But[image: image1.jpg]BILLY BUNTER'S OWN PAPER!

 GUNMANS GETAWAY |

No. 1,528, Val. L1, EVERY SATURDAY. Wesk Ending April 241h, 1937,




[image: image2.jpg]Three times, in litile more than a week, an attempt has boen made on the Iife of Mr. Samuel
Vernon-Smith, the millionaire. What is the motive of the mysterious sniper ?

e SHADOWED MILLIONAIRE !
[— — == 5 1@

mith was at the marey of the
A movement, and the suten
geady o' s i, Them:

‘tho door behind the Wailan d
pen and Harbert Vernon-Smith ttepped
Into. the carriage |




                  THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                          Dropped On! 

“THAT chap’s up to something!”  said Harry Wharton. 
   Hurree Jamset Ram Singh nodded his dusky head. 
  “The upfulness is terrific!” he agreed. 
  “But what?” asked Harry. 
  The two Greyfriars juniors were considerably puzzled. 
  Sitting on a massive, jutting branch of a big oak, a dozen feet over the broad country road, they stared down— in surprise and perplexity, 
  On that sunny afternoon in the Easter holiday, they had walked out of Wharton Lodge, up the Wimford road. They were expecting Bob Cherry that afternoon, but Bob Cherry had not yet arrived. Half-way between Wharton Lodge and the town they had clambered on that branch of the big oak, partly for a rest in the shade, partly to scan the road towards Wimford and see whether Bob was coming. 
  Nothing was in view from the direction of Wimford, but from the other direction, that of distant London, came the rapid chug-chugging of a motor bike. 
  They glanced at it as it came whizzing along in a cloud of dust, driven at a terrific burst of speed. 
  They expected it to pass like a flash and vanish towards Wimford. Instead of which it roared to a halt on the opposite side of the road, where a cart track jutted off and led away through the Surrey woods. 
  The motor-cyclist jumped off and whirled his machine round the corner into the narrow, rutty track, where he left it. 
Then he ran back into the road and stood staring for a moment in the direction from which he had come. Then he shot a swift, searching glance round him, obviously to ascertain whether anyone was in sight. 
  As he did not lift his glance to the branches of the trees along the road, he naturally did not see the two schoolboys sitting high up on the oak. 
  He ran back to his machine and lifted something from it—and stepped to a tree at the corner of the track. Staring at him across the wide road, the two astonished juniors could see that he was winding something round the trunk of a beech and securing it there. 
  His actions were swift. In a matter of seconds he stepped away from the beech with a coil in his hand, and the Greyfriars juniors, more and more amazed, could see what it was. It. was a large coil of thick, but flexible wire. 
  With the coil in his hand he stood watching the road again, his whole attitude expressing Intense  eagerness. 
  That the man was “up” to something was quite clear, but it was diflcnIt to see what. He had arrived on the spot at a tremendous burst of speed; now he stood motionless, waiting and watching . Evidently, he was watching for somebody he expected to follow the way he had come. But what his object was, was quite a mystery. 
  From the high oak branch the juniors could see little of his face under the peak of a cap pulled low. But what they could see was darkly swarthy. They could guess that the man was a foreigner. 
  “What on earth’s his game, Inky?” asked Harry Wharton. He jolly well looks as if he means mischief—but what?” 
  “The esteemed goodness knows!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, his dark Eyes fixed in perplexity on the still figure across the road. 
  “Looks as if he put on a burst of speed to pass somebody, and now he’s waiting for him to come up!” said Harry. “Can’t be a jolly old motor-bandit, I suppose! What the thump is he going to do with that wire?” 
  Then, as a startling thought flashed into his mind, Wharton’s face paled. 
  “Good Heavens, Inky! He can’t be a car-wrecker!” It looks—”
  Hurree Singh whistled softly. 
 “It looks---” he breathed. 
  A car rushed by—a little Austin, the driver glancing carelessly at the man by the roadside as he passed. It hummed on and disappeared. 
  The man had not stirred. 
  Harry Wharton’s heart beat fast. 
  At this spot the shadow of the great oak, on which the two juniors were perched, fell across the road—a dusky bar in the April sunlight. Had the swarthy man selected the spot for that very reason? A wire stretched across the road in that dark bar of shadow would be unseen by a driver till he was too close to avoid disaster. 
  Was it possible? 
  Wharton remembered that he had seen something in the newspapers of some lunatics playing such deadly tricks on motorists. Could a sane man do such a dastardly thing? It was hard to believe—yet, if the man’s actions didnot mean that, what did they mean? 
  If he was a car-wrecker, it was clearly one particular car for which ho as waiting.  The Austin had passed in safety. 
  From the distance came the hum of large car. 
  Far away down the road, the juniors spotted a handsome RolIs-Royce, coming on at a good speed. 
  Evidently, the swarthy man spotted it, too! He came across the road swiftly, uncoiling the wire as he ran. 
  “Inky!” gasped Wharton. 
  There was no doubt now 
  The wire trailed in the dark bar of shadow across the road. 1t was black, and lay invisible. 
  The swarthy man reached the oak tree, fairly under the eyes of the staring juniors. 
  Swiftly he ran the end of the wire round the oak trunk, as he had run the other end round the beech on the other side.
  As he dragged it taut, the wire rose from the earth, stretching at the level of a couple of feet over the ground. 
  A few seconds more, and the end would have been twisted fast round the oak, and
 that doadly obstruction would have met the car full tilt as it came on. 
  Wharton set his teeth. 
  He understood it all now 
  The desperate rascal had been following the Rolls: he had shot ahead at top speed, to lay this deadly trap, and the Rolls was coming on to destruction. A few seconds more, and the crash would come. 
  But those few seconds were enough for the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. He had been sitting astride thp oak branch. Swiftly he grasped it with his hands and swung. 
He was almost directly over the head of the swarthy rascal below. There vas only one way to stop the dastardly work in time—and Harry Wharton acted without stopping to think. He dropped, and crashed fairly on the head of the man below. 
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  Both his feet crashed on the peaked cap. The man, with a startled gasp, dropped the wire, staggering and falling, and Harry Wharton sprawled headlong over him. 
  “Cospetto!” came gasping howl of surprise and rage from the swarthy man as he crumpled under the Greyfriars junior. 
  The wire, released, trailed in the dust of the road again. It was only just in time for the Rolls was almost upon it. But Harry Wharton had no time to look at the oncoming car. The man under him twisted like a cat, and grasped him. A swarthy face, demoniac with rage, was close to him as he was whirled over on the earth. 
  “Inky!” panted Wharton. 
  But he did not need to call. 
  The Nabob of Bhanipur was already dropping. He sprang to his chum’s aid and grasped the swarthy rascal. The three of them rolled over together in the road, tangled in the furious struggle, as the chauffeur jammed on his brakes and the Rolls halted with its wheels on the wire. 

                  THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                                Danger Ahead! 

“LOOK here, father—” 
  “Nonsense!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith decisively. 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars, grunted.
  “I tell you—” he said. 
   “Rubbish!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. Smithy gave another angry grunt. Sitting beside his father, in the magnificent Rolls, eating up the miles on the Surrey roads, the millionaire’s son did not look as if he was enjoying the good things of life, which were in such ample measure. 
  His brows were knitted, and there was a shade of anxiety on his rather hard face. 
  As Tomlinson, the chauffeur, drove steadily on, the Bounder glanced from the car every now and then with a wary, suspicious eye, as if watchful for danger. 
  If there was danger on the road, Mr. Samuel Vernon Smith did not heed it. He had a bundle of papers on his knees, and was deeply immersed in them. Seldom or never did Mr. Vernon-Smith forget business matters. The City was the place where he lived aud moved and had his being, and when he was not there in the body he was there in the spirit. 
  Deep in business papers and abstruse financial calculations, Mr. Vernon-Smith did not notice the glorious April sunset over the woods; he did not notice the woods; he hardly noticed the change to the fresh country air from the mixture of dust and petrol that he was accustomed to breathe in the happy purlieus of the City. Indeed, he would have forgotten that his son was in the car with him, had Smithy kept silent. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith was piling up irnmense wealth chiefly for that son, but iii the entrancing process he often forgot his son’s existence, 
  Smithy, however, was not silent. He was anxious for his father, if his father was not anxious for himself. 
  “Look here, listen a minute !” he snapped. .“I tell you, that motor-bike was following us for ten miles or more.”
“What motor-bike?” asked Vernon-Smith absently. 
  “I’ve told you three times—”
  “Eh? Then don’t tell me a fourth time, Herbert.” said Mr. Vernon Smith.  “I’ve got to work through these papers before we get to Seahill Park, and it’s not a long run down to Sussex. Look at the scenery, my boy. I believe it’s very fine in this part  of Surrey.” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith did not glance from the car to ascertain whether the scenery was fine or not. Skies of crimson and gold sweeping dusky woods had no appeal for him. 
  Neither had they much for the Bounder of Greyfriars. Anyhow, he did iiot look at the scenery. He jabbed at his father’s arm, and the millionaire uttered an impatient exclamation as he dropped a paper. 
  “You’ve got to listen, father!” snapped the Bounder. “Have you forgotten that a gunman has taken potshots at you three times in the last week?” 
  A miss is as good as a mile, Herbert. Pick up that paper.” 
 “He mayn’t miss every time!” growled the Bounder. “I shot up to London this morning from Seahill Park, without stopping for breakfast, when I saw it the paper that that villain had potted at you a third time.” 
  “Quite unnecessary, my boy!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith, though his tone was less impatient as he spoke. “l don’t want that affair to spoil your Easter holiday.” 
  “Blow my Easter holiday!” growled Smithy. 
  “Well, you have guests at Seahill Park, Herbert—the Highcliffe. boys. You must look after your guests a little.” 
  “Pon & Co. can go and eat coke, for all I care! So can Bunter. Bother the lot of them!” said the Bounder. “I dare say they’ve got on all right without me.  In fact, I’ve no doubt the Highcliffe fellows have had a happy day ragging that fat ass, Bunter, while I was off the scene.’ 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith frowned. 
  “You must not permit that, Herbert. The boy Bunter may have ways you don’t like---” 
  “He has—lots!” 
  “But you must not forget that he saved my life when I was fired at the day I came to fetch you away from Greyfriars. Give him as good a time as you can, Herbert.” 
  “I’m feeding the fat brute up to the chin; that’s all he wants!” grunted the Bounder.  “But never mind him. I tell you that motor-bike was following us a good ten miles, and then—”   “Well, well, now it is gone!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “There must be some tens of thousands of motor-bicycles on the roads to-day, Herbert.” 
  “That one was following us.” said Smithy obstinately. “I’m sure of it----I believe I made out that the man riding it was a foreigner, and you know that the gunman who potted at you was an Italian. He’s whiized on ahead, but---”
  “And he is gone!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “My dear Herbert, I have no doubt that the police will very soon secure that gunman—no doubt at all. I shall certainly not allow his antics to make the slightest difference to my habits. You must not be nervous for me, when I am not nervous for myseIf. What are you looking at now?” he added, as the Bounder, turning his head, stared at a park wall by the roadside. He laughed. “You must not fancy a gunman behind every wall, Herbert.” 
  “That’s Wharton’s place.” grunted the Bounder. 
  “.Oh!” Mr. Vernon-Smith glanced out. “Is that Wharton Lodge - I could wish, Herbert. that you had Wharton and some of his friends with you, instead of that rowdy Highcliffe set.” 
  “I’ve told you I rowed with that mob at the cud of the term!” grunted the Bounder, and he gave Wharton Lodge a scowl as the car buzzed past. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith shrugged his plump shoulders and droppcd his gaze to his papers again.  Smithy stared at the trees that lined the country road on either side. Far ahead, a blur of smoke on the sunny sky told where Wimford lay. There was no sign of the motorcyclist whose pursuit had roused the Bounder’s suspicions, and who had vanished ahead of the car at a tremendous burst of speed. 
  Mr. Vernon Smith had not even noticed the man at all. The millionaire’s nerve was of iron. Thrice, in little more than a week, an unknown sniper had fired on him, and so long as the man was at large there was incessant danger of another attempt, But Samuel Vernon-Smith was deep in his financial documents, giving no thought to the mysterious sniper. 
  “Look here, father, we’re getting close on Wimford.” said Smithy. “Why not stop there and give the police a word about that man on the motorbike?” 
  “Nonsense!” 
  “I feel sure—”
  “Rubbish!”
  Mr. Vernon-Smith answered tersely, without looking up from his papers.
  The car glided on, Smithy watching the road uneasily. Suddenly he uttered a startled exclamation and jumped to his feet. 
  “What the thump---” he exclaimed. 
  “Good gad! What is it now?“ exclaimed Mr. Vernon-Smith, greatly annoyed, “Really, Herbert---” He broke off, staring at three struggling figures, tangled together in wild combat, that rolled from the roadside into the road, stirring a cloud of dust. “What—’ what— Take care, Tomlinson!” 
  The chauffeur was swerving to give the bunch of combatants a wide berth, as he saw them suddenly sprawling out from under the spreading branches of a great oak. Vernon-Smith stood staring, 
  “Greyfriars men!” he gasped, “One of those chaps is Inky—Hurree Singh.  The other must be Wharton.  But who—who---that man’s an Italian!  Look!  Stop, Tomlinson!” the bounder yelled with excitement as he glimpsed the dark, swore they, furious face of the man struggling with a two schoolboys.
  “That’s the man, father---the man of the Lantham road!”
  “Good gad!” 
  Tomlinson braked and halted the car.  It was not till he had stopped that he spotted the wire, running from the beach on the left hand side, trailing across in the shadow of the old.  He gave a startled gasp.
  “Oh, gum!  Look!”
  Herbert Vernon-Smith hurled the car door open before it had fairly stopped, and bounded out.
  With blazing eyes, he rushed at the struggling bunch in the road---Harry Wharton, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, and the dark faced foreigner who had sniped at the millionaire on the day of break-up at Greyfriars school. Mi. Vernon-Smith followed him more 
Slowly, but quite forgetful of his precious papers now, which scattered unheeded on the floor of the car as he alighted. And the millionaire dived a hand into an inside pocket of his coat for the revolver he carried there, ant the April sunshine glinted on the barrel of the weapon as he hurried after his son.

                  THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

                      A Narrow Escape! 

HARRY WHARTON struggled desperately in the grasp of swarthy car-wrecker. His dusky chum backed him up with every ounce of his strength. But strong and sturdy as the two Greyfriars juniors were, the lithe, muscular Italian, active as a cat, was almost too much for them. 
  The three rolled and sprawled and panted, in a wild tangle, in a cloud of dust. None of them had eyes for the car, as it rushed up and came to a halt. The Italian was fighting like a tiger, kicking and clawing, and suddenly he wrenched himself partly loose, freed his right arm, and grabbed at the back of his trousers. Then there was a flash of steel in the sunshine, as a knife appeared in the rascal’s hand. 
  “Look out, Inky!” panted Harry. 
  He eluded a reckless slash of the steel, but he had to let go, and the a, tearing loose from Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, leaped up and bounded back. 
  The two juniors staggered up, breathless, covered with dust, facing him.  For a second the ruffian looked as if he would spring at them, knife in hand; then his flashing black eyes fixed on halted car and the Bounder rushing towards him, the portly millionaire following. 
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  He gave another backward spin to the tree at the roadside. The Bounder, heedless of the knife in his hand, even if he noticed it in the excitement of the moment, rushed straight at him. 
  “Herbert!” shouted Mr. Vernon-Smith. “Stop!” 
  “Smithy!” gasped Harry Wharton, amazed to see the Bounder of Greyfriars. 
  Crack! 
  The millionaire levelled his revolver and fired at the panting, swarthy rascal at the roadside. But at the same moment, the Italian leaped back among the trees, and the bullet missed him by a yard. 
  “Herbert!  Stop!” roared Mr. Vernon Smith, as the Bounder was recklessly rushing after him.
  Smithy halted reluctantly.  His father passed him---his portly face set, hard and grim, the revolver lifted, his eyes on the figure dodging among the trees.  He looked at that moment anything but a placid City man.  He fired, and fired again, as the foreigner ran--- and a wild yell came screeching back--- and the breathless schoolboys saw the running man clapped a hand to his face as he ran, and saw the spurt of blood through his swarthy fingers.  The next moment the Italian vanished in the wood, and Mr. Vernon-Smith, standing under the big oak, fired twice into the thick greenery after him.
  “Oh, my hat!” breathed Wharton.
  He stared blankly at Smithy’s father.  He had seen Mr. Vernon-Smith a good many times; but he had never seen him like this before.  He remembered that he had heard that Samuel Vernon-Smith had seen wild days in wild lands, in earlier years, and had handled deadly weapons in his time.  Evidently he had not forgotten their use in his later days.    
  With an angry snort, the millionaire lowered the revolver and thrust it back under his coat and turned to the group of schoolboys in the road. 
  “He’s gone!” he growled. “But there’s a mark on him to help the police to trace him, by gad!” You were right, Herbert—that is the man!” 
  “And it’s the man who was on the motor-bike behind us!” said the Bounder. “There’s his machine!” He pointed to the moter-cycle in the cart track by the road. “He’s had to leave 
it.” 
  “That will help the police, too !” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith looked at Harry Wharton and Hurre Jamset Ram Singh. The Bounder eyed them curiously. Tomlinson was taking up the wire, coiling it as he did so. 
  “You are Greyfriars boys—friends of my son!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “What has happened here? Did that scoundrel— ” He glanced at the coiling wire in the chauffeur’s hands.. 
  “If we’d hit this, sir---” muttered Tomlinson. 
  The Bounder whistled. 
  “That was the game?” he said. “Did you fellows stop him? I jolly well know there was something on when he shot ahead of us, after following us for ten miles or more. You spotted him?” 
  “‘The spotfulness was terrific, my esteemed Smithy!” said Hurree Jamsct Ram Singh. 
  “But what——” exclaimed the millionaire. 
  Harry Wharton explained in a few words. 
  Grimmer and grimmer grew the brow of the millionaire as he listened. 
  “The scoundrel!” he breathed. “The villain! He knew that my son was in the car with me, and he—” 
  “And he would have had us both!” said the Bounder coolly. “Yon wouldn’t have seen that wire in time, Tormlinson!”
  “Not in that shadow, I’m afraid, sir!” said the chauffeur. “By gum! If we’d hit it fair and square---” 
  “You have probably saved three lives, Wharton!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “The car would have been wrecked! The dastardly villain cared nothing for my son, or for the chauffeur, so long as he got the man he wanted!  Herbert, you shall not travel with me again until this is over.” 
  “Rot!” said Herbert. 
  Harry Wharton smiled. 
  “Jolly lucky we happened to be here.” he said. “We shouldn’t have been, only we were looking for Bob Cherry to come along. We couldn’t make out at first what that rotter was up to—but we guessed when he pulled the wire across the road. We had no idea it was your car coming, Mr. Vernon-Smith. But, I saw soniething in the newspaper this morning—I suppose it’s the same man that—” 
  “The same rascal!” said Mr. Vernon-Sniiitb. ‘ You have not been hurt, my boys?  ”
  “Oh, no! That’s all right. Only a bit rumpled!” 
  “The rightfulness is terrific, esteemed sahib.” assured the Nabob of Bhanipur. “And it is a terrific and absurd pleasure to have prevented a tremendous and ludicrous crash!” !”
  Mr. Vernon-Smith glanced at the shady woods that had swallowed the fleeing Italian from sight. Then he glanced at the motor-cycle. 
  “You can put that machine out of action, Tomlinson!” he said. “The villain may venture to return for it when we are gone.” 
  “Yes, sir!” 
  The chauffeur got busy with the motor bike. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith pursed his lips thoughtfully. 
  “I shall have to stop at the police station in Wimford, Herbert.” he said. “I shall send you on in the car from there and come on later by train.” 
  “I’ll wait---” 
  “You will not!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “So long as this danger lasts I shall not allow you to travel with me again, I tell you.” 
  “Look here---” growled the Bounder. 
  “Say no more, Herbert, my mind is quite made up on that point.” 
  The Bounder grunted, but he was silent. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith turned to Wharton and the nabob. 
  “You boys will be required to make a statement to the police.” he said. ‘You had better come on with me in the car.” 
  “Very well, sir!” said Harry, and when Tomlinson was through with the motor-bike the chums of the Remove packed into the car with Smithy and his father, and rolled on to Wimford. Mr. Vernon-Smith gave them a gracious remark or two, and then became immersed in his financial documents again. The Bounder eyed them rather uncertainly. If they had forgotten the “row” on the last day of the term at Greyfriars. Smithy had not.
  A quarter of an hour later they were in Wimford, interviewing Inspector Stacey at the police station. After which the Rolls rolled on with the Bounder for Sussex, and Harry Wharton and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh walked to the railway station to ascertain whether Bob Cherry had arrived. But Bob, who seldom lost a train, seemed to have lost one after another that day, for they could hear nothing of him there—and they started to walk back to Wharton Lodge, considerably puzzled, and wondering what on earth had become of Bob Cherry. 
                                     — — 
                  THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                     An Unexpected Meeting! 
“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  Harry Wharton and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh jumped simultaneously. 
  They had nearly reached Wharton Lodge, sauntering along at a leisurely pace in the bright April sunset, when a car came rolling on behind them, and slowed down. Other cars had passed them on the road, so they gave no particular heed to one more—till that unexpected fat voice hailing them made them jump and stare round. 
  A handsome Daimler stopped on the road. It was driven by a liveried chauffeur. From the car a fat face adorned by a large pair of spectacles grinned at the two juniors. They stared blankly at Billy Bunter, the fat ornament of the Greyfriars Remove. 
  “I say, you fellows, jolly glad to see you!” said the fat Owl of the Remove affably. 
  “You’ve got most of the gladness on your side, old fat man!” answered Harry Wharton. “What the dickens are you doing here?” 
  “Oh, I’ve given Bob a lift in my car—!” said Bunter carelessly. 
  “The esteemed Cherry!” exclaimed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, catching sight of another passenger in the Daimler. 
  “Bob!” exclaimed Harry in astonishment. 
  Billy Bunter’s fat face and fat head filled the window. He was pulled aside, and Bob Cherry looked out.. 
  He grinned at his friends rather ruefully. Bob had, it appeared, been in the wars. His nose was swollen, and had evidently been exuding claret quite recently. There was a dark shade under one eye. His lip was cut. One ear was very red and a little swollen, and there were two or three bruises spotted about. 
  “Been scrapping, old chap?” asked Harry. 
  “Has the scrapfulness been terrific?” grinned the nabob. 
  “Yes!” That fat idiot——” grunted Bob Cherry. “That pernicious porpoise—that footling freak---” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry!” squeaked Billy Bunter indignantly. 
  “That burbling bandersnatch!” con. tinued Bob Cherry. “That frumptious frog---” 
  “If that’s the way you thank a fellow for giving you a lift a hundred miles and more—” hooted Bunter. 
  “Shut up, you fat frump! Jolly glad to see you fellows.” said Bob. “I’m fearfully late, I know—all the fault of that potty grampus---” 
  “Beast!” 
  “You didn’t come by train, after all?” asked Harry. “But what——” 
  “That barrel of blubber blew in at Cherry Place, when I was going to start for the station,” explained Bob. “He was in this car, and 1 let him diddle me into coming in it, instead of going for the train. Like a silly ass, I fancied that he wasn’t on the make, for once. I say,what does my nose look like?” 
  “A tomato, chiefly.” 
  Bob rubbed it tenderly. 
  “I was taken in.” he explained. “That fat frowster told me he was staying at a place called Seahill Park, that I’d never heard of before, and that I was a few miles off the way from Dorset here. I suppose it was really about forty miles off the way. I let the foozling frog take me there, too come on here after, see?” 
  “You’ve been to Smithy’s place?” exclaimed Harry Wharton. 
  “Oh! You know it’s Smithy’s place, d you?” said Bob “Well, I didn’t!  But when we got in, I saw Larkin, Mr. Vernon Smith butler, and so I knew. The blithering bloater had diddled me into going to Smithy’s place —“ 
  “Oh, really, Cherry---” 
  “But why?” asked Harry, puzzled. Bob gave a snort. 
  “Smithy’s got a Highcliffe gang stayng there—Pon and his friends! It seems that Smithy was called up to town today—and Pon & Co were going to improve the shining hour by ragging that fat freak, while he was gone. They don’t seem to like his company at Seahill Park.” 
  “Rotten lot of cads, you know!” said Bunter, blinking from the car over Bob’s shoulder. “They sat me in a puddle the day they came, and spoiled Smithy’s trousers—I mean, my 
trousers---!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well, I jolly well made Ponsonby sit up for it!” said Bunter. “I ragged all his clothes in his room—mucked then all up, right and left—you should have seen them! He, he, he! And— could you believe it?—he had the cheek to pitch into me, only Smithy stopped him—I mean, I jolly soon knocked the cad down---”
  “I can see you doing it!” grinned Wharton. 
  “So that’s how it was!” said Bob, taking up the tale again. “I found that the fat scoundrel had pulled my leg into going with him to Smithy’s place in Sussex—and, of course, I was dragged into a row with Pon & Co. They started on Bunter, so I started on them—and I had the four at once—and I can tell you, it was a scrap!” 
  “You look it!” agreed Wharton, laughing. 
  “WelI, they look it, too!” said Bob, with satisfaction. “Four to one was pretty long odds—luckily they haven’t any pluck. They were satisfied before I was. I fancy their features are worse than mine.” 
  “Ohi, my hat!” said Harry Wharton. “I wish I’d been there!”
  “I wish you had!” said Bob, rubbing his nose. ‘So then I cleared off, and came on here, and that fat freak came, because he was funky of staying there with the Highcliffe cads till Smithy came home---” 
  “You jolly well let me down!” yapped Bunter. “You might have stayed with me till that beast Smithy came back--” 
  “Yes, I can see myself sticking in Smithy’s place without being asked!” growled Bob. 
  “I asked you!” said Bunter, with dignity. 
  “Fathead! So that’s how I’m late.”  explained Bob. “Seahill Park was forty miles out of the way, if it was a foot—down on the Sussex coast. This is one of Mr. Vernon-Smith’s cars—I believe he keeps a whole fleet of them “ 
  “Only four or five there.” said Bunter. “Nothing like the lot we have at Bunter Coiirt. I say, you fellows, hop in, and I’ll run you on to your little place, Wharton. I suppose you can put me up for the night, old chap.” 
  “Suppose again!” suggested Wharton.
  “Oh, really, Wharton! After I’ve given your pal a lift for hundreds of miles!” said Bunter warmly. 
  “My dear ass, my little place isn’t good enough for you!” said the captain of the Remove, shaking his head. 
  “Well, I can rough it.” said Bunter. “It’s not the sort of place I’m accustomed to in the hols., of course; but, dash it all, I can rough it for one night. That’s all right.”  
  “You frabjous owl---” 
  “Beast!”
  “Smithy’s on his way home now, fathead.” said Harry. “We met him and his father this afternoon, and we left him in Wimford an hour ago, starting back to Sussex.” 
  “Oh!”said Bunter, “Oh! I see! I’m afraid I shan’t be able to stay the night, Wharton! I don’t want to hurt your feelings, old chap, but your place isn’t quite what I’m used to. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do—I’ll come in to supper, and go back to Sussex afterwards. I’d rather make sure that Smithy’s in before I get back. The fact is, I’m hungry.” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “You can come in and feed, you fat frump, if you clear off afterwards,” he said. 
  Billy Bunter sniffed. 
  “If you put it like that, Wharton, I certainly shan’t come!” he answered. 
  “Well, I do put it like that!” 
  “He, he, he! I don’t mind your little joke, old chap! Hop in! I say, I‘m fearfully hungry!” 
  And Harry Wharton and the nabob stepped in, and the chauffeur—one of Mr Vernon-Snith’s many chauffeurs— drove on to Wharton Lodge. 
                  THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 
                      Pon Plots a Plot! 
HERBERT VERNON-SMITH grinned. 
  In the best circles, perhaps, a host did not grin at the sight of his guests with damaged and discoloured countenances. But Smithy grinned, evidently amused by the looks of Pon & Co. 
  Smithy liked the knuts of Highcliffe about as much as they liked him. It suited them to be together for the hols., that was all. The Bounder’s unlimited cash was the magnet that drew Pon & Co. to Seahill Park—and Smithy was quite keen enough to be perfectly aware of it. But he wanted a “rowdy” holiday with a set of young blackguards by way of a change after enforced good behaviour at school—and for that purpose he oould have made no better selection. 
  Standing in the hall at Seahill Park, with Larkin taking his hat and coat, Smithy looked at them—and grinned. They were dressed for dinner. So far as clothes went, Pon,  & Co. looked as elegant as ever. But their faces were decidedly decorative. 
  Cecil Ponsonbyhad a swollen nose. Gadsby had a darkened eye. Monson seemed to have a list to port in his jaw, which he moved with difficulty. Vavasour was the least damaged—having taken the smallest part in the scrap with Bob Cherty. But he had several aches and pains, and a thickened ear. 
  “You fellows been scrappin’ ?” asked Smithy. “You must be frightfully keen on scrappin’ if you’ve been goin’ for one another.” 
  “Nothin’ of the sort!” snapped Ponsonby. “That fat fool Bunter—”
  “What?” yelled the Bounder. “You haven’t let Bunter handle you like that, have you? Oh, my hat!” 
  “No, you ass!” howled Ponsonby angrily. “That fat fool brought a young ruffian here, and—and---”
  “That brute Cherry, of your Form at Greyfriars, Smithy!” said Gatsby, rubbing his eyes. “There was a fearful row!” 
  The Bounder stared. 
  “Cherry! Has Bob Cherry been here? What on earth brought him here?” 
  “That fat freak Bunter!” said Monson, “He cleared off in a car in the mornin’, and came back with Cherry.” 
  “Oh, my hat! Is he still here?” 
  “Oh, no! Hh cleared off again, and Bunter went with him,” answered Gadsby. 
  “We gave him all he wanted, before he went,” added Monson. 
.  The Bounder laughed. 
  “You look as if he gave you more than you wanted.” he said banteringly. “I suppose the long and the short of it is, that you started raggin’ Bunter, after I was gone, and he had the big idea of gettin’ Cherry here to handle you! Is that it?” 
  “ Well, what did you want that frowsy fat freak here at all for?” grunted Ponsonby. “lIe’ top but s no uso, and no ornament, that I know of.” 
  “t don’t want him here. My father asked me to stand him for the Easter hols, because he butted in when that dago was potting at him, and made the brute miss!” answered Vernon-Smith. “The fat blighter traded on it, to land himself here for Easter. If he’s cleared, so much the better. All the same it was rather thick to start raggin’ the fat ass as soon as my back was turned.” 
 “ Well, if you don’t want him, he’s gone, and that’s that!” said Gadsby. 
  The Bounder’ frowned. He had promised his father to stand the fat Owl for the holidays, and make the best of him. Mr. Vernon-Smith was grateful for Bunter’s intervention on break-up day at Greyfriars, which had saved him from a whizzing bullet. The Bounder’s chief feeling on the subject was annoyance at being landed with Bunter. Still he had made a promise, and he had intended to keep it. 
  “My father will expect him here,” he said, “and the pater will be down to-night sometime Still, I dare say he will blow in again. He can’t have gone for good—unless he’s stuck somebody else for the hols. Look here, no more rags on Bunter—I’d be glad to be shut of him, but my father’s made a point of it, and I’m going to put up with him.” 
  “My dear fellow,” said Ponsonby, “if you make a point of it, of course, we’ll regard him as the apple of our eye.” 
“AbsoIutely!” said Vavasour. 
  The Bounder nodded, and ran upstairs to change for dinner. 
  Pon & Co. exchanged glances when he disappeared. 
 “Think that fat freak will come back, Pon?” asked Vavasour. 
  “I shouldn’t wonder.” Ponsonby’s eyes glitterered. “If he does, we’ll make him wish that he hadn’t!   I’m not standing that fat scoundrel here.” 
  “But Smithy—” said Gadsby dubiously. 
  “Hang Snithy!” growled Pon. 
  “Bet you he blows in again.” said Monson. “He’s only steerin’ clear till Smithy gets back. He cleared off in one of the old bean’s cars—and he’s still got the car.” 
  “If he does---” 
  Buzzzzz!
  The telephone bell rang, in the cabinet adjoining the hall, Larkin came to take the call. 
His voice reached the Highcliffe knuts, as they stood lounging round the log fire in the hall. 
  “Yes, Master Bunter! Larkin speaking.” 
  Pon set his lips. Evidently it was Billy Bunter on the telephone. Larkin’s voice went on: 
  “Yes, sir! Master Herbert came in about a quarter of an hour ago, sir.” 
  Pon scowled, and the other three grinned. Clearly Billy Bunter wanted to make sure that the Bounder was there before he ventured back into the distinguished company of the knuts of Highcliffe. 
  “Yes, sir! I will tell Master Herbert!” said Larkin and he put up the receiver, and came out of the cabinet. 
  Ponsonby called to him, as he went towards the staircase. 
  “Was that Bunter, Larkin? “ 
  “Yes, sir!” answered the butler, glancing round. A faint smile hovered over his portly face. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith’s butler had been considerably shockcd and scandalized by the hectic happenings at Seahill Park. 
  But he had also been rather entertained by Billy Bunter’s extraordinary idea of setting Bob Cherry there to deal with Smithy’s other guests. He had been still more entertained by the sight of the four Highcliffians knocked out by one Greyfriars man 
  Larkin was a well-trained butler; but his eyes glimmered, as they rested on Pon’s nose and Gaddy’s eye. 
  “Is he coming back?” snapped Ponsonby 
  “Yes, sir!” answered Larkin. “He has asked me to tell Master Herbert that he is coming back in the car, and will arrive soon after ten.” 
  Larkin mounted the stairs, to convey that message to the Bounder. 
  Pon’s eyes gleamed under his scowling brows. 
  “So the fat cad’s comin’!” he muttered. He lowered his voice. “Look here, it will be pretty dark at ten— and the gates here are a quarter of a mile from the house. Black as a hat under those trees along the avenue. Somethin’ might happen to that fat rotter, on the drivc—what?” 
  “Oh, rot!” said Gadsby uneasily. Smithy will kick up a fuss---” 
  “Smithy can go and eat coke!” said Ponsonby coolly. Smithy won’t know what’s on. Vav can get him playin’ billiards after dinner—you can stick in and mark for them, Gaddy—that will keep Smithy busy—” 
  “But what---” asked Monson doubtfully. 
  “You and I, old bean, can take a stroll on the avenue towards ten o’clock, and wait for the car. You stop the car, and keep the chauffeur talkin’ for a minute or two—” 
  “Easy enough,” said Monson; “but what---” 
  “And I step into the car, and roll Bunter out on his neck!” said Ponsonby. “I’ll roll him into the pool---” 
  “Oh, gad! There’ll be a row if you drown hin.” 
  “It’s only a foot deep, fathead!” He may get wet!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Mum’s the word!” murmured Ponsonby, as Herbert Vernon-Smith appeared on the staircase. And the grinning knut said no more, as the Bounder came down and joined them 
  Pon & Co. were very bright and cheery at dinner. After that function was over, the party adjourned to the billiards-room, where there were coffee and cigarettes. Pon played a hundred up with the Bounder, and then left him to Vavasour. 
  It was a mild and balmy April evening The french windows of the billiards-room stood wide open. While Vernon-Smith played billiards with Vavasour, and Gadsby looked on and marked for them, Pen and Monson lounged in the doorway and smoked cigarettes. 
At the chime of ten, they exchangeda grin, and strolled out. 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith did not even glance at them as they went. The Bounder had no suspicion. 
  The play went on; but Gadsby was no longer watching it. Gaddy strolled to the french windows, and stood there, looking out, his hands in his pockets, and a grin on his face. On the open terrace before the house the spring starlight was bright; but under the heavy branches of the long avenue of old and beech it was, as Ponsouby had said, as black as a hat. 
  Into that blackness Pon and Monson had disappeared, to walk as far as the ornamental pool, which was half-way to the gates and close by the avenue. 
  Gadsby, grinning, listened for the sound of a car—and for the yells of the hapless Owl of the Remove when he rolled into the water. He little guessed what was happening, under those dark branches, while he grinned and listened. 

                  THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                     To Go or Not to Go! 

THE grub’s all right!” 
  Billy Bunter made that remark. For some little time the fat junior had been sitting 
in an armchair in the hall at Wharton Lodge, with a deeply thoughtful expression on his fat face. His remark showed on what an important subject his fat thoughts were running. 
Harry Wharton, Hurree Singh and Bob Cherry were chatting in a group near the fire. They glanced round as Bunter spoke. 
  Colonel Wharton and Miss Wharton were in the library. The old Colonel had not been fearfully pleased to see Bunter, though he was civil. Aunt Amy had been as kind and amiable as usual. The three juniors were as amiable as possible, comforted by the knowledge that William George Bunter was taking his departure that evening. They were discussing the coming of Frank Nugent and Johnny Bull, which, for reasons unknown to Bunter, they seemed to be rather looking forward to.
  Billy Bunter had parked an excellent meal—in fast, sevcra1 one after another. He rested at his ease in a deep chair, and seemed disinclined to mo’ ve—often Bunter’s state after a meal. He blinked through his big spectacles at the the juniors, as they looked round at him. 
  As Bunter was going, Harry Wharton wanted to be as polite as possible. Still, he was wondering a little when the fat Owl was going to start. The car was waiting for him—it had come round to the door some time ago. But the Owl of the Remove seemed in no hurry. He came out of a deep reverie with the remark that the grub was all right. 
  “Quite all right!” added Bunter, as if to assure Wharton on that point. “And after all, old chap, if the grub’s all right, everything’s all right! What?” 
  “The allrightfulness is terrific!” assented Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, with a dusky smile. 
Bunter sat up in thp chair and blinked around him. It was rather a disparaging blink. Quite plainly, he was comparing Wharton’s home with Smithy’s magnificent place on the Sussex shore—to the disadvantage of the former. Colonel Wharton was far from being a millionaire like Mr. Vernon-Smith. There was solid comfort, but few signs of money splashed about. 
  “Of course,’ said Bunter thoughtfully, “this is a poky little place after Smithy’s tremendous mansion in Sussex, Wharton!”
  “Must be!” agreed Harry politely. “I’ve never seen the tremendous mansion, but I’ve no doubt that this place would be lost in it, Bunter! Gratters on having such a tremendous place to spread yourself in for the hols.” 
  “This hall,” went on Bunter, “isn’t much bigger than the telephone cabinet at Seahill Park. Your little park—what you call a park—he, he, he!—is hardly as large as the kitchen garden there. 
  “Carry on, said Harry, as the fat junior paused. “But your car’s been waiting about half an hour, Bunter.” 
  “Never mind about that.” said Bunter. “The fact is, Wharton, old chap, that though your place is a poky little hole, compared with Smithy’s, I’m not fearfully keen on going back there.” 
  “I am!” said Harry. 
  “Eh?”
  “Quite keen on your going back there, old fat man.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton! What I mean is,” said Bunter, “the grub’s all right, and that’s the main thing. You don’t have so many courses at dinner as Smithy does—and only Wells waiting at table, instead of a butler and half a dozen footmen—but after all, the grub itself is the chief thing, isn’t it? Well, as I said, that’s all right. I’m satisfied about that.” 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh grinned a dusky grin, and Bob Cherry chuckled. They could see what was coming. 
  Harry Wharton looked fixedly at the fat Owl. 
  “Time’s getting on, Bunter.” he remarked. 
  “Oh, that’s all right!” said Bunter. “The fact is, I’m not keen on Smithy’s whacking place. You see, I’m used to the grand style at Bunter Court—it’s not such a novelty to me, as it would be to you fellows. Se?” 
  “The seefulness is terrific!” murmured the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “Humblo as your place is, old chap, I could make myself quite comfortable here, I think—at least, for a few days!” said Bunter. “Your uncle’s a bit of a grumpy old stick, but dash it all, I’ve stood him before and 1 can stand him again. As for Smithy, if he wants m, he shouldn’t have that Highcliffe crew at his plaee. He knows I bar Ponsonby. He can’t complain if I turn him down, in the circumstances.” 
  “I don’t think he would weep bitter tears, if you did, old fat man!”said Bob Cherry solemnly. “He might even be pleased!”
  “Oh, really, Cherry!  Smithy’s awfully keen to have me there—you see, it gives him a leg-up before the servants. to show off a fellow like me from his school ” 
  “Oh crikey!” 
  “But I can’t stand his Highcliffa friends,” said Bunter firmly, “and I jolly well won’t! Next time Smithy’s away, they’ll begin ragging again—and I can’t always be dragging you in to whop them, Bob.” 
  “You jolly well can’t!” agreed Bob Cherry. “You wouldn’t have got me there today, you fat villain, if you hadn’t diddled me into going.” 
  “Smithy’s back now.” went on Bunter, unheeding, “Larkin told me so on the phone. Still, I’m not keen. This is a twopenny-ha’penny little place compared with Seahill Park, but I can rough it a bit. Cut out and tell that chauffeur to run the car back to the garage, Harry, will you?” 
  “Eh?  ” 
  “I’m not going I” said Bunter. “‘I’ll keep the car for a bit. It will be useful as your uncle has only one car, and it’s rather a rotten old go-cart. Old Smith said I could use his cars, so I shall use this one, see? I darp say your uncle won’t mind putting up the chauffeur for a few days, Wharton. You haven’t much room here, but you can shove him in somewhere.’ 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Only there’s one thing we’d better discuss first,” went on Bunter, blinking at the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. “You fellows have just been talking about Nugent and Johnny Bull. Nugent’s coming along to-morrow, isn’t he?” 
  “Yes!”
  “Well, I don’t mind Nugent. lb can come I” said Bunter 
  “Thanks!” said Harry Wharton, with a deep sarcasm that was a sheer waste on William George Bunter. 
  “That’s all right.” said Bunter. “But about Bull—well I’d rather you phoned him up and told him to put it off for a bit. I think you were saying he’s coming in two or three days? Well, he’s a bit of a hippopotamus, and I’d rather he came after I’m gone.” 
  “He will come after you’re gone.” said Harry. 
  “You’ll phone him, and make that clear?” asked Bunter. 
  “No need to phone—it’s quite clear. answered Harry. “You can’t keep that car waiting outside much longer, Bunter.” 
  “I’ve told you to send it back to the garage. Send Wells out to tell the man. I’m staying, old chap—but mind, it’s understood that Bull doesn’t come while I’m here. I see quite enough of Johnny Bull in term!” explained Bunter. “It’s rather too thick to have to stand him in the hols as well. Leave him up in Yorkshire till I’m gone. Say, a week.” 
  “A week?” repeated Harry. 
  “1 think I can give you a week.  I may be able to give you all Easter---I’ll see. It depends a good deal on how I can fix up my engagements for the holidays.  Anyhow, you can rely
on a week.” 
  “Is that all?” asked Harry. 
  “Yes, that’s all. One of you fellows put the radio on, will you? And if you’re going to jaw, go somewhere else.” 
  Bunter settled back comfortably in his armchair. The matter was settled, so far as Bunter was concerned. 
  It was not, however, settled, so far as Wharton was concerned. 
  I’ll step out and tell Mr. Vernon-Smith’s chauffeur you’re coming now, Bunter!” said Harry. 
  “Eh?” Bunter sat up again. “I’m not going, old chap!” 
  “You are!” said Wharton tersely. And he went out to speak to the waiting chauffeur. 
Billy Bunter blinked after him as he went. Then he blinked at the grinning faces of Bob Cherry and the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “That silly ass doesn’t seem to understand.” said the fat Owl peevishly. “I say, Bob, you might hand me that cushion. Put it behind my head, will you?” 
  “Certainly!” answered Bob. 
  The cushion was about a foot out of Bunter’s reach. But the fat Owl saw no reason for exerting himself to reach it. Bob Cherry, however, was more than willing to oblige. 
  He picked up the cushion, stepped to Bunter, and pitt it behind his head with a biff. 
  “Wow!” roared Bunter, as he rolled out of the armchair. “Ow! Wharrer you up to, you mad idiot? Wow-ow!” 
  “Have another?” asked Bob affably. 
  “Ow!” roared Bunter. “Beast!”
  Harry Wharton came in again. 
  “Ready, Bunter?” he asked. 
  Billy Bunter scrambled up, his face red with wrath. 
  “Look here, Wharton—” he roared. 
  “Looking!” said Harry cheerfully. 
  “If that silly fathead is going to play silly tricks on a chap, l’m jolly well not staying here !” hooted Bunter. “You can’t expect it!  Now---”
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “Let’s have this clear.” he said. “If Bob biffs you with that cushion again, you’re going ?“ 
  “Yes, I jolly well am!”
  “Biff him with the cushion, will you, Bob?” 
  “What-ho!”
  “I---I---I say--- Keep off, you silly idiot!” yelled Bunter, as Bob biffed with the cushion. “Stop him! Yaroooh!” !”
  Biff, biff! 
  “Yow-ow whoop! Keep off, you beast!” 
  Biff!
  “Oh, crikey! Yarooh!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Biff, biff, biff!
  Bob Cherry was warming to the work. Billy Bunter dodged up and down, and round about pursued by the cushion.  He was fairly driven out of the doorway at last. A last biff caught him as he went, and he yelled, and bolted for the car. 
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  Harry Wharton, chuckling, took out his hat and coat. The fat junior glared at him from the car, with a glare that might have cracked his spectacles. 
  “Good-bye, Bunter!” 
  “Beast!” 
  And the car rolled away with Bunter for Sussex. 
                  THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 
                       A Blow In the Dark! 
“BLACK as a hat!” grunted Monson. 
  “All the better!” answered Ponsonby. 
  It was  deeply dark under the overhanging branches of the trees that shade and the long, wide avenue at Seahil1 Park. 
  The lighted windows of the mansion had disappeared behind the two Highcliffe fellows. The avenue seemed like a dark tunnel. 
  But a pale glimmer of water, through the old trees, revealed where the ornamental pool lay, a little to one side of the drive, and Ponsonby came to a halt. 
  “You stick here, Monson!” he said. “As soon as the car comes up from the gates, the chauffeur will see you, in the glare of the headlights. Wave to him and make him stop. I’ll get farther on, and come up behind the car when it’s stopped. If that fat ass sees you, he won’t see me—till I bag him.” 
  Monson chuckled. 
 “Smithy may get into a wax about it,” he said, 
  “Let him!” said Ponsonby indfferently. “We’re here to please ourselves, not to please that Greyfriars outsider. Like his cheek to fancy he can land that fat Greyfriars freak on us.”
  “Go it!” said Monson. 
  He remained standing in the dark avenue, ready to stop the car when it came. It was well after ten o’clock now, and Bunter had stated that be would be in soon after ten. He did not expect to have to wait long. 
  Ponsonby walked on down the avenue, about twenty yards farther. Bunter’s car would pass him before it stopped; and when the dandy of Highcliffe came up from behind, there was no doubt that he would take the fat Owl completely by surprise. 
  It would only be a moment’s work to whip open the door of the car and grab Bunter. Once his grasp was on the fat junior, all the rest was easy.  One hefty wrench would jerk him headlong out of the car—and before he knew what was happening to him, he would be wallowing in the water. Which Pon hoped, would make the Owl of Greyfriars fed-up with holidays at Seahill Park. 
  But it was necessary for Pon to hunt cover. If he was spotted in the glare of the headhights, Bunter would be on his guard at once. 
  He picked but the darkest spot where two trees grew close together, with intermingled branches, at the side of the drive. Between the trunks was a space absolutely black, into which the dandy of Highcliffe had to grope his way. 
  He groped into the space, with his hand outstretched before him, and gave a gasp of horrified surprise, as his fingers came in contact with something that was certainly not a tree-trunk! 
  It was a human face ! 
  Not for an instant had it occurred to Ponsonby that some unknown person might already be hidden in that shadowed spot. Who could be in ambush there? 
  The sudden shock of touching an unseen human face in the dark made all his nerves jump.
  He started back, gasping. 
  “Wha-a-t—who—” stuttered Ponsonby, in amazement and terror. 
He caught the sound of a sudden, startled breath. The unseen man was as surprised as Ponsonby. 
  In sheer terror Ponsonby jumped back; and in another second he would have been racing up the drive to rejoin Munson, quite forgetful of his intended jape on the Owl of the Remove. 
  But in that second a shadow started swiftly in the dark, and a fierce blow was s truck. 
  A sharp and terrible cry left Ponsonby’s lips as he reeled under that fierce and savage blow, and he went down with a heavy crash on the drive. 
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  He did not utter another sound as he fell. That savage blow had scattered his senses, and he was unconscious even as he touched the ground. 
  He lay crumpled there, senseless. 
  Over him crouched a shadowy figure, panting. 
  From up the avenue came a startled shout. That fearful cry from Ponsonby as he was stricken down reached Monson, startling him almost out of his wits. 
  “Pon!” shouted Monson. “Pon! What’s up? What’s the matter, Pon?” 
  There was no answer to Monson’s alarmed shout. The shadowy figure that bent over Pon’s senseless body darted away under the trees. Pon was left lying where he fell, his upturned face glimmering white in the gloom. 
  “Pon!” yelled Monson, greatly alarmed. “Pon!” 
  He stared through the darkness, with a thumping heart. What had happened there, in the dark? Something had happened—but what? Why did not Ponsonby answer? 
  Monson ran a few steps, to look for him—and stopped again. His face was white as he tried to peer through the gloom. Something had happened to Ponsonby, or he would have answered. 
  “Pon!” yelled Monson desperately. “Why don’t you answer, you fool? Pon!” 
  Only the echo of his voice answered. Monson stood trembling; but he screwed up his courage at last, and hurried on. He stumbled over something that lay on the earth. 
He knew what it was before he looked.  But what could have happened?  His hand was shaking like an aspen as he groped for a matchbox and struck a match. 
  The flickering flame glimmered on a dead-white face, with a streak of red oozing down the colourless skin. 
  Monson gazed at it in horror. 
  Ponsonby lay at his feet senseless; and, only too plainly, he had been struck down by some unseen hand. The match went out. 
  Monson turned, and raced desperately up the avenue towards the house. Someone had struck Ponsonby down— and very likely he was still at hand! In utter terror Monson ran, as if for his life. 
  It seemed to him that he heard pursuing feet behind in the darkness. It was probably only the echo of his own. But the bare thought of a dark figure running behind him frightened the Highcliffe junior almost out of his senses. He shrieked hoarsely and incoherently as he ran. 
  It was only a matter of a few minutes, but it seemed centuries, before he saw the lighted facade of the mansion.  He bolted for the open french windows of the billiards-room like a hunted hare. 
  Gadsby had stepped out on the terrace, and stood staring at him. The husky shrieks that Monson uttered as he fled startled Gadsby, and he jumped clear of the ground at the sight of Monson racing up, white as chalk. 
  “What’s happened?” gasped Gadsby. 
  Monson did not answer—he could not. He brushed past Gadsby and staggered into the lighted room. 
  Vavasour was taking a shot, the Bounder standing with the butt of his cue resting on the floor. Both of the forgot the game at the sight of Jonson, staggering in from the night. 
  “What the dooce —”  exclaimed Vernon-Smith. 
  Monson staggered to the billiards-table, and stood leaning on it, or, rather, collapsing on it, his breath coming in panting sobs. Gadsby followed him in, staring. 
  “What’s the row, Gaddy?” askcd Vernon-Smith. 
  “Blessed if I know.” said the amazed Caddy. “Where’s Pon, Monson!”
  Monson was panting helplessly for breath He was winded by his desperate flight, and between breathlessness and terror, he could only stutter spasmodically. —
  Gadsby stood staring at him, but the Bounder, with a knitted brow, strode to him and grasped him by the shoulder and shook him angrily. 
  “What’s up, you stutterin’ fool?” he asked roughly. “Has sornethin’ happened to Pon, or what?  Cough it up, can’t you?” 
  Monson tried to speak. 
  “Pon!” he stammered. “He—he’s knocked out! Oh, gad! Stunned, I think. He—he’s lying on the avenue!” 
  “Oh!” 
  “Pon knocked out!” repeated the Bounder incredulously. “What do you mean, you ass? Who’s knocked him out?” 
  “I—I don’t know! He—he’s lying there.” Monson shuddered. ‘Lying there-—stunned--blood on his face—I stumbled over him—” 
  He groaned. 
  “And you left him there?” said the Bounder, with a contempt he did not take the trouble to conceal. 
  “I—I couldn’t do anything. He’s senseless. I tell you—and—and whoever did it, he—he’s there. He might have —er —” 
  Monson broke off with a shiver. 
 “Goed old Highcliffe !”said the Bounder, with a btter sneer. “There’s a Greyfriars man hero who’s not frightened, anyhow.  He gripped his cue and ran to the open french windows. 
  “You fellows call Larkin—if you’ve got nerve enough for that. Tell him to turn out the servants, with lights!” 
  The Bounder ran out into the night. Monson, unheeding, still clung to the billiards-table, in a state of collapse. Gadsby rang the bell and rushed to the door, shouting for Larkin. The Bounder ran down the dark avenue— but he ran alone.  
                  THE EIGHTH CHAPTER, 
                         By Whose Hand? 
BILLY BUNTER gave an angry grunt, as there was a sudden jamming of brakes, and the car came to a halt. 
  The fat junior had been asleep most of the way from Wharton Lodge, and he did not even know that the car had turned in at the gateway of Seahill Park 
  It halted quite suddenly, and he almost slipped off to the floor, and awoke with a jump. He grunted, snorted, and blinked round peevishly through his big spectacles, and yapped at the driver. 
  “What the thump are you stopping for? Where are we?” 
  Blinking from the car, Bunter could only see black shadows of trees. Ahead the glare of the headlights showed endless trees, lining the wide avenue. 
  “Where arc we?” hooted Bunter. “Ain’t we anywhere near Smithy’s place yet? Are you going to be all night about it? Where are we?” 
  “In the avenue, air; it’s only a few minutes on to the house, but—”
  “Oh, we’ve got in, have we?” grunted Bunter. “Then what the dickens have you stopped here for? Get on to the house!” 
  Instead of obeying that command, the chauffeur descended from the driving-seat. 
Billy Bunter blinked at him angrily, and then, as he saw what the driver had seen, he gave a sudden jump and a startled howl: 
  “Oh crikey!” 
  Leaning from the window of the car, the fat Owl gazed in horror at a still figure that lay at the side of the avenue, in the glare of the headlights. 
  He could see the white, still face, with the streak of crimson on it. 
  “There’s been an accident, sir!” said the chauffeur. “That’s one of Master Herbert’s friends, Mr. Ponsonby.” 
  “Pon! Oh crumbs!” 
  The fat Owl opened the door and stepped out. Little as he liked the dandy of Highcliffe, Bunter was more than ready to help him now.  He rolled after the chauffeur, who was stepping quickly to the spot where the senseless Highcliffe junior lay. 
  There was a patter of rapid-running feet on the drive, from the direction of the house. 
Vernon-Smith came up, panting for breath. The billiards-cue wa in his grasp, the only weapon that had been at hand when he ran out, after Monson’s startling announcement. He saw the lights of the car as be came, and he arrived breathless as the chauffeur bent over the unconscious Highcliffian. 
  “1—I—say, it’s Pon, Smithy!” stammered Bunter, blinking in horror at the still, white face. “He—he’s had a knock!” 
  “He’s had a hard knock, Master Herbert.” said the chauffeur, stooping over Ponsonby. “There’s a big bruise here.  He’s had a knock on the head and---” 
  “So Monson said!” The Bounder stared round him in the shadows. “But who—who--- Get him into the car, Williams! We must get him to the house as quickly as we can!” 
  Between the chauffeur and Vernon-Smith, the insensible junior was lifted into the car. Bunter rolled in, and sat down again. There was a low moan from Ponsonby. he was beginning to revive. The Bounder held him on the seat, while Williams drove on again, up to the house. 
  “I—I—I say, Smithy, who did that?” gasped Bunter. 
  “How should I know, you fool?” growled Vernon-Smith. 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—” 
  “Shut up, you ass!” 
  “Beast!” 
  The car was not log in reaching the house. The great door stood wide open, light streaming out into the April night. Larkin was there, and a dozen menservants, some of them with lanterns or electric torches in their hands. Gadsby and Vavasour were with them. Monson was still in a state of collapse in the billiards-room. 
  “Master Herbert!” exclaimed Larkin, in horror as he looked into the car. “What---” 
  “Help me out with him!” rapped the Bounder. 
  Ponsonby was carried into the house. Billy Bunter rolled in after him. Gadsby and Vavasour did not give him a look. They had quite forgotten what had been planned for Bunter on his arrival, in their consternation at what had happened to Ponsonby. 
  The dandy of Highcliffe was laid on a settee in the hall. He was coming to himself now, and his eyes were open, staring round him wildly. 
  Monson came tottering out of the billiards-room. 
 “You—you’ve found him!” he stammered. “Is—is he much hurt?” 
  “He’s had a crack on the head!” said Vernon-Smith. “Whoever hit him had something in his hand— something hard! He will be able to speak in a minute or two.” 
  “But who---” gasped Gadsby. 
  “And—and why?” stuttered Vavasour. 
  The Bounder did not answer that. Already a dark suspicion was in his mind. Someone, it was clear, had been lurking in the darkness of the avenue, and Pon must have barged into him. Mr. Vernon-Smith was expected late that night. The man who had attempted to wreck the car on the Wimford road had had ample time to get ahead of him. Was that it? 
Ponsonby sat up, dizzily, supported by Gadsby’s arm. His hand went feebly to his bruised head, and he groaned. 
  “I say, you fellows, what was Pon out there in the dark for at this time of night?” asked Billy Bunter. 
  Gadsby and Monson and Vavasour looked at him and one another.  But they did not answer. 
  Ponsonby gave another groan. 
  “Oh, my head! Have you got the brute?  ”
  “Who?” asked Vernon-Smith quietly. “Did you see him, Pon?” 
  “No. I—I barged into him!” Ponsonby shuddered. “He was hidden behind a tree, and I—I touched him in the dark. Then he got me with something---” He finished with another groan. 
  “Then you saw nothing of him?” asked the Bounder, disappointed. “You couldn’t say if he was a foreigner?” 
  “I never saw him at all! Oh, my head!” groaned Ponsonby. “Help me to my room, somebody!”
  “Wait a minute!” said Vernon-Smith. If he was concerned for the injured Highcliffe junior, that was a mere trifle compared with his anxiety for his father. “You say he was hidden behind a tree, close by where we found you, I suppose!” 
  “Yes, I suppose so. I fell when he hit me on the head—it felt like the kick of a mule—” 
  “Thank goodness you’re all right now!” The Bounder set his teeth. “That’s the darkest part of the avenue. He was watching and waiting there. Thank goodness you ran into him! Here, Gaddy—Vav. Help Pon to his room!” 
  The Bounder turned away, leaving the dandy of Highcliffe in the hands of his friends. Hc groaned as they helped him up the stairs. 
  Smithy was turning to Larkin, when Billy Bunter touched him on the arm. 
  “I say, Smithy—” 
  “Did you see the man, Bunter?” exclaimed the Bounder eagerly. It occurred to him that the fat Owl might have seen something. 
  “Eh? Oh, no! I was asleep when Williams stopped the car!” answered Bunter. “I was going to say---” 
  “What? Quick !” 
  “What about supper?” 
  “You fat fool!” yelled the Bounder, “Oh, really, Smithy! I had dinnerwith Wharton at his place, but that was a good while ago, and I’m hungry. I say— Yaroooooh!” roared Bunter, in surprise and wrath, as the Bounder gave him an angry shove, and sent him spinning across the hall. “Ow! Beast! Wharrer you up to? Wow!”
  Billy Bunter sat down, hard. 
  Unheeding him, the Bounder turned to Larkin: 
  “Call out every man in the place. Larkin, and set them searching for that scoundrel. Then get on the telephone and call up the police. That man was watching for my father. Do you understand?” 
  With that, Vernon-Smith hurriedly donned a coat and cap, and ran out of the house. He ran swiftly down the dark drive, careless whether Ponsonby’s assailant might be still lingering in the shadow there. He was thinking only of his father. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith was coming down by train, and would take a taxi from Seahill Station, and, but for Ponsonby’s adventure, the Bounder knew, he was certain, that a desperate enemy would have been watching and waiting for hin on the dark avenue—perhaps was watching and waiting still! 
  In the gateway, leaning on the big bronze gates, the Bounder panted for breath and watched the road. A car passed him, with a police-inpector and a constable in it, and rushed on up the avenue to the house. 
  Smithy did not heed it. He waited, and it was an hour later that a taxi from the railway station came buzzing up, and he ran forward and shouted as it was about to turn in at the gateway. 
  A surprised face under a silk hat stared at him from the taxi. 
  “Herbert list exclaimed Mr. Vernon-Smith. “What---” 
  His face set hard and grim, as the Bounder told him. He dismissed the taxi, and walked in with his son, his hands in his coat-pocket, grasping the revolver he had carried ever since his life was threatened. 
  Up and down the avenue, among the shadowy trees, lights were gleaming and twinkling, as a crowd of searchers hunted for the mysterious man who had struck down Cecil Ponsonby. But the search was in vain. That assailant, whether he was the millionaire’s enemy or not, had realised that his game was up when the alarm was given, and he was gone—vanished without leaving a trace behind him, except the bruise on Pon’s bandaged head !
                  THE NINTH CHAPTER. 
                       Pon’s Programme! 
“BEASTS!” murmured Billy Bunter. 
  It was couple of day’s later, Billy Bunter, having done well at lunch—perhaps a little too well— had rolled out on the lawn, intending to dispose his fat limbs in a hammock there, and rest after his exertions. 
  Ponsonby and Gadsby sauntered out after him. 
  Hence Bunter’s remark. 
  Bunter was not a suspicious fellow, as a rule. But now he had a strong suspicion that if he went to sleep in that hammock, something would happen to the hammock while he was asleep! 
  So he rolled on, to seek a more secure spot.
  Blinking back over a fat shoulder from a shady garden path a few minutes later, he spottcd two Highcliffe caps in the rear. 
  “Beasts!” hissed Bunter again. 
  This sort of thing was a worry t Bunter. 
  He was sticIing to Smithy for Easter; and in many ways he was in luck—the grub was unlimited and good, the servants innumerable, handsome cars were at his orders.  Millionaireing was quite enjoyable, so far as that went. 
  The fact that Smithy did not want him there did not worry Bunter. So long as Smithy did not boot him out, that was all right. 
  But there was a fly in the ointment, all the same—in fact, four flies, the knuts of Highcliffe. 
  They could not “rag” Bunter openly, especially while Mr. Vernon-Smith was there. But they were always looking for chances of making him sorry that he was sticking to Smithy. 
  Three of them, perhaps, might have tolerated him, with contemptuous indifference; but Ponsonby was not so placable. 
  Pon’s handsome nose was still showing signs of Bob Cherry’s hefty punching. Bunter was the cause of it. And Pon’s head was still bandaged, and still had a lingering ache in it, from the knock he had received on the dark avenue. Rather unreasonably, he put that down to Bunter’s account. 
  Bunter certainly had not wanted him to lie in wait for the car that night. It could hardly be said that it was Bunter’s fault that he had run into the desperado hidden under the trees. Still, but for Bunter it would not have happened; and Pon had a malicious and revengeful temper. Neither had he forgotten the “rag” in his room, when Bunter had raided his elegant clobber and havocked the same. 
  Billy Bunter was quite aware that if Pon ran him down out of sight of the house, something would happen to him. He rolled on with a frowning brow—the two Highcliffe caps still in the rear. 
  “Beasts!” breathed Bunter, for the third time. 
  He arrived at a little shady summerhouse, where he would have liked to halt, for the nap he needed. But he did not want Pon and Gaddy to run him down there. 
  But Bunter could be strategic. 
  He blinked back along the shady path cautiously, and then dodged behind the summer-house and crouched down there. 
  He had no doubt that Pon and Gaddy would pass on, not seeing him, and that would be that! 
  He grinned as he heard the sound of approaching footsteps on the path and a sound of voices. 
  “Where has that fat frog got to?” It was Pon’s voice. 
  “Squatting in that summer-house, very likely.” said Gadsby. 
  “Let’s look!” 
  Bunter heard the two Highcliffians step into the summer-house. Then he heard Ponsonby’s grunt 
  “Not here!” 
  “Oh, let him rip!” yawned Gadsby. “Got a cigarette? I’ve left mine indoors.” 
  “Beasts!” breathed Bunter for the fourth tune, as he heard the Highcliffians sit down in the summer-house, and the scratch of matches followed. 
  They had given up the hunt—which was what Bunter wanted. But they had sat down in the summer-house to smoke cigarettes, which certainly he did not want. He could not stir while they were there without being spotted. 
  “It’s pretty slow here while the old bean’s about!”said Gadsby. “Smithy keeps on good behaviour while the pater’s around.” 
  “The old ass is goin’ to-morrow.” 
  “Thank goodness for that!”
  Ponsonby gave a sneering laugh.
  “He’s got to get back to the bulls and bears of the City! I suppose he’s worth half a dozen millions—but he’s piling up more! I dare say that’s why that Italian johnny’s after him—some man he’s diddled somehow.” 
  “Shouldn’t wonder!” yawned Gadsby. “Better not let Smithy hear you say so, though.” he chuckled. 
  “Hang Smithy!” 
  “Well, he’s a bit of an outsider.”said Gadsby. “But he must be fond of that pater of his. Blessed if I should have thought he was fond of anybody but himself. You never really know a fellow.” 
  “They’re a pair of rank outsiders.” sneered Ponsonby. “I shouldn’t stand much more of this, if the old bean was staying on. We didn’t come here to be good little boys under a parental eye, that I know of.” 
  “Smithy will make the fur fly again when the old Bounder’s gone back to the City.” said Gadsby. “He’s goin’ this afternoon, and we shall have a jolly evenin’, old bean.” 
  “That’s all you know!” said Ponsonby, “Smithy’s goin’, too!”
  “Hardly!” said Gadsby. “The old bean is more anxious about Smithy than about himself. He won’t let Smithy travel with him.” 
  “I know that! Smithy’s given me the tip.” grunted Pon. ‘Hc’s goin’ to clear off before his father starts, and take the same train from Seahill Station, without lettin’ the old bean know. Smith senior is goin’ up by train—gettin’ tired of bein’ potted at in his car, I suppose. Smithy’s fool enough to fancy that somethin’ may happen on the train.” 
  “Well, it might.” said Gadsby. “That gunman who is after him seems to be makin’ a habit of it.” 
  “That’s what Smithy thinks, anyhow, and he’s goin’ to keep an affectionate filial eye on the old bean from the next carriage!” sneered Ponsonby. “Fancy Smithy—a hard knut like that! Soft spot somewhere.” 
  “Well, dash it all, Pon, the man’s his father!” said Gadsby. “I should feel pretty rotten if my pater was in the same boat.” 
  “Anyhow, he’s goin’, and I’m to pull the old bean’s leg if he wants to know where Smithy is, when he starts.” said Ponsonby. “Smithy won’t be back till late at night—may stay the night in London! That washes out our jolly evenin’ with Smithy.” 
  Gadsby laughed. 
  “We can survive the loss of his company for an evening.” he remarked. “He gets on my nerves a bit sometimes.” 
  “Well, we shall find somethin’ to do!” said Ponsonby in a significant voice. We shall be left here—with Bunter.” 
  “Chance to make that fat ass sorry for himself, what? Mind he doesn’t bring that ruffian Cherry on us again, though, as he did last time.” 
  “He can’t. Cherry would never have barged in here if he’d known it was Smithy’s place—the fat rotter pulled his leg somehow. Besides, we’ll see that he doesn’t get away in a car to fetch anybody:” 
  “We can do that,” agreed Gadsby. 
  “I’m fed-up with the fat fool’s grubby face about. What’s the game?” 
  “There’s a gate on the sands at the other end at the park. Might take him for a nice little walk by the sad sea waves, and strand him in a jolly little spot where he will be cut off by the tide.” 
  “Oh gad!” 
  “A night out may do him good! Missin’ a few meals is sure to do him good! I’vc expected him to burst all over the dinner table more than once.” 
  Gadsby chuckled. 
  “There’s a rock half a mile out in the bay that’s cut off when the tide’s in.” went on Ponsonby. “You can walk out to it at low tide. I’ve been there with Smithy. There’s a hut where they keep fishin’ tackle and stuff: We walk that fat freak out there, and leave him there —” 
  “He won’t. go if he can help it; he won’t be able to help it, when Smithy and his pater are gone.” said Ponsonby coolly. “If he won’t walk, we’ll roll him.” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Behind the summer-house, Billy Bunter shook an unseen fat fist! His little round eyes gleamed behind his big round spectacles, 
  Smithy was going away again—and this was what was scheduled to happen while he was away. Aware that the millionaire would not allow his son to travel with him while the danger lasted, Billy Bunter had taken it for granted that Smithy would stay when his father went. But for the fact that Pon had stalked him that afternoon and driven him to hunt cover, he would have remained in complete ignorance of what was intended—and would have fallen into the Highcliffians’ clutches as helpless as a fat rabbit. 
  “Beasts!” breathed Bunter. 
  It was ten minutes later before Pon and Gadsby, having finished smoking, left the summer-house and strolled away. 
  Then the fat Owl of the Remove emerged from his hiding-place. 
  He shook a fat fist after two Highcliffe caps that were vanishing over distant shrubberies. 
  “Beasts !“ hissed Bunter. 
  The Owl of the Remove rolled back to the house—no longer thinking of a nap. He was thinking of what was booked to happen on the morrow. If that beast Smithy really went to London---
  Sad to relate, the thought occurred to Bunter of giving the Bounder’s game away to Mr. Vernon-Smith—in which case, It was certain, Smithy would not have taken his father’s train. But he realised that, if Smithy stayed at home for such a reason as that, he would not be likely to protect the fat Owl against the raggers. Rather he would be likely to lend them a vigorous hand—if not to boot Bunter out of Seahill park altogether. 
  But what was to be done? Pon had declared that Bunter could not repeat his former performance of bringing Bob Cherry on the scene. Bunter was not so sure of that. He went into the house and rolled along to his room. Every fellow’s roon at that magificent establishment had a telephone in it. Billy Bunter locked his door, sat down to the telephone, and rang up Wharton Lodge. 

                  THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                    Bob Cherry is Wanted! 

“GAME!” said Bob Cherry. 
  Four grey friars juniors were playing tennis in the sunny April afternoon at Wharton Lodge. Wells, the butler, arrived on the court as Bob announced that it was “game.”     Harry Wharton and Bob, Hurree Singh and Frank Nugent were looking merry and bright. Four members of the famous Co. were together again, and the fifth member, Johnny Bull, was to arrive on the morrow. It was long way down from Yorkshire to Surrey, and Johnny was expected late in the day.  His friends—who did not share Billy Bunter’s views on the subject in the very least—were looking forward to Johnny’s coming. 
  “Master Cherry---” said Wells. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” roared Bob. 
  “The telephone, sir---” 
  “Somebody on the phone for me?” asked Bob. “Who is it, Wells?” 
  “ Master Bunter, sir. ” 
  “What the Dickens does Bunter want me for?” exclaimed Bob in astonishment. Didn’t he asked for Wharton?” 
  “No, sir; for you, and he says it is very important, sir.” 
  “Oh, all right!” 
  Wells went back to the house.  Bob put his racket under his arm. 
  “You fellows mind waiting to finish the set?” he asked. “I suppose I’d better go and hear what the fat bounder wants.” 
  “Right-ho, old bean!” 
  Bob, considerably puzzled, followed Wells to the house. Had Billy Bunter rung up Wharton, it could easily have been guessed what he wanted. But what he wanted Bob for was rather a mystery. Bob could not ask him to Wharton Lodge. 
  However, the cheery Bob went in and picked up the receiver.  He bawled into the mouthpiece. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” 
  “Is that you, Bob, old chap?” came a fat squeak from Sussex. 
  “Bob old chap speaking.” answered Bob Cherry. “What do you want, fatty?” 
  “I say, Bob, I’ve missed you awfully—” 
  “Eh?  ” 
  “I’ve never missed any chap so much as I do you, old fellow!” 
  “Oh. my hat!” 
  “ We’ve always been pals, haven’t we, old fellow?” 
  “Not that I know of.” 
  “Beas!” 
  “That sounds more like you, old fat bean!” chuckled bob.
  “I—I—I mean, dear old chap—” 
  “Oh crumbs! I can’t cash a postal order for you along a telephone wire, Bunter, so what’s the dear old chap for!”
  “I—I’ve always liked you, old fellow. I’ve missed you fearfully!  So—so I mentioned it to Smithy, and—and he wants yout to come over here tomorrow---”
  “Smithy does!” ejaculated Bob. 
  “Yes fearfully keen on it. He asked me specially to ring you up and tell you, old fellow. You’ll come?” 
  Bob Cherry chuckled. 
  “If Smithy’s fearfully keen to see me he can say so.” he remarked.  “Tell him to come to the phone and whisper those sweet words himself!”— 
  “He—he—he’s gone out.” 
  “He can ring me up when he comes in, then.” 
  “I—I mean, he—he’s got the toothache, and can’t phone. That’s why he asked me to call you up, see? He’s got a fearful swelling on his cheek from earache---” 
  “As well as toothache! Poor chap!” 
  “I mean toothache. Such a fearful swelling that he can’t speak a word. 
He said to me——” 
  “ Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!” howled Bunter. 
  “Go it, old fat fibber!” chortled Bob. “What did he say to you while he couldn’t speak a word ? ” 
  “Oh! I—I mean, he— he can hardly speak a word—just whisper, see?  It gives him fearful pain to speak with such a headache —” 
  “Headache, too! Poor old Smithy!”
  “I mean earache—that is toothache. Don’t keep on sniggering, you silly ass! I think you might be a bit sympathetic when poor old Smithy’s laid-up with head—ear—I mean  toothache!”
  “So I would be, old fat man, if I believed a word of it!” said Bob cheerfully. “ What are you trying to pull my leg for, you fat frump? Think I’d butt into Smithy’s place without being asked? My name’s not Bunter.” 
  “That’s all right, as he’ll be out to-morrow, you needn’t be afraid of running into Smithy.” 
  “Oh, my hat! He’s asking me over because he’s going out, is he?i” 
  “Oh, no! I mean, he isn’t going out. That’s what I really meant to say, old chap. He’s not going up to London with his father, or anything of that sort.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled Bob. 
  He guessed the mystery now. For the second time Billy Bunter was going to be left at Seahill Park with the Highcliffe party, and he wanted a fellow on the scene who packed a hefty punch. It was all clear now. 
  “Oh, do stop cackling!” came the peevish, fat voice. “I think you might stand by a chap, after all I’ve done for you,Cherry. Smithy’s frightfully keen to see you here---” 
  “I don’t think!” chuckled Bob. “Is Pon frightfully keen, too? How’s his nose? Think you’re going to diddle me twice in the same way, you fat lunatic?” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry---” 
  “Is that the lot?” 
  “No, you beast! I mean, no, dear old fellow!” If you come by train I’ll meet you at Seahill Station. Shall I wait at the station for you to-morrow?” 
  “If you like.” 
  “What train are you coming by?” 
  “None!” 
  “You silly ass! If you’re not coming by train what’s the good of my waiting at the station?” howled Bunter. 
  “No good at all, But you can do it. if you like. It’s a free country.” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Go it!” chuckled Bob. 
  “I say, old fellow, do come! The grub is splendid “ urged Bunter. “I can put you up for the night all right, as Smithy will be away. I mean, he won’t be away. He’s fearfully eager for you to come. And—and Pon’s rather keen, too.” 
  “He would be!” chortled Bob. 
  “He said to me only this morning: “I’d like to see that chap Cherry here. Such a really nice chap! His very words, old fellow.” 
  “Sounds like him!” agreed Bob. 
  “You’ll come, old chap? Come along early, won’t you? Smithy’s leaving in the afternoon—I mean---” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Mind, it’s not like it was before, old fellow. I’m not getting yon here to handle those Highcliffe cads when Smithy’s gone.” 
  “You’re not!” assented Bob. “Right on the wicket, old fat man! You’re most decidedly not! That chicken won’t fight twice.” 
 “It’s because I miss you so much, old fellow. You’re such a really nice chap, you know,” explained Bunter. “I feel if I can’t enjoy the holiday without you. I don’t think you’re a noisy, clumsy beast about a place, old chap— 1 don’t really!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled Bob. 
  “You’ll come, then  ?” 
  “No, I won’t come. Good-bye!”
  “Beast!” 
  Bob Cherry, chuckling, put up the receiver. If Billy Bunter was still talking at the Sussex end, his dulcet tones were lost. 
  There was a wide grin on Bob’s ruddy face as he walked back to the tennis court. Three fellows there gave him inquiring looks. 
  “What did he want?” asked frank Nugent. —
  “Me.” said Bob. “I’m such a really nice chap that he misses me fearfully, and can’t enjoy the holiday without me. Flattering, ain’t it?” 
  “The flatterfulness is terrific!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “But w hat did he really want?” asked Harry Wharton, laughing. 
  “Well, I sort of guessed that Smithy’s leaving him with Pon & Co. to-morrow, and he wants somebody to put in in some punching if they get rorty!” chuckled Bob.  I’m to put in a long railway trip, and arrive at place where I’m not invited and not wanted, to punch the heads of the fellows who are staying there. Thai’s all” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “And I’ve turned it down.” said Bob, “It’s a fearfully attractive offer, but I’ve turned it down.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled the juniors. 
  And the chums of the Remove resumed tennis. Billy Bunter was getting rather an extraordinary Easter holiday, and they wished him luck; but certainly nobody there was prepared to go over to Seahill Park and punch the heads of his fellow-guests. Really, that was asking a little too much! 
  Harry Wharton & Co.  Rather wondered how Bunter was getting on in those extraordinary circumstances. 
  They little guessed! 

                  THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER.

                              Bunter’s Latest! 

BILLY BUNTER jammed the receiver back on the hooks and snorted. He was annoyed. 
It seemed that Pon had been right, after all. Bob Cherry was not to be caught in the same way twice. Bunter had put it tactfully. He had assured Bob that Smithy was asking him there, which ought to have been enough to satisfy any fellow. Bob, it appeared, had not believed that statement. It was, Bunter bitterly reflected, like him. The fat Owl of the Remove sat and blinked at the telephone through his big spectacles, in troubled thought, 
  Somehow he had to put “paid” to Pon & Co. on the morrow, when Smithy and his pater were gone. But Billy Bunter was not at the end of his resources yet. 
  Slowly a fat grin overspread his face. Bob Cherry was not available. The other fellows at Wharton Lodge, evidently, were equally unavailable. But there was one member of the Famous Five who had not yet arrived there. Bunter knew when Johnny Bull was expected.  He was leaving his home, Moor Fell, in Yorkshire, early the next morning, to come down to Surrey. 
  At Wharton Lodge, Bunter had expressed objections to Johnny Bull; but at Seahill Park, Johnny was as welcome as the flowers in May—in the peculiar circumstances. 
  Johnny packed a powerful punch, and he had a scornful dislike for the knutty spCrbfl)efl of Highcliffe. Johnny was the man—if Johnny could be linveigled, diddled, and bamboozled into serving Billy Bunter’s turn. 
  Bunter, grinning, lifted the receiver again. 
  “Telegram!” he squeaked. 
  A minute later he was dictating a telegram over the phone. 

“J. Bull, Moor Fell. Yorkshire. Staying with Smithy at Seahill Park, Sussex for a few days.  Explain when we meet. Come straight here.  Will meet your train Seahill Station on ‘Tuesday afternoon —Wharton.” 

  Having dispatched that telegram, through the medium of the telephone exchange, Billy Bunter felt easier in his fat mind. 
  Johnny Bull, in far-off Yorkshire,would probably be a little surprised to receive that telegram. But would he have any doubts?  How could he?” 
  He was expecting to go straight to Wharton Lodge, in Surrey, and find his friends there; but though he might be surprised, there was nothing in this to make him suspicious. 
  The chums of the Remove might quite possibly have been asked by Smithy for a few days, in which case, of course, as Johnny was expected, Wharton would wire him to join them at Smithy’s place. 
  Wharton’s name on the telegram was enough. 
  Billy Bunter felt that, in the circumstances, he was justified in borrowing Wharton’s name. He was accustomed ( to borrowing anything he wanted—and his fat brain did not even a realise that there were certain legal penalties for trickery of this kind. 
  Johnny, it was fairly certain, would come straight on to Seahill Park, and once he was there, the rest would be all right. 
  Bob had cleared off immediately he found out it was Smithy’s place. But Johnny, in the belief that his friends were staying with Smithy, wouldn’t. 
  At least, Bunter hoped he wouldn’t! 
  He would have to pull Johnny’s leg somehow, when he arrived, but if fibbing would pull him through, Bunter was not going to be at a loss for fibs. In fact, fibbing was his long suit. 
  “That’s that!” grinned Bunter, as he rolled out of his room, grinning all over his fat face at the thought of the surprise that awaited Pon & Co. on the morrow. They would be expecting to have Bunter all to themselves, after Smithy and his father had departed. Bunter enjoyed, in anticipation, the looks on their faces when they beheld Johnny Bull! There was going to be a hitch in Pon’s programme!
  Billy Bunter was quite merry an bright that evening. 
  Pon & Co. on the other hand, were rather glum. 
 While Mr. Vernon-Smith was present at his Sussex mansion, the rowdy proceedings of the schoolboy house-party were checked. 
  Indulgent as he was to his son, closing his eyes to a good many things that he would have done better to observe, Mr. Vernon-Smith certainly would not have permitted card-playing at midnight, with currency notes on the table, and billiards with a fiver on the game. 
  As Pon & Co. were there chiefly to annex a share of the Bounder’s ample wealth, this was a waste of time to them. They were only anxious for Mr. Samuel Vernon-Smith to get back to the bulls and bears in the City, and leave them to carry on in their own delectable way. 
  Possibly Mr.. Vernon-Smith was unaware that he was a wet blanket on the knutty party. Or perhaps he did not care. 
  There were plenty of other resources, as well as billiards and bridge and banker, if Pon & Co. had cared for them. Smithy, with all his blackguardly ways, was no loafer or slacker 
—but it was useless for him to suggest tennis, badminton, a run in the motor boat, a sailing trip round the bay, or anything that required strenuousness. The Highcliffe knuts had no use for strenuousness; moreover they were there on the make! 
  So the time passed rather heavily for Pon & Co. while Mr. Vernon-Smith was there, and, but for a few motor-runs, which landed them in disreputable spots, they felt that they could hardly have stood it at all. 
  On this last evening, there was billiards; but without money on the game, billiards only bored Pon & Co. They went to bed quite early, for them—comforted by the happy knowledge that Smithy’s pater would be home on the morrow—after which, Smithy would be himself again, so to speak!” 
  In the morning, they went out for a run in one of Mr. Vernon-Smith’s fleet of cars. Pon politely asked Bunter to join up—a polite invitation which the fat Owl warily declined. 
They were back to lunch, and at lunch they looked brighter. Mr. Vernon-Smith was going by the four o’clock train, and then there was going to be a tremendous rag on Billy Bunter, which was a cheerful prospect.
  After enduring the presence of the millionaire for sevpral days, it really seemed too good to be true to Pon & Co. when the car came round to take him to the station. 
  The Bounder had disappeared. 
  Pon & Co. knew that he had already gone to the railway station, and was waiting there for his father’s train. They did not know that Billy Bunter was also aware of that circumstance! 
  “Where is Herbert?” Mr. Vernon-Smith asked, when he was ready to go out to the car. “Has Herbert gone out?” 
  “He went for a run on his bike, sir!” answered Ponsonby. The Bounder had left him that tale to tell. “He doesn’t seem to have got back yet.” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith grunted. 
  But trains, like time and tide, wait for no man; and if Smithy was not there to say good-bye to his father, that was that. 
  The millionaire went out to the car, leaving Pon & Co. grinning in the doorway. 
Billy Bunter rolled out after him. 
  “I’m going to Seahill to get some toffee,” said Bunter, as the millionaire was stepping in. “Can I come with you, and come back in the car?” 
  “Certainly, my boy!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “Get in. Williams, you will wait for Master Bunter in the town, after taking me to the station.” 
  “Yes, sir!” 
  The car rolled away down the avenue.
  “The fat freak!” grunted Ponsonhy, staring after it as it went. “Well, he will be back in half an hour—lots of time—Smithy won’t be back till the last train tonight if he comes back to night at all. Lots of time for Bunter! Let’s get a game—not for nuts!”
  The Highcliffians went into the smoke-room and sat down to bridge—not for nuts! 
  Billy Bunter, with a cheery fat grin on his face, rolled away in the car for Seahill town and station, Pon & Co. expected him back with toffee; They little dreamed what he would be bringing back with him. 
                  THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                   Bamboozling Johnny Bull! 
 
JOHNNY BULL rose from his seat, picked up a suitcase, and stepped from the train, as it stopped in Seahill Station at half-past five. 
  The sturdy, stocky junior from Yorkshire stood on the platform, glancing up and down, expecting to see his friends there. 
  Johnny had been rather surprised by that telegram, but not in the least suspicious. He was surprised chiefly because the Co. had had a row with Smithy on the 1ast day of the term, so he had been far from expecting to hear that his friends were with the Bounder in the holidays. 
  But he was glad that that little trouble had blown over—and he had no doubt that it had, as he had becn wired by Wharton. from Smithy’s place, to come there direct. 
  As for Bunter, the thought of that fat and fatuous youth had not crossed his mind at all. He knew nothing of Bunter being with Smithy for Easter, and had, in fact, very nearly forgotten his fat existence. 
  But he was reminded of it now! 
  Looking up and down the platform for his friends, he did not see the familiar faces of the Co. But he saw the equally familiar, if less welcome, countenance of the Owl of the Remove. 
  For the last hour or so, Billy Bunter had been sitting on the platform, chewing toffee. 
He did not know by what train Johnny would he coming, and he had to wait till it came. But—in the circumstances—he preferred a platform seat at a railway station to the most luxurious armchair at Seahill Park. 
  He had seen Mr. Vernon-Smith take the train, and had seen Smithy, after his father was settled in a carriage, dodge out of a waiting-room and whip into the next carriage. 
  Mr. Vernon-Srnith rolled off to London, utterly unconscious of the fact that his son was on the same train. 
  After which. Bunter waited, and watched, and chewed toffee.  Williams as waiting with the car, outside the station, to take him back to the Park when he was ready. He was not going to be ready till Johnny Bull turned up. 
  The toffee was finished, and Bunter was very shiny and sticky, when the five-thirty came in, and Johnny Bull alighted therefrom. And Billy Bunter, with a fat and sticky grin on his face, rolled to greet him. 
  “Hallo, old chap!” said Bunter affably. 
  Johnny stared at him. 
  “You!” he ejaculated. 
  “Little me!” said Bunter, with a cheery nod. “Glad to see you, old fellow!” 
  “Where’s Wharton?” 
  “He couldn’t come to the station, has it turned out!” explained Bunter. Which was perfectly true, as Harry Wharton was more than fifty miles away. 
  “The other fellows about?” asked Johnny. 
  “No ; they’re all with Wharton.” answered Bunter, again telling the truth, by accident as it were. 
  “Oh, all right!” said Johnny. “Wharton said in his telegram that he would meet me at the station— What arc you grinning at, Bunter?” 
  “W-w-was I grinnig?” stammered Bunter. 
  “Yes—like a hyena.” 
  “Oh, really Bull—” 
  “Well, if they’re not here, I may as well be moving,” said Johnny, picking up his suitcase again. “You coming, Bunter?” 
  “Well, I camp specially to the station to meet you, Bull, as the other fellows couldn’t come!” but said Bunter warmly. 
  “Oh, did you?” said Johnny. He was not specially bucked at seeing Bunter. Seeing him, he concluded that he had somehow hooked on to the party at Smithy’s place, which was not surprising at all. Bunter had great hooking powers in hohiday time. 
  “Yes, I jolly well did!” said Bunter. “Wharton—hem —asked me to, as he 
—he couldn’t come.” 
  “Is it far to Seahill Park?”
  “Only about a inilo.” 
  “I suppose I can get a taxi?” said Johnny Bull. “Come on, if you’re coming, and I’ll give you a lift in it.” 
  “I’ve got a car waiting!” said Bunter, with dignity. “Smithy’s pater has got no end of cars, and I can have one whenever I like.” 
  “You’re in luck!”said Johnny. “Are you staying with Smithy, or did you come along with Wharton from his place?” 
  “Oh! I—I’m staying with Smithy! I’ve been with Smithy ever since the school broke up for Easter.” 
  “How the dickens did you wangle it?” asked Johnny, in surprise. 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass!” said Bunter. “These Vernon-Smiths are jolly glad to get a fellow of my social standing at their place.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, don’t cackle! Look here, Bull, if you’re coming to a swanky place like Seahill Park, I want you to remember that you’re not in the Remove passage at Greyfriars. See? There’s such a thing as manners!” 
  “Fathead!” said Johnny cheerfully and he walked out of the station with his suitcase,     
Bunter rolling after him, with a frown on his podgy brow. 
  “Here’s the car!” he grunted. 
  Williams touched his hat to Johnny Bull. Mr. Vernon-Smith had placed him at. Bunter’s orders for the afternoon; but he had wondered why the fat young gent had kept him hanging about outside the station for an hour and a half. Now that Bunter emerged from the station with a companion, he understood. 
  He opened the door of the car, and the two Removites stepped in.  Williams drove away for Seahill Park. 
  “What are the fellows doing this afternoon, Bunter?” asked Johnny, as the car ran out of the seaside town. Hp was rather puzzled that none of the four had been able to come to the sation, and it was a little surprising that they had sent Bunter——and still more surprising that Bunter had taken the trouble to comp. “Why couldn t any of them comp along?” 
  “Oh, they’re playing tennis!” explained Bunter. 
  Now that Johnny was there, he had to draw upon his unlimited resources of fibbing—if Johnny was not to spot the facts. 
  Had Johnny spotted them, he would certainly never have entered Smithy’s place uninvited—his departure would have been prompt, and there was little doubt that he would have booted Bunter vigorously before he departed. 
  Which, of course, would not have suited William George Bunter at all. 
  But it was rather a weak spot in Bunter’s fibbing system, that he always told the first “whopper” that came into his head, without giving the matter the a
mount of thought it really needed.
   “Tennis?” said Johnny, staring at Bunter. As the telegram had stated that Wharton would meet him at the station, and explain matters he certainly did not expect to hear that his chum had given him a miss to play tennis. 
  “Yes; you see, he couldn’t leave the game. Smithy wouldn’t have liked them to break off before finishing the set—”
  “Smithy?” exclaimed Johnny Bull. “What the dickens do you mean, you fat ass? If Smithy’s playing. they can’t all four be pIaying. too!” 
  “Oh! I—I forgot that! I—I—I mean—” 
  “Well, what do you mean, you fat ass?”
  “I—I—I mean—” Bunter had to pause before he handed out the next one. 
  “Well, we shall be there in a few minutes, anyhow!” grunted Johnny Bull, as the car bowled along at a good speed. “Blessed if I know why you’re telling me lies, Bunter! Force of habit, I suppose!”
  “Oh!” ejaculated Bunter, in dismay. “I—I—I mean, they—they’re not playing tennis, old chap—”  
  “You burbling ass!” 
  “What I mean is, they were playing tennis, but they went down to the beach afterwards.” explained Bunter.
  He realised that, as Johnny Bull would see none of the Greyfriars fellows at Seahill Park, hc had to explain their absence somehow—he rather wished he had thought of that a little earlier.  But there was room in Billy Bunter’s fat brain for only one idea at a time.
  “Rot!” grunted Johnny. “Wharton wouldn’t clear off, after telling me in his telegram that he would meet me at the station!” 
  “You—you see, they—they have to be a bit careful with Smithy! You know how touchy Smithy is—always taking offence at something.” 
  “Oh!” said Johnny. He was, in point of fact, aware of that little weakness of the Bounder’s. 
  “You see. Smithy proposed a run in the motor.boat!” went on Bunter, getting into his stride as at were. “Wharton said, ‘No’; you’d be expecting him at the station. So—so Smithy looked sulky, and Bob   Cherry said. ‘Oh, Bull won’t mind—let’s!’ So they went. down to the beach. I—I said I’d go to the station for you and they— (hey said, ‘All right!’ See?” 
  “I—I see!” said Johnny Bull slowly. Bunter had done better this time—he had described something that might quite possibly have occurred, had Harry Wharton & Co been guests at Seahill Park. 
  “So—so that’s how it was!” said Bunter cheerfully. “Smithy called out to me, to look after you while they were gone, and make you feel at home, and all that. They’ll be back in an hour or two—unless—unless they’re delayed.  Of course, they might be.” 
  Grunt from Johnny Bull. 
  “But it’s all right, old chap.” said Bunter. “I’ll look after you. I’ve got carty blong at Smithy’s place 
  “You’re got whatter?” 
  “Carty blong, old chap — that’s French!” added Bunter kindly. “It means that I can do as I jolly well like.” 
  “Do you mean carte blanche, you fat ass?”
  “No, I don’t—Imean carty blong! I don’t wanl you to teach me French, 
Bull. Smithy’s given me carty blong and—”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, shut up cackling!” said Bunter crossly. “As I say, I’ve got carty blong, and I can do anything I like! The grub’s awfully good!” went on Bunter. His eyes glistened behind his spectacles, as he referred to a subject so near his heart. “I can tell you, the grub’s simply ripping! These Smiths may be no class, but they’ve got a jolly good cook. Not so good as our chef at Bunter Court, perhaps—but very nearly. I’ll tell you what we had for dinner last night” 
  “Chuck it!” 
  “Oh, here we are!” said Bunter, as the car turned in at a great gateway, and a lodgekeeper touched his hat. “By the way, Bull, you’ll find some Highicliffe chaps here—” 
  “Highcliffe chaps!” exclaimed Johnny. 
  “Yes, Pon and his gang, from Highcliffe—”
  “Oh!” said Johnny, rather grimly. “I remember now, I heard at Greyfriars that Smithy had fixed up with that crew for Easter. Blessed if I can understand my pals being here with that lot!” 
  “They’re a rotten lot, and no mistake.” agreed Bunter. “I shouldn’t wonder if they’re jolly uncivil to you, Bull, now Smithy’s away—I mean, gone out.” 
  “Oh, rot!” said Johnny.  “I never see Pon without wanting to punch his cheeky head—but I suppose we can be civil to one another in Smithy’s place.” 
  “I’d jolly well begin by punching his head, if I were you!” advised Bunter. “Don’t give him a chance to jaw. As soon as you see him, hit him in the eye!” 
  “Fathead!” 
  “Hit him right in the eye, and—” 
  “Ass!” 
  “Beast!”
  And the car ran on up the long avenue, and stopped at the grand entrance of the millionaire’s mansion. 
                  THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                             Unexpected! 
CECIL PONSONBY sat up, removed the cigarette from his mouth, listened—and grinned sourly. The door on the hall was closed, but a fat voice reached him. 
  “Larkin ! Here, Larkin!” It was the fat squeak of William George Bunter. 
  “He’s come back after all!” murmured Pon.
  And Gadsby, Monson, and Vavasour grinned. 
  The Highcliffe knuts had played bridge for more than an hour, smoked innumerable cigarettes, and then they would have been glad to get on with the rag on Billy Bunter, by way of an enlivening change. 
  But Bunter, who had gone in the car to the station with Mr. Vernon-Smith, had not returned as expected. 
  Once or twice Pon glanced out of the smoke-room into the hall, but there was no sign of the fat Owl of Greyfriars. 
  That Bunter had the least inkling of the Highcliffe plot—even that he was aware that Smithy had gone up to towards with his father—Pon did not suspect for a moment. Not a word had been said in Bunter’s hearing, so far as the dandy of Highcliffe knew. 
  But he began to wonder whether the fat junior had cleared off, for some reason of his own, and thus by sheer accident avoided the intended ragging. 
  So, as he was bored with smoking, and tired of bridge, it was a relief to Pon to hear the fat voice squeaking in the hal. 
  He rose from the armchair, and threw away the stump of his cigarette. 
  “Time we got that
 fat freak on his travels.” he remarked. “Just bag him, and walk him out of the place— see? You and I will take an arm each, Gaddy.” 
  “I say, if he kicks up a fuss—“ said Monson. 
  “No ‘if’ about that—he will!” said Ponsonby. “It won’t buy him anythin’.” 
  “But the servants—” 
  “They won’t interfere. They don’t know what the game is, for one thing; and it’s no business of theirs, for another.” 
  “But what will they think?” murmured Vavasou. 
  Ponsonby shrugged his shoulders. 
  “Whatever they doocid well like!” he retorted. “What do I care? We can carry on as we please in this sort of a show.” 
  “Oh, all right!”
  Ponsonby threw open the door, and his friends followed him out into the hall, with anticipatory grins. 
  Larkin was in the hall, attending to Bunter’s instructions. And another figure was standing there, at which the four Highcliffians stared blankly. 
  They knew the sturdy, stocky Yorkshire junior at a glance, and their eyes fairly popped at the sight of Johnny Bull of the Greyfriars Remove 
  Johnny had his hat and coat off, and a footman had carried in his suit-case, He was glancing about him in the spacious hall, while Bunter talked to the butler. 
  Larkin had a faint expression of surprise on his face. 
  He had Mr. Vernon-Smith’s instructions to give the tat junior every attention during his stay at Seahill Park, so Bunter was in a position to give orders, at least, while Smithy was away. 
  But Larkin had certainty not expected him to bring a visitor in; and he had a strong suspicion that that visitor was intended to serve the same purpose as Bob Cherry a few days ago. 
  However, that was no business of Larkin’s, and he listened respectfully as Bunter squeaked directions. 
  “The room next to mine.” Bunter was saying. 
  “Quite so, sir,” said Larkin. 
  “And have tea served at once, Larkin!”
  “Very good, sir!” 
  “And—” 
  “What the dooce does this mean, Larkin?” exclaimed Ponsonby, coming angrily forward. “Who’s this fellow?” 
  Johnny Bull, who was at a little distance in the spacious hall, looked round as Pon spoke, with a glitter in his eyes. 
  In the belief that his friends were staying there, and that Smithy, of course, had authorised Wharton to send that telegram, Johnny was prepared to overcome his dislike of Pon & Co. to the extent of treating them with civility, under Mr. Vernon-Smith’s roof. But he was not prepared to take any cheek from Ponsonby. He was going to be civil if the Highcliffians were—otherwise, not. 
  Larkin coughed. 
  “This gentleman, sir, is Master Bull, a schoolfellow of Master Herbert’s, at Greyfriars.” he said. 
  “What is he doin’ here?” snapped Ponsonby. “Smithy’s not asked him here—I know that!” 
  “Perhaps you had better inquire of him, sir!”” said Larkin; and he moved away to the service door 
  Pon cast a dark glance after him, discerning impertinence in Larkin’s tone and manner. 
Billy Bunter grinned. 
  The angry surprise in the faces of the Highcliffe knuts amused Bunter. 
  He was not afraid of them, with Johnny Bull on hand. 
  Ponsonby breathed wrath.  After the first minute or two of astonishment in seeing Johnny Bull there, he guessed what it meant.  Bunter had found out somehow that Smithy was away and had called in on other protector. It was quite an unexpected move.
  Buntr wagged a warning forefinger at him. 
  “You can cut that out, Ponsonby” he said coolly. “I don’t want any cheek from you, and my pal Bull doesn’t, either.” 
  “You frowsy fat frog !” 
  “Yah!” retorted Bunter. 
  Ponsonby wade a stride at him, with clenched fists and gleaming eyes. 
  Billy Bunter promptly retreated across the hall to where Johnny Bull stood, with his face growing grimmer. 
  The dandy of Highcliffe checked his rage. He had not forgotten the battle Royale with Bob Cherry; and he was not keen on Johnny repeating Bob’s performance. Johnny was not, perhaps, quite as hefty a fighting man as Bob Cherry; but he was sturdy and strong, worth two or three of the Highcliffe knuts, and certainly would not have hesitated to tackle all four of them, if driven to it. Pon was not looking for a desperate fistica1 encounter. 
  “That’s the sort of manners they have at Highclilfe, Bull, old chap.” chuckled Bunter. ‘Gang of hooligans—what? Kicking up a row the minute Smithy’s back is turned! What a crew!”
  Johnny Bull grunted. He disliked, more and more, the quarters in which he found himself and was more surprised that his friends were there at the same time as Pon & Co. It did not occur to him that they weren’t there. 
  “Look here, Bull!” ponsonby checked his insolence at the gleam in Johnny’s eye; but he could not be civil. “Look here, I want to know what you’re doin’ here, see?” 
  “I should think that was plain enough,” grunted Johnny Bull. “tf you don’t like my company, you can’t like it less than I like yours. Keep your distance, and we shan’t row.” 
  “You’ve barged in here---” 
  “Oh, chuck it!” snapped Johnny. 
  “Are you going to make out that you’ve been invited here?” exclaimed Ponisonby savagely. 
  Johnny stared at him. 
  “Mad?” he asked. “ I’m the fellow to butt into a place without being asked? Don’t be a fool!” 
  “Oh gad!” said Monson. “Has Smithy really asked him, Pon? Lettin’ us down askin’ a crew of Greyfriars cads here.” 
  “Chance for you to enjoy some dccent and respectable company for once+.” said Johnny Bull. “You don’t get much at Highcliffe” 
  “Smithy can’t have asked him, without mentionin’ it to us.”  said Gadsby. 
  “Absolutely!” agreed Vavasour. 
  “It’s a trick, same as it was before.” snarled Ponsonby “That fat scoundrel landed that ruffian, Cherry, on us, and now he’s landed another ruffian.” 
  “Better language, please!” said Johnny Bull quietly. 
  “Look here, I know Smithy never asked you here! Did you know that this was Smithy’s place at all?” demanded Ponsonby. 
  “Yes, of course I did! What do you mean?” 
  Ponsonby looked at him. 
  He disliked the sturdy Yorkshire junior intensely. There had been on occasion when Johnny Bull had taken him by the neck, and shaken him like a rat; and Pon had a long memory for such things. Still,he knew that Johnny was not a fellow like Bunter to barge into a place without being asked. 
  As he was assured that the Bounder had never asked him, it was obviously some trick on Bunter’s part.—ant the reason was clear enough. But. how the astute fat Owl had wangled this was a mystery. Pon was puzzled and perplexed, and growing angrier and angrier. 
  “If you got Smithy’s invitation through Bunter, you can take it from me that it was spoof.” he said. 
  “Oh, don’t talk rot !” grunted Jolunny. “Think I’d take it from Bunter?” 
  “Then you didn’t?” 
  “No, I didn’t! I never knew Bunter was here till half an hour ago.” 
 “Well, I jolly well know there’s a catch in it somewhere!” snapped Ponsonby. “You’ll get the boot fast enough; if Smithy comes and finds you here.  He doesn’t want you any more than we do.” 
  Johnny’s jaw squared. 
  “That’s enough, Ponsonby.” he said. “I don’t want to have any trouble in Smithy’s place; but I’m not standing any more Highcliffe cheek! Shut up!” 
  “Yes, shut up, Pon!” squeaked Bunter. “Bull ain’t here to welsh Smithy at cards, like you and your pals, anyhow. ” 
  Pon was already near boiling-point. That was rather too much for him. He made a rush at Billy Bunter. 
  The fat junior skipped behind Johnny Bull, as actively as a kangaroo. 
  “I say, old chap, keep that cad off!” he gasped 
  Johnny Bull did not need asking. He gave Ponsonby a shove on the chest that sent him spinning backwards. 
  “Hands off!” he said curtly 
  Ponsonby spun two or three yards, then, his foot slipping on the polished floor, he went over headlong. The back of his head, as he crashed, banged on an armoured figure that stood in the hall, and sent it toppling.
  Bang! Crash! Bang! Clatter! 
  “Oh gad!” gasped Vavasour. 
  “He, he, he!” squeaked Billy Bunter. “Ow!” Ponsonby sat up dizzily in the midst of scattered sections of ancient armour. “Ow! Ooogh! Wooogh!”
  Two or thbree startled servants popped into the hail. They stared at the dandy of Highcliffe, sitting among the disconnected armour. 
  Ponsonby, with a scarlet face, picked himself up. 
  He gave Johnny Bull a deadly look. Johnny stood ready for him to come on, if he wanted to. But Pon did not want to. Breathing fury, he stalked away, followed by his friends—leaving the servants to set the effigy up again. 
  Billy Bunter’s fat cackle followed him. 
  “Well, my hat!” grunted Johnny “This is a jolly place for a fellow to come to, and no mistake! It beats me how Wharton can be here, with that gang— You flabby chump. what are you grinning at?” 
  Billy Bunter did not explain what he was grinning at. But he grinned till his grin extended from one fat ear to the other. 
                  THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                  Face to Face! 
“SILENZIO, signor!” 
  The voice was quiet—little above a whisper—but it struck on the ears of Mr Samuel 
Vernon-Smith as sharply as a rifle-shot. He started couvulsively and stared up. The express was rolling swiftly through the beautiful county of Sussex. A minute after starting Mr. Vernon- Smith had opened a leather case, and taken a bundle of documents therefrom, and ever since he had been deep in those documents. He had no eyes for Sussex downs or sunny April skies. 
  It was a corridor train, and passengers passed sometimes up and down the corridor, but drew no glance from the millionaire. He had reserved his carriage, and had it to himself, and did not expect to be interrupted. 
  The interruption came unexpectedly. 
  The door on the corridor slid open, a man stepped in, and the door slid shut behind him. 
He stood with his back to it, his eyes on Mr. Vernon-Smith, his right hand in the pocket of his jacket. A bulge in that pocket showed that the hidden hand held something—which was pointed towards the millionaire as he sat and stared. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith did not need to ask what it was, The murmured words in Italian, the bulge in the coat, told him enough. 
  After the first moment of startled surprise he was cool again; but he knew that he was in the presence of the mysterious assassin who had, again and again, sought his life, and that the deadly automatic was trained on him at the distance of only a few feet. 
  “Silence, sir!” The man repeated his injunction, in English this time, in the same low murmur. “A movement or a call will cost you your life! Do not slip your hand towards that pocket, I beg. You will never live to draw the revolver you have there!”
  Mr. Vernon-Smith sat still. —
  His eyes searched the man. He bore little resemblance to the Italian who had fired on him near Greyfriars, and who had attempted to wreck his car on the Wimford road. 
  The black moustache was gone, the black eyebrows were lighter in hue, the complexion less swarthy. But he was the same man—the millionaire knew that, in spite of disguise. In a crowd he would have passed him unrecogruised, but at close view he knew him. 
  If tho City man’s heart was beating faster, he gave no sign of it. His manner was calm and contemptuous 
  “You!” he said,, and his voice was perfectly steady. “What do you want?” 
  The Italian’s black eyes glittered at the documents outspread on the millionaire’s portly knees. He smiled. 
  “I think I see a word that interests me on your papers, signor.” he re marked. “Those documents to deal with the N’gombo Concession.” 
  “Does that concern you?” asked Mr. Vernon-Smith quietly. 
  “Si, signor!” The Italian smiled again, not a pleasant smile, with a gleam of white teeth. “It concerns me so much that your life, signor, is of no more consequence to me than blowing out the flame of a candle.” 
  “Who are you?” 
  “You may call me Nessuno, if you desire to address me by name, signor.” 
  “Nessuno!” repeated Mr. Vernon-Smith. “That means nobody, I think?” 
  “Vero!” assented the Italian, with a nod, “Truly, signor! My name is tolerably well known in the world of Italian finance—not unknown in your own great city, Signor! But I will not mention it, for if you come to my terms, you will survive this interview, and I do not desire you to remember it.” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith watched the dark face more with curiosity than any other feeling. His look showed that the mention of the African word “N’gombo” had enlightened him a good deal. 
  It was on the N’gombo Concession, in Kenya, that Mr. Vernon-Smith’s attention had been chiefly concentrated of late, N’gombo documents accompanied him wherever be went! 
  “Make yourself clear!”he snapped. 
  “I can spare you five minutes, signor!” said Nessuno, as the Italian called himself. “No more! In that time we reach a steep gradient, and the train will slow—and if I shoot you dead where you sit, signor, that will be my chance for leaving the train in a hurry! You understand me?” 
  “Quite!” 
  “N’gombo!” said the Italian, “is an unsettled district on the border of Kenya, a British colony, and Abyssinia —the new Italian empire. Unfortunately, it is on the British side of the line. Such a line, however, in forest and desert. may be modified a little— to include N’gombo in the territory now governed by my Duce!”
  “Hardly!”
  The border-line is a little uncertain in such a quarter, signor! But if N’gombo falls into the hands of Signor Vernon-Smith and the syndicate he is forming to take it up, addio to that— good-bye to it, signor! You will take the greatest care that the border-line does not waver, Non e vero?” 
  “Quite!”
  “But with N’gombo in Italian hands —what? I think it would be, what you call, all right! At least  N’gombo  would be Italian—in my hands!” Some time ago, signor, you travelled in the colon o Kenya, with your son and his svhco - fellows. You bought an option on N’gombo at that time—it has still a few weeks to run. Correct me if I am wrong.”
  “That is correct.” 
  “It is your intention to take up this option at a cost of twenty thousand pounds.” 
  “Possibly’ 
  “Then N‘gombo will be yours. Is it not so?” 
  “And of what value is it to you Mr. Nessuno?” asked Mr. Vernon-Smith. “A stretch of forest and desert and rocky waste—” 
  “But stanniferous!” grinned the Italian. “Few, if any, know that tin lies under the rocks of Kenya. You know—and I know .Some day it will dawn on the financial world as a great discovery. In the days of the slump, signor, you bought your option at a rubbish price—the metal, tin was then a drug in the market—but you are a foreseeing man, signor. Now the time you foresaw has come, and tin booms in the market, and an immense fortune awaits the syndicate that works the tanniferous deposits at N’gombo! Non o vero?” 
  “You seem to be well posted, Mr. Nessuno !“ said Mr. Vernon-Smith quietly. “Suppose it is as you say— what then?” 
  The hand hidden in the coat pocket moved, and the bulge grew more pronounced. 
“Name your price for the option on N’gombo signor, and will buy it from you!” said the Italian. “My firm in Milan are prepared to form the syndicate for its exploitation. Now that Abyssinia is ours, the way is clear.  I am not, like you, thinking only of profit—I am thinking of making sure of an indispensable metal for war munitions for my country! In my own interests, I would not take these measures. Do me the honour to believe that, signor.” 
  “I am willing to believe you are more fool than rascal, if that is what you mean!” said Mr Vernon-Smith. “But I have not the slightest desire to provide Italy with access to metal for munitions of war.” 
  The black eyes flashed at him. 
  “Let us come down to the tacks of brass, as you say in this country.” said the Italian coolly. “N’gombo is to be Italian, if a thousand lives stood in the way. I am a man of finance—not a bravo. If you will deal with me, live! Name your price for the option!” 
  “It is not for sale, Mr Nossuno!” 
  “Take care, signor! Your death will effect the same purpose
the—the option expires in a few weeks, and your death will cause more than sufficient delay. Others do not know what you know— you are not the man to tell secrets till the power is all in your hands. You understand?” 
  “Oh, quite!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith contemptuously. “You fancy that my nerves may be rattled by a succession of attempts on my life, and that you may gain your ends by threats, instead of risking your unwashed neck! I understand perfectly!”
  “Do you refuse?”
  Mr. Vernon-Sthith paused before replying—though it was only a pause to gain time.  He
was at the asassin’s mercy. At his first movement, the automatic was ready to whip into sight. The man had his back to the corridor door. Once or twice, during that brief talk, a passenger had passed up or down the corridor, but there was nothing to draw a suspicious glance—only two men in conversation, one sitting and the other standing. There was no help—and though the villain’s escape would not be easy, after he had fired, it was plain that he was prepared to take the chance. 
  The deadly gleam in the eyes of the man who called himself  “Nobody,” showed that he was in desperate earnest. 
  The millionaire paused—long.  He was quietly and coolly calculating his chance of a sprling at the man before the shot good speed. It was the slimmest of chanes, but it was that, or yielding—and surrender was not a word in Samuel Vernon-Smith’s vocabulary. 
  The black eyes flashed at him as the Italian read his intention.  The hidden hand whipped from the pocket, grasping the automatic—and at the same moment the door behind the Italian suddenly slid open, two hands grasped him by the collar, and he was dragged over backwards, to fall with a crash in the corridor of the rushing train.
                  THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                         Smithy Means Business! 
BANG! 
  The report of the automatic sounded sharply through the roar of the express, as the weapon in the Italian’s hand exploded. But he was sprawling on his back, 
and the bullet crashed through a glass panel, sending smashed glass spraying in all directions 
  A split second more, and a boot, stamping savagely on the Italian’s arm, almost crippled it, and the pistol rolled from his relaxing fingers. 
Herbert Vernon-Smith kicked it along the corridor, far out of reach of the desperate rascal. 
  It was the Bounder who had seized the assassin and dragged him over— and Mr. Vernon-Smith, leaping to his feet, stared blankly at his son. 
  “Herbert!” he gasped. 
  The Bounder, unheeding, flung himself at the Italian, who was struggling up, foaming with rage like a wild animal. 
  Six or seven passengers had come out into the corridor, with startled faces, and the guard was coming up. Smithy grasped the Italian, seeking to pin him down---in a 
few moments over whelming aid would have reached him. 
  But the Italian, with a desperate effort, scrambled up, the Bounder clinging to him like a cat, and exerting all his strength, he flung the Greyfriars junior off. 
  The Bounder staggered into the carriage, colliding with his father and blocking his way for a moment. That moment was enough for the agile, quick-witted rascal. He rushed down the corridor, and as a passenger grabbed at him flashed out a knife. The passenger jumped away and the Italian rushed past. 
  “Collar him!” shrieked the Bounder, rushing into the corridor in pursuit. 
But he was only in time to see a fly-ing figure leap from the train and roll headlong down a grassy embankment. 
  He stared from a window, clenching his teeth with rage. 
  He saw the rolling figure of the man who had made that desperate leap, but only for a moment—then the rush of the train carried him on, and the Italian was lost to his sight.      
  “Herbert—” gasped Mr. Vernon-Smith. 
  “He’s gone!” said the Bounder, between his teeth. “Gone, father! But —he must have got hurt in that fall— they’ll get him when they look for him —surely they’ll get him!”
  “Herbert!” repeated Mr. Vernon-Smith.  He was stating that his son, almost like a man in a dream.  
 “You here—on this train! What---”
  “Sorry to see me here?” asked Smithy, with a sarcastic grin. 
  “You saved my life. Herbert—that villain would have fired in another moment. But—but---” Mr Vernon- Smith gasped.  “How did you get here?” 
  “I’ve been in the next compartment ever since you left Seahill.” answered the Bounder. “I’ve had my eyes open, father. I never knew that villain—he’s changed his looks a good deal—but when I found that he had stepped into your carriage, and stayed there, 1 came along to give him a squint.” 
  “Oh!” gasped Mr. Vernon-Smith. 
  “Lucky I did, what?” grinned the Bunder. 
  “Yes, yes! But— So that is why you were not to be found when I left!” exclaimed Mr. Vernon-Smith. “Your friend Ponsonby told me that you had gone out on a bicycle—” 
  “So I had---down to the station!” 
  “You young rascal!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “I never dreamed of danger on a crowded train---” 
  “I did!” 
  “We are stopping!” said Mr. Vernon- Smith. 
  The corridor was in a buzz with excited passengers, as the train slowed down and stopped at the next station. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith gathered up his precious documents, and he alighted with his son. Urgent business affairs in the City had to be postponed. The capture of the man from Milan was the most urgent affair at the moment—and within few minutes after the millionaire and has son had left the tram, search for him was going on down the line, and the telephone was telling the news far and wide. 
  That he had been injured in his desperate leap from the train seemed likely enough; in which case, his capture was inevitable. 
  But fortune had favoured the desperate rascal 
  It was two hours later that Mr. Vernon-Smith resumed his journey, and by that time there had been no news of the man who called himself “Nessuno.” 
  When Mr. Vernon-Smith took the train the Bounder followed him in, with a lurking grin on his face. 
  “You had bettor take the next train back to Seahill, Herbert!” rapped Mr. Vernon-Smith. 
  “Rot!” said Herbert. 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith gave him a glare —and then smiled 
  “Have you forgotten your guests there?” he asked. 
  “They can look after themselves.” 
  “I cannot allow you to remain with me, Herbert, in the circumstances. You must take the next train back from London.” said the millionaire. 
  “Are you taking it?” asked the Bounder. 
  “No, you young donkey!” 
  “Then I’m not!”
  Mr Vernon-Smith glared again. 
  “I tell you I will not allow you to run into danger!” he hooted. 
  “That’s all right!” said Smithy coolly. “I’m not in danger—you are! If you turn me out of this carriage, father, I shall squat in the next. If you don’t ler me in at Courtman Square, I shall sit on the doorstep. If you don’t give me a seat in your car tomorrow, when you go into the City, I shall hang on behind! I’m not losing sight of you again till the police get hold of that gunman.” 
  “I tell you—” roared Mr. Vernon-Smith. 
  The Bounder shook his head. 
  “I’m telling you!” he sad. 
  “That rascal is practically certain to be caught!” said Mr. Vernon-Smith. “They will get him to-night, I imagine.” 
  “Then I’ll go back to Seahill Park in the morning.” 
  “You will go back immediately we reach the terminus.” 
  “Guess again!” said the Bounder coolly. 
  The millionaire gave him another glare, and turned to his documents. N’gombo claimed his attention till they arrived in London. The Bounder sat with a cheerful grin on his face. He had quite made up his mind. 
  “Now Herbert,” said Mr. Vernon-Smith, when they alighted at the terminus, “ I will see you off in your train for Sussex.” 
  “Are you coming back?” 
  “No!” 
  “Then wash it out!”
  Mr. Vernon-Smith breathed hard. 
  “If you had not saved my life this afternoon, Herbert, I would box your ears!” he said. 
  “I’ll save it again if that Italian comes fooling around!” said the Bounder. “I’m not in a hurry to inherit your millions, father.” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith’s frowning brow relaxed 
  “I will let you stay the night in London,” he said; “but you must return to Seahill Park and salety in the morning, you young rascal!” 
  “I will if you do!” said Smithy. “Why not put in the rest of Easter there, father! You’re safer there, till that scoundrel is laid by the heels. You can make up your mind to it that I’m not losing eight of you again so long as that gunman is running loose.” 
  Mr. Vernon-Smith grunted, and they left the station together. 
                  THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                                    Puzzling! 
JOHNNY BULL frowned—a puzzled frown. 
  Billy Bunter grinned—a fat grin. 
  Bunter was satisfied, if Johnny was not. 
  There had been tea—an ample tea— served on the lawn, under the shade of the ancient beech, from a bough of which the hammock was slung. 
  Johnny, after his journey, was glad of a rest, and glad of tea, and so far as surroundings went he had nothing to grumble at. The green lawn, shaded by trees, was very pleasant, looked on by innumerable windows of the great mansion. In the distance the park stretched away, bordered, towards the sea, by on old wall on the edge of the beach. Through the branches tho sea was visible in blue patches. Such a spot for the holidays might have pleased any fellow, though the view, near at hand, was rather spoiled by four fellows strolling about smoking cigarettes. 
  But Johnny was quite perplexed. 
  Billy Bunter, after tea, stretched himself in the hammock slung under the old beech. He could do so safely with Johnny Bull at hand. But for his deeply artful dodge in getting Johnny there he would have been tipped out of that hammock very quickly. Now he sprawled at his fat ease, grinning, amused by the black looks of Pon & Co., and by the puzzled expression on Johnny Bull’s face. 
  Still in the full belief that that telegram was genuine, Johnny did not dubt that Wharton would explain when they met. But he simply could not imagine how his friends came to be staying in the same place with the Highcliffe fellows. 
  Billy Bunter evidently was on cat-and-dog terms with them. 
  Johnny was still more puzzled by their absence from the house. It was extraordinary for all of them to clear off just before his arrival. 
  He supposed that they would come in to tea, but they did not. After tea they had not come in. He was getting more and more perplexed. 
  Pon & Co. did not deign to take tea with the Greyfriars juniors.  They were keeping their distance, scowling occasionally from that distance. 
  Gadsby and Vavasour went in presently to play billiards, and Monson strolled away; but Pon continued to pace on the lawn, smoking one cigarette after another, with a black brow. 
  He was debating in his mind whether to take the risk of tackling Johnny Bull, and barging him out of the place. But the sturdy, stocky Yorkshire junior looked dangerous to tackle, and Pon remembered the encounter with Bob Cherry, of which traces still remained on his nose. 
  Johnny glanccd at him every now and then, and he would have been glad to call to him and ask about Smithy and the other fellows. But he did not care to speak to Ponsonby. 
Certainly Pon would have been very much astonished had he learned that Johnny believed Harry Wharton & Co. to be staying at Seahill Park. 
  That did not occur to him for a moment, though he was puzzled by Johnny’s presence, and could not make out how Bunter had got him there. 
  “Look here, Bunter.” said Johnny. at last. “I can’t make out the fellows staying out like this. Why the dickens don’t they come in?” 
  “Oh, they’ll come in later, old chap!” grinned Bunter. “Don’t worry!”
  Grunt from Johnny Bull. 
  “You’ve got my company,” added Bunter, with dignity. 
  “Fathead!” 
  “Oh, really, Bull---” 
  “If you know which way they went, why not go and meet them?” asked .Johnny. “Roll out of that hammock, fatty, and come along—what?” 
  “Oh crikey!” ejaculated Bunter. “I---I say, they might be—be miles away! Miles aud miles In fact, I shouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t get back tonight at all.” 
  Johnny stared at him. 
  “You silly ass! They couldn’t stay the night out!” he snapped. 
  “Well, if they lose their train back.” said Bunter. 
  “Their train? You told me they’d gone along the beach.” 
  “I—I mean, they might get cut off by the tide,” 
  “What?” roared Johnny Bull. 
  “Don’t yell at a chap!” said Bunter peevishly. “You made me jump! I shouldn’t be at all surprised if we don’t see them before bed-time. Its all right, old chap! Larkin’s got your room ready.” 
  “I’d better ask Larkin if he knows when they’re coming in, I suppose.” said Johnny. 
  Bunter sat up in alarm. 
  “I say!” he stammered. “The— the fact is, they went down to the beach, old fellow. They may be back any minute. Keep your eye on that path— that’s the way down to the gate on the beach. You may see them any—any minute now.” 
  Johnny Bull grunted, and relapsed into puzzled silence. 
  Ponsonby went into the house at last to join his friends, bestowing a scowl on Johnny Bull as he went. 
  Johnny moved restlessly about the lawn, with his hands in his pockets, while Billy Bunter settled down comfort ably in the hammock, his fat head resting on soft cushions, his ease. 
  Johnny Bull was beginning to feel angry now, as well as perplexed. 
  This really was not the way to treat a fellow who had trãvelled nearly the length of the kingdom to fee his friends. He was not, like the Bounder, a fellow to take offence easily, but he was growing annoyed. 
  Bunter, on the other hand, was quite satisfed. It dib not matter whether Johnny was puzzled, annoyed, angry, or anything else, so long as he remained there to protect Bunter from Pon and his knavish tricks. It was, so far as Bunter could see, all right. 
  Quite satisfied that it was all right, Bunter closed his little round eyes behind his big, round spectacles, and dozed.  
  A sound like the rumble of distant thunder reached Johnny Bull’s ears, and he glanced round at the fat junior in the hammock. 
  Snore! 
  Bunter, with his eyes shut, mouth open, slept and snored.  Johnny grunted and resumed his restless pacing. 
  He glanced several times at the path through the trees which led to the wall on the beach and the gate there. As his friends did not come in, he was tempted to go and look for them. Still, they might come back by any of half a dozen ways, and he did not want to miss them. 
  He stepped at last to the massive, gnarled trunk of the old beech, and clambered up. It was a huge old tree, one of the largest on the Seahill estate, and from the top branches it was possible to obtain a widespread view, far over the park and the park wall, and the sands beyond and the blue sea. 
  If his friends were anywhere in sight he would be able to spot them from the top of the beech. He clambered actively from branch to branch, and disappeared into the foliage. 
High up in the tree, he stood with his foot jammed in a forked bough, holding on to a higher branch, and swept the surrounding landscape with his eyes. 
  He had a glorious view, landscape and seascape, but he saw nothing of his friends or the Bounder; which, if he had only known it, was not surprising, as they were not in the same county! 
  He remained there, watching like Sister Anne and, like Sister Anne, failing to see anybody coming. 
  From below, the deep snore of Billy Bunter rumbled up to his ears. 
  But that snore, after a time, was not the only sound. Voicps floated up through the branches of the big beech— Pon & Co. had come out of the house again. 
  “Where’s that Greyfriars cad, Bull?” It was Ponsonby’s voice. 
  “Not here!” said Gadshy. 
  “He can’t be gone!” said Monson. 
  “I can’t make out what he’s barging in here at all for.” growled Ponsonby. “He’s a low ruffian, but he’s not a cadger like Bunter. That fat scoundrel must have fooled him, somehow, I think. He’s got him here, like that other brute Cherry.” 
  “Absolutely!” said Vavasour. 
  “Well, he s cleared off now. Have that fat rotter out of that hammock!” 
  “Good egg!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Johnny Bull, in the tree above of, grinned. Evidently, the Highcliffe knuts did not guess that he had climbed the tree to look for his friends—which was natural enough, as Pon & Co. did not know that he supposed his friends to be there at all. 
  They were going to a rag Bunter, taking advantage of his supposed absence. 
  The rumbling snore suddenly ceased. 
  There was the sound of a heavy bump. It was followe4 by fearful yell: 
  “Yarooooh
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Ow! I say, you fellows— Oh crikey!” roared Bunter. “I say, Bull--- Rescue, Greyfriars! Yaroooop! Oh crumbs! Help!” 
  Johnny Bull was not the fellow to leave that appeal unregarded He slithered rapidly down the branches .of the beech—to the rescue!
                  THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                               Hard Hitting! 
BILLY BUNTER. roared. He had been awakened suddenly and unpleasantly by rolling headlong out of the hammock and landing in the grass below, He blinked in terror at the four grinning faces that surrounded him. 
  Johnny Bull was not to be seen, but Pon & Co. were only too visible! The fat Owl of Greyfriars was in the hands of the Philistines! 
  “Rag the cad!” grinned Ponsonby. 
  “Scrag him!” 
  “Roll him along! Boot him as far as the beach!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Ow, leggo! Yaroooh!  Leave off kicking me, you beasts!” shrieked Billy Bunter.  “I say, you fellows—yo-hoop!  Rescue!  Yarooh!  Whoop!”
  Bunter rolled, and roared, and yelled, amid howls of laughter from the Highcliffians.  It would have fared hard with the fat Owl, had not help been at hand but help was coming.
  A stocky figure dropped from the branches of the beech!  But before Pon & Co. realised that Johnny bull was there, he was jumping at them. His right caught Pon under the ear, and sent him spinning---his left landed in Monson’s eye, and Monson staggered away and sat down
  Gadsby and Vavasour jumped back.
  “That—that Greyfriars cad!” 
  “Ow! Wow!” yelled Bunter. “Help!” Rescue! Yarooooh! Ow!” Wow! Whooop!” 
  Ponsonby scrambled to his feet, crimson with rage. His head was singing from the knock under his ear. 
  He glared at Johnny Bull furiously.
  “Back up, you fellows!”. And he led the rush. 
  Had Pon been aware that Johnny Bull was so close at hand he would not have ventured to begin that rag. But now rage supplied the place of courage, and he fairly hurled himself at the Greyfriars junior. 
  Johnny Bull met him grimly, his jaw squaring. He did not expect first play from the Highcliffe fellows, and he knew that he was going to have his hands full; but he did not flinch. 
  “Back up, Bunter!” shouted. 
  “Ow! Wow!” was Bunter’s answer. “Yow-ow!”
  Ponsonhy backed from Johnny’s left and right---but his three friends rushed in to help, and Johnny was driven back by the four. He backed against the massive trunk of the beech, so that he could not be taken from behind, and faced them undauntedly. 
  Billy Bunter sat and gasped for breath. He blinked through his big spectacle S at the affray under the beech. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  Johnny was holding his own but lie was hard pressed. Bob Cherry had beaten the four of them together, a few days ego; but Johnny had plenty to do t hold his own. Bunter staggered to his feet. 
  The fat Owl was no fighting-man— but he screwed up his courage, such as it was, to lend his champion a hand. 
  Pon & Co, pressing Johnny hard, did not even look at the Owl—passing him by like the idle wind which they regarded not. 
  Billy Bunter clenched his fat fists— hesitated—and then rushed in, hitting out blindly. 
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  A podgy fist caught Gadsby under the chin. With Bunter’s tremendous weight behind it, it came like a a sledgehammer. 
  Gadsby pitched over headlong, and rolled dizzily in the grass. He felt as if his head had been knocked off. 
  “Ooooogh!” spluttered Gadsby. 
  The next moment, Bunter was backing away promptIy as Vavasour turned on him. He skipped round the beech, Vavasour following him up. 
  The relief was timely for Johnny Bull. He was left with only two adversaries to deal with—and he was more than a match for any two knutty Highcliffians. 
  He came at them with lashing fists and glinting eyes, and Ponsonby went over, with a crash, and Monson followed him. 
  “I say, help!” yelled Bunter, as Vavasour reached him. 
  Johnny reached Vavasour the next moment. A single punch sent Vavasour headlong, and he collapsed in the grass. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. “Oh lor’! Oh dear! Ooooooogh!”
  “All serene, fathead!” grunted Johnny Bull.  He dabbed a streaming nose. “The rotten funks don’t want any more!”
  Pon & Co. evidently didn’t! Vavasour was already departing, cutting off towards the house as soon as he got on his feet. Gadsby tottered after him, with his hands to his spinning head. 
  Ponsonby and Munson scrambled up, panting, and stood eyeing Johnny Bull —who stared at them with cool contempt. 
  “Want any more?” he snapped. “Come on, the two of you! Lots more if you want it!” 
Pon and Monson did not come on.  Panting, they followed their friends. 
  “Yah! Funks!” yelled Bunter, as their backs were turned. “Yah, you ain’t half licked yet!  Yah! Highcliffe fumks!”
  Ponsonby paused—and half-turned. But Monson tramped on, and Pon followed him. The Highcliffians had had enough—more than enough. 
  Billy Bunter chuckled. 
  “I say, old chap, we’ve licked them!” he said. “He, he, he! I fancy those cads will keep their distance after this! 
  “He, he, he!” 
  Johnny Bull pressed a handkerchief to a streaming nose, and grunted. 
  “Blessed it I can understand this!” he said. “What on earth is Wharton here for—with that crew about. Pretty sort of a cat and dog holiday!” 
  “He, he, he!”
  “What are you cackling at, you fat image?” 
  “Oh, nothing! He, he, he!” 
  Johnny Bull grunted again. and dabbed his damaged nose. Billy Bunter sat in the hammock and grinned. Pon & Co. had had a lesson—and he had no doubt that they would steer clear so long as Johnny Bull was on the spot. Johnny, it was true, was rather damaged by the hectic combat—but as Bunter was not damaged, that did not matter. 
  Billy Bunter was feeling greatly pleased with his astuteness in getting Johnny on the scene. He could not help realising that few fellows would have been bright enough to think of such a stunt. 
  It was all right for Bunter—which was all that mattered.. But it was not— alas!—going to remain all right! 
                  THE EIGHTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                                Let Down! 
“YOU fat scoundrel—” 
  “Eh? ” 
  “You podgy villain—” 
  “What?” 
  “You—you—you---” gasped Johnny Bull. 
  Billy Bunter sat up in the hammock and glanced at him in astonishment and alarm. Johnny Bull had gone into the house to bathe his nose. When he emerged, he came suddenly, with his face red with wrath. He glared at the fat junior in the hammock, as if he could have eaten him. 
  “I—I say, what’s up?” stammered Bunter. He could see that something was. 
   “You pernicious porpoise!” shrieked Johnny Bull. I’ve just asked Larkin—” 
  “Oh, crikey!” 
  “I asked him when Smithy and the fellows would be coming in!” shrieked Johnny Bull, “and he’s told me that they’re not here at all. He says that Smithy went out on his bike hours and hours ago, and that Wharton hasn’t been here at all—or the other fellows—” 
  “Oh crumbs!” 
  “They’re not staying here at all!” roared Johnny Bull. “H showcd him the telegram, and he said it must be a trick! So it is! And I jolly well know who did it, too! You did!”
  “Oh, no, I—I didn’t!” gasped Bunter. “I—I say, old chap, it—it’s all right! Wharton and the other fellows are here, you know—they— they’ve gone down to the—the beach, and 
  “Larkin says they’re not here, and haven’t been here!” yelled Johnny. “Only Bob dropped in, one day last week, and had a row with those Highcliffe cads!” 
  “Larkin’s a fool, old chap!” said Bunter. “He—he doesn’t know! The —the fact is, he—he—he drinks!” 
  “Drinks like a fish!” said Bunter. “Don’t you take any notice of what Larkin says! The fellows are here all right! Hw could Wharton have sent you that telegram yesterday, if he wasn’t here?” 
  “He never sent it, you fat villain! You did!” 
  “N-n-nothing of the kind, old chap! If you think 1 got you here to keep those Highcliffe cads from ragging, you’re quite mistaken! I never thought of anything of the kind, of course. Don’t take any notice of Larkin! He— he wanders in his mind a little——” 
  “You—you—you gasped Johnny Bull. 
  “Besides, you’re all right here!” urged Bunter. “This is ever so much better than Wharton Lodge! The grub’s splendid! I dare say Smithy will be civil to you, when he comes back from London—if he isn’t, you can punch his head—” 
  “What?” 
  “Same as you did Pon’s! Not that he’s gone to London with his father.” added Bunter hastily. “I don’t mean that. He—he’s gone down to the beach with the other fellows—and he may be back any—any minute!  I suppose you can take my word for that, Bull! It’s a bit caddish to take a butler’s word against a Public school man’s word, I think!” 
  “You—you—!” gasped Johnny. 
  “You see, it’s all right!” urged Bunter. “Wharton sent you that telegram—being here with the other fellows, you know. I—I dare say Larkin’s forgotten they’re staying here—he’s rather forgetful. Not much of a butler, really—he wouldn’t do for Bunter Court, I can tell you. Don’t take any notice of him, old chap. I hope you don’t think I sent that telegram from the telephone in my room yesterday. Such an idea never entered my head, of course.” 
  Johnny Bull gazed at him almost speechless. 
  “It’s just on dinner-time,” added Bunter. “I can tell you, the dinners here are—are magnificent. You wouldn’t get anything like it at Wharton Lodge. The food here---”
  “You—you---” gasped Johnny. 
  “The food here is really first-class, old chap. Smithy’s rather a bounder, but he does you jolly well in the way of food. At lunch today we had---” 
  “I’ll smash you!” roared Johnny Bull. “I’ll burst you all over Smithy’s place, you bloated bloater!” 
  “Oh, really, Bull! Look here—”
  “You’ve landed me here!” shrieked Johnny. “What the thump would Smithy say if he came back and found me here, without having asked me—” 
  “That’s all right. If you don’t like Smithy you needn’t stay on after ha gets back—I dare say he wouldn’t let you, anyhow. But it’s all right if you stay till he comes back. You see—” 
  “And Wharton expecting me all this time at his place!” roared Johnny. “He will think I’ve had an accident, or something.” 
  “Well, it’s all Wharton’s fault.” said Bunter. “I should have stayed on there if he’d been clvil.  I had to turn him down for his rottcn bad manners. Besides, I don’t suppose he really wants yon there, old chap.” 
  “What?” 
  “I mean, how could he?” argued Bunter. 
  Johnny Bull did not answer that question. He seemed to think that it was a time for actions not for words. He grabbed Billy Bunter and yanked him headlong out of the hammock. 
  Bump! 
  “Yoo-hoooop!” roared Bunter. 
  Smack, smack, smack! 
  “Yow-ow-ow! Beast! Yaroooh! Wliooop!” roared Bunter. Why, you’ re worse than the—yoo-hoop!— Highcliffe cads, you beast! Wow! I never sent that telegram—yow-ow !— and I only sent it because that beast Cherry wouldn’t come when I phoned him! Yoooop! Yow-ow-ow!” 
  Smack! smack!
  “Ow! Beast! Yoo-hooop!” 
  “There!” gasped Johnny Bull. “Now I’m going!”
  He ran back into the House for his belongings, leaving Billy Bunter gasping and spluttering on the lawn. 
  The fat Owl was still gurgling for breath when Johnny Bull came out in hat and coat,  with his suitcase in his hand. He tramped away down the avenue towards the distant gates. 
  From the windows of the billiards room Ponsonby & Co. watched him go— in surprise and satisfaction., 
  From the lawn Billy Bunter watched him, his eyes nearly popping through his spectacles in his dismay. 
  “I say, old chap—” yelled Bunter 
  Johnny tramped on. 
  “I say, you’re not going!” shreiked Bunter. 
  Johnny glanced over his shoulder. 
  “I’m going to the station now, you fat villain! I’ve a jolly good mind to boot you before I go!”
  “I say, hold on!” bowled Bunter. “I’ll order a car for you---” 
  “Rats!” 
  “I’ll come to the station with you, old fellow---” 
  “Look out for my boot, if you do!”
  “I—I—I say——” 
  Johnny Bull tramped on and disappeared. Now that he knew how matters stood at Seahill Park he was only too anxious to get off that magnificent estate without losing a moment about it. He was thankful that Vernon-Smith had not yet turned up. The thought of meeting the Bounder’s surprised stare when he arrived and found an uninvited guest there made him feel hot all over. He was only thinking of getting clear before he met Smithy, and he hurried away down the long avenue as fast as he could walk. 
  Billy Bunter blinked after him in utter dismay. 
  His wonderful scheme, which had seemed to be working like a charm, had let him down with a bump! 
  Johnny Bull had gone. Pon & Co. remained. Smithy was not yet back from London. The fat Owl blinked round him through his big spectecles He gave a yelp of alarm at the sight of four figures coming down from the house. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  Pon & Co. were coming at a run. Why Johnny had gone they knew no more than why he had come; but he was gone—and that was enough for Pon & Co. They headed for Billy Bunter—and their looks showed what he had to expect when they reached him. 
  The hapless fat Owl turned to run. But he stopped. He had about as much chance in a foot race with Pon as a tortoise in a race with a hare! 
  For a moment he stood blinking at the Highcliffians, his eyes almost popping through his spectacles. Then he clambered desperately up the gnarled trunk of the beech. It was a case of any port in a storm—and that was Bunter’s only refuge! 
  “Collar him!” shouted Ponsonby. 
  He raced ahead of his friends as Bunter clambered wildly. With desperate effort, the fat junior dragged himself out of reach. Ponsonby made a clutch at a whisking fat ankle, and grasped it. 
  “Ooooogh!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Now, you fat frog!” gasped Ponsonby. 
  He tugged. Bunter, in desperation,  held on with his fat hands and lashed out with theother foot. 
  Ponsonby gave a yell as a heel crashed on his face. He let go, and staggered back, yelling. 
  Bunter clambered on into the thick branches. There, jammed in a forked bough, hegasped for breath and streamed with perspiration, while the Highcliffians gathered under the tree and glared up at him, 
                  THE NINETEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                      Treed!
LARKIN came across the lawn from the house with a rather extraordinary expression on his portly face. 
  From amid the branches of the big beech on the lawn a crimson, fat face, and a pair of large spectacles glimmered. 
  Under the tree Pon & Co. were gathered, casting ferocious glances upward. 
  Really, the proceedings of Master Herbert’s guests, that Easter holiday, were enough to surprise any butler! 
  It was no business of Larkin’s, of course, and he had no intention of interfering. But he was surprised and disapproved strongly. Really, he would not have expected Master Herbert’s guests to act like gang of young hooligans as soon as Master Herbert’s back was turned. 
  The dinner, gong had sounded—unheeded by Pon & Co. They had Bunter treed, and were not disposed to let him escape. Pon did not want to climb after him—one kick on the features was enough for Pon. But he was not going to give him a chance of getting away. 
  “Dinner, gentlemen!” murmured Larkin. 
  He coughed. He could not tell Master Herbert’s guests what he thought of them; but no doubt they could read it in his face. 
  “I say, Larkin!” came a fat squeak from above. 
  Larkin glanced up. 
  “Yes, Master Bunter!” 
  “I—I say, will you keep these beasts off if I come down, Larkin?” 
  “Hem! I am afraid I cannot interfere, Master Bunter. It is not my place to do so.” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Hem!” 
  “It’s your fault that beast Bull has gone!” hooted Bunter. “What did you want to jaw to him for, you silly fool ?“ 
  Larkin smiled faintly. Johnny Bull’s arrival had surprised him, but as soon as Johnny inquired after his friends and showed the telegram the butler had seen at once how the matter stood. No doubt he derived some entertainment from Bunter’s extraordinary dodges to obtain a bodyguard at Seahill Park during that exciting Easter! 
  “I could not refuse to answer Master Bull’s questions sir.” he said. 
  “You silly idiot!” 
  “Hem!” 
  “Look here, I can’t stkk up in ibis tree!” howled Bunter. 
  “Indeed, sir!” said Larkin. 
  “Will you clear those Highcliffe beasts off, while I come down ?“ 
  “Probably the young gentlemen will be coming in to dinner, sir!” said Larkin. 
  ‘‘I want to come in to dinner, too!” wailed Bunter. “I’m hungry!”
  “Come on, then,” grinned Gadsby. “What’s stoppin’ you?” 
  “Beast!”
  “Dinner will be served, gentlemen!” hinted Larkin. 
  Gadsby, and Monson, and Vavasour looked at Ponsonby. They were ready to back him up in ragging the Owl of Greyfriars, but they did not want to miss dinner for that purpose. 
  “You fellows cut in,” said Ponsonby. “I’ll stay here.” 
  “Beast!” came a roar from above. 
  “You can come down, if you like, you fat rotter!” 
  “Yah!” 
  Gadsby and Monson and Vavasour, grinning, walked away. Ponsonby sat down in the hammock, to wait—and watch. Billy Buuter blinked at him in fury from the branches of the beech. 
  He was out of reach of ragging, for the moment. But he wanted his dinner. Very nuch indeed he wanted his dinner. 
  But it was clear that if he descended from the tree, it was not dinner that be was going to get. It was something much less agreeable than dinner! 
Now that Johnny Bull was gone there was nothing to prevent Pon & Co. from carrying out their scheme of stranding him on the rock in the bay. And the scrap with Johnny Bull had not made Pon more placable—neither had the crash of Bunter’s heel on his features. Pon’s look showed what the hapless fat Owl had to expect, as soon as the dandy of Highcliffe got hold of him! 
  “I say, Larkin!” yelled Bunter, as the butler turned to follow the three Highcliffe juniors to the house. 
  “Sir!” said Larkin, stopping. 
  “Will you hold that beast while I come down?” 
  “I am afraid Master Herbert would not like me to intervene among his guests, sir!” said Larkin. 
  “Think I can stick up here till Smithy comes back?” yelled Bunter. 
  “ You must please yourself about that, sir.” 
  “Beast!” 
  “Ia that all, sir?” 
  “Rotter!” 
  “Thank you, sir!” said Larkin, unmoved. And he went back into the house, leaving Bunter perched in the tree, and Ponsonby swinging in the hammock. 
  “Oh crikey!” groaned Bunter. 
  He blinked down at Ponsonby. Pon grinned up at him. Bunter shook a fat fist at him, nearly over-balanced, and clung to a branch with a gasp of alarm. 
  Pon sat and smoked cigarettes. Minutes—long, long minutes—dragged slowly by. Every mimute he hoped that Pon would give it up, and go in to dinner. It was difficult for Billy Bunter to understand how any fellow could be regardless of the call of the dinner-gong. He could really hardly believe that Pon would go on sitting there, indifferent to dinner. 
  But Pon did. 
  “I—I say, Pon, old ch-ch-chap.“ gasped Bunter at last. “I say, you’re missing your dinner, you know! 1 say, if you go in to dinner, I—I shan’t come down and clear off, you know!” 
  Pon grinned, but did not take the trouble to answer. 
  “ Oh. y6u rotter!” groaned Bunter.. 
  He wanted his dinner. Still more, he wanted to escape. Even dinner would not have attracted him into the dining-room of Seahill Park while the Highcliffe fellows were there.
If he could only get away he would take the greatest care to steer clear of Smithy’s place till Smithy came back. 
  Unfortunately Ponsonby was quite aware of all that, and he had no intention of giving the faL Owl a chance to. It seemed to Bunter that a century at least had passed, when Gadsby, Monson, and Vavasour came out of the house, in a grinning bunch, and walked across the lawn to the beech. 
  Ponsonby rose from the hammoek 
  “Still treed?” grinned Monson, glancing up at the branches. 
  “He doesn’t seem to want to come down!” said Ponsonby. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You fellows wait here while I go in and get some dinner.” said Pon. 
“Bag him if he comes down, and keep him for me!” 
  “What-ho !“ chortled Gadsby. 
  “Absolutely!” grinned Vavasour.
  “I say, the old bean’s coming back.” said Monson. “He’s phoned Larkin from London. They’re coming back together to-morrow!” 
  “What the dooce is Smithy bringing the old bean back for?” exclaimed Ponsonby angrily. “1 thought he was gone for the week.” 
  “Well, he’s comin’ back with Smithy, from what Larkin said.” remarked Gadsby. “Larkin’s to send the car to the station for them in the mornin’.” 
  Ponsonby gave an angry grunt. It was not agreeable news to him that Mr. Vernon-Smith had changed his plan and was returning to Seahill park instead of remaining for the rest of the week among the bulls arid bear’s in the City. He had had more than enough of the wet blanket. 
  “Bother him!” grunted Ponsonby. “We don’t want him here. Like Smithy’s cheek to laud his pater on us again.” 
  “I dare say somethin’s happened.” said Mouson. “Perhaps that Italian sportsman has got after him again in London.” 
  “All the more reason why lie should keep clear of this show!” growled Ponsonby. “We don’t want that brute hanging about the place.” Pon rubbed his head, where there was still a bruise under his hair. “Well, keep an eye on that fat freak while I go in.” 
  Ponsonby walked away to the house, and his frends sat down, under the beech, and smoked cigarettes—with an eye open for Billy Bunter. 
  The fat Owl groaned dismally. 
  He was tired of that tree!  He had a safe seat in a forked bough—but it was extremely uncomfortable. And he was hungry—and getting hungrier! And that beast, Smithy, was not coming back till the following morning! 
  Billy Bunter had felt greatly bucked when he had succeeded in sticking to Smithy for the Easter hols. But he had really not expected this sort of thing. It was not the sort of thing a fellow would expect on a holiday, He was finding Easter altogether too exciting. Even Bunter Court and the happy society of his brother Sammy arid his sister Bessie was better than this 
  Smithy was a beast to leave him in the lurch like this. Johnny Bull was a beast for clearing off—Bob Cherry was a beast for not having come, It was, in fact, a beastly world alltogether—and a beastly outlook for Bunter. But he dared not descend from the tree! 
He knew what to expect once he fell into the hands of Monson, Gadsby, and Vavasour. He waited patiently, but the Highcliffe juniors remained on guard. 
  “I say, you fellows.” squeaked Bunter at last. 
  The Highcliffians glanced up, grinning. 
  “Comin’ down ?” grinned Gadsby. 
  “Waitin’ for you to drop!” chuckled Monson. 
  “Absolutely!” chortled Vavasour. 
  “I—I say, I—I’m fearfully hungry!” said Bunter pathetically. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” Why don’t you come down then?” 
  “ Will you make it pax if I come down?” 
  “Come down and see!”
  “Beast!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Ponsonby came sauntering down from the house, smoking a cigarette. He joined his friends under the beech. So long as the light lasted, the Highcliffe knuts played banker to white away the time while they waited for Bunter. They seemed to be in quite cheery spirits. “Treeing” Bunter was quite a jest, from their point of view! They were quite enjoying the situation. 
  Billy Bunter was not! 
  Curious faces looked out from time to time from door or window. . No doubt the extraordinary proceedings of Master Herbert’s guests caused a great deal of curious interest among Larkin’s numerous staff. But if Billy Bunter hoped that anyone would butt in, he was disappointed. Nobody was thinking of butting in. Master Herbert’s guests were left to disport themselves in their own peculiar way—and as the dusk deepened into nightfall, Billy Bunter was still “treed “—and wishing from the bottom of his fat heart that he had never hooked on to the Bounder for Easter! 

                  THE TWENTIETH CHAPTER. 

                                 Pon’s Catch! 

BILLY BUNTER pricked up his fat ears. 
  A whispering voice reached him from below; 
  It was quite dark now. Lighted windows, in the get facadp of Mr. Vernon-Smith’s mansion, shed a glimmer into the balmy April night. But the light did not reach so far as the big beech on the lawn. Undcr the heavy branches the darkness was thick. But Bunter, peering from above, could see the glowing end of a cigarette in the dark. 
  “I’m fed up with this!” 
It was Ponsonby’s whispering voice. “Let’s go in and have some billiards.” 
  “But that fat bounder---”
  “He won’t know we’re gone.” 
  “Oh, all right. Don’t let him hear.” Billy Bunter breathed deep with relief. ProbabIy Pon & Co.  had expected him to drop, like a ripe apple, long before this. It was not surprising that they were fed-up—though certainly they were not nearly so fed-up as the fat Owl. 
  He listened intently. 
  There was a sound of footsteps below, and the cigarette-ends vanished. Pon & Co. were gone—leaving Bunter to suppose that they were still tliere—and to keep him treed! At least Bunter supposed so! His fat brain was not quick on the uptake—and it did not occur to him that those whispering voices had been intended to reach his fat ears! 
  As a matter of fact, now that it was to dark to play cards, Pon & Co. were fed-up with their vigil. But Pon had no intention of letting the fat Owl escape. 
  Gadsby and Monson and Vavasour moved off, and Bunter heard them go. Ponsonby remained invisible in the deep gloom under the tree, close to the trunk. 
  If Bunter, in the belief that his foes were gone, descended, he would drop right into Pon’s clutches. And Pon had no doubt that he would. 
  Billy Bunter strained his fat ears to listen. Three of the Highcliffe fellows had gone, and lie heard them go—and did not doubt that they were four! 
  He hooked himself out of the branches at last, and prepared to descend. Now that the coast was clear—or he fancied it was—he was glad of a chance of getting out of (hat beech. 
  Grunting, the fat junior lowered himself down the thick old trunk. Pon, invisible below, grinned in the dark as the sound of grunting, brushing, and scuffling told him that Bunter was coming. 
  He moved round the massive trunk, to stand exactly under the spot where Bunter was desccnding. He was going to grab him the moment he landed ; he was not giving him a chance of bolting. 
  Standing close to the trunk, staring up, he could see nothing of Bunter; but he could hear him. A moment more, and he would be able to grab him. 
  Happily unconscious of the ambushed Highcliffian below, Bunter lowered himself, wriggling and grunting, holding on to a bough while he tried to get a hold on the trunk to clamber down. 
  Then he slipped! That, of course, was exactly like Bunter. Being about as active as a hippopotamus, Bunter was no climber. He slipped, lost his hold, and shot down. 
  He gave a startled squeak as he went. In a spilt second he would have bumped down on the grass, had nothing been in the way. 
  But something was in the way! 
  Ponsonby was! 
  Crash! 
  Bunter knew that he crashed on something that crumpled under his weight, and that yelled wildly as it crumpled. He did not, for the moment, know what it was. 
  He landed, bumping, and sprawling, and splutterind. 
  “Oooogh!” spluttered Bunter. 
  “Urrrrggh!” came a suffocated, anguished moan from beneath him
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter.  “Oh crikey!” 
  He was sprawling on something that moaned horribly. He scrambled up, planting a fat knee on a waistcoat, and a fat paw on a nose.  He scrambled hurriedly, realising what it was now! 
  “Beast!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Urrrggh!” came a moan from the darkness. 
  Ponsonby was in no state to bag Bunter. Bunter was within his reach, but Pon, dazed and dizzy, and completely winded, lay crumpled in the grass, and could only moan. 
  There was a shout, and running feet. 
  “Got him?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Gadsby & Co.  were not far away. The sounds under the beech reached them, and they came rushing back, fully expecting to find Bunter in Pon’s grasp. 
  “ Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  He scrambled desperately up as the three Highcliffians came dashing under the branches, and bolted into the night. 
  “Got him, Pon?” exclaimed Gadsby. 
  “Why---what---who---” Gadsby stumbled over something in the dark and fell across it. “ Who—what—” 
  “ Urrrggh! Gerroff!” moaned Pon.  “Ooooogh!” 
  “Wliat the dickeus——” 
  “Woooooogh!” 
  Monson struck a match. The flickering light showed Pon sprawling on his back, Gaddy sprawling over Pon’s leg, and both of them spluttering wildIy. 
  “Oh, gad!” gasped Monson. 
  “Urrrggh!” moaned Pon.  “The brute fell on me—urrgh! I’m winded---gurrgh! My head’s cracked, I believe —wurrggh! He’s smashed my nose with his foot—ooogh! Oh, gad! Oh, gad! Ooooh!  Get hold of him! Grooogh!” 
  “Where is he?” gasped Vavasour, staring round. 
  Pon’s friends picked him up. He stood sagging in their helpless hands, moaning and gasping 
  “I—I—I’ll smash him!” he gasped. “Wait till I get my hands on the fat rotter! I’ll—I’ll—I’ll—urrrgh!” 
  “But where—” exclaimed Monson. 
  Billy Bunter had had a narrow escape, but that lucky tumble saved him. 
  Bunter did the shadowy lawn at about sixty m.p.h. 
  Ponsonby, hanging on to Monson and Vavasour for support, while he gurgled for his second wind, was not, for the moment, bothering about Billy Bunter. 
  He gurgled and gasped, and gasped and gurgled. He mumbled and moaned. The darkness swallowed Bunter. his escape had been narrow— but a miss was as good as a mile! 
  The fleeing fat Owl did not head for the house. He headed for the garage. His one idea was to get out of Seahill Park and stay out till Smithy came back. In Smithy’s absence, Easter at Seahill Park was altogether too exciting. Billy Bunter was going, like the guests in Macbeth, the fat guest at Seahill Park stood not upon the order of his going, but went at once. 
  “Urrtrggh!” moaned Ponsonby.  “Wurrgh! Have you got him? Urrgh!” 
  Where is he?” 
  “He came down—urrggh!—he fell on me, I tell you—gurrh!—smashed me like a p-pancake! Groogh! Oh crumbs! Have you let him get away? Ocogh!” 
  “He’s gone!” said Monson, staring into the shadows. 
  “Urrrgh!” I’ll smash him! I’ll— oooch! Ow!” moaned Pon. 
  The buzz of a car came from the drive, across the park spaces. Three of the Highcliffians stared round. Pon was past caring. Pon had both hands pressed to his waistcoat, and was busy moaning. 
  “Hallo, there’s a car!” exclaimed Gadsby. “ Is that Smithy coming?” 
  A red tail-light winked in the darkness and vanished. It was not Smithy coming! It was Bunter going! 
  Billy Bunter was gone! 

                  THE TWENTY-FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                  Unexpected! 

HARRY WHARTON, standing on the platform at Winford Station, waved his hand as a train stopped, a carriage door flew open, and a stocky figure jumped out, suitcase in hand.. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” bawled Bob Cherry. 
  “Johnny at last!” said Frank Nugent. 
  “The esteemed and ridiculous Johnny!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  The Co. were all there—waiting for Johnny Bull! 
  It was rather a late hour in the evening—it had long been dark. Johnny was arriving very late. Why, his friends did not know. 
  They had expected him in the afternoon.  Still, it was a long trip down from Yorkshire, and a fellow might easily be delayed changing trains. But when evening was closing in, they wondered whether anything had happened to Johnny.  Wharton was thinking of ringing up Moor Fell, when the telephone bell rang—and he was relieved to hear Johnny’s voice over the wires. But he was amazed to hear that Johnny was speaking from a Sussex railway station, where he was waiting for a train up to Surrey 
  What Johnny Bull was doing in Sussex was a mystery to his friends. 
Howevpr, they were glad to hear that he was coming at last, and they walked down to Wimford, to meet him when he arrived there. 
  Now he had arrived. 
  He did not look in the best of tempers.  But he grinned at his friends as they gathered round him.
  “Glad to see you chaps!” he said. 
  “The gladfulness of our absurd selves is terrific!” declared Hurrec Jamset Ram Singh. “But what is the whyfulness—”
  “Went to sleep in the train and missed a dozen stations?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “Fathead!” answered Johnny. 
  “Well, what the dickens have you been doing in Sussex?” asked Frank 
Nugent. “You rang up from Seahill, in Sussex——”
  “That fat scoundrel——” 
  “The bloated blighter—” 
  “Have you seen Bunter?” exclaimed Harry Wharton. 
  There could be no doubt to whom that description applied. 
  Johnny Bull snorted! 
  “Look at that!” he growled. 
  He groped in his pocket for a crumpled telegram, and held it up for the inspection of his friends. They gazed at it in amazement. 
  Harry Wharton’s eyes almost bulged as he saw his own name at the end of it. 
  “What the thump!” he gasped. “I never sent that—”
  “1 know you didn’t—now!” grunted Johnny Bull. “But when I got it, I thought you had ! What was a fellow to think?” 
  “But who—” gasped Wharton. 
  “Bunter!” roared Bob Cherry. “Oh, my hat! Have you been scrapping with that Highcliffe gang, at Smithy’s place ?” 
  “Look at my nose!” grunted Johnny. 
  His triends looked—and smiled. The condition of Johnny’s nose indicated clearly that there had been scrapping. 
  “The fat villain made me believe that you fellows were there, staying with Smithy. He said you’d gone down to the beach and I hung about waiting for you to come in—”
  “Oh crumbs!”
  “And I had a terrific scrap with that Highcliffe gang—that’s why the fat scoundrel played this idiotic trick, of course. Smithy’s away to-day—and it mekns that they rag him every time Smithy’s away---” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I might have been stranded there for the night and left you fellows wondering what on earth had become of me, only I found it out from the butler.” said Johnny. “So I cleared off, and phoned you from the railway station, and here I am!”
  Bob Cherry chortled, 
  “Poor old Bunter! He’s having a wild and woolly Easter with Smithy!” 
  “I dare say Pon & Co. have slaughtered him by this time!” said Johnny Bull. “I jolly well hope so, at any rate!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well here you are at last!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. “That fat blighter ought to be scragged—but I’ve no doubt that Pón’s giving him all the scragging he deserves, and a little over.” 
  “Probably a lot over!”chuckled Bob. 
  “Come on, Johnny old bean! Better late than never!” said the captain of the Remove; and the Famous Five walked out of the station and a taxi bore them the long country road to Wharton Lodge. 
  Four members of the Co. were grinning over Johnny’s adventure.  The amazing antics of the Owl of the Remove had their comic side. Johnny was not so disposed to grin. After a long journey that day, he had had a long walk to Seahill Station, a long wait at that station for a train, and the train had been a slow one—stopping at nearly every station on the way. However, all was well that ended well, and Johnny’s face wore a cheery grin by the time the juniors arrived at Wharton Lodge. 
  Wells, the butler, let them in: There was a slightly peculiar expression on his face.  He took Johnny’s bag, and the Famous Five ‘walked cheerily into the hall. 
  “I say, you fellows!” 
  Five fellows jumped, as if moved by the same spring. 
  They juuped almost clear of the floor, as that fat familiar voice greeted them. 
  A fat figure rose from an armchair by the fire. 
  They gazed at Billy Bunter. 
  Bunter grinned, and blinked at them through his big spectacles. 
  “I say, you fellows, surprised you, what?” he asked. 
  “Is—is—is that Bunter?” gasped Harry Wharton. 
  “Or his ghost?” stuttered Bob Cherry. 
  “How did you get here?” roared Wharton, 
  “Eh? I came over by car!” said Bunter. “I can always have a car, if I like, at Smithy’s place, you know! I rather fancied Bull would get in before me—you must have got landed in a jolly slow train, old chap—he, he, he!” 
  “You—you—you--- ” gasped Johnny Bull, He glared at the cheerful Bunter as if he could have eaten him. 
  “It’s all right, Harry, old chap.” said Bunter breezily. “I’m sorry I shan’t be able to stay long—only the night! You see, Smithy being away to-night, I thought I’d give you a look in—I’m not the fellow to forget old pals when I’m staying at a magnificent place and living on the fat of the land. I’ve seen your aunt, old chap—and, it’s all arranged about my room--not much like my room at Seahill Park, I must say; but I can stand it! Don’t you worry!”
  “Kill him I” said Bob. 
  “I—I say, you fellows—” Bunter dodged  round the armchair, “I—I say, no larks, you know! Ain’t you glad to see me? ”
  “Glad to see you?” gasped Wharton. 
  “Well, I should think you ought to be, after all I’ve done for you!” said Bunter warmly.  “And I can jolly well tell you that it ain’t every fellow who would leave a magnificent mansion to put in a. night at your humble home, just because you know him at school.” 
  “Bag him!” 
  “ Bump him!”
  “Boot him!” 
  “I—I—I say, hold on!” yelled Bunter. “I—I say I—I—daren’t go back till that beast Smithy comes home, and he ain’t coming  home till tomorrow! I—I—I say, be a sport, you know! I’m going in the morning— really and truly—first thing in the morning. You can tut-tut-take my word that I’m gig-gig-going in the mun-mun-morning! Honest Injun!” 
Harry Wharton & Co. gazed at him. Then they burst into a laugh. 
  “ You fat villain—” said Harry. 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “It’s all right, you fat chump!” 
  “Oh all right!” said Billy Bunter. “As you’re so pressing, old chap, I’ll slay the night!”
  And he did! 
THE END. 
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