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              THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                               Queer! 

“It wasn’t the turkey !” said Billy Bunter feebly. 
“Not the turkey?” grinned Bob Cherry. 
“No ! You see, I never had much—” 
“Eh?” 
“Hardly a couple of pounds, if that—” 
“Oh!” 
“And it wasn’t the Christmas pudding! That was good—fine !  I could have eaten more. Only, as you fellows fellows know, I don’t eat a lot—”
“Oh crikey!” 
“Besides, I only had seven helpings of it---” 
 “Is that all?” asked Bob Cherry, with deep sympathy. “Then it can’t be that ! A spot like that wouldn’t hurt a mouse.” 
“Ha, ha, ha !”
“I say, you fellows, I wish you wouldn’t cackle when a fellow’s ill,”said Billy Bunter, with feeble, plaintive reproach. “I can’t quite make out what’s the matter—but I feel awfully queer!  It can’t have been the mince pies, can it? I only had eleven —or was it twelve?” 
“Or twenty?” asked Johnny Bull.  The
“Or thirty ?” asked Frank Nugent. 
“Couldn’t have been the mince pies,” said Billy Bunter, shaking his fat head feebly. “I’ve never had better mince pies, even at Bunter Court! I—I wonder if it was the grapes? But I only had one bunch--” 
Billy Bunter blinked, sadly and sorrowfully, at the Famous Five of Greyfriars, through his big spectacles. 
They tried not to smile. 
Christmas Day had been as merry as Christmas ought to be; but Christmas Night seemed to have banished Bunter’s merriment.
 He felt queer!  He looked queer!  Indeed Hurree Janet Ram Singh declared that his queerfulness was terrific. 
What was the matter with him, Bunter could not make out. Harry Wharton & Co., however, fancied that they could guess! 
A fellow who had surrounded a couple of pounds of turkey, seven helpings of pudding, eleven mince pies, and a bunch of grapes, could really hardly expect to feel in the pink! 
In the parking the foodstuffs an ostrich had nothing on Bunter. Even a hardy ostrich might have jibbed at the fat Owl’s Christmas dinner. 
And Bunter had not finished the list yet!
“The nuts, perhaps!” he exclaimed. 
“The nuts?” repeated Harry Wharton. “Did you have parking-space for nuts, along with the rest ?” “I only had a few—only all there were on the dish—” 
“ Oh!” 
“More likely the oranges!” said Bunter thoughtfully. “Yes, perhaps the oranges! But dash it all, six or seven oranges ought not to have hurt a chap. What do you fellows think?”
Billy Bunter, sitting on the edge of his bed in his room at Wharton Lodge, gazed inquiringly at the chums of the Greyfriars Remove. 
Ever since dinner, Bunter had been motionless in an 
THE BOXING NIGHT BALL! Wharton Lodge is filled wIth the merry chatter of happy voices young people are dancing to the strains of music, and everybody Is merry and bright—with the 
exception of Billy Bunter, who has gate-crashed Into the party! 
 “Don’t give the alarm, It you value your life,” saId the Arab, gripping Bunter’s fat arm. “It 
you draw attention here, I shall have to run for It. But I shall leave you dead!” 
armchair—which was not unusual; and silent, which was very unusual. Now the Famous Five had kindly and helpfully assisted him up to bed.  Now he sat on the bed, pale and worn, and holding an inquest, as it were, into the cause of the strange and uneasy commotion that seemed to be going on in his extensive interior. 
It was a matter of deep and earnest concern to William George Bunter; though the other fellows were taking it with much less seriousness. 
“Think it was the oranges?” asked Bunter. “Or the apples?” 
“Apples, too!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. “how many apples—I mean, how many dozen? ”
“Only half a dozen!” said Bunter, with dignity. “I‘m not very keen on apples — t meant when there’s plenty of other things going. I say, you fellows, can it have been the candied fruits?” 
“Can it?” gasped Bob. “I wonder?” 
“It was something.” said Billy Bunter with conviction. “I feel queer!  I’ve eaten something that disagrees with me!  I’m sure of that! But what was it?” 
“Echo answers what !” said Bob Cherry. 
“Esteemed echo answers that the whatfulness is terrific!” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
“Think it was the sweets, Bunter?” asked Johnny Bull. “You must have eaten a pound of sweets, at least !”
“Perhaps some of the items are disagreeing with the others “ suggested Harry Wharton. “The turkey may not be on the best of terms ‘with the Christmas pudding—” 
“Or the mince pie may be scrapping with the nuts or the apples?” suggested Nugent. “Or perhaps they’ve fallen out with the grapes!” 
“Ha, ha, ha !”
“Cackle!”said Bunter, with feeble bitterness.  “It’s like you fellows to cackle when a chap’s fearfully ill. I shall be sorry, at this rates that I accepted your pressing invitation for Christmas, Wharton. Ooooh !” 
Bunter gave a moan, and rocked on the bed. 
“Turn in and go to sleep, old fat man!” said Harry Wharton, 
“I couldn’t sleep a wink!” moaned Bunter “I say, you fellows, which of you is going to sit up with me?” 
“Wha-a-t?” 
“One of you, or all of you?” asked Bunter. 
“Oh, my hat!” 
Harry Wharton & Co. were sympathetic. They realised that Billy Bunter, after his uncommon exertions that day, could not be feeling his best. But they wore disinclined to sit up with the invalid. 
Bed time was rather later than usual that night, anyhow. They were all sleepy. They were willing to linger a while, and comfort the fat Owl of the Remove, so far as comfort was possible; and listen to his tale of woe! But they were not prepared to make a night of it! 
“I shan’t go to bed,” said Bunter. “I’ll just lie down a bit! One of you fellows sit by the bed, in case I want anything—I won’t keep you all up! I never was selfish, I hope.” 
“Oh !”
“Not you, Cherry—you’re too noisy; and you can’t keep still—a fellow couldn’t sleep a wink with you in the room--- !
“What does that matter, if you’re not going to sleep a wink, old porpoise?” asked Bob. 
“Well, I might nod off! Mind, I m not going to have you sitting up, Cherry, —I couldn’t stand it” 
“Same here!” grinned Bob. 
“Perhaps you, Bull—” 
“No perhaps about it !” grunted Johnny Bull. “I’m going to bed ! Good-night, you fellows!”
And Johnny Bull went; the first of the merry meeting to depart.  Johnny’s view was that if Billy Bunter spent Christmas Day, from early morn to dewy eve, in parking the foodstuffs, he could take what was coming to him, and be blowed!” !”” remarked Bunter. “I think I’d rather you sat up, Nugent.” 
“Good-night, Bunter !” said Nugent. 
“I said I’d like you to sit up ---”
“And I said good-night !”
And Frank Nugent departed afer Johnny Bull. Three juniors still remained with billy Bunter; his company was diminishing
, one by one, like the ten little niggers in the nursery song. He blinked at the three. 
“If you’re going to sit  up, Wharton ---”  
“You’ve made me sit up, a good bit, old fat man, since you’ve been here,” answered Harry Wharton. “Enough’s as good as a feast ! Good-night !”
“Beast!” 
Two fellows now remained with Bunter.  Both of them seemed to be edging doorward. 
“I say, Inky!” Billy Bunter blinked at Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “I say, I dare say you’ll do ! Don’t turn off the light, you know—I don’t want your black phiz making me jump in the dark. Keep the light on and—I say, don’t walk off. while a fellow’s talking to you, Inky!” 
Unheeding, the nabob of Bhanipur walked off. 
“Well, of all the selfish rotters !” said Bunter, in utter disgust. “ I shall have to put up with you, Cherry--” 
“You won’t !” grinned Bob, “Goodnight, old fat man!” 
“Don’t go !” yelled Bunter. 
Bob went! 
“Beast ! I say Cherry— I say, I’m fearfully ill—I say, old chap—. Yah ! Rotter!  Beast !” 
Billy Bunter’s door closed.  Deserted by all his pals, after all he had done for them, the Fat Owl was left to wrestle, on his own, with the rebellious turkey, the mutinous Christmas pudding, the insubordinate mince pies, and the innumerable other comestibles, which all seemed to be on the very worst of terms with one another. 
           THE SECOND CHAPTER. 


             The Face At The Window! 
CREAK! 
Billy Bunter started. 
It was past midnight. 
The whole household at Wharton Lodge was buried in slumber—with the strange, single, solitary exception of Billy Bunter. 
Seldom or never did Billy Bunter hear the chimes at midnight. Seldom did his eyes remain open a minute after his new head had been laid on the pillow. Very, very seldom, if ever, did William George Bunter woo slumber in vain. 
But on this particular night he wooed it and wooed it in vain, and an hour after midnight slumber’s chain had not yet bound him. 
He had laid his fat person down, but it was in vain that he shut his eyes; they opened again. Every time he sought repose the turkey stirred, or the Christmas pudding jibbed, or the mince pies wrangled with the oranges or the apples or the nuts. 
Yuletide fare in such quantities had, like Macbeth, murdered sleep that. Sleepless, Bunter mumbled and moaned and blinked at the light and reflected on the selfishness of human nature. Five fellows in the rooms up and down that passage were sound asleep, enjoying the healthy sleep of youth; not one was willing to keep awake all night, sitting by Bunter and listening to his moans and mumbles. 
 when he heard that creak from the window Billy Bunter was rather glad, after all, that he had not gone to sleep. 
He sat up in bed and fixed his little round eyes, and big round spectacles on that window.  
It was covered by thick curtains. Bunter was no fresh-air fiend.  His window was jammed tight at night and fastened, and the curtains drawn across to exclude the possibility of a spot of fresh air sneaking in, 
Creak! 
  Bunter’s fat heart quaked.  
  It was not the wind, it was not a natural creak of the old oak; it was a stirring at the window—and the instant thought shot into his fat mint of burglars. 
  Outside Wharton Lodge the snow was falling in the thick winter darkness. It was no night for burglars, unless very hardy ones. Bunters window was over fiteen feet from the ground—unapproachable from outside, he would have supposed, without a ladder. 
  No burglar could possibly have carried a fifteen-foot ladder about with him. Really it seemed impossible that there could be a midnight intruder at that window. 
  But there was—though Bunter had never noticed it—a rain-pipe clamped on the wall near the end of the window-sill.  
  Certainly anyone looking at that rain-pipe would have said that it was impossible to climb; or for the climber, if he could do it, to hold on with one hand and swing himself to the window sill with the other. Only an active sailor man accustomed to perilous rigging on windjammers could have performed such a feat—and to the most nimble and active sailorman it wou1d have been far from easy. 
  But, possible or impossible, there was no doubt that Bunter heard a creak at the window, repeated and repeated again. 
  He sat as if frozen. 
  The light was full, on. It was amazing for a burglar, if he came, to pick out the only room in which there was a light. If it was a burglar, it really looked as if that burglar was acquainted with Bunter’s manners and customs, and knew that he could be relied upon to be fast aJeep at midnight. 
  On the unexpected outcome of the Christmas fare keeping the fat Owl dismally awake no burglar, of course, could have reckoned. 
  Creak, creak ! 
  “Oh crikey !” breathed Bunter. 
  The curtains on the window stirred in the winter wind. He knew that the window was open now. Some desperate climber had gained the window-sill, was kneeling there in the snow; and had forced the window from outside, 
  In terror Bunter watched the curtains, to see them part, and to behold the dread figure appearing between them. 
  He grasped his pillow. 
  It was lucky that he was awake; it was lucky that the light had been left on. Even the scared fat Owl realised that a sudden whizzing missile would and must dislodge the burglarious visitor on the window-sill and send him spinning off it ; it could not fail to do so. 
  Had Bunter been asleep, as was only to be expected at that hour of the night the midnight marauder’s task would have been easy—after he had once gained the window-sill. 
   He would only have had to step in through the open window. 
But with Bunter wide awake, clutching his pillow, watching through has big spectacles, and in such a state of funk that it imbued him with a sort of desperate courage, the matter was different. 
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 Bunter swung that pillow up and back over his head, ready—and waited and watched, with thumping heart. 
!”  It was only a short distance from the bed to the window—so short that even the fat Owl could hardly fail to hit the target. 
  Bunter wa ready for the enemy, but as the curtains parted his fat heart failed him; he sat motionless, his grasp on the pillow relaxing. 
  The parting of the curtains revealed the open window, a glimpse of the black night and the falling snow, and a figure kneeling on the snowy sill, his head inside. 
  It was a somewhat pale face with sleek cheeks and clear-cut features that met Bunter’s terrified eyes—a face he knew, 
  For it was the face of James Soames, once a manservant, once a South Sea freebooter, once a kidnapper—the face of the crook and sea-lawyer who had been on Billy Bunter’s track ever since Greyfriars School had broken up for the Christmas holidays 
  That did it. 
  Had it been a common-or-garden burglar, so to speak, of the ordinary Bill Sikes variety, Bunter might have shut his eyes and pretended to be asleep and let him carry on just as he liked as the safest way of dealing with him, quite abandoning the idea of knocking him backwards with a whizzing pillow. 
  But the cold, sleek face of James Soames was more terrifying to Bunter than any bearded, rugged, beetle-browed countenance of a Bill Sikes. 
Sheer funk gave Bunter the spot of resolution he needed; his fat grip closed convulsively on the pillow. 
  The steely eyes of the crook gleamed across and round the room, and fastened on Bunter with a stare of astonishment. 
  Evidently Soames was surprised and startled to see him awake. Probably, knowing Bunter as he did, it had not even crossed his mind at all that Bunter might possibly be awake at one in the morning. 
  But the crook had time for only that one astonished glance, then the pillow was whizzing and crashing. 
  Crash! 
  The man on the sill had no time to leap into the room, no time even to dodge to his bed.  Before he knew that the pillow was coming it came—and it crashed fairly into his face, hurling him backwards off the window-sill. 
  He disappeared very suddenly. 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. “Ow!  Oh crikey! Oooogh !” 
  There was a sound of a heavy bump under the window, far below, and an enraged cry. 
  Fifteen feet was a good drop, and only the thick snow on the ground could have saved James Soames from broken bones. Even in the snow he must have had a heavy crash, and could hardly have escaped damage. Pain and rage were mixed in the yell that floated in at the window on the winter wind. 
  Billy Bunter did not stay to listen. 
  Immediately the figure on the window-sill went Bunter went.  He was off the bed with a bound and leaping to the door, he tore the door open and rushed into the passage. 
  “I say, you fellows, help !” yelled Bunter. 
He forgot that he was fearfully ill; he forgot the turkey, the Christmas pudding, the mince pies, the grapes, and the nuts, and the whole list. He fairly whizzed down the passage, yelling, and bolted into the nearest room which was Bob Cherry’s. 
  “Ow!  Yow!  Wow! Help!” yelled Bunter. And he charged across to the bed and clutched wildly at the sleeper therein. “Wow! Yow! Help!” 
  That Soames, after that bump from a height of fifteen feet, was not likely to climb the rain-pipe again—nor likely to carry on anyhow after the alarm was given—did not occur to Bunter’s fat mind. He grabbed at Bob Cherry and yelled and yelled and yelled. 
            THE THIRD CHAPTER. 
                      Night Alarm! 
BOB CHERRY yelled, too. 
  He awoke very suddenly. 
  He had been in a sound sleep, but fat paws clutching at him brought him quickly out of the land of dreams. In the dark Bunter could not see what he clutched—he just clutched. One fat paw got Bob’s nose, another got his hair, and both were tugged frantically. Frantic tugging at his nose and hair would have awakened Rip Van Winkle on the spot. 
  “Oh!  Ah! Ow! Woooh! What— oh crumbs!  Whooop!” came a startled yell from Bob Cherry as he jumped into wide wakefulness. 
  “Ow! I say, wake up—he’s here—I say, he’s after me—yaroooh! I say, gerrup—I say, are you awake? Ow !” yelled Bmitcr. 
  “Leggo!” shrieked Bob. 
  “I say---”
  Crack! 
  Bob Cherry, naturally, started up in those startling circumstances. Bunter might really have expected him to do so—if he had thought—but Bunter was not thinking; he was clutching and yelling. 
  Bob’s head, as he started up came into violent contact with a fat chin, and there was a crack like that of a rifle, 
  “Oh!” roared Bob. 
  “Ow!” yelled Bunter. 
  He staggered back from the bed. He left off clutching at Bob’s head and clutched at his chin instead. That fat chin had a pain in it! 
  “Oh ! Ow ! Oh !” spluttered Bob, rubbing the top of his head, which also had a pain in it.  “Blow you. I’ve banged my head on something—wow !” 
  “Ow! My chin! Wow!  You’ve busted my jaw !” groaned Bunter. “Oh crikey! You’ve knocked all my teeth out ! Ow !” Every tooth in my head ! Ooooh !” 
  “You mad owl—” 
  “You silly idiot—” 
  “You bothering, blithering porpoise, what are you up to!” yelled Bob. “What have you come here for? You wait till I get hold of my bolster !”                                        “Ow ! My chin ! Wow! My jaw ! Ow!  Wow !” moaned Bunter. 
Bob sat up and groped for his bolster, grasped it, and swiped. It was dark: but Bunters moans guided his aim. The bolster landed, and there was a sound of a heavy bump. 
  “Oh !” roared Bunter as he landed. “Yoo-hoop ! Beast !” 
  “Don’t go!” gasped Bob. “Wait a minute—I’ve got few more for you! Just wait a tick till I get out.” 
  He scrambled out of bed, bolster in hand. 
  Why Bunter had come there, in the middle of the night and awakened him by grabbing at his features, Bob did not know—unless it was the turkey troubling the fat Owl, or the mince pies
worrying him. Neither did he care! All he cared about at the moment, was bolstering Bunter ! 
  Swipe, swipe ! 
  “Yaroooh!” 
  Swipe! 
  “Oh crikey!” yelled Bunter. “Beast ! Stoppit ! Leave off ! Yaroooh !” 
  Bunter scrambled up and dodged, and the next swipe of the bolster missed him. 
  Bob rushed to the switch and turned it on. 
  Light flooded the room; and, spotting the fat Owl again, he charged at him with the bolster uplifted. 
  Bunter dodged wildly round the bed.
  “Keep off !” he roared. “You mad ass ! I came here to—yarooop !” 
  Bunter bounded as the bolster caught him. He fairly flew round the bed. 
  “Will you stoppit !” he shrieked. “I tell you there’s a burglar ! I say, you beast, Soames got in at my window, and--- Yoo-hooop !” 
  “What?” gasped Bob. 
  “Soames !” yelled Bunter. “That awful villain—you know he’s been after me all these hols, and now he’s after me again---” 
  “Rot ! It’s the turkey !” said Bob. “After all that turkey, you might see anything in the middle of the night ! I wonder you haven’t seen the ghost of the turkey.” 
  “I tell you it was Soames --”
  “And I tell you I’m going to bolster you back to your room! And the sooner you get there, the less bolster you’ll get !” 
  “I say—whooooop !” roared Bunter as the bolster landed. “I tell you—whoohoop ! Oh crikey!  ” 
  It was really impossible to argue with the bolster. Bunter scuttled for the door, with a swiping bolster behind him, urging him on. 
  Four doors on the passage had opened now, The soundest sleep could hardly have continued with Bunter’s dulcet voice going on its top note, Harry Wharton switched on the passage light; and four astonished faces stared at Billy Bunter, as the swiping bolster drove him headlong out of Bob s room. 
  “What on earth’s up ?” exclaimed Harry Wharton. 
  “Bunter is !” gasped Bob. “That cargo of grub has given him nightmare and he came to tell me about it ! I’m seeing him home !” 
  Swipe, swipe I 
  “I say, you fellows, stoppim !” shrieked Bunter.  “I say— Whoop !”
  Swipe! 
  “Ha, ha, hat!”
  “I won’t go back to my room,” roared Bunter. “Soames is there ---“
  “You fat chump !” exclaimed Johnny Bull. “How could Soames get there? It’s the Christmas pudding !” 
  “Tain’t !” yelled Bunter. “He’s got in at the window---!” 
  “Has he got wings?” asked Nugent. 
  “The wingfulness must be terrific!” grinned Hurree Singh. 
  “I tell you—” raved Bunter. “I tell you I buzzed my pillow at him and knocked him off the window-sill—but very likely he
’s got back---“ 
  “Oh, let’s go and see !” said Harry. “Chuck it, Bob, old man—Bunter will wake the house at this rate. Let’s look.” 
  “All rot !”said Bob. “But let’s— and if there’s nothing the matter, we’ll jolly well scrag Bunter.” 
  “Beast !” 
  The Famous Five hurried to Bunter’s room. 
  Bunter lingered in the passage. He did not want to see Soames—if Soames was there!
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! The window’s open !” exclaimed Bob. 
  He ran across to the open window. 
  “Oh, my hat !” said Johnny Bull. “Bunter never left it open ! Bunter would perish if he got a spot of fresh air !” 
  The Famous Five gathered at the window—shivering in the bitter wind that blew in, drifting flakes of snow. 
  It was pretty certain that Bunter had not left his window open without noticing it, for the wind blew the curtains out like sails. And the snow, on the sill outside, was disturbed—it was easy to see where it had been scraped and dislodged by a man who had knelt there. 
  “By gum!” said Bob. “Somebody’s been here! 
  He leaned out, disregarding the falling flakes, and stared into the darkness. But in the black winter night nothing was to be seen, save the dim glimmer of snow thick on the ground. 
  “I say, you fellows! Has he gone?” came a squeak from the passage. 
  “The gonefulness is terrific !” 
  “How on earth could he have got to this window-sill ?” exclaimed Nugent. “There’s nothing but a rainpipe, a yard away “ 
  “Must have been Soames, I think.” said Harry.      “He has been a sailor in his time—I remember that he could climb like a monkey. But who’d have thought----” 
  “Must have risked his neck on that pipe—” 
  “Well, there was the snow to fall in— if Bunter knocked him off the sill, the snow must have saved him—he’s not there now.” 
  “I say, you fellows —“
   “He’s gone, fathead!” said Harry Wharton. “It’s all right.” He closed and fastened the window. “You can go to bed—” 
  Yell from Bunter! 
  “Think I’m going to bed with that villain hanging about? All you fellows will have to stay with me till morning. I say, you’d better call Colonel Wharton and the butler to sit up, too and call up the police on the phone, and---”
  “And call out the military?” asked Bob Cherry. “What about the Air Force, too? And a few tanks?” 
  “Ha, ha ha!” 
  “Beast !” roared Bunter. “If you think I’m going to be kidnapped and murdered, and shot, and knocked on the head, just to please you, you’ re jolly well mistaken, see? I ain’t !”
  “Oh, come along to my room !” said Harry. “We’ll carry your bedclothes and you can camp on the settee.” 
  “Better wake the house, I think! I’ll go along to the staircase and yell ---“
  “I’ll give you something to yell for, if you do!” 
  “Beast !” 
  That there had been a midnight visitor, Soames or not, the juniors knew; but they knew that it was extremely unlikely that he would call again ! Bunter did not feel satisfied on that point; but he consented to camp in Wharton’s room, where he locked the door and pushed an armchair against it for additional security. 
  That spot of excitement had had at least one beneficial effect. It seemed to have shaken down the turkey, the mince pies, the Christmas pudding, and the rest.  Bunter found that he could, at last, sleep; and he notified the fact by turning on a deep snore, which made less easy for his unfortunate room-mates.  Billy Bunter passed the remainder of Christmas night in undisturbed repose—Harry Wharton did not. 
Fortunately nobody mattered but Bunter! 
                                   --- 

                   THE FOURTH CHAPTER, 
                         Fishy’s Find! 
“ I’LL say it’s fierce !” 
  Fisher T. Fish, of the Greyfriars Remove, made that remark. 
  He made it to empty space. 
  During the hols, most of Fishy’s remarks had to be made to space! He was the only Greyfriars man left at the old schooL over the holidays. 
  On the morning of Boxing Day, Fisher T. Fish was walking in the old quadrangle, not in a happy mood. 
  The snow had ceased to fall, but the quad was like a carpet of unbroken white. Roofs and chimneys glimmered white in the rays of the wintry sun. It was quite a pretty picture—if Fishy had cared for pretty pictures. he didn’t !
  With his hands in his pockets and a frown on his thin sharp face, Fisher T. Fish ambled in the quad and groused. 
  Fishy’s home was in New York, or Noo Yark as he called it, much too far off for Fishy to go home for the holidays 
  There were other fellows from far distances, like Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, whose home was in India, and little Wun Lung, the Chinee, whose home was even farther away. But fellows carried them off for the hols. No fellow ever seemed keen on carrying off Fisher T. Fish. 
  Fishy was not really good company.  He had only two topics of conversation—first and foremost, money; second, the immense superiority of the United States over every other country on earth. 
  These topics palkd on Remove fellows during the term, and nobody seemed to want to hear more of them during the hols. 
  Even Lord Mauleverer, the kindest-hearted fellow ever, felt that Fisher T. Fish, in the hols, was a thing no fellow could stand. 
  Several times during the hols, Harry Wharton had been on the point of giving Fishy a ring on the telephone. But, so far, he had never quite reached the point. 
  It was fierce, as Fishy declared to empty space I It was sure tough ! Even Mrs. Kebble, who looked after Fish dutifully, did not enjoy his company. Even Gosling, the old porter, would go into his lodge when he saw Fishy coming. Even Mrs. Mimble, at the school shop, was very brief. 
  It was all the fiercer and tougher, because Fishy vas a great talker, and during his enforced solitude immense quantities of conversation were bottled up in him to such an extent that he was almost in danger of exploding. 
  Fishy had hardly been able to mention money for a week, Not for a week or more had he pointed out to a single guy what a rotten, pesky, one-horse country it was compared with the Yewnited States ! It was undoubtedly fierce! 
  “Say !” Fisher T. Fish spotted Gosling looking out at the gates on the snowy road. “Say, bo !“ 
  He scudded across to Gosling. 
  Gosling, as a conversationalist, was not brilliant. But it was case of any port in a storm! Besides, what Fishy chiefly wanted was a listener. It was his own voice that he wanted to hear! 
  “Mornin’, sir !” grunted Gosling, an eye on the door of his lodge. 
  He wished that he hadn’t emerged to look at the weather. 
  “Find it a bit dull with all the guys away ?” said Fishy. 
  “No” answered Gosling, staring. 
  Sad to relate, Gosling preferred Greyfriars not in term time. Cheery boyish voices were not music to his ancient ears. Snowballs catching his old hat afforded him no amusement whatever. Gosling had only one fault to find with the school holidays—that they were not long enough! 
  “I guess it’s slow !” said Fishy. “But I reckon you’re used to things being slow in this old one-horse country. Look at your railroads! Slow ain’t the word! Petrified—what? Look at— Say, don’t you hurry off, old-timer !” 
  Gosling went into his Lodge. 
  Things might be slow in such a one-horse country, but old Gosling was not slow as he escaped from Fishy’s bright conversation. Hc was quite rapid. 
  “Say, big boy !” called Fishy to the back of Gosling’s head. 
  Gosling’s door closed. 
  “Pesky old goob !” grunted Fisher T. Fish, and he ambled off to seek another victim. 
  Mrs. Mimble was looking out of the doorway of the school shop. But the sight of Fisher T. Fish in the offing caused her to step back and disappear. 
Fishy never by any chance wanted to buy anything. Food was provided, and to buy anything to eat when food was provided did not look like business to Fisher T. Fish. 
  Fishy, balked of his prey, sheered off again from a shut door. He wandered in the quad, disconsolate. He was not very keen on out-of-doors, but he was fed up with indoors. 
  He had not even a book to read ! There were immense numbers of volumes in many languages at his disposal but not the sort he wanted. There was not a single volume on financial subjects to be found within the walls of Greyfriars School. 
  Fishy had been tempted—strongly tempted—to buy a financial newspaper for the sake of a little pleasant reading on a congenial subject. 
  But financial newspapers cost two-pence each, which was like a lion in the path ! Fishy resisted that temptation. 
  Mrs. Kebble, the House dame, looked out of her window. Fishy cut across. Twice already that morning he had caught Mrs. Kebble and talked—on the first occasion for five minutes, on the second for seven minutes, both nonstop. 
  Perhaps Mrs. Kebble had had enough even, perhaps, a little too much! Without appearing to see Fishy coming, she closed her window. 
  Fisher T. Fish sheered off again dismally. This was sure fierce! 
  He shoved his hands in his coat pockets and wandered, kicking the snow about for want of any other occupation. 
  Suddenly, as he kicked the snow, a small object flew from the toe of his boot. 
  It glimmered in the wintry sunshine as it flew and fell again. 
  Fisher T. Fish pounced on it at once. He could see what it was—a metal cigarette-case, apparently silver.  He picked it up, brushed off the frost, and stared at it. 
  “Wake snakes !” said Fisher T. Fish. “I guess that fat boob Bunter sure dropped this around before he went !” 
  Fisher T. Fish had seen that cigarette-case before. 
  During the last days of the term most of the Remove fellows had seen that silver cigarette-case in the possession of Billy Bunter. 
It was a flat, oblong case, rather worn and scratched.  Where Bunter had obtained it, nobody knew, unless he had picked it up somewhere and retained it on the principle that findings were keepings. 
  Certainly he had told fellows that it was a  Christmas present from his Uncle William, but he had also told other fellows that it was a birthday present from his Uncle George—and still other fellows that he had given five guineas for it at Chunkley’s in Courtfield ! 
Fisher T. Fish had seen it more than once—Bunter being rather pleased to show off his silver cigarette-case among the fellows—though he had been very wary not to let Mr. Quelch spot it ! 
  Fishy knew it again, and having found in in the snow in the quadrangle, he could only conclude that Bunter must have dropped it there and failed to find it before he left for the holidays. 
  He opened the case. It was full of cigarettes, and Fishy noted the brand— “Virginia Bud.” 
  “Smithy’s smokes !” he remarked, with a grin. 
  Fisher T. Fish was aware that Herbert Vernon-Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars, patronised Virginia Bud in the way of smokes. He saw at once that Bunter must have filled his case from the Bounder’s supply. 
“Jest like that fat lobo-wolf cinching a guy’s smokes !” grinned Fisher T. Fish. “But what the great horned toad is this here ?” 
  With great surprise and interest, the American junior scanned the interior of the silver cigarette-case. Cut in the metal inside, as if scratched deep with a sharp knife, were letters—Greek letters. 
  Fisher T. Fish promptly turned out the cigarettes, which revealed still more Greek letters. He stared at them in astonishment. 
It was not an engraved inscription the letters had been irregularly cut with a knife. And it was apparently only one word—at all events there were no spaces between the letters—though a word containing forty-one letters must have been rather unusual, even in Greek, 
  “Some guy’s name !” said Fisher T. Fish. “And that fat goob made out that it was a Christmas present from his pesky uncle ! I’ll say this here belonged to some foreign guy who dropped it around and that pesky pincher picked it up ! I’ll tell a man !” 
  Fisher T. Fish slipped the case into his pocket and ambled on. 
  He was thinking now. Bunter, evidently, had lost that cigarette-case, and doubtless would be glad to hear that it had been found. Fishy wondered where Bunter was. He might be anywhere in holiday time except at his family residence. Wharton’s place, most likely. Wharton was often the happy victim when Lord Mauleverer dodged successfully. 
  A ring on the telephone would cost nothing—to Fishy, at least! A guy might offer to run across and return that cigarette-case!   Such an obliging guy might be asked to stay. It would be a very welcome change from the school with all the fellows away! 
  On the other hand, Fishy would then 
have to pay his railway fare to Bunter’s 
present quarters, wherever they were!  That
thought gave him a distinct pain!  It was rather a dilemma. Fisher T. Fishy’s transatlantic brow was deeply corrugated with thought as he jerked about the snowy quad on his bony legs. 
            THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 
        The Mystery Of The Silver Case! 
COLONEL WHARTON frowned. 
That wintry morning, while Fisher T. Fish was rooting about the old quad at the 
deserted school, the Famous Five were collected in the hall at Wharton Lodge, and the old colonel was listening to what had happened in the night. 
  Bunter had been full of it, of course, when he came down. 
  Harry Wharton had cautioned him to say nothing about it before Aunt Amy;  he did not want his aunt alarmed by a tale of a burglar in the night. 
  Had Bunter come down to breakfast with the other fellows, however, it was doubtful whether he could have bottled it up till brekker was over. 
  But that was all right, as the fat Owl did not breakfast till ten, and his breakfkst was taken up to him, and it was nearer eleven before he came down. 
  Now the old colonel was questioning him, with a frowning brow. 
  Colonel Wharton allowed his nephew quite a free hand in asking fellows home for the holidays, and generally he liked the fellows who came. So he had said nothing when Bunter added himself to the party. But even the fat Owl, knowing as he did what an attractive fellow he was, could not be under the delusion that the old soldier regarded him with approval. 
  On this occasion Bunter was not only a spot of trouble in himself, but he had brought trouble in his train. 
  James Soames had haunted him like a Christmas ghost! 
Bunter, perhaps, was not to blame for that. Certainly he did not want Soames to dog his footsteps like a grisly spectre. 
  Still, the old colonel could hardly be expected to be pleased.  Soames, for some utterly mysterious and unaccountable reason, was after a silver cigarette-case that had been in Bunter’s possession. 
  He had refused to believe that Bunter had lost it—which was not surprising; for no one at Wharton Lodge believed a word that Bunter uttered on any subject, and Soames was naturally of a more doubting nature than any of them. 
  Whether Bunter really had lost that cigarette-case, or whether he had parked it somewhere and declined to say where, was still an open question. 
  As he stated that he had lost it the probability really was that he hadn’t, as Bunter’s statements generally went by contraries. 
  Whether he had or not, evidently Soames firmly believed that he still had it, as the attempt on Christmas night to get into his room fully proved. 
  This was not the first experience of Soames at Wharton Lodge by any means. In quest of that mysterious silver case, he had kidnapped Bunter, sent a huge trunk to the house in Bunter’s name, and packed himself in the trunk, thus getting on the spot to search. He had held up the old colonel in his library with an automatic, and searchcd the safe. It was not surprising that Colonel Wharton was fed-up with this kind of thing at the festive season of Yuletide. 
  He tugged at has grizzled moustache, grunted, and glared at Bunter.  He seemed to think that the fat Owl was to blame somehow. 
  “You are sure it was the rascal Soames at your window ?” he rapped. 
  “Oh, yes, rather !” said Bunter. “You see, I had the light on, and I saw the beast all right.” 
  “Probably you were too frightened to see who it was !” grunted the colonel. 
  Bunter gave him an indignant blink.
 “Oh, really, sir, 1 hope I’m not the fellow to be frightened !” he exclaimed warmly. “I was as cow as a coolcumber—”
 “What?”
  “I mean, as cool as a cow-cumber— th
at is, a cucumber! Never turned a hair !” explained Bunter. “When I heard the beast at the window I thought at first of calling these fellows. But I knew they’d be scared—” 
  “What !” ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  “You fat ass !”growled Johnny Bull. 
  ”I knew they’d be scared,” went on Bunter calmly, “so I decided to deal with the scoundrel personally! I whopped a pillow at him, and him right off the window-sill! He went down wallop ! Then I strolled along to call the other fellows—”
  “You strolled into my room like an escaped lunatic.” remarked Bob, “or like a runaway- fire-engine!  Some stroll !”
  “Oh, really, Cherry—’ 
  Colonel Wharton glanced round at the juniors 
  “I suppose it is a fact that someone actually did climb to Bunter’s window, and that this foolish boy did not imagine the whole thing ?” he rapped. 
  “Yes; we’re sure of that much,” said Harry. “He was gone, of course, long before we looked out of the window, so it seemed no use rousing the house at that time of night. I think it must have been Soames, uncle; only somebody jolly handy at climbing could have got upthat rain pipe . and reached the window-sill from it.” 
  “I’ve told you it was Soames!” yapped Bunter. 
  “What you say is of no consequence whatever !” snapped the old colonel. “However, probably it was Soames, as you say, Harry. I cannot begin to understand why the rascal is so bent on obtaining that cigarette-case; I conclude that he must have some rascally reason. It is Bunter’s own fault that the rogue has followed him here—” 
  “My fault?” ejaculated Bunter. 
  “Yes, certainly! The man is a lawless rascal, but if you had told him the truth—that is, if the silver case really is lost ---”
  “I told him!” hooted Bunter. “I told him it was lost at the school before we broke up for the holidays. He didn’t believe me.” 
  “And you told him you’d sent it to me for a Christmas present, you fat fraud !” said Harry Wharton. 
  “And you told him you’d left it in your room here when he bagged you !” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “Well, I had to tell him something, hadn’t I?” argued Bunter. “I was willing to tell him anything he liked to keep him off. If he wouldn’t believe one thing, I had to tell him something else !” 
  Grunt from the old colonel. 
  “I’ve told you fellows how I came to lose it !” said Bunter indignantly. “That cad Smithy made out that I was pinching his smokes, just because he saw me packing them in my case in his study, and he chucked the cigarette-case out of his study window—smokes and all—” 
  “Is that the truth ?” snapped Colonel Wharton. 
  “Oh, really, sir—” 
  “I believe that’s about as near as Bunter can get!” remarked Bob Cherry. “If he still had the silver case, Soames would have frightened him out of it before now !”
  “Yah!” 
  “It is extraordinary!” said the colonel. “The rascal’s motive for wanting the thing is unaccountable. From what you have told me, it is of little value, even if it belongs to him; and it can hardly belong to him if it has
a Greek name cut in the inside. I should be glad to see it. Mr. Konstantinopoulous, at Wimford, would tell us what the Greek word means. I will ask him to look at it. It can only be a name, I suppose, but I am very curious to see it.  Is it the truth that it is lost, Bunter ?” 
  Billy Bunter gave the old colonel a blink of the deepest indignation. 
  Bunter did not like having his word doubted. 
  “I’ve told you !” he hooted. 
  “I know that !” snapped the colonel testily. “What I want to know is, have you really lost the cigarette-case or not?” 
  “Do tell the truth for once, Bunter,” said Frank Nugent—“just for once, to celebrate Christmas !” 
  “Ha, ha, hal” 
  “No wonder that villain Soames doesn’t believe me when my own pals doubt my word !” said Bunter bitterly. “I tell you that beastly cigarette-case is lying in the quad somewhere at Greyfriars in the snow, and nobody will ever find it again till there’s a thaw !” 
  The old colonel gave Bunter a doubtful glare, and stalked away into the library.
  Bunter cast an indignant blink after him. . 
  “That old fossil——” he said. 
  “That what ?” asked Harry. 
  “That old frump—” 
  “Do you mean my uncle?” 
  “Yes ! That old image—” 
  “Stand up!”
  “Eh—what do you want me to stand up for?” 
  “I can’t kick you while you’re sitting down !”
  “Beast! If you think I’m going to have my word doubted, you’re jolly well mistaken --- see ?” hooted the indignant Owl. “I’ve a jolly good mind to walk right out of this house this very minute—”
  “Stick to that !” 
  “Only—only 1 won’t !” said Bunter. “I never was the chap to let a pal down. Besides, that beast may be watching for me, for all I know !” 
  “You’d be safer at Bunter Court among all those crowds of liveried flunkeys you’ve told us about !” suggested Bob Cherry. 
  “Yes, there’s that,” said Bunter, with 
a nod. “1 should ask my pater to have 
all the keepers on the look-out, too ! 
But--- !”
  “Is the butfulness terrific?” inquired Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Well, he might cop me on the way home.” said Bunter. “Once in my pater’s mansion, with a crowd of menials round me, I should be all right. But I might never reach Bunter Court !” added Bunter, shaking his head. 
  “More likely to reach Bunter Villa !” suggested Johnny Bull. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “On the whole, I shall stay !” said Bunter, unheeding. “But I expect you to give your uncle a hint to be a bit more civil, Wharton !”
  “You’d better give him the hint, old fat man,” said Harry, laughing. “But if you don’t think you’d be safe on the way home---” 
  “No; that beast got me on the train, you know.” 
  “Then why not telephone for the Rolls ?” 
  “Eh?”
  “And ask your pater to send a dozen or so of the keepers to guard it all the way home.” 
  Billy Bunter blinked at the captain of the Greyfriars Remove. 
  “Jolly good idea!” said Bob Cherry heartily. 
  “Topping !“ agreed Nugent. 
  “The topfulness is terrific!”
  “Oh !” gasped Bunter. “N-n-not a bad idea. Quite a good idea, in fact.  But—” Bunter shook his head. “No, I’m not going to turn you down, Wharton, old chap. This isn’t exactly the sort of place I’m used to—but I can rough it—in fact, I rather like roughing it a bit, as a change from rolling in the lap of luxury, and all that. A fellow gets tired of stately apartments and swarming menials.” 
  “Oh crikey!”
  “Besides, there’s the fancy-dress dance this evening, and Marjorie’s coming,” said Bunter. “She would feel it if I wasn’t here. I don’t want to spoil the evening for Marjorie Hazeldene.” Bunter gave a fat smirk. “You fellows know, without my telling you, that Marjorie has a bit of a crush in my direction —”
  Why the Famous Five, at that point, grasped Bunter’s armchair, and rolled him out of it, Bunter never knew. 
  But he knew that they did. 
  That was not to be doubted; for he rolled out, headlong, and bumped on the floor, with an ear-splitting yell. 
  “Yoo-hoop !” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. walked away, and left him to yell. 
  Billy Bunter sat and spluttered with wrath and indignation.  But when he heaved himself to his feet he did not roll away to the telephone to phone for the Rolls.
  Whether it was because he was fed up with stately halls and swarming menials, or for some other reason, the fat and fatuous Owl was still sticking to his old pals.
         THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                   Boxing Night!  
 
“MANY cooks make light work of the broth, as the English proverb remarkably observes.” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Good old English proverb,” chuckled Bob Cherry. 
  Everybody was busy 
  That is, everybody with one important exception—the exception being William George Bunter. 
  Bunter was unemployed, but he was not looking for work. 
  Bunter contributed criticism. Under the cheery and genial influence of Christmas-tide, the other fellows received Bunter’s criticism and without booting him as a reward for the same. 
  Guests were to arrive later. Six or seven Greyfriars fellows were turning up, and some of them bringing sisters and cousins. Local people were coming, too. There was going to be a dance to the radio or the gramophone: 
there was going to be fancy dress and masks. Everybody was playing up. Even the old colonel was unbending to the extent of appearing in the costume of an Arab chief in flowing garments. Miss Amy Wharton, in a pleasant little flutter of mild excitement, was to be licked an Elizabethan dame. The Famous Five had their costumes laid out in Wharton’s “den” upstairs. 
   Likewise had Billy Bunter. But at the present moment they were making preparations, and space I 
  Wharton Lodge was quite a commodious residence. But it was not built on the lines of Mauleverer Towers. Things had to be cleared out of the way—stacked away temporarily in corners and passages. The library and the colonel’s study had to be, and added to the hall for the occasion. 
  All sorts of everyday things were happily disguised with gay chintze and Christmas chains, and bunches of holly. 
  Among the things that had to be pushed out of the way was Billy Bunter. Every time he got in the way he was pushed out of it. 
  “Not much room—what!” remarked Bunter.      “You want a place like Bunter court for this sort of thing, really.” 
  “Anybody seen that hammer?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “My dear chap, you’ve banged in enough nails !” remonstrated Nugent. “You don’t want to bang more nails.” 
  “No; I want to bang Bunter.” 
  “Oh, all right, here’s the hammer! 
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  Bunter did nor wait to be banged. He rolled away, and was silent for several minutes. But that was rather a long time for William George Bunter to be silent. 
  “I say, Wharton—” 
  “Yes. What --- ”
  “What are you going to dance to?” 
  “Music.”
  “Oh, really, Wharton!  I mean, we generally have a string band at Bunter Court. We don’t consider expense on such occasions.” 
  “Here’s the hammer, Wharton !” called out Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha ha !” 
  “I say, Wharton, look here! Don’t walk of fwhile a fellow’s talking to you !” roared Bunter. 
  Wharton did walk off. He was too busy to linger even for the delights of Billy Bunter’s conversation. 
  “I say, Nugent---” 
  “Don’t bother !” 
  “I say, I shouldn’t shove that holly up there! Look here, shove. it over the old bean’s portrait.” 
  “Good idea to cover up that mug— what?” grinned Bunter. “Make him snort when he sees it, too. Covering up an ugly mug with holly is a jolly good idea.” 
  “First rate !” agreed Frank. “Stand steady!” 
  Billy Bunter did not stand steady. He made a backward jump as the bunch of holly jabbed into his fat features.  
  “Wow! Wharrer you up to?” he roared. 
  “Covering up an ugly mug with holly!” 
  “Ha,ha, ha !” 
  “Beast !” roared Bunter. 
   Bunter beat a retreat, rubbing his features, He backed away very rapidly, and backed into Wells, the butler, who was lending a plump hand in the proceedings. 
  He blinked at Wells. 
  “Skimpy place for a dance, Wells,” he said. 
  “Indeed, sir !” 
  “I like a bit of space.” said the fat Owl. 
  “No doubt, sir,” agreed Wells. “I am sure you need it.” 
  And Wells moved off before Billy Bunter could think of anything sufficiently crushing to answer to that. Colonel Wharton looked out of the doolway Of the library, with a of coloured papers on his arm, and a cheery smile on his old bronzed visage. The old military gentleman liked to see happy young faces round him, and all faces were merry and bright, with one fat exception. 
  Bunter did not notice the old colonel there. He called to Harry who was coming up to take the coloured papers from his uncle. 
  “I say, Wharton ---!” 
  “Give us a rest, old fat bean !” 
  “But, I say, is the old fossil going to dance ?” askcd Bunter. “I say, he will jolly well creak at the joints if he does—what? He, he, he !” 
  “Indeed,” said a deep voice, just behind Bunter—a voice that bore a remarkable resemblance to to to that of the great huge bear. 
  “Oh !” gasped Bunter. 
  “He revolved rapidly on his axis, and blinked at the colonel. 
  The old gentleman’s genial smile had changed into quite a grim expression. 
   “Oh, I—I didn’t see you sir !” gasped Bunter. “I—I mean, I wasn’t speaking of you. I—I meant another old fossil, sir---” 
  “What ? ” 
  “Honest Injun, sir! Not you; quite another old fossil!” gasped Bunter. “I—I--- What I really meant to say was— Yarooop !” 
Haying turned to face the old colonel, Bunter had turned his back to the colonel’s nephew. Now, all of a sudden, a boot was planted on his tight trousers, and he shot forward, yelling as he shot. 
  “Harry !” exclaimed the colonel. 
  “Couldn’t help it.” said Harry. “Hold on, Bunter, I’m going to give you another.” 
  “Beast !” roared Bunter. 
   And he rolled away in haste. 
  “Did you fellows see that?” he asked the grinning. Co. “Kicking a chap after pressing him to come here for the hols —“
  “Was the pressfulness terrific?” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “If Wharton thinks I’m going to stand it,” said Bunter, fairly wriggling with indignation,       “I can tell him I ain’t ! I’m not going to stand—” 
  “Sit, for a change,” suggested Bob Cherry. 
Bunter sat—suddenly, as Bob hooked a fat leg. He roared as he sat. 
  “Wow ! Look here, you beast—” 
  “Not satisfied yet?” asked Bob. “If you’re not going to stand, and you don’t want to sit, what the dickens do you want?” 
  “Lying suits him better,” suggested Johnny bull. “Lying’s Bunter’s long suit.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Ow! Beast! Wow!” 
  There was a sound of a car grinding on the snowy drive. 
  The door was flung wide, and the Famous Five rushed to welcome a very special guest. 
  Hazeldene of the Remove came in, with Marjorie on one side of him, Clara Trevlyn on the other, and a cheery grin on his face. 
  “I say, you fellows, do give a fellow room !” squeaked Billy Bunter. Bunter barged energetically. “I say, here we are again, Marjorie, old dear ! I say, do give a fellow room, Cherry ! I say, Marjorie--- Don’t shove, Bull —you ain’t in the Remove passage at Greyfriars now! I say, Marjorie, I’ve got a sprig of mistletoe here, and ---Yaroooooh ! Get off my toe Bob Cherry, you clumsy beast! Wow !” 
  Bunter danced on one foot. Bob Cherry’s heel had descended on the other, rather like a blacksmith’s hammer! Bunter hopped, and danced, and bawled. 
  “Ow! My toe! Wow ! My tut-tutut-toe! Woooooh!” 
 “Hallo, Bunter, beginning already?” asked Hazel. “Doing a solo, old fat nan?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Ow!  My toe !” wailed Bunter. “Wow! It’s squish-squish-squashed ! You clumsy hippopotamus ! Gerrout of the way! I say, Marjorie, I’ve got a sprig of mistletoe here, and I say— Beast !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  Bob Cherry seemed exceedingly clumsy that evening, for his other heel came down on Bunter’s other foot. Bunter roared and danced again. 
  “Ow! My toe! Wow! Oh crikey ! Yaroooh !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at !” howled Bunter. “My tut-tut-toe’s squish-squish-squashed! Wow !” 
Bunter had dropped that sprig of mistletoe. He did not pick it up again. He tottered to the nearest seat, sat down, and nursed his feet in turn. He had a pain in both of them. 
       THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 
                In Deep Disguise! 
MERRY strains of music awoke the echoes of Wharton Lodge. 
  Merry young people the light fantastic toe! 
  With one exception, it would have been difficult to say who was who and which was which among the merry crowd, the costumes being, with the masks, a complete disguise—with the single exception of William George 
Bunter. 
  Bunter had sorted over the supply in Wharton’s rooms, and decided to be a Cavalier. The garb of the Stuart period, Bunter thought, was rather well suited to a handsome and well-setup figure—it went rather wel1 with a fellow’s natural air of distinction. 
  Bunter had no idea that his identity was any more apparent than any other fellow’s. But, as a matter of fact, Bunter’s circumference would have betrayed him under any guise. And even if his circumference had left anyone in doubt, the glitter of his spectacles through the eyeholes of the mask would have given him away. 
  Bunter was a dancing man! No elephant or hippopotamus had anything on Bunter when it came to dancing.  
  He was not, howover fearfully in request As a matter of fact, Bunter danced only once—the Lambeth Walk —and even that was cut short ! 
  Marjorie, whose kindness of heart was equal to almost any test, consented with many misgivings—and probably repented of her kindness when Bunter began to understudy the festive hippopotamus. 
  “Want all the floor?” inquired Hazel, as Bunter very nearly up-ended him. 
  “Yah !” was Bunters impressive if not elegant reply. 
  “Ware porpoises!” murmured another voice, as Johnny Bull skilfully steered Clara Trevlyn out of danger. 
  “Beast I” was Bunter’s polished rejoinder. 
  “Scrubby lot here, what?” he said to Marjorie, by way of light and elegant conversation. “Rotten floor!” 
  “Oh !” said Marjorie. 
  “That old. fogey, Wharton’s uncle, is got up as an Arab !” gurgled Bunter. 
  “Oh !” 
  “Bob Cherry’s a Musketeer,” said Bunter.   “But you can pick him out all right—by his feet, you know ! Biggest feet in the place ! He, he, he !” 
  Marjorie did not even reply “Oh!” to that remark. 
  “If anybody treads on your feet, you’ll know that Bob is on hand !” grinned Bunter. 
  “Oh dear !” ejaculated Marjorie, as Bunter’s hoof clumped on her foot. 
  “Oh, sorry! Rotten floor, you know !” said Bunter cheerfully. “But look here, I was going to say - Yarooop!” 
  Bunter slipped—and slid I 
  With great presence of mind, Marjorie detached herself from his frantic clutch. 
  Bunter spun, like a fat humming-top. 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Look out!” 
  “Escaped elephant !” 
  “Dodge !”
  “Yaroooh ! Whoop!” roared Bunter, as he sat down with a bump and then rolled. “Oh crikey Yoo-hoooop !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Ow!  Don’t fall over me! Oh crikey !” 
  A tall Arab picked Bunter up and piloted him out of the way. 
  He led him, not with any special gentleness, into the dining-room, where the refreshments were laid out. It was quite a welcome spot to Bunter, who really was keener on refreshments than on dancing. 
  Bunter could not recognise that tall, veiled Arab; but he knew that it was the old colonel.  He could recognise, at least, the iron grip that jerked him out of the way of the dancers. 
  The old colonel plumped him down in a seat and grunted. 
  “Young ass !” was his remark. 
  “Oh really, you know !” squeaked Bunter. “I say, I haven’t finished dancing, you know—I can’t leave my partner like that—” 
  “You had better sit down !” said the colonel. 
 “Look here—” 
  “You are a young ass, Bunter !” 
  “Eh? How do you know who I am?” demanded Bunter, in surprise. 
  He knew the colonel’s costume; but the colonel had not seen his before he donned it, so he was quite surprised to find his identity known. 
  “What? Of course I know!” grunted Colonel Wharton. 
  “Well I don’t see how! The fact is, I ain’t Bunter !” said the fat Owl, by way of pulling the old colonel’s leg. 
  “Wha-a-t?” 
  “You jolly well don’t know who I am!” said Bunter blinking at the old colonel through tke eyeholes of his mask. “But if you want to know, I’m Bob Cherry.” 
  “Good gad !” 
  As Bob was about six inches taller than Bunter, and about a yard less round the circumference, and had no specs to glitter through his mask, the colonel was not likely to believe that statement. 
  “I don’t know who you are, either,” went on the fat Owl. “Wharton never mentioned that you were getting up as an Arab, so, of course, I don’t know you’re his uncle at all.” 
  “Good gad !” repeated the colonel blankly. 
  “Bit of an old frump, Wharton’s uncle, ain’t he ?“ said Bunter cheerily. 
  “What?” 
  “Stodgy old fossil don’t you think ?” 
  The colonel stared fixedly at the fat Cavalier. 
  In the happy delusion that he had made the old colonel believe that he was Bob Cherry, and that he did not know who the tall Arab was, Bunter thought this a good opportunity, for giving Wharton’s uncle a piece of his fat mind ! 
  If the colonel attributed that impertinence to Bob, it might be unpleasant for Bob, but it was all right for Bunter ! 
  “Stiff old ramrod, you know !” rattled on Bunter cheerily. “Silly old ass, to put it plain! Don’t you think so?” 
  Bunter realised that masks and fancy dress gave a fellow great opportunities. Identity being quite unknown, until the masks were taken off, a fellow could really say anything to anybody! It was quite agreeable to let Wharton’s uncle know what he really thought of him—in this perfectly secure way ! 
  “Rotten show, ain’t it?” continued Bunter, while the colonel gazed at him speechless. “We do these things better at Bunter Court. They’re rather poor here, really.” 
  “Good gad !” gasped the colonel. 
  “Hardly my style,” went on Bunter. “I came here out of good nature, really. That’s my fault—I’m always too good-natured ! I generally stay at much better places than this   I say, are you going ?” 
  Colonel Wharton, with really wonderful self-command, refrained from boxing Bunter’s fat ears. He turned and left him, breathing very hard. 
  Bunter chuckled. 
  He had, he fancied, made the old bean sit up a bit ! And if the old bean took it out of Bob Cherry afterwards, serve him jolly well right ! 
  He was rather sorry to see the tall Arab go ! He would have liked to tell him some more ! He had quite a lot of remarks to make about Wharton Lodge and the inhabitants thereof—in the perfect security of his disguise! 
  Left to himself. Bunter decided not to rejoin the dancers. Foodstuffs were really more attractive than tripping the light fantastic toe ! The merry strains of music were accompanied, from Bunter’s corner, by a happy sound of gobbling! 

          THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

              Caught By The Crook! 

“SOAMES!” breathed Colonel Wharton. 
The old colonel was standing by a window, looking on the merry crowd of young people with a genial eye. He hardly knew what made him glance at the window—perhaps some movement there had caught the corner of his eye—a hand that brushed off the frosts 
  Pressed to the pane, staring in from the terrace, was a face —a face that the colonel knew—a smooth, sleek face, with glinting eyes of steel. 
  It was the face of James Soames, sea- lawyer and crook; the seeker of the mysterious cigarette-case. Only for a moment or two it remained there—then it vanished; but Soames had seen what was passing within, and the old colonel had seen Soames.’  
  He shut his teeth hard. 
  Evidently Soames was still watching Wharton Lodge in the belief that the silver case was in Bunter’s keeping there. He was’ aware that festivities were going on; probably he had watched the many arrivals; and now he had ventured near enough to look in at a window. Likely enough he was calculating his chance of penetrating into the building--indeed, had he been provided with a costume and a mask, he might easily have found an opportunity of “gate-crashing.” 
Colonel Wharton moved away from the window, and a few minutes later he had quietly slipped a thick Malacca stick under his flowing Arab garb. Then, quietly, he stepped out of a french window on the terrace. 
  If Soames was still there, he was ready to deal with him with a heavy hand. 
  Chinese lanterns lighted the terrace for some distance; but beyond, all was dark. 
  Colonel Wharton moved along to the end, his eyes warily about him, the heavy stick gripped in his hand. 
  But there was nothing to be seen or heard; and he concluded that the crook was gone. With a grunt he, turned and walked back towards the light.
  There was a slight sound behind him as  he went and he whirled round instantly on his guard. But even as he turned, a sudden grip was on him, and a strength greater than his own bore him backwards. 
  The Malacca dropped from his hand as he grasped at his sudden assailant, and struggled fiercely; but he went down heavily, and a knee was planted on his chest. 
  The next moment. something cold and hard was pressed to his face. He felt the round metal run grinding through the Arab veil. 
  “Quiet !” said a low, tense voice. 
  “You scoundrel !” breathed the colonel. He had been, after all, taken off his guard; the man whose life had been a series of desperate adventure, had been too wily and wary for him. 
  “Who are you!” breathed Soames. The colonel knew that it was Soames, though all he could see was a dim shadow bending over him in the dark. 
  “Colonel Wharton, I think, from your voice.” 
  “Release me, you rascal !” panted the colonel. 
  There was a soft, almost silent, laugh. 
  “Not likely—as you have so kindly walked into my hands, sir !” Nothing could have happened more fortunately. I am obliged to you, sir, for seeking a spot of fresh air at this particular moment.” 
  “You vIllain, I saw you at the window, and came out to find you !” breathed the colonel. 
  “Then my luck is in !” said Soames. “Keep quiet, sir! I do not desire to alarm a happy household with a shot— neither do I wish your Yuletide festivities to have a sudden tragic end. But I shall pull the trigger, sir, if you give me trouble.” 
  The colonel panted with rage. 
  “What do you want, you villain !” he breathed. “What purpose do you dream of serving by this?” 
  “I think you know !” smiled Soames. “I am in search of the silver cigarette-case now in the hands of that fat young rascal Bunter.” 
  “I do not believe that it is now in his hands—but, even so, you will have no chance of reaching Bunter !” snapped Colonel Wharton. “Since you came last night, he dare not venture out of the house.” 
  “I have no doubt of it—I am quite well acquainted with Master Bunter and his ways I But you know, sir, that when the mountain refused to go to Mahomet, Mahomel went to the mountain.” 
  “If you dare to enter ---!” 
  “That is my intention, sir !” Soames spoke in his smooth, deferential, manservant voice; though the automatic continued to grind on the colonel’s cheek. “Had I been aware of the form your Boxing Night festivities would take, I should have come properly provided; and should have ventured to gate-crash 
—and I have no doubt’ that an additional guest in fancy dress would not have excited remark. But—! ”
  He gave the soft laugh again. 
  “I have been watching for such an opportunity as this !” he went on. “Some of the young people have-bad an unsuspected eye on them already— but their outfit would have been useless to me. Yours, sir, will fit me very well, I think.” 
  “Oh!” gasped the colonel. 
  “I did not know who you were, my dear sir, when I seized you—I was only thinking of borrowing your costume!”smiled Soames. “But I am very glad to find that you are the master of the house. In your guise, sir, I think I shall be able to carry out my plan un. detected.” 
  His voice snapped suddenly. 
  “Quiet ! If you—” 
  Colonel Wharton made a desperate effort—at the imminent risk of his life, for he knew, only too well, how utterly desperate and ruthless the sea-lawyer was. 
  But Soames did not press the trigger. He whipped up the automatic and struck with the butt. 
  The old colonel gave a gasping groan, and lay like a log, stunned by the sudden blow. 
  “Fool!” muttered Soames. 
  The old colonel was unconscious. He was not likely to remain so many minutes—but a very brief space of time was sufficient for Soames. 
  Swiftly, with nimble fingers he stripped off the Arab costume. Then, with a thin coil of cord he drew from his pocket, he bound the unconscious man, hand and foot. A folded handkerchief was presed into the colonel’s mouth, and secured there with a knotted string. 
  Then, leaving him, Soames hurriedly, but carefully, assumed the Arab costume with veil and mask. 
  The colonel’s eyes opened in a dizzy stare. 
He struggled to move and to speak. With aching head and dizzy eyes, he stared up at the dim figure of a tall Arab in the gloom. 
  The figure bent over him. 
  “I regret this, Colonel Wharton,” said the soft, deferential voice, “but you will acknowledge that you left me no choice. I have been as considerate as the circumstances allowed. Apart from my disinclination to alarm the household with a shot, I should have been very sorry to scatter your brains— such as they are—over your own terrace.” 
  The colonel’s eyes burned at him.’ 
  But he was helpless and silent; he could not stir a limb, or utter a sound. 
  “Believe me, sir, I regret exceedingly handing out such usage to an old hero of the War!” said Soames apologetically. “If you had submitted quietly, it would have been much more gratifying for both of us. I assure you, my dear sir, that I put only sufficient force into that blow to keep you quiet long enough for my purpose.” 
  A faint mumble came from under the gag. 
  Now I shall have to leave you for a time,” went on Soames. “But, believe me, I shall release you from that uncomfortable position at the very earliest moment possible. I am far from being an unfeeling man.” 
  With that, the sea-lawyer grasped the bound man and pulled him away to the darkest corner of the terrace, and left him in the deep shadow of a wall. 
  With deep feelings, Colonel Wharton lay there, while the crook in the Arab costume disappeared in the shadows. 

               THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

              Soames At Close Quarters! 

BILLY BUNTER grinned. 
  Bunter was enjoying life. 
  He had a cosy corner to himself—a settee in an alcove, shaded by palms in tubs, from which he had a view of the dancing, so far as it interested him. 
  But it did not interest him very much. His interest was centred on things nearer at hand. 
  He had collected a supply of excellent provender, and placed it on the settee by his side. His podgy jaws had hardly ceased to move for quite a long time. He was sticky and he was happy. 
  Every now and then he cast a blink round about, and several times he had seen the tall Arab moving among the numerous company, and lost sight of him again. Now he spotted him once more, coming to the alcove where the fat Owl sat. 
  Wherefore did Billy Bunter grin in cheery anticipation of telling Colonel Wharton a few more flattering things about his Boxing Night party ! 
  Having spotted Bunter through the nodding palms, the Arab sheik bore down on him.  He seated himself on the settee by Bunter’s side—Bunter’s stack of tuck being on the fat Owl’s other side. 
  Harry Wharton, passing at a little distance, saw the figure in Arab question in the alcove, and rather wondered that his uncle had sought the society of the fatuous fat Owl. However he had plenty of other things to think about, and did not give the matter much attention. 
  He little dreamed whose identity was now hidden by that Arab costume—still less did Billy Bunter. 
The fat Owl would have bounded as if he hat received an electric shock had he fancied for a moment that James Soames was seated by his side. 
  “Rotten show, sir, what?” said Bunter, with his mouth full, on the same tack as before. “They can’t throw a party here. Pretty putrid all round, ain’t it?” 
  The Arab moved a little closer to him. Bunter, to his surprise, felt a grip on his fat arm from a hand that slid from under the burnous. 
  “Don’t call out, Master Bunter.” a quiet voice. “Don’t give the alarm, if you value your life !” 
Bunter gave a convulsive jump and then sat still. 
  Only too well ho knew that low, quiet voice, with its soft tones. It sent a chill of terror to his fat heart. 
  Up to that moment he had not doubted that the tall Arab was Colonel Wharton. It was the same costume, and the appearance was, naturally, exactly the same 
  But that voice; so different from the colonel’s deep tones, told another tale. It was Soames!  And Soames knew him! How, Bunter did not know; but Soames knew him, in spite of the deep disguise. 
  But for the grip on his fat arm, Bunter would have leaped to his feet if he had not leaped into the air in his terror. 
  But that grip pinned him where he sat. 
  He turned his face towards the Arab sheik, his little round eyes distended behind his big, round spectacles. 
  He could not speak. He could only stare at Soames, speechless. How he had got there, in the colonel’s costume, was a mystery Bunter did not think of trying to unravel. He was there—that was enough for Bunter. Soames, whose mere whisper frightened him out of his wits, was sitting by his side, holding his fat arm in fingers that seemed like steel. The fat Owl’s podgy heart almost died within him. 
  “Don’t stare like that, fool !” went on the quiet voice. “If you draw attention here I shall have to run for it, but I shall leave you dead where you are sitting.” 
  “Ooooh !” gasped Bunter. 
“1 have been looking for a chance to speak to you, Master Bunter.” said Soames. “I have found it at. last, as your host has kindly lent me his costume —“ 
  “Has he ?” gasped Bunter, “Oh crikey !” 
  “I had to use somewhat rough measures before he did so.” murmured Soames. “I trust that you will not force me to use rough measures with you, Master Bunter.” 
  “Oh, no ! Oh crumbs !” 
  “You may go on eating. I should be truly sorry to interrupt your enjoyment. Take care to draw no attention here. I have my automatic under this burnous, and if I have to shoot my way out of this house you can guess who will stop the first bullet.” 
  “Oh lor’ !” 
  Bunter mechanically chewed cake. It was a nice cake, but it seemed to have lost its savour. Probably for the first time in his fat career William George Bunter was indifferent to cake. 
  “Now for a few words with you, my friend,” resumed Soames, in the same low, soft voice, audible only to the fat Owl’s ears. “You have told me many falsehoods on the subject of that silver cigarette-case. The time has come now to tell me the truth.” 
  “I—I—I—“ 
  “You led me to believe that it was left in this house when you fell into my hands.” said Soames.  “I ran considerable risk in searching for it. I have no doubt that it was left here, but it must have been hidden, as I failed to find it; and I warn you, Master Bunter, that you are now at the end of your prevarications. Another falsehood will
cost you your life.” 
  “Ow !” moaned Bunter. 
  He blinked at the merry throng, of whom some were within the sound of voices, unless subdued. Nobody was even looking towards him. In the midst of a merry-making crowd the hapless fat Owl was alone—with Soames ! 
  “Now,” went on the low voice, “I am here for that cigarette-case Master Bunter. I shall not leave without it. You may guess that I am taking great risks, and I am not taking them for nothing. Where is the cigarette-case that was handed to you in Friardale Lane while you were at school?” 
  “I—I—I  told you !” moaned the terrified fat Owl. “You wouldn’t believe me---”
  “You have told me tale after tale,” said Soames, between his closed lips. “I warn you to tell the truth this time. Where is the silver case?” 
  “It’s at Greyfriars.” 
  “Take care !” hissed Soames. 
  “I tell you it was lost, there !” gasped Bunter “I told you a chap took it away from me and chucked it away.” 
  “That was the most improbable of all the falsehoods you have told me,” said Soames “If you are tired of life, Master Bunter, you have only to make another attempt to delude me. For the last time, the truth!” 
  There was a deadly threat in the low voice, and the steely eyes glittered through the eyeholes of the mouse. 
  Billy Bunter 
shook like a fat jelly. 
  Lying as a fine art had its drawbacks.  Bunter had, in fact, told Soames the truth; but even the keen-witted crook had been unable to disentangle it from his many untruths. 
  The fat Owl dared not lie again now. He had to make Soames believe him somehow, and even the fat Ananias of Greyfriars realised that his only chance was to stick to the truth. All his whoppers, one after another, had been found out. 
  Soames suspected that he had hidden the cigarette-case. Bunter was quite prepared to tell him that it was so—if that would have been of any use. 
  But he realised that Soames, now inside the house in a safe disguise, would require to be led to the spot. 
  He had said that he would not go without the silver case, and Bunter was in his hands. His fat flesh fairly cringed at the awful thought of the automatic under the burnous. 
  Soames watched him. He could feel the fat Owl trembling in his grip. 
  “The truth !” he breathed. 
  Bunter cudgelled his fat brains for an untruth which might seem probable to Soames. But he was at the end of his tether in that direction. There was nothing for it but the truth, whether Soames would believe it or not. 
  “I’ve told you” moaned Bunter. ‘Smithy took it away and chucked it out into the quad. It really is the truth!  I shouldn’t have told you anything else if you had believed that. It’s really true. Oh crikey ! 
  “Nonsense!” nuttered Soames, though he was impressed by the fat Owl’s terrified earnestness. “Who was the boy, then ?” 
  “Smithy---Vernon-Smith You remember him. You used to be his father’s valet !” mumbled Bunter. 
  “I remember Master Herbert, perfectly,” said Soames quietly, “He is a somewhat aggressive youth in many ways, but not the boy to be guilty of an act of stupid bullying such as you have described.” 
  “You see, he thought I had pinched his smokes,” stammered Bunter. “I was filling the cigarette-case in his study ---”
  “Oh !” 
  “And he got waxy, grabbed the silver case, and chucked it out of his atudy window. He did, really !” 
  “That is more like Master Herbert,” said Soames.  “But, in that case, why did you not pick it up again—if you did not?” 
  “I looked for it, but it fell in the snow,” explained Bunter. “I couldn’t find it—might have hunted for it for a week—and it was the last day before breaking-up. So it was lost. It—it really was, you know. It won’t ever be seen again till the snow melts.” 
  Soames sat silent for a long minute, his eyes on the fat Owl 
  Of the many yarns Bunter had spun him on the subject of that cigarette-case, this was the only one he had tried a second time. That looked as if it might be the truth. Moreover, now that the fat Owl had explained how Herbert Vernon-Smith had come to chuck away the silver case, it seemed less improbable. 
  The man who had been Mr. Vernon-Smith’s valet knew Master Herbert very well indeed, and he knew that this was exactly what the Bounder of Greyfriars was likely to do if he caught Bunter filling the case from his secret supply of smokes 
Soame did not feel sure—it was impossible to feel sure in dealing with Bunter—but he had an impression that he had run the truth to earth at last, as it were 
  “Then the silver case is still at your school?” he asked, at last 
  “Yes !” moaned Bunter. 
  “Lying in the snow in the quadrangle ?”
  “Yes.” 
  “There has been no thaw yet,” said Soames thoughtfully. “There are no signs of one, so far. If that is true, the silver case is still there.” 
  “Yes !” gasped Bunter. 
  Soames sat silent again, thinking. 
  If this was the truth, and it seemed to him now that it was, he was done with Wharton Lodge; his search lay within the walls of Greyfriars. Somewhere within the radius of a throw from a certain study window the silver case lay hidden in snow. 
  “I will take your word provisionally, Master Bunter.” he said quietly. ‘ I think you have told me the truth this time. We shall see. If I find out that you have deceived me you will take the consquences, and I warn you that they will be very painful !” 
  “I—I—I say—” 
  “You need say nothing !” Soames rose to his feet. “I shall leave you now, Master Bunter !  If you think of giving the alarm and endangering me, remember that the automatic is in my hand, and that I am a dead shot !” 
  “I — I wouldn’t---” stammered Bunter. 
  “Pah !” 
  The sheik moved away. 
  Billy Bunter watched him with bulging eyes through his big spectacles as he went. The fat junior was not thinking of giving the alarm—he was only too glad to see the disguised crook go—the deadly automatic with him ! Not for worlds, or for whole universes, would Bunter have given a sign, or uttered a sound, that would have drawn the muzzle of that automatic in his direction. 
He gasped with relief when the figure in Arab costume disappeared from his sight. 
  “Oh lor’!” gasped Bunter. 
  And a whole minute elapsed before he took another bite at the cake!
             THE TENTH CHAPTER. 
                      Exft Soames! 
  COLONEL WHARTON stirred and mumbled faintly as a dark figure bent over him in the deep shadows at the end of the terrace. 
 He knew that it was Soames, and his eyes burned up at the dim, shadowy form, 
  “I regret that I have had to leave you so long, my dear sir “ said the soft, deferential voice. “Believe me, it was unavoidable. I trust that you have not suffered too much from the cold.” 
  The old colonel was in evening clothes, which he had worn under the Arab costume; a poor protection against the cold of the last days of December. But Soames, who had discarded coat and hat when assuming the disguise, had thrown his overcoat round the bound man, for which the old military gentleman was duly thankful, when he was left in the bitter night. 
  Crook as he was, pirate and freebooter as he had been, it seemed that there was a spot of the milk of human kindness in Soames’ hard heart. Unscrupulous and ruthless as he was in carrying out his plans, he would do no hurt beyond what. was essential to that end. Perhaps it helped him somehow to square his lawless career with his conscience — if James Soames allowed himself the luxury of a conscience at all! 
  A keen blade glided over the colonel’s bonds, and the gag was taken from his mouth. He was free; and he staggered to his feet, his hand to his head, which was aching from the blow he had received. 
  Soames threw the Arab costume at his feet. 
“Returned with thanks, my dear sir. “I will—with your permission —take my coat! You are very welcome to give the alarm now, if you so desire— it will be too late to do me any harm. But probably you would prefer not to disturb the harmony of a merry evening in your mansion. Merely a suggestion, my dear sir — please yourself, by all means.
  The colonel stood unsteadily, his hand to his head. A moment more and the crook had vanished into the blackness of the night.
  For some minutes after he had gone, Colonel Wharton stood there, rubbing his head where there was a bruise under Ins grizzled hair.  
  That it was useless to give the alarm, that there was no prospect of laying Soames by the heels, he knew only too well. The black December night had swallowed the crook from all knowledge. 
  Soames had carried out his plan, whatever it was—apparently to interview Bunter. Obviously he had done so undetected. The old colonel, at length, resumed the Arab costume. 
  Soames was away and safe, and there was no purpose to be served by giving an alarm, and casting a shadow over his nephew’s Boxing Night party. ColoneI Wharton decided to keep his own counsel for the present, and carry on as if nothing had happened. But his feelings were deep as he walked back along the terrace to the lighted windows. 
  The dancing was over now and the supper-room crowded. Masks were taken off and cheery faces revealed, and a happy buzz of youthful voices greeted the colonel as ho came in. 
  He glanced round for Bunter—and spotted that fat and fatuous youth, sitting in his corner alcove. Bunter still had that cosy corner to himself, though the room was now crowded. Nobody seemed to be seeking the most attractive company going—till the colonel came in. 
  Bunter was sitting quite still. It was a quarter of an hour since the disguised crook had left him—but the fat Owl had not stirred or spoken. He was not likely to stir or speak, till he was sure that Soames was safe off the premises, and he was not sure yet. 
  Bunter gave a start and a breathless squeak at the sight of a tall figure in Arab costume bearing down on him again. 
  It did not occur to his fat brain that Soames, having finished with him, was not likely to return. That Arab sheik was Soames, to his terrified eyes. 
  “Oh crikey! I—I—I say, you—you— you keep off !” he gasped. “I’ve told you about that putrid cigarette-case—I —I say ---”                   “You need not be alarmed, Bunter!”snapped Colonel Wharton. 
  Bunter jumped at that well-known deep voice. 
  “Oh crumbs! I—I thought—is—is—is it you, sir’ That beast—” 
Colonel Wharton sat down in the seat occupied by Soames, in the same costume, a quarter of an hour ago. 
  Billy Bunter blinked at him, doubtful and uneasy. He knew the colonel’s voice, certainly, but he was not quite reassured, until the old gentleman removed the mask from the upper part of his face. 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. “It—it’s really you, sir! ‘That beast Soames said he had borrowed your costume and—” 
  “You have seen Soames, then ?” Asked the colonel quietly. 
  “Oh dear! Yes!” gasped Bunter. “The beast was going to shoot me with a naughty-matic—I mean an automatic —”
“It is very improbable that he would have done anything of the kind.” said the colonel dryly. ‘But no doubt it easy to work on your fears.” 
  “Oh, really, sir ---”
  “He questioned you, I suppose?” 
  “Yes, the cheeky beast! I dare say he thought I was afraid of him,” said Bunter. “I had a jolly good mind to knock him spinning, only—” 
  “Do not talk nonsense, Bunter! I do not blame you for having been frightened, but try to talk sense !” rapped the colonel. “Have you told the man the truth this time, about that wretched cigarette-case?” 
  “I hope I shouldn’t be likely to tell anybody anything else, sir !“ said Bunter with dignity. “I’m a bit more particular than some chaps—Wharton f’rinstance –“
  “Do you want me to box your ears, Bunter?” 
   “Eh, no, no!”
  “Then stop talking nonsense and answer my question !” 
  “I’ve told him where that rotten cigarette-case is.”grunted Bunter. “I’ve told him before, only he had the cheek to doubt my word! A dashed manservant you know, taking it on himself to doubt the word of a Public school man ! Blessed if I know what things are coming to.” 
  “What did you tell him?” 
  “Same as I’ve told you—that that putrid case is sticking somewhere under the snow in the Greyfriars quad! He can go there and hunt for it if he likes —he ain’t likely to find it till the snow melts,” grunted Bunter. “But I—I say, you’ve got your costume back, so he’s gone all right—I say, hadn’t you better set everybody looking for him—I’ll go and tell the fellows—” 
  “You will say nothing, Bunter, until the guests are gone!” rapped the colonel. 
  “I think I’d better —“ 
  “If you utter a single word on the sublect, I shall box your ears!”
  “Look here---”
  “Be silent, and remember what I have said!” 
  The colonel rose to his feet and moved away—having had enough of Bunter. 
  The fat Owl blinked after him with a devastating blink. 
  Now that Soames was evidently gone, and the dreaded automatic was far away, Bunter would have liked to spread the news; in fact, he would have enjoyed a spot of dramatic excitement. 
  He had a jolly good mind to do so— but, on the other hand, he did not want his fat ears boxed, so on the whole, he had a jollier good mind not to! 
  He was annoyed, and he was peeved, but there was still balm in Gilead! He turned his attention once more to the foodstuffs, and was comforted. 

     THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

              O.K. For Fishy! 

“SAY, big boy !” yapped Fisher T. Fish. 
  It was the following morning, and Fisher P. Fish was at the door of Gosling’s lodge at Greyfriars School. 
  Gosling had been standing at the door of that lodge, but as Fisher T. Fish came jerking along on his bony legs, the old porter retired within, and shut the door. Apparently he was in dread of a spate of Fishy’s bottled-up conversation. 
  Fisher T. Fish banged on the door and shouted. 
  It was not, for once, to unleash chin-wag that Fishy had run down Gosling to his lair. Fishy wanted to use the telephone in the lodge, 
  Fishy had thought it over. He had decided to “get” Bunter, if he could, on the telephone. 
  If Bunter was bedding down at any shebang that was worth a guy’s while, Fisher T. Fish was going, if he could, to make the silver cigarette-case a pretext for joining him there. 
  He did not, as a matter of fact, believe that the silver case which he had found in the snow in the quad really belonged to Billy Bunter. But he was prepared to acknowledge Bunter’s ownership, and offer to make a journey to return the lost article to its owner, if it meant a chance of landing himself somewhere for even a day or two of those seemingly endless holidays. 
  To most Greyfriars fellows the hols seemed rather short; but to the fellow who was passing them at the deserted school, they seemed almost endlessly long! The gladdest of sounds, to Fishy’s ears, was the tramp of returning feet at the new term. 
  But the new term was not at hand yet; that glad sound was still afar. 
  Fishy had thought the matter over very carefully. It had needed careful thought; for the idea of paying his railway fare for a long distance was painful in the extreme. But he had made up his transatlantic mind at last; and now he was going to get Bunter, if he could ! 
  Thump, thump, thump! went Fishy’s bony fist at Gosling’s door. 
  “Say, bo, you getting doggoned deaf?” he bawled. 
  Gosling opened the door at last. 
  “You look ‘ere, Master Fish,” he said, or rather grunted, “wot I says is this ‘ere---“     “Park it!” interrupted Fisher T. Fish briskly, “I guess I want to cinch your phone for a long-distance.” 
  “Oh !” grunted Gosling. “You can step in, Master Fish.” 
  Master Fish stepped in. 
  Gosling grunted again, sat down, and picked up his newspapcr. 
  Fisher T. Fish sat down at the telephone. He did not think of ringing up Bunter Court, or Bunter Villa. Fishy guessed, reckoned, and calculated that that was the unlikeliest spot to locate Bunter, in the hols. He resolved to try Wharton Lodge first; and it was to that address that his call was put through. 
  “Hallo!” came a suave voice over the wires. 
  That Wharton Lodge?” asked Fisher T. Fish. 
  “This is Wharton Lodge; the butler speaking.” 
  “Say, I guess you can put me wise!” said Fishy. “Is there a fat guy named Bunter staying with the galoots there?” 
  “Master Bunter is staying here at present sir.” 
  “Ask him to mosey along to the phone, will you?” 
  “Master Bunter is not down yet, sir.” 
  “Aw, wake snakes and walk chalks ! Nope—I guess he wouldn’t be—at ten in the morning !“ snorted Fisher T.  Fish:“Say,call one of the other guys to the phone - I guess I’ll speak to Wharton ---“ 
  “Master Harry and his friends have gone out, sir, to see off a party who stayed the night.” 
  “Oh, search me I Look yere, you go and hook Bunter out of bed !” 
  “I will take a message, sir, or you may speak to Colonel Wharton; he is in the hall at the moment ” 
  “Sure; hike him along.” 
  “Pray hold on a moment.” 
  The suave voice ceased; and a moment later a deep voice spoke in its stead. 
  “What is wanted? Who is speaking ?”    “Fish, sir ---“ 
  “What!” 
  “What the dooce do you mean?” came the colonel’s deep voice testily: “I do not deal in such matters personally. If it is about some order for fish, you must speak to the butler.” 
  “Nope !” gasped the American junior, at the other end. “Fish, sir—Fisher T. Fish---”  
  “Is this some absurd joke, or what?  There is no such thing as fisherty fish, that I have ever heard of.  What do you mean?
  “Aw, carry me home to die !Fisher 
T. Fish—Fisher Tarleton Fish, of Noo 
Yark, sir, speaking from Greyfriars 
School.” 
  “Oh! Do you mean that your name is Fish ?” exclaimed the colonel. 
  “You said it !” agreed Fishy. “I guess your nevoo knows the name O.K., sir. Say, I want a word with Bunter, and your butler allows that the fat gink is still snoozing. I sure want to speak to him a whole heap.’ 
  “You had better ring again later, then !” grunted the colonel. ‘Bunter is not an early riser.” 
  “Mebbe he’d turn out, sir, if you told him I’d found suthin’ he lost jest before the school broke up !” said Fisher T. Fish persuasively. “I guee he would be glad to get the noos of it.” 
  “ProbabIy! What is it?” 
  Fisher P. Fish, in Gosling’s lodge, hesitated a moment or two. He could hardly suppose that the old colonel would approve of a  junior schoolboy being the possessor of a cigarette-case. He decided not to be too specific. 
  “Mebbe you’d tell the fat goob—I mean Bunter, sir—that I’ve picked up a silver case ---a Ieetle silver case—that he lost here—”     
  “A silver case !”
  Fisher T. Fish was quite surprised by the note of excitement in the voice at the other end.  “Do you mean a silver cigarette-case, Fish?” 
  “Jest a silver case, sir—”
  “ Speak pIainly !” Bunter has told me about a silver cigarette-case which he stated he had lost in the quadrangle the day before the school broke up ! Is that what you have found ?” 
  “Yep!” 
  It was a surprise to fishy that Bunter had mentioned the cigarette-case at Wharton Lodge.  He had displayed it up and down the Remove at Greyfriars, in the last days of the term; but it was not the sort of thing that Fishy would have expected him to mention to elders. 
  However, it was plain that the colonel knew about it; and, for some reason quite unknown to Fishy, was keenly interested in it. 
  “Describe it to me, please !” rapped the colonel. 
  “Sure! A flat, oblong, silver cigarette-case, sir—I picked it up here yesterday—jest happened to root it out with my boot as I was moseying around,’ answered Fisher T. Fish. “I guess it’s sure Bunter’s, and I kinder reckoned I’d put him wise that it had turned up.” 
  “Have you looked inside it?” 
  “Sure !” 
  “Is there a Greek inscription inside— a number of Greek letters cut, or scratched on the metal ?” 
  “You’re telling me,” answered Fisher 
T. Fish. “I see that you know it, sir —that’s the very identical article. I guess I ain’t wise to what it means, unless it’s a name, but I’ll say I know a Greek letter when I give it the once over.” 
  “Undoubtedly it !” the same cigarette- case !” exclaimed Colonel Wharton. “It is very fortunate that you have found it, Master Fish. I am extremely anxious to see it’ 
  Fisher T.  Fish grinned over the telephone. 
  This was the goods ! 
  It was surprising, or rather amazing, to Fishy, to find that the old colonel knew anything about that silver case, or if he knew, took the slightest interest in it. But amazing as it was, it suited Fisher P. Fish admirably. 
If the master of Wharton Lodge was extremely anxious to see that silver case, Fisher T. Fish- was the man to convey it to him in the shortest possible time !
  “I guess I’d be glad to come along with it, sir !” he trilled, 
  “Oh ! You must not take all that trouble, my boy—it is a great distance from Greyfriars here,” said Colonel Wharton. “If you put it in the post—” 
  “No trouble at all, sir ho assured Fisher T Fish. “I’ll say I got time on my hands, being the only guy left here over the holidays.” 
  “Oh, I see!  In that case, Master Fish, if you are really willing to undertake a long railway journey --- ”
  “Call it a cinch, sir.” 
  “Eh!”
  “I mean, you’re talking !” 
  “What?” 
  “It’s a go, sir—me for the railroad !” said Fisher T. Fish. 
  Then a brilliant thought—almost dazzling in its brilliancy—struck Fisher T. Fish. 
  Colonel Wharton, for some inexplicable reason, utterly mysterious to Fishy, was anxious to see that silver cigarette-case. If he was so anxious as all that, he might be touched for the railway fare ! 
  The thought of getting to Wharton Lodge without the trip costing him anything, was really the opossum’s eyelids to Fishy; indeed, it was the elephant’s side-whiskers ! 
  “Jest one thing, sir,” he went on. “Me staying here over the hols, they don’t squeeze out the journey money for this infant. I guess I’m honing to oblige you; sir, but I’ll mention that I shall have to borrow a pound for the railroad—” 
  “I will gladly reimburse you for your railway fare, Fish, if you will take the trouble to convey the cigarette-case here. 
  “You said it, sir.” trilled Fisher T. Fish joyously. “I guess I’ll be horning in, sir, as pronto as the one-horse railroads in this old island can move, which ain’t a heap fast I allow.” 
  Fisher T. Fish rang off. He grinned joyfully at Gosling, who was regarding him over the top of his newspaper, with an unfavouring eye. 
  “I guess you’re going to lose me for a few days, old-timer !” said Fisher T. Fish, with a cheery chortle. “Me for Wharton Lodge ! Say, big boy, this here is the cat’s whiskers  --- I’m telling you, bo, that it’s the grasshopper’s eyelids—and then some.” 
  And the elated Fishy jerked out of Gosling’s lodge—leaving Gosling looking far from disconsolate at the idea of losing him!
         THE TWELFH CHAPTER. 
                 Bunter Knows! 
“I SAY you fellows !” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! You up?” exclaimed Bob Cherry in astonishment. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry---”
  “But it’s only half-past eleven !” said Bob, looking very puzzled. “What arc you doing out of bed, Bunter?” 
  “Look here---”
  “New early-rising stunt, or what ?“ asked Bob. “By gum, you’ll be washing next !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co had come in, ruddy and cheery, in the cold and frosty morning. They had been to the railway station to speed the parting guests; and they found Billy Bunter frowsting over the fire in the hall when they came in.  
  “Oh, don’t be a goat !” said Bunter peevishly. “I say, you fellows, what do you think?” 
  Bunter, apparently, had news ! 
  “What do we think ?” repeated Johnny Bull. “Well, I, for one, think that you had better go and get a wash !” 
  “Beast !” 
  “The thinkfulness is terrific !” grinned Hurree Singh. 
  “Oh, no !” said Bob, shaking his head. 
Not too big a change at once ! Bunter’s turned out early—that’s enough for one day ! I’ll tell you what, Bunter—wash on New Year’s Day! See in the new year with a clean face, what ?”
  “Ha, ha. ha !“ 
  “You silly fathead !”roared Bunter. “If you’ll stop talking rot, - I’ll tell you the news 
  “Well, what’s the news?” asked Harry Wharton, laughing. “Don’t tell us that your postal order’s come ant give us a shock !” 
  “My silver cigarette-case has turned up !” said Bunter. 
  “You fat villain ! Then it was here all the time, was it?” exclaimed Nugent. 
  “No, it wasn’t !” hooted Bunter. “Haven’t I told you over and over again, that Smithy chucked it out of his study window at Greyfriars? Well, that’s where it’s turned up, see? Found in the quad ---”
  “How the thump do you know, then?” asked Johnny Bull. 
  “Fishy found it—and phoned !” explained Bunter. “The old bean’s just told me—I haven’t been down long. Fishy’s coming over with it to-day.” 
  “Jolly obliging of Fishy !” said Bob, with a stare. “It’s a thumping long railway trip, and will cost more than the cigarette-case is worth in the fare. ” 
  “Oh, I know Fishy’s game all right !“ said Bunter disdainfully. “Fat lot he cares whether I get my cigarette-case back again or not.” 
  “But you say he’s coming over with it---“ 
  “Oh, he’s coming all right ! This isn’t much of a show—I mean compared with Bunter Court, or any decent place, you know—but it’s better than sticking at Greyfriars over the hols. Think I didn’t spot Fishy’s game as soon as I heard he’d phoned? What-ho !”         Bunter gave a fat sneer. “Fishy’s idea is to barge in—that’s Fishy’s idea ! Think I don’t know ?” 
  “Well, you’ve got lots of knowledge on that subject !” admitted Bob Cherry. “Sort of expert!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at !”snorted Bunter. “I despise that sort of thing—fishing for invitations and butting in where a fellow isn’t wanted ! I can’t stand that kind of thing, and I don’t mind saying so ! It’s mean !”
  “Eh?”
  “No class,” said Bunter. “Not the sort of thing a decent fellow would do. Fishy don’t care a boiled bean whether he’s wanted or not—just so long as he barges in and sticks! Revolting, I call it!” 
  The Famous Five gazed at William George Bunter. 
  They did not speak; Bunter seemed to have taken their breath away. 
  “The fellow won’t get much change out of me !” went on Bunter, evidently in a mood of lofty disdain. “He can walk in, and hand over the cigarette-case ! I shall thank him politely ! And that’s all.” 
  “That’s all, is it ?” gasped Bob. 
  “Yes ! If Fishy thinks he’s going to stick on to me for the hols, he’s making a mistake ! I’m not the sort of fellow to be done like that !” said Bunter emphatically. “I knew his game all right—be barges in, making out it’s to return that silver case—and I’m to make it all right for him to hang on! Well, I shan’t !” 
  Bunter shook his fat head decidedly. 
  “I shall be civil” he went on. ‘ I shall thank him for taking so much trouble—he, he, he ! And I shall say good-bye ! I say, you fellows, fancy his face when he has to walk out again! What ?” 
  And the fat Owl chuckled. 
  “Bunter’s postal order must have come !” said Bob at last. 
  “It hasn’t !” said Bunter, blinking at him.  “What makes you think that?”
  “I mean, you must have bought Wharton Lodge from Wharton’s uncle while we’ve been out this morning.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” yelled the Co. 
   “You silly ass !” yapped Bunter. “Wharrer you mean?” 
  “We shall have to be jolly civil to Bunter now, you men, now that he’s master of the house and lord of the manor!” went on Bob. “Mind your p’s and q’s, or he’ll be giving us a hint to quit !” 
  “Ha, ha, hal” 
  “You can talk all the rot you like,” yapped Bunter, “but you’ll jolly well see that I’m going to put paid to Fishy’s little game ! He’ll get here in time for lunch if he can. I shan’t ask him to stay for lunch ! You’ll see.” 
  “May I ?” asked Harry Wharton meekly. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh really, Wharton—” 
  “Or, if I mayn’t, may my uncle?” further inquired the captain of the Remove. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh !” said Bunter, fixing his spectacles scornfully on the colonel’s nephew. “Oh !Yes, I fancy if I turn Fishy down, as I‘m going to, he will try next to stick on to you! I dare say you’re fool enough to let him!”
  “Think so?” 
  “Yes, I do !” said Bunter,  scornfully. “You’re soft ! You’re just the fellow to let some sponging cad stick on to you in the hols ! Just the sort of silly, soft thing you would do, Harry Wharton !” 
  “Got you there, old man !” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  “The gotfulness is terrific!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  The Famous Five yelled. 
  Billy Bunter blinked at them scornfully through his big spectacles. Bunter could see no reason for all this merriment. 
  “Well, if you choose to be done by a sponging outsider, I can’t stop you !” said Bunter contemptuously. “I wouldn’t be ! If Fishy turned up at Bunter Court he would get the marble eye fast enough. But I suppose any sort of a rank outsider could barge in here and stick on.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Some fellews are a bit more particular,” said the fat Owl. “My idea is that that sort of thing oughtn’t to be encouraged. But have your own way. I dare say you’re used to riff-raff butting in here !” 
  “I’m getting used to it !” admitted Wharton. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well, I can tell you this,” said Bunter.“You ask Fishy to stay to lunch, and he’ll manage somehow to hang on for dinner—and then he’ll manage to lose a train, and have to stay the night ! Don’t I know ‘em ! And you’ll find that he loses trains again tomorrow or puts up some other excuse—I tell you, 1 know that sort of game.” 
  “ You ought if anybody does!” admitted Wharton. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “But have your own way and be done, like the silly, soft ass you are !” said Bunter, with a contemptuous wave of a fat hand. 
  “Thanks—I’m going to.” agreed Harry Wharton. “Bunter, old fat man, you don’t know how funny you are.” 
  “Well, I’ve warned you what to expect !” said Bunter, with a shrug of his podgy shoulders. “You let a sponging tick glue on to you, and you’ll never get shut of him !Still, if you don’t mind, all right !” said Bunter sarcastically. 
  “Well, to tell the truth, I do mind !” said Harry, laughing. “But it’s all right all the same, old porpoise !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bunter gave a snort and plumped into his armchair. Fish’s little game was perfectly clear to Bunter, and he was disgusted; and why the Famous Five regarded his remarks on the subject as funny, remained a mystery to Billy Bunter ! 
         THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 
              Fisher T. Fish Blows In ! 
“I GUESS that’s the article !” said Fisher T. Fish. 
  Fisher T. Fish had not arrived in time for lunch at Wharton Lodge. 
  No doubt he had done his best. But the one-horse railways in the mouldy old island in which Fishy now unhappily sojourned had let him down. Still, he had lunched on the train, and guessed, reckoned, and calculated that he would be abe to “touch” the old colonel for the lunch us well as the railway fare. 
  Now here was Fishy, and here was the celebrated silver cigarette-case. It lay on the table in the library for inspection. 
  Colonel Wharton examined it very curiously us. 
  Soames’ repeated and desperate attempts to obtain possession of that silver case had made him very keen to see it and discover if he could what could possibly be its value to the crook. 
  The Famous Five had seen it before at Greyfriars; still they were keenly interested in it. 
  Bunter was not present. 
  It was Billy Bunter’s custom in the holidays to take a nap after lunch, so Fishy’s arrival had caught Bunter napping, so to speak. 
  Unaware that Fishy was on the spot, Bunter was sleeping and snoring. 
  Fisher T. Fish was quite puzzled and perplexed by the interest the silver case excited. Except for the Greek letters scratched inside, which he supposed to be a foreign name, it was exactly like hundreds of cigarette-cases. It was quite a mystery to Fishy. 
  But he was greatly bucked. The general keenness on the subject of that silver case promised well for Fishy’s own designs. Quite unexpectedly, he found that not merely Bunter, but the whole party at KWharton Lodge, took the deepest interest in that silver case. 
  Obliging Bunter was a rather frail reed to lean upon in the way of fishing for invitations. But obliging Colonel Wharton, his nephpw, and his nephew’s friends was quite another proposition. 
  It had never happened before that anybody had been glad to see Fishy, especially in the holidays. Now everybody was glad—as he was the bearer of that niysterious cigarette-case. 
  So Fishy was elated ! His little game no longer depended on Bunter— he was on surer ground—and he guessed that he was going to make the grade. 
  “That’s the article !” beamed Fisher 
T. Fish. “Jest kicked it up in the snow, you know, permiscus-like while I was moseying around in the quad. I guess I knew it was Bunter’s—at least, I knew he’d had it—though I guess I wouldn’t undertake to say that it was his’n !” 
  “This certainly is the case that Bunter lost,” said Colonel Wharton, as he snapped it open and examined the Greek letters cut inside.    “Unfortunately, I am not acquainted with the Greek language—and you boys—” 
“We don’t do Greek in the Remove, sir !” said Bob Cherry. ‘Hardly one man in ten  does Greek at Greyfriars. But I suppose everybody-knows a Greek letter when he sees one.  That’s the extent of my knowledge !” 
  “And so say all of us !” said Harry Wharton, laughing. 
  “It must surely be a name!” said the colonel: wrinkling his brows over it. “Leaving out a space between Christian name and surname might account for its length—forty letters, at least. On the other hand, it might be some sort of a message written in Greek.” 
  “That would account for Soames wanting it,” said Harry. 
  “But you have told me of that Soames was a manservant in Mr. Vernon-Smith’s service before he took to crooked ways,” said the colonel, “It is very unusual for such a man to be acquainted with Greek!” 
  “Soames wasn’t always a valet, sir.” said Bob. “He’s played a good many parts in his time, I know, and he was a rogue when he was in Mr. Vernon-Smith’s service; it was just one of his games. From things he let drop when we knew him at one time, I believed that he was a University man.” 
  “That makes it probable, then, that this may be some sort a message.” said the colonel “But it is far from clear, for Bunter has told us that this cigarette-case was given to him by stranger to be taken to a man named Thompson, at Pegg, whom he was unable to find. It is not clear how Soames comes into the matter at all. Still, there is no doubt about his keenness to obtain possession of’this case.” 
  “Hardly !” said Bob. 
  “At all events, we shall be able to elucidate the meaning of this phrase, if it has any meaning,” said Colonel Wharton. “I will ask Mr. Konstantinopoulous to call and look at it. He does not read English, but he speaks our language; he can, of course, read anything in Greek.” 
  He laid the cigarette-case  on the table. 
  “You may leave this with me for the present,” he said. 
  Fisher T. Fish nodded. 
  “Sure “ he said amiably. “Say, I guess I’m a piece interested in that pesky Greek, and I’d jest like to hear what the guy you’ve mentioned makes of it, if a galoot could stop around a few.” 
  “By all means,” said the colonel; while the Famous Five, remembering what Bunter had said, smiled. 
  “But I reckon I’d be a heap late hitting the railroad !” remarked Fisher T. Fish regretfully. 
  “Fishy might put in the night here, uncle,” suggested Harry, playing up, as it were. 
  Fishy’s company was not attractive, but a fellow who could stand Bunter could stand Fishy. And at was certainly rather “fierce” for Fishy to be left over at the school like a remnant left on the counter. 
  “Quite !” assented Colonel Wharton. “I will direct Wells to have a room prepared, if you would care to stay over the night Fish.’ 
  “Sir,” said Fishy, “you’re talking !” 
  “Talking?” repeated the colonel 
  “I mean’ to say that’s O.K. with me 1” explained Fisher T. Fish. “I don’t mind telling a man that it hits me where I live.” 
Colonel Wharton looked a little bewildered.  He knew no more American than he knew Greek ! 
  “I guess,” further elucidated Fishy, “that I’ll bed down in this shebang with pleasure, sir, I’ll tell a man !” 
  “Oh, quite ! Very well” said Colonel Wharton. “Quite so!  No doubt you will like to look after your schoolfellow here a little, Harry.” 
  “I guess so !” said Harry gravely: and the colonel stared at him for a moment and smiled. 
  The Famous Five marched Fisher T. Fish off, leaving the colonel in the library, still examining the mysterious silver case with deep interest, perhaps in the hope of reading its secret, if it had one. 
  Fisher T. Fish grinned cheerily as he jerked off with the Famous Five. Bunter was still napping, but every fellow was prepared to leave Bunter napping as long as he liked, and would not have dreamed of disturbing him. Bunter napping was really more agreeable than Bunter awake—at all events, when a fellow was out of range of his snore. 
  “Say, you got a cute little shebang here, Wharton!” remarked Fisher T. Fish, as he glanced round the hall and made a rapid mental calculation of the value of the furnishings thereof. 
  “The cutefulness is terrible, my esteemed Fishy !” remarked Ilurrco Shigh. 
  “Cute, I allow !” said Fishy. “That ain’t denying that you could put the whole shebang inside the garage at my popper’s mansion on Riverside Drive, Noo Yark.” 
  “That garage must be as big as the Blue Drawing Room at Bunter court !” remarked Bob Cherry gravely. 
  “Eh? How come ?“ asked Fishy. 
  “I mean, we’ve heard from Bunter that this shebang would go into the Blue Drawing Room at Bunter Court.” explained Bob. “So I suppose Bunter’s Blue Drawing Room and your popper’s garage nust be much of a size !” 
  Fisher T. Fish coughed, and the Co. grinned. 
  “What about a spot of skating?” asked Harry, laughing. “I can lend you some skates, Fishy, and the ice is all right on the lake.” 
  “You said it ” agreed Fishy. 
  The Co. walked Fisher T. Fish down to the lake in the park. 
  Arrived at the lake, Fisher T. Fish glanced round him, as if in search of something. 
  “Where’s the lake?” he asked. 
  “Blind ?” asked Johnny Bull, with a grunt. 
  “Aw ! You call this the lake?” asked Fishy.      “This leetle pond !” 
  “Yes, that’s what we call it !” said Harry politely. 
  “You should give my popper’s lake the onceover !” said Fisher T. Fish. “I guess it would make you open your optics some 1” 
  “Might think it was Bunter talking, if Bunter talked through his nose—what?” remarked Johnny Bull. 
  “Hem ! Try these skates, Fishy !” said Wharton hastily. 
  Fisher T. Fish got on the skates. He was still getting them on when the Famous Five slid out on the ice. 
  Fisher T. Fish watched the gyrations of the skaters with the superior smile of a guy who could do things ! 
  “Say, Cherry, big boy !” he called. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” 
  “That skating ?  ” 
  “Just our poor little efforts in that line,” agreed Bob, whose good temper was proof against almost anything. Hop on and show us how to do it, Fishy !” 
  “Jest the idee !” said Fisher T. Fish. “I’ll mention that skating is jest where I live. I’ll say that I’ll be sure pleased to show you guys a thing or two !” 
  “Go it !” 
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Fisher T. Fish went it ! He slid out on the ice, but for some reason his bony legs seemed to desire to fly in different directions.  He slid, he slipped, he gyrated on one leg, and he yelled 
  “Aw! Give a guy a hand—wake snakes! Yaroooh !” 
  “Go it, Fishy !” 
  “Show us a thing or two !” 
  “Is that how it’s done?” 
  “Aw ! Carry me home to die ! Gee-whiz ! Whooop !” Fisher T. Fish spun about frantically, charged into Bob Cherry, and grabbed him convulsively around the neck. 
  “Here look out !” yelled Bob, struggling wildly. “If that’s how it’s done, Fishy, I don’t want you to show me any more !” 
  “Ha, ha, hat!”
  “Aw ! I guess I’m going ! Oh, jumping toads!” gasped Fisher T. Fish breathlessly. “I’ ll say this is the rhinoceros’ whiskers ! Say, I want to get off !” 
  Bob steered the hapless Fishy to the bank and sat him down. 
  Fisher T. Fish sat with rather a bump. 
  “Say, them skates is no good !” gasped Fisher T. Fish. “What a guy wants is American skates, I guess !” 
  “And American ice?” asked Bob. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  Leaving Fishy on the bank, the Famous Five proceeded to skate. 
  Fisher T. Fish did not venture on the ice again; having apparently abandoned his kind intention of showing the guys how to do it. Neither were the Famous Fire in a hurry to rejoin that attractive visitor. 
  Fisher T. Fish called to them several times, but they turned a deaf ear; and did not come off the ice till it was time to go in to tea. 
  Still, they had as much of Fishy’s conversation as they wanted on the way back to the house; perhaps even a little more. Fishy gave them a description of the railway on which he had travelled to Surrey that day, comparing it with much derision to the railroads in the Yew-nited States; which, according to Fishy, laid over anything in this mouldy old island, and then some ! 
  Fishy talked—and the other fellows listened, more or less. Fishy was quite happy with his bony chin-wagging; and the other fellows were happy when, at long last, it ceased to wag; so everybody was pleased, in one way or another, 
  As they went in, Johnny Bull dropped behind to speak to Wharton; giving the back of Fishy’s bony head a glance of strong disfavour. 
  “I thought Bunter was the limit !” said Johnny. 
  “Well?” 
  “He isn’t !”” said Johnny. 
                               — 
       THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                          Too Late! 
“PLEASE sit down, sir !” said Gosling, politely and respectfully. 
 Gosling was not always pohte and he was not always respectful. But he was favourably impressed by the well-dressed gentleman who had driven up in a car, and he scented a tip. 
  It was not uncommon for visitors to look in during the vacation, to give the ancient foundation of Greyfriars what Fisher T. Fish would have called the “once-over.” 
  Gosling had had quite a lot to do in his time with antiquarians and archaeologists, “and sich,’ as Gosling would have expressed it.
  This well-dressed, sleek gentleman did not look much like an antiquarian or an archeologist, to Gosling’s eye; but if he was interested in taking a view of the old school, Gosling was more than willing to oblige. His experienced eye detected the certainty of a tip, and the probability of a good one ! 
  “My name is Anderson !” explained the sleek gentleman, in a smooth, quiet voice, which was reassuring, if Gosling wanted reassurance; for Anderson was a thoroughly respectable and reassuring sort of name—which was doubtless the reason why James Soames had selected it. “I am secretary to Mr. Vernon-Smith—the father of one of the boys here.” 
  “Yessir !” said Gosling. 
  “Mr. Vernon-Smith has requested me to call here,” went on “Mr. Anderson,” “in reference to an article left behind by his son, when the school broke up for the holidays. It appears that the article was lost in the quadrangle.” 
  “Hindeed, sir !” said Gosling, in surprise. 
“I will explain the circumstances,” said Mr. Anderson. “then no doubt you will be able to assist me; and I may mention that every recompense will be made for your loss of time, Mr. Gosling.” 
  “Thank you kindly, sir !” said Gosling. 
  “The article,” continued Mr. Anderson, “is a very singular one for a schoolboy to hape possessed, and Mr. Vernon-Smith, in fact, insists upon his son handing it over to him—very properly, in my opinion, as it is a cigarette-case.” 
  “Young rip!” said Gosling. 
  Mr. Anderson smiled. 
  “You will appreciate,” he remarked, “that Mr. Vernon-Smith cannot approve of his son smoking cigarettes, or having a cigarette-case in his possession; and Master Herbert having mentioned the matter, he insists upon the article being given up to him.” 
  “ Very right and proper !” said Gosling. 
  “Perfectly so !” said Mr. Anderson.       “According to Master Herbert, the cigarette-case was lost within a moderate distance of the spot overlooked by his study window, it appears to have fallen in the snow, which was, I understand, the reason why Master Herbert did not recover it..” 
  “Ho !“ said Gosling. 
  He blinked. 
  Had Mr. Anderson called one day earlier, all this would have been news to Gosling. But since he had sat, that morning, within hearing of Fisher T. Fish on the telephone, Gosling, of course, knew all about the cigarette-case that had been lost in the snow in the quadrangle, 
  But Mr. Anderson could not have called a day earlier, as it was only the previous night that Soames had screwed the truth out of Bunter. 
  Soames was a day too late ! 
  “What sorter cigarette-case would this ‘ere be, sir?” asked Gosling, He nourished a hope that it was a different one. 
  Certainly, it would have been very odd had two cigarette-cases been lost in the snow in the quad. Still, he had heard Fisher T. Fish say on the phone that the one he had found was Bunter’s. 
  Gosling could hardly help guessing, however, that the case Fishy found must be the one that Mr. Anderson was inquiring after. Still, he hoped that it was a different one, in view of a handsome tip for helping in a search.
  Possibly you may have found it already!”  said Mr. Anderson, with a sudden gleam in his eyes. “I will describe it to you.  A flat, oblong silver cigarette-case---”
  “Ho!” said Gosling. “That’s it !” 
  He had heard Fishy use those very words over the telephone in describing his find. 
  “Then it is found !” exclaimed Mr. Anderson, not quite able to repress his eagerness. 
  “It was found yesterday.” said Gosling. “A boy who stays at the school over the holidays found it in the snow.” 
  “Excellent !” said Mr. Anderson, with great satisfaction. “That will save both of us a great deal of trouble. At the same time, Mr. Gosling, I am authorized by Mr. Vernon-Smith to hand you a five-pound note for your trouble in the matter, and shall do so immediately I receive the cigarette-case.  ” 
  Gosling could have groaned. 
  He knew that Mr. Vernon-Smith was 
a millionaire, and a five pound tip was 
nothing to him. But it was a great deal 
to Gosling—if only he had found that 
cigarette-case instead of Fishy! 
  “Old on a minute, sir !” said Gosling, a sort of last hope. “Let’s make sure it’s the same harticle, sir !  Cigarette-cases is much alike.
   “Most certainly,” said Mr. Anderson. “This particular case will be easy to identify, as I understand Master Herbert, in an idle moment, scratched some Greek letters inside with a penknife.” 
  “That’s it, then !” said Gosling gloomily. “I ‘eard him talking about Greek letters on the telephone! That’s 
  “On the telephone !” repeated Mr. Anderson quickly. “I do not quite understand. Who is the boy who found the silver case ?” 
  “Name of Fish, sir—an American boy!“ answered Gosling. “He ain’t here now---” 
  “Not here !” exclaimed Mr. Anderson. “But the cigarettc-case, I presume, is here?” 
  “No, it ain’t!” said Gosling. “He
took it away with him. I can’t make it 
out, as you tell me it belonged to Master 
Vernon-Smith; but this here Fish 
thought it belonged to Bunter—” 
  “Bunter?” 
  “That’s one of the boys in the same room here sir—a fat covey, named Bunter! Bunter being, I understand, at Wharton lodge — ”
  “Wharton Lodge?” 
  “That’s the ‘ome of Master Wharton, another boy in the Lower Fourth Form ‘ere. Very nice young gent, too !” said Gosling. “No blooming cigarette-cases in his pockets, I’ll be bound. Master Fish come in ‘ere this very morning, sir, to telephone to Wharton Lodge, Master Bunter being there ---” 
  “This very morning!” breathed Soames. 
  “From what I ‘eard, sir, Master Bunter wasn’t down, and he talked to the old gentleman   — Colonel Wharton— and arranged to take the cigarette-case to the owner at his place !” said Gosling. “I ‘eard him describe it ! I don’t know what the old gentleman thought of Bunter owning such a thing—must have looked at ‘im pretty old I think! What I can’t make out is Master Fish fancied it belonged to young Bunter when you tell me it belonged to MasterSmith. Buthe did fancy so, and he went off to Wharton Lodge with the cigarette-case only this morning, to give it back to Bunter, I s’pose.” 
Soames breathed hard. 
  “But I’ll tell you what, sir,” said Gosling. “Master Fish must have been mistaken about that silver case belonging to young Bunter, from what you say, and if you call at Wharton Lodge, Master Bunter will hand it over. He wouldn’t keep what didn’t belong to him. If it was something to eat, I wouldn’t say, but being a cigarette-case—” 
  Soames rose to his feet. 
  His disappointment was bitter. But he had, at all events, learned where the silver case was, and in whose hands it was. Once more his quest was leading him back to Wharton Lodge. 
  “Probably Master Fish has reached Wharton Lodgo already,” he remarked casually. 
  “Howers ago, sir,” answered Gosling. “He went off hearly in the morning. P’r’aps you’d 
like to phone, sir ---“
  Soames looked at him. 
  “You can use my telephone, sir, and 
welcome,” said Gosling. “If you ring up Colonel Wharton and explain to him, I’ve 
no doubt that he will tell Master Bunter at once to send that there article on by post, 
and save you a journey.” 
  Soames suppressed a smile.  Gosling little dreamed of the effect the voice of Mr. Anderson would have had on the old colonel at Wharton Lodge. 
  “Thank you very much!” said 
Soames smoothly. “But I think the matter may be better explained in a letter. I shall aquaint Mr. Vernon-Smith with what you have told 
me, and no doubt he will write. I am 
very much obliged to you, Mr. Gosling. You will oblige me by accepting this.” 
  “This” being a banknote for five pounds, Gosling was only too willing to oblige. 
  “Thank you, kindly, sir!” said Gosling, beaming. “Hanything I can do, sir ---”
  Gosling bowed his visitor out w i t h 
respectful attention. 
  M r. Anderson departed in his car, grinding away at a. good rate through the snow. 
  His lips were set tight as he drove. 
  He had succeeded at last in disentangling
truth from untruth in what Bunter had told him about that cigarette-case.  But he had succeeded too late, and the silver case, which had never been at Wharton Lodge, as he had believed, was there now, beyond doubt. 
  It was once more in Bunter’s fat hands, and no falsehood would avail the young rascal, now that Soames knew. Probably now that he had recovered it, he would carry it in his pocket. Soames’ eyes glinted. 
  Through the snow, and the falling winter dusk, he drove on for Surrey. 
  That silver case, with the message scratched inside from Rat Hankey, telling of the hiding-place of the loot from the at Lantham Post Office, was going to fall into his hands at last. 
  Somewhere near Greyfriars School twelve hundred pounds, in banknotes and currency notes lay hidden deep, and the Greek letters cut in the cigarette-case were the only clue. 
  But, after following many false scents, he knew at least where to lay hands on the silver case. It had been worth his journey to Greyfriars. Within twenty – four hours, Soames told himself, that cigarette-vase should be in his hand, or it would be the worse for Bunter. 
       THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                 Nothing In it ! 
MR KONSTANTINOPOULOUS was in the hall at Wharton Lodge, when Harry Wharton & Co.  came in with Fisher T. Fish. The Greek gentleman had just arrived, and he was talking to Colonel Wharton when the juniors came in. 
  Billy Bunter was there, blinking at the colonel with a displeased and indignant blink. 
  Bunter had learned that Fishy had arrived, and handed over the silver case to Colonel Wharton, which was, in Bunter’s opinion, just cheek. 
  That silver case, being Bunter’s property, should have been handed over to Bunter, and he had a jolly good mind to tell the old colonel to hand it over at once. However, he did not venture to do so, but his blinks were expressive of considerable annoyance and indignation. 
  This sort of thing, really, was treating Bunter as a fellow of no account, who did not matter—not the sort of thing that Bunter liked. 
  Harry Whprton & Co. were very pleased to meet Mr. Konstantinopoulous. He was a little bald old gentleman, with a good-tempered smile. As he was of Greek nationality, they had no doubt, that he would be able to tell them at once what the inscription in the silver case meant—if it meant anythng. 
  Mr. Konstantinopoulons spoke, English—in his own way—but did not read the language, having no acquaintance with the Roman alphabet. He knew, in fact, less of printed English than the juniors knew of Greek. 
It did not occur to them that this might be a difficulty in the way of elucidating the word, or words, in the silver case. 
  Greek letters, to their minds, naturally implied Greek words, which, of course would be as easy as pie to a Greek. 
  Mr. Konstantinopoulons was smiling as he listened to Golonel Wharton, who was explaining the matter to him. 
  “Zat is very easy.” he remarked. “If it is a word of my language, it is only to need one glance, and I shall be happy to translate Although I read not, nor write zc English language, I speak him with large facility, like one native of your country.” 
  At which the juniors were very careful not, to smile. 
  Mr. Konstantinopoulous’ facility was not so large as he happily believed. Still, he knew enough English to translate Greek into that language, and that was all that was wanted. 
  “We’re all very curious about it, sir,” said Harry Wharton. 
  “Very soon I tell you what he mean,” said the Greek gentleman, as Colonel Wharton handed him the silver cigarette-case. 
  The juniors gathered round eagerly as Mr. Konstantinoponlous opened the case, and glanced at the Greek letters cut inside. 
  Billy Bunter rolled nearer, his eyes and spectacles fixed on the silver case. Even the sedate old colonel was a little excited. Fisher T. Fish’s eyes gleamed like a cat’s in his intense interest.  
  Having heard, since his arrival at Wharton Lodge, of the strange and mysterious value attached to that silver case by Soames, Fisher T. Fish understood the interest felt in it by the whole party, and shared that interest very keenly. 
  It was clear that the silver ease had a value, outside its market value, which was no more than about thirty shillings. 
  Whether the value resided in that mysterious Greek inscription or not, it undoubtedly hail a great value—to Soames, at least. 
  In view of that circumstance, the business-man of Greyfriars was rather sorry that he had handed it over so readily. Fishy was rather keen to get his bony fingers on it again. 
If it was Bunter’s, Bunter, of course, had to have it, but Fishy had never believed that it was Bunter’s. And now that he knew that it had a value, he guessed and reckoned that he was not passing it on to a guy to whom it did not belong—not if he could help it. 
  Every face was keen with interest and excitement as Mr. Konstantinopoulous fixed his eyes on the Greek letters. 
  A puzzled look came over the Greek’s olive face. 
  “Zat is very curious.” he remarket. 
There was a buzz of excitement. 
  “A name?” asked Colonel Wharton. 
  “No, no! Zat is not name! Even in Greece zere is no name so long as zat,” smiled Mr. Konstantinopoulous. “Also it is not like a name. It is nozzing like no name at all.” 
  He adjusted his glasses, and gave the cigarette-case another scrutiny. It was plain that he was perplexed. 
  Then a broad smile overspread his olive face. 
  “It is nozzing,” he said. 
  “ Nothing?” repeated Colonel Wharton blankly. 
  “Nozzing at all—unless one small joke. I zink some schoolboy, perhaps scratch zese letters to make a small joke. Zey mean nozzing—nozzing at all,’’ 
  “Oh!” came a general gasp. 
  “Zey spell no Greek word. No name 
—nozzing. It is vat you call one higgle of a piggle,” said Mr. Kontantinopoulons. 
  “A—a—a what ? ” ejaculated the colonel. 
  “Higgledy-piggledly.” said Bob, grinning. 
  “Zat is it—one higgle of a piggle.” Said Mr. Konstantinopoulous. “Zese are Greek letters, but zey go anyhow— all higgie and piggle, and make no sense. Zey must he scratch zere by some schoolboy zat know not ze Greek.” 
  “Oh!” 
  It was quite a blow to the expectant party. 
  After all their anticipations of elucidating a meaning from that mysterious inscription, it was rather a shock to be told that the letters had been scratched at random, apparently by some idle schoolboy, and did not spell anything at all. 
  Mr. Konstantinopoulous smiled. 
  “I am sorry,” he said; “but zere is nozzing—nozzing at all—only one higgle of a piggle.” 
  And he closed the case, and handed it back to the colonel.  
  “Sold,” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Rotten sell !” remarked Johnny Bull. “Just somc ass scratching Greek letters in his silly cigarette-case for want of something to do ” 
  “Well, if the Greek letters have no meaning, evidently they do not account for that crook’s desire to obtain possession of the cigarette-case,” said Colonel Wharton. “He must have some motive, but that cannot be it.” 
  He laid the silver case on the hall table. His interest in it had evaporated now. 
  Two hands reached out for the silver case as soon as the colonel laid it down. Ono of them was a fat paw; the other a bony claw. 
  The bony claw was quicker than the fat paw. Fisher T. Fish got hold of the cigarette-case before Bunter could reach it. 
  “Here, you gimme my case Fishy !” exclaimed Bunter, in great indignation. 
  “Yourn ?” grinned Fish. 
  “Yes, you beast ! I say, you fellows, make him gimme my cigarette-case !” howled Bunter. 
  Colonel Wharton, as he was turning away with the Greek gentleman to go into the drawing-room to tea, turned back sharply at the sound of dispute. 
  Mr. Konstantinopoulous, politely affecting to hear nothing, walked on, and joined Miss Amy Wharton at the tea-table. 
  The colonel gave Bunter and Fisher T. Fish a grim stare. 
  “What—” he began. 
  “It’s mine !” howled Bunter. 
  “Guess ag’in !” said Fisher T. Fish. 
  He slipped his bony hand into his pocket and kept it there, with the silver case gripped in it. Fishy had got back the goods, and Fishy was not parting with the goods again—not if Fishei Tarleton Fish knew it ! 
        THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 
              Whose Property? 
HARRY WHARTON & CO. stood looking from one disputant to the other. 
  The old colonel frowned. 
  Billy Bunter’s fat face was excited and angry. Fisher T. Fish’s bony countenance was inflexibly determinet. 
  “Look here, Fishy—” began Bob Cherry. 
  Fish shrugged bony shoulders, 
  “I guess if that article is Bunter’s he can have it,” he said. “I found it at the chool, and I got to hand it over to the owner. All Bunter’s got to do is to put it plain that he’s the owner.” 
  “You came here to hand it over to Bunter—” 
  “Figuring that he was the owner,” said Fisher T. Fish blandly, “But I guess I’ve thought a few since. I’ll tell a man that Bunter never owned this here case, and I got no call to hand it over to him.” 
  “You—you---” gasped Bunter. 
  “This won’t do, Fishy !” said Harry Wharton. 
  “Yeah!” grinned Fishy. 
  “Make him gimme my case, sir !” roared Bunter, turning his spectacles on the colonel’s frowning face. “He knows it’s mine !” 
  “I hardly know how to decide,” said Colonel Wharton slowly. “As Fish found the article, he is entitlcd to retain it, to be handed over to the owner, or to the police in lieu of the owner.” 
  “Yep!” agreed Fishy. “That’s the big idea, sir! I guess it’s my dooty to see that this here article goes where it belongs.” 
  “It belongs to me !” yelled Bunter. 
  “I’ll say it’s for Colonel Wharton to decide that, and all you got to do is to tell him how it came to be yourn.” said Fisher T. Fish. “You make it plain to him, and I’ll sure hand it over at his word. I guess I can’t say fairer than that.” 
  That certainly sounded fair enough, whatever Fishy s actual motive might have been. 
  “I say, you fellows, you all know it’s mine !” howled Bunter. “I showed it to a lot of fellows in the Remove before we broke up. Fishy jolly well saw it, too, and he knew it was mine when he picked it up and came here !” 
  “Where’d you get it?” grinned Fisher T. Fish. “I guess every guy you showed it to knows that you’d picked it up somewhere and froze on to it”
  Bunter has told us that a man handed it to him in Friardale Lane, to be taken to a Mr. Thompson, at the village of Pegg.” said Colonel Wharton. 
  “I guess you don’t swallow that, sir. Do it sound likely ?”
  “Um !”
  “And if it was correct, where does Mr. Thompson come in?” grinned Fishy. “Bunter don’t seem to have taken it along to that guy.”         “I couldn’t find him !” hooted Bunter. “I’m going to keep that case till I find him—may find him when we go back next term—perhaps !” 
  “Some perhaps I” said Fishy. 
  “Gimme that case, you rotter !” 
  “Guess ag’in!” 
  Colonel Wharton’s eyes fixed on the keen, sharp, unscrupulous face of Fisher T.  Fish. 
  “What is it your intention to do with that cigarette-case if you retain possession of it, Fish?” he asked very quietly. 
  “I guess I got to find the owner,sir,” answered Fisher T. Fish. “And if I don’t spot that guy, I got to hand it over to the police. That’s the law about articles of found lying around.” 
  “That is certainly true,” said Colonel Wharton slowly; and, in all the circumstances it would probably be much the best for it to be placed in official hands.” 
  “You said it, sir !” 
  “It’s mine !” yelled Bunter. 
  “Be silent, Bunter “ snapped the colonel. “On your own statements, it is not yours. If you have told us the truth—which I am bound to doubt, in view of your habitual untruthfulness—it was your duty to hand it over to the authorities if you could not find the owner. You have no right whatever to keep it.” 
  “Oh, really, sir——” 
  “You have not done so.” said Colonel Wharton. “As it has been lost, and as Fish has found it, it is his duty in turn to return it to the owner or hand it to the police. I cannot advise him to trust it into your hands, as it is plainly your intention to keep possession of it.”     “Look here—” 
  “That will do! You have no right or claim whatever to the article—no more than Fish himself. Fish will hand it over to proper keeping—” 
  “Sure 1” said Fisher T. Fish, with a sly twinkle in his eye.  
  The colonel’s eyes dwelt on him searchingly. 
  “And I have no doubt” he went on quietly, “that my nephew and his friends will be quite happy to walk to the police station with you, Fish—” 
  “To sec the article conveyed safely there.” 
  “Oh !” 
  “What-ho !” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  “Hear, hear !” chuckled Johnny Bull. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Shut up, Bunter ! Fishy’s going to hand it over, and we’re going to help him!” said Nugent. 
  “That is settled.” said Colonel Wharton; and he turned away and went to tea, dismissing the matter from his mind. 
  Billy Bunter shook a fat fist at Fishy’s bony face. 
  That bony face was rather long. 
  Fisher T. Fish had not the slightest intention of handing over that silver case. Probably the colonel suspected as much; he had read Fishy’s character pretty accurately in his sharp face— hence his suggestion that the Famous Five should see it done, 
  The Famous Five more than suspected as much. They were perfectly assured that Fishy, now that he had learned that the cigarette case had a mysterious value, intended to “freeze” on to it, as he would have expressed it, with a sharp eye on possible profit from it. But they were perfectly assured also that they were not going to let him do anything of the kind. 
  “Nice walk after tea, Fishy !” grinned Bob.  “We’ll all come !” 
  “I guess I hate giving you all that trouble “ mumbled Fisher T. Fish. 
  “I guess you do!” chuckled Bob. “But I guess and reckon that we’re taking the trouble, all the same, you fraud !” 
  “We are—we is !” said Johnny Bull. “If anybody’s going to pinch that silver case, Fishy, Bunter’s entitled to pinch it.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “O.K. “ said Fisher T. Fish. “I guess it’ll be dark after tea, and I ain’t walking out with it, in the dark, not with that crook you’ve told me of rubbering around looking for it ! I’ll say a walk in the morning will suit me!”
  “Good egg ! We’ll all like a walk in the morning !” said Harry Wharton. “Now let’s get some tea.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Pack it up, old fat man !” 
  “Beast !” 
  The juniors went to tea, the cigarette-case safe in Fisher T. Fish’s pocket. 
  Billy Bunter eyed him during tea and after tea with devastating blinks through his big spectacles. 
  But the most devastating blinks had no effect on the business man of the Remove. 
  Fishy took no heed of Bunter.  He was “through” with Bunter. It was the prospect of the Famous Five’s company, on morning walk to Wimford, that worried Fishy. 
  Somehow or other he had to dodge the Famous Five on that morning walk, but as the five were quite well aware of his design it was not likely to be easy. 

       THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                        No Luck ! 
JAMES SOAMES caught his breath and stepped swiftly behind a frosty tree-trunk by the Wimford road. 
  It was a bright, frosty morning. 
  If the crook lurking in the vicinity of Wharton Lodge had hoped to spot Billy Bunter outside the safely of the walls of that establishment his hope had been very faint faint. 
  The sudden sight of the fat Owl of Greyfriars was, therefore, a surprise to him—indeed, he could hardly believe his eyes. 
  In the distance, coming along from Wharton Lodge, was quite a party of schoolboys, tramping cheerily through the snow. 
  Six of them tramped in a bunch, and one lagged behind, panting for breath. It was on the one that lagged behind that Soames’ eyes specially fixed, having dodged promptly out of sight. 
  Five of the six he knew welI enough— Wharton, Nugent, Bob Cherry, Johnny Bull, and the Nabob of Bhanipur. One was a stranger to him; he had never had the pleasure—or otherwise—of beholding the sharp features of Fisher Tarleton Fish before. 
  Soames was not interested in him, or in the Famous Five; his interest was keenly concentrated on the breathless fat junior who lagged behind. 
  The whole party, apparently, were walking to Wimford that morning. Soames could hear their voices as they came nearer, and he carefully blotted himself from sight behind the tree. 
  Fortune had not favoured him in his quest of Rat Hankey’s cigarette-case so far, but fortune seemed to be smiling now. 
  Even the hardy and desperate crook could hardly have thought of holding up so numerous a party on a public road. But Billy Bunter was lagging behind, and the other fellows showed no desire to wait for him. If he lagged a little farther on the winding road it was all that Soames could want. 
  He watched with glittering eyes as the party came along, and listened intently to the voices that floated to his ears. 
  “Nice walk, Fishy !” he heard from Bob Cherry, “Enjoying life, old bony bean4” 
  “Ha, ha ha !” came from the Co., though what there was in Bob’s remark to excite merriment was a mystery to Soames. 
  “Sure !” answered Fisher T. Fish cheerfully.    “I’ll say I can walk any galoot herp off’n his legs, and then some !” 
  “I don’t think!” said Johnny Bull. “Put it on, you fellows, and let’s see Fishy walk us off our legs.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” came a fat and breathless squeak. “I say, don’t race, you
beasts!  I say— Yah!  Rotters !” 
  Soames smiled softly as he watched. Really nothing could have suited him better. 
  Bob Cherry set the pace striding along at a great rate.  His friends kept pace with him; and Fisher T. Fish, not to be outdone—for the moment, at least —jerked his bony legs at unaccustomed speed. Billy Bunter was left, hopelessly behind. 
  “Beasts!” he yelled. 
  But his yell passed unheeded. Farther and farther ahead the half-dozen juniors went, Bunter dropping farther and farther behind. 
Soames quitted his cover and followed, keeping among the trees by the roadside. It was slow going in the trees, but more than fast enough to keep pace with the plodding, breathless fat Owl. 
  There was a turn of the country road ahead and, once the half-dozen had passed the corner, Soames was ready to pounce on the plodding Owl. 
  Happily unaware of the steely eves that were on him, Bunter plodded and trudged and puffed and blew the track of the juniors ahead. 
  His fat face was crimson with wrath and excretion. 
  Exertion was not in Bunter’s line at all. If Bunter hated anything more than getting up early in the morning, it was setting his little fat legs into quick motion. 
  Now, howevpr, he was exerting himself to the utmost. 
  Fisher T. Fish had to hand that cigarette-case over at the police station in Wim1ord that morning. The Famous Five were going with him to see that he did it. Bunter was going with him to see, if he could, that he didn’t, 
Bunter was not going to lose his property if  could help it. If Bunter had the remotest chance of grabbing that silver case back, Bunter was going to grab it. 
  It was, Bunter felt, absolutely rotten. That cigarette-case had caused him trouble enough. Now, however, he had got rid of Soames. Soames, if he was still after it, had transferred his activities to Greyfriars—and he was welcome to root about the school as long as he liked! 
  It rather amused Bunter to think of the crook rooting about Greyfriars for the article that was no longer there. 
  With Soames safe off the scene, Bunter was able, at last, to keep possession of his silver cigarette-case, untroubled by a crook’s pursuit. And at that very time, when it was otherwise “all clear,” that iniquitous rotter Fishy had snaffled it ! Bunter was not going to stand this. Somehow or other, he was going to get it back from that unspeakable swab Fishy. 
  But alas for Bunter! His fat little legs were accustomed to slow motion, and, with all his exertions, the party drew farther and farther ahead. 
  It was in vain that he squeaked, in vain that he yelled. So far from stopping for him to come, the Famous Five did not even look round. 
  They walked on and on and on, turned the turn of the road, and disappeared from Bunter’s sight. 
  “Beasts !”” groaned Bunter. 
  He rolled on, panting for breath. But he did not, like Iser in the poem, roll rapidly. He rolled more and more slowly as wind failed. 
It did not occur to him to look back, so he remained happily unaware of a figure that emerged from the trees by the roadside and walked in his track. 
  Not till a grasp fell on the back of his collar did Billy Bunter become aware that he was followed’ 
  “Gooogh !” he gasped in breathless surprise, as he felt that sudden grip. 
  With a swing of his sinewy arm Soames swung him off the road on to the grass verge; with another swing he landed him among the trees. 
  It happened so suddenly, so swiftly, that Bunter hardly knew what was happening to him. 
  He spun among the trees, staggered against a frosty trunk, and leaned there, gasping for breath. 
  “Urrrgh ! Ooogh ! Urrggh !” gurgled Bunter. 
Soames gave a swift glance round. He was screened from the sight of passers on the .road, and he had the Owl of the Remove exactly where he wanted him. 
  Billy Bunter, spluttering, set his spectacles straight on his fat little nose and blinked dimly at the man who had hooked him off the road. 
  “Look here, you cheeky beast—” he snapped. 
 Then he recognised Soames. 
 “Oh crikey!”he gasped. 
  “Stand where you are, Master Bunter,” said Soames softly. “You are not going just yet !” 
  “Oh lor’ ! I—I say—” 
  “You need say nothing. Kindly hand over the cigarette-case !” smiled Soames. “I advise you not to keep me waiting.” 
  “Oh jimmy !” gasped Bunter. “I—I say, I—I ain’t got it I Oh lor’ !” 
  Soames’ lip curled. 
  “I suppose you cannot help lying, my fat young friend.” he said. ‘It appears to be second nature with you, but—” 
  “I—I haven’t got it—really !” gasped Bunter. “That beast Fish has got it! Oh crikey, I—I say—” 
  “I may tell you,” said Soames quietly, “I have visited your school and found out that you told me the truth on Boxing Night at Wharton Lodge. I found out also that the cigarette-case had been found by a boy Fish— one of the party who passed me a short time ago, I conclude, as I heard the namo mentioned. He came here yesterday to hand it over to you. Do you see now that lying is of no use?” 
  “Oh crikey !” gasped Bunter. He had pictured Soames rooting about Greyfriars after that cigarette-case. It had never occurred to him that Soames would learp that it had been found and taken to Wharton Lodge. 
  “Now hand it over !” said Soames. “Fish gave it to you, yesterday” 
  He didn’t “ gasped Bunter. 
  “Take care !” muttered Soanes, with a glitter in his eyes. 
  “He—he—he never !” groaned Bunter. “The beast pretended that it wasn’t mine—just because he knew that it didn’t belong to me, you know—and he kept it ---“
  “You lying young rascal—” 
  “He—he—he did!”gasped Bunter. He’s got it now in his pocket. They’re going to make him hand it over at the police station—” 
  “What!”
  “He won’t if he can help it. I jolly well know that he’s going to dodge them if he can, and keep it !” mumbled Bunter, “But they’ve all got an eye on him. I was going after him to got it back if I could; I was going to punch the beast in the eye if he wouldn’t let me have it- ‘ 
Billy Bunter broke off, wriggllng with terror at the rage that flashed into the crook’s sleek face. 
  Soames’ hands clenched. 
  “Is that the truth ?” he said, between his teeth. 
  “Oh crikey !Yes !” stuttered Bunter. “I haven’t got it; he wouldn’t give it to me. You can search my pockets if you like. Oh crikey ! I tell you that cad Fishy has got it; and if he can dodge those fellows he will jolly well keep it, too !”
  It did not take Soames long to ascertain that the silver case was not on Bunter, and he had little doubt—or, rather, none—that the fat Owl was telling the truth. It all fitted in with what hp had seen. His rage at this fresh disappointment was keen and bitter. 
  “I—I say, hp—he’s got it !” moaned Bunter. “You go after that beast Fishy; he’s got it ! Oh lor’ ! Yarooooh !” 
  Soames gripped him by his collar again. He swung him round and planted his foot behind the fat Owl, sending him spinning and sprawling. 
  Bunter’s yell rang far and wide as his fat person was spread out on the frosty earth. 
  “Ow ! Yow ! Wow ! Yaooooop !” 
  The fat Owl sat up and blinked round 
him dizzily. Soames was no longer in 
sight. Soames was on the road, on the 
track of the Famous Five and Fisher T. 
Fish, and running like a deer. 
                       — 
    THE EIGHTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                     Cute! 
“SEARCH me !” ejaculatcd Fisher T. Fish, with an air of great surprise. 
  In the old High Street of Wimford the juniors had halted outside an official building. Fisher T. Fish ran his hands through his pockets and ran them through again. 
  But those bony hands emerged empty! It seemed that Fisher T. Fish failed to find the cigarette-case in any of those pockets. 
  The Famous Five gathered round him. They had been rather surprised by Fishy making no attempt to dodge away during thp walk to Wimford. 
  He had made up his keen transatlantic mind to freeze on to that cigarette-case. They knew that he was not going to hand it over if he could help it. So they rather expected Fishy to give them the slip on the road—if he could—and park that silver case in some spot where he could find it again. 
  As Fisher T. Fish had done none of these things, the Famous Five supposed in the innocence of their hearts, that he had made up his mind to play straight, as there was no help for it. Which showed that, well as they knew Fishy, they were not quite wise to all the wiles of the business-like youth from Noo Yark 
  Now it dawned on them!
  Fisher T. Fish went through pocket after pocket. He was more than willing to do so, as the silver case was not there ! 
  “Lost it?” asked Harry Wharton very grimly. 
  “You said it !” agreed Fishy. 
  “Better find it again,” said Harry, still more grimly. “And the sooner you find it the less likely you are to be bumped in the snow.” 
  “I guess it’s gone.” 
  “It will be preposterously unpleasant for you, my esteemed Fishy, if the gonefulness is terrific !” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Boot him !” suggested Johnny Bull. 
  “We’ll boot him all right, and push his head into the snow if he doesn’t cough up that case,” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Aw, be reasonable !” urged Fisher T. Fish. “Give a guy a chance ! Look ypre !” 
  He turned out thp lining of a coat pocket. There was a gash in that lining. Obviously, anything that was carried in that pocket was liable to slip through the gash and fall to the ground. 
  “Oh, my hat !” said Frank Nugent. “Was it in that pocket? ”
  “Sure !”
  “Then it’s dropped somewhere on the road. Over a mile to look for it in !” said Frank. 
  “I’ll say, it’s a goner !” said Fisher T. Fish regretfully. “I’m sure sorry! I’ll say I never knew there was a hole in that lining. I jest slipped it into that pocket, and I guessed it was O.K.” 
  Snort from Johnny Bull. 
  “We’ve had a nice walk,” said Fisher T. Fish amiably. ‘“I guess we’ll have another nice walk back, and keep an eye open for that doggoned case, what? We may spot it. Onless, of course, some guy has picked it up and froze on to it. Might mosey out again to-morrow and have another look, if we don’t find it.” 
  The Co. regarded Fisher T. Fish fixedly.            Fishy had no intention of parting with that cigarette-case. Neither had he any intention of parting from Wharton Lodge, if he could help it.  
  Unfortunately for Fishy and his astute plans, the Famous Five were not quite simple enough to take his transatlantic word. 
 “We won’t look for, it tomorrow.” said Harry. “We’ll have it to-day, Fishy! Now hand it over and stop telling crammer’s!”
  “Aw! Ain’t you got eyes?” demanded Fisher T. Fish. ‘Look at that hole in the lining —!” 
  “I'm looking at it.” answered Harry, “and I can see that it isn’t a hole worn in the lining; it’s been cut !” 
  “By gum, so it has !” exclaimed Bob Cherry, grabbing the pocket lining and scanning it closely. “There was no hole in that l+ining; it’s been cut with a penknife, specially to back up this yarn.” 
  “Aw, can it !” exclaimed Fisher T. Fish, in alarm. “You figure I’d cut that lining and redooce the valoo of my overcoat? Not by a jugful !” 
  “Where’s that cigarette-case, you bony fraud?” 
  “Spotted about the road somewheres.” 
  “Not in your other pockets?” asked Harry. 
  “Nope.” 
  “You’re sticking to it that you put it in that pocket, and it slipped through the lining and got lost?” 
  “Yep.” 
  “Very well,” said the captain of the Remove, “ if it’s lost it’s got to be found ! The fellow who lost it has got to find it. We’ll walk back now, and you can pick it up.” 
  “If I spot it—sure !” 
  “I advise you to spot it, for your own good. You see we’re going to kick you all the way back, and we shan’t leave off kicking till you’ve coughed up that cigarette-case.’ 
  “Hear, hear !” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  “Good egg !” 
  “Come on !” 
  “Say, you galoots,” exclaimed Fishy, in alarm, “I’ll mention that that ain’t good enough! I sure ain’t standing for it.” 
  “You don’t like the idea?” asked Harry. 
  “Nix, and then some !” said Fisher 
T. Fish emphatically. 
  “Then all you’ve got to do is to hand over the cigarette-case. We’re not anxious to soil our boots on you.” 
  “Ain’t I allowed it’s lost— slipped through that lining?” howled Fisher T. Fish. “Ain’t my word good enough ?” 
  “About as good as Bunter’s. You’ll save trouble by handing over the cigarette-case.” 
  “I guess you can search me from top to toe if you durned well like !” hooted Fisher T. Fish.   “Go through a guy and see for yourself.” 
  “We’re not going to search you,” said Harry,    “and it wouldn’t be any use, either. If you’re willing to be searched it shows that you haven t the cigarette-case on you. What have you done with it?” 
  “Ain’t I put you wise? That there hole in that lining ---“ 
 “Might have dropped it somewhere as we cane along to pick up again,” said Johnny Bull thoughtfully. “He had this yarn all ready, of course. Did anybody notice the swab drop anything?” 
  “Well, we have thought of a trick like that,” said Harry. If that was it, Fishy can find it again easily enough.” 
  “I’m telling you it dropped through that lining —”
  “Possibly; but if it did, you know exactly where it dropped, and you’re going to lead us back to the precise spot.” 
  “If you don’t believe a guy—” 
  “Not a word! Not a syllable! Come on!” 
  Fisher T. Fish glared at the five in intense exasperation. 
  Accustomed as he was to regarding all the inhabitants of a mouldy old island as goobs, ginks, gecks, and boneheads, he had had no doubt—none whatever— of getting by with this yarn, backed up by a rent in the pocket lining. 
  In case of doubt he was prepared to undergo a search, which would not have worried him, as he had left the silver cigarette-case locked up in his suitcase in his room at Wharton Lodge. 
  But it was not a case of doubt; it was a case of certainty. Harry Wharton & Co. knew that Fishy was trying to diddle them just as well as if Fishy had told them so, and they were not taking any. 
  Whether Billy Bunter was entitled to ietain possession of that cigarette-case was very doubtful. But it was absolutely certain that Fisher T. Fish had no right to retain it, and they were going to see, quite definitely, that he did not. 
  Fisher T. Fish breathed hard and deep. Such perspicacity on the part of goobs, boobs, ginks, and boneheads was a surprise to him, and an exasperating one. But F. T. Fish was a sticker, and he was going to stick to his loot if he could. 
  “I guess I ain’t coming.” he said. “I’d sure have been pleased to put in a few days with you ginks, but if that’s how you’re going to behave, I guess I’m through. Me for the railroad depot.” 
  “Tired of our company already?” grinned Bob Cherry. “We’re not tired of yours yet, Fishy !” 
  “You figure you can rope in a guy aginst his will?” hooted Fisher T. Fish, in great exasperation. “Jumping toads and gophers ! I guess thats the bee’s knee, and then some!  I’ll say I’m hitting the railroad depot right now. I’m telling you I’m through !” 
  “You mean you’re going to pretend to catch a train, and when we’re gone, sneak back to where you dropped the cigarette-case?” asked Bob. 
  “That!s it.  said Johnny Bull, with a nod. 
  “Aw! Guess again!” yapped Fisher 
T. Fish. “You can see me on in the train for Kent, if you like.” 
  “Gamnon !” 
  “Seeing’s believng !” snorted Fishy. ‘And he jerked away towards the railway station, or the railroad depot as he called it, which was a little distance down the High Street. 
  The Famous Five followed him, perplexed. 
That the cigarette-case was not on Fishy they were sure; his offer to bc searched was proof of that. They wondered whether he might, after all, have lost it on the road, as he had stated. 
  If he really caught the train back to Greyfriars, it looked like it ! But they did not believe that he had any intention of catching a train, without having first got hold of the silver case again. 
  So they walked after him to the station, with keen eyes on him, to sce that he did not dodge away. 
  In their intense interest in Fishy, they did not observe a man with his court-collar pulled up and a hat pulled low over his brow, who followed, at a littIe distance, in the same direction. They were not thinking of Soames, but of Fisher T. Fish. 
  They entered the railway station together.   There was half an hour to wait for Fishy’s train—if he was going to take a train! During those thirty minutes they did not take their eyes off Fishy. 
  When the train came in they fully expected the transatlantic junior to make some excuse for not taking it. They hardly knew what to think when he stepped into a carriage and banged the door in their faces. 
  Farther down the train the man with the turned-up coat-collar stepped into another carriage unnoticed. 
  Fisher T. Fish looked from the window as the engine shrieked. 
  “So long, you guys!” he said through his nose. “I guess you can look for that pesky cigarette-case along the road, all you want ! Mebbe you’ll cinch it ! Mebbe you won’t. I’ll say I’m through with you! Go and chop chips !”
  The train roared out of the station! Harry Wharton & Co. gazed after it, till it disappeared! Then they gazed at one another ! 
  Fisher T. Fish was gone, and they were assured that he had not taken the cigarette-case with him. Had he really and truly lost it—or what? 
  The chums of the Remove really did not know what to think—though it was probable that the facts would dawn on them later when they remembered that Fishy had left a suitcase behind him, which would have to be sent after him to Greyfriars School’ 
      THE NINETEENTH CHAPTER 
                  A Precious Pair ! 
FISHER T. FISH grinned serenely. 
  Fishy was tremendously bucked. 
  True, he had lost his intended holiday at Wharton Lodge, where he had intended to hang on, if he could, till the end of the vacation. But he was going to keep that mysterious cigarette-case, and sooner or later, he reckoned, he was going to get in touch with the guy who was after it so keenly, and finger a handsome profit on the transaction. 
  It was no wonder that the business man of Greyfriars was bucked at that happy prospect. 
  He was destined, as it happened, to get in touch with the “guy” who was after the cigarette-case, sooner rather than later. 
  At the first stop of the train that very “guy” got out of another carriage, cut along the train, and entered Fisher T. Fish’s carriage. 
Fishy took no heed of him; he had never seen James Soames, and had no suspicion that this was the “guy” of whom he was thinking. 
  There were three other passengers in the carriage, and while they remained the man with the turned-up collar sat and read, or, at least, looked at a newspaper. But they left at later stations and then Soames moved along to the door and took care that no fresh passengers entered after the last had gone. 
  And so, as the train boomed on through the snowy landscape, the sea-lawyer was left, at last, alone with the American junior. 
  Then he moved along, and sat opposite to Fisher T. Fish, who glanced at him carelessly. 
  “ Master Fish, I think !” said Soames smoothly. 
  “You said it!” agreed Fishy, steering. 
  “Quite ! Will you have the kindness to hand over that silver cigarette-case, Master Fish?” 
  Fisher T. Fish fairly bounded. 
  “Wake snakes !” he gasped. “Say, say that agin will you ?“ 
  “Will you have the kindness to hand over that silver cigarette-case, Master Fish?” repeated Soames politely. 
  Fisher T. Fish sat back and stared at turn. He had been taken utterly by surprise; but he realised at once that this must be the “guy” who was after that silver case. 
  “You Soames?” he asked. 
  “My name is of little consequence, Master Fish! What I want is the silver case, and I prefer to take it quietly, without throwing you from the train ! But if you insist on rough measures ---”
  “I guess you can pack that up!” said Fisher T. Fish. “I’ll mention that I ain’t got it on me.” 
  Soames smiled. 
  “I have seen Master Bunter this morning, and he has explained the whole matter to me,” he said smoothly. “I lost so much time on Bunter that I was unable to overtake you before you reached Wimford. But I was fortunate enough to spot you in the High Street—and even caught a few words of your altercation with your friends.” 
  “You’re telling me !” ejaculated Fishy. 
  “Exactly! I do not think the schoolboys believed that you had lost the silver case—they are hardly so simple as that ! At all events, I do not believe it; and you will save trouble, and time, and possible danger, by handing it over to me without further delay.” 
  “What’s it worth to you?” asked Fisher T. Fish coolly. 
  Soanes eyed him narrowly. His strange way of life had made him a good judge of character, and he could read, in the sharp face, that this was a very different kind of fellow fromHarry Wharton & Co., and even from Billy Bunter. This was a sharp, unscrupulous fellow on the make! He smiled—a faint, contemptuous smile. 
  “I understand.” he said, “that cigarette-case belonged to an old comrade of mine, and I desire to possess it as a souvenir. Its intrinsic value is small; but I would willingly give a couple of pounds to recover it.” 
  “Guess again !” suggested Fisher T. Fish. 
  “I advise you not to bandy words with me.” said Soames qiietly. “I prefer peaceable measures, but I am prepared to take any others that may be required.” 
  “I guess I’d take that offer, bo, if I had the article on me—I’ll say I shouldn’t have a big chance !” grinned Fisher T. Fish. “But you can search me if you like—same as I said to them guys back in the burg.” 
  Soames’ eyes narrowed again. 
  “I shall certainly search you !” he said. 
  “Go it !“ grinned Fishy. “I’ll eat all the cigarette-cases you find on me, with the cigarettes thrown in !” 
  “Where is the silver case, then?” snapped Soames. “It is in your possession, you young rascal—you will not deny that?” 
  “Sure !” assented Fisher T. Fish. “But I’ll mention that I wasn’t such a bonehead as to stick it in my rags when them guys walked ff to the station to hand it over to the cops! Not in your lifetime, sir.” 
  “You left it at Wharton Lodgc?” 
  “Mebbe,” drawled Fisher T. Fish “If you’re willing to talk business, Mr. Soames, I’ll allow that I was raised where business is talked, a few. You can tell any gink you like that you want an old comrade’s cigarette-case for a souvenir—I guess I know why you want it. And if it ain’t in connection with them Greek letters scratched inside, I’ll say I’m the dumb man from Dumbville.’ 
  Fisher T. Fish chuckled. 
  “they had a Greek guy at the old hombre s shebang, to give it the once-over,” he said. “He couldn’t make head or tail of it—he allowed it wasn’t genooine Greek! Jest scratched permiscus, he figured!  But I guess you ain’t run all them risks, Mr. Soames, for a thirty-bob case, with no value attached! Nope ! I’ll say that them Greek letters might mean something to you, though they don’t spell Greek words! What’s your idea?” 
  Soames’ lips set in a tight line. 
  “Don’t you go off on your ear !” advised Fisher T. Fish. “I guess, from all I’ve heard about you, that you’re some hoodlum, and you pack a gun—and you’d handle it as soon as not! But it won’t buy you anything! You can’t cinch that pesky case off’n me when I ain’t got it, nohow !”
  “Quite !” agreed Soames quietly. 
  “Name a figure !” said Fisher T. Fish. “I guess that silver case belongs to me, jest as much as it does to that fat goob Bunter—and as it don’t seem to have any owner, I’ll say it belongs to the guy that found it lying around. I’m open to sell that cigarette-case !” 
  “Five pounds !” said Soames quietly. 
  “You make me smile!” said Fisher 
T. Fish. 
  Soames drew a deep breath. The hidden message in the cigarette-case was worth twelve hundred pounds to him— if once his eyes fell on it ! His dislike and contempt for the grinning, unscrupulous young rascal before him were strong, but he did not allow these feelings to influence him. 
 “Twenty pounds!” he said.  “I am prepared to pay a twenty pounds, Master Fish, to recover that silver cigarette-case, and you may take any precautions you like— though if you knew me, you would know that I am a man of my word ! Now —” 
  “Now you’re talking!” said Fisher T. Fish heartily. “I guess I ain’t doubting your word none, sir, but I’ll allow I’ll take a spot of care to see that I get the spondulics, when you finger the case ! You call around Greyfriars School to-morrow afternoon, and it’s a trade !”
  “And how---
  “I’ll put you wise “ grinned Fishy. 
  “I’ve sure left that article locked up in my suitcase in the old hombre’s house. Me having left, they’ll send my baggage arter—I guess I’m phoning the old colonel about it when I mosey in at Greyfriars. That suitcase will be delivered by the railroad guys to-morrow—and if you like to be around, you can see me unpack it.” 
  Soames sat silent for a moment or two. 
  “The boys may guess where it is!” he said at last. 
  “They’re sure boobs,” said Fisher T. Fish. “But I allow they might ! But they won’t break the lock on a guy’s suitcase—the old hombre wouldn’t stand for it, if they wanted to—and I guess they wouldn’t, anyhow. There ain’t no danger of that or I’ll mention that that sootcase wouldn’t have been left where it is now, with the goods inside! Nope, sir !”
  The crook sat silent again for a few minutes, in reflection. 
  He realised that the cunning Fishy was right; whatever Harry Wharton & Co.  Guessed, or suspected, they most certainly would never break the tock on a suitcase left behind by a departed guest. 
  All was safe there. Fisher T. Fish was going to telephone Wharton Lodge; the old colonel would direct Wells to send the suitcase on at once, and that was that! 
  Soanes smiled. 
“You are an astute young rascal, Master Fish,” he said. 
  “I’ll say I cut my eye teeth in Noo Yark !” admitted Fishy complacently
. 
  “We will leave it at that, then !“ said Soames. “I shall see you to-morrow, at your school, Master Fish. The porter is already acquainted with me, as Mr. Anderson. I shall look forward to our meeting tomorrow, Naster Fish.” 
  “I’ll say I’ll be sure glad to see you, bo!”grinned Fishy, 
  Soames stepped out at the next station. The train ran on with Fisher T. Fish.  Soames was left in a satisfied mood; sure at last of success.  He had only twenty-four hours to wait, and the cigarette-case would be his. Fisher T.  Fish, in the train, was feeling still more satisfied. He, and chuckled, and chortled with glee, in happy anticipation of the morrow. 
  Neither of them gave a thought to Billy Bunter! But they would have given him very serious thoughts indeed, had they known how the fat Owl of the Remove was occupied at Wharton Lodge 
      THE TWENTIETH CHAPTER. 
               Back To Bunter! 
“BEAST !” breathed Billy Bunter. Bunter’s eyes gleamed through his spectacles. 
  The fat junior was standing in Fisher T. Fish’s room, at Wharton lodge.  And his eyes, and his spectacles, gleamed vengeance press!
  Bunter had plodded home, after Soames had left him on the Wimford road, with a kick by way of farewell.  He had arrived, tired, breathless, and fairly bursting with wrath. 
  That unspeakable swab, Fisher T. Fish, had walked off with his silver cigarette-case, and the fat Owl had no hope of ever seeing it again. All Bunter had to put down to his profit-and-loss account was a weary walk, and a boot in from Soames.  But the worm will turn !
  Bunter, being a fat worm, had turned!  He was going to make cad, that swab, Fishy, sorry for himself!  Hence the presence in Fishy’s room. 
  His little round eyes glittered through his spectacles at Fishy’s suitcasc. Fishy had snaffled his property—and if there was one absolutely certain way of making Fishy squirm, at was by damaging Fishy’s property. 
  He closed the door and looked round for some improvement. There was a rather heavy poker in the grate, under the fat owl grasped it. 
  Then, grinning, he started on Fishy’s suitcase.  
  Bang!  Crash!  Bang!
  In a few minutes, that suitcase was a hopeless wreck, it’s contents spread on the floor. 
  Grinning, the fat owl picked up article after article—pyjamas, shirts, socks, collars; and each article, as he picked it up, he rent with ruthless hands. 
  Thud!  
  As he grabbed up a pair of socks, folded together, and unfolded them for rending, something that had been concealed in them dropped to the floor. 
  Bunter blinked at it. 
  Then he jumped. 
  A silver cigarette-case lay at his feet. 
 Bunter’s eyes almost popped through his spectacles.
  “Oh crikey !” he gasped. 
  In great amazement the fat Owl picked up that case—blinking at it quite blankly. 
  It was the mysterious case of which Soames was in search. 
  “The tricky toad !” breathed Bunter. 
  “Leaving it here locked up, all the time ! Oh crumbs ! And I’ve got it ! 
  Bunter gave a fat chuckle! 
  He had never dreamed that it was in Fishy’s suitcase! He had wrecked that suitcase for vengeance on the iniquitous Fishy ! Utterly unexpectedly, the bone of contention had turned up in the wreck! 
  Billy Bunter’s fat face was wreathed in grins! 
  He packed that cigarette-case carefully into an inside pocket ! It was his again, and it was going to stay his! 
  Nobody was going to know that he had it! 
Those beasts, the Famous Five, were jolly well not going to make him hand it over kt the police station—neither was that old frump, the colonel!  Soames, on Fishy’s track, could never guess that the silver case had, in this unlooked-for way, got back to Bunter!  
  All that Bunter had to do was to keep it dark and it wks his—undisputed! 
  Bunter chuckled a gleeful chuckle as he rolled out of Fishy’s room, leaving Fishy’s property scattered on the floor. In the circumstances, now that he had got that silver case bkck, he was anxious not to have it known that he had been there at all! 

                      *    *    *    *   *

“I SAY, you Fellows!” 
  “Hallo,hallo, hallo ! You got back alive, Bunter?” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. came tramping cheerily in, fresh and ruddy after their walk in the frosty air. Billy Bunter blinked at them from his armchar, with a grin on his fat face. 
  “I say, where’s Fishy?” asked Bunter. 
  “Gone!” answered Harry. 
  “But I say, you fellows, Fishy will have Soames after him now !” grinned Bunter. “I say. Soames got me after you fellows cleared off on the road—”
  “What?” 
  “Grabbed me.” said Bunter. “I told him that Fishy had that cigarette-case —you see, I thought he had it in his pocket when he went——” 
  “So did we !“ said Harry. “But have you really seen Soames?”  
  “He got me—I mean, I met him, and he had the check to speak to me” said Bunter. “ I treated him with the contempt he deserved.  He never had the cheek to kick mc—of course, he would never dare——” 
  “ Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh, cackle! Well, I fancy he’s gone
after Fishy !” said Biunter. “Fishy’s 
welcome to him!He won’t get that 
cigarette-case in a hurry—he, he, he !” 
  “I’ve been thinking about that, as we came back,” said Harry. “I’m certain that Fishy never had it on him; and he must have parked it somewhere— most likely in his bag—” 
  “Think so?” grinned Bunter. 
  “Well, I don’t see where else he could have left it. If he had parked it anywhere else, he wouldn’t have been willing to clear off and leave it! But his bag will have to be sent after him, of course ” 
  “We can make him cough it up, next term, if he’s got it !” said Bob. “We can’t very well bust his suitcase open and look for it ---”  
  “He, he, he !” 
  “That are you guggling at, you fat Owl ?”    “Oh, nothing!” grinned Bunter, “Nothing at all ! He, he, he!” 
  Billy Bunter did not explain what he was “guggling” at! But during that day, Bunter was heard to “guggle” a good many times, apparently greatly amused by something unknown to the other fellows. 
  And when he heard that a telephone-call had come through from Fisher T. Fish, requesting that his suitcase should be dispatched after him pronto.  Billy Bunter guggled, and giggled, and gurgled, as if he would never leave off guggling, giggling, and gurgling. The thought of Fishy’s face when the suitcase arrived at Greyfriars, minus the article that Fishy expected to find therein miss, was fearfully entertaining to Billy Bunter 
THE END.
At the
