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                   THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                Mysterious! 

“I say, old chap!” 
  “Scat!” 
  “But I say——” 
  “Shut up!”
  “Look here, Wibley—”
  “Br-r-r-r!”
  Billy Bunter glared at Wibley of the Remove through his big spectacles. Wib’s answers were not perhaps polite.  But Wib had neither time nor inclination for conversation with Billy Bunter.
  Harry Wharton & Co. had gone down to Margate and to bathe, that glorious August morning.  Of the party of Greyfriars juniors, only two remained behind—Wibley and Bunter. 
  Wibley had brought out a deck chair, set it up in the shade of the 
mighty oak on the edge of the lawn, and seated himself in it—with a stump of pencil in his hand, and an open writing- pad on his knee. Thus Billy Bunter found him when he rolled out of the house.
  Wibley was scribbling. 
  He was at work on a play which the Greyfriars fellows were going to perform at Portercliffe Hall during the holidays.  Naturally, he did not want to be interrupted. 
  Generally, when the amateur dramatist of Greyfriars was thus engaged, fellows did not interrupt him.  Wibley might get cross, which was bad, or he might read out this play, which was worse!
   Heedless of both dangers, Billy Bunter interrupted him.
  Wibley snapped at him. 
  He was in a thrilling part of the play. Lord Percy de Vere was just rescuing the Lady Gloxiana from the cruel grip of the bad baronet! At such a moment Billy Bunter was superfluous. 
  The fat Owl of that Remove blinked angrily at William Wibley.  Wibley waved him away and resumed scribbling.  But Bunter was not to be waved away alike a fat bluebottle.
  “Look here, you ass—” recommenced Bunter. 
  “Hook it!”
  “Well, you hook it!” said Bunter. “What do you want to come and stick here for under this tree?  Can’t you go somewhere else?” 
  “You can sit here, too, if you shut up, fathead!  Room for both!” 
  “I don’t want to sit here!  Look here, why don’t you go and bathe with the other fellows?” urged Bunter. “It’s a lovely morning for a bathe.”
  “I’m writing my play, ass!” 
  “Well, it’s rather fatheaded to waste a lovely morning like this on rot like that!” argued Bunter. “The fact is, Wharton’s expecting you to join him.  He said just before he started,” Tell Wib not to be late!” Those very words---” 
  “I told Wharton I wasn’t coming.”
  “Oh!  I---I mean, he said, “Tell Wib he’d better change his mind and come.” amended” Those very words---”
  “You silly ass!” roared Wib.
  “Oh, really, Wibley!” 
  “Buzz off!”
  Billy Bunter did not buzz off.  He remained where he was, blinking at Wib so through his big spectacles, his fat face pink with annoyance.
  For some mysterious reason, known only to himself, Billy Bunter was disconcerted to find Wibley staying behind, seated under the big oak-tree while the other fellows were gone down to the beach.
  He wanted to get rid of Wibley!  Why, was rather a mystery---a mystery which Wib was not interested to elucidate.
  “I say, old chap, Chandos wants to speak to you!” said Bunter, after a pause.  “He---he asked me if I knew where you were.”
  “If the jolly old butler wants to know where I am, you can go and tell him!” answered Wibley.
  “Hadn’t you better go in and see---”
  “No!”
  “I---I mean, it’s Mr. Fish that wants to speak to you!  You ought to go in and see what he wants, Wib, as we’re his guests here.”
  “Shut up!” 
  Another long pause. 
  Wibley scribbled; Bunter cudgelled his fat brains for another reason why Wibley should depart from the spot!”
  “I say, Wib—” 
   “Will you leave off jawing?” shrieked Wibley. 
  “You’re wanted on the phone—” 
  “What?” 
  “That’s what I came out to tell you!” said Bunter. “Somebody’s rung you up on the telephone, old chap! You’d better go in and take the call.” 
  Wibley ceased to scribble, raised his eyes from his writing-pad, and stared at the fat Owl of Greyfriars. These interruptions irritated him; but he was really more surprised than irritated. 
  There was absolutely no reason, so far as he could see, why Billy Bunter should desire him to depart from that shady spot. But it was clear that Bunter did. 
  “You blithering bloater!” said Wibley. “What’s your game?” 
  “Oh really, Wibley---“ 
  “What do you want me to shift for?” demanded Wibley. “You’ve told me half a dozen idiotic whoppers, one after another, to get me away from here! Why?” 
  “Oh, nothing of the kind!” said Bunter hastily. “I wasn’t thinking of climbing into that oak, Wibley.  Besides, why should I care whether you saw me climbing it or not? There’s nothing to climb it for. I got into it this morning when that beast Smithy was after me, but it isn’t hollow, and I never fell into it, and I didn’t find anything there, either. I’m not going to look for anything in that tree, you know.” 
  Wibley stared at him blankly. 
  That Bunter was prevaricating, as usual, was, of course, quite plain. But why was far from plain. 
  “I saw Smithy after you when you bagged his hat.” said Wibley. “I know the oak’s hollow, and that you tumbled into it. If you want to tumble into it again I’m not stopping you. Get on with it.” 
  “Nothing of the kind. I got fearfully dirty and dusty, and had to go in and brush it off!” said Bunter. “Now I come out and find you here— and I really think you might go and sit somewhere else, Wibley. I say, that old lodge in the park’s a nice quiet spot if you want to scribble.” 
  “You howling ass!” 
  “Beast!” 
  BilIy Bunter rolled away at last.  Wibley stared after him, quite amazed, and almost wondering whether the fat Owl was wandering in his mind—such as it was! 
  However, he soon forgot Bunter, as he started scribbling again. Lord Percy de Vere, Lady Gloxiana, and the Bad Baronet were much more interesting 
than the mysterious babblings of Bunter. 
  But the fat Owl was not gone for good!” 
  Five minutes later he came back at a run. 
  “I say, Wibley!” he gasped. “There’s been an accident—“ 
  “What?” 
  “Some of the fellows have been drowned, bathing—” 
  “What?” yelled Wibley.
  “Wharton’s just telephoned that he’s drowned---” 
  “Wharton’s telephoned that he’s drowned!” gasped Wibley. 
  “I mean, he’s telephoned that Nugent’s drowned! And Bob Cherry, too! And Johnny Bull!” And—and Inky and—and Kipps! And Smithy! They’re all drowned—Wharton and all—I mean, all except Wharton! He—he wants you to go down to the beach at once!” 
  Wibley jumped up from the deck-chair. 
  Bunter eyed that proceeding with satisfaction. He fancied that Wib was going at last! 
 Certainly, Wib would have forgotten even his play and the thrilling scene between Lord Percy, Lady Gloxiana, and the Bad Baronet, had he believed in the wholesale slaughter of the Greyfriars bathing-party. 
  But he didn’t! 
  He was not going for a trip down to the beach! He was going for Billy Bunter! He went for him at once! 
  “Ow!” roared Bunter, as the incensed Wibley suddenly grasped him by the collar. “Leggo! I say--- Yaroooh!” 
  “You fat scoundrel!” roared Wibley. “I’ll give you drowned! I’ll give you beans! I’ll give you jip! Take that—and that—and that!”
  Bang, bang, bang! 
  Thrice Billy Bunter’s bullet head smote the mighty trunk of the Portercliffe Oak. Three fearful yells awoke the echoes of the lawn, the terraces, the tennis courts, and the park. They rang and echoed in Portercliffe Hall. 
  Bang! 
  “Yaroooh!” 
  Bang! 
  “Yoo-hooop!” 
  Chandos, the butler, looked out at the door. Hiram K. Fish and his secretary, Bosanney, stared from the library window. 
  “What the John James Brown?” ejaculated Mr. Fish. 
  Bang! 
  “Whooop!” 
  “There!” gasped Wibley, pitching the fat Owl into the grass. “Is that enough, or do you want some more?” 
  “Yarooop!” 
  “Hook it, you fat spoofer!” 
  “Yow-ow-ow!” 
  “I’m going to kick you till you hook it!” 
  “Ow! Beast! Wow!” 
  Billy Bunter squirmed away, picked himself up, and fled. Wibley glared after him. 
  “Come back when you want some more!” he roared. 
  “Ow!  Beast!” 
  Billy Bunter did not come back.  Evidently he had had enough, and did not want any more. 
  Wibley sat down in his deck-chair again, and was left in peace to continue his dramatic masterpiece. He was still going strong when Harry Wharton & Co.  came back from the beach. 

                        THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                               More Mysterious! 

“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  “Say on!” said Bob Cherry, cheerfully. 
  After lunch the Greyfriars juniors had gathered on the lawn under the shade of the mighty branches of the famous Portercliffe Oak. 
  Billy Bunter, contrary to his usual custom, did not roll away to his room for a nap after lunch.  Probably he needed a rest, as usual, after his gastronomic exertions; but, on this occasion he was exercising self-denial. He rolled out of the house and frowned—in fact, scowled—at the cheery party gathered in the shade of the great oak. 
  That spot seemed to exercise a fascination on the fat Owl, and for a reason known only to his own fat brain, he wanted that spot to himself.  In the morning Wibley had been there in his deckchair, writing his play. Now all the fellows were there. 
   “I say, you’re not going to slack about all the afternoon, I suppose.” said Bunter. “I know its holiday-time, but, dash it all, there’s a limit! This slacking is pretty rotten.” 
   Whereat the Greyfriars party stared at Bunter. A lecture from the fat and lazy Owl on the subject of slacking was rather like Satan rebuking sin! 
  “You cheeky ass!”  growled Johnny Bull. “Who’s slacking?” 
  “Well, you are, for one!” said Bunter. 
  “The slackfulness is not terrific, my esteemed idiotic Bunter.” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “We had a long and preposterous swim this morning.” 
  “That’s no reason for frowsting about in the afternoon! Why not go and play tennis?” asked Bunter. 
  “Just what some of us are going to do!” said Kipps. “If you want a game, Bunter---” 
  “Oh, no!” said Bunter hastily. “I’ve got something on.” 
  “You’ve got my necktie on!” remarked Frank Nugent, looking at him. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, really, Nugent---” 
  “And my socks!” remarked Harry Wharton. 
  “Oh, really, Wharton---” 
  “Whose waistcoat is that?” asked Vernon-Smith sarcastically. 
   “It’s not yours, Smithy, anyhow!” yapped Bunter. “I wouldn’t be found dead in one of your waistcoats!” 
  “You’d be found jolly nearly dead in it if you bagged it!” said the Bounder. “That’s a tip!” 
   “Beast! I say, how many of you are going to play tennis?” asked Bunter. 
   “You’re frightfully interested in what we’re going to do.” said Bob Cherry. “Why don’t you roll off and snore as usual?” 
  “I don’t snore, you beast! You fellows make out that I snore at Greyfriars, and I jolly well don’t! I stayed awake one night to listen, and I didn’t snore at all---” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! Look, who’s going to play tennis?” asked Bunter. “It’s sickening to see a crowd of fellows slacking about. For goodness sake get a move on I” 
  “Come on, Wib!” said Kipps. 
  “Playing singles?” asked Bunter. 
  “Yes.” 
  “Why don’t two of you fellows join up and make it doubles?” asked Bunter. “ It’s a good game—better than slacking about, anyhow.” 
  “What that fat idiot driving at?” asked the Bounder, in wonder. 
  “Oh, really, Smithy---” 
  “Loco, I guess!” said Fisher T. Fish, staring at the fat Owl of the Remove. “I’d sure say he was plumb loco, if he had any brains to go loco with.” 
  “Oh, really, Fishy---” 
  “Might as well make it doubles!” said Nugent, getting out of his deck-chair.
“Who’s on?” 
  “Little me!” said Johnny Bull.  
  And Johnny and Nugent walked away with Kipps and Wibley to the tennis courts, Bunter blinking after them through his big spectacles.  For of the party were gone now. 
  “I say, Alonzo---” said Bunter. 
  “Yes, my dear William?” said Alonzo Todd, in his gentle voice, looking up from the enticing pages of “The  Story of the Potato—From the Seed to the Saucepan!”
  “Aren’t you going botanising?” asked Bunter, “There’s some wonderful specimens of—of thingummies in the park, and I saw a lot of what-do-you-call-ems there this morning.” 
  “Better get a few thingummies for your collection, Alonzo,” said Bob Cherry gravely, “and a set of what-do-you-call-ems” would be rather interesting.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Get a move on, Alonzo, old chap!” said Bunter. 
  Alonzo rose, and put his book under his arm and wandered away. He was deeply interested in the story of a potato from the seed to the saucepan; but, on the other hand, the call of botany was irresistible. 
  Billy Bunter grinned as another member of the party disappeared. 
  The remaining members were regarding Billy Bunter very curiously. For what reason he wanted to clear them all off from that spot was puzzling. 
  “I say, Fishy—” Bunter started again. 
  “Spill it!” grinned Fishy. 
  “I fancy your father wants you.” said Bunter. “I believe he’s going exploring the secret passages with Bosanney this afternoon. Aren’t you going with him?” 
  “Nope!” 
  “I say, you fellows, did one of you drop a pound note in the breakfast room this morning? Chandos picked one up!” said Bunter. 
  Four fellows exchanged a grin, but Fisher T. Fish rose from his seat and went off to the house with his jerky steps. 
  Four remained on the spot now— Wharton, Bob Cherry Hurree Jamset Ram Singh and the Bounder. None of them showed any inclination to move.
  “What about badminton?” asked Bunter. 
  “You play such a rotten game!” said Vernon-Smith.
  “I don’t mean me; you four fellows could play.” said Bunter. “I’ll go and fetch the rackets and shuttles, if you like.”
This was so astounding that the juniors could only stare at Billy Bunter. It was a hundred yards at least from the old oak to the house. The sun was hot on the lawn. It was a blazing August day. Yet Billy Bunter, who made both a science and an art at laziness, offered to walk off and fetch rackets and shuttles for the other fellows to play badminton! 
  Obviously he had some very powerful motive for wanting to clear them off. 
  “Go it, then,” saido Wharton. “We’ll play if you’ll fetch the things.” 
  “Done!” said Bunter.  
  And he rolled off to the house, leaving the four fellows staring. 
  “Is he potty?” asked the Bounder.
  “The pottifulness seems to be terrific!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “What the dickens does he want to clear us all away from here for?” asked Harry Wharton, in sheer wonder. “What on earth is he up to?” 
  Bob Cherry chuckled. 
  “He’s up to something, goodness knows what!  I’ll stick in the tree and see what his game is—see?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bob Cherry moved round the massive trunk of the ancient Portercliffe Oak, and clambered up, out of sight from the house. 
  The other fellows remained where they were, with grinning faces. 
  Unless Billy Bunter had gone off his rocker, it was difficult to account for his mysterious antics, and they were quite curious by this time. 
  In a few minutes Bunter cane back with the rackets and a box of shuttles. 
  He was puffing and perspiring after his trip in the hot sunshine. 
  “There you are!” he gasped. “I say, where’s Cherry? Is he gone? Well, you fellow’s get after him!”
  “Coming to watch the game?” asked Harry, with a smile. 
  “Oh! Yes! No—I mean, yes! I’ll come along in a few minutes!  Don’t you fellows wait for me!” said Bunter anxiously. 
  “We won’t,” grinned the Bounder. 
  And Wharton, Hurree Singh, and the Bounder walked away to the badminton court, which was at some little distance.  Bunter no doubt supposed that Bob had preceded them there and they did not undeceive him. 
  He blinked after them, as they went, through his big spectacles, and grinned. He was happily unaware that Bob was watching him, also grinning, from the thick foliage above. 
  “Oh, good!” gasped Bunter. “Thank goodness the beasts are gone! I’d better get going before that cad Fishy comes back!” 
  The fat junior started clambering up the ragged, gnarled trunk of the ancient oak. 
  Bob, in the foliage, watched him in utter astonishment. 
That the fat Owl had some mysterious reason for trying to clear everybody away from that spot was as clear as noonday. But that his object was to climb the tree, when they were all gone, nobody would have guessed. 
  But that, it seemed, was his object. Why he wanted to perform that gymnastic performance in strict secrecy was an absolute mystery. 
  Bunter was not good at climbing. He loathed climbing.  He panted and puffed and blew as he clambered. He gained inch by inch. 
  Early that morning Bunter had climbed that old oak quite rapidly; but then the Bounder had been after him, wrathy on the subject of a borrowed hat. Now the fat Owl took his time. 
  His feet were about a yard from the ground when he suddenly became aware of a ruddy, cheery face grinning at him from the foliage of the oak above. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” roared Bob Cherry. 
  “Oh lor’!” gasped Bunter. 
   He blinked up, startled, lost his hold, and slithered down. He landed on the grass under the branches of the oak with a bump that seemed to shake the extensive estate of Portercliffe Hall. 
 “Ow!” gasped Bunter. “Beast! Wow!  Oh! Ow!  Beast!” 

             THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

                          Caught! 

“HA, ha, ha!” roared Bob. 
  “Oooogh! Beast!” gasped Bunter. 
  The fat junior staggered to his feet. He glared up at the grinning face in the foliage of the oak with a glare that almost cracked his spectacles. He shook a fat fist at Bob Cherry. 
  “Come down, you beast!” he roared. 
  Bob, sitting astride of a branch close by the great trunk, a dozen feet over Bunter’s head, chuckled. 
“Try again, old fat man” he said. “I’ll reach you and lend you a hand, if you like, if you want in get into the tree. You need a steam derrick, really, but I’ll do my best!” 
  “Beast!” roared Bunter. “Come down, you rotter! I don’t want your help, you beast! Come down!” 
  Bob stared down at him, more and more surprised. It was clear that Bunter intended to climb that old oak tree. An offer of help ought to have been welcome to him, considering the amount of weight he had to lift. 
  “I mean it, fathead!” said Bob.  “Get within reach and give me your paw, and I’ll pull you up!” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Is that how you thank a fellow for offering to help?” inquired Bob. 
  “Yah! Beast! Come down!” howled Bunter. “ I’ll jolly well shy something at you if you don’t come down!” 
  “Well, my hat!” said Bob blankly. 
  ReaIly, it was mystifying.  Bunter, it seemed, wanted the Portercliffe Oak all to himself. 
  Evidently he was in earnest. He blinked round through his spectacles, and picked up a cushion from one of the chairs on the lawn. 
  Cushion in hand, he took aim at the junior in the tree. 
 “Now, are you coming down?’ hooted   Bunter. 
  “Bow-wow!” 
  “Whiz! 
  The cushion flew. It missed Bob 
Cherry by about a yard, and crashed among the oak-leaves. Then, having no visible means of support, it naturally obeyed the well known law of gravitation and fell back towards the earth. 
  No doubt it would have landed on the earth had not Billy Bunter been in the way. As it was it landed on Bunter’s head. 
  “Yaroooh!” roared Bunter, as it crashed; and he sat down suddenly in the grass, the cushion falling by his side. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled Bob. 
  “Ow!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Try again!” chuckled Bob Cherry. 
  Bunter scrambled up, and tried again, his little round eyes glittering through his big, round spectacles. 
  This time he had better luck. The cushion crashed on Bob Cherry’s chest and he gave a roar as he was knocked backwards. 
  Behind Bob was the summit of the thick oak-trunk, where half a dozen huge branches jutted in various directions. 
  In the thick dusk of the foliage he had not observed that there was a hollow in that central spot. 
  He made that discovery as he sprawled backwards into it. 
  In great surprise, Bob felt himself falling into space in the interior of the ancient oak. 
  Bump! 
  He landed, in deep darkness, inside the hollow tree with a bump that shook every bone in his body, and raised a cloud of mouldy dust that almost suffocated hin. 
  “Oh!” gasped Bob. “Ow!” 
  He lay, for a few moments, quite dazed and dizzy from the unexpected fall. Then he scrambled up. 
  The fall was not deep; the hollow extended only about six feet down into the great trunk. He was not damaged save for a severe shaking.  But that shaking was rather painful, and he had a large number of aches distributed ever his person. And he was half- choked by the thick dust of mouldy wood stirred up by his fall. He breathed dust and wrath. 
  “Will you come down, you beast?” came Bunter’s howl. 
  “You just wait a tick, you fat villain!” gasped Bob. “I’ll come down fast enough, and you’ll be sorry when I do!” 
  He reached up, grabbed hold, and clambered out of the hollow trunk into the branches again. Billy Bunter, blinking np, sighted a red and wrathful face, and he decided not to wait till Bob came down. 
  He realised that something would happen to him, if he was within reach when Bob did. 
  Bunter turned and scudded away like a fat rabbit. 
  “Hold on!” roared Bob. 
  Bunter flew. 
  Bob scrambled on a branch, swung by his hands, and dropped. Billy Bunter, already at a distance, was streaking across the lawns. Bob Cherry, dusty and wrathy, streaked after him. 
  Bunter was heading for the badminton court.    Wharton and the Bounder had started a single game while they waited for Bob. Hurree Singh, looking on, stood by the side of the court. 
  “I say, you fellows!” gasped Bunter.
  “Stop him!” roared Bob. 
  “I say—” 
  “Stop!” 
  “Keep off the court, you mad porpoise!” howled Vernon-Smith, who was sending the shuttle back to Wharton over the net. 
  Bunter gave a blink over a fat shoulder. Bob Cherry was close behind, gaining fast. Bunter rushed on. 
  He did not even see the net till he barged into it. There was a rending and a tearing as Bunter’s weight tore the net away from the posts 
  “Oh, my hat!” gasped Wharton “You mad ass—” 
  “Yaroooh!” 
  “You terrible fathead!” gasped the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “Ow! Leggo! Ow!” roared Bunter , as he rolled over, tangled in the badminton net. It wrapped itself round him as he rolled, tangled up his fat arms and legs, and Bunter struggled in its midst like a netted fish. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” hooted Bob Cherry, as he came to a halt. 
  “Yarooh! Leggo! Gemme out of this!” howled Bunter, rolling over in the net. “I say, you fellows— Yurroogh!” 
  Billy Bunter rolled and struggled frantically. But the more he struggled the more he tied himself up in the net. 
  “You fat dummy!” yelled the Bounder. 
He rushed at the rolling owl wriggling fat Owl, and started operations with the racket in his hand. 
  Whack! Whack! Whack! 
  “Ow!  Oh!  Ow!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Whack! Crack! Whack! Bang! 
  Fortunately for Bunter, it was only a badminton racket. A tennis racket would have done more damage. Still, the badminton racket seemed to do enough, to judge by Bunter’s frantic yells. 
  “Ow! Beast! Leave off!” I say, you fellows—yarooh! Help! Oh, crikey!” 
  “Chuck it, Smithy!” gasped Bob, and he grabbed hold of Herbert Vernon-Smith and dragged him back. 
  “Let go, you fool!” howled Smithy. 
  “Easy does it!” said Bob soothingly. “Bunter’s had enough, haven’t you, Bunter?” 
  “Ow! Beast! Lend me a hand” yelled Bunter. 
  “I’ll lend you a foot!” said Harry Wharton. 
  “Yurrrooop!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  With the help of Wharton’s foot, applied with vigour, Billy Bunter somehow scrambled out of the net. He left it torn and rent behind him as he fled off the badminton court. There was little more than thc white tape, with fragments of struggling mesh hanging to it, when the juniors put it up again. 
  “I’ve damaged my racket!” growled smithy. 
  “Not so much as you’ve damaged Bunter!” grinned Bob. 
  “Yaroooh!” floated back from the distance. 
Bunter was gone! 
  The four juniors dismissed him from mind and played badminton. Billy Bunter, at a safe distance, sat down in the shrubberies to recover his breath. 
  It was a quarter of an hour before he stirred again. He would not have stirred then, but for his mysterious designs on the Portercliffe Oak. But all the Greyfriars party had been got off the scene now, and Bunter, at last, rolled back across the lawns towards the great oak-tree. 
  “Oh lor’!” he gasped, as he drew near the hollow trees. 
  Under the oak-tree, in the deck chairs, sat Mr. Hiram K. Fish and his secretary, Jonas Bosanney. Chandos, the butler, was bringing them a tray of cool drinks.    
  Billy Bunter  blinked at them with feelings too  deep for words. Then he gave it up and rolled away. 

                THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

               More and More Mysterious! 

“SUPPOSE—” 
  “Eh?” 
  “Suppose—” 
  “Well?” 
  “Suppose—” said Billy Bunter for the third time, and again stopped. 
  Bunter, it seemed, had something to say. That was nothing new; Bunter generally had something to say; in fact, too much. But he seemed to find some difficulty in getting it out. That was quite new, for, as a rule, the stream of Bunter’s conversation flowed on, like Tennyson’s a type little brook, for ever. 
  “The supposefulness is terrific!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, gravely, and the Greyfriars juniors grinned. 
  “Well, suppose---” said Bunter. 
  “Go it!” said Bob Cherry encouragingly. Suppose what?” 
  “Oh! Nothing!” said Bunter hastily. 
  Wibley tapped his forehead significantly. 
  Dinner was over at Portercliffe Hall. That evening, the Greyfriars party were going down to a concert at the winter gardens in Margate, in the big Portercliffe car. Now they were taking coffee in the hall while they waited for the time to start. 
  Billy Bunter had a very thoughtful expression on his fat face. He had been silent for some time— which was rather unusual. 
He had been thinking— which was still more unusual.  Now, before he started speaking, he blinked round very carefully through this big spectacles as if to ascertain that nobody but the Greyfriars party was within hearing. Chandos, who had served coffee with the assistance of Thomas and Peter, and Adolphus, had retired with his minions.  Fisher T.  Fish had gone into the library to speak to his “popper” there. And it was when the library door closed on Fishy’s bony figure, that the Owl of the Remove started. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. regarded Bunter rather curiously.  There was something rather unusual about the fat Owl that day. 
  Nobody, as a rule, took a very deep interest in William George Bunter or his antics, but the fellows could not help observing that there was something very mysterious and peculiar about the fat Owl to-day. Indeed, some of them entertained a suspicion that he was going “off his rocker.” It was well known that he had not got far to go. 
  “Suppose—” said Bunter. 
  “Four!” said the Bounder. 
  “Eh!  What do you mean, four?” asked Bunter, blinking at him.
  “That’s the fourth suppose! Does your supposer want oiling?” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I say, you fellows, don’t cackle!” said Bunter. “This is rather serious! I want to speak to you while the servants aren’t about, and that rotter Fishy isn’t here, see?” 
  “Well, nobody’s stopping you!” said Frank Nugent. 
  “Better get going!” suggested Harry Wharton. “We start for the Winter Gardens in ten minutes. 
  “Well, suppose—” recommenced Bunter.
  “Cough it up!” said Bob. 
  “Suppose—“
  “Pat his back and he may get it out!” suggested Johnny Bull. 
  “Good idea!” said Bob, getting up. “I’ll—”
  “Beast! Keep off!” howled Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, all right!” said Bob, sitting down again. If you’re finished, we may as well have the radio on till we start.” 
  “Don’t turn that beastly wireless on when I want to ask you fellows your advice!” snapped Bunter. Look here, suppose---” 
  “We’ve had that!” remarked Kipps.     
  “Suppose—” 
  “Put on a new record” suggested Nugent. 
  “I wish you wouldn’t keep on interrupting a chap!” said Bunter peevishly. “It’s rather an important matter. Mind, I’m only putting a case, of course,” the fat Owl added cautiously. “Just suppose, you know, that---”
  “What are we to suppose?” asked Harry Wharton. Attention was concentrated on the mysterious Owl now. 
  “Suppose a fellow discovered a treasure---”
  “What!” 
  The juniors had not known what to expect, but that was about the last thing they would have expected. They fairly jumped. 
  “A tut-tut-tut-treasure!” stuttered Bob Cherry. 
  “Yes, suppose—” 
  “Has your postal order come?” asked the Bounder. 
  “Eh! No!” 
  “Oh! That isn’t the treasure!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You silly ass!” howled Bunter. “Can’t you be serious? Suppose a fellow found a lot of gold—” 
  “That wants a lot of supposing!” chuckled Bob Cherry, while the other fellows stared at Bunter in blank amazement.
  “Well, it might happen!” said Bunter.  “I’m only supposing, of course!  But suppose a fellow found a lot of gold---say a heap of sovereigns---here, at Portercliffe Hall?  It would be findings keepings, wouldn’t it?”
  “My only hat!” ejaculated Harry Wharton. “If you’ve found anything of the kind, you fat duffer—” 
  “No! Nothing of the sort!” said Bunter hastily. “I’m only putting a case. You know what happened to Alonzo the other day. That ass Kipps played a conjuring trick on him with some gilded ha’pennies, and the silly ass thought—” 
  “My dear William—” murmured Alonzo Todd. 
  “The silly ass thought they were real quids!” went on Bunter. “And so did somebody else who was watching. Somebody collared Alonzo, thinking he was stuffed with quids, and wanted him to tell where he had found them. You fellows haven’t forgotten that!” 
  Billy Bunter blinked round at staring, astonished faces. 
  The juniors were not likely to have forgotten the “mystery man” — of Portercliffe Hall. 
Among the almost innumerable occupants of that stately mansion there was one man—unknown—who had bagged Alonzo in a sack, and sought to learn from him where he had found the non-existent sovereigns. 
  No doubt the mystery man had learned since, from the talk among the juniors, that it had only been a conjuring trick: for nothing had happened to Alonzo since, and it seemed that the mystery man took no further interest in him. 
  The juniors had no doubt that it was the same man who played ghost at Portercliffe Hall dressed up in Elizabethan garb, and posed as the spectre of the Red Earl! 
  What his game was they could not begin to guess, neither had they the remotest idea of his identity. 
  But from what had happened to Alonzo, it certainly looked as if the “mystery man” believed that there was a hoard of gold to be discovered somewhere within the precincts of Lord Portercliffe’s estate. 
  “Well,” went on Bunter, suppose somebody found a lot of quids—What about it? They’d be his, wouldn’t they?” 
  “No,” said Harry Wharton; “they jolly well wouldn’t!  Treasure trove has to be reported to the authorities. The Government takes part, and the rest goes to the finder, if there’s no owner.” 
  “There’d be an owner in this case,” said Nugent “Mr. Fish has bought Portercliffe Hall, and everything found here is his.” 
  “Well, look here, I’ll jolly well tell you fellows something!” said Bunter, with another cautious blink in the direction of the library door. “Old Fish hasn’t bought this place as Fishy makes out. He’s only taken it on a tenancy, with an option to purchase.” 
  “Rot!” said Bob. 
  “I saw a letter from the old Obadiah to the young Obadiah at Greyfriars before we broke up for the holidays.” said Bunter. “Of course, I wouldn’t read a fellow’s letter, as you know.  I happened to see it, owing to—to circumstances—” 
  “You fat, prying rotter!” 
  “Beast! You needn’t tell Fishy I’ve let it out; he likes to swank about his Popper buying the place!” said Bunter. “But he jolly well hasn’t bought it, so anything here doesn’t belong to him.” 
  “Then it would belong to Lord Portercliffe!” said Harry. “Look here, Bunter, if you’ve found anything—” 
  “I haven’t!” said Bunter promptly. 
  “Then what are you driving at?”  
  “Oh, nothing!”
  “You blithering idiot—” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton!” 
  Chandos came into the hall. 
  “The car is ready, gentlemen!” said Chandos. 
  There was a general move. Hats and coats were brought. Fisher T.  Fish came out of the library to join the party. But Billy Bunter remained in the armchair. 
  “Aren’t you coming, Bunter?” asked Harry. 
  Bunter shook his head. 
  “No I’ve got some---some letters to write. I’ve been rather neglecting my titled relations—” 
  “Fathead!” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Better come, fatty,” said Bob. “There’s a jolly good show at the Winter Gardens. I’ll roll you out to the car if you’re too lazy to move.” 
  Billy Bunter declined to stir. The loss of his company was not a blow to the Greyfriars party. They went off quite cheerily, and Bunter grinned with satisfaction when the big car rolled away with them.  Bunter had important business on hand while they were gone, though it certainly was not writing letters to his titled relations—if any.

                    THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

                   The Spectre of Portercliffe! 

HIRAM K. FISH unlocked the roll-tot desk, opened a drawer within, and sorted out loose cartridges. From his hip pocket the American gentleman took a small revolver. Standing at the desk, he proceeded to load the weapon with great care, and his secretary, Mr. Bosanney stood watching him with a very uneasy look on his face. 
  In his own country, the great Yew-nited States, Mr. Fish generally “packed a gun” in his hip-pocket but in in the law-abiding island in which he now sojourned it was his custom to keep that “gun” unloaded.  Now he loaded it as carefully as if he was in New York or Chicago and expecting a visit from the gangsters of those happy cities.   
  “I guess,” remarked Mr. Fish sententiously, that if that mystery guy horns in on this journey, he will get it where he lives.”  
  Mr. Bosanney eyed the revolver very uneasily. Hiram K. Fish had heaps of nerve, put his secretary was rather lacking in that useful quality. He was rather afraid of the ghost of Portercliffe Hall, but he seemed still more afraid of firearms—which, indeed, were more dangerous than ghosts.
  “You---you desire me to accompany you, Mr. Fish?” he asked. 
  Hiram K. stared at him. 
  “Sure!” he answered. I guess I ain’t going rooting through them secret passages on my pesky lonesome!  You’re in this game with me, Bonassney. I guess you got to stand the racket if you want to take your share in the old lord’s hoard when we raise it.” 
  “I am ready, of course,” stammered the secretary. “But---” 
“Aw, keep your pecker up!” grunted Mr. Fish. “ There ain’t nothing to be skeered of.  I’ll say it gave me a turn when we hit on that pesky ghost in the vault; but it was sure a fake, and if I’d had a loaded gun on me at the time I guess that fake ghost would have turned into a real one, pronto!”
   “You would---would—” 
   Mr. Fish’s lantern jaw set grimly.
  “Bank on it!” he said.  “If I spot that guy playing ghost agin, I’ll sure draw a bead on him and let him have it where he lives!  I’ll say he ain’t going to get away with no such gum-game on this child!  No, sir!  Not so’s you’d notice it!  If he asks for it, he’ll sure get it. Follow me.”   
  Mr. Fish went down the library to the door on the
picture gallery, his secretary following him with evident reluctance.
  In the picture gallery they stopped before the portrait of the Red Earl in the alcove. 
  “I guess it was luck that that fat gink Bunter joined Son’s party hyer.” remarked Mr. Fish. — We’d sure rooted over the whole shebang time and again without finding a thing, and that geek got on to it by sheer chance.  He sure ain’t got more brains than the law allows, but I’ll say he’s a useful boob.”
  Mr. Fish pressed the spring in the frame of the picture, and the secret door clicked open.
  The lean American passed through, and Bosanney followed him, more slowly than ever. Mr. Fish began to descend the spiral staircase within the thickness of the ancient wall but the secretary halted at the top.
  Hiram K. glanced back at him.
  “Ain’t you coming?” he demanded.  “you got the wind up agin, you pesky goob?”
  Bosanney breathed hard.  
  “The---the fact is, sir.” he stammered. “I---I think it is useless to explore the secret passages.  We know now that there is some man in the household staff here who knows that old Lord Porterclife hoarded gold and concealed it somewhere in the building.  What happened to the boy Todd is proof of that.  The fact that this man plays ghost, to frighten others away, shows that he has not found what he is in search of yet. It is years since the old lord died, and his secret died with him.  If in that time the mystery man has discovered nothing, what is the use—” 
  He broke off, under the grim glare of Mr. Fish .
  “Meaning that you’re afraid of a pesky guy playing ghost?” snorted Hiram K.  That’s what it boils down to.” 
  “Did—did you hear a sound?” muttered Bosanney, listening uneasily.
  “Only your doggoned knees knocking together, answered Mr. Fish sarcastically. “Now, you get this, Bosanney! You was secretary to the old lord, and spotted him hoarding gold, and you got me in on the deal to raise that hoard, which never turned up when he kicked the bucket. I got an option on this hyer property, and if we raise the hoard, I guess I’m going to buy the place from the young Lord, and then everything that’s in it will belong to me fair and square.  You take your percentage.  But that option has only a weeks to run and I guess I ain’t renewing it. Dollars is dollars.  If we don’t raise the gold before that option  expires the game’s up! That means that we got to get through.” 
  “O quite!  But—“ 
 “But you never counted on finding that another guy was on the same trail, and you got the wind up!” jeered Mr. Fish.  “Waal, you back out if you want! But if you do, you don’t come in on the share-out! Why you pesky goob, from them papers of the old lord’s ghost that you showed me, the dog-gonned old miser parked a hundred and fifty thousand golden sovereigns in this hyer shebang! ” 
  “That is true; but—” 
  “He knowed a thing or two, that old lord did!” said Hiram K. Fish. “He knowed that gold would rise in value when a country went on paper; and I guess he made a good investment.  Every one of them sovereigns is worth over thirty shillings these days--- the whole caboodle will stand for a million dollars!” 
  Hiram Fish’s eyes glistened as he spoke.
  “I guess young Lord Portercliffe would be glad to hear of it.” he said.  “He has to let this place, with furniture and servants, to keep it going; but if he was wise to the old man’s hoard, I reckon he would be after it so fast you wouldn’t see his heels for dust.  Think he’d be scared by a ghost story?”
  Hiram K. Fish laughed. 
  “Screw up your nerve, you boob!” “Ain’t I got a gun ready for that mystery guy if he horns in? Follow on!”
  “I—I am coming.”
  “Quit chewing the rag and foller!” snapped Mr. Fish.      
  And he descended the spiral stair, the secretary following him down.  But even the lure of hidden gold did not seem to brace Bosanny’s nerve. 
  In the subterranean passage, at the foot of the stair, Mr. Fish drew the revolver from his hip pocket. He held it in his right hand, while he held up an electric lamp in his left.
  He tramped along the stone flagged passage, his uneasy companion behind him. He stopped at the arched opening of a large gloomy vault. 
    “I guess this was where we spotted the ghost.” he said, with a grin. “I sure would like to spot him agin, now that I’ve got a loaded gun in my grip. I’d make that gink sorry he aimed to scare H. K. Fish. I’ll tell a man.” 
  “Hark!” muttered the secretary. 
  Even the iron nerved Hiram started as the sound of a low groan camc through the silence! 
  He set his lean jaws, and his eyes glitttered. His finger was on the trigger of the revolver. 
  “By the great horned toad!” he muttered, between his teeth. “That guy’s been watching us, and knows we’re here, and he’s at his game agin. Let me get a sight of him with this gat in my grip—“ 
  Mr. Fish broke off suddenly. 
  Across the dark vault a glimmer of greenish phosphorescent light came from the blackness. 
  Bosanney gave a choked cry. 
  “It is—is there?’ he breathed. 
  “Keep cool, you goob!” snarled Mr. Fish. “I’m telling you, I’ll riddle him with lead, and then some—” 
  The pale flicker of light showed a strange ghostly form--- the spectral form of the Red Earl, in ruff and trunk hose, glimmering from the blackness of the vault. 
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  Hiram K. Fish raised the revolver. He aimed at the legs of the ghostly figure, and pulled the trigger. 
  Bang! 
  The report of the revolver rang like thunder through the vaults and the underground passages. It rolled away in a thousand echoes. 
  Convinced that the ghost of Portercliffe Hall was a “fake,” Hiram K. Fish fully expected to see the spectral figure fall with a bullet in the leg. 
  It did not fall. 
  Evidently unhurt by the shot, it stood unmoved, the ghostly hand raised, and pointing at the intruders, the white, deathly face glimmering in the pale phosphorescent light. 
  Bosanney gave a whimper of terror, 
  “Snakes!” hissed Hiram K. Fish. 
  He knew that he could not have missed at so short a range. He set his teeth, and took point blank aim at the figure. It’s broad breast was only a dozen feet from the muzzle of the revolver as Hiram K. Fish pulled trigger a second time. 
  Bang! 
  “I guess that gets him,” breathed Mr. Fish, 
The next moment the smoking revolver sagged in his hand, and he stared at the ghostly figure with starting eyes. Unhurt, to all seeming, by a bullet passing through it the spectre advanced with a gliding motion. Bosanney gave a howl of terror and fled along the passage. 
  “Search me!” panted Mr Fish. 
  An uncanny feeling of horror and fear was creeping over even the iron- nerved American business man. Desperately he fired again, and emptied the revolver at point blank range at the advancing figure. 
  Bang, bang, bang, bang! 
  Four reports rang out in swift succession, filling the vaults with thundering sound. 
  Mr. Fish’s eyes almost popped from his head. Not one of the shots could have missed—the spectral figure must have been riddled with lead. Yet, unhurt, it was still advancing on him with outstretched hand. 
  It was too much for even Hiram K. Fish. With a yell of fear he turned and belted out of the vault. 

                     THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                            Treasure Trove! 

BILLY BUNTER stopped under the ancient oak on the  edge of the lawn, and blinked round him cautiously through his big spectacles. 
  The summer evening was light; the sun sinking in a blaze of purple and gold behind the turrets of Portercliffe Hall. 
  From any of the innumerable windows in the long facade of the great building, the fat junior might have been seen. 
  Bunter circled round the great oak to place the trunk between him and the mansion. 
  Then he began to climb. 
  The fat Owl of the Remove had a free field at last. Harry Wharton & Co. were at the show at the Winter Gardens, and not likely to return till late in the evening. All through the long summer day Bunter had been baffled, but he was able to get going at last. 
  He clambered into the ancient oak, and scrambled cautiously into the hollow in the interior of the mighty trunk. 
  There, under the thick masses of foliage, it was almost as dark as the inside of a barn. 
  But the fat junior had come provided for that. He had borrowed an electric torch from Harry Wharton’s room. 
  He turned on the light in the interior of the hollow oak. His eyes gleamed through his spectacles as he flashed it round him. 
  The space within the oak was roomy. At the bottom it was thickly covered with the mouldy dust ol rotted wood. 
  That Billy Bunter had some mysterious interest in that old oak, all the Greyfriars party knew. But they would have been astonished to learn what it was. They did not know that the fat junior, when he had fallen into the hollow tree early that morning, had picked up a coin there which, at the time, he had supposed to be a shilling that had fallen from his pocket. The discovery, when he examined it, that the supposed shilling was a golden sovereign had filled the fat Owl with excitement.
  He was on the track of the treasure of Portercliffe Hall!
  That was Bunter’s secret!
  Bunter had known all along that Mr. Fish had not bought Portercliffe Hall, but had only hired the place, with an “option” to purchase. He had learned that from the letter, from popper to son, which he had read at Greyfriars.
  From that letter he had learned, also, that Mr. Fish had taken the place as a “business deal,” from which he hoped to make a million dollars.
  That had utterly mystified Bunter---till now.
  Now he understood.
  Alonzo Todd’s strange adventure had shown that there was some “mystery man” at the hall, who believed that a hidden treasure of golden sovereigns existed in the place. And Mr. Fish had been extremely keen to discover secret passages in Portercliffe Hall. Putting two and two together, it was not difficult for Bunter to reach the conclusion that both Hiram K Fish and the mystery man were on the same track.
  Neither had had any luck. Bunter had had the luck. The discovery of a single gold sovereign in the hollow tree was an unmistakable clue.
 If it was true, as evidently both the mystery man and Mr. Fish believed, that there was a hoard of gold to be found, that sovereign in the hollow tree was a clue to it.
  Bunter’s fat mind was dazzled by the mental picture of stacks and stacks of golden coins hidden in the tree.
  Evidently the hoard, if it existed, was hidden in a safe place---and the hollow oak was a safe place. Nobody knew that it was hollow till Bunter had made the discovery by accident, tumbling into it.
  Old Lord Portercliffe, the miser, had died with his secret untold and unsuspected. His nephew, young Lord Portercliffe, evidently knew nothing of it, for he was living cheaply abroad, and letting the family seat, merely to raise sufficient funds to keep it in repair.
  Bunter knew now why Hiram K. had taken an “option” on the place. He could not afford to buy it. But if he discovered the hoard he was going to buy the hall from the young lord, with the young lord’s own money!
  Which was exceedingly sharp practice.
  But Mr. Fish was not going to discover the hoard. Neither was the mystery man. Bunter was going to discover it.
  With Wharton’s electric torch in his fat hand the Owl of Greyfriars eagerly rooted over the dark, dusty interior of the hollow oak. 
  He hoped to catch the gleam of gold in the light. But no such gleam met his eyes. The single sovereign which he had picked up that morning was the only one left visible. 
  But Bunter could guess that that coin had not been visible before he tumbled into the hollow oak. His fall had disturbed the accumulation of mouldy rubbish in the hollow, and disinterred it. 
  With that idea in his fat mind Bunter began to grope in the thick dust and mould. 
  He gave a sudden squeak of excitement. 
  Something hard met his fat fingers as he groped. 
  He jerked up his hand, and his eyes almost bulged through his spectacles as he saw three sovereigns in his grubby fingers. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  His heart thumped with excitement. There was no doubt now that he was on the track! Untold wealth was concealed in the hollow oak! 
  Mr. Fish, in his letter to his son at Greyfriars, had mentioned a million dollars! That would be about a hundred and fifty thousand pounds at the present price of gold! 
  The mere thought of such a sum of money dazzled Bunter! It made him gasp!
  For the moment he forgot that the money, even if found, would not belong to him. His fat mind concentrated on finding it!
  He groped and groped! 
  More and more sovereigns turned up in the thick dust and mould. 
  Bunter began to stack them in his pockets. 
  Evidently the old miser, hiding his gold, had stacked the sovereigns there in the hollow oak, covering them with the dust and mould, in the belief that they would never be unearthed in such a place. Only, indeed, by the merest chance had the discovery been made. 
  But Bunter had made it! There was, clearly, such a thing is fool’s luck! 
  With his eyes blazing with greedy excitement behind his spectacles, Billy Bunter groped and groped, half choked by the dirt he stirred up, but heedless of it. He gasped and gurgled and spluttered, unheeding. 
  His pockets grew heavy with his plunder. 
  Never before had Bunter’s pockets been heavy even with coppers! Now they sagged under the weight of sovereigns. 
  More and more and more! He did not stop to count them—he stacked them away with eager, grubby fingers. 
  His jacket pockets, his trousers pockets, even his waistcoat pockets, were full of dusty sovereigns. They were so full that golden coins dropped out as he moved. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  It was like a dream! But it was no dream—it was real! The sovereigns that weighed him down were real enough! They were, in fact, quite uncomfortable to carry. 
  And there were still more sovereigns to be disinterred! Bunter slipped handfuls of them inside his shirt. They slipped all over him. He clinked musically as he moved. 
  But he seemed to have come to the end at last. If there were more sovereigns buried deeper, he was too tired and choked by dust to think of delving down in search of them. They could wait, anyhow! 
  He turned off the electric torch, and left it lying in the tree. He could not carry it away. He had a more precious cargo to carry. 
  Weighed down with gold, the fat Owl found it difficult to clamber out of the hollow trunk. 
  But he got into the branches of the oak at last, and gasped with relief in the cool, clean air. 
  It was dark now, or nearly dark. Lights were gleaming from some of the windows of Portercliffe Hall. 
  Bunter sat and rested for a good ten minutes before he descended from the oak to the ground. 
  Clink, clink, clink!
  “Oh lor’!” gasped Bunter. 
  Sovereigns were falling from his overloaded pockets as he clambered down the trunk. 
  When he landed on the ground he stooped to pick them up. But it was very dark under the branches of the big oak. 
  And as he groped in the grass for the fallen coins, more sovereigns dropped from his crammed pockets. 
  Bunter gave it up! After all, he would not miss a few out of the many. In his eagerness to bag the treasure, Bunter had forgotten that he was lazy. But he realised now that he was tired to the bone. 
  His chief desire was to get back to his room, and to get his plunder into a safe place. 
  Gasping for breath he started for the house. 
  Clink, clink!
  A couple of sovereigns exuded from his crammed pockets and dropped in the grass. But he did not stoop to pick them up; he was afraid of dropping more. 
  He had left the house by a french window, leaving it open for his return. He got in the same way. 
  It was the window of the music-room. No one was there, all the Portercliffe people being still at the Winter Gardens in Margate. 
  Bunter groped across the room. 
  Clink, clink! 
  A couple of sovereigns fell and rolled. The fat Owl was leaving a trail of gold as he moved. But it could not be helped. 
  When he reached the stairs he went up very slowly and cautiously, afraid of dropping sovereigns as he went. Sovereigns clinking down the stairs would certainly have drawn a lot of attention to Bunter—attention which he did not want at that moment. Fortunately he reached his room without dropping any more of the golden coins. 
  Once safe inside his room, he turned the key in the lock. Then exhausted and breathless, the fat Owl of the Remove sank down on his bed, and gasped. 
  “Oh crikey!” 

                   THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                             In the Dark! 

“SAY, pop, what’s got you?” exclaimed Fisher T. Fish. 
  He stared at his popper. 
  Chandos admitted the Greyfriars party when they came back from the Winter Gardens at a rather late hour that night. 
  The juniors came in in a cheery mood. 
  Chandos, plump and stately, looked the same as usual. But Mr. Hiram K. Fish looked far from his usual keen and alert self. 
  He was seated, or, rather, he sagged, in a deep armchair in the hall, his long legs stretched out,  his hands in his pockets, and his face pale and wrinkled and worried. Hiram K. looked as if he had had a hard knock—as indeed he had. 
  Chandos gave him a rather curious glance.
  Before leaving the hall, the butler stopped to speak to Mr. Fish, 
  “Can I get you anything, sir?” 
  “Nope!” answered Hiram K. without looking up. 
  “I trust you do not feel unwell, sir?” said Chandos. 
  “Nope! Beat it!” 
  Chandos “beat” it. 
  All the juniors looked very curiously at Mr. Fish. Fisher T. was quite alarmed. They had never seen the cute business-man from New York looking like this before. 
  “What’s got you, pop?” repeated Fisher T., as his parent did not answer. “You sure do look as if you’d lost a dollar and found a dime.” 
  “I trust you are not feeling the heat unduly, Mr. Fish!” said Alonzo Todd gently. If so, I can recommend a dose of Dr. Potter’s Terra-cotta tablets for sad sufferers.” 
  “Aw, can it!” grunted Mr. Fish. 
  “Nothing wrong, sir, I hope!” said Harry Wharton. 
   “Yep! Nope!” said Mr. Fish vaguely. 
  “Spill it, pop!” said Fisher T. “You sure have got me guessing.” 
  Hiram K. Fish sat up in the chair. He blinked at the astonished juniors with a worried and troubled face. Obviously there was something very much amiss with the Transatlantic gentleman, and the Greyfriars party wondered what could have happened during their absence. 
  “Not the jolly old ghost again?” asked the Bounder, with a grin 
  Mr. Fish gave quite a convulsive start and looked round him uneasily. 
  “Don’t chew the rag about that so promiscuous!” he said. “1’ll say there’s more to it than I reckoned. And then some.” 
  “Well, my only hat!” said Bob Cherry. 
  Apparently it was the spectre of Portercliffe Hall that had caused this strange and startling change in Hiram K. Fish. Which was really amazing. For the Greyfriars fellows, of course, had not the slightest doubt that the spectre was a trick and a cheat. They were not likely to believe that the phenomenon of the Red Earl actually did revisit the glimpses of the moon! 
  “But the esteemed ghost is a preposterous spoof, my absurd sir!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Is it?” grunted Mr. Fish. “I reckoned it was; but now I ain’t as pesky sure. I guess if it was alive, it wouldn’t stand up to a dose of six leaden pills, all going right through! Nope!” 
  “You’re seen it, then?’ exclaimed Nugent. 
  “Yep!” 
  “And fired at it?” exclaimed Vernon-Smith. 
  “Sure!” 
  “And it wasn’t hurt?” 
  “Not so’s you’d notice it!” 
  “Sure you hit it?” grinned the Bounder. 
  Hiram K. Fish gave a snort. 
  “You figure I’d miss, six shots running, at a dozen feet?” he demanded. “Don’t you talk guff!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. looked at Mr. Fish, and looked at one another, startled. If Hiram K. had fired shots at the ghost at close range, the ghost must have been riddled by bullets. That was certain. No living trickster could have come through such a test alive. 
  “I guess I fired at it’s laigs first!” muttered Mr. Fish. “I guessed it was a spoof, and I figured I’d bring it down with a ball in the laig. Then I let it have the rest, fair and square! And— it wasn’t hurt none!” 
  The Bounder whistled. 
  “Where did you can it, Mr. Fish?” he asked. 
  “In the vault below, where it was seen afore!” grunted Mr. Fish. “I---lit out pesky quick! I been trying so think it out since, but I can’t get on to it. If it ain’t a genuine ghost, it’s got me beat!”
  “Sure your gun was loaded, popper?”’ asked Fisher T. 
  “I guess in made noise enough banging off!” grunted his popper. “And I sure loaded it special after I started, and Bosanney saw me do it.” 
  “Well, my hat!” said Bob. 
  Hiram K. jammed one of his long, thin cigars into his long, thin mouth and lighted it. But he let his cigar go out again in a few moments. 
  If was evident that he was deeply worried and troubled. Hiram K. guessed, reckoned, and calculated that a guy who believed in ghosts was the world’s prize boob. But what had happened had shaken him. He had loaded his revolver carefully with his own hands; he had pumped six cartridges at the spectre, one after another; and the ghostly visitant had been none the worse for it! What was even a keen, cute, and spry business-man to think? 
  The juniors bade him good-night at last, and went up to bed. Still with deep worry in his lean brow, Mr. Fish followed them up, turning off the lights. 
  A deep snore as they passed Billy Bunter’s door apprised them that the Owl of the Remove had already gone to bed. They little guessed what the fat junior had been doing during their absence. 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith followed Wharton into his room. There was rather a curious expression on the Bounder’s face. 
  “Turning in?” he asked. 
  “Well, yes,” answered Harry. “It’s pretty late.” 
  “What do you think of old Fish’s ghost story?” asked Smithy abruptly. 
  “Blessed if I know!” answered Wharton. “He can’t have imagined it, I suppose: but if there’s a ghost here that’s bullet-proof, it looks as if it must be the genuine article. And that is—” 
  “Rot!” said the Bounder. 
 “Exactly!” assented Wharton. 
  “Feel like coming down to the vault, and giving it the once-over, as Fishy would call it?” asked Smithy. 
  “Not specially! Anyhow, Mr. Fish objects to our going into the subterranean passages, for some reason or other, and we can’t very well go against his wish.” 
  The Bounder shrugged his shoulders.
  “I’m going,” he said. “If you re funky, I’ll ask one of the other fellows to go with me—I’d rather not go alone.”
  Wharton flushed angrily. 
  “Don’t be a silly ass, Smithy! I’m not funking it—but the house belongs to Mr Fish, and he has a right to give orders here.” 
  “According to Bunter’s latest, it doesn’t belong to him.” said Smithy cooly. “As a matter at fact, I never believed that he had bought it.” 
  “He’s master here, anyhow.” said Wharton shortly. 
  “Oh, quite! But I fancy he would be glad if we found out how the ghost played that trick on him.” said the Bounder. “I’m not going rooting about the place—only into the vault where old Fish saw the giddy spectre. No harm in that, even if you’re so jolly particular.”
  “Well, no---but---”
  “Will you come?” snapped the Bounder impatiently.
  “Yes, if it’s only that, I’ll come!” answered Harry. “Wait till I get hold of my electric torch.”
  He looked round for the electric torch---without finding it. As a matter of fact it was lying at that moment inside the hollow oak on the lawn, where Billy Bunter had left it. 
  “Bother the thing—I left it here.” said Harry, puzzled. “Some ass must have borrowed it—” 
  “I’ve got one; come on!” 
  Wharton followed the Bounder. The rest at the party were in bed, and the two juniors trod lightly down the long corridor to the staircase. 
  The great hall below was a well of darkness. 
  They descended the broad stairs in the dark to the hall. As they reached it a faint sound came through the deep gloom. It was the sound of an opening and closing door.
  Wharton started. 
  “Did you hear?” he whispered.
  “Quiet” breathed the Bounder. He gripped Wharton’s arm in the darkness, and whispered. “Somebody else is up.”
  “But who---in the dark?” 
  The jolly old mystery man, perhaps? Listen!”
  They stood in the darkness of the great hall, listening intently, their hearts beating fast. But several long minutes passed, and they heard no sound. 
  “Come on!” muttered the Bounder at last. And they crossed the great hall, and entered the picture-gallery. 

                        The Eighth Chapter.

                             The Unseen Foe!

DARK and gloomy stretched the great gallery, with the long lines of portraits of dead-and-gone Portercliffes hidden in shadow. Only a pale glimmer of summer starlight came in at the windows.     
  The Bounder turned on his torch for the two juniors to pick their way along to the alcove where the portrait of the Red Earl concealed the secret door.
  Ii was only a spot of light in the great space, and they cast rather quick and uneasy glances into the shadows as they trod softly along. Both of them were mindful of the sound they had heard, and the possibility that someone else was up at that late hour. If so, it was difficult to imagine who it was, unless it was the “mystery-man” of Portercliffe Hall. No one else was likely to be moving about in the dark.
  They reached the alcove, and Smithy flashed the light on the tall, heavy-framed picture of the Red Earl. 
  “By gad!” he breathed.
  “What---”
   “It’s open!”
   “ Oh!” breathed Wharton.
  The great picture, which formed the secret door, jutted a few feet from the wall on the left side. The two juniors stared at it. 
  “Mr. Fish may have left it open!” said Harry at last, in a low voice. He was here during the evening, you know, and---” 
  “Or someone else may be ahead of us!” muttered the Bounder. “Gad! I wish I’d brought a golf club with me.”
  “The ghost?” said Harry, with a faint smile. 
  Vernon-Smith shook his head.
  “Not the ghost! That tricky blighter has nothing to play ghost for now—he keeps that stunt for scaring people in the underground passages. Of course he knew that old Fish was going down —watching him getting ready, most likely. He doesn’t know we’re going— or I dare say he’d be fixed up as a ghostly figure for our benefit. Of course, old Fish may have left the door open when he came out. Anyhow, we’re going on.” 
  “Yes, rather!”
  Vernon-Smith pulled the secret door a little wider open, and flashed his light through the aperture into the blackness beyond.      
  Then he stepped through, and Wharton folIowed him. 
  The next moment there was a startled cry from the Bounder, as the lamp was struck suddenly from his hand.
  It smashed on the stone floor, and was instantly extinguished.
  Black darkness rushed on the two juniors.
  “Smithy!” exclaimed Wharton. “What---did you drop the light 
  “Look out!” yelled the Bounder. “He’s here!” 
  “He—who—what!” 
  The lamp was knocked from my hand---look out---”
  “Oh!” gasped Wharton. 
  An unseen figure brushed past him in the bIackness. He caught a hurried, panting breathing. 
 Instinctively he grasped at it. He knew that it was not Smithy—and he knew that it must be the “mystery man.” 
  Evidently, that unknown and mysterious personage was up and about, when all Portercliffe Hall was buried in darkness and slumber. 
 The sound they had heard in the hall was the sound of the door opening into the .picture gallery, and they realised now that the unseen and unknown man had been only a few minutes ahead of them. 
  He had been in the dark recess behind the secret door when they entered; and only by his swift action in striking the light from the Bounder’s hand had he avoided being seen, and perhaps identified, for it was certain that he was one of the members of the household of Portercliffe Hall. 
  In the blackness they could see nothing, but they could hear the panting breathing; and Wharton’s grasp had closed on a massive form—the form of a large and powerful man. 
  He gave a panting cry of excitement as he grasped it.
  “Smithy, back up! I’ve got him!” 
  He heard the Bounder trampling and groping in the darkness. A grasp was laid on Wharton in turn, and he almost crumpled up in it. 
  Wharton was strong and sturdy, but he had no chance in that powerful grasp. The man he had seized in the dark was twice his size, and strong and heavy. 
  Two fierce hands were on Wharton, and he was wrenched loose, and flung violently to the floor. 
  He gave a cry as he sprawled blindly on the stone flags. 
  The Bounder, groping fiercely in the dark, stumbled over him. Then his outstretched hands touched the massive figure that was pushing through the secret door to escape into the picture gallery.
  Smithy clutched hold of it.
  “Back up, Wharton!” he shrieked. 
  Wharton struggled blindly to his feet. He could see nothing, but he could hear the sound of a struggle.
  The Bounder had grasped the unseen man as he was pushing through the doorway behind the picture of the Red Earl, and he held on tenaciously.
  “I’ve got him! Back up!” he yelled. 
  The unseen figure turned, and a crushing blow was struck. It was guided by the sound of Smithy’s voice, for in the darkness the mystery man could see no more than the juniors. 
  Vernon-Smith yelled again as the blow crashed in his face. Quick as thought he released the grasp of his right hand, clenched his fist, and struck back.
  He heard a sharp cry. He felt his clenched knuckles crash on a face, landing in the eye. 
  The next moment he was struck again, and he fell. Staggering back, he fell across Wharton, who was scrambling to his feet.
  Snap! Click! 
  The secret door was shut. 
  The man was gone. The moment the Bounder’s grasp was released he had whipped out into the picture gallery, and snapped the door shut after him. 
  “Oh crumbs!” gasped Wharton. “Smithy—” 
  “Wharton, where—” 
  “Here! That you? Is he gone?”
  The Bounder ground his teeth. 
  “Yes; get after him! We may run him down in the gallery! If we find any man out of bed in the House, it will be the man we want!” 
  In the darkness Vernon-Smith groped over the secret door. There was a handle on the inner side which, as he knew, worked the spring. He turned it to open the door. 
  But the secret door did not open. Smithy tugged and shoved and groped, but the door remained immovable.
  “Quick!” panted Wharton. “Get it open, Smithy!” 
  “I can’t!” snarled the Bounder.
  “What——” 
  “It’s jammed, or else he’s jammed it on the other side! It won’t come open!” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Wait a tick! I’ve got some matches.” 
  Vernon-Smith groped in his pocket for a match-box. He struck a match, and the two juniors examined the door, 
  It was as firm as the stones of the wall round it. But as both the juniors put their shoulders to it, and shoved with all their strengths, it stirred a trifle. 
  “It’s moving!” breathed Wharton. “Shove!” 
  The match went out. In the darkness they braced themselves against the secret door, and shoved harder and harder. Again it seemed to stir a trifle. But it remained shut. 
  The Bounder desisted at last, panting for breath. 
  “Chuck it, Wharton, he said. “That blighter’s on the other side of it with his boot!” 
  “Oh!” gulped Wharton. 
  “He guessed we should get after him, and he’s jolly well stopped us.” panted Vernon-Smith.“He’s holding the door on that side. We can’t shift it until he chooses.”
  Wharton ceased to push the door. It was evident that a foot was jammed to it on the side of the picture gallery, and so long as that remained there, there was no possibility of getting the door open. 
  Smithy struck another match, and looked for the fallen torch. He picked it up and examined it. 
  “Oh, good egg!” he said, as he switched it on. The fall on the stone flags had jarred it, and put it out, but it was not damaged. The bright electric light gleamed again in the dark recess behind the picture of the Red Earl. 
  Wharton blinked in the light. 
  “If we could get a glimpse of him now!” he said breathlessly.
   “He’s not likely to let us.”   The Bounder grinned, and rubbed his face, where there was a bruise from the blow he had received in the dark. “But I’ll tell you something. I landed him one in the eye, and if we spot a johnny to-morrow about Portercliffe Hall with a gammy eye, we can guess who the mystery man is. Now try the door again. He can’t hold it for ever.” 
  He set down the torch, and the two juniors shoved at the secret door once more. This time it flew open so suddenly that they almost pitched out into the picture gallery. 
  Evidently the mystery man was gone. Probably, he had run for it immediately the pressure ceased from the inner side of the door, seizing his opportunity swiftly to make his escape.  
  The Bounder caught up the torch and flashed the light out into the gallery. But the mystery man had vanished. 
Nothing was to be seen but ancient Portercliffians, staring down from their gilded frames. 
  The Bounder shrugged his shoulders.
  “He’s gone!” he said. “Come on!” 
  “Where?”
   “We came here to look at the giddy ghost’s vault. We’re going, all the same. That sportsman won’t be coming back—you can bet on it!”
  “Oh, all right!” 
  And the Bounder, holding the light, descended the spiral stair in the wall, and Harry Wharton followed him down. 

                        THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                          A Surprise for Hiram K. 

HERBERT VERNON SMITH led the way along the flagged stone passage, holding up the light.
  The Bounder was breathing hard; but he was quite cool. That struggle with an unseen foe in the dark had not shaken his nerve. 
  Harry Wharton followed him in silence.
  They reached the opening of the vault, where the spectre of Portercliffe had been seen by Mr. Fish and Bosanney. They passed under the arched opening into its gloomy depths. On the heavy air there was still a faint odour of gunpowder. 
  Wharton felt his heart throb as he 
looked round in the gleam of the Bounder’s torch. 
  This was where Hiram K. Fish had fired six shots in succession at the grisly spectre without harming it. 
  He knew that it could not have been a phantom from another world; his common sense told him so. Yet if it was not, how had it escaped the bullets fired at close range?  Hiram, K. Fish was convinced that every shot had passed through the phantom figure. Hiram K. was a good was a good shot with a revolver, and it was difficult to see how even a bad shot could have missed an object so close at hand. 
  There was a lurking grin on the Bounder’s face. Wharton was aware that Smithy had some theory in his mind to account for the mysterious affair, and that that was why he had come down to the vault. But he could not guess of what it was that Smithy was thinking. 
  Flashing the light behind him, Herbert Vernon-Smith made a round of the vault, scanning the damp stone walls with a keen eye. Wharton stood watching him in wonder. 
  “I thought so,” said the Bounder at last, coming back to the spot where Harry stood in silence. 
  “You’ve found out somcthing?” asked Harry. 
  The Bounder laughed. 
  “I’ve found out, for certain, what I suspected when I came down here.” he answered. 
  “Blessed if I can guess what it is!” said Harr, puzzled. 
  “Old Fish emptied his gun at the giddy ghost at point blank range,” said Vernon-Smith, with a grin. “He can’t have missed—not with the whole lot, at any rate. Yet, the jolly old spectre never turned a hair. But if the bullets passed through him, or if they missed him, they’d spatter on the walls of the vault---what?” 
  “Of course!” 
  “Well,” said Vernon-Smith, “there’s not a sign on any of the walls of a bullet having hit the stone. That’s what I came down to find out. I’ve gone over every stone in the walls, as far as the lights will reach, and there isn’t a sign. 
  Wharton stared blankly. 
  “Obviously, a bullet striking the stone at short range must have left an unmistakable mark. According to Mr. Fish, he had fired six shots. The lingering odour of gunpowder told that a firearm had certainly 
been discharged recently in the vault. 
  Wharton could only stare. 
  “Don’t you see?’’ grinned the Bounder. 
  “Blessed if I do!” answered Harry. “Do you suppose that Mr. Fish only fancied that he loosed off his gun, or what?” 
  “No, you ass! He emptied the gun at the spoof—six cartridges, one after another—all blank!” 
  “Blank!” repeated Wharton, with a jump. 
  “Blank!” said the Bounder cooly. “Blank cartridges, old bean! Cute as he is, Hiram never caught on to that!” 
  “But why should he load with blank cartridges?” exclaimed Wharton, in bewilderment. “And if he did he would know they were blank.” 
  “Fathead!” answered the Bounder. “He didn’t know they were blank! I don’t know where old Fish keeps his cartridges, but I bet you that the mystery man does!”
  “Oh!” exclaimed Wharton. 
  It dawned on him now. 
  “Old Fish loaded up his gun especially for this trip.” he said. “But I bet that sportsman had been at the cartridges before Fish loaded up and changed them for blank ones of the same calibre, and old Fish never noticed the difference when he loaded up .
  “Oh!” repeated Harry.
  “See it now?” grinned the Bounder, “If bullets had been fired in this vault, the walls would have been hit and chipped, whether the giddy ghost was or not!  Not a sign anywhere of a bullet!  When old Fish fancied that he was pumping the ghost full of lead he was loosing off blank cartridges at him.  No wonder the ghost wasn’t damaged!” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  He had no doubt that the Bounder was right!  Indeed, it was the only possible explanation of the mystery.  Smithy, with his cool headed sagacity, had put his finger on the solution that had escaped the keen wits of the cute businessman from New York! 
  “Funny, isn’t it?” grinned the Bounder. “That mysterious sportsman has the run of the place, of course.  Let’s get out of this—we’re done here.” 
  They left the vault and the spiral stair. They emerged into the dim picture gallery and closed the secret door. 
  Silently they trod through the sleeping house. The Bounder left Harry Wharton at the door of his room. 
  Wharton was glad enough to turn in. He was asleep almost as soon as his head touched the pillow. 
  But Smithy did not go immediately to his own room.  He went along to the room of Mr. Hiram K. Fish. 
  There was a glimmer of light under the door of that room, and the Bounder grinned as he noted it. Hiram K. had not turned in yet. 
  Vernon-Smith tapped lightly at the door
  There was a startled exclamation, and Mr. Fish opened the door. He stared out at the Bounder. 
  “What the John James Brown—” he ejaculated. “Say, you young gink, why ain’t you fast asleep in bed long ago?” 
 “I looked into the vault, Mr. Fish—” said the Bounder coolly. 
  “The great horned toad you have!” exclaimed Mr. Fish. 
  “And I’ve got something to tell you!”
  “Spill it!” 
  “You loosed off blank cartridges at that jolly old ghost!  That’s why he wasn’t hurt! Good-night!” 
  The Bounder walked away, leaving Hiram K. Fish staring after him, speechless. He was still staring when Smithy’s door closed along the corridor. 
  “Great John James Brown!”  ejaculated Mr. Fish, at last. “Carry me home to die!  I’ll tell a man!” 
  He picked up an electric lamp and descendant the stairs to the library. He unlocked the roll-top desk and opened the drawer containing the revolver cartridges from which he had loaded his “gun” that evening.  He proceeded to examine those cartridges with care. 
  “Gee-whiz!” ejaculated Mr. Fish. 
  He breathed hard through his long nose. 
  There was quite an extraordinary expression on Hiram K.’s face as he stood staring at a collection of blank cartridges.  He knew now why that fusillade in the vault had not damaged the spectre of Portercliffe Hall!

                              THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                                    The Trail of Gold! 

“Something’s up!” remarked Bob Cherry. 
  “The upfulness is terrific!” declared Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  It was clear that something was 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were at breakfast in the sunny morning. Billy Bunter was not down yet—he was no early riser in holiday time. But the rest of the Greyfriars party were at the breakfast table, with the exception of Fisher T. Fish. 
  John and Peter and Adolphus were waiting on the breakfasters;  Chandos had not appeared as usual. Another footman came in with a message for Mr. Fish, which caused him to speak hurriedly to Mr Bosanney, upon which they left the breakfast room together. After them shot Fisher T. 
  They did not return. They seemed to have forgotten that their breakfasts were unfinished. 
  Obviously something was “up.” 
  Harry Wharton were not, of course, curious about Mr. Fisher’s business. But there had been so many strange occurrences since they had arrived at Portercliffe Hall for the summer holidays that they could not help wondering what was “up” this time. 
  Having finished brekker they strolled out on the terrace—where they sighted Hiram K. and Jonas Bosanney. 
  All three of them were bent double, and seemed to be searching the ground for something! 
  Which was interesting and surprising. Outside the French windows of the music-room, Hiram K. Fish’s lengthy form was curved in an arc. A little farther on, the slight figure of Jonas Bosanney was bent over—and near him Fisher T. Fish was scanning the earth with an earnest, penetrating gaze. The Portercliffe guests regarded that peculiar scene with surprise and interest for some minutes. 
  “I wonder what’s the name of that game!” remarked the Bounder. 
  “Probably Mr. Fish has lost something, my dear Herbert.” remarked Alonzo Todd. “If that is the case, it would be but courteous and obliging to offer our assistance in searching for it.”    
  “Let’s” said Bob. 
  And the juniors went along to offer their assistance. Mr. Fish jerked upright and regarded them rather doubtfully.
  He did not seem wholly pleased to see them arrive on the spot. 
  “Lost something, Mr. Fish?” asked Harry.  
  “Waal, yep—nope!” said Mr. Fish uncertainly. “I—I guess I’m looking for suthin’. But don’t you guys worry any!  You run away and play!” 
  “Yep, beat it!” remarked Fisher T. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., more surprised than ever, “beat it.” 
  Apparently they were not wanted to help, or to see what it was that Mr. Fish was looking for. Neither were any of the servants joining in the quest. 
  Menservants and maidservants were innumerable at Portercliffe Hall; but Mr. Fish did not seem to want any help. Indeed, he seemed anxious not to have any help. Yet it was clear that he was making a very anxious search over quite a wide extent of territory. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” exclaimed Bob Cherry suddenly. 
  He pounced on a yellow, glistening object as the juniors went across the lawn, 
  He held it up, and the other fellows stared at it. It was a golden sovereign, glistening in the bright sunshine of the August morning. 
  “A quid!” exclaimed Nugent blankly. 
  “The quidfulness is preposterous!” 
  “Not one of your conjuring quids, Kipppers?” asked Johnny Bull. 
  Kipps, staring at the coin, shook his head. 
  “No fear! That’s a real quid!” he said. “How the dickens did it get there?” 
  “Somebody must have dropped it!” said Wibley. 
  “Is that what old Fish is looking for?” asked Bob. “If so, he’s looking in the wrong spot.” 
  “Better ask him.” said Harry. 
  The juniors walked back to the terrace, where the three searchers were still hopping about, bent double. 
  Hiram K. Fish glanced up quite irritably. It was plain that he did not want the Greyfriars guests on the spot. 
  “Say—” he began sharply, and then broke off with a jump at the sight of the golden coin, held up between Bob’s thumb and forefinger. “Great John James Brown! Where did you cinch that?” 
  “Is that what you’re looking for?” asked Bob with a grin. 
  “I’ll say yep!” gasped Mr. Fish. 
  “It was in the grass on the lawn. Here you are!” said Bob, and he tossed the sovereign to Mr. Fish, who caught it with an eager hand. 
  “Show me the spot!” he barked. 
  “This way!” 
  Bob led Mr. Fish to the spot where he had picked up the “quid.” Bosanney and Fisher T. Fish trailed eagerly after him. 
  “Right!” said Hiram K. “Now you young ‘uns beat it a few.”
  “Oh, all right!” said Bob. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. sauntered across the green, level lawns. They were more and more surprised—in fact, astonished. 
  Somebody, it seemed, had been dropping golden sovereigns around Portercliffe Hall. Golden sovereigns were very rare articles, seldom seen in these days of paper money, and still more seldom picked up in the grass! It was rather an extraordinary occurrence. 
  The Bounder had gone into the house. He came back and joined the boys on the lawn with a sarcastic grin on his face. 
  “Jolly old treasure-hunt going on,” he remarked, “None of you fellows been spilling quids about, I suppose?” 
  “Hardly!” grinned Bob. 
  “Somebody has!” said Vernon-Smith. “I went in to speak to Chandos, but he’s not down yet. But I saw the footman who brought the message in to old Fish at brekker. I’ve got it out of him. A maidservant picked up two sovereigns in the music-room, and the man came to tell old Fish. That’s what took the three of them off without finishing their breakfasts. 
  “Oh!” said Harry. “But who— how—” 
  “They’re looking for more.” grinned the Bounder. “They’ve searched the music-room; now they’re searching outside. James told me he saw old Fish pick up a sovereign just outside the french windows. You found one on the lawn, Bob. Looks as if somebody walked into the house last night, dropping quids as he went.” 
  “But who?” gasped Bob, 
  “And how?” ejaculated Nugent. 
  “The whofulness and howfulness are terrific.”
  “It’s weird.” said the Bounder. “But it’s pretty clear what the jolly old Fishes are here for. That mystery man who bagged Alonzo was after quids, and fancied that Alonzo knew where to find them. One thing’s absolutely clear— there are quids about the place somewhere. Somebody’s found them, and dropped a few about.” 
  Harry Wharton nodded. 
  “Looks like it!” he said slowly. “But—but—but how on earth can sovereigns be hidden about the place? Some miser—” 
  “Old Lord Portercliffe was said to be a bit of a miser.” remarked the Bounder. “One thing’s jolly clear— there’s quids somewhere here. That mystery sportsman is after them, and it’s pretty certain that old Fish knows something, and is after them, too. That’s why he was so keen on discovering secret passages in the place, and why he explores those jolly old passages on his own, and keeps us all off the grass. He doesn’t want us to spot the loot.” 
  “Well, my hat!” said Bob. 
  The juniors stared at one another. It was strange enough—amazing--- but there could be little doubt about that. 
  The mystery man was no lunatic, dreaming  of a treasure that did not exist. The scattered sovereigns were real enough. There was, beyond doubt, hidden gold at Portercliffe Hall. And the fact that sovereigns had been spilled about time place hinted that the hidden gold had been unearthed—by some person or persons unknown. 
  “But who—” gasped Bob. 
  “Goodness knows!” said the Bounder. Somebody in the house has spotted the loot—quite a lot, I should think, as he seems to have dropped quids all over the shop. Whoever it was found the stuff out of doors and went in by the french windows of the music-room, leaving a trail of giddy quids after him. Must have been loaded up to the chin, I should think.” 
  “Well, this beats the band!” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Look!” yelled the Bounder suddenly. 
  A gleam of gold caught his eye, in the grass, near the big oak. He jumped at it, and held up three sovereigns in his palm. 
  “Great pip!” 
  “He came this way, then!” exclaimed Wharton. “Must have gone right across the lawn, dropping quids as he went.” 
  “Let’s look for some more!” grinned Bob. 
  The juniors, excited and eager, searched the grass. There were loud exclamations as several more sovereigns were found. 
  Three or four were found under the branches of the great Portercliffe Oak! Across the lawn came Hiram K. Fish, his long legs racing. After him flew Fisher T. and Bosanney. 
  “Say, what you cinched?” barked Mr. Fish. 
  “Quids!” chuckled Bob. 
  Seven sovereigns had been found, and they were handed over to Mr. Fish, who gazed at them with gleaming eyes. 
  “Gee-whiz!” he ejaculated. 
  It was plain that Hiram K. was not pleased by the gold having met the eyes of the schoolboys. At the same time he was intensely glad that the sovereigns had been found—glad, and greatly excited. So his feelings were rather mixed and mingled. 
  “Waal, I guess you’re wise to it now you ‘uns,” he remarked. I guess I sure didn’t want all this hyer publicity, but it can’t be helped now. You look around and see if there’s any more of ‘em.” 
  The Greyfriars fellows searched the grass of the wide lawns. Two or three more sovereigns were picked up, close to the big oak. 
  Farther afield, however, none were found. 
  It was clear that the mysterious person who had dropped gold about had gone direct from the old oak to the French windows of the music room. The trail of gold was proof of that. 
  Hiram K. stood regarding the old oak with a searching, suspicious eye. He scanned the earth around it, evidently with the idea that the gold had been dug up under the tree. But there were no signs of excavation; the ground round about the Portercliffe Oak had not been disturbed. 
  Bosanney nudged his arm. 
  “The tree!” he whispered. “It may be hollow—that would account—” 
  “You said it!” interrupted Mr. Fish. 
  Bob Cherry caught the secretary’s whisper and grinned. 
  “It’s hollow, all right, Mr. Fish 
  Hiram K. gave him a quick glance. 
  “How d’you know?” he rapped. 
  “Because I fell into the trunk yesterday.” explained Bob. “I was in the tree, and that ass Bunter buzzed a cushion at me and—” 
  “Say, did you find anything in that pesky tree?” asked Mr. Fish. 
  “Never thought of looking. I’ll climb up now---” 
  “You sure won’t” said Mr. Fish. “Say, you young geeks you don’t want to worry any about this. I guess you want to go down to Margate and bathe. Son, see your friends off to Margate.” 
  “Sure!” answered Fisher T. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. chuckled. They knew that Hiram K. would have kept the existence of the gold from their knowledge, had it been possible. Now he was anxious to get them off the spot. They did not need telling that as soon as they were gone, Hiram K. was going to explore the interior of the hollow oak. 
  The juniors would have been very glad to continue to take part in the treasure-hunt. However, they could scarcely gainsay their host! 
  They walked away to the house, leaving Hiram K., Fisher T., and Bosanney gathered round the Portercliffe Oak. Fisher T., at a word from his popper, unwillingly left the spot, to follow the Greyfriars fellows—evidently to see them safely started for Margate. Fisher T. Fish had been very pleased to see their cheery faces at Portercliffe Hall for the holidays, but at the moment he was chiefly anxious to see their backs! 

                 THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                   No Early Rising for Bunter!

“BUNTER—” 
  Snore! 
  “Wake up, you gink!”
   Snore! 
  “I’m saying wake up!” roared Fisher T. Fish. 
  Snore! 
  Billy Bunter was fast asleep. 
  It was only half-past nine—much too early for William George Bunter to turn out of bed in holiday time. The chief attraction of the holidays, for Billy Bunter, was the happy circumstance that there was no rising-bell. 
  Bunter was not going to sit up for breakfast in bed till ten o’clock. After that he would probably go to sleep again!  
  On this occasion, however, Bunter had to wake. A bony hand grasped his fat ear, and pulled and shook. 
  He opened his eyes, with a howl. 
  “Ow! Beast! Ow!” 
  “Turn out, you fat slacker!” grunted Fisher T. Fish. “I’ll say the guys are all ready to start for Margate, and you’re going with them, see?” 
  “Beast!” 
  “You turning out?” yapped Fisher T. Fish. All the party were getting ready to start, and Fisher T. Fish did not want the fat and inquisitive Owl left on the premises when the other fellows were gone. 
  The less Bunter knew about the Portercliffe treasure, the better. The less anybody knew about it, in fact, the better! It did not occur in Fishy’s cute mind that Bunter knew all about it already—more than anyone else!
  The fat Owl of the Remove sat up in bed, groped for his spectacles, jammed them on his fat little nose, and glared at Fisher T. Fish with a withering glare. 
  “Lemme alone!” he roared. “I’m not getting up yet.” 
  The guys are starting---”
  “Let them start!” 
  “You’re sure going with them—” 
  “I’m not!” 
  “Guess again!” said Fisher T. Fish, and he grabbed the bedclothes with both bony hands and stripped them from the bed. “Now, then, hop it!” 
  “Beast!” roared Bunter. “I’m not getting up yet! I’m tired. You can call me in an hour.” 
  “I guess I’m calling you now!” said Fisher T. Fish. 
  He grabbed Bunter by his fat neck and rolled him out of bed. 
  “Leggo!” yelled Bunter. 
  He clung to the bedpost. Fisher T. Fish dragged at him. A fat leg shot out, and a foot landed on Fisher T. Fish’s waistcoat. It landed hard! 
  “Yurrrrgggh!” spluttered Fisher T. as he folded up like a pocket-knife and sat down on the floor. 
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  “Beast!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Urrrrggh!” Fisher T. Fish, winded, clasped both hands to his waistcoat, and gurgled horribly.     
  “Wurrggh!” 
  A crowd of cheery faces looked in at the door. 
  “Ready, Bunter?” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “I’m not coming!” roared Bunter.
  “Fishy said—” 
  “Blow Fishy!” 
  “Gurrrggh!” gurgled Fishy. “Wurggh! Oaogh! I’ll say I’m winded: Wurrggh! I’ve sure got a pain where I live! Burrrrgh!” 
  “I say, you fellows, take that beast away!” yapped Bunter. “I’m not getting up yet. I’m fearfully tired, after last night.” 
  “Eh? What were you up to last night?” asked Bob Cherry. “You’d turned in when we came back from the Winter Gardens.” 
  “Oh, nothing! I mean, I’m fearfully tired in this hot weather! I’m not getting up yet. I’ll come down later and stand you fellows lunch in the best place in Margate, if you like.” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! You had a remittance, Alonzo?” 
  “No, my dear Robert—” 
  “Then how is Bunter going to stand lunch?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You cheeky ass!” roared Bunter. “I say, you fellows, take that cheeky beast Fishy away! I want to go to sleep.” 
  Fisher T. Fish staggered to his feet. He was still gasping painfully. He glared ferociously at Bunter. 
  “You getting off that bed?” he roared. 
  “No, you beast! Gerrout!” 
  “I guess---”
  “Oh, let’s get off!” said Johnny Bull. “No need for Bunter to come, if he doesn’t want to.” 
  And the juniors disappeared from the doorway. Their cheery voices died away down the staircase. 
  But it was not a case of what Bunter wanted, but of what Fishy wanted, from Fishy’s point of view. His bony hands grasped Billy Bunter and dragged him off the bed. 
  “Will you 1eggo, you beast?” howled Bunter. Is this  what you call manners to a guest, you rotter?” 
  “I’ll say you can beat it out of here just as soon as you want!” snapped Fisher T. Fish. “And you’re sure going down to Margate with the other guys: and if you don’t horn in yere agin, I sure shan’t miss you a whole heap.” 
  “Beast!” 
  “You fat clam!” 
  Bump! 
  Billy Bunter landed on the floor with a loud concussion and a louder yell. He sat and glared at Fisher Tarleton Fish. 
  “Now git a move on!” yapped Fishy. “I guess the other guys will be starting. Get to it, you fat mugwump!” 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. “Wow!” 
  “I’m telling you to get to it!” 
  “I—I—I say, tell the other fellows to wait for me!” gasped Bunter. “Call out to them to wait, Fishy!” 
  “Sure!” assented Fisher T. Fish, and he stepped out into the corridor to shout to the juniors, going down the stairs. 
  Billy Bunter rolled swiftly to the door after him. 
  Slam! 
  Click! 
  “He, he, he!” 
  “Wake snakes!” gasped Fisher T. Fish. He jumped  back to the door. 
  But it was too late! 
  The door was locked on the inside, and Billy Bunter was chuckling on the inside of it. 
  “Say, you pesky piecan!” yelIed Fisher T. Fish, greatly enraged at having had his bony leg so easily pulled by the astute Owl. “Say, you hop out, see?” 
  “He, he, he!” 
  “I’ll sure make potato scrapings of you!” 
  “Beast!” 
  “You coming out?” yelled Fisher T. Fish.
  “Yah!” 
  Bunter rolled back into bed. 
  Fisher T. Fish, breathing wrath, banged on the door with a bony fist. 
  “Say, you pesky fat clam—” he yelled. 
  Snore! 
  “Bunter, you pie-faced mug-wump—” 
  Snore! 
  “I guess—”
  Snore! 
  Fisher T. Fish had to give it up. He went to rejoin the treasure hunters at the Portercliffe Oak—what time Harry Wharton & Co. walked cheerily down to Margate and Billy Bunter snored in happy contentment.

                 THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                        Who was the Guy? 

“SEARCH me!” muttered Fisher T. Fish.
  “Gold!” breathed Jonas Besanney. 
  “I guess we’re on the spot, popper!” said Fisher T. 
  The three of them were within the hollow oak. 
  There was room for them in the space within the immense trunk, but it was rather close quarters. And it was very hot, very stuffy, and very dirty. But the treasure hunters did not heed such trifling circumstances. 
  Bosanney held an electric torch in his hand. Mr. Fish, with a trowel, jabbed at the accumulation of mouldy dust. Fisher T. Fisk grabbed a golden sovereign that was turned up by the trowel. 
  Three pairs of eyes were gleaming. 
  “We’ve sure hit it!” said Mr. Fish. “I guess we ain’t the first to hit it, but we’ve hit it for more.” 
  “There is no doubt about it.” breathed Bosanney. “I remember the old Lord Portercliffe often used to sit under the branches of this tree No doubt he had found out that it was hollow, and considered it a safe place to conceal the gold. But—” 
  “I guess you can wash out the buts! We’ve sure hit it!” 
  “I doubt whether all the gold is here” said the secretary. “From the old lord’s papers, I ascertained that he had secured the sum of a hundred and fifty thousand pounds in gold. Such a sum would be of enormous weight and size---several hundredweight at least! It cannot all be here!”
  “No-o-ope!” said Mr. Fish slowly. “I guess not! Nope!”
  “I guess the old guy would park it in different spots, popper!” remarked Fisher T. Fish.
  “You said it, son!” agreed Hiram K. “He sure would! But I’ll say that we’ve hit one of the spots.” “That is certain!” said Bosanney. “But whoever has been before us has taken away—” 
  “Aw, get on to it, and we’ll sure see what’s left!” said Mr. Fish. 
  He delved with the trowel. Choking dust was turned up in great quantities. Fisher T. Fish, coughing,   retreated from the hollow oak to breathe the fresh air outside. 
  But the two men continued indefatigably. Here and there, among the mould and dust, golden coins glimmered. 
  The secretary collected them eagerly as Hiram K. turned them up. He kept count of them as he stacked them in his pockets. 
  Twenty-five was the total
  By the time that number had been secured both the treasure seekers were nearly suffocated, and had come to the conclusion that there were no more to be found. One of the spots had been discovered—by whom? 
  They clambered out of the hollow oak and gasped for breath under the shady branches. Hiram K. mopped a perspiring, bony brow.
  “I guess the guy who was in front of us has cinched most of what was there!” he gasped.” He sure went away with his bags full, to judge by the way he spilled sovereigns all over the place! We’ve got to spot that guy!”
  He set his thin lips.
  “It sure is the same guy what’s been playing ghost!” he went on. “And I’ll say that the next time I get a bead on him, there won’t be blank cartridges in the gun! But who---”
  “I cannot guess!” said the secretary, shaking his head. “Almost all the manservants were here in the old lord’s time, and it may be any one of them.”
  “Whoever it is, he’s got his pockets full, and I’m going to spot him, and make him cough it up!” growled Mr. Fish. “I’ll speak to Chandos; he may have noticed whether one of his guys was out of the house last night.” 
  Mr. Fish walked back to the Hall, with a corrugated brow.
  The discovery of the sovereigns was encouraging; it was proof positive of Bosanney’s story of the old lord’s hidden hoard, although Mr. Fish certainly wished that there had not been so much publicity about it. 
  But it looked now as if the gold was hidden in more than one spot---perhaps half a dozen—instead of being cached in one place, as Hiram K. had calculated---which, in turn, looked as if Hiram K.’s task of locating it was going to be much more prolonged and extensive than he had anticipated.
  One of the spots had been discovered---by whom?
  Mr. Fish wanted to know, and he wanted to know bad! 
  The discoverer, whoever he was, had very nearly cleared out that spot, and the trail of gold showed that he had gone back to Portercliffe Hall with the loot.   Hiram K. had no doubt that it was the mystery man.
Certainly the thought of William George Bunter had never crossed his cute mind for a moment. 
  In the hall he rang for Chandos; but it was James who answered the bell. 
  “Send Chandos here!” rapped Mr. Fish.
  “Mr. Chandos begs you to excuse him, sir.” said James. “He has had a slight accident, and is keeping his rooms this morning, sir, with your permission” 
  Mr. Fish gave a snort. 
  “Aw, dog-gone the guy!” he grunted. “What’s the matter with him?” 
  “He stumbled over something, sir, last night and knocked his head on the bedpost.” said James. “His face is bandaged, sir.” 
  “I guess I’ll go and see him.” grunted Mr. Fish. “Take me to his room!” 
  “Very good, sir!” 
  James guided the American gentleman to the butler’s recess. He knocked very respectfully on the door before opening it. Chandos was a great man in the Portercliffe household, and treated with immense respect by the staff. 
  “Mr. Fish, sir, to see you!” said James, announcing the visitor. 
  Mr. Fish grunted, and stalked in. The businessman from New York guessed and reckoned that he had no use for all this pomp of the servants’ hall. 
  Chandos was up and dressed; but he sat in an armchair by his window, with a bandage on his plump face, completely concealing his left eye. 
  With his right he regarded Mr. Fish, and rose slowly to his feet. 
  “I regret, sir.” said Chandos, in his most stately manner, “that a slight accident keeps me from my duties this morning———” 
  “I guess the skies won’t fall on account of that,” said Mr. Fish, “and you can sure squat?” 
  Chandos sat down. 
  “I’ll say I want to chew the rag with you a piece!” said Mr. Fish. “Maybe you’ll be able to put me wise. You was around last evening, I guess?” 
  “I was attending to my duties as usual, sir.” said Chandos. This slight accident occurred as I was going to bed—”
  “Oh, yep! Blacked your eye?” asked Mr. Fish, looking at him. 
  “The optic, sir, is slightly discoloured by striking the bedpost—” 
  “I guess it’ll mend! Now, look here, one of the guys here climbed into that big oak—you know the one I mean—and cinched suthin’ that was cached there.” 
  “The servants, sir. Have told me about a number of golden coins being picked up—” 
  “Yep! They was cached in the oak. They sure belong to me, seeing that the whole caboodle does. You wise to that guy?” 
  “I—I do not quite follow your meaning, sir.” 
  “Aw, don’t butlers learn plain English in this goldurned country?” snapped Mr. Fish. “Look hyer, that guy is one of your staff! You got a heap of the galoots, but 1 guess you know every John and Henry in the shebang—what?” 
  “Naturally, sir, I am perfectly acquainted with every member of Lord Portercliffe’s staff.” 
  “Sure! Waal, one of them guys climbed them durocks in the hollow oak, and dropped some of them coming back to the house arter. I guess it was some time last evening—afore the house was locked up for the night, or the french window wouldn’t have been open for him. You know who it was?” 
  “I have not the faintest---” 
  “Aw, think, man!” yapped Mr. Fish. “Chew it over! Didn’t you notice whether any hombre was missing from his usual job?” 
  “With so very many servants under my control, sir—” 
  Snort! from Mr. Fish. 
  “Meaning that you can’t give me a line on the guy?” he growled. 
“I regret to say, sir, that I cannot enlighten you. But I assure you, sir, from my knowledge of Lord Portercliffe’s staff, that they are all above suspicion.” said Chandos, with dignity. “I am quite incapable, sir, of believing that any member of my staff of my can possibly—” 
  “Pack it up!” snorted Mr. Fish. 
  He stalked out of the butler’s room. 
  There was no information to be derived from Chandos, that was clear. Some guy in the caboodle, as Mr. Fish expressed it, had cinched a handful of durocks. But who was the guy? That remained a mystery! 

                THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                           Wealthy Bunter! 

“OH crikey!” murmured Billy Bunter. 
  Bunter’s eyes and his very spectacles gleamed with satisfaction. 
  It was a rather late hour in the morning. 
  Bunter had not opened his door till eleven o’clock, when he had rung for breakfast. Having breakfasted in bed, the fat Owl had turned out at last. 
  Now, at twelve, he was ready to sally forth. 
  His door was locked again—against prying eyes. Nobody, so far, suspected that Billy Bunter had become a rich man overnight, and Billy Bunter sagely determined that nobody should. 
  He was sorting over his wealth. 
  The previous night he had stacked the sovereigns in his suitcase and locked it. Now the suitcase was open, and Bunter counted up his “quids.” 
  He made them into little piles of ten each, and he counted thirty-five piles. The total was £350! 
  Three hundred and fifty pounds was a dazzling sum to the fat junior. 
  OnIy the day before his total wealth had been limited to threepence. There was a tremendous difference between threepence and £350. It was quite a dazzling difference.
  It was true that the threepence belonged to Bunter, and that the £350 didn’t. That was rather an advantage in favour of the three-pencc! 
  But possession is nine points of the law, and Bunter decided not to worry at present about the tenth point. 
  Hiram K. Fish, he was quite certain, had no title to that wealth. He had not bought Portercliffe Hall, and his tenancy gave him no right whatever to treasure discovered on the property. 
  The gold had belonged to old Lord Portercliffe, and by right of inheritance it should have gone, with the estate, to his nephew, the present lord. 
  Bunter, at the back of his fat mind, was aware of that, and did not feel wholly at ease about it, as his “supposings” of the previous evening showed. 
  Still, it was certain that young Lord Portercliffe, much as he needed the money, had no knowledge of its existence, and would never have found it. 
  Findings keepings, seemed a good idea to Bunter. 
  Indeed, he believed that he was legally entitled to a “whack” in it for having found it;  and, perhaps, had young Lord Portercliffe been on the spot, the fat Owl would have done the right thing. 
  But his lordship was abroad. Bunter had never seen him, and did not even know his address. And findings were keepings—a dangerous maxim, which had more than once landed Bunter into trouble. 
  He gloated over the treasure, his little round eyes shining through his big round spectacles. 
  Not that there was anything miserly about Bunter. He cared nothing for money in itself—only for what it would buy, and the chance of chucking it about under envious eyes. 
  Old Lord Portercliffe had hoarded these sovereigns, knowing that the value of gold must rise in an age of paper money, and that every passing year added to the value of the hoard. 
  But that was not the kind of thing that a man, especially a nobleman, would care to have known, and it was not surprising that his lordship had kept his own counsel about it. 
  Bunter, at all events, was not going to hoard! 
  Not Bunter! 
  Bunter was going to make the money fly!
  Having counted it and gloated over it, the fat Owl transferred a sufficient sum to his pockets for the day’s expenses. Bunter was going to “swank” that day as a wealthy fellow!
  He put twenty pounds into his pockets! That, he considered, was enough for a day out. 
  No doubt it was, especially to a fellow who seldom had more than five shillings, and often not so much as that! 
  The rest he locked up in the suitcase, pushing the suitcase under the bed for additional security. 
  The gold was safe enough there, as nobody knew that Bunter had it, and nobody was going to know! Bunter was going to keep the secret—though it was true that he had his own inimitable way of keeping secrets! 
  He went down at last. 
  He was dressed quite nicely for a day out. His trousers were, perhaps, a little dingy—being his own. No other trousers in the Greyfriars party were ample enough for Billy Bunter, so he had to keep to his own. 
  A jacket of Wharton’s fitted him rather tightly; but a waistcoat of Nugent’s was a fairly good fit—slit up the back. Bob Cherry’s collar and tie looked very- nice; so did Wibley’s tan shoes and Kipps’ socks. Johnny Bull’s straw hat was a decent one. 
  Altogether, the Owl of the Remove was quite well-dressed when he rolled down the grand staircase to the hall.   
  Best of all, he was well provided with cash 
  That was a necessary and happy experience to Bunter. 
  The fat Owl was aware that in these latter days a golden sovereign was worth thirty shillings or more, but he was not thinking of that. He was going to use his “quids” —simply as cash, having neither time nor inclination to hunt out a merchant to buy them from him as metal. After all he had lots! 
  He jingled money in his trousers pocket as he went down. 
  That, perhaps, was not the best way of keeping his secret! But the clink of the golden coins was music In Bunter’s fat ears. 
  Also, it let people know that he was not, as was generally supposed, hard up. He found James in the hall: and James started and stared at the sound of that musical jingle from Bunter’s pockets. 
  The discovery of sovereigns lying about the house had, of course, caused great excitement and comment below stairs as well as above! It was the main topic  of the servants’ hall. 
  James wondered, sarcastically, whether Master Bunter had found any, as he heard that jingle! James had not forgotten how Master Bunter had attempted to land him with a taxi fare to pay a few days ago. Chandos had paid that taxi, but he had not yet been reimbursed by Bunter—though he had mentioned the matter to Master Bunter several times! 
  Bunter blinked at the footman. 
  “Where’s Chandos, James?” he asked. 
  “Mr.  Chandos is keeping his room this morning, sir, owing to a slight accident.” said James. 
  “Tell him I wish to see him.” said Bunter loftily. 
  “Very good, sir!”
  James departed on his errand. Bunter grinned complacently. 
  That cheeky menial, Chandos, had made quite a fuss about that taxi fare---almost hinting that Bunter was a “bilk.” Bunter could pay the fellow now! Chandos was going to see whether he was hard-up or not! 
  Chandos came into the hall. With a bandage over his left eye, the butler of Portercliffe 
Hall presented a rather unusual aspect. 
  Perhaps James had told him of Bunter’s jingling wealth, and he was curious. Bunter had been fast asleep in bed during the exciting evcnts of the morning, and was unaware that sovereigns, and the finding thereof, now occupied all thoughts at Portercliffe Hall. 
  “You desired to see me, sir!” said Chandos, scanning the fat junior very keenly with his available eye. 
  “Oh, yes!” said Bunter carelessly. “I believe you paid a taxi for me the other day, Chandos.” 
  “I believe I did, sir!” assented Chandos  . 
  “I’m afraid I forgot to settle that trifling amount!” remarked Bunter.  
  “I had the honour to remind once or twice, sir!” 
said Chandos. 
  Bunter gave him a haughty blink! This, of course, was cheek—the dashed manservant was daring to be sarcastic. 
  “Well, let’s see—how much was it?” asked Bunter scornfully. 
  “Five shillings, sir.” 
  Bunter’s fat hand came out of his trousers pocket —full of sovereigns! 
  Chandos’ one visible eye gleamed.  
  Bunter might have picked up a sovereign or two about the house. But he could hardly have picked up a handful. 
  Chandos, if he was interested in the matter, knew now who had found the loot in the hollow oak! 
  But he made no remark. Except for the sudden glitter in his eye, his face was impassive. 
  Bunter tossed him a sovereign with a careless air. 
 “You can keep the change, Chandos!”  he said magnificently. 
  And he jingled the rest of the sovereigns back into his pockets and walked away—jingling!. 
  Chandos, with the coin in his plump hand, stood staring after him. Bunter would leave been startled had he known the thoughts in the mind of the butler of Portercliffe Hall. But the fat junior did not waste another thought on the butler! Jingling his money, Bunter walked down to Margate, to look for the Greyfriars party on the Clifftonville sands. 

                 THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                   Guilty Gold! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo!”
  “Oh, here you are!” said Bunter. 
  “Here we are, here we are,  here we are again!” sang Bob Cherry cheerily. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were coming up the beach after their bathe. They looked very merry and bright. So did Bunter! 
  Bunter, in fact, was beaming!  
  His fat face shone with perspiration and satisfaction. 
  All the party noticed it, and wondered what had happened to buck Bunter. Certainly he looked very bucked. 
  “I say, you fellows, come and have some ices!”   said Bunter. 
  “Not a bad idea,” said Nugent. “Anybody got any change?”    
  “My treat!” said Bunter. 
  “Your treat!” repeated Frank. “Right-ho! But somebody will have to find some change all the same!”
  “The samefulness is terrific!” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Oh, really, Nugent! If that’s the way you thank a fellow for offering to stand ices all round---“ 
  “Bunter’s going to pay this time!” said the  Bounder sarcastically. “Alonzo must have had a remittance!”
  “ My dear  Herbert—” murmured Alonzo Todd. 
  “Oh, really, Smithy! Look here, will you fellows come and have some ices?”  demanded Bunter. “I ’ve said that it’s my treat! This way!” 
  Bunter led the way, and the Greyfriars fellows followed, with smiling faces. 
  They knew Bunter’s treats of old. He was the fellow to order things right and left, and when the painful moment came to pay, to remember that he had left his note-case at home, with all his currency notes and banknotes within it. 
  However, all the fellows wanted ices, and were prepared to pay for the same. So they followed Bunter cheerfully. 
  But it was a new and surprising this morning! With a princely air, he ordered the most expensive ices all round, and threw down a sovereign to pay for them.

[image: image5.jpg]


    

The ice merchant blinked at the sovereign, and then bit it, to make sure it was a good one. The Greyfriars fellows stared at Bunter.
  “You howling ass!” breathed Bob Cherry. “Where did you pinch that quid?”
  “Oh, really, Cherry---”
  “Whose was it?” asked Smithy.
   “Mine!” hooted Bunter. “The---the fact is, I---I had my postal order this morning, you fellows! I believe I mentioned that I was expecting a postal-order.”
  “I believe you did!” assented Bob Cherry.
  “The believefulness is preposterous!”
  “You blithering bloater!” said Johnny Bull. ”That quid wasn’t yours, and couldn’t have been!” 
  “Oh, really, Bull---”
  “Where did you get it, Bunter?” asked Harry Wharton quietly.
  “My postal order---”
  “Lord Bunter de Grunter sent a postal order in gold!” said the Bounder. “So likely, you know!”
  “I---I changed it at the Post Office, of---of course.” said Bunter hastily. “They---they gave me the change in quids, as it happens.”
  That statement was so astonishing that the juniors fairly blinked at Bunter. Alonzo Todd regarded him with a very puzzled expression.
  “Are you sure that you are not making a mistake, my dear William?” Alonzo inquired. “It is so extraordinary that they should pay out gold at a post office---“
  “Too jolly extraordinary!” said Bob Cherry. “I suppose Bunter found that quid lying about the house.”
   “Oh, really, Cherry!”
  “You ought to have handed it to Mr. Fish if you found it, Bunter.” said Kipps.
  “’ Tain’t old Fishy’s.” said Bunter. “The place doesn’t belong to him any more than it does to me! Besides, I never found it! The fact is, I had some cash from my pater in a registered letter this morning. He happened to send it in sovereigns, that’s all.
  “You fat ass!”
  “If you fellows can’t take my word---” said Bunter, with dignity.
  “Have some more ices?” asked Bunter hospitably. “Well, look here, what about a spot of lunch? There’s a jolly good place in Cliftonville, called the Magnifique. We needn’t go back to Portercliffe Hall; I’ll stand the lunch.”
  Bunter jingled his wealth in his trouser pocket.
  It was quite a sonorous jingle.
  So many sovereigns jingling and clinking together had rather the effect of a chime of bells.
  “My only hat” said the Vernon-Smith, staring at the fat Owl. “That doesn’t sound like coppers!”
  “Coppers!” said Bunter disdainfully. “I’m not likely to carry coppers, I fancy! I’ve no use for coppers!”
  “A copper might have a use for you if he found you stacked with somebody else’s quids.”  remarked the Bounder. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Bunter, you ass---” exclaimed Wharton.
  “Oh, shut up!” said Bunter irritably. “You fellows are always making out that I don’t stand my whack. Now I offer to stand a jolly good lunch all round, and all you can do is to make out that my own money isn’t mine. Ungrateful, I call it! Look here, let’s get along to the Magnifique, and we’ll have a ripping, tip-top lunch, with wine and cigars---“
   “Oh, my hat!”
   “Champagne--- what?”  said Bunter breezily. “After all, it’s holiday time. Why not let ourselves go a little?  Champagne all round and a Havana cigar each---“
  “Ha, ha, ha!!” yelled the juniors. They could not quite picture themselves mopping up champagne and smoking Havana cigars.
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!  I mean it!” grunted Bunter. “I’ve got lots of money---“
  “Whose?”  asked the Bounder.
  “Beast!”  Think you’re the only chap with any money?” yapped Bunter. “You can go and eat coke, Smithy! You made a rotten fuss about me taking your hat by mistake yesterday. Well, I shan’t ask you to the spread! You can clear off---and be blowed to you!”
  “Looks to me as if you’ve made another mistake about hats to-day.” said Johnny Bull, staring at the straw boater on Bunter’s bullet head. “Whose hat is that?”
  “If you’re going to make a rotten fuss about a rotten straw hat, Bull,   I’ll buy you a new one if you like,” said Bunter contemptuously. “I’ve got some shopping to do after lunch. Look here, are you fellows coming?”
  “Look here, Bunter---” began Harry Wharton.
  “Rats!” said Bunter.
  “You blithering ass---“  
  “Go and eat coke!” Bunter turned away, “And be blowed to you!” he added over a fat shoulder. “Ungrateful lot! Yah!”
  And Billy Bunter rolled off along the beach, his wealth jingling as he rolled.
  Harry Wharton & Co. stared after him, and then looked at one another. The Bounder grinned sardonically.
  “If old Fish heard Bunter’s musical effects he wouldn’t want to look any further for the man who found the loot.” he remarked.
  “Bunter, of course!” said Bob.  
  “The stuff must have been in that hollow oak, and that fat idiot spotted it when he tumbled in.” said Smithy.  “Just like him to leave a trail of quids; he must have been loaded with them. And he thinks they’re his because he found them. I suppose he will be liable to go to chokey if he spends them.”
  “Oh, crumbs!” gasped Bob.
  “Fancy Bunter at Borstal when we’re at Greyfriars next term!” said the Bounder, with a chuckle. “Well, I shan’t miss him, for one!”
  But the other fellows did not chuckle. The matter seemed to them rather too serious for chuckling.  Obviously Bunter had discovered the hidden gold at Portercliffe Hall; and it was Bunter who had left the trail of gold behind him the previous night.  The juniors could guess now how he had been occupied while they were gone to the Winter Gardens.
  It was a little difficult to decide to whom the money belonged. But one thing was quite certain---it did not belong to Bunter.
  “Findings keepings” was a maxim that had landed unthinking persons into serious trouble with the   police.  The idea of the fatuous Owl being taken up by a constable was not amusing to the chums of the Remove: it was rather alarming and dismaying.
  “We’ve got to look after that howling ass,” said Bob. “He will get into fearful trouble at this rate.  After him!”
  And the juniors followed him on the track of the fat Owl.  If Billy Bunter did not understand that findings were not keepings, that fact had to be made clear unto him, for his own sake---before he got as far as Borstal!  So Bunter, as he jingled along the beach, was overtaken by a rush of the Remove fellows and surrounded.
  
           THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER.

    Riches Take Unto Themselves Wings!

“Beasts!” roared Bunter.
 He wriggled, as one fat arm was pinned by Harry Wharton and the other by Bob Cherry.  He glared at the juniors through his big spectacles.
  “Leggo!” he howled.
  “Look here, Bunter---“
  “Yah!” 
  “My dear William,” said Alonzo Todd mildly, “In the peculiar circumstances---“
  “Shut up!”
  “You fat ass!” growled Johnny Bull.” You’re asking to be sent to chokey!  Can’t you get that into your fat head?”
  “Beast!”
  “Have a little sense, Bunter!” said Harry.  “You can’t spend the money you found at Portercliffe Hall—“
  “I never found it!  It was a postal order---I mean a registered letter from my pater!  I suppose my uncle---I mean my pater can send me quids if he likes!” spluttered Bunter.  “I got the registered post office---I mean the letter order---that is, the---the money while you were out last night.  Besides, I haven’t any---“
  “Wha-at?”
  “Not a bean!” said Bunter.  “Now, leggo!  I’ve got absolutely nothing!  I didn’t put  twenty-five quids into my pockets, and I haven’t left the rest in the suitcase under my bed!  Now let me alone!”
  The juniors gazed on Bunter.  The fat Owl realised, rather late, that he was not keeping his secret quite so carefully and cautiously as a secret should have been kept.  He was going to keep it more carefully now--- if he could!
  “I haven’t any quids in my pocket.” went on Bunter.  “As for finding them in that hollow tree, that’s all rot!  Besides, findings are keepings!  Not that I’ve found anything, you know---nothing at all!”
  “Isn’t he a coughdrop?” said Bob.” And what have you been jingling in your pocket, you blithering bloater?”
  “Oh, nothing!  I mean a bunch of keys!” said Bunter.  “Just a bunch of keys! Nothing else!”
  “Let’s see the keys!”
  “Eh?”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “If you fellows doubt in my word,” said Bunter, with dignity, “I prefer to let the matter drop here and now.  I decline to enter into any discussion with fellows who doubt my word.  It’s ungentlemanly---low, in fact!  I’ve asked you to lunch.  If you like to come, I’ll pay---”
  “With a bunch of keys?” asked Bob.
  “Eh?  Yes---no!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Stand him on his head and see the quids roll.” suggested the Bounder.
  “Oh lor’!” gasped Bunter.
  “Good egg!”
  “Look here, leggo!  Beasts!  Leggo!” yelled Bunter. 
  He wrenched suddenly jerked his fat arm loose.  The moment he was free he bolted across the beach.
  “Bunter, you ass!” gasped Wharton.
  “Stop!” roared Bob Cherry.
  “After him!”
  “Bag him”
  “Bunter flew!  After him flew the Removites.
  On the crowded beach hundreds of eyes were turned on the chase.  Really, there was not much room for a foot race on Margate Beach in August.  Loud expostulatory voices greeted Bunter as he barged and charged along sunbathers, trippers, family parties, and small people building sand-castles.
  Bunter, panting and puffing, flew on unheeding.  But he did not get very far.  He stumbled over a sand pail, then over a small boy---who lifted up a voice out of all proportion to his size---and rolled down a slope of sand, roaring.
  And as he rolled, soldiers flew from his pockets.
  They scattered on the sand.
  “Oh, crumbs!” gasped Bob Cherry.  “Look!”
  There was a roar of excitement on the crowded beach.  Trippers of all sorts and sizes swarmed round as the sovereigns   flew, gleaming in the sunshine.
  Bunter reached the foot of the sandy slope and rolled there, roaring.  Sovereigns streamed round him.
  “Yarooh!”
   “Ha, ha, ha!”
   “Ow!  Wow!  Yoooop!”
   “Collar him!”
  Bunter scrambled to his feet.  He was circled by staring faces.  Some of the trippers were picking up sovereigns.  Alarming voices rang in Bunter’s fat ears.
  “He’s been robbing a bank!”
  “Call a policeman!” 
  “Hold him!”
  “Stop him!”
  “Bank robber!”
  “Stop thief!” 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter.  “I say, you fellows---  Yarooh!  Let go--- Yoop!  Oh  lor’!  I say, leggo!”
  A plump gentleman in a bathing suit grasped Bunter by the collar; he had no doubt that he had got hold of a bank robber.  Bunter, certainly, looked rather young for such a profession.  But what was anyone to think, when the scattered golden sovereigns right and left on Margate sands?
  “Hold him---
  “Call a copper!”
  “Police!”
  “Arrest him!”
  “Bank-robber---”
  “I say, you fellows, rescue!” shrieked Bunter.
   There were many attractions at Merry Margate.  But Billy Bunter was easily the greatest attraction just then.  The whole swarming beach gathered round Bunter.
  Innumerable voices shouted; innumerable eyes were fixed on him; innumerable hands stretched out to clutch him.  Luckily for Bunter, there was no constable at hand.  Had there been, it was indubitable that the fat Owl would have been “run in” on suspicion.
  “Rescue!” yelled Bunter.  “I say, you fellows, help!  Oh crikey!  I say---Yarooh!  Let go!  Whoop!”
  “Harry Wharton & Co.  shoved through the crowd.  Smithy hooked the leg of the plump gentleman in the bathing suit, and he sat down suddenly, releasing Bunter. 
  “Get him away” gasped Wharton.
  “Ow!  I say, you fellows---  Wow!”
  The Greyfriars fellows gathered round Bunter like a phalanx. They pushed back excited trippers and marched Bunter off.
  There was no chance of collecting the scattered sovereigns---indeed, a good many of them had been collected already. It was not easy to get Bunter away without his guilty gold.
  But they had got him away. A crowd followed them up the beach. When they got away from the beach the younger portion of the crown still stuck to their trail, for quite a distance.
  It was not till they were outside Margate that the Greyfriars party ceased to excite the public interest.
   “What a day!” gasped Bob Cherry, fanning himself with his hat.
   “That
blithering idiot---“
  “Beast” gasped Bunter. He ran his hands through his pockets. “I say, you fellows, I’ve lost my money! I---I’ve only got two or three pounds left!  Oh lor’!”
  He fanned himself with Johnny’s straw hat.
  “All your fault, you beasts!  I jolly well shan’t stand you lunch at the Magnifique now!  You can’t expect it!  Look here, one of you fellows get me a taxi.  You can go home to lunch and be blowed to you!  I’m done with you!”
  “You’re not coming back to Portercliffe Hall with us?”  asked Bob. 
  “No!” roared Bunter.
  “” I think you’re mistaken, old fat been!  I’m going to kick you all the way back!”
  “Beast!”
  “Take it in turns!” said Bob.  “First kick to me!”
  “Go it!”
  Bunter did not wait for the first kick.  He started up the road for Portercliffe hall, and Harry Wharton & Co.  followed him.  It was a sudden and unexpected ending to Billy Bunter’s day out.

                  THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER.

                                    Gone!

  “SAY, you pesky goob!”
  Mr. Hiram K. Fish was in the hall when the juniors arrived.  He seemed to be waiting for them---or, at least, for Bunter!
As the Owl of the remove rolled in, Mr. Fish made a jump at him and grabbed him by a fat shoulder with a bony hand.
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  “Ow!” squeaked Bunter.
  “You young piecan!” hooted Mr. Fish.
  “Wow!  Leggo, you beast!”
  “What’s the row, Mr. Fish?” asked Harry Wharton, surprised by the angry excitement of the lean gentleman from New York.
  Hiram K. panted.
  “I guess I been waiting for that young boob to mosey in!” he hooted.  “I’ll say I been rubbering ever since I heard from Chandos---”
  “But what---“
  “Hand it over!”  roared  Mr. Fish.
  “Leggo!”
  “Spill it!”
  “Beast!”
  “Cough it up!” roared Mr. Fish, shaking Bunter with his bony hand.  “you pesky young piecan, you figure you’re putting it across me?  Shell out!”
  “Oooogh!” gasped Bunter as he sagged in the lean gentleman’s grip.  “Oogh!  Leggo!  D–d-don’t shake me like that, you b-b-beast---”
  “I guess---”
  “If you make my specs fall off, you’ll have to pip-pip---”
  “I calculate---”
  “Pip-pip-pay for them!” gasped Bunter.  “Leggo!  I say, you fellows, make him leggo ! Yooogh!”
  “What on earth---” exclaimed Bob Cherry.
  “My dear Mr. Fish,” urged Alonzo.  “Pray allow me to suggest that you should restrain this unseemly ebullition of of exacerbated irritation---”
  “Pack it up, you!” snorted Mr. Fish.  “Say, you fat guy, you spilling them durocks!  You handing over then spondulics!  Say!”
  “Oh!” exclaimed Wharton.  He grasped it now.
  Evidently Mr. Fish had “got wise” to the fact that Bunter was in possession of the sovereigns.  Somehow, he had learned that it was the fat Owl of Greyfriars who had unearthed the hidden hoard.
  So far as the juniors could see Mr. Fish was the proper person to take charge of the discovered gold.  Whether he was as Fishy had told them the owner of Portercliffe Hall, or only the tenant of that spacious mansion, he was responsible in the matter.  So they had intended to lunch Bunter to acquaint Mr. Fish with his discovery.
  But it was clear now that Hiram K. was already acquainted with it.  He had been waiting for Bunter to come in, in a state of simmering fury.
  “I---I say, you fellows, make him leggo!” wailed Bunter.  “I haven’t got any sovereigns--- Ow!  I’ve lost them! Wow!  And I never had any---Groogh!”
  Mr. Fish backed the fat junior against the wall.  Then he released him, and shook a bony fist under his little fat nose.
  “Now, you pesky guy, spill it at the aft!” he hissed.  “I’ve got put wise.  I know it was you raised the dust!  You get me?”
  “I---I---I never!” gasped Bunter.
  “You handed Chandos a sovereign before you went out!” roared Mr. Fish.  “I’ve heard from Chandos, and from James, too, that you was jingling all over with cash.  You got it!  Chandos handed me the sovereign.  See?  He sure knew it never belonged to you---”
  “The cheeky beast!” gasped Bunter.
  “How much did you lift?” roared the excited Mr. Fish.  “Where did you park it?  Get it out!”
  “Ow!  Beast!  I never---”
  Mr. Fish brandished his knuckles under Bunter’s nose again, so close that they nearly touched.  Bunter jerked his head back, rather forgetful of the fact that he was backing against the wall.
   Crack!
  “Yarooop!”
  There was a fiendish yell from Bunter as the back of his bullet head banged on the wall.  That old oak panels rang.  So did Bunter’s head!
   " Ow!” roared Bunter.  “My napper!  Wow!”
   “Spill it!” yelled Mr. Fish.  “I’m telling you to spill it!  You got the spondulics parked somewhere.  Say!”
  “Yooop!” That was all Bunter had to say at the moment.
  “Ha,ha,ha!”
  “By the great horned toad!” gasped Mr. Fish “I’ll sure lam you a few if you don’t spill it, and spell it quick!”
  “Bunter, you fat chump,” exclaimed Wharton.  “hand it over to Mr. Fish.
  “My dear William!” urged Alonzo.  “Mr. Fish is the proper person to take charge of the sovereigns, and, of course, you may rely on Mr. Fish seeing that they reach the right owner!”
  “I don’t think!” murmured the Bounder.
  Billy Bunter groped in his pockets.  Three sovereigns came to light---all that was left of the twenty-five he had taken out with him that morning!  The rest were scattered on Margate Beach, and good many of them, probably, had found new owners by that time.
  “Is that the lot?” snorted Mr. Fish.  “You figure you can string me along?  What?”
  “That’s all!” gasped Bunter.  “I dropped the others when those beasts were after me on the beach---”
“I guess you never took the whole caboodle out with you, in your rags!” snorted Hiram K.  “You got them parked somewheres.  Say!”
  “Beast!”
  “You spilling it?” 
  “Yah!”
  “Great John James Brown!  I guess I’m getting through to the police!” said Mr. Fish.” I’ll sure ring ut for a constable, and---“
  “Bunter, you ass!” gasped Nugent.
  “Bunter, you fathead!”
  “I---I say, old on!” gasped Bunter, in terrified alarm.
  It was doubtful whether Hiram K.  Would have carried out his threat; but the threat was enough for Billy Bunter.
  “I---I say, I---I remember now that I---I had some more, they’re---they’re in my room---in the suitcase.  Oh lor’!”
  “I guess you’ll mosey along with me and point ‘em out!” said Mr. Fish, and he grasped the fat Owl by the shoulder again.
  Billy Bunter was marched up the stairs in Mr. Fish’s bony grip.  Harry Wharton & Co.  followed.  Fisher T. Fish and Mr. Bosanney joined the party on the way to Bunter’s room.  Everyone was keen to behold the hidden hoard that had been unearthed by the Owl of the Remove.
  Mr. Fish twirled Bunter into the.
  “Now, you fat piecan!” he snapped.
  “Get to it, you pesky clam!” growled Fisher T.
  Billy Bunter gasped.  Except for the ices on Clifftonville Beach, he had so far spent none of his new and dazzling wealth.  Now he was going to lose his wealth at one fell swoop!
  It was an awful blow, but there was no help for it.  “Findings keepings” was a maxim that might satisfy Bunter, but it was quite certain that it would not satisfy officers of the law.  Bunter hat to disgorge.
  “Where’s that suitcase?” hooted Mr. Fish.
  “Under the bed, you beast!” groaned Bunter.
  “Yank it out, son!”
  “Sure!” said son.
  Fisher T. Fish stooped by the bed and dragged Bunter’s shabby old suitcase out into the middle of the room.  The Greyfriars fellows rather expected to hear the chink of gold as it moved, but there was no such sound from it.
  “Shell out the key, you goob!” growled Mr. Fish.  “Pronto!”
  Bunter fumbled in his pockets for the key.
  “I---I’ve lost it!” he gasped.
  “Guess again!” snarled Hiram K.
  “I’ve really lost it!” howled Bunter.  “it must have dropped from my pocket on the beach, along with the sovereigns, when those beasts---”
  “O.K., pop!” said Fisher T.  “It’s sure of unlocked.
  Billy Bunter jumped.
  “Unlocked!” he gasped.
  “Yep!”
  “Oh crikey, I left it locked!” gasped Bunter.  “if you’ve been to my suitcase, Fishy, you beast---”
  “Aw, can it!” growled Fisher T Fish.  “If you left it locked when you went out, I guess some guy has been here since.”
  Hiram K. Fish breathed hard through his long, thin nose.
  “Get it open, son, pronto!  I guess there’s a guy in this hyer shebang what can open locks if he wants.  He sure got at my cartridges, not up in my roll-top!  By the great horned toad---“
  Fisher T. Fish opened the lid of the suitcase and turned the contents out on the floor.  They were not very valuable.[image: image7.jpg]i
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  Not a single coin came to light!
  Billy Bunter gazed into the suitcase, his eyes almost popping through his spectacles.
  He had had no doubt that the sovereigns were safe there during his absence.  Evidently they had been far from safe!
  From Bunter’s inimitable way of keeping a secret, no doubt the whole household had known, soon after his departure, that he had gone out jingling with sovereigns.  And the “mystery man” of Portercliffe had not lost the opportunity.
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter.  “Gone!  I---I say, you fellows, I---I left three hundred and twenty five quids in that suitcase---”
  “Gone!” gasped Mr. Fish.
  “The gonefulness is terrific!”
  “Gone from our gaze like a beautiful dream!” murmured the Bounder.
  “Great John James Brown!” gasped Hiram K. Fish pressed.  “I’ll say this gets my goat a few!  I’ll tell the world!  Who’s cinched them spondulics?”
  “It sure is the bee’s knee, pop!” groaned Fisher T.  “I’ll tell a man this is the elephant’s side whiskers, and then some!”
  “But who?” gasped Wharton.
  “The jolly old mystery man!” grinned the Bounder.  “The sportsman I bunged in the eye last night.  I wonder---“
  “I guess I’ll get that guy, if I have to go over the doggoned shebang with a small comb!” roared Mr. Fish.  Press “I’ll share make Chandos parade his pesky guys, and pick him out somehow!  I’ll sure---”
  Hiram K. Fish strode out of the room, red with wrath.
  Harry Wharton & Co. followed him down to the hall.
  Billy Bunter sat down on the bed, and groaned!  Wealthy Bunter was once more in the impecunious state to which he was sorrowfully accustomed.  The vision of wealth had dazzled him only to fade away again.  The fat Owl, like Rachel of old, mourned for that which was lost, looted could not be comforted---at least, till the gong sounded for lunch!

          THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER.

                   Smithy spots his man!

HERBERT VERNON-SMITH gave a violent start.  He caught his breath as his eyes fixed in amazement on a plump face with a bandage over the left eye.
  The Portercliffe party were gathered in the hall; Mr. Fish had rung for the butler.  Hiram K.  was in a state of towering wrath.  Unexpectedly, he had discovered who had looted the hidden hoard in the Portercliffe Oak, and, still more unexpectedly, he had discovered that the loot has been lifted by the “mystery man” of Portercliffe!  Hiram K guessed, reckoned, and calculated that he was going to trail down that guy, and cinch him.
  Chandos came in, calm and stately, by the service door.  With the exception of Bunter, the Greyfriars party had not seen him yet that morning.  They glanced rather curiously at the bandage over his eye.
  But Vernon-Smith did more than glance at it.  He fixed his eyes on it, catching his breath.
  What was the matter with Chandos’ eye?
  Last night he had landed his fist in the eye of the “mystery man.” He had told Wharton that if they spotted up mind in Portercliffe Hall with a damaged eye, they would have to look no further for the mystery man!  And here was Chandos’--with a bandaged eye!
  The Bounder fairly gasped!  His eyes seemed almost to start from his head as he stared at Chandos!
  Was it a coincidence?
  That was possible, of course.  But Smithy did not believe so!  It was all together too remarkable a coincidence for him.
  Chandos did not observe the Bounder in the crowd of fellows.  He came across to Mr. Fish with his stately gliding motion.///
  “You rang for me, sir?” said Chandos.
  “You said it!” yapped Mr. Fish.  “look here, Chandos, there’s been a robbery in that young gink Bunter’s room---”
  “Impossible, sir!”
  “Can it!” snapped Mr. Fish.  “I’m giving you the goods!  Now, look here, Chandos, you put me wise of artwork young gink cinching the spondulics.  Who else did you blow it to?”
  Chandos drew himself up.
  “I am not accustomed, sir, to indulging in idle talk among the servants.” He answered stiffly.
  “Park that!” barked Mr. Fish.  “I guess some guy was wise to it---on to that guy is the one I want!  You sure let on---”
  “James, no doubt, may have talked among the other footmen.” said Chandos.  “It is a fact that the matter has been very widely discussed in the servants’ hall, sir!  But---”
  “Meaning that every every galoot in the shebang was wise to it!” yapped  Hiram K. “Waal, one of them guys cinched the spondulics from Bunter’s suitcase.” 
  “I repeat, sir, ” said Chandos firmly.  “every man in his lordship’s service is above suspicion, and Lord Portercliffe would certainly never doubt---“
  “Cut it out!” said Mr. Fish.  “I got to put salt on the tail of that guy, I’m telling you!  Some galoot sure went in to Bunter’s room this morning, and lifted the spondulics!  We got to nose him out!  I’m sure going to get him!  I guess you’re going to call up every galoot in this shebang, and I’ll give them the once over, and ask them questions!  Get to it!”
  “But, sir---”
  “Clamp it down!” said Mr. Fish.
  “But---”
  “I guess I said get to it!”
  “I shall, of course, carry out your instructions, sir, as Lord Portercliffe has placed his staff at your orders!” said Chandos with dignity.  “but I am bound to say that this is an undeserved slur upon his lordship’s staff!  I cannot believe---”
  “Throttle it down!” said Mr. Fish.
  “I don’t kinder remember asking you to chew the rag, Chandos’!  Get to it!”
  “Very good, sir!” said the Portercliffe butler with undiminished dignity.  And he proceeded to summon his numerous stuff for Mr. Fish’s cross-examination.
  Mr. Fish glanced at the schoolboys and they left the hall.  Only son remained with pop.
  “Well, we’re getting a rather exciting time these hols!” Bob Cherry remarked, as the juniors went out on the sunny terrace.  “Who’d have thought there was a giddy buried treasure at this jolly old place?”
  “I fancy Hiram K. thought so when he took it!” said the Bounder drily.  “I rather fancy that’s why he’s here.”
  “Oh!” ejaculated Bob.  “Think so?”
  “It’s as plain as your face, old bean---which is saying a lot!”
  “Fathead!”
  “The Bounder drew Harry Wharton aside.  His eyes were gleaming with excitement.  Wharton looked at him curiously.
  “Did you spot him?” asked the Bounder, in a low voice.
  Wharton stared.
  “Him!  Whom?”
  “The jolly old mystery man!” grinned the Bounder.
  “What the dickens---” ejaculated Wharton blankly.
  “Then you didn’t!  It’s knocked me rather in a heap!” admitted Smithy.  “Chandos was about the last man I should have thought of---”
  Harry Wharton gave a jump.
  “Chandos!” he gasped.
  “The jolly old butler!”
  “You’re mad, Smithy---or dreaming!  Chandos---“
  “Last night,” said Vernon-Smith quietly, “I bunged the sportsman in the eye!  This morning, one of the Portercliffe staff has a damaged eye!  This morning, one of the Portercliffe staff has a damaged eye!  And that one is the butler!” 
  “But---but---“
  “It was the left eye I bunged him in---”
  “Smithy!”
  “And it’s the left eye that Chandos has got bandaged---“  
  “Oh, my hat!  It---it’s impossible!”
  “Impossible or not, it’s true!” said the Bounder, coolly.  “Don’t shout it out---no good one warning the blighter that we’ve spotted him!  It isn’t proof so far---though it’s good enough for me!  But---I tell you, I’ve got my finger on the mystery man of Portercliffe Hall---and his jolly old name is Chandos!  And that’s that!” 
  And the Bounder walked away whistling, leaving Harry Wharton rooted to the terrace, staring blankly.
THE END. 
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