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               THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                 Snowball for Smithy!

“BUNTER, you ass!” 
  “Bunter, you fathead!”
  Harry Wharton and Frank Nugent spoke simultaneously. 
  Billy Bunter heeded neither of them. Wharton and Nugent were in their study, No. 1 in the Remove, on that cold and frosty morning. It was breaking-up day at Greyfriars, and they had not quite finished packing. They were sorting out various things, when Billy Bunter suddenly barged into the study and closed the door immediately behind him.  He barged across the study, jammed up the lower sash of the window, and began to gather handfuls of the snow that was thickly packed on the broad stone window-sill. 
  Which was such an extraordinary proceeding that it caused the chums of the Remove to wonder whether William George Bunter had gone off his rocker. 
  With hurried fat hands, Bunter gathered snow. Quickly he kneaded it into a large snowball. 
Wharton and Nugent stared at him. What Bunter wanted a snowball for indoors was rather a mystery. 
  “You howling ass!” exclaimed Harry Wharton. “What’s that game?” 
  Billy Bunter did not answer till he had finished manufacturing the snowball. Then he turned from the window, with the missile in his fat hand and a grin on his fat face. 
  “I say, you fellows, can you hear him coming?” he breathed.
  “Who?” demanded Nugent. 
  Coker!  He’s after me!” 
  “Oh!” 
  “I dodged him on the stairs.” gasped Bunter. “I say, the beast makes out that I snaffled the Christmas pudding from his study yesterday—” 
  “So you did!”
  “Oh, really, Wharton! I never knew his aunt had sent him a Christmas pudding—I never saw him unpacking it: and if I did, I hope I’m not the fellow to snaffle a fellow’s pudding! It wasn’t that kept me awake in the dorm last night! I say he kicked me on the stairs—” 
  “Good!”
  “Beast! I say, you fellows, I dodged the brute, but he’s after me. He will be here in a minute. I’m going to get him with this snowball, see, as soon as he comes! You fellows get hold of the poker and shovel, Coker will be wild when he gets this snowball in his chivvy. He, he, he!” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  It was very probable indeed that Coker of the Fifth would be “wild” if he put his head into the study and was greeted by a snowball on his features. Bunter, undoubtedly, would need help—and the poker and shovel would come in useful. 
  “Sure he’s coming ?” asked Nugent. 
  “Yes, you ass! I say, you fellows, get ready!” said Bunter anxiously. “1 want to get him with this snowball, but I don’t want him to get hold of me afterwards. That’s important” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Harry Wharton picked up a ruler. Nugent picked up the poker. They were in a cheery spirits on breaking-up for day, and not averse from a little shindy with Coker of the Fifth, if that great man started throwing his weight about in the Remove. 
  “You stand by me, you know,” said Bunter. Keep between me and Coker all the time—see? I’ll get him with this snowball as soon as he puts his silly head in. Then you fellows start bashing him. The other fellows will come along as soon as they hear the row—I saw Bob and Inky up the passage, and I know Smithy’s in his study —they’ll all come! All you’ve got to do is to keep between me and Coker!” 
  “Right-ho!” answered Harry Wharton cheerfully. “If Coker of the Filth comes along and asks for anything, we’ll give him all he asks for.” 
  “And a little over!” agreed Nugent. “But I don’t suppose he’s after you,’ added Wharton. “Coker won’t waste time on you when the school’s breaking up.” 
  “I tell you he’s after me!” hooted Bunter. “You just keep ready to bash him as soon as I get him with this snowball.” 
  “Oh, all right!” 
  “I believe I can hear him coming!” gasped Bunter. 
  There was a footstep outside Study No.1. 
  Billy Bunters’ eyes gleamed behind his big spectacles. Up went his fat hand, with the snowball clutched in it.  Bunter was not much of a shot—but at so short a range there was no doubt that he would get the fellow in the doorway as soon as the door was opened. 
  The door handle turned; the door was thrown open. 
  Bunter’s fat arm swept through the air, and the snowball flew. 
  “Hold on!” gasped Wharton. 
  “Stop!” yelled Nugent. 
  But it was too late for Bunter to stop!” 
  The snowball was already whizzing across the study, right at the face at the fellow in the doorway. 
  That would have been all right, of course, had the follow been Coker of the Fifth! 
  But the fellow wasn’t!
  It was Herbert Vernon-Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars, who appeared there. Coker, as Wharton had surmised, had no time to waste on Billy Bunter on such a busy day. The Bounder, on the other hand, naturally dropped into that study, as the chums of the Remove were going with him for Christmas.  He dropped in at a rather unfortunate moment for himself. 
  Squash! 
  “Ooooogh!” gasped Smithy. 
  He staggered back as the fat snowball squashed in his face, stumbled, and sat down in the doorway with a heavy bump. 
  He sat and spluttered, and clawed snow from his face. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled Wharton and Nugent. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. “I—I say, you fellows, that—that isn’t Coker, is it? I say, is—is—is that Smithy? Oh lor’ ” 
  Harry Wharton dropped the ruler and Nugent the poker. Those weapons might have been needed for Coker of the Fifth, but they were not required for Vernon-Smith of the Remove. 
  The Bounder scrambled to his feet. 
  Smithy, who was not always good-tempered, had been in a very bright and cheery temper that morning—so far! But the crash of the snowball, and the bump in the doorway, seemed to have spoiled his temper! Which was not, perhaps, surprising! 
  “Who—what—who——” yelled the Bounder. 
  “Oh crikey! I—I say, Smithy, it me!” gasped Bunter. “I mean, I thought it was that beast Coker! I—I say’—yarrroooooogh !”
  Smithy made a jump at him. He grabbed the fat Owl of the Remove with one hand. With the other, he grabbed the ruler Wharton had just dropped on the study table. 
  Whack, whack, whack!” 
  “Yooo-hoop!” roared Billy Bunter. The whacks of the ruler rang like pistol shots on the tightest trousers at Greyfriars School. “I say—whoop! Leggo! Leave off! I say, yu fellows, draggimoff !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared Wharton and Nugent. 
  “I say—yow-ow-ow! Beast- Leave off!” yelled Bunter. “I won’t come home with you for Christmas if you--- yarooooh! I’ll jolly well—yoooop!”
  Whack, whack, whack!
  “Yow-ow.ow-ow-whoop!” Bunter, struggling and wriggling wildly In the Bounder’s hefty grip. “Help! Rescue! Yaroop!” 
  Greyfriars was breaking up that day. The wild yells in Study No. 1 sounded as if Billy Bunter was breaking up, too! 
  Wharton and Nugent ran at the Bounder, grasped him, and dragged him back. 
  “That’s enough, Smithy!” gasped Wharton, “Cut, Bunter!” 
  “Yaroooh!”
  Billy Bunter rolled out of the study, roaring. Bunter was going home for Christmas with Smithy that day—but, for the present, he preferred to put the greatest possible distance in the shortest apace of time between himself and Smithy! He rolled down the Remove passage, and, like Iser in the poem, he rolled rapidly!

               THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                  Bunter Knows Better! 

“BETTER tell Bunter.” said Tom Redwing. 
  Smithy laughed. 
  “Rot!” he answered. 
  There was a pleasant scent of hot coffee in Study No. 4. In that study Ton Redwing had been brewing coffee, and the Bounder had gone to Study No. 1 to ask the chums of the Remove to hop along for a whack in the same—hence Billy Bunter’s little error with the snowball. 
  Now, however, Smithy seemed to have recovered from the effect of the snowball; though, perhaps, Bunter bad not yet reh+covered from the effect of the ruler. Judging by Smithy’s expression, he was looking forward eagerly to the holidays, which was not always the case.  The millionaire’s son had too many of the good things of life not to feel a little bored with them sometimes. But this Christmas was going to be spent in very strange quarters, which appealed to the Bounder’s adventurous and rather reckless nature. 
  The Famous Five of the Remove had gathered in the study to whack out the hot coffee, which was grateful and comforting on a frosty December day. And all of them nodded assent to Redwing’s remark. 
  “Much better tell him what to expect, Smithy.” said Harry Wharton. 
  “Much.” agreed Bob Cherry. “The fat ass thinks he’s going home with you to your father’s place in London— to mingle in the jolly old throng of the happy and the gay---” 
  “Theatres and restaurants, and shows and things.” said Frank Nugent. “And, as a matter of fact—” 
  “He won’t like Polpelly.” said Johnny Bull.
  “The likefulness will probably not be terrific.” remarked Hurree Jamspt Ram Singh. 
  “It will come as a jolly old surprise to him.” said the Bounder carelessly. “No end of a joke on Bunter!”
  Harry Wharton & Co. made no rejoinder to that. It was not their affair, though they were undoubtedly of opinion that Billy Bunter ought to know what was coming to him. 
  To the chums of the Remove it was quite a happy and cheery prospect to camp in a lonely old mansion, reputed to be haunted, on a lonely stretch of the Devonshire coast, and to spend a Christmas within the roar of the Atlantic breakers. 
  Polpelly had all sorts of attractions for strenuous youths of an adventurous turn, but it was not likely to have many for Billy Bunter. 
  Bunter preferred the fat of the land, when he could get it. The simple life had no appeal for him. Strenuous exertion had even less, if possible. 
  But though the Famous Five let the matter drop, Redwing persisted. 
  “Look here, Smithy! Bunter ought to know what to expect.” he said. “You ought to tell him. I don’t believe he would come, if he knew.” 
  “Rather amusin’ to pull his leg.” said the Bounder. “Fancy his fat face, thinkin’ that he’s goin’ to roll in jolly old luxury, and findin’ that he’s landed in a solitary old show full of draughts, and perhaps ghosts.” the Bounder chuckled. “I told him I’d take him with me for Christmas, after he helped me out of the clutches of that dago the other day. He was awfully keen to come. He mightn’t have been so keen if I’d told him what it was goin’ to be like.” 
  “After all, he did help you out when that kidnapping blighter got hold of you, Smithy.” said Bob Cherry mildly.  “It’s rather thick to pull his leg in return.” 
  The Bounder frowned for a moment; then he shrugged his shoulders. 
  “Oh, all right!” he said. “I’ll put him wise. After all, if he changes his mind and doesn’t come, we lose the joke on him; but we lose Bunter, too, and Bunter’s absence is enough to make any party a success.” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy!” came a fat voice from the doorway. 
  The door of Study No. 4 had opened rather cautiously while the Bounder was speaking, and a fat face and a big pair of spectacles blinked in. 
  “Trot in, old fat man!” said the Bounder. “Coffee and cakes.” 
  Bunter blinked at him warily. It was half an hour since the ruler had whacked, but he still felt twinges. 
  “No larks, you know.” he said. 
  “No, fathead! Roll in!” 
  Bunter rolled in. Redwing handed him coffee, and Bob handed hin cakes. Bunter lost no time in beginning. A little light refreshment was always welcome to Bunter. It was nearly an hour since he had found a cake in Lord Mauleverer’s study and disposed of it. So he was ready for more. 
  “Not bad coffee.” He remarked. “Not like our French chef makes at Bunter Court, of course, but not bad. I say, Smithy, I suppose the car is coming for us. Bit of a squeeze with so many. Never mind, I can rough it. I suppose you’ll be taking your evening clobber, Wharton. I may want to borrow it.” 
  “You won’t want evening clobber where we’re going, Bunter.” grinned the Bounder.    
  “Sea-boots and oilskins would be nearer the mark.” 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Eh, we’re going home with you, Smithy!” he said. “Wharrer you mean? I suppose we shall keep up some style in Courtman Square?” 
  “We’re not going anywhere near Courtman Square. We’re going to a place called Polpelly, on the coast of Devonshire.” said Vernon-Smith. “It’s an old deserted Tudor mansion, miles from everywhere, in a coomb— sea on one side, rocks on the other. No theatre within thirty miles; no cars, and no road for a car, if there was a car.” 
  “He, he, he!”
  “No servants, except one deaf old man who’s acted as caretaker since my father bought the place years ago.” 
  “He, he, het” 
  “If there’s snow at Christmas, we may be snowbound, and cut off from everything and everybody.” 
  “He, he, he!”
  “What are you cackling at, you fat duffer?” demanded the Bounder. His description of Polpelly House seemed to entertain Bunter. 
 “Your little joke, old man.” grinned Bunter. “Pile it on.  I heard what you were saying when I opened the door, you know. He, he, he! Pile it on, Smithy! You can’t take me in! He, he, he!” 
  “But it’s true, Bunter.” said Tom Redwing. “We’re going to have a good time, I think; but it will bp rough and ready—not what you would think a good time.” 
  “He, he, he !”
  “My esteemed idiotic Bunter---” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “He, he, he!” cackled Bunter. 
  Evidently the fat junior did not believe a word of it. Bunter’s view was that it was a little game to shake him off. 
  He had landed himself on the Bounder for Christmas.  He had helped Smithy escape from count Zero, the mysterious Italian who had kidnapped him, and so Smithy had not felt like giving him the answer he would have given in any other circumstances. But Bunter was aware exactly how much his fascinating society was valued. 
  He had no doubt whatever that the seven juniors, over the coffee and cakes in Smithy’s study, had been discussing ways and means of making him come unstuck, as it were, and had hit on this cock-and-bull story as a method.
   So Bunter decided, and was amused. 
  “That kidnapping foreigner may turn up.” said the Bounder. “I’ll tell you this, Bunter—that man Zero got hold of me to threaten my father, and make him sell the Polpelly place——” 
  “Sounds likely, after your description of it.” grinned Bunter. 
  “Well, it’s the truth, you fat idiot! And I shouldn’t wonder if he turned up again during the Christmas holidays—and that would mean a lot of danger.” 
  “My dear chap,” said Bunter breezily, “if you’re in danger, I’ll protect you. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again.” 
  “You howling ass---” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—” 
  “Well, I’ve told you,” said the Bounder, shrugging his shoulders. You know what to expect now.” 
  “Certainly, old chap! I say, Wharton, mind you don’t forget your evening clobber! Nugent’s is rather tight for me.” 
  Evidently Bunter did not believe a word of it.  He grinned over the cakes till they were finished, and then rolled away, still grinning. If those beasts fancied they were getting shut of Bunter with a story like that, they were jolly well mistaken!”
  Billy Bunter knew better—at least, he was satisfied that he did. And when the big car came for the Bounder and his party, Billy Bunter was ready to take his place in it, which he did, in the full belief that in two or three hours he would land safe and sound in the millionaire’s mansion in London. 

               THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

                        A Hot Chase! 

“GIVE a fellow room!” grunted Bunter, 
  It was a big car. But eight fellows filled it pretty full; especially as one of the eight was double-width. Billy Bunter liked to have plenty of room in a car. 
  “That’s right,” added Bunter, as the Bounder rose to his feet. “You stand for a bit, old chap, and I shall have enough room.” 
  It was not, however, to give Billy Bunter more room that the Bounder had risen. He was looking through the pane at the back of the car, scanning the road behind. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. looked at him rather curiously. They guessed that Smithy was looking for a pursuer on the road. —
  The car was about ten miles from the school now, on the way to London. The day was clear and fine; but there was a good deal of snow left from a late fall. They heard the Bounder whistle softly, as he looked back. 
  “Sister Anne—sister Anne, do you see anyone coming?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “There’s a blue Napier behind us!” said Smithy. “I’ll jolly soon see whether they’re following” 
  “What rot!” said Billy Bunter. “I say, Smithy, you’re nervy, old chap! I’m with you, you know.” 
  Vernon-Smith looked at Bunter. He refrained from kicking him, however, Bunter was his guest now; though not, perhaps, a fearfully welcome guest.  Even an unwelcome guest could hardly be kicked, earnestly as he might ask for it. 
  He spoke to Mr. Vernon-Smith’s chauffeur, who was driving at a steady twenty, and told him to go all out. The ma+n glanced round at him, apparently not wholly liking the idea of going all out on a slippery road. However, he obeyed, and the car shot into sudden speed. 
  “Ooooogh!” gasped Bunter, as he pitched forward off his seat, and bumped on Bob Cherry’s knee. He scrambled back, gurgling, “Oooogh! I say, stop that, you silly ass! ‘Tain’t safe!” 
  Unheeding the alarmed Owl, Smithy looked back, and the other fellows crowded round him, looking back also. A blue Napier was behind, and the sudden burst of speed almost dropped 
it. But it accelerated immediately, and came shooting on again. 
  In less than a minute it was the same distance behind as it had been when Smithy first noted it. 
  Harry Wharton whistled. 
  “That looks—” he muttered. 
  “The lookfulness is terrific!” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Vernon-Smith snapped to the chauffeur again. Tee car slowed down, and then, with a growl of brakes, came to a stop. The Napier, shooting on like an arrow behind, overtook it, and shot past. As it went by, the juniors stared hard at it. 
  The man who was driving was almost hidden by peaked cap and goggles—it was difficult to tell what he was like. Another man sat in the car—a short, thickset man, with a bull neck but he had a slouched hat pulled down over his face. 
  The blue Napier shot on, and disappeared round a curve in the road ahead. 
  “Gone!” said Frank Nugent. 
  “We shall see!” answered the Bounder. 
  The chauffeur drove on again. They rounded the curve in the road, and at a short distance passed the blue Napier at a halt. The driver had got down and had the bonnet open. 
But if there was anything amiss with the Napier, it was evidently set right very suddenly, for as the schoolboys’ car passed, the Napier’s driver jumped back to his seat, and followed on. 
Once more the blue car hung in the rear of Smithy’s car, at its former distance of about thirty yards. 
  Vernon-Smith breathed hard, and his eyes glistened. It was evident that he was enjoying the thrill of the excitement. 
  “They’re after us!” he said. “That blighter, Zero, came after me last night, in the dorm, and he would have got me, too, if Bunter hadn’t happened to be kept awake by Coker’s pudding—” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy! After a fellow sat up to keep watch over you—” 
  “I dare say he knows that the school breaks up to-day.” went on the Bounder. “Easy enough to find out. He’s been on the watch, and he saw us leave, and followed.” 
  “Looks like it.” said Harry Wharton. “There can’t be much doubt that that Napier is shadowing us. If that is Zero driving, the man’s got a nerve— with the police hunting after him—” 
  “He’s got lots of nerve! I half expected to be followed from the school— and now I’m sure of it. Plenty of lonely stretches of road between here and London—for a hold-up!”
  “Oh, my hat!” ejaculated Nugent. 
  “And now we’re through Lantham, we’re coming to one!” added the Bounder. “We’re all right, for two or three miles on—but after that, I fancy that if we let that chap come up, we shouldn’t shakp him off very easily.” 
  “Rot!” said Bunter. “Don’t you be nprvy, old chap!”
  “You fat, blithering Owl—”
  “Oh, really, Smithy! If that’s the way you talk to a guest you’ve invitpd for Christmks—” 
  The Bounder suppressed his feelings. He stood looking back at the following car. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were looking very grave. 
  There could be little doubt now that the Napier was in pursuit. That meant that it driven by the kidnapper. 
  It could hardly be Count Zero’s object to follow Vernon-Smith to London. Hp could easily have found the millionaire’s house in London, if he liked, without shadowing the junior home from school, and he could know nothing, of course, of the Bounder’s destination being PolpelIy. Obviously it was a “hold-up’ that was intended. 
  The Italian was only waiting till a solitary stretch of road was reached, where interruption was not likely, and now that the juniors had passed Lantham, such a stretch lay ahead of them. 
  Signor Zero, for some reason best known to himself, was determined to obtain possession of Polpelly, which Mr. Vernon-Smith refused to sell, and the juniors knew that he had attempted to kidnap the Bounder, in order to coerce the millionaire by threatening his son’s safety. 
  Mr. Vernon Smith had bought Polpelly years ago, as a “spec,” on the possibility of tin existing there. It was not a great distance from the Cornish tin mines. 
  The count’s eagerness to buy the place had convinced the millionaire that he was after a rich tin mine, and had somehow obtained information that the metal was there. For which reason nothing would have induced Samuel Vernon-Smith to sell. 
  The Bounder inclined to the belief that it was the legend of the sunken Spanish galleon in Polpelly Cove, and its lost chests of doubloons, that caused the count’s interest in the place. 
But whatever his reason might be, there was no doubt that Zero was determined to carry out his plans, and that he would stop at very little. 
  Smithy was grinning back through the window at the pursuing car; but the other fellows could see nothing at which to grin. Excitement was all very well, but they had no chance of   resistance against a desperate kidnapper with an automatic in his hand. 
  “Better have gone by train, I think!” remarked Nugent. 
  “Too late to think of that now!” said Bob. “But---”
  “We’re all right! said the Bounder. “This car can easily do seventy.  We’re letting that blighter keep up—but we’re going to walk away from him as soon as we choose.” 
  “I say, we’re jolly well not going to do seventy!” yelled Billy Bunter, in alarm. “‘Tain’t safe.” 
  “You can get out and walk.” suggested the Bounder.     
   “Beast I” 
  “Better put it on, Smithy!” said Harry. “We’re just on a stretch of road where there isn’t a house for five miles plus, and there’s precious little traffic about.” 
  Vernon-Smith nodded and spoke to the chauffeur. A wayside house, the last building for many miles, flashed by. Now the road ran between high hedges with rolling pasture-land 
stretching on either side. There was not a vehicle to be seen, save the schoolboys’ car, and the blue Napier behind. If Count Zero was looking for a safe spot for a holdup this was it. Harry Wharton & Co. could not help feeling a little uneasy as if they peered back. But the Bounder was grinning. 
  The car leaped into rapid speed. Faster and faster it flew, to an accompaniment of startled squeaks from Billy Bunter. 
  Far behind roared the Napier.  There was hardly any concealment about the pursuit now. The man in the peaked cap and goggles was going all out to overtake the car ahead. 
  He had a good car, too; and he wasa good driver. For several minutes he hung on, keeping pace with the big Rolls as it rushed. But the Bounder’s car was faster, and the distance widened.  
 “Ow! Wow!” gasped Bunter. “Stop! Slow down! We shall all be killed! Suppose we got a skid! Stop, you beasts! Lemme gerrout! Oh crikey!” 
  The Rolls roared on. 
  The Bounder’s eyes were dancing, he was in his element now. They were doing a good sixty—on a slippery road. The eIement of danger was certainly not left out! Harry Wharton & Co. had plenty of pluck, but they did not share the utter recklessness of the Bounder.  Hedges and trees streamed by, melting into one another in the wild speed. 
  Fast behind came the Napier, but dropping off. Foot by foot, almost inch by inch, the space between the cars widened. 
  The Bounder laughed gleefully. “1 knew we could beat him!” he chuckled. “All serene, old beans! We’re all right!”
  “If we don’t shoot off the road and land on our necks in a field!” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “Yaroooh!” 
  “My hat!  We’re moving!” gasped Bob Cherry, as a staring cyclist appeared for a split second and vanished.
  “The movefulness is terrific.” 
  “Stop!” yelled Bunter. “You silly asses there ain’t any danger—we ain’t being followed, and if we are I’ll protect you! I say—” 
  Bang! 
 “That a tyre?” gasped Bob. They stared back. The sudden bang had come from the Napier. A burst tyre at that speed would have stopped Count Zero’s pursuit effectually—and probably for ever! 
  It was not a tyre. 
  Bang! 
  “He’s shooting!” yelled Nugent. There was a crash of a bullet on the back of the schoolboys’ car! Even the Bounder ceased to grin.  He had not counted on such desperate measures as that, 
  He set his teeth. 
 “By gad! He’s shooting at the wheels!” he breathed. “If he gets a tyre—oh crumbs!” 
  Bang! roared the automatic again. The bullet barely missed a whirling wheel. The juniors caught their breath. 
  They were dropping the Napier fast. Count Zero had no chance of running them down, and the solitary stretch of road was disappearing at dizzy speed. He had one chance of getting them— stopping them with a burst tyre—and such a stoppage meant that the car would go headlong at such a speed— the deperado was risking the life of every fellow in the car. 
  “Stop!” shrieked Bunter. 
  But nobody else thought of stopping. It was neck or nothing now—and they went through with it. Good shooting was not easy in the circumstances, and they hoped for the best. 
  Bang!” 
  Then the Rolls rocked round a curve, and the Napier disappeared. 
  A couple of minutes later they slowed, coming into a village. Beyond, they picked up speed again. But they looked back, without seeing anything more of the Napier. There were houses along the road, and a town ahead. Count Zero had lost his chance. 
  “Chucked it!” said Bob Cherry, in great relief, “By gum!” A little excitement like that goes a long way, Smithy!”
  “Oh dear!” gasped Bunter.  “I shall be jolly glad when we got to London!” Oh crikey!”
  Vernon-Smith looked back a good many times as the Rolls ate up the miles. But the Napier was not seen again, and the Bounder’s companions, at least, were glad that they were done with it. 
  Under a frosty, steely sky, the car was a threading into the London traffic at last. 
  “I say, this ain’t the way, Smithy!” squeaked Billy Bunter, blinking out through his big spectacles. “I say, that silly ass is heading for Waterloo. What’s he heading for Waterloo for ?” 
  “Train to Devonshire, fathead!”
  “Oh, don’t be a silly ass!” hooted Bunter. “Look here, Smithy, stop trying to pull my leg! I want some grub!”
  “You’ll get some grub on the train—restaurant car!”
  “Yah!”
  Even yet Billy Bunter was not to be convinced. Even when the party stopped at the station and their baggage wac carried in by the porters, the fat Owl still seemed to have the impression that Vernon-Smith was trying to pull his fat leg, and keeping it up till the latest possible moment. 
  Even when they took their places in the train the fat junior stood blinking at them through his big spectacles, with an unbelieving blink.  “I say, you fellows——” he howled. 
  “Coming?” called out the Bounder, with a chuckle. 
  Bunter came! 
  He was puzzled, perplexed, and annoyed. But there was a comfort in the restaurant car! In that car, Bunter found solid comfort—lots of it, and very solid!

               THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                The Phantom ot Polpelly! 

JOHN REDWING lifted his head from his pillow, and listened. The old house in the coomb was full of sounds at night. More than half of the ancient building was in dismantled ruins—broken old stone walls, shattered slates, routing hulks of old timber. But the old oak hall, and the adjacent rooms, were intact, and since Tom’s father had been there, great log fires had roared in every available fireplace to dispel damp. All through the dark winter nights the fires were banked up with logs, and a pleasant warmth spread through the old mansion.
  Down the coomb, where Polpelly House gave anchorage from the wild Atlantic, the breakers roared. Even in calm, summer weather, Polpelly House echoed incessantly with the sound. of the sea. In the winter, the boom came loud and heavy on the gigantic rocks that fronted the ocean. But the sailorman’s ears were so accustomed to the sound that he hardly noticed it. 
  Through old stone passage is the wind whistled, and every now and then some stone or slate would be dislodged and come rattling down. Ancient oak wainscots creaked, rusty hinges growled, windows groaned. To all those sounds John had grown used in the days he had spent at Polpelly, waiting for his son to arrive with his Greyfriars friends.
  They were due on the morrow.  He had heard from Tom that the party were coming straight down to Devonshire when the school broke up, and passing a night at Barnstaple, where they left the railway. Some time in the frosty morning they would arrive. 
  All was ready for them. Mr. Vernon-Smith, surprised and rather amused by his son’s fancy for spending the Christmas holidays at Polpelly, had telephoned lavish orders to local tradesmen, and John Redwing had opened his eyes wide at the stacks and stacks of surprise that came in from Pilverton, six miles inland—the nearest town. Every day country carts had laboured down the rough road that ran along the top of the cliffs. But no cart could come quite near Polpelly Honse. 
  Built on the steep side of the coomb, on vast, ancient foundations of stone, the house was approached by steps from the path; old cracked mossy stone steps cut in the side of the coomb. Past the steps, the path wind on down the coomb to the cove and the sea—and on either side of the deep coomb, vast cliffs rose against the sky. Except where it opened from the Atlantic, the cove was shut in by high rocks, honeycombed with caves—some high and dry, others flooded by the tides. 
  Level ground there was little. It was hardly possible to take a dozen steps anywhere without stepping up or stepping down. 
  John Redwing liked the place. It was rather like his old hone at Hawkscliff on the Kent coast, only on a scale a dozen times larger, wilder, and more rugged. The sailorman, home from sea for Christmas was quite satisfied with his quarters, and he had no doubt that Tom would like it, but he was rather puzzled by a wealthy fellow like Herbert Vernon-Smith coming there for the holidays. 
  It was lonely enough. The Polpelly estate extended many miles inland, wild and desolate moorland, now sheeted with snow. No other habitation was in sight—not even the smoke of one. Except for the tradesmen’s carts coming and going, John saw nobody there but old Dan’l—Daniel Heard, deaf as a post, who had lived for years in the old house as caretaker. Old Dan’l talked little and heard less, and John exchanged few words with him. Old Dan’l could cook ——he had been a ship’s cook in his younger days—and he was civil and obliging, but his remarks were generally limited to “Hey?”—or a grunt. 
  John Redwing was a sound sleeper; he had slept in a hammock in a gale by the Horn, in his time. The roar of the breakers down the coomb did not disturb his slumbers, or the clatter of the December wind among the ruins of the dismantled wing of the old house. But he had awakened now and he sat up, listening intently, 
  He occupied one of the rooms opening of the great hall, a vast apartment, with walls of oak almost black with age. The deep, old windows had wooden shutters, every one of which creaked and groaned in the winter wind. 
  His door was open, letting in a glow from the fire that burned in the vast ancient fireplace in the hall. From the fire a glimmer of light showed the doorway, and on the doorway John’s eyes fixed. 
  Something had awakened him—he felt as if a hand had touched him in his slumber. But that surely was impossible. There was no one else in the house but old Dan’l, fast asleep in his room at the end of a passage; and old Dan’l was certainly not the man to wander about at night. Old Dan’l never opened his eyes when they were closed till dawn and it fell to the sailorman to see that fresh logs were added to the fires to keep them burning. Yet John Redwing had a strange feeling that a hand had touched his brow as he slept, and he awoke startled. Now, sitting up on the camp-bed, he stared at the open doorway of the hall into the dim glow of the firelight beyond—and wondered if he was dreaming. 
  A figure stood there. 
  It was not old Dan’l; it was nothing like the stumpy old man whose mahogany face was covered to the eyes by shaggy beard and whiskers, it was such a figure as John had never seen before, except in pictures. There was such a picture, dim with age, on the wall in the hall of the dead-and-gone sea-captain Squire of Polpelly! 
  The figure was clad in doublet and trunk hose, with high sea-boots to the thigh. A short cloak was flung over the shoulder; a helmet was on the head. The right-hand rested on the hip; the left on the pommel of a sword. The face, with the pointed beard and the moustache of Tudor times, was ghastly in its pallor—like the face of the dead. And it was the face of the portrait! 
  From the dead whiteness of the face the eyes gleamed and glittered, catching the gleam of the firelight. 
  Not a sound came from the strange figure. It stood there motionless, silent, the glittering eyes fixed on the startled sailorman. As the fire died down, it almost vanished in shadows; then, as the flame leaped up, it was thrown into bold relief. 
  Sitting in the bed, John Redwing gazed at it, passed his hand across his eyes, and gazed again. He was dreaming—surely he was dreaming?—that the old Squire of Polpelly had stepped down from the dingy gilt frame of his portrait in the hall. But the figure was still there—it had not moved. 
  In the days that he had spent at Polpelly, getting ready for the arrival of the Greyfriarse party, John had heard a good deal about the phantom of the old squire of Elizabeth’s time. He had paid more than one visit to the fishing village round the cliff, a mile from Polpelly; and in the village of Crewey everyone knew of the phantom and some, indeed, had seen it. On dark nights—or, at all events, fancied that they had. Except old Dan’l, who was glad of a snug port to anchor in, in his old age, and who gave no heed to any spirits except those contained in a black bottle, not a man in the neighbourhood would willingly have passed a night under the roof of Polpelly 
  John Redwing was not without his share of a sailorman’s superstition. But he had given little attention to the story of the ghost; he had been too busy with more material matters since he had been there. Now he sat up in his bed, staring at the figure with his eyes starting and the blood running cold to his heart. 
  A long, long minute passed. Still thinking, or hoping, that it was a wild fancy, John Redwing gazed, and gazed, expecting the apparition to disappear. But it remained there in the doorway, fixed and motionless, the dead white face staring at him. 
  “Douse my deadlights!” muttered the sailorman faintly. 
  Was it trickery? But who in that lonely place could be playing such a prank? How could anyone have gained admittance to the house? Every window was shuttered; every door was shut and bolted. John Redwing was a brave man, but he sat as if in a spell— petrified, frozen. 
  The figure stirred at last. It moved without a sound, and passed from the doorway. Only the low red glow of the firelight met John’s eyes as he stared. 
  The spell was broken! He leaped from his bed, hurriedly threw on a coat, and grasped an oaken cudgel. With his teeth set, he stepped swiftly through the doorway into the firelit hall. 
The figure was still in sight. It was passing slowly through another doorway that gave way on a stone passage. Dim, but visible, he saw it in the glimmering firelight. 
  The chill of dread of the unknown, the unearthly, was still on the sailorman. But, with set teeth, the oaken cudgel gripped in his hand, he strode across the floor towards the phantom figure. It passed from sight into the dark passage beyond. 
  That passage led to the ruined wing of the house. But it was closed by a massive door, bolted and barred. That door, John knew, could not be open, or the wind would have been howling in. There was no other way out. If this phantom figure was a trickster, he had him cornered. 
  The stone passage was dark.  He picked up an ancient candlestick, and lighted the candle at the fire. 
  With the candlestick held high in his left hand, the cudgel gripped in his right, John Redwing followed through the arched doorway into the old dark passage. 
  For a second he had a glimpse of the phantom figure, fleeing in the flickering candlelight. Then it vanished. 
  His heart beat in great thumps. But with iron resolution he strode down the stone passage to the massive door at the end. It was still closed. It was barred and bolted on the inside, as he had left it, 
  The candle shook and flickered in his hand as he stared round him. The stone passage was empty—but for himself. He was alone—the phantom had disappeared! The sweat ran down the sailorman’s bronzed face. His step was little uncertain as he stepped hack into the firelit hall. 
  Outside, the wild December wind wailed; the boom of the Atlantic breakers came echoing up the rugged coomb. John Redwing set the candlestick on the huge old mantelpiece, and with a hand that shook, piled logs on the fire. He did not return to his bed. The winter dawn, creeping over the snowy moorland, and glimmering down into the coomb, found him still wake delete backspace ful and watching. 
            THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

               In Glorious Devon! 

“FAR?”  asked Billy Bunter. 
  “About thirty miles as the crow flies.” answered the Bounder. “Only we shan’t fly 
like the jolly old crow.  It’s fifty or sixty by road!”
  “Well, we shall get in all right for lunch,” said Bunter. “No hurry!” 
  “Leave here at nine.” said Smithy. 
  “I shan’t have finished brekker by then!” 
  “We leave at nine, all the same!”
  “Beast!”
  It was quite a cheery party that gathered to breakfast at the Barum Hotel. The morning was clear and frosty, with a bright sunshine, and all the Greyfriars fellows were in good spirits. Bunter did not like turning out early—he called eight early—but an extensive and substantial, breakfast rewarded him for making the effort. 
  From Barnstaple the party were going on by car, which was ordered for nine; but as Bunter, by a quarter to nine, had eaten only enough for three fellows, it hardly looked as if he would be finished on time. 
  He bucked up, parking foodstuffs at a great rate. The fat Owl had been surprised and perturbed by the raihway journey into the West.  He had been astonished to find himself in Barnstaple. He had to realise that the party were not going to fix their quarters in  . 
But he had worked it out to his satisfaction that the location was going to be one of Mr. Vernon-Smith’s country houses, of which the millionaire had at least five or six. A country house Christmas was all right—Bunter was disposed to be satisfied with the prospect. He would have preferred the theatres and pantomimes of London; still, he was going to have a good time in the well-appointed  country house of a millionaire. He still refused to believe that the party were really heading for such a place as had been described to him in Study No. 4 at Greyfriars. That, in Bunter’s opinion, was absolute rot—merely a yarn to make him fed-up! Smithy had spun him that yarn in return for the snowball in Study No. 1—so Bunter considered. The astute Owl was not to be taken in so easily as all that! 
  Sharp at nine the Greyfriars party went out to the car. Bunter was not finished, but he followed the other fellows. He had a suspicion that the party would not have mourned deeply if he had been left behind. Which would, have left Bunter in a difficulty; for he did not know the address of the country house for which he supposed Smithy was heading. 
  “What’s the place called, Smithy?” he asked, as the car, packed with cheery schoolboys, rolled out of Barnstaple. 
  “I’ve told you a dozen times, fathead —Polpelly!” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—I’m getting a bit sick of that yarn!” said the Owl of the Remove peevishly. “I say, is your father there?” 
  “No fear!” The Bounder laughed at the idea of the millionaire camping for Christmas at Polpelly. “Redwing’s father is, though!”
  “Gammon!” snapped Bunter. “A tough old tarry-breeks of a sailorman at a country house party—rats!” 
  “You can kick him out of the car, Reddy, if you like!” said Vernon-Smith. “As he’s my guest, I feel bound not to kick him; and I’m going to stick to that as long as I can. But any other fellow here is welcome to kick him as far as Land’s End, if so disposed!” 
  “Let’s” said Bob Cherry. 
  “I don’t mind the fat ass!” said Redwing. “But don’t be uncivil when you meet my father, Bunter, or I certainly shall kick you.” 
  “I say, you fellows, is old Redwing really there?” asked Bunter blinking round it the junirs through his big spectacles. 
  “Mr. Redwing is really there, you fat frump!” said Harry Wharton. “He’s been there for days getting ready for us.”
  “I suppose the servants have the place ready, haven’t they?” demanded Bunter. “What about the staff of servants, Smithy?” 
  “The staff of servants consists of one deaf old sportsman named Daniel Heard!” grinned the Bounder. “He was a ship’s cook once, and can cook—but he will do precious little else. We shall make our own beds—” 
  “What?” gasped Bunter. 
  “And wash our own necks!” said Bob Cherry. “You won’t, of course—you never do!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “You beasts—trying to pull my leg!” gasped Bunter. “I know I jolly well wouldn’t make a bed—” 
  “Any more than you would wash your neck?”
  “Beast!”
  Billy Bunter frowned over his spectacles, as he blinked out of the car at a glorious Devon. He still did not believe in Polpelly—but he was beginning to feel uneasy. 
  Miles glided fast under the rolling wheels; and all the fellows were feeling eager. They had glimpses every now and then of the vast Atlantic, stretching wide and blue under the wintry sunshine to the infinity of the west. Roads gave place to deep, steep lanes; and the pace slackened. There was plenty of mud, and there was snow banked in the hedges and trees. The car ran at last across a wide expanse of moorland, beyond which the line of cliffs barred the blue of the sea. 
  “Getting near it?” asked Frank Nugent. 
  “Only a few miles now.” said Vernon. Smith. “This moor is part of the Polpelly estate. There’s said to be tin in the earth here—the pater’s going to develop it some day—if any!” That’s what he thinks our spaghetti friend is after in wanting to buy the place.” 
  “Ten to one on the jolly old galleon!” said Bob. 
  “Rot!” said Bunter. “How could an Italian know anything about a galleon?” 
  “It was an Italian ship in the Spanish Armada, called the San Pietro!” answered Vernon-Smith. “The squire of Polpelly sailed with Drake, and helped to beat the Armada. He captured tho San Pietro, and brought it home to Polpelly Cove! It’s sunk there somewhere; with yards and yards of doubloons on board! So they say, anyhow.” 
  “Bosh!” said Bunter. 
  “And the jolly old squire lost the doubloons, and his ghost is still hunting for them!” said Bob. “All we’ve got to do is to spot the giddy doubloóns, and the poor old spook will get a rest. He must need it, after rooting about for three hundred and fifty years!”
  “Rubbish!” said Bunter. 
  “And there’s caves that the smugglers used to use.” said the Bounder. “The old Squires of Polpelly were all smugglers, I believe. The family petered out about fifty years ago, and the place has gone to rack and ruin since. Hallo! Is that it?” 
  The car came to a halt, and the Barnstaple driver looked round at his passengers. 
  “Polpelly, sir!” he said. “Can’t get the car nearer.” 
  “Far to walk?” asked Vernon-Smith.
  “The house is about a quarter of a mile from the road, sir, down the coomb” answered the driver. “Trades-men’s carts get part of the way, I think. But everything has to carried the last bit.” 
  “I say, you fellows---” 
  “Hop out, Bunter!” 
  “Look here, what are we stopping here for?” demanded Bunter peevishly. “We can see scenery any time, if that’s what you want. We don’t want to be late in for lunch.” 
  “Isn’t hh a jolly old doubting Thomas?” chuckled Bob. “Leave him sitting in the car till he gets it into his fat head that we’re really going to Polpelly.” 
  From the road a steep path led into the coomb, deep and green, with ridges of snow on the rugged slopes of its sides. Far away smoke could be seen rising against the sky, doubtless from the ancient chimneys of Polpelly House. But from the road the house itself could not be seen. 
  Baggage was landed by the roadside to be fetched down later. Each of the Greyfriars fellows picked up his own suitcase. Tho crowds of menials in Bunter’s imagination had no existence outside that fat imagination; but that did not worry the juniors very much, they were prepared to look after themselves. 
  Bunter sat in the car, blinking at them. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he squeaked, as Herbert Vernon-Smith, paying him no further attention, started to walk down the path into the coomb. 
  “Come on, Bunter!” said Redwing good-naturedly. 
  “If you’re going wandering about I’ll wait in the car!” snorted Bunter. “But look here, don’t be long—see?” 
  “We’re not coming back to the car, fathead!” hooted Johnny Bull. “The car’s going back to Barnstaple.” 
  “Yah!”
  “If you sit there, Bunter, you’ll go back to Barnstaple, too!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. “Better hop out!” 
  “Beast!”
  “Well, please yourelf, old fat man!” And the captain of the Remove followed Vernon-Smith. 
  “My esteemed idiotic Bunter— murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Rats to you!” snorted Bunter. 
  Hurree Singh grinned a dusky grin and followed the other fellows. Carrying their suitcases, and leaving a little pile of luggage by the roadside, the juniors walked away—leaving Bunter sitting in the car in solitary state. The fat Owl breathed wrath. 
  The Barnstaple driver, apparently puzzled by Bunter’s antics, came to the door of the car, touching his cap. 
  “You going back to Barun, sir?” he asked. 
  “What the dickens do you mean?” yapped Bunter. “What’s Barum?” 
  “Barnstaple, sir.” 
  “If you mean Barnstaple why the thump can’t you say Barnstaple?” snapped Bunter. “I’m waiting here till those beasts come back.” 
  The Devonshire man looked at him. 
  “They’re not coming back, sir! They’re going down to Polpelly.” 
  “Rot!”
  “Well, the car’s going back!” said the driver. “I suppose you can stay in it if you like! No business of mine.” 
  He took his seat and backed and turned the car. Billy Bunter blinked at him, and blinked round at the line of boyish figures going down the coomb. At long, long last conviction was borne in on the mind of the Owl of the Remove. He squeaked angrily. 
  “Here! Stop! Lemme get out!”
  Bunter got out. He stood frowning--- and the car started off across the moor on its return to distant Barnstaple. 
  “Beasts!” gasped Bunter. 
  He did not pick up his bag. Bunter did not believe in carrying his own luggage. Leaving it with the other left luggage by the roadside, be started in pursuit of the Greyfriars fellows, and followed them down into the coomb. 

            THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 


              The Haunted House! 


“AHOY!” roared Bob Cherry. 
  John Redwing stood in the old stone gateway of Polpelly House. He looked down at the 
juniors and waved his hand. 
  The path ran along the bottom of the coomb. Polpelly house stood high above it. Huge steps cut in the earth, each of them about fifteen feet by nine or ten, led up to the old gateway. They had been paved with stone in far-off days, but the stone was cracked and broken in many places and thick with mud and moss.  Behind the house rose the steep side of the coomb. 
  The Greyfriars fellows looked up at the house with great interest. Beyond it the coomb ran for a quarter of a mile to the sea. 
  The end, walled with gigantic cliffs, was like an open doorway on the shining Atlantic. A sheltered cove extended some little distance in from the sea. 
  John Redwing came down the stoop steps and met the party at the foot. 
  “Expecting us this morning, father?” asked Tom Redwing, with a bright smile.
  “Ay, ay, Tom!” answered the sailorman. 
  He shook hands with the party one after another. He had met all the schoolboys before, and they all liked and respected Tom’s father. It seemed to them that there was a cloud of troubled 
thought on his bronzed face. But his manner was cheerful. 
  “Made yourself comfortable here, Mr. Redwing?” asked Vernon-Smith, as he shook the sailorman’s horny hand. 
  “Ay, ay, sir!” answered John. “It’s a lonely place—lonelier than Hawkscliff, I reckon, but that don’t worry me. But I’m surprised at you young gentlemen liking it for a holiday.” 
  “We’re going to have a ripping time here,” said the Bounder. ‘We may all be rolling in wealth by the end of the hols.” 
  “How’s that, sir?” asked John, in astonishment 
  “You haven’t seen anything of a sunken galleon while you’ve been here?” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  John Redwing grinned 
  “Oh, that!” ho said. “No, sir; but if a galleon went down in the cove, in the reign of Elizabeth, there want be much left for any man to see. It must have broken up hundreds of years ago.” 
  “Um!” said Bob. “I suppose it must have. No chance of seeing the masts sticking up at low water, what ?”
  “Not much, sir!” chuckled John. 
  “The muchfulness will probably not be terrific!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “But the esteemed doubloons will not have broken up. If any!” he added, with a cheery, dusky grin. 
  “Well, a lot of the ships in the Armada had treasure on board.” said Harry Wharton. “But even if we don’t find the doubloon, we may spot the ghost!” 
  “Seen anything of the spook, Mr. Redwing?” asked Nugent, laughing. 
  John Redwing gave a start. The expression that came over his bronzed face made the juniors exchanged curious glances. 
  “I’d rather not speak of that, sir!” said John abruptly. “But—but if you boys took my advice, you’d turn your backs on this old place.” 
  “We’ll watch it!” grinned the Bounder. “Come on, you men! Where’s Bunter?” 
  “I believe he stayed in the car.” said Harry. “May have gone back to Barnstaple in it.” 
  “Too much luck!” said Smithy, shaking his head. “Anyhow, let’s get in. I’m rather keen to give the old show the once-over.” 
  “Same here.” 
  “The samefulness is terrific.” 
  The juniors tramped up the mossy old steps to the gateway. John followed in silence. Tom Redwing cast a rather unquiet glance every now and then, at his father. It was easy for him to see that something had happened at Polpelly which had disturbed the sailorman, and of which he was unwilling to speak. But he asked no questions.
  Within the gateway was an extensive courtyard, on which the mansion fronted. There was a high, arched stone porch, and, within, the great door stood wide. 
  The juniors tramped in, and dumped down their bags on the oaken floor. They looked round them with the keenest interest. Deep windows let in the sunlight, and in the great fireplace, which almost filled the upper end of the hall, a gigantic log fire burned and blazed. 
  Old oak settles were round the hall; there was a great table of ancient mahogany; dim old pictures on the walls, and trophies of weapons and armour. The old house was as it had been left by the last of the Polpelly family, and it looked as if the old squire had made few changes in its appointments since Tudor times. 
  “Topping old show!” declared Bob enthusiastically. 
  “The topfulness his terrific!”
  “If there was such a thing as a giddy ghost, this is the very place for it!” remarked frank Nugent. 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  “The jolly old ghost ought to show up, to give us a welcome, really” remarked Bob Cherry.     
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” Bob gave a cheery roar, which echoed like thunder through the old hall. “Ghost at home? What ?“ 
  “Fathead!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. “Why—what—what—” 
  He broke off, with a sudden jump.
  “What the dooce——” gasped the Bounder. 
  As the echo of Bob Cherry’s roar died away a sound came through the silence of the old house. It was a groan! 
  Whence it came the juniors could not tell. But every one of them heard it, and gave a start, and stared quickly round. 
  John Redwing caught his breath, and his bronzed face paled a little.  This strange, eerie sound died away. There was deep silence. 
  “What the thump---” muttered Johnny Bull. “You fellows heard that? Was it the wind?” 
  “The wind makes queer sounds in the nooks and crannies of an old place like this.” said Harry Wharton; but his voice was involuntarily hushed as he spoke. 
  “That wasn’t the wind!” said Vernon-Smith.  His brows knitted, and his eyes gleamed. “ It’s some fool pulling our leg!  Who’s here, Mr. Redwing?” 
  “Only old Dan’l, sir.” 
  “Then old Dan’l is a practical joker, and I’ll give him a tip not to play his jokes off on us!” said the Bounder savagely. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Is that the sportsman?” asked Bob, as a figure appeared at a doorway in the old oak wall. 
   It was that of an old man, with a wooden leg, and a face so covered by 
 shaggy beard and whiskers that it was difficult to make out his features. 
  “That’s Dan’l Heard, SIr,” said John. 
  The old ship’s cook advanced into the hall, touching his forelock, and ducking his head to the visitors. The Bounder rode towards him.. That the groan that had answered Bob’s thoughtless hail to the ghost was a piece of trickery, the Bounder had no doubt; and as old Dan’L was the only man about the place, he was sure that he had no farther to look for the trickster. 
  “Look here, my man,” rapped the Bounder, “you may be a funny merchant, but you’re not here to play tricks, see?” 
  “Hey?” said the old cook. He put his hand to his ear. “Ay, ay, sir! It’s cold weather, and going to blow.” 
  “Can’t you hear me?” roared the Bounder. 
  “Hey?” 
  “He’s deaf, Sir.” said John. 
  “I know he’s deaf,” growled Vernon-Smith; “but deaf or not, he’s not going to play idiotic tricks on us!”
  “I don’t think he did, sir!” said John Redwing mildly. 
  “Who did, then?” snapped Vernon-Smith. “Somebody did!” 
  John Redwing did not answer that question. But Tom noticed that he gave a quick, uneasy glance about him—listening, as if in expectation, or fear, of hearing a repetition of the strange, unearthly sound that had startled the visitors. But the sound was not repeated. 
  “Look here, you old ass—” exclaimed the Bounder, with an angry stare at Dan’l’s bearded visage. 
  “Hey?”
  “If you play any more silly tricks—”
  “Ay, ay, sir, you’ll be hungry, and I’ll have it ready in a jiff!” said the ship’s cook; and, touching his forelock again, ho went back down the passage to the kitchen. 
  “That old bean doesn’t look much like a practical joker, Smithy.” remarked Harry Wharton. “I don’t think he was pulling our leg.” 
  “Who, then?” snapped the Bounder. 
  “I give that one up! Perhaps it was the wind, after all—” 
  ‘It wasn’t!” 
  Wharton made no rejoinder to that. The Bounder was annoyed and angry, and it was judicious to allow the subject to drop. 
  And dropped it was; and the Greyfriars fellows scattered over the old house, exploring it from end to end with great keenness, and soon forgot the incident. 
—— 
            THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                          Unseen! 

“BEASTS!” mumbled Billy Bunter. Bunter was tired, 
  Having covered half the quarter of a mile from the upper road down to Polpelly House, Bunter, naturally, was tired. 
  Undoubtedly it was rather rough going. At a short distance from the road the ground dipped abruptly into the comb. The path was rugged and broken, slippery in places with snow, and strewn with stones. It looked as if about a century had passed since that path had received any attention, and wind and weather had not improved it in that span of time. 
  Billy Bunter slipped on patches of snow, stumbled on stones, lurched over rugged dips—puffed and blew and felt more and more deeply injured every moment.
  This, it seemed, was the show to which he had been asked for the Christmas hols, or to which, to put it more accurately, he had asked himself! 
  It was no leg-pull, after all—it was true! That ass, Smithy, who could have passed the holidays in a millionaire’s mansion in the West End of London, had come to this awful place apparently just to annoy Bunter! There no doubt that Bunter was annoyed! 
  He was tempted to throw up the whole thing and clear off. But the car had gone back to Barnstaple now, and there was, so far as Bunter could see, no other means of transport, and he was getting hungry! The beasts had interrupted his breakfast at Barnstaple before he had eaten enough for six. 
  He plugged on, angry and irritated and full of deep grievance.  Then he stopped to rest. 
  There was a little stone lodge in the opening of the coomb. It was more than half in ruins. There was no door in the old stone doorway; fragments of mouldy shutters hung from the windows; half the roof lay piled in the interior, 
  So steep was the coomb that the building was half-sunk in the earth, which had been excavated for it. The roof, at the back, almost touched the abrupt slope behind. Dismal and dismantled as it looked Bunter rolled into the doorway, looking for something to sit down on. He did not want to sit down to rest on damp earth—and he had to sit down. 
  There was a worn stone seat by the doorway, and the fat junior plumped down into it. It was a relief to sit down, at all events, and rest his fat little legs after the scramble down the rugged path. 
  “Beasts!” repeated Bunter. 
  Sitting there, blinking through his spectacles, he could see the opposite side of the coomb, rising steep to the sky. It was thick with frozen thickets and bracken, glimmering with frost in the wintry sun. Polpelly House was not yet in sight, and Billy Bunter felt as solitary and deserted as Robinson Crusoe on his island. 
  The other fellows had reached Polpelly long since, but Bunter was in no hurry to get in. There was no occasion for hurry—unless he had been assured that a meal would be ready! 
  “Putrid place!” murmured Bunter. “Absolutely rotten! I jolly well shan’t stick here! Beasts!” 
  He had rested for about ten minutes, and was beginning to think of resuming the weary scramble down the coomb, when there was a sound in the little building behind him. 
He blinked round. 
  It had not occurred to him when he stopped there, that there might be anyone on the spot. The lodge evidently belonged to Polpelly House, and had no doubt been occupied by a lodge-keeper in the days of the ancient squires of Polpelly; but clearly it was a century, at least, since the place could have been inhabited. 
  But someone was there among the masses of fallen wall that filled almost the whole of the interior, overgrown with ivy and moss and frosty, creeping plants. 
  Bunter distinctly heard a movement, and he blinked round curiously. One of those silly asses exploring the place, he supposed—they were just the sort of fatheads to root about a frozen ruin on a cold day!
  In the shadowy interior, he caught a glimpse of a moving form. A low, startled exclamation, instantly cut short, came to his ears. But the form, whatever it was, backed into cover instantly, before he had fairly seen it. 
  Bunter snorted. 
  “You silly ass!” I saw you! I jolly well know you’re there!  Is that you, Bob Cherry, you fathead?  ”
  No reply. 
  “Is it you, Smithy, you beast?” 
  There was no answer. Bunter snorted again. He had no doubt that one of the fellows had stoppcd there to explore the old ruined lodge, and, having spotted him, was trying to pull his fat leg. 
  “Think I don’t know you’re there, you silly ass?” hooted Bunter. “Can’t you show yourself, you dummy? Yah!” 
  He stood in the old doorway, blinking into the building.  He knew that some one was there; there was no doubt in his fat mind about that. Who could it be but one of the juniors playing tricks on him? 
  Bunter’s eyes gleamed behind his big spectacles. 
  He stepped back and gathered ub a double handful of snow, where the wind had banked it up thickly against the old stone wall. Having kneaded a snowball he stepped into the lodge. If a silly ass was hiding there to startle him Bunter was going to startle that silly ass, instead—with a sudden snowball! 
  He tramped into the lodge, picking his way among the piled rubble, his eyes wide open behind his spectacles for the hidden practical joker. 
  Stumbling over broken, slippery slates, the fat junior lurched and fell on his knees. 
  There was a sudden sound of movement. 
  Before the Owl of Greyfriars could rise, or even turn his head, a sudden grasp was laid on the back of his neck. 
  He squeaked wildly. 
  That iron grasp forced him down, and his fat face was pressed into the snow and mud among the shattered slates. 
  “Urrrrrgh!” gurgled Bunter. 
  He felt a knee grinding into the back of his overcoat. He spluttered in mud and snow. 
  “Wurrgh! Beast! Leggo!” gasped Bunter. “Lemme gerrup, you rotter! Bob Cherry, you beast— Yaroooogh! Urrrggh!”
  Suddenly he was released. 
  He rolled and squirmed, and sat up, dizzily, setting his muddy spectacles straight on a muddy nose. 
  “Urrgh! Beast! Wurrgh!” gurgled Bunter. 
  From outside the lodge came a sound of rapid running feet! Whoever it was that had downed Bunter had dodged out and fled, unseen, while the fat junior’s face was still in the mud. 
  The running footsteps died away in a few seconds. Billy Bunter staggered up. He was gasping with fury. 
  “Beast!” he roared. 
  He wiped his spectacles and set them on his nose again. Then he rolled to the doorway and blinked out. 
  No one was in sight.
  His unseen assailant had vanished swiftly.  Billy Bunter looked this way and that way, like Moses of old; but there was no man! 
  “Beast!” he howled. 
  One of the fellows, of course, had lurked in the lodge and played that rotten joke on him!” Bunter had no doubt of that! 
  With a fat face crimson with wrath and considerably spotted with mud, he rolled out of the old stone lodge, and resumed his tramp down the coomb. No doubt the beast had rejoined the other fellows by that time, and they were all chuckling over the joke on Bunter!
  The fat Owl’s only consolation was the prospect of telling them what he thought of them—which he was going to do, with emphasis, as soon as he arrived at Polpelly. 
            THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 


               The Name In the Oak! 


“HALLO, hallo, hallo!” roared Bob Cherry, “Look here!”
  “Look!”
  The Greyfriars fellows were scattered over the old mansion, exploring.  From the ancient kitchen, where a goose turned on the spit before a roaring fire, tended by the old ship’s cook, came an appetising scent. 
  John Redwing was piling logs on the feres, Tom lending a hand. But the other fellows were exploring, scattering about musty, ancient rooms, some of them open to the sky; along passages and broken staircases that seemed to lead to nowhere in particular. 
  Of the upper rooms, only one was quite intact, approached by a stone stair with walls oak panelled, from the hall. It was a large apartment, and had, doubtless been the state bed-room of the old mansion. It was in that room that Bob was rooting about when his startled yell announced a discovery. 
  There was an immense fireplacc in the room, in which a fire roared and crackled. Eight beds stood in a row— looking rather like the old dormitory at Greyfriars. There was room in the vas apartment for three or four timps as many. Beds and bedding were new— specially sent in by the orders of Mr. Vernon-Smith, and there were other things fresh from the shops at Pilverton, giving a modern touch to the ancient room. But the original furniture was still there—old, and massive, and rather mouldy. 
  The roaring fire, which had been burning ever since Tom’s father had taken control, warmed the room thoroughly, dispelling ancient damps. Bob had stopped at the fire, stretching out his hands to the warmth, when his eyes suddenly fixed on the ancient oak mantelpiece, and he jumped. 
  There was a clattering of feet on stairs and passages as the other fellows arrived. They crowded in eagerly. 
  “Spotted the ghost?” exclaimed Nugent. 
  “Found the doubloons?” asked Johnny Bull. 
  “What the dickens—” demanded the Bounder. 
  Bob’s eyes were flashing with excitement.  His finger pointed to the old black oak beside the fireplace. 
  “Look!” he yelled. 
  The juniors looked—and jumped! Deeply carved in the old oak was the strange inscription: 
              “MARCO ZERO, 
                       1589” 
  “Zero!” exclaimed the Bounder blankly. 
  “Fifteen-eighty-nine!” murmured Harry Wharton blankly. “That was the year after the Armada !” 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith bent his head close to the carved letters. There was little light from the deep old windows, thick with the dust of ages. He kicked the fire into a brighter blaze and scanned the oak. 
  Evidently it was long, long since those letters had been cut, by a knife long since gone to rust. Hundreds of years ago someone—who ?—had carved the name of “Zero” in the oak—the name of the Italian who had attempted to kidnap the Bounder at Greyfriars School. 
  “Zero!” repeated Vernon Smith, almost dazedly. “That blighter’s name!  How the dooce—” 
  “One of his giddy ancestors must have been here, a jolly long time ago, and left his jolly old signature!” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Looks like it.” said Harry Wharton. “But how—”
  The Bounder’s eyes glittered. 
  “By gum!” he exclaimed. “That’s a clue! My pater thinks that Count Zero is mixed up with some financial gang, after a tin mine. But as soon as I heard that it was an Italian ship from the Armada that had been wrecked here, I jumped to it that there was some connection. And now---” 
  “Blessed if it doesn’t look like it!” exclaimed Bob. 
  Vernon-Smith shouted to John Redwing, who came up the broad stone stair from the hall.  He pointed out the carved inscription to the sailorman. 
  “Seen that before?” he asked. 
  John nodded. 
  “Ay, ay, sir! That name’s carved in more than one place,” he said. The gentlemen found time hang heavy on his hands, I dare say, a prisoner here for years, while he was waiting for his ransom to be paid.” 
  “But who—” exclaimed Harry. 
  “I asked old Dan’l about it when I first saw it.” answered John. “It was the captain of the Spanish ship that the squire of Polpelly captured in the sea-fight.” 
  “The captain of the sunk galleon!” exclaimed Smithy. 
  “Ay, ay! Most of the crew were drowned when the ship went down on Polpelly rocks but the captain was saved, and, of course, kept for ransom, as they were in those days.” 
  “And what became of him?  ” asked Smithy. 
  The story was that the ransom was paid, after a long time, and he went back to his own country, sir. But he was kept here for two or three years, so they say, before the ransom came.” 
  The juniors looked at one another. Marco Zero, captain of the sunk galleon, had lived two or three years at Polpelly, in the far-off reign of Queen Elizabeth—a prisoner, waiting to be ransomed.  He had commanded the ship captured by the old Elizabethan sea-captain—the galleon that had gone down with chests of doubloons aboard! And it was an Italian of the same name who was seeking to obtain possession of Polpelly—by lawless and desperate 
means!
  “It speaks for itself!” said Vernon-Snith.  His eyes were glistening. Count Zero is after the jolly old doubloons. It beat me how he knew anything about them but if his ancestor commanded the galleon, that accounts for it. The old bean may have left some documents in the family over in ltaly—our macaroni friend may have a clue.” 
  Bob Cherry whistled. 
  “My hat! If he’s got a clue where to look for the doubloons, no wonder he’s keen to get hold of the place! By the way, whose are those giddy doubloons, if ever they turn up!” 
  “Treasure trove!” said the Bounder. “Zero has no claim on them. The money must have been on the galleon, for the pay of the troops—they had a lot of soldiers in the fleet, for the invasion of England, though they never got on shore. It belonged to the King of Spain. It passed to old Polpelly as prize of war when he captured the galleon—though I dare say Queen Bess and Lord Burleigh would have wanted a finger in the pie if the loot hadn’t been lost. Now there aren’t any more Plpellies—the estate was sold to my pater, so the treasure is his, subject to the claim of the Government for their legal whack in all treasure trove.” 
  “I don’t suppose that would worry Zero much, if he got his paws on it.” remarked Johnny Bull. 
  “Hardly!” grinned the Bounder. “No wonder he’s keen to plant himself here, if Marco Zero knew anything about the lost doubloons, and left the news in the family documents. If he was a prisoner here for years ho may have known more about the treasure than old Polpelly did. May have spotted it and kept the knowledge to himself. What?  ” 
  Harry Wharton nodded thoughtfully.
  “If that’s the case, Smithy, a man like that Italian sportsman won’t be barred off by your father refusing to sell the place. If he can’t get possession of it I rather think he will try his luck here, without bothering about the legal side. It’s a lonely place; only old Dan’l here. And---” 
  The Bounder chuckled. 
  “We’re not done with him!” he said. “I was thinking that, having lost us on the way to London, he would conclude that I was with my father; and he couldn’t hope to bring off any kidnapping stunt there. He couldn’t guess that we were heading for Polpelly. But he---” 
  “But if he had to chuck up the kidnapping wheeze, thinking you were safe with your father in London, he would be very likely to head for Polpelly himself!” said Harry slowly. 
  “Exactly!” grinned the Bounder. “In which case, he may have buzzed off in that Napier, direct for Devonshire, when we dropped him on the London road, and may have got here before we did!” 
  “Nobody’s been here, sir.” said John Redwing, staring at the Bounder. “Only the tradesmen from Pilverton.” 
  “He wouldn’t walk in at the front door.” said the Bounder, laughing. “But if it’s true that he’s got a clue to the dubloons—and I believe it is—I’d go ten to one that he’s hanging about the vicinity somewhere; and I fancy it will be no end of a surprise to him to see me here!” 
  “I say, you fellows!” came an angry squeak from the hall. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! That’s dear old Bunter!”
  “I say, you fellows, where are you? I say, you rotters, I want to know which one of you it was. I’m going to punch his cheeky head!” roared Bunter. “I’ll jolly well show you whether I’m going to be collared and bunged in the mud, you beasts! I suppose it was you, Cherry, you beefy beast!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. went down into the hall, quite surprised by that unexpected and extraordinary greeting from Billy Bunter. The fat Owl of the Remove stood there. He had arrived at last, muddy, and crimson, and wrathy. 
  “Which of you beasts was it?” roared Bunter. 
  “The whichfulness is terrific, my esteemed, fat Bunter!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “What is the absurd matterfulness?” 
  “You jolly well know!” hooted Bunter.  “I fancy you were all in it. Look at my face!” 
  “You want a wash.” remarked Bob Cherry. ‘That’s nothing new!” 
  “Bunging a fellow’s face in the mud!” roared Bunter. 
  “Who did?” yelled Bob. 
  “You did!” howled Bunter. 
  “You fat ass, I haven’t seen you since we left the car!” 
  “Well, it was one of you!” gasped Bunter. “I sat down in that old lodge to rest and jolly well heard you skulking, and you got me from behind and jammed my face down in the mud and scooted! And I’m going to punch the beast that did it, see? Who was it?” 
  “Nobody here.” said Harry Wharton, in wonder. “We’ve all been here, fat head—” 
  “Gammon!” howled Bunter. “One of you was in that lodge up the coomb, and bagged me from behind, without letting me see you.” 
  “Somebody skulking in that old lodge!” said the Bounder quietly. “And you d have seen him if he hadn’t pushed your silly face in the mud?” 
  “Yes, you beast; and if it was you I——” 
  “That does it!” said Vernon-Smith. “I think I can guess the name of the sportsman who didn’t want Bunter to spot him.” 
  “Zero!” said Harry Wharton, with a deep breath. 
  “You’ve got it!
  “Rats!” hooted Bunter. “It was one of you! Playing rotten practical jokes on a fellow! Yah!” If this is the way you treat a guest, Smithy, after asking him to a rotten show like this, I can jolly well tell you I’m fed up! I’m going to phone for a car and clear. See?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at. Where’s the telephone?” hooted Bunter. 
  “At Pilverton.” 
  “What?” 
  “Only five or six miles—” 
  “Oh crikey!”
  Old Dan’l came stumping along on his wooden leg. 
  “Dinner’s ready, gentlemen!” he said, touching his greasy forelock. 
  Billy Bunter’s wrathful, fat face cleared. 
  He was angry, and, like the prophet of old, ho felt that he did well to be angry! But the magic word “dinner” banished angry feelings. The word dinner wiped the frown from Bunter’s fat face. The delicious aroma of roast goose brought a smile there. Bunter loved roast goose. It had the next place in his affections to turkey. 
  During dinner Bunter made only one remark. 
  “That chap can cook!” he said, with deep feeling. 
  Except for which Billy Bunter’s jaws were too busy for conversation. 
            THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                A Narrow Escape! 

“NOW!” said Bob Cherry. 
  After dinner Billy Bunter retired to the sleeping apartment, to rest his fat limbs and his equally fat head. He needed some rest after his exertions with the roast goose. 
  His snore woke the echoes of Polpelly House, as it had been wont to wake those of the Remove dormitory at Greyfriars. But the rest of the party put on caps and coats for a ramble in the coomb. Nobody but Bunter wanted a nap. But everybody was pleased to see the fat Owl roll off to snooze. It was a welcome rest from Bunter. 
  The flakes were coming down on the wind from the Atlantic. Already there was a powdering of white along the coomb. 
  “Coming along, Mr. Redwing?” asked the Bounder. 
  “I think I’ll stay in, as Master Bunter’s staying in the house, sir.” answered the sailorman slowly. 
  “Bunter’s all right—he won’t wake up till tea-time.” said Bob. “Bunter doesn’t need looking after, does he?” 
  “Well, sir, he might.” said John hesitatingly. “Better not leave anyone alone in the house and old Dan’l’s too deaf to hear anything.” 
  The Bounder looked hard at John Redwing. 
  “Are you thinking a the ghost?” he demanded. “Do you think Bunter might fancy he saw a spook, or what?” 
  “Ay, ay, sir, he might!” 
  “Rot!” grunted Smithy. “But please yourself, of course.” 
  The juniors went out into the falling flakes, leaving the sailorman standing in the doorway, looking after them. There was rather a worried look on Tom’s face. 
  “I can’t quite make my father out!” he said, as they went down the steps from the gateway. “Is it possible that something may have happened here that he hasn’t told us?”
  “He would tell us if anything happened, surely?” said Harry. “But I’ve thought once or twice, that he had something on his mind.” 
  “If he’s seen, or fancied he’s seen, some thing, he might think it would scare us!” said Tom, “That groan we heard when we came in. I can’t make that out.” 
  “Old Dan’l playing a silly trick!” said Smithy. 
  “I don’t think so, Smithy!”
  “The ghost, then!” yawned the Bounder. “Bit upsetting for a ghost to have a lot of schoolboys barging into his his stamping ground.” 
  The juniors laughed. Tom looked back from the gateway, and saw his father still at the door, his bronzed face thoughtful and clouded. He could not help thinking that something must have occurred at Polpelly of which the sailorman had not spoken, and he wondered what it was. 
  Smithy led the way up the coomb.  They stopped at the old stone lodge, where Bunter’s peculiar adventure had happened.  That incident had convinced all the juniors that the enemy was in the vicinity, though Bunter still believed that it had been one of the party playing a practical joke on him. 
  They rooted through the rubble stacked inside the ruinous building, looking for some trace of the man who had lurked there. The back wall, of big stone blocks, backed on the solid side of the coomb, where it had been excavated to make a level for the lodge to stand. The roof was gone, and snow, several days old, lay there. 
  “ Sign!” grinned Bob. 
  The fellows did not need to be the good scouts they were, to pick up “sign.” There were tracks of boots in the snow, plain proof that someone had been in the old lodge. Now that the snow was falling again the tracks would soon be obliterated; but at the moment they were plainly to be seen. 
  “Blessed if I quite catch on to what the fellow was doing here,” said the Bounder. “He can’t have camped in a place like this to watch the house. Bunter seems to have taken him by surprise. But what was he here at all for?” 
  “Saw us coming, and dodged in here out of sight, perhaps?” suggested Bob Cherry. 
  “Yes, that’s possible.” 
  They left the lodge again; there was nothing more to be discovered there. The snow was coming down more thickly, and the path from the road was covered with it. The Bounder looked up towards the road, and laughed. 
  “Lucky the pater parked plenty of supplies here for us!” he remarked. “Tradesmen can’t get here when there’s a big snowfall. We might be cut off for days at a time.” 
  That prospect did not have a dismaying effect on the juniors. Being snowed in for Christmas rather appealed to them as a tremendous lark. But they agreed that it was fortunate that supplies were not likely to run short. 
   They rambled down the coomb in a cheery crowd, to the sea. At the bottom of the deep coomb the cove wound in among the cliffs, giving a safe anchorage from the wild Atlantic. But outside, the ocean was wild and rough, stirred by the winteor wind, and great waves rolled in and broke on the high rocks. 
  “That’s where old Polpelly brought in the galleon he had captured” remarked the Bounder. “No wonder it went down, if the weather was rough. I should say this was as dangerous a lee- shore as any along the coast.  Here’s the boathouse—I’ve got the key.” 
  At the head of the cove, under a bulging cliff, was a timber boathouse, backing on the rock. It looked as if it had been recently repaired—no doubt by Mr. Vernon Smith’s orders. The door was secured by a padlock, and the Bounder sorted out a key to open it, 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. “You don’t want the key, Smithy.” 
  He jerked the padlock open. It had already been forced. 
  Vernon-Smith knitted his brows, 
  “Mr. Redwing had this key.” he said. “He wouldn’t force the lock.  Somebody else has been here.” 
  Vernon-Smith threw open the door. 
  Within, the light was very dim; the window was small, and the December day was fading into dusk. But the juniors could see a fifteen-foot dinghy with masts and sails lying in it. They had a natural boyish interest in boats and sails, and they gathered round it to look at it. 
  “We’ll get this out to-morrow morning, and have a sail in the cove.” said the Bounder. “If it’s calm, we’ll run out to sea. Or up into the smugglers’ cave—I’ve heard you can go a long way up on the tide.” 
  “What-ho!” said Bob. “Might spot the jolly old doubloons in the smugglers’ cave—perhaps !” 
  “The perhapsfulness is terrific!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “You won’t get this boat afloat tomorrow morning, Smithy!” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Why not, fathead?” 
  “You’ll get a ducking, if you do!”
  “What the thump do you mean?” exclaimed the Bounder angrily.  “It’s a good boat—my father had it sent here specially from Bideford!” 
  “Somebody’s been at it since then! Look!” 
  Johnny Bull pointed into the boat. The Bounder gave a howl of rage. In the bottom timbers there was a large, round hole evidently bored there by a brace and bit. Close at hand were two more. The sail, which the juniors would have expected to see neatly folded or furled, lay sprawling in the dinghy, and it was probable that it had other holes in the timber.  
  Smithy gritted his teeth. 
  “So that’s why the padlock was forced.” he said. “That blighter has been here—and made the boat un-seaworthy!”
  “My father will be able to repair it, Smithy,” said Tom. “He’s a useful man at that kind of thing.” 
  “Good!” said Smithy. “Let’s see if there’s any further damage” 
  He caught hold of the sprawling canvas in the boat, and dragged it away. What followed made the Greyfriars fellows jump. 
  That an enemy had been there, they knew, from the state of the padlock and the dinghy. But that he was still there, and that they had surprised him at his work, had not occurred to them. There was no place of concealment in the boathouse—save in the dinghy itself, under the canvas. But as Vernon-Smith dragged the sail away, a figure that had been crouching under it leaped suddenly up. 
  The Bounder staggered back in amazement, dropping the sail. The figure sprang from the boat, and made one desperate leap for the door, which the juniors had left open. 
  In an instant he had leaped out of the doorway, and was running along the rocky bank of the cove. 
  “Great pip!” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  So swift had been the movements of the escaping man that, in the dimness of the boathouse, they had had hardly a glimpse of him. They had a vague impression of a thickset figure with a bull neck—but the running man was gone in the twinkling of an eye. 
  “After him!” roared the infuriated Bounder. 
  They dashed out of the boathouse. 
  “There he is!” yelled Bob. 
   “After him!”
  Dim in the falling gloom they had a glimpse of a stocky but active figure clambering up the rocks at the back of the cove with the agility of a monkey. With one accord the juniors rushed in pursuit. 
  “There’s a path here!” panted the Bounder. 
  It was a steep, zigzag path, suitable rather to a goat than a human being that wound up the steep cliff. But steep as it was the bull-necked man had gone up it, actively and swiftly, and Smithy did not hesitate to follow. 
  Bob was next after him. But he stopped, with a yell. 
  “Look out, Smithy!”
  The fugitive had disappeared among the rugged broken irregularities of the cliff-face. From above a great boulder came rattling and bounding down the path. Evidently the fugitive had dislodged it, and sent it rolling down to stop pursuit. 
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“Smithy!” shrieked Wharton. 
  The Bounder was already ten feet up the cliff. Had the whirling boulder struck him he would have been hurled off, to crash on the rocks below. Broken limbs, at least, would have been the result. 
  But Smithy was quick on the uptake. He made a swift long leap and landed on the rocks he had just left, clear of the cliff. Harry Wharton grasped his arm as he landed, and dragged him farther away. 
  A second later the boulder was thundering past the juniors. It rolled and crashed and rumbled over the rocks, and plunged into the waters of the cove, sending up a great splash. 
  “By gad!” the Bounder panted. “By gad,
  “Smithy!”  Redwing caught his breath. “Oh, Smithy, if that had hit you—” 
  “It didn’t.” said the Bounder coolly. “But I rather think I shan’t go tip after that sportsman again.” 
  “I rather think not.” said Harry. “We’re dealing with rotters who won’t stick at very much, Smithy.” 
  “Some Christmas—what?” grinned the Bounder. “Anybody feel like cutting and running and leaving me to it?” 
  “Fathead!” answered the Fatuous Five, with one voice. 
  But their faces were rather serious as they walked back to Polpelly House in the falling flakes and the thickening gloom. It was clear that, as the captain of the Remove had said, they wore dealing with men who would stick at very little, and they could not help wondering what would be the outcome of that wild Christmas adventure. 
            THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                    Jam for Bunter! 

“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Still alive, Bunter?” 
  “Eh!” Bunter blinked at the juniors as they came into the lighted hall, rather glad to get back to it out of the darkness and the snow. “Yes, you ass! Why shouldn’t I be?  ” 
  “Well, after eating a whole goose, I—”
  “I didn’t oat a whole goose!” roared Bunter. “I had hardly half of it.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha I” 
  “Seen any ghosts or things?” asked Bob. 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass, you know!” said Bunter peevishly. “I say, you fellows, that deaf old ass—I forget his name—has been lighting candles all over the place. Old Redwing says there isn’t any electric light.” 
  “Who does?” asked the Bounder. “Do you mean Mr. Redwing?” 
  “You know I do, you ass!”
  “Well, if you mean Mr. Redwing, you’d better say Mr. Redwing. If you say old Redwing again, you’ll get your fat nose rubbed in the cinders.” 
  “Oh, really, Smithy---” 
  “Bunter hasn’t been kicked to-day.” remarked Bob Cherry thoughtfully. “He can’t get through a day without kicking. Turn round, Bunter!” 
  “Beast! I say, you fellows, old— I mean Mr. Redwing—says there isn’t any electric light, and no telephone, and now it’s snowing the tradesmen won’t be able to get through from Pilverton, wherever that is. What arc we going to do for grub?” 
  “Tons of grub, you fat cormorant!”
  “Well that’s all very well, but if the milkman can’t come, what are we going to do for milk for tea?” 
  Billy Bunter propounded that poser, blinking accusingly at the Greyfriars fellows, who, instead of looking alarmed and dismayed at the possibility of missing the milkman, only grinned. 
  “That’s an easy one, too.” said Bob. 
  “Well, what are we going to do, then?” demanded Bunter. 
  “Without.” explained Bob. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Lots of condensed milk, in case of accidents, old fat man.” said Frank Nugent soothingly. 
  “I don’t like condensed milk in my tea.” Bunter pointed out. 
  “That’s an easy one, too.” said Bob “Don’t have any tea! There’s always a way of meeting those fearful difficulties, if you take the trouble to think it out.” 
  “Beast! Look here! If the milkman can’t get through, the postman can’t.” said Bunter. “What about that?  ” 
  “We shall have to wait till New Year’s Day for our Christmas cards, that’s all.” said Bob cheerily. “Worse things than that have happened in the history of the universe.” 
  “What I mean is, I’m expecting a postal order---” 
  “Oh crikey!  Give your postal order a rest over Christmas, old fat bean!” implored Bob Cherry. 
  “I told you fellows I was expecting a postal order---” 
  “You did!” groaned Bob. “About a hundred times.” 
  “You mean a thousand,” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Wasn’t it a million?” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!” snorted Bunter. “1 want to give the post office people proper direction, for sending on my extensive correspondence, and I want to get it—see? I don’t want my correspondence going all over the Devonshire. If I run out of cash I shall have to borrow of you fellows, and you know that’s thing I dislike---”
  “Oh scissors!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Oh cackle!” snorted Bunter. “But I can jolly well say--- Beasts! Don’t walk off while a chap’s talking!”
  But the juniors did walk off while Bunter was talking. As he showed no sign of leaving off talking, they really had no choice in the matter. 
  “I say, you fellows!” yelled Bunter.
   The cheery chums of the Remove cleared off to clean off mud and snow after their walk, leaving the Owl of Greyfriars to snort. 
  There were likely to be some hardships in that Christmas holiday at Polpelly if the weather was hard. But the non-arrival of Billy Bunter’s celebrated postal order was certainly not the most serious item on the list. 
  That celebrated postal order had been so long in coming that only Bunter believed that it was on its way—if even Bunter did. 
  Billy Bunter stood by the fire and blinked through his big spectacles at the juniors when they came back into the old oak hall. Every one of them was carrying some thing for the tea- table; and Billy Bunter’s fat little nose turned up in scorn. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., accustomed to “teaing” on their own in the study at Greyfriars, had no objection whatever to doing the same at Polpelly. Bunter did not like the idea at all. In Mr. Vernon-Smith’s mansion in London, there were at least a dozen man servants.  It seemed to Bunter simply idiotic to choose Polpelly instead of the mansion in Courtman Square. The only “staff” was the ancient ship’s cook, and old Dan’l was well provided with work by the cooking and washing-up. 
  “Lend a hand, Bunter!” suggested Bob Cherry. 
  “Yah!” was Bunter’s reply, emphatic if not elegant. 
  “Lazy as usual?” asked Bob. 
 “I’m accustomed to the decencies of life!” said Bunter loftily. “At Bunter Court there are menials who wait on me hand and foot. Silly fatheaded idea to come here if you ask me.” 
  “Nobody asked you, sir, she said.” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Here, Bunter, take this!” called out Vernon Smith. He was carrying in a large dish, on which reposed an immense jam tart. “Shove it on the table, while I get something else, lazybones!”
  “Shan’t!” retorted Bunter. “If you think I’ve come here to be a dashed waiter, Smithy, you’re jolly well mist aken—see? But I’ll tell you what, old chap. Tip old Redwing half-a-crown to do the waiting.” 
  Vernon-Smith didnot answer that cheery suggestion. With a gleam in his eyes he stepped towards the fat Owl of the Remove. Bunter blinked at the tart on the dish. It was a large and luscious tart, and contained, at least, a couple of pounds of jam.  Bunter’s fat mouth watered as he blinked at it. He was more than ready to dispose of that gorgeous jam tart internally. 
As it happened, however, it was externally that he was going to dispose of it. 
  Squash!” 
  Bunter roared. 
  Taking him quite by surprise, Herbert Vernon-Smith upended the big jam tart on Bunter’s head. 
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 “Whurrrrooop!” roared Bunter, staggering, and spluttering wildly, as warm jam ran down his face, his ears, and his neck. “Gurrrrrgh! Whoo-hoop! You horrid beast—yurrrrggh!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled the juniors. 
  “Grooogh! Oooogh!” I’m all sticky!” shrieked Bunter. “Oh, you beast, Smithy! Wharrer you sticking me all over with jam for? Gurrrrggh!”
  Bunter liked jam! But he did not like it in his hair, and his ears, and his fat neck! He clawed frantically at jam. He almost swam in jam! He was of the jam, jammy. 
  “Anythng more to suggest about Mr. Redwing?” asked the Bounder. “I’ve-got a jar of honey here!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bunter did not make any more suggestions about “old Redwing.” He did not want the honey along with the jam. He spluttered and gurgled and gasped and rolled away for a wash. Washing was not one of Billy Bunter’s weaknesses; but even Bunter felt that he needed a wash now. 
  He was still rather sticky when he came back to tea. And he was in an extremely bad temper. 
  But nobody seemed to mind what sort of temper Billy Bunter was in; so that did not matter. 

               THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                           Bunter Sings! 

“JOLLY!” said Bob Cherry. 
  Everybody agreed that it was jolly!
  Even Billy Bunter had left off grousing, and seemed merry and bright. It was a wild, windy, snowy December night—the wind howled up the coomb from the Atlantic, trees creaked and groaned, and the boom of stormy breakers came echoing from the distance. Snow was falling, over the old roofs and chimneys of Polpelly. 
  But in the old oak hall of the lonely mansion, in the coomb, all was bright and cosy and cheery. 
  The log fire blazed and roared and crackled. Innumerable tall wax candles in ancient sconches, illumined the room, glimmering on the red berries of holly branches that decorated the walls. Harry Wharton sat at the piano, running his fingers up and down the keys. It was a grand piano of ancient design. But it had not been overlooked in the general attention given to the old place by the millionaire’s orders; it had recently been tuned, and was quite a going concern. Wharton was quite a good pianist, though at Greyfriars he had generally preferred the football field to the music-room, The old yellow ivory keys rippled under his deft fingers. 
Billy Bunter sat in an immense armchair, in which ancient squires of Polpelly had sat in their time—perhaps the same old sea-captain who had captured the Spanish galleon, and held Marco Zero a prisoner for years awaiting his ransom. The cushioned arms of the chair were about a foot wide, and on them Bunter had piled refreshments— a plate of tarts, a bag of doughnuts, a little hill of oranges, and a small mountain of rosy apples; a plate of nuts, a pint of almonds, a plate of muscatels, and several other things. He rather looked as if he was expecting PolpeIly House to be besieged, and had laid in supplies for the winter! 
  John Redwing stood by the fire with a cheery smile on his bronzed, weatherbeaten face—though every now and then he listened to the howl of the wind, and glanced at the deep windows through which came the glimmer of snow. He had said nothing to the schoolboys of the Phantom of Polpelly but that vision of the night had not left his own mind. 
  The Greyfriars fellows were all in great spirits. BiIly Bunter condescended to smile. Supper had been good. Old Dan’l might be deaf, and he might be wooden-legged, but he could cook—and supplies were ample. The grub was all right, and Bunter’s view generally was that if the grub was all right, everything was all right.  
  There was going to be a sing-song—and Harry, as the only fellow who could handle the piano with good effect, was in great demand. A little musical skill was worth more, at the moments than the deadliest shot at goal! 
  And all the fellows were going to sing —whether they could or not! As Bob Cherry remarked, what was the odds, so long as you were happy? 
  Shut in by December snow and darkness, in sound of the roaring sea, of clattering rocks and groaning trees, the old oak hall of Polpelly was a spot of Christmas brightness and gaiety. 
  “Now, John, we’re going to begin with a chanty!” declared the Bounder, tapping the sailorman on the arm. 
  Ton gave his chum a friendly grin. Smithy had plenty of faults. They would have made a long list. But Tom could have forgiven all his faults, twice old, for his good qualities. When he saw him with his father, Tom felt that Smithy was one of the best fellows going. John Redwing was a diamond in the rough; and Smithy treated him as a diamond of the purest water. The millionaire’s son liked and respected the sailorman and though his hasty temper was liable to snap out with anyone else, he never failed in his respect to Tom’s father. 
  “A chanty, sir!” said John. “Well, if you like—”
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “Bravo!” 
  “I say, you fellows——” 
  “Shut up, Bunter!” 
  “But, I say, I’ll sing you something when I’ve finished this orange!” said Billy Bunter. “I can do the Harrow School song a treat! When I’ve finished this orange— 
  “When you’ve finished it you’ll begin on another, old bean—you’ve only scoffed about seventy so far!” said Bob. “Now, Mr. Redwing.” 
  “I’ve ot a book of chanties here!” said Smithy, and Tom gave his chum another look. The Bounder had thought of everything. “What about ‘Blow the Man Down ‘?” 
  “I’ve sung it often enough at sea.” said John. ‘If you really like---”
  “Play up, Wharton!” 
  And John, in a deep voice that almost drowned the December wind, sang “Blow the Man Down,” and finished amid great applause. 
  Then Billy Bunter’s squeak was heard again. For the moment, refreshments had cloyed. Ever since supper, Bunter had been packing them steadily away; and even Bunter needed a breathing space before he did any more packing. 
  “I say, you fellows— 
  “Mr. W. G. Bunter will now oblige!” said the Bounder gravely. 
  “On the bawl!” grinned Bob. 
  “Up you get, Bunter!”
  Bunter heaved himself out of the old armchair. It was not easy, for Bunter was heavy laden. He put his fat hands on the arms of the chair to heave, and a hill of oranges went rolling, followed by a mountain of apples. Then Billy Bunter was on his feet. 
  “What’s the jolly old song?” asked Harry, smiling. 
  “Harrow song—’ Forty Year& On’ !” said Bunter. 
  “Right-ho; I’ve got it here.” There was a volume of school songs on the piano, provided by the thoughtful Bounder. Harry turned the pages to “Forty Years On,” and Bunter blinked over his shoulder through his big spectacles. 
  “Rotten small print—can’t see the words!” grunted Bunter. “It’s all right, though, I’ll sing from memory
  Wharton ran over the keys. Twice he came up to starting-point; but Bunter did not start. He paused. 
  “I know that song jolly well,” said Bunter, “only I’ve forgotten the tune and the words.” 
  “Oh crikey!” 
  “Except for that, I know the thing inside out!” explained Bunter. “But it’s all right—I’ll manage. I’ll hum the words where I forget them.” 
  Wharton re-started after the interval, and Bunter got going. Apparently memory did not serve, for he had to hum the first verse through. A series of squeaks and grunts accompanied the music. 
  “Bravo I” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  “I say, read out a verse, and then I shall remember the words!” suggested Bunter. 
  Everybody, in the true spirit of Christmas, was ready to oblige. Frank Nugent read out a verse. Billy Bunter’s singing, considered as singing, was perhaps not in the first flight.  But as an entertainment it had its merits. 

  “Forty years on, growing older, and older
     Shorter of wind, as in memory long;
   Feeble of foot and rheumatic of shoulder— 
     What will it help you that once you were strong ?” etc. 

  Billy Bunter cocked his head on one side and listened attentively.  He was storing up the words for reproduction. But Bunter’s memory was rather in the nature of a sieve. 
  “That’s all right.” said the fat Owl. “You can get going, Wharton! I’m all right now! I’ll give you that verse with a swing! Let’s see! Groogh !“ 
  And Bunter sang: 

  “Forty years on, growing colder and colder---”

  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Seasonable, anyhow, at Christmas!”
  “I say, you fellows, isn’t that right?” asked Bunter. “1 say, Smithy, you write it out for me in big letters that I can see—see?” 
  “I sep—see!” assented the Bounder. “Anything to oblige I” 
  Really, Bunter was entitled to consideration, for song-books were written with ruthless disregard for the shortsighted, and the words on the music were merely a blur to the fat Owl. 
  Smithy took a sheet of paper and a pencil, and started to write, on the piano-top, in large capitals, which even Billy Bunter could not fail to read. 
  Some of the fellows, glancing at what he was writing, gurgled. 
  Smithy was not copying down the words from the song-book. He was, apparently, putting in some of his own. 
  It was a little joke of the Bounder’s, of which William George Bunter was happily unconscious. 
  “Here you are, Bunter!” said the Bounder blandly, when he had finished. 
  Bunter took the sheet, and blinked at it. 
  “Good!” he said. “I can see that! You can get going, Wharton I’ve rather got on to the tune now, and I can see these words a treat.” 
  Wharton smote the keys again, and Bunter sang—or, at all events, squeaked. This time he had the words pat— Smithy’s new words. 

  “Forty years on, glowing fatter and fatter, 
     Short in the wind, but quite long in the tongue; 
   Feeble of brain, full of long-winded chatter— 
    Who would believe that we ever were young? 
   Still we remember the glories of footer; 
    We charged and we barged, or we fancy we did! 
  Still we remember the House and the Tooter, 
    And how we backed Blazer each way for a quid!”

  “Ha, ha, ha!” shrieked Bunter’s audience. “Bravo! Good egg! Topping!” 
  Bunter grinned with satisfaction. Under the happy delusion that those words really belonged to the Harrow song, the fat Owl felt that he was getting through jolly well. Anyhow, he got the “hands.” 
  Then the whole party came in with the chorus “Follow up!” and the old halls of Polpelly almost rocked. The winter wind roared and the stormy sea boomed, and crashed but it was a merry Christmas in the old house of Polpelly
                THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 


                         About Bunter! 

“NOW, Bob---” 
  “Spare my blushes!” murmured Bob Cherry. 
  “Go it, old man!” said Billy Bunter encouragingly. “Of course, you can’t sing like I do, old chap; but do your best.” 
  “Well if I wanted to sing like you do, old fat bean, I should have to do my worst!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Yah! ” said Bunter 
  Bunter was in the armchair again, resting himself after his musical efforts.  With an orange in one hand and an apple in the other, Bunter took big bites, and was happy. 
  Harry Wharton rose from the music still, with a smiling face, and looked round at the company. 
  “Gentlemen, chaps, and sportsmen,” he said, “the next item on the programme, sung by the celebrated operatic megaphonic artist, Robert Cherry---” 
  “Hear, hear!”
  “Is a new work, the words written by a famous author, the music by an equally famous composer, on the subject of a gentleman you all know well—no other than W. G.  Bunter---” 
  “Eh— what’s that?” ejaculated Bunter. 
  “The fame of W. G.  Bunter,” continued Wharton “has spread far beyond the walls of Greyfriars School. Is there a far corner of our far flung Empire where the name of Bunter is unknown, and where the population are unaware of the fact that he is expecting a postal order !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton---” 
  “The fame of Bunter,” continued Wharton, “has now been embodied in the immortal verse, to the accompaniment of equally immortal music! Long after Bunter has burst, he will be remembered in this song—”
  “ Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “We have only the chorus here.” went on Wharton. “But you will all, I am sure, join in it with enthusiasm, to testify your unbounded admiration of its subject—or shall I say object? Bunter, I believe, is more generally alluded to as an object—”  
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Yah!” 
  “Go to it, Bob!” 
  Wharton sat down again, and rattled the keys. Bob stood up at the piano to sing. There was not perhaps, a lot of melody in Bob’s singing, but there was plenty of energy. He made himself heard! On that point at least there was no doubt. 
  Billy Bunter sat up and took notice. It was the first he had heard of a song about his fat and important self. No song, of course, could have a better subject; Bunter admitted that. In his keenness, Bunter sat with an orange clutched in his fat hand, of which he had taken only one bite. He was so interested that he actually forgot to take another. 
  There was a chortle in the old hall of Polpelly, and then silence for the song. Wharton rattled off a cheery, snappy melody, and Bob Cherry pealed forth: 

                   “BUNTER; 

I say, you fellows, do stop your rotting!”
Just hold on a minute; I can’t keep on trotting!
Who said ‘That’s Bunter—that grub-hunter?’ 
My postal order hasn’t come!” 
Don t you think it’s rather rum? 
The big bad wolf I cannot keep from the door, 
Unless my dear old pals stand me a few bobs more!
Now, don’t you start walking, 
While a chap’s talking! 
Stop, I say! 
Don’t walk away! 
I say—I SAY, YOU FELLOWS!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” came in a roar, when Bob Cherry was through. 
  Wharton struck up again, and the whole party joined in that rousing chorus. Billy Bunter sat, with his little round eyes gleaming through his spectacles, the picture of wrath. 
  This was not the sort of thing that Bunter felt that he had a right to expect. It was no description of a handsome, athletic fellow, with polished, fascinating manners, the wealthy heir of Bunter court—one of the finest fellows going, such as Bunter knew himself to be! Everybody else seemed to think that it was Bunter all over— which, of course, could only be due to a secret of his good looks and winning ways! Bunter sat and spluttered with wrath. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he yelled. 

  “My postal order hasn’t come ! 

  Don’t you think it’s rather rum?” chanted the company. 
 
 “I say, you beasts---” roared Bunter. 

“The big bad wolf I cannot keep from the door,  
 Unless my dear old pals stand me a few bobs more!” 

yelled the juniors.

 “I say—”  howled Bunter.  “You listen to me---”

“Now, don’t you start walking, 
 While a chap’s talking!”

 roared the chorus. 

  “You silly asses!” shrieked Bunter. 

“Stop, I say! 
 Don’t walk away!” 
  
  came a roar. 

  “I jolly well tell you —” raved Bunter.

“I say—I SAY, YOU FELLOWS !”

came the final roar.—” 

  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “I say, yon fellows!” came Bunter’s roar, like an echo. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Words failed Bunter! The orange was still in his fat hand, with a juicy gap in it whore Bunter had removed a segment.  He took aim at Bob Cherry. 
  Whiz! 
  Squash! 
  Bob’s mouth was still open, after his final, merry roar. It would have been shut in another moment. But in that moment the whizzing orange arrived. 
  “Urrrggh!” gurgled Bob, as the orange squashed in. 
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 He staggered, clutched at Wharton for support, and dragged him over the back 
of the music stool. 
  “Here, look out!” gasped the pianist. 
  “Oh, crumbs! Yooo-hoop!”
  Bump! 
  “Urrrrgh!” 
  “Oh crikey!”
  Bob Cherry and Harry Wharton and the music stool mixed on the old oak floor.
  “He, he, he!” chortled Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared the whole company. 
  It was quite an unexpected finale and it seemed to take them by storm. They roared. 
  “Ow! Get your elbow out of my eye, you ass!” gasped Wharton. “Ow! Oh! Gerroff!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Gurrgh! Grooogh! I’m chook-chook-choked—urrrrgh!” gurgled Bob, spluttering as he scrambled up. “I’ll burst that fat porpoise all over Polpelly! I’ll jolly well—” 
  “He, he, he! I say, you fellows, keep that beast off! I say---”
  Nugent and Bull grasped Bob in time. 
  “Christmas, old chap!” grinned Nugent. 
  “Keep smiling!” chuckled Bull. 
  “He, he, he!” cackled Bunter. 
  “I’ll jolly well kick you next term at Greyfriars, you fat villain!” gasped Bob, dabbing his mouth with his handkerchief. 
  “He, he, he!” 
  Next term at Greyfriars did not worry Billy Bunter. Bob was not likely to remember his wrath so long as that. As a matter of fact, he forgot it within five minutes.
               THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                    The Face at the Window! 

“SIX bells!” said John Redwing. 
  It was eleven o’clock. 
  The evening had been a merry one, growing, perhaps, a little uproarious. It was a good deal later than the juniors’ usual bedtime, but none was disposed for bed—least of all Billy Bunter, who had started on a third or fourth supper. But John was in charge of the party, and the Bounder, usually careless of authority, and often rebellious, set an example of respect to Tom’s father. The gramophone had been on, and Smithy was about to put on a new record, instead of which, he slid it away into the box again. 
  “Dorm, you men!” he said. 
  “I say, you fellows, I’m not ready for bed!” squeaked Billy Bunter. “It’s all right—no need to get up in the morning in the hols, you know. I’m not going to bed yet.” 
  “Let’s roll him along like a barrel!” suggested Bob Cherry. 
  “Beast!”  
  “I hope you boys won’t be disturbed in the night.” said John Redwing, with a rather worried look. “Perhaps you’d better keep candles burning in your room.” 
  “We’re not exactly afraid of the dark, Mr. Redwing!” said Bob, with a laugh. 
  “Oh, no! But---” 
  “But what, father?” asked Tom. 
  Mr. Redwing did not reply. But his bronzed face clouded. 
  As the hour grew later, the vision of the previous night came back more and more to his troubled mind. He was not conscious of fear. Even if there were such things as ghosts, there was nothing for a man with a clear conscience to fear. But he dreaded the effect of such a visitation on boyish nerves. He had puzzled and puzzled over it, trying to explain it to his own mind—without success. He was doubtful whether he ought not to have told the schoolboys— but he was unwilling to cause them alarm. 
  “Now, look here, Mr. Redwing!” said Vernon-Smith. “We’ve seen all day long that you’ve got something on your mind. Something’s happened while you’ve been here on your own. Why not cough it up?” 
  The old sailorman stood silent, his brows wrinkled in worry. He did not want to alarm the juniors, yet perhaps it was wiser to put them on their guard. 
  “Is it the giddy ghost?” asked Wharton with a smile. 
  “Rot!” said Bunter. 
  “Shut up, Bunter—” 
  “Oh, really, you fellows! If anybody is ass enough to believe in ghosts, 1 jolly well think—” 
  “You jolly well don’t,” said Bob. “You’ve jolly well got nothing to do it with! Give your chin a rest.” 
  “Was it the ghost, Mr. Redwing?” asked Frank Nugent, respectfully trying not to smile as he asked the question. 
  “I did see something, young gentlemen!” said John, at last. I wasn’t going to tell you—if I had, it wouldn’t have made you leave—”
  “Hardly!” grinned the Bounder. “If you mean you heard groaning, like we did when we came, that was that old ass Dan’l pulling your leg.” 
  “Mr. Redwing says he saw some thing!” remarked Harry. “Better tell us what you saw, sir, in case we see it, to.” 
  “I’ll try!” said John slowly. 
  “Look!” He crossed to the wall where the portrait of the old sea-captain 
squire of Polpelly hung. Life-size, the grim old Elizabethan sea-captain stared down from the faded gilt frame at the schoolboys. “I saw—him!” 
  So quiet and serious was his manner, that the Greyfriars fellows felt no desire to smile now. They stared at the portrait, and they stared at John Redwing. There was silence in the old hall, save for the wail of the wind up the coomb. 
  “You saw—him?” repeated the Bounder blankly, at last 
  “So like him, sir, you’d have thought he had stepped down from the frame!” said John, in a hushed voice. “I don’t make out to explain it—but I was wide awake and I saw him! I’ve seen many strange things at sea, and perhaps believe more than landsmen do. But l’ve never banked much on ghosts. But—I saw him as plain as I see you now.” 
  “Where and when?” asked Smithy quietly. 
  Slowly John told of that strange vision of the night. The juniors listened quietly. They could only suppose that the sailorman, half-awakened, had been deluded by some trick of the firelight. They looked again at the portrait of the old seafaring squire—its strong- featured face, with the pointed beard and moustache, the ruff and the trunk hose, the high sea-boots and the helmet and sword. It was such a face and figure as to impress itself on anyone’s mind—to recur to the mind in sleep, and haunt the dreaming fancy. 
  “You think you saw it?” 
  “I know I saw it, sir!” said John quietly. “Whether it was a trick, or whether it was a spectre, I saw it, and followed it into the passage yonder, where there’s no outlet—and there it disappeared, by neither door nor window.
  “Rot!” came from Bunter. 
  “Shut up Bunter, you fat ass!” growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Yah!”
  “I bet you it was old Dan’l doing the groaning stunt.” said Vernon-Smith.  “But he can’t have made himself up to look like old Polpelly—with his wooden leg and his whiskers. But—nobody else was here—” 
  “Nobody!” said John. 
  “Esteemcd Shakespeare has remarked,” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, “that there more more things in the earth and the heavens, than are dreamed of in your geology------” 
  The juniors chuckled. 
  “I think Shakespeare said philosophy!” grinned Bob. 
  “I say, you fellows---” 
  “Ring off, Bunter!”
  “But I say, speaking of specters, that reminds me of a jolly good joke.” said Bunter. “A chap said to a fellow, have you ever seen a talking ghost?’ And what do you think the fellow said? He, he, he! He said ‘No, but I’ve seen a gas-inspector! See?  A gassin’ spectre! He, he, he!” 
  Bunter, evidently, was not frightened by the ghost story. 
  “I say, you fellows, don’t be funky.” he went on. “I shall be with you, you know! If you get frightened, wake me up!”
  “You howling ass!” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry!” 
  John Redwing made a sudden, startled movement. A slight sound from one of the tall deep windows had caught his ear. He glanced round—and then his look became fixed, concentrated, and tho colour died out of his bronzed cheeks. 
  Startled, the juniors looked at him, even Billy Bunter’s fat face losing his derisive grin. They followed his glance—and then every eye fixed on the window—frozen there! Hardly believing what they saw, the Greyfriars juniors stared with starting eyes. 
  Pressed to the window-pane was a face—clear against the glass, in the bright light of the many candles and the glowing fire. 
  But it was such a visage as had never been seen in life for hundreds of years. The strong features were those of the sea-captain squire of Polpelly—the face of the portrait on the wall. The trim moustache and pointed beard were the same. Below the beard showed the Elizabethan ruff round the neck. Above the thick dark eyebrows was the helmet. 
  No more of it could be seen than that; but it was a visage of the sixteenth century that stared in from the snow and darkness into the old hall of Polpelly. The whiteness of death was in the face—only in that respect it differed from the portrait on the wall, From that dead whiteness, under the bushy brows, the eyes gleamed and glinted in the light. 
  No one moved! Transfixed, the juniors stared at the strange vision of the night—the phantom of Polpelly. 
  Bunter broke the silence! A howl of terror came from him, 
  “I say, you fellows, what’s that? I say—”
  Bunter’s howl seemed to break the spell. Herbert Vernon-Smith shut his teeth savagely.
  “It’s a trick!” he panted hoarsely. “A trick! Follow me!” 
  He dashed to the door. 
  “Stop!” panted John Redwing. “It’s not of this earth!” 
  The Bounder did not heed, even if he heard. He clattered down the bars from the great door on the perch. Bareheaded as he was he rushed out into the blinding snow. 
  “After him!” breathed Redwing. 
  Phantom or no phantom, trick or evil spirit, the juniors were not going to let Vernon-Smith face it alone. Redwing darted after him, and the Famous Five tore after Redwing. Old John followed more slowly. Billy Bunter was left squeaking with terror in the armchair. Bob caught up a candle as he ran, but outside the wind blew it out instantly. The Bounder, with the other fellows at his heels, rushed round to the window, where the apparition had been seen. 
  From the deep window came the ruddy glow from within. But it showed no figure there—nothing but blinding snowflakes, falling thickly. The phantom had vanished. 
  “A light!” shouted the Bounder fiercely. “Who’s got a light?” 
  “I’ve got a torch!” panted Wharton. He whipped it from his pocket and flashed it on. He flashed it in every direction; but only the fast-falling flakes met the eye. Smithy threw himself on his knees under the window. 
  “The light here!” he breathed. “There must be footprints “ 
  “Not in this snowfall!” said Bob. 
  “The light—quick!” 
  Smithy almost snatched the torch from Wharton’s hand. With glinting eyes he examined the snow under the window. But he had to admit that there were no tracks to be picked up. But the snow was coming down so thick and fast that the juniors’ own tracks were already being obliterated. The Bounder set his teeth. 
  “Trickery!” he said savagely. 
  “What—wha-at’s that?” stammered Bob, with a sudden shiver. 
  A low, deep groan came from the darkness. 
  The juniors, with beating hearts, listened, staring with uneasy eyes into the December blackness.  But there was no sound but the howl of the bitter wind. Wharton shivered. 
  “Let’s get in!” he muttered.  “There’s nothing here, and we’re getting frozen!”
  They returned to the house. Smothered with snow, penetrated by the bitter wind, they crowded to the fire. John Redwing put up the bars at the door again. But the look on his face showed that he did not believe that the bars would keep out the phantom of Polpelly. 

               THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                Trapped! 

BILLY BUNTER was ready for bed, after all, when the other fellows went. Not for worlds— not for the fattest turkey in Christendom—would Bunter have remained alone after that terrifying vision at the window. He rolled up the stone stair after the juniors, quaking. 
  Having expressed such derisive scorn for the ghost story, Bunter might have been expected to set an example of self-possession. But he didn’t! The fat Owl was scared to the marrow of his bones. 
  Only the utter impossibility of getting away from Polpelly kept him within the walls of the ancient mansion. In the state bed-room, where Marco Zero had carved his name in the oak, and where the Italian capitano had slept many weary and restless nights, three hundred and fifty years ago, Billy Bunter blinked round with uneasy eyes behind his big spectacles into every nook. 
  He rooted through the interior of a gigantic oak wardrobe that fitted a great space on one wall, and left the doors wide open. 
  The other fellows were silent and serious. They hardly knew what to think. 
  Common sense forbade a belief in ghosts and spectres. Yet how to account for what had happened was beyond their powers. 
  John Redwing had gone quietly to his room. Old Dan’l was already in bed; his snore rumbled from some shadowy corner of the old house. The juniors were glad that they were all together. They were glad of the fire that leaped and crackled in the wide old hearth, and they heaped it with logs, to last the night. A dozen candles were left burning in the room. 
  The Famous Five turned in. They were troubled in mind; but they were tired and sleepy, and it was useless to remain up. Redwing followed their example. Billy Bunter was slower. Having blinked suspiciously and uneasily into every nook and cranny, the fat Owl proceeded to blink into them all over again. 
  The Bounder stood before the fire, with his brows knitted, in angry thought. 
  “Not turning in, Smithy?” asked Tom, from his pillow. 
  Vernon-Smith shook his head. 
  “I’m staying up for that sportsman!” he said, between his teeth. “It’s pretty clear, Reddy, that your father saw what he told us he saw last night. It was no fancy—unless I’ve fancied the face at the window.” 
  “I’m sure of that!” 
  “Well, then, what’s the game?” asked the Bounder savagely. “We’re not idiots enough to believe in ghosts, I suppose. It’s some sort of a trick to frighten us away.” 
  “But who?” said Bob. 
  “That hound Zero!” snarled the Bounder. “He had to chuck the kidnapping stunt, and I’ve already told you that ten to one he would head for Polpelly to try his luck here, without bothering about the law. Instead of finding the place empty, as he expected, he’s found it crowded, and his game is to scare us off and leave him a clear field.”
  “But—” said Harry Wharton slowly. 
  “I’m certain of it!” snapped the Bounder. “When he lost us he headed here, and got here a day before we did. That’s it, I tell you!”
  “You may be right, of course.” said Harry. “But look at it, Smithy! What we saw to-night, and what Reddy’s pater seems to have seen last night—was the old sea-captain, Polpelly— the portrait over again. That Italian, Zero, is nothing like him.” 
  “Disguise—make-up!”
  “We’ve all seen Count Zero.  He’s got a plump, chubby face: nothing like old Polpelly, with his square jaw and long nose.  He could fix up the beard and moustache, the ruff and the hat, but how the dickens could he altered his features?” 
  The Bounder was silent. He had no answer ready. Nothing could havp been more unlike the Italian count’s chubby face than the long-featured, saturnine visage of the old Elizabethan sea-captain. 
  And how,” said Frank Nugent quietly, “did he get into the house, Smithy? Mr. Redwing had it bolted and barred last night, as it is now.” 
  “These old places are full of secret passages and hidden doors. I’ve
 heard of their existence. All the squires of Polpelly were smugglers, and they used secret passages to get the contraband away after it was run into the cove down the coomb.” 
  “Very likely; but how could an Italian—a man over from Italy—know anything of the secrets of the place? We’ve rooted all over the house without seeing anything of the kind.  So far as we know, Count Zero has never been in the house at all.” 
  The Bounder stood silent. His hard, practical mind rejected anything in the way of the supernatural. But he had to admit that he could make out no plausible connection between Count Zero and the phantom of Polpelly. 
  The count, doubtless, had a motive for scaring away the occupants of the old house, if he designed to make a search there for the lost doubloons—as Smithy firmly believed. But that was all Smithy had to “go upon.” He stood and scowled at the leaping fire. 
  “Anyhow,” he said at last. “Zero or not, somebody is up to sum game, and as likely as not there will be somc more ghost business tonight. I’m going’ to stay awake and watch.” 
  “I say, you fellows, suppose we all stay awake,” quavered Billy Bunter. “We can get a sleep in the train in the morning.” 
  “Eh! What train?” asked Bob. 
  “I suppose we’re clearing out of this, ain’t we?” demanded Bunter. “I jolly well I am, I can tell you that! Like Smithy’s cheek to ask me here, I think!” 
  “I never asked you, and the sooner you clear off, the better!” growled Vernon-Smith. 
  “Beast!” 
  “We’ll manage to get you away in the morning, Bunter, if you want to go.” said Harry Wharton. “But we’ve all got to stick it tonight. Go to sleep, old fat man.” 
  “I—I can’t!” mumbled Bunter, “I—I say, if that gig-gig-ghost comes—” 
  “Think of Christmas pudding and mince pies!” suggested Bob Cherry. “Think of turkey and stuffing!”
  “Are you fellows clearing off when Bunter does?” sneered the Bounder. “Are you afraid of spooks?” 
  Harry gave him a steady look. 
  “We’re here to see you through, Smithy, if you want us. Nobody here is going to let you down, ghost or no ghost.” 
  “You can bank on that!” said Bob. 
  “I say, you fellows, what about me?” hooted Bunter. 
  “Nothing about you, old fat bean! Go to sleep, and dream of turkey and mince pies and pudding and pork!”
  “ Yah!” 
  Bunter was under the impression that he would not be able to sleep after that ghastly apparition at the window of the old hall. But that turned out to be a mistaken impression. There were few things that Bunter was good at—but sleeping was one of the few! 
  About ten minutes later a deep snore rumbled through the room. Billy Bunter was fast asleep. 
  One by one the other fellows dropped off into slumber. But the Bounder remained up, walking restlessly about the room, to keep himself awake. 
  He was tired and sleepy—and getting more and more sleepy. After a time he dropped into an armchair by the fire— to rest, not to sleep. 
  But in spite of himself he nodded. 
  It wks now long past midnight, and drowsing, combined with the warmth of the fire, soon caused the Bounder’s eyes to close. 
  The night grew older. 
  The candles burned down, and flickered and spluttered. The log fire burned lower, the blaze died away, but the red glow from the mass of embers spread through the room. 
  The Bounder slept—but it was an uneasy sleep. The face at the window was in his dreaming mind. 
  Perhaps some slight sound awakened him. 
  His eyes opened, and he blinked at the red glow of the sinking fire. It was the only light in the room—the candles were out. 
  Vernon-Smith felt a sudden thrill as he realised it. The candles could not not have burned out. Had they been blown out? 
  If so, it meant that there was a strange presence in the room. 
  Sitting in the high-backed chair, very still, Vernon-Smith listened with beating heart. 
  Was that a sound? 
  Outside the wind wailed round the old roofs—the boom of the ocean came up the coomb. Within, Bunter’s snore rumbled. But what was that other sound—like a stealthy creeping footstep? It was in the room somewhere— behind the high back of the chair in which the Bounder sat! 
  For a few moments Smithy sat still, listening, his heart throbbing, a creepy eerie chill on him, in spite of his nerve and courage. Something was in the room—natural or supernatural, there was something! 
  He set his teeth. He was going to know. Alive or dead, man or spectre, he was going to know what it was. He rose from the chair and looked over the high back—along the length of the great room. The blood ran to his heart in an icy chill.
  Standing in front of the open doors of the great oak wardrobe, was a figure— the figure of the sea-captain of Polpelly—the face and figure of the portrait in the hall. The Bounder gripped the back of the chair as he stood staring— staring, with starting eyes. 
  From the dead white face, the smouldering eyes of the apparition burned at him. Then it backed slowly, and disappeared—and the shadowy interior of the oaken wardrobe swallowed it from sight. 
  The Bounder stood gazing, his eyes on the spot where the spectre had vanished. 
  He had seen Billy Bunter root through that vast old piece of furniture —no one, certainly, had been there then. It was a massive piece, ten foot wide, four or five feet deep, and extending from floor to ceiling. The great oak doors stood wide open as Bunter had left them after his search. The interior was densely dark—the glow of the firelight did not penetrate into it. 
  Had he fancied that vision? He knew that he had not. He had seen it—seen it disappear into that black interior—and it was there—it must be there! With set teeth, taking his courage in both hands, as it were, Vernon-Smith rushed across the firelit room, grasped at the heavy oak doors, and slammed them shut. 
  The crash of the thudding oak rang almost like thunder through the room. It awakened every fellow there—even Billy Bunter—and every fellow started up in alarm.   
  “Smithy—” 
  “Back up, you men!” said the Bounder, between his teeth. “I’ve seen him—he’s here—and I’ve trapped him!” 

               THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                           Vanished! 

“BUT—Smithy—” gasped Harry Wharton. 
  “I tell you he’s here!” hissed the Bounder. “Get hold of something—get ready—I tell you I saw him, and he backed into this, and I shut the doors on him. We’ve got him trapped!” 
  “Oh!” said Bob Cherry. 
  Vernon-Smith stood with his shoulder jammed against the closed doors. He was prepared for a desperate push from within—an effort on the part of the trapped trickster to escape. 
  But there was no movement—no sound. 
  “I—I say, you fellows, what have you blown the candles out for?” gasped Billy Bunter. “I say---”
  “They were out when I opened my eyes!” said Vernon-Smith.  “I fell asleep in the chair. Light them, somebody!” 
  Nugent struck matches and lighted the candles. Bob Cherry stirred the fire, sending up a glowing blaze. 
  The vast room was brightly lighted now, from end to end. 
  Every face was eager—except Bunter’s. Bunter sat up in bed, with his blankets huddled round him, blinking in terror. 
  Bob kept the heavy, old-fashioned poker in his hand. Johnny Bull picked up an ancient pair of tongs. The other fellows selected handy billets of wood, from the stack of fuel beside the fireplace. If the strange visitant was there, and if it was human, they were ready to deal with him. 
  “You’re sure, Smithy—” muttered Wharton. 
  “Of course I’m sure.” The Bounder’s eyes were gleaming. “We’ve got him now—Count Zero or whoever he is— we’ve got him. I tell you, I saw him, and he backed into this cupboard—and I Shut the doors on him. I tell you, we’ve got him trapped.” 
  His voice was exultant. 
  Not for a moment did he believe that it was a spectre he had seen, strange and unearthly as it had appeared. It was an imposition—a fake—he was certain of it; and he had the trickster trapped!” 
  “Well, we’ve got him, if he’s there!” said Frank Nugent slowly. “Get the door open, Smithy, and let’s see!” 
  “Look out!” said the Bounder tersely, “If it’s that villain Zero, he’s armed—” 
  “I say, you fellows,” howled Billy Bunter. “I say, don’t open these doors! Keep ‘em shut! Stick all the furniture against them!” 
  “Shut up, you fat ass!” 
  “Ready?” asked the Bounder, with a glance round. He gripped a cudgel in his hand. “You fellows ready?” 
  “Quite!” said Harry Wharton quietly. “Get going, Smithy!”
  The Famous Five and Tom Redwing stood ready. If a man was trapped in the old wardrobe, he was certain to be desperate, and most likely to be armed. 
  But they did not shrink from the encounter. Yet if a desperate man skulked there, it was strange that he made no sound or movement—that he waited, in silence till the juniors chose to drag him from his hiding-place. 
  The Bounder, at least, had no doubts. Unless it was a spectre, that could vanish through solid walls, he had him trapped. And he did not believe for a moment that it was a supernatural vision. 
  With a steady hand he flung wide open the heavy doors that he had slammed on the vanishing phantom. 
  Bob Cherry, with the poker in his right hand, held up a candle in his left. 
 The light glimmered into the dusky interior. 
  It showed the solid oak walls of the huge old Tudor wardrobe. It glimmered and glistened on ancient oak. But it showed nothing else. 
  The interior was empty. 
  Vernon-Smith stared in. He was ready to strike; but there was nothing at which but to strike. 
  For a moment ho stood stupefied. 
  Then be snatched a candle and strode into the musty interior of the ancient wardrobe. He threw the light round him, into every dim corner. 
  Nothing! 
  The other fellows collected at the open doors, staring in. Only the glimmering old oak met their eyes. 
  There was a dead silence. 
  Vernon-Smith stood, candle in hand, looking round him, his eyes almost bulging from his head. 
  He had seen the figure of the old sea-captain disappear there. He had slammed the doors on it. There was no other way out. 
  Yet the interior was empty!” 
  He pulled himself together. He moved along the oak-panelled back that backed on the stone wall of the room. He tapped the panels with his cudgel, listening for a hollow sound in reply. Some secret panel that would open— that was the thought in his mind. 
  But from every tap came back the solid sound of a solid wall. There was thick atone behind the oak in every spot, 
  The perspiration started out on his brow. 
  What did it mean? What could it mean? Was it, in truth, a visitant from another world that he had seen, in the dim glow of the firelight? 
  He stepped out again, his face white. 
  “I—I say, you fellows, is—is anybody there?” wailed Bunter. 
  “No!” 
 “Oh lor’ !” 
  The juniors gathered by the fire. Bob Cherry threw on logs. The Bounder pitched down his cudgel, and stood with clenched hands. What did it mean? He was trying to think out what it could mean. 
  “You—you’re sure you saw it, Smithy?” asked Tom Redwing at last, in a low voice. 
  “Fool!” snarled the Bounder. “Am I the fellow to dream it, or to be taken in by a shadow?” 
  “If you were only half-awake—” said Tom quietly. 
  “I was wide awake—as wide awake as I am now!” said the Bounder savagely. “I can’t understand it, but I know I saw it. I thought I had it trapped, and now—” 
  He broke off. Unless there was a secret way through the wall at the back of the old oak, it was a phantom he had seen. There was no sign of a secret way. The wall was solid. And if it was Count Zero how could he know anything of the secrets of Polpelly, known to no one else—he, a foreigner from a distant country, a stranger to Polpelly? And if it was not the count, who then? Who else could have any motive for such ghastly trickery? The Bounder felt himself utterly beaten, and there was a chill of uneasy dread mingled with his bitter anger. 
Not an eye closed again while the long hours of darkness lasted. The juniors remained grouped by the fire, keeping it burning bright till the grey dawn crept in at the windows. But nothing more was seen, nothing was heard, and dawn, to their intense relief, came at last!


               THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                          Bunter All Over! 

“ I’m going!”
  Billy Bunter made that announcment at breakfast. —
  The events of that wild night had been enough—in fact, too much—for Bunter. They had not, fortunately, affected his appetite. He was parking quite a substantial breakfast in preparation for his journey. But he was fed up with Polpelly. Even Bunter Court, and the cheery society of his sister Bessie and his brother Sammy, seemed attractive, in comparison. Bunter was going! 
  He looked round as he made the announcement, perhaps in expectation of seeing looks of dismay dawn on every face. 
  But nobody seemed dismayed. Indeed, nobody seemed to have heard his announcement, important, as it was. The other fellows went on with their breakfast, passing Billy Bunter by like the idle wind, which they regarded not. 
  Bunter frowned. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he hooted. “I’m going!”
  “Hear, hear!” said Bob Cherry, taking note at last of the fact that Bunter was speaking.    
  “Good egg! Make it snappy!”
  “I’ve had enough of this!” said Bunter, glaring at Bob over a plate piled with eggs and bacon, ham and kidneys. 
  “Better leave the rest.” agreed Bob. “You’ve scoffed enough for about fifteen chaps already—”  “I don’t mean I’ve had enough of this grub, you silly ass! I mean—”
  “Never mind what you mean, old fat porpoise. Pack it up!” 
  “I mean, I’ve had enough of this rotten show!” said Bunter. Of course, I’m not afraid of ghosts, like you chaps! You looked a pretty sickly lot last night. What I mean is— Groogh! Ooogh !” 
  Speaking with a mouth full—especially a mouth as large as Bunters—was liable to cause trouble. Trouble accrued as a portion of Bunter’s cargo went down the wrong way. 
  “Urrgh!” Grooogh! Ooooch!” spluttered Bunter. “I say, you fellows— ooh!—what I mean is — Groogh— yooogh—mooogh!”
  “You don’t make your meaning clear.” said Bob shaking his head. Let’s have it plain. Do you mean groogh, or yooogh, or mooogh, exactly?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Urrgh! I mean—woooch!” Bunter gasped, and gurgled and got over the difficulty caused by the shifting of cargo. I mean, I’m fed up—and I’m going! You fellows got me here, practically on false pretenses---”
  “Oh crumbs!” 
  “Making out it was going to be a jolly Christmas!” hooted Bunter. “Jolly —I don’t think! Well, I’m going! As you got me here, you’ve got to get me away, somehow!  There isn’t any telephone, or anything. How are we going to get a car?” 
  “The howfulness is tawrific, my esteemed fat Bunter.” 
  “I say, you fellows---” 
  “You silly ass!” grunted the Bounder. “No car can get on the road in this snow. You’ll have to walk to Pilverton, and take the railway. There are local trains every now and then; they’ll land you at Barnstaple some time during tho day—with luck! Then you can take the train for London. I’ll stand your fare—with pleasure!”
  “Easier to stand Bunter’s fare than to stand Bunter!” remarked Johnny Bull.
  “Yah! How can I get to Pilverton?” demanded Bunter. “Think I can walk it?” 
  “Crawl on your hands and knees, if you like. Or, if you see a plane buzzing about ask for a lift.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Beast!” roared Bunter. 
  Having finished breakfast, the Greyfriars party strolled over to the door, which was wide open, letting in the bright winter sunshine, and the gleam of snow in the coomb. It was cold and frosty, but a glorious morning, and it had tho effect of brightening faces that were rather clouded and thoughtful after the eerie happenings of the night. 
  Whatever might be the explanation of the night’s strange mystery, the Bounder was coolly determined to “stick it out” at PolpelIy and his friends were going to stick it out with him, whatever might betide. Billy Bunter was welcome to depart, if he liked, and there was no doubt that there would be dry eyes when he lefts 
  “I say, you fellows!” yelled Bunter. “Don’t walk off while a chap’s talking to you! I say—” 
  “Don’t you start walking while a chap’s talking !” chanted Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  And the chums of the Remove walked out into the frosty sunshine, heedless of the fat Owl. 
  Billy Bunter snorted, and finished his breakfast—or, rather, his th+ird or fourth breakfast. 
  He was going—he was determined on that! The grub was good—he admitted it. But for the first time in his fat career, Billy Bunter considered that grub was not everythinge 
  A five-mile walk to the nearest railway station was rather a lion in the path. But it was the only way! 
  Fortificd with a large—not to say enormous — breakfast, Billy Bunter felt equal to it.  Warmly clad for the walk, with Nugent’s scarf wrapped round his  neck, and Bob’s woolly gloves on his fat hands, and Johnny Bull’s pullover under his coat, Bunter rolled out—his only trouble being that Wharton’s best boots were rather tight. 
  “I say, you fellows.”
  The juniors were getting warm with a snowball game. But they ceased as Bunter rolled into the coomb. 
  “I’m going.” said Bunter. “I shall have to ask you to send on my baggage, Smithy—I can’t carry it.” 
  “It won’t cause a breakdown on the railway.” agreed Smithy.  
  “Yah! And I shall have to borow my fare, as my postal order hasn’t come along in this outlandish, rotten hole.” 
  “Right-ho!” 
  “I dare say I can get home on five pounds.” said Bunter. 
  “I dare say you can get home out exactly two pounds three-and-six” said Vernon-Smith, “and that’s what you’re going to have—though I admit it’s worth double to see your back.” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Merry Christmas, Bunter!” shouted all the juniors, as the fat Owl started. 
  “Yah!” was Bunter’s reply. 
  With that cheery valediction, Bunter rolled away. 
  Up the coomb he went, and up the path to the road. From the coast road, over the cliffs, the branch road to Pilverton jutted off. Bunter found it and trudged along it in the snow. 
  He started quite cheerfully.  Bunter r fancied that he was some walker---able to walk any other fellow’s legs off. That was, so to speak, before taking. After taking, he felt quite different. 
  Having plugged half a mile, Bunter was feeling tired. Also, he arrived at a fork in the road. 
There was a signpost. But it was high up, and blurred with frost, and Bunter’s limited vision failed at the test. 
  He plugged on, hoping for the best. 
  But it was the worst that happened. 
  A mile—which felt like ten—receded slowly under his feet, and then he came to crossroads again. This time there was no signpost at all. 
  Bunter blinked round on what seemed a totally uninhabited country of snow and frosty branches. No doubt there were inhabitants somewhere, but the weather had not tempted them out. 
  He trudged on. 
  How many miles he covered he never know, Sometimes it was uphill. Sometimes it was downhill. But if he covered five, it could not have been in the direction of Pilverton, for that town remained distant and invisible. 
  By muddy lanes he trudged, gasping for breath—getting hungry—hardly hoping to get to the railway now, but hoping that he would emerge from those awful lanes on to a high-road, at least. 
  “Oh lor’ !” groaned the hapless Owl. “Beasts! Oh crikey! I—I wonder where I am! Oh scissors!”
  He trudged. Frequently he stopped to rest, and then he trudged again. Trudging at a snail’s pace, and long and frequent rests, used up the hours. But he emerged on a road at last—and gasped with relief. 
  He  trudged along the road. 
  Another turning. Ift led downhill—so Bunter took it. 
  He plugged on downwards. If only he could meet someone who would tell him the way! He was, happily, unaware: that, having wandered in circles, he   had never been as much as a mile from his starting-point, on the loneliest stretch of the Devonshire coast. 
  Gasping for breath, he trudged and plugged. The path he was following grew more rugged and wild. It looked like a path through one of those beastly coombs, shut in by high, sloping sides. But, suddenly, to his intense relief, he saw a building, with smoke issuing from a great chimney pile. He halted, gasping, and blinked at it. 
  It stood high up in the coomb, approached by steps, just like Polpelly. Whatever it was, and wherever at was, Bunter did not care—so long as he had reached a human habitation at last !   
  With a last effort, Bunter dragged himself up the great steps, passed through an arched gateway, and plugged across a courtyard to an ancient stone path. The door stood wide open; and firelight played  within—a welcome sight to Bunter’s weary eyes. 
  He plugged on into the porch. He tottered into the wide doorway. A scent that seemed sweeter than attar of roses greeted him—the scent of dinner— turkey and stuffing!” He gasped, and tottered in. If only they let him have some of that dinner!
  There was a sudden yell: 
  “Bunter!” 
  Bunter jumped. 
  He blinked. 
  His eyes almost popped through his spectacles. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., the Bounder, Tom Redwing, John Redwing, all rose from the table and the turkey—staring at him! And Bunter stared at them!
  “I—I say you fellows—” he gasped. 
  “Bunter!” gasped Bob. 
  “I—I say, how did you fellows get here?” gasped Bunter. 
  “How did we got here?” repeated Harry Wharton. 
  “Yes. What place is this?” 
  “Wha-a-at place is it?” stuttered Nugent. 
  “You beasts!” groaned Bunter. “You never told me you were asked out to a Christmas dinner, or I’d have stayed on, and gone with you. You know that! Now I’ve walked about twenty miles, and happened on you by chance! What is this place called?” 
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The Greyfriars fellows stared blankly at Bunter. For a moment or two they did not understand—then they roared. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “It’s called Polpelly!” yelled the Bounder. 
  Bunter’s spectacles almost fell off in his amazement. 
  “Pip-pip-pip-Polpelly!” he stuttered. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  The juniors yelled. Bunter, evidently, having wandered in weary circles, had got back to where he had started from without being in the least aware of it. 
  “Hungry, old man?” grinned the Bounder. “We’ve got turkey. Sit down, you blithering idiot! Ha, ha, ha!”
  Billy Bunter collapsed into a chair at the table. He had walked and walked and walked—how many miles be shuddered to think of. And he had got back to Polpelly. But there was still balm in Gilead, so to speak! He had got back in time for dinner! And the dinner was good!” The turkey was good—in fact, ripping—not to say spiffing! Grinning faces surrounded Bunter as he gobbled turkey. But he did not mind—in fact, he grinned himself. The grub was all right—and, so, for the time, at least, everything was all right!
THE END. 

