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                                THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                 Bunter In all His Glory! 

“WALSINGHAM !” 
  “Sir?” 
  “Bring me a footstool.” 
  “Certainly, sir.” 
  Billy Bunter leaned back in the wicker-chair, and rested his feet comfortably on the footstool. 
  For a whole minute he was silent. That was an unusual circumstance with Bunter. But he was feeling very fat and lazy and comfortable, it was very pleasant that hot afternoon, under the shade of the big elm, on the lawn before the great house. 
  But it was only for a minute or so that Bunter was silent. Then his fat voice was heard again. 
  “James !” 
  James, the footman, cause hurriedly up. 
  “Bring me a cushion.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  James went into the house for a cushion. 
  Billy Bunter blinked round at five cheery faces, every one of which wore a grin. 
  Judging by their expressions, Harry Wharton & Co. might have been sitting round at an entertainment. 
  As a matter of fact, Billy Bunter, of Bunter Court, was an entertainment in himself, though he was quite unaware of the fact. 
  Bunter was enjoying himself. 
  Next to eating, which, of course, came first, William George Bunter, of the Greyfriars Remove, enjoyed swanking. Npw he was swanking to his fat heart’s content. 
  Butler and footmen awaited Bunter’s beck and call; they obeyed his slightest command, and indeed seemed to anticipate his wishes. 
  That, in Bunter’s opinion, was exactly how things should be. 
  At Combermere Lodge—lately rechristened Bunter Court—the Owl of the Remove was monarch of all he surveyed. 
That summer’s afternoon Bunter and his guests were taking tea on the lawn. Harry Wharton and Bob Cherry, Johnny Bull and Frank Nugent, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, the dusky nabob of Bhanipur, quite liked it. They had not yet quite recovered from their surprise at discovering that Bunter Court had a real existence. They were still astonished to find themselves there for the summer vacation. But there they were and they found it quite agreeable, so far. 
  Perhaps Billy Bunter’s manners and customs, as host, left something to be desired. But undoubtedly he entertained his guests—more thoroughly than he intended. 
  Bunter, as head of a great house, swanking in his new and amazing prosperity, giving lofty orders to servants, simply for the sake of giving orders, was a sight for gods and men and little fishes. 
  At Greyfriars School Billy Bunter was nobody, or, rather, less than nobody. There he received orders—from a Form master, from prefects, from senior fellows. Here, at Bunter Court, he gave orders. And an order was one of the things which It was more blessed to give than to receive. 
  The Owl of the Remove blinked at his guests through his big spectacles, and frowned a little as he saw them smile. 
  He could see nothing to smile at, personally. 
  He was monarch of all he surveyed, and his opinion was that he was carrying on in quite a royal style. 
  James came back with the cushion. 
  “Put it behind my head !” yawned Bunter. 
  James put the cushion behind Bunter’s head and retired respectfully. Bunter rested his bullet head on the cushion, and then raised it again. He was not satisfied. It was diIhcult to satisfy Bunter. 
  “James !”
  “Sir!” 
  “Take this cushion away and bring me a softer one.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  James walked off with the cushion. 
  Bunter blinked at the chums of the Remove again, triumphantly. It was a case of Bunter saying, “Do this, and he doeth it.” That was a new and quite exhilarating experience for the fattest junior of Greyfriarx. 
  “What are you grinning at, Bob Cherry?” he asked. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Was I grinning?” asked Bob. 
  “Yes, you ass. You’re grinning, too, Inky.” 
  “The grinfulness is not terriflc, my esteemed fat Bunter.” murmured Hurree Jamset Rarn Singh. 
  “I know how to manage servants.” said Bunter, 
  “Do you?” murmured Wharton, rather dubiously. 
  Certainly Bunter’s method did not recommend itself to the captain of the Remove. 
  “Give ‘em plenty to do and keep ‘em at it.” explained Bunfer. “Never let the lazy beggars loaf round in idleness. Keep ‘em n their place, you know, That’s a tip for you fellows, if you ever live in a decent house and keep a decent establishment—not that you’re ever likely to.” 
  The Co. chuckled, 
  This was a sample of Bunter’s polished manners and customs. But the Co. were used to him, at Greyftiars; and they did not expect much from Bunter in the way of manners, whether at school or on vacation, 
  “See the idea?” asked Bunter. 
  “Oh, yes !” said Harry, smiling. 
  “But——” 
  “But what ?” 
  “Oh, nothing! You’re running the show, old fat man, And the servants seem to stand it remarkably well.” 
  “They know their place !“ explained Bunter, “Servants really like obeying a fellow of good family whom they recognise as their natural superior.” 
  “Oh ? ” 
  “You fellows, of course wouldn’t get obeyed like I do.” said Bunter airily. “I’m accustomed to it. You’re not.” 
  “Where’s that dashed footman?” said Bunter. “ He hasn’t brought back my cushion yet. I’ll sack him if he’s not careful!” 
  Bunter blinked round towards the many windowed front of the great house.  James had not yet reappeared. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. smiled serenely. They had watched Bunter’s antics, as lord of Bunter Court, with considerable amusement, ever since they had arrived at that great establishment. 
  Bunter’s swank had tickled them, and they had rather wondered how Walsingham, the butler, and the footmen stood it. 
  Bunter emphasised his importance by incessantly giving unnecessary orders in a sharp and dictatorial tone, being under the happy delusion that that was the way to demonstrate that he was accustomed to a magnificent establishment. 
  He was not aware that the staff at Combermere Lodge took it for granted that he was a “new-rich” young fellow, basing that opinion on his manners, and on the way he scattered lavish tips. But for the lavishness of the tips Walsingham & Co, certainly never would have stood Bunter. Even as it was they only stood him, tips and all, because his occupation of the place was only temporary, and they wanted to make hay while the sun shone. 
Bunter began to blink angrily. James had been gone five minutes, and still had not returned, 
  “Where’s that cheeky footman ?” said Bunter. ‘He hasn’t come back with my cushion! I shall have to sack him! I say, you fellows, some of you run in and tell him to come at once!” 
  The chums of the Remove sat tight. 
  A certain amount of swank they were prepared to take smilingly from their host; but really they were not there to run about at Bunter’s orders after a footman, as if they were footmen themselves. 
  “Do you hear ? ” snapped Bunter. “You go, Cherry. Sharp’s the word !”
  “Fathead !“ said Bob, 
  “Oh, really, Cherry!” 
  Bunter blinked at the house again. 
  James, the footman, had received many tips from Bunter. Keeping up his character of a wealthy fellow, with whom money was like water.  Bunter had scattered pound notes far and wide. He believed—or, at least, did his best to believe—that he was admired and obeyed because he was one of those, naturally aristocratic fellows who are born to command, and whom common persons felt it an honour to obey. But in his heart of hearts it was probable that Bunter realized that the tipping did it. 
  Lord Mauleverer’s currency notes had enabled him to make a terrific impression in the servants’ hall at Bunter Court, alias Combermere Lodge. Since then Bunter had annexed loans from all his guests, one after another, and so long as the money lasted he made it fly. But there seemed to be a limit to that resource, and for a couple of days past there had been no tipping. Perhaps the servants’ hall was, now feeling the draught, so to speak. Walsingham, the butler, was as polished and urbane as over. But Bunter had detected signs of restiveness in other quarters. Now the perfunctory performance of duty by James the footman, looked almost like open rebellion. 
  Had there been any more pound notes about Bunter, no doubt he would have reasserted his authority by means of another shower of largesse. But the horn of plenty had run dry. 
  There was nothing for it but to assert his personality, and bring James to heel by the exertion of his natural masterful superiority. 
  “I shall make an example of that fellow !” said Bunter, blinking at the chums of the Remove, 
  Harry Wherton & Co made no rejoinder. 
  They had no objection to Bunter making an example of one of his men- servants if he wanted to. Indeed, they looked on the prospect with interest, as a further entertainment. 
  “ Hallo, hallo, hallo! Here he comes !” murmured Bob Cherry. 
  And Billy Bunter sat upright, and fixed a lofty, disdainful, and crushing blink on the recalcitrant James as he approached. 

                             THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                              The Turning of the Worm! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. devoted their attention to tea and cake, with perfectly grave and unconscious faces. Their cue, as nicely mannered guests, was to remain in absolute ignorance that anything of an untoward nature was going on at all. But although their faces expressed elaborate unconsciousness of the existence of James, the footman, and the fact that he was being called on the carpet, they could not, of course, help observing and hearing what passed. And their assumplion of grave unconsciousness was put to a severe test. It really was hard to keep from smiling, at least. 
James had brought a new cushion. There had been nothing the matter with the first, cushion brought by James. Bunter had found fault simply for the sake of giving orders and keeping James in his place. 
  “You’ve been a long time, James !” snapped Bunter. 
  “Yes, sir. Mr. Walsingham stopped me to speak.” 
  “Did you not tell Mr. Walsingham that I had sent you for a cushion ?” 
  “No, sir!” 
  “You did not !” exclaimed Bunter hotly. “Do you understand that I have been waiting for that cushion?” 
  James murmured something indistinctly. 
  “I have been actually uncomfortable for several minutes for want of that cushion !” exclaimed Bunter. 
  This piece of information ought to have withered up James on the spot. If so important a person as William George Bunter was rendered uncomfortable for several minutes, it was time for the skies to fall, and for a footman to crumple up like a withered leaf in autumn. 
  But James’ clean-shaven, almost expressionless face took on a dogged expression. He did not answer, but stood with the cushion in his hand, and an observer might have detected that James was thinking how agreeable it would be to “biff” Bunter on the head with it. But Bunter did not observe that. He was not likely to dream that such thoughts could pass through the mind of a manservant. 
  “You stopped to talk with my butler, instead of carrying out my orders !” exclaimed Bunter angrily. 
  “Yes, sir!” murmured James, 
  “You are an impertinent rascal, James !” 
  “Oh, sir!” 
  “And a low beast !“ went on Bunter, blinking at the Famous Five to note how they were taking this. He was showing them his masterly style of “dressing down ” a careless servant. But the faces of Harry Wharton & Co. expressed nothing. Whatever they thought of Bunter and his methods, they did not let their looks betray their thoughts. 
  “And a cheeky menial !” added Bunter. 
  “Sir !” 
  “On another occasion, don’t waste a single instant when you have orders for me to carry out !“ said Bunter. 
  “Very good, sir !” 
  “ Now place the cushion behind my head.” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  Bunter moved his head for the cushion to be slid behind it, James slid it there. 
  Perhaps he did not place it with a gentle hand. Bunter uttered an angry growl. 
  “You clumsy ass !”
  “Sir !” 
  “It’s rather hard cheese that a gentleman cannot be made comfortable when he keeps a whole swarm of lazy servants !” exclaimed Bunter. “Take it away again. That won’t do. You’re a clumsy fool, James !” 
  Thank you, sir.” 
  “I’ve a jolly good mind to sack you !”
  “Oh, sir !”
  “ Don’t jam your low paws on the back of my head !” snorted Bunter. “Haven’t you been taught to place a cushion behind a gentleman’s head without pawing him ? This is realy intolerable. Ow !” 
  Bunter gave a yelp as James’ knuckles, by accident or otherwise, clumped on the back of his bullet head. 
  The Owl of The Remove jumped out of the chair. He turned his spectacles on James with a glare of wrath. 
  “You clumsy chump ! You’re sacked !” 
  “Sir !” 
  “Sacked !” roared Bunter, “ Get out of it ! I discharge you ! Go to Walsingham and ask him for your wages, and go ! Leave the house this very day! Bo you hear?” 
  And with that, Bunter gave his guests a triumphant blink. This was the way he kept his servants in order ! He was disappointed to find that Harry Wharton & Co. were deeply interested in the view of the park in the summer sunshine, and did not even glance in his direction. 
  Bunter expected James, in a crumpled state, to limp away dismayed to the house. That was what ought to have happened. But things that ought to happen, do not always happen. There was a human being inside the plush breeches and coat of the Combermere footman, and that human being was in a state of great exasperation by this time. 
  “ Yes, sir,” said James, and his well- trained, expressionless face relaxed into an untrained grinning visage that was quite expressive. “ I’ll go, sir. But it ain’t any good asking Mr. Walsingham for my wages. I’ve asked him more than once, and he ain’t paid me.” 
  “ Silence.” 
  “Iain’t been paid since Lord Combermere went on the Continong.” said James, unheeding, “no more ‘ave the others, and I can tell you, Mr. Bunter, that we ain’t satisfied. Which his lord- ship was ginerally be’ind with a man’s wages, but he was a gentleman.” 
  “ What !” 
  “ But if a man’s servin a master what ain’t a gentleman, he can’t be left without his wages.” said James cheerily. “Tipping a man is all very well, but wages is wages. I ain’t ‘ad a shilling since his lordship went abroad, and 
ain’t ‘ad any wages from you, Mr. Bunter. The terms on which this ‘ouse 
was let was that servants’ wages was to be paid by the tenant taking it. You 
ain’t paid anything so far.” 
  Bunter gasped. 
  Crushing James, and discharging him, was all very well. It showed Harry 
Wharton & Co. how a lordly fellow like Bunter could deal with menials. But 
this retort from James was decidedly awkward. That Bunter had taken Combermere Lodge furnished for the summer, getting possession of the place by a series of amazing tricks, was quite unknown to the chums of Greyfriars. They had been told that Bunter’s pater had bought the place and renamed it Bunter Court. They were learning something now! 
  “You ain’t paid anything.” persisted James, as Bunter gasped helplessly. 
“All the wages is in arrear, and the servants don’t like it, Mr. Bunter. All very well for Mr. Walsingham to say that you’ve got ‘eaps of money, and it’s all right; but we ain’t seen the ‘eaps of money. Pay me what’ I’m due, 
and I’ll go with pleasure. I ain t keen on serving a low feller.” 
  “A—a what?” 
  “A low feller !” said James deliberately. I was brought up to serve my 
betters, sir, and you ain’t my betters, you ain’t. You’re a low feller, Mr. 
Bunter.” 
  Bunter spluttered. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. remained grave, expressionless as graven images. 
But it was hard work. 
  “A low feller!” repeated James, with relish. “Hordering a man ‘ere, 
and hordering him there. Never a ‘Thank you!’ Lord Combermere 
would say, ‘Thank you, James!’ when I served his lordship. He was a 
gentleman, though he was ‘ard up. It was a pleasure to serve him, and I’d 
have cut off my ‘and sooner than ask him for my wages. But I ain’t serving 
a low feller for nothing !” 
  Gasp from Bunter. 
  “In fact” pursued James, who seemed to be beginning to enjoy this 
conversation—”in fact, Mr. Bunter; wages or no wages, I’d rather go. I’ve 
got my character as a footman to con sider. It’s against a man, looking for 
a job in a good family, to ‘ave served a low feller. My job is serving the 
nobility and gentry, and they don’t want a man what has been in service with a feller who’s low and common.” 
  Bunter was crimson with rage. 
  “You—you—you impertinent scoundrel!” he gasped. “Get out before I 
kick you out !” 
  “You ain’t paid my wages yet, sir.” grinned James. 
  “Go!” roared Bunter. 
  “Very good, sir;  I’ll go, and bring you up in the county court for my 
wages.” said James. “I’m fed up with you, sir, and 1 can tell you so. Making 
out to these young gents that the ‘ouse is yourn, and you’ve only took it furnished for the summer !” 
  That was too much for Bunter. 
  It was the total collapse of his wonderful scheme, by which he had convinced the Greyfriars fellows that Bunter Court had a real existence. 
  The Owl of the Remove made a rush at James. 
  He was going to collar James, slew him round, and kick him as far as the house; the only adequate way of dealing with so extremely disrespectful a manservant. 
  But again the things which ought to have happened did not happen. 
  James, in the way of business, was prepared to tolerate much from an employer; and certainly he had had plenty to tolerate from Bunter. But his business relations with Bunter were now at an end; and certainly he did not expect any moro tips. So as Bunter rushed at him in overwhelming wrath it was not James who was collared and slewed round. It was Bunter. 
  James’ large hand grasped Bunter’s collar, and the Owl of the Remove spun round like a teetotum. 
  Then James’ large foot was planted on Bunter’s tight trousers. 
  Bunter flew. 
  Crash! 
  The Owl of the Remove crashed into the tea-table, and cups and saucers flew in all directions; and, amidst crashing crockery, the Owl of Greyfriars collapsed on the lawn. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” roared James. 
  And he turned and walked away to the house, still chortling. And Billy Bunter, gasping for breath, sprawled among broken cups and saucers. 

 [image: image3]

                                  THE THIRD CHAPTER.

                                     A Temporary Difficulty !

“Ow!
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” shrieked the juniors.
  “Wow! Wow !”
  Harry Wharton & Co. tried hard not to laugh. They felt that they ought not to laugh. But they could not help it. Their self-control had reached the limit. Bunter’s method of managing servants and its extraordinary result was really too much for them. They yelled 
 “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh dear !” gasped Bob Cherry.
  “Oh dear! Ha, ha, ha !” 
  Bunter sat up amid wrecked crockery. 
  “Ow! Wow! Wow! Ow!” 
  He groped for his spectacles, and set them straight on his little fat nose, and blinked furiously at the chums of the Remove. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” roared the Co. 
  “What are you cackling at ? ” shrieked Bunter. 
  Really, it was an unnecessary question. The chums of Greyfriars rocked with hilarity. 
  “You silly chumps—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Is this what you call manners ?” howled Bunter. 
  Harry Wharton tried hard to check his merriment. He wiped the tears from his eyes. 
  “Sorry !” he gasped. “But— Ha, ha, ha !”
  “You silly chump—” 
  “Sorry !” gasped Bob Cherry. “But— Oh dear! Let me give you a hand up, old chap !” 
  Bunter was dragged up. 
  He collapsed breathlessly into his chair. The Famous Five succeeded at last in reducing themselves to a serious state. 
  Bunter blinked at them wrathfully. But he was uneasy as well as wrathfuL Harry Wharton & Co., in spite of their elaborate affectation of indifference, had certainly heard James’ startling revelations. They knew now precisely 
how Combermere Lodge bad been turned into Bunter Court. 
  “I say, you fellows, you heard what that cheeky menial said?” stammered Bunter. 
  “Well, we couldn’t help hearing it, could we?” grinned Frank Nugent. 
  “Of course, there was nothing in it.” 
  “Hem!” 
  The fellow was malicious at being sacked, you know” said Bunter. “As for my taking this place furnished for the summer, and making out my pater had bought it, that’s all rot, of coursc.” 
  “Hem !” 
  “I suppose you can take my word for it ?”
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “It’s rather low to doubt a fellow’s word.” said Bunter. “And the agent could confirm all I say—that man Pilkins , who had the letting of the house at Combermere. I—I mean, the man who hadn’t the letting of the house, of course—it wasn’t to let, you know.” 
  “Oh!” 
  “My pater bought the place for—for fifty thousand pounds.” said Bunter. I forget whether it was fifty thousand or sixty thiousand.” 
  “A difference of ten thousand would be a mere trifle, of course !” murmured Johnny Bull. 
  “Exactly,” assented Bunter. 
  The Owl of the Remove was blind and deaf to sarcasm. 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “As for Pilkins, Pilkins had nothing whatever to do with it. Besides, he’s in the nursing-home at Combermere now, and away from business. If you think he took me for Lord Mauleverer when I came to see the house you’re making a mistake.” 
  “Great Scott !” 
  “As for what that low menial said, it’s simply cheek.” said Bunter. “Pure cheek, because I discharged him.” 
  “Oh!” 
  “Still, I thought I’d explain the matter.” said Bunter, blinking at the chums of the Remove, apparently under the impression that he had explained quite satisfactorily. “It’s rather unfortunate that the pater is away on—on important financial business, and the mater with him. It leaves me rather short of ready money.” 
  “Oh ! Does it?” 
  “I’m bound to pay that cheeky menial before he goes.” said Bunter. “And I happen to be short of cash— temporarily. I’m expecting a postal-order—” 
  “Great Scott !” 
  “From one of my titled relations. In the meantime, I suppose some of you fellows could lend me a few pounds to carry on?” 
  “I’m bound to pay that low rotter; it’s a question of personal dignity.” said Bunter loftily. “It’s not much; only ten or twelve pounds, I should think. Lend me twenty.” 
  “Oh!” 
  “As you fellows are my guests, I naturally expect you to stand by ne in a temporary difliculty like this,” said Bunter firmly. 
  “But—’——” 
  “The butfulness is terrific—” 
  “It’s not a question of buts.” said Billy Bunter. “I simply must have some money to pay that cheeky menial. I happen to have run out. You can’t very well leave me in such a hole.” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. exchanged glances. 
  Bunter had already helped himself to some extent from their cash resources. But they were well provided with cash for their holiday, and at Bunter Court they had had no occasion, so far, to expend much money—except in the way of little Ioans to Bunter. 
  In the circumstances it was difficult to refuse Bunter’s request. Besides, even if Bunter had only taken Combermere Lodge furnished for the summer, that was evidence that there was, for once, money about in the Bunter family. That Bunter had obtained possession of the place by trickery, and that his father was utterly ignorant of the whole transaction, naturaliy did not occur to the juniors.  That Bunter was almost every kind of an ass they knew; but they did not yet know the full extent of his asinine fatuousness. 
Harry Wharton laughed rather ruefully, 
  “It’s up to us, you chaps !” he said. 
  “I suppose the man must be paid !” said Johnny Bull, 
  “Oh, yes !”
  “The upfulness is terrific” said Hurree Jamset Earn Singh. “I have an esteemed fiver at your service, Bunter.” 
“Shell out,-and I’ll settle with the man and clear him out,” said Bunter. 
“But, dash it all !” said Johnny Bull. “You’d better write to your father and point out to him that the servants’ wages are not paid. It’s rather odd that he should have overlooked that.” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  He wondered what Mr. William Samuel Bunter would have thought if he had been asked to pay the wages of a butler and a crowd of footmen and maidservants at an immense establishment of which he had never even heard. Certainly Billy Bunter had no intention of asking him, 
“What are you grinning at?” demanded Johnny Bull. 
 “My dear fellow, the peter has overlooked that trifling thing.” said Bunter airily. “Dealing with thousands and thousands of pounds, he’s not likely to bother his head about such trifles. Still, I’ll certainly remind him. But shell out a few pounds now to pay that scoundrel before I kick him out of the place.” 
  The chums of the Remove shelled out. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh contributed a couple of fivers, the nabob being the best provided with money in the party. The other follows contributed a couple of pound notes each. 
Billy Bunter rose from the chair. 
  “You fellows can go for a walk.” he said. “I prefer you not to be present when I’m dealing with my servants.” Bunter had learned a lesson on that subject already. “So-long !“ 
  Bunter rolled away towards the house. Harry Wharton & Co. exchanged smiles. 
  “Well, this is a giddy discovery!” said Bob Cherry. “I felt all along that there was something fishy in it.” 
  “The fishyfulness, was terrific.” 
  Johnny Bull grunted. 
  We might have known !” he growled. “We know Bunter’s gas well enough. He’s got the place furnished for the summer, and its not. Bunter Court, as I said all the time. Just his cheek calling it Bunter Court while he’s staying here. I wonder what the owner would think if he saw the new name painted up over the gates?” 
 “That giddy footman has explained it all !” grinned Nugent. 
  Harry Wharton wrinkled his brows thoughtfully. 
 “Not quite all” he said. “Even if Bunter has only hired this place furnished for the summer, it must run into a frightful lot of money. His father must be spending money right and left for him. I should say that the rent would run into thirty or forty pounds a week” 
  “Phew !” 
  “Old man Bunter doesn’t seem to be paying the servants’ wages.” grunted Johnny Bull. “Perhaps he isn’t paying the rent either.” 
  “But he would have to,” said Harry. “Before you take a furnished house, especially an expensive place like this, you have to sign an agreement, and sign an inventory of all the things, and so on, and I believe you generally have to pay in advance. Anyhow, you couldn’t get hold of such a place without giving ample security. Mr. Bunter wilt have to pay, if he hasn’t paid already.” 
  “It’s jolly queer !” said Johnny Bull. “I never supposed that the Bunters had money to chuck about like that. Isn’t it jolly odd that old Bunter should take such a frightfully expensive place just for Billy to spend the vacation in?” 
  “Jolly odd !” agreed Harry. 
  “The oddfulness is terrific.” 
  “I—I suppose old Bunter really did take it—Bunter hasn’t done it on his own somehow ?” said Johnny Bull, 
  “My hat! How could he?” 
  Johnny Bull nodded slowly. 
  “No, I suppose he couldn’t,” be agreed. 
  “Come on, let’s go for a trot.” said Bob Cherry. And the chums of Grey- friars sauntered away across the park and walked cheerily down the road to Combermere. 

                         THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                              The Horn of Plenty! 

“WHERE’S Walsingham?” 
  Billy Bunter asked that question as he rolled into the house and came on Thomas, of the footman tribe. 
  He snapped out the question, and Thomas eyed him in a dubious sort of way. 
  Possibly the unhappy incident on the lawn had made the lord of Bunter Court a little more observant. Evidently Thomas knew what had happened; perhaps he had seen it all from a window; no doubt James had told him also. Under Thomas’ livery—as under James’ —there lurked a human being, and probably Thomas would have been as pleased to kick Bunter across the spacious hall as James had been to kick him across the well-kept lawn. Certainly Thomas’ clean-shaven, wooden-looking face did not express all that; but, by a kind of sixth sense, Bunter was aware of it. 
  He realised that his sway in Combermere Lodge was in danger; he was rather in the position of an officer whose company trembled on the verge of mutiny, or a sea captain who has detected a spark in the powder-magazine. Bunter was quite on the alert now. 
  His hold on the place was rather precarious; he was safe, so he supposed, so long as Mr. Pilkins, the house agent, was laid up in the nursing-home as the result of a motor accident. But if anything happened to open Walsingham’s eyes he was tone for. And Walsingham was expecting a large remittance from Bunter’s father for the expenses of the house, which had not arrived, and never would arrive. And the servants, who had been taken over with the house and the furniture, might very likely begin to “kick” if their wages were not paid—as, indeed, James had “kicked” already. Bunter realised that he was skating on thin ice. 
  He did not think of mending his manners. But he was in funds now, for tipping, and he had observed the result, of lavish tjpping on the staff of the Lodge. 
  Lord Combermere, the noble owner of the mansion, had never lavished tips on his household; and, indeed, had seldom paid their wages at the due date.  Walsingham & Co. expected to make a good thing out of some wealthy “bounder” who should take the house furnished for the summer, while his impecunious lordship languished in a cheap Swiss hotel. So long as they made money out of Bunter all was well. Only they were misaken in supposing him to be a wealthy bounder. He was a bounder, but not wealthy. 
  But so long as Bunter had any money he was ready to scatter it, especially as it not his own.  He certainly could not pay the servants’ wages, but he could tip them—which was the next best thing —somewhat like a customer who allows a tradesman to overcharge because he does not intend to pay the bill at all. 
  Whatever difficulties might be in his way, Bunter intended to hold on to his grandeur as long as he could. Harry Wharton & Co. had learned that 
Bunter Court” was not the property of the Bunter family. But they still supposed that the place was taken furnished by the Bunters—which was impressive enough, as the rent alone was forty guineas a week. Besides. Bunter was expecting more guests later—St. Jim’s fellows and others, and they would not know that Combermere Lodge was not Bunter Court. To them Bunter would be the lord of a great mansion, rolling in fat prosperity. 
So, as Thomas the footman eyed him in a curious, uncertain way, Billy Bunter’s fat hand slid into his pocket in a way Thomas knew. 
  Quite well Thomas was aware that the fat fingers were taking hold of a pound note, to be bestowed in a tip. 
  Thomas’s manner became intensely respectful all at once. 
  His late noble master, Lord Combermere, had had to be careful with half-crowns. So Thomas’ natural appetite for pound-notes had never been satisfied. He could have stood a lot of nonsense from William George Bunter at a pound a time. 
  “Mr. Walsingham is in his room, I think, sir,” said Thomas, in deferential tones. “Shall I ascertain, sir? ”
  “I’ll go there,” said Bunter. “Show me the way.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  Thomas ushered Bunter along to the butler’s room. 
  Bunter had already visited the butler’s room several times, and knew the way perfectly well. But he preferred not to remember it, and to demonstrate that he could do simply nothing without the help of a servant. Indeed, since he had been installed at Bunter Court, the Owl of the Remove had developed a personal helplessness which might have been admired and envied by the most degenerate Roman Patrician of ancient days. Without the aid of a servant, he was unable to put his boots on, or even to pick up a dropped collar-stud. 
  Bunter rolled loftily along after Thomas, 
  Thomas knocked at Mr. Walsingham’s door and opened it. 
  “Mr. Bunter, sir !” 
  Bunter tossed the dutiful Thomas a pound-note. 
  Thomas caught it dexterously and retired, closing the door softly, and leasing Bunter with Walsingham.  
  The Combermere butler was seated by his window, reading a sporting paper, which he instantly dropped, jumping up as Bunter was announced. 
He bowed so respectfully to Bunter that he was a little breathless when he reassumed a vertical position; Mr. Walsingham being a little portly in build, and of a circumference not unlike Bunter’s own. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Walsingham !”
  “Sir! This is an honour—my poor room—” murmured Walsingham. “A very great honour, sir—I feel it deeply, sir, if I may say so with respect. Will you do me the kindness to be seated, sir ?” 
  Bunter did him that kindness at once. Walsingham remained standing respectfully, in an attitude of deferential attention. He did it so well, as to indicate that this was not the first experience Mr. Walsingham had had in pulling a master’s leg. 
  “Walsiuigham, I have been treated disrespectfully !”
  “Surely not, sir !” 
  “A footman has been insolent.” 
  “I am deeply pained to hear it, Mr. Bunter.” 
  “I have discharged him.” said Bunter loftily. “His name, I think, is James.” Bunter affected a bad memory for names. “James—or George. But no matter; I have discharged him. See that the man is paid and turned out at once.” 
“Very good, sir.” 
  Mr. Walsingham coughed. 
  Aware that Mr. Pilkins, the house agent, had been very keen to secure Bunter as a tenant, and believing that Bunter’s father had settled all business details with Pilkins, the butler had no doubts about the temporary master of Combermere Lodge.  Nevertheless, he had not yet seen the colour of Bunter’s money, excepting in the way of tips. And bills were running up on all sides, to an extent that might have alarmed even Bunter had he given the matter a thought—which he did not. So long as he had plenty of the best. Bunter was not the fellow to think about the day of reckoning, until it could be put off no longer. 
  “I was going to request your permission to speak to you, sir, on this question of my being placed in funds.” said Walsingham. “I have not yet heard from your honoured father, sir,” 
  “Oh, the pater’s very busy.” said Bunter carelessly. “I dare say he’s forgotten to post the cheque.” 
  “No doubt, sir, no doubt.” said Walsingham. “But some of the tradespeople are asking for their accounts, sir, and the servants—” 
  “I’d better phone to the pater, perhaps,” said Bunter thoughtfully. 
  “Perhaps it would be as well to remind him, sir,” said Walsinghan. “There is a telephone in this room, sir, if you would care to use it.” 
Bunter breathed a little quickly. He had not observed the telephone in the butler’s room. Certainly he could not telephone to his father in Walsingham’s presence. 
  But he did not lose his presence of mind. Bunter was growing wonderfully wary. 
  “Oh, quite!” he said. “I’ll phone! But see about that man James at once. I cannot allow an insolent servant to remain in the house. On second thoughts don’t pay him before he goes. I think he deserves a lesson for his insolence. Make a note of the amount due to him, and let me have it and I will ask my father to send him a cheque.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  There was a faint restiveness about Walsingham. He had heard a great deal about Mr. Bunter and his cheques; but it was borne in upon his mind again that he had not seen any of the cheques yet. 
  “The rest of your men, Walsingham, have given great satisfaction.” said Bunter. “You may tell them so from me.” 
  “I am sure they will be deeply gratifled, sir.” 
  “Quite so. And as my pater seems to be keeping them waiting a bit, you may hand them a couple of pounds each, from me.” said Bunter. “And keep the fiver for yourself.” 
  “Thank you, sir.” 
  The notes which Bunter had collected; from his guests passed over to Walsmgham. In the innocence of their hearts Harry Wharton & Co. bad supposed that Bunter felt if imperative to pay James before he went, and had shelled out for that purpose. But Billy Bunter knew a trick worth two of that. He was not wasting money in paying the wages of a man who was going; he was expending it in confirming the loyalty of those who were remaining. 
  Walsingham undoubtedly was confirmed in his loyalty, for the time being at least. A fellow who handed out tips like this could scarcely be short of money, so far as Walsingham could judge. 
  “Where’s the phone ?” said Bunter. “Bring it here.” 
  The butler’s telephone was only a yard from where Bunter was sitting. But the Owl of the Remove had developed too much patrician helplessness to be able to get to it. Walsingham placcd a little table by Bunter’s elbow, and placed the telephone on it. Then he left Bunter in possession of his quarters. 
Bunter winked at the door after Walsingham had gone out and closed it. 
  Certainly he did not intend to telephone to his father, It would have been quite useless to phone to Mr. W. S. Bunter for such a sum as was required for the running of an establishment like Combermere Lodge. The mere mention of such a sum might have made Mr. Bunter faint. Bunter did not mean to phone to anybody; only to give Walsmgham the impression that he had phoned; though how long this game of spoof could be kept up was a really interesting problem. 
  But, as it happened, a minute after Walsingham was gone, and was engaged in distributing Bunter’s new shower of largesse among his staff, the bell rang at Bunter’s elbow, and made him jump. 
  He jerked the receiver off the books at once, without thinking, his idea being to stop the bell before it had fairly buzzed, so that Walsingham would not come back. The bell ceased after hardly more than a ting. 
  Having the receiver in his hand, Bunter clapped it to his ear, He supposed that some tradesman had rung up Walsingham, and it would be easy to tell that tradesman he had the wrong number, thus choking him off. As Bunter was supposed to be telephoning to his father for money just then he did not want Walsingham to be butting in again. Any inconvenience that might result to Walsingham did not matter. It was inconvenience to Bunter that mattered. 
  “Hallo’” said Bunter into the 
transmitter.  
  “Hallo! Are you there, Walsingham?” 
  Bunter jumped so violently that he nearly dropped the receiver. 
  He knew that voice. 
  It was not the voice of a Combermere tradesman, ringing up the butler on the subject of cabbages or cauliflowers, or meringues, or mutton chops. 
  It was the voice of Mr. Pilkins, the estate agent of Combermere. 
  Mr. Pilkins --- agent who had the letting of Lord Combermere’s house, and who had—all unconsciously—let it to Billy Bunter without the prospect of receiving one sixpence of the forty guineas a week rental—Mr. Pilkins, who had been taken to a nursing-home after his motor accident, thus leaving the way open for Bunter’s amazing trickery. Evidently Mr. Pilkins was no longer in the nursing-home. 
  The voice of the estate agent fairly froze Bunter with terror. 
  But for the accident that he was in the butler’s room, and had sent Walsingham away, the butler would have taken the call. He would have learned the truth, and Bunter’s house of cards would have collapsed all of a sudden! Once the two men compared notes the whole thing was bound to come out. 
  Bunter sat with the receiver shaking in his fat hand. 
  What was going to happen now? 
  “Walsingham !” repeated Mr. Pilkins hoarsely, his voice fall of excitement. “Walsingham! Is that you, Walsingham ?” 
  “Yes !” gasped Bunter. 
  The Owl of the Remove pulled himself together. It is said that there is such a thing as “fool’s luck” and undoubtedly Bunter’s luck was holding out. 
  “Hold on a minute, Pilkins!” he gasped, 
  He crossed to the door and locked it. He was safe now if Walsingham should come back. Then he picked up the receiver again, and proceeded to take the call intended for Mr. Walsingham. 

                              THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

                              An Amazing Discovery! 

“MAULY!  ” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!  It’s old Mauly !”
  Harry Wharton & Co., sauntering along the shady road to Combermere, waved their hands to the youth who sat in the passing car. They were surprised to recognise Lord Mauleverer, of the Greyfriars Remove, but they were glad to see that noble youth. 
  Mauleverer glanced at them and nodded, and then signed to his chauffeur to stop. The Famous Five came up to the car. 
  “Fancy meeting, you here, old man !” said Harry Wharton. “What are you doing down here in the vac ?” 
  “Jolly glad to see you, anyhow, Mauly.” said Bob Cherry. “Staying about here, or just passing through?” 
  “I’m goin’ to Combermere.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I’ve got to see a man. Glad to see you fellows. You’re stayin’ with Bunter—what ?” 
  “That’s it,” said Harry. 
  “If you’re goin’ my way, hop in, and we’ll have a jaw.” said Lcrd Mauleverer —“that is, if you’d like a lift.” 
  “Good! We were walking down to Combermere” said Nugent. 
  “That’s where I’m goin’. Man named Pilkins that I’m goin’ to see.” 
  The Famous Five found room in the car, and it rolled on its way again towards the little country town. 
  Lord Mauleverer looked at the five cheery faces rather inquiringly. Perhaps he was wondering how they were getting on with their host at the Lodge. William George Bunter. 
  “Havin’ a good time ?” he asked. 
  “Oh, pretty good !” said Harry, with a smile. “It’s no end of a place we’re staying at. Bunter’s got Combermere Lodge, you know.” 
  “It’s called Bunter Court now.” grinned Nugent. 
  “The fat bounder stuffed us that his pater had bought it.” growled Johnny Bull. “But it s come out to-day that he only got it furnished for the summer.” 
  Lord Mauleverer grinned. 
  “Oh, you’ve found that out?” he asked. 
  “Did you know, Mauly?” 
  “Yaas. Bunter asked me not to mention it, but there’s no harm in mentionin’ it if you know now. It’s on account of that I’m here in the vac.” 
  “You’re going to see Bunter?” 
  “No fear !” said Lord Mauleverer promptly. “I see enough of Bunter in the term at Greylriars—too much in fact. I’ve got to see that man Pilkins. I feel bound to give him a look in, considerin’ what’s happened. He was on my business, you see, when he was knocked over.” 
  “Blessed if I know,” said Harry. “Who’s Pilkins, and what happened to him?”
  “Estate agent at Combermere. He let the lodge to Bunter, or Bunter’s father, I suppose; he could hardly have let it to a schoolboy. You see, my uncle, old Brooke, asked me to look at the lodge, as a pal of his was thinkin’ of takin’ it furnished, just before we broke up at Greyfriars. 1 got Bunter to go—I was feelin’ tired that day—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Bunter reported that it was a rotten show and I told nunky so, and the thing was dropped, so far as he was concerned. Of course, I never thought Bunter would play a trick like that. It was a dirty trick, if he had sense enough to see it. Of course, he hasn’t.” 
  “Oh !” said Harry. 
  “Havin’ put me off it, he nipped in an’ bagged it.” said Lord Mauleverer, rather ruefully. “Dashed if I know where the Bunters get the money from. It’s forty guineas a week an’ expenses, which must come to as much more, I should think. But the point is this, that while showin’ Bunter the place the man Pilkins was hurt in a motor accident, and had to be shoved in a nursin’-home. As he was wanderin’ about on my account, I felt that it was up to me to see him through—what?” 
  “Just like you, Mauly. But—” 
  “I telephoned from Greyfriars to Dr. Brown at Combermere, and asked him to put it all down to me, if there was any difficulty, in the matter.” said Lord Mauleverer. “The poor chap had to stay away from business for weeks; and, of course that’s a serious matter, with a tremendous doctor’s bill into the bargain—what?” 
  “I suppose so.” 
  “So I asked the medical johnny to phone me at home, when Pilkins was leavin’, and I’d come down and see him about it.” said Lord Mauleverer. “That’s why I’m here. It’s really no trouble. A chap may as well motor in one direction as another—what ?” 
  The chums of the Remove chuckled. 
  “Pilkin left the nursin’-home this mornin’.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I’m goin’ to his office now to see if he’s there.” 
  “I see.” assented Harry. 
  “It’s really hard cheese on the poor chap, and I’ve got plenty of dibs to stand the damages,” said Mauly, “and it’s only civil to look in and ask him how he is— what?” 
  The car was in Combermere High Street now, and a few minutes later it stopped at Mr. Pilkins’ Estate Office. 
  The Greyfriars juniors alighted. 
  “If you fellows have nothin’ better to do, we might have a run round after I’ve finished with Pilkins.” said Lord Mauleverer. “It’s no end of a pleasure to see your jolly old chivvies again!” 
  “Jolly good idea !” said Harry. “We’ll wait.” 
  The Greyfriars fellows entered the office. 
  A sleepy-looking clerk was in attendance there, dozing in a chair at a desk, and occasionally starting into feverish activity to chase a buzzing bluebottle with a folded newspaper. 
  He gave the juniors a look of sleepy inquiry, 
  “Mr. Pilkins about ? ” asked Lord Mauleverer, 
  “Yes, sir; he’s come down to the office for the first time this afternoon. He’s been ill.”
  “Good! Ask him if he can see me now. Tell him it’s Lord Mauleverer.” 
  “Oh, certainly, my lord 
  The clerk went into the inner office to announce the noble visitor. 
  The communicating door closed, but opened again at once. Mr. Pilkins appeared in the doorway, with a deferential smile on his plump visage. The name of Lord Mauleverer was an “open sesame.” Mr. Pilkins was still under the impression that it was Lord Mauleverer whom he had shown over Combermere Lodge a few weeks ago, and who had scattered currency notes with a reckless hand among the servants there. 
  He looked at the juniors, and the deferential smile was replaced by a puzzled expression. 
  “Where is Lord Mauleverer?” he asked. 
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“Here !” ‘said Mauly cheerfully. 
  Mr. Pilkins stared at him. 
  “What! You are not Lord Mauleverer !” 
  “I jolly well am!” said Mauly, in surprise. 
  Mr. Pilkins stared harder. 
  “Come, come, young man.” he said. “I met his lordship some time ago, and you are not in the least like him. Come, come! What nonsense is this?” 
  “Oh gad ! What does this mean, you fellows ?“ asked Lord Mauleverer, appealing to his companions. “Have you any idea what it means?” 
  ‘I give it up,” said Harry Wharton. “Mr. Pilkins—if you’re Mr. Pilkins—this certainly is Lord Mauleverer. He is our schoolfellow at Greyfriars, and we’ve known him whole terms.” 
  “Yes, rather !” 
  “This is very extraordinary.” said the estate agent suspiciously. “On the day I had my motor accident, Lord Mauleverer came over from the school to see a house I had on my books, on behalf of his uncle, Sir Reginald Brooke. He was not in the least like this young gentleman.” 
  “Oh, my hat !” roared Bob Cherry. “Bunter !”
  “Great Scott !” 
  “Was he a fat chap in glasses?” asked Nugent. 
  “Just so !” assented Mr. Pilkins. 
   “Then he jolly vwell wasn’t Lord Mauleverer.” chuckled Bob. “This is the genuine article, warranted all wool.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh gad !” ejaculated Lord Mauleverer. “There’s a little mistake. I asked Bunter to come over for me, Mr. Pilkins and—and you seem to have taken him for me. My mistake! I apologise. I remember now, Bunter told me somethin’ about his bein’ mistaken for me. I thought the fat bounder had been swankin’, and forgot all about it.” 
  Mr. Pilkius frowned portentously. 
  “I certainly supposed the boy to be Lord Mauleverer !” he exclaimed. “I had received a letter from Sir Reginald Brooke, stating that Lord Mauleverer would call in a car, and the chauffeur addressed him as his lordship.” 
  “Of course, he spoofed the chauffeur, too.” said Mauly, “It was a hired car from Courtfield, and the man was expectin’ me.” 
  “I have been taken in, then !” exclaimed Mr. Pilkins wrathfully. 
  “Looks like it.” assented Lord Mauleverer. “But never mind, Bunter’s only a harmless ass, and there’s no harm done. All the same, I don’t quite see how you haven’t found out the mistake before, as you’ve let the house to Bunter.” 
  Mr. Pilkins jumped. 
  “Let the house!” he repeated. 
  “Yaas.” 
  “Are you referring to Combermere Lodge?” 
  “I have been away from business since my accident.” said Mr. Pilkins. “The letting of Lord Combermere’s house has remained in abeyance.  Combermere Lodge is not let!” 
  “Eh!” 
  “I shall be taking that matter in hand again at once,” said Mr. Pilkins. “My client is very anxious to let his house.  I---”
  “But it’s let !” roared Bob Cherry. 
  “It is not let !” snapped Mr. Pilkins. “I suppose I know whether I have let Combermere Lodge or not?” 
  “But it’s let to Bunter !” 
  “Nonsense!” 
  “Well, whether it’s let to him or not, he’s got it !” said Bob. 
  “Nonsense!” repeated Mr. Pilkins. 
  “It’s a solid fact, old bean.” grinned Bob. 
  “Absurd! What puts such an idea into your head?” exclaimed Mr. Pilkins irritably. 
  “Only the simple little fact that we’re staying at the house with Bunter for the vacation,” said Bob Cherry. 
  Mr. Pilkins staggered. 
  “You—you—you are staying at Combermere lodge?” he ejaculated. 
  “Certainly !”
  “Impossible !” gasped Mr. Pilkins. 
  “It’s called Bunter Court now.” said Bob, “and Bunter is running the show. Mean to say that you haven’t let the house to Bunter’s father?” 
  “I have never heard of Bunter or Bunter’s father !” raved Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Oh, great pip!” 
  Mr. Pilkins turned to his astonished clerk, who was no longer looking sleepy, or giving any attention to the bluebottle. 
  “Parker !” 
  “Yes, sir !” gasped the estate agent’s clerk. 
  “You have not let Combermere Lodge during my absence ?” 
  “Certainly not, Mr. Pilkins !” 
  “You hear what those young gentlemen say? ” exclaimed the estate agent.   “They say that the house is now occupied by a tenant named Bunter. Have you any knowledge of it, Parker?” 
  Parker gasped. 
  “I knew the house was occupied,” he stuttered. “ There have been large orders coming to all the tradesmen in Combermere from the Lodge. I—I supposed that you had let the house, sir, to the client you were seeing on the day you were hurt in the accident.” 
  “Good heavens !” exclaimed Mr. Pilkins, aghast. 
  The Greyfriars fellows looked at one another. They were making discoveries now, with a vengeance, on the subject of Bunter Court. 
  “But what was Walsingham thinking of ? ” howled Mr. Pilkins. “ He had no right to let a tenant into the house without an agreement duly signed; and an inventory taken, and a substantial sum paid in advance Nothing of the kind has been done. Besides, the house could not be let to a schoolboy— a minor. What does it mean, Parker?” 
  But Parker could only gasp.  He did not know in the least what it meant, any more than Mr. Pilkins himself did. 
   “Oh gad!” murmured Lord Mauleverer. “I seem to have stirred up a 
giddy kettle of fish here.  Wish I hadn’t come, by gad !” 
  Mr. Pilkins clutched at his scanty hair. He was utterly astounded and dismayed by what he had discovered. 
  “What can Walsingham mean by it’?” he babbled. “The man must be mad— mad!  What can it mean?  I must speak to him at once, and find out what this means. Excuse me, Lord Mauleverer.” 
  “Oh, yaas !” 
  Mr. Pilkins rushed back into his private office, and grabbed the receiver off the telephone, and rang up the butler’s room at Combermere Lodge. And—befriended by fool’s luck---Billy Bunter took the call in Walsingham’s room at “Bunter Court.” 

                                        THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                                            Stuffing Mr. Pilkins! 

“PILKINS—is that Pilkins?” demanded Billy Bunter into the transmitter. 
  Bunter had pulled himself together. The estate agent’s voice had frightened him almost out of his fat wits for a moment or two. But the fat junior realised that the position was serious, and that it had to be handled with care.  He collected all his fat facilities for this delicate affair. 
  The tones of the estate agent revealed the fact that he was excited and enraged, and Bunter had no doubt that he had made a startling discovery—which he was bound to make as soon as be left the nursing-home. That had always been a certainty; but Bunter had given the contingency no thought at all. It was but seldom that the Owl of the Remove allowed his fat thoughts to stray beyond the passing moment. 
  Bunter’s weird gifts as a ventriloquist came in useful now. Instinctively, almost without thinking, he imitated the rather full and fruity voice of Walsingham, the butler—just as he had imitated the nasal tones of Mr. Pilkins in telephoning to Walsingham, weeks before, that the house was let to Mr. Bunter. There were few things that Bunter could do well, but ventriloquism was one of the few, and his skill in imitating voices was really uncanny. 
  Often and often had he been kicked for it in the Remove passage at Greyfriars, where the fellows knew him too well to be in doubt about it when Bunter played his knavish tricks on them. But his weird gift, but which had earned him more kicks than halfpence at Greyfriars, came in very useful now. Rather by instinctive cunning, than by thought, Bunter imitated Walsingham’s fruity tones, so that Mr. Pilkins should suppose that he had got through to the Combermere butler. 
  Mr. Pilkins undoubtedly did suppose so. Apart from the voice sounding like Walsingham’s, he was not likely to suppose that anyone was in the butler’s room at the lodge; taking the call in the place of the portly butler. Fuming with anger and anxiety, while Harry Wharton & Co. and Lord Mauleverer waited in the outer office, Mr. Pikins fairly bawled into the telephone, under the impression that he was talking to Walsingham. 
  “Yes, it’s Plkins ! I’m Pilkins !” he shouted.  “Walsingham, you ass ---”
  “What?” 
  “Is the Lodge let?” bawled Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Oh, yes!”  
  “To whom? Quick ! To whom?” shrieked the estate agent. 
  “To Mr. Bunter.” 
  “A fat fellow in spectacles?” 
  “Oh! Hem! Ah! Yes!” 
  “The fellow who pretended to mc that he was Lord Mauleverer?” shrieked Mr. Pikins wildly, 
Bunter jumped. 
  He had almost forgotten that he had first gained the confidence of the un- fortunate estate agent by passing himself off as Lord Mauleverer, the schoolboy millionaire  of Greyfriars. That had been the first of his tricks, and caused  chiefly by swank, Bunter not foreseeing at the time what it would lead to. Step by step and trick by trick the Owl of Greyfriars had proceeded from that vainglorious  swank to the bagging of Lord Combermere’s house for the vacation. 
  “Do you hear me?” yelled Mr. Pilkins. “ Is it the same fellow ?“ 
  “Oh, yes ! That was only a little joke of—of Master Bunter’s. He was simply pulling your leg that time, Pilkins. No harm done !” 
  “No harm !” roared Mr. Pilkins. “If I hadn’t supposed  him to be Lord Mauleverer, Walsingham, do you suppose  I’d have brought him to the house, and accepted him as a tenant, and tipped you the wink to make sure of him?” 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Now I know why he didn’t  want me to mention that he was Lord Mauleverer !” howled Mr. Pilkins. “He was already thinking of this—this fraud— this swindle—this—this hold-up---—” 
  “Wha-a-at?” 
  “He could never have brought it off if I had not been knocked out by a motor accident that day. But how did he impose on you, Walsingham?  How did you come to let him into the house without seeing me or my clerk, or knowing whether any agreement had been signed or lease taken or anything of the sort?” 
  “I—I — ”
  “Believing him to be Lord Mauleverer, I tried hard to nail him, andtipped you the wink, as you know. But if he’s taken the house in his own name he can’t have led you to suppose that he was Lord Mauleverer.” 
  “Nunno !” gasped Bunter. “I know who 1 am, of course—” 
  “What?” 
  “I—I mean I know who he is.” 
  “Have you been drinking, Walsingham ?” 
  “Eh? Oh, no !” stuttered Bunter. 
  “Your talk sounds like it. Look here, I was keen to bag Lord Mauleverer; but, of course, I should not have let him the house personally, as a schoolboy and a minor—his guardian would have had to deal with me. You seem to have let a schoolboy take possession—unquestioned! What do you mean by it, Walsingham! You are answerable to Lord Combermere for this ; I disclaim all responsibility !” 
  Bunter gasped. 
  He wondered dizzily what Walsingham would have thought on hearing that 
he had been taking the call. Fortunately—from Bunter s point of view— Walsingham was not there. 
  “Are you deaf?” raved Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Nunno !” 
  “Then speak, you ass !” 
  “You—you see, I—I----- ! ” Bunter was willing to speak, but he hardly knew what to say. It really was a difficult matter to deal with. 
  “Who is this Bunter?” shouted Mr. Pilkins. “I suppose a schoolfellow of Lord Mauleverer—and of these boys who are now in my office ---” 
  “Oh !  Are they?” 
  “But who—what is he? Has be any money ? Is he an arrant swindler and adventurer ? ”
  “Oh crumbs !”
  “ It looks like it, by the way he has acted in getting possession of the house. No paper whatever has been signed, no inventory taken — I was simply knocked over when I learned, a few minutes ago, that the house was let to this—this young scoundrel who has taken possession! He must be ejected at once !” 
  “Oh!” 
  “If he has stolen anything—” 
  “S-stolen anything ?” stuttered Bunter. 
  “Yes—if he is a thief as well as a swindler, and has stolen anything, you are answerable, Walsingham!” 
  “Oh dear !”
  “How can we tell what he may or may not have taken? No inventory of the contents of the house has been signed. There are many articles of great value—some running into hundreds of pounds. The fellow may be an experienced thief !” 
  “Phew !” 
  “You are responsible, Walsingham ! I wash my hands of it !” howled Mr. Pilkins. “You let this—this young villain into the house while I was detained in a nursing-home, unable to attend to business. I had not the faintest idea that any step was being taken in the matter of letting the house. I was astounded to hear that it had been let to this—this villain—this rascal—this— this Bunter !” 
  “Phew !” 
  “Has he paid you anything?” shrieked Mr. Pilkins. “ Is there any possibility of indemnification for this loss? Lord Combermere will expect his money if he hears that the house has been occupied. Has this rascal any money ? Have the scoundrel’s people any money?  Do you know? What possessed you to let him into the house at all?” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  It was Bunter, telephoning in the voice of Mr. Pilkins, who had induced Walsingham to believe that the house was let to its present tenant. But the estate agent was not likely to guess that. 
  “Answer me, Walsingham!” hooted Mr. Pilkins. “Cannot you understand that I am on tenterhooks? Who is this fellow? What are his people? Have they any means? Are they worth going for?” 
  “Calm yourself, Pilkins !” said Bunter, in Walsingham’s fruity tones. “It 
is all right.” 
  “All right, is it?” hooted the excited estate agent. “And how do you make out that it is all right?” 
  “Mr. Bunter is a, wealthy young gentleman—” 
  “Is he?” 
  “Extremely so. And his father is perhaps the richest man on the Stock Exchange—simply rolling in money !”
  “That’s all very well. But have you seen the colour of his money?” hooted Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Oh, certainly ! Master Bunter spends money like water; a fiver to him is less than a half-crown to you, Pilkins.” 
  “Oh!” Mr. Pilkins calmed down a little. “I remember the young fool was chucking money about the day I brought him along to see the property. A swanking, new-rich young upstart I thought him; I could not understand a nobleman acting in such a way, though I believed him at the time to be Lord Mauleverer—a swanking, purse-proud, affected young upstart—” 
  “You cheeky ass !“ roared Bunter, quite forgetting for the moment that he was speaking in the character of Walsingham. 
  Mr. Pilkins in his personal interview with Bunter some time before had been deference and civility personified; it had seemed as if butter would not melt in his mouth. So it was rather startling to hear his real opinion of his client. 
  “What—what—what did you say, Walsingham?” 
  “I—I mean I—I—” Bunter recollected himself. “I mean, kindly speak more respectfully of Master Bunter, Pilkins.” 
  “I’ll speak respectfully enough of him, when I see a cheque for the week he’s been at Combermere Lodge !” hooted Mr. Pilkins. “It he pays for the week and clears out, well and good. He can stay on if he will pay for the whole term in advance. Then I’ll speak respectfully of the young scoundrel. Not till then!” 
  “Pooh! The sum is a trifle to Master Bunter !” 
  “If it’s a trifle he can hand it out. Is he in the house at the present moment ? ” 
  Bunter chuckled, 
  “Yes—quite near at hand, Pilkins.” 
  “Then ask him on the spot for the money; if he’s rolling in it, as he’s led you to believe, he can hand out forty guineas on the spot!” 
  “A mere trifle to him, I assure you, Pilkins. Hold on a minute and I’ll speak to him.” 
  “Quick, then !” 
  Billy Bunter laid the receiver on the table, and blinked thoughtfully at the telephone. It was easy enough to spin Mr. Pilkins a yarn, in the fruity voice of Walsingham. That would satisfy the estate agent for the moment. But what would follow? 
  Bunter could not guess. But on the principle of staving off the day of reckoning till the latest possible moment, he determined to “stuff” Mr. Pilkins, and keep that gentleman front telephoning to Walsingham again in a hurry.  Even a day gained was something! Something might turn up! The chapter of accidents had befriended William George Bunter so far, and might befriend him again. 
  He picked up the receiver once more, after a few minutes of rapid thought. In his present peculiar position the Owl of the Remove was getting into the way of giving his fat intellect much more exercise than it had been accustomed to. 
  “Are you there, Pilkins?”
  “Yes, waiting.” 
  “I have spoken to Master Bunter—” 
  “Well ?” 
  “I am afraid that Master Bunter was a little offended by my asking him for money, but I explained that you were anxious on the subject.” 
  Bunter was almost astonished himself at the fertility of his invention. But he had, of course, had long practice in the peculiar art of Ananias. 
  “That’s all right! I’ll take the responsibility!” growled Mr. Pilkins. “What I want to know is, has he handed out any hard cash? That’s the important point.” 
  “Yes,” 
  “Oh !” exclaimed Mr. Pilkins. “How much ?” 
  “Forty guineas, in banknotes.” 
  “Phew !” 
  “He has also handed me a cheque from his father for two hundred pounds.” 
  “Great Scott !” 
  “I will send both the bank-notes and the cheque to your office by a footman without delay.” 
  “Good gad !” Mr. Pilkins’ nasal voice was quite calm and pleasant now.   “Dash it all, Walsingham, it seems that it’s a good bet, after all. It’s very irregular—no agreement, no inventory —but it the young fellow pays up it’s all right, of course.  Better be civil to him. Treat him well.” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  “I shall certainly treat him the best I know how, Pilkins. 
  “That’s all right. Of course, the matter must be regularised. I must see Master Bunter, and the necessary papers must be signed by his father or legal representative. I will come up to the house this evening.” 
  Bunter shivered. 
  “No, that won’t do, Pilkins !” he exclaimed hastily. 
  “I had better. And you can hand me the money, instead of sending it to my office.” 
  “Mr. Bunter is engaged this evening —he has a party of friends, and there is a little celebration on. He would be greatly annoyed by a business call at such a time, and I shall be very busy, too. You had better make your call tomorrow.” 
  “Well, that will be more convenient for me, certainly,” said Mr. Pilkins. “I will call on you in the morning, Walsingham. You have very greatly relieved my mind, I was alarmed—very much alarmed—” 
  “No occasion whatever for alarm. I will request Master Bunter to telephone to your office in the morning, making an appointment.” 
  “Right. But in any case I shall call —I simply must see him. The matter is too irregular already.  So if I do not hear from him I will call about eleven in the morning. ” 
  Bunter breathed hard. 
 “Good-bye, Walsingham. 
  Mr. Pilkins rang off. 
  Bunter sat and stared at the telephone .  He  had put off the evil day— at the cost of a little more romancing he had satisfied Mr. Pilkins temporarily. But it was purely temporarily. The  astute agent was  relieved, but by no means wholly reassured; he was quite determined to have a personal interview with his very peculiar tenant. And when he came up to the Lodge and found that there was no cash— 
  The thought of it made Bunter feel quite dizzy for some moments. Then, in his usual style, he dismissed the matter from his mind. Nothing was to happen till the morrow—and the morrow could take care of itself. It was getting towards dinner-time; and if there was to be only one more dinner at “Bunter Court” that was all the more reason why Billy Bunter should enjoy it thoroughly, with a mind free from care. 
  He let himself out of Walsingham’s  room, and rolled away, and his fat thoughts concentrated on dinner, Mr. Pilkins and all his works being dismissed  as comparatively unimportant. 
                                                     —
                               THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                     Major and Minor! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. waited in Mr. Pilkins’ outer  office in a. wondering frame of mind while that gentleman was busy on the telephone. 
  They simply did not know what to make of the strange situation. 
  It looked as if Billy Bunter had obtained possession of Combermere Lodge, alias Bunter Court by some extraordinary trickery; but how the Owl of the Remove had “worked the oracle” was a deep mystery to them. They  were uneasy, and a little alarmed. They understood Bunter, and knew that he  was fatuous enough to “land” himself in almost anything; and other fellows, who did not understand him so well, might very easily have supposed him to be an unscrupulous young rogue, which Bunter really was not. He was simply unable to realise that any other inhabitant of the globe had any rights or interests as important as his own; like Ancient Pistol, Bunter regarded the world as his oyster, which he had to open somehow. 
  But though it might be fatuousness, and not fraud, that led Bunter into a lawless scrape, the consequences might be very serious. But what had he done —and how had he done it? 
  The Famous Five were quite mystified. Even Lord Mauleverer was taking the trouble to give the matter some thought. 
  All the Greyfriars party were relieved, therefore, when Mr. Pilkins looked out of the inner office, having finished telephoning, with a cheerful expression on his aquiline face. Obviously he was relieved in his mind. 
  “Pray step in. Lord Mauleverer.” he said.  “It is very kind of your lordship 
to give me a call.” 
  Mauly blinked at him. 
  “What about Bunter?” he asked. 
  “I think that that matter will be arranged satisfactorily.” said Mr. Pilkins. “Walsingham tells me that Master Bunter is quite able to meet his engagements, irregularly as he has entered into them.” 
  “That’s good !” said Harry Wharton. 
  “I confess that I was very much alarmed,” said Mr. Pilkins. “But Master Bunter, though somewhat erratic in his methods, seems quite 
straightforward, from what Walsingham tells me. 1 shall be seeing him at the Lodge to-morrow morning, and everything will be arranged, I hope satisfactorily. If your lordship will step in—”
   His lordship stepped into Mr. Pilkins’ private office. Harry Wharton & Co. remained in the outer office, while Lord Mauleverer was having his little talk with the estate agent. They understood that Manly was there to settle an account for damages; and though it was not, of course, an account that Mr. Pilkins could have claimed, that made no difference to Maueverer. He felt that he was responsible, in a way at least, as Mr. Pilkins had been going about business for him at the time he was knocked out by the motor accident. And Mauly was in the happy position of possessing almost unlimited cash, which enabled him to follow the dictates of his kind heart.     
  The chums of the Remove waited, while Parker, the clerk, dozed at his desk and killed flies with a newspaper. Lord Mauleverer emerged at last, and Mr. Pilkins emerged with him beaming with deference and satisfaction.  It was but seldom that Mr. Pilkins’ dusty, dusky little office was honoured by the presence of a real live lord; and Mr Pilkins was evidently enjoying it.
  He came out to the car to see his lordship safely on board; he shed a few of his beams of satisfaction on Harry Wharton & Co., as they were enjoying the distinction of being his lordship s companions, and shone, as it 
were, with the reflected glory of his title and wealth. The car rolled away with the juniors packed in it, Mr. Pilkins bowing almost to the pavement as it departed. “We’ll have a run about, and I’ll land you at the Lodge on my way home —what?” said Lord Mauleyerer. 
  “Good! Why not drop in at the Lodge ?“ grinned Bob Cherry. “I’m 
sure Bunter would be glad to see you.” 
  Lord Mauleverer looked alarmed.
 “Oh gad’ No fear!  I’ll drop you at the gates.” he said. “No more Bunter for me than I can help!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “It seems all right about jolly old Bunter Court. ” said Bob Cherry. “Blessed if I wasn’t beginning to think that there was a swindle of some kind on !” 
  “Looks like it to me.” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “The lookfulness is terrific.” remarked Hurree Jamset Ran Singh. “But the esteemed and nosey Pilkins seems to be satisfied.” 
  “If he’s satisfied, I suppose it’s all right.”’ said Harry Wharton, rather dubiously, however.
  “Yaas; it’s all right; he’s satisfied.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I gathered that he’s rather pleased than otherwise that Bunter’s taken the place, since his talk with the butler on the phone.  It was rather a difficult place to let, with 
such thumpin’ big expenses attached. He was tellin’ me that Bunter’s pater has shelled out a cheque, or somethin’ of the sort. It seems to be all serene.” 
  “Thank goodness for that !” said Nugent. “It would have been rather rotten for us all round if there had been trouble.” 
  It was a general relief to the Famous Five to find that Mr. Pilkins was satisfied, after all. Their position would have been a very unenviable one, as Bunter’s guests at Bunter Court, had it proved that Bunter was a “bilk,” with an enraged estate agent on his trail. 
  The chums of the Remove enjoyed their run in Mauly’s car. They had 
always liked the dandy of the Remove, and his company was more agreeable 
than ever as a change from Bunter’s. 
  They would have beau very pleased had Mauly decided to join the party at the Lodge. There was no doubt that William George Bunter would have welcomed him there. But Mauly, as he had said, had too much Bunter during the term at Greyfriars School. He did not want any more. 
  The car rolled along to the Lodge at last, to drop the Famous Five there in time for dinner. Three fags of the Second Form of Greyfriars were coming along to the gates—Sammy Bunter and his friends Gatty and Myers. The three looked red and dusty, and Sammy Bunter’s nose had a swollen look, which indicated that there had been some forcible sort of argument among the fags. Possibly Gatty and Myers had forgotten that they were Bunter minor’s guests, and had acted as if they were still in the Second Form-room at Greyfriars. Sammy was scowling as he rubbed his nose and Gatty and Myers were eyeing him disdainfully. 
  The car passed the fags, and left them behind. A few minute later it stopped at the Lodge gates, and Harry Wharton Co. turned out and bade farewell to Lord Mauleverer. 
  “I say; you fellows—” 
  It was Billy Bunter. He was loafing about the gates, and his little round 
eyes gleamed at the sight of Lord Mauleverer. He came sprinting towards 
the car as fast as his fat little legs could carry him. 
  “Mauly old man—” 
  Lord Nauleverer hurriedly signalled to the chauffeur. 
  The car moved on. 
  “Stop !” shouted Bunter. “I say Mauly, old man! Mauly! Stop, Manly, old fellow ! You silly ass, are you deaf?” 
  Apparently. Lord Muleverer was deaf. At al events, he did not answer, and the car vanished with a rush in a cloud of dust. 
  Billy Bunter blinked round at the grinning face of the Famous Five. 
  “You silly asses—”  
  “You’ve met Mauly somewhere, Why didn’t you make him come in to dinner? I’d have been glad to have him.” 
  “No doubt !” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  It was very probable that Bunter would have been glad to have an easy- going millionaire as a guest at Bunter Court. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh murmured that the gladfulness would have been terrific. 
  “Better company than you chaps,” said Bunter. 
  “Oh !” 
  Billy Bunter cast a regretful blink after the vanishing car. Lord Mauleverer was gone from his gaze like a beautiful dream. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. walked up the drive, leaving Bunter still blinking after Mauly’s car. The Owl of the Remove was deeply annoyed by Mauly’s departure. In his present situation Mauly would have come in wonderfully useful at Bunter Court. But he was gone. The car disappeared round a bend of the road, leaving nothing but a cloud of dust for Bunter to blink at. 
Bunter grunted. 
  Three dusty lags tramped up, and the Owl of the Remove turned his spectacles upon them. Sammy and Gatty and Myers did not really look a credit to so magnificent an establishment as Combermere Lodge. Bunter blinked at them with disparaging disdain. 
  “Precious set you look!” he growled. “What’s the matter with your nose, Sammy?” 
  “That cad Gatty punched it !” snapped Sammy. 
  “I’ll punch it again.” said Gatty. 
  “My hat Are these the manners of the Second Form ? ” sneered Bunter. “Is that how you fags behave when you’re on a visit to a first-class country house?” 
  “We ain’t staying much longer,” jeered Gatty. “We’re going this evening, ain’t we, Myers?” 
  “We are !” said Myers, with emphasis. 
  “Borrowing a fellows money, and calling him names !” said Gatty, with a snort. “If we’re going to pay for our holiday we don’t want it here, I can tell you. I’d rather spend the money at the seaside.” 
  “Much rather !” said Myers. 
  The two fags tramped up the drive, taking no further heed of the two Bunters. William George blinked severely at Samuel of that ilk. 
  “You’ve been borrowing money of your friends, Sammy !” he said sternly. 
Sammy Bunter sniffed. 
“Haven’t you?” he demanded. “I know jolly well that you’ve fairly cleared out your blessed visitors.” 
  “That’s no business of yours, Sammy. I may have borrowed a few pounds of my friends, or I may not. You shouldn’t have borrowed money of your visitors, Sammy. It’s bad form.” 
  “Following your example.” said Sammy. “Rats !” 
  “So they’re going, are they?” said Bunter. “Well, that’s so much to the good. I don’t want Second Form fags about the place. Scrapping, as if you were in the Form-room at Greyfriars! There’s such a thing as appearances. You don’t think enough about keeping up appearances Sammy. There’s the butler and the footmen to consider.” 
  “Blow the butler and bless the footmen !” answered Sammy independently. 
  “If you want me to kick you, Sammy—” roared Bunter. 
  “My hat! I’ll jolly well—” 
  “Rats !” 
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 Billy Bunter made a rush at his minor, and Sammy made a dash up the drive. The lodge-keeper came out of his lodge to close the gates, and stared up the drive at the entertaining sight of Sammy Bunter racing for the house, and Billy Bunter racing on his track, striving to get within kicking distance. Fortunately for Sammy, he won the race. 

                                   THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                                        Bunter on His Own! 

BLLLY BUNTER presided at the dinner-table that evening at Bunter Court in all his glory. 
  It was a tip-top dinner. Walsingham was playing up even to the satisfaction of William George Bunter, who was an expert in the gastronomic line. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were cheery enough, only Sammy Bunter looked rather surly. His nose was still feeling the effects of his argument with Gatty.     
  Gatty and Myers, of the Second Form at Greyfriars were no longer there. 
  They had departed, bag and baggage, for Gatty’s home, shaking the dust of Bunter Court from their feet without the formality of any polite farewells. Sammy, following his major’s noble example, had “touched” his guests for loan after loan, doubtless on the principle of making them pay for their entertainment; and the heroes of the Second Form were evidently “fed up” with that kind of hospitality. Hence the state of Sammy Bunter’s nose, and the sudden departure of Gatty and Myers. 
  Billy Bunter’s fat face, however, wore an expression of beatific satisfaction, as he disposed of course after course of a tremendous dinner. 
  Not only was the dinner good, but the attendance of a butler and footman gratified Bunter almost as much as the dinner itself. For the present, he had dismissed from his fat mind the disturbing thought of the extremely precarious tenure by which be held this magnificence. That was a matter that could be thought out afterwards; it would have been absurd to allow it to spoil his dinner. 
  After dinner, however, Bunter’s uncommon exertions at table told upon him, and ho dropped off to sleep in an armchair. Sammy dozed in another armchair, and the two Bunters snored one against another, as if in a sort oI snoring competition—which caused many grins and winks to pass among the footmen— fortunately unseen by the Bunters. 
  Harry Wharton & Co., however, did not remain to witness—and listen to—the Bunter snoring competition. 
  All the resources of Combermere Lodge were at their disposal, and they did not find the time hang heavily on their hands.  It was a beautiful summer evening, with a full round moon sailing over the Kentish downs. Lord Combermere’s handsome motor-launch was run out on the river, and the chums of the Remove enjoyed themselves with a moonlight trip, and came back rather late to bed. And the circumstance that Bunter preferred to snore indoors did not detract from the pleasure of the trip on the river. 
  Bunter was gone to bed when they came in, and the Famous Five did not feel any special pang at not seeing him again that evening. They went off to their rooms in cheery spirits. 
  The next morning, when they came down to breakfast, they were rather surprised to find their host already down. 
  It was the first time since they had arrived at Bunter Court that Billy Bunter had come down to breakfast.  The Greyfriars rising-bell was a thing of the past now, and Bunter was enjoying his freedom from rule and restraint in his own fat and lazy way. Every morning he snored till ten o’clock, or half-past, and then breakfasted in bed, with a couple of menservants in attendance, it being too much exertion for the aristocratic Bunter even to lift a cream-jug for himself. But on this special morning Billy Bunter was down the first of the party, and Harry Wharton & Co. found him already in the sunny breakfast-room when they appeared. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! You up, old top !” greeted Bob Cherry. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Yes. You fellows are rather late. You’re getting into rather lazy ways away from school.” 
  “Eh?”
  “Don’t let it grow on you.” Said Bunter in a tone of admonition. “You’ll have to toe the line at Greyfriars again next term, you know, and you’ll feel the draught if you’ve got into lacy, slacking ways.” 
  “Oh, my hat !”
  “That’s good—from you !” snorted Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh, really, Bull—” 
  “The goodfulness is terrific !“ grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “But it is a great and esteemed pleasure to see your handsome and ludicrous countenance at the breakfast-table, my excellent and disgusting Bunter !” 
  “The fact is, you fellows.” said Bunter, as Walsingham helped him to kidneys and bacon on a large scale—“the fact is, I’m arranging a bit of an outing for to- day.” 
  “Good !” 
  “How would you like a good long run in the car, turning out immediately after brekker, and doing a few hundred miles, and coming back again in the evening ? ” 
  “Not a bad idea,” said Harry Wharton. “We’d like it alt right, Bunter. Won’t it tire you, though?” 
  “Oh, I sha’n’t be able to come !”
  “Oh !” 
  That extended motor drive became popular at once with the Famous Five. If Bunter’ wasn’t able to come, there was no reason why it should not be very enjoyable indeed. 
  “Sammy won’t be able to come, either.” said Bunter. “I’m sorry; but we’ve got some business to go through to-day. I don’t want to worry my guests with business matters, of course. That’s why I’m arranging this excursion for you.” 
  “Jolly good of you, old pippin,” said Bob Cherry rather wonderingly.   
  Really, it was not like Bunter to be so very thoughtful for other fellows, even when they were his guests. “But, I say, can’t you chuck the business and come along? We’ll have no end of a time !” 
  “Can’t be done. I’ve got to see my agent, Pilkins, about some affairs.” said Bunter. “I’ve rather neglected business details; but, after all, they have to be seen to. I’m putting in the morning at it .”
  Walsingham’s well-trained face was generally expressionless; but there was a flicker over his grave visage as h heard this. Undoubtedly the Combermere butler was glad to hear that Master Bunter was coming down to business details at last. 
  “Pilkins has been ill, you know.” went on Bunter. “He was knocked but in a motor accident.” 
  “We know,” assented Harry. 
  “Now I hear that he’s back at his office, so I’m seeing him to settle some details of business. I shall go down to his office, Walsingham !”
  “Sir !” 
  “Order the largest Rolls.Royce for my friends in half an hour’s time.” 
  “Very good, sir !”
  “And have the small Rolls ready for me at eleven.” 
  “Very good, sir !” 
  The chums of Greyfriars breakfasted in good spirits. A day’s motoring in a good car appealed to them, and though they would have been glad, in a way, for Bunter to share their pleasure, they really could not help feeling that the day would be rather more of a success without the swank, the incessant chin-wag, and the almost equally incessant grousing of the Owl of the Remove. They walked out to the car after breakfast in a cheery mood. Only on Johnny Bull’s face was a rather curious, thoughtful expression. 
  “What’s Bunter’s game?” he asked Harry Wharton quietly, while the car   was being brought round. 
  “Eh? What? Game?” repeated the captain of the Remove. 
  “Yes. Why does he want to get shut of us for to-day ? ” 
  “Does he?” asked Harry, in surprise. 
  “Looks like it ‘to me.” 
  Wharton shook his head. 
  “Blessed if I see why he should. It seems to me that he’s playing up rather better than usual. Anyhow, if he wants to get shut of us for a day, perhaps we sha’n’t be exactly overcome with grief at getting shut of him, so it’s fair play on both sides.” 
  Johnny Bull grinned. 
  “That’s all right.” hoe said. “But it’s queer to me. Bunter wants to get rid of us to.day for some reason.” 
  “Well, let him I” said Harry, laughing. Johnny Bull nodded; but he was perplexed. Still, undoubtedly he was pleased. Bunter could not be more keen to get rid of Johnny Bull than Johnny was to be got rid of by Bunter. 
  Five cheery juniors found plenty of room in the big car, and it rolled away down the drive. 
  Bunter waved a fat hand after it, and the chums of the Remove waved back.      
  Really, at that moment they quite liked Bunter. 
  After the car was gone, Billy Bunter rolled back into the house, with a thoughtful expression on his fat face. He had cleared off the Greyfriars fellows. That was the first, step in Bunter’s programme. If Mr. Pilkins came to the lodge that morning, at all events, Harry Wharton & Co. would not be witnesses of what might transpire. 
  Sammy Bunter was at breakfast when Bunter rolled back to the room. A footman was waiting on Sammy. A lordly sign of dismissal from Billy Bunter sent the man away. 
  “So Gatty and Myers went last evening, Sammy!” said Bunter, sitting on a corner of the table and blinking at his minor in an unusually amicable way. 
  Sammy grunted. 
  “Yes; and a good riddance!” 
  “I’ve sent my friends away for the day,” said Bunter. “We’ve got the place to ourselves, Sammy,” 
  “Have we?” grunted Sammy. Apparently Sammy was not specially delighted at the happy prospect of a whole day in the fascinating society of his brother William George.  
  “Yes, Sammy. That will be nice, won’t it?” 
  “Will it?” grunted Sammy. 
  “Make a good breakfast, old man,” said Bunter encouragingly. 
  “I mean to. What did you sheer off the footman for?” demanded Sammy irritably. “I suppose I can be waited on as well as you, so long as this game lasts. Shove the marmalade over this way, anyhow.” 
  Bunter passed the marmalade. 
  “I’ve sent him away so that I can speak to you, Sammy.” he said, in a low voice. “It’s rather important.” 
  Sniff from Sammy. 
  “I’ve got no money !” he said. 
  “What?” 
  “Stony !” said Sammy. “If you’ve squeezed your friends dry you’d better borrow something from Walsiugham. He, he, he !” 
  Bunter breathed hard through his fat little nose. 
  “It isn’t that, Sammy, you fat rotter. The fact is, things are getting rather thick. That man Pilkins is out of the nursing-home, and he’s found out a lot of things. He’s coming here this morning.” 
  Sammy jumped. 
  “Oh, my hat! Then the game’s up !” 
  “It jolly well isn’t!” said Bunter. “I’m not giving up all this if I can help it, Sammy. I’m going to manage that man Pilkins somehow. I want you to help me manage him.” 
  “Rot !” said Sammy. “There’s nothing doing, of course. If he’s found you out you had better cut before he gets here. Go while the going’s good. He, he, he!” 
  “I’m not going,” said Bunter obstinately. “I tell you I’m sticking to this as long as it lasts, and I’m jolly well making it last as long as I can ! That man Pilkins is going to be handled somehow; and I want you to help. See?” 
  Sammy Bunter rose from the table. 
  “Cut it out !” he said derisively. “If you can manage him somehow and hang on here, I’ll hang on along with you. The grub’s good, and there’s plenty of it, But that’s all I’m going to do. I’m going to have a car out and run across to Margate for the day.” 
  “It’s for me to order out the cars here, Sammy; not you.” 
  “Then you’d better order one for me sharp if you don’t want trouble with me as well as with Pilkins !” jeered Sammy. 
  Billy Bunter gazed at him through his big spectacles. Whatsoever scheme Bunter had thought out, in the recesses of his fat brain it was clear that he would have to carry out that scheme on his lonely own; there was no help from Sammy. Bunter minor was prepared to take his share in the loaves and fishes so long as they lasted, but he was not prepared to take any risks. 
  “You fat rotter !” exclaimed Bunter at last. 
  “He, he, he !” 
  “I’ve a jolly good mind—” roared Bunter. 
  Sammy beat a strategic retreat to the door. 
  “Better order that car, old man.” he said, and he disappeared just in time to escape a whizzing coffee-cup. 
  A quarter of an hour later Billy Bunter had the pleasure—or otherwise—of beholding his minor rolling away in a car, bound for the joys of a day at merry Margate. And William George Bunter was left to face his extraordinary problem on his own. 
                                THE NINTH CHAPTER. 


                                      Clearing for Action! 


BILLY BUNTER sat in the library in a deep leather chair, where once had reposed the noble limbs of Lord Combermere—now reposing in a Swiss hotel, while his imposing residence was “let furnished.” 
  Bunter had touched the bell for the butler. 
  His fat face was corrugated with thought. 
  On his usual principle of never meeting trouble half way, or at all if he could help it, Bunter had postponed the problem of Mr. Pilkins till the danger was quite near. 
  That morning Mr. Pilkins was to arrive at the house for a personal interview with Master Bunter, when undoubtedly he would discover that his supposed talk with Walsingham on the telephone the previous day had been only one more trick of his remarkable tenant. 
  A vague scheme had formed in Bunter’s mind since he had, almost at the eleventh hour, concentrated his fat intellect on the subject. That was why he had turned out of bed early for once, and had cleared off Harry Wharton & Co. from the precincts of Bunter Court. 
  Bunter was getting desperate. 
  He was too anxious to hold on to his new grandeur to stick at a trifle, or more than a trifle, for the sake of keeping in possession of Lord Combermere’s magnificent establishment. 
  The man Pilkins had been safe in the nursing-home; had he only remained there indefinitely it would have been all right for Bunter. But he had not remained there. He had to he dealt with, and Bunter looked on him as a trouble, some interloper who was going to spoil everything by butting in in the most inconsiderate way. A fellow was justified in not being too particular in his methods in dealing with a troublesome interloper who was inconsiderately butting in. That, at least, was the view taken by William George Bunter, 
  And the scheme outlined in his fat mind was certainly not too particular. 
If Bunter had had as much common-sense as a rabbit he certainly would never have thought of it. But Nature, which had gifted Billy Bunter with remarkable cunning, had denied him the gift of common sense. His fat mind was made up. Pilkins had to be kept quiet; it was necessary for Bunter’s comfort and peace that be should be kept quiet— and Bunter’s comfort, of course, was the most important consideration in the wide universe. Bunter had not the slightest doubt on that point, though he knew that there were ill-bred, unpleasant persons who did not agree with him. 
  Walsingham came in with his soft tread. 
  Whatever uneasiness the Combermere butler had felt had been dispelled by Bunter’s declaration that he was seeing Mr. Pilkins on business that morning. So yesterday’s fiver had its full effect, and Walsingham was fairly oozing deference. 
“You rang, sir !” said Walsingham, his manner implying that it was a great honour and distinction to be rung for by Master Bunter. 
  “Oh yaas!” said Buntei. “I want you to do something for me, Walsingham.”    
  “I am entirely at your service, sir.”
  “I suppose your staff can carry on if you are away for a few hours   
  “Perfectly.” 
  “I want you to go over to Canterbury.” 
  “Indeed, sir.”
  “A very special matter,” said Bunter. 
  “One of the footmen—” Walsingham ventured to suggest. He wanted
to keep in with this fat youth who was apparently overflowing with wealth, but really he did not like being sent on messages. It was beneath his dignity as Lord Combermere’s butler.
  Bunter shook his head decidedly. 
  “It’s a special matter.” he said. “I want you to go personally. You can take one of the cars.” 
  “Very good, sir !” 
  “You will go to the Grand Hotel, at Canterbury, and ask for Mr. Bunter— my father, you know.” 
  “Oh Yes, sir !” said Walsingham, rather more brightly. He was very curious to see the father of Master Bunter. 
  “You will give him this letter, and bring back an answer. ” said Billy Bunter. “I dare say my pater will ask you some questions about how I am getting on here and all that. If he can spare the time for a run over here, send him back in the car, and return by train yourself.” 
  “Very good.” 
  “Most likely he will be at the hotel for lunch; but if he is late, wait for him.” 
  “Quite so, sir.” 
  “Lose no time in getting off, Walsiugham, as the pater may be at Canterbury quite early, and may not stay there for lunch. He is a very busy man.” 
  “Very good, sir. I will go immediately.”
  Walsingham took the letter Bunter handed to him and retired. 
  Bunter winked at the ceiling when he was gone. The Combermere butler was safely disposed of. 
  Walsiugham retired to his own quarters—where, as Bunter had certainly foreseen, he opened the letter entrusted to him with the aid of the steam from a kettle. Bunter, who always judged others by himself, was occasionally right in doing so. 
  Walsingham, who was intensely curious on the subject of the Bunters, was not likely to let slip this opporturnty of enlightening himself. He wanted very much to know what was in Bunter’s letter to his father, and he bad no more scruples in these matters than Bunter himself. 
  In a few minutes he was reading the letter. 

     “Dear Father,—Let me know by bearer whether you have arranged for Sir George and Lord Robert to come down here. The bearer is.Walsingham, the butler—a very good and obliging servant, and you might tip him a fiver. 
                                                “Your affectionate son, 
                                                                       “W. G BUNTER.” 
 
 Walsingham re-enclosed the letter in the envelope, without a trace that it had been opened, 
  There was a genial smile on his portly face. That letter was very reassuring, as Walsingham was not likely to guess that it had been written specially with a view to his reading it surreptitiously. 
  Ten minutes later Walsingham was on his way to Canterbury in one of his maater’s cars. 
  Bunter, from a window, watched him through his big spectacles as he went, and grinned. 
  As Mr. Bunter had no intention whatever of visiting Canterbury that day Walsingham was not likely to see him there: but he was certain to hang about the Grand Hotel waiting for Mr. Bunter to arrive until he gave him up and returned to Combermere Lodge. That was all the astute Bunter wanted; he had got rid of the butler for the day, and without raising his suspicions. 
  Walsingham safe off the scene, Bunter rang the bell for Thomas, the head footman. 
  Thomas came in very respectfully. 
  “Ah, James—I mean Robert—that is, Thomas !” yawned Banter. “Has Walsingham gone?” 
  “Yes, sir !” 
  “I shall be going down to Combermere soon, and shall go on in the car to visit some friends.” said Bunter. “You’ve all been very dutiful and attentive while I have been here, and this a good opportunity to give you a holiday.” 
  “Yes, sir,” said Thomas, in some surprise. 
  “As I shall not be at home to-day I shall not require your services,” explained Bunter. “You and all the other footmen will take the day off and go on holiday. Have you been to Ramsgate?” 
  “Yes, sir,” said Thomas. “I have had a ‘oliday at Ramsgate, sir.” 
  “Good ! Go there to-day.” 
  “Eh?” 
  “All of you.” said Bunter. “Take a car, and all of you clear off to Ramsgate and take a holiday. Let me know afterwards what expenses you run into—in round figures, of course—and I will foot the bill:’ 
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   “Oh, sir !” gasped Thomas. 
  “Get off early,” said Bunter magnificently. “Don’t bother about me; I can look after myself for an hour or so.” 
  “Yes, sir; but—” 
  “That’s all right—go I” said Bunter. 
  “But, sir—” 
  “You should not argue, Thomas.” said Bunter severely. 
  “Oh, no, sir! Certainly not, sir ! But you told me to take a car, air,” gasped Thomas. “Master Wharton and his friends took one car, and Master Samuel another, and Mr Walsingham has taken a car to Canterbury; and there is only one car left, sir—the car that is taking you to Combermere, sir.” 
  “Oh,” said Bunter. “Take that car. I can walk down to Combermere; I will telephone for my friends to pick me up in a car there.” 
  “Oh, sir,” gasped Thomas, “this kindness—” 
  “I always treat servants well, when they behave themselves, Thomas.” said Bunter, with a wave of his fat hand. “Get off at once. I want to see you all off to enjoy yourselves before I leave.” 
  “Oh, yes, sir. Certainly, sir!” 
  “Lose no time.” 
  “Very good, sir !” 
  Thomas retired with unusual celerity. In the servants’ hall there was rejoicing. For once Bunter was really popular in that quarter of Combermere Lodge, in spite of his usual manners and customs. 
  Possibly the footmen were afraid that their generous master might change his mind, for in a remarkably short space of time they were starting in the car for Ramsgate. 
  Bunter watched the car off with grunt of relief. 
  Except for the cook and the maid-servants, Bunter had the great house all to himself now. The women servants’ quarters were far enough away for Bunter to disregard that contingent of the Combermere household. 
  He picked up the receiver of the telephone and rang up Mr. Pilkins’ number in Combermere. 
  “Mr. Pilkins—” 
  “Mr. Pilkins speaking !” 
  “Very good! Good-morning, Pilkins! W. G. Bunter speaking from Bunter Court.” 
  “Oh! Hem ! Good-morning, Master Bunter! It was my intention to call upon you this morning, with reference to—” 
  “Quite so, quite so, Mr. Pilkins. Can you call here about eleven !”
  “Certainly !” 
  “I desire to have this matter placed upon a regular footing, Mr. Pilkins, Owing to your being away from your office so long there has been some little irregularity, and, of course, I am not satisfied with that.” 
  “Oh !” 
  “Now that I hear you are back your office I must see you at once. The present state of affairs is far from satisfactory.” 
  “Very far indeed !“ agreed Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Please bring your papers with you— agreement, and inventory, and so forth. My legal adviser will be here to go through them with you.” 
  “Very good—very good indeed! I may say that you have relieved my mind very much, sir !” 
  “Indeed !” 
  “I—I mean——” 
  “Never mind what you mean, Pilkins! Be here sharp at eleven, and let us get this matter settled.” 
  “Rely upon me, sir.” 
  Bunter rang off. He wiped a bead or two of perspiration from his fat brow. There was no doubt that Mr. Pilkins would arrive at eleven sharp—no doubt that he would have arrived, anyhow, even if Master Bunter had not telephoned. And in the great, deserted house Billy Bunter was going to deal with him—somehow! 

                                  THE TENTH CHAPTER, 

                                                Trapped ! 

MR. PILKINS removed his silk hat, wiped his fevered brow with a silk handkerchief, and replaced the hat. 
  Calling at such an establishment as Combermere Lodge, on such a wealthy young gentleman as Master Bunter, in an affair involving the most expensive “let” in his career as an estate agent, Mr. Pilkins was sporting his topper, which gleamed in the blazing suit from recent careful brushing. 
  But it was very hot. 
  He had walked from Combermere. Mr. Pilkins travelled in cars only when he could do so at the expense of his clients. Master Bunter might really have sent a car for him, as the owner of the Lodge had left four for the furnished tenant. But Master Bunter hadn’t. So Mr. Pilkins walked, and he was feeling very hot and dusty when he arrived within sight of the house which he had—inadvertently— let to William George Bunter, of the Greyfriars Remove. It was a glorious summer’s day, and no doubt Harry Wharton & Co. were enjoying their motor trip, and Walsingham his run to Canterbury, and Sammy Bunter his day at Margate, and Thomas and the other footmen their joy ride to Ramsgate. But Mr. Pilkins did not enjoy a mile on a dusty road under a glaring sun, with no better shelter than his silk hat. So he was rather irritable, as well as warm and discomfited, by the time the many-windowed front of Combermere Lodge dawned on him in the distance through lordly oaks and beeches. 
  “Pilkins !” 
  “Oh ! Master Bunter !” 
  There was the Owl of the Remove. He had done Mr. Pilkins the honour to walk down the road to meet him. 
  Mr. Pilkins suppressed his irritability and raised his shining hat politely to Bunter. 
  If Bunter turned out a desirable tenant Pilkins was prepared to worship the ground he walked on. If he did not, Mr. Pilkins was prepared to give him a liberal allowance of boot-leather to begin with, and a dose of legal proceedings to finish with. In the meantime, matters being uncertain, Mr. Pilkins assumed his best estate-agent manners, and was as polite as possible to the dubious young gentleman. 
  Bunter acknowledged his salute with the briefest nod. He was in some secret terror of Mr. Pilkins, but he was keeping up his character of a wealthy and lofty fellow, who had little consideration to waste on common persons. Mr. Pilkins smiled politely, but there was a glint in his eyes. This was the fat fellow who had imposed himself on the estate agent as Lord Mauleverer. Mr. Pilkins was ready to forgive that little jest—if it was a jest—so long as Master Bunter, turned out to be a pigeon worth plucking. Not otherwise. 
  “Oh, here you are, Pilkins !“ said Bunter carelesaly. “I was taking a liüle 
walk. Lucky I didn’t miss you.
  Mr. Pilkins breathed hard. 
  “As I was calling by appointment, sir —”he began.
   “Oh, quite! You could have waited, of course.” 
  “Oh!” gasped Mr. Pilkins. “Yes, of course! I could have waited.” 
  “Quite so! But come along now. We’ll go up to the house through the park.” said Bunter. “It’s more shady.”
   “Certainly, sir.”
   Instead of approaching the great gates, where the lodge-keeper was in attendance, Billy Bunter opened a wicket-gate in the park wall, and entered with Mr. Pilkins. They walked by a shady path through the extensive park towards the house. Mr. Pilkins was glad of the shade, and assuredly it did not occur to him that Bunter was taking him to the house this way in order to elude the lodgekeeper’s observation. He was quite unaware of the amazing programne that Master Bunter had mapped out for the day.
  “This way !” said Bunter, and he led Mr. Pilkins to the french windows of the library. The great door of the house was closed, and Mr. Pilkins did not know that there were no footmen in attendance to open it. Bunter rolled into the library, and Mr. Pilkins followed him in. Afterwards, it came into the estate agent’s mind that Bunter had cunningly introduced him into the house unseen. But at present Mr. Pilkins was thinking chiefly of the heat, and of the coming business interview, Mr. Pilkins expected to be asked to sit. down, and to proceed with the interview in the library. But that was not Master Bunter’s intention. The interview was not destined to be anything like the agent’s anticipation. 
  “I think you had better see Walsingham first.” remarked Bunter thought- fully. “Possibly Walsingham has informed you that I have handed him a
cheque ? 
  “Mr. Waleiaghmn told me so by telephone yesterday.” answered Mr. Pilkins, and wondered why Bunter grinned at the remark. 
  “I’ll take you to the butler’s room.” said Bunter. 
  “Pray do not trouble, sir. I know my way about this house perfectly well, of course,” said Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Oh, I’ll come with you !” said Bunter. 
  “Very well, sir !” 
  Bunter and Mr. Pilkins proceeded to butler’s room. They found it unoccupied, which was not surprising, as Mr. Walsingham was almost at Canterbury by that time. 
  “Dear me! Where is Walsingham ?” said Bunter, blinking round the butler’s room through his spectacles. 
  “If I ring for a footman—” suggested Mr. Pilkins, and again he wondered why Bunter grinned. Really would not have been of much use ringing for one of the menservants, who were half-way to Ramsgate. 
  “It’s all right “ said Bunter. “I remember now. Walsingham is down in the wine cellars.  Shall we go down and see, or call him?” 
  Bunter led the way to the cellar stair- case. 
  That staircase was closed by a strong oak door, which was kept locked. But key was kept in Walsingham’s room, and was now in Billy Bunter’s possession.  He had already unlocked the door, and it stood ajar. 
  He pushed it wide open, and blinked down the dusky staircase, which wound downwards into deep gloom. 
  “Walsingham !” he called out. 
  “Yes, sir ?” came a voice from below— the fruity voice of the Combermere butler. Naturally Mr. Pilkins did not know that Billy Bunter was a ventriloquist, and celebrated at Greyfriars for his queer gift. Mr. Pilkins knew nothing of Greyfriars and its celebrities. 
  “Oh, you’re down there, Walsingham?” 
  “Yes, sir. Shall I come up?  ”
  “No; we’ll come down.” said Bunter.  “I haven’t been over the wine-cellars yet, Walsingham.” 
  He descended the staircase. 
  “Come down, Pilkins.” 
  “Very well, sir,” said Mr. Pilkins, suppressing his irritation. Really, he did not want to wander about wine-cellars; he wanted to get to business. But it was for Master Bunter to decide. And, anyhow, he was anxious to see Walsingham. 
  At the bottom of the staircase was another strong oak door, opened by the same key as the door above. It stood ajar now, and a light glimmered beyond. In the centre of the main cellar glimmered an electric bulb. - 
  Bunter stood aside for Mr. Pilkins to pass on, and the estate agent went forward, expecting to see Walsingham. 
  As his back was towards Bunter he did not see that fat youth slip a key into the outside of the lock of the cellar door 
  Bunter grinned and followed him. 
  The wine-cellars below Combermere Lodge were deep down, and no gleam of daylight ever penetrated there. They were ventilated by hidden pipes, and a cool and even temperature reigned there all the year round. The coolness was grateful and comforting to Mr. Pilkins after his walk in the blazing sun. 
But he was surprised not to see Walsingham. 
  Stone passages branched off the main cellar, lined with bins. But the bins were empty. In other days—before the War—the dear, dead days beyond recall —the Combermere collars had been well supplied. But Lord Combermere was now one of the “new poor,” and, so far from being able to replenish the supplies laid down by his father and grandfather, he had had to sell off what remained of those supplies, to meet the heavy charges on his estate. There was scarcely a bottle of wine left in the extensive ramifications of the great cellars under the magnificent lodge. The bins were there—empty, and likely to remain empty until Lord Combermere, at long last, was obliged to sell his estate to some wealthy profiteer. 
  Mr. Pilkins stared round him. 
  “Walsinghsm !” he called out. 
  “Wait a few minutes !” came back the fruity voice, from one of the deep, dusky stone passages. “I’m busy for the moment.” 
  Mr. Pilkins grunted. Ho could not imagine how Walsingham could be busy at the other end of the long, unlighted passage. 
  “Right-ho!” called back Bunter. “No hurry, Walsingham.” 
  “Thank you, sir !”
  “Sit down, Mr. Pilkins” 
  Mr. Pilkin, sat down on an oaken settee. To his further surprise, he noted that a loaf of bread, a large chunk of cheese and a jug of water stood on the end of the settle. He could not help staring at them. It looked as if Walsingham had brought a light lunch down to the wine-cellars, which was so surprising that Mr. Pilkins could not help being astonished. 
  Billy Bunter was breathing rather hard. Mr. Pilkins observed that the fat youth was in a state of suppressed excitement, though he did not imagine why. 
  “Now, we may as well talk business while we are waiting for Walsingham,” said Billy Bunter. 
  “As you choose, sir,” said Mr. Pilkins, who was growing restive, perhaps a little uneasy. 
  “I’ve taken this house,” went on Bunter, standing before the seated estate agent, and blinking at him. “I’m keeping it for the summer. I’m entertaining a series of parties of friends here, in fact.” 
  “Quite so.” 
  “At the end of the tenancy I shall settle up in full.” went on Bunter.“But it is not convenient to pay in advance— see?” 
  “What?” 
  “You need have no doubt about your money, Pilkins. I am expecting a number of postal-orders—” 
  “Eh!”  
  “From some of my titled relations—” 
  “Upon my word !” 
  “In the meantime, I am running the show on tick, and I want all accounts to stand over till I leave.” said Bunter. “Is that agreeable to you ? ” 
  Mr. Pilkins gasped. 
  “I—I—I— Certainly not !”
  “Think it over,” said Bunter. “I can’t pay you anything, and you may as well make the best of a bad job, you know.” 
  “You—you cannot !” stuttered Mr. Pilkins. 
  “Not at present. Later on—” 
  “Later on will not do!” roared Mr. Pilkins, greatly enraged. “Am I to understand, sir, that I am dealing with a swindler?” 
  Bunter started, and coloured with wrath. It had never even occurred to Bunter’s fat brain that what he was doing was swindling. He was going to pay—somehow—some time; at least, he considered that he was going to pay— when convenient. That his extraordinary proceedings should be looked on as swindling was quite startling to him, and very annoying. In what other light they could have been considered it would have been difficult to say. Bunter simply hadn’t thought the matter out at all. The fat intellect of William George Bunter moved in mysterious ways its wonders to perform. 
  “Why, you—you—you cheeky rotter !” he ejaculated. 
  Mr. Pilkins jumped up, in great excitement. 
  “You will leave this house at once !” he roared. “You will be ejected if I do not receive a cheque immediately! You will be sued for the amount already due!” 
  “Oh, draw it mild!” said Bunter. “You can’t sue a minor !” 
  “I shall sue your father !” bawled Mr. Pilkins, 
  “You can’t!” said Bunter. “You can only sue a minor’s parents for necessities, and I suppose a furnished house of this size can’t be called a necessity.” 
  Mr. Pilkins gazed at him open- mouthed. 
  “You ought to know that,” said Bunter. “You’re an estate agent, so you must have done a lot of downy things in your time!” 
  “Eh!”
  “The fact is, you can’t get anything out of me unless I choose !” said Bunter. “But I’m going to pay in full, of course. Im expecting a postal-order———” 
  “You young rascal !” 
  “Also, I’m expecting some rather wealthy guests here—” 
  “You—you—” 
  “The best thing you can do is to make up your mind to take it calmly, and let me the house in legal style.” said Bunter, blinking at him. “Rely on my personal honour for the money.” 
  Bunter spoke quite loftily. His personal honour might have been a very precious possession, judging by his tone. Mr Pilkins, however, did not seem to think it a very valuable asset. 
  He trembled with rage. 
  “You young scoundrel! You shall be ejected, and the money you have handed to Walsingham—” 
  “I’ve handed nothing to Walsingham.” said Bunter calmly. “Only some tips to keep him respectful. It was I who telephoned to you yesterday, Pilkins; not Walsingham. I happened to be in his room and took the call.” 
  Mr. Pilkins collapsed helplessly on the oak settle. 
  He stared at Bunter as if that fat youth had been a grisly spectre. His breath seemed to be taken away. 
  “Now, take a business-like view of the affair.” said Bunter encouragingly. “I’m giving you a chance, Pilkins. Is it a go?” 
  Mr. Pilkins spluttered. 
  “I shall go directly from here to the police-station !” he stuttered. 
  “You mean that?” 
  “I mean it, every word!” roared Mr. Pilkins furiously. 
  “Then you don’t leave me any choice in the matter.” said Bunter. “I regard you, Pilkins, as an insolent rotter; distrustful too! If you can’t take a gentleman’s word you can go and eat coke!” 
  Bunter was backing towards the cellar door as he spoke. 
  He made a jump through the doorway, and dragged the oak door shut after him. Crash! Click! 
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  Mr. Pilkins was too astounded for the moment to move. Then he made a bound at the door and dragged at it. 
  But it was locked on the staircase side; and it was immovable. It dawned upon the hapless estate agent that he was locked in the wine-cellars, and was to remain there. Into his dazed mind there glimmered the meaning of the bread and cheese and jug of water standing on the settle. This had all been planned; and he was a prisoner. 
  He staggered away from the door. 
  “Walsingham !” he hooted. 
  He was still under the impression that Walsingham was somewhere in the extensive cellars. 
  But he shouted for him and hunted for him in vain, and it dawned upon him at last that the butler was not there, and that he had been taken in by a trick. He was alone in the deep cellars under Combermere Lodge— alone, remote from help, with scarcely a hope of making his voice heard if he shouted with all the strength of his lungs. 
  “Good heavens !” a gasped Mr. Pilkins. 
  He rushed back to the door, and hammered on it. But the door would have resisted the utmost efforts of a dozen Pilkinses. 
  He hammered and he shouted: but answer there came none. 
  Billy Bunter had ascended the staircase, and closed and locked the door at the top. 
  He slipped the key into his pocket. That key was not to be seen in the butler’s room again. 
  Bunter listened at the upper door. He could surmise that Mr. Pilkins was hammering and shouting.  But he heard no sound. The staircase was deep: the two oak doors, were thick and strong. Not a whisper came into the regions above of Mr. Pitkins frantic yells. 
  “I fancy that was rather neat!”  murmured Bunter. 
  He rolled away. 
  Perhaps somewhere in his fat breast he felt a twinge of uneasiness. But he felt that this was the only way he had to remain lord of the Lodge—he was determined on that. So Mr. Pilkins, if he refused to listen to reason, had to be disposcd of. He was disposed of; and that was all there was about it! That was Bunter’s view of the matter. 
  Bunter had a lonely lunch that day amid the magnificence of Bunter Court. Mr. Pilkins had a still lonelier one: and undoubtedly did not enjoy it half as much.

                              THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 


                                            All Serene ! 
“HALLO, hallo, hallo!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. had retturned in the summer dusk. They came back to Bunter Court a little tired and dusty, but very merry and bright. 
  Billy Bunter greeted them cheerily. 
  “Had a good day ? ” he asked. 
  “Oh, top-hole !” 
  “The top-holefulness was terrific, my esteemed Bunter !”
  “Have you got through your giddy business affairs while we’ve been gone, old top?” asked Bob Cherry cheerily. 
  Bunter grinned. 
  “Oh, yes, that’s all right. Everything settled first-rate!” 
  “Good!” 
  Sammy Bunter was back a little later, sunburnt and perspiring from the joys of Margate. He looked for Bunter, and gave him an inquiring and suspicious blink. 
  “Is it all right?” he asked. 
  “Of course it is !“ 
  “You’ve seen Pilkins, then ? ” asked Sammy, staring at him. “Didn’t he make a fuss ? ” 
  “I had a talk with him.” said Bunter airily, 
  “What is he going to do, then?” 
  “He’s not going to do anything. In fact, he’s going to stay for some time in a quiet place, away from business.” 
  Sammy Buiiter whistled. 
  It was later in the summer evening that the Ramsgatc party came home. Voices were heard raised in song on the drive; the trip to Ramsgate had apparently impaired the sedate manners of the Combermere footmen, Perhaps it was fatigue that impelled them to hang on to the banisters as they sought their sleeping quarters. Harry Wharton and Co. saw nothing more of the footmen that evening. 
  Walsingham was the last to turn up. 
  The chums of Greyfriars and Sammy Bunter had gone to bed, when a car came gliding up the drive, with the butler in it. Billy Bunter was up, however, nodding in an armchair: and he straightened up and gave Walsingham a severe blink as he presented himself. 
  “You are late, Walsingham.” 
   “Yes, sir. The fact is—” 
  “Has my father sent me a letter?” 
  “The fact is, sir, that I did not find Mr. Bunter at the Grand Hotel in Canterbury.” said Walsmgbam. “I waited the whole day, sir, but he did not arrive.” 
  “What !” exclaimed Bunter. 
  “I am sorry, sir; but I could not do more!” said Walsingham. “Mr. Bunter certainly did not arrive at the hotel in Canterbury today.” 
  “I suppose he must have changed his plans.” said Bunter. “Well, never mind, Walsingham: it’s very annoying,  but it can’t be helped. You may go to bed.” 
  Walsingham hesitated. 
  “You’ve seen Mr. Pilkins, sir?” 
  “I’ve seen him.” assented Bunter. “I have arranged matters with Mr. Pilkins, Walsingham. He is going up to London tomorrow to see my father for the signing of the—the necessary documents.” 
  “Very good, sir!” said Walsingham. “Good-night, sir!” 
  Walsingham retired. 
  Billy Bunter sought his couch that night in a satisfied frame of mind. Haviug disposed of a dinner large enough for three, and a supper sufficiently extensive for four, he was feeling very fat and comfortable and contented. His masterly strategy had warded off the banger that had threatened his occupation of Bunter Court; and in his happy satisfaction he had no consideration to waste on the hapless estate agent who was now also a tenant of Combermere Lodge. 
  What would be the ultimate outcome of his amazing adventure Bunter did not know -  and could not guess. As that problem was, at present, insoluble, he gave it up, and dismissed it from his mind in his usual happy style. 
  Bunter slept well, and dreamed of a study spread in the Remove passage at Greyfriars— the most comfortable and contented of all the tenants of Bunter Court. 
THE END. 

