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                           THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                  Danger Ahead! 

“GEORGE!” 
  “Sir !” answered Albert. 
   Billy Bunter blinked at his footman through his big spec. tacles. 
  Bunter was seated in the easiest of easy chairs in his room—one of his suite of rooms—at Cavandale Abbey. 
  Bunter had not been long at Cavandale Abbey. But he had already made himself at home there, 
  He was Lord Cavandale’s guest for Christmas; and his lordship had requested Bunter to make himself at home. But the Owl of Greyfriars did not need requesting. He was the fellow to make himself at home, requested or unrequested. 
  Albert, the mild young footman specially detailed for Bunter’s service while he was a guest of Lord Cavandale’s, answered Bunter mildly and respectfully. 
  Perhaps Albert was surprised to see that guest in Lord Cavandale’s Surrey mansion.  Indeed, there was no doubt that he was surprised. Even Pilkingham, the stately butler, a man above ordinary emotions, had betrayed surprise. But Albert was a well-trained young man. His reflections, if any, were carefully concealed behind a wooden expressionless countenance, 
  Bunter blinked at him suspiciously. 
  He suspected Albert of grinning- behind that wooden mask that he used a a face. 
  Not that there was anything to grin at. The fact that Harry Wharton’s dinner-jacket being too tight for Bunter, had burst, was not comic. Or, if it was, Bunter failed to see the comicality.  Still, he realised that it might have struck the beholders as funny. But Buntcr’s eyes, with the aid of big spectacles, failed to discern sign of amusement in Albert’s face. Albert stood before him like a graven image. 
  “Where’s Lord Cavandale?” asked Bunter. 
  “His lordship is engaged with Inspector Chapman, from Ashwood, sir.” 
  “Oh ! Well, you may mention to him that I shall take my coffee and cigarettes in my room.” 
  Very good, sir.” 
  “ I shall not come down again tonight, Frederick !” said Bunter. Bunter had an idea that it was aristocratic to forget servants names. 
  “I am—ah !— doocid fatigued from my journey.” 
  Bunter had picked up “doocid” from Lord Cavandale. Bunter’s career had long been that of a snapper-up of unconsidered trifles. 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  “You may bring up my coffee, Herbert! Don’t forget the cigarettes.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  Albert departed with noiseless tread. 
  Billy Bunter leaned back in the chair, in an attitude of comfort if not of grace, and stretched out his fat toes to the crackling log fire. 
  Billy Bunter was in clover. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. had declined, without thanks, the boon and blessing of Bunter’s fascinating society over the Christmas holidays. Bunter was glad of it now. Any fellow in the Grefriars Remove would have jumped at the honour and distinction of passing the Christmas holidays in the magnificent mansion of Lord Cavandale. And Bunter was there ! 
  Tap! 
  It was a tap at the door, and as Bunter supposed that it was Albert coming back with the coffee and cigarettes, he did not speak. 
  Tap! 
  The knock at the door was repeated, and Bunter blinked round irritably. 
  “Come in, you sîlly ass !” he snappcd. The door opened. 
  A rather handsome young man, in evening clothes, whose manner and carriage betrayed the military man, stood in the doorway. He looked at Bunter, perhaps surprised by his greeting.  It was Captain Lankester, another of Lord Cavandale’s guests. 
  “Oh !” ejacualted Bunter. “I—I thought it was another silly ass —— ” 
  “What?  ” 
  “I—I mean— Come in !” gasped Bunter. 
  Captain Lankester came in. 
  Billy Bunter blinked at him in surprise.  He had met Captain Lankester at dinner, and had not liked him. He had an impression that the Army man was supercilious, and regarded him— William George Bunter—as a bounder. The Owl of the Remove was extremely obtuse in some ways, but he had a great deal of sharpness in other ways. And, as a matter of fact, he had divined Captain Lankester’ s opinion of him exactly. He had another impression— also correct— that the captain was not pleased to see him an inmate of Cavandale Abbey. So it was rather a surprise to receive a visit from the captain in his room. 
  Even now, though he was in Bunter’s quarters, there was an expression on the captain’s face which Bunter could only regard as supercilious. 
  The fat junior’s eyes gleamed behind his spectacles. He was Lord Cavandale’s guest.  His lordship was under deep obligations to him. He was not going to be patronised by this Army man. 
  He sat down, and waved a fat hand to a chair. 
  “Take a pew!” he said carelessly. 
  “Eh ? ” 
  “Squat down !” said Bunter. 
  Captain Lankester did not “squat” down, and he did not take a pew. He 
strolled across to the fireplace, and stood leaning on a corner of the mantelpiece, looking very elegant as he did so, and looking down on Billy Bunter. There was a faintly amused glimmer in his eyes, which convinced Bunter that he was a supercilious beast. 
  Bunter leaned back in the chair and crossed one fat leg over another, and yawned. He was going to show this supercilious beast that he didn’t care two straws for him, anyway. 
  “So we are having the pleasure of your company here for some time, Master Bunter” said Captain Lankester. 
  “Oh, I’m staying over Christmas.” said Bunter. “Cavandale seems rather keen on it.” 
  “I had not noticed that.” 
  “Oh, frightfully keen !” said Bunter. “I’m really sorry that I shan’t be able to give Cavandale all the time he would like. But the fact is, I’m so crowded with invitations for the holidays, that I really can’t do it. A fellow with hosts of friends--- ” 
  “Believe me.” said the captain, “Lord Cavandale would bear it with equanimity, if you deserted him, and went to some other of your—er— friends ---” 
  “Think so?” said Bunter, his fat lip curling offensively. “Well, I don’t! So you can put that in your pipe and smoke it.” 
  Captain Lankester made a slight movement.  Billy Bunter did not realize how narrow an escape he had of having his fat ear pulled. Bunter often had these narrow escapes without knowing it. 
  “It seems that you performed some service for Lord Cavandale, on his way home from Lantham to-day.” said Captain Lankester, after a long pause. 
  “I should jolly well think I did !” said Bunter complacently. “I saved his life when he was attacked in the train I saved it again when he was fired at in the park here, in his car. I saved it a third time when the villain took a potshot at him at the smoke-room window. Only my boundless pluck end presence of mind saved his bacon. But for me, he would have been killed every time— ” 
  “Eh? 
  “I—I mean, of—-of course, he couldn’t have been killed three times.” said Bunter. “What I mean is —”
  “Quite !” said the captain. “Well, I came here, Master Bunter, to warn you to be on your guard.” 
  “Wha-at?” 
  “A brave, indeed heroic, fellow like you, of course, would not dream of shrinking from danger.” 
  “Danger?” stuttered Bunter. 
  “But take every care. It would be a blow to Lord Cavandale if you were killed under his roof —” 
  “Kik-kik-killed?  ” 
  Billy Bunter sat upright. 
  His little round eyes were wide open behind his big round spectacles. He blinked at the Army man in great alarm —looking at the moment neither brave nor heroic. 
  “Look here, wharrer you mean?” gasped Bunter. “I—I ain’t in any danger that I know of. Wharror you mean ?” 
  “The villain who has attempted Lord Cavandale’s life three times is still at large.” said Captain Lankester gravely. “He seems to be an absolutely desperate and determined man. Three times, by the strangest of chances, you have stood between Lord Cavandale and the assassin. His feelings towards you must be bitterly revengeful—” 
  “Oh !” gasped Bunter, 
  “He may even think it necessary to get you out of the way, should he intend to make another attempt on Lord Cavandale ---”
  “Oh!” 
  “You had not thought of that ? ” 
  “Nunno !”” gasped Bunter 
  “Then I am very glad I came to give you the warning.” said Captain Lankester, his eyes on Bunter’s fat, alarmed face. “Pray take every care !  If If the wretch ahould fire at you at a window — —“ 
  “Ow !” 
  “Or penetrate into the house at night ---” 
  “Wow!” 
  “Your courage would not fail, I am sure But for everybody’s sake be on your guard !” 
  “Oh !”
  “Do not forget, for one moment, that you are in terrible danger—the deadliest danger —” 
  “Ooooooh !” 
  “That is all.” said Captain Lankester. “Be on your guard, night and day. I felt bound to give you the warning.” 
  And, with a nod to the dismayed Bunter, Captain Lankester strolled out of the room. Billy Bunter blinked at the door as it closed behind the Army man. His fat face was pale, and there were beads of perspiration on his brow. 
“Oh !” gasped Bunter. “Oh, lor’ !” 


                THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                    In the Dead of Night!” 


MIDNIGHT !
  Twelve strokes boomed out from somewbere in the vast pile of Cavandale Abbey. Billy Bunter counted every one of them 
  It was seldom—very seldom—that William George Bunter, of the Grey- friars Remove, heard the chimes at midnight. Generally, at the witching hour of night, Bunter was safe and sound in the embrace of Morpheus. At that hour, as a rule, his snore would have drowned any ordinary chimes. 
But Billy Bunter was awake now— wide awake. He was unable to sleep, his first night under Lord Cavandale s majestic roof. 
  He closed his eyes many times; but they came open again. Being awake, he heard every sound in the old house— and it was remarkable how many sounds there were in the stilly night. Ancient wainscot cracked or creaked; ancient ivy rustled at ancient windows; the December wind wailed round 
chimney-pots. Snowflakes, borne on the wind, pattered softly at closed panes. Nocturnal sounds seldom, very seldom, worried Billy Bunter. 
Now he heard every one of them, and every one of them worried him a wholo lot. 
  It was partly due to the cigarettes. Now that he was safe from Mr. Quelch’s gimlet eye, safe from the ashplant of a prefect, Bunter saw no reason why he should not let himself go a little. In Lord Cavandale’s hospitable mansion he could have anything he cared to ask for. So Bunter had spread himself. He had smoked several cigarettes; and they had a somewhat disturbing effect on the dinner he had packed away. 
But it was chiefly due to that beast Captain Lankester. Perhaps the captain had felt bound, as he had said, to give Bunter a word of warning. But there was no doubt that that word of warning was costing Bunter his night’s rest. 
Some unknown enemy was seeking Lord Cavandale’s life. Bunter had saved the peer. It had seemed to Bunter quite a master-stroke to plant himself at Cavandale Abbey for Christmas, taking ruthless advantage of the obligation under which he had placed his lordship. He had felt that he was in clover for Christmas. 
  But he was no feeling in clover. 
  No doubt that supercilious beast Lankester would have liked to frighten him away. He did not like Bunter, and did not want him there. But the worst of it was that there was something in it. The man who had attacked Lord Cavandale was evidently an utterly desperate villain. Bunter had baffled him—three times ! What was more likely than that he would deal with Bunter? 
  With that thought in his fat mind Billy Bunter was not likely to sleep. The thought had not been in his mind till Gerald Lankester put it there. But it was there now, and would not leave him. 
  Over and over Bunter turned in his luxurious bed—a bed much softer and mere Iuxurious than his bed in the Remove dormitory at Greyfriars—or even at Bunter Court !
  He could not sleep. 
  “Oh dear !” groaned Bunter. “Oh lor’ ! Beasts !” 
  He was thinking of Harry Wharton & Co. After all he had done for them they ought to have been glad to welcome him for Christmas with open arms. At the present moment—quaking in bed in the dark—Bunter would have been glad to exchange the magnificence of Cavandale Abbey for the comparative humbleness of Wharton Lodge. 
  One! 
  It was one o’clock in the morning !”
  Bunter groaned. 
  It was no use trying to sleep.  Captain Lankester’s warning had fairly done for that. No doubt the captain himself had never dreamed that it would produce such an effect. But it had !Possibly the captain desired Bunter to clear off on the morrow. But certainly he could not have foreseen that the fat junior would remain sleepless all night. 
  Bunter sat up. 
  It was useless to try to sleep. He resolved to turn on the light and sort out a book from somewhere. He was not much given to reading; but reading was better than nothing. 
  And then, through the silence of the winter night, his nervously-intent ears caught a sound. 
  His fat heart throbbed. 
  This time it was not a creak of the wainscot, or a rat scuttling behind an ancient wall. It was not a crackling branch or a wailing gust of wind. It was a footfall in the outside his door. 
  It was a soft, stealthy footfall, so faint that Bunter would not have heard it had not his nerves been strained by sheer funk. 
  But he heard it now. 
  He did not turn on the light at his bed-head. He did not move. He sat and listened with thumping heart. 
  His bed-room had two doors; one into his sitting-room, one on the great corridor. Both, he was thankful to remember, were locked. But a lock was not much defence against a desperate man bent on vengeance. Bunter shivered from head to foot. He trembled. He shuddered. 
  The footfall passed his door. 
  Silence again. 
  Bunter breathed once more. But he listened and quaked with dread. The footfall had passed—but it might return! At that hour it could scarcely be any occupant of the house who was moving about the passages. It was some intruder—Bunter felt certain of that. 
  If he was looking for Bunter, perhaps he did not know Bunter’s room and was searching for it. Or perhaps—the thought struck Bunter suddenly—if it was the unknown villain perhaps he was going to Lord Cavandale’s room. That stealthy footfall might mean another attempt on the peer’s life in the hours of darkness. 
  Bunter suppressed a groan. 
  He had fancied himself in clover for Christmas! He did not feel in clover now! Christmas with Lord Cavandale had ceased to appeal to William George Bunter.  Magnificent as that mansion was, the hapless Owl of the Remove wished himself anywhere else. 
  He listened, with straining fat ears.  There was no sound but the ordinary sounds of a rough winter’s night. 
  The footfalls did not return. And now it occurred to Bunter that the footfalls passing his door had been going towards the left. 
  In that direction was nothing but the end of the corridor, ending in a large 
window looking on a balcony — Bunter’s being the last room in a long series. 
  It was strange that an intruder should go along to the end of the corridor and stay there ! 
  That he had stayed there was certain for Bunter’s straining ears would have heard the slightest sound of returning footfalls. 
  Whoever had passed Bunter’s door was now at the window at the end of the great corridor, and had been there many minutes. 
  Bunter gave a gasp of relief. 
It must be, after all, somebody belonging to the house —perhaps someone 
who, like Bunter could not sleep, and had turned out of bed and taken a walk along the long corridor; just looking out of the window now at the wintry, snowy park; perhaps opening a casement for a breath of the keen winter air. Bunter felt deeply relieved. 
  He wondered who it was. The servants’ quarters were not at hand. There was only one other guest in the house— Captain Lankester—whose rooms, Bunter knew, were farther up the same corridor. Probably it was the captain, or it might be Mr. Parker, the peer’s notary. It might be Lord Cavandale himself; Bunter did not know where his lordship’s quarters were. 
  Anyhow, it couldn’t be the unknown assassin, or an ordinary burglar. He would not have gone along to the window and stayed there. That was an absolute certainty. 
  Bunter turned out of bed. 
  There could be no doubt that the man in the corridor belonged to the house. After several hours of quaking in a sleepless bed, Bunter was simply longing for the sight of a human face, the sound of a human voice. Even that supercilious beast’s company for a few minutes would be better than none.  Bunter crept to his door. 
  But he opened it very softly before he peered out. Certain as he was that the man outside belonged to the household, Bunter was not taking any chances.  He was sure, but he was going to make assurance doubly sure. 
The well-oiled key turned without a sound; the handle moved noiselessly. Bunter drew the door open a little and put his head out. He peered in the direction of the end window. It was pitch dark in the corridor, but the tall window gleamed with wintry starlight. A cold draught blew along the passage; one of the casements had been opened. A shadowy figure stood there, black against the starlit window. The back of it was towards Bunter. 
  “Quiet !” 
  It was a faintly whispering voice. 
  Bunter felt a thrill in his fat heart. 
  At the open casement the head and shoulders of a man appeared from out- side. The dark figure within leaned a little, giving him a helping hand to enter. Bunter’s heart thumped and stood still. Undoubtedly it was a member of the household who had passed Bunter’s door and gone to the end window—and he was engaged in helping an intruder into the house ! Amazement, even more then terror, petrified Bunter. 
  The second figure stood beside the first now—two dark silhouettes against the starlit glass. The second was stocky, thickset, with a bowler hat jammed down close on a bullet head. Bunter could see only his outlines. But the outlines were familiar. It was the man who had attacked Lord Cavandale in the railway train from Lantham; and a member of Lord Cavandale’s household was letting him secretly into the house at one o’clock in the morning ! 
  Bunter’s fat brain swam. 
  He knew what it meant—what it could only mean. In those dark hours Lord Cavandale’s life hung by a thread; and Billy Bunter, shivering from head to foot with dire terror, was all that stood between the peer and the hand of the assassin. 


                    THE THIRD CHAPTER. 


                              Up to Bunter!

BILLY BUNTER shuddered. 
  His fat brain was almost swimming. Icy perspiration trickled down his back. 
  His first clear thought was to close his door silently, creep back into his room, and hide under the bed. 
  He had no doubt that that stocky figure by the end window was the man of the Lantham train—the man who had fired twice on Lord Cavandale from his own park. A traitor in the household had admitted him. Every minute was precious now. 
  Under his bed, behind a locked door, was certainly the safest place for Billy Bunter. But Bunter did not stir 
  The hapless, fat junior tried to think what other fellows would have done— Harry Wharton, or Bob Cherry, or Johnny Bull. Certainly they would not have crept to safety, leaving the dastard to do his wicked work unimpeded, 
  And Bunter could not do it. 
  Terror chained him. As with the Ancient Mariner, “Fear at his heart, as at a cup, the life-blood seemed to sip !” But he could not do it. Lord Cavandale had been kind and generous to him. The peer had not, perhaps, received Bunter’s cool proposal to pass Christmas at the Abbey with enthusiasm. But his gratitude to the fat schoolboy who had saved his life in the Lantham train had stood the test. He had been kind and hospitable. And he was a man who had been through the War, and bore on has seamed face the scars of Flanders. Bunter was so scared that his very flesh crept. But somewhere in Bunter was a spark of British pluck. He could not 
—and would not—leave the master of Cavandale Abbey to his fate. 
  There was a faint whispering at the window. 
  The taller of the two figures bent a little towards the other to whisper.  The sound of whispering reached Bunter, but not the words, or any recognisable tone of the voice. But his perceptions were sharpened now; the very terror that gripped him seemed to brace him and sharpen his faculties. He knew that the traitor in the house was giving the stocky man in the bowler hat directions to reach Lord Cavandale’s quarters. Bunter certainly was not the destined victim, for the man had only to step along the corridor to reach his door. 
  The stocky man’s whisper came—a whisper, but deeper and clearer. Bunter caught the words. 
 
  “I get you. ” 
  Another faint whisper from the the taller man. 
  “Course it’ll be quiet!” came the husky whisper of the stocky man again. 
“One crack from this—” His hand moved out from under his coat, and Bunter saw that there was something in it. 
  Another inaudible whisper, and the husky answer: 
  “Lead pipe wrapped in a sock! I’ve used at afore !” 
  Bunter saw the taller figure back a little, as if with involuntary repugnance. The husky voice spoke again in a less cautious whisper and a jeering tone. 
  “If you ain’t keen on it, guv’nor, I’ ain’t! I—”
   “Quiet !” Bunter heard that whispered word.
   “Well we’re wasting time !” came the husky whisper sullenly 
  “Wait !” Bunter’s hearing seemed preternaturally keen, for he caught the faintly whispered words. “I must get back to my room.” 
  “’Ow long, guv’nor ? ”
  “Five minutes.”
  “I’ll wait.” 
  The taller figure moved. It came to Bunter like a flash that to reach his room, wherever it was,the traitor had to pass Bunter’s door again. The fat junior’s head popped back into his room like that of a tortoise into its shell. He closed the door, but did not venture to latch it, Just the faintest of sounds should alarm the two villains. But the fact that the door was ajar could not be seen in the blackness of the corridor. Only by the end window was a glimmer of light from the stars and the reflection 
of the snow outside. 
  The stealthy footfalls passed Bunter’s door again. They died into silence up the passage. 
  The man was gone. He would have to pass Captain Lankester’s room, and 
Bunter hoped that the captain might awaken. But there came no sound from the corridor. Bunter drew his door a few inches open again and peered out. The corridor was dark, deserted, silent; but by the dimly starlit window at the end the stocky figure stood silent and motionless. The ruffian was waiting till his accomplice was back in his bed-room; evidently the man he had called “guv’nor” was careful to keep himself from any suspicion of being concerned in what was coming. 
  Bunter could have groaned with horror.  The wretch was waiting with a length of lead piping in his grasp--- a deadly weapon meant for deadly use.  One crack from such a weapon---- 
  Bunter shut his teeth hard.  To his own amazement, he was not so terrified no as he had been at first.  Perhaps the very excess of terror had lent him a kind of desperate courage.
  To give the alarm---to wake the whole household---without drawing upon himself a blow of that deadly weapon, was Bunter’s problem.  He had a few minutes to think, after the accomplice had disappeared; and the fat junior tried hard to think.  When that black figure stirred from the window it would be too late.
  A single cry might, and probably would, bring the ruffian springing at him. To close and lock his door and then yell at the top of his voice behind it—it was futile. How far away others might be, in that vast house, Bunter did not know. Captain Lankester, he knew, had rooms on the same great corridor; but Bunter did not know if they were near. Besides, the captain would be asleep, his door closed, and the doors at Cavandale Abbey were thick and solid, of massive ancient oak. With his door shut, and other doors shut, Bunter’s loudest yell was not likely to reach other ears—except those of the man who was close at hand—the waiting assassin at the end window. Bunter shuddered at that thought. 
  What could he do? 
  He dared not venture outside his room. The man would hear him and then— 
  Once more the temptation assailed the hapless Owl of Greyfriars to creep into safe hiding and let things take their course. Once more he resisted it, and drove it from him. He must save Lord Cavandale. 
  Minutes were precious—seconds were precious. What could he do? In utter desperation, Billy Bunter thought and thought, sweat streaming down his fat skin in spite of the sharp cold of the night—sharp cold that Bunter did not even notice now, though he was crouching at an open door in his pyjamas. And in sheer desperation, he determined what to do. Silently, hardly breathing, he stepped back into his room, crept to the fireplace and groped for the heavy bronze poker. He crept back to the door, poker in hand. He peered out; the black figure was still motionless at the window, the casement still open, evidently left so, in readiness for the dastard’s flight when his deadly work was done. The stocky figure had not stirred. As a matter of fact, though long minutes seemed, to Bunter, to have passed, it was not yet two minutes since the unknown accomplice had left the man standing there. 
  Bunter’s fat hand gripped the poker almost convulsively. Slowly dragging himself against the pull of fear that held him back, Bunter emerged from his doorway into the blackness of the corridor. 
  He swung the heavy poker above his head. With all his strength and with all his desperation be hurled it. 
  Whiz! 
  Crash! 
  Smash! 
  Bunter hardly heard the smash. He hardly heard the startled cry that broke from the man at the window. He bolted back into his room, turned the key in the lock, and dived under his bed. He had done what he could—he had done all that he could! 
  And he had done enough. 
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                    THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                   Bunter Surprises the Natives ! 


SMASH!
  The crashing of a large, thick pane of glass, smashed in the centre by the crashing poker, ran through the silent house. From the dark figure at the windw a sharp cry broke —a cry of startled consternation. There was another crash as the heavy poker landed on the balcony outside. The tinkling of broken glass followed as it fell in a shower.  From silent corridor and staircase came the echoing of that sudden crash. 
  Had Bunter still been watching, he would have been aware that there was no further danger. For a second or two the dark figure stood as if too startled and amazed to stir; then it vanished by the open casement and the casement clicked shut after it. Already there was a sound of an opening door; a few moments, and electric light flashed on in the corridor.  The alarm had been given; and the intruder had escaped only in time. Had he lingered even a few moments the sudden blaze of tight would have revealed him there. 
  Bunter, squirming under his bed, shivering with terror, listened. He knew that that terrific crash must alarm the household—it could not possibly have failed to do so. The alarm given, the man in the bowler hat was not likely to linger to attempt to carry out his purpose, But what if he rushed to Bunter’s room—savage, revengeful— what if he burst in the locked door--- 
  Billy Bunter groaned with sheer terror. 
  Footsteps in the corridor—footsteps at his door ! Bunter squirmed into the farthest reccss under the bed. He squeaked aloud in fear. Footsteps—and voices! 
  “What is it—what is it, Greaves?  ” It was Captain Lankester’s voice; startled, excited; utterly unlike the suave cool drawl of the Army man. 
  “A window broken, sir—” It was a servant’s voice that answered. Bunter remembered that the captain’s man had a room near his master. It was the captain’s servant who was answering. 
  Bunter gasped with relief. 
  If Captain Lankester and his man were both in the corridor there was no further danger. That terrible figure that had stood black by the starlit window must be gone. The accomplice was still in the house; but he, of course, would be lying very low—as low as he could.  Bunter’s fears were relieved, and he crept from under the bed. 
  “A window—”  It was Captain Lankester’s voice again. It was almost husky with excitement. 
  “Yes, sir—the window at the end of the passage—smashed iu the middle—a whole pane—-” 
  “But—but what—have you seen anyone, Greaves? ” 
  “No one, sir 1” 
  Another voice broke in; Bunter recognised the fruity voice of Pilkingham, the butlet 
  “What has happened? What---” 
  “It’s a winder, sir !” That was the voice of Albert, Bunter’s own personal servant at Cavandale Abbey. 
  Evidently many members of the household were gathering on the scene. 
  Billy Bunter had quite recovered now. The danger was past—obviously past. Bunter’s courage returned at a bound. When there was no danger Bunter was as bold as lion. 
  He switched on his light and—conscious now of the December cold— slipped on his slippers and put on his coat over his pyjamas. Then he unlocked his door and rolled out. 
  The corridor was ablaze with light. Near Bunter’s door stood Captain Lankester in slippers and dressing-gown. His face was white as chalk, and he was staring towards the window. Close by the window stood Greaves, the captain’s valet, with an astonished face blinking at the great jagged gap in the centre of a large plate-glass pane. On the other side of the captain, near the head of the stairs, stood Pilkingham—also In a dressing-gown. Albert was close at hand, in pyjama jacket tucked into trousers. Several heads showed on the staircase, coming up. Obviously the crash of the breaking window had reached, and startled, many members of the numerous household. 
  Bunter blinked towards the window. There were casements on both sides of the tall central window; and the one on the left had been open. It was shut now, locked by the spring lock that fastened automatically when it closed. Of the dark figure that had stood there was no sign. Bunter had no donbt that the villain was getting away from the vicinity at his best speed; and he had gone only in time. 
  “But what—who----who——” Pilkingham almost stuttered, startled out of his stately calm. 
  “Can’t make it out.” said Greaves. “I was woke up, hearing a fearful crash, and come out of my room and turned on the light. Then I saw that the window had been smashed.” 
  “I—I heard the crash, also,” said Captain Lankester. “It is—is inexplicable. Who can have broken the window?” 
  “I quite fail to understand, sir? said Pilkingham. “It is a most extra. ordinary occurrence, sir.” 
  “Somebody’s been here, sir “ gasped Albert. 
  “What do you mean, Albert ? ” asked Pilkingham coldly. 
  “Look, sir! There’s snow—” 
  “Snow?’ exclaimed Captain Lankester. 
  “Yes, sir.” said Albert excitedly. “Somebody’s been standing here and left snow off his boots. Look, sir !” 
  There was a quick gathering at the spot;  Just within the left-hand casement, where the dark figure had stood, there were unmistakable traces of snow. Startled exclamations broke out on all sides. Captain Lankester’s voice cut through then. 
  “Nobody can have been here. No one could get through the broken pane. The casements are shut and locked. ” 
  “But the snow, sir—” said Albert. 
  “It must have blown in through the gap in the pane.” 
  As the captain spoke a gust of wind throw several fleecy snowflakes through the gap. Outside snow was still falling. 
  “No doubt !” said Pilkingham. 
  “But, sir,” said Albert, “this here snow, sir, is under the casement at the side—it couldn’t blow there, sir— —”  
  “You need say no more, Albert,” said Pilkingham, in his most chilling tones. And the footman drew back, abashed by the rebuke. Pilkingham ruled the household staff at Cavandale Abbey with a rod of iron.  Albert had ventured to argue with a guest of Lord Cavandale, “You forget yourself, I think, Albert.” 
  “Sorry Mr. Pilkingham, sir !” stammered Albert. 
  Pilkingharn waved him out of existence. 
  Billy Bunter rolled forward. Bunter was grinning now from sheer enjoyment of the situation. The danger was past, and Bunter was going to take the spotlight, in the centre of a startled crowd. 
  “Albert’s right!” he said.
  “Sir !” said Pilkingham. 
  “Quite right !” said Bunter. 
  “Indeed, sir !” said Pilkingharn freezingly. 
  “What do you mean, you young fool?” snapped Captain Lankester. “What do you know about the matter?” 
  “More than you do, I fancy.” answered Bunter coolly. “And don’t call me names, either!” Lord Cavandale would have been murdered while you were snoring, but for me.” 
  The captain started violently. 
  “What ! What do you mean?  ” 
  “I mean what I say.” answered Bunter. “Some of you go and call Lord Cavandale. 
  “You will do nothing of the kind.” said Captain Lankester harshly. 
  “Certainly not, sir.” said Plkingham. “His lordship’s rooms are at a distance, and if he has not been disturbed, sir, I am sure you will not think it necessary to disturb him.” 
  “Not in the least, Pilkingham.” said the captain. “1 see no occasion whatever to disturb his lordship.” 
  “I tell you---! ”  hooted Bunter. 
  Bunter did not seem to be getting the spot-light he deserved. A dozen startled servants were staring at him, Captain Lankester was frowning at him; Pilkingham regarded him with as much disapproval as he could venture to show towards a guest of Lord Cavandale. Bunter had rolled on the scene to take the game as it were, into his hands. But somehow he did not seem popular. 
  “If you have anything to say, you can tell me !” snapped Captain Lankester. “You can know nothing about this.” 
  “That’s all you know !” snorted Bunter. “Pilkingham, go and wake up Lørd Cavandale at once !” 
  “In the circumstances, sir, I am receiving instructions from Captain Lankester,” said Pilkingham smoothly. 
  “Albert !” roared Bunter. 
  In the stress of excitement he forgot his aristocratic forgetfulness and did not call Albert George or Frederick. 
  “Yes, sir !” said Albert. 
  “Go and call Lord Cavandale.” 
  Albert glanced at the butter. 
  “You will remain where you are, Albert.” said Pilkingham. “At the present moment Captain Lankester is giving us instructions. 
  “Yes, sir.” said Albert. 
  There was a quiet footfall, and another member of the household arrived on the scene. It was a thin gentleman with watery eyes and gold-rimmed glasses— Mr. Parker, Lord Cavandale’s secretary. 
  “What is this disturbance, Pilkingham? ” asked Mr. Parker. “I heard a noise— a deafening crash ---” 
  “A window has been broken, sir.” said the butler, “We are now trying o ascertain how— ” 
  “I can tell you !” roared Bunter, “I broke it !” 
  There was a sort of jump from hearers.  Pilkingham started ; Parker turned his gold-rimmed glasses and watery eyes on the fat junior; Captain Lankester made a movement towards him, and then checked himself. All the servants stared blankly at Bunter. 
  “You—you—you broke the window?  ” stuttered Pilkingham. 
  “I jolly well did !”                                                                              
  “Goodness gracious !” ejaculated Parker. 
  “You?” breathed Captain Lankester. 
  Bunter was getting the spotlight now!
  “ Yes, me !” he answered, emphatically and ungrammatically, “and if I jolly well hadn’t Lord Cavandale would have been murdered in his bed!” 
  “Are you mad?” 
  “Oh, cheese it !” said Bunter. 
  “Wha-a-t?  ” 
  “Cheese it! I tell you that man— the man in the train—the man who tried to kill Lord Cavandale—has been here, and I — ” 
  “Nonsense !” 
  “You can jolly well call it nonsense if you like !” hooted Bunter. “You wouldn’t have saved Lord Cavandale. You’d have gone on snoring while had his skull cracked with a lead pipe.” 
  The captain started again, 
  “A—a—a what—” he stuttered.
  “A lead pipe, wrapped in a sock— that’s what the villain had !” roared Bunter. “I jolly waIl stopped him! You didn’t ! You can sbut up.” 
  “You insolent young rascal !” exclaimed the captain. 
  He made a step towards Bunter, eyes flashing. 
  Billy Bunter blinked defiance through his big spectacles. He had been horribly afraid of the dark figure at the window; but he was not afraid of Captain Lankester. 
  “I said you can shut up, and I mean it !” hooted Bunter. “ You’d be asleep now if I hadn’t smashed that window—and Lord Cavandale murdered in his bed ! You take a back seat, see?” 
  “You unspeakable young cad !” claimed Captain Lankester. “Do you imagine that you can insult a friend of Lord Cavandale’s because you have forced yourself upon him in this house?” 
  “Rats !” retorted Bunter. 
  “What?” gasped the captain, 
  “Rats! R.A.T.S! Rats!That’s what we say at Greyfriars to a fellow who talks out of his hat! Cheese it!” 
  “Upon my word !” murmured Pilkingham .
  “You, Pilkingham, go and call Lord Cavandale!” roared Bunter. “Do you hear? Think I’m going to let him sleep when that man may come back, and be let into the house again?”
  “Let into the house ?” gasped Captain Lankester. 
  “Yes, let into the house !” hooted Bunter. “He was let in before, and may be let in again. You didn’t know that, did you Mister Clever Captain Lankester? Well, you do now I’ve told you—see?” 
  “The boy is mad !” 
  “Nightmare, perhaps, sir.” said Pilkingham, staring with wide-open eyes at Billy Bunter. 
  “Don’t be a silly owl, Pilkingham.” 
  “ Wha-a-t, sir ? What did you say ?”
  “ Don’t be a silly owl ! Go and call Lord Cavandale! If I knew where he was I’d go and wake him myself and call him, you fool !” 
  “Fool!” repeated Pilkingham, as if could scarcely believe his ears—as no doubt he scarcely could. 
  In all his stately and distinguished career as a butler Pilkingham had never been addressed like this before. 
  “Will you go and call Lord Cavandale ?” roared Bunter. 
  “Not unless Captain Laukester instructs me to do so—” 
  “ Certainly not !” said the captain. 
  “ I tell you--- ” shrieked Bunter. 
  “I am here !” said a deep, quiet, calm voice. “ Please calm yourself, my dear boy ! I’m here !” 

               THE FIFTH CHAPTER
 
               Footprints in the Snow!”

LORD CAVANDALE had arrived on the scene. Although his rooms were distant from the spot in the great house the peer could hardly have failed to become aware that something unusual was going on at that hour of the night. Evidently he had become aware of it. He came on scene fully dressed, apparently having hurried.  There was an immediate hush, and all eyes turned on the tall, lean gentleman’s face --- once handsome and still not unpleasing, in spite of the terrible scars that seamed both cheeks. 
  “What is the trouble?” asked Lord Cavandale gently. 
  “I —” began Bunter. 
  Captain Lankester broke in. 
  “Silence, boy! The fact is— ”
  “I know more about it than you do!” Bunter broke in, in his turn, “and I’m jolly well going to tell Lord Cavandale ----”  
  The peer made a gesture. 
  “Please allow Captain Lankester to speak, Bunter.” 
  “But ---- ”
  “Please!” said Lord Cavandale gently. 
  Bunter grunted, and was silent. Captain Lankester gave him a very inimical glance. It was fairly obvious at that moment that nothing would have pleased the young Army man better than to take Billy Bunter by the scruff of the neck, and bestow upon him thrashing of his life. 
  “The fact is, we have not yet cleared up what happened, Cavandale.” said the captain. “A window has been broken, and the crash appears to have awakened nearly all the household.  My man, Greaves, I think, was the first out of his room. I woke when he turned the light and called, and came out. We found the window smashed—that all we know.” 
  “Well, I know a jolly lot more than that!” snorted Bunter. 
  “This boy has apparently been suffering from nightmare.” added the Captain. “He has been making some ridiculous statements ----” 
  “Oh, can it !” said Bunter rudely. 
  The captain compressed his lips in a tight line. Lord Cavandale suppressed a smile. 
  “My dear Bunter, please do not use schoolboy expressions to my friend I.ankester.” he said. “But it is your turn now. If you know anything about what has happened ----” 
  “The whole jolly lot !” said Bunter. 
  “That is fortunate,” said Lord Cavandale, smiling. “Please tell us the — ahem !—whole jolly lot.” 
   “I woke up,” said Bunter— “that is, I mean I hadn’t been to sleep. I heard somebody pass my door and go to the window. Of course, I got out to see what was up. Being as brave as a lion, and absolutely without nerves, I looked into the matter. Looking out of door, I saw somebody helping a man in at the window ----” 
  “ Good gad !” Lord Cavandale stared blankly at Bunter.  Captain Lankester laughed. Pilkingham permitted himself an almost imperceptible shrug of the shoulders. Mr. Parker took off gold-rimmed glasses and wiped them, put them on again, and blinked at Bunter.  Some of the servants grinned. 
  “The man got in.” went on Bunter.  You can see snow on the floor from his boots, where he was standing.  The man who let him in whispered to him, and told him to wait five minutes while he got back to bed. Then I thought of alarming the house by chucking the poker through the window. I’d have tackled the brute myself, only he had a lead pipe. You remember he had loaded stick when he went for you on the Lantham train, sir! This time he had a lead pipe. I—1 wasn’t a match for him, so—.” 
  “It was the same man ?” asked Lord Cavandale, watching Bunter’s fat, excited face very curiously. 
  “Yes—the man in the bowler hat. The man who went for you in the Lantham train, sir. He must have cleared off as soon as I gave the alarm—of, course, I thought he would. I knew it would wake the house.” 
  “You say you saw the man admitted by a member of the household ?” 
  “I jolly well did !” 
  “Give Lord Cavandale the name of the servant who has betrayed his trust, Bunter !” sneered Captain Lankester. 
  “How should I know ?” snorted Bunter. “Think I can see in the  dark? Or do you think I’d turn the light with that murderer only a dozen feet away?” 
  “But you saw the man?” asked Lord GavandaIe. 
  “I saw him, against the window, like a shadow. 
  Captain Lankester laughed again. 
  “You are shortsighted, I believe, Master Bunter?” he asked. 
  “What about it!” grunted Bunter. 
  “In spite of that defect of vision, you were able to recognise a man a dozen feet away in the dark?” 
  “You can say what you like!” snapped Bunter. “I knew it was the same man. I couldn’t make out his face, of course. But he looked the same—same height, same figure, and bowler-hat jammed down on his head to the ears. I jolly well know it was the same man !”
  “And the man who admitted him?  ” asked the captain, in the same derisive tone. “Can you give a description?  ”
  “Of course I can’t !” snapped Bunter. “I’m not a cat to see in the dark. He was taller than the other man, that’s all I know. About your height.” 
  “Thank you !” said the captain, laughing. “I am the same height as Mr. Parker. It’s between you and me, Parker.” 
  The secretary laughed. 
  “Come, come !” said Lord Cavandale rather sharply. “This really is not a jesting matter, Lankester. ” 
  “My mistake, Cavandale !  I thought it was.”
  “My lord,” said Pilkingham, in his most stately manner, “if I am pet permitted to speak ----”  He waited for a gesture of assent before he proceeded: 
  “Then, my lord, I beg to assure your lordship that no member of your lordship’s staff of servants is capable of the action attributed to him by this young gentleman. I will answer, my lord, for every member of this household below stairs, as I will answer for myself. It is not for me to contradict a guest of your lordship’s, but I am bound to say, my lord, that such an action as that described is impossible, my lord.” 
  “Lord Cavandale does not need assuring of that, Pilkingham.” said Captain Lankester. “He is well aware that this extraordinary boy has 
been dreaming.” 
  “Gammon!” said Bunter. 
  Lord Cavandale, without answering, stepped towards the end window. He 
bent his head and examined the traces of snow on the floor. 
  “Someone from outside appears to have been standing here, Lankester.” he remarked. 
  “I fancy the snow blew in through the gap, Cavandale.” 
  “Impossible! This snow is quite out of the line of the gap in the central 
window. Some snow is blowing in now, as you see, but it is nowhere near the spot.” 
  The captain bit his lip. 
  “Then there is only one explanation.” he drawled. 
  “What is that?” 
  “This boy has not dreamed the occurrence, is I fancied—” 
  “Oh! You know that now, do you ?” interjected Bunter. 
  “He has not dreamed it—he has invented it.” said the captain deliberately, “From a desire to make himself of importance, and to add to the obligations he has placed you under, he has invented the whole thing.” 
  “Wha-a-at?” stuttered Bunter. 
  He blinked at the captain blankly. “He has deliberately opened the casement, and strewn snow on the floor to give colour to his story.” went on the captain calmly. “Certainty no murderous character has been here, and no member of the household has given such a character admittance. The mere supposition is an insult to your faithful servants, Cavandale.” 
  There was a faint murmur of a approval from the servants. Even Pilkingham permitted himself to join in it. 
  “Why, you—you—you----”  gasped Bunter. “You trying to make out that I’m a liar?” 
  “An imaginative lad, at least.” smiled the captain. |Come, come, my boy, you have caused trouble enough! Now, own up that the whole thing was an invention.” 
  “It’s a lie !” roared Bunter. 
  “Bunter !” said Lord Cavandale. 
  Bunter spluttered with rage. 
  “Think I’m going to be made out a liar, when I’ve saved your life !” he bawled. “I tell you that man was let in by somebody in the house. I tell you——” 
  “Calm yourself, my dear boy !“ said Lord Cavandale, his keen eyes on 
Bunter’s crimson face. “Lankester. I wish you had not made that suggestion. The boy may be mistaken—deluded——” 
  “The boy is lying !” said Captain Lankester uncompromisingly. 
  “Liar yourself !” bawled Bunter. 
  The captain turned quite pale 
  “By gad ! I will not tolerate this! I will ----” 
  “Enough !” exclaimed Lord Cavandale. “Bunter, be silent!  Lankester, govern your tongue, please! The matter may be easily put to the proof.” 
  Lankester started. 
  “In what way?” 
  Lord Cavandale opened the casement. Outside the light snowflakes were falling.  He pointed to the snow that lay thick on the balcony. 
  “Look !”he said quietly. 
  Across the snow-covered balcony, to the bronze rail at the farther edge, lay tracks of feet. The light snowflakes had not yet bad time to obliterate them.   Captain Lankester stared out at the tracks in the snow. 
  “The boy--- ” he said obstinately. 
  “Come, come that is mere obstinacy, Lankester. You can see from here that those footprints were left by a man, not a boy. ” 
  “Yes, rather !” chuckled Bunter. “I hadn’t thought of that—I mean, I was just going to suggest looking for the beast’s footprints. What about that. Mister Jolly-clever Lankester?“ 
  Lankester did not heed Bunter. He stared out at the tracks in the snow. glimmering in the pale starlight, and shook his head. Evidently he was not to be convinced. 
  “Trickery !” he said. “Trickery, to bear out the boy’s desire to make a sensation. Nothing but that.” 
  “Pilkinham !” 
  “My Lord !”
  “Go down and look outside under the balcony, and report to me whether you find footprints in the snow there.” 
  “Immediately, my lord.” 
  Pilkingham gave Bunter a glance — as scornful as a butler could venture upon. It was clear that Pilkingham was of the captain’s opinion, and that he had not the slightest doubt that the whole thing was a foolish trick to cause a sensation, to add to the fat junior’s self-importance. Obviously he had no expectation whatever of finding footprints below the balcony. 
  Lord Cavandale waited in silence.  There was a sound of a door opening below. Captain Lankester moved restlessly.  The group of menservants stood still. Mr. Parker eyed Bunter very curiously. Bunter grinned. As the snow had not hidden the footprints on the balcony, it was not likely to have 
hidden those at the foot of the wall below.  Bunter knew that the butler expected to find nothing; but he knew, too, what he must find, and he waited with a fat, grinning face for his vindication. 
  Pilkington came back up the stairs at last, and came along the corridor to the waiting group near the window. There was a somewhat disturbed expression on his face. 
  “My—my lord —” 
  “Well, Pilkingham!” 
  “There are footprints below the balcony, my lord—in fact, very many of them! The snow certainly looks very trampled—quite as—as if someone had jumped down hastily and stumbled in it. There are traces of footprints both approaching and leaving the house.” 
  “What did I tell you?” grinned Bunter. 
  Captain Lankester opened his lips and closed them again.  He gnawed the underlip hard. 
  “Thank you, Pilkingham !” said Lord Cavandale quietly.  “That settles the matter beyond doubt. The man has been here! Master Bunter’s statement is perfectly correct—and I have no doubt that my life has been saved again by my young friend.” 

                  THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 


               A Very Pressing Invitation!



HARRY WHARTON waved his hand as the car drove away from the gates of Wharton Lodge, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh waved his hat. Colonel Wharton and his sister, Miss Any Wharton, smiled back; and the car dashed on and disappeared towards Wimford. And the two juniors of Greyfriars walked slowly up the drive again to the house. 
  “It’s rather rotten uncle and aunt being called away like this.” Harry Wharton remarked. “I hope they’ll be back before Christmas. But ----”
  “The rottenfulness is terrific,” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh “But your excellent aunt and ridiculous uncle could not turn the deaf ear to the call of esteemed and absurd duty.” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “That’s so, old bean. I believe Aunt Margaret is a very decent old lady, though I hardly ever see her. I had a holiday once with her at Bournemouth, and I fancy she was glad when I cleared. I’m awfully sorry she’s ill— but I’m rather glad she didn’t want to see me as well as her brother and sister. They were bound to go, of course, they’re fond of her. But—now we’re on our own, Inky, till Bob and Frank and Johnny come along.” 
  Wharton looked thoughtful. 
  “Look here, Inky, with Aunt Margaret ill at Bournemouth, and Aunt Amy and my uncle gone to stay there— what about getting old Bob on the phone, and going over to him for a few days. We know he’d be glad to have us.” 
  “A wheezy good idea, my esteemed chum !” agreed the Nabob of Bhanipur. The excellent and absurd Bob Cherry would be terrifically pleased.” 
  “It’s a bit rotten here, without my uncle and aunt.” said Harry. “Look here, I’ll ring up Bob Cherry as soon as we get in.” 
  “Yes, ratherfully.” 
  There was a honk of a car behind the two juniors, and they glanced round. A rather handsome car was coming up the drive, evidently having just turned in at the gates. From the window a fat face looked out. 
  “I say, you fellows !” trilled a well- known voice. 
  “Oh, my hat ! Bunter !” 
  “The Bunterfulness is terrific !” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  The car came gliding on through the snow on the drive and stopped. Harry Wharton and Hurree Singh stopped, the former eyeing William George Bunter rather grimly. Bunter leaned from the window of the car and blinked at them amicably through his big spectacles. 
  “I say, you fellows ! You didn’t expect to see me again so soon, what?” chuckled Bunter. 
  “It’s not exactly a surprise.” said Wharton sarcastically. “What do you want this time?  ” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “You came last night to borrow my dress clothes. Have you burst them and come for another lot?” 
  “No !” roared Bunter. “If you think I’ve come here to borrow anything, Wharton—” 
  “Haven’t you?” ejaculated the Captain of the Remove. 
  “No !” roared Bunter. 
  “Well, if you’ve come to stay, you’ll have to think again.” said Harry. “My uncle and aunt have gone away, and Inky and I are just going. You’re just in time to say good-bye.” 
  “If you think I’d stay In your humble home, Wharton, after what I’m accustomed to in the residence of my friend I.ord Cavandale —” 
  “What on earth do you want, then ?” demanded Wharton, perplexed.  If Bunter had not come to borrow, and had not come to stay, it was difficult to imagine what he had come for. 
  “You !” said Bunter. 
  “You and Inky.” 
  “My esteemed fat Bunter ----” 
  The Owl of the Remove threw open the door of the car. 
  “Hop in!” he sald. 
  Wharton stared at him blankly. 
  “Is that one of Lord Cavandale’s cars É” he asked. 
  “Yes, rather ! I can have a car whenever I like. In fact, I’ve the choice of a good many cars. So far as that goes, it’s just like being at home at Bunter Court.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at. Hop in.” 
  “Do you mean that you want to take us for a drive?” asked the mystified captain of the Remove. 
  “I’m asking you to come and stay at Cavandale Abbey for Christmas.” 
  “Wha-a-at?  ” 
  “It’s all right—I’ve asked Lord Cavandale.” said Bunter reassuringly. “He will be glad to have you—as friends of mine. On your own merits, of course, you could hardly expect to be asked to such a place. As my friends, however—” 
  “You fat idiot!” 
  Oh, really, Wharton ! If that’s your gratitude for being asked to a nobleman’s magnificent residence, I shall withdraw the invitation.” 
  “Fathead ! Come on, Inky.” 
  Wharton and Hurree Singh resumed their walk up the drive towards the house. Billy Bunter blinked after them in angry astonishment. Evidently Bunter had expected the chums of the Remove to jump at that offer with both feet. They showed no sign of jumping, however. 
  “I say, you fellows!” bawled Bunter. The two juniors walked on without turning their heads. They had not the slightest desire for a Christmas with Billy Bunter even in so magnificent a mansion as Cavandale Abbey. Likewise, they were a little more particular than Billy Bunter in such matters. How l3untor had contrived to “plant” himself on the peer for Christmas, they did not know; but they certainly were not disposed to follow his example and “plant” themselves also on his long suffering lordship. 
  “You silly owls !” roared Bunter “Look here, if you don’t jolly well hop in at once, I won’t take you, so there!”
  Wharton and Inky, like Felix, kept on walking. Bunter glared after them with a glare that might have cracked his spectacles. 
  “I say, you fellows!” he yelled. 
The two juniors disappeared round a bend of the drive. Bunter turned his blink on Lord Cavandale’a chauffeur. 
   “Get on to the house !” he snapped. 
  The car rolled on through the snow. Billy Bunter sat down, snorting. He was strongly tempted to drive away and leave these ungrateful fellows to stew in their own juice as it were. But he did not yield to that temptation. 
  Bunter had reasons of his own for desiring the company of the Greyfriars fellows that Christmastide— powerful reasons. Apart from his desire to “swank” as a friend and guest of a peer of the realm, Bunter wanted the Greyfriars chums at Cavandale Abbey —and wanted them badly. So he rolled on to the house in the car. 
  Harry Wharton and Hurree Singh went into the house. Billy Bunter landed from the car, and rolled in after them. Wharton, who was about to go to the telephone to ring up Bob Cherry at his home, turned impatiently. 
  “Look here, Bunter—” 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass!” said Bunter. “I tell you I want you to come to Cavandale Abbey for the vac. Anyhow, for a few days. I really want you !” 
  “Well, if you really want us, we’re sorry; but ---” 
  “The sorrowfulness is terrific; but —” 
  “You’ll have a good time,” said Bunter. “Best of everything to eat! You should have seen the dinner I had last night! Twelve courses----” 
  “Did you burst my clobber? ” 
  “As a matter of fact, the dinner-jacket went. 1 had an accident—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  ‘Nothing to cackle at ! I’ll buy you a new one,” said Bunter scornfully. “You can give the order to my tailor. I’ve been seeing my tailor this morning; that’s why I couldn’t got over earlier to see you fellows. I’ve been rather busy with my tailor. I had a lot of things to order. Make hay while the sun shines, you know. I—I mean, I believe in giving as much custom as possible to the local tradespeople. I hope you don’t think I’m going to leave the bills for Lord Cavandale to pay !” 
  “Oh crikey !” 
  “Of course, I shall foot the bills myself.” said Bunter, with dignity, “I’m expecting a postal order ---”
  “Ye gods!” 
  “In fact, several postal orders, from some of my titled relations. You know how they rain generous tips on me at Christmas. I’ve told you. ” 
  “You’ve told me !” agreed Wharton. “I haven’t seen you caught in the rain, though.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton! Well, look here are you coming?” 
“Thanks! No.” 
  “If you don’t think my friend, Lord Cavandale, wants you, you can ring him up and ask him!  He’s eager to see any friend of nine. Of course, you’ll have to behave yourselves. Best manners, and all that! You see, as you’re going there as friends of mine you’ll have to play up, and be careful not to let me down.” 
  “But we’re not going—” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton----” 
  “Good-bye, old fat bean!” 
  “You silly ass—” 
  “Good’bye, and a merry Christmas !”
  “I say, you fellows. I—I want you to come.” said Bunter. “I say, its no end of a swanky place! This is a mere hole to it!” 
  “My esteemed Bunter ----”
  “You’ve got to come, old chap! Look here, stand by a pal !” said Bunter. 
  Wharton stared at him. 
  “What on earth do you mean,? Do you want us to hold Lord Cavandale back when he kicks you out?” 
  “You—you—you silly chump !” gasped Bunter. 
  “Well, what do you want us for, fathead?” 
  “Because we’re such pals, you know.” 
  “Bow-wow !” 
  “And—and——” Bunter was driven to the truth at last—always the very last resource with William George Bunter.  “I—I say, you fellows, I—I want you to come—you must come, because—because I daren’t stay there another night unless you do !” 

              THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 


                     Friends In Need! 

HARRY WHARTON stared. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh opened his dusky eyes very wide. Bunter had succeeded, at least, in astonishing the chums of the Greyfriars Remove. 
  He blinked at them anxiously. 
  “You’ll come?  ” he pleaded. 
  “What on earth are you driving at?” asked Harry, in utter amazement. “Are you off your podgy rocker?” 
  “Look here, get in the car, and I’ll tell you as we go along !” 
  “But we’re not going !” 
  “If you’re going to desert a pal in the hour of danger, Wharton —!” 
  “What danger?  ” yelled Wharton. 
  “Not that I’m afraid of danger, of course. If you’d seen the way t tackled that murderous villain last night—” 
  “A—a—a murderous villain?  ” Wharton looked quite anxiously at the Owl of the Remove. 
  He really feared that William George Bunter was taking leave of his senses —such as they were. 
  “I’d better tell you the whole thing!”” said Bunter. “I want my pals to stand by me, because I’m in fearful danger. Mind, I’m not afraid. You fellows know what my courage is like----” 
  “We do!” chuckled Wharton. “ But what danger can you be in, you frabjous fathead, in Lord Cavandale’s house— except the danger of bursting?  ” 
  “Haven’t you looked at the newspapers this morning?  ” snorted Bunter. “If you had, you’d have seen that Lord Cavandale was attacked in a train yesterday, and his life was saved by an heroic schoolboy. I was the heroic schoolboy.” Bunter drew himself up to his full height. “Me !” 
  “Great pip!”
  “My esteemed idiotic Bunter— ” 
  Bunter sat down. 
  “Don’t jaw a minute, and I’ll tell you all about it.” he said. 
  “Go it !” said Harry. 
  He was interested now. If Bunter really had been reported in newspapers as an heroic schoolboy it was worth hearing about. At Greyfriars he had certainly never been regarded as heroic; quite the reverse in fact ! 
  Billy Bunter proceeded to “go” it. Wharton and Hurree Singh stared at him in increasing astonishment, as he told them of the attack on Lord Cavandale in the Lantham train; and the strange and startling events that had followed. 
  Bunter’s account did not; err on the side of modesty. He forgot to mention his own terrors on thosc thrilling occasions. According to Bunter, he had gone through those perils with the coolness of ice, the courage of a lion, and a nerve of tempered steel. 
He had not turned a hair.  He had not known what fear was. Coolly calmly, nonchalantly, in fact, he had faced peril alter peril—and the perils he described wanted some facing, for they were much more fearsome than the actual facts, 
  The two juniors listened in almost stunned silence. They knew Bunter and his boasting; but they had never heard even Bunter “going it” like this before. When he had finished, ho blinked at them complacently. 
  “Now what do you think of that?  ” he asked. 
  Wharton found his voice. 
  “Think of it?” he gasped. “I think that you beat Baron Munchausen and George Washington and Ananias, all rolled into one. What on earth have you told us all those thumping fibs for?” 
  “Eh! Don’t you believe me?” 
  “Believe you !” stuttered Wharton. 
  “Oh, my hat! Not quite !”
  “The believefulness is not terrific !” chuckled     Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Bunter snorted. 
  “Wells!” he hooted. 
  The Wharton Lodge butler approached. 
“Bring the morning paper.” 
  “Certainly, sir !” 
  Wells brought the morning paper. Billy Bunter opened it, and jammed it under the astonished eyes of Wharton and Hurree Singh. 
  “Look at that!” 
  They looked. Almost dazedly they read the account of the attack on Lord Cavandale in the train, on his lordship’s way home after visiting his racing stable at Lantham. Lord Cavandale, the paper stated, was the well-known sporting peer, owner of Maharajah, the horse generally expected to win the Lantham Thousand Guineas. His life had been attempted in the train; he had been saved by the intervention of a. schoolboy named Bunter. Particulars were few; but the name of Bunter stared at the chums of the Remove in actual type. They gazed and gazed and gazed! 
  “Well ? ” sneered Bunter. 
  “My only hat !” said Wharton. 
  “The esteemed hatfulness is terrfic !” 
  Wells approached, with an apologetic cough. 
  “The telephone, sir !” 
  Wharton laid down the paper. 
  “I expect that’s Bob.” he said. 
  “Never mind the telephone !” hooted Bunter. “Let Wells take the call. Look here, Wharton, you know how the matter stands. I can’t desert my friend, Lord Cavandale. The grub’s simply gorgeous—I mean, I’m not thinking about the grub, of course. 1 can’t let him down, see? But I ain’t safe there— that beast may be after me. I can tell you, I was awake all last night, after that sneering beast, Captain Lankester, told me I was in danger. I mean, I stayed awake all night to watch over my friend, Lord Cavandale ----”
  “Take the call Wells.” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “Do shut up a minute, Wharton !” I can’t stay awake every night—that stands to reason.  I want my pals with me. Look how I protected you when went to China !” said Bunter reproachfully.  “You remember how I saved all your lives over and over again!”
  “Blessed if I do!” 
  “The rememberfulness is not terrific.” 
  “Beasts ! Now I’m in danger, and it’s your turn to stand by me. I’m relying on you! Don’t let a man down !” 
  Wharton and Inky locked at one another. The discovery that there was some substratum of truth in Bunter’s amazing story, had completely astonished them. Amazing stories they were not surprised to receive from Bunter; but truth from the Owl of the Remove was quite startling. 
  “But we can’t come, old fat bean.” said Harry, at last. “We’d come all right if it was a question of standing by you in danger, and all that—” 
  “The stand-byfulness would be terrific, my esteemed idiotic Bunter. 
  “But—” 
  “We can’t butt in on Lord Cavan dale—” said Wharton. 
  “The buttfulness is not the proper caper.” 
  “I tell you I can ask anybody I like.” hooted Bunter. “I tell you 1 treat the place as if it were my own.” 
  “Very likely; but—” 
  “Look here, I’ll ask Cavandale to ask you —” 
  “Well, in that case——” said Wharton dubiously. 
  Wells came from the telephone cabinet across the hall. 
  “Lord Cavandale is speaking on the telephone, sir—”
   “Oh, my hat!” 
  Harry Wharton went to the telephone. He spoke into the transmitter, and, a deep, pleasant voice answered. He remembered the voice of the scarred gentleman who had given him a lift in the Rolls the previous day with Bunter. 
  “Lord Cavandale speaking. I understand that my young friend, William Bunter, is calling on you this morning.” 
  “Yes; he’s here now.” gasped Wharton. 
  “He desires you to join him here for the Christmas Vacation, Master Wharton; you and any school friend who may be with you. I have rung up to say that I shall be delighted if you accept the invitation.” 
  “Oh !” murmured Harry, 
  “1 am under deep obligations to Master Bunter. He has saved my life more than once —” 
  “Oh !” 
  “Any friend of his would always be welcome here. I should be especially pleased to welcome the nephew of Colonel Wharton, So far as it does not interfere with other arrangements already made, I should be very glad for you and your friends to stay here for the holidays.” 
  “You—you’re very good, sir !” gasped Wharton. “As a matter of fact, our arrangements here have rather fallen through, as my uncle and aunt have had to go to their sister at Bournemouth, who is ill. If you would like us to come —”
  “Delighted !” said Lord Cavandale. “Come back in the car with Bunter. You will be in time for lunch.”   “One moment, sir !” Wharton looked out of the telephone cabinet. “Inky !”
  “My esteemed chum ----!” The nabob came towards him. 
  “It’s genuine ! Lord Cavandale’s asked us! Shall we go?” 
  “I say, you fellows, you simply must come ! I’m relying on you as my old pals, you know; and after all I’ve done for you—” 
  “Shut up a minute, Bunter.” 
  “Beast !” 
  “Let us go, my worthy and absurd chum.” said Hurree Singh. “The pleasurefulness of my ridiculous self will be preposterous.” 
  “It’s a go, then,” said Harry. 
  Wharton stepped back to the telephone. 
  “Thank you very much, Lord Cavandale. 
Hurree Singh and 1 will be delighted to come.  We’ll come back with Bunter an the car.” 
  “I shall expeot you to lunch !” said Lord Cavandale; and he rang off. 
  Wharton went back into the hail. 
  Billy Bunter grinned cheerfully. 
  “What did I tell you?” he asked. 
  “Blessed if I can make it out!”” said Harry. “But if you’re in danger, old fat bean, we’re the men to see 
you through. Looks like being a bit exciting this Christmas, Inky, if half what Bunter says is true.” 
  “The excitefulness will be absurd and terrific.” agreed Hurree Singh. 
  “Buck up !” said Bunter briskly. “Get your things ! Quick ! We can#t be late for lunch ! That’s important.” 
  In a very short time two suitcases were put on the car, and it tolled away with three passengers from Wharton Lodge. 
  Billy Bunter was grinning with satisfaction. He had not been able to “get away” with lofty patronage; but the fellows were coming, and that was the chief point. No more sleepless nights for Bunter ! Deeply as he was attached to his friend Lord Cavandale, gorgeous as was the “grub” in the palatial establishment, it was doubtful whether Bunter would have ventured to pass another night there “on his own” Now it was all serene! 
  Bunter talked all the way, giving the chums of the Remove more and more details of the amazing happenings at Cavandale Abbey—drawing upon his fat imagination for many of them. Wharton and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh sat in astonishment; and they were still astonished when the car arrived at the Abbey. 


               THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 


               Guests at Cavandale Abbey ! 

“THAT’S Captain Lankester !” Billy Bunter jerked a fat thumb towards a young man in plus fours, who was walking on the snowy avenue when the oar turned in at the gates of Cavandale Abbey. Wharton and Hurree Singh glanced at the Army man, whom Bunter had mentioned many times in his thrilling narrative. They noticed that Gerald Lankester glanced back at them curiously. 
  They had gathered from Bunter that Lankester did not like him; which did not surprise them very much. That Bunter did not like the captain was clear; from the blink of scornful defiance he bestowed on him through his big spectacles. 
  Lankester made a sign to the chauffeur, who stopped the car on the avenue, and came towards it. He raised his hat slightly to the juniors; and they politely returned his salute. Bunter glared at him. Bunter had no politeness to waste on the supercilious young man who had sought to throw discredit on him. 
  “Master Wharton and Hurree Singh, I suppose!” said the captain agreeably. “Lord Cavandale has mentioned you to me.” 
  “That’s right,” said Harry. 
  “The rightfulness is terrific, honoured sahib.” said Hurree Singh. 
  Captain Lankester started a little, and looked at the nabob. 
  “Wha-at—what did you say?” he ejaculated. 
  “The rightfulness of your esteemed and absurd supposition is terrific and preposterous.” answered the junior from India’s coral strand. 
  “Oh gad!” said the captain. 
  Wharton grinned. He was not surprised at the captain’s amazement. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh’s flow of English often surprised strangers. 
  “Very glad to see you here.” went on Lankester, recovering from the effect of Hurree Singh’s variety of the English language. “I believe you are the nephew of Colonel Wharton; I served under him in Flanders.” 
  “Indeed, sir !” said Harry, with some interest. 
  “I am really pleased to make your acquaintance.” said the captain. “Let me introduce myself—Gerald Lankester, once of the Loamshire Regiment.” He held out his hand to Wharton, and the junior took it frankly enough. Then he shook hands with Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, over the side of the car. 
  Billy Bunter blinked angrily at him. The captain was taking no notice whatever of Bunter—the really important fellow in the car. He ignored Bunter’s existence just as if Bunter were not there.  Bunter was not to be treatcd like that by a supercilious beast ! 
  “I say, you fellows, let’s get on !” he said. 
  “You young fellows are staying here?” asked the captain, still oblivious of William George Bunter. 
  “Yes,” said Harry, a little restively. Bunter might be a “bounder” more or less, but this was not the way to treat him in the presence of fellows who had come there as his friends. Wharton’s idea was that the captain had either to acknowledge Bunter’s existence, or else cut the interview short. 
  “Long?” asked the captain. 
  “That’s hardly settled.” said Harry. “It depends largely on Bunter” 
  “I’ve asked my friends here, with the permission of my friend Cavandale !” said Bunter, with a great deal of dignity. 
  The captain did not seem to hear. Apparently he was deaf and blind to the Owl of the Remove. 
  “In the circumstances, Master Wharton, I think I ought to give you a tip.” said Lankester. “Several most extraordinary attempts have been made on the life of Lord Cavandale by some unknown person. My own theory is 

that he is some lunatic with a fancied grudge against Cavandale—that, indeed, seems to be the only way of accounting for it. With such a character lurking about, recklessly using deadly weapons, I was a little surprised at Cavandale asking schoolboys here. It is, of course, not my affair— ” 
  “Only just thought of that?” inquired Bunter. 
  The captain’s eyes gleamed for a second. But he went on without paying heed to the fat Removite of Greyfriars. 
  “But I cannot help thinking there is risk—for lads like you. It seems to me that your parents, or guardians would hardly care for you to run such risks. The fact is, I feel uneasy about you.” 
  “You’re very kind,” said Harry.  “We don’t feel uneasy about ourselves, The fact is, we’ve really come because Bunter thinks there is danger.” 
  “Oh !” ejaculated the captain. 
  “So there is danger—lots of it !” said Bunter. “And I shall feel safe with my pals round me. You jolly well pointed it out to me last night, Captain Lankester. I hadn’t realized it before then. That’s why I jolly well fetched these fellows over, see !”
  And Bunter chuckled. Gerald Lankester did not want him at the Abbey; and did not want his friends there. It was quite a pleasure to Bunter to point out to him that he was the cause of the latter being called in. 
Lankester’s glance turned on the fat junior at last. The dislike and contempt in it might have offended a thicker-skinned fellow than Bunter—if there existed a thicker-skinned fellow in the wide world. 
  “I am certainly sorry if I am the cause of these boys coming here.” he said. 
  “1 dare say you are !” sneered Bunter.  “You wanted to frighten me away ! Instead of that you’ve got my friends here as well. He, he, he !” 
  Lankester compressed his hard lips.  Probably, he had not expected an obtuse fellow like Bunter to read his motives. But Bunter, like many obtuse follows, had a rich vein of slyness in his nature. Good motives Bunter often missed, not suspecting that they were there; but he had quite a keen eye for bad motives. Certainty, he had not doubted why Gerald Lankester had warned him of the danger in which he stood at Cavandale Abbey. 
  Wharton and Hurree Singh felt exceedingly uncomfortable. They did not want to be dragged into Bunter’s disputes with another guest of Lord Cavandale’s. They could not help feeling, too, that Lankester, civil to them as he was, did not ,want them there— which was rather a cheek on his part, as he was only a guest himself. According to Bunter, he had tried to frighten the fat junior away; and it seemed as if his object was the same with the newcomers. 
  The Army man turned to them again.
  “Well, well, you boys doubtless know your own business best.” he said. But take my tip to be on your guard; bullets are no respecters of persons, and from what has already occurred it seems likely enough the bullets may be flying about here. I think—”
  “Get on, driver !” said Bunter, leaning over and poking the chauffeur in the neck. “You’re wasting time.” 
  “Ow !” said the chauffeur, with a jump. 
  “Thank you, Captain Lankester !” said Harry hastily. “But we’re not afraid—we’re sticking to Bunter. Thanks, all the same.” 
  “The thankfulness is terrific !” 
  The car slid into motion again. Captain Lankester had to step back rather hurriedly as it moved. The chauffeur had halted at his signal; but Bunter was making it clear that he was “ boss of the show,” so long as he was in the car. He stood looking after the car with a lowering brow; and Bunter chuckled. 
  “That’s the cheeky rotter I told you of,” he said. “He doesn’t want us here.” 
  “I don’t see why be should mind.” said Harry. 
  “Oh, he s an interfering ass ! Swanky you know.” said Bunter. “I jolly well put him in his place, I can tell you, He keeps on trying to butt in between me and my friend Cavandale. What are you grinning at? Blessed if I see anything to grin at ! Hello ! There’s the jolly old inspector ! Bet you he hasn’t found anything out !” 
  Inspector Chapman. of Ashwood, was visible on the terrace, under the balcony up which the unknown man had clambered the previous night. Judging by his expression, Mr. Chapman had not bad a lot of success so far in picking up the trail of the attempted assassin. 
  The juniors alighted from the car and went into the house. His lordship was not visible: but Pilkingham was there, evidently expecting them. 
  Faint surprise dawned in Pilkingham’s stately countenance at sight of them. The butler of Cavandale Abbey had not perhaps, expected William George Bunter to produce such creditable friends. No doubt he had expected some more Bunters, and had not been greatly bucked by the prospect. 
  His manner was extremely respectful to the newcomers, after his majestic glance had dwelt on them for a moment or two—with a subtle difference from his manner to Bunter. 
  These fine distinctions, however, were entirely lost on William George Bunter, who was completely satisfied with himself, and did not care two straws whether Pilkingham was satisfied or not. 
  “These are my friends, Pilkingham.” said Bunter. “I hope you’ve got the rooms ready.” 
  “His lordship has instructed me, sir ---!” 
  “Yes quite !” Bunter believed in interrupting servants. It helped to keep them in their place, from which Bunter always suspected them of trying to emerge. “You will have two extra beds made up in my bed-room for my friends.” 
  “Indeed, sir ! I was not aware—” 
  “You’re aware now I’ve told you !” 
  “Quite so, sir” said Pilkingham, breathing hard. 
  “They will have a sitting-room each but they will share my bedroom.” said Bunter.  “See to it, Pilkingham !”
  Bunter’s manner was quite that of a Roman emperor saying; “See to it, Tigellinus!” 
  “Very good, sir !” 
  “Come on, you fellows!” said Bunter; and the juniors ascended the great oak staircase and followed Pilkingham along the immense oaken gallery above. 
Albert and another footman followed with the suitcases. 
  “Herbert !” rapped out Bunter. 
  “Sir !” said Albert. 
  “Put my friends’ bags in my bedroom.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  “You fellows will like sharing my quarters, what?  ” said Bunter, when the juniors were in his room and Pilkingham and Albert dismissed. 
  The juniors looked dubious,. 
  “What’s the big idea?” asked Harry. “The fact is, Bunter, we get enough of your snore in the dorm at Greyfriars.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton---” 
  “The sleepfulness will not be terrifically balmy, with the snorefulness of the esteemed Bunter so close to hand.” suggested Hurree Singh. 
  “Oh, really Inky---” 
  “You see—” murmured Wharton. 
  Bunter raised a fat hand. 
  “I don’t want any jaw !” he said. “I’ve brought you fellows here to give you a good time—a magnificent Christmas—under the superb roof of my friend Lord Cavandale. I don’t expect gratitude; I know you too well.  But I expect you to do as you’re told. Got that?” 
  Wharton looked at him grimly. 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh grinned. 
  “So that’s the programme?” asked the captain of the Remove. 
  “That’s it !” said Bunter, with emphasis. “Don’t make any mistake about it. I’m boss here !” 
  “You fat frump---”
  “And I may as well say that I don’t want any cheek ! You’ll have to remember your manners a little while you’re an the magnificent mansion of my titled friend. You’re not in the Remove passage at Greyfriars now, or in your own humble home !” added Bunter crushingly. 
  “Come on, Inky !” said Harry, turn ing towards the door. 
  Certainly, my esteemed chum !” grinned the nabob. 
  Bunter blinked at them in alarm. 
  “I—I say, you fellows, where are you going?” he ejaculated. 
  “Out of this,” answered Harry. “Good-bye !”
  “Oh crikey ! I—I say, you fellows, come back !” yelled Bunter. “I—I waht you to stay, you know ! I’m relying on you! I say, you fellows, you’re not going to turn down an old pal, are you?” 
  Wharton hesitated. 
“I say, you fellows, I want you to camp in my room, in case that villain tries to get at me, you know !” urged Bunter. “You ain’t going to desert a pal in the hour of danger, are you ?” 
  “Oh, all right !” said Wharton resignedly. “I suppose you can’t help being a silly chump, Bunter. But don’t talk too much.” 
  “I—I won’t say a word !” gasped Bunter. ‘Not a word, old chap !”
  “Keep to that!” said Harry, laughing. 
  And Bunter kept to it—for about ten seconds. 
                                    — — 

                       THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                      Something Like a Smoke ! 

“FERRERS LOCKE !”
  Captain Lankester repeated the name in startled tones. 
  He lowered the cocktail he had just mixed and stared over it at Lord Cavendale. 
  The peer was seated in a deep leather chair in the smoke-room, one long leg crossed over the other, The wintry sunlight at the window fell upon his fine-featured face—strangely marked and scarred on both cheeks. Beard and moustache hid other scars, left on the handsome face by a bursting shell in Flanders in the War days. There was a thoughtful cloud on the peer’s brow. 
  “Yes, Ferrers Locke !” he said.  “The local police are not quite up to handling so strange a case as this, Lankester. I have thought of asking for a man from Scotland Yard. But on the whole, I think that if Ferrers Locke is at liberty to come, and is willing to come, I should feel better with the matter in his hands.” 
  “You are feeling—a little nervy ?” asked Lankester.  “True, it is not surprising in the strange circumstances.” 
  Lord Cavandale gave him a look. 
  “I am not feeling in the slightest degree nervy, Lankester.” he answered. “But no man likes being sniped by an unknown enemy. I am not allowing this matter to make the slightest difference to my usual avocations. But I am fully aware that I may be knocked over by a bullet any hour that I step outside my house—or, indeed, any hour inside my house. Last night the man would have been successful but for the boy Bunter.”
  “I cannot believe “ 
  You are prejudiced, my dear fellow.  “You do not like the boy.” The peer smiled faintly. “Doubtless he has his faults. But it is a certainty that some member of this household admitted an intended assassin last night. That is a cause for very serious uneasiness. There is some man in this house who is not to be trusted, who is in league with the rascal who ís seeking my life. That is assured.” 
  “Inspector Chapman has examined every member of the household and questioned every one, and ---” 
  “And discovered nothing.” said Lord Cavandale.     
“Quite so. The matter is rather beyond him.” 
  “But a private detective—a mere adventurer ---” 
  Ferrers Locke is hardly that. He is a man with a world-wide reputation. I have very little doubt that Locke would be able to put his finger on the clue to the mystery.” 
  The captain drank his cocktail. 
  “Possibly you are right, Cavandale.” he said; “at all events, it can do no harm if it does no good.” 
  “I think he will clear up the matter if he deserves his reputation. And it cannot be cleared up too soon. Sniping in Flanders, in the way of duty, was one thing; being sniped in one’s own park is quite another. I am rather keen to see that sniper with the handcuffs on his wrists.” 
  “I only hope that Ferrers Locke may be able to put them there. And when is the great man coming ?” asked Lankester, with a curious look at the peer. “You have spoken to him— ”
  “1 rang up his office in Baker Street this morning.” answered Lord Cavandale. “He was not there, however. He is, of course, a busy man, and I may not be able to obtain his services. His assistant, a young fellow named Drake, informed me that he was away at Dorchester on some business, and promised to inform him of my call. That is all, so far. No doubt I shall hear from him.” 
  “In the meantime ----” 
  “In the meantime,” said Lord Cavandale, “I am taking some precautions, since last night’s happening. If the dastard should be admitted to the house again, he will not find me unprepared. My door will be locked to-night; and my man, Harris, will sleep in my dressing-room. My old Army revolver will be beside my pillow.” He smiled, “I should not be wholly sorry if the rascal tried it on again to-night.” 
  “You think it possible?” 
  “I think it probable. The man, whoever he is and whatever his motive may be, is desperately determined. He has made that clear.” 
  “It is difficult to imagine his motive.” said the captain thoughtfully. 
  “Say impossible, rather. I never knew that I had an enemy ! But the facts speak for themselves.” 
  “I say, you fellows !” It was a well-known voice outside the door. 
  Lord Cavandale smiled; and the captain’s brows knitted involuntarily. 
  “I say, you fellows, come in here and be introduced to my friend Cavandale !” 
  “By gad !” said Captain Lankester. “How you stand that unspeakable bounder in the house, Cavandale— ” 
  “He saved my life,” said the peer: “and, after all, there is no harm in him. He cannot help being a young ass.” 
  “Oh, cheese it, Bunter !” came another voice. “We met Lord Cavandale yesterday, and we’re seeing him at lunch; and he doesn’t want to be bothered with us. Let’s get out.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton ----” 

  “The stopfulness of the esteemed and disgusting snow falling gives us an absurd opportunity to walk aroundfully.” came another voice. 
  “Oh, really, Inky---” 
  “Come on, Bunter ” Let’s take a run.”
  “Rats! Come in here and see Lord Cavandale! My friend Cavandale is anxious to see you. Not on your own account, of course—you’re nobody as you know !  But because you’re friends of mine.” 
  “You fat chump—” 
  “You’re not in the Remove passage at Greyfriars now, Wharton! Do try to remember that.” 
  “You benighted ass ----” 
  “Yah!” 
  The door opened and Billy Bunter rolled in. He blinked round through his big spectacles for his friend Lord Cavandale The peer rose to his feet, and gave a kind smile to the two juniors who hesitated at the door. 
  “Come in, my boys! I am delighted to see you !” Lord Cavandale shook hands cordially with Wharton and Hurree Singh. “You’ve met Captain Lankester, I think. I suppose Pilkingham has shown you your quarters here. I hopc you find yourselves comfortable.” 
  “More than comfortable, thanks.” said Harry, with a smile. 
  “The comfort is terrific and preposterous, honoured sahib.” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “The delightfulness of our esteemed quarters is both ludicrous and absurd.” 
  “I am glad to hear it.” said Lord Cavandale gravely. “I fear that you may find it a little dull here----” 
  “Oh, that’s all right.” said Bunter.  “I’m going to ask some more fellows for Christmas and we’ll make it jolly!” 
  “Oh, quite,” gasped Lord Cavandale. 
  “Liven up the old place a bit, what?” said Bunter. 
  “You have carte blanche in every way, Bunter! Your wishes in the matter are mine.” Lord Cavandale glanced at the captain. “You’re going, Lankester?” 
  “I’ll take a turn on the terrace till lunch ” 
  “I’ll join you, my dear fellow.” 
  And after a few more words to the juniors, the peer followed Captain Lankester. Billy Bunter grinned at his companions. 
  “The jolly old captain don’t like us here.” he said “He can go and eat coke. Sit down, you men, and make yourselves comfy. Have a cigar!” 
  “No fear!” 
  “Oh, be a man, you know!” said Bunter, selecting an Havana for himself. “We’re not under old Quelch’s eye now. Wingate isn’t likely to come along here with his ashplant. He, he, he !” My friend Cavandale has rather good cigars.” 
  “You pie-faced, potty porpoise.” said Harry Wharton in measured tones, as Bunter sat down in the chair Lord Cavandale had vacated,. and snipped off the end of the cigar in a manner which he fondly imagined demonstrated that he was a finished man of the world. 
  “Are you going to smoke that?” 
  “Well, I’m not going to eat it!” said Bunter sarcastically. 
  “Look here, you ass—” 
  “Oh, help yourself to a smoke and be a man.” said Bunter, applying a match to the cigar. “We can do anything we jolly well like here. You fellows are a bit out of your depth in a place like this, but my tip to you is, keep an eye on me and do as I do. See?” 
  “My tip to you is to let that cigar alone !” said Harry. 
  Bunter blew out a cloud of smoke. 
  “This is doocid good cigar !” he said.  
  “Are you going to make room for your lunch with it?” 
  “My dear follow, I can smoke cigars ! You should see me at Bunter Court in the vac.—a regular dog !” said Bunter. 
  “A regular hog, do you mean?” 
  “No, I don’t!” roared Bunter. “And I don’t want any cheek. For goodness’ sake be a man and put on a smoke !” 
  “Fathead !” 
   “Well, watch me !” said Bunter; and he leaned back luxuriously in the chair, crossed one fat leg over the other, and puffed at the cigar with an air of great enjoyment. “A good cigar’s something like a smoke, I can tell you !”
  The two juniors watched him. They would have preferred to get out of doors but they had a feeling that Bunter would need their help soon. Billy Bunter might be under the impression that he could smoke Havana cigars without disaster accruing; but that was only one of Bunter’s many impressions that had no foundation in fact. -
  Bunter pulled at the cigar and surrounded himself with smoke. After a few minutes, however, he ceased to pull. 
  He removed the cigar from his mouth.  “Feeling the strainÉ” asked Wharton. 
  “Nothing of the sort ! I like cigars.” said Bunter. “This is a doocid good one ! Just what I like before lunch. Groooooh !” he added suddenly. 
  “What’s the matter?” 
  “Nothing—only enjoying the cigar. Still, if you fellows are not going to smoke, I won’t finish it.” 
  “I wouldn’t.” agreed Wharton. “The fact is, it’s a good idea not to finish a cigar.” said Bunter. “It gets rather stronger as you get through it. Oooooh !” 
  “Trouble coming along?” 
  “Of course not! Think I can’t smoke a cigar? Woooh ! I mean, I wish you fellows would put on a smoke and enjoy yourselves like—grooogh—I’m doing! A really good cigar is a --- Yoooooh!” 
  “It’s a what?”
  “Mooooooooooh!” 
  Billy Bunter had turned quite pale. The half-smoked cigar dropped from a nerveless hand. Wharton picked it up and put it on an ashtray. Bunter leaned back heavily. 
   “I—I say, you fellows !” he gasped.

   “Feeling ill?” 
  “Oh, no ! I enjoy cigars ! I think I’d like another, but—but perhaps it might spoil my lunch!Ooooo-er ! Groooooh! I—I think I’ll go to my room !”” gasped Bunter. “I—I feel a—a little giddy. I say, you fellows, you might help a chap! Oooooooo-er!”
  “I thought you d want help.” agreed Wharton. 
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“Lend a hand, Inky !” The two juniors took a fat arm each and piloted Bunter out of the smokeroom and across the hall to the stairs. Bunter tottered between them. If the cigar had not affected him it was clear that something had, for the Owl of the Remove was evidently on the point of collapse. Slowly the juniors navigated him up the stairs. 
  “It—it wasn’t the cigar !” moaned Bunter. 
  “Come on !” 
  “I can smoke cigars ! I like ‘em— love ‘em, in fact ! Ooooer ! Groooh !” 
  Bunter was rolled into his room. He was heaved on the bed. He lay there with extended limbs and distended eyes behind his big spectacles. The interior of William George Bunter was heaving like a stormy ocean. 
   “I—I say, you fellows ! I—it wasn’t the cigar ! It was a—oooooh—-doocid good cigar ! If you fellows think I’m going to be s-s-sick, you’re mistaken ! I—I enjoyed that cigar. “I’m going to— Hooooooooch !” 
  Billy Bunter did not appear at lunch. 


          THE TENTH CHAPTER. 


             The Shot In the Picture Gallery ! 


A BRIGHT, wintry sunshine streamed in at the tall wide windows of the picture gallery. The snow was falling again in light flakes. Outside Cavandale Abbey was a world of gleaming white. Careless of the falling snow, Captain Lankester had gone out after lunch; but. Wharton and Hurree Singh did not feel that they missed his company. To the two chums, though not to Bunter, the captain was very civil; yet they had a feeling that he disliked their presence at the Abbey as much as he disliked Bunter’s. So the juniors were not at all sorry when he disappeared after lunch. As for Billy Bunter, he was still in the seclusion of his own apartments, slowly recovering from the effects of the excellent cigar he had enjoyed so much. Whether Lord Cavandale actually found pleasure in showing two schoolboys round the historic picture gallery of his magnificent residence the juniors did not know, but certainly his lordship seemed to be quite pleased. The chums of the Remove were interested to ramble over a building like Cavandale Abbey but they would have been satisfied had Mr. Parker, the secretary, been their guide, or even Pilkingham. But the peer took the office of cicerone upon himself, with a polished courtesy that left nothing to be desired. 
  As a matter of fact, Lord Cavandale had taken a liking to both of them. A sense of gratitude for services rendered made him try to like Bunter; but he could not, as it were, quite get away with it. But Harry Wharton, healthy and cheery and unassuming; Hurree Singh with his dusky smile, his kind good temper, and his amazing English, pleased his lordship extremely, quite unconscious that they were doing so. It was probably a relief to his lordship to discover that Bunter’s friends were so unlike Bunter. More visitors of the same brand would probably have put a very severe strain on his courtesy. He liked, too, their talk about Greyfriars, his old school; it was rather different from Bunter’s talk on the same subject.    
  Certainly there was a very pleasant expression on the peer’s scarred face as he led his young friends round the great gallery. There were portraits of many Cavandales, some modern and some ancient; and the Cavandale of Stuart times had been painted by Van- dyck, and must consequently have been worth a great sum though the peer did not refer to that circumstance. 
  “This is Sir Giles, of Charles the First’s time.” said the peer as they stopped before the picture.  “I am supposed to resemble this particular ancestor.” he added with smile. 
  The juniors looked at the picture with interest. Sir Giles Cavandale had the pointed beard of the period, very like the beard worn by the present peer. It was a tall and handsome Cavalier that looked down on the schoolboys from the wall—a life-size picture in a massive frame. 
  “The likeness is quite striking, sir.” said Harry, after a look at Sir Giles. “Is that the chap who held this place against the Ironsides—I have heard about that.” 
  “That is the man !” said Lord Cavandale “He was killed in defending Cavandale Abbey, and, according to the legend he was aware of his fate, the abbot having appeared to him the night before, The story goes that the phantom abbot appears to every Cavandale to warn him of approaching doom, and many such apparitions are on record, though not in recent times.” He laughed. “Possibly the abbot has gone out of business in these modern days.” 
  “Who was the abbot?” asked Harry. 
  “Abbot Boniface, who was turned out when the abbey was confiscated in King Henry VIII’s time. The first Lord Cavandale took possession—with rather a high hand, I am afraid.” said Lord Cavandale, with a smile. “You will have learned about the dissolution of the monasteries at Greyfriars.” 
  “Oh, yes, rather ! We’ve had that with Quelch .” said Harry. “So the jolly old abbot haunts the place?” 
  “So the story goes. But I must admit that I have never seen him. Sir Giles was the brother of that Lord Cavandale of that time. The earl was with the royal army while Sir Giles was holding the abbey against the Parliament. He survived the Civil War—indeed, had he not done so there would be no Cavandales to-day. He died in his bed, long after the Restoration. Here is his picture.” 
  The juniors moved along to another pictured Cavalier. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh looked back at Sir Giles, with a slight start. His keen ear had caught a faint sound, and it startled him. 
   “What is it, my boy?” asked Lord Cavandale, glancing at him. 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh looked puzzled. 
  “It seemed to me, esteemed sahib, that I heard some ludicrous sound.” He said. “Perhapsfully it was an esteemed rat behind the absurd wall.  ” 
  “Possibly.” said Lord Cavandale. “Behind this old oak there is a stone wall not less than six feet in thickness, and as likely as not a secret passage. The building is honeycombed with secret passages many of them known, but others, I think, unknown. A plan is said to be in existence, and may possibly exist among the many old manuscripts in the library, which are in Mr. Parker’s charge. They have not been examined for many years—possibly centuries; and Mr. Parker finds it a congenial task to examine and annotate them. But here is our young friend Bunter.” 
  “I say, you fellows———” 
  Billy Bunter appeared in the offing. Apparently he had recovered from the excellent cigar. 
  “I’ve been looking for you fellows !”” said Bunter. “Couldn’t find out where you’d got to. What are you up to here ?” 
  “Looking at the pictures,” answered Harry. 
  Bunter blinked at them across the wide gallery. 
  “Well, my hat! You must be in want of something to do !” he ejaculated. “What on earth are you looking at pictures for?” 
  “Fathead !” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton ! Precious lot of old guys, aren’t they ?” said Bunter, with a disparaging blink at Lord Cavandale’s ancestors. “Most of them in fancy dress, too.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at !” said Bunter. “They are in fancy dress, ain’t they? Ow! Oh crikey !” 
  The floor of the picture gallery was of polished oak. Bunter, coming towards the group, did not allow for the polish. His foot suddenly slipped, and he slid. 
  “Whooop !” gasped Bunter. 
  “Oh, my hat! Look out!” 
  “Yarooooh!” 
  Bunter felt as if he were skating, He made a desperate effort to recover balance, and his heels shot from under him, and he plunged forward like a runaway lorry. There was a crash as he cannoned into Lord Cavandale. 
  “Ow !” roared Bunter, clutching at the tall lean peer for support. “Hold me! Whoooop ! Save me ! Yoooop !” 
  “Good gad!”” 
  He sat down suddenly on the oak floor, with Billy Bunter sprawling over him. At the same moment a sharp, ringing report was heard in the gallery. A bullet crashed on a picture on the farther wall, smashing through the glass that covered the canvas. 
  “Ow ! What’s that?” yelled Bunter. Harry Wharton and Hurree Singh, who had been starting forward to help Lord Cavandale, stopped, and spun round In blank amazement. Bunter sat and roared as the peer sprang to his feet. Lord Cavandale’s eyes turned on the picture in which the bullet-hole showed. The bullet had passed exactly over the spot where he had been standing before Bunter cannoned into him and hurled him over. 
  “Great gad !” ejaculated Lord Cavandale. 
  He stared round the picture gallery. No one was there, except the three Greyfriars fellows and himself. 
  “Who—who---who fired É” panted Wharton. 
  There was utter amazement in all faces. The bullet had been fired at Lord Cavandale, that was obvious, and it would have struck him down but for the fortunate occident of Bunter’s arrival. Yet there was no one to be seen. 
  “Leave the gallery, my boys!” said Lord Cavandale. “You’re in danger here. Leave the gallery.” 
  “Yarooooh !” 
  Bunter leaped and ran. Wharton and Hurree Singh followed him more slowly. The shot had been fired from some hidden place. The whole gallery was open to their eyes, and the man who had fired was not to be seen. Lord Cavandale followed them out. He was breathing hard. Even his iron nerve had been shaken a little by that strange and narrow escape. Outside the picture gallery he smiled faintly.’ 
  “I was telling you of the secret passages.” he said, and his voice was calm. “Evidently more of them is known to others than to me. The man who seeks my life is in the house—hidden from sight. Go into the library. Mr. Parker is there, and you will be safe. I must see to this” 
  “I—I say, you fellows, d-d-don’t be afraid.” gasped Bunter. “I-I’m with you, you know. D-d-don’t be f-f-funky.” 
  “We’re not funky, fathead !” 
  “Bunter has saved me again.” said Lord Cavandale, “by accident; but I begin to believe that he really is a mascot. Please go into the library, and remain with Mr. Parker while I look into this.” 
  The juniors went into the library. Mr. Parker, as it happened, was not there; but Wharton and Hurree Singh, at least, did not feel in need of any protection. They would have preferred to help in the search for the peer’s mysterious assailant. Billy Bunter blinked round the great apartment uneasily. 
  “I—I say, you fellows, this is gettin rather thick, ain’t it?” he asked. “I—I say, this is going to be a lively Christmas if—if we stay here !” 
  “It was rather lucky for Lord Cavandale you were here, old fat man.” said Harry. “That bullet was meant for him, if you hadn’t slipped and cannoned him—” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton! I pushed him over on purpose, of course—” 
  “What?” 
  “To save his life,” said Bunter. “Presence of mind, you know !” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “While you fellows were blinking at silly pictures.” added Bunter scornfully. “That’s me all over.” 
“You silly ass! You slipped over by accident, and ---” 
“Just like you to run a fellow down, ain’t it?” sneered Bunter. “It was presence of mind—sheer presence of mind. And pluck.” 
  “Hallo, here comes the jolly old captain! said Harry, glancing from a window. Captain Lankester appeared on the avenue, coming up towards the house. 
  “I’ll jolly well tell him.” chuckled Bunter. “He’ll be no end pleased to hear that I’ve saved Cavandale’s life. He, he, he !” 
  And Bunter rolled out into the hall to meet Captain Lankester as he came in. 

             THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                  Off at the Deep End! 

PILKINGHAM, in the outer hall, was helping Captain Lankester off with his coat. A slight disturbance was visible in Pilkingham’s stately face.  Half a dozen footmen were engaged in searching the picture gallery and its vicinity, under the eye of Lord Cavandale. 
  The latest happening had startled the household, already flurried by the strange events of the night. Pilkingham was feeling his equanimity a little upset. Such strange, startling happenings as these were out of place in a well-ordered household. Any household of which Pilkingham had charge was certain to be well-ordered. In his own department all was still well-ordered. 
  Pilkingham did not exactly blame Lord Cavandale for being shot at by an unknown assassin. But he could not help feeling that this sort of thing was not what a well-trained butler had a right to expect in a nobleman’s house. He could not help feeling that, if there was much more of it, he would be driven to sever his connection with Cavandale Abbey, and retire to some other household where a butler’s nervous system was not shaken up by such very extraordinary occurrences. 
  With these weighty reflections in his stately mind, Pilkingham was removing Captain Lankester’s topcoat, when Bunter roIled along. There was a cheery grin on Bunter’s fat face. That supercilious beast, Lankester, had been down on him all the time, pooh-poohed his heroism, and even tried to make out that Bunter exaggerated, and even fabricated!Bunter was going to enjoy telling him how he had saved the peer’s life in the picture gallery. 
  “You’re too late for the fun, Captain Lankester.” he grinned. 
  The captain’s cold eyes dwelt on him for a moment.  He had adopted a way of totally ignoring Bunter; but Bunter was not to be ignored. 
  “Just missed it !” went on Bunter cheerily. “Not that you’d have been any good if you’d been there ! He, he, he !” 
  “Has anything happened during my absence, Pilkingham? ” asked the captain, icily ignoring Bunter. 
  Bunter replied before Pilkingham could speak. There was a stately deliberation about Pilkingham, none at all about Bunter. Bunter answered before Pilkingham had a chance to turn on his fruity voice. 
  “You bet there has!” said Bunter. “Lord Cavandale’s been shot—” 
  The captain jumped almost clear of the floor. His elbow butted Pilkingham under his double chin in that startled jump, and the butler started back, top coat in hand. 
  “Oooooooh !” said Pilkingham involuntarily 
  The Army man did not heed him. He glared at Bunter, all affectation of ignoring the fat junior thrown aside. 
  “You lying young rascal !” he bawled. “How dare you—” 
  Bunter jumped away. He fancied for a moment that the captain was going to collar him and shake him. 
“Here, you keep off !” he stuttered. “I don’t mean he was shot. I mean be was shot at—fired at—nearly killed, only I pulled him out of the way just in time —” 
  “When?” roared the captain. 
  “Eh?  Ten minutes ago—” 
  “You wretched little liar !” Captain Lankester strode at Bunter and grabbed him by the collar. His eyes fairly glittered with anger. “How dare you tell me such foolish falsehood?” 
  Shake, shake, shake! 
  “Groooogh! Yaroooh! Whoooop !” spluttered Bunter, wriggling frantically in the captain’s grasp. Leggo! Woooooh!” 
  Shake, shake, shake!”
 “Yarooh ! Help ! You’ll m-m-make my glasses f-f-f -f-fall off !” yelped Bunter. “Leggo! If you break them--- ”


[image: image5]
grooogh !—you’ll have to pip-pip-pip-pay for them—yaroooooogh !”
  Shake, shake, shake ! 
  “Yooop ! I say, you fellows ! Help ! Rescue !” yelled Bunter. 
  Harry Wharton and the nabob hurried to the spot. The rage in Captain Lankester’s face startled and amazed them. Pilkingham stood staring on, the picture of shocked wonder. 
  Obviously the captain was intensely excited and angered; why, was a puzzle. The news that the peer had been fired at once more might anger and excite him, but not against Bunter. Yet it was clear that his rage was concentrated on the Owl of Greyfriars. 
He shook and shook the fat junior till the hapless Bunter quivered like a jelly. His face was almost pale with rage. 
  “Rescue!” roared Bunter. “Groooh-hooch! He’s chook-chook-cbook-choking me! I’m being chook-chook-choked! Groooogh ! Draggimoff !” 
  “Sir!” gasped the shocked Pikingham. 
  Shake, shake, shake ! 
  “You young rascal !” roared the Captain. “How dare you tell me such falsehoods, such, stupid, falsehoods, you young scoundrel !” 
  “Ow? It’s true! Yarooooooh !”
  Shake, shake! 
  “Grooooh! Help! Ooooh !” 
  Harry Wharton ran up. Bunter might be an irritating ass; but the captain of the Remove was not going to see him treated like this. Neither could he imagine why the Army man was so enraged with Bunter. 
  “Let him go !” rapped out Wharton. Bunter’s face was crimson, his breath came in gulping gasps. The savage grasp on his collar half suffocated the fat junior. He sagged in the captain’s grip, his fat knees clumping together, hanging almost like a sack from the sinewy hand that shook bim. 
  Lankester gave Wharton a glare. 
  “Stand back, you young fool !” 
  “Let Bunter alone !” exclaimed Wharton, with a flash in his eye. “How dare you handle the kid like that!” 
  “What? The lying young rascal? If I had my horsewhip here I would thrash him within an inch of his life for his lies !” 
  “Let him go !”
  Wharton grasped the csptain’s arm and fairly dragged it off Bunter. The fat junior, spluttering for breath, sat down with a heavy bump. 
  For a second Lankester clenched his hands as if he would knock Wharton spinning. 
  Wharton did not flinch. His own hands were clenched, and he faced the Army man with flashing eyes and set teeth. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh leaped to his side. 
  “Sir !” gurgled Pilkingham. “Captain Lankester ! Sir !”
   If Pilkingham was scandalised beyond measure. Such a scene, in such a place, took all the wind out of Pilkingham’s sails. 
  Captain Lankester calmed himself with a visible effort. Apparently he realised that he was going too far. But that his rage was only checked, and was burning as fiercely as ever within, was evident from his gleaming eyes and hurried breathing. In those moments the Army man betrayed, what no one had guessed before, the frayed nerves that were concealed behind his customary affectation of indolent nonchalance. 
  “Ow ! Ow ! Ow !” spluttered Bunter breathlessly.  “Ow !  Keep him off! The awful beast ! Pitching into me because I saved my friend Cavandale’s life ! Ow !” 
  “You unscrupulous, lying young rascal !” said the captain, staring down at him savagely. How dare you tell me such a falsehood !” 
  “Beast !” gasped Bunter. 
  “Bunter has told you no falsehood, Captain Lonkester.” said Wharton, and you’ve no right to lay hands on him even if he had !” 
  “No falsehood ! What do you mean? He has told me a deliberate lie! He said that Lord Cavandale was shot a ten minutes ago ----” 
  “That is true.” 
  “What?” roared the captain.  He made a movement towards Wharton as if he would treat him as he had treated Bunter. 
  Wharton’s eyes gleamed at him. “Hands off, Captain Lankester !” he said. “Take care, sir ! You will not find me so easy to handle as Bunter !” 

“Sir?” gasped Pilkingham, almost wringing his plump hands. “Sir! I beg you sir ! What—what will Lord Cavandale say? What will his lordship think? Sir!”
  Lankester did not heed him. His eyes were fixed on Harry Wharton with an almost wolfish stare. 
  “Are you repeating that fat rascal’s statement, Wharton?’ 
  “Certainly.” said Harry. 
  “Then you are as untruthful a rascal as he is!” 
  Wharton coloured with anger. 
  “I think you must be out of your senses, Captain Lankester !” he said coldly. “Bunter’s statement was perfectly true !” 
  “ Fool !” 
  “The truefulness was terrific, sir !” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh in wonder. “I myself was honourably present when the esteemed shot was fired at the estimable and ridiculous lordship.” 
  “Hold your lying tongue !” 
  “My only esteemed hat !” ejaculated the nabob.
Wharton gave Bunter a helping hand up. The fat junior backed behind him, blinking nervously at Lankester. The young man eyed him evilly. 
  “Why, you are telling me this cock-and-bull story I cannot imagine.” he said contemptuously. “I did not understand that you, Wharton, were a tattling, lying young rascal like this fat fool, Bunter— ” 
  “I hope I am nothing of the sort.’ said Harry. “I can’t understand you. If you cannot take our word for what has happened, Pilkingham will tell you. He knows, as everyone else in the house knows.” 
  The captain started. 
  “Are you mad ? ” he almost hissed. “I tell you that no shot has been fired at Cavandale in this house to-day, and cannot have been! I tell you---”  He broke off abruptly, and bit his lip so hard that a spot of blood showed on it. Pilkingham. “It is certainly true that are trying to deceive me, though goodness knows why they should ! I suppose they think this is a matter for schoolboy jesting !” 
  “But, sir, it is quite correct !” gasped Pilkingham. “It is certainly true that a shot was fired at his lordship— ” 
  “I tell you it cannot be !” said Captain Lankester. “I tell you ---”  He checked himself again. “Pilkingham, tell me what has happened.” 
  “His lordship was showing the young gentlemen the pictures in the gallery, sir, when a shot was fired.” 
  “Impossible !” 
  “I assure you, sir, that such is the fact.” said the butler “His lordship and some of the servants are now searching the gallery, sir, for the man who fired.” 
  Captain Lankester stared at him with a dazed look. He passed his hand over his forehead. Wharton and Hurree Singh looked at him in wonder. It seemed to be impossible for the captain to believe that a shot had been fired at the peer; yet after what had already happened it was surely not a surprising occurrence. 
  “Am I dreaming or are you?” said the captain huskily. “Pilkingham, are you serious? You assure me that— that— !”
  Undoubtedly, sir !” 
  “Where is Lord Cavandale?” gasped the captain. 
  He seemed like a man in a daze. All his coolness, all his supercilious nonchalance, was gone now. The latest of the strange mysteries of the Abbey seemed to have knocked him completely off his balance. 
  “At the moment, sir, I think his lordship is in the armoury adjoining the picture-gallery--- ”
  Without waiting for the butler to finish, Captain Lankester rushed away. Pilkingham’s glance followed him disapprovingly. At that moment Pilkingham disapproved of the Army man even more than he disapproved of William George Bunter. 
  “Well my hat !”’, said Harry Wharton blankly.   “What on earth’s the matter with the man?” 
  “The goodfulness only knows.” said the nabob. 
  “I say, you fellows” 
  “Poor old Bunter ! Feeling a bit shaken up?” 
  “If we weren’t under my friend Cavandale’s roof,” said Bunter, “I’d thrash that fellow—thrash him till he cringed! Only the fact that I have too much respect for Lord Cavandale to make a scene in his house saves him from the thrashing of his life !” 
  “Ha, ha ha !” 
  “Oh, really ,you fellows—” 
  Pilkingham put his hand over his mouth as he glided away. Even Pilkingham’s gravity was shaken by the idea of William George Bunter thrashing Captain Lankester. Wharton and Hurree Singh—less severely trained than Mr. Pilkingham—chortled loud and long. 

                 THE TWELFTH CHAPTER 

                    The Voices in the Park ! 

“GEORGE!” 
  “Sir!” 
  “Hasn’t my tailor come?” 
  “Not yet, sir !” said Albert. 
  “It’s doocid awkward !” said Bunter. Whereat Wharton and Hurree Singh took the liberty of smiling. They were in Bunter’s room, with Bunter, when he rang for Albert. It was half-past five; and at Cavandale Abbey, dinner was at seven. Billy Bunter blinked seriously at Albert through his big spectacles. 
  “Coming out for a run before dinner, Bunty? ”asked Harry. 
  “Rot! No! I’m expecting my tailor.” said Bunter. “My man Wooster, from Ashwood, you know. I had him here this morning for measurements. He was to deliver my evening clothes in time for dinner.” 
  “My hat !” That’s quick work!” 
  “You see, my luggage having gone astray on the railway, I was left in a doocid awkward hole !” explained Bunter. “Of course, I told Wooster that expense was no object. The simple thing was, that I had to have clothes. I told him he could charge what he liked, so long as he delivered the goods on time. Half-past five was the time he was to come and fit me. He’s a minute late. This won’t do.” 
  “Oh, give him a minute and a half !” suggested Wharton. 
  “I expect tradesmen to carry out my instructions, Wharton ! I always expect tradesmen to carry out my instructions to the very letter.” said Bunter, with dignity. “I explained to this man, Wooster, that there was no time to get my own tailor down from Savile Row.” 
  “Oh crikey !”
  “I told him I had to rely on him!” said Bunter. “It’s scarcely conceivable that a tradesman would venture to let me down, isn’t it? Yet he’s late. Doocid late !” 
  Wharton and the nabob exchanged a joyous grin. With Lord Cavandale to pay the bills, Bunter was evidently spreading himself considerably. So long as he was staying with his amiable and hospitable lordship, Bunter evidently was going to play the part of a follow of unlimited wealth. It was a part that Bunter liked. Seldom indeed did William George Bunter enjoy such an opportunity of throwing his weight about. Naturally, he was going to make the most of it while it lasted. 
  “Frederick !” rapped out Bunter. 
  “Sir !” answered the patient Albert. 
  “Go down and see whether Wooster has arrived. If he has, bring him here at once. If he hasn’t, telephone, and ask him what he means by it.” 
  “Very good, sir.” 
  Albert departed. Bunter threw himself back into a chair. 
  “Doocid awkward !” he said, blinking at the chums of the Remove. “You see, I’m rather stranded without my luggage. Doocid awkward.” 
  “Frightfully doocid !” agreed Wharton.  “By the way, what’s that fellow’s name?  ” 
  “Eh?  Albert.” 
  “Then why do you call him George and Frederick?” 
  “Oh, I never remember servants’ names !” said Bunter negligently. “You see, surrounded by menials at Bunter Court, I never could remember all their names. It’s the same here. 1 don’t remember that my footman’s name is Albert, naturally. In fact, I’ve already forgotten that the butler’s name is Pilkingham.” 
  “Oh crumbs !” 
  “It would be different with you keeping only a few servants.” said Bunter, condescendingly. “But we’ve always had lots and lots. And the fact is, that my friend Cavandale keeps as many flunkeys as we do at Bunter Court.” 
  “Quite as many, I’m sure !” assented Wharton.   “Possibly even one or two more. Well, are you coming out for a run before dinner? We want to get some fresh air, you know, and it’s left off snowing.” 
  “Impossible! I’ve got to see my tailor. Besides, it’s dark, and cold, and that villain may be hanging about. Not that I’m afraid of him, of course. But I must see my tailor, or it will be doocid—” 
  “Oh, quite ! You coming, Inky?” 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh cast a glance at the glowing fire before he answered. December cold never had appealed to the junior from Bhanipur in far-off India. 
  “The pleasurefulness will be terrific, my esteemed chum.” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “But keeping near the fire would be still more terrifically pleasant, what?” he asked. “All serene, old man !” 
  “I say, you fellows, I want one of you to stay with me. I’m not going to be left alone. I —”
  “All serene ! Inky isn’t keen on snow and a December wind.” said Harry. “I’ll trot out a bit. See you later, Inky.” 
  And leaving the nabob basking in the heat of the fire, and Bunter impatiently expecting the arrival of Mr. Wooster with the evening clothes, the captain 
of the Remove went down, and donned coat and cap for a walk in the keen, cold air. He caught sight of Inspector Chapman in conversation with Lord Cavandale, as he went out; the Ashwood inspector wearing a worried and troubled frown on his ruddy face. 
  It was dark and bitterly cold when Wharton left the house and went down the steps from the terrace. The December night had set in black and few stars gleamed in the dark vault of the sky. The ground was covered with snow, but the flakes had ceased to fall. A bitter wind wailed through the leafless branches of the old oaks and beeches on the great avenue. Wharton turned up his coat collar, and stepped out cheerfully, enjoying the keenness of the winter air. He had a glimpse of a moving figure on the terrace as he went. A constable, muffled up against the cold, was pacing there, posted to keep watch by the Ashwood inspector. 
  In the long avenue, under the trees, it was densely dark. Wharton’s surroundings were strange to him; but he could not lose his way so long as be kept to the avenue, which led from the house to the lodge gates half a mile away. He tramped on cheerily, his footfalls making no sound in the snow, 
  His thoughts, as he went, were busy on the strange mystery of Cavandale. The repeated attempts on the peer’s life were utterly inexplicable, and still more inexplicable was the unknown villain’s knowledge of the interior of the house.  Doubtless the man who had let the assassin in the previous night, was the man who had fired on Lord Cavandale in the picture-gallery—that seemed probable. Apparently he had taken the matter into his own hands, after Bunter’s intervention had frightened off his confederate. He had, as it seemed, fired from some secret recess with a secret opening on the picture-gallery-- which argued a knowledge of the interior of the house more extensive than Lord Cavandale’s own. 
  It was strange enough; and still stranger was the astonishment, the incredulity, of Captain Lankester, when he heard that the peer had been fired on in his absence. After so many previous attempts on the peer’s life, why should that have surprised the captain so strangely? Everything that happened at the Abbey seemed strange, inexplicable, wrapped in a fog of mystery. Wharton was by no means sorry that he had come at Bunter’s urgent request; but he wished that his chums, Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Frank Nugent, were with him there. Bunter had announced that he was going to ask them; and Wharton hoped that it would come off. 
  |I tell you, guv’nor, I don’t know anything about it. I tell you, I ain’t been near the place. Take me for a blinking fool?” 
  Wharton stopped dead. 
  The darkness about him, under the thick trees that over-arched the long avenue, was intense. He could see nothing but the gleaming snow, dim in the darkness before him. That husky muttering voice came out of space and darkness. 
  The Greyfriars junior caught his breath. 
  In the black darkness, under the trees on the edge of the avenue in the middle of which Wharton stood, a man was speaking. He spoke an a subdued, husky voice; but in the stillness of the winter night the words came clearly to Wharton. 
  He felt his heart throb. 
  He knew that the speaker had not heard his approach. His footsteps had made no sound in the snow. He stood quite still 
  Of what was the man speaking? Of what had happened in the picture gallery? Wharton remembered that Bunter had said that the assassin had addressed the man who had admitted him at the window as “guv’nor.” A thrill ran through the junior. Was it the assassin, in talk with the traitor in the household, who was speaking there unseen in the darkness? He could hardly doubt it, and he stood with his heart beating like a hammer. 
  A faint whisper came—too faint for Wharton to hear the words, but in another voice. It confirmed his suspicion, from his remembrance of what Bunter had told him of the whispering at the window the previous night. Then the husky voice spoke again. 
  “I don’t get it ! It beats me, guv’nor! How could I get into the ‘ouse, if you come to that? I tell you, I don’t know anything about it. There’s another party arter his nibs. That’s all.” 
  Wharton was certain now. Those words could only refer to the attempt on the peer’s life in the picture-gallery. 
  He strained his ears.  The faintest of faint whispers came. The man who was answering the ruffian was cautious, wary, on his guard, although he evidently had no suspicion that anyone was within hearing in the winter darkness. 
  The husky voice broke out irritably 
  “It’s another party, guv’nor! Another party’s after him! I keep on tellin’ you I ain’t had a hand in it, not since last night ! Not me ! What you say?  How should I know? There’s more’n one party would jump for joy if his nibs was washed out afore January ! What?” 
  The faintest of whispers again. Wharton strained his ears; he would almost have given one of them to hear that voice distinctly. Knowing that voice, it would have been only a matter of time and patience to put his finger on the traitor in Lord Cavandale’s household. But, strain his ears as he might, only an indistinguishable whisper reached him. 
  “More’n one party, you can lay to that !” came the husky voice. “You and your friends ain’t the only lot with big money at stake.  There’s others— plenty others—I`m telling you. If it’s happened like you tell me, it means that there’s another party in the game.” 
  Harry Wharton set his teeth. 
  In the blackness under the trees the unknown assassin was standing with his accomplice; that was certain now. And the junior resolved that he would learn who that accomplice was, at any risk to himself. With that secret traitor in his house, Lord Cavandale’s life hung on a thread. 
  He groped in his pocket for a matchbox and stepped softly through the carpet of snow towards the voices. 
Silently, softly, till he could hear the sound of heavy breathing close to him. A match was in his hand, and he scratched it suddenly on the box. A flame flickered. 
  At the same moment there came a sudden blow from the darkness, and the Greyfriars junior staggered back and fell heavily in the snow. He had a vague, flashing glimpse of two dark, muffled figures—one taller than the other—then the match was out, and Harry Wharton lay senseless in the snow. 
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           THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 


                  Where Is Wharton? 

BILLY BUNTER gazed into the tall pier-glass and smiled. 
  He smiled the smile of complete satisfaction. 
Hurree Jamset Ram Singh smiled, too. Mr. Wooster, the tailor of Ashwood, also smiled. The tall glass reflected three smiling faces—Bunter’s the smilingest. 
  “Rather decent—what, Inky?” asked Bunter. Arrayed in brand-new evening clothes, produced under pressure that day in Mr. Wooster’s establishment, Bunter was quite satisfied with what he saw in the glass. 
  “The decentfulness is terrific, my esteemed Bunter,” answered the nabob —a remark that made Mr. Wooster blink at him. 
  “Of course, hardly London tailoring.” said Bunter. “One mustn’t expect too much in the country. But you’ve done well, Mr. Wooster—very well indeed You have given me satisfaction.” 
  Bunter made that statement as if he expected to make Mr. Wooster feel that life, at least, was really worth living. The Ashwood tailor did his best to play up. He rubbed his hands together as if he were washing them in invisible soap in imperceptible water. 
  “I shall want to see you again to-morrow,” said Bunter. “While I’ve got the time I may as well get a few things. After all, it’s one’s duty to give one’s custom locally. A topcoat or two, some lounge suits, and a few other things. Come in the morning, Wooster.” 
  Evidently Bunter was going to make hay while the sun shone. He would not always be a guest of Lord Cavandale’s. 
  “That will do for to-day, Wooster.” said Bunter. “You can go.” 
  Mr. Wooster went—doubtless greatly impressed with the importance of Bunter. At all events, he appeared so. 
  Bunter grinned at the nabob. “All right—what?” he said. “I had to borrow Wharton’s clobber yesterday, owing to my luggage going astray. I’ve made this chap work—I believe in making ‘em work. Of course, I’m treating him generously. He can charge practically what he likes; I leave that to him. I’m not the fellow to haggle; I’m quite indifferent to the bills.” 
  “No doubt, in the esteemed circumstances,” agreed the nabob. Perhaps Inky wondered whether Lord Cavandale would be equally indifferent when the bills came in. Bunter was not bothering about that. He blinked in the glass again with increasing satisfaction. .
  Evening-dress shows off a good figure, doesn’t it, Inky?” he remarked complacently. 
  “A—a what?” ejaculated the nabob. 
  “A good figure !” 
 “Oh ! Ah ! Yes ! Certainfully !” 
  “Wharton looks like a lath in evening-dress.” said Bunter. “Now, I don’t look like a lath, do I, Inky?  ”     
  “My esteemed Bunter, you look like. anything but a lath !” assured the nabob with perfect sincerity.   
  “There is not the remotest resemblance to a ludicrous lath.” 
 . “Nothing skinny about me !” said Bunter, with another admiring glance into the pier-glass. 
  “Nothing at all, my absurd Bunter ! The skinnifulness is very far from terrific.” 
  “Well, a fellow likes to be good-looking.” said Bunter. “Of course, looks ain’t everything—and that ought to be a comfort to fellows like you and Wharton. But they count for a good deal, Inky; I would hate to be one of those ordinary, common-looking fellows ! I’m accustomed to seeing people glance round when I enter a room. ” 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh turned a chuckle into a cough. 
  “I have myself observed the glance roundfulness.” he admitted. 
  Bunter nodded with satisfaction. “What I like about you, Inky, is that you ain’t jealous of a fellow’s good looks like some of the fellows —Wharton and Bob Cherry and Nugent and some more. Of course, it wouldn’t be much use you setting up as good- looking—with your black mug! He, he, he !”
  “My esteemed, idiotic Bunter ----” 
  “That’s all right, Inky; you can’t help being plain any more than I can help being handsome. It just happens,” said Bunter. “Some fellows happen to be lucky in that line and some don’t. I must say I’m glad to be one of the lucky ones; but, after all, there’s very little in it. Don’t you worry about it, Inky. ” 
  “The worryfulness is not preposterous.” grinned the nabob. “But perhaps you had better not look in the glass so much, my esteemed Bunter.” 
  “Eh—why not? Think I’m likely to grow conceited?  ”
  “Oh crumbs! Nunno ! I was thinking of the possible crackfulness of the glass.” 
  “You silly chump !” roared Bunter. 
  “He rolled to the door. 
  “The dinner-bell’s gone! Where’s that ass Wharton?  He hasn’t changed yet. If he thinks he’s going to dine here in a lounge suit he’s mistaken. I expect him to keep up appearances while he’s here as my friend. Come on; we can’t keep my friend Cavandale waiting.” 
  Bunter rolled down to dinner, followed by the smiling nabob. Harry Wharton was not to be seen, and they went into the dining-room. Lord Cavandale, Captain Lankester, and Mr. Parker were there; Pilkingham and his myrmidons were ready to serve dinner. 
  “Hope we’re not late.” said Bunter airily. “I’ve been rather busy. I say, isn’t Wharton here!” 
  “Apparently not.” said Lord Cavandale, taking his seat. 
  “Well, my hat !”said Bunter, as he sat down. “He went out for a walk an hour ago, the silly ass! He can’t have come in.” 
   “I hope he has not lost his way.” said Lord Cavandale. 
  “Well, he’s ass enough,” said Bunter. “But don’t think of waiting dinner for him. It’s a good rule never to keep meals waiting. I wonder where the duffer has got to? He was only going to take a trot along the avenue.” 
  “Did you see anything of him, Lankester?” asked Lord Cavandale. 
  “I? ” said the captain, starting a little. 
  “Yes. You were out, I think—” 
  “Only strolling on the terrace.” said the captain. “I saw no one there but the Ashwood constable. I did not see Wharton.” 
  “Oh, he’ll turn up, like a bad penny !” said Bunter, guzzling soup. 
  The soup was good, and Bunter dismissed Wharton and all other such trifles from his mind while he gave his attention to it. 
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh looked a little worried. It was not like Wharton to be late for so serious a function as dinner at Cavandale Abbey; and he had said that he would be back in good time. It seemed scarcely likely that he could have lost his way, with the lighted windows of the great house shining through the December night to guide him back if he had left the avenue. Yet that he could have come to any harm seemed less likely still. But the nabob was worried. 
  Dinner passed almost in silence. Captain Lankester, who generally had plenty to say, seemed plunged in thought, and Lord Cavandale was also in a thoughtful mood. A long search had revealed no trace of the man who had fired the shot in the picture-gallery, or of the secret recess where he must have been hidden. Strong as his lordship’s nerve was, the strain of the strange situation was telling on him a little. Mr. Parker was always a man few words; while the nabob was thinking about his absent chum, and Billy Bunter, of course, was wholly concentrated on food. Dinner over, Mr. Parker retired in his quiet, unobtrusive way unnoticed. Billy Bunter was tempted to help himself to a cigar, and join Lord Cavandale and the captain in a smoke; but his earlier experience that day had warned him off, and perhaps, too, even Bunter’s cheek was not quite equal to it. 
  “Come and have  a hundred up, Inky.” he said “I’ll give you fifty in a hundred, to give you a chance.” The two juniors left the dining-room, leaving the peer and the captain to their cigars.  But Hurree Singh did not follow Bunter to the billiard-room. 
  “The esteemed Wharton has not come in” he remarked. 
  “Oh, blow Wharton !” said Bunter carelessly. “I suppose he’s still on the go.  Those fellows are always walking or running or jumping or something— never keeping still, like sensible chaps. Shall we have a fiver on the game?”
   “I am terrifically uneasy about the worthy and absurd Wharton.”
   “I tell you, blow Wharton !” said Bunter crossly. “Think of me! I suppose I matter more than Wharton.” 
  “The answer is in the esteemed negative, my excellent fatheaded Bunter. ”
  “Look here, Inky ----” 
  Heedless of the fellow who really mattered more than anybody else in the wide universe, Hurree Jamset Ram Singh lingered in the hall.  He was uneasy and drawing a little alarmed.  He went to the door at last and opened it and looked out into the snowy night.

  “You silly ass !” grunted Bunter. 
  “What is the matterfulness?” 
  “You should have called a footman to open the door, fathead! You’d better keep an eye on me and do as I do here !” 
  The nabob grinned for a moment; but his face became grave again as he looked out on the snow-carpeted terrace. 
  “My hat!” he ejaculated suddenly. 
  “What the thump ----”
  “Wharton !” 
  “Eh—what---where are you going, you ass?” 
  The nabob did not reply. He rushed out of the doorway and Billy Bunter blinked after him irritably. From the darkness of the avenue came the portly figure of Inspector Chapman—and leaning on his arm, his face white, with a streak of crimson across the colourless forehead, was Harry Wharton. The nabob reached him in a moment. 
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“My esteemed chum——” he gasped. 
  “All right, Inky—not much hurt.” muttered Wharton. He smiled faintly, “I’ve had a crack on the head—ow ! No damage done. Lucky the inspector found me, though.” 
  And between the nabob and the Ashwood inspector, Harry Wharton was helped into the house. 


           THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER.

               Bunter Has His Suspicions ! 

LORD  CAVANDALE tugged at his thick moustache. In the scarred face of the soldier-peer there was deep emotion, The cool calmness with which he faced the dangers that menaced himself seemed to desert him now that he realised that the danger had fallen upon another---under that other, a schoolboy, who was a guest under his roof.  Harry Wharton lay back in a chair, his face showing white in the electric light, a bruise visible under his hair, and a cut from which blood had oozed. He had pulled himself together now but it was plain that he had been hard hit. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh stood beside his chum with a distressed, dusky face. Billy Bunter blinked at him through his big spectacles. Captain Lankester, with a cigar still between his lips, regarded him curiously. 
  In the background hovered Pilkingham—no doubt sympathetic, but shocked and disturbed and rather 
scandalised. Harry Wharton, in a low, clear voice, had told what had happened on the dark avenue, and all had listened intently—especially Mr Chapman. The Ashwood inspector made notes of what the junior stated, and though no doubt, he was sorry for 
what had happened to Wharton, it was easy to read that he was relieved to get, at last, something like information on the subject of the peer`s 
mysterious enemy. 
  “You actually saw both men, I take it?” said Inspector Chapman. 
  “Just a glimpse, for a second,” said Harry. “Only two dark figures, muffled up. I can`t say anything except that one was rather short, and the other rather tall.” 
  “That is Bunter’s description of the two men Last night,” said the peer. “Evidently the same pair of scoundrels.” 
  “Evidently !” said Captain Lankester, taking the cigar from his mouth. “You ran a terrible risk, Wharton. If the ruffian had been aware that you had been listening to him, he might have used a more deadly weapon. ”
  “No doubt be merely supposed that someone was blundering into him in the dark—possibly that it was one of my men.” said the inspector. “You would know the man’s voice if you heard it again, Master Wharton?  ” 
  “I am sure of that.” 
  “But the other man—the one he called the ‘guv’nor’ —”  
  “No.” said Harry, “his whispering was too faint for me to hear.” 
 “You don’t think you would know his voice if you heard him speak?” asked Captain Lankester, eyeing the junior.  “You realise how important that is—for to all appearance, he is an inmate of Lord Cavandale’s house-hold.” 
  “No,” said Harry. “All I can say of him is that he was taller than the other man. No more than that.” 
  “About Captain Lankester’s height, what?” asked Bunter, blinking at him. “That’s what I noticed last night.” 
  “Don’t be an ass!” said Harry. 
  “Oh, really, Wharton! I don’t mean that he was Captain Lankester, of course.,’ 
  “For goodness’ sake, shut up, Bunter!” gasped Wharton. 
  He hardly dared look at the captain as the fatuous Owl of the Rcmove made his fatuous observations. But he was conscious of the savage glitter in the Army man’s eyes turned on Bunter. 
  “I mean that was about his height.” said Bunter.   “That’s something to go on, isn’t it, Mr. Chapman? If you want a tip from me— ” 
  “Please be silent.” said Inspector Chapman, his glare showing how much —or how little—he wanted a tip from William George Bunter. 
  “Oh, really, you know ! The fact is, I fancy you do want a little help.” explained Bunter. “You don’t seem to be making much of the case, so far, if you don’t mind my mentioning it. My idea is this —” 
  Mr. Chapman seemed in danger of choking. 
  “Please say no more, Bunter,” said Lord Cavandale, hastily. 
  “Now, my idea is this –-”
  “My dear boy ---” said Lord Cavandale. 
  “My idea,” said Bunter cheerfully, “Is this! The man is about Captain Lankester’s height—in fact, exactly his height---”
  “If you mention my name again, boy, I will box your ears!” exclaimed the captain, in a tone of intense exasperation. 
  Bunter blinked at him, 
  “Here, you keep off !” he exclaimed. “I’m not saying it was you, am I? My idea is this—go over the whole household piking out everybody the same height as Captain Lankester, and make ‘em jolly well prove where they were at the time Wharton was banged on the head. Then you’ll jolly well get hold of the right man !” 
  “Do you think I had not thought of that, you young donkey !” exclaimed Mr. Chapman angrily. “Be silent, sir !” 
  “Oh! If you’d thought of it, all right !” said Bunter, rather taken aback. “You didn’t look as if you’d thought of anything, you know! To tell you the truth, you don’t look as if you could, if you don’t mind my saying so. If you like, I’ll help you question them. They might spoof you—” 
  “Wha-a-at?” 
  “But they wouldn’t be so likely to spoof me.” said Bunter complacently. “I’m rather wide, you know!” 
  “The widefulness is terrific !” murmured Hurree Janset Ram Singh. 
  Lord Cavandale smiled involuntarily 
“You can begin with Pilkingham.” went on Bunter. “He’s the same height as Captain Lankester ! Then there’s Parker—”
  “My lord !” gurgled Pilkingham. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Was it you, Pilkingham?” he asked.
  “My—my lord !“ gasped Pilkingham. 
“I—I—if——if—I—I— ” 
  “Pray take no notice of this absurd boy, Pilkingham,” said Lord Cavandale, his face twitching. “Bunter, 1 must really beg you to be silent! You had better go and lie down for a little, Wharton, and no doubt your friends will remain with you. That bruise must be seen to at once!” 
  “That’s all right, sir.” said Harry. “Inky will look after me.” He rose from the chair. “Come on, Bunter !”
  “I’m going to help Inspector Chapman, old fellow. You see –--”
  Come on, you fat idiot !” 
 “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
 “Pray go with your friend, Bunter.” said Lord Cavandale. 
  And Bunter, having blinked at Inspector Chapman, and discerned a quite alarming expression on that official’s face, went with his friends. He caught a glare from Pilkingham as he went., and blinked at the butler with a suspicious blink, 
  “1 say, you fellows.” said Bunter, as Wharton lay on his bed, with Hurree Singh tenderly bathing his bruised head “I say, that man Chapman’s a fool !” 
  “Ass !” 
  “You saw how he refused my help—looked quite savage.” said Bunter. “The man’s under his eye all the time. Did you see how Pilkinghain glared when I asked him if it was him?  ” 
  “What ?“ gasped Wharton. 
  “If ever a man looked guilty, he did !” said Bunter. 
  “Oh crikey! The butler?” 
  “My esteemed idiotic Bunter—”
  “Well, I’ve got a strong suspicion of Pilkingham.” said Bunter, “I fancy he knows it, too—the way he glared at me.” 
  “You benighted idiot !” 
  “Does that bruise hurt you much, Wharton?” 
  “Yes, a bit!” 
  “You’ll hardly be able to sleep much ?” 
  “I’m afraid not.” 
  “That’s all right, then----” 
  “You see, I want one of you fellows to stay awake to-night and keep watch! Can’t take risks ! With that pain in your napper, you’ll be able to stay awake all right. See?” 
  “Oh I” gasped Wharton. 
  “My esteemed fatheaded Bunter—” 
  “You can take your turn tomorrow night, Inky! Take it in turns, you know! I don’t want you to over-do it” I never was selfish.” 
  “Oh crumbs!” 
  “Well, I’ll trickle along and see if my friend Cavandale would like a hundred up. He’s frightfully keen on my society—never seems to want me out of his sight. Sec you fellows later.” 
  “Good! The later the better !” 
And Billy Bunter rolled away In search of his friend Cavandale.  Whether his lordship enjoyed his society cannot be said; but there was no doubt that the chums of the Remove enjoyed his absence. 

THE END. 








