
[image: image1.emf]
[image: image2.png]Special Story of Exciting Christmas Adventure—

Nobody wants Billy Bunter—not even at Christmas ! But as it happens, it’s very fortunate for
Harry Wharton that the Owl of the Greyfriars Remove turns up unexpectedly at Wharton Lodge !
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¥ The Famous Five wero busy with Christmas decorations when a plump figure appeared suddenly &
¥ at the open door of Wharton Lodge. **I—I say, you fellows,” said Bunter hastily, ** I've looked
in to say something rather important to Wharton ! ”* ®

L ——




THE FIRST CHAPTER. 
Trust Bunter! 
“TROT in, Bunter!”
“Roll in, old barrel!” 
“Just the man we want !”
“Oh! ejaculated Billy Bunter, the fat boy of the Remove. 
Billy Bunter’s little round eyes and big round spectacles fixed on a box on the table in Study No. 1 in the Remove. 
It was a rather large cardboard box. It was tied with a nicely coloured ribbon, and it bore on the lid, in gilt letters, the inscription: “CHUNKLEY’S CHRISTMAS CAKE.” 
“Oh!” repeated Bunter. 
He was deeply interested in that box. He knew what Chunkleys Christmas cakes were like! Smithy had had one the day before, and Bunter had had a slice of it. His mouth still watered at the recollection. 
“Trickle in, old thing!” 
Harry Wharton & Co. all spoke together in the most hearty-tones. 
They seemed pleased to see Bunter. 
They beamed on him. 
Bunter rolled in. He was surprised, but gratified. He had not expected so hearty a welcome. 
He had come to Study No. 1 to catch the Famous Five before they went out. It was the last half-holiday of the term, and the Co. were going over to Cliff House School, to say goodbye to Marjorie & Co. there, before they scattered for the Christmas holidays. Bunter was going with them. Tea at Cliff House was worth the walk. He was prepared to disregard any objections on the part of the Famous Five. 
But at the sight of Chunkley’s Christmas cake, he forgot Cliff House and tea there. A bird in the hand was worth two in the bush. An armchair by a study fire was preferable, to a walk on a bitter December afternoon. So far from desiring to fare forth in the winter wind with the Famous Five, Billy Bunter hoped that they would fare forth on their own with promptness and dispatch—so long as that cake-box remained in the study. 
“I say, you fellows, if you’re going out, I—I’ll look after that cake for you while you’re gone!” said Billy Bunter. “Going now? ” 
 “Oh, no hurry !“ said Bob Cherry cheerily. 
“ I think you’d better start pretty quick. ” advised Bunter. “It looks to me like snow—you don’t want to be caught in the snow.” 
“Well, perhaps we’d better be going.” agreed Harry Wharton. “But we want to stick that box in a safe place. There are fellows up the passage who would scoff a cake if they had a chance.” 
Bunter was aware of that! 
He was one of the fellows, in fact! 
“Bunter will look after it for us!” said Frank Nugent, 
“That’s the idea!”agreed Johnny Bull. 
“We can trust the esteemed Bunter not to scoff it!” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“Will you keep it safe in your study, Bunter ?” asked Bob. 
“What-ho! gasped Bunter. His eyes fairly danced behind his spectacles. “Safe as houses, old chap. Safe as—as—as anything! Leave it to me!” 
Billy Bunter was more and more surprised.  He was not used to trustfulness like this, especially in matters of tuck. He was surprised, but he was glad—very glad—to see that these fellows were so much more confiding than was their wont. 
Ho understood now why they had been so pleased to see him when he appeared in the doorway. They wanted to leave that gorgeous Christmas cake in safe keeping while they were out! It was surprising that they should select Bunter. But the fat Owl of the Remove was very glad to oblige them. There was no doubt that, when they were gone, Billy Bunter would put that cake into a very safe place—a very safe place indeed! 
“Well, here you are, then!” said Bob Cherry. He lifted the box from the table. “Hike it along to your study, Bunter!” 
“Oh, Toddy’s there—” said Bunter. 
“That’s all right—Toddy wouldn’t scoff a fellow’s cake- -”
“Nunno! But--” 
“But what, old fat man?” 
“Well, you can’t be too careful!” said Bunter. “They’re such ripping cakes—any fellow might feel like scoffing it; any chap except me, of course. I’m rather more particular than most fellows, as you know—” 
“Oh crikey!” gasped Bob. “I—I—I mean— Oh, quite!” 
“I think I’ll stay here.” said Bunter. “I’ll sit and—and read by the fire —the ‘Holiday Annual’s here 
—I’ll sit and—and read it, and see that nothing happens to the cake-- ” 
“Right-ho, then!” said Harry Wharton. “Come on, you men!”
The Famous Five walked, smiling, out of the study, leaving Billy Bunter contemplating the cake-box with an ecstatic gaze. 
Footsteps rang down the passage towards the stairs. Billy Bunter’s fat hands reached out to untie the ribbon on the cake-box before those footsteps had died away. But there was a sudden patter of returning footsteps, and Bob Cherry’s ruddy face looked in, just as the fat hands reached the box.
“Hallo, hallo, hallo !”  exclaimed Bob. 
Bunter jumped. 
“Oh!  I -- I wasn’t going to open the box, old chap—” 
“Did I leave my cap here ?” 
“I—I can’t see it! I—I say, I—I’d get off, if I were you—looks to me like rain –”
“As well as the snow
“Oh, i—I mean snow, old chap 
“I suppose I left it down in the lobby !“ - 
To Bunter’s great relief, Bob Cherry Lit after his friends again. 
But the fat OwL did not restart on the box. It was safer to wait till the owners were clear—that fathead Cherry might come scudding back looking for his silly cap!  But The Famous Five seemed unusually, uncommonly trustful—but that unusual and uncommon trustfulness could hardly continue if they found the cake-box open! 
It was not easy for Bunter to wait, with a Christmas cako fairly in his fat grasp!  But he made the necessary effort. He rolled across to the window to watch for the chums of the Remove up to go out. 
Five heads appeared in sight in the quad. Five overcoated figures walked long away to the gates!
 Billy Bunter blinked after them with happy satisfaction.They were gone—really gone!  It seemed almost too good to be true— but there they were, tramping out of the school gates and disappearing from sight.. 
“He, he, he!” chuckled Billy Bunter.  
He rolled back to the study table. 
Exactly how he was going to explain to the Famous Five how that box came to be empty when they returned 
from Cliff House, Bunter had not yet decided. It had to be explained some-how. 
Still Billy Bunter was not trammelled, like some fellows, within the narrow limits of the truth! He could say that he had gone to sleep in the armchair, and had woke up to find, with great surprise, that the cake was gone ! 
He could say that Mr. Quelch had sent for him, and that after going down to see his form master, he had returned to the study, to find, with great surprise, that the cake was gone! 
He could say that he had gone down to Hall to tea—or that he had joined in punting a footer in the quad—or 
started packing for break-up—and in each case had found, with great surprise, that the cake was gone! 
The Famous Five might not believe in the great surprise, but they would certainly believe that the cake was gone-—for on that point there would be no doubt—no possible, probable shadow of doubt, no possible doubt whatever! 
Grinning, the fat Owl unfastened the ribbon!  
He gasped with happy anticipation, his capacious mouth watering, as he removed the lid of the box. 
And then—then as the poet remarks —a change came o’er the spirit of his dream! 
He gazed into that box! His eyes almost popped through his spectacles into it!  
It did not contain a cake! It contained an ancient, used boot, apparently rescued from a dustbin. It contained also a half-sheet of paper, on which was written : 
                “SOLD AGAIN!” 
 Billy Bunter gazed at it! There was no cake! There was a cake-box, but no cake therein! He realised that this must be Smithy’s old cake-box, utilised by the Famous Five for this nefarious purpose! 
They had not left him with a Christmas cake - at his mercy! They had left him behind while they went over to Cliff House!  He was not going to scoff the contents of that cake-box. Even Billy Bunter could not scoff an old boot. And he was not going to tea at Cliff House!  Like the dog in the fable he had snatched at the shadow and lost the substance! 
“Beasts !” hissed Bunter. 
His fat face was pink with wrath. 
“Cads!  Swabs!  Making out that a fellow can’t be trusted with a cake!  Beasts!  Rotters!” 
And for several minutes Billy Bunter confided to empty space what thought of the Famous Five of the Remove. 
And everything he thought was fearfully uncomplimentary! 

THE SECOND CHAPTER. 
A Skid In The Snow! 

“CHRISTMAS weather!” remarked Bob Cherry. 
“Brrr-r!” 
“Seasonable, you know !” 
“Br-r-r-r!” 
Bob looked on the bright side of everything. But seasonable as it was, the Famous Five of Greyfriars did not enjoy that sudden and tremendous downfall of snow. 
They were a good distance from Greyfriars when it started. They had nearly reached the stile in Friardale Lane, beyond which lay the footpath through the wood to Pegg and Cliff House. Then it came down! 
There had been snow before. It was a snowy Christmas-tide. The wide, deep ditch along the lane was filled to the brim with snow. Leafless branches were ridged with white; hedges were packed. Still, that afternoon had looked fine, though frosty, when they started to walk. The lane had been cleared since the last snowfall, and was easy going— till the new fall started. And it came down in thick flakes, in lumps and chunks. 
There had been a glimpse of blue in the December sky. Now it was grey and grim with snow clouds. And the snow came down, thick and fast, and thicker and faster. It covered the ground with a white blanket, thicker and thicker. It piled up on the already crammed ditch; it almost hid the hedges. And the Famous Five pulled down their caps, pulled up their coat collars, and tramped through it, not enjoying the weather. 
“Rotten!” said Frank Nugent. 
“The rottenfulness is terrific!”  mumbled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. The junior from India’s coral strand did not revel in snowfIakes and cutting December winds. “An absurd study fire would be terrifically preferable.” 
“We’re not turning back,” said Johnny Bull. 
“No; push on!”  said Harry Wharton, “It won’t be so bad under the trees when we get on the footpath.”  
“Might have been worse.” said Bob. 
“The worsefulness could not be preposterous, my esteemed Bob.” 
“Well, we might have run cut on the bikes. We should be skidding right and left if we had.  We’re all right now— Yarooooh!”  Bob gave a yell as his feet slipped in a snow-filled rut he did not observe, and. he sat down in the snow. “Oh! Ow! Ooooh!” 
“Ha, ha, ha! Is that all right?  ” 
“Fathead!” 
 Bob scrambled up. 
“Time they did some road repairing in this lane!” he grunted. “Can’t see a thing in this snow.” 
“It’s seasonable!” grinncd Frank Nugent. 
“Christmas weather!” said Harry Wharton, laughing. 
“Urrggh!”  Bob dusted snow from his overcoat. “Anyhow, it would be worse on the jiggers. Shouldn’t like to be biking in this. Hallo, hallo, hallo! There’s somebody who doesn’t mind a spot of snow under his wheels.”
Honk, honk, honk! 
A motor-bike was coming on at a great rate—a reckless rate, considering that the ground was  thick with slippery snow, and the edge of a deep ditch quite hidden from sight.
It was not weather in which a prudent man would have cared to scud along on a motor-bike; but no doubt the rider, like the Greyfriars fellows, had started out when it was fine, and not foreseen that heavy snowfall. 
“Better give that chap a wide berth,” said Johnny Bull. “He may skid any minute.” 
 “This way!” said Harry 
On one side of the lane which was not wide, was the deep ditch, banked high with accumulated snow.  On the other was a steep bank up to the wood that bordered the road on that side.  Up that bank the Famous Five scrambled to give the motorist plenty of sea room.  If the motor bike skidded, as it looked like doing any moment, they did not want to be mixed up in the crash. 
The motor-bike came roaring on. They could see little of the rider, between a pulled-down hat brim and a turned-up coat collar, except a nose— which was rather long and beaky.  He came on with a rush, and in a few more moments would have been past and whirling on to Friardale. But almost in face of the spot where the juniors had clambered on the bank was the hidden rut in which Bob had stumbled, and as the motor-bike struck that rut. There was a sudden skid.
 On a macadamised highway no doubt would have been safe, more or less, in spite of the snow. But a country lane was a different matter. There were deep ruts from heavy country carts in the lane, left over from rainy autumn now frozen hard and hidden by snow. And in one of those the rapid rider came to grief. It was like a kaleidoscopic scene, under the startled eyes of the five schoolboys on the bank. One moment the motor-bike was roaring on—the next it seemed to be a catherine-wheel ! 
So swift and sudden was the mishap that the eye could hardly follow it. 
They heard a startled howl and a rash. 
Then a sprawling figure lay in the middle of the lane, twisting and struggling, and the motor-bike had shot 
over the edge of the ditch, sinking deep in the snow there—only a section of one wheel showing above the snow. 
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 “Oh crumbs!” gasped Bob. 
“Come on !” exclaimed Wharton.
They scrambled down the bank into the lane again to render aid. 
The motor-bike, obviously a hopeless wreck, was sinking deeper in the ditch, disappearing from sight. That did not matter so much as the rider, who was evidently hurt. 
He made an effort to scramble up, gave a sharp cry, and tumbled down again.  One of his legs failed to support him. 
But the schoolboys reached him quickly. Their only thought was to help the victim of that sudden disaster. 
“Rough luck, sir !” said Bob. “Can we help you?  ” 
The man rose on one knee; the other leg seemed crumpled. His hat had fallen off, revealing his face—a face with a beaky nose and sharp, glinting black eyes. It was not a face that the juniors would have liked on its looks, but they did’nt think of that. But they could not help noticing that the beaky man, hurt as he was, gave them a sharp, searching, suspicious stare, as they came up and surrounded him.  Hurt as he was, in need of help, he did not seem pleased to see them. 
 “Your leg’s hurt,” said Harry. “Let us help you up.” 
“Help me to that stile!”
 The stile was only a little distance away—not more than twenty yards. The beaky man was heaved up ‘by wil1in hands on his sound leg, aid, supportea by the juniors, limped along to the stile, sinking down on the step. 
His face was white. It was clear that he was in pain. But his look showed that fierce and savage temper predominated. The bitter fury in his face 
was not pleasant to see, and he muttered some expressive words that the Greyfriars fellows affected not to hear. Apparently he was pressed for time, and felt the interruption of his trip more than the pain in his injured leg. He sat on the step of the stile, breathing in gasps, in the intervals of gritting a set of tobacco-stained teeth. 
“If we can do anything else.” 
“No—no! Go on your way!” 
“If you’d like us to help you to the village—it’s about half-a mile on –“
“No, I tell you!  Leave me alone!”
 “Oh! ” 
The Famous Five had to get to Cliff House, but they were willing to be late to help a stranger in distress. But that ungracious snarl was enough for them. It was plain that the man only wanted to be shut of them, and certainly they did not want to press their services where they were not desired. 
Johnny Bull gave a grunt and clambered over the stile. His friends followed him in silence. 
But on the woodland side of the stile Harry Wharton paused and spoke again to the scowling, muttering man with the beaky nose. 
“Look here, you don’t seem in a state to walk, and your bike’s a goner. If you’d like us to help you along to Friardale –“ 
“Mind your own business, and leave me alone!” That was more than enough for the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. He walked on after his friends, and they disappeared up the snowy path under the frozen trees, leaving the wrecked motorist to his own devices. 

THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

 A Startling Meeting! 

“BLOW the snow!” 
“Bless it!”
“What’s the odds,” inquired Bob Cherry, “so long as you’re ‘appy?” 
“Fathead!” 
“Same to you, old bean, with knobs on!” 
“Blow!” 
Harry Wharton & Co. tramped on by the footpath through the snowy windy wood. They were hardy, and did not mind a little rough weather. But really that sudden change was disconcerting. 
The leafless branches over the footpath were some protection, but not a lot. There was plenty of snow on the path. 
And when they emerged from the wood into Pegg Lane, they were in the open again, and the wind from the sea was sharp and burdened with snow.  They set their faces against it and tramped.
 The countryside looked like a Christmas card—quite beautiful to the view, but rather uncomfortable to be out in. Not a soul was to be seen. Pegg Lane led down to the fishing village of Pegg. on the bay. The sea could be heard booming on the shingle. Boats were tied up at the old stone quay. The village street, the beach, and the quay were all deserted. 
On any other half-holiday some of the Cliff House girls would have been seen out of gates—but none was to be seen now. Even the hardy inhabitants of Pegg seemed to prefer indoors, or the cosy fire at the Anchor, that snowy afternoon. 
 Not till they were quite close to the village did the Famous Five spot a single human being. Then they were rather surprised to spot one. A man was standing in the middle of the road, and from the amount of flakes that had gathered on his hat and shoulders, looked as if he had been standing there some time. Why, was rather a puzzle. It was not weather to walk in, if a fellow could help it, and it assuredly was not weather to stand about in. 
“That chap seems to like snow!” remarked Bob Cherry, glancing at the figure in the road. 
“Looking for somebody, perhaps!” said Nugent. 
Near the gates of Cliff House School the road from Friardale joined Pegg Lane at the top of the village street. The man was staring along the road from: Friardale with a fixed stare— but if he was, like Sister Anne, in hope of seeing anyone coming, he was, like Sister Anne, disappointed. There was neither vehicle nor pedestrian to be seen on the long white road that led round the wood to the village of Friardale. 
The man as he stood had his left to the juniors, and they saw his profile— clear-cut features under a bowler hat white with snow. His stare was fixed on the Friardale road, and Harry saw his lips move in an impatient mutter, and noted the brows pucker with irritated anxiety. 
Clearly, he was waiting and watching for somebody — somebody who was keeping him waiting. All the juniors, though not specially interested in him, could see that. And a sudden thought struck Bob Cherry. 
“That chap’s expecting somebody by that road,” he murmured. “Think it might be that sportsman on the motor-bike.” 
“Oh!” said Harry. 
“That sportsman would have come round by that road if he hadn’t had a spill,” said Bob. “It’s the only road, the way he was going. He must have been heading for Pegg.” 
“Yes, that’s so,” agreed Harry. “If that chap’s waiting for him, he won’t see him in a hurry “ 
“He won’t see him at all on the jigger!” grinned Bob. “That jigger’s gone due west! Look here, might as well ask him, and let him know, if that’s the johnny he’s waiting for!” 
“Yes, let’s!” assented the captain of the Remove. 
It seemed quite probable that Bob’s conjecture was correct. It had taken the juniors a good time to tramp through the snow-driven wood, but the man on the motor-bike, had he kept on, would have reached Pegg long ago, though he had twice the distance to cover by road. 
If this man was waiting for him, he had probably expected him some time since. At all events, his impatient look showed that he was expecting someone on that road who had not yet put in an appearance. If, as was likely enough, it was the motorcyclist, it seemed only good-nature to put him wise to what had happened. 
Bob Cherry left his friends and stepped towards the man in the road. 
“Hallo, hallo, hallo!” he called out.
 The man’s face turned, his glance swift, as he was hailed. Then the juniors saw his face in full view—a face a little pale in complexion, with well-cut features end eyes like steel. And Harry Wharton, as he saw it caught his breath. He knew that face now. It was long since he had seen it but he knew every line of that sleek, smooth face. 
“Did you speak to me?” The man’s voice came quietly—a well modulated voice, as familiar to Wharton’s ears as the face to his eyes.
“ Yes,” answered Bob cheerily. “You seem to be 
waiting for somebody to come by the road up from 
Friardale, and if it’s a sportsman on a motor-bike—” 
“It is!” 
 The man’s voice was eager. “Have 
you seen him?” 
“Yes, rather.” said Bob. 
“You see——” 
He broke off as Harry Wharton pushed past him, 
his eyes fixed on the pale, clear-cut face of the man who watched in the road. 
“James Soames! ” said the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. 
“What are you doing here?” 
The smooth-faced man started violently. And Bob 
Cherry, Frank Nugent, Johnny Bull, and Hurree 
Jamset Ram Singh jumped at the same moment.  Now that they looked at the man, they knew him as well as Wharton knew him! 
“Soames!” stuttered Nugent. 
“That villain!” growled Johnny Bull, 
“The esteemed and execrable Soames!” exclaimed 
Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“He has turned up like an absurd penny” 
For one moment the man called Soames stared at the juniors, taken quite aback. 
A sudden deadly glitter shot into the steely eyes; the lips shut hard over the even teeth. But the next moment the smooth face was quite calm again, and a faint smile came over it. 
“You young gentlemen!” said Soames. “What a pleasure to see you again—a very unexpected pleasure!  Believe me, I am greatly gratified!” 
Harry Wharton & Co. stared at him. It was Soames—once the manservant of Mr. Vernon-Smith, the millionaire: once the freebooter of the South Seas; once the kidnapper of Herbert Vernon-Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars. Manservant, valet, freebooter kidnapper, and many other things—a strange man of many strange parts. That he had been wanted by tne police, the Greyfriars fellows knew only too well; but whether he was still hunted for, they did not know. They were surprised to see him there—and still more surprised by his suave coolness and calmness. 
Judging by his manner, he might have been still the sleek manservant of Smithy’s father, without a crime on his conaciéñce. 
“You don’t deny your name!” said Harry at last. 
“To an old acquaintance—may I say, with all proper respect, to an old friend, like yourself, certainly not, sir!  ” said Soames smoothly. “To others, perhaps, I might give another name—and there might be some difficulty in proving that I ever went by the name you have called me by. But I feel sure that you young gentlemen do not nurse grudges from other days—especially at this season of the year!  ” 
“Well, my hat !” said Bob, rather blankly, 
“He always was a cool card!” said Johnny Bull. “He jolly well ought to be in chokey, and I rather think we ought to collar him and walk him there!  ” 
“It might not be easy, sir, to prove that I was the man you once knew” said Soames gently. “Neither, I think are junior schoolboys authorised to make arrests. Let us a no harsh words! It is a real happiness to see you again, and to have the pleasure of wishing you a merry Christmas!” 
“I suppose it’s none of our business! ” said Bob slowly. “But –“
“What are you doing here, Soames?” asked Harry Wharton quietly. “I know you too well to think that you’re up to any good!” 
“At the moment I am, as you have seen, waiting for a friend to join me,” said Soames. “But if you have the kindness to be interested in me, Master Wharton, I have no objection to tell you that I have learned a lesson which I hope you young gentlemen will never forget—that honesty is the best policy. 1 am now gaining a modest, but honest, livelihood as a commercial traveller.” 
“Oh !” ejaculated Wharton. 
“At present,” continued Soames, “I am putting up at the Anchor in Pegg. I hope to do a little business here which will enable me to pass a frugal, but comfortable Christmas. 
“Is that the truth?” asked Harry very quietly. 
“Oh, Master Wharton!” said Soames reproachfully. 
“If you are trying to make an honest living, good luck to you!” said Harry. “But “—he paused a moment—” I don’t believe a single word of it! And now we’ve spotted you, whatever you’re up to, I don’t think we’d better lose sight of you!  ” 
“No fear ” said Johnny Bull.  
Soames’ steely eyes narrowed. 
“You do not believe in giving a man a chance, Master Wharton?” he murmured. 
“ If you’ve told the truth you can tell it over again to Inspector Grimes !” said Harry, sarcastically. 
“Now –“ 
Soames made a quick step back.  Johnny Bull, who was nearest to him, promptly grasped him by the arm. 
The next instant Johnny was on his back in the snow, and Soames was running as swiftly as a deer up the snowy village street. 
“Owl!” gasped Johnny, as he sprawled. 
“After him!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
But it was not much use to think of getting after 
Soames in the thick snow and the whirling flakes. He vanished almost in a moment beyond some of the irregular buildings of the village street. Bob made a step or two and stopped. Johnny Bull scrambled up, panting. 
“Look here— “ he gasped.  
“Come on !”said Harry. “We can get on the telenhone at Cliff House, and let Inspector Grimes know that we’ve seen him. That’s all we can do.” 
And the juniors tramped away to the gate of Cliff House. 
“But what the dickens can a man like Soames be up to in a quiet place like this?” said Bob, in wonder. “Nothing here in his line.” 
“Something,” said Harry—“ something in connection with that beaky man on the motor-bike. We know now that that was the man he was waiting for.” 
Bob chuckled. 
“He won’t see that sportsman in a hurry,” he remarked 
“All the better, very likely.” 
The juniors arrived at the gate of Cliff House. Soames had disappeared, though it was likely that he was not far away. As a matter of fact, the steely 
eyes were watching the juniors from a distance from the cover of a building. 
Soames watched them till they disappeared from sight. Then he gave a last, long, anxious look up the Friardale road; but nothing was to be seen there but whirling snowflakes. Then be hurried away, but he did not head for the Anchor, where he had told the juniors that he had his quarters. He headed for the beach, hurried across the old quay, and dropped into a motorboat that was moored to the sea-splashed old stone steps there 
THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 
The Hidden Message! 
“RAT HANKEY,” by which name the beaky man on the motorbike was known to his friends, 
leaned heavily on the stile in Friardale Lane, where the juniors had left him. 
His sharp, ratty eyes glanced again and again in the direction from which he had come on the motorbike. Had Harry Wharton & Co. been still able to see him, they would probably have guessed that the beaky man dreaded pursuit. 
But there was no sign of pursuit in Friardale Lane. Snow was falling heavily, and every trace of the machine that had tumbled into the ditch had been completely obliterated. Its tracks in the lane were thickly covered. No one who had seen the beaky man leaning on the stile would have guessed that he had arrived there on a motor-bike; not a sign remained. 
Hp groaned and muttered oaths alternately as he leaned on the stile and rubbed his damaged leg. Probably he had not realised at first how badly that leg was damaged. He had intended to get on his way after the schoolboys were gone—chiefly anxious to get their eyes off him. But when he made the attempt, a few limping steps convinced him that it was impracticable. He had been glad to totter back to the style and rest there. 
He had a bad sprain and he could not walk.  He scanned the solitary lane with savage eyes. He dreaded to see a car, but the sight of a country cart would have been welcome—anything that would have afforded him a lift. But no vehicle was likely to pass in such weather—not even a pedestrian was to be seen. 
The game was up for Rat Hankey. Ten miles away, in. the town of Lantham, excitement reigned. Hardly an hour ago there had been a hold-up at Lantham Post Office.  The hold-up man, with a bundle of banknotes in his wallet, had escaped on a motor-bike. This was an old, game with Mr. Hankey; Lantham Post Office was not his first by a dozen or more. But it looked like being his last. 
He would have given all the banknotes packed in that leather wallet under his coat for a machine to escape on—or even for a sound leg to run on!  Either would have been cheap, in the circumstances, at £1,000. 
A very disagreeable residence loomed ahead of Rat Hankey unless he could get clear—and he knew that he could not. 
Two or three miles by road on the motor-bike would have seen him safe. Hardly more than a mile by the short cuts would have seen him as safe. But his motor-bike lay buried in snow at the bottom of the ditch twenty yards away, and he could not have limped dozen yards on his sprained leg. The mile to Pegg might as well have been a hundred miles! 
And at Pegg his confederate was waiting, expecting him by this time or before this. The plan was cut and dried. From Lantham, it was likely, three or four cars had rushed in pursuit of the hold-up man on the motor-bike. He had chosen by-ways instead of highways, and was fairly certain that pursuit was off the track. 
At Pegg his confederate waited with a motor-boat. The motor-bike—which had been stolen for the occasion—would be abandoned, and the two rascals would disappear seaward with their plunder. That was the plan—as good a scheme as James Soames and Rat Hankey had ever laid. But the spill in the snowy lane had knocked it utterly to pieces. 
Hardly more than a mile away, the man with the motor-boat waited, and Rat Hankey leaned on the stile and cursed, utterly at a loss. 
Escape was impossible. Sooner or later they would pick him up. Indeed, when the bitter December night shut down, he would be glad to be picked up and taken away to shelter, if only to that of a prison cell. 
For many long minutes the Rat leaned on the stile, groaning and muttering oaths in desperate rage. It was long since the schoolboys had disappeared through the wood and no one else had appeared in sight in the lane. 
But he calmed himself at last. Capture was inevitable now, but there was still a chance of saving his plunder. 
He could, at least, hide the wallet containing the bundle of banknotes, and hope for a chance to get word to his confederate where to find it 
Where to hide it, however, was a problem. He stared round him with haggard eyes at snow covered fields and woods. To shove it under the snow was to leave it to be discovered at the first thaw. Where else? 
He limped, with gasps of pain, across the lane to the ditch on the other side opposite the stile. It was likely to be long before that depth of snow melted— quite possibly for weeks, or even months. 
He gave a searching look up and down the lane; it was utterly deserted. Lying on the edge of the ditch he groped down in the deep snow within. 
At the length of his arm his fingers groped in a. hollow under the bank. He grasped the leather wallet and thrust it down, pushing it into that hollow in the side of the ditch as far as his extended fingers could push. 
He drew up his arm, leaving a cavity in the snow. That was quickly filled up again, and over it the flakes were still falling. 
The loot was safely hidden now. 
He limped back across the lane to the stile and leaned on it, somewhat relieved in his mind. Even when the snow melted, that wallet might not be found; and all the chances were that the snow would not melt away in the ditch—it was a hard winter. Anyhow, it was safe for the time. 
They would get him, but they would not get the loot of Lantham Post Office. That was a comfort to the Rat. 
He could hardly hope that it would remain safely there till he “came out,” for it would certainly be a long “stretch” for his exploits at Lanthan that afternoon, But word must reach his confederate —Soames was not the man to let a partner down; the Rat’s share would be safe with him. How was he to get word to the man who waited with the motor-boat at Pegg? The first passer-by — any country labourer—might carry a message for him. 
Not a written note; there were other means. Rat Hankey shot another glance up and down the lane; no one was in sight. But surely someone would pass sooner or later, even in the snowfall. A promised reward would induce him to go to Pegg with a cunningly hidden message. Now that he had thought it out, the Rat lose no more time. A written note might fall into the wrong hand—dangerous hands. But there were other ways. 
Leaning on the stile, he took a silver cigarette-case from his pocket—a flat, oblong case. It was half-full of cigarettes, which he removed and laid aside. 
He opened a penknife. On the inside of the case, with the keen point of the blade, he proceeded to scratch a succession of letters. 
But they were not English letters, 
Mr. Hankey had been a man of some education. He did not know the Greek language. But he knew the Greek alphabet. 
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That row of Greek-letters might have puzzled any Greek to elucidate any meaning. Likewise, it would have puzzled any person who did not know the Greek characters. 
Having scratched the letters, the Rat went over them again and again with the point of the knife, making the incisions in the metal deeper, till every letter was clearly defined. 
Then he replaced the cigarettes in the case and snapped it shut. 
Leaning on the stile, he surveyed the lane with eager eyes, hardly conscious of the pain in his leg in his eagerness. 
If only some passer-by appeared— someone who could be persuaded or hired and trusted to carry that cigarette-case to the man who waited at Pegg! 
He would not even know that there was a message in it! Even if he looked into the case, a row of Greek letters engraved in the metal would mean nothing to him. But Soames would not need telling that it was a message; once he received the case, he would guess instantly why it was sent to him. If only that cigarette-case reached Soames! 
With the case gripped in his hand, eagerness and despair mingled in his breast, the Rat watched the lane, and at long last he fairly gasped with relief when the solitude was broken by a fat figure that rolled up the lane through the falling snow. 

THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

Bunter Comes In Useful! 

Oh lor!  ” groaned Billy Bunter. 
Bunter wished that he hadn’t started. 
But, he had—after that sad disappointment with the Christmas cake box. 
The bird in hand having turned out a delusion and a snare, Bunter’s fat mind turned to the bird in the bush, as it were! Tea at Cliff House was still practical politics—if he got there in time! 
So he started. 
Bunter’s progress was slow. He had no hope of overtaking the Famous Five on their way to Cliff House. But he hoped to roll in before they started tea there. Which, no doubt, he would have done, but for the sudden snowfall which caught him in Friardale Lane, as it had caught the Famous Five, and slowed down his already slow progress. 
He trudged on, 
Slowly but surely he trudged. He grunted and groaned occasionally as he trudged. By the time he sighted the stile in the lane he wished that he had turned back. But now he had as far to go back as forward—and ahead was tea!  So he trudged on. 
He reached the stile. A man was leaning on it, to whom Billy Bunter gave no heed. He clambered on the top bar, and sat there to rest before he proceeded. Branches overhead kept off the worst of the snow. He sat and puffed and blew, and the man with the beaky nose and sharp black eyes watched him furtively, He spoke at last. 
“Going Pegg way?  ” 
Billy Bunter blinked round at him. He had seen the man there, but taken no notice of him. He was not in the least interested in him. His interest was concentrated on the fatigue in his own little fat legs. Now, however, as he blinked at the man, he noticed that he had a damaged leg. 
“Yes.” he answered. “Fallen over in the snow?” 
“That’s it !” said Mr. Hankey. “I slipped over and hurt my leg. I can’t walk.” 
“Rough luck!”  said Bunter more or less sympathetically. “I say if you can’t walk what are you going to do? You can’t stick here.”  
“Oh, I’ll get a lift when some cart passes!” said the Rat. “That’s all right. But I’ve got a friend at Pegg 
waiting for me. Perhaps you’d take him a word as you’re going that way.”
 Bunter paused before replying. 
The urgent matter, to Bunter, was to get to Cliff House before they started tea. Taking word to anybody meant loss of time, with possible loss of tea at Cliff House as the result. 
Still, even Bunter could feel for a man, stranger as he was, down on his luck like this!  He could see that the man was really hurt; his face showed it plainly enough, and his leg hung like a stick. 
“Oh, all right!” said Bunter, after pausing. “Who is it?” 
“Man named Thompson,” said the Rat. “He’s waiting in a motor-boat at the quay at Pegg.” 
“Oh” said Bunter dubiously. 
The quay at Pegg was some little distance farther than Cliff House. Bunter did not like distances, even little distances — especially in the snow!  He was willing to oblige a man so unfortunately circumstanced, but he did not want to exert himself, or to lose time. 
“I don’t know whether money’s any use to you,” went on the Rat, eyeing him, “but I’d gladly stand a pound to have a message taken to Mr. Thompson.” 
“Oh !” said Bunter again, not dubiously this time. 
It was perhaps a little below the dignity of William George Bunter to take a tip for rendering a service. On the other hand, he had been disappointed about a postal order he was expecting, and a pound was a pound. 
There were twenty shillings in a pound. There were no shillings at all in dignity. Dignity was not legal tender at the tuckshop; shillings were!  Bunter decided to disregard dignity. Neither did it take him long to decide. 
“I’ll go with pleasure!” he said affably. “You’ll have to get somebody to help you, with that leg! I’ll go!” 
“That’s kind of you, sir!” said Mr. Hankey. “You go to Mr. Thompson, on that motorboat at Pegg, and tell him the friend he was expecting has had a spill and hurt his leg, and is waiting on this stile in Friardale Lane.” 
“Certainly!” agreed Bunter. 
And take this to him,” added the Rat casually. “He mightn’t take notice of a word from a stranger, fetching him out in the snow; but he’ll know this comes from me—he lent it to me a few days ago.” 
He held out the silver cigarette-case. 
Bunter blinked at it and took it. 
“You see, Mr Thompson will know that the message really comes from me when he sees his own cigarette-case.” explained the Rat. 
“I see!” assented Bunter. 
He slipped the cigarette-case into his coat pocket. With much more satisfaction he stowed away a pound note in an inner pocket. 
He was much more interested in the pound note then in the cigarette-case. 
If he missed tea at Cliff House it did not matter so much now. There was a scrumptious tea to be had at the Anchor in Pegg by any fellow who could pay for the same. Bunter was able to pay. 
“Much obliged, sir!” said Mr. Henkey. 
“Not at all.” answered Bunter politely. He clambered down on the inner side of the stiIe. “You’ll go as quick as you can, sir,” hinted the Rat. “It ain’t pleasant sticking here in the cold with a game leg.” 
“I’ll hurry like anything,” promised Bunter. And he kept that promise for nearly a hundred yards, after which, being out of Mr. Hankey’s sight in the winding footpath, he slowed down and plugged on at the leisurely rate to which he was more accustomed. 
Rat Hankey breathed hard and deep as he sat on the stile and nursed his aching, twinging leg. 
His message had been dispatched successfully. Soames, alias Mr. Thompson, would receive it; he had no doubt about that. It might take that fat schoolboy an hour to reach him, but he would reach him. 
Again the Rat shot anxious glances up Friaredale Lane. Was pursuit near or not? He could not tell, but so far, at least, he saw no car on the snowy road. If the Lantham police had lost the track he was all right. If they had not his loot, at least, was all right. 
Soames, when he learned what had happened, would come to his help. If he was still on the spot when Soames came, the hidden loot would be re-taken from its hiding-place and Soames would help him away to safety.  
But Mr. Hankey hardly dared to hope for so much good luck as that. It was much more likely that he would be snapped up long before Soames had time to come to his help. 
But, in that case, the message incised in the silver cigarette-case would tell Soames where to pick up the loot. He would very soon find a safe opportunity of picking it up. 
That, at all events, would not be lost!  Sitting on the stile, the Rat waited in anxious mood. The minutes passed very slowly to him. Once he made an attempt to limp away, but the pain in his leg drove him back to the stile. 
He could only wait there—hoping for Soames, dreading the Lantham police! Half an hour crawled by, and then, through the falling flakes, a motor-car came grinding down the lane. It was the first vehicle that had appeared, and the hapless Rat hardly needed the sight of a policeman’s helmet inside it to tell him that he was run down. 
He had yet time to crawl into the wood and skulk in the thick snow, had he been able to make the effort. 
But that was far beyond Rat Hankey’s powers. 
His injured leg had swollen terribly during the last hour; and he could not even stir it without a spasm of pain that almost made him faint. 
Only an hour since, he had limped and crawled across the lane to hide the wallet in the ditch, opposite the stile. But he could not have crawled a yard from the stile now without sinking down helpless. 
Indeed, to the wretched man, liberty itself seemed hardly so attractive now as a bed and a doctor’s care. 
He sat hunched on the step of the stile, without movement, as the car ground through the snow, approaching. His face was drawn, and as white as the snow around him. 
Sharp eyes from the car gleamed at him as he sat there in a huddle. The car came grinding to a halt, a police- inspector leaped out, and came quickly towards him. They had his description; many eyes had been on him in Lantham Post Office when he had carried out his desperate raid, automatic in hand, many eyes had seen him as he fled. The police from Lantham were hunting for a man on a motorbike; but they knew that they had the man they wanted. 
There was only one comfort for the Rat, as he was lifted, half-fainting, into the police-car. Soames had his message, and the loot was safe! Or, if that message failed to reach Soames, it would tell nothing to any other eye— and still the loot would be safe. That was all the consolation that remained to the man who had “held-up” the post office at Lantham—his last hold-up for many a long day! 

THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

BILLY BUNTER trudged on through the wood. 
Progress was slow. 
The man with the game leg had urged him to hurry, and the fat Owl of Greyfriars fully intended to do so; but fatigue and laziness supervened. 
It was hard going through the thick snow on the rugged footpath, and Bunter’s rate of progress slowed more and more, till, long before he was through the wood it resembled that of an old and tired snail. 
The chief reason for haste, in fact, was now gone; it did not matter very much whether be arrived in time for tea at Cliff House or not. 
With a pound note in his pocket, Billy Bunter was in the happy position of being able to stand himself tea at the Anchor, if he liked. They did very good teas at the Anchor, in Pegg. The fact that they had to be paid for was like a lion in the path, as a rule. But a pound note made all the difference. 
More and more slowly Bunter plugged onward, and before he sighted Pegg Lane ahead he came to a rest. Under a thick oak by the footpath was a clear space, where the snow had not accumulated, and there the fat Owl sat down on a jutting root to rest his weary, fat limbs. And there he drew the silver cigarette-case from his overcoat pocket,. 
That that cigarette-case contained a hidden message on a subject that would have made Bunter jump, if he had known, he had not, of course, the faintest idea. But he could guess that it contained cigarettes. Anyhow, he was going to see! 
Billy Bunter had his faults—indeed, their name was legion!  But he was not, as a rule, given to cigarette-smoking, like Skinner, and Snoop, and the Bounder. The fat Owl was not over-gifted with brains, but he was not ass enough to spend money on smokes—not so long as money could buy jam tarts! If Billy Bunter ever smoked a cigarette it was somebody else’s cigarette. 
If somebody else’s cigarette came Bunter’s way he would smoke it—ad fancy himself no end of a rorty dog while he did so! 
That was what he was going to do now. As he had nothing to eat, he was going to comfort himself with a smoke while he rested under the thick old oak. Bunter saw no reason why he should not help himself to a smoke or two. 
He was going to convoy that cigarette case to “Mr. Thompson” on the motor-boat at the quay at Pegg, along with the verbal message the beaky man had given him. A fag or two would hardly be missed!   
He snapped open the case. 
To his satisfaction, he saw that it was nearly half-full of cigarettes. Nice, fat cigarettes, too, but of a more expensive brand than the wild and woolly Woodbine in Skinner’s study. He extracted a matchbox from another pocket and struck a match and selected a cigarette. In a moment more he was happily smoking! 
The cigarette-case lay open on his fat knees as he sat, feeling, or, at least, fancying that he felt—immensely bucked by that smoke!  
Thus it was that the fat Owl’s eyes— and spectacles—fell on the Greek characters incised on the metal on the inside. 
[image: image5.jpg]MKV BeS 1Ty ommociTeBea TN VdprapbaicAave

The Mysterious Message in Greek.



He blinked at them in surprise. He picked up the case again and blinked at them more closely. 
“I wonder what brought backspace, the dickens that means?”  murmured the fat Owl, quite curious and interested. 
Billy Bunter’s knowledge of the language, and the alphabet, of Plato, and Pericles and Pindar, was strictly limited. 
They did not “take” Greek in the Greyfriars Remove. They took Latin, and of that classical language Bunter had as much knowledge as Mr. Quelch had been able to drive into his fat head—which was not much. 
Of Greek he knew about as much as he knew of Cherokee or Chinese. Still, he had seen plenty of Greek books lying about, and he knew a Greek letter when he saw one. 
What the letters meant, however, was a deep mystery to Bunter. He could guess that they corresponded, more or less, to English letters. Some of them, of course, were similar in appearance. The Greek “omicron” was very like the English  “o”, the “epsilon” had a family resemblance to the “e”  and the “kappa” would hardly be anything but a ‘ k’ . 
But where the letters differed in shape they had no meaning to Billy Bunter. So those letters cut in the 
metal under his eyes conveyed no sense to him. 
But he wondered a good deal at finding them there. Why anyone should scratch Greek letters on the inside of his cigarette-case was a puzzle to Bunter—unless, of course, it belonged to a Greek, and that was his name! 
But the beaky man had told him that that cigarette-case belonged to Mr. Thompson—and Thompson was a good old British name, with nothing Greek about it. Moreover, though Bunter did not know the average length of Greek names, he could hardly suppose that that row of letters could possibly be included in the lengthiest name.
If it was a word at all, it was a tremendously long word! As the letters ran consecutively, without spacing, it looked as if it must be. 
The fat Owl blinked at it very curiously. It was fortunate, for the sake of Mr. Hankey’s secret, that he had used Greek letters! Otherwise, Billy Bunter would have derived some startling information from the message scratched in the metal. As it was, he derived none, and did not oven suspect that it was a message at all. 
He finished his cigarette and started another, blinking curiously at that puzzling inscription as he smoked it. 
“Jolly queer!” commented Bunter; and he helped himself to a third cigarette. 
He was, in fact, so curious about it that he almost wished that he had learned some Greek, like that chap Linley in the Remove, who was a “swot.” Mark Linley could probably have read this at a glance. 
But the mere thought of learning Greek gave Bunter a feeling as if he had a headache coming on! On the whole, curious as he was he was glad that Greek was not added to Latin among the horrors and terrors of school life! 
Blinking at the curious object, Bunter smoked a fourth cigarette; but he did, not finish that fourth cigarette. 
It dawned on him that he was getting a queer, a very strange feeling, in his podgy inside.  
He forgot all about that Greek inscription in the cigarette-case.  He threw away that fourth cigarette half- smoked. He had now something more urgent to think about than mysterious Greek letters in a salver cigarette-ease. 
His fat face changed colour a little “Ooooogh!” murmured Bunter. 
He sat very still!. 
Bunter had been through this before. 
He had forgotten it, as he generally forgot any lesson, however valuable! 
But now he was reminded of it! 
He wished, from the bottom of his fat heart, that he had been satisfied with one cigarette! He wished he hadn’t smoked any at all! He wished that he had never met that beast with the beaky nose and the game leg ! He wished that he hadn’t opened that putrid cigarette-case ! All sorts of wishes crowded on Billy Bunter—now that it was too late. 
“Urrrggh!”murmured Bunter. 
He shut the cigarette-case and dropped it into his coat pocket again. There were still half a dozen cigarettes in it; but Bunter would not have touched one of them for love or money! 
“Wioooogh!” moaned Bunter. 
“Goooooogh!” -
He essayed to rise to his feet at last. He tottered, and leaned on the trunk of the oak. 
“Gurrrrrgggh !” 
He clung to the oak, as once he had clung to the rail on a Channel steamer. He gurgled. 
He was not feeling rorty now. He was not fooling doggish. He was  not feeling that he fancied a smoke! Far from it! 
“Goooogh! Oooo-er! Oooh!” 
The extensive interior of William George Bunter heaved like the mighty ocean. It was perhaps, just as well that there had been no Christmas cake in that box in Study No. 1. Bunter would have lost it now ! 
“Urrrggh!  Wurrrggh!  Oooogh!  Wooooh! 
Curgle, gurgle, gurgle! 
For ten minutes, at least, Bunter clung to the oak, and suffered for his sins. The sounds that came from Bunter might have touched a heart of stone. But in the lonely wood there were no ears to hear, except Bunter’s own podgy pair. 
“Ooogh! Groogh! Oooer! Ooog! Oh crikey!  Ow!  ” 
The fat Owl detached himself from the oak at last. He lurched on his way. He gurgled as he went. Slowly, sadly, he plugged onward. Gradually the keen winter air revived him, and he no longer felt that sudden death would have been the greatest of boons. 
But it was not a happy Owl that reached Pegg Lane, and plugged on through the snow towards the village on the shore. There was only one comfort—he had ample space now for tea at the Anchor. 
THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 
Bunter’s Smokes! 
“HALLO, hallo, hallo! ” 
“Jolly old Bunter! ” 
“Ha, ha, ha! ” 
The Famous Five chuckled. It was rather entertaining. 
They had tea’d at Cliff House. They had said their good-byes to Marjorie & Co., and wished everybody a Merry Christmas. And now they were starting back to Greyfriars. 
So, as they turned their backs on Cliff Housc School, and tramped up Pegg Lane towards the footpath in the wood, it was rather amusing to see a familiar fat figure approaching them from that direction. 
Bunter was in the offing. But he had turned up rather late. 
The Famous Five had not quite expected Bunter to be satisfied with that old boot in the Christmas cake box. They had rather fancied that be might roll after them to Cliff House. 
Evidently he had rolled. 
But he seemed to have rolled at about the pace of a steam-roller. He had arrived much too late. Tea was long over at Cliff House, and the Famous Five were, like the ploughman in the poem, plodding their homeward way. 
No doubt the snow had slowed him down. Other things, if they had only known it, had slowed him down still more—especially the cigarettes under the oak in Friardale Wood. 
Anyhow, here he was, slowly plugging down Pegg Lane from the wood, and the chums of the Remove chuckled as they beheld him 
The Famous Five grinning walked towards Bunter;. Bunter, grunting, rolled towards them. They saw him, but he did not see them. Bunter plugged on, looking neither to the right nor the left. He is more or less, from those cigarettes, but he still had an uneasy feeling within and he was tired, and he was breathless.  He trudged on, feeling as if his fat little legs were going to drop off, not in the least interested in his surroundings. 
“The fat old bean’s taken his time.  ” remarked Harry Wharton. “Must have crawled on his hands and knees, I should think.” 
“The crawlfulness must have be terrific,” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. ‘The too-latefulness is also great.” 
“The old porpoise hasn’t spotted us yet,” chuckled Bob Cherry. “Let’s tip him that we are here.” 
There was an easy method of apprising Billy Bunter that they were in the oiling. Bob Cherry stooped, gathered a double handful of snow, and kneaded the same into a snowball. Then he took aim at the fat figure rolling slowly onward. 
Whiz! 
Squash! 
“Yoo-hoop!” spluttered Billy Bunter, as the snowball suddenly plumped on his manly chest, and squashed there. 
He tottered, slipped in the snow, and sat down. 
“Ha, ha, ha!”
“Ow!  Oh crikey!” gasped the fat Owl. 
He struggled up, slipped again, and rolled over in the snow, his feet flying into the air. Then he sprawled and spluttered. 
“To the rescue!” grinned Bob. 
And the Famous Five rushed to the rescue, grabbed the fat Owl, and heaved him to his feet. 
“Grooogh!” spluttered Bunter. He gasped and gurgled, and set his spectacles straight on his fat little nose, and blinked at them. “Ooogh!  I say, you fellows Urrrgh!”
He spluttered snow. 
“Urrgh! Some beast knockcd me over! Gruggh!” 
“What on earth did you go over for?” asked Bob. “Can’t you take a snowball without falling down?” 
“Ooogh! Was it you, you beast? Groogh! I’ve a jolly good mind to punch your silly nose!  Ooogh !” gasped Bunter. 
“Give him a bunk up, somebody!” said Bob cheerily. “He can’t reach it without.” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
“ Urrh!  Beast! Wurrgh !”
“Coming back, old fat man?” asked Harry Wharton, laughing. “We’ll roll you home, if you like.”
“You fellows had tea?” asked Bunter. 
“Ha, ha!  Yes! We’re just going back !”
“Too late, old, podgy porpoise !” chuckled Johnny ‘Bull. 
“The too-latefulness is terrific my esteemed fat Bunter,” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“Yah !”retorted Bunter. “Think I want a measly tea at a girls’ school?” 
“Sort of” chuckled ‘Bob. “You didn’t roll ovei here just for the pleasure of seeing our kind faces, did you?” 
“I’m going to the Anchor to tea,” answered Bunter, with dignity. “You can get jolly good feeds there !”
“They don’t give ‘em away,” grinned Bob. 
“Oh, my hat!  Don’t tell us that your postal order’s come!”
“As a matter of fact, it has,” said Bunter loftily. “I’m in funds, see? I’d have asked you fellows to a feed at the Anchor, if you’d treated me decently. Now I won’t! Yah!” 
And Billy Bunter, with a snort of scorn, rolled on into the village street. 
Bob Cherry gathered up snow. 
“Chuck it !” said. Harry. 
“I’m going to  --, Hallo, hallo, hallo! Look here!” Bob dropped the snow he had intended to use as a snowball, and picked up a glimmering object. 
It was a silver cigarette-case. 
“That fat villain!” said Bob. “Bunter must have dropped this out of his pocket when he went over.  He’s taken to smoking.” 
“The potty porpoise!”
“Stacked with smokes!” said Bob, snapping open the “My only hat ! Look’s as if the fat chump’s in funds, for once, as he said, as he’s stood himself smokes!” “The howling ass! Taking up Smithy’s games,” said Johnny Bull. “He would get six if Quelch saw that.” 
“The sixfulness would be terrific!” 
“The blithering Owl!  ” said Harry Wharton. He stared after Bunter, but the fat Owl was out of sight in the winding, rugged street of Pegg. 
“ Shove it into your pocket, and give it to him when he gets back; only we’ll give him the smokes down the back of his silly neck !”
“Hear, hear !”
Bob Cherry chuckled as he slipped the silver cigarette-case into his pocket. “I dare say the rorty young dog was going to have a smoke after tea at this distance from Greyfriars,” he remarked. “He won’t now. Serve him right to make him sit in the study, and smoke the whole lot, but we’ll let him have them down the back of his neck!” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
The Famous Five tramped on their way, the silver cigarette-case safe in Bob’s pocket. 
That it had been dropped by Bunter, when be rolled over there in the snow, was certain. Had it been there more than a few minutes, the falling flakes would have hidden it. 
The juniors, aware that Bunter had dropped it, had, of course, no doubt that it belonged to Bunter. They were not likely to guess the curious circumstances under which it had passed into his keeping. 
So far as they could see, Billy Bunter was following the bad example of the Bounder, and supplying himself with smokes. Which smokes they were going to ram down his fat neck when he came in, as a warning that Smithy’s example was not one to be followed. 
The chums of the Remove tramped cheerily away up the lane, and followed the footpath through the wood to Friardale Lane. As they approached the stile there, they remembered the beaky man on the wrecked motor-bike. 
But there was nothing to be seen of him, and they hoped that, savage-tempered and uncivil as he had been, he had not had to wait long for a lift. 
As a matter of fact, it was a considerable time since Rat Hankey had had a lift.  He was almost at Lantham, in the police car by that time. 
Unaware of that, or that anything at all had happened at Lantham that day, the Famous Five swung over the stile, and tramped up Friardale Lane to the school. 
They arrived at Greyfriars about the time that Rat Hankey was arriving at Lantham; and it was fortunate for the Rat’s peace of mind that he did not know that the silver cigarette-case, containing his message for Soames, went into Greyfriars School in a Greyfriars junior’s pocket! 
Whatever became of that cigarette-case, and its mysterious message in Greek letters, it was not likely to reach the man who waited on the motor-boat at Pegg. 
THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 
Just Like Bunter! 
SOAMES stood in the motor-boat looking across the old stone quay; his thin lips set, his steely eyes glinting. 
The village of Pegg was a mass of white; firelight glimmered from the old diamond-paned windows of the Anchor out into the snow. Not a moving figure was to be seen in the straggling street of the little village. Only the moan of the winter wind, the wash of the sea, broke the wintry silence—no sound reached his straining ears of the motor-bike he had watched for. His thoughts were disagreeable enough as he stood there, in the bitter wind. 
That his confederate. Rat Hankey, had succeeded in the hold-up, he had little doubt—the Rat was an old hand at that game, and had always been lucky. He had hardly a doubt that the Rat had got through at Lantham and escaped with his plunder. But it was quite likely that the sudden fall of snow had disconcerted his flight.. The roads were dangerous now—it was likely, and likelier with every minute of delay, that his partner in crime had come to grief. The Rat could not afford to stop—he had to keep on, snow or no snow; and Soames pictured him with his motorbike piled up in wreckage. 
Had he only been sure of it, he would have turned the motor-boat out to sea and left danger behind. But he could not be sure—many other things, besides an accident, might have delayed the Rat; he might have had to take a longer route to drop pursuit; any minute, in fact, Soames ears might pick up the sound of the engine. 
Yet Bob Cherry had been about to tell him something—the Grey friars juniors had seen the man on the motor-bike, and noticed him, for some reason. Was it an accident that they had seen? What else could Bob have been going to tell him, when Harry Wharton interrupted? 
Still, he could not be sure. 
He waited and watched with growing uneasiness and impatience. The meeting with the Greyfriars juniors had been quite unexpected—and it spelled danger for Soames. 
He no longer dared to watch for the Rat in the village street. He was, in fact, watching now as much for foes as for a friend. At the sight of the police, he had no choice but to run out to sea and leave Rat Hankey to his fate, whatever it was. He was ready to start, if it came to that; he had no fear for his own safety. 
But he watched the shore in the hope of seeing or hearing the Rat in the uneasy dread of seeing a policeman’s helmet! 
What he saw at last, when a figure finally appeared, was a fat schoolboy rolling slowly through the falling flakes, and blinking rather like an owl through misty spectacles. 
Soames gave him a glance—then a second glance. He had seen that fat schoolboy before. He had forgotten him, as he had forgotten Harry Wharton & Co.; but he knew him at once. 
He had no interest in Billy Bunter! But as the fat Owl rolled nearer, he pulled his hat lower over his eyes, and pulled up a muffler over the lower part of his face. Bunter, if he got a good look at him, knew him quite as well as the Famous Five; and he did not want to be recognized. 
Harry Wharton & Co. had seen him, and perhaps reported his presence to the police, but they knew nothing of the motor- boat. But he was standing on the motor-boat now, if Bunter spotted him. 
He saw the fat schoolboy come to a halt and turn his spectacles towards the firelit window of the Anchor. That building had great attractions for Billy Bunter—who was absolutely ravenously hungry by that time! 
However the fat junior turned his back on those enticing windows, and rolled down to the quay, across which Soames was staring. 
He halted, blinking to and fro, and his eyes and his spectacles came to rest on the man standing in the motor-boat. He rolled directly towards Soames. 
Why, Soames could not guess; for he knew that Bunter could not see enough of his face to recognise him; moreover, ft was certain that if Bunter had even dreamed that that desperate man was there, he would have taken to his heels on the instant. Bunter had forgotten James Soames long ago; but if he had remembered him, he would have remembered him with dire terror. 
“I say!” squeaked Bunter, blinking at the muffled figure standing in the moored motor-boat. 
“I say, are you Mr. Thompson?” 
Soames started. 
He had borne more names than he could have remembered, in his time; but Thompson was the latest, under which he travelled in company wth Mr. Hankey! 
“Oh!  Yes!”  he answered.  He guessed instantly that this was a message from the Rat;  it could be nothing else. 
By some strange chance, it was a Greyfriars schoolboy whom the Rat had found to serve him as a messenger.  Still, that was not, after all, so surprising, as the school was only two or three miles distant,. 
“All right, then !” gasped Bunter.  He was out of breath. I say, I’ve got something for you.” 
He groped in his overcoat pocket. 
“You have a message for me?” asked Soames quietly. 
“Yes, and something else!” said Bunter, blinking down at him. “if you’re Mr. Thompson—” 
“Yes, yes !” 
“Well, the man never gave me his name,” said Bunter, “but he told me to tell you that the friend you were expecting had had a spill and hurt his leg, and was waiting for you on the stile in Friardale Lanc.’ 
“Oh!” breathed Soames. 
“He gave me this cigarette-case to give you.”  added Bunter. “He said you had sent it to him, and you would know the message came from him when you saw it.” 
“Oh!” repeated Soames, 
Bunter groped, and groped. He did not find the cigarette-case in the pocket where he was sure he had put it. He groped in the other. 
Soames watched him eagerly. 
He knew instantly, though Bunter did not dream of it, that the cigarette-case must contain some kind of message. The reason the Rat had given Bunter was good enough for un unsuspicious messenger. But Soames saw more than that in it, as Rat Hankey knew that he would.  
“Give it to me then!” he breathed. 
“Blessed if I can find it !” said Bunter, puzzled. “I know I put it in that pocket!  At least, I think I did!” 
“Find it !” hissed Soames. 
“I’m trying to find it as fast as I can!” grunted Bunter. “What’s the hurry?  It must be here !”
Bunter did not see any urgent cause for hurry, except that he wanted his tea at the Anchor. But minutes, and seconds, were precious to the confederate of the hold-up man. 
The Rat had had a spill, and was disabled, and had sent a message—in that cigarette-case. That was clear. The verbal message, which Bunter had repeated, meant that he hoped that Soames would be able to come to his help. The written message must mean something else—and Soames could easily guess what it was! 
It was easy enough for him to follow the Rat’s thoughts in that extremity, and guess what he would do. His very first step, when he found himself disabled and unable to proceed, would be to hide the loot—to keep that safe, whether his confederate was able to help him or not. 
There was little chance that Soames would be able to help him. It must be a long time—probably over an hour— since he had given th message to that fat schoolboy. 
Soames, crook as he was, was not the man to let down his associate. He was going to help the Rat it he could. But he had hardly the faintest hope that Rat Hankey was still at liberty. 
A post office raider, fleeing from pursuing police, could not afford to linger an hour in his flight!  It was ten to one, a hundred to one that the Rat had been snapped up, even before Bunter arrived in Pegg. Indeed, it was plain that Rat Hankey expected as much, from the circumstance that be had sent a secret message—which could only refer to the loot 
Bunter went through pocket after pocket. 
Soames’ eyes burned at him. He remembered Bunter of old—clumsy and fatheaded- just the fellow to lose anything confided to his care. If he had lost that cigarette-case --
“Give it to me, will you?” almost hissed Soames. 
“Eh? I can’t till 1 find it, can I?” said Bunter, blinking at him. “I know I put it in tlat pocket ! It ain’t there!  I—I wonder if it dropped out when that beast  knocked me over with a snowball in Pegg Lane. Oh crikey !”
“Have you lost it ?” said Soames, between his teeth 
“No. I jolly weIl haven’t!” snapped Bunter. “If it dropped out when a beast knocked me over with a. snowball ’taint’my fault, is it? Think I asked Bob Cherry to buzz a snowball at me, and knock me spinning—” 
Soames breathed hard. 
“What was it like?” he asked. He remembered something else, of Bunter— that he was curious and inquisitive as a jackdaw. It was more likely than not that he had examined the cigarette-case, while it was in his fat hands. If so, he might be able to tell what Soames wanted to know, even if the cigarette-case itself was lost. 
“Eh? I suppose you know what your own cigarette-ease is like, Mr. Thompson,” answered Bunter. “The man said it was yours! A flat silver one - 
“What was in it?” 
“Only cigarettes,” answered Bunter.
 “Not that I opened it, you know” I mean to say, 1 never smoked any of the cigarettes—I don’t smoke, you know— groooooogh !” added Bunter, feeling an inward heave at the remembrance of those cigarettes. 
“You saw nothing in it but cigarettes?”, 
‘Only those letters scratched in it,” answered Bunter, “I suppose you know, if it was your cigarette-case——a lot of Greek letters—” 
Soames’ heart beat faster. He understood. 
Rat Hankey had scratched a message on the inside of the metal. And that fat and fatuous schoolboy had read it!  It was clear, however, that if he had, it had conveyed nothing to him! Greek characters, obviously meant nothing to Bunter. Had the Rat used English letters, that is to say, Roman, the fat Owl would have read the message. But the trick of using Greek letters for a message was an accustomed one between the two rascals. 
“Blessed if I can find it!” Bunter gave it up at last. “It must have dropped when I went over—I know the place—I’ll look for it as I go back—I’ve got to go and have tea now--”
 “Do you remember the Greek letters you saw cut inside the cigarette-case?” asked Soames quietly.  
“Eh? How could I remember them?” asked Bunter with an astonished blink. “I don’t know Greek! We don’t do Greek in my Form.” 
“Where did you drop it?” 
“Well, it must have dropped when I went over—right at the other end of the street, in the lane,” said Bunter cheerily. “I’ll go and look for it after tea—I will really—“
With one bound Soames was on the quay and the fat junior was turning away. 
Billy Bunter gave a startled  howl, as a grip of iron fell on his fat neck, 
 “ Ow! Leggo! Wharrer you up to?” he yelled in surprise  and  alarm. “You leggo my collar, blow you—why, you—” 
Bunter broke off as he saw, at last, the face of the man he had been talking with. He blinked at that the face, now close to his own, and glaring at him threateningly, in utter terror. 
“Oh crikey ! You ain’t Mr. Thompson at all ! Oh, crumbs—it—it—it’s Soames! That awful villain Soames ! 
“Oh lor’ ! leggo ! Help !” 
THE NINTH CHAPTER. 
Lost! 
“QUIET, you fat fool “ hissed Soames. 
“Help !” yelled Bunter. 
“Quiet—” 
“Yarooh!  Leggo!”
“Another sound and I will throw you into the sea!” hissed Soames. 
Billy Bunter did not utter another sound! 
He blinked in terror at the pale, set face of the man who had once been Mr. Vernon-Smith’s valet, once a South-Sea adventurer, once a kidnapper, his fat heart almost dying within him. Only too well, he knew that James Soames was quite capable of carrying out his threat. 
The hapless fat Owl nearly collapsed in Soames’ grip, quaking. 
Soames shot a swift glance round. There was no one at hand to observe that little scene on the quay, and Bunter’s frightened yell could hardly have reached the buildings in the distance. 
Still gripping the fat junior’s neck, he bent over him and spoke in a low, tense voice. 
“You fat fool, quiet! You’re in no danger,you dolt! Take me, at once to the spot where you dropped that cigarette-case—that is all I want.” 
“But—but  it ain’t yours!” gasped Bunter. “That man said it was Mr. Thompson’s--” 
“Fool! Take me to the place at once!” hissed Soames. 
“Leggo any collar, then!” gasped Bunter. 
Soames was not likely to let him go. He was not looking for a foot-race! 
“Fool! Come, and lose no time!” he snarled. 
“Oh, all right!” gurgled Bunter. 
He rolled dismally up the village street with Soames’ grasp still on his collar. 
Billy Bunter was tired. He was breathless. He was hungry. But he forgot all these things urgent and pressing as they were, as he rolled away by the side of James Soames. Terror overmastered everything else. Bunter would have given a dozen teas at the Anchor, with a dozen dinners to follow, to get away from his terrifying companion. 
His one thought now was to get back to the spot where he had rolled over in the snow as fast as his fat little legs could carry him, and escape from Soamcs. 
If Soames wanted to pinch the cigarette-case that belonged to “Mr. Thompson,” Bunter, evidently, could not stop him. 
It did not occur to his fat brain for a moment, that Soames and “Mr. Thompson” were one and the same person. 
It looked, to Bunter, as if that villain, Soames, wanted to pinch Mr. Thompson’s cigarette-case. 
Whatever he wanted, Bunter was not the man to try to stop him! He rolled on through the, snow, and, like Iser, he rolled rapidly. 
They passed the gates of Cliff House School, and trudged up Pegg Lane. 
Billy Bunter blinked to and fro, in search of the spot where he had rolled over when smitten by Bob’s playful snowball. 
But as the flakes were still falling the spot was not easy to identify. Billy Bunter would very soon have given up the search—had he dared! But with Soames’ grip on his collar and Soames’ steely eyes glinting at him, the fat Owl exerted himself to the utmost. 
“Here’s the place!” he gasped at last. “That’s it!  You can see where I went over! ” 
It was clear that some heavy body had rolled in the snow at that point. The falling flakes had not yet had time to fill up the hollow in the snow. And there were still signs where the feet of the Famous Five had trampled, when they gathered round Bunter to help him up. 
“You are sure-- “ muttered Soames, with a look at the fat Owl that made has podgy knees knock together. 
“Ow! Yes ! This is the place!” gasped Bunter. “It must have dropped here, as it ain’t in my pocket, and I never fell down anywhere else ! I—I—I say,
I—I’ll help you look for it if you lpggo my collar !” 
Soames gritted his teeth. If the fallen cigarette-case was there, it had been covered by the falling flakes out of sight. He had no doubt that the fat Owl had dropped it there, but it needed looking for. 
“Help me look for it,” he snarled. 
He released Bunter’s collar at last. 
“Make an attempt to run, and I will follow you and twist your fat neck!”
“Oh crikey! I—I’ll help you with— with—with pleasure!” groaned Bunter. 
“Lose no time, fool!”
Soames stooped, and began scratching in the soft surface of the snow round about the spot where Bunter had rolled. 
Billy Bunter eyed him—big fat little legs almost running away with him of their own accord. 
But lie dared not try it on. They were well out of the village at this spot—there was no help—and the one-time s lawyer of the Pacific would have run him down in a few moments. There was no help for it, and the hapless fat Owl followed Soames’ example and groped in the snow. 
It was not an easy search, but there was no doubt that, had the silver cigarette-case still lain where it had fallen, it would have been found. But as it was now at Greyfriars School, in Bob Cherry’s pocket, the searchers in Pegg Lane were not likely to have much luck! 
For a quarter of an hour the search went on. Then Soames stopped at last, his face white with rage. If the lost object was still there, it was not to be found—but he doubted whether it was still there. 
“Who was with you here when you fell over?” he snarled, his eyes glinting at the gasping fat Owl. 
“That beast Cherry knocked me over with a snowball, or  I shouldn’t have dropped it!  ” groaned Bunter. “They were all here, the beasts—the five of them--” 
“Did you leave them there when you came on 
“Eh? Yes!” 
“Then one of them may have seen it and picked It up.” 
“Oh!” ejaculated Bunter. 
He had not thought of that!  Now that he did think of it, however it seemed very probable to him. 
“Do you know where they are now?” asked Soames, between his teeth. 
“They were going back to the school when I met them—I expect they’ve got in by this time—” gasped Bunter through his chattering teeth.’ “I—I say, we—we can’t find it, and—and I—I’m fearfully hungry! Oh lor’!” 
Soames did not heed him further. He stood with his hands clenched, has brows knitted, in deep and savage thought, 
Billy Bunter blinked at him, and backed away. Had Soames’ eyes turned on him, the frightened fat Owl would have come to an instant halt. But the sea-lawyer was through with him; Bunter was of no further use to him, and he did not heed him. 
Never had Billy Bunter been so glad to be unheeded! 
He backed farther and farther; and then suddenly turned and took to his heels. He charged breathlessly into the village street of Pegg. 
There, he ventured to blink back over a fat shoulder I Soames was no longer to be seen!  Where he had gone, and what he might be up to, Bunter neither knew nor cared—so long as he was done with him! 
He was done with him now press!  He dropped into a walk, and puffed and blew up the snowy street to the Anchor! 
There, at long, long, last, Bunter had his tea!  At long, tong last he got going on the most urgent and important business within the wide limits of the universe!  Bunter had had a worrying afternoon—a very worrying an unpleasant afternoon, taking it altogether!  But there was still, so to speak, balm in Gilead!  It was an undoubted fact that they stood you a good tea at the Anchor in Pegg! And Billy Bunter, as he encircled the same, realised that life was worth living, after all! 
                                 — — 
               THE TENTH CHAPTER. 
                       No SmokIng I 
“ABOUT Christmas, Mauly !”
“Comin’ !” called out Lord Mauleverer.  
“I say, nobody’s calling you 
But Lord Mauleverer was gone!
Whether anybody was calling him or not, Mauly seemed to be in a hurry! 
Billy Bunter snorted. 
After prep that evening he had caught Mauly in the Remove passage. But Mauly was elusive. He had been elusive for days. 
Bunter could not help feeling annoyed. In a day or two, Greyfriars was breaking up for Christmas. The matter of the hols, therefore, was rather an urgent 
one ! It had to be settled !
But how was a fellow to settle it, when the fellow with whom it had to be settled cut off in answer to imaginary calls when Bunter got started on the subject? It was really very annoying. 
If Mauly let him down over the hols —and it really looked as if Mauly was going to—Bunter was rather at a loose end. Next to Christmas at Mauleverer Towers, he rather liked the idea of the hols at Wharton Lodge. But there was a distinct lack of enthusiasm on the part of Harry Wharton—why, Bunter did not know. He was going to have fellows home for Christmas—not such nice fellows as Bunter. A chap who could stand Nugent and Bull and Cherry and Inky ought to have been jolly glad to get a really fascinating guest like Bunter. But somehow or other, the captain of the Remove displayed no sign of jolly gladness at the idea. 
Hols with Smithy would have been all right—but the Bounder was too hard a nut for even Billy Bunter to crack! 
Bunter began to wonder dismally whether he would have to put up with Peter Todd, his studymate. But, really, he need not have worried about that. Bunter was prepared to put up with Toddy, at a pinch!  But the severest pinch would not have induced Toddy to put up with Bunter! 
“Beast!” grunted the fat Owl, as Lord Mauleverer disappeared down the Remove staircase. And be rolled along to Study No. 1 where the Famous Five had gathered after prep. 
“I say, you fellows—” 
“Roll in, old barrel!” said five voices at once. 
Bunter rolled in—with a suspicious blink! He had not forgotten how heartily he had been welcomed in that study early that afternoon. But was not to be caught twice with the same chaff, and he did not want to discover any more old boots in Christmas-cake boxes. 
“Did you drop something in Pegg this afternoon ?“ inquired Bob Cherry. 
“Oh!” Bunter remembered that silver cigarette-case. “Yes, I did! I thought you fellows might have picked it up!” 
“What was it?” 
“A silver cigarette-case!” said Bunter at once “A Christmas present from my Uncle George!” he added.  “Did you pick it up?”
“Yes, we picked it up all right,” agreed Bob, “and  if it’s yours, here it is, you smoky porpoise!” 
“It’s mine, all right,” said Bunter, blinking at him. “I mean to say, if a man isn’t there to take it, I can’t give it to him. can I?” 
“Eh, what man?” 
“Oh nobody!” said Bunter hastily. “As I said, that cigarette-case is a Christmas present from my Uncle WiIliam—hand it over, Cherry—” 
 “As well as from your Uncle George?” asked Bob. 
“I—I—I mean—I mean, my Uncle Wiliam George!  Look here, you jolly well give me my cigarette-case !” exclaimed Bunter warmly. 
Bob handed over the cigarette-casc. As Bunter evidently had dropped it, it was, presumably, Bunter’s; though the juniors were not likely to believe that it was a present to him from an uncle, either William or George. Such articles were, of course, forbidden to Greyfriars juniors, and they supposed that Bunter, being in funds for once, had stood himself a silver cigarette-case with smokes in the same. 
The fat Owl received the cigarette-case, with considerable satisfaction. 
Bunter rather fancied himself with a cigarette-case. 
True, it was not exactly his, but it was until he came across Mr. Thompson, to whom he supposed it really belonged. Bunter, of course, had no idea of pinching that silver cigarette-case, if he came on the owner. Until then, however it was Bunter’s. 
“I say, you fellows!  ” Bunter blinked at the Famous Five, not quite understanding why they were grinning so widely. “Look here, I dropped in to speak to you about Christmas—” 
“Help!” 
Oh, really, Cherry! I say, let’s have a fag all round, what?” asked Bunter breezily. “I’ve got some rather good smokes—” 
“Have you ?” chuckled Bob. 
“Tip-top!  ” said Bunter. “I’ll stand you a smoke all round, old chaps, while we talk about the hols, what?” 
“Ha, ha, ha !” 
“Blessed if I can see anything to cackle at !” grunted Bunter. “I say, what are you fellows cackling at?” 
The fat Owl had not noticed, so far, that the cigarettes had been tipped out of the silver case. They lay in a little heap on the study table, ready for Bunter—but not for Bunter to smoke! 
Bunter had recovered by this time from his exploit in the wood and was ready to be rorty again. 
“What about putting on a fag, what?” asked Bunter. “Don’t be noodles, you know! Don’t be nincompoops! Have a smoke!” 
He snapped open the case! Then there was a yell: - 
“Beast!  Where’s my smokes?” 
“Ha, ha, hat” 
“Look here, you gimmee my smokes, Bob Cherry, you beast !” howled Bunter, in great indignation. “There were six or seven at least—gimme my smokes!” 
“Just going to!” grinned Bob. “Here they are!”
He gathered up a handful of cigarettes from the table. 
“Hold his head!” he added. 
“I say, you fellows!  Leggo!” yelled Bunter, in angry surprise and indignation. Wharrer you grabbing me for, you silly asses—leggo my ears—leggo my collar—leggo, you rotters—ow !” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
Harry Wharton took one fat ear and Frank Nugent the other.  Johnny Bull grasped the back of Bunter’s collar. 
His head was jerked forward; his collar backward!  That left a space for the cigarettes to he dropped into! 
Bob dropped them in! 
The Fat Owl wriggled and roared as they slid down his podgy back 
“Ow!  Beast!  My smokes—ooogh!”
“That’s a tip—” 
“Beast!”
“Not to play the giddy ox—” 
“Yah! Rotter!  I shan’t be able to smoke those fags now!  Ow!  Beasts! Swabs!  Ooogh !” spluttered Bunter. 
“ Ha, ha, ha. !”
“Oh, you rotters!” gasped Bunter, wriggling wildly. “They’re tickling my back—ooogh !”
“Ha, ha, ha!”  yelled the Famous Five. 
“You—you—you cackling beasts! I say—oooogh!  I’ll jolly well punch your cheeky heads! Oooh !” BillyBunter wriggled and squirmed.  Bunter fancied that he liked cigarettes; but even Bunter did not fancy that he liked them down his back! Those cigarettes were not likely to be smokeable by the time he extracted them No doubt that was all the better for Bunter—the Famous Five really had done him a good turn!  Still, he did not seem pleased 
“Urrgh!  Beasts!”  roared Bunter, wriggling and squirming. “Rotters! Ow !” 
“ Ha, ha, ha !” 
The Famous Five, chuckling, left the study, and went down to the Rag!  Bunter was left to wriggle and squirm. 
Fellows who passed the study on their way down, looked in and chortled, quite entertained by the sight of a crimson, breathless Owl, gasping and spluttering. as he struggled to extract fragments of dismantled cigarettes from his podgy back! 

             THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

              Bunter’s Christmas Present! 

“HARRY old chap—” 
“Oh dear !” said Harry, old chap. 
It was the following day, and Billy Bunter ran the captain of the Remove down in the Rag after morning school. 
From Bunter’s friendly—indeed, affectionate— manner, Harry Wharton had no doubt that Christmas was coming, as it were. 
For which reason he side-stepped Bunter. 
“I say, hold on, old fellow!” exclaimed Bunter hastily. “Tain’t about the hols !”
“Oh!” said Harry. 
And he held on. 
If it wasn’t about the hols, he was willing to let Bunter run on for a few minutes, at least. A fellow could be accommodating when he had the happy prospect in view of not seeing Bunter again till next term. 
“The fact is,” said Bunter, with dignity, “I’ve got you a Christmas present, old fellow.” 
“Wha-a-at ?”
“A rather expensive one--” 
“Eh?” 
“And here it is.  ” said Bunter, groping in his pocket. 
Harry Wharton stared blankly at the fat Owl. About the last thing in the world he would have expected from William George Bunter was a Christmas present—especially an expensive one!
Bunter, it seemed, had been in funds, though he had not revealed—and was not likely to reveal—the source of those funds.  Bunter was not proud of having taken a tip from a stranger, and he preferred to allow it to be supposed that his celebrated postal order had turned up. 
But for Bunter to expend his funds on presents for other fellows was very unusual and unexpected. 
Indeed, without being unduly suspicious, the captain of the Remove could not help suspecting that that Christmas present, if any, was rather in the nature of a sprat to catch a whale. 
The Christmas present was the sprat, and the whale was the hols at Wharton Lodge. 
However, as Wharton had not the slightest idea of accepting a Christmas present from the fat Owl that little scheme, like most of Billy Bunter’s little schemes, was likely to prove a “frost.” 
“Lots of thanks, old man,” said Harry, laughing, “but—” 
“I insist old fellow!” said Bunter firmly. “We’re pals, ain’t we! I got it specially for you, old chap. I knew you’d like it.” 
“Oh, but--” 
“If you don’t want to keep cigarettes in it—” 
“Cigarettes?” ejaculated Wharton. “It will do for something else— stamps, or cough lozenges, or—or pennies—anything, you know,” said Bunter. “Look at it, old top.” 
Harry Wharton looked—or, rather, he stared—as Bunter jerked a silver cigarette-cage out of his pocket. 
“Got it specially for you, old fellow,” said Bunter breezily, apparently forgetful of his statement the previous evening that the case was a Christmas present from his uncle, variously named George and William. “I don’t mind telling you that I gave thirty bob for it.” 
“Oh crumbs “ gasped Harry Wharton.
Bunter cheerily held out the silver cigarette-case.  There was a sly gleam in his little round eyes behind his big round spectacles. 
Really it was quite a nice little Christmas present for a fellow who had a use for cigarette-cases—which Harry Wharton certainly had not. And the fellow to whom it was presented could hardly, Bunter considered, continue to be so stuffy and stand-offish about the Christmas holidays. 
It was true that that cigarette-case, as a matter of actual fact, was not Bunter’s to give. 
It was only Bunter’s by possession— which, according to the proverb, is nine tenths of the law.  
Bunter was liable to forget the tenth point after a very short lapse of time. 
Bunter was honest. He would have scorned the imputation of being otherwise. But he had his own inimitable ideas on the subject of property. 
If ‘a fellow lent Bunter a penknife that penknife became Bunter’s until and unless the fellow asked for it back. If he borrowed a fountain-pen that some chap bad left on a table, that fountain-pen became Bunter’s until the chap spotted it in his fat paw. 
Thus it was with the silver cigarette-case. 
Nothing would have induced Bunter to “pinch” that case if he had found “Mr. Thompson” at Pegg the day before. He would have handed it over to Mr. Thompson as a matter of course. 
But Mr. Thompson had proved undiscoverable. The man who had sent it to him was equally undiscoverable. So it had become Bunter’s. 
The beaky man with the game leg at the stile had told Bunter that Mr. Thompson was on a motor-boat at Pogg. But there had been only one motorboat at Pegg, and Mr. Thompson certainly was not on that; that villain Soames had been on that. 
On his homeward way, after tea at the Anchor, Bunter had kept his eyes open for the beaky man, but had seen nothing of him, and had no doubt that the man had obtained a lift—though he little dreamed what sort of a lift he had obtained. 
Bunter, naturally, never expected to see him again. He did not expect ever to see Mr. Thompson. 
So the cigarette-case remained without an owner—and inevitably, in such circumstances, became Bunter’s. 
Being Bunter’s, there was no reason why he shouldn’t give it to a pal for a Christmas present if he chose so to do. 
This reasoning would not have satisfied some people, but it satisfied William George Bunter; he was easy to satisfy in such matters. 
“Yours, old chap!” said Bunter, holding it out, and failing to comprehend why the captain of the Remove put his hands into his pockets, instead of taking it. “Rather natty—what?” 
“Oh, quite!” gasped Wharton. “But –” 
“Well, here you are—” 
“Thanks no end!” said Harry. “But what would your Uncle George or your Uncle William say if he or they knew you’d given away a Christmas present?” 
“Oh !” Bunter remembered. “The— the fact is, I meant—I mean, I didn’t mean—that is to say, that was only a jog-jog-joke I--I bought this specially for you in Courtfield yesterday –”
“You didn’t go to Courtfield yesterday; you went to Pegg !”
“I—I mean, last Saturday,” explained Bunter. “I gave two guineas for it at Chunkley’s, old chap.” 
“As well as thirty shillings?” 
“Oh, really, Wharton! I--I mean, it was—was two guineas, but they lot me have it for thirty shillings. I had the bill with it.” 
“Let’s see the bill.” 
“I—I—I’ve lost it! ” 
“And it looks to me,” said Harry, “as if somebody’s lost that cigarette-case. Look here, Bunter, you blithering owl, if you’ve picked it up somewhere, it ought to be taken to the police station. Findings are not keepings, you fat chump; that’s what policemen call pinching,” 
“Why, you—you—you beast! ” gaspcd Bunter.  “Think I’d pinch a cigarette-case? I can show you the letter that came with it from my Uncle George.” 
“As well as the bill from Chunkley’s in Courtfield?” 
“I—I—I mean—” 
“You howling ass !” said Harry, quite serious now. 
The Famous Five had been rather surprised the previous day by finding Bunter the possessor of such an article and they had not, of course, believed that it had been given him by an elderly relative. Now the captain of the Remove doubted very strongly whether it was Bunter’s at all. He was only too well acquainted with the fat Owl’s free-and-easy ideas on the subject of property. 
“Well, I like that! ” said Bunter bitterly. “A fellow goes specially over to Lantham—I mean Courtield—to buy you a Christmas present, and all you can do is to call him names! Talk about an ungrateful serpent’s tooth being sharper than a thankless child! ” 
“Did you pick it up somewhere, you dithering duffer ?“ 
“No, I didn’t ! ” howled Bunter. 
“Then where did you get it?” 
“My Uncle George—I mean Chunkley’s - 
“Oh, don’t be an ass! ” exclaimed Harry, really concerned for the fat Owl now. “You’re landing yourself in trouble, you blithererl Can’t you see the thing s not new? Anybody can see it’s been in a pocket a long time.” 
“Oh, they—they sold it secondhand —“ stammered Bunter. 
“Chunkley’s don’t sell things secondhand.” 
“Oh, I mean I got it at old Lazarus’— not Chunkley’s at all! When I said Chunkley’s, I meant old Lazarus!” explained Bunter. 
“Ye gods! ” gasped Wharton. 
“Besides, what does it matter where I got it ?” demanded Bunter. “It’s mine, ain’t it?” 
“Il’s pretty plain that it isn’t !” answered Harry. “Somebody must have lost it, and you’ve found it, so far as I can see.” 
“Nothing of the kind !” hooted Bunter. “I bought it from old Chunkerus—I mean, Chunkley’s—that is, old Lazarus ! Specially to give you for a Christmas present, old fellow.” 
“Is there a name in it?” asked Harry. He had, of course, not the slightest doubt, by that time, that to whomsoever that silver case might belong it did not belong to William George Bunter. 
“No, unless it’s a Greek name.” answered Bunter. “I mean, there ain’t a name in it at all.” 
“A Greek name.” repeated Harry, in surprise. “Not many Greeks about those parts, I should think!  Let’s look at it.” 
He took the cigarette-case from Bunter’s fat hand and opened it. 
The fat Owl watched him, with a morose blink. 
This little scheme was not working out as Bunter had hoped and expected. Instead of being pleased with that handsome Christmas present and ceasing to be standoffish about the holidays, this beast seemed to fancy that Bunter had pinched it! 
Harry Wharton scanned the row of Greek letters in the inside of the case. He knew that they were Greek characters but that was all he knew. 
“That can’t be a name,” he said. “It’s too jolly long for a name—even a Greek name, though they’re jolly long sometimes.” 
“Of—of course not.” said Bunter. “That chap wasn’t a foreigner--” 
“What chap ?” 
“Oh, nobody!  Besides, Thompson ain’t a foreign name –“
“Thompson? Who’s Thompson ?” 
“Oh nobody!  The—the fact is, old chap, I—I had that inscription put in specially—classic, you know!  It— it means ‘A Merry Christmas.’ ”
“Wha-a-t!  ” 
“And—and ‘A Happy New Year,’” added Bunter. “That—that’s why it— it’s so jolly long—see?” 
“Oh crikey!” 
“Lok here, old chap, I’m giving you that cigarette-case as a Christmas present- -“ 
“You’re jolly well not !” said the captain of the Remove emphatically.“I’m not going to get run in for pinching it, you fat fraud !” 
“Why, you beast—” gasped Bunter. 
Wharton handed the silver case back to Bunter. 
“You’d better take that to Quelch!” he said, 
“Eh?  Quelch doesn’t smoke.” said Bunter. “Catch me making a beak a Christmas present if he did !”
“You burbling ass!” roared Wharton. “Take it to Quelch and tell him where you found it so that he can get it back to the owner, whoever he is.” 
“Beast !” 
“Take my advice, you fat ass, or you’ll be sorry for it !” said Harry. And with that he walked out of the Rag, leaving the fat Owl with the silver case in his fat paw. 
“Yah!” snorted Bunter, 
That little scheme had been a failure. The Christmas hols were still in an unsettled state. Only the silver cigarette-case remained to Billy Bunter, as a sort of consolation prize ! 

              THE TWELFTH CHAPTER!

                       A Narrow Escape! 

“MASTER BUNTER!” 
 It was a soft, quiet voice but it made Billy Bunter 
jump. 
It was after morning school, and the fat junior was rolling-down the lane to Friardale. 
Harry Wharton & Co. had walked down to, the village after, class, and Bunter was going to meet them on their way back. It was an opportunity for a little chat on the subject of the Christmas holidays, a matter of urgent interest to Billy Bunter, though of less interest to the other fellows, 
But Billy Bunter forgot all about the Famous Five and all about the Christmas holidays as he heard that quiet voice from the trees beside the lane. There was a familiar note in that quiet, smooth voice. 
He blinked round as a man, muffled in a thick coat, with a soft hat pulled down over his face, stepped into the lane. 
“Oh !” gasped Bunter. 
“Stop, please!” said the smooth voice. “I think you know me, Master Bunter.” 
“Sus-sus-Soamnes !” stuttered Bunter. 
He could not see much of the man between the upturned coat collar and the hat. But he knew who it was at once. 
He stopped. Soames had stepped in front of him, and he had to stop. H backed away promptly. 
“I—I—I say, wharrer you want !” he stammered. “You keep off, you know !”
“Will you step under the trees, Master Bunter?” 
“Oh, no!  I—I’ve got to get back to the school!”
“I think you had bettor, Master Bunter,” said Soames. “I want only a few words with you; you have nothing 
to fear, you fat fool!” 
Bunter was not so sure of that!  Certainly he could not imagine what Soames wanted with him. But his dread of the one-time sea-lawyer was deep. 
“Lose no time !” snapped Soames. “This is a lonely place, but 1 do not desire to be seen!  Step under the trees!  ” 
Bunter rolled under the trees. Soames followed him, and they were out of sight of any chance passer-by. 
“I—I—I say, what do you want, Soames!” stammered Bunter, blinking at him uneasily through his big spectacles. “I—I say, you ain’t safe here, you know. I—I believe the—the bobbies are looking for you, Soames !” 
“Never mind that, Master Bunter !” Soames’ voice was smooth and sleek—a smooth and as sleek as when he had been Mr. Vernon-Smith’s deferential manservant. But it had a terrifying sound to Billy Bunter’s fat ears. “I simply wish to ask you a question or two. One of your friends, I think, picked up the silver cigarette-case you dropped in Pegg a few days ago.” 
Soames’ eyes were keenly on the fat face as he spoke. 
He was not sure, but be thought it very probable that that was what had occurred. He wanted to be sure. All he needed was to find an opportunity of questioning Bunter, and he had watched and found it. It was not likely that the fat Owl would be able to deceive him. 
“Eh!” ejaculated Bunter. His fat face told Soames all that he wanted to know and the sea-lawyer’s eyes gleamed. 
“Oh! Yes!  I—I—I mean, no! Not at all!” 
Bunter remembered how Soames had hunted for the silver case in the snow. Evidently he was after it now! 
Bunter was not going to part with it if he could help it! 
He was prepared to hand it over to “Mr. Thompson” if Mr. Thompson over turned up!  Until that unlikely event it was Bunter’s ! Soames was not going to pinch that cigarette-case—not if Bunter knew it !
“Oh, no !” went on Bunter, shaking his head. “The—the fact is, Soames, that—that cigarette-case was never found. I—I think it must be still lying here, under the—the snow, you know.” 
Soames made a step nearer to him. 
||If you utter one more falsehood, Master Bunter, I shall wring your fat neck!” he said quietly. “Tell me the truth. Who picked up the cigarette-case.?” 
“Bib-Bub-Bab-Bob Cherry !” gasped Bunter, the truth popping out of him, as it were, like a pip from an orange at the deadly glitter in Soames’ eyes. 
|Cherry! He gave it back to you, of course?” 
“Oh, no!  He -- he-—he lost it—” 
“What?” 
“I—I mean—keep off, you beast!—he gave it back to me of—of course|!”| gasped Bunter. “The beast rammed the cigarettes down my neck, b-b-but he gave me back the case— Oh lor’! I—I say Soames, I—I was going to meet some fellows, and—and they’ll be wondering what’s become of me—” 
“Where is it now?” 
“I—I left it in—in my study !” stuttered Bunter. 
“Give it to me at once!  ” hissed Soames. 
“I—I’d gig-gig-give it to you with pleasure, but—but how can I when— when Ivc left it in my study --keep off, you beast!” yelled Bunter. “ mean, it—it’s in my pip-pip-pocket, and 1—I’ll get it !” 
“Quick!  ” snarled Soames. 
His look was gloating now. 
It had seemed to him likely, almost certain, that that silver case was in Bunter’s fat hands again. All he needed, if that were so, was to interview Bunter in a quiet spot. 
All was plain sailing now. Bunter, he knew, had made nothing of the Greek letters scratched on the metal inside. But one glance at them would tell their meaning to Soames. 
Rat Hankey was in the “stone jug.” From him Soames was not likely to get a word for a very long time to come. But the Rat’s loot had never been found. Soames had read every word that appeared in thp newspapers on the subject of the post office raid at Lantham.. 
The sum of £1,200 in currency notes and banknotes had been taken by the raider, and what had become of it no one knew. The Rat had declared that he had thrown it into Lantham Wood to pick up later, a statement that Soames, and no doubt the police also, knew was not the truth. 
Soames knew, if no one else did, that that wallet of banknotes had been hidden somewhere after the Rat had had his spill, and he knew that the hiding-place was indicated by the Greek letters scratched in the cigarette-case. 
Bunter, of course, had not the remotest idea of anything of the kind. He had never even heard of the post office raid at Lantham; and neither the fat Owl nor the Famous Five had any idea that they had fallen in with a motor bandit on the run! 
But Soames knew, and all he wanted was that cigarette-case. His eyes fairly burned at Bunter as the fat junior groped in his pocket. 
“Quick!” repeated Soames savagely. It was a solitary lane, but he did not want to linger. It was dangerous for him to be there at all in broad daylight. 
“I—I—I’ve got it here !” gasped Bunter. “It ain’t yours, you know—it belongs to a man named Thompson—” 
“Fool! Give, it me!  ” snarled Soames. Billy Bunter’s fat hand came out of an inner pocket with the silver cigarette-case in it. 
Soames’s eyes gleamed as he saw it. He knew Rat Hankey’s silver case— there was no mistake about it. One glance inside--- He held out an eager hand. 
At the same moment Billy Bunter’s eyes and spectacles fell on five figures coming up the lane from the direction of Friardale. 
He glimpsed them between the frosty tree-trunks by the lane, coming along at a trot, their footsteps making no sound on the carpet of snow. 
A few moments more and he would have handed the silver case over to Soarnes, and the eager grasp would have closed on it. 
But at sight of the Famous Five, coming on quickly, and almost on the spot, Bunter clutched that silver case in. stead of handing it over. 
“I say, you fellows, help!” yelled Bunter, at the top of his voice, and he made a sudden, frantic bound, and before the sea lawyer could grasp him, he was back in the lane and charging to meet the Famous Five, letting out yell after yell as he went. 
                               - — 
                   THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 
 
                                  Rescue 
“HALLO, hallo, hallo!”
“Is that Bunter—” 
“Or an escaped porpoise—” 
“What the thump—“ 
Harry Wharton & Co.., trotting cheerily up the snowy lane, were surprised to see Billy Bunter suddenly charge out of the trees and race towards them, yelling wildly. 
He had something clutched in his fat hand as he charged and yelled. They did not notice what it was. The next moment a man in a thick overcoat and a pulled-down hat rushed out after Bunter. Then they understood the cause of the fat Owl’s alarm. 
Soames would have run down the yelling fat Owl in a matter of seconds, had not help been at hand. Bunter had not the remotest chance of escape in a foot-race .
But the Famous Five, coming on fast, reached Bunter before Soames could reach him. 
“Ow! I say, you fellows, help!” yelled Bunter. “I say, yarooh ! I say —oh crikey!”
Bump! 
Bunter slipped and went over. He rolled and roared. Leaving him to roll and roar, Harry Wharton & Co. gave their attention to the man in the thick coat. They could only suppose that some footpad had stopped Bunter in that lonely lane, and they were more than ready to handle that footpad. But Soames did not stay to be handled. . 
His back had been towards the Famous Five as he stood facing Bunter under the wayside trees and Bunter had seen them first.  He had leaped in fierce pursuit of the fleeing fat junior, but at sight of the five schoolboys he stopped, and, hardly pausing a second, turned and darted into the trees. 
In the twinkling of an eye1 almost, he was gone. The Famous Five had not had time to recognize him. 
“I say, you fellows!” roared Bunter, as he rolled in the snow. “I say, keep him off!  Help!  Yaroop!  I say, help! Rescue!” 
“All serene, old fat man! ” said Harry Wharton, laughing. “He’s hooked it!” 
“The hootfulness was terrific my esteemed fat Bunter!  ” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh soothingly. “The disappearfulness is preposterous.” 
|Oh !“ gasped Bunter. He sat up, spluttering. ‘I say, you fellows, he was going to rob me! Oh crikey!” 
“Must be a beginner at the game to pick on ,you, old fat man!” said Johnny Bull, with a grin “He would have wasted his time.” 
“He was after my cigarette-case!” gasped Bunter. 
“Eh?” 
“What?” 
Bunter staggered to his feet. He gave an anxious blink round through his spectacles. But the man in the thick coat was gone. The snowy fields and thickets had swallowed him from sight. 
The silver case was still safe—clutched in Bunter’s fat paw. It had had a narrow escape—a very narrow escape! But there it was, and the fat Owl pushed it back into his pocket. 
“That’s what he wanted !” gasped Bunter. “Bagged me, you know, specially for my valuable silver cigarette-case.” 
“Fathead!  ” said Bob, “How could he have known that you had it?” 
“He jolly well knew!” gasped Bunter, “It was 
“Soames!  ” exclaimed the Famous Five, all together. 
“Yes, that beast Soames—” 
The Famous Five stared at Bunter. They had forgotten, or almost forgotten, Soames. That Soames had waylaid the fat Owl to pinch a cigarette-case from him was startling—if true. Soames was a desperate character, with all his soft, smooth ways, and they had no doubt ho had been up to some rascality when they had seen him in Pegg a few days ago. But they found it hard to believe that Soames would play the footpad for a cigarette-case that could hardly be worth a pound.  Soames had, no doubt, been every sort of a rascal in his time, but they could not picture him as a petty pilferer. 
“Soames!” repeated Bunter. “After my cigarette-ease, you know.” 
“What utter rot!” said Johnny Bull. 
“Oh, really, Bull!” 
“It can’t have been Soames,” said Harry. 
“It was Soames.” 
“Bow-wow!” said Bob. 
“I tell you it was Soames!” roared Bunter.  “He jolly well knew that I had that silver case, and he was aftcr it.” 
“Some footpad !” said Nugent. 
“Of course—” 
“Don’t I keep on telling you it was Soames!” hooted Bunter. 
“Bosh !“ said Bob Cherry. “Soarnes is an awful bad hat, but he hasn’t taken to picking pockets; he’s a cut above that.” 
“It was Soames “ 
“You’d fancy anybody was Soames, after seeing him the other day,” said Bob. “1 dare-say he’s a hundred miles away—” 
“I tell you it was Soames !” yelled Bunter. 
“Oh, all right.” said Harry Wharton “Have it your own way, old fat man!  Soames, if you like. Come men, or we shall be late for dinner!  ” 
“He was after my cigarette-case—the fog that the
“What did he want it for?” grinned Bob. “Must be fearfully hard-up if he’s taken to pinching cigarette-cases!”
 “Well, it’s jolly valuable, you know,” said Bunter. “Solid silver.” 
“Worth a quid, perhaps,” said Bob. “I can’t quite see Soames rooting about after a quid, with the bobbies looking for him.” 
“My Uncle Rupert gave five guineas for it—” 
“Was that before or after you bought it at Chunkley’s, and old Lazarus, too, to give it to me for a Christmas present?” asked Harry Wharton,
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
“Oh, really, Wharton!  The fact is, it’s an heirloom in our family, and jolly valuable –“
“Oh crikey!”
“Where did you get it? ” asked Bob. 
“I’ve told you, you beast! |My Uncle Montague—“ 
“Oh crumbs!  Not Rupert? ” 
“I mean Rupert. It was a Christmas present from my Uncle Rupert !” said Bunter firmly. “He gave a lot for it. I mean to say, it must be fearfully valuable, or why should Soames be after it like that?  He wouldn’t take all that trouble for a pound or two.” 
“Bet you he wouldn’t!  ” grinned Bob. 
“Come on, old fat man!  Don’t you want any dinner?”
“Don’t walk so fast—I can’t race!” hooted Bunter.
“Keep with me, you fellows, in case that awful villain comes back. I say, you fellows, now I’ve found out that this silver case is awfully valuable –”
“Is it?  ” chuckled Bob.
“Well, it must be if Soames is after it like that— ” 
“If!” chortled Bob. 
“The if-fulness is terrific.” 
“Well, he is and that proves that it must be jolly valuable,” declared Bunter. “That Greek inscription inside may mean that it belonged to some big gun, or something –“ 
“Then you don’t know whom it belonged to?  ” 
“Oh, yes!  My Uncle Herbert—“
“Ha,ha,ha!” 
“Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!  What I mean is, being so valuable, I could very likely sell it for a good round sum,” said Bunter, his eyes glistening behind his spectacles. “What about a big study supper to wind up the term—what?  I say, you fellows, you walk down to Courtfield with me after dinner, and I’ll sell it to old Lazarus –“
“You howling ass! ” roared Harry Wharton.  “If you try to sell something th doesn’t belong to you you’ll get run in!” 
“Oh, really, Wharton—” 
“You burbling bandersnatch, old Lazarus would ask you, first of all, where you got it, and then very likely phone for a policeman—“ 
“Oh crikey!” 
“Let him run on “ grunted Johnny Bull.“He must have picked it up somewhere, and he ought to take it to the police station.  I don’t see why he shouldn’t be run in for pinching it.” 
“Why, you beast—” gasped Bunter. 
“I told you to take it to Quelch, you idiotic bloater.” said the captain of the Remove. “Quelch will know what to do with it.” 
“I’ll watch it! ” snorted Bunter. “It’s mine, ain’t it? - I mean to say, I couldn’t find that man Thompson—” 
“What man Thompson?” 
“Oh, nothing! It’s mine !” said Bunter. “Still, I won’t take it to Lazarus. Come to think of it, a fellow oughtn’t to sell a family heirloom—I mean, a Christmas present. My Uncle Thomas wouldn’t like it if he heard. I say, you fellows, I came to meet you to have a talk about the hols—” 
“Put it on !” said Harry. 
“Run for it!” gasped Bob Cherry. 
“Ha, ha, ha!”  
“The school gates were in sight now. The Famous Five broke into a run. 
Billy Bunter glared after them with a glare that almost cracked his spectacles. 
“I say, you fellows’” he roared. 
The Famous Five vanished in at the gates. And Bunter, with an indignant snort, rolled on, and rolled in after them—with that urgent matter of the hols still undiscussed and unsettled. 
              THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                       A Blow For Bunter! 
“Oh! ” 
On the last day of the term a good  many fellows were doing some packing. 
So was Bunter! 
Other fellows were packing some of their own things. Bunter, as it happened, was packing some of Smithy`s. 
So he ejaculated “Oh!” in quite startled tones when Herbert Vernon-Smith stepped into the study. 
The Bounder stared at him grimly. Smithy had been sorting things out in his study, ready for packing. He had not yet sorted out a box of cigarettes he kept in the table drawer. Bunter had saved him the trouble— Bunter had sorted that out. 
Bunter, at the moment, was standing by the open table-drawer. He had his celebrated silver cigarette-case in one hand, and a bunch of Smithy’s cigarettes in the other. Ho was packing— when Smithy happened in. 
Immediately, Bunter put both hands behind him. 
As the Bounder had seen both, and what they contained, it was really not of much use. Bunter was not quick on the uptake, and he was generally rather a little late. However as he was not yet aware that Smithy had spotted both the case and the cigarettes, he was hopeful of getting through. 
“Well!” said the Bounder grimly. What are you up to?” 
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“Oh, nothing—I mean I came in to see if I could help you pack, old chap,” explained Bunter. “I haven’t bagged any of your smokes, you know—I wouldn’t. I-- I—I don’t smoke—nasty habit, you know! All very well for fellows like you, Smithy, but a bit no class for a chap like me!  ” 
“You pilfering piffling, pie-faced porker—” . 
“Oh, really, Smithy—” 
“You prying, pinching, potty porpoise—“
 “If you’re going to call a fellow names, Smithy, I shan’t stay here and help you pack !” said Bunter with dignity. “Don’t shut that door—I’m just going—” 
  Slam ! 
“Look here, you beast I’m going--,” 
“Not just yet.” said the Bounder. First of all, you’re going to shell out those cigarettes——”
 “If you think I’d snaffle your smokes, Smithy—”  “And then I’m doing to boot you round the study— 
“Beast!” 
The Bounder came round one side of the table.  Billy Bunter promptly backed round the other. Cigarette-case and cigarettes came into view.  He blinked at the Bounder in great alarm through his big spectacles.    Smithy had a hefty kick. Bunter had sampled it more than once----and he did not want to sample it again. Really, he wished that he had not dropped into Smithy’s study to till his cigarette-case. But what, was a fellow to do? What was the use of a cigarette-case without any cigarettes in it?  How was a fellow to get a smoke in the train going home without a smoke to smoke?  Bunter was an ass, but not ass enough to spend money on smokes. Smithy was. There were a dozen smokes left in Smithy’s box— and Bunter’s case held a dozen nicely! It was fearfully irritating to be interrupted like this. They circumnavigated the table, Bunter panting, the Bounder following him up, ready with a boot.
 “Look here, you beast, I wasn’t snaffling these smokes !” gasped Bunter. “The fact is, Smithy, you’d get into a row if a beak or a prefect found them here. I—I was going to put them in a safe place for you, old chap!  
“Such as your trousers’ pocket?” asked Smithy. “Yes—I mean no, you beast! Nothing of the sort ! Keep off !” yelled Bunter, as the Bounder put on speed round the table. He hopped and skipped round that table like a fat rabbit. But he did not hop and skip fast enough. 
Thud!|
 “Yarooooh!” 
Thud!  
“Yoo-hoop!”
 Boot leather, landing twice on the lightest trousers at Greyfriars, spurred Bunter on. He flew. He roared as he flew!
 “Beast! Rotter ! You kick me again and I’ll yell for Quelch !” he roared. “I know he’s on the landing—I saw him talking to Wharton there! How’d you like him to catch you with smokes in your study, you beast?”
 “By gad! I’ll—’
 “Yaroooh!  Help !” yelled Bunter, as the Bounder, putting on speed, fairly whizzed round the table and grabbed him. “Leggo! I’ll get Quelch here! Ow !” 
The Bounder let go. He was aware that Mr. Quelch was on the landing, within earshot of a yell from Study No. 4! Certainly he did not want the Remove master to barge in and ask what the matter was, and learn that it was a shindy over smokes!  Smithy had no desire to wind up the term with six of the best from Quelchy’s cane. 
He let go, looking at Bunter as if he could have eaten him.
Bunter grinned breathlessly. 
He had the whip-hand—or he fancied he had. 
“You keep off, press where ou beast!” he said. 
“Like Quelch to come here and see these 
smokes? Yah!  I’ll jolly well bring him here, you beast, if you kick me again!” 
Smithy breathed hard, and he breathed deep. But his manner was quite quiet—dangerously quiet. 
“I don’t want Quelch here.  ” he agreed—“not while there’s smokes in the study, that’s a cert! Fill your case!” 
“I’m jolly well going to !” declared Bunter. “I—I wasn’t going to snoop your smokes—I’m not the sort of fellow to snoop a fellow’s smokes I hope—but now you’ve kicked me I jolly well will, see! And if you try to stop me, you beast, I’ll yell to Quelch and you can jolly well tell him what you’ve got smokes in the study for, see! ” 
“ I see!” assented the Bounder. “ Shove ‘em in! The sooner those smokes are out of the study, the better.” “He, he, he! ” chuckled Bunter. 
And he filled his case with the cigarettes. 
“I’ll leave you one, it you like, Smithy,” he said generously 
“No, take the lot,” said Smithy. “I don’t want any left here, with QueIch nosing around.” 
“Safer not, perhaps !” grinned Bunter. “All right!” 
He crammed the last of the cigarettes into his case and snapped it shut. As he did so, Vernon-Smith reached over to him and unexpectedly grabbed the silver cigarette-case from his hand. 
Bunter gave a yelp. 
“Beast! Gimme my case! Wharrer you up to? Look  here, you gimme my case or I’ll yell Quelch, and if he sees those smokes—” 
“Quelch won’t see any smokes in this study! ” grinned the Bounder. 
He stepped to the window. With his left hand he threw up the sash. With his right he sent the silver cigarette-case whizzing from the window. 
Bunter gave a howl of consternation. He bounded to the window. He was too late to stop the Bounder’s action —not that the fat Owl could have stopped it, anyway. His eyes almost popped through his spectacles at the cigarette-case, as it went, glimmering in the winter sunshine, describing an arc 
in the air. 
“Oh !” gasped Bunter. 
Smithy had put plenty of force into that throw. The metal case whizzed fast and far, and dropped somewhere at a distance from the House and 
disappeared into drifting snow. 
“Oh!  ” gurgled Bunter. “Oh crikey!” 
He gave the grinning Bounder a devastating glare. 
“Beast! Rotter! My cigarette-case!” 
“And my cigarettes!” grinned Smithy. “You can keep them if you can find them, old fat bean!  ” 
“Beast!” roared Bunter. 
“It will take you some time, I fancy!  ” grinned the Bounder. “You’ll have to put in the hols in the school like Fishy—” 
“Rotter!” howled Bunter. “I’ve a jolly good mind to yell to Quelch and let him come here and find smokes in your study!  ” 
“There’s no smokes in my study now!  ” chuckled Smithy. “Not a single cigarette—or even a cigarette-case !” 
“Oh!” gasped Bunter. “You—you —you beast!  You—you—you— keep off, you rotter!  If you kick me again, I’ll —yaroooh !” 
Smithy did kick him again, and yet again, and the fat Owl rolled out of the study in haste. 
He had not after all, had the whip-hand of Snithy. Smithy had got rid of the cigarettes in the study, and of Billy Bunter’s cigarette-case along with them. 
Which, really, Billy Bunter might have expected, in the circumstances. But he hadn’t,—and he rolled away in a state of great wrath and indignation to look outside the House for that cigarette-case. 
He might as well have looked for a needle in a haystack. It had dropped in drifted snow, where its weight, as it fell, had naturally buried it. But where it had dropped, Bunter knew no more than the man in the moon. 
It was a cold, shivering, and intensely irritated Owl that plodded back to the House after searching half an hour—in vain! 
There was no smoke in the homeward train for Bunter the next day. His cigarette-case was full of cigarettes— but the fat Owl was not likely to see it again before next term, if he saw it then! 
                THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                      The Man On The Train! 
B1LLY BUNTER smiled. 
Yuletide joviality seemed shine forth from his fat face. 
The cause of that cheery smile lay on Bunter’s fat knees. It was a large box of chocolate creams. 
Bunter was seated in a train, buzzimg out of Lantham Junction. Save for one passenger, who had pushed in at the last moment, he had the carriage to himself. 
Greyfriars School had broken up for Christmas. Greyfriars fellows were scattering far and wide. 
Billy Bunter had intended to scatter in company. But there had been, so to speak, no takers!  He had to scatter on his own! 
But there was a consolation. At Lantham Junction, Harry Wharton & Co. had clubbed together a “bob” each to buy a large box of chocolate creams. They had asked Bunter to carry it for them—which Bunter was only too willing to do. 
Hardly a minute later they had lost sight of Bunter. 
It was, in the opinion of the Famous Five, well worth a box of chocolate creams to lose sight of Bunter at such a time! They were quite keen to lose sight of Bunter, though perhaps not so keen as Bunter, with that box under his arm, was to lose sight of them! 
So here was Bunter, homeward bound, with an open box on his fat knees, gobbling, gurgling, happy, and sticky. 
True, he was not fixed up for Christmas, after all, and it looked like Bunter Court or nothing. Still the chocolate creams were a consolation and a comfort There was another comfort—his minor Sammy, was not on the same train. Had Sammy Bunter been there, he would have wanted a whack in those chocolate creams. 
Billy Bunter knew how greedy Sammy was! 
Busy with the chocolate creams, which were going down faster than oysters, Billy Bunter did not take any heed of his fellow passenger. He was not in the least interested in that fellow-passenger. 
So far as he had noticed the man at all, he was a complete stranger in a brown ulster and a cloth cap, with a reddish beard—nothing whatever to interest Bunter in his looks. 
Neither was the fat Owl aware that the man in the ulster had been loitering on the platform and had not got into the train till Bunter got in, and had then cut along to get in the same carriage. Bunter, concentrated on chocolate creams, gave him no heed whatever. 
It was not till the train was well out of Lantham and running on through a snowy, frosty landscape that his attention was drawn to the man in the brown ulster. Then it was drawn by a quiet, silky smooth voice that Bunter knew—only too well. 
“Master Bunter!” 
The fat Owl jumped. A chocolate cream in his fat hand on its way to his mouth to join one already there, remained suspended in midair like Mahomet’s coffin. Petrified, Bunter blinked across at the man in the ulster. 
“Oooooh !” he gasped. 
The man in the ulster shifted along the seat nearer to him. Two steely eyes fixed on Bunter under the low neck of the cloth cap—steely eyes that Bunter knew, though he had never seen them accompanied by a reddish beard before. 
The fat Owl cast longing blink up at the communication cord. 
“Don’t move!’ said the smooth voice.
 “Oh, no!  Groogh!  I wasn’t going to !’ gasped Bunter.  “Oh crikey!  Sus-sus-Soames! Oh crumbs!  Sis-sos-Soames!” 
“I am happy to see you again, Master Bunter.” said Soames, in those quiet, smooth tones that had a terrifying sound to Billy Bunter’s fat ears, “We were interrupted yesterday.” 
“Oh crikey!’ 
“But I thought it probable that I might find an opportunity of falling in with you when your school broke up for Christmas ” smiled Soames. “It is a pleasure to see you again, Master Bunter!’ 
“Oh, lor’ !’
“Luckily, we have the carriage to ourselves.” 
“Oh dear!  ” It did not seem lucky to Bunter! 
“It is nearly ten minutes to the next station.” smiled Soames. ‘Ample time for our little chat. Hand over the cigarette-case!” 
Oh, jiminy!” gasped Bunter. 
Alone in a railway carriage with James Soames, Billy Bunter would have handed over the cigarette-case, or anything else, like a lamb—had it still been in his keeping. As it was, he couldn’t!
“Don’t keep me waiting!” said Soames genially. ‘ I should be sorry to hurt you, Master Bunter. But if you do not instantly hand over that silver cigarette-case, I shall throw you off the train !“ 
“Ow !’ 
“Better not waste time!” said Soames. “Now, then!  ” 
“I—I—I’d gig-gig-gig-give it you with pip-pip-pip-pleasure!”  gasped Bunter. “I—I—I would, but— but—but I –”
“I have warned you not to waste time,-’ Master Bunter,” said Soames. “It is a matter of complete indifference to me whether I leave you in this carriage when I step out at the next station, or whether I leave you on the line!  ” 
“Oh crikey!” 
"Hand over that cigarette-case, you fat fool!” snapped Soames, his tone changing. “Now, then, before I wring your fat neck!” 
“I—I—I haven’t got it!” gasped Bunter. 
Soames’ eyes glittered. He had seen the silver case in Bunter’s fat hand the day before, so he was not likely to believe that statement. 
“Are you going to bandy words with me, you fat fool ?” he asked, between his teeth. “You should know me well enough to know that 1 am not to be trifled with!  ” 
“But I — I — I haven’t, really!” gasped the terrified fat Owl. “I—I’d give it to you like —like anything if I had it, but—it—it’s lost!” 
Soames gave him a stare of contempt. 
“It dropped out of your pocket that day in Pegg when you were snowballed and fell over!” he said, with a sneer. “Are you going to tell me that has happened again, Master Bunter?” 
“Yes—exactly!” Bunter did not mind in the least what he told Soames, so long as Soames believed that he hadn’t the silver case. 
“Give it to me at once!” snapped Soames, his sarcastic, sneering tone changing to one of savage menace. 
“I—I—it’s lost!” gasped Bunter. 
“You—you can look in my pip-pip- pockets if you like. A chap took it away from me!” 
“Tell me no more lies, Bunter!” snarled Soames. “Where is it?” 
“I—I ---I---”
 “Stand up!  ” said the man in the brown ulster savagely. 
Bunter stood up. The box slipped from his fat knees — the chocolate creams rolled on the carriage floor— unheeded!  Even Bunter was not thinking of tuck at that moment!  He was wriggling with terror. 
Slim fingers proceeded to “go through him” so swiftly and so skillfully that it was clear that this was not the first time that Soames had searched pockets. 
For fully five minutes the hapless fat Owl stood shivering and unresisting while the light fingers searched. But the result of that search was only the certainty that the silver case was not on Bunter. 
“Sit down!” 
Bunter flopped into his seat. 
The look on Soames face sent cold chills down his podgy back. It was plain that the sea-lawyer did not believe that he no longer had the silver case—did not think for a moment of believing it. He knew Bunter too well to think for one moment of taking his word on that subject.
Soames at one time had seen a good deal of Billy Bunter. He was aware that Bunter had never sat at the feet of George Washington. George—according to his own account, at least—could not tell a lie. Bunter could—and did— lots and lots!  Bunter would have prevaricated to any extent to keep that silver case out of Soames’ thievish hands. Soames had not the slightest doubt that he was prevaricating now. 
“You—you—you see, I—I ain’t got it!” groaned Bunter. 
“What have you done with it? Have you a box on this train ?” 
“Eh—yes!  ” 
“Is it in your box?” 
“Oh, no! You see, a—a chap took it from me—he really did !” gasped Bunter. “Grabbed it away from me !”
Soames eyed him narrowly.. 
“Some other boy has it now?” he asked. 
He did not believe Bunter, but he was anxious to make sure. 
“Ow! Oh, no ! Ho—he—he chucked it away!  ” 
“What?” roared Soames. “You lying young rascal! Do you think you can take me in with a tale like that? Tell me the truth at once, or you go headfirst from the train!” 
And he grasped the fat Owl and wrenched him from his seat. 
Billy Bunter, his head swimming as he whirled in that sinewy grasp, howled with terror. 
It was extremely improbable that Soames would have pitched him from the train; but the fat Owl, quite unaware of that, felt as if his last moment had come. 
“The truth !  ” hissed Soames, his eyes burning at the frightened fat Owl. “Is it packed in your box? Answer me!  ” 
“Oh; yes!  ” gasped Bunter. He was prepared to say “Yes” to anything at that terrifying moment; the one thing he was concerned about was to get out of that awful grip. “Yes!  Oh crikey!  In—in--in my bib-bob-box, you know— packed in my sus-sus-socks! Oh lor’ !” 
Bump! 
Soames flung him back on the seat like a sack of coke. 
Bunter bumped there, and gasped. 
“You lying young rascal! You should have told me at first!” said Soames, between his teeth. “Do you fancy I am a man that you can deceive, you fat fool?” 
“Oh, yes—I mean, no!” gasped Bunter. “Oh lor’!” 
“Why did you pack it in your box instead of carrying ii in your pocket?” snapped Soames. 
“I—I didn’t—” 
“What” 
“I—I—I mean, I—I—I pip-pop-packed it in my b-b-bob-box because—because— because you nearly had it off me yesterday!  ” gasped Bunter, suddenly struck by a bright idea. “I—I—I thought you might be looking out for another chance, so I—I—I packed it in my bob-bob- box—“ 
“Enough, you troublesome fool!  ” 
“Oh crikey!” groaned Bunter. 
Evidently Soames believed that that silver case was packed in his box. 
That, naturally, seemed most probable to Soames, as it was not on Bunter, and he was hardly likely to leave it behind at the school when going home for the holidays. 
Bunter was willing to let him believe anything he liked, so long as he did not grab Bunter again. 
A few minutes later the train slowed down in a station and stopped. Soames, taking no further heed of the Owl of Greyfriars, stepped out and shut the door. 
He lingered by the door till the train restarted, - perhaps suspecting that Bunter might call to a porter or the guard. But Billy Bunter was not thinking of anything of the kind. His one longing was to see the last of Soames. 
In a minute more he saw the last of him. 
The train rolled on, and Soames and the platform disappeared from sight. 
Bunter wiped a perspiring fat brow. 
“Oh crikey!” he gasped. 
It was some time before the fat Owl felt equal to gathering up the chocolate creams. But he gathered them up at last, and, finding comfort in them, finished them to the very last one. 
       THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 
               Home For The Holidays! 
“SAMMY!  ” 
“Br-r-r!” 
“Like to cut out and post this letter for me?” 
“Hardly!” 
“It’s not five minutes to the pillar-box, Sammy!” urged Billy Bunter. “Don’t be a lazy little beast, old chap!”
Bunter minor of the Second Form at Greyfriars did not answer in words. He merely grinned, settled himself more comfortably in his chair, and devoted his attention to a bunch of muscatels in one fat hand, and a fistful of almonds in the other fat hand. 
Billy Bunter, sitting at the table, blinked at him with a deeply scornful blink. 
Bunter had written a letter. He wanted it posted. It was rather an urgent letter, and Sammy was too lazy to walk down to the pillar-box and post it. 
It was very irritating. That letter was addressed to Harry Wharton, at Wharton Lodge, and was designed to remind the captain of the Remove of Bunter’s fat existence, which he had perhaps happily forgotten. 
Reminded of that fat existence, it was possible—if not; probable—that the beast would realise that no Christmas festivities could be really a success without Bunter’s fascinating company: 
A couple of days at Bunter Court seemed to have sufficed for Bunter in the way of home, sweet home. 
Perhaps that was because Bunter Court at a close view, diminished to Bunter Villa; the flocks of liveried flunkeys to a house-parlourmaid who seemed to have a rooted objection to doing anything for Bunter; and a cook who had a still more strongly rooted objection to snafflings and snoopings from the kitchen! 
Having drawn Sammy blank, as it were, Billy Bunter blinked round at Bessie. 
Bessie’s occupation was rather like Sammy’s. She had an orange in one hand and an apple in the other. She was giving attention to both. 
“Bessie, old dear —” said Billy in his most affectionate brotherly tone. 
“Haven’t got one!  ” answered Niss Elizabeth Bunter. 
“Eh—one what?” 
“Stamp! ” 
“I don’t want a stamp.” said Bunter. I’ve got a stamp.” 
“Oh, I thought you wanted a stamp, as you said ‘old dear’’!  ” said Bessie. What do you want, then?” 
Billy Bunter breathed hard. This was the way he was misjudged in the family circle, jut as he was at school. 
He couldn’t call a fellow “old chap” at school without the fellow fancying that he wanted something. Now Bessie fancied that he wanted something because he called her “old dear,” like the warm-hearted, and affectionate brother he was. It was pretty sickening. 
“It’s a lovely frosty night, Bessie!” said Bunter. “A trot dawn to the pillar-box will do you good, after all you’ve eaten!” 
“I knew you wanted something!” agreed Bessie. 
“I was thinking of you!” said Bunter, with dignity. “Just what you want—a trot in this beautiful fresh air—” 
“It’s foggy!” 
“Who cares for a spot of fog ?” said Bunter. “I shouldn’t!  ” 
“Well, you go and post your letter!”
 Bunter breathed hard again. Bessie was as lazy as Sammy; there was no doubt about that. It looked as if Bunter would have to pest that letter himself if it was going to be posted at all. 
“Laziness all round! ” said Bunter bitterly. “Blessed if I don’t think I might grow lazy myself if I stick here all through the hols!” 
And Bunter picked up his letter, and went for his coat and cap. He jammed on the cap, crammed himself into the coat, wound a muffler round his fat neck, and stepped out into the December night. 
“Groooogh!  ” he remarked to the night. 
It was only five minutes to the pillar- box up the road. Bunter had had no doubt that a trot would have done Bessie good, but he did not seem to anticipate much pleasure from the trot himself. 
However, he rolled down the dark garden path, let himself out at the creaking gate, and turned his fat face up the damp, foggy, shadowy road. It was a wide road, with leafless trees on either side, lighted—more or less—by lamps that were few and far between. 
It was dark, it was damp, it was misty, it was distinctly unpleasant, and Billy Bunter snorted and grunted as he trudged up the road. 
Had he blinked round, he would probably not have seen a dusky figure that emerged from the shadows and followed him. 
He trudged on, reached the red pillar-box, groped for the orifice, and dropped his letter therein. 
Turning to walk back, he almost ran into an overcoated figure. 
“Here, look out!” yapped Bunter irritably. 
“Don’t walk into a chap! I—I say, who— what—Leggo!  What— Oh crikey! What are —” 
“Quiet!”  
“Oh lor’ !”
Bunter was quiet enough after he had heard that smooth, low voice. He hardly needed the iron grip on his fat arm to keep him quiet. 
Bunter had forgotten Soames! 
Bunter had a way of forgetting anything that was not 
right under his little fat nose! 
He had got rid of Soames on the train by “ stuffing him” that the silver case was in his box!  It had not even occurred to him that Soames might trail him home and watch for a chance of snaffling him— 
after he had unpacked that box! 
He guessed it now! 
He wriggled in that iron grip. 
The man in the overcoat drew him into the shadow of trees by the roadside. Then his voice came sharp, 
staccato: 
“Give me the cigarette-case !” 
“Oh crikey !” 
“Quick!” hissed Soames. 
“I—I—I haven’t got ii!” gasped Bunter. “I—1 told 
you on the train  –”
“You have unpacked your box from school before 
now, Master Bunter. Is it in your pocket? Quick! ” 
“ Oh, no !”
“In your house?” breathed Soames. 
“Oh, no !” gasped Bunter, in terror. 
The thought of Soames paying a surreptitious visit in the darkness of the winter night at Bunter Villa was terrifying. 
“Then where is it?” 
It was useless to tell Soames over again that a fellow had grabbed it at Greyfriars and chucked it away! Hp had told him that on the train, and it had not been good enough. 
Soames had no doubt that that silver case had reached Bunter’s home in Bunter’s box. That was why he was there, lurking and watching in the December darkness. 
Bunter had to start, as it were, from that point—it was no use telling Soames now that that silver case never had been in his box. The grip on his fat arm seemed like cracking the bone.  He did not want it transferred to his fat neck! 
“Where?” breathed Soames. 
He compressed his grip, till Bunter squeaked with pain. 
“Quick!” 
“I—I—I’ve just posted it!” gasped Bunter. 
Bunter thought that that was pretty good. Soames, certainly, had seen him drop something into the letter-box. He would not believe the truth—and Bunter had to tell him something!  So he told him that! 
“Posted it!” repeated Soames. He bent his head, scanning the fat scared face in the shadows. “Where—to whom ?” 
“A—a—a Christmas present!  ” gasped. Bunter. Like an inspiration, he remembered that he had offered that silver case to the captain of the Remove as a Christmas present!  That gave him the idea. “I—I—I didn’t want to keep it after—after you got after me for it, so—so—so I’ve sent it to —to—” 
“To whom?” 
“Wharton! ” said Bunter promptly. “I offered it to him at Greyfriars, really, but he wouldn’t take it there, so I’ve sent it to him by post, see?” 
Soames searched his face. He had seen Bunter post something, but he had not been near enough, in the dark, to see what it was, whether a letter or a small packet. But the fact that Bunter actually had posted something, under his eyes, gave colour to the fat Owl’s statement. 
“Jolly glad to get shut of it, too!” added Bunter. “I couldn’t find Mr. Thompson, and so—” 
“Fool!” 
“Well, I mean to say, if I’d found Mr. Thompson, I should have given it to him, as that chap asked me to, but—” 
“Is this the truth?” muttered Soames. 
Bunter gave an agonised squeal as the grip on his arm closed like a vice. 
“Ow! Yes!  Wharton will get it in the morning, first post!  You—you can ask him, if you like!” gasped Bunter. “You can get him on—on the phone at Wharton Lodge. I say –”
Bunter blinked round in the gloom. The grip on his fat arm was released; Soames was gone. Bunter gave one blink round—then he started down the road at top speed, running as if for his fat life, and did not stop till he reached the front door of Bunter Villa, where he gasped and gurgled for breath, and spluttered and spluttered, as if he would never leave off gasping and gurgling, and spluttering and spluttering. 

            THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER. 

             Billy Bunter Looks In—And Out! 

“SING heigh-ho, the holly! 
  This life is so jolly!” 
Bob Cherry was singing. That, at least was Bob’s own belief; other fellows were often in doubt whether Bob, when he sang, was singing or just shouting for fun. 
In the old hall at Wharton Lodge, in the snowy winter morning, Bob sang, from cheery exuberance of spirits, as he stood on top of a pair of steps, putting up holly, to adorn a set of ancient antlers. 
“Then heigh-ho the holly!  ” 
The words were Shakespeare’s; the tune was not recognisable as anybody’s. Johnny Bull, who was putting up mistletoe, called back--misunderstanding: 
“Haven’t you got it?” 
“Eh?” Bob left off singing. “Got what?” 
“The holly!  ” answered Johnny. 
“Yes, I’ve got it here—sticking it up.”  
“Then what the dickens are you for it for?” 
“Eh? Who was asking for it?” inquired Bob. 
Johnny Bull turned round from his decorative labours to stare at Bob on the steps. 
“Potty?” he asked. “You were shouting out for the holly. Didn’t you hear him, Inky?” 
“The hearfulness was terrific!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“Bawling for it,” said Johnny, ‘ and you’ve got it all the time!” 
“You—you—you silly owl!” hooted Bob. “I wasn’t shouting for the holly, you fathead! I was sing. 
“Oh!” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
The Famous Five were busy with Christmas decorations. Stacks of holly had been cut and carried in, and all hands were at cheery work. The big door stood wide open, letting in a flood of winter sunshine and a glare from the carpet of snow outside. 
It was a bright, frosty morning. Every face was as bright as the morning. 
Bob, as usual, was in exuberant spirits. Some fellows might have been shirty when their singing a song of the holly was mistaken for bawling for the same—but not so Bob! 
Perched rather precariously on top of the steps, with both hands lull of holly, Bob restarted after the interval: 
“Then Heigh-ho, sing heigh-ho 
Unto the green holly ! 
Then heigh-ho, the holly! 
This life is so jolly!” 
Bob’s friends knew now that he was singing—as he had told them! So that was all right. 
Across the sunny doorway a shadow fell. It. was the shadow of a plump figure. A pair of spectacles gleamed in. 
“I say, you fellows!” 
Harry Wharton, Frank Nugent, Johnny Bull, and Hurrec Jamset Ram Singh spun round, the to stare at that unexpected greeting—and Bob, turning his head also, nearly fell off the steps.He righted himself in time, the steps wobbling wildly. 
“Bunter!” yelled Bob. 
“The esteemed and ludicrous Bunter!” 
“What the thump—” 
“I—I—I’ve just looked in!” said Bunter hastily. “Something rather important to tell you, Wharton, old chap.” 
“Look out again!” suggested Harry.
“But I haven’t told you—” 
“Never mind that. Tell somebody else!” 
“Oh, really, Wharton—” 
“Good-bye !”
The Famous Five resumed decoration. 
Billy Bunter blinked at them. Then he rolled in.  He gave Bob, on the steps, rather an uneasy blink. 
“Look here, if you fall over don’t fall on me!” squeaked Bunter. “You look as if you’re going over any minute. I don’t want you to come down wallop on my head, you know!”
“Just like you!” agreed Bob. “If you were a good-natured chap, you’d like fellow to fall on something soft.” 
“Yah!”  
Billy Bunter stood with his back to the blazing log-fire in the hall, and blinked at the Famous Five—with a special uneasy eye on Bob. 
“I say, Wharton, any mince pies about?” 
“Not till lunch” 
“Well, I don’t mind if I stay to lunch.” 
“I dot!” 
“Beast! I mean, look here, old fellow, I’ve run across to tell you something rather special. ‘Tain’t every fellow who would tear himself away from a throng- of guests on your account!” said Bunter warmly. “Wo’vo got, rather a crowd at Bunter Court this Christmas—pretty distinguished people, too!  We’re expecting one of the princes—”  
“Then for goodness’ sake don’t risk missing him! Good-bye!  ” 
“Oh, all right!” said Bunter. “If you want a dangerous villain knocking you on the head, all right!  I won’t say anything! I came over specially to warn you! Now I won’t!” 
Five surprised stares were fixed on Billy Bunter at that! Four juniors stood and stared at him. Bob balanced himself on top of the steps and stared down at him. Bunter htid succeeded in astonishing the natives. 
“That villain Soames—” went on Bunter. 
“Soames!” repeated the Famous Five, with one voice. 
“Yes, Soames!” said Bunter. “He got after me last night—caught me as I was posting a letter. By the way, did you get my letter, Wharton?” 
“Yes, you can take, it away with you if you like! It’s there, on the hall table.” 
“Haven’t you read it?” 
“How could I, when I haven’t opened it?” 
“Beast!” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
“I’ve a jolly good mind not to warn you about Soames now!” roared Bunter. 
“Stick to that!” assented Wharton. 
“You silly chump, you’re going to have him after you !” howled Bunter. “He’s after that cigarette-case— ”  
“Oh, my hat !” He won’t get any cigarette-cases from me!” said Harry, laughing. “I’m not a rorty dog, loaded with cigarettes—” 
“I mean that silver ease, you fathead! He thinks you’ve got it !” explained Bunter. “He’s fearfully keen to get hold of it, as I told you. It must be awfully valuable, you know. He wouldn’t believe me when I told him it was lost, so I told him I’d sent it to you for a Christmas present 
“Wha-a-t ?” 
“I had to tell him something, to get shut of him! I thought that rather neat!” said Bunter. “You see thinking you’ve got it, he will let me alone after this, and get after you, instead. See?” 
“Oh crumbs!” 
“But I wasn’t going to let you down,” said Bunter generously. “I thought I’d better give you the tip. I came over for that entirely—not thinking anything about the hols, you know. Simply to warn you of your danger, old fellow—wholly out of friendship.” 
“You blithering, blethering, blathering owl!” gasped Harry Wharton. “Do you fancy I’m going to believe that Soames is wasting his time hunting for a silly cigarette-case, when he could buy one like it for thirty bob?” 
“He seems to want that one specially.” said Bunter. “There must be something very special about, that cigarette-case, for him to want it so much. I think it must be worth a lot of money, somehow. May be more valuable than it looks—an antique, or something. I—I mean, I—I know it’s an antique. It’s been in our family since the time of the Plantagenets—” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” shrieked the Famous Five. 
“Blessed if I see anything to cackle at! Look here 
“Anybody ever heard of the jolly old Plantagenets smoking cigarettes—before tobacco was heard of in England ?” asked Bob Cherry. 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
“I—I mean the Tudors—that is to say, the Stuarts !” said Bunter hastily. “The fact is, it dates from James the—the Fourth!” 
“Oh crikey!” 
“Or Charles the Third—I forget which,” said Bunter. “That Greek inscription in it is really an ancient motto of the Bunter family. See?” 
“The seefulness is not terrific.” 
“It must be awfully valuable, and I jolly well wish I still had it,” said Bunter. “Now Soames thinks you’ve got it, Wharton—” 
“Gammon!” 
“He’s after it—” 
“Rats!” 
“And he will be after you—” 
“Ring off !”
“Don’t you believe me?” roared Bunter. 
“Believe you! Oh, my hat! Not quite?” 
“He got me,” said Bunter, “and he will get you now ! If you feel nervous, old chap, I shouldn’t mind staying a day or two and looking after you a bit, I hardly like leaving a swarm of distinguished guests, but, dash it all, friendship comes first! What about it?” 
“Nothing!” 
“Beast!” 
“Now you’ve told your funny story, good-bye, old fat man!  Remember me to the prince—when you see him—” 
“And take a bit of holly with you, old fat bean!” said Bob Cherry. “Here it is!” 
Whiz ! 
“Yooop!” roared Bunter, as a section of holly landed on his fat little nose. “Ow ! Wow ! Beast! Yaroooh!  How came abreast of ” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
Billy Bunter gave the playful Bob a ferocious glare through his big spectacles. Then he clutched up a cushion from chair. 
Whiz! 
“Oh!” 
“Great pip !”
Crash!
Bob’s position, on top of the steps, was none too safe. That cushion did it! It missed Bob by about a yard— but it hit the steps! The steps wobbled and went over. So did Bob Cherry !
The steps crashed! Bob Cherry crashed!  He rolled on the floor—and the holly! 
The holly was rather sharp to roll on! Bob Cherry roared—and roared, and roared again, as he rolled over the holly, and then sat up on it! He sat n ii. for about the millionth part of a second, and then bounded to his feet like a jack-in-a-box! 
“Ow! Oh! Wow! Yaroop! Whoop!” roared Bob. 
He seemed damaged. 
“He, he, he!” gurgled Bunter.” “I say, you fellows--he, he, he! Here keep off, you beast— Oh crikey!’ 
Bunter made one wild bound for the doorway as the infuriated Bob rushed at him. He bounded like a kangaroo. 
He shot out of the doorway like a pip from an orange. After him shot Bob Cherry. 
“Ha, ha, ha !” came a roar from the doorway, where four fellows gathered to watch. 
Bunter was going down the snowy drive on his highest gear; and after him went Bob, gathering snow as he careered, and whizzing snowballs. 
Snowball after snowball squashed on Bunter as he flew! Wild squeaks floated back. Billy Bunter and Bob Cherry disappeared down the drive, both going strong, leaving the Co. howling with merriment in the doorway. 
             THE EIGHTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                                Doggo! 
“BEASTS!”  murmured Billy Bunter. 
His face, and his big spectacles, were glued to a pane of glass. 
The “beasts” to whom he referred were within the room. It was Harry Wharton’s “den,” and the five fellows there seemed to be very merry and bright—quite a contrast to the fat Owl outside! 
Billy Bunter was rather in the position, at that moment, of a fat Peri at the gate of Paradise! 
There was a balcony outside that French window, approached by steps from the garden and shadowed by a tall tree. Bill Bunter knew his way about Wharton ge —and there he was!  In the room, the Famous Five were playing darts. The December evening had fallen, and outside all was dark, and snowy, and fearfully cold. Within, all was warm and bright. 
There was a blazing fire, there was a dish of fruit on a table, there were roomy armchairs. Billy Bunter’s eyes, through the frosty glass, lingered on them longingly. The window was a little ajar, and he could hear, as well as see—though the Famous Five, within, had not the faintest or remotest idea that Bunter was there. 
Bob Cherry, cheery as he looked, every now and then gave a wriggle— reminiscent, no doubt, of the holly!  That was a slight comfort to Bunter! And, really, he needed some comfort! 
Bunter was rather in a bad box that morning he had—with some difficulty—extracted his fare to Wimford from Mr. Bunter. He had not been able to take a return ticket—neither had he expected to need one! 
A fellow who travelled in wild and snowy weather to give a friendly warning to a pal might naturally have expected to be asked to stay the night, at least! Bunter had banked on a night— which he relied on his skill in such matters to extend to another, and another, right up to the end of the hols! 
But alas for Bunter! So far from staying the night, he had not even stayed the day!  He had departed in hot haste, smothered with snow, and only too happy to get away. 
With the return half of a ticket in his pocket, no doubt the fat Owl would have headed for home, sweet home. Without the same, Bunter was landed! He had no rooted objection to bilking the railway, if it came to that; but that was a risky and desperate resource, and far from a reliable one! Hence the presence of the fat Owl on that snowy balcony! 
His friendly warning to Harry Wharton had brought him nothing! Wharton did not believe that Soames was after the cigarette-case; did not believe that the fat Owl was telling the truth, or getting within yards of it. That warning, in fact, might easily, if genuine, have been given by telephone, so it was fairly obvious that that was not the only reason why Bunter had arrived in person!
Still, there was Bunter—and he could not walk home! So Bunter was going to stay the night! 
But, in the circumstances, his stay was going to be, so to speak, private— very private indeed! 
Knowing his way in by that door on the back balcony, it was really easy —the door was not even fastened. Only at the moment there was a lion in the path—five lions, in fact. Wharton’s “den”  being occupied, Bunter had to wait till it was unoccupied. It was rather amusing to watch Bob Cherry still wriggling from the holly, but it did not encourage Bunter to venture within reach of his boot. 
“That fat ass!” He heard Bob’s voice. 
“Still feeling the holly, old bean!” 
“Ow!  Yes! I wish that podgy barrel hadn’t rolled off so fast! I’d have liked to boot him all the way back to the station!”
“May turn up again!” grinned Nugent. “Shouldn’t be surprised to see him roll in to-morrow, then you can boot him.” 
“Won’t I just!” said Bob. 
“Beast!” hissed Bunter. 
A boll rang below, and the game of darts was left unfinished. Leaving dart board and darts, the Famous Five trooped out, Wharton shutting off the light as he went. 
Which was a great relief to William George Bunter. 
He pushed on the french window, stepped softly in and pushed it shut again. 
He did not venture to turn on the light again, but the leaping blaze of the log-fire gave him plenty of illumination. For a moment he listened at the door; the chums of the Remove were gone. Then he whizzed to the table, on which lay the dish of fruits. 
Bunter was, of course, hungry. That was his usual state. Now he was more so than usual. He stood and gobbled. 
There were apples, oranges, nuts, muscatels, and other things. They closely followed one another rapidly on the downward path. 
Bunter would have preferred turkey followed by Christmas pudding and mince pies. But it was a case of any port in a storms and all was grist that came to his mill. The fat Owl was happily occupied for a good half-hour. 
Then he listened at the door again, but there was no sound of returning footsteps. 
He tiptoed to the other door, which gave admittance to Wharton’s bedroom. He blinked into the latter apartment. 
He was in want of a hideout; but there was no hiding-place there, unless he parked himself under the bed. 
Ho shut the communicating door again, and blinked round the den. 
A big armchair before the fire tempted him. But he did not yield to that temptation. He was not going to be found there till it was too late—much too late—for him to catch any train. 
It would be safer not to be found till morning. A fellow could not be too careful. Once Wharton had gone to bed and gone to sleep, it would be safe to park himself in that big chair before the fire. Not till then. 
Blinking round the den, he made the happy discovery of a box of chocolates. This delayed him for ten minutes or so. He left the box empty, and resumed blinking. Then he found what he wanted. 
The dartboard was fixed up on a tall screen, which stood across a corner. It was a rather old screen, and it did not matter if darts, missing the board, bored into it—and, in fact, a good many had done so. It was unlikely that that screen would be shifted. And behind it was ample space for a fat Owl to cram himself into the corner. 
Still there was no sound of anyone coming up. After supper, in fact, they were doing charades in the hall downstairs. Unaware of that, and dreading discovery, Bunter was anxious to get safely parked. 
He gave a last searching blink round, failed to find anything further of an edible nature, annexed a cushion for comfort, and squeezed into the corner behind the screen. 
There he sat on the cushion, warm enough and comfortable enough, and prepared to wait till the fellows had gone to bed. 
Sitting there, leaning back in the angle of the walls, the fat Owl was rather disposed to nod off to sleep. But he resisted it manfully. According to what fellows said at Greyfriars, Bunter snored in the dormitory. Bunter did not really believe so.  He had never, heard himself snore, at any rate. Still, he was not going to run risks. 
It was about an hour later that Bunter, half-dozing, was thankful that he had not gone to sleep. He heard a sound in the room, and started, and listened with all his fat ears. 
One of the fellows, he concluded, had come up to look for something, though it was odd that he did not turn on the light, Apparently he was looking round by the flare of the firelight. 
Who it was Bunter could not see, parked behind the screen, and he was very careful to make no movement and no sound. 
He grinned as he listened. 
Whoever it was, the beast did not know that he was there, or dream of suspecting it. 
He heard the communicating door open. Whoever it was, had passed into the adjoining bed-room. In a few minutes he returned, and Bunter heard him again. Then the sounds of movement suddenly ceased.. 
Whoever it was, was gone. 
Billy Bunter, happy to be undiscovered, dozed again. He was in danger of slipping into slumber, when infallibly his snore would have betrayed him, when there was a bang of an opening door, a tramp of feet, and a buzz of voices. 
Bunter suppressed his breathing as the light was switched on. The beasts had come up to bed. 
For two or three minutes they remained chatting in Wharton’s den; then four fellows went out, good-nights were said, and the door closed. Harry 
Wharton was left alone. Bunter heard him lock the french window. 
The light wks shut off again. The communicating door opened and closed. Harry Wharton had gone to bed, and Bunter, at long last, was safe. 
He had only to wait till the household had settled down for the night, and then he would be free to crawl out of his hiding-place, heap logs on tho fire, and park himself in a comfortable chair. He waited. 
All was silent and still, save for the wail of the winter wind round the old chimneys of Wharton Lodge. 
Billy Bunter stirred at last. 
With great caution he crept out from behind the screen, crept across to the fire, which was burning very low, and stacked logs on it, immediately plunging the room into deep darkness. 
Then he packed himself in the deep armchair, and settled down with a happy grunt of comfort. His little round eyes had closed behind his big, round spectacles, and be was about to slide off into happy slumber, when a sudden sound made him start like a scared rabbit. 
IL was the sound of the lock at the French window snapping open. 
 
            THE NINETEENTH CHAPTER. 

                          In The Dark Night! 

HARRY WHARTON woke—suddenly. 
He woke, but he fancied that he must be still dreaming. For he woke with a hand jammed over his month, stifling any cry that he might have uttered, another hand gripping his neck, and pinning him down.  He lay utterly amazed—too amazed even to be scared—but, realising that it was no dream, that someone in the dark was pinning him, and holding him silent. 
“Quiet!” said a soft, smooth voice. “A sound or a struggle, and I shall take harsh measures, Master Wharton.” 
It still seemed like a dream—or, rather, a nightmare. For it was the smooth, sleek voice of James Soames that was breathing the words in his ear. 
Wharton could not speak; he could not cry out. He was so utterly startled that it was not easy for him to collect his senses. He lay with his heart pounding, staring up into the darkness. Only a black shadow in the dark showed, that a figure bent over the bed. 
“Probably you know who I am.” went on the smooth voice. “No doubt you know what I want. I have taken care that you did not cry out when I awakened you, Master Wharton; but now I shall let you speak. Only I warn you that I have a leaden pipe in my hand, and at that first attempt to give the alarm, your skull will crack like an egg-shell!” 
The grasp was taken from the Greyfriars junior’s neck, and from his mouth. He was free to cry out, but he did not. He knew quite well that the threat was not an empty one, that the unseen weapon was ready to crash. Only too well, of old, he knew of what Soames was capable. 
“You may sit up.” 
Wharton dizzily sat up in bed. 
There was a sudden gleam of light— a flash-lamp turned on by the man beside the bed. Leaving it on, Soames placed it on the bedside table, where it shone on Wharton’s pale, startled face, and on his own, and cast a dim glimmer over the whole room. 
“Soames!” breathed Harry, as his eyes rested on the cool, calm, clear-cut, smooth-skinned face of the onetime manservant, the one-time sea-lawyer. 
“Precisely, Master Wharton !” 
There was something strange, almost terrible, in the sleek, polite tones of the man who held in his hand the leaden gas-pipe, which he would have crashed down on a defenceless head, without the slightest compunction, had it suited his purpose to do so. 
Harry Wharton looked at him—more amazed than alarmed. 
He could see that the communicating door into his sitting-room was open— that was the way Soames had come. From that it was easy to guess that he had entered by the french window on the balcony--easy of access by the steps from the garden. A lock was not likely to stop him. 
How he had come, Harry did not need telling, but why he had come was a mystery. That chance meeting, a week ago, at Pegg, had been quite unexpected, and Harry certainly had never expected to see Soames again, neither had he dreamed that Soames could have any motive for seeing him. 
Soames looked down at him quietly, but grimly; and made a motion with his right hand that held the lead pipe. Then he sat by the bedside facing the junior sitting up in bed. 
“You seem surprised to see me!” he remarked. 
“I think you must be mad to come here” said Harry. “What do you want? The police did not find you at Pegg last week—but they will be looking for you again, when this is reported—” 
“They will not find me easily!” smiled Soames. “I am not alarmed! Neither shall I interrupt your slumber. long, Master Wharton— I am sorry to interrupt them at all—but necessity knows no law. I fancy you know well enough why I am here, and I warn you not to try to deceive me—I would not willingly harm you, not being by nature a man of violence; but your life will be in danger if you play the fool.” 
“I haven’t thp foggiest idea why you are here,” answered Harry. “What do you mean?” 
“Then I will enlighten you!” said Soames, with a bitter sneer. “I am here for the silver cigarette-case that Bunter sent you by post yesterday.”
 Wharton jumped. 
“The—the—the silver cigarette-case!” he stuttered. 
“Exactly!  Hand it over, and I shall be gone! It is of little use to you, Master Wharton—I trust that, at your age, you do not smoke !” said Soames ironically. “But it has certain associations for me—it belonged to a comrade from whom I have been parted, and for which reason I value it considerably 
—give it to me, and let me go!” 
“Then that fat idiot was telling the truth!” exclaimed Harry blankly. “We never believed—” 
“Our young friend Bunter does not deal largely in the truth—but if he told you I wanted that cigarette-case, he was, for once, giving you the facts,” said Soames. It is all that remains to remind me of a comrade, as I have said —and I want it.” 
“If it is yours, and it I had it, I would hand it over at once,” answered Harry. “But as I haven’t—” 
Soames’ eyes narrowed. 
“Take care!” he said. 
“You may threaten me as much as you like, as you have the upper hand, you scoundrel,” said Harry quietly. “But if Bunter told you that he sent it to me, he was pulling your leg. He offered it to me at school, and I refused it. I have not seen it since.” 
“I have warned you to take care!” said Soames. “I saw Bunter dropping something into the post—he said that it was the silver cigarette-case, sent you for a Christmas present –“
“I certainly never received it, if it was.”
Soames’ eyes, gleaming, searched his face. 
Harry Wharton’s lip curled contemptuously.  He could see that Soames did not believe him. 
“You received it, if Bunter sent it,” said Soames quietly, “and he said that he had, and I have little doubt that, as he said, he was glad to be shut of it. But if you’re telling the truth, Bunter still has it.” 
“I don’t know whether he has or not I - I know nothing about it!” 
“Then I must question Bunter! Where is he?” 
“Eh? At home, I suppose. Do you think he lives here?” 
Soames’ eyes glittered. 
“I have warned you not to play the fool!” he breathed. “I found out that this was your room, Master Wharton, by exploring it some time ago, earlier in the evening—luckily finding a french window ajar on the balcony. Having found your room, I did not risk making further investigations so I am unacquainted with the quarters of your guests. Where is Bunter?” 
“I tell you he is not here!” snapped Harry. “He called this morning, and went, and I haven’t seen him since.” 
“You deny that he is in this house?” 
“Certainly I do!” 
“That is enough, Master Wharton! I am sorry to see that you have not learned to tell the truth, among the other valuable instruction you have no doubt. received at Greyfriars School!  I know that Bunter is here, because I have seen him—” 
“Not since this morning.” 
“I saw him at nightfall in the grounds while I was watching the house from cover!  ” said Soames coolly. “From the direction he was taking, I believe he was coming to the french window on the balcony here - no doubt a way by which you and your friends are accustomed to come and go.” 
“Rot!”  said Harry “You must have fancied— !” 
“That will do! Bunter is in the house, and you have denied it! That shows me exactly how much your word is worth!” said Soames bitterly. “You have lied to me about Bunter—and I have, therefore, no doubt that you have lied to me about the silver case. You will now produce it—at once!” 
“You fool and scoundrel!” said Harry, his eyes gleaming. “I haven’t it—and if I had I would not give it to you—” 
Soames rose from the chair. His right hand went up—his left grasped the Greyfriars junior by the shoulder. His eyes burned. 
“The silver case,” he said, between his teeth. “I give you one minute, Harry Wharton!  If that case is not in my hands in sixty seconds, I will crack your skull like an egg-shell!  ” 

           THE TWENTIETH CHAPTER. 
                 Bunter On The Spot! 
BILLY BUNTER hardly breathed. 
Through the open doorway between the two rooms, every word reached the fat ears of the terrified Owl. 
Bunter had not but stirred since he heard the window lock snap open. He had huddled deep in the armchair, in the dark, as a shadowy figure passed and went silently into Wharton’s bed-room.  He supposed, in his terror, that it was a burglar—till he heard the sleek, smooth voice from the adjoining room—then he knew! 
 His fat heart almost died within him. While the low voiced talk went on in the adjoining room, he did not stir— terror chained him. But at Soames’ last words, - and the deadly threat in his voice, Bunter tried to pull himself together. 
 His fat knees almost failed him as he lifted himself from the armchair. He gave one blink through the open doorway—and shuddered at what he saw, in the light of the flashlamp on the bedside table—Harry Wharton, in the grasp of the desperate crook, the lead pipe lifted over his head. 
To hurl a cushion—a hassock—knock the brute over, and give Wharton a chance—that flashed into his fat brain. Then he remembered the dart board on the screen, the box of darts beside it.  Billy Bunter seldom moved quickly, or acted promptly! But he did both now!  He groped over the dart board, and grabbed up darts. Another moment and he was blinking in at the doorway again.”
Soames’ voice came to his ears. “Your fate is in your, own hands, Master Wharton! Twenty more seconds” 
“You scoundrel!” said Harry huskily. 
“Fifteen seconds—” 
Billy Bunter’s fat right hand went up! Bunter was no shot, with darts or anything else!  But a broad-back, at a short distance, was a target that even Billy Bunter could not miss! 
Whiz! 
He flung three darts at once! They whizzed at Soames, and all three struck him suddenly and sharply! 
There was a sudden, startled, agonized howl from Soames, taken utterly by surprise, by that sudden shower of darts at his back! 
He spun round, stumbled against the chair, and stumbled over. 
Harry Wharton, in utter amazement, had an instant’s vision of a fat face and a large pair of spectacles at the doorway —then it vanished!  
But Wharton was quick on the uptake —even as Soames stumbled over, howling with pain, he leaped from the bed and struck, and the sea lawyer rolled on the floor. - 
“Help!  I say, you fellows!” Billy Bunter had rushed out into the corridor, where he was yelling on his top note.“I say—help!  Wake up! Help!” 
Soames sprawled and shrieked. 
  Harry Wharton bounded to the door. 
Soames, for the moment, was hors de combat and he did not wait for him to scramble up! 
He tore out of the room, and there was a frightened howl as he crashed into a yelling figure in the passage. 
“Yarooh ! Help! Keep off! I say— Yarooop !” 
“Bunter, you ass !” gasped Wharton.  He groped for the passage light, and switched it on.  “Wake up, you fellows—” 
“Hallo, hallo, hallo!” 
“What the thump—” 
“Soames—in my room!” shouted Harry. “Get hold of something—pokers or anything—quick!” 
The juniors were quick. But Soames was quicker. When they rushed into the room, Soames was gone. The french window on the balcony was wide open 
—the snow outside trampled—and in the darkness no eye could see the breathless figure that fled in the December night. 
 
                  .    .    .   .   .   .   .

“BUNTER!” 
 “That fat ass!”
“The absurd and idiotic Bunter!” 
The Famous Five gazed at William George Bunter. Colonel Wharton, in flowing dressing gown, gazed at him. Wells, the butler, gazed at him!  The Owl of the Remove was the cynosure of all eyes. 
Colonel Wharton heard with astonishment what had happened  in his nephew’s room.  But he seemed still more astonished by the unexpected and amazing presence of William George Bunter!  Really, it was surprising!  Bunter seemed to have popped up suddenly from nowhere like a Christmas ghost. 
“What-how-why—” said the old colonel. “ How—how did Bunter get here, Harry?” 
“Goodnes knows!” answered Harry. “Soames thought he was in the house— he said, he had seen him—but—anyhow, he jolly well saved me from getting my nut cracked! If he hadn’t chucked those darts at Soames—
—” 
“I jolly well did!” said Bunter. 
“You did!” agreed Harry. “Then— then you never went home, after Bob saw you off this morning—” 
“How could I, when I hadn’t my return, fare?” demanded Bunter. 
“You fat ass, I’d have lent you your fare—“
“Well, I’m not a chap, to borrow money—“, 
“Eh?” 
“Besides, I wasn’t keen to go home, really—” 
“Ha, ha, ha!” 
“Blessed if I see anything to cackle at ! ‘Tain’t every fellow who would sit up all night to watch over a pal!” said Bunter warmly. “Watching over Wharton like—like—likp a brother, you know! I wasn’t just keeping out of sight till the last train had gone, and I wasn’t going to sleep in that armchair, either—I was—was sitting up and keeping watch--” 
“The boy seems to have acted with some presence of mind !” said Colonel Wharton, staring at the fat Owl. 
“As for thinking that Wharton might ask me in the morning to stay over Christmas, of course I never: thought anything of the kind!” explained Bunter. 
 “Good gad !” said the colonel. 
“Ha, ha, ha !” roared the Famous Five . 
“Still, if he did ask me, after what I’ve done for him, I shouldn’t refuse,” added Bunter. “being such an old Pal, I should think it up to me to accept!” “Did you speak, Wharton?” 
Harry Wharton laughed. 
“It’s a go!” he said. “ Stick!” 
“Well, that’s not a very pally way of putting it—still, I don’t expect much from you, in the way of manners, old chap! I shall have to turn down rather a lot of pressing invitations if I stay here— but dash it all, friendship first!” said Bunter nobly.  “Rely on me, old chap—I’ll stay over Christmas. In fact, I’ll stay right bank on to the end of the hols! There !” 
“Oh !”
“It’s a promise!” said Bunter. 
And Billy Bunter, not always a fellow of his word, kept that promise to the very letter! The fat Owl was safely landed at last, and there was going to be, after all, a Merry Christmas! 
THE END. 
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