by this window apparently, and somehow deceived Wells into believing that it was you who had returned, Harry— apparently he has some rascally trick of imitating voices—” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “He carried his impudence to the length of ordering a meal here, knd, unluckily, escaped before I could get at him with my riding-whip.” said Colonel Wharton. “On reflection I have no doubt that he has played such tricks here before, many times, in fact. I find that Wells thinks, so, also—and indeed there can be little doubt of it. He has, I believe, used this french window for getting in and out of the house. 
  “Phew!” murmured Nugent. 
  “That would account for many strange occurrences that have puzzled us during the holidays.” said the colonel. 
  “By Jove! It would!” exclaimed Harry Wharton. “But—but would even that fat foozler have the nerve---” 
  “The esteemed Bunter’s nervefulness is terrific!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “This french window had better be kept locked,” said the colonel. “But that is not all. I should like you boys to keep a very sharp eye open for this young rascal Bunter, and if you discover him within the grounds, bring him to me. I desire very much to see him!” 
  “Certainly.” said Harry; and the other fellows nodded assent. 
  Colonel Wharton left the Famous Five to themselves. They had been discussing the League match before---now they discussed Bunter! Certainly it did not occur to them that a pair of fat ears behind the screen in the corner were drinking in every word. 
  “If your uncle’s right, that accounts for a lot of things!” remarked Frank Nugent. “But if Bunter’s has been doing all the pilfering, he must have been hanging about a jolly long time.” 
  “Well, we’ve spotted him again and again.” said Harry thoughtfully “But it certainly never occurred to me that he had been dodging into the house. Still, it was easy enough for him, knowing his way about here as he does. It was that frabjous ass that snaffled the books, of course—he’s played, that game at Greyfriars, you know. ‘Member how he sold your ‘Holiday Annual’ to Fishy once, Bob!”
  “Yes, rather!”
  Bob Cherry chuckled. 
  “Fancy the fat villain having the nerve to barge in here and pull Wells’ leg with his blessed ventriloquism. Well, if we catch him and take him to the jolly old colonel, I fancy he will wish he had steered clear.” 
  “I suppose he dodges in after dark— easy enough, as it gets dark so early now.” said Harry. “And it’s all been put down to poor old Thomas! By Jove, he ought to be jolly well thrashed, and---” 
  “The thrashfulness will be terrific if the esteemed and absurd colonel catches him hopfully!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Not much doubt about that, judging by the look in the colonel’s eye.” chuckled Johnny Bull. He glanced towards the curtained window. “If that’s the fat villain’s way in and out, he may be there now, watching for a chance to barge in—”
  “Oh my hat!” 
  Harry Wharton stepped to the french window and pulled the curtains back, Only the ivy could be seen in the darkness of the balcony outside. 
  “Look here, if he’s playing that game, the sooner he’s snaffled the better. ” said the captain of the Remove. “We’ll go out and scout for him after tea. Ten to one we shall bag him if he’s around!” 
  “Good egg!” 
  Behind the screen, Billy Bunter grinned. In the circumstances he was not likely to be caught. Once the juniors were gone, and the way of escape was open, it was Billy Bunter’s intention to go also! Things were getting much too hot for the secret guest at Wharton Lodge! 
  While they finished their tea, the Famous Five discussed that little scheme for bagging Bunter. Then they left the den, to go along to their rooms for their coats. 
  Bunter blinked out from behind the screen. 
  Now was his chance! The coast was clear! The door had been left wide open, so the interior of the room was visible from the passage. The communicating door with Wharton’s bedroom was half open, and he could hear Wharton moving there. But he had to take the risk! 
  He tiptoed from his hiding-place to the bookshelf.  He was not going without his plunder if he could help it!  He had it least a few minutes!
  He had—so far as the juniors were concerned! But there was a tread in the passage, and Wells looked in. 
  “If you have finished tea, Master Harry, I will tell Thomas to clear away!” said Wells, glancing across at the figure in the grey overcoat and cap that stood at the bookshelf, its back to Wells. 
  Bunter’s fat heart missed a beat! 
  He stood petrified! 
  For an awful instant he saw himself discovered! 
  Then he realised—indeed, Wells’ words left no room for a mistake in the matter —that the butler, seeing him from the back in Wharton’s coat and cap, had taken him for Master Harry! Wells knew that handsome grey coat—he had held it more than once for Master Harry to get into! 
  Bunter did not stop for the books now? He did not stop for anything! Keeping his back carefully to Wells, he moved to the french window and opened it! If only he could get away before Wells discovered that he was not Master Harry—
  Wells gazed at his back. 
  He concluded that Master Harry had not heard him speak. 
  Bunter had the window open in a twinkling! 
  He stepped out on the dark balcony. 
  Wells came into the room. 
  Bunter crossed the balcony with a bound! 
  He had only to scuttle down the stone steps and vanish into the winter darkness! 
  But at the top of the steps he stopped suddenly. 
  In the darkness below there was a stirring shadow, and the red glow of a 
cigar end!
  “Oh lor’ ” breathed Bunter. 
  He knew that it was Colonel Wharton, walking on the shrubbery path there—perhaps keeping an eye open for Bunter!”
   Bunter stood quite still. 
  Escape was cut off !” 
  A lion in his path would hardly have terrified him so much as the irascible colonel. 
To his horror, the glowing cigar end came to a halt at the foot of the stone steps!  The colonel was looking up.  He had seen the window open!  Bunter shrank back into the frosty ivy. 
  “Is that you, Harry?” called up the colonel. “Who is there?” 
  Bunter, crouching in the ivy made no sound —though he almost expected the colonel to hear the thumping of his fat heart! 
  He was between the devil and the deep sea! Wells was in the room; and the colonel at the foot of the steps!” Only the darkness and the ivy saved Bunter for the moment!
  “Who is that?” rapped the colonel, irritated at receiving no answer. “I’ve said that that window is to be kept locked!”
  Wells looked out of the french window. 
 “Is that the master? Did you call, sir?” asked Wells, blinking out into the darkness. 
 “Wells, I have given instructions for that french window to be kept secured in case that young scoundrel Bunter tries—”  
  “It is all right, sir!  Master Harry is here!” said Wells.  “He opened the window a moment ago and came out.  Did he not come down, sir?”
  “Eh?  What?  No!  I’ve not seen him!”
  Wells stepped across the balcony to the steps and peered down.  Dimly he made out the figure of the old military gentleman staring up.
  “But Master Harry came out a moment ago, sir!” said the bewildered Wells.  “I saw him go out of the room, sir!”
  Wells turned round. The junior in the grey overcoat and cap had certainly gone out on the balcony under Well’s eye. Wells looked round for him. 
  “Master Harry—” He glimpsed a grey overcoat in the shadows and stepped towards it. Why Master Harry was crouching back in the frosty ivy was a mystery to Wells. 
  Another moment and Bunter would have been discovered!” Wells did not see his face. He saw the top of the grey tweed cap!” And he saw that only for a fleeting second—a split second! It established sudden contact with Wells’ equator! Wells went backwards as if he had been shot.
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“ Why—what—— O gad 1 ** roared Colonel Wharion, a3 Wells hurtled down the balcony steps and erashed into
him, sending him spinning.



  

“Why—what— Oh gad!”  roared Colonel Wharton as something heavy came hurtling down the balcony stops and crashed into him. 
  The colonel went spinning. Wells dropped at his feet! The colonel roared!” Wells gurgled!” And Billy Bunter, gasping with terror, started in at the french window again, and bolted behind the screen in the corner. Just then, that seemed the safest place for Bunter! 


            THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER 

                        Who Did It? 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  Bob the first to come back to the den with his coat and cap on, ready for the excursion. Bunter, again in his hiding-place behind the screen in the corner, strove to suppress his breathing. What was going to happen now Bunter did not know, and could not guess. But he knew that he was going to remain out of sight till the latest possible moment, at all events! 
  Bob was staring at the open french window, Frontoutside , strange sounds reached him. 
  “ Urrrrtggh !”  
  “Oh gad! What—— Wurrrggh!”  
  “Oh, sir! Gurrrgggh!”  
  Bob ran across the room, and ran out on the balcony. It sounded as if something had happened!” 
  Below was darkness, and a garden carpeted with snow. Two dim figure’s were staggering up from the snow.  One was the colonel: the other was Wells. 
  Both were breathless. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!”  gasped Bob, staring over the balustrade. “Has—has anything happened?”
  “Urrrggh!” Oh gad!” Urrrggh!”  
  “Wurrggggh!”  
  “Wells, are you mad? What do you mean by falling down the stops on me?” spluttered the colonel. 
“It was not my—gurrgh—fault, sir!” gurgled Wells . “I have been assaulted, sir, by your—gurrrgggh!”  
  “What ?”
  “I was knocked over, sir, by— wurrrgghh!”  Wells struggled madly for breath. “1 was struck, sir, by— gurrggh!”  
  “What’s the row, Bob?”  
  Frank Nugent joined Bob on the balcony. 
  “The rowfulness seems to be terrific!”  remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, coming out after Frank.
  “What do you mean, Wells?” roared the exasperated colonel. “You fell on me, sir, and knocked me over—urrgh!” My cigar, sir, went into my—urrggh— mouth!” I am burnt, sir! What do you mean by it? What?”   
  “Master Harry, sir, pushed me off the balcony!” spluttered Wells. “I was taken quite by surprise, sir—gurrgh! I I am considerably upset. I am breathless—wurrggh’ Such an assault—” 
  “Are you, mad Wells? My nephew did nothing of the sort!  He is incapable of such a foolish trick!”  
  “Sir, I have been assaulted—I am hurt—I am bruised  and breathless! Sir, this is not the treatrment that a butler has a right to expect in a gentleman’s house!” I have a right, sir to demand that the young rascal—”  
  “Who?” roared the colonel. 
  “Your nephew, sir!” roared back Wells. 
  The impassive expressionlessness of Wells was quite gone now. Even the most excellently trained butler is liable to get a little excited, after being hurled headlong down a flight of steps!  Wells forgot, for a moment, that he was a butler at all, and only remembered that he was a man—a damaged man. and a very angry one!” 
  “Are you calhng my nephew a rascal?” roared the colonel. 
  “I am, sir!”  bawled Wells. “A ruffianly young rascal, sir!” A most most inconsiderate and rascally young ruffian, sir !”  
  “You dare—”  gasped the colonel. 
  “I tell you, sir, that your nephew hurled me headlong down those steps, sir, and I demand that his punishment---” 
  “It is impossible!” gasped the Colonel Wharton. “Harry—where is Harry?”  
  “Wells must be dreaming!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. “Wharton couldn’t have done such a potty thing! Wharton, come here, old bean!” Where are you?”  
  “Here.” answered Harry Wharton, coming across a den to the french window. “keeping you waiting—”  
  “Wells is saying—”  
  “Harry!” roared the colonel. 
  “Yes, uncle’ Here!”  Wharton joined the astonished juniors on the balcony. “What’s the trouble?” 
  “Wells says that you pushed him down the steps off the balcony---”
  “What?” howled Wharton.
  “If you did---”
  “I did not!” as Wells mad or what?”  gasped the captain of the remove. 
  “I’ve been in my room, getting a coat—” 
  “You hear that Wells---” 
  “I am not surprised, sir, that a young ruffian who committed such an assault should deny it afterwards, sir!”  bawled Wells.  “I have always, sir, had a very great respect for Master Harry, and I have. I trust, treated him with the respect due to my master’s nephew, sir. But now, sir, I tell you he is a young ruffian, and---”  
  “Wells!”  gasped Wharton. 
  “And unless that boy, sir, is adequately punished for this sort of ruffianly brutality, sir, I resign my position in your household, sir” hooted Wells. “I leave in the morning, sir!”
  “You may leave in the morning, or you may leave in the middle of the night, if you choose !”  roared Colonel Wharton. “How dare you cast doubt on my nephew’s word!”  
  “I saw him, sir—and I can believe my eyes!”  roared Wells. “I will not remain under your roof, sir, to be treated with ruffianly brutality, sir! I am no longer your butler, sir!”  
  “Certainly you are not! You are discharged! Pack your things and leave as early as possible in the morning! By gad! My belief is that you have been drinking!”
  “I repudiate the suggestion, sir—I repudiate it with scorn!” gasped Wells. “I am a strict teetotaler, sir, as you are well aware. For twenty years, sir, I have been entrusted with the key of the wine-cellar, and I defy you, sir—I defy you to assert that a single bottle---”  
  “Enough! If you are not drunk, you are mad!” Go!”  
  “Wells!”  howled Harry Wharton from the balcony. “You’re mistaken, Wells!  I never touched you—I wasn’t here—1 give you my word—” 
  “Pah!”
  “You must have slipped and fancied---”  
  “Pah!”  
  Having “pahed” twice, to express his uttered scorn, Wells limped away, still gurgling painfully for breath. The colonel glared after him as he disappeared, as angry as Wells, or angrier. 
  Harry. there it is not one word of truth in Wells’ statement—” 
  “Not a word uncle!  He must’ve slipped—there’s some ice here, and——” 
  “No doubt, no doubt! It is extraordinary, amazing, that he should fancy that you pushed him over—unless he has been drinking!” By gad! In that case, the sooner he goes, the better!” I have been deceived in him!”
  “I can’t understand—”  
  “Drink!” snorted the colonel. “It must be drink—that is the only explanation!”  Colonel Wharton calmed down a little. “If you are going out, Harry, lock that french window, and take the key in your pocket. It must be kept locked!”
  “Very well, uncle.” 
  Colonel Wharton strode away in the gloom, still fuming. When, a little later, the Famous Five went out to scout for a possible Bunter, the french window was locked and the key reposed in Wharton’s pocket. And a fat junior in a grey overcoat, behind the screen in a corner of the den groaned! There was no escape for Bunter now!” 
                                     — 

             THE TWENTIETH CHAPTER. 

                  In the Dead of Night! 

CLICK! 
  Billy Bunter started. 
  He thrilled! 
  It was past midnight: but Billy Bunter was not asleep. That, in itself, was rather a record. 
  Sleep was impossible!
  The fat junior was sprawling in Harry Wharton’s armchair, before the almost dead embers of the fire. He was huddled in the grey overcoat. But he was cold! He was hungry! He was fed-up to his fat chin. He was longing to be away from Wharton Lodge, even if he had no alternative but they in hospitable roof of Uncle George. 
  But he was still there. The french window had been locked, to keep Bunter out if he essayed to get in!
  Nobody dreamed that it would keep Bunter in when he wanted to get out!” When the juniors came back from their ramble they came in downstairs. The key of the french window was still in Wharton’s pocket. As only he and his friends used the french window, there was no need to replace the key till he came upstairs. 
  Bunter heard the wireless on below without deriving any entertainment whatsoever from it. Then he heard the gramophone, which lasted till supper. It was not till after supper that Harry Wharton & Co came up, to chat in the den before going to bed. 
  Bunter squatted behind the screen in the corner, was still as a fat mouse. Through the rent in the screen he saw Harry Wharton replace the key in the french window.  That was that!” 
  A little later the chums of the Remove bade one another good night, and went to their rooms. Lights were turned off. All was quiet in that part of the house. And now that the key was on the inside of the french window again Billy Burner was free to go if he liked! 
  But he did not like—at that hour! It was past ten o’clock. Snow was coming down, and a bitter rain howled around the old roofs and chimneys. Bunter did not want a night out. There was no shelter for his weary head. He could not raise the wind for a railway fare —by the sale of a selection of Wharton’s books—now that all the shops had long been closed. Walking about all night was a prospect that did not appeal to him in the least. 
  There was only one thing for Bunter to do—remain where he was, and escape early in the morning. As he really had no choice in the matter, it was easy to decide. 
  But it was rotten! 
  He was safe from discovery, so far as that went! But there was no supper— nothing to eat! It was cold—and he dared not even build up the fire, lest it should lead to discovery. 
  Wharton was in the next room. The communicating door was closed; but he was not a heavy sleeper. When Bunter moved, he moved on tiptoe. The crackling of logs might have caught his ear—the gleam of firelight under the door might have caught his eye!  Bunter dared not risk it !  
  He settled down in the armchair before the fire, and tried to sleep. But sleep would not come! 
He dozed a little every now and then, but only to start into wakefulness and remember that he was cold and hungry. When he heard twelve strike he wondered if that endless night would ever end. He thought of his attic with longing. But the attic was locked—the key probably somewhere under the bed in which Wharton had turned in. Bunter had to make the best of it. And then— 
  Suddenly through the silence came that click from the window, and the fat junior sat bolt upright in the chair, thrilling with alarm. 
  He blinked round in the gloom with terrified eyes behind his big spectacles. 
  Back into his fat mind came the incident of the previous night!” 
  Bunter had quite forgotten that incident. In the stress and distress of his own peculiar circumstances he had had no time to think about that, or any other trifling matter. 
  But he remembered it now, as he heard the lock of the french window click—as it was opened from the outside.
  He could see nothing !
  But he knew, just as plainly as if he could have seen, that the man he had surprised on that balcony the previous night had come back to make another attempt. The opening of the lock could mean nothing else. 
  Bunter hardly breathed. 
  He felt a cold draught of bitter wind across the room. The french window was open. 
Then his straining fat ears caught a sound—a soft sound of the window closing. Blinking through the gloom, he made out a dim figure against the glass panes. 
  His fat heart almost died within him. It was the man from India—the man Corkran, who had attacked Colonel Wharton in the park! Bunter could make out only dim outlines, but he knew it. What did the man want? 
  He was no ordinary housebreaker or burglar, that was certain. His attack on the old colonel had been inspired by revenge. Had he “got away” with that attack he would have gone. It was clear enough that he was in the house not for such a purpose as robbery—Bunter could not doubt what his purpose was! He was seeking the man he regarded as his enemy—for revenge!” Bunter remembered the hard, cold face, the cruel, steely eyes, and repressed a shudder of fear. What would happen to him if the ruffian found him there? 
  There was a tiny gleam in the darkness. 
  It was the glimmer of a torch.  Bunter crouched deep in the roomy chair. The tiny beam of light glittered round the room, but evidently the man from India had no suspicion that there was anyone in the armchair—he had only turned on the light to ascertain his bearing. It was shut off again, and Bunter heard him cross stealthily to the door on the passage. 
  That door opened quietly. it was left open—no doubt as a ready retreat for the rascal in case of alarm. 
  Faint stealthy footsteps died away. 
  Bunter dragged himself out of the chair and blinked through the open doorway. A faint twinkle of light caught his eyes for a moment. There was no sound—and the light twinkled only for a second. The man was “after” the old colonel, that was certain; but it dawned on Bunter that he could not know which was Colonel Wharton’s room. Possibly, watching the house, he might have seen the old soldier at his window but finding the room from the inside was not an easy task. Billy Bunter knew that the man from India was searching for that room now. 
  “Oh crikey!”  breathed Bunter. 
  The fat Owl of the Remove was scared to the marrow of his bones!  He dared not make a sound or a movement that would have drawn the revengeful rascal’s attention to himself. But he had to do something! The old colonel was a “beast”—he was going to thrash Bunter if he saw him—it was only because of his tantrums that Bunter had had such an extraordinary and exciting sojourn under his roof! Still, Bunter evidently could not leave him to it. The man from India meant mischief— a cruel and brutal attack upon an unwary man!  Bunter had to do some thing!  
  He crept to the communicating door of Harry Wharton’s bedroom and opened it with almost agonised caution. 
  He rolled into the bed-room. 
  Dimly he made out the bed and groped to it. There was a startled gasp from Harry Wharton, as he awoke suddenly with a fat paw groping over his face. 
  “Who—what——” gasped Harry.
  “Quiet!”  hissed Bunter. 
  “What—” 
  “Do be quiet!  He’ll hear you— Oh lor’!”
  “Bunter!”  gasped Wharton in utter amazement. 
  “Quiet! He’s in the house—” 
  “Eh? Who is?”  
  “That man!”  gasped Bunter. “I saw him! The man who tackled your uncle in the park; Corkran!  He—he’s going to his room---”  
  Harry Wharton switched on his bed light. He sat up, staring blankly at the fat, terrified face of the Owl of the Remove. 
  Bunter’s presence was utterly amazing to him. But for the moment he gave that no thought. One look at Bunter’s fat face, white as chalk, quavering with terror, showed that he was in earnest. 
  Wharton leaped from the bed. 
  “That nan—Corkran—is in the house?” he breathed. 
  “He got in at the french window.” 
  “You saw him ?”  
  “Oh lor’! Yes! Oh crikey! Oh dear!”  gasped Bunter, “I—I say---”  
  But Harry Wharton did not wait to hear what Bunter had to say. If the man who had attacked his uncle was in the house, after midnight, there was no doubting what he intended, and there was not a moment to lose. Wharton leaped across to the door, tore it open, and ran out. He ran down the passage to the landing, and along it to the passage that led to his uncle’s room. There was a sudden crash in the dark, a muttered gasping oath, and then hands in the darkness grasped Harry Wharton, and he found himself fighting fiercely with an enemy he could not see. 

            THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                     Because of Bunter! 

“I SAY, you fellows!”  yelled Billy Buntør. 
  From the darkness of the long landing above the hall Billy Bunter could hear the sounds of a struggle, of scuffling and panting breath. He knew that Wharton, hurrying to his uncle’s room, must have run into the man from India in the dark. 
  And he yelled!
  “I say, you fellows! Help! Murder! Fire! Help! Whooop! I say, you fellows!” Oh crikey!”  Help!”  Bunter in a voice that not only awakened the juniors in the rooms along the passage, but might have awakened Rip Van Winkle and the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” 
  “What the thump---” 
  “That’s Bunter!”  
  “The esteemed and idiotic Bunter!”  
  Doors opened and lights flashed on. Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull, Frank Nugent and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh ran out in their pyjamas. They stared blankly at the fat figure in Wharton’s doorway, in Wharton’s grey overcoat and cap. Bunter, blinking in the electric light as it flashed on, roared and yolld. 
  “I say, you fellows!  After him! Oh crikey !”  
  “What’s the matter?” roared Bob Cherry. 
  “Help!” came a shout from the landing—a gasping, breathless shout in the voice of Harry Wharton. “Oh, help!”  
  “Come on!”  roared Bob Cherry. 
  He ran up the passage, switched on the landing light as he turned the corner. His comrades were at his heels, alarmed and amazed. Bunter, behind them, still yelled and roared. 
  “Harry!”  shouted Nugent, as the light flashed on.
  Harry Wharton was struggling desperately in the grasp of the man from India. He had no chance against such an adversary, and it would have gone hard with him had not help been at hand. 
  The juniors fairly raced to the spot. 
  Four pairs of hands clutched at the midnight intruder at the same moment and dragged him down. 
  “Back up!”  roared Bob Cherry. 
  Wharton panted. 
  “Hold him!” It’s the man Corkran!  He’s after my uncle—” 
  “We’ve got the brute!”  
  The man from India was still struggling, though it was only of escape that he was thinking now. But there was no escape for him. In five pairs of hands he had not the ghost of a chance. 
And plenty of help was coming!” Lights flashed on in the hall and the passages. From one direction came Wells and Thomas and Robert. From another came Colonel Wharton, whisking in a voluminous dressing-gown, in a towering state of irritation at the mid-night disturbance. 
  “Harry! What—” roared the colonel. 
  “We’ve got him, sir!” panted Bob Cherry. 
  “Who—what—”  
  The gotfulness is preposterous!”  gasped the Nabob of Bhanipur. “Sit on his esteemed head, my absurd Bob!”  
  “Oooooogh!”  came an a gurgling gasp from the man underneath. 
  “Great gad! Corkran!”  roared the colonel. “You rascal!  You scoundrel! In my house at midnight! By Jove!  Hold him securely! Wells!”  In the excitement of the moment the colonel forgot that Wells was sacked. “Get a rope, tie his hands, secure him. No, you get a rope, Thomas. Wells, go and telephone this instant to the police station!”  
  “Yes, sir!”  gasped Wells. 
  “Yes, sir!”  gasped Thomas. 
  “Hold him fast, my boys—I will help you!”
  The colonel took a grip on the wriggling man’s collar. 
  Thomas was not long getting a box rope. Wharton and Bob dragged the man’s hands together, and Thomas tied them. Then, for additional security, the end of the rope was knotted to the banisters. 
  Then Corkran was allowed to rise. He leaned on the banisters, gasping for breath. On the floor lay a short, thick stick, which the ruffian had dropped when Wharton ran into him in the dark.  It was, perhaps, fortunate for Wharton that he had dropped it. Thomas picked it up. 
  “Keep that!”  rapped the colonel. “The police will want that! By Jove! You rascal! What have you to say—hay?” 
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The man from India had nothing to say! He had no breath to say anything with. He gasped and gurgled. Wells came up the stairs. 
  “A constable is coming from Wimford, sir---”  
  “Very good!” I am thankful, my boys, that you discovered this scoundrel, and seized him!” said Colonel Wharton. “There is no doubt what he intended to do with that stick, in revenge for a well-deserved thrashing I gave him in India years ago—a swindling rascal, by Jove! But how——” 
  “It was Wharton spotted him, sir,” said Bob. “We came along to help 
  “Harry, my boy! But how—” 
  “Bunter woke me up—”  
  “Bunter!” 
  “Yes.”  Wharton gave a breathless laugh. “Bunter—he’s here—goodness knows how!  He woke me up and told me the man was in the house, and I came to wake you, and ran into him in the dark, and then—” 
  “Bunter woke us all up!” grinned Nugent. “He was yelling fit to raise the roof ! Lucky he did !”  
  “The luckfulness was terrific!” 
  “Bunter!”  repeated the colonel dazedly “That young rascal here! How came he to be here? Were is he?” 
  “I left him in my room.” 
  “Take care of that scoundrel, Thomas! Watch him! Bunter here— great gad!”  
Colonel Wharton strode away along the landing and headed for his nephew’s room, the juniors following him, and Wells following the juniors. Now that they had time to think about it, all were utterly astonished by the amazing presence of the Owl of the Remove. 
  A fat figure in a grey overcoat was gasping in Wharton s doorway. At the sight at the colonel it squeaked and vanished into the room. There was a bump, and a sound of scuffling, which indicated that somebody was hurriedly taking cover under a bed. 
  “Bunter! Where are you?” roared the colonel, striding in and switching on the light. 
  “Bunter, you ass!”  gasped Harry. A grey coat lay beside the bed, and a foot was sticking out from underneath. “You blithering idiot, come out from under the bed!” 
  “Yarooh!  I’m not here! Keep that old brute off!”  roared Bunter.  “I say, you fellows— Whoooop !”  
  Colonel Wharton stooped, grasped a fat ankle, and tugged. There was a howl, and Billy Bunter came out from under the bed, like a winkle from a shell. 
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  “Yaroooh!” roared Bunter. “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Bunter !” roared Colonel Wharton. 

            THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                   All Right for Bunter! 

BILLY BUNTER had the spotlight! 
  Bunter was the cynosure of all eyes. 
  Billy Bunter filled the scene! 
  He was thd goods I 
  Colonel Wharton stared at blankly. The Famous Five stared at him and grinned. Wells stared at him from the doorway and frowned. Everybody stared at Bunter, frowning or smiling 
  “How did you get here?”  gasped the colonel, at last. 
  “I—I’m not here! I mean I didn’t got here—that is I haven’t been here! I mean---”  
  “It was he, sir!”  gasped Wells. 
  “What? What do you mean, Wells?”
  “That coat, sir!”  gasped Wells. 
  “Coat! What coat? Bunter’s coat?” 
  “Master Harry’s coat sir!”  gasped Wells, “He is wearing Master Harry’s grey overcoat!” 
  “My hat! So he is!” ejaculated Wharton. “I thought I knew that coat!”  
  “You young rascal growled the colonel, Pilfering a coat—”  
  “Oh, really, sir! I suppose I could borrow a coat when my own coat’s locked up in the attic !”  exclaimed Bunter warmly. “I suppose you don’t think I was going to keep this coat! I don’t suppose I should even have sold it!”  
  “Sold it!” Good gad!”  
  “Not if I could have raised enough on the books—I mean---”
  “The books---”  
  “I mean I haven’t touched any books---”  
  “The—the coat. sir!” stammered Wells. “It was the coat I saw, sir, on the balcony this evening — Master Harry’s grey overcoat, sir, which 1 knew very well, and that led me to believe---”
  “Oh!” exclaimed Harry. “That fat villain was there in my coat, and you saw him, and thought---” 
  “I did not see his face in the dark, sir!” gasped Wells.
  “Oh gad!” exclaimed the colonel. “I understand now! Then you really were pushed off the balcony, Wells!” 
  “Yes, sir; though I now aware that it was not Master Harry who pushed me off, but that unscrupulous boy who has pilfered his overcoat.
  “That’s all right, Wells,” said Harry. “You could hardly think anything else when a fellow in my overcoat pushed you over in the dark.” 
  “And it was that young rascal!” boomed the colonel. “Wells, your mistake was a natural one. I shall forget what you said, and you will remain. The whole thing was a mistake, due to that pernicious young rascal!” 
  “Thank you, sir! I shall be very happy---”
  “As for Bunter------” 
  “It wasn’t me!” roared Bunter, watching the colonel warily across Wharton’s bed. “I never pushed the old ass over! Never touched him! Besides, what was a fellow to do? I only wanted to get away, and he would have collared me in another tick!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! You’re practically doubting my word! Pretty thick, I call it!”
  “ Why did you put on my nephew’s coat?” roared the colonel.
  “What was a fellow to do when hi coat was locked up in the attic? It would have been all right if I hadn’t lost the attic key ! It was your fault, making a fellow hide under a bed---” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Not that I’ve been in the attic!” added Bunter.  “You needn’t fancy that I’ve been there for days and days sleeping in the attic!  As for getting in and out of the house by Wharton’s french window, I never did—in fact, I didn’t know there was a French window. If there is I don’t know anything about it! I never camped in the attic, and never went round at night looking for grub: and if anybody’s missed Christmas puddings, and turkeys, and such things, it’s no good asking me! I don’t know anything at all about them! You’ll be making out next that it was me played ghost at Christmas!” 
  “Oh, my hat!” exclaimed Wharton. 
  “Bunter all the time!” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  The Famous Five were beginning to understand now quite a lot of things that had puzzled and mystified them. 
  “Upon my word!” gasped Colonel Wharton. 
  “You keep off!” said Bunter. “I haven’t been here through the holidays, and I haven’t touched a thing all the while I’ve been here. And---” The colonel made a movement, and Bunter broke off, with a yell of alarm. “I say, you fpllows, keep him off !” 
  “You ridiculous boy!”” exclaimed the colonel. “You have acted like an impudent and unscrupulous young rascal, but—” 
  “I haven’t! Perhaps you’re thinking of Wharton, sir, or Bob Cherry—”
  “ Oh crumbs!”
  “But,” hooted the colonel, “it seems that you awakened my nephew to-night when that rascal Corkran got into the house, and gave the alarm. But for that, I might have received injury at the rascal’s hands. In view of this, cannot you understand, you absurd boy, that your ridiculous and rascally proceedings will be forgiven—” 
  “ Oh!” gasped Bunter. 
  “It was fortunate, as it turned out, that you were here, and I shall certainly not give you the thrashing you deserve---”
  “Oh!” repeated Bunter. 
  “Wells, if you will oblige me by overlooking the act of this absurd and hare-brained boy—” 
  “Certainly, sir!” said Wells. 
  “Oh!” said Bunter again. 
  It dawned on his fat mind that he had, in fact, made his peace quite unexpectedly. All the while he had been a hidden guest at Wharton Lodge he had hoped that something might turn up to placate the old colonel and get him over his tantrums. He realised now that something had. 
  In fact, all was calm and bright. 
  As Bunter realised that, a fat grin overspread his face. He was not to be kicked; he was not, to be thrashed. The riding whip was a thing of the past. 
  “Wells, will you see that a bed is prepared for this boy?” said the colonel. 
  “ Very good, sir!”
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. “Good! What about supper?” 
  “Eh?  ” 
“ I’m hungry---” 

  “Perhaps, WelIs, you may be able to—” gasped the colonel. 
  “Oh, certainly, sir!” said Wells. “Nothing much, you know,” said Bunter. “A cold chicken—say, a couple—a pudding or so—and a pie or two— anything you’ve got handy---” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bunter was led away to supper. 

                  *   *   *   *   * 


  Harry Wharton looked into Bunter’s room at ten o’clock the next morning.  Bunter was snoring. Wharton shook him. 
  “Urrggh “ grunted Bunter. “Beast! Wharrer you waking me up for?” 
  “I thought you might be catching a train---” 
  “Well, I’m not!” 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “If that’s what you call gratitude, Wharton, after I came here specially, at the risk of my life, to save your uncle from being knocked on the head—” 
  “Oh crikey !” 
  Has the old brute——” 
  “What?” 
  “I mean, the dear old gentleman— has the dear old gentleman got over his tantrums? I suppose he has, after my risking my life for him—what? Well, I’ve not been treated well here: but I never was the fellow to bear grudges. I forgive you all round.” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “I mean it,” said Bunter. I always was a forgiving chap— kindest, friend and  noblest foe, and all that! It’s all right, old fellow! I’m not going! I’m staying with you till the end of the hols.” 
  “Oh !” 
  “Tell them to send up my brekker at twelve; then I’ll turn out for lunch! Don’t disturb me again till then !  I’m sleepy !”
  “I say---” 
  Harry Wharton gazed for a long moment at the snoring Owl. Then he left him to it, and Billy Bunter snored on !”
THE END. 

