


THE MEDDLERS !  When “nosey” people interfere with the lordly plans of William George Bunter he has his own way of dealing with them: they disappear but in a mysterious manner from mortal ken!



                                  THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                             Alarming! 

“GURRRRRRRR!” 
  “Bai Jove !“ 
  “ Yurrrrggb !“ 
  “What the thump—” 
  “Moooooooh !“ 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were startled. 
  Those weird sounds, floating on the calm still air of the August evening, were enough to make any fellow sit up and take notice. 
  The tall windows of the vast drawing-room at Combermere Lodge were brightly lighted. Light streamed from them upon the wide terrace on which the windows looked. 
  On the terrace, comfortably ensconced in deck-chairs, the chums of the Greyfriars Remove were taking their ease. 
  The Famous Five of Greyfriars were in cheery spirits. 
  They had played cricket that day, and had become pleasantly tired. A good dinner had followed. The dinners at Combermere Lodge, alias Bunter Court. were always good. Billy Bunter might be lacking, in some respects, as a host. and entertainer; but there was no doubt that he knew how to order a dinner. The Combermere cook was an expert—but even the cook knew less about that matter than Bunter did. 
  After dinner the Greyfriars party had entertained themselves with music in the drawing-room, Frank Nugent performing at the piano. Frank was quite a good pianist, and every member of the party had obliged with a song—in fact, with two or three. After that the juniors retired to the terrace for a chst in the cool air there before bed. Billy Bunter did not accompany them.  Bunter was fast asleep in a chair. He had dined not wisely, but too well, and his eyes had closed behind his big spectacles as if they were glued. Only his snore, floating out of the open french windows, reminded his guests that he was still there. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were feeling very cheery and contented. D’Arcy of 
St. Jim’s, their fellow-guest at Bunter Court, was perhaps not quite so cheery. 
  Every now and then Arthur Augustus D’Arcy passed his hand tenderly over his noble head, feeling a big bruise there. He owed that bruise to Billy Bunter’s wonderful powers as a bowler in the cricket match that day. When Billy Bunter was bowling, only the batsman was safe. 
  Bunter’s snore floating out on the summer air had died away. But from the great room strange, weird, and uncanny sounds were now proceeding— sounds that interrupted the cheery chat of the juniors and caused them to sit up in their chairs and look round with startled glances. 
  “Yurrrrrrrrgggggh! Gurrggggggh! Moooooooooh !”
  “What on earth is it?” asked Bob Cherry. “Sounds like a dog with a bone, but I suppose it can’t be” 
  “Grooooooogh !”  
  “Bai Jove!  Can it be Buntah?” asked Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. 
  Harry Wharton jumped up. 
  “It’s Buuter!  Sounds as if he’s choking.” 
  “Yurrrrrrrggggggh !”  
  The horrid sound was going on, crescendo. If it proceeded from Billy Bunter it certainly seemed to indicate that the Owl of the Remove was in need of first aid. 
  Wharton ran in at the french windows. Bob Cherry and Nugent, Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, followed him. Arthur Augustus D’Arcy half-rose, but sat down again. There were plenty of helpers for Bunter, ii he needed help, and the St. Jim’s Junior was more concerned about the throbbing bump on his own noble head. 
  The impact of a cricket ball on a fellow’s “napper” was no joke, and it required all Gussy’s polished politeness to restrain him from telling Billy Bunter what he thought of him. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !”  exclaimed Bob as the Famous Five ran in. “Bunter. old man—” 
  “My esteemed and ludicrous Bunter !”  exclaimed Hurree Singh. 
  There was no answer from Bunter, only a continuation of the horrid gurglings and mumblings that had startled and alarmed the Remove fellows. 
Bunter was sprawling in a comfortable chair, with his head resting on a soft cushion. He was fast asleep. And his expression, as well as his mumblings and grumblings, showed that he was in the grip of a nightmare. 
  That was really not surprising, considering the dinner that Bunter had disposed of. There had been ten courses to the dinner, and Bunter had made a solid meal of each. Where he had put it all was rather a mystery to his guests.  Even his extensive circumference seemed scarcely to furnish the required space. There was no doubt that he was, as Bob had remarked, loaded above the Plimsoll line. It was not surprising that he had fallen into deep slumber haunted by horrid visions. Really, it would not have been very surprising if he had exploded. 
  “Yurrrgggh !”
  The Famous Five gazed at the sleeping beauty. Bunter was wriggling, and his fat face made horrid contortions to an accompaniment of groans, grunts, snorts, and gurgles. 
  “We’d better wake him, I think.”  said Harry. 
  “Bunter doesn’t like being woke up out of a nap.” remarked Nugent. 
  “He can’t be enjoying this nap, I should think.” 
  “To judge by the soundfulness, the enjoyfulness is not terrific.” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Wake him before he suffocates.” said Johnny Bull. “Here, I’ll wake the fat bounder.” 
  Johnny Bull grasped Bunter by the collar and shook him.. 
  “Grooooh !  Hooooh! Yurrrrg ! Leggo! You villain, Pilkins—”  
  “My hat !”
  “Yurrrggghh! You cheeky rotter, Walsingham— ”  
 “By Jove!”  
  “Grrrrrrn !  I won’t bring you any more grub you ungrateful rotters! Grooooooogh!”  
  “Great pip!”  
  Bunter was not awake yet. Slumber’s golden chain had evidently bound him very tight. Johnny Bull’s shaking way apparently forming a part of his horrid tream, and, from his grunting ejaculations, it seemed that he was dreaming that he was in the grasp of Mr. Pilkins, the estate agent, and Walsingham, the late butler of Combermere Lodge. Though why Bunter should be dreaming of those two individuals was a mystery to the Famous Five. It would have been more like Bunter to be dreaming of his dinner. 
  “Yurrrgggh! Leggo! Springing on a chap like a tiger! Ow Wow! I’ll 
jolly well leave you to starve! Ow! G rooogh !”  
  “Wake up !”  roared Johnny Bull. 
  “Gurrrggggg !”  
  Shake!  Shake! Shake! 
  Johnny Bull put his beef into it and administered a series of shakes that would have awakened Rip Van Winkle or Epimenides of old. 
  Bunter’s little round eyes opened behind his big spectacles, and he blinked dazedly at the chums of the Remove. 
  Grooogh !”  
  “Bunter— !”  
  “Pilkins, you rotter ----”  
  Crash! 
  “Oh !”  roared Johnny Bull. 
  Billy Bunter’s fat fist came out with unexpected suddenness, and it landed on Johnny’s nose with a terrific smite. Johnny Bull went over backwards, as if a cannon-ball had smitten him. A lacquer table with a coffee-tray on it was in Johnny’s way, and it flew, and coffee cups crashed right and left as Johnny Bull sprawled on the floor. 

 


                                 THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                                                Mysterious! 

“OH !”” roared Johnny Bull. 
  Billy Bunter jumped up. The mists were clearing from his fat brain, and he realised that he was in the presence of the Greyfriars fellows, not of Pilkins, the estate agent, and Walsingham, the butler. 
  He blinked rather dizzily at the juniors. 
  “I—I—I’ve been asleep !”  he gasped. 
  “Go hon !”  said Bob Cherry, with deep sarcasm. 
  “I must have been dreaming!”  said Bunter. “I thought it was—ahem !” — I mean, I didn’t think —”
  Johnny Bull scrambled up. There was a crimson smear on his nose, and there was fury in his face. He did not speak; he hurled himself at Bunter, and his comrades grabbed him and dragged him back, only just in time. 
  “Let go!”  roared Johnny Bull. 
  “Hold on!” 
  “I’m going to smash him!” 
  “Hold on, you ass !”  
  “Look at my nose I” 
  “Bother your nose !”  said Bob Cherry, holding the infuriated Johnny back by main force. “You can’t punch your giddy host! Remember your manners, old man.” 
  “I say, you fellows keep him off !”  yelled Bunter 
  “All serene, fatty !”  
  “Look at my nose !” raved Johnny Bull. 
  “Well, you asked for it.” said Bunter, blinking at him “I didn’t know it was your sily nose. I thought it was Pilkins —”  
  “Why the thump should you want to punch Pilkins’ nose, even if you thought it was Pilkins?” demanded Nugent. 
  “Because---- I mean—I didn’t ----”
  “ What ?” 
  “I mean, I didn’t think it was Pilkins! That was what 1 really meant to say.” stammered Bunter. 
  “Chuck it, Johnny. old man !”  said Harry Wharton soothingly. “You woke 
Bunter up rather suddenly, you know, and he didn’t know it was your nose he was punching.” 
  “Look at it !”  breathed Johnny Bull sulphurously. 
  “Better go and bathe it, old chap.” 
  Johnny Bull nodded, and tramped out of the room. He realised that it would 
not do to punch the fat junior who was his host at Bunter Court. He simply 
yearned to punch him; but he sagely went to bathe his nose instead. There 
was no doubt that it needed bathing. 
  “All right now, fatty ?”  asked Nugent. “ You were making a horrid row, you know. We heard you from the terrace.” 
  “ I was dreaming.” grunted Bunter. “Those two beasts sprang on me-— I mean, they didn’t spring on me-—”
   “What two beasts?” 
  “Nobody—nothing ! I mean, it s a nightmare.” said Bunter hurriedly. “I 
—I say, you fellows, have I been saying anything?” 
  The Owl of the Remove blinked with deep suspicion at the Famous Five.     They stared at him in return 
  It was obvious that Bunter feared that he had talked in his sleep and given away some deep secret that he was anxious to keep from the knowledge of his guests. 
  “You were gurgling and groaning.” said Harry. “Chattering a lot of rot, too.” 
  “Oh! Did—did I mention any names ?”  
  “Yes, Pilkins and Walsingham.” 
  “Oh, dear !”  gasped Bunter. “I—I say, you fellows it ain’t cricket to listen to a chap taiiciig in his sleep, finding out his private affairs ----”
  “You cheeky owl!”  roared Wharton. 
  “We came in to wake you because we thought you were suffocating. Do you think we want to know anything about your silly affairs, you chump ?”
  “Oh, really, Wharton-—” 
  “I’d jolly well kick you, only— ” 
  The captain of the Remove paused, remembering, like Johnny Bull, that he was Bunter’s guest. Really, it would not have been a seemly proceeding to kick his host, much as his host deserved it. 
  “No offence, old chap!” said Bunter hurriedly. “What are you getting your 
rag out for ? I haven’t said anything to offend you, have I ?”  
  Wharton stared at him, and burst into r laugh. It was not much use to take Billy Bunter seriously. Apparently, he saw nothing offensive in accusing 
fellows of listening and prying. 
  “Look here, if I’ve said anything, you fellows tell mc what I said. ”  exclaimed Bunter anxiously. 
  “What the dickens does it matter ?”  
  “It does matter !”  snapped Bunter. 
  “Blessed if I remember— something about Pilkins and Walsingham, and 
bringing grub to somebody.” 
  Bunter jumped. 
  “Oh, crumbs !” Is—is—is that all ?”  
  That’s all I remember,” said Harry.  “You seem to have been dreaming that Pilkins and Walsingham were in the house, and that they had sprung on you. You overdid it at dinner. !”  
  “Of course, that was it.” paid Bunter, relieved. “Just indigestion, of course. Nothing in it, you know.” 
  “Of course not,” said Harry blankly. “Pilkins and Walsingham are not here and if they were, you wouldn’t be scrapping with them, I suppose. What do you mean ?” 
  “Nothing, old chap.” 
  “Well, if you’re all right, we’ll get back to D’Arcy.” said Wharton. “Better cut supper tonight, or you’ll have it again.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Well?” 
  “Did I say anything about the wine-cellars?” 
  “The wine-cellars!” ejaculated Whar. ton. “Not that I heard !” I suppose you weren’t dreaming about the wine-cellars ?” 
  “ Yes—I mean, no !” Of course not !”  said Bunter. “Why should I be dreaming about wine-cellars ? Ridiculous !”  
  Nugent and Bob and Hurree Singh went back to the terrace. But Bunter laid a fat hand on Wharton’s arm and detained him. He blinked at the captain of the Remove with great uneasiness. 
  “I say, Harry, old chap ----”
  “Well?” said Wharton rather curtly. He was Bunter’s guest, put he did not wholly like “ Harry, old chap ”  from the Owl of the Remove. 
  “You—you’re sure I didn’t say anything more?” 
  “Not that I noticed.” 
  “Honest injun?” asked Bunter. 
  “Yes, you ass !”  said Harry impatiently. “ For goodness’ sake, Bunter, don’t be such an ass !” Anybody might think that you had some awfully shady secret, and were afraid you’d let it out.” 
  “Nothing of the kind, of course !” gasped Bunter, in alarm. “Don’t you run away with a silly idea like that, Wharton !” 1 haven’t got any secret.” 
  “You jolly well talk as if you had.” growled Wharton. 
  “What rot !” You’re suspicious, you know.” 
  “What ?”  
  “It’s jolly low to be suspicious.” said Bunter, shaking his head at the captain of the Remove in a manner of lofty admonition. 
  Harry Wharton breathed hard and deep. It was useless to take Bunter seriously ; but some of the fat juniors manners and customs were hard to tolerate. Wharton shook off the fat hand, and walked out on the terrace. 
  “I’m going to bed,” called out Bunter. “I suppose you fellows will be going 
soon?’ 
  “Yes. Good-night!” 
  “Good-night, old chap!” 
  Billy Bunter rolled away. He wanted to finish his nap; but, apparently, he would not trust himself to finish it in the chair. Obviously, he was afraid that he had let out some secret, though what that secret could possibly be was a perplexing puzzle to the chums of the Re move. But in the great fourposter bed in Lord Combermere’s state bed-room. Bunter’s secrets were safe—he could mumble and grumble as much as he liked without fear of being overheard. 

                                 THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

                                      Poor Old Bunter! 

H ARRY WHARTON’S brow was thoughtful as he sank into his chair on the terraca, He wastroubled in mind. 
  Many times since Greyfriars School had broken-up for the holidays, and theFamous Five had come “home” with Bunter, misgivings had vaguely troubled the captain of the Remove, 
  In the case of any fellow but Bunter, hi.s misgivings would have been deeper. But he was so accustomed to the fibbing and swanking of the Owl of the Remove that finding Bunter out in a few “whoppers” was a trifle. The discovery that “Bunter Court,” the ancestral home of the Bunters, was in reality Combermere Lodge, taken furnished for the sunmer, had not, really surprised the chums of the Remove; it was in keeping with the Bunter they knew so well. It was exactly like William George Buntcr to swank in that palpable way, and to roll out enormous fibs that were certain to be detected in a short time. 
  If Bunter chose to call the house ‘Bunter Court,’ and to spin various incompatible yarns on the subject, it was his own business, and just what might have been expected of him. 
  And if that was all, there was no occasion to worry. Certainly, it would have been an improvement had Bunter kept to the truth. But nobody could expect such an extraordinary improvement as that in Beuter. 
  But was that all? Fibbing was to be expected from Bunter, as really he hardly seemed to know the difference between truth and untruth. Swank was to be expected from him, as he loved to “spread” himself, and magnify his importance. But it was beginning to look to Wharton as if if the matter was more serious. 
  If Mr. Bunter could afford to pay forty guineas a week for a summer residence for his son, it was odd, to say the least, that be left his son unprovided with any ready cash. And Bunter, while he revelled in the magnificence of Bunter Court, was as impecunious as when he had borrowed “bobs” and sixpences in the Greyfriars Remove. He had cleared out his guests of most of their ready money in a series of little loans: and Wharton more than suspected that he had also raided Arthur Augustus D’Arcy’s supplies, though the St. Jim’s junior had breathed no word on the subject. 
  Moreover, it was known that, although the tenant of the Lodge was responsible for the wages of the servants left behind by Lord Combermere, no wages had been paid since Bunter came into possession. 
  Lavish tips had been distributed to keep the numerous members of the household in good humour; but it was clear enough that the cash thus expended had been drawn from Bunter’s guests. 
  Magnificent orders had been handed out to the Combermere tradesmen, who had been glad enough to send their goods up to the big house. But bills had not been paid; as the juniors had learned when Horrocks, the butcher, paid a visit to the house loudly demanding settlement. 
  Bunter, apparently, was running the whole thing on tick; and if there was no 
money behind, the situation was serious. 
  And yet it seemed impossible that Bunter could have got hold of such a place, unless his father had gone through the necessary negotiations with the estate agent who had the letting of the furnished house. 
  Mr. Pilkins, the agent, could scarcely have let the house to anyone without satisfying himself as to that person’s bona fides.  Walsingham, the butler left in charge by the noble owner, would hardly have admitted a tenant unless assured by Mr. Pilkins that he could safely do so. 
  These considerations had reassured Wharton, when misgivings had arisen in his mind. 
  For what extraordinary series of tricks, by what extraordinary run of 
luck, could Bunter have “diddled” the estate agent and the butler?  Certainly, 
he was a full of tricks as a monkey; and there was such a thing as “fool’s luck.” But it really seemed that he could not have brought off such a coup: and it seemed improbable that even Bunter could be ass enough to pile up enormous liabilities that he could never meet.
   But Mr. Pilkins, the estate agent, had disappeared, and Parker, his clerk, suspected that Bunter had somehow cleared him off. The suspicion seemed absurd to Wharton, and yet—the estate-agent was gone without a word. And Walsingham, the butler, was gone, too; according to Bunter, he had been sent to London on business. Parker believed that Bunter had somehow got rid of the butler because he had found something out. Again it was absurd—and yet, where was Walsingham? Wharton could not help feeling worried, Bunter’s mutterings and mumblings, in the grip of nightmare due to indi- gestion, had put the lid on, as it were.
  Why was he dreaming about such persons as Pilkins and Walsingham—dreaming, too, that he was struggling with them. Why were they pictured in his slumbering mind as enemies— Pilkins, who had let him the house, Walsingham, who had been an urbane and deferential butler? 
  It was mysterious and it was disquieting. 
  More than once it had been borne in on Wharton’s mind that the best thing he and his chums could do was to leave without delay, leaving Billy Bunter to enjoy the magnificence of Bunter Court on his own. 
  But he did not quite like the idea. 
  If his misgivings were unfounded, and matters were on a solid footing, it was not necessary, and it was scarcely the thing to let Bunter down after accepting his invitation for the holidays. 
  While, if the fatuous Owl really had got himself into some fearful scrape, by his fatuous folly, Wharton had a feeling that it was up to the Co. to help him out somehow. 
  And there was D’Arcy to consider. Wharton certainly did not care to communicate his uneasy misgivings to the St. Jim’s junior. He did not want to tell Arthur Augustus that he suspected a schoolfellow of his own of being a whole-sale “bilk.” But going away and leaving D’Arcy in the dark, was not cricket. If a crash was coming, as Parker had warned him, it would not be playing the game to clear off and leave the unsuspecting St. Jim’s junior in the midst of it. 
  Worried as he was, Wharton felt that it was up to him, at least, to stay on till D’Arcy’s week at the Lodge came to an end.  Then he could decide whether to stay or go. 
  Arthur Augustus D’Arcy—in the intervals of tenderly caressing the bump on his aristocratic head—glanced several times at Wharton’s frowning, thoughtful face. 
  “What’s the wowwy, old man ?”  he asked, at last. 
  Wharton started a little 
  “Oh!” I was thinking ----”
  “About Buntah ? ”  
  “Well, yes !”  Wharton looked attentively at the swell of St. Jim’s. He wondered whether some misgiving had penetrated even into Gussy’s innocent and unsuspicious mind. 
  “It’s wathah wuff on him, isn’t it ?“ said D’Arcy. He mentioned it to me, you know.”
  Wharton started again. 
  “He told you— ”  
  “Yaas, wathah !”  
  “My hat! Then you know how he’s fixed?  ” 
  “Oh, yaas!”
  “Oh,” said Harry, puzzled. “If I may put the question, D’Arcy, has he asked you to help hin out in any way ?”  
   “Not at all, deah boy; you see there’s nothin’ I can do.” said Arthur Augustus. “I could only advise him to see a doctor.” 
  “A doctor ?”  ejaculated Wharton. 
  “Yaas; though really, my pwivate opinion is that if old Buntah would eat a little less, he would find it all wight.” 
  “Eat a little less ?”  said Harry blankly. 
  “Yaas, wathah.” 
  “I—I don’t quite follow,” said Harry. “Do you mean that the bills would be smaller if Bunter went easier on the tuck?” 
  “Eh? Buntah isn’t wowwied about bills, is he ?” asked Arthur Augustus, in surprise. 
  Wharton bit his lip. Evidently it was not of Bunter’s financial difficulties that the swell of St. Jim’s was thinking. 
  “You said that Bunter had mentioned something to your and you know how he’s fixed” said Harry. “What were you speaking of ?” 
  “His sleep-walkin’, you know.” 
  “His what?” almost yelled the captain of the Remove. 
  “Didn’t you know, deah boy ?” 
  “Eh ? No !”  
  “The poor chap suffahs fwom somnambolism, so he told me.” said Arthur Augustus.  “That feahful nightmare you woke him out of is somethin’of the same sort, I suppose. What ?” 
  “Oh !”  said Harry blankly. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” Is Bunter a jolly old sleepwalker, then? ”  aked Bob Cherry. 
  “I suppose you fellows knew, of course.” said D’Arcy. “I happened to mention to him that I heard somebody movin’ about at night, you know, and he explained that he was subject to sleepwalkin’, and that if I ever happened to see him about at night, that was the reason.” 
  “Oh, my hat !”  
  Harry Wharton & Co. exchanged glances.
  They remembered a certain night, during their stay, at Bunter Court, when 
they had found Bunter wandering about the house at midnight, and had taken him for a burglar. 
  Evidently he had been night-wandering again ; and apparently there might be more of it, as he had furnished D’Arcy with this explanation in advance, as it were. 
  Bunter, certainly, had not been sleep walking the night they had taken him for a burglar, He had been very wide awake indeed. 
  This was, in fact, one more of his unnumbered “ whoppers.” For some utterly inexplicable reason, Bunter roamed the house when everybody else was in bed, and a story of somnambulism had come into his fat mind as a plausible explanation to give of his amazing proceedings. 
  Undoubtedly, Bunter was at liberty to walk about his own house at any 
hour of the night or day. But it was extraordinary. Bunter was the last 
 fellow in the world to leave his comfortable bed at night except for the nost powerful reasons. What reason could he possibly have? 
  Arthur Augustus turned his eyeglass on the surprised faces of the Famous Five. 
  “You fellows didn’t know ?” he asked. 
  “No fear !” said Johnny Bull. “I know he trots about at night sometimes, but goodness knows why.” 
  “We found him one night, and collared him for a giddy burglar !”  chuckled Bob Cherry. “He babbled something about the wine-cellars.” 
  “Bai Jove! Buntah doesn’t dwink, surely ? ”  
  “Ha, ha! No. But he keeps the key of the wine-cellars about him, for some reason. Perhaps he’s afraid we shall raid the giddy wine-bins !”  
  Arthur Augustus grinned. 
  “Yaas, I wemembah he lost the key and I found it and handed it to the butlah, not knowin’ it was his. He seemed feahfully upset about it.” 
  “That was the day Walsingham went.” said Harry Wharton thoughtfully. 
  “It’s vewy wuff on poor old Buntah to be twoubled with sleep-walkin’ !” said Arthur Augustus. “You see, a fellow might fall dwnstairs, or somethin’. I have been thinkin’ ovah this vewy sewiously. My ideah is that Buntah would find it all wight if he put away wathah less in the gwub line. Of course, it’s wathah a dehcate mattah to mention; but a little advice might be vewy useful to him. I have been wondahin’ whethah to give Buntah a hint on the subject. He might not like it !”  
  And Arthur Augustus looked very seriously at the Greyfriars fellows 
They grinned. 
  “I don’t think a hint would keep Bunter away from tuck !”  chuckled ‘Bob. “I rather fancy that wild horses couldn’t do that !”  
  “Yaas, but sleep-walkin’ is a howwid thing, you know.” 
“Hem! Very !”  agreed Bob. 
  The chums of the Remove did’nt feel called upon to explain that this was 
only one more of Bunter’s “ whoppers.” Bunter was, after all, their host. 
  Thomas, the footman — promoted  butler since the departure of Walsingham—hovered on the terrace. Wharton looked at his watch. 
  “Nearly ten “ he said. “Who says bed ?” 
  “Bed !”  said Bob Cherry.
  “Yaas, wathah !”
  And Bunter’s house-party dispersed to their rooms

                           THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                                  At Dead of Night! 

“WOTTEN !”  
  Arthur Augustus D’Arcy addressed that remark to space. 
  His weary head was turning on his pillow, wooing slumber, but wooing in vain. 
  It was past midnight, and the great house of Combermere was very still and silent. 
  Long since, the last door had closed; the last sleepy head had sunk upon a pillow. But D’Arcy was still wakeful. 
  The bump on his noble head was the cause. Billy Bunter had bowled, not wisely, but too well, when he landed the cricket-ball upon the aristocratic “napper”  of Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. It was a large bump, and it was a painful bump, and it kept Arthur Augustus wide awake. 
  He had dozed for a time, and awakened again. Then he had turned on the light and read his “ Holiday Annual ”  for an hour or so. Then his tired eyes blinked, and he switched off the light and sought his pillow. But he sought slumber there in vain. If he dozed of for a few minutes he was sure to wake up again. 
  It was, as he remarked, rotten. He was tired, and he was sleepy, and he could not sleep. That aching bump was sure to awaken him if he nodded off. He turned his tired head on the pillow again and again, and still sleep would not come. 
  “Wotten !”  groaned the swell of St. Jim’s.  “Weally wotten, bai Jove ! That howlin’ ass Buntah ought to be pwohibited fwom playin’ cwicket !” Bangin’ a cwicket-ball on a fellow’s nappah, bai Jove !” Oh deah !”  
  Arthur Augustus sat up in bed. Moonlight glimmered in at the windows. It was a beautiful sunmer’s night. Arthur Augustus thought of the moonlit terrace, and wondered whether a stroll there would help to banish his restlessness. But the house was locked up. And D’Arcy was a considerate fellow ; he did not want to disturb anybody. But sitting in bed, sleepless and restless, was a bore, and he was fed-up. 
  He turned out of bed, and slipped on a dressing-gown over his beautiful silk 
pyjamas, and put his elegant feet into a pair of soft slippers.  Then he went 
to his door. 
  Outside there was a wide corridor, with a large window at one end, through which the moonlight streamed. The other end of the corridor gave upon the great landing, below which lay the staircase in deep darkness. Arthur Augustus paced along the corridor, finding relief in motion, and hoping to make himselfsleepy by constant movement. 
  Up and down the corridor he went, soundless in his soft slippers, occasionally running his hand tenderly over the bruise on his head. As he was Billy Bunter’s guest, he did not like to think hard things of Bunter: but he would really have liked to tell the Owl of the Remove what he thought of him as a cricketer. It was too bad to be pacing a lonely corridor like this towards one in the morning, simply because Billy Bunter fancied that he could bowl. 
  A sudden sound, in the silent house caught his ear, and he stopped. 
  The sound thrilled him for a moment. 
  For, soft and stealthy as it was, it was unmistakably a footstep; and a 
 footstep in the house at that hour was startling. The thought of burglars came into Gussy’s mind at once. 
  But the next moment he smiled. 
  “Buntah, of course !”  he murmured. The footsteps came from a branch corridor, on which, as he knew, was the door of the Combermere state bed-room now occupied by Billy Bunter. He had no doubt that it was Bunter who was abroad at that late hour — sleepwalking! 
  It had never occurred to D’Arcy’s unsuspecting mind to doubt Bunter’s mendacious statement. 
  That Bunter had some secret motive for wandering about the house at night, and that he had invented a story to account for it, was not likely to occur to the swell of St. Jim’s. 
  He knew Bunter well enough by this time to suspect his veracity if Bunter had any motive for lying. But in this case no motive was discoverable, so he believed the statement without thinking about lt. 
  So Arthur Augustus kept his eyes on the corner of the corridor as the stealthy footsteps approached, fully expecting to see Bunter appear in the dim moonhight, and fully believing that the fat jumior would be in the grip of somnambulism. 
  A fat figure, fully dressed, emerged into dim view. 
  It was Bunter. 
  D’Arcy had a glimpse of his face, with the moonlight glinting on the Owl’s big spectacles. He noted, too, that Bunter had a bag in his hand. 
  Without glancing in D’Arcy’s direction, the Owl of the Remove glided stealthily on towards the stairs. 
  In the dim moonlight from the high windows he would probably not have seen D’Arcy had he looked in his direction; he was too short-sighted for that. But his absolute unconsciousness that there was a follow standing in the cross-passage seemed to D’Arcy to indicate that Bunter was, without doubt, fast asleep as he walked. 
  Indeed, any casual observer might well have supposed the same. Had Bunter been, like D’Arcy himself, taking a stroll from sleeplessness, he would hardly have been carrying a bag in his hand and stealing along swiftly like a fellow with a fixed destination. 
  If he was not sleep-walking, obviously he was making a secret expedition with something in the bag—which was so improbable that D’Arcy naturally did not think of it at all. 
  “Pooah old Buntah !”  murmured D’Arcy. 
  He made a step towards the dim figure in the distance and then stopped. 
His first idea was to wake Bunter and get him back to his bed-room. But he recollected in time that it is said to be dangerous to awaken a sleepwalker; liable to cause a severe shock to the nervous system of the unhappy victim 
of somnambulism. 
  So Arthur Augustus stopped quite suddenly. The throbbing bump on his head, which he owed to Bunter, did not diminish his sympathy for the Owl of the Remove. He was deeply concerned about Bunter, especially as the supposed somnambulist was obviously heading for the stairs. 
  “Bai Jove” murmured Arthur Augustus in distress. “Pooah old Buntah !  I must not startle him—might have a feahful effect on the pooah fellow’s nerves! But I can’t let him wip! If he wakes up suddenly and finds him 
wandewin’ downstairs he will feel howwid.” 
  Arthur Augustus trod softly on Bunter’s trail. 
  In his soft slippers he made no sound, and he was very careful indeed to make no noise that could alarm Bunter. 
  His intention was to keep an eye on the somnambulist, and see that he came to no harm. If Bunter showed a sign of falling, he would rush on and catch him at the risk of waking him suddenly. But he had read that sleep- walkers have a wonderful sureness of foot; often, indeed, walking where in waking hours they could not walk. And as he watched the dim figure flitting ahead, he was soon assured that Bunter was in no danger of falling. So all there was for D’Arcy to do was to keep a careful eye on him, and render any assistance that might be needed— especially if Bunter woke up suddenly before wandering back to his bed. His feelings, in such a case, finding himself downstairs alone in the dark would be horrid—and then a friendly hand and a friendly voice would be invaluable to him. 
  But for D’Arcy’s fixed conviction that Bunter was walking in his sleep, he would perhaps have doubted whether the fat junior was acting quite like a somnambulist, 
  He went down the staircase with a sure step, and paused in the great hall of Combermere. 
  Then he stopped, and seemed to be blinking round him, like a fellow who was wide awake and afraid of ghosts. 
  D’Arcy watched him over the banisters. 
  Bunter moved again in a few moments, and disappeared into the gloom of a passage leading past the butler’s room. 
  D’Arcy hurried down the stairs. 
  Combermere Lodge was an immense building, and the St. Jim’s junior did not want to lose Bunter in the mazes of the great house. 
  A glimmer of light struck his eyes. 
  The somnambulist—if such he was— had turned on a pocket electric torch, D’Arcy was quite startled for a moment. But he realised that sleep-walkers arc very likely to act 3ust as if they are broad awake. It did not even yet dawn upon him that Bunter was not a sleep-walker at all. 
  The Owl of the Remove stopped at a vaulted doorway, which D’Arcy knew to be the opening of the wine-cellars. 
  There he fumbled in a pocket and produced a key. 
  Arthur Augustus breathed hard. 
  It was the key of the wine-cellars which Bunter always carried about with him for reasons utterly inexplicable to his guests. He had lost it once, and D’Arcy, finding it, had naturally handed it to the butler—a circumstance which had disturbed Bunter greatly.  Gussy could not even guess why. Now, obviously, it was in Bunter’s possession again, for be was unlocking the door with it. 
  The oak door was pushed open, and Bunter stepped through, and vanished. 
D’Arcy hurried on to the doorway. 
  He could hear the footsteps of the fat junior, descending the winding stair to the cellars. Bunter’s footsteps were less stealthy now ; he was taking less care, now that he was far from the sleeping quarters of the house.  The gleam of the torch vanished beyond the bend below. 
  D’Arcy paused a few moments, and then began to descend the steps. 
He was quite alarmed for Bunter now. 
  It was odd that the somnambulist’s wandering footsteps should have led him to such a remote recess as the wine-cellars under Combermere Lodge. That was a dismal and lonely place for a sleep-walker to awaken in suddenly; in such a case, a fellow like Bunter was liable to have a fit from sheer funk. Arthur Augustus debated in his mind whether he had better take the Owl of Greyfriars by the arm and lead him gently back to bed, at the risk of awakening him, lest worse should befall. 
  Softly, silently, the St. Jim’s junior descended the oaken staircase, and the gleam of the electric torch was visible again. 
  Bunter was standing at the bottom of the stairs, close to an oak door that shut off the staircase from the cellars. 
  He had slipped the key into the lock, and stood with his fat hand on it, as if hesitating to turn. 
   There was a faint click, and the electric torch was shut off. All was darkness—thick darkness—and the Owl of the Remove vanished from the gaze of the junior a few steps above him. 
  D’Arcy stopped, vaguely alarmed. 
  The lower door was apparently opened by the same key as the upper door; but Bunter, who had not hesitated at the upper door, was hesitating strangely at the lower one. 
  ad he been awake, conscious of what he was doing, it would have been clear that he feared to open the second door, uneasy of what might lie behind 
it. But to D’Arcy’s unsuspecting mind he was a sleep-walker, and D’Arcy wondered whether this long pause meant that he was about to waken.  He wondered whether he had better speak. While he was wondering he heard a muttering voice below; the fat voice of Billy Bunter. 
  “Beasts!”
  Apparently Bunter was talking, as well as walking, in his sleep—if he was asleep! 
  “Rotters! They ought to he fast asleep now—but suppose they spring on a chap as soon a he opens the door!”
   This was so much Greek to Arthur Augustus D’Arcy; merely the mumbling of a fellow in a nightmare. 
  “I’ve got to chance it—I can’t let them starve !”  the muttering went on. “Beasts! Trying to bite the hand that feeds them!” Rotters !”  
  Arthur Augustus felt a wave of sympathy. 
  The bag was explained now; the somnambulist was dreaming that he was taking food to somebody whom he imagined to be in the wine-cellars! 
That was how it seemed to Arthur Augutus. It was, indeed, all he could think—little dreaming of the extraordinary manner in which Billy Bunter had relieved himself of the troublesome Mr. Pilkins and Walsingbam the butler.  
  Another pause. 
  Then D’Arcy heard the faint sound of a key cautiously turned. In the dense darkness he knew that the lower door opened—he heard a crash as Bunter’s bag was hurled in.
  Slam !
  The door slammed again almost instantly. But quick as it was, a sound had escaped from the cellar—the sound of a human voice calling out something indistinctly. 
  Arthur Augustus almost fell down the stairs. 
 There was somebody in the wine-cellar! Somebody was there, and who- 
over it was, was locked in ! Bunter had already turned the key in the lock 
again, and D’Arcy heard it withdrawn. As he stood in blank amazement and consternation, he heard a fat chuckle float up from below. 
  “He, he, he !” Neat ! He, he, he !”  
   Thump, thump, thump !
  Faintly, for the oak was thick, there came a sound of hammering from the 
other side of the door. Arthur Augustus leaned on the wall, almost overcome. Clearly into his mind, at last, it came, that there was somebody in the wine-cellars — a prisoner who was locked in by Billy Bunter Buntei’ was not a somnamnbulist—he was wide awake ! He was not dreaming—he was taking food at that silent hour in the dead of night to the prisoner of the wine-cellars!
  ArthurAugustus D’Arcy understood it now ; but the discovery was so 
amazing, so utterly overwhelming, that he leaned weakly on the staircase wall, almost doubting the evidence of his own senses.
  There was a footstep. Bunter was coming up. The gleam of the electric torch was seen again, Bunter dim behind it. The light flashed on the pale, startled face of Arthur Augustus D’Arcy on the staircase, and Billy Bunter stopped dead, with a startled gasp.
  “Who—what——!”
   “Buntah !” gasped Arthur Augustus. 
  “Oh crikey !”

 

                        THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

                  Arthur Augustus Makes Discoveries!

BILLY BUNTER stood transfixed on the wine-cellar staircase, his little round eyes fairly bulging behind his spectacles. 
  He stared at Arthur Augustus as if the swell of St. Jim’s in his natty dressing-gown had been some grisly spectre. He could not speak ; his fat jaw dropped, and he blinked at Arthur Angustus in sheer terror. 
  D’Arcy blinked back at him. 
  He was so astounded that he did not know what to think, what to surmise. Unless Bunter was mad, there seemed no explanation of his extraordinary actions. A sane fellow could scarcely he keeping a prisoner locked up in the Combermere wine-cellars. And it was indubitable that there was a prisoner there; even yet the faint hammering could be heard on the oaken door      
  “Buntah !” gasped D’Arcy again.
  It was not a pleasant thought, that of being shut up on a subterranean stair- 
case, far from help, with a lunatic ! 
  “You !” stuttered Bunter.
  “ Yaas! What— ” 
  “You ! You cheeky ass, what are you doing here?” gasped Bunter. “Spying  on a chap !” 
   D’Arcy crimsoned.
  “You fat wottah !” 
  “ What ?“
  “ How dare you accuse me of spying?” exclaimed Arthur Augustus furiously.“ I followed you because I supposed you to be sleep-walkin’ ; you told me you were subject to it— “ 
  “ Oh !” gasped Bunter. 
  Not for the first time, Bunter’s “whoppers”  had come home to roost, as it were. 
  Had D’Arcy known him to be awake he certainly never would have dreamed of following Bunter to see what he was doing. The thought of it would not have crossed his mind.
  Bunter owed this dismaying discovery to his own tortuous methods—his preference for untruths when truth would have served his purpose at least as well. 
  “I was afwaid somethin’ might happen to you !” went on Arthur Augustus. 
“I was alarmed about you !  I believed you were sleep-walkin’—”
  “ Oh ! So—so I was !” gasped Bunter.
  “Eh?” 
 “It’s all right. I was—in fact, I am; I’m fast asleep now—”
  “What?” yelled Arthur Augustus. 
  “I—I mean I—I’ve just woke up!” said Bunter hastily. “I—I say, where am I?”
  “D’Arcy stared at him.  Lying, which was Bunter’s usual resource, was his
resource now, as a matter of habit. He did not realise that it was, so to speak,
a chicken that would no longer fight. 
  “Where am I?” repeated Bunter. 
  “You uttah ass!” — shouted Arthur Augustus. “Do you think I am goin’ to believe you now?”
  “ Oh, really, D’Arcy— ”
  “ I fancied you were sleepwalkin’, but was nothin’ of the kind. There is somebody shut up in that cellah, and you were takin’ him food.” 
  Bunter jumped. 
  “ Nothing of the kind, old chap ! There’s nobody there! I haven’t pitched
a bag of grub in — ” 
  “You uttah duffah, I heard it dwop !”
  “ I—I mean
  “There is somebody there !” said Arthur Augustus. “If you are in your wight senses, Buntah, what does it mean?” 
  There’s nobody there —” 
“ Bai Jove! I can heah him hammewin’ on the door, whoever he is !”
  Bunter jumped again. Once the upper door was closed that sound of thumping would be inaudible in the housc. But on the cellar staircase it was quite audible, though faint through the thick oak.
   “Are you deaf, Buntah? ” hooted Arthur Augustus. “I suppose you can heah it as well as I.” 
  “Oh !  Oh, that !” gasped Bunter. “That—that’s the wind !”
  “The wind?” stuttered D’Arcy. 
  “Yes. old chap! It—it’s very windy in—in these cellars, you know. I—I’m going to have it seen to.” stammered Bunter.  
  Arthur Augustus D’Arcy jammed his eyeglass a little more tightly into his eye and stared at Bunter. In the glimmer of the electric torch Bunter’s fat face looked startled, dismayed, but it certainly did not look insane. Bunter was not out of his fat senses, as the swell of St. Jim’s had feared. But, that theory being dismissed, there seemed no explanation whatever available to the amazing state of affairs.
   But one thing was quite certain. Arthur Augustus D’Arcy meant to know.  Whoever it was that was locked up inthe wine-cellars was gone to be released now that Arthur Augustus knew of his imprisonment.  If Bunter was not “potty,” be was acting in a recklessly lawless manner, that was certain, and his unknown victim was entitled to help. 
  “That’s all.” said Bunter more confidently. “Merely the wind, old chap. Frightfully windy in these cellars! Let’s get back to bed, shall we?” 
  “I wefusc to go back to bed, Buntah, until this mattah is settled.” 
  “But it’s settled now, old chap !” urged Bunter. 
  “It is not settled. Buntah !” 
  “Oh, really, D’Arcy—” 
  “There is someone in that cellah, Buntah, twyin’ to get out. I wefuse to be a partay to such pwoceedings. I wegwet vewy much that I came heah as your guest; but now I am heah I wefuse to be accessowy to illegal pwoceedin’s. Open that door at once !” 
  “Look here, D’Arcy—” 
  “Will you open that door, Buntah, or give me the key?” 
  “No fear !” said Bunter prompfly. “They’d jolly well spring on me like tigers——’ 
  “Who would? ”
  “Oh, Nobody! There’s nobody there, of course !”
  “Bai Jove !” 
  “Nobody at all.” said Bunter. ‘Merely your fancy, D’Arcy ! Let’s get back to bed !” 
  The hammering on the door had stopped. Doubtless the prisoners of the Conbermere cellars had hammered on that door often enough, and desisted in despair of being heard, But for once there had been ears to hear. All was silent now; but D’Arcy knew that there was a prisoner in the cellars—indeed, from Bunter’s inadvertent admission, he knew that there was more than one. 
  “Come on, old fellow.” said Bunter urgently. “You’re losing your sleep, you know.” 
  “I wefuse to stir a step, Buntah !”
  “Look here, Gussy—” 
  “Kindly do not call me Gussy, Buntah. I do not wegard you as a fwiend.” 
  “Let me jolly well pass—and be blowed to you !” exclaimed Bunter angrily.     
  “I wefuse to allow you to pass, Buntah, until you have unlocked that door !” said Arthur Augustus quietly. 
  “If you want me to give you a licking, D’Arcy—” 
  “You are vewwy welcome to twy, Buntah !” 
  “I—f mean, of course, I wouldn’t lick an old pal like you, Gussy. Let’s get back to bed, and I—I’ll explain to-morrow.” 
  “I wefuse to do anythin’ of the kind while there is a man locked up in those cellahs !” 
  “Look here, is this what you call proper behaviour in a guest?” demanded Bunter. “Do you always meddle like this when you’re on a visit? I don’t think much of St. Jim’s manners if you do.” 
  D’Arcy crimsoned. 
  The swell of St. Jim’s rather prided himself upon his polished and unexceptionable manners, and he was touched on his weakest spot, But he did not budge. 
  “I shall not wemain your guest. Buntah, aftah to-night.” he said. “And I am bound to interfere heah. I cannot leave a person locked up in the cellah. 
That is quite imposs. If you are in your wight mind you are committin’ a cwime in impwisonin’ him there.” 
  Billy Bunter started and blinked indignantly at the swell of St. Jim’s, 
  “Well, I like that !” he exclaimed. “I suppose a fellow has a right to keep a meddling ass from interfering with him?” 
  “Not in that way, Buntah, whoever he is. Who is in the cellah?” 
  “Nobody ! Nobody at all !” 
  “You uttah ass !” roared Arthur Augustus, losing patience. “If you keep on tellin’ me sillay lies I will punch your sillay nose, Buntah!” 
  “Oh, really, D’Arcy! The—the fact is—”
  “Give me that key !” exclaimed Arthur Augustus. “I will welease the man myself!” 
  “Sha’n’t !” retorted Bunter.
 “If you wefuse, Buntab, I feel bound to take it fwom you.” said the St. Jim’s junior. 
  “I—I say, hold on !  I—I’ll explain !” gasped Bunter. “The—the fact is—the actual fact—is—is—is that—that it isn’t safe to open that door. They’d sprit. On you. I’m only thinking of you. old chap! Your safety, you know I They’d spring on you like—like tigers !” 
  “Wats !” 
  “Look here, I’ll tell you the whole thing, Gussy !” said Bunter. “It’s rather a—a painful story, but I’ll tell you because—because I can trust you, I’m sure. The fact—the actual fact is that—that my uncle—” 
  “Your uncle?” 
  “Ny my uncle, he—he went suddenly mad while on a visit here, and I— I thought I’d better lock him up for a bit. See?” 
  “Oh, gweat Scott !”
  Bunter blinked anxiously at the swell of St. Jim’s. To his dismay he saw no sign in D’Arcy’s face that that youth, unsuspecting as he was, swallowed that extraordinary explanation. 
  “You—you see now, D’Arcy ? ” asked Bunter. “I—I suppose you can take a fellow’s word?  ”
  “Bai Jove !” 
  “It—it’s rather a painful story— painful family incident, and all that.” said Bunter. “Keep it dark, of course. I rely on you to keep it dark. Now, let’s get back to bed, shall we?” 
  “You fwabjous ass !” howled Arthur Augustus “Do you think I believe a single word you have said?” 
  “Oh dear? Don’t you?” gasped Bunter. 
  “Certainly not, you silly ass !”
  “Well, look here, D’Arcy, if you can’t take my word that there’s nobody in the cellar—”
  “Take your word that there’s nobody in the cellah ?” said Arthur Augustus quite dazedly. 
  “Yes, I think it’s up to you to take my word, you being my guest.” said Bunter, blinking at him. “I’m really rather offended, D’Arcy, at this—this distrust !”
  “Oh, bai Jove! I weally begin to think that you are hardly accountable for your actions, Buntah. I might weally have guessed it, I fwom the way you play cwicket. Give me that key at once  !”  
  “If you don’t believe me —
  “Give me the key, you fat duffah !” 
  “Look here, then , I’ll—I’ll tell you exactly what’s up !” said Bunter desperately . Mind, I rely on you to stand by me if I tell you. I’ve got to keep then locked in, or I shall be booted out of Bunter Court. They—they’re — they’re —”
  “Well, who are   they ?” demanded Arthur Augustus, 
  “One of them’s Pilkins, the estate agent, and the other’s Walsingham , the butler !” said Bunter desperately . “Now do you understand? If they get out I’ve got to clear, so I rely on you to keep it dark, old chap, as—as a pal, you know .” 

                                        THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 


                                             Caught Napping! 

ARTHUR AUGUSTUS D’ARCY stared blankly at Bunter. That fat youth blinked at him anxiously. 
  “Pilkins !” repeated D’Arcy. “ Walsingham ! Oh, my hat ! Oh, bai Jove! Are you pottay, Buntah ? ” 
  “Oh, really, you know—” 
  “Give me that key at once!” 
  “Look here, D’Arcy, do listen to a chap !” urged Bunter. ‘I’n taking you into  my confidence, you know.” 
  “I wefuse to be taken into your confidence , Buntah!” hooted Arthur Augustus. 
  “You see, it’s a delicate matter.” pursued Bunter. “That estate agent chap, Pilkins, is a distrustful beast. You’d hardly believe it, but I shouldn’t have got hold of the house at all if he hadn’t been knocked out in a motor accident and had to stay in a nursing home for a time. But for that, anb pulling Walsingham’s leg, I should never have got the place for the vacation at all. These house agents are a downy lot, you know.” 
  “Bal Jove !”
  “It was a stroke of luck, getting him locked up in the wine-cellars the day he came here to see me. Pretty good strategy, too,” said Bunter. “I wasn’t standing any of his low impudence, you know. He refused  to tako my word that the money was all right—refused to let me the house in any circumstances! Fancy that, you know! Luckily, I got here and turned the key on him !” 
  Arthur Augustus gazed at him. 
  Obviously, the Owl of the Remove was extremely satisfied with his masterly strategy in dealing with the Combermere estate agent. 
  “As for Walsingham,” resumed Bunter, “it’s your fault that he’s locked up along with Pilkins .” 
  “My fault?” stuttered D’Arcy. 
  “Yes, rather! You gave him the key of the wine-cellars, and he went down and found Pilkins . What was a fellow to do?” 
  “Oh dear !”
  “If  he hadn’t left the key in the outside of the door when he went into the cellars it would have been all U.P.”  said Bunter impressively, “and it would have been your fault.” 
  “Weally, Buntah— ”
  “Luckily he did, and I nipped down behind him and locked him in along with Pilkins. It was a narrow escape, I can tell you.” 
  “I weally begin to believe that you are not quite wight in the head, Buntah !” gasped Arthur Augutua. 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass, you know ! I think I’ve shown myself equal to the situation.” said Bunter. “ Precious few fellows could have handled it as I’ve done. Now you see how the matter stands, D’Arcy.” 
  “Yaas, wathah !” 
  “You’ll keep it dark, old chap?” 
  “Certainly not!” hooted D’Arcy. 
  “Now look here, old fellow, you can’t give me away. If those fellows got out, took at what would happen. They’d be in a frightful rage ! They haven’t the slightest feeling of gratitude 
  “Gwatitude !” said Arthur Augustus faintly. 
  “Well, I’ve been feedin them— taking a lot of risks, too.” said Bunter.  “Every time I’ve opened the door to chuck in a bag of grub they’d have got out if they could. They’re simply destitute of anything like proper feeIings. I’ve given them jolly good grub, too, at my own expense. I m paying for it all—at least, I’m going to. That man Pilkins would think nothing— simply nothing—of fetching a bobby to turn me out of this house, Gussy. That’s the kind of man he is.” 
 “ Buntah !”
  “As for Walsingham, he’s as bad as Pilkins or worse. As likely as not he thinks he won’t get his wages now, and you know what servants are abut their wages—greedy, you know. If he got out I shouldn’t wonder if he actually had the cheek to lay his hands on me. His voice sounded like it, at least. What menservants are coming to in those days I really don’t know. It’s a time for gentlemen to stand by one another, Gussy. I’m sure you see that !” 
  “I  do not wegard you as a gentleman, Buntah!” 
  “Oh, really, D’Arcy— ”
  “Fwon what I can see, you are a bilkin’ wottah !” 
  “Oh, draw it mild !” 
  “ Your only excuse is that you are such a sillay idiot that you weally do do not know what you are doin’.” 
  “Well, I like that—from an ass like you !” said Bunter warmly. “ Of all the howling asses, in fact— ”
  “I shall leave this house the first thing in the mornin’, Buntah. I shall feel bound to tell your Gweyfwiahs schoolfellows the facts, so that they can also withdwaw. But, first of all, I am goin’ to welease those two persons whom you have shut up in the wine-cellahs. I will not allow you to delay one minute longah. For your own sake, if for no othah weason, they must be weleased as quickly as possible. Give me the key.” 
  “But I’ve explained —”
  “You uttah ass! Give me the key. I twust, Buntah, that you will not dwive me to take it fwom you by force.” 
  Billy Bunter blinked savagely at the swell of St. Jim’s. 
  Apparently his explanations had had no effect whatever upon that youth. In explicable as it was to Bunter, Arthur Augustus could not see that he was in the right all along the line. 
  It was clear enough to Bunter. Bunter’s amazing intellect moved in mysterious ways its wonders to perform. 
  But Arthur Augustus plainly took a different view. Argument was wasted on him. Bunter realised that. 
  A cunning glean came into his little round eyes behind his spectacles. Arthur Augustus was prepared to handle the Owl of the Remove, to get possession of the key. Evidently it was a case for strategy—more of Billy Bunter’s masterly strategy. 
  “ I think this is rather unfeeling, D’Arcy.” said Bunter, shaking his hand. “I I’ve asked you here, and given you a good time, and never told you what I thought of you. After that, you turn on me like this. I’ve given up expecting gratitude of anybody, but really, this is rather thick. If you insist, though —”
  “I do insist, Buntah.” 
  “You want mc to open that door?” 
  “Yaas, wathah !” 
  “If you don’t leave me any choice in the matter —”
  “None at all, you wottah.” said Arthur Augustus sternly. “If you do not unlock that door immediately I will take the key fwom you and unlock it myself.” 
  “Here goes, then !” 
  Bunter turned back to the door of the wine-cellars. 
  D’Arcy followed him. 
  The Owl of the Remove laid the electric torch on the bottom stair. It glimmered on the oak door as Bunter put the key into the keyhole. He blinked round at D’Arcy. 
  “I dare say they’ve settled down to sleep again. Do you think we ought to disturb them, Gussy ? ”  
  “Open that door at once, you ass !” 
  “Suppose they junip at me ? They’re capable of i” 
  “ Fathead I” 
  “Well, you jolly well go in first.” said Bunter. “You can talk to them, see, while I nip off.” 
  “Vewy well.” 
  Bunter turned the key softly and silently. Arthur Augustus stood ready to step into the cellar. 
  The door opened. 
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  Bunter breathed hard. 
  His fat heart was beating fast. 
  The nest moment Arthur Augustus D’Arcy, greatly to his surprise, received a violent shove in the small of the back. 

  
  “Oh!” 
  The swell of St. Jim’s, taken quite by surprise, staggered forward into the cellar, falling on his hands and knees. 
  “Bai Jove! What—” 
  Slam! 
  Click !
  Billy Bunter jerked the key out of the door, grabbed up the electric torch, and fled up the stairs. 
  He closed the upper door and locked it, slipped the key into his pocket, and crept away up the big staircase. 
  A few minutes later he was in bed. 
  In the morning one of Bunter’s guests would be missing. Nobody—at least, so Bunter hoped—would be likely to guess what had become of him. 
  Five minutes later Billy Bunter was snoring peacefully, sleeping the sleep of the just! 

                                THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                        Three of Them ! 

“BAl Jove! Oh! Ow! Gweat Scott !"
  Arthur Augustus D’Arcy sprawled in the dark in a state of great confusion of mind. 
  From the darkness came excited voices —the voices of Mr. Pilkins and Walsingham, the butler. 
  “Quick !"
  “Get hold of him !"
  “Collar that young scoundrel !"  
  Hands groped for D’Arcy in the darkness and seized on him. He yelled as he was grasped. 
  He did not realize, for the moment, that the prisoners of Comberniere Lodge took him for Bunter. 
  They had heard him fall, and their impression was that Bunter had incautiously stumbled into the cellar. And they were not losing an opportunity like this. 
  In a second or two Arthur Augustus D’Arcy was struggling wildly with two infuriated assailants. 
  “Yawooh! Leggo—” 
  “Hold him, Walsingham!  ” 
  “Keep hold of him, Pilkins!” 
  “The young villain !"  
  “We’ve got him at last !"  
  “Yawooop! Help! Leave go! Oh, bai Jove! Oh, cwumbs !"  yelled Arthur Augustus, hitting out right and left as he was collared, and punched, and pomelled. “You uttah asses !  Oh, deah !"
  “Ow !" howled Mr. Pilkins as he caught D’Arcy’s knuckles with his eye.     
“You ruffiainy young scoundrel! Ow! Take that !"  
  “Whoop!"  came from Walsingham. 
  In the dark Mr. Pilkins could not see where or what he was punching. It was Walsingham who caught that hefty punch, and the hapless butler rolled over on the flags.
 
  

“Oh, you young ruffian !"  gasped Walsingham, and he punched out furiously in return, and landed Mr. Pilkins on the chin. 
  The estate agent closed with him furiously. Each under the impression that he was dealing with Bunter, the two prisoners of Combermere pommelled one another with terrific vim. 
  Arthur Augustus, finding himself unexpectedly released, staggered to his feet. 
  He was feeling quite dazed. 
  “Bai Jove!” he gasped. “Oh, deah!  Keep off, you sillay asses! Gweat Scott !" They seem to be fightin’ one anothah! I wondah what they are scwappin’ about? Oh, deah !"  
  “Take that, Bunter, you scoundrel !" panted Mr. Pilkins, as he drove a beefy fist into Walsingham’s eye. 
  “Oh, Ow! Ah!  Pilkins—” Walsingham recognised the voice, fortunately, before he rallied to the attack. Pilkins, you dummy—” 
  “Oh! Is that you, Walsingham? I thought—” 
  “You idiot !"  
  “Where is Bunter, then? Don’t let him get away!"  shrieked Mr. Pilkins in alarm. “He’s got away—” 
  Walsingliam, with one hand to his eye, groped with the other for the electric light switch. 
  The wine-cellars were suddenly flooded with light. 
  Mr. Pilkins and Walsingham glared round for Bunter. They did not see Bunter, but to their amazement they saw Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. 
  The swell of St. Jim’s put up his hands defensively’. 
  “Keep off, you silly asses !"  he roared. “I am not Buntah !"  
  “It’s a confederate of that young bilk !"  shouted Mr. Pilkins. “Collar him before he gets away.” 
  Walsingham rushed to the door. He uttered an exclamation quite incompatible with the grave character of a butler as he found that it was locked on the outside as usual. 
  “Will you seize him, you dummy!” yelled ‘Mr. Pilkins. “Help me !“ 
  The imprisonment in the wine-cellars had plainly told on the tempers of the two hapless victims of Billy Bunter’s strategy. 
  “Hold on !"  growled the butler. “We’re locked in. This is Master D’Arcy—” 
  “A confederate of that young scoundrel Bunter !"
  “Nothin’ of the sort.” exclaimed Arthur Augustus indignantly. “That feahful’ wottah pushed me into the cellah, takin’ me surpwise. I can hardly believe that he has had the feahful cheek to lock me in.” 
  “The door’s locked.” said Walsingham. 
  “Gweat Scott! But that pottay duffah can’t mean to keep me a pwisonah heah along with you !"  gasped Arthur Augustus blankly. 
  “Looks like it.” 
  “Oh, deah!” 
  “Look here, who are you ? "  growled Mr. Pilkins, eyeing Arthur Augustus a good deal like a tiger deprived of his prey. “If you’re not a confederate of that young villain Bunter, who are you, and what are you doing in this house?” 
  “Master D’Arcy,” said Walsingham. “That young swindler got him to come here as a guest; I saw him the day he came. He has been taken in by that young villain, like the others. "  
  “That’s all very well !"  growled Mr. Pilkins. “My belief is that they’re a gang of bilks, the lot of them !"  
  “Weally, Mr. Pilkins—” 
  “Rubbish !"  snapped the butler. “Can’t you see that Master D’Arcy has found out we’re here, and come down to us, and has been trapped, just as I was when I found you here!” 
  “Oh!” said Mr. Pillans. 
  “Yaas, wathah !"  gasped Arthur Augustus. “I insisted upon that uttah ass Buntah openin’ the door, to welease you; and the feahful wottah shoved me in, and locked the door on me, bai Jove !"  
  Mr. Pilkins gave a dismal groan. Once more escape had seemed near at hand, only to fade away like a delightful vision in a dream. 
  Arthur Augustus looked at his fellow-prisoners. They did not look any the better for their imprisonment in the wine-cellars. Their faces were decidedly grubby, and adorned with stubbly beards; Walsingham was hardly recognisable as the clean-shaven, deferential butler Arthur Augustus had seen on the day of his arrival. 
  Bunter had provided them with food, but many necessaries, of course, were lacking in the wine-cellars, including soap and razors. In point of fact, Mr. Pilkins and Walsingham looked such a pair of scarecrows that Arthur Augustus was almost inclined to smile. 
  “But—but what does that young villain intend to do?” gasped Mr. Pilkins at last. “How long is he going to keep us here?” 
  Walsingham shrugged his shoulders. 
  “He will nevah have the nerve to keep me heah !"  exclaimed Arthur Augustus indignantly. “Besides, I shall be missed.” 
  “Does anyone know you came down here, sir?” asked the butler hopefully. 
  “Nunno! Evewbody was fast asleep.
   “I suppose I must have been missed, sir ?“ said Walsingham. 
  “Bunter told us you had been sent to London on important business !"  
  Mr. Pilkins groaned again. 
  “And he will say that this young fellow has left suddenly !"  he mumbled.     “Who will think of looking for him in the wine-cellars: and you can depend upon it that that young rascal will keep the key safe.” 
  “Oh, cwumbs!" said Arthur Augustus. The face of the swell of St. Jim’s grew long and serious. It was scarcely conceivable to his mind that Bunter, fatuous as he was, could be so utterly fatuous as to intend to keep him a prisoner. But, really, after what had happened. it seemed that there was no limit to the fatuous folly of the Owl of Greyfriars. 
  Through the long watches of that dismal night, Arthur Augustus did not feel disposed to sleep; he kept his eye on the slow--moving hand of his watch.  When it indicated that morning had come he hoped. He simply could not realise that he was to remain a prisoner. 
  But the hand of the watch crawled on, and there was no sound at the cellar door. 
                                    THE EiGHTH CHAPTER. 


                                             Very Mysterious 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo!” 
  Snore! 
  “What’s become of D’Arcy, Bunter ?” 
  Snore! 
  “Bunter, old man—” 
  Snore! 
  Bob Cherry stared in at the doorway of Billy Bunter’s room. 
  The Owl of the Remove was in bed; it was only half-past ten. Judging by his deep snore, he was still fast asleep. But Bob’s stentorian tones might almost have awakened the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus’ and he was quite sure that they had awakened Bunter. 
  The lord of Bunter Court did not want to be disturbed. But this was an occasion which Bunter’s want had to be disregarded. 
  Bob strode into the room, grasped Bunter by one fat ear and shook him. The deep snore changed to a furious yell. 
  “Yarooh! Beast! Leggo !"  
  Bunter, old man—” 
  “Leggo! Get out! Don’t wake me up, you cheeky chump !"  roared Bunter. “I won’t be woke up early! Ain’t a fellow master in his own house? Let me alone !"  
  “Something’s happened, Bunter—” 
  “Rot !"  
  “D’Arcy—”
  “Bother D’Arcy !” 
  “Do you know where he is ?” demanded Bob. 
  “How the thump should I know where he is ?” roared Bunter. “Blow him, and blow you! Let a fellow sleep !” 
  “But, look here—” 
  “I suppose he’s in bed, if he’s got any sense. if he’s not in bed, I suppose he’s got up! I don’t care where he is or what he’s doing! Mind your own business! Get out!” 
  Bob Cherry grinned. 
  He was well accustomed to the polished politeness of his host at Bunter Court. But, really, the lord of that noble domain seemed to be excelling himself now. 
  But William George Bunter never was good-tempered when he was awakened early, and half-past ten was early for Bunter in vacation. At Greyfriars, it was true, the rising-bell clanged at a much earlier hour; but the Greyfriars rising-bell was a thing of the past now, only remembered with loathing. 
  Bunter settled his head on the pillow again. Apart from his desire to slumber, he did not want to face inquiries with regard to Arthur Augustus so long as he could postpone them. He had not yet invented a yarn to account for the sudden departure of Arthur Augustus —— that required some thinking out. 
  Bunter was not going to exert his fat intellect before breakfast simply because Harry Wharton & Co. had missed their fellow-guest.  He was going to finish his sleep, and breakfast at his ease, and then he would give his lofty attention to lesser matters. 
  “Bunter, old man, you ought to know!” urged Bob, as the Owl of the Remove closed his eyes again. “Something must have happened to D’Arcy or—” 
  “Bosh !” 
  “He’s not in his room—” 
  “Blow him !” 
  “His clothes are there—” 
  “Bother his clothes !” 
  “We can’t find him anywhere.” 
  “Don’t find him, then !” 
  “Dash it all, Bunter, he’s your guest !” exclaimed Bob. “I tell you something must have happened !” 
  “Rats!” 
  “Look here, Bunter—” 
  Snore! 
  “It’s jolly queer—” 
  “The queerfulness is terrific, my esteemed Bunter.” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh’s voice at the doorway. 
  Snore! 
  Bob Cherry gave a grunt. if Bunter did not choose to turn out, he was his own master; it was not for his visitors to dictate to him. Bob strode out of the room, and joined his chums, who were waiting for him. 
  “Bunter doesn’t care!” he growled. I suppose he’s too jolly sleepy to think about it, so early as this. Only half past ten.” 
  “Well, never mind Bunter,” said Harry. “He would have told you, anyway, if D’Arcy had gone away unexpectedly, after we’d gone to bed last night.” 
  “He couldn’t have; he went to bed at the same time.” said Johnny Bull. “Of course, there might have been a late telephone-call, or something; but it’s jolly unlikely !” 
  “It is. But where’s D’Arcy?” 
  “Goodness knows !” 
  “Something must have happened,” said Frank Nugent. 
  “Yes. But what?” 
  “Let’s go and look in his room again,” said Bob, and he led the way to the room that had been tenanted by the swell of St. Jim’s. 
  It was a perplexing matter. 
  The Famous Five had gone down to breakfast that morning as usual, not expecting to see Bunter, who was never early; but they had been rather surprised when D’Arcy did not appear. As a rule, the swell of St. Jim’s came down at the same time as the Greyfriars fellows. However, they gave no particular heed to the circumstances that D’Arcy had overslept himself for once; Bob suggested that the bump on his head might have kept him sleepless during the night, and that perhaps he was making up for it in the morning. 
But after breakfast, the St. Jim’s junior still did not appear, although an excursion up the river had been arranged for the morning. So Bob Cherry had gone up to give him a call, and made the surprising discovery that D’ Arcy was not in his room. 
  As his clothes were still there, where he had laid them out overnight, it was clear that he had not dressed and gone out on his own. 
  In great surprise, the chums of the Remove questioned Thomas, but Thomas was as surprised as themselves. 
  Neither Thomas nor any other servant at Combermere Lodge had seen Master D’Arcy that morning. 
  Hence the visit to Bunter’s room, and that inexcusable awakening of Bunter from his morning nap. 
  In the circumstances, the Co. had to apprise Bunter of what had happened; he was D’Arcy’s host, and had to be supposed to be concerned about him if something had happened to hin. 
  How much concern Bunter felt about his missing guest, however, was soon clear. He was already snoring again when the Famous Five turned away front his door. 
  Harry Wharton & o. were deeply perplexed, and even a little alarmed. The absence of Arthur Augustus was simply amazing. No door had been found open or unfastened, as Thomas had informed them. it seemed that D’Arcy could not have left the house. If he had, he had apparently gone out in hia pyjamas and dressing-gown, and that was unimaginable, unless he had suddenly taken leave of his senses. But if he had not gone out, he was still in the house; and he was un-discoverable anywhere within the walls of Combermere Lodge. 
  Bob Cherry led the way into D’Arcy’s bed-room. Thomas, the footman, was there with a bewildered expression on his face. 
  “Seen anything of him, Thomas?” asked Bob. 
  Thomas shook his bewildered head. 
  “No, sir! I can’t understand it, sir. His clothes are here—I’ve looked. The pyjanas are gone, and the dressing gown. Albert laid out the pyjamas on the bed yesterday evening, sir, and you can see that the bed has been occupied. Master D’Arcy must have got up and put on his dressing-gown.” 
  “That much seems clear,” said Harry, 
  “I’ve questioned all the servants, sir.” said Thomas, “Nobody has seen him. I’m absolutely sure, sir, that no door was unfastened this morning. It is my duty to see to the fastenings of doors and windows at night since Mr. Walsingham went away, sir. Everything was secure last night, and everything was found secure this morning.” 
  “Then if he’s gone, he must have got out of a window.” said Nugent blankly. 
  “An upper window, sir.” said Thomas. “It’s very odd sir! I can’t understand it, sir.  And his clothes are all here, sir.” 
  Wharton glanced at D’Arcy’s natty evening clothes, which lay where he had folded them up the previous night. A lounge suit was laid out ready for the swell of St. Jim’s to put on in the morning; obviously, he had not put it on, for there it was. 
  “He may have taken another suit from his trunk.” Wharton suggested. 
Another shake of the head fronThomas, 
  “I’ve helped Master D’Arcy with his clothes, sir, several times since the young gentleman has been here, sir, and they are all in this room. A rather unusually large supply, sir, but I know them all, and none are missing.” 
  “Well, it’s a giddy mystery !” said Bob. 
  “I am quite perplexed, sir.” said Thomas deferentially. And he withdrew, leaving the chums of Greyfriars to the problem. 

                                  THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                                An Amazing Dlsappearance ! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. looked at one another. 
  Each read blank amazement and bewilderment in the faces of the others. 
  The disappearance of D’Arcy was simply inexplicable. 
  That he had had no intention of leaving “Bunter Court ” suddenly was quite 
certain; the previous evening he had said nothing of it, but had, indeed, discussed an excursion for the norning with the Greyfriars fellows. 
  Moreover, it was clear that he had been to bed; the bed had been occupied, if not slept in, and D’Arcy evidently had put on his pyjamas, as they were missing along with him. Plainly, he had intended to pass the night as usual at Bunter Court. 
  What had happened in the hours of darkness? 
  What could have happened? 
  All the doors and windows had been found secure by Thomas in the morning, which proved not only that D’Arcy had not gone out, but that no one had come in; it was simply impossible to theorise that Lord Eastwood’a son might have been kidnapped. 
  But what had become of him? 
  The whole house was in a buzz of excitement over the amazing disappearance of the Honourable Arthur Augustus. Thomas and his men had searched right and left, up and down, and round about. The search, in fact, was still going on. 
  It really looked as if Arthur Augustus D’Arcy had vanished into thin air, like a Hunter of the Snark who had suddenly come face to face with a Boojum !
  But that, of course, was quite an untenable theory. Arthur Augustus obviously had not dissolved into the atmosphere; he was somewhere. But where was he? 
  “It’s simply beyond explanation.” said Harry Wharton, at last. “If he had been walking in his sleep—he was talking about sleep-walking last night—even then he would be in the house aome ‘where—” 
  “Even if be’s fallen down somewhere, and—and— Well, whatever happened, he’d have been seen before this.” said Nugent. 
  “Of course! It’s not that !”
  “It couldn’t be a lark.” said Bob. “D’Arcy’s not ass enough to hide himself somewhere, just to jape us.” 
  “Impossible.” 
  “There’s a lot of unoccupied rooms in this big place.” said Johnny Bull. “But Thomas says he has searched.” 
  “I—I suppose——” Bob paused. He coloured a little. “I—I suppose poor old D’Arcy can’t have gone out of his mind, or anything? A lunatic might have wandered into some attic, and shut himself up there.” 
  “That’s rot, old chap !“ 
  “I know it is; but if it isn’t that, where is he? He must be keeping out of 
the way of his own accord, I suppose.” 
  “I—I suppose so,” said Harry dubiously. 
  Johnny Bull grunted. 
  “He isn’t!” he said. 
  “Then what’s happened, Johnny, as you seem so jolly positive ?” said Bob, 
a little impatiently. 
  “Foul play, of some kind,” answered Johnny Bull. 
  “But what—how ?” 
  “I don’t know, only that’s it. Look at it,” said, Johnny Bull, in his slow, deliberate way. “D’Arcy’s in his right mind, and he’s not the fellow to play an idiotic jape to startle people. He went to bed, and turned out again for some reason and put on his dressing-gown. I remember hearing him say that very likely he wouldn’t be able to sleep with that bump on his napper. He went out of the room ——” 
  “How do you know he did?” demanded Bob. “He might have put on his dressing-gown to sit and read. His “Holiday Annual” is here, too.” 
  “I know he did. He wasn’t going to sit and read, for the simple reason that the light wasn’t turned on.” said Johnny Bull. “If D’Arcy had left it turned on, it would have been found turned on in the morning.  It wasn’t.” 
  “Oh !” 
  “Good old Sherlock Holmes!” said Wharton, with a faint smile. “Go it, 
Johnny!” 
  “He went out of the room, most likely, to take a turn in the corridor, as he couldn’t sleep,” said Johnny Bull. “Something happened to prevent him from coming back to his room.” 
  “But what ?” 
  “That’s what I want to know.” said Johnny, with a shrug of the shoulders. “He may have run into a burglar—” 
  “The burglar wouldn’t burgle Gussy and nothing else, would he?” said Bob with a grin. 
  “I say he may have, not that he did.” answered Johnny Bull stolidly. “If D’Arcy came on a burglar, it’s easier to believe that the burglar collared him than that he vanished up a chimney like a ghost.” 
  “Easier, perhaps, but jolly thick, all the same.” 
  “The thickfulness is terrific !” 
  “But it’s pretty clear, so far, that D’Arcy seems to have walked out of the room in his dressing-gown of his own accord,” said Wharton. “Starting from that, we’ve got to find out what happened next. Let’s hunt for sign—we haven’t been Scouts for nothing.” 
  “Let’s !” agreed Nugent. 
  The Greyfriars juniors left D’Arcy’s room, and proceeded to hunt for “sign” in the corridors. 
  They found none. 
  The search was extended and the Famous Five, with the help of Thomas and the other footmen, rooted through the great house, leaving not a single apartment unexplored, to the utmost attic above and the coal cellars below. 
Only one remote quarter was denied them—the wine-cellars. Access to the wine-cellars was impossible. Thomas supposed that Walsingham must have taken the key with him when he left; but the juniors knew that it was in the possession of Billy Bunter. In either case, it did not seem to matter, as they could not surmise that D’Arcy had passed through a locked oaken door. Wharton even went so far as to try the upper door; but he found it securely locked and passed on. 
  By lunch-time, every corner excepting one, of the vast building had been thoroughly explored, and not a sign had been discovered of Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. 
  Had his clothes been gone, the obvious explanation would have been that, for mysterious reasons known only to himself, the swell of St. Jim’s had “flitted” during the night, leaving, by way of a bed-room window. That would have been amazing enough, but not so amazing as matters now stood. 
  For that could not be the explanation —since D’Arcy had gone without his clothes. Wharton was able to discern that some of the servants, at least, surmised that the swell of St.  Jim’s had gone out of his mind, and that he would be found later wandering about somewhere in pyjamas and dressing-gown. 
  He could scarcely blame them for so surmising; but he was quite assured that nothing of the kind was the case. 
  But when it came to offering an alternate explanation, Harry Wharton found himself all at sea. There was simply no explanation to be offered. 
  D’Arcy had vanished; and how, where, and why he had vanished remained a bewildering problem. That was the state of affairs when Billy Bunter—having finished his breakfast— came down to lunch. 

                                   THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                                          Bunter Explains ! 

BILLY BUNTER nodded and grinned cheerily to the Famous Five as he met them. He had seen some of them earlier that morning; but he seemed to have forgotten the irritating incident of being awakened at the unearthly hour of half-past ten. He was fat and shiny and good-humoured now; though a close observer might have noticed a suspicious and watchful look in his little round eyes behind his big glasses. 
  “I say, you fellows, don’t you worry about Gussy.” said Bunter, by way of greeting. 
  “I don’t know that we’re exactly worrying.” said Harry. “I don’t see that anything can have happened to hurt him. But it’s jolly odd, Bunter, and it’s up to us to find out what’s happened. ” 
  “That’s all right, old man.” 
  “Is it?” said Bob Cherry. “I can’t see that, unless you happen to know what’s become of D’Arcy, Bunter.” 
  “Well, I do, you see.” 
  “You do!” exclaimed the Famous Five in chorus. - 
  Bunter nodded cheerily. 
  By this time Bunter had been able to think out an explanation of the sudden and startling disappearance of his noble guest. Having his explanation all ready, he was prepared ‘to pass it on to the Greyfriars juniors, and he overlooked the trifling circumstance that it was coming rather late. Really, it would have been judicious on Bunter’s part to turn out of bed early for once and explain D’Arcy’s disappearance before he was missed The yarn he had now invented was hopelessly out of date, so to speak. 
  “Yes, it’s all right.” said Bunter cheerily. “Sorry Gussy’s been called away suddenly like this. Can’t be helped, though. Let’s get in to lunch — I’ve told Thomas to have it served” 
  “Never mind lunch for a minute.” said Bob, staring at the fat junior in a blank sort of way. “Where’s D’Arcy ?“ 
  “Gone home.” 
  “Gone home!” repeated Bob. “But when I woke you up this morning you said you didn’t know where he was or what had become of him.” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Well, you did !” exclaimed Bob impatiently. “These fellows were at your door, and they heard you.” 
  “Yes, rather,” said Nugent. 
  “The hearfuless was terrific, my esteemed Bunter. !” 
  “Look here, Bunter, what are you driving at ?” exclaimed Harry Wharton abruptly. “D’Arcy wouldn’t have gone home at night, without saying good- bye to any of us,” 
.  “He asked me to say good-bye for him.” said Bunter, by way of an afterthought. “He said he was awfully sorry not to be able to say good-bye before he went, and begged me to make his apologies and all that.” 
  “My only hat !” said Johnny Bull. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. looked quite blank. 
  They did not need telling that Bunter was lying. But why he was lying was an amazing puzzle—so far. 
  “Are you telling us this to relieve our minds, because you think we’re worrying about D’Arcy?” asked Frank Nugent at last. 
  “Exactly, old fellow.” said Bunter. “Let’s get in to lunch, shall we?” 
  “But it won’t do, you duffer,” said Frank, halt laughing. “We’re not infants to be put oft with a soothing tale, I suppose.” 
  “Hardly!” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “D’Arcy’s got to be found.” said Wharton. “Something must have happened to him, and we’ve got to find out what it is. If he doesn’t turn up soon, we shall be driven to believe that he’s had some accident.”  
  Bunter blinked at the captain of the Remove. 
  “I’ll tell you exactly what happened,” he said. 
 .“You don’t know what’s happened!” exclaimed Harry. “You’d have told us this morning if you knew, when Bob called you.” 
  “Well, I—I was sleepy, you know.” said Bunter, “I can’t stand being woke up early. Why shouldn’t a fellow have his sleep out, in his own house? You know I hate fellows butting into my room waking me up. I’m sorry D’Arcy’s gone home, if you miss his company. Still, he was rather a rotter—” 
  “What ?” roared Bob. 
  “Well, turning a fellow down, after I’ve entertained him like a prince!”, said Bunter warmly. “Refusing to stand by a chap—as if it mattered rap about Pilkins and Walsingham! Not his business, I suppose !” 
  “Eh?” 
  “What ?” 
  “Pilkins!” 
  “Walsingham !” 
  “What on earth—” 
  “I—I—I mean—that is to say— I— I mean—I—I wonder, what made me mention Pilkins and Walsingham!” gasped Bunter. “I meant—I mean, I never meant—that is— Look here, let’s go and have lunch. I’m hungry, you know, and I make it a rule never to be late for meals.” 
  “Bother lunch!” Wharton fixed his eyes on the Owl of the Remove. “You say that D’Arcy has left, Bunter?” 
  “Yes. Let’s—” 
  “When did he leave?” 
  “Last night.” 
  “After going to bed?” 
  “He got up again of course. The fact is, his father’s ill—Lord Eastwood, you know. There was a sudden telegram—” 
  “A telegram after be went to bed last night?” 
  “Yes; that’s it.” 
  “I don’t know why you’re spinning us this yarn, Bunter.” said the captain of the Remove quietly . “But the matter’s too serious for funning. Thomas would  know if the house had been  knocked up last night by a late telegram coming for D’Arcy, and he certainly knows nothing about it.” 
  “I—I mean, it—it was a telephone call—” 
  “Oh ! It was a telephone call, was it?” said Bob Cherry. “D’Arcy got a telephone message from home that Lord Eastwood was ill, did he?” 
  “Just so, old fellow. Now about lunch—” 
  “There’s no telephone in D’Arcy’s room. If the bell rang downstairs, one of the servants  would get up—if anybody. D’Arcy certainly wouldn’t, even if he heard it.” said Harry. 
  “How jolly particular you are, Wharton,” said Bunter peevishly. “It was  the telephone in my room, of course. Lord Eastwood telephoned me and asked me to send Gussy home at once, without delay. So I got up and called Gussy, see?” 
  “You said that D’Arcy got the telephone-call ?” 
  “Well, so he did when I passed it on to him.” 
  “Oh ! And Lord Eastwood is so ill that his son has to bolt home all of a sudden in the middle of the night ? ” 
  “That’s it, old chap! I felt awfully sympathetic, of course. He’s rather an old man, you know, and it’s awful to be kept to bed with a terrible attack of gout and—and appendicitis—” 
  “Gout and appendicitis ? ” 
  “Yes; and a touch of scarlet fever.” said Bunter. “A very complicated case, and — and Gussy had to go home instantly, see?” 
  “My only hat! Lord Eastwood had gout, appendicitis, and scarlet fever, all at once, and yet he was able to telephone?” 
  “I—I mean, his butler telephoned for him! That was what I meant to say. Look here, let’s talk about it after lunch !” 
  “We’ll talk about it how, Bunter. Where is D’Arcy?” 
  Bunter blinked at the captain of the Remove. He realised that—for some reason inexplicable to him—his explanations had not carried conviction. 
  “Don’t I keep on telling you he’s gone home, because his father’s laid up with lumbago—I mean rheumatism—that is, appendicitis?” 
  “And he went home without his clothes?” 
  “His—his what ? ” 
  “Clothes! Everything of D’Arcy’s is in his room, except his pyjanas and his dressing gown. Did he start from Kent to Hampshire in his pyjamas ?” 
  “Oh !” gasped Bunter. 
  The Owl of the Remove realised that he had overlooked a rather important detail. He blinked at the Famous Five quite helplessly for a moment. Even his facile gift of fabrication failed hin momentarily. 
  “Well?” said Wharton grimly. “Get on with it. You know what’s become of D’Arcy, or you wouldn’t be spinning us these idiotic yarns to account for his absence; Where is he?” 
  “Let a fellow speak?” gasped Bunter. “You—you see, D’Arcy came to my room to take the telephone call, and—and he was in a fearful hurry—awfully cut up. you know, and I lent him some clothes to—to save time.” 
  “You lent D’Arcy some of your clothes?” yelled Bob Cherry. 
  “That’s it, old fellow. Now, look here, lunch will be getting cold—” 
  “Let it get cold !” said Harry. “We want to know what silly trick you’ve been playing on D’Arcy that you’re trying to keep dark by telling us these fatheaded whoppers.” 
  “Oh, really Wharton—” 
  “D’Arcy couldn’t wear your clothes— the bags would be about a foot short for him, for one thing, and the waistcoat a hundred sizes too large. And I’m quite sure that he wouldn’t be found dead in your clothes.” said Bob. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “And he walked, when he went? ”  asked Johnny Bull sarcastically. “He walked off in the middle of the night, when the railway-station was closed and he couldn’t get a train before morning?” 
  “Exactly !” gasped Bunter, 
  “Oh, don’t be such a howling ass!” roared Bob. “If D’Arcy did leave suddenly last night why did he leave? Do you mean you had a row 
  “Yes,” stuttered Bunter, grasping at a straw, as it were. “That—that’s exactly what happened. We had some words, and he cleared off. Just walked out of the house.” 
  “And locked the door behind him, with the key inside?” asked Johnny Bull, 
with deep sarcasm. 
  “Yes—I mean, no!  I—I saw him off and locked up after him.” 
  “And he forgot to dress himself before he went?” 
  “That’s it! You—you know what an absent-minded chap he is !” gasped Bunter. “A—a regular footling ass, you know !” 
  “And he’s gone home to Eastwood House ?” asked Harry, with his eyes fixed grimly on the Owl of the Remove. 
  “That’s right !” 
  “Then if we ring up Eastwood House on the telephone—” 
  “Eh ? ” 
  “They’ll tell us he’s there, and it will be all right, what ? ” 
  Bunter gasped helplessly. He was learning once more that old lesson, of what a tangled web we weave when we practise to deceive. 
  “He—he—he won’t be home yet, I—I think,” he stuttered. “It—it’s no good ringing up Eastwood house. Besides, now 1 come to think of it, he wasn’t going home. He—he was going on a visit.” 
  “Going on a visit?” howled Johnny Bull, 
.  “Yes; to an—an uncle.” 
  “In the middle of the night, in slippers and dressing-gown and pyjamas 
  “Oh! I—I forgot—I mean, yes—that is, I told you I lent him some clothes ! I say, you fellows, it looks to me as if you’re doubting my word !” exclaimed Bunter warmly. 
  “Oh, my hat !” 
  “If you fellows, guests under my ancestral roof, can’t take my word, this discussion had better cease,” said Bunter, with a great deal of dignity. 
  “Look here, Bunter—” 
  The Owl of the Remove waved a fat hand. 
  “I decline to continue the discussion!” he said loftily. And he rolled away, 
heading for the dining-room and lunch. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. looked at one another blankly. 
  “What on earth does it all mean?” asked Bob, 
  “Is that fat idiot potty ?” inquired  Johnny Bull. 
  Wharton drew a deep breath, 
  “I can’t make it out.” he said, “But one thing’s clear—the thing that Bunter’s trying to keep dark with that stack of lies. He knows what has become of D’Arcy.” 
  “That’s clear enough.” assented Nugent. 
  “The clearfulness is terrific ! But I suppose that Bunter has not knocked the esteemed B’Arcy on his venerable head and buried him under the floor?” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “He mentioned Pilkins and Walsingham,” said Harry. “‘that estate agent, Pilkins, cleared off in a queer way, and his man Parker thinks there has been some kind of foul play. Walsingham vanished all of a sudden, and Bunter said he had been sent to London on business. Nothing has been heard of him since. Now D’Arcy’s disappeared, and it’s plain that Bunter knows where he is and won’t tell.  It’s getting altogether too thick. This seems to be a place for mysterious disappearances, and we may disappear ourselves next, at this rate.” 
  “Oh, my hat !”
  “Bunter knows, and Bunter’s got to tell,” said Harry. “D’Arcy’s in this house somewhere, and—and——”
   “And what?” 
  “Well, now we know that much, and adding it to what Parker suspects, I begin to think that Pilkins and Walsingham may be nearer than we believed. Is it possible——” 
  Wharton paused, 
  “What, old man ?” The captain of the Remove hesitated. The thought that had come into his mind was a natural one, in the strange circumstances ; yet it seemed so wild a theory that he hesitated to put it into words. 
  “Give it a name, old chap.” said Johnny Bull. “I fancy I know what’s in your mind, too.”
   “Well,” said Harry, “D’Arcy’s disappeared, and Bunter knows all about it and is trying to keep it a secret. He mentioned Pilkins and Walsingham in connection with D’Arcy. Is it possible that ”—he paused again—”that Bunter has done something with those two, as Parker thinks, and that D’Arcy found out something last night—” 
“And Bunter did something with him, too ?”
  “I know it sounds thick.” said Harry. “But something happened to D’Arcy last night, and Bunter knows and is keeping it secret. He’s fool enough for anything, too.” 
  “No doubt about that.” 
  “But ”—Bob Cherry rubbed his nose— “even if Bunter was ass enough, and idiot enough, and dummy enough, to shut a fellow up somewhere in the house because he had found out something by accident, where—” 
  “We’ve been over the whole show.” said Nugent. “D’Arcy couldn’t be 
locked in a room. Beside, he would shout—” 
  “Why is Bunter keeping the key of the wine-cellars?” said Harry Wharton quietly. 
  “Oh !” 
  “My hat !” 
  The Famous Five gave one another startled looks. Wharton’s words were like a flash of illumination in the darkness. And they knew—knew as well as if Bunter had told them—how matters stood. All that had puzzled them, all that had mystified them during that extraordinary vacation at Bunter Court, became suddenly clear. It was as if a veil had suddenly fallen from their eyes. 
  “So that’s it !” gasped Bob Cherry. 
  “That’s it.” 
  “Is Bunter mad ?” 
  “Mad as a hatter, I should think! Anyhow, that’s it ” 
  “Come on.” said Harry Wharton abruptly. 
  And the chums of the Remove followed Bunter—but not to lunch. Lunch was not on the programme just then. More important matters had to be attended to — though, in Bunters opinion, there was no more important matter in existence, unless it was dinner. 
  Bunter was already going strong when the chums joined him, He did not waited for his guests. Thomas was ministering to his many needs. The Owl of the Remove blinked peevishly at the juniors, In his amazing fatuousness he seemed to be under the impression that the affair of D’Arcy was now closed. Bunter had declined to discuss it further, and that was an end of it! 
  “I say, you fellows, you’re late !” he said, “Sit down.” 
  “Bunter—” 
  “It’s a jolly good lunch —” 
  “Hand over the key of the winecellars, Bunter.” said the captain of the Remove quietly. 

                              THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 
       
                                The Chopper Comes Down! 

BILLY BUNTER’S jaw dropped. 
  His fork, well laden and halfway to his capacious mouth, stopped in transit. 
He stared blankly at the captain of the Remove. 
  Even Thomas allowed his well-trained and usually expressionless visage to display a faint glimmering of surprise. But the juniors did not heed Thomas. Their eyes were fixed on Bunter’s startled face. 
  “Wha-a-at ?“ ejaculated Bunter, at last, finding his voice. 
  “The key of the wine cellars.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “Chuck it over, Bunter, and not so much jaw !” growled Johnny Bull. “We know the whole game now—see?” 
  “Oh, really, Bull—” 
  “The game’s up, Bunter. ” said Harry Wharton, very quietly. “I dare say we were rather fatheaded not to guess something before. But who’d have thought of such a thing as this? But we know now—we’re pretty certain, at any rate. Will you give me the key of the wine cellars?  ” 
  Bunter gasped. 
  “Certainly not !” 
  “Will you unlock the cellars and let us look in them!” 
  “No !” gasped Bunter. 
  “Why not?” 
  Bunter recovered himself a little. His fork clattered into his plate, and he blinked angrily and indignantly at the Famous Five. 
  “I say, you fellows, this is too thick, you know! Do you always behave like this when you’re on a visit ?” 
  “Look here, Bunter—” 
  “Asking a gentleman for the key of his own wine-cellars !” exclaimed Bunter indignantly. “Cheek, if you like !”
  Wharton compressed his lips. 
  The situation really was an awkward one, for Billy flunte, in whatsoever 
mysterious and tricky way he had be come possessed of Combermere Lodge, was, after all, in possession of the house, and the Greyfriars fellows were his guests there. 
  That consideration, however, could not deter the juniors, in the circumstances. Guests or not, they could not allow Bunter to lock up their fellow-guest in the wine-cellars and leave him there. And that, amazing and incredible as it seemed, was fairly obviously what Bunter had done. Now- that the Famous Five guessed the astonishing truth, they did not doubt it; they only wondered that they had not guessed it before. 
  Bluff would not serve Bunter’s turn now; it was a chicken that would no longer fight. 
  “Bunter—” began Wharton again. Billy Bunter interrupted hint with a wave of a fat hand. 
  “That’s enough, Wharton !” 
  “I tell you—” 
  “Sit down to lunch, and don’t give me any more cheek!” said Bunter. ”Some fellows would turn you out of the house for this. I can tell you. I’m an easy. going chap. But—” 
  “You fat idiot !” roared Bob Cherry. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Do you think we shall stop here a day longer, you fathead ?” exclaimed Harry Wharton angrily. “Do you think we should have come if we’d had the faintest idea of the potty tricks you were playing? We’re going to-day— this very afternoon !” 
  “Eh?” 
  “But before we go we shall release D’Arcy, and anybody else who is along with him.” said Harry.     “Do you understand now, you born dummy ?” 
  “D’Arcy !“ gasped Bunter. 
  “Yes, ass !”
  “I told you he’d gone home.” 
  “Which is sufficient evidence that he hasn’t !” remarked Frank. 
  “Oh, really, Nugent—” 
  “We know where he is, Bunter.” said Harry Wharton. 
  “He isn’t,” said Bunter promptly. 
  “What ? ”
  “If you think he’s locked up anywhere you’re making a mistake.” said Bunter. “Nothing of the kind! 1 shouldn’t be likely to lock up an old pal like Gussy, I hope! Now sit down and have your lunch, and don’t give me any more cheek, or really, you know, I shah have to ask you to bring your visit here to a close.” 
  “Will you give me the key ?” roared Wharton 
  “No fear !” 
  “We know that D’Arcy is locked up in the wine-cellars !” hooted Johnny Bull. 

  

“Serve him jolly well right !” said Bunter. “If the silly ass hadn’t butted in—” 
  “Then you admit it?” 
  “No, I don’t! He’s not there.” 
  “Well, if Bunter doesn’t take the whole jolly old bun !” said Bob Cherry, in wonder. “Jevver hear of a brain like that before outside Colney Hatch?” 
  “He’s gone home —I mean, he’s gone on a visit to his uncle,” said Billy Bunter, blinking at the juniors  seriously. “As for PiIkins, my belief is, that he has bunked with the enormous cheque my pater handed to him for the rent of this house.  Walsingham has probably been run over in London. You know how dangerous those motor-buses are!  I’m surprised at you fellows accusing me of things like this after all I’ve done for you! As for D’Arcy, he asked for it—fairly begged for it. Besides, I haven’t done anything with him. He’s miles and miles away now. Yarooooh !” roared Bunter as Bob Cherry grasped him by his fat shoulders and jerked him out of his chair. 
  Bump! 
  William George Bunter sat on the floor and spluttered. 
  “Ow! Ow! Oh! Oooch! Beast! Wow!” 
  “Now will you open up the wine-cellars and let us get D’Arcy out?” roared Bob. 
  “No!” howled Bunter, “I jolly well won’t! Thomas !”
  “Sir!” gasped the astounded Thomas. Thomas, after what he had heard, had entirely given up even the attempt to keep his clean shaven face in its customary well-trained state. He was simply gaping with astonishment. 
  “Turn those rotters out, Thomas !”
  “Wha-a-t?” 
  “Pitch them out of the house, the lot of them!” shouted Bunter. “I’m done with them! Fed-up with them! They sha’n’t stay in my house another minute! Chuck them out!” 
  “Oh !” gasped Thomas. 
  “Call up the other footmen and chuck the whole gang out !” roared Bunter. “A low lot—turning on me like this after sticking me for a holiday! Turn them out at once. Do you hear!” 
  Thomas only gaped at Bunter. After what he had heard he was not likely to attempt to carry out that sweeping order. Thomas was not, perhaps, quick on the uptake; but he realised by this time quite clearly that the lord of Bunter Court had no right whatever within that magnificent mansion—that he was, in fact, a “bilk,” and not merely a common or garden bilk, so to speak, but an extraordinary and astonishing bilk, whose bilking was on wholesale lines unheard-of before in the history of bilking. 
So Thomas only gaped, and the Famous Five surrounded Bunter with grim looks. 
  “Are you handing over that key?” snorted Johnny Bull. 
  “No, you beast !”
  “Then we’ll jolly well take it !” 
  “Yarooh! Help !” 
  “Hold on!” said Harry Wharton; and Johnny Bull’s grasping hand drew back from Bunter. “Hold on! Bunter’s master here, though it’s pretty clear by this time that it’s all a swindle, and he will get the law on his trail as soon as the facts become known.” 
  “Ow!” 
  “But as matters stand he’s master here. Our business is to walk down to the police-station and tell them what we think has happened here. A constable can come up and deal with Bunter,” 
  “Yaroooh !” 
  “Good!” said Bob Cherry. “We can telephone to the police-station. I’ll cut off and ring them up—” 
  “Ow! Stop !” yelled Bunter. 
  “Rats !”
  “I say, you fellows, hold on!” yelled Bunter. “Don’t you bring any beastly policemen round my house ! I—I say, I—I’ll let you have the key if you like. I will really!  I—I wouldn’t refuse anything, you know, to fellows I really like —as I do you chaps! Honest injun, you know.” 
  “Give me the key, then.” said Harry Wharton. 
  “I—I say, old chap, I—I—I— I’ve lost it!” Bunter groped through his pockets. “I say, it’s gone! Beastly awkward, isn’t it? But there you are, the key’s lost!” 
  “Then we’ll telephone to the police-station—”         
  “Hold on! I’ve found it !” yelled Bunter. “Here it is, you rotters! Oh dear !” 
  Billy Bunter scrambled to his feet, key in hand. He threw it dismally upon the teble. 
  “I—I say, you fellows—” 
  “You needn’t say anything more,” said Bob Cherry.   “You’d better get ready to have your features altered when D’Arcy gets near enough to hit you !” 
  Bunter jumped. 
  “I—I say, you fellows, do—do—do you think D’Arcy will be waxy?” he gasped. 
  “Oh, my hat! Just a trifle, I should think.” 
  “Oh dear! I—I say, you’ll explain to him that it—it was only a joke, won’t you?” implored Bunter. 
  “You can explain that to him yourself.” growled Bob Cherry. 
  And, with the key in Wharton’s hand, the Famous Five hurried away to the rescue of Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. 
  Billy Bunter groaned dismally. 
  The game was up now, with a vengeance. 
  It was not only that Arthur Augustus was to be released; he might possibly have placated the swell of St. Jim’s somehow, and at all events D’Arcy was not likely to invoke the law. Bunter had been kicked before, and he could survive kicking. Kicks had, as it were, punctuated his fat career as long as he could remember. The worst he had to expect from the St. Jim’s junior was a kicking. But Pilkins and Walsingham, the bilked estate agent and the “diddled” butler—what were they likely to do? 
  Bunter shuddered. 
  On his great system of never meeting troubles half-way, and never meeting them at all if he could help it, Bunter had simply dismissed from his fat mind the consequences of his extraordinary proceedings. 
  Now the consequences could be no longer dismissed. The sword of Damocles had descended at last! 
  Bunter was face to face with the reckoning which came after the feast. And the prospect terrified him. His fat knees knocked together as he thought of it. 
  He forgot even his lunch. For the first time on record, Bunter left a meal unfinished; sure evidence of the fearful disturbance that raged in his fat mind. 
  He tottered away at last. 
  Thomas had hurried after the Famous Five. Billy Bunter headed for the ttaircase. 
  He realised that time was short, 
  It would not take the Famous Five long to reach the imprisoned three now that they had the key of the wine-cellars. Awful visions of an enraged estate agent giving him into custody for bilking floated before Bunter’s terrified eyes. Already he felt the policeman’s hand upon his fat shoulder. 
  He bolted for his room. 
  There was not a minute to be lost! There was not a second ! The game was up. Bunter’s house of cards had fallen around him, and only one thing remained 
—to go while the going was good !

                     THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                                     The Climax ! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. stopped at the vaulted door of the wine-cellars, and Wharton slid the key into the lock. 
  It clicked, and the captain of the Remove pushed the door open. 
  All was darkness beyond.
 “I’ve got an electric torch,” said Bob. 
  Come on !” 
  Bob Cherry turned on his light, and the juniors descended the old oaken stairs that wound downwards to the deep wine-cellars. 
  Behind them came Thomas, the footman, still gaping. Thomas was in a state of amazement, from which he really looked as if he never would quite recover. Such happenings as these in Lord Combermere’s magnificent country mansion quite overcame Thomas. The bare thought of what his lordship would think of it all almost made Thomas faint. Certainly Lord Combermere had never envisaged anything like this when he had handed over his house to Mr. Pilkins, the estate agent, to let furnished. 
  “Here’s another giddy door !” said Bob, as he reached the bottom of the stairs. 
  “The same key fits the lock, sir,” said the voice of Thomas from behind. 
  “Oh, good !” 
  Harry Wharton put the key into the lock of the lower door and turned it. Bob shoved the oaken door open with a bang. 
  There was a bright light beyond. The electric light was burning in the wine- cellars. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. crowded in the doorway looking in. There was a shout from the depths. 
  “Bai Jove! You fellows! Thank goodness !” 
  “D’Arcy, old man—” 
  Arthur Augustus rushed forward. Wharton was the first into the cellars, and the swell of St. Jim’s almost hugged him in his delight at the sight of the rescuers. 
  “Huwway !”” he gasped. “Gweat Scott, I was beginnin’ to think I should nevah be found heah, you know ! Oh cwumbs !” 
  “The foundfulness is terrific, my esteemed, ludicrous D’Arcy,” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Yaas, wathah !” grinned Arthur Augustus. “Mr. Pilkins! Walsingham! It’s all wight now—wight as wain !” 
  Mr. Pilkins and Wnlsingham came forward. Their grubby, stubbly faces looked almost ghastly in the electric light. 
  “Look after that door !” exclaimed Mr. Pilkins. “Don’t let that young scoundrel nip down and shut it on you, as he did before !” 
  “Phew!”
  “All right, Thomas is there !” said Harry Wharton. “Besides, I’ve taken out the key. You’re all right !”
  “Thank goodness !” said Mr. Pilkins. 
  “I am extremely obliged to you young gentlemen !” said Walsingham in his best deferential butler manner which contrasted oddly with his grubby face and stubbly chin. “I have been through a very unpleasant experience, young gentlemen, and I cannot say how relieved I am.” 
  “What about me?” hooted Mr. Pilkins, “I’ve been here longer than you —weeks, months, years, it seems like! I’ll limb that young scoundrel! I’ll have him locked up! I’ll smash him! I’ll prosecute him ! I’ll prosecute his father ! I’ll—I’ll—I’ll—” The Combermere estate agent spluttered for breath. 
  “My only hat !“ said Bob Cherry, staring at the estate-agent. “Have you really been here ever since that day you called on Bunter about the house ? ” 
  “I have!” panted Mr. Pilkins. “I was tricked, sir—tricked! That young villain plays ventriloquial tricks—he made me believe Walsingham was in the wine-cellars, and brought me down to speak to him, and locked me in, sir. I—I—I’ll have the law on him! It’s false imprisonment—it’s kidnapping— it’s actionable. I’ll make him sorry for himself.” 
  “Hold on a minute.” said Harry Wharton, as the estate-agent moved towards the door. “Look here, Mr. Pilkint——” 
  “I’ll pulverise him into little bits !” roared Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Yaas, wathah! I shall personally give Buntah a feahful thwashin’ !” said Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. 
  “I shall telephone to the police,” said Walsingham.   “The sooner the young rascal is taken into custody the better.” 
  “Oh, bai Jove!” 
  “Hold on a moment !” said Wharton anxiously. “Lots of time for all that. Look here, as soon as we guessed that Bunter was keeping you shut up in the wine-cellar, we were bound to come and let you out.” 
  “I should think so!” hooted Mr. Pilkins. “You escaped a charge of being accessories in the bilking. Bear that in mind.” 
  “Oh, rats !” snapped Harry. “Listen to me. Bunter is a fool—he’s not really a rogue—” 
  “The biggest rogue in the kingdom!” shouted Mr. Pilkin. 
  “He’s a born fool, and he simply doesn’t understand the seriousness of what he’s been doing,” said Harry. “I’m sure that he never even thought about the consequences at all. Look here, as we’ve released you, don’t you think you ought to go as easy as possible with Bunter?” 
  “Yaas, wathah.” said Arthur Augustus. “Pway be weasonable, Mr. Pilkins, Why, I think he can be let oft with a feahful thwaahin’,” 
  Snort from Mr. Pilkin. 
  “I’ll go easy with him!” he hooted. “I’ll break every bone in his body, and then have him locked up and prosecuted. W eeks and weeks rent due on the house at forty guineas a week, and not a shilling paid; Lord Combermere may consider me responsible—” 
  “What the thump did you let him the house for, then ?” demanded Bob Cherry. 
   Mr. Pilkins almost raved. 
  “I never let him the house! He got hold of it while I was in the nursing-home, after I’d shown him over it! When I returned to my office, and found that he had the house, 1 was knocked over—you young gentlemen were at my office that day, and saw me—” 
  “Yes; but you telephoned to Walsingham and said it was all right !” exclaimed Nugent. 
  Mr. Pilkins raved again. 
  “That, young villain Bunter took the call, and imitated Walsingham’s voice. I thought it was the butler speaking— and it was Bunter, pulling my leg! Then he cleared everybody out of the house the next day, got me here, and locked me in! I—I—I———”     Mr. Pilkins fairly babbled with rage as he recited his wrongs. 
  “Oh, my hat!” said Bob. “Bunter has been going it strong, and no mistake!” 
  “The go-fulness has been terrific.” 
  “All the same, somebody’s been jolly careless,” said Harry Wbarton. “Why did you let Bunter into the house at all, Walsingham, if Mr. Pilkins hadn’t let it to him?” 
  “I believed that he had, sir; Mr. Pilkins telephoned to that, effect. Only, on comparing notes with Mr. Pilkins, I find that it was not he who telephoned. Bunter must have imitated his voice—a very peculiar gift, sir, which I was naturally not looking out for.” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “And when the key of the wine- cellars was found, sir, by Master D’Arcy, and handed over to me, and I came down here, he followed me stealthily, sir, and locked me in along with Mr. Pilkins. With all due deference, sir, I am afraid I cannot go easily with Master Bunter. In fact, sir,” said Walsingham, with a peculiar mixture of deference and venom—”in fact, air, I am bound to say that it is my intention to prosecute him, sir, with the utmost rigour of the law, sir, if I may say so with respect, sir,” 
.  “Come on !” hooted Mr. Pilkins. “We’ve wasted enough time here— what’s the good of talking? We’ve got to deal with that young scoundrel !” 
  “Very good, sir.” said the butler, and he hurried after the estate-agent. 
  Mr. Pilkins, breathing wrath and vengeance, tramped furiously up the stairs, the portly butler following him more sedately. Thomas, still in a gaping condition, followed on. Thomas dreams of butlership were gone now; Walsingham was back at Combermere Lodge once more, and Thomas had immediately fallen from his high estate as butler pro. tem. , into his old rank of first footman. But if Thomas was disappointed, doubtless he realised that his chief, after all, could not have been kept permanently in the Combermerc cellars. 
  Bob Cherry whistled. 
  “Well, Bunter’s for it!” he remarked. 
  “Yaas, wathah !” 
“The ass !“ said Harry Wharton. “The frightful ass! Who’d over have thought that even Bunter would be such a howling ass as this? We know that he is every kind of an idiot—but this is the giddy limit.” 
  “He’s for it, now !” said Johnny Bull. “Serve him jolly well right! We’ve had a narrow escape of being taken for a gang of bilks along with him.” 
  “Oh, my hat !” 
  “Bai Jove! Buntahis a feahful ass, you know.” said Arthur Augustus D’Arcy. “He has not tweated me with pwopah wespect, and it weally looks to me as if he has bwoken the law wight and left. I do not know vewy much about the law, but I am suah that Buntah has bwoken it in sevewal places. I shall nevah accept an invitation fwom Buntah again, in any circumstances.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I am speakin’ quite sewiously, deah boys. If Buntah should ask me again, I shall wefuse point-blank. Lockin’ a fellow up in the wine-cellahs is weally too thick, you know.” 
  “It’s not done in the best circles, I’m sure !” said Bob Cherry gravely. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Let’s get out of this.  ” said Harry Wharton, laughing. ‘We’ve rescued the giddy prisoners, and I think we’d better be on the scene to keep them from finishing Bunter. Even Bunter mustn’t be quite slaughtered.” 
  The juniors ascended the stairs to the upper regions,   Arthur Augustus drawing his dressing-gown about him. Really, he did not like to walk out in public view in the middle of the day in pyjamas and dressing-gown. But there was no help for it. A dozen curious servants blinked at the swell of St. Jim’s, as, with a crimson face, he whisked up to his room to dress. 
  Harry Wharton & Co, were in the hall when Thomas cane up with a puzzled face. 
  “Have you seen Master Bunter?” he asked. 
  “Oh, my hat! has he disappeared now ?” ejaculated Bob Cherry. “Hasn’t Walsingham found him ? ” 
  Mr. Walsingham is shaving, sir,” said Thomas. “Mr. Walsingham is very particular about his appearance, sir, and he seemed very cross, sir, when he looked into a glass and saw his face, sir. Mr. Pilkins is searching for Master Bunter, sir, but cannot find him.” 
  “I suppose he’s hiding somewhere,” said Harry. “Even Bunter’s, bright enough to know that Mr. Pilkins isn’t a safe man to meet at present,” 
  “The hidefulness is probably terrific.” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  There was a clatter on the stairs, and Mr. Pilkins came down with a red and furious face. He had a golf club in his hand, and was evidently looking for Bunter. Apparently the golf club was for Bunter’s benefit, when discovered. 





  “Where is he?” roared Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Echo answers where?” said Bob Cherry politely.      
“Better look in the larder.  That’s where Bunter would naturally hide.” 
  “I’m going to smash him.” 
  “Go it’” said Johnny Bull. “More to your elbow, old bean !”
  Mr. Pilkins rushed away, breathing blood-curdling threats. The chums of the Remove could only hope that William George Bunter had found a sale hiding-place. The lord of Bunter Court had fallen into the sere and yellow leaf, so to speak; from the master of that magnificent domain, he had now become a hunted fugitive, with an estate-agent raging on his track. 
  Arthur Augustus D’Arcy rejoined the Greyfriars fellows, fully dressed, and looked his old nobby and natty self. 
  “You fellows goin’ ? ” he asked. 
  Wharton smiled. 
  “Well, we sha’n’t be staying on, of course.” he said. “But I think I want to see Bunter before we clear. But 
you—” 
  “In the circumstances, deah boy, I do not think I shall be guilty of any infwaction of politeness, in neglectin’ to take leave of Buntah.” said Arthur Augustus. “As he seems to be booked for a feahfully wuff time, I am goin’ to let him off a thwashin’. I have seen Mr. Pilkins woamin’ about with a golf. club, lookin’ like a tigah, and I think Buntah will get all the thwashin’ he needs when Mr. Pilkins finds him. As a mattah of fact, I am wathah anxious not to see the fat boundah again. He has tweated me wottenly; but, aftah all, I was his guest, so I feel that I had bettah not tell him what I think of him. I shall wetiah fwom the house without seein’ him again.” 
  Harry Wharton nodded. 
  “Thomas has kindly telephoned for a taxi fwom Combermere,” said Arthur Augustus. “If you fellows would like a lift to the station—” 
  The chums of the Remove looked at one another, but there was a general shaking of heads. They were not responsible for Bunter’s actions—indeed, he did not seem quite responsible for them himself. But they could not forget that he was, after all, a Greyfriars fellow, and a Removite. 
  “We’ll hang on a bit, I think.” said Harry, and his chums assented. 
  The taxicab arrived, and Arthur Augustus’ luggage was placed in it. Innumerable servants were made glad by handsome tips when Arthur Augustus shook the dust of Bunter Court from his noble feet. Harry Wharton & Co. went out to say good-bye to him, and Arthur Augustus shook hands all round with the Greyfriars fellows, after which the taxi rolled away. 
  “And now for Bunter.” said Bob Cherry. 
  The chums of the Remove went back into the  house. In the hall they found Walsingham, clean and shavcn, once more the portly and punctilious butler of Combermere Lodge. 
 “Has Bunter turned up yet?” asked Harry. 
  “No, sir, Master Bunter has not turned up yet.” said Walsingham. “He seems to be in hiding! I have telephoned to Combermere, and Mr. Pilkins’ young man, Parker, is coming, and bringing a police-constable with him.” 
  “Oh!" 
  “I trust, sir, that we shall soon see Master Bunter, sir, in the hands of the police.” said Walsingham. 
  “Well, he’s asked for it, you fellows!" said Bob Cherry, rather dismally, however. 
  Parker arrived with a man in blue along with him. There was renewed search for William George Bunter up and down, and round about, through Combermere Lodge—no longer “Bunter Court.” 
  But the Owl of the Remove was not to be found. 
  Bunter Court was deserted by its lord and master: within those magnificent walls, the fat face and gleaming spectacles of Billy Bunter were never to be seen again: Billy Bunter had gone — while the going was good !
THE END. 








I 
“I say, you fellows, you’re late I “saId Bunter, “SIt down—” “Bunter I” said Harry Wharton grimly, “ Hand over the key of the wine-cellars.” Bunter’s Jaw dropped, HIs fork, well laden and half way to hIs capacIous mouth, stopped In transit. “Chuck the key over l” growled Johnny Bull. “We know where 
D’Arcy Is now 1” (Sec Chapter Ii.) 
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