


                          THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                 Hidden Wealth 
“CHANDOS!” 
  “Sir!” 
  “Any letters for me?” 
  “None this morning, sir.” 
  Billy Bunter grunted 
  “I say, you fellows, my postal order hasn’t come!” he said. “Who’s going to lend me a quid?” 
  Billy Bunter blinked round through his big spectacles at the Greyfriars fellows gathered in the hall after breakfast at Portercliffe Hall. 
  Nobody answered. 
  Harry Wharton &. Co. smiled. Smithy shrugged his shoulders. Kipps yawned. Wibley winked at Chandos—a proceeding that made the stately butler of Portercliffe Hall almost jump. Fisher T. Fish stared blankly, as if overcome by the bare idea of lending anybody anything. 
  “Don’t all speak at once!” said Bunter sarcastically. 
  They didn’t! They did not speak at all. 
  “I say, Fishy—” 
  “Forget it!” said Fisher T. Fish briefly. 
  “I’m your guest here!” said Billy Bunter, with dignity. 
  “ Sure!”  assented Fishy. “But I guess I ain’t holding you down, if you want to beat it.” 
  Billy Bunter disdained to reply to that. 
  “I say, Wharton—” 
  “As Fishy says, forget it!”  said Harry Wharton, laughing. 
  “Inky, old man—” 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh grinned a dusky grin. 
  “The forgetfulness is the proper caper, as the esteemed and ridiculous Fishy remarks!” he answered. 
  “Smithy, old chap—” 
  “Rats!” was the concise reply of Vernon-Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars. 
  “I say, Kippers, you’re not so mean as those fellows—”
  “I am.” answered Kipps. “Worse!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!  ” 
  “Where’s Alonzo!” asked Bunter, with another blink round the hall. 
  Alonzo Todd had not yet emerged from the breakfast-room. 
  “Poor old Alonzo!” sighed Bob Cherry 
  Alonzo Todd had a trusting nature, which had proved very useful to Billy Bunter during the holiday of the Greyfriars party at Portercliffe Hall.  The only drawback was that Alonzo’s cash resources were limited. How much Billy Bunter owed Alonzo he had forgotten. But Alonzo could have told him, for it was the precise amount of cash that
Alonzo had brought with him to Portercliffe Hall. 
  “Well, are we starting for Margate?” asked Johnny Bull. “Alonzo’s going botanising this morning, so we needn’t wait for him.” 
  “I say, you fellows, hold on! I want to speak to Alonzo before we start.” 
  “Haven’t you cleared him out yet?” inquired the Bounder. 
  “Beast!” 
  Alonzo Todd’s long, slim figure appeared from the doorway of the breakfast-room. Alonzo had a large botanical volume in his hand, and cheery smile on his kind, simple face. 
  “Wait for me, you fellows!” said Bunter. “I say, Alonzo, old chap, my postal order hasn’t come—” 
  “I am very, very sorry you have been disappointed, my dear William !” answered Alonzo. 
  “Like to lend me a quid till it comes?” asked Bunter. 
  “I should like to very, very much—”
  “Good!” 
  Bunter held out a fat hand 
  “But,” continued Alonzo, “I am unable to do so, my dear Bunter, as I— am not, at the moment, in possession of the requisite amount.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You silly ass!” roared Bunter. 
  “My dear William—” 
  “Idiot!  ” 
  “I should be very, very pleased——”
  “Fathead!” snorted Bunter. 
  “But I have not a pound note about me, my dear William. I regret it very, very much!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Silly chump!” hooted Bunter. 
  Alonzo Todd’s regrets were of no use to him.  What Bunter wanted was a pound.
  Kipps broke in. 
  “Bunter would like a sovereign, just as much as a pound note, Alonzo. Why not lend him a sovereign?” 
  That question made all the fellows stare at Kipps. If a fellow was short of a pound note he was not likely to be in possession of that much rarer article, a golden sovereign. Alonzo Todd was so amazed that he goggled at Oliver Kipps with his mouth wide open, like a fish out of water. 
  “A—a—a sovereign, my dear Oliver!” ejaculated Alonzo. “But I have no such in my possession. So far from possessing a sovereign, I have very, very seldom seen one. 
  “Oh, Alonzo!” said Kipps, shaking his head sadly. ___ 
  “But I assure you—” gasped Alonzo. 
  “Bet you I’d find one about you.” said Kipps. 
  “I should be very, very pleased if you did, my dear Oliver, as I am excessively short of cash, owing to lending Bunter—” 
  “Oh, shut up!” said Bunter. 
  “My dear William—” 
  “Cheese it, fathead!” 
  “I’ll jolly well show you!” said Kipps, and he stepped towards the astounded Alonzo with outstretched hand. 
  Whereat the other fellows caught on and grinned. 
  They remembered that Oliver Kipps was a conjurer of weird and wonderful skill. Sometimes he caught the Greyfriars fellows with his weird tricks, well as they knew him. It was much easier to catch the good Alonzo who did not know him well, and who seemed to have been born specialty to have his innocent leg pulled. 
  Kipps inserted a thumb and finger into Alonzo’s waistcoat pocket. He withdrew them with something between them that gleamed and glistened. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. grinned. Billy Bunter chuckled a fat chuckle. They had all—except Alonzo—seen Kipps play conjuring tricks before, with a halfpenny gilded with gold-leaf to look like a sovereign. 
But Alonzo Todd, to whom that little trick was new, goggled at the golden coin in Kipps’ hand, and almost gibbered at it. 
  “Goodness gracious!” stuttered Alonzo. “It is a—s—a sovereign!” 
  “He, he, he!” from Bunter. 
  “I—I assure you that I did not know that it was in my pocket.” said Alonzo in bewilderment. “I am very, very much astonished—” 
  “Got any more?” chuckled Bob. 
  “Oh!” No, I am sure—” 
  “What’s this, then?” asked Kipps, dipping into the pocket again and showing a golden coin between thumb and finger.
  “Good gracious!” 
  Two gilded halfpennies lay in Kipps’ palm. Alonzo blinked at them, but Kipps did not give him a very c1ose view. Even Alonzo, at a close view, would have detected halfpennies coated with gold-leaf. 
  The juniors looked on, grinning. Alonzo stood gaping with amazement. But even more amazed than Alonzo seemed Chandos, the butler. 
  Chandos had been leaving the hall by the service door when Kipps started that little conjuring trick on Alonzo Todd. He stopped, looking back, and now stood with his eyes fixed on Kipps and Alonzo—those eyes seeming almost to bulge out of his portly face. 
  He was too far off to see anything but the gleam of golden coins in Kipps’ hand, and had not the faintest suspicion that it was a conjuring trick. And the sight of Kipps, apparently extracting golden sovereigns from Alonzo’s pocket seemed to strike the Portercliffe butler all of a heap. 
  The juniors did not notice him; all their attention was fixed on the Greyfriars conjurer and his astonished victim. 
  “Why, I believe he’s got lots!” exclaimed Kipps.  “Look here!” 
  He dipped into Alonzo’s jacket pocket with his right hand. To all appearance Kipps had those two coins in his left, closed. 
  As a matter of fact, they were concealed in his right palm when he dipped the right hand into the pocket. But the trick was done so neatly that Alonzo had not the faintest suspicion. Neither would any other fellow present have detected the trick had they been unacquainted with Kippers’ weird skill. 
  It was utterly amazing to Alonzo Todd to see Oliver Kipps draw his hand out of the pocket again with two golden coins in the palm. 
  Alonzo gasped. 
  “Didn’t you know they were there?” grinned Kipps. 
  “I—I—I—” stuttered Alonzo. “I assure you that I had not the faintest idea—not the slightest—” 
  “Then they’re not yours!” grinned Kipps. 
  “Certainly not!” Alonzo shook his head decidedly. “I cannot imagine how those sovereigns came into my pocket, my dear Oliver, but assuredly they are not mine! I certainly have no claim to them.” 
  Chandos, with a long, strange look at Alonzo Todd, stepped through the service doorway and disappeared, closing the baize door after him. Alonzo stood blinking at the sovereigns. 
  “Sure they’re not yours?” grinned Kipps. 
  “Quite sure, my dear Oliver.” 
  “Findings keeping, then!” said Kipps cheerily, and he slipped the gilded halfpennies into his own pocket. “You fellows coming? Time we got off to Margate, if we’re going to bathe while the tide’s in.” 
  And the Greyfriars fellows, in a smiling crowd, went out—leaving Alonzo Todd standing with quite a dazed expression of astonishment on his face. 
  As they walked down the drive, Billy Bunter renewed his inquiry as to who was going to lend him a quid! It appeared, however, that nobody was. Only Kipps offered him a golden coin, which—at a safe distance—looked like a sovereign. Which offer Billy Bunter declined with a snort. 
                          THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                              No Bathe for Bunter! 

“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  “Come on !” said Bob Cherry. 
  “I say! Did you bring my bathing costume?” asked Billy Bunter. 
  “Fathead! Didn’t you bring it?” 
  “I forgot!” said Bunter with dignity. “I think one of you fellows might have thought of it. 
  “Go hon!” 
  The Greytriars fellow were changing to bathe, in the bathing-hut hired for the party by Mr. Fish on Cliftonville beach. It was a glorious August morning, and all the fellows were keen to get into the sea. 
  It was like Billy Bunter to discover, at the last moment, that he had forgotten his bathing suit. It was also like him to put it up to the rest of the party as a problem to be solved. 
  “Well, what are we going to do?” asked Bunter, apparently under the 
impression that nothing whatever could be done until that problem had been solved. 
  Johnny Bull grunted. 
  “I know what I’m going to do!” he said. “I’m going to bathe.” And Johnny, having changed, marched out of the hut. 
  “Same here!” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  And he followed Johnny. And Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, remarking that the samefulness was terrific, followed Bob. 
   “I say, Wharton—” 
  “Say what you like, old fat bean!” said Harry. “You don’t mind if I go and bathe while you’re saying it, do you?” 
  Without waiting to ascertain whether Bunter minded, Wharton followed his chums, and Smithy went with him. 
  “Beast!” hooted Bunter. “I say, Nugent, I think I might be able to squeeze into your suit—” 
  “Think so?” grinned Frank Nugent.
  “Well, there isn’t much of you.” said Bunter. “It will be a bit tight. But I’ll try, anyhow. If it bursts, I’ll be no worse off.” 
  “And what about me?” inquired Frank. 
  “If you’re going to be a selfish beast, Nugent—” 
  “I am!” said Frank with emphasis. 
  “Kipps, old man, will you lend me—“ 
  “A sovereign?” asked Kipps. 
  “No,” roared Bunter, “a bathing suit, you ass! Look here, you can sit on the sand while I bathe, see? It’s jolly sitting on the up sand and watching the people, you know.” 
  “Really enjoyable, old bean, do you think?” asked Kipps. 
  “Yes, rather.” said Bunter. “Better than bathing, really.” 
  “Good! Then you do it—” 
  “Eh?”
  “While I bathe—” 
  “Beast!” 
  Kipps chuckled and went out with Nugent and Fisher T. Fish. Only 
Wibley remained in the bathing-hut with Billy Bunter. 
  Wib was as keen on bathing as the other Greyfriars fellows. But he was occupied at the moment. He was keener on amateur theatricals than anything else, and for some days Wib had been engaged in writing a play, which the Portercliffe party were to perform during the holidays. 
  Wib carried pencil and paper about him to jot down flashes of inspiration that occurred to him at odd moments. One, evidently, had occurred to him now, for he had sat down on the wooden step in the doorway of the hut, paper on knee and pencil in hand, and a far-away look in his eyes.  
  Bunter blinked at his back through his big spectacles. Bent over his task, Wib had hardly observed other fellows going out of the hut— he was, for the moment, forgetful of bathing. His own costume lay in its bundle, so far untouched. 
  “I say, Wib, old chap—” 
  Grunt!
  Wibley did not like interruptions when he was in the throes of composition. He grunted, and took no other heed of Bunter.  The sunny stretch of Margate sands had put a new scene for his play into Wib’s mind. A duel on the sands, between the lapping sea and the cliffs, would make a topping scene—and Wibley was too busy getting 
it down to heed the fat Owl behind him. 
  “But I say—” 
  “Knave, thou diest!” said Wibley. Bunter jumped. 
  “Wh-a-t?” he ejaculated. 
  “Die the death of a dog!” continued Wibley. 
  “I—I say—” 
  “Thus perish all traitors!” 
  Bunter blinked at Wibley in amazement and alarm. But Wibley was not addressing him. He was muttering aloud as he scribbled. 
  “Oh, you ass!” gasped Bunter. He realised that Wib was merely reciting to himself the dramatic lines as he wrote them down. 
  “Shurrup!” hissed Wib. 
  “Look here, Wib, if you’re going to sit there scribbling that tripe—”
  “That what?” roared Wib, roused at last. 
  “I—I—I mean that ripping play,” said Bunter hastily. “You won’t want your bathing suit, see? Can I have it?” 
  “You’d burst it, you podgy porpoise!” 
  “Oh, really, Wibley—” 
  “Shut up!” 
  “Beast!”
  Wibley wrinkled his brows over his dramatic works. Billy Bunter glared morosely at the back of his bent head. 
  Then a gleam rame into the fat Owl’s eyes behind his spectacles. He picked up the little bundle containing Wibley’s bathing-suit. 
  It was very doubtful whether the fat Owl of Greyfriars could have crammed into it. Bunter required double-width. But he was willing to chance it. If the suit split, it did not matter, as it was not Bunter’s!
  Wibley being so deep in his scribbling, Bunter considered it feasible to step past him, and carry off that bathing-suit unobserved. If the beast did not happen to look up at the wrong moment it would be all right. 
  After which he could find a tent to change in and join the rest of the party in the briny ocean. Wib, when he wanted to bathe, could look for the missing suit—and look for it as long as he liked! Bunter did not mind how long he looked for it. 
  With a fat grin on his face and the bundle in his hand, Billy Bunter stepped to the doorway! But Bunter had no luck! The beast did look up at the wrong moment! 
  Wibley stared at his bundle in Bunter’s hand. 
  “What the dickens—” he began. 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. “I—I—I wasn’t going to—to—to walk off with this bathing-suit, Wibley! I—I—I—” 
  “You fat villain!” 
  “Oh, really, Wibley—” 
  “Drop it!” 
  Bunter unwillingly dropped it. Wibley resumed scribbling on the paper on his knee and Bunter resumed glaring at the back of his head. 
  But the fat junior only waited till Wib was deep in his scribbling again. Bunter was not beaten yet, 
  Stealthily, he picked the bundle again. 
  This time he did not attempt to carry it out past the junior sitting on the wooden doorstop. It was easy enough to toss it out of the doorway over Wibley’s head. 
  It would land at a distance on the soft sand and remain there till Bunter came and fielded it. 
  Wibley, with his head bent, would not see it fly. He would not hear it plop on soft sand. And he would suspect nothing when Bunter walked out of the hut with empty hands! 
  Bunter grinned. 
  It was quite an astute scheme! 
  The Owl of the Remove stood behind Wibley, the bundle in his hand, and lifted his right arm to hurl it. 
  Before the bathing-hut stretched the wide sands down to the sea, dotted with sun-bathers and other bathers coming and going. 
  In front of the hut, but at a distance of about twenty feet, a plump middle— aged gentleman in a purple-striped bathing-suit was taking the sun. The back of his head rested on a little hillock of sand, his red face glowing in the sunshine. From his position as he lay he was looking towards the bathing- hut, and his eyes fixed rather curiously on Bunter. 
  Seeing the fat junior standing behind the fellow sitting in the doorway, he probably wondered what Bunter was at, as he saw him raise the bundle to hurl. 
  He was suddenly enlightened. 
  He observed Bunter—but Bunter did not observe him. The fat Owl’s range of vision was rather limited, even with the aid of his big spectacles. 
  Bunter’s intention was to hurl that bundle over Wibley’s head, far out on the beach. It was merely an unfortunate coincidence that the purple-striped sun-bather was sprawling in the spot where it landed. 
  Thud! 
  The bundle landed on the plump sunbather’s features, with what a novelist would have described as a dull, sickening thud! From the purple-striped gentleman there came a sudden roar of surprise and wrath. 
  It rang along the crowded beach. Wibley started, and looked up, 
  “What—” he ejaculated. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  Up jumped the purple-striped gentleman. That Bunter was merely pinching a bathing-costume, and had landed it on his nose entirely by chance, the purple gentleman was quite unaware. He had been watching Bunter’s antics, and his impression was that the fat fellow in specs had hurled a bundle directly and deliberately at him. He came up the beach towards the bathing-hut at a rush. 
  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Bunter. 
  “What the thump—” gasped Wibley. 
  “Oh crumbs!” 
  Billy Bunter gave the purple gentleman one terrified blink. The man looked fearfully wrathy—and his looks expressed his feelings. 
  Bunter forgot all about fielding the bathing-suit. He forgot all about bathing. He dodged out of the hut and ran.      
     
  “Stop!” yelled the purple-striped man. 
  “What the thump—” gasped Wibley. 
  “Stop!” 
  Bunter was not likely to stop. 
  He flew. 
  After him charged the infuriated man in purple stripes. 
  Wibley stared after them blankly. So did about five hundred other people. There were exclamations and shouts on all sides as Bunter charged along the crowded beach and the purple gentleman charged after him. 
  Bunter trampled recklessly over sand fortifications, amid howls of protest from the small people who were building them; he tripped over sunbathers; he dodged round tents; he panted and puffed; he flew and he blew! 
  How he escaped from the beach he hardly knew. His breath gave out, and he gurgled to a halt, and blinked back at the beach with a terrified blink! Fortunately for Bunter, the purple gentleman’s wind had also given out. 
  He stood gasping for breath, and shaking an infuriated fist after Bunter. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  And he got going again, turning his back on the beach and hitting the open spaces. He realised that it would be wise to be over the horizon before the purple gentleman got his second wind. 
                            THE THIRD CHAPTER. 
                                 Alonzo Is Amazed! 
ALONZO TODD jumped. 
  What was happening to him, Alonzo did not, for the moment, know. 
  It was so very, very surprising. 
  While Harry Wharton & Co. were gone down to the sea to bathe, Alonzo had been spending happy hours. He had started on a botanical expedition in the Portercliffe Park. 
  Chandos, the butler, had met him as he started. Chandos had displayed a respectful interest in his botanical pursuits that surprised and pleased Alonzo. He had explained to the attentive Alonzo that rare and wonderful specimens were to be discovered in a certain part of the park, near an old disused hunting lodge. So it was for that spot that Alonzo had headed. 
  For quite a long time Alonzo had been rooting about, collecting all sorts of flowers and leaves, carefully placmg them between the pages of his book. Now he was seated, resting after his labours, by a fragment of an ancient wall, under the shade of thick branches. 
  The old lodge in the park was a mere ruin—it had been hit by a shell in the German bombardment of the coast during the War, and never rebuilt. It was overgrown with ferns and grasses and hawthorns, hidden from sight by the oaks and beeches and undergrowth. It was one of the most secluded and solitary spots on the extensive Portercliffe estate. 
  Alonzo, busy examining his specimens, naturally did not expect to be interrupted in that solitary spot, where anybody hardly ever came. 
  But he was interrupted—in most remarkable manner. 
  There was a rustle in the thickets behind the old fragment of wall against which he was leaning. Alonzo did not heed it—he was too intent on his specimens. 
  But Alonzo forgot even botany as a sack suddenly descended on his head, shutting out the sunlight that filtered through the foliage over him.
    
  In utter amazement he dropped his book and his botanical specimens and gasped. He hardly realised for the moment what was happening.. 
  “Goodness gracious!” gasped Alonzo. 
  It was a large sack. It’s odour hinted that it had once contained flour. Now it contained Alonzo Todd! 
  Someone behind him had suddenly slipped that sack over Alonzo’s head. It descended to his waist, engulfing him, shutting off light and vision. 
  “Ooogh!” gasped Alonzo. 
  He wriggled in the sack. 
  He felt the grasp of hands—large, strong hands. He felt a cord pulled tight round the neck of the sack, which was round his slim waist. His arms were imprisoned, and he was absolutely helpless. 
  “My d-d-dear fellow—” stuttered Alonzo. 
  As his confused brain cleared a little he concluded that this was a playful jape on the part of some other member of the Portercliffe party. 
  “Please take this sack off, my dear fellow!” gasped Alonzo. “It’s very, very hot, and very, very uncomfortable! I really beg you—ooogh!” 
  Alonzo spluttered as he was rolled over. He was rolled, dragged, and pushed into the interior of the ruined lodge.  
  His amazement intensified. 
  Only one pair of hands touched him—there was only one person engaged in these extraordinary proceedings. But the hands were strong, dealing easily with Alonzo. He realised that the person who was handling him was not a boy, but a man. 
   It was not one of the Greyfriars party. That became clear to Alonzo. But it added to his astonishment. Some trespasser might have got into Portercliffe Park; but why should he bag Alonzo Todd in an empty flour sack? 
  “Grooogh!” gasped Alonzo, as he came to a stop at last. He was slammed against a lump of old masonry. “I—I say—groogh! Who—who—why—what— ooogh!” 
  He could see nothing inside the sack. But he knew that the unknown man was bending over him. 
  “Silence!” came a sharp voice. 
  “I—I—I—” 
  “Silence!” 
  “Oh dear!” 
  Alonzo felt a thickish hand groping over him. It groped into pocket after pocket. Apparently his assailant’s object was theft! If so, he was out of luck—there was no plunder on Alonzo Todd. A few shillings were all that Bunter had spared of Alonzo’s supply of cash. 
  Those shillings were extracted from his pocket. But it seemed that the unknown man only wanted to look at them, for he put them back again. It was not shillings that he wanted. 
  He was, apparently, in search of something that was not there. Having searched every pocket, the thievish hand was withdrawn; and nothing had been taken. Alonzo felt him leaning closer over the sack, and heard a harsh voice. 
  “Where is the gold?” 
  Alonzo gave a convulsive jump in the sack. He had not known what to expect next, but this question was about the last thing he would have dreamed of expecting. 
  “Can you hear me?” hissed the voice. 
  “Oh dear! Yes, I hear you quite distinctly!” gasped Alonzo. “But I fail to grasp your meaning. Who are you?” 
  “Never mind that? Where is the gold?” 
  “What gold?” gasped Alonzo. 
  “Will you answer me?” 
  “I should be very, very pleased to do so, but—yaroooooh!” howled Alonzo, as he was grasped, in the sack, and his head knocked on the masonry. “Wow ! Please leave off! Ow? Wow I” 
  “Silence!” Will you answer me now?” came the hissing voice. “What you have found you can keep—I care nothing for that! But, tell me where you found it!” 
  “Oh, goodness gracious! Where I found what?” gasped Alonzo. 
  “The gold!”
  “But I have never found any gold!” stammered the bewildered Alonzo. “I assure you—ow!” He howled as his head was knocked again. 
  “Tell me the truth!” snarled the voice of the man outside the sack. “You have been seen with golden sovereigns in your possession. Where did you find them?” 
  “Ow!”
  “Tell me the truth or—” 
  “Oh dear! I shall certainly tell you the truth!” gasped Alonzo. “I have never, never been guilty, I trust, of prevarication! My Uncle Benjamin would be very, very shocked at anything of the kind.” 
  “Where did you find the gold?” 
  “I—I never found any— Ow!” 
  Bang! 
  “Yow-ow-ow!” 
  “You will find it better to tell me the truth!” snarled the voice. “This morning you were seen with gold in your pockets. If you found some of it, you found the rest. Tell me where you found it!” 
  “Oh, goodness gracious!” gasped Alonzo. He remembered the incident of the morning, when Kipps had so mysteriously extracted golden sovereigns from his pockets. 
  That incident would have puzzled Alonzo still but for the circumstance that he had forgotten it. It had not even occurred to him that it had been a conjuring trick. 
  “You had no sovereigns when you came to Portercliffe Hall!” snarled the voice. “Schoolboys do not carry sovereigns about with them.” 
  “Certainly not!” gasped Alonzo. 
  “Then where did you find them?” 
  “I don’t know!” 
  “What?” 
  “I—I assure you that that is the truth!” gasped Alonzo. “I was quite unaware that there were sovereigns in my pockets, and I was very, very much surprised when Kipps found them there.” 
  “Do you expect me to believe that?”
  “I am aware that it sounds very, very improbable.” confessed Alonzo Todd. ‘But I assure you— Ow! Wow!” 
  His head was knocked on the masonry again. 
  Evidently the unknown man did not believe his statement. It was, indeed, a very extraordinary statement. Even Alonzo realised that. 
  That any fellow could have had four golden sovereigns in his pockets, in the days of paper money, without knowing that they were there, did undoubtedly sound awfully steep. It was no wonder that the unknown man refused to believe such a statement. 
  Bang! 
  “Oh, good gracious! Ow!” 
  “Will you answer me, now?” 
  “Wow! I can only tell you the truth!” gasped Alonzo. “I assure you that—” 
  “Where did you find the sovereigns?” 
  “I—I did not find them! Kipps found them in my pockets!” 
  “You found them somewhere within the borders of Portercliffe Hall! That I know! Where is the place?” hissed the voice. “Listen to me! How many sovereigns you may have taken from the hiding place I do not know—but you may keep them if you tell me where the place itself is, so that I may find the rest. Do you understand me?” 
  Alonzo could only gasp with astonishment and terror. It seemed to him that he must be in the hands of a lunatic. 
  The man, it appeared, believed that there was some hiding place within the precincts all Portercliffe Hall, where sovereigns were to be found in abundance! Having seen Alonzo in possession of sovereigns, he suspected that Alonzo had found the place and helped himself! That was a natural suspicion, in the circumstances. But why should anyone suppose that gold was hidden at Portercliffe Hall? That was a mystery. It was so mysterious and so inexplicable, that it looked to Alonzo like a case of lunacy. 
  “I am waiting for your answer!” came the hissing voice. 
  “Oh dear!” 
  “Listen! Tell me the truth, and I shall leave you here while I go and clear out the hiding-place.  Then I shall return and release you. But if you do not tell me the truth, I shall leave you here, tied up in this sack, where you will never be found. I have no time to waste! The truth!” 
  “I—I assure you—” 
  “For the last time, where did you find the sovereigns?” 
  “ I never found them!” 
  “Enough!” came a savage snarl. “You will tell me the truth, I think, when I ask you again! I shall return tonight. You will answer then!”
  Again the hapless Alonzo was grasped and dragged.  He spluttered and gasped wildly inside the enveloping sack.
  He heard a grinding sound, as of a heavy stone moving. Then there was a dull thud. A stone had closed. He felt a cord knotted round his ankles. 
  Blackness surrounded Alonzo Todd.  He struggled to a sitting posture on cold stone flags.  He wriggled wildly, but his arms were securely imprisoned in the sack, and he could not loosen the cord that was knotted round him, fastening the neck of the sack round his waist.
  “Oh, goodness!” gasped Alonzo. 
  He heard a faint sound of receding footsteps. Then there was a dead silence.  His mysterious captor had gone. He was left alone, in cold and darkness—in some underground recess under the old lodge in the park. 
                       THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 
                                     Who Pays? 
“JAMES!” 
  “Sir!” 
 “Pay the taxi!” 
  James, the footman, looked at Bunter. 
  A taxi from Margate stood on the drive, the taximan waiting for his fare. James did not seem eager to hand it over. 
  “Do you hear me?” snapped Bunter. 
  “Yes, sir!” said James. 
  “Well, pay the man! I’ve left my money in the bathing-hut at Cliftonville!” Bunter condescended to explain. “Ask me for it later.” 
  “Oh!” said James. 
  “It’s only five shillings.” added Bunter. 
  James did not stir. 
  The taximan looked up from his cab with a rather impatient expression. In holiday-times there were plenty of fares to be picked up in merry Margate. 
  He did not want to wait. 
  Bunter had given up the idea of a bathe that morning. He had been only too glad to escape from the beach without falling into the hands of the gentleman in the purple bathing-suit. 
  Naturally he had taken a taxi back to Portercliffe Hall. He did not seewalking a mile when there were taxicabs to be had. 
  The Owl of Greyfriars had not had a happy morning, and he had not returned in a good temper. His temper was not improved by James’ hesitation to trust him for the trifling sum of five shillings. 
  Bunter would have rolled on and left the matter where it was, but for the certainty that the taximan would soon have been knocking at the door inquiring for his five shillings. The man had to be paid. 
  “Don’t keep the man waiting, James!” snapped Bunter. 
  “I’m not keeping him waiting, sir!” said James.  “I ain’t been riding in his taxi, sir.” 
  Bunter frowned. 
  This was cheek! 
  More than once, Bunter had had a suspicion that the staff at Portercliffe Hall did not regard him with the deep respect that was his due. Now it was more than a suspicion. It was a certainty!” 
  “I don’t want any impudence, James!” said Bunter crushingly. “Perhaps you’d better call Chandos.” 
  “Very good, sir!” said James. 
  And he went away by the service door to call the butler. Chandos, if he liked, could pay for taxicabs for a fat image, but James, as he told several other footmen below stairs, was blowed if he was going to! 
  Bunter waited impatiently. 
  The taximan waited still more impatiently.
  He left his cab and came up the steps at last. He touched his cap to Bunter in the doorway quite civilly. He did not suspect that he was dealing with a “bilk” at so magnificent a place as Portercliffe Hall. But he wanted to be off. 
  “That’ll be five shillings, sir!” said the taxi-driver. 
  “I’ve nothing smaller then a pound note.” explained Bunter. “I’ve sent a servant for some change.” 
  “Very well, sir.” 
  James came back at last. There was no sign of the Portercliffe butler. Bunter glared at him. 
  “Didn’t I tell you to send Chandos?” he snapped. 
  “Yes sir!” assented James. 
  “Well, where is he?” 
  “I think Mr. Chandos must have gone out, sir, as I can’t find him in the ‘ouse!” answered James. 
  Billy Bunter breathed hard. He was depending on Chandos. Chandos, he hoped, at least, was not such a distrustful and suspicious beast as James! 
  But Chandos was not available! 
  It was, of course, a fearful cheek on a butler’s part not to be available when William George Bunter wanted him! 
  But there it was—he wasn’t! 
  “Is Mr. Fish in?” asked Bunter at length. 
  “In the library, sir, with Mr. Bosanney!” answered James. 
  Bunter told the taximan to wait and rolled away to the library. Mr. Hiram K. Fish was not a hopeful subject to “touch” even for so small a sum as five shillings. But it was a case of any port in a storm. 
  According to Fisher T. Fish, his “popper” was rolling in dollars, and had spent enormous sums on buying Portercliffe Hall. But Billy Bunter happened to be aware that Mr. Fish had not bought Portercliffe Hall at all, but was only a temporary tenant of that palatial abode. The other fellows did not know that—lacking Billy Bunter’s masterly gift for finding out things that did not concern him. 
  Still, though Mr. Fish certainly had not bought the Hall, and though he probably did not roll in dollars, still, he could easily afford to lend Bunter five shillings—which was only a dollar and a quarter—for a taxi fare—if he felt disposed so to do. 
  Only it was doubtful whether he would feel so disposed. 
  Whether his dollars were many or few, there was no doubt that Mr. Fish like his son Fisher, was very keen on looking after them and keeping them in his own pockets. 
  Still, a fellow could only try. The taximan had to be paid—and Bunter could not pay him, owing to the general meanness of fellows who had refused to lend him a quid that morning. 
  Bunter rolled into the library of Portercliffe Hall. 
  Mr. Hiram K. Fish was there, smoking one of his long, thin cigars. He was deep in talk with Mr. Bosanney, his secretary—formerly the secretary of the late Lord Portercliffe. 
  Both of them ceased to speak suddenly as Bunter came in. Both of them looked at him, with far from welcoming looks. 
  “I—I say, Mr. Fish” stammered Bunter. 
  “Spill it!” 
  “I’ve got a taxi to pay at the door—” 
  “Pay it, then!” 
  “I haven’t received a remittance I was expecting this morning.” explained Bunter. “It was a postal order from one of my titled relations—” 
  “Shut the door after you!” said Mr. Fish. 
  “Will you lend me—” 
  “Nope.”
  “But— the man’s waiting—!” 
  “I guess I said shut that door!” 
  Bunter blinked at him. If this was what Mr. Fish considered good manners in dealing with a guest, Bunter did not agree with him. 
  He shut the door. But he remained on the hither side of it. 
  His financial resources were limited to threepence, and it was no use offering that sum to the Margate taximan. It was obvious that he would not be satisfied, and Bunter did not want to enter a sordid wrangle about money. 
  “I—I—I say, Mr. Fish—” recommenced Bunter, after shutting the door.     
  “Pack it up!” said Mr. Fish. 
  “But, I say—” 
  “I guess I’m talking business with my secretary. I’ll mention that I’m waiting for you to beat it.” remarked Mr. Fish. 
  “As a guest here—” began Bunter, with dignity. 
  “Throttle it down!” said Mr. Fish. 
  Bunter turned to Mr. Bosanney, whose hard-featured, sharp face wore a sardonic grin. Bunter did not like the secretary, and the secretary did not like Bunter. He was even less hopeful to “touch “ than Mr. Fish! Still, as before, thers was no harm in trying it on. 
 “I say, Mr. Bosanney——” said Bunter. 
 “Cut it out!” said Mr. Bosanney. 
  “A mere five shillings!” 
  The secretary turned his back on Bunter. 
  Hiram K. Fish removed the long, thin cigar from his mouth and waved it at the fat Owl of Greyfriars. 
  “Git!” he remarked. 
  There was no help for it!” Bunter “got.”
  But he did not go back by the door into the hall. There he would have met the waiting taxi-driver—and it was useless, and might have been disagreeable, to meet a cabman who expected to be paid, and who, in the circumstances, couldn’t be paid! 
  Bunter rolled along the library to another door, which opened into the picture gallery of Portercliffe Hall. 
  He left the library by that door and shut it after him. 
  Mr. Fish and his secretary, having seen the last of him, resumed their business discussion, and dismissed him from in i ml. 
  Billy Bunter decided to remain in the picture gallery till lunch. 
  He was not in the least interested in pictures. But he was still less interested in taxi-drivers——at the moment! 
  Whether James paid that driver, whether Chandos turned up and paid him or whether Mr. Fish paid him, was really a matter of indifference to Bunter. 
He would, indeed, have paid him himself if he had had any money! As he hadn’t, all that Bunter could do was to keep out of sight. 
  So, for the present, Billy Bunter understudied the shy violet, and, like Brer Fox in the story, he decided to lay low and say “nuffin.”  
                          THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

                            A Startling Discovery! 
“MASTER BUNTER!” 
  Billy Bunter grinned. 
  It was the voice of James, calling from the door at the lower end of the picture gallery on the hall.
  Evidently James had looked into the library for the missing Owl, and had learned from Mr Fish where Bunter had gone. 
  There were half a dozen doors to the great gallery, one of them opening from the hall; and it was at this that James stood, calling. 
  “Master Bunter, please!” 
  Billy Bunter did not answer. 
  About half-way down the long gallery there was a deep recess in the high wall. At the back of it was the life-size picture of a dead-and-gone lord of Portercliffe in an immense gilt frame. Bunter was in that alcove, out of sight from the open gallery—and he was going to stay there. 
  “Master Bunter! Are you here? The taxi-driver is still waiting!” 
  Bunter backed deeper into the alcove, till he was leaning back against the portrait of the ancient lord. 
  Unless he came right along the gallery and looked in, James could not see him, and that the footman did not think of doing. 
  Bunter heard the door shut in the hall again, and once more he had the vast picture gallery to himself. 
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter. 
  James, evidently, had not paid the taxi man! Nobody, so far, had paid him. He was still waiting! 
  Bunter did not mind. It was all right so long as the man did not see him and become unpleasant. There was an ottoman at the side of the deep alcove, for the use of visitors who tired and wanted to sit down—which so often happens to visitors in picture galleries.  Bunter sat down there. 
  As he had no desire whatever to look at the pictures, it was as good a spot as any—and it was quite out of sight from the gallery unless someone actually passed the opening of the recess. 
  It was cool and quiet and shady, quite restful after the glare of the August sun in Margate. And Bunter had a bag of bullseyes in his pocket, so he was not wholly wasting his time. 
  Sitting at ease, Bunter rested his fat limbs and chewed bullseyes and blinked at the portrait. 
  Why that portrait had been placed in the back of a recess, ten feet back from the gallery, might have puzzled Bunter if he had thought of it—which he did not. The recess was very dusky, and unless a light was turned on, the picture was very indistinct. 
  It was, as Bunter knew if he had cared to remember, the picture of the Red Earl—the Portercliffe of Queen Elizabeth’s time. He was so called because he had slain so many foes with his good sword—meeting, finally, the same sticky fate himself. He had been killed in the turret-room by a vengeful enemy; and ever since that period his spectre had haunted the turret—according to the legend. 
  The Red Earl made a handsome, if rather sinister, figure in trunk hose and ruff and cloak, his hand resting on the sword at his side. 
  Bunter, however, was not much interested in the Red Earl, or any other earl of the long line of Portercliffes. He was not even interested in the historical fact that Good Queen Bess herself had once walked down the very gallery with trailing train. 
  Bunter was not interested in the past, but in the present—and the present was divided between the enjoyment of the bullseyes and the uneasiness inspired by the taximan waiting in the hall. 
  He heard a distant door reopened. 
  Footsteps! 
  “Master Bunter!” 
  “Beast!” breathed Bunter. 
  If Bunter had had any influence with Mr. Fish, he would certainly have used it, to induce that transatlantic gentleman to sack James, the footman. The beast was fearfully pertinacious. 
  Having called Master Bunter in vain, he was coming up the picture gallery to look for him. 
  Really, it would have been less trouble for James to pay the taximan his five shillings, and have done with it. James, however, did not seem to see it from that viewpoint. 
  “Beast!” hissed Bunter. 
  He rose from the ottoman. He was out of sight at present, but as soon as James arrived at the Red Earl’s alcove be would be in full view. 
  It was frightfully undignified—even Bunter felt that—to hunt cover—to dodge a dashed manservant! 
  But Bunter did not want to see James. It was no use saying to him haughtily, “Pay the man!” James wouldn’t. And it was really difficult to know what he was to do when James rooted him out. 
  Undignified as it was to hide, Bunter decided that it would be better not to let James root him out. 
  He crawled under the ottoman in the alcove. 
  A minute later James passed, and, as Bunter expected, glanced into the recess in passing! 
  But he passed on without seeing the hidden Owl of Greyfriars, and Bunter, having a view of a pair of well-developed calves as James passed, was glad and relieved to see the last of them. 
  But he did not emerge. 
  James would be coming back, and he might glance in again. 
It was several minutes before James came back. Again Bunter had a view of a pair of plump calves passing the alcove. 
  James went on towards the door at the lower end of the gallery to the hall.   
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter. 
  He decided to stay where he was for a time, lest the persistent and pertinacious James should come exploring for him again. If he was not found, somebody evidently would have to pay that taxi-driver. 
  Click! 
  Billy Bunter gave quite a start. 
  It was a faint click, but it was clear and audible in the silence of the great gallery. It came from the wall at the back of the recess, where the great portrait of the Red Earl hung. 
  From under the ottoman Bunter could see the lower edge of the great gilt frame, about a foot from the floor. 
  His eyes almost bolted through his spectacles as he saw that it was moving. 
  Petrified with amazement, Billy Bunter blinked at it. 
  It was moving, swinging silently out from the wall. 
  In dizzy amazement, the fat Owl realised that the tall picture was hinged to the wall, forming a door—a secret door—and that it was being pushed open by someone on the other side. 
  Bunter hardly breathed. 
  He knew that Mr. Fish believed that there were secret passages in the ancient building, and was very anxious to discover them for some mysterious reason of his own. Now Bunter, quite unexpectedly and inadvertently, had made the discovery. 
  He knew that it could not be Mr. Fish behind the wall. He had left him in the library talking to his secretary. 
  It was not one of the Greyfriars juniors; they bad not come back from Margate. Was it Alonzo? 
 Bunter, silent and dumb, watched from under the ottoman, all his curiosity aroused. 
  The picture-frame swung silently out, and closed again. Between the ottoman that hid Bunter and the gilt frame, he had a view of the lower part of a pair of legs in dark trousers. 
  Those legs walked swiftly away, disappearing into the picture gallery. To whom they belonged, Bunter had not the faintest idea. 
  He had only seen them as far as the knees, and all he could be sure of was that they were a man’s legs, not a boy’s. Certainly they were not the spindle- shanks of Alonzo Todd. 
  Bunter kept very still. 
  The legs had vanished; but he heard no retreating footsteps. The man, whoever he was, was departing by way of the picture gallery quietly. 
  For a full five minutes Bunter remained where he was, uncertain that the man had gone. Then a sound of voices floated to his ears. 
  There were two voices in the picture gallery—one that of James, the footman, the other that of Chandos, the butler. 
  “Not here, I think, James.” 
  “Mr. Fish said he went into the picture gallery from the library, sir.’ 
  “No doubt he left by another door.” 
  “I’ve been up to his room, Mr. Chandos, and he’s not there.” 
  “Is the man still waiting?” 
  “Yes, Mr. Chandos. He won’t go until he’s paid.” said James. “Speaking with all respect, sir, that there Master Bunter is a young bilk, sir.” 
  “A very unpleasant youth, James.” 
  “’Orrid little fat beast, sir!” said James. 
  “I quite agree.” said Chandos. 
  “I didn’t know you’d come in, sir, or I’d have spoken to you before. What about that taxi-driver?” 
  “I will see him.” said Chandos. 
  Voices and footsteps receded. A door closed in the distance. Billy Bunter, feeling safe at last, crawled out from under the ottoman in the alcove. 

                          THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                    The Prisoner of the Secret Passage! 

“BEASTS!” murmured Bunter. 
  He was referring to Chandos and James. 
  One of them described him as a horrid little beast; the other quite agreed, so both obviously were beasts. 
  But Bunter dismissed them from his fat mind, He was intensely curious about that picture that served somebody as a secret door. 
  He blinked at it with intense interest through his big spectacles. It looked firmly clamped on the solid wall as if it had never stirred since first it had been placed there. 
  But Bunter knew better than that. He had seen it stir, and knew that it was a hidden door. 
  It had opened on hinges on the right— hidden hinges, of which there was not the slightest trace to be seen. That meant that the fastening was on the left. 
  Bunter blinked at the left side of the thick gilt frame. Somewhere, somehow, there was a means of opening it, 
  The fat Owl was very keen to discover what was on the other side. 
  A man, of whom Bunter knew nothing, except that he wore dark trousers, had passed through. It must be one of the occupants of Portercliffe Hall, but which was a mystery to Bunter.  There were dozens of them. He had not even seen all the members of the numerous staff controlled by Chandos, the butler. 
  Whoever he was, be had gone out into the picture gallery and vanished, which was surprising, too, for he might have run into either Chandos or James. Still, if he was a member of the household, they would not be surprised at seeing him there, not knowing that he had come by the secret door. 
  Bunter groped over the frame, feeling for a secret spring. He knew that it must exist. 
  His eyes gleamed through his spectacles. He felt that he was on the track of the mystery of Portercliffe Hall. 
  He was aware that Mr. Hiram K. Fish was occupying that magnificent mansion for some mysterious business reasons. He had surreptitiously learned that Mr. Fish expected to make a million dollars profit out of his tenancy of Portercliffe Hall. 
  Which was very puzzling and mystifying, and it was no secret that Mr Fish was anxious to get on the trail of secret passages that he believed to exist in the building. 
  He had questioned Chandos about them without getting any information, and he had put it up to the Greyfriars parry to explore the place from end to end and make the discovery if they could—a task that naturally rather appealed to the schoolboys. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. bad rooted all over Portercliffe Hall on a good many occasions during the past week, but without making any discovery. That, as it happened, was reserved for Billy Bunter. 
  But the secret of the picture-frame was baffling. Bunter groped and groped, and probed and squeezed and clawed, but the portrait of the Red Earl still remained immovable on the wall. 
  The frame was thick and massive, and carved in deep relief. Bunter had no doubt that ammo of the knobs or curls of gilded wood hid a secret spring. 
  But which? 
  “Oh!” he gasped suddenly. 
  His fat hand, by sheer chance, had landed on the right spot; and there was the faintest of clicks. The great picture opened like a door from the wall, so suddenly that Bunter had to jump back to save his fat little nose. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  An aperture about two feet wide was before him, revealed by the opening of the secret door. 
  He peered through. 
 All was deeply dusky within. But he saw a floor, and dim walls, and a small stool. On the stool lay a torch—evidently used in those dark recesses, and left there for future use, by the man in the dark trousers. 
  Bunter stepped cautiously through. 
  He picked up the torch and flashed on the light. He blinked at the back of the picture door. 
  On the back of the door, where concealment was not necessary, was a handle, which Bunter could guess worked the hidden spring from the inner side. 
  He grasped the handle and drew the door shut. It clicked and fastened. That did not worry Bunter; he knew that he could open it again when he liked. He was safe now from discovery by the man in dark trousers if he happened to come along again. 
  The gleam of the electric torch showed him a narrow landing, and a flight of steps leading downward, evidently cut in the solidity of the ancient wall, which was of immense thickness. 
  Holding the light before him, Bunter descended the steps. 
  It was a spiral stair, and it wound on and on, and on. It seemed to the fat Owl that he was descending into the very heart of the earth. 
  Going down was not difficult work; but Billy Bunter thought, with some dismay, of clambering up again! Bunter did not like stairs! He had too much weight to carry up. 
  But the fat junior was determined to follow up—or rather down—the discovery he had made! 
  This would be startling news for the fellows when they came back from Margate! Even those beasts would have to admit that Bunter was the man who did things! 
  They had hunted up and down, and round about Portercliffe Hall for a week or more to discover something of this sort! They had failed! And here was Bunter—succeeding! 
  Certainly, it was by sheer chance—all due to dodging the taxi-man! But Bunter did not choose to think of that! 
  On and on he went, down the spiral stair. Here and there, from the winding turns, passages opened, leading away into dense darkness. 
  Bunter did not stop to explore any of them. He kept to the staircase, and reached the bottom at last. 
  He found himself in a stone-flagged passage—the stone flags reeking with damp and slime. He was deep under the great hall of Portercliffe now. 
  He held up the light, and followed the subterranean passage. 
  Whither it led he had not the faintest idea; but it was certain that it had an outlet somewhere. From the distance he covered it seemed that that outlet was beyond the walls of the building. 
  Indeed, as he tramped on, and on, and on, it seemed to Bunter that the outlet must be at an immense distance from Portercliffe Hall. 
  No doubt that secret passage had been constructed in ancient days, as a means of escape in times of danger for the lords of Portercliffe. Probably it outlet was at a distance somewhere in the park. 
  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Bunter. 
  He was tired. He had not really bargained for this! He felt as if he had walked miles and miles. 
  The air in the underground tunnel, though fairly fresh, was heavy. Bunter slowed and slowed. 
  He thought of chucking it, and returning the way he had come. But it was a long, long way back, and there was that awful spiral stair to climb at the end. And the outlet might be near at hand! 
  Hopefully, Bunter plugged on. The beastly tunnel could not go on for ever. 
  “Oh crikey!” stuttered Bunter, suddenly coming to a halt. A strange sound came from the darkness ahead. 
  Hitherto, there had been no sound in the tunnel, save his own footsteps, and his stertorous breathing. Now there were other sounds—strange sounds. 
  Bunter listened intently; his fat heart thumping! He remembered the ghost of Portercliffe Hall!
  Fisher T. Fish had declared that he had seen the ghostly figure of the Red Earl at midnight in the haunted turret! Bunter certainly did not believe that Fishy had! Still it did not seem so improbable in these dark and silent recesses below the earth. 
  What was that sound? 
  Someone was there—in the darkness ahead of him. He heard a rustling, brushing sound, as of someone struggling; a gasping, gurgling sound, as of someone half suffocated. 
  “Wurrrggh! Gurrggh!” 
  Bunter listened. 
  What was it? 
  He was not alone, as he had supposed, in the dark, dismal recesses. It had not crossed his mind that there might be any danger to be encountered there. But now— 
  Wurrrrgh!” came the gurgling sound. 
 “Oh, jiminy!” gasped Bunter. 
  He stood, flashing the light before him. Then he gave a startled jump at the sight of an extraordinary object lying on the stone flags of the tunnel floor. 
  In utter amazement, Bunter stepped nearer to it, and blinked at it through his big spectacles. His alarm gave place to astonishment as he saw what it was. 
  It was a fellow with a sack inverted over his head, imprisoning his arms, tied tightly round his waist wth a knotted cord. Another cord was knotted round his ankles. 
  Only his leg could be seen; but those skinny legs were rather familiar to Bunter’s view. He gazed at them. 
  “Wurrgh!” came from the interior of the sack, as the strange figure wriggled, and struggled, and rolled. “Urrgh!” 
  “Oh, crumbs!” gasped Bunter. 
  His startled voice penetrated the sack. The gasping and gurgling ceased, and there was a suffocated howl: 
  “Ow! Help! Oooh!” 
  Bunter, almost tottering with amazement, set down the electric torch, and opened his penknife. He cut through the cords, and jerked the sack off the prisoner! The rumpled and ruffled head, and the red breathless face of Alonzo were revealed.                        
                        THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 
                                 Lost in the Dark! 
“GROOOGH!” gasped Alonzo. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter.
  They stared at one another in mutual amazement. 
  Bunter’s eyes almost popped through his spectacles.  He had not known what discovery he might make at the end of his subterranean explorations.  But most assuredly he had never expected to discover Alonzo Todd, headed up in a sack! That was the very last discovery he would have expected to make!  He blinked at Alonzo, in utter bewilderment. 
  “Oh, dear!” Alonzo picked himself up and rubbed his cramped limbs. “Oh, good gracious! I am very, very glad to see you, my dear William—ooogh how did you find me here? Ooogh!”
  “How did you get here?” gurgled the amazed Owl. “What did you tie yourself up in a sack for?” 
  “My dear William—oogh! I did not tie myself up in that sack! Ow! I  was tied up in it by some—groogh— thoroughly unpleasant and vindictive person—oh, dear!” 
  “Who?” gasped Bunter. 
  “I am—grooh—unacqainted with his identity, my dear William, as he seized me from behind—ow!—and put the sack over my head: I was very, very much surprised and disconcerted! Oh, good gracious!” 
  “But why—” gasped Bunter, feeling as if his fat head was turning round in his astonishment. 
  “I—I think it was some lunatic.” groaned Alonzo. “Whoever he was 
he had the very, very extraordinary idea that I had found money hidden somewhere in Portercliffe Hall—he seemed to think that I could tell him where to find—grooh—a lot of sovereigns—ooogh—and he refused to believe that I did not know where those sovereigns came from—urrgh—that Kipps found in my pocket——” 
  “You silly ass!” gasped Bunter. “There weren’t any sovereigns! It was a conjuring trick.” 
  “My dear William—” 
  “They were gilded ha’pennies, you fathead—Kipps keeps them for conjuring tricks, you dummy—” 
  “Oh, dear! I wish I had been aware or that!” gasped Alonzo. “I should certainly have told that very, very unpleasant person—” 
  “Mean to say that somebody collared you, thinking you had a lot of sovereigns because of that conjuring trick?” stuttered Bunter. 
  “Oh, dear! Yes! And he left me tied up here because I could not tell him where they were found!” groaned Alonzo. “He said that he would come back later, and ask me again. Oogh!” 
  Bunter jumped, and blinked round in alarm. 
  “Oh crikey! If—if he comes back while I’m here— Oh lor’ !” he grabbed up the electric torch. “I say—” 
  “He said he would return to-night!”
  “Oh, good!” gasped Bunter, greatly relieved. “Of—of course, I’m not afraid of the brute. He woudn’t handle mc as he did you! But—but I’d rather not meet him here.” 
  “I should be very, very sorry to meet him again!” said Alonzo. “But the two of us, perhaps, could deal with him.” 
  “Let’s get out of this!” said Bunter hastily. “ I say, how did you get in? You didn’t come down the tunnel from the house?” 
  “I was in the old hunting lodge in the park. We must be just underneath it now.” said Alonzo. “ There must be some sort of a door—” 
  “That’s the way out, then.” said Bunter. “I—I say, did the man go out that way, or did he go up the tunnel— the way I came?” 
  “He went up the tunnel—I heard him going.” 
  “Oh crikey!” breathed Bunter. 
  He knew now that the man in the dark trousers, who had emerged from the secret door in the picture gallery, must have been the one who had ‘sacked” Alonzo. 
  Evidently Alonzo’s mysterious assailant was a member of the household staff at Portercliffe Hall. 
  That, indeed, was clear, from the fact that he had seen the “sovereigns” 
taken from Alonzo’s pocket by the Greyfriars conjurer. That incident had occurred inside the house, and could have been witnessed by no one outside Portercliffe Hall. 
  “Look here, it’s a fearfully long way back to the house.” said Bunter. “Let’s try to get out the way he bunged you in—see?” 
  “I shall be very, very—” 
  “Buck up!” said Bunter. 
  He moved on past Alonzo, flashing the light of the torch on the stone wall.  Alonzo followed him, still rubbing his cramped bones. 
  It was at the end of the tunnel. And the end was a solid wall of stone blocks. 
  Bunter blinked at it, stared at it, and groped over it. That there was some secret opening was certain, as Alonzo had been dragged in there by his captor, who had departed in the other direction. 
  But the secret as well hidden. Bunter groped in vain. Alonzo joined him, and groped and fumbled. 
  “There must be a moving stone, or something, if you were got in this way.” grunted Bunter. “We’ve got to find it—see?”  
  “I should be very, very glad to find it, my dear William!” gasped Alonzo. 
“But I do not seem able to do so.” 
  “Well, you go on looking for it, and I’ll sit down and rest a bit!” said the fat Owl. 
  “ But—” 
  “It’s all right if that beast said he wasn’t back till to-night. Not that I’m afraid of him, of course!” 
  “But I was going to say—”
   “Look here, Alonzo, don’t you be jolly lazy!” said Bunter, sitting down. “I’ll hold the light, and you get on with it—see?” 
  “Certainly, my dear William, but—but—” 
  “Don’t waste time jawing, old chap! What a fellow you are to jaw!” said Bunter peevishly. “Just you get on with finding the way out.” 
 “But I was going to say—” 
  “Oh, shut up, and get on!” 
  “Very well, my dear William, if you insist.” said Alonzo meekly. “I was only going to mention that the light seems to be going out, and—” 
  “What!” 
  Bunter jumped up as suddenly as if the cold stone flags had become red hot underneath him. 
  “If we should be left in the dark, my dear William—“ 
  “Oh crikey!” 
  “It might, perhaps, be better to find our way out the way you came, before the light goes!  However, if you wish—” 
  “You silly idiot!” hooted Bunter.  “Come on!” 
  Bunter had not observed till Alonzo pointed it out that the light of the electric torch was weakening. 
  But he observed it now. That torch had been used by the mystery man to light his way along the tunnel and back again, and Bunter had had it going for more than an hour.  The battery was beginning to fail. 
  The bare thought of being left in the dark in that underground den thrilled the fat Owl of Greyfriars with terror. 
  He started back along the tunnel at a run. Evidently there was no more time to be lost seeking the hidden outlet into the hunting lodge. 
  Bunter wondered, with a spasm of terror, whether too much time had not been lost already. He started back along the tunnel as fast as his fat little legs could go. Alonzo’s long, slim ones easily kept pace. 
  How far it was back to Portercliffe Hall Bunter did not know. But if it was under the old hunting-lodge in the park that he had found Alonzo, he knew that it must be at least a quarter of a mile. 
  He panted and puffed and blew on his way, frantically anxious to get to the spiral stair behind the Red Earl in the picture gallery before the light gave out. 
  The tunnel seemed endless. 
  The light was wavering, casting strange shadows on the stone walls. It grew dimmer and dimmer. 
  “Oh lor’ !” groaned Bunter. “We shall get left in the dark—”
  “That will be very, very unpleasant, my dear William!” gasped Alonzo.  But even in the dark we shall be able to feel our way along the walls—”
  “You silly idiot! There’s a lot of other passages branch off under the house. I saw five or six—”
  “Oh, goodness gracious!” 
  “If we get into the wrong passage we—”
  “Hurry!” gasped Alonzo. 
  A last glimmer leaped from the electric torch, and it went up the out. Darkness rushed on them. 
  “Oh, jiminy!” 
  “Goodness gracious!” 
  “I—I—I say, got any matches, Alonzo?”
  “No. Have you?” 
  “You silly idiot, mean to say you haven’t a match-box in your pocket?” howled Bunter. 
  “But if you have one, my dear William—” 
  “I haven’t!” howled Bunter. 
  “Then it is surely unjust to characterise me as a silly idiot because I—”
  “Oh, shut up, you dummy!” 
  “We must grope our way, my dear William,” said Alonzo mildly. “We must take care not to get separated. Keep up your courage, my dear William!” 
  “Beast!” 
  Alonzo grasped a fat arm in the darkness. They groped on together in a darkness like that of ancient Egypt—a darkness that might be felt !
                      THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 
                                  Missing! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. came in with good appetites for lunch.
  Chandos, as usual, presided over that function, with the assistance of John and James and Peter. 
  Lunch, being a meal, reminded the juniors of Billy Bunter, whom they had not seen since they had left him in the bathing-hut on Cliftonville beach. Naturally, they expected to see him at lunch. But the fat Owl of the Remove was not there, neither wants Alonzo Todd. 
  Which was surprising. Alonzo, in the earnest pursuit of botanical knowledge, sometimes forgot time and space, and was often late 
for meals.  But when William George Bunter was late for a meal, it was time for the skies to fall! If there was anything in the universe as important as a meal, Billy Bunter had never heard of it. 
  “ Hasn’t Bunter, come in?” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “Yep!” grunted Fisher T. Fish, who had had a few words with Chandos. “He sure hit the shebang in a taxi, and left Chandos to pay the man!” 
  “Bunter all over!” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  “The all-overfulness is terrific!” chuckled the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “Alonzo’s late, too!” remarked Frank Nugent. “Still rooting after his jolly old specimens, I suppose. Have you seen Todd, Chandos?” 
Yes, sir; I saw him go out soon after you young gentleman this morning.” answered the butler. “ I do not think that he has returned to the house.”
  It was undoubtedly surprising that Billy Bunter did not turn up prompt to time for a meal. But the Greyfriars fellows did not think of being alarmed, and they disposed of lunch without giving much thought to the matter. 
  After lunch, Wibley went to his room to get on with his play. The Famous Five went down to the tennis courts. Smithy and Kipps joined Fisher T. Fish in a ramble over Portercliffe Hall—in that hunt for secret doors and passages on which Fishy and his father were extremely keen. 
  Hunting for secret passages in an ancient building like Portercliffe Hall seemed rather a lark to the schoolboys. They had already explored the old place, from cellars to turrets, and from one end to the other. So far, no discovery had been made, but they were quite eager to to make one, if it was possible. But they were rather puzzled to know why Hiram K. Fish was so keen on it. 
  It was not the sort of thing that they would have expected to interest the hard-headed business man from New York. 
  But it was certain that both popper and son were very keen on that rather peculiar quest, and their keenness was shared by the secretary, Mr. Bosanney. 
  Again and again the juniors had come across the little man in black, rooting about in all sorts of unexpected places, tireless in the search. 
  Although he had been employed by the late Lord Portercliffe, and had formerly lived many years in the mansion, Bosanney did not seem acquainted with its secrets—if any. 
  It was probable enough that there were secret passages in so ancient a building as Portercliffe Hall, put no one seemed to know anything about them. 
  Even Chandos, who had been butler at Portercliffe Hall for a quarter of a century, had no information to give.  He was questioned a good many times, but he only shook his portly head, and said that he had never heard of anything of the kind. 
  The Greyfriars party gathered again to tea on the lawn later in the afternoon, and when neither Billy Bunter nor Alonzo Todd turned up to tea, they began to wonder what had happened. 
  Alonzo might have forgotten lunch, but even the enthralling pursuit of botany could not have prevented him from getting hungry. As for Bunter, it was clear that only something serious could have caused him to miss two meals in succession. 
  “What on earth’s happened to them?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “What could have happened?” said Smithy, shrugging his shoulders. 
  “Blessed if I know, but—” 
  “ I guess they’re O.K.,” said Fisher T. Fish carelessly. “ Might have wandered off anywhere. They’ll sure be back to dinner.” 
  “It’s jolly queer!” said Harry. 
  “The queerfulness is terrific.” 
  “Alonzo’s ass enough to tumble into any hole he happened to come across,” remarked Kipps “Might go round and look for him after tea.” 
  “And Bunter—” said Johnny Bull, 
  “I guess he’s feeding out somewhere.” said Fisher T. Fish. “If any guy has lent him any money—” 
  “Has anybody?” asked Frank. 
  But nobody had. 
  “And Alonzo hasn’t any,” remarked the Bounder. “Bunter saw to that! They can’t have gone off on any excursion without dibs.” 
  “Better look for them!” said Harry. 
  And after tea the juniors scattered over the extensive grounds of Portercliffe Hall, to look for the missing pair. 
  But they looked for them in vain, and when the party gathered again, Alonzo and Bunter were still absent. 
  By this time it was fairly clear that something must have happened. It would have been like Bunter, if he had a supply of cash, to clear off on his own without caring whether his absence caused alarm or not. But it was well known that the fat Owl was “stony.” And Alonzo was not inconsiderate like Bunter—he would not have cleared off for the day without mentioning to anybody that he was going. 
  Alonzo, as far as could be learned, had intended to stay in the grounds, and Bunter, it was certain, had come back from Margate, and had last been seen going from the library into the picture gallery. Nothing more was known of either of them 
  They had not been together, but both were missing. If Alonzo had tumbled into some old chalk pit in a solitary spot in the park, it was clear that Bunter hadn’t; he had been in the house when last seen it was really mysterious. 
  That he was not in the house now was certain. But where was he—and why? Nobody could begin to guess. Nothing had been seen of either Alonzo or Bunter when the Greyfriars party gathered in the house again. 
  The Greyfriars party were all very grave now. Something had happened. But what? That was an absolute mystery. 
  They sat in the hall, discussing the mysterious matter. The Bounder put on the radiogram, but the other fellows paid no attention to the wireless. 
  They were too worried about the missing pair. It was getting near dinner time now. If Bunter missed dinner— 
  “I guess Bunter must have beat it for home.” Fisher T. Fish remarked. “He was sure wise to it that I wasn’t terribly keen on keeping him here. And if he did, he would jest clear off without a word.  ” 
  “That’s possible, I suppose,” said Harry slowly. “But Alonzo—” 
  “I guess Alonzo has got me beat!” confessed Fisher T. Fish. 
  “It’s just a jolly old mystery!” said Bob Cherry. “But—but—nothing serious can have happened to them, surely.  How could it?” 
  “Then why haven’t they come in?” said Nugent. 
  “Goodness knows!” 
  “Stop that row, Smithy, old man!” said Kipps as the radio began to 
thunder out “ Pilgerchor” from Tannhauser. 
  “Rot!” answered the Bounder. “What’s the good of sitting round like a lot old moulting hens, doing nothin’? I dare say they’re all right. Anyway, the wireless won’t hurt them.” 
  Which was true enough, though it seemed to other fellows a little unfeeling on Smithy’s part. 
  Unless there had been some sort of an accident, it was impossible 
to account for the absence of Alonzo and Bunter.
  But what sort of an accident could have happened within the walls of Portercliffe Hall, no one could even begin to guess. 
  “Hark!” exclaimed Bob Cherry suddenly. 
  “What—” 
  “I heard a knock!” 
  “I believe I did!” exclaimed Wharton, staring round the great oak- panelled hall in amazement. “But what—where—” 
  “Shut that off, Smithy!” exclaimed Bob. The “Pilgrim’s Chorus” was thundering out of the radio, drowning almost every other sound. 
  “It’ll be finished in a minute or two.” yawned the Bounder. 
  “We heard a knocking—” 
  “Rot!” 
  “Shut it off, you ass!” 
  Harry Wharton ran across to the radio and switched it off. In the sudden silence that followed there came a sharp rapping sound. 
  Knock, knock, knock! 

                             THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                              The Radio to the Rescue! 

“OH lor’ !” groaned Billy Bunter. 
  “Oh dear!” said Alonzo Todd. 
  They heard each other, but they could not see one another. They were in the blackest darkness. 
  How long they had been in darkness, hungry, tired, dismal, and almost despairing, they did not know. It seemed like weeks if not years. 
  Where were they? They could not tell, except that they were somewhere under the vast edifice of Portercliffe Hall. For hours and hours they had groped by stone walls, hoping and hoping to get back to the spiral stair that led up to the sccret door in the picture gallery. But it was clear that in the darkness they had followed a wrong passage. 
  Again and again they were stopped by a blank stone wall, and had to turn and go back. But they came to no stairs. 
  With a light Bunter could no doubt have picked out the right passage from the wrong ones. In the black dnrkness it was impossible. 
They stopped to rest, worn out with tramping in the darkness, and started again, and stopped to rest again. Both of them were fearfully hungry—especially Bunter. 
  What time it was they could not guess, whether it was still day or night, or whether another day had come. The rests grow longer and longer, but after each rest they started again. And at long, long last, Billy Bunter uttered a howl as his fat shin struck on a step. 
  “Ow!” yelled Bunter. 
  “My dear William!” came Alonzo’s faint voice from the darkness. 
  “Wow! I’ve barked my shin ‘ 
  Alonzo groped. 
  “Goodness gracious! It is a step!” he gasped. “Oh, my goodness, I hope we have found the stairs at last, Bunter!” 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter.  He forgot even the pain in his shin at the hope of escape. “I say, come on!” 
  They crawled, groping, up a narrow stair. It ascended in a spiral, as they could feel, though they could not see. 
  “Thank goodness we’ve found it!” groaned Bunter. “1 say I’m fearfully hungry, Alonzo!  Famished!” 
  “I am also very, very hungry!” said Alonzo gently. 
  Grunt from Bunter. He did not want to hear about Alonzo’S troubles. His own were enough for him. 
  It was a long spiral stair, as long as the one by which Bunter had descended from the picture gallery. It did not occur to the fat junior, for the moment, that it might not be the same stair. 
  They reached the top at last, weary and exhausted. Billy Bunter groped round in the intense darkness, with eager, fat hands. 
  He remembered that there had been a small landing, enclosed on all sides by solid stone, except where the spiral stair opened. But now his fat hands met only open space as he groped. 
  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Bunter. 
  “Have you found the door, my dear William?” 
  “It—it——it’s not here!” 
  “Wha-a-t?” 
  “Oh crikey! We’re done for!” groaned Bunter. “There’s another staircase—we’ve got to the wrong one— oh crikey!” 
  “Oh, my goodness!” mumbled Alonzo. 
  It was a crushing blow. 
  Billy Bunter sank down on the stone flags and groaned in utter despair. He leaned back weakly against cold stone. 
  “I’m done!” he moaned, 
  “My dear William, we had better try again!” mumbled Alonzo. He groped about him. “I can feel the walls of a passage of some sort—” 
  “Oh dear!” 
  “We are, at all events, inside the house, Bunter,” said Alonzo, encouragingly. “That is something—”
  “Ow!” 
  “Possibly, if we knock on the walls—” 
  “You knock!” moaned Bunter. 
  The fat Owl sat in a state of collapse. Utterly exhausted, he sat leaning on the stone wall. Alonzo began to rap on the wall.
  It was fairly certain that the spiral stair had led them to the level of the inhabited part of the building. No doubt they were on the same level as the picture gallery, though in a different part of the immense house. If that wall adjoined an occupied room, it was possible that knocking might be heard. 
  But the stone walls were thick and old. It was a faint hope, and Alonzo gave it up at last. 
  He groped back to Bunter. 
  “My dear William—” 
  Groan! 
  “We must not give up hope, Bunter!” said Alonzo gently. It is at such moments as this that a fellow should keep up his courage.” 
  Groan! 
  “My dear William—” 
  “Beast “ 
  Alonzo sighed and sat down beside Bunter. He had to wait till the fat junior had rested before making another effort 
  The silence was broken by a succession of groans and moans from Billy Bunter. He was too tired and hungry even to be frightened. He groaned and moaned and moaned and groaned. 
  Alonzo was silent. Duffer as he was undoubtedly, there was a quiet courage in the good Alonzo, and he was keeping calm. Bunter did all the groaning and the moaning. But he did enough for two. 
  Suddenly Alonzo Todd gave a violent start. He rubbed his eyes. wondering whether he was asleep and dreaming. The deep, intense silence of the dark passage was broken by strange and unexpected sounds of music! From somewhere, in the blackness strains of music reached his ears. 
  He was not dreaming! He started to his feet, listening! Muffled by thick walls, yet clear to his hearing, came the sound of a band—an amazing sound to hear in such a place. 
  “My dear Bunter—” gasped Alonzo. 
  Groan! 
  “Listen!” 
  Groan! 
  “Can you hear nothing, Bunter? Do listen!” 
  Billy Bunter ceased to groan at last. He dragged himself to his feet. Louder came the blare of music and both of them recognised a familiar tune they had often heard on the wireless—the “Pilgrim’s Chorus” from Tannhauser. 
  “It—it—it’s a band!” gasped Bunter. 
  “How—how can there be a band here? I—I say, we’re dreaming—” 
  “It must be the wireless, my dear William.” said Alonzo. 
  “The—the wireless!” gasped Bunter. “What rot!” 
  “You see, it cannot be anything else,” explained Alonzo gently. “We must be near the hall where the other fellows leave the radio on.” 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. He understood now. “I—I say, if we can hear the wireless why can the beasts hear us knocking?” 
  “The walls are too thick, my dear William, for a knock to be heard from this side—” 
  “But we can hear the radio, you fathead!” 
  “There must be some opening somewhere, or at least a place where the wall is not so thick. That is where it comes through. Let us try to find it” 
  “How can we find anything in the dark, you idiot?” 
  “We can move about till we find the place where it is loudest, my dear William!” said Alonzo gently. “That I feel very, very sure, is the spot where there must be an opening of some sort.” 
  “Oh, get on and don’t jaw!” said Bunter. 
  Alonzo ceased to speak and got on. He could not help thinking that dear William was becoming very, very peevish. But Alonzo, on the other hand, was very, very patient. 
  He groped along the cold stone wall. The sound of the music grew louder to his ears. Evidently he was approaching the spot where the sound penetrated the wall from the radio on the other side.  
  Louder and louder it grew, till he could have fancied himself quite near the radio. Obviously, only that wall separated them from the hall of Lord Portercliffe’s mansion, where the radio was thundering Wagner. Suddenly the cold stone as a disappeared from under Alonzo’s groping hand, and he found himself groping in an orifice in the wall. 
  “Here it is, Bunter!” he gasped. “Stop here!” 
  Alonzo groped in the opening of the stone. The wall was nearly two feet thick of solid blocks. But in that spot a block was missing, leaving a space of about three feet by two.  It was closed, as Alonzo’s groping hand told him, by a wooden wall—evidently a part of the oak- pannelling of the hall. At that spot only the oak panels separated them from the room beyond, and that was where the “Pilgrim’s Chorus” came thundering through from the radio. 
  Alonzo packed himself into the orifice in the stone wall, groped over the oak, and knocked. He knocked again and again, hard and fast, with clenched knuckles on the hard oak. Suddenly the music on the other side ceased. The radio had been shut off. 
  “They hear us, my dear William!” gasped Alonzo. 
  And he knocked again on the oak panel, and again and again. 
                      THE TENTH CHAPTER. 
                            The Secret Panel! 
KNOCK! 
  “Good gad!” ejaculated the Bounder. He stood by the silent radio staring, 
  Knock! 
  “It—its somebody!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
  “ Listen!” 
  “I guess—” 
  Knock, knock, knock!” 
  The juniors with startled faces listened intently. The knocking came from somewhere in the great hall—from one of the walls. They were sure of that. But for the moment they could not place back home it. 
  “Great John James Brown!” ejaculated Mr. Fish, staring round in amazement. “What the great horned toad is that?” 
  “I’ll buy it!” said Fisher T. 
  “Can it be—” exclaimed Nugent. 
  “Alonzo—or Bunter—” 
  “But how—where——” 
  “Say, you park it, and listen a few!” exclaimed Mr. Fish. 
  There was deep silence, and they all listened. Clearly through the silence came the knocking. 
  Knock, knock! 
  “Scatter about and listen to it!” rapped Mr. Fish. I guess we’ll sure run it down.” 
  Knock, knock! 
  Harry Wharton & Co. scattered about the hall. They listened intently, trying to trace the spot from which the dull knocking came. 
Mr. Fish’s eyes were gleaming. He tapped Son on a bony shoulder. 
  “Say, big boy!” murmured Mr. Hiram K. Fish. “I’ll say I got the tarantula by the tail!  What? That knocking is coming from behind the wall—” 
  “Sure thing!” assented Fisher T. Fish. 
  “They got on to the secret passages.” grinned Mr. Fish. “I’ll tell a man it don’t mean anything else. They’ve sure tumbled in and can’t tumble out again, and they’re trying to put us wise.” 
  “Popper,” said Fisher T., “you’re sure spry! I’ll say you’ve hit it, square.
  “I’ll tell a man.” said Mr. Fish complacently. 
  Knock, knock! 
  “This way!” shouted Bob Cherry. 
  He stopped at the oak-panelled wall, putting his ear to the dark polished panels; then he shouted, and the other fellows came running across to him. 
  “Listen here!” breathed Bob. 
  It was an alcove in the wall of the spacious hall. In that alcove stood a bronze figure of Hercules of heroic size. There was plenty of room to move round the statue, however. Harry Wharton & Co. crowded into the alcove and listened at the panel to which Bob had his ear. 
  Knock, knock! 
  It was loud and sharp now. Evidently they had located the panel which was being tapped on the other side. 
  “Blessed if I can make it out!” said Johnny Bull. “The wall’s of solid stone behind that oak ——” 
  “Not just here or we shouldn’t hear the tapping.” said Harry. “Let’s tap back and see what happens.” 
  He knocked sharply on the oak with his knuckles twice. The juniors listened. From the other side came back a double knock in answer. 
  “The wall’s hollow there.” said Harry. “It sounded hollow when I knocked and everywhere else it sounds quite solid. There’s an opening in the wall covered by this panel.’ 
  “Looks like it.” agreed Bob. “But the—” 
  “I guess it’s them young guys!” said Mr. Fish. “They been rooting about and got in somewhere they can’t get out of.” 
  The juniors exchanged glances. It seemed a very probable explanation of the mysterious disappearance of Bunter and Alonzo. It was certain, at all events, that there was somebody behind the panel, and they could hardly doubt that it was Bunter or Alonzo—or both. 
  “Let ‘em know we’re wise to them.” said Fisher T. Fish: and the juniors rapped on the panel again and again. And to every knock came an answering knock from the other side. 
  “Then Mr. Fish put his mouth close to the oak and shouted; 
  “Say, you hear me toot?” 
  “Help!” 
  Faintly it came through the thick oak; but it was audible—a human voice calling for help. 
  “That fixes it?” said Mr. Fish. “I guess we got to get it open! They know we’re wise to them, anyhow, and they won’t wander away. Say, where’s that guy Bosanney?” 
  “Here, sir!” said the quiet voice of the secretary. 
  “You never got wise to a secret door here, Bosanney, when you 
was living here, his late lordships secretary?” asked Mr. Fish. 
  Mr. Bosanney shook his head. 
  “I never heard of it, sir. But it is clear that there must be an opening of some sort there. A spring, perhaps—” 
  “I guess I can’t spot it.  Give it the once over, Bosanny. And you, son, mosey off and get some tools.” 
  “Sure, pop!” said Fisher T. Fish; and he hurried away for a toolbox.
  Mr. Bossaney felt and groped over the panel. It was apparently immovable. No doubt there was a secret spring of some kind, but it was not easy to find. 
  Fisher T.  Fish came back with tools. I guess we’ll have to break it in.” said Nr. Fish. “ I’ll say it can’t be helped none. Wade in,  Bosannay!” 
  Mr. Bosanney took hammer and chisel; he drove in the chisel between two ancient panels with hefty blows of the hammer.
  The banging and clanging echoed through the hall. The juniors stood looking on with eager, anxious faces. 
  Bang, bang! Clang! Bang! 
  The service door opened, and Chandos came into the hall with a startled face.  Evidently the banging and clanging had reached the ears of the Portercliffe butler. 
  Chandos fairly jumped as he saw how Mr. Bosanney was engaged. Forgetful for the moment of his, ponderous dignity the butler came quickly across the hall to the alcove where the whole party were gathered round the bronze statue. 
  “Mr. Fish, what—” gasped Chandos. 
  “I guess them lost guys is on the other side of the wall, Chandos.”
answered Mr. Fish. 
  “Impossible, sir!” gasped the butler. “How—”
  “There’s a secret passage, Chandos,” explained Harry Wharton. 
  “What!” exclaimed Chandos. “Nonsense!”
  Wharton looked at him. It was the first time that the Portercliffe butler had forgotten his manners since the Greyfriars party had been established in Lord Portercliffe’s mansion. 
  “I think you forget yourself, Chandos.” said Wharton drily, and he turned his back on the butler. 
  “Excuse me, sir.” Chandos was himself again at once.  “But—but it is surely impossible, and—and———” 
  “I guess its a cinch, Chandos!” answered Mr. Fish. “And I’ll say it’s 
sure queer that you never was wise to anything of the sort after being in the house twenty years and more.” 
  “I had no idea, sir—” 
  “Waal, I guess you’ll have an idea soon!” said Mr. Fish. “We sure are on the track of them secret passages I’m after.” 
  “ But, sir, the damage to the panels—priceless old oak—” 
  “Aw, pack it up!” 
  “Don’t be an ass, Chandos!” snapped Johnny Bull. “Our friends are behind that panel and can’t get out! That’s where they’ve been lost—” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” shouted Bob, as the panel suddenly flew open.  Evidently the hammering had set the secret spring suddenly into motion. 
  A large panel on hidden hinges flew open like a door; a deep recess in the stone wall behind was revealed. 
  The bright electric light from the hall streamed into it and showed up the pale, excited face of Alonzo Todd; farther back a large pair of spectacles caught the light and flashed it back again. 
  “Alonzo!” roared Bob. 
  “And Bunter!” 
  “Oh, thank goodness, friends!” gasped Alonzo, as half a dozen 
 hands reached at him and him out and landed him in the hall. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “This way, Bunter, old bean!” 
  And the fat Owl was dragged through in his turn. 
                          THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                 The Mystery man! 

“I SAY, you fellows—” 
  “Safe and sound, old chap !“ 
  “I’m hungry!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! I’m famished!” roared Bunter. “I’ve been days and nights without food 1” 
  “Oh, my hat!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. “It’s hardly night yet, old fat man, and you’ve only been missing since this morning.” 
  “Rot!” howled Bunter. “I’ve been there days and days—nights and nights! I’m famished, starving, ravenous!” 
  “Chandos, I guess you want to get that guy some eats.” said Mr. Fish. 
  “At once, sir.” said Chandos.” 
  “I say, buck up, Chandos!” gasped Bunter. “I say, I’m dying, I think!  Buck up, or it may be too late!” James and John rushed a tray of 
foodstuffs into the hall. Billy Bunter sat in an armchair and gobbled. Fortunately, it was not too late. To judge by the way he parked the foodstuffs Billy Bunter had quite a lot of life and energy left in him. 
  “I also am rather hungry,” said Alonzo mildly. “I am very, very much surprised to learn that we have been only half a day in that dreadful place. It certainty seemed to me a very, very much more prolonged period. My goodness! How very, very nice these sandwiches are!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. gathered round the two rescued wanderers and helped them. Alonzo and Bunter were in a shocking state. Both of them were daubed with slime and grime from the underground passage, and Alonzo still had floury traces on him from the flour sack. Both were very seriously in need of a wash and a change. But a meal came first—and Alonzo gave almost as much attention as Bunter to the foodstuffs. 
  Mr. Fish stood looking through the broken panel into the gloomy recess beyond. His sharp eyes were gleaming with satisfaction. 
For whatever mysterious reason Mr. Fish desired to discover the secret passages of Portercliffe Hall, he had his wish now. 
  Mr. Bosanney seemed equally pleased. So did Fisher T. Fish. But the Greyfriars fellows, for the moment gave their attention to the rescued juniors. They were curious to know how Alonzo and Bunter had got into the secret passage. It was no use asking Bunter: his jaws were too busy for speech. But Alonzo was finished when Bunter had barely started. 
  “Dear me! I feel very, very much better now.” said Alonzo. “Do you not feel better, my dear William?” 
  Grunt from Bunter!  He was too busy to speak. 
  “Well, here you are again, safe and sound!” said Harry Wharton, “But how the dickens did you get landed like that, Alonzo?” 
  “I was attacked, my dear Henry—” 
  “Wha-a-at?”  
  “By a very, very unpleasant person—” 
  “Great pip!” 
  “Attacked!” repeated Bob Cherry blankly. “Pulling our leg, Alonzo?” 
  “Not at all, my dear Robert!” 
  “But who—what—” 
  “Say, what’s that?” exclaimed Mr. Fish, coming across to the juniors. “What’s that, young Todd?” 
  “I have no doubt you are very, very much surprised, sir.” said Alonzo. “I was very, very much surprised myself. It was really due to Kipps—” 
  “Little me!” exclaimed Kipps. 
  “Yes, my dear Oliver! Bunter has told me that it was a conjuring trick you were playing on me this morning, and that the sovereigns you appeared to take from my pockets were not real!” 
  “What on earth’s that got to do with it?” demanded Kipps. 
  “I was not aware, my dear Oliver, at the time, that it was a conjuring trick, and neither was that disagreeable person who seized me from behind, and enclosed me in the sack!” 
  “Who?” yelled five or six voices. 
  Alonzo shook his head. 
  “I really do not know, my dear friends, as I did not see him. I thought, at the time, that he must be some lunatic, as he demanded that I should show him a place where sovereigns could be found!” 
  “Mad as a hatter, I should think!” said Harry blankly, 
  “The madfulness must have been terrific.” 
  Mr. Fish made a stride at Alonzo Todd and grasped him by the arm, his face was full of angry excitement. 
  Alonzo gave a squeak as his bony arm almost cracked in Hiram K. Fish’s excited grasp. 
  “Say, you young guy what’s that guff?” exclaimed Mr. Fish. “What’s that stuff about hidden sovereigns?” 
  “Ow!” 
  “Cough it up!” snapped Mr. Fish. “Pronto!” 
  “Certainly!” gasped Alonzo. “I am very, very willing to tell you all about it, Mr. Fish, but please do not dislocate my arm!” 
  And Alonzo told his tale from the beginning; the Greyfriars fellows listening in utter wonder. Mr. Fish listened with avidity to every word. The silence of astonishment followed Alonzo’s narrative. 
  “Well, this beats the band!” said Bob Cherry. “Then it was Bunter who found you—you’d still be there, but for Bunter!” 
  “I say, you fellows, I saved him!” said Bunter, with his mouth full. The fat Owl was slackening down in his onslaught on the foodstuffs at last. I went to the rescue, you know, while you fellows were fooling about 
  “Did you know he was there?” 
  “Well, perhaps I didn’t exactly know.” admitted Bunter cautiously. “But I found him, and rescued him, didn’t I, Alonzo?” 
  “You did, indeed, my dear William, and I am very, very grateful!” said Alonzo. 
  “And how did you find him, Bunter?” demanded Mr. Fish 
  Bunter’s tale was told in its turn. 
  It was really more amazing than Alonzo’s. 
  Mr. Fish’s face was a study as he listened. 
  Piecing together the strange adventures of Alonzo and Bunter, it was clear that someone in the house had seen Kipps’ conjuring trick in the hall that morning, and, like Alonzo, had supposed that the sovereigns were real. 
  Why he should have supposed that Alonzo had found them at Portercliffe Hall, was a mystery to the juniors. 
  But it was clear that he had; and that he had trapped Alonzo in the sack to force information from him. And Bunter had seen him—his legs, at least— when he came back to the house after “sacking” Alonzo and tying him up. 
  Obviously, the man was a member of the Portercliffe household! It was equally clear that he was well acquainted with the secret doors and passages of the ancient mansion. 
  “By the great horned toad!” said Mr. Fish. He set his lips hard. “Carry me home to die! I’ll say this gets my goat!” 
  Mr. Fish stalked across the hall to the library, beckoning to his son, and to the secretary to follow him. 
  The library door closed behind the three of them. 
  The Bounder glanced after them curiously as they went, and grinned. 
  “Old Fish knows somethin’!” he remarked. 
  “Blessed if I see what!” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Same here—but he does!” said Smithy. 
  “It’s a giddy mystery!” said Harry Wharton.  Blessed if I can make head or tail of it. Who the dickens was the man who bagged Alonzo?” 
  Somebody in the house.” said Wibley. “ Must have been, or he wouldn’t have seen Kippers playing that trick with the dud quids !” 
  “Any of the servants might have seen it.” remarked Kipps. “ I remember Chandos was in the hall at the time, but any of them—”
  “I suppose would naturally think they were real quids!” said Frank 
Nugent thoughtfully. “But why should he fancy that Alonzo had found them here, even if he thought they were real?”
  “Goodness knows!  I suppose there isn’t a jolly old hidden treasure in Portercliffe Hall, is there?” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Doesn’t sound probable!” said Harry, laughing. “But it looks as if somebody fancies there is. I suppose you could not spot the man if you came across him again, Alonzo?” 
  “I have not the faintest idea what he is like, my dear Henry, as I did not see him.” said Alonzo. 
  “Bunter seems to have seen part of him.” grinned the Bounder. “Think you’d know him again by his legs, Bunter?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “It did not seem probable that the fat Owl would be able to identify the mystery man by his legs! 
  “But look here,” said Bob, “it’s a cert that, whoever he is, be belongs to the house. I believe there’s about twenty men of one sort or another about this jolly old mansion. Chandos may be able to help us 
  “How?” 
  “Well, he could spot whether any of his jolly old staff was missing from his duties at the time!” said Bob. “I suppose he keeps a sort of eye on them. If John or James, or Peter or Adolphus was missing from his regular beat at the time—” 
  “Might be something in that!” agreed the Bounder. “Let’s put it up to Chandos.” 
  And Chandos was summoned, and it was put up to him. And, though Chandos looked shocked, indeed, at the bare idea of any member of the staff of Portercliffe Hall having laid hands on a guest at that establishment, he promised to make a rigid inquiry. And the chums of Greyfriars wondered whether anything would come of it. Otherwise there seemed, so far as they could see, no chance whatever of laying hold of the mystery man of Portercliffe Hall. 
                     THE TWELFfH CHAPTER. 

                            Who’s the Guy? 
“STICK ‘em up!” 
   Mr. Bosanney jumped. 
  “Wha-a-a-t?” he stuttered. 
  “I guess,” said Hiram K. Fish grimly, “that I said stick ‘em up! And I sure mean it, a few!” 
  The secretary stared at Mr. Fish with goggling eyes. 
  After having the Greyfriars party in the hall. Mr. Fish had traversed the library with long strides, and entered a room adjoining it on the other side. It was a small room that had been used as a study and business-room by the late Lord Portercliffe. Mr. Fish used it for the same purpose; and the roll-top desk was littered with letters, diagrams, financial papers, company reports, and such documents. Son and secretary followed him in; and Mr. Fish closed the door, and, to their surprise, turned the key in it. 
  Then he turned to Bosanney, with a grim glint in his steely eye, and a grim set to his lantern jaws. 
  His bony hand slid to his hip-pocket, and, to the amazement of son and secretary, reappeared with a small automatic revolver in it. Fishy was aware that his popper “ packed a gun” but it was rather a startling surprise to Mr. Bosanney. 
 
  The secretary’s eyes almost popped from his head, as the light gleamed on a levelled, bluish barrel, and Mr. Fish said “stick ‘em up.” 
  “Say, pop—” gasped Fisher T’. 
  “Can it, son!” snapped Hiran K. “I guess we got to handle this double-crossing scallawag, and I’ll mention that I am the guy to handle him, a few, and then some over! You sticking ‘em up, you geck?” 
  “Sir—Mr. Fish—” gurgled Bosanney. 
  “I ain’t waiting!” said Mr. Fish. “I’d sure pump lead into you, you gink, as soon as look at you. Claw the air, you pesky piecan.” 
  “Are you mad?” gasped the secretary. 
  “I’ll say so!” assented Mr. Fish, taking the word in its American sense.  “I’m sure horn mad with you—mad as a hornet. You figure that you can double-cross this baby? Why, you pesky geck, I’d shoot you out sooner’n look at you! Stick ‘em up!” 
  In horror and amazement the secretary lifted his hands over his head. 
The long, thin face that looked at him over the levelled revolver was black and bitter with anger. Mr. Fish had handled a “gun” more than once in his own happy country, across the “pond,” and he looked fiercely inclined to handle it now. At that moment Hiram T. Fish looked a good deal more like a gangster than a business man. 
  “You snipe!” said Mr. Fish. “You pesky mugwump! I guess if I had you out in the States I’d fill you so full of lead that you could be used as a colander! Yep—and then some!  And I’ll mention that you ain’t safe here, even in this pesky old island of John Bull’s, if you don’t come clean. Got that?” 
  “I—I—I don’t understand.” stammered the secretary, with a terrified eye on the revolver. 
  He did not, and could not, believe that Hiram K. Fish would, in any circumstances, pull the trigger. But there was no doubt that it looked very dangerous, and no doubt that the face behind it was dark and threatening. 
  “You don’t catch on—what?” said Mr. Fish savagely. “Then I guess I’ll put you wise, Mister Bosanney.  When I took you on, in the Yew-nited States, you put me on to this deal, and I guess I figured that it looked good. You was the old lord’s secretary, and you spied on him, and on his papers, and found out that he was hoarding gold in this hyer shebang.” 
  “I—I——” began the seceretary. 
  “Can it!” snarled Mr. Fish. “The old lord found you spying, and kicked you out. When he pegged out and the estate went to his nephew the gold never turned up. I guess the present Lord has to let the shebang to raise enough dust to keep the roof mended. You let me into the deal because you couldn’t get back here on your own, and I take the place, spending my dollars, and bring you here, calling you my secretary, to hunt for the old miser’s hoard—and now you turn on me and try double-crossing!” 
  “I—I—” 
  “Pack it up!” snarled Hiram K. Fish. “By the great horned toad, I don’t know why I don’t let daylight right through your cabeza now, and no more said.  Great John James Brown!” 
  “But I—” 
  “Ain’t I treated you square?” hooted Mr. Fish. “Ain’t I stood all the expenses, with my own dollars, not costing you a Continental red cent ? Ain’t you going to get a quarter of the stuff if we raise it? Ain’t that good enough for you, you big stiff?” 
  “Certainly! I—” 
  “What you want to start double crossing for, then?” bawled Mr. Fish. “You let on that you never knew anything about the secret passages. I guess you knew all the time!” 
  “I knew nothing! I—”
  “Why did you get after that bonehead Todd, then?” roared Mr. Fish. “Think I ain’t wise to it that it was you that sacked him?” 
  The secretary jumped. 
  “I?” he ejaculated. 
  “Yep!” hooted the enraged Mr. Fish. You! You spotted them sovereigns that that young guy of a conjurer made out he hooked off young Todd, and you figured that Todd had unearthed the cache, and you got after him. By the great horned toad, if you deny it I’ll sure fan you a few!” 
  “Oh, great gophers!” exclaimed Fisher T. Fish. “I guess that’s the how of it, popper!” The double-crossing skunk!” 
  “I’1l say so!” snarled Mr. Fish. 
  “I—I—I deny it!” gasped Bosanney. Nothing of the kind! I never—” 
  “Ain’t I warned you to come clean?” roared Mr. Fish, making a motion with the revolver that caused the wretched secretary to cringe with terror. 
  “For goodness’ sake, sir!” panted Bosanney. I assure you I—I never—I had no idea— I have been quite faithful to our engagements. I knew nothing of the secret passages. I had nothing to do with the attack on Todd. I was as surprised as anyone.” 
  “Swallow it!” interrupted Mr. Fish savagely. “Some guy in this hver shebang saw that kid Kipps at his conjuring trick and fancied they was real sovereigns, and figured from that that young Todd had hit the cache. Who knows that there’s a hoard of sovereigns in Portercliffe Hall except you, and me, and Son here” 
  “I guess that’s a cinch!” said Fisher T. Fish. “You sure got him by the short hairs, pop!” 
  Mr. Bosanney stood silent. Evidently he was unable to answer the question put to him by the irate Mr. Fish. 
 Hiram K. Fish flourished the revolver, and Bosanney gave a squeak of alarm. If the revolver was loaded it was not very safe to flourish it in an angry hand. 
  “Be careful, sir!” panted Bosanney. “That—that weapon might go off, sir.” 
  “I guess it will go off a few if you don’t come clean!” howled Mr. Fish. “Spill it, you piecan! You knew all about the secret passages and never put me wise. You figured that young Todd had spotted the cache and you got after him for information, aiming to leave me out in the cold. Come clean, I’m telling you. I guess I want the truth outer you!” 
  “There must be another person in the house who knows!” gasped Bosanney. “Some other, who knows that the late Lord Portercliffe hoarded gold—”
  “Aw, can it! Didn’t you tell me that nobody knew, except his old lordship himself, and you, what spied it out?” snorted Mr. Fish. 
  He brandished the revolver. 
  “Turn that thing another way!” shrieked the secretary. “I tell you someone else may have watched his lordship, unknown to me, and made the same discovery. It is a certainty now someone else is after the hundred and fifty thousand sovereigns that the old miser hid somewhere about Portercliffe Hall!” 
 “Who?” snorted Mr. Fish. 
  “How should I know?” asked the secretary. “Sorneone who knows this building inside out, as he is acquainted with the secret passages.” 
  “You!” snapped Fish. 
  “You—you fool—” 
  “What?” roared Mr. Fish.
 “Have a little sense!” snarled Bosanney. “Ask the boy Todd at what time he was seized this morning, in the park: I was with you all the morning, or most of it. You can compare the times.” 
  Hiram K. Fish appeared to be a little struck by the argument. 
  He lowered the revolver, much to the relief of Jonas Bosanney, Bosanney was not aware that it was unloaded 
  “Son!” rapped Mr. Fish. 
  “Yep, pop!” said Fisher T. 
  “Go and squeeze out of that gink, Todd, what time it was that bulldozer cinched him in the park.” 
  “Sure!” 
  Fisher T. Fish unlocked the door and went out of the room. Bosanney wiped the perspiration from his brow. 
  Mr. Fish sat on the revolving chair before the roll-top desk, facing the secretary, the gun resting on his bony knee. 
  In a few minutes Fisher T. returned. 
  “Well?” yapped Mr. Fish. 
  “That geek Todd, allows that it was between eleven and twelve that he was cinched, Fisher T. “He don’t know exactly—he wouldn’t!” I’ll say he hardly knows enough to go in when it rains!”
  Bosanney gasped. 
  “I was with you from half-past ten this morning, Mr. Fish—” 
  “You sure was.” admitted Mr. Fish. 
  “Then you can see—” 
  “Sure thing!” said Fisher T. 
  The revolver disappeared into Mr. Fish’s hip-pocket. He rose from his chair, his thin lips set in a tight line. 
  “I guess that lets you out, Bosanney. I figured it was you—who else would know about the hoard? But—” 
  “There’s another guy with a paw in this clam-pie, pop!” said Fisher T. Fish. 
  “There sure is!” said Hiram K., “By the great horned toad! Who’s the guy? Who’s the pie-can? Who’s the scallawag? What? There’s a guy in this hyer shebang knows about the hoard, and is after it, same as we are! But who’s the guy?” 
  But that was a question to which no answer could be found. One thing only was clear—Hiram K. Fish had a rival in the hunt for the million dollars that did not belong to him!  Up 
                    THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                                No Admittance! 
HARRY WHARTON & CO. were in a buzz of excitement at dinner that evening. The startling happenings of the day were quite a thrilling topic. 
  Mr. Fish uttered hardly a word. He was deep in worried thought. So were Fisher T. and Bosanney. 
  But the juniors discussed the strange adventure of Alonzo Todd and the “mystery man” of Portercliffe Hall, greatly intrigued by the strange affair. 
  Knowing nothing of Mr. Fish’s real obect at Portercliffe Hall, they were deeply mystified, and could not make head or tail of it. 
They were extremely keen to get on with exploring the secret passages. Billy Bunter, by sheer chance, had made the discovery that had beaten the whole party. 
  Not a trace had hitherto been found of any secret door. Now they had the choice of two—the portrait of the Red Earl in the picture gallery, and the broken panel in the hall. 
  After dinner they gathered in the hall, the whole party keen to begin the exploration—with the exception of Billy Bunter. Bunter had missed two meals that day—and he had made up for it by packing away six or seven, one after another, at the dinner table. Bunter disposed his fat person in an armchair and went to sleep. Bunter was not keen on exploring secret passages. He had had more than enough of the underground mysteries of Portercliffe Hall. 
  But all the other fellows were very keen. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” exclaimed Bob Cherry, as he circumnavigated the statue of Hercules to look at the broken panel. “Look here!” 
The panel had been screwed up until the Greyfriars party were at dinner. It was closed and immovable. 
  “What the dickens—” exclaimed Harry Wharton. “I say, Fishy 
But Fisher T. Fish was not there. He had disappeared with his popper and his popper’ s secretary. 
  “Dished!” said the Bounder, with a grin. 
  “The dishfulness is terrific!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “The esteemed Fish does not want us to explore the ridiculous mysteries of this absurd mansion.” 
  “Why the dickens not?” said Nugent. “Anyhow, there’s the other way in—by the picture gallery.” 
  Harry Wharton looked puzzled. 
  “If Mr. Fish doesn’t want us to barge in I suppose we’d better not.” he said. “But blessed if I see why not! We’d better find out.” 
  Vernon-Smith rang the bell for Chandos. But it was James who answered the bell. The butler did not appear. 
  “You rang, sir?” asked James. 
  “I want to speak to Chandos.” said the Bounder. 
  “Mr. Chandos has gone to his room, sir!” said James. “He has one of his headaches.” 
  “ Bother his headaches!” grunted the Bounder. “Look here, then, do you know why that panel has been screwed up, James?  ” 
  “By Mr. Fish’s instructions, sir!” said James. “Mr. Fish thinks it may be dangerous to go into the secret passages, sir, and he has forbidden anyone to do so.” 
  “What rot!” grunted the Bounder. 
  James made no rejoinder to that. He retired to his own regions. The Bounder gave an angry snort. 
  “Let’s try the other way in,’ he said. 
  “But if Mr. Fish objects—” said Wharton dubiously. 
  “If he does he can say so!” grunted Smithy. “He hasn’t told us so. Come on—I’m going, anyhow!” 
  ‘The Bounder left the hall by the door on the picture gallery. The rest of the party followed him in a rather uncertain mood. If Mr. Fish objected, they could not, of course, carry on with the intended exploration in Mr. Fish’s mansion. But it was a disappointment. 
  The electric light was burning in one corner of the great gallery. That was at the alcove where the portrait of the Red Earl hung. 
  In that alcove Fisher T. Fish was sitting on the ottoman under which Banter had been hidden when he spotted the legs of the mystery man. 
Fishy looked up with a grin on his bony face as the Greyfriars fellows came up. He guessed what they were after. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! It’s open!” exclaimed Bob. The great gilt frame of the Red Earl’s portrait jutted from the wall like a door ajar. 
  “I guess the popper’s giving them passages the once-over.” remarked Fisher T. Fish. “He’s gone with Bosanney.” 
  “Any objection to our going in!” asked Harry. 
  “Yep!” 
  “And why?” demanded Vernon-Smith. 
  “Popper figures there may be all sorts of pitfalls and things.” explained Fisher T. Fish airily. “He allows it ain’t safe for schoolboys to go rubbering around.” 
  “Rot!” said the Bounder. 
  Fishy shrugged his bony shoulders. 
  “I guess what pop says goes!” he answered. 
  “Bunter and Alonzo came to no harm tooting about there!” said Kipps. “It’s safe enough, Fishy.” 
  “Mebbe! Popper reckons not.” 
  “And you’re sticking here to see that we don t go in?” demanded the Bounder. 
  Fisher T. Fish grinned. 
  “Sort of!” he admitted. 
  Vernon-Smith scowled. He was disappointed and annoyed. He had sorted out an electric torch all ready—so had several of the other fellows. Still, Mr. Fish had to be allowed to have his own way in his own establishment. Even the Bounder did not think of penetrating into the secret passage, regardless of Hiram K.’s prohibition. But he was very annoyed. 
  It was annoying to all the fellows. For a week or more they had tut in a lot of their leisure hours hunting for the secret passage, because Mr. Fish desired them to do so. Now that the secret passage was found they were forbidden to enter it! 
  “Well, that’s that!” said Bob Cherry. “ You said it!” agreed Fisher T. Fish.  Vernon-Smith flashed his torch through the opening of the secret doorway. It revealed a stone landing and a spiral stair winding down into black depths. Mr. Fish and Bosanney had gone down, carrying lights; but no gleam of their light came from below. The Bounder was strongly tempted to disregard both the Fishes and go ahead. But he refrained. 
  He turned back, frowning. 
  “Well, look here, Fish—” he began angrily. 
  He was interrupted. 
  From the secret stair in the stone wall, hitherto as silent as the tomb, there came a sudden wild yell. It rang and echoed through the doorway and into the picture gallery. The Greyfriars fellows jumted—and Fisher T. Fish bounded up from the ottoman. 
  “What—“ he stuttered. 
  “What the thump—” 
  Again came that yell—a yell of fear and horror—ringing up from the depths of the earth. 
  “Good heavens!” gasped Wharton. “What—” 
  For a moment the Greyfriars fellows looked at one another with pale, startled faces. What did it mean—what was happening to the two men who had gone down into those black depths? 
  “Come on!” muttered the Bounder. 
  He rushed through the secret doorway, and the other fellows, in a crowd, rushed after him. 

                      THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                           The Phantom of Portercliffe! 

HIRAM K. FISH held up his electric lamp and flashed the light along the narrow, stone-walled passage. 
  The air was chill and noisome, and moisture dripped on the walls. Bosanney, at his side, held up another lamp. Beyond the radius of the light the blackness was intense. 
  “I’ll say this ain’t a cheerful spot!” remarked Mr. Fish. 
  “Far from it!” answered the secretary, with a shiver. 
  “We got to give it the once-over!” said Hiram K. “And I guess it’s going to take some time, feller! If the old lord parked his hoard hereabouts, I reckon he had plenty of room to choose from.” 
  “The place seems honeycombed with passages!” said Bossanney. “It will take days, or perhaps weeks, to explore the whole of them. But—” 
  “But I guess Rome wasn’t built in a day—and a million dollars don’t grow on every bush!” said Mr. Fish. “Anyhow, we got wise to the place owing to that fat gink Bunter! I’m sure glad that son brought him along, after all. We’re on the trail, Bosanney, anyhow.” 
  The secretary nodded, but his look was dubious. 
  “It is certain now that the place has already been searched, sir!” he answered. The man, whoever he is, who knows the secret has had plenty of time to make the search—years, perhaps—in fact, ever since the old lord died. Yet he hasn’t found the hoard.” 
  “That’s a cinch!” admitted Mr. Fish thoughtfully. “I guess that pesky old lord must have parked the stuff in a safe hide-out! But if it ain’t down here, where is it? He sure never left it lying about upstairs.” 
  “Buried, no doubt!” said the secretary.  He glanced down at the flagstones underfoot. “Any of these flags may conceal it! But— we’ve got all our work cut out, Mr. Fish! My idea was that once the secret passages were discovered it would be plain sailing.  But now we know that someone knows the secret already, and has been searching— perhaps for years——” 
  “It sure don’t look so hopeful!” admitted Mr. Fish. “ You reckoned that you had a clue to it, knowing that there was secret passages here. But, I’ll tell a man, it don’t look a whole lot of a clue—now! If some guy has been rubbering around here for years without spotting the stuff—” 
  Mr. Fish pursed his lips. 
  “Get on!” he said. “Whoever the guy is, he can only be one of the servants, sneaking around the shebang in his spare time. I guess we got the pull on him. We can do what we like with the place—and I’ll sure pull it down, brick by brick, and stone by stone, if I can’t spot the cache without! I’ll tell the world, H. K. Fish ain’t easily beat when he’s on the trail of a million dollars! No, sir—not so’s you’d notice it.” 
  They moved on along the underground passage. 
  On either side, at intervals, other passages opened, with here and there a large gloomy vault. 
  That these dark recesses must have been explored, again and again, by the “mystery man” of Portercliffe Hall, was certain, but he had left no trace of his coming and going. 
  Traces of earlier corners, however, were to be seen here and there. An ancient rusty gauntlet glimmered from the floor, in one spot—and in another a round object rolled from the secretary’s foot, and he shivered as he discerned that it was a skull. 
  And in one of the vaults, rusty chains hung from the wall, showing that the place had been used as a dungeon in ancient days. 
  “Lively spot!” grunted Mr. Fish. “Give me the Yew-nited States for choice! Jest the spot for a doggoned ghost to horn in—” 
  “Oh! Speak of something else, please!” stammered Bosanney. The secretary did not possess Mr. Fish’s iron nerve. 
  Hiram K. chuckled. 
  “Aw, you bonehead, what’s biting you?” he said. “I guess they say there’s a family ghost in this hyer mansion—Son sure fancied that he spotted it one night in the turret-room! But I’ll tell a man, I’ll sure chew up all the ghosts we find here—“ 
  “Hark!” breathed Bosanney. He clutched the American by the arm, his lamp shaking in his other hand. 
  “What the John James Brown——” snapped Mr. Fish. 
  “Did you hear nothing?” 
  “Only your teeth chattering, I guess!” answered Mr. Fish, sarcastically. 
  “I—I thought I heard——” 
  “Aw, can it!” 
  “Hark!” gasped Bosanney. 
  Mr. Fish gave a start! This time he heard a sound—a strange low sound that came from a vaulted opening at the side of the passage. It was the sound of a low groan. 
  “Great snakes!” ejaculated Mr. Fish. 
  “I—I—I think perhaps we had better return.” stammered Bosanney, 
I—I think—” 
  “Pack it up!” snapped Mr. Fish. 
  He shook off the secretary’s trembling hand and swung into the vaulted opening, flashing the light in front of him. 
  “Aw, wake snakes!” he gasped. 
  There was a deep vaulted space before him. From the darkness of its depths a strange figure appeared—a figure that made Hiram K. Fish wonder whether he was dreaming. 
  “It was the figure of a man in ancient garb—the trunk hose and ruff and cloak and pointed beard of Elizabethan days. A glimmer of a strange phospherescent light hung about the form. In the right hand was a sword, glistening in that strange ghostly glimmer. 
  Mr. Fish stood transfixed. 
  It was the ghostly figure of the Red Earl said to haunt Portercliffe Hall; the ghostly figure that Fisher T. Fish had seen, or fancied that he had seen, in the turret-room a week or more ago. 
  But there was no fancy about it this time; Mr. Fish rubbed his eyes and looked again, and the figure was still there before him. Its hand was raised, the glimmering sword pointing towards him. 
  “Do—do—do you see anything?” stammered Bosanney. He followed Mr. Fish, and peered into the vault by his side. 
  The next moment he uttered a howl of terror, and his lamp dropped from his hand, crashed, and went out. 
  Mr. Fish gritted his teeth. 
  “Say, it’s a fake!” he snapped. “You doggoned bonehead, you figure there’s such things as doggoned ghosts! Forget it! Follow me, doggone you!” 
  And Hiram, taking his courage in both hands as it were, rushed right across the vault at the ghostly figure. 
  It vanished instantly behind a massive stone pillar. 
  Mr. Fish rushed round the pillar. He held up the light in his left hand; in his right he had grabbed his gun, and grasped it by the barrel, clubbed. If he was scared, he was more angry than scared. 
  But as he came rushing round the stone pillar he halted suddenly with a gasp of amazement. 
  The ghost had vanished! 
  Hiram K. Fish staggered back in his astonishment. The lamp sagged in his hand! 
  “Great John James Brown!” he gasped, 
  “Let us go!” It was a shriek from Bosanney. “For mercy’s sake, get out of this! Bring your light. Oh, come, come!” 
  “Pack it up!” roared Mr. Fish. “I’m telling you it’s a fake! I’ll tell a man, it’s a dog-goned trick! There’s another dog-goned secret door here somewheres, and I’ll tell you — He broke off with a startled yell. 
Something flashed from behind him, and the lamp was struck from his hand. 
  It crashed on the stone floor, and was instantly extinguished. 
In sheer terror, Hiram K. Fish groped round him in the sudden darkness. His hand touched something. But it was gone the next moment. With his heart leaping to his throat, he groped in the darkness, seeking to grope his way back into the passage. 
  “Bosanney!” he gasped. 
  A wild yell of terror answered. 
  “Oh, help! It’s touching me!” shrieked the secretary. 
  There was a patter of running feet. Yell after yell of sheer terror rang through the subterranean darkness. Then there was the sound of a heavy fall, and silence. And Mr. Fish, almost as terrified as his secretary, groped and groped in the blackness. 
                     THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                                    Vanished! 
“COME on!” panted Smithy. 
  He leaped through the secret doorway across the stone landing and down the spiral stair. Harry Wharton was at his heels. After Wharton came the Co., all wildly excited and alarmed. 
  Yell after yell rang from the darkness below. 
  What was happening was a mystery, but it was clear that something was happening down there in the black depths. Hiram K. Fish and his secretary had struck some sort of trouble in the subterranean recesses under Portercliffe Hall. 
  The juniors did not hesitate. The Bounder, reckless as usual, led the way, but the other fellows did not need telling to follow. If Mr. Fish was in danger, of whatever sort, the Greyfriars fellows were more than ready to go to his help. 
  Vernon-Smith fairly raced down the spiral, following the turns of the circling stair with almost giddy swiftness. The black depths, echoing with terrified shrieks were not attractive, but the Bounder was insensible to fear. Breathlessly, recklessly, he raced down, several times almost losing his footing but recovering it again with swift activity. 
  He leaped out into the stone-walled passage at the bottom of the spiral staircase. Wharton was behind him. 
  Smithy flashed his light round. 
  No other light was to be seen. Black darkness reigned. But there was silence now as well as darkness. The wild yelling had suddenly ceased. 
  “Follow on!” excaimed Vernon-Smith. 
  Holding up thc light, he ran along the underground passage.  After him ran the Famous Five; following them came Kipps and Wibley and Alonzo, with Fisher T. Fish bringing up the rear. Fishy no doubt, was anxious about his popper, but if there was anything unpleasant to run into, Fishy calculated that the other guys were welcome to run into it. Regardless of such business-like considerations, the Bounder and the Famous Five belted on fast. 
  “Oh! Look out!  ” gasped Smithy. He stumbled over something on the floor, and came to a halt. 
  “It’s Bosanney!” exclaimed Wharton,as several torches flashed on the still figure stretched on the floor. 
  “What on earth can have happened?” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
  Wharton dropped on his knees beside the secretary. Bosanney was quite unconscious, his face as white as chalk, his eyes closed. It was clear that he had fainted. 
  “Not hurt?” asked Nugent with a shake in his voice. 
  “I think not—just fainted!” said Harry. “Some of you stay with him—while we find Mr. Fish!” 
  “Come on!” The Bounder was dashing on again. After him rushed the Famous Five. Kipps and Wibley ran after them, followed by Fisher T. Fish, and the good Alonzo remained with the insensible secretary. He set a lamp on the floor, and lifted the unconscious man’s head to his knee to make him more comfortable. 
  From where Bosanney had been found, it looked as if he had run back towards the stair and fallen in a faint before he reached it. Mr. Fish, apparently, was farther on. 
  “Hark!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
  From the darkness came a yelling voice, recognisable as that of Hiram K. Fish, though husky and cracked with rage and terror. 
  “Aw! Keep off, you dog-goned pie-can! Help! You Bosanney—oh, great John James Brown!” 
  The juniors raced on, flashing their lights ahead. Mr. Fish evidently had lost his light. Not a glimmer came from the darkness. 
  On their left a wide vaulted opening yawned in the stone wall. They were passing it at a run when the yell of Mr. Fish reached their ears again, coming from the vault, and they realised that he was there, 
  “Here!” panted Wharton. 
  “Hold on, Smithy—“ 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” 
  “Oh, look!” shrieked Nugent. 
  “The ghost!” yelled Fisher T. Fish. “The gol-darned spook I saw in the turret—oh, great snakes!” 
  The juniors came to a dead halt in the vaulted opening. They could scarcely believe what they saw. 
  Across the gloomy vault, picked out from the blackness by glimmering, greenish phosphorescent flickers of light, was the spectral figure of the Red Earl! Mr. Fish crouched against the stone wall, warding off the spectre with both hands outstretched, his face grey with terror. 
  In the blackness he had failed to grope his way out of the vault into the passage. The terrifying figure of the spectre of Portercliffe Hall glimmered before his eyes in the deep gloom. 
  Cool-minded business-man as he was, Mr. Fish’s nerve was utterly gone. He crouched away from the grisly apparition, shrieking hoarsely.  
  For a long moment the juniors stood spellbound. 
  In that thrilling moment they saw the white, deathly face of the phantom turn towards them, and caught the gleam of rolling eyes in the light from their electric lamps. 
  Then, with a backward leap, the mysterious figure disappeared behind the great stone pillar in the vault. 
  Mr. Fish was still shrieking incoherently. 
  Harry Wharton, with set teeth plus, rushed into the vault. He dashed round the stone pillar, flashing his light. The spectre had vanished. He fancied he heard a faint thudding sound, but he could not be sure. But the figure was gone. Save for Mr. Fish and the juniors, the vault was empty. 
  Bob Cherry caught Mr. Fish by the arm. 
  “Buck up, sir!” said Bob. “We’re all here!” 
  “Aw! I—I—I guess “ stammered Mr. Fish, through his chattering teeth. “I—I guess—oh, great John James Brown! Is—is—is it gone?” 
  “It’s gone!” said Harry, with a deep breath. 
  “Gone!” repeated Nugent. “But—”
  “I guess we want to beat it, pop!” stuttered Fisher T. Fish. “I’ll say we want to get out of this, instanter.” 
  “Rot!” snapped the Bounder. “It’s a rotten trick—let’s get after that blighter—” 
  “I guess it’s sure a spook—“ 
  “Rubbish!” 
  “Say, you pack it up, son!” said Mr. Fish. In the bright light of the lamps, and in the presence of the crowd of schoolboys, Hiram K. Fish pulled himself together. “I’ll say it’s jest a trick— and I’ll sure make that tricky guy sorry for himself when I get a cinch on him.” 
  “The trickfulness is terrific!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “But where is the esteemed ghost?”
   “I guess only a spook could do the vanishing trick like that!” stammered Fisher T. Fish through his chattering teeth. 
  “I sure said pack it up, son!” snapped his popper. “By the great horned toad, next time I come down hyer I’ll have something in my gun and then I guess I’ll lay that doggoned ghost a few!” Hunt round for him, you ginks!” 
  The juniors searched through the vault. But there was no sign of the grisly phantom. 
  Either it was a genuine ghost, able to vanish at will, or there was some secret door in the stone walls through which a trickster had disappeared. The latter theory was taken for granted by the Greyfriars fellows. 
  “It’s a trick, of course.” said Johnny Bull. “But———” 
  “Search!” snapped Hiram K. Fish. 
  But it was useless to search further. The spectre had vanished, and if there was a secret door in the stone walls, it was too carefully concealed to be found, 
  One of the great stone blocks probably moved on a hidden hinge or pivot. But if so, it was fastened by the vanished trickster; every one, as it was rapped and thumped by the searchers, felt as firm and solid as if it had never stirred since the foundations of Portercliffe Hall were laid in the faroff days of the Plantaganets. 
  “Nothing doing!” said the Bounder, at last. 
  Mr. Fish gave an angry snort. 
  “I guess I’ll get that guy if I have to pull the shebang into small pieces to get him! But he’s sure beaten us to it now! Where’s that guy Bosanney?” 
  We found him in the passage near the stair.” answered Harry. “He had fainted—” 
  Another snort from Mr. Fish. 
  “He sure would! He sure got the wind up, a few!” 
  The juniors grinned. Mr. Fish himself had seemed in a rather “windy” state when they found him in the vault. 
  “Beat it!” grunted Mr. Fish. “Nothing doing hyer, I reckon.” 
  “If you’re going on exploring, sir, perhaps you’d like our company ?” suggested the Bounder 
  “I guess I ain’t going on! I’m sure fed up, a few!” grunted Mr. Fish. “Beat it out of this.” 
  Hiram K. was evidently tired of subterranean passages and ghosts for the present. He stalked out of the vault and the juniors followed him along the passage. 
  At the spiral stair they came on Alonzo helping Mr. Bosanney up. The secretary had recovered his senses, but he was white as chalk and trembling in every limb. He gave a jump as he heard the juniors behind him, and stared back with popping eyes. 
  “Oh!” he gasped. “You! Did you see it?” 
  “The seefulness was terrific!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“It—it touched me!” gasped Bosanney, with a shudder. “In—in the dark—“ 
  “Aw, can it!” growled Mr. Fish. “Don’t I keep telling you that it’s all a fake? I guess there’s somebody in this hyer shebang that don’t want us to go rooting about them passages—and I’ll say I’m going to spot that somebody and make him sit up and howl a few! Yep!” 
  The secretary made no answer to that. He tottered out into the picture gallery and tottered away. Jonas Bosanney had been frightened to the marrow of his bones, and he was not in a hurry to recover from the fright. 
  Mr Fish snapped the secret door shut, and the Red Earl resumed his place on the wall. The juniors exchanged glances, and Hiram K. gave them rather a grim look. 
  “I guess I want you young guys to keep above ground!” he said, “You ain’t to go rubbering around in them passages. You get me?” 
  “We aren’t afraid of ghosts, Mr. Fish!” said the Bounder, rather stressing the word “we,” and the Greyfriars feflows grinned. 
 Mr. Fish snorted, and, without making any other reply, stalked away. But Hiram K’s word was law at Portercliffe Hall, and, keen as they were to explore the mysteries of that ancient mansion, Harry Wharton & Co. had to give up the idea. 

                        THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                       Bunter Makes Another Discovery! 

“WHOSE hat?” inquired Bob Cherry. 
  It was the following morning, and Billy Bunter had rolled out of the house into the bright August sunshine with his fat face shaded by a handsome straw hat. That straw hat was so handsome and expensive and clean, that it obviously did not belong to William George Bunter; hence Bob’s playful question. That morning, Harry Wharton & Co. 
would have been glad to explore the subterranean recesses under Portercliffe Hall. But Hiram K. Fish—for reasons of his own—was adamant on that point. So the up to a juniors were going down to Cliftonville to bathe instead. This time Billy Bunter had not forgotten his bathing-suit, which he had carefully packed and handed to Alonzo to carry. Bunter did not like carrying anything, and the long-suffering Alonzo was always ready to oblige. 
  “Anybody lost a hat?” went on Bob.
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry! Look here, you fellows, let’s clear off!” said Bunter. “What’s the good of wasting time?”
  “Waiting for Smithy!” said Harry Wharton. 
  “Well, look here, don’t wait for Smithy.” urged Bunter. “He can follow us, I suppose? The fact is, I’d rather get off without Smithy.” 
  “What the dickens is keeping Smithy all this time?” asked Nugent. 
  “ Perhapsfully he’s looking for an esteemed hat!” suggested Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Oh, really, Inky! I say, you fellows, let’s start—“ 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Here comes Smithy!” chuckled Bob, as the Bounder came out, in a camp, with a frowning brow. “Waiting for you, Smithy!” 
  The juniors were waiting under the shady branches of a great oak that grew in the edge of the lawn. That ancient oak of immense girth was one of the sights of Portercliffe Hall, and, according to legend, had been standing longer than the hall itself. As the Bounder appeared Billy Bunter sidled round the thick trunk, which was wide enough even to conceal the fat Owl of the Remove. 
  Vernon-Smith gave an angry grunt as he joined the juniors. 
  “I can’t find my straw.” he growled. “Have any of you silly asses been larking with my hat?” 
  “Not guilty, my lord!” grinned Bob, 
  “Perhaps Bunter has taken your hat by mistake, my dear Herbert.” suggested Alonzo Todd helpfully. 
  “Bunter! Has that pilfering porpoise bagged my straw?” roared the Bounder. 
  He rushed round the oak. 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  “You fat villain—“ 
  “Ow! I say, you fellows, keep him off!” yelled Bunter. “’Tain’t his hat! Besides, I only took it because Nugent was wearing his own hat. I’d rather have had Nugent’s. I say, you fellows—yaroooh!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “My dear Herbert,” exclaimed Alonzo Todd, in great distress, “I trust that you are not very, very angry with dear William. Please calm yourself, my dear Herbert.” 
  Alonzo caught the angry Bounder by the arm, and dragged him to a halt. 
  Smithy did not calm himself. Instead of calming himself, as the good Alonzo hoped, he grabbed Alonzo by the neck, and banged his head against the oak. 
  Bang! 
  “Oh! Ow!” yelled Alonzo. “My dear Herbert—Yaroooh! Whoop!” 
  “Hold on, Smithy!” gasped Bob. 
  “My dear—yaroooh—Herbert—wow!”
  Harry Wharton & Co. jumped at the Bounder, and rescued Alonzo. Meanwhile, Billy Bunter had made the most of his respite. While the Bounder was busy with Alonzo, the fat Owl grasped a low branch of the oak, and dragged himself into the tree. 
  Bunter was not good at climbing.  Now he clambered with the activity of a monkey. When the Bounder restarted in pursuit, the fat Owl was out of reach, straddling a branch eight or nine feet from the ground, close to the trunk, he blinked down at the exasperated Bounder through his big spectacles. 
  “Beast!” gasped Bunter. “Keep off, you rotter!  You come after me, and I’ll jolly well kick you! Yah!”
  Vernon-Smith glared up at him. 
  By gum, I’ll jolly well—” 
  “Beast!” gasped Bunter. “You can have the rotten old hat! I don’t want the mouldy old thing. Yah!” 
  He grabbed the disputed article from his head, and pitched it down. It landed on the Bounder’s nose as he glared up, and Vernon-Smith gave a yelp. 
  The hard edge of a straw hat rim banging on a fellow’s nose was neither grateful nor comforting. 
  “Ow!” Smithy. “Wow!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You cackling fatheads—“ 
  “Oh, come on!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. “You’ve got your straw— never mind Bunter. Let’s get going!” 
  “I’m going to kick that fat rotter all the way to Margate!” roared Vernon-Smith. 
  “Then we’ll start first.” 
  And the Greyfriars party started. Vernon-Smith, rubbing his damaged nose, glared up at the fat Owl in the tree. 
  “Will you come down!” he hooted. 
  “Beast!” 
  The Bounder grasped the rough trunk of the oak, and Bunter, with a yelp of alarm, clambered higher. 
  Farther up jutting branches on all sides formed what looked, in the shade of the foliage, like a safe spot, and the fat Owl clambered on to it. But it was not so safe as it looked. It had not occurred to Billy Bunter that that ancient oak was hollow. 
  But it was. 
  Bunter, clambering over the top of the main trunk, suddenly found himself dropping into dusky space. 
  He gave a wild yell. 
  “Yarooh!”
   Bump! 
  “Whooop!” Bunter roared, as he sprawled inside the hollow trunk “I say, you fellows—rescue!” I say—yaroooh—I say, it’s hollow! I’ve fallen in!” Oh crikey!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” yelled the Bounder. 
  He clambered up and peered into the hollow of the trunk from above. The hollow was only about six foot deep: fortunately for Bunter, it did not extend the whole way to the ground. The fat Owl sat and roared. 
  “I say, Smithy, you beast, help me out!” 
  “Wait till I come back from Margate!” grinned the Bounder, 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—” 
  “Good-bye!” 
  “I say—Beast!” roared Bunter. 
  The Bounder, laughing, dropped from the oak and hurried down the drive after the Greyfriars party. 

               THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER 

                                     Gold! 

“BEAST!” roared Billy Bunter. 
  The Bounder was gone. The other fellows were gone. All of them—excepting Smithy— supposed that Bunter would be following. But the fat Owl was in no state to follow. 
  He picked himself up, gasping for breath, and blinked round his woody prison. 
  It was deeply dusky inside the hollow oak. The foliage above shut off the sunlight. But as his eyes became used to the gloom, Billy Bunter observed that two or three articles had fallen from his pocket as he sprawled. 
  He picked up Kipps’ handkerchief and a bag of bullseyes. Then he retrieved a packet of toffee. 
  Then he groped about in the dusty gloom, to make sure that nothing else was lost. His fat fingers closed on a coin. It felt like a shilling, and it was too dark in the hollow tree to see it clearly. 
  Bunter was rather puzzled by that find. 
  As several articles had dropped from his pockets, a shilling, of course might have dropped as easily as anything else. 
  But the puzzling circumstance was that there had not, so far as he knew, been a shilling in any of his pockets. 
  His financial resources had been, limited to threepence. Feeling in his pocket, he ascertained that the three-pence was safe there. 
  Apparently he had been in possession of a forgotten shilling!  Which was remarkable, on for Billy Bunter had gone through all his pockets more than once in search of a stray forgotten coin without having any luck. 
  Anyhow, there the coin was, and if it had not dropped from Bunter’s pocket it was difficult to imagine how it had got in the hollow oak. He slipped it in his pocket. 
  Then he essayed once more to clamber out of the musty prison. 
  Old rotted wood crumbled in his fat fingers and he sneezed and coughed in mouldy dust. Panting and puffing, gasping and gurgling, streaming with perspiration, the fat Owl clambered and scrambled,  and at long last dragged himself out of the hollow trunk. 
  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Bunter. 
  He wedged himself in the branches and squatted there, to rest after his exertions and gulp in the fresh air. He mopped his streaming brow with Kipps’ handkerchief. 
  He slithered down from the tree at last and rolled away to the house. 
  He was smothered from head to foot with mouldy dust from the interior of the hollow tree; and even Bunter, though not particular on such points, realised that he needed a wash, and a brush down before he started for Margate. 
  Chandos was in the hall when he went in. He glanced at Bunter, and a faint smile hovered over his plump face 
  Rumpled and ruffled, red and perspiring, smothered in dust, Bunter really might have made a stone image smile at that moment.  Still, it was like the butler’s cheek to smile, in Bunter’s opinion, and he gave Chandos a crushing look as he rolled away to the stairs. Chandos, glancing after him, did not seem crushed—in fact, his smile broadened into a grin! 
  The fat junior rolled into his room. 
  He washed and brushed, and felt better. Then, feeling the need of refreshment, he felt in his pocket for his bag of bullseyes, and felt at the same time the coin he had found in the hollow oak. He pulled it out along with the bullseyes. 
  But as he glanced at the coin in his fat hand, Billy Bunter forgot even the bullseyes! 
  He jumped almost clear of the floor! He stared at the coin as if his little eyes would pop through his big round spectacles.  He seemed unable to believe either his eyes or his spectacles.  Indeed, he hardly could! 
  For the coin in his palm was not a shilling! 
  It was the gleam of yellow metal that meant his eyes as the coin caught the sunlight from the window. 
  It was a sovereign! 
  Bunter gazed at it, stupified.  He turned it over in his fat fingers.  He blinked at it, and he bit it—assuring himself that it was a good onc. 
  “Oh crikey!” he gasped. 
  It was possible that he might have had a forgotten shilling in his pocket.  But it was quite impossible that he could have had a forgotten sovereign there! He had had no such coin in his possession. 
  That coin had not, as he had supposed, fallen from his pocket when he tumbled into the hollow oak! It had been there before he tumbled in! 
  That was a certainty! 
  “Oh crikey!” repeated Billy Bunter, gazing fascinated at the golden coin in his fat palm. It was amazing, stupefying; but he knew what it meant—what it must mean! 
  Billy Bunter had discovered the clue to the hidden hoard of Portercliffe Hall! 
THE END. 
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