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                              THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                      Catching Tartars! 

“OLD on!” 
  The Greyfriars hikers held on. That sudden, hoarse hail from the shadow rather startled them. 
  Exactly where they were, Harry Wharton & Co. did not know, except that it was somewhere in Wiltshire. 
  They had had a long hike that afternoon, and all the party, except Billy Bunter, had agreed to keep on till they hit the Thames. 
  Fellows who did not live part of the country seldom had a chance of seeing the little stream which was the source of the mighty river that rolled under London Bridge. They were quite keen to see Father Thames in his babyhood, so to speak. 
  The weather was fine; a glorious sunset was followed by a fine starry evening. But after dark the way became a little doubtful. They had to head north to “hit” the Thames somewhere near Cricklade. They hoped they were now heading north. But a possibility existed that they were heading east or west, or even south. One country lane seemed very much alike another, and signposts were few. Short cuts by footpaths across meadows, instead of simplifying the matter, rather added to the difficulties. 
  Still, hiking was hiking, wherever it led, and the chums of the Greyfriars Remove hiked on cheerily. Billy Bunter, as usual, grunted and groused in the rear. Bunter did not specially want to see the Thames. He would not willingly have walked a quarter of a mile to see the Ganges or the Orinoco. What Bunter wanted was a rest, and a supper. Every few minutes Bunter suggested camping. He had started his suggestions a quarter of an hour after the afternoon’s march had started. The other hikers turned a deaf ear— or, to be more exact, six pairs of deaf ears. 
  But they halted as a hoarse voice came from the shadows of the tall hedge beside the lane and requested them to “old on!” 
  Billy Bunter sat down at once. Bunter was good at sitting down. If a hike could have been done sitting down, Bunter would have been an enthusiastic hiker. Lord Mauleverer followed his example. Mauly was always ready for a rest. But the Famous five of the Remove stood and looked at the figure that emerged from the shadows of the hedge. 
  It was deeply dusky in that Wiltshire lane overhung by trees, in spite of the bright stars. But they made out a powerfully built man, with a thick, bull neck, swathed in a red-spotted muffler that could have been seen on the darkest night. Under one brawny arm he had a large stick, with a big knob at the end. His stubbly face was in need of a shave, and still more in need of a wash. His best friend would not have called him a handsome man. He stood in the path of the schoolboy hikers, and scanned them with two little piggy eyes, sharply. Harry Wharton & Co. had happened on a good many tramps during that summer hike, and they realised now that they had happened on the most unpleasant-looking one of the lot. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” said Bob Cherry cheerily. “Want anything, old bean?” 
  “You’ve got it, sir !” said the red-spotted man. 
  “Well, what do you want?” asked Harry. 
  The big tramp grinned. 
  Anythin’you might ‘appen to ‘ave about you, ” he answered. And he slipped the big, knobby stick down into a horny hand in a very significant way. 
  “Yes, you look that sort.” said Bob Cherry, with a nod. “I guessed that one the moment I saw you.” 
  “The guessfulness was terrific,” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh; a remark that made the footpad start and blink at the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “Will you have it now,” inquired Johnny Bull, “or when you can get it ?” 
  “I’ll ‘ave it now, and I’ll ave it sharp!” said the big man. “You come along and wake up a bloke when he’s jest settled down for the night. I never was a violent man—not me! —but I don’t mind telling you that I’ll crack your ‘eads all round if you don’t ‘and it over 
  “I say, you fellows—” squeaked Billy Bunter in great alarm. 
  The Owl of the Remove scrambled up in haste ready to retreat. Lord Mauleverer picked himself up in a more leisurely way, ready to join in the scrap. Although the hulking tramp did not suspect it, he was booked for the scrap of his life before he succeeded in robbing the Greyfriars hikers. 
  “You’re all right, Bunter,” said Bob Cherry reassuringly. “If our heads are going to be cracked, it won’t be a new experience for you. Yours has been cracked for a long time.’ 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha  !" 
  “Hiking, I s’pose? " said the red spotted man, staring at the juniors. 
  “Just that.” said Frank Nugent. “You’re right—or nearly right. call it hiking ourselves.” 
  “Well, down with them packs.” said the red-spottcd man—” and sharp! I’ll look through ‘em! And turn out your pockets! You look as if you’d got some spondulics.” 
  “I’ll tell you what.” said Bob Cherry genially. “If you can put us on the right road for Cricklade, we’ll stand you a shilling.” 
  “You keep on, and take a dozen turnings, some right and some left, and I dessay you’ll get to Cricklade about morning.” answered the big man. “And don’t worry about the shillin’.I fancy this ‘ere job is going to be worth more than that.” 
  He came a little closer to the bikers, gripping his big cudgel. 
  “Down with them packs !" he snapped. 
  The big tramp towered over the schoolboys, sturdy as they all were. And the knobby stick looked dangerous. And there was no doubt that the red- spotted man was going to use it, if he met with resistance. But the Greyfriars hikers were tougher propositions than he fancied. 
  Bob Cherry unslung his rucsack. 
  There were plenty of things packed in the ruesack, including a Holiday Annual, which was rather a solid article in itself. Unslinging it, Bob held it by the straps. 
  “Look here!” roared Johnny Bull. “Are you taking orders from that frowsty waster?” 
  “Must give the man what he’s asked for, old bean.” answered Bob mildly. 
  “That’s sense, that is.” said the big man. “If I ‘ave to land you one with this here stick, you’ll know it! Blow me pink !" 
  “I’ll jolly well—” began Johnny Bull wrathfully. 
  “That’s enough from you.” said the red-spotted man truculently. “Any more from you, and you get a wallop— see? I’m going to— Whoooop !" 
  He broke off with a howl as Bob Cherry’s well-laden rucsack whirled through the air, and caught him on the side of his bull neck. 
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The tramp did not seem to have expected that. As is so often the case, it was the unexpected that happened. 
  He staggered over. He would have recovered his balance in a moment, and then, no doubt, the big stick would have got to work. But he was not granted the necessary moment. Harry Wharton’s clenched fist landed on his unshaven chin, and he sat down in the lane. Frank Nugent and Lord Mauleverer grasped him, and rolled him on his back. Johnny Bull jumped on him immediately, landing on his chest, and there was a gasp from him like the air escaping from a punctured tyre. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh grabbed his stick from his hand, and flung it over the tree-tops. 
  The next moment the red-spotted man was struggling fiercely. But he struggled in the grasp of six pairs of strong hands, and they were much too much for him. For several hectic minutes the big tramp heaved under the hikers like an earthquake. Then, with his arms and legs firmly held, his tousled hair was grasped by Bob, who proceeded to bang his head on Wiltshire. 
  Evidently, the tramp found Wiltshire hard. Fearful yells and roars came from him as his head smote again and again on that celebrated county. 
  “Ow ! Ooogh!  Chuck it! Blow me pink! Woo-hooh! I give in! Let a bloke alone! Oh, my ‘ead! Oh, jiminy ! Ow !" 

                  THE SECOND CHAPTER. 



                           Man Down! 

“I SAY, you fellows !"  It was a yell from Billy Bunter. “I say— Yarooh! Help !" 
  The fat Owl of the Remove was out of sight, and out of mind, till his frantic yell reminded the hikers of his existence. 
  While six hikers were handling the red-spotted man, Billy Bunter had backed away in the darkness. Bunter disliked tramps at close quarters. He disliked the idea of that big stick land delete delete. ing on his fat person or his fat head. Leaving the other fellows to deal with the ruffian, Bunter backed away, and, unfortunately, backed over the edge of the ditch at the side of the dim and dusky lane. Quite unintentionally Bunter sat down in the ditch. 
  Luckily it was a dry ditch. But though there no water in it, there were weeds and nettles—especially nettles. And thistles! Billy Bunter sat on a bunch of thistle, and sprawled over in the stinging nettles!  And then 
the voice of Bunter, like that of the turtle of old, was heard in the land, and heard on its top note. 
  It passed unheeded by the Famous Five and Mauly. They had their hands full for some minutes with the tramp. And when the red-spotted man ceased at last to resist, and gasped and gurgled instead, they still held him fast. They had him down, and he was so big and so very brawny, and so very savage, that they were rather dubious about letting him get up again. 
  “I say, you fellows.” yelled Bunter, “I’ve fallen in the ditch !"
  “Got him !" said Bob Cherry. 
  “Got the rotter!” panted Johnny Bull. 
  “The gotfulness is terrific.” 
  “I say, you fellows, come and help me out !" shrieked Bunter. “I say, I tell you I’m in the ditch !"
  “That’s all right.” called back Bob. “Nobody else wants the ditch, Bunter. You can have it.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Beast !" yelled Bunter. 
  “Hold this brute !" said Harry Wharton breathlessly. “I’ve barked my knuckles on his beastly chin! Bang his head again if he wriggles.” 
  “You bet !" grinned Bob. 
  “Let a bloke gerrup !" yelled the tramp. “I’ll smash yer! I’ll out yer ! You mark my words—” 
  “I’ll mark your napper instead !" said Bob, and taking the tramp by his tousled mop again, he banged Wiltshire. 
  “Yooo-hooo-hoooop !" 
  “That enough?” asked Bob genially. 
  “Oooogh ! My ‘ead ! You wait till I get loose !" panted the ruffian. “You can’t ‘old me ’ere all night, and as soon as I get loose, look out to ‘ave your teeth knocked out !"
  “Nice man !" murmured Lord Maulpverer, 
  “I say, you fellows !" Yell from Bunter, as he struggled in the ditch. It was only four or five feet deep, but that was more than enough for Bunter.    “Come and help me out !" 
  “We’re looking after our friend here.” answered Lord Mauleverer. “You might keep quiet, Bunter, old bean !  This fellow is makin’ row enough.” 
  “Beast !" 
  Bunter was heard rolling and scrambling. There was a sound of a bump. Apparently he had tumbled back into the ditch after trying to clamber out. A fiendish yell announced more nettles. 
  “Now.” said Bob, “what are we going to do with this beauty? He says he’s going to do a lot of dentist work if we let him get I don’t know what you fellows think, but I’d rather leave my teeth where they are.” 
  “Same here !" chuckled Nugent. “Bang his head till he promises to be good!’ 
  Bang! 
  “Yarooop !" 
  “Will you be good now, Weary Willy?” asked Bob. 
  “You wait till I gerrup!  You jest wait !" yelled the tramp. “Oh, won’ t I black your eyes! Won’t I smash your smellers! Won’t I knock your teeth through the back of your ‘pads! Blow me pink!” 
  “That doesn’t sound like promising to be good !" said Bob. “I’m not sure he’d keep a promise, either! I’ve got a sort of impression that he’s a rather unscrupulous sort of chap.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “I say, you fellows, I’m stung!” came Bunter’s yell from the darkness. “I say, this ditch is full of nettles !" 
  “You can have them all, old fat bean. Now, look here, you men.” said Bob. “We can’t sit on this gentleman all night, as he has pointed out. I’m ready for a rest, but I don’t want to camp on a dirty waistcoat. But we can’t let him extract our teeth, as he has undertaken to do—not to mention our eyes and noses, that he seems rather keen on ! I think we’d better tie his fins.” 
  “Good egg!  Here’s a rag that will do.” said Frank Nugent, jerking off the crimson-spotted neckcloth. 
  “Jolly good idea !" said Lord Mauleverer. “Put his paws behind him, and tie him up.” 
  “You let a man go I” roared the tramp, struggling again. ‘l tell yer, I’ll smash you all up into little bits the minute I get on my feet.” 
  “What an inducement to let him go !" said Bob. 
  The hikers did not let him go. They rolled him over, pinning him down, and dragged his hands forcibly behind him. The red-spotted muffler was wound round his brawny wrists and knotted, and knotted, and knotted, till it seemed nearly all knots. By the time the knotting was finished, it was certain that the ruffian would never be able to get his hands loose without assistance. Having thus prevented him from doing any further damage, the hikers left him gasping in the road and turned their attention at last to William George Bunter. Bunter’s voice had formed an incessant accompaniment to the proceedings; like the unending melody of Wagnerian music, though perhaps not quite so melodious. 
  Wharton flashed on an electric torch, and the fat Owl was revealed, struggling in the thick herbage in the ditch.  He was dusty, he was stung, and he was breathless, and he was boiling with wrath and indignation. 
  “Beasts !" he roared. ‘Can’t you help a fellow out? Catch me coming hiking with you again ! Beasts !" 
  “Serve you jolly well right, you fat funk !" growled Johnny Bull. “You were backing out of the scrap instead of lending a hand with that hulking brute !" 
  “Beast!” 
  “Well, out you come!" said Bob Cherry, reaching down. “Put your silly head this way, and give me hold of your ear—” 
  “Leave my ear alone !“ roared Bunter. “You silly idiot—” 
  “Us, hi. hal” 
Bob Cherry chuckled, and grasped an extended fat hand and dragged. Billy Bunter came rolling out of the ditch at last and collapsed in the lane, gurgling. 
  “Hallo, look out !" exclaimed Wharton, flashing the light round. 
  The tramp had struggled to his feet. He could not use his hands, but it seemed to have occurred to him to use his feet. He tramped across to the group of juniors by the ditch, his little piggy eyes gleaming with ferocity, and he was landing out with a large and heavy foot when Wharton spotted him. The juniors dodged the kick promptly, and Bob Cherry grabbed the extended leg, catching hold of a tattered trouser end.
  “Got him !" he remarked. 
  "Ha, ha, ha !"
  “Oh !  Blow me pink "Ha, ha, ha !" gasped the red-spotted man, hopping wildly on one leg. “Leggo !  I’m going over—”’ 
  “You are!" agreed Bob, giving the uplifted leg a jerk. The ruffian  went over headlong into the ditch vacated by Bunter. A fearful yell announced that he, like Bunter, had found thistles and nettles there !   
  “That’s that !" said Bob. “We may as well be getting on. You can have the ditch to yourself, Weary Willy; Bunter’s done with it ! 
  A stream of lurid remarks answered from the ditch. With his hands tied behind him, the tramp found it harder to scramble out than Bunter had done. 
  “Come on.” said Harry Wharton. “Come on, Bunter !" 
  “Beast!  I can’t move !" howled Bunter. “I’ve broken my leg falling into that ditch !" 
  “Good-bye, then. See you next term at Greyfriars.” 
  “I say you fellows—” 
  “Sure you can’t walk, Bunter?” asked Bob. 
  “Ow! Yes!” 
  “Then I hope you made your will before you left Bunter Court ! If you’re still there when that tramp gets out of the ditch, I don’t think he’ll leave a lot of you. Come on, you men !" 
  The hikers marched on. 
  There was a patter of feet behind them. The bare idea of remaining on the spot till the enraged tramp got out of the ditch was enough for Bunter. He found that he could not only walk, after all, but run ! And for a considerable distance after that Billy Bunter did not lag behind. 

               THE THIRD CHAPTER. 


                      The Wrong Way !
 “HALLO, hallo, hallo! That’s a car !" 
  “Thank goodness !" 
  Headlights gleaming through the deepening gloom of night flashed suddenly on the eyes of the tired hikers. For a long time they had seen nobody but the man they had left behind in the ditch. They were quite glad to see a car, and to get a chance of asking their way. Not only Bunter was tired by this time, but all the party, and they were thinking of giving up the Thames for that night and camping. After all, as Bob Cherry remarked, the Thames would still be there on the morrow. Still, it was quite possible that they were within an easy march of Crickdade; and they hailed the car as it came, to get information. 
  "Hold on !" bawled Bob Cherry. 
  The group of dusty hikers stood full in view, in the glare of the headlights as the car came on. Behind the glaring lights, however, the car and its occupants were almost unseen. They had a dim glimpse of a chauffeur driving, and three hats in the car behind him. The horn honked loudly; but as the car drew nearer it slowed, and they heard an exclamation in a familiar voice: 
  "That crew !" 
  It was the voice of Cecil Ponsonby of the Fourth Form at Highcliffe. He stood up in the car staring out at the hikers. His comrades, Gadsby and Monson, stared, too. 
  "Well, my hat !" exclaimed Bob Cherry. "That Highcliffe lot ! Have they been following us across Hampshire and Berkshire? Pon’s a sticker, and no mistake." 
  The hikers chuckled. It was a good many days since they had seen Pon & Co., and the last meeting had been in Sussex. They had wondered sometimes whether the Highcliffe trio were still hunting them. It was not an easy task to track the hikers, hiking across country by any route that happened to take their fancy. But Ponsonby of Highcliffe was undoubtedly a sticker. Here he was again ! 
  "So I've found you again !" said Ponsonby, his eyes gleaming at the dusty hikers. 
"The foundfulness is terrific, my esteemed and rotten Ponsonby !" answered Hurree Jamset Ram Singh,   "Still after that jolly old Holiday Annual !" grinned Bob Cherry. He tapped his rucsack. "I've got it here, old bean !" 
  "I say, you fellows, let's ask 'em if there's an inn near !" groaned Billy Bunter. "My legs are dropping off !" 
  "Lost your way ?" asked Ponsonby. 
  "Well, we're heading for Cricklade." said Harry. "But we don't seem to have got there. We stopped your car to ask the way, but I suppose it's no use asking you.  Press” 

  "Why not?" said Ponsonby. "We're not friends; but I suppose I can tell a fellow his way if he lost it.
  “ We've just come from Cricklade, as it happens. Keep on about a quarter of a mile, and turn to the left at the crossroads, and you'll be there in about twenty minutes." 
  He sat down and signed to the chauffeur to drive on.     The hikers stood out of the way, and the green Austin car shot onward again. 
  Bob Cherry stared after it. 
  "May not be after us, after all," he said. "It's jolly obliging of Pon to tell us our way, considering ! I rather wished I hadn't chipped him about that jolly old Holiday Annual now! But who'd have expected him to give us a tip?" 
  "I say, you fellows, come on, I'm almost dropping !" groaned Bunter. 
  The rear light of the car vanished. Harry Wharton & Co. resumed their way. They tramped on through the dusky night, and reached the crossroads mentioned by Ponsonby. There they turned to the left, as instructed, and hiked on, hoping and expecting every moment to see the light of Cricklade. 
  But no lights broke the gloom of the summer night.   The lane they were following narrowed, and dwindled, and ended at last in a gateway, with a rough track continuing it beyond over what looked like pasture land. 
  "We've been a good bit more than twenty minutes," remarked Nugent, and this doesn't look like the way to a town." 
  "May be on the other side of that field !" said Bob.      "Yes, if —" 
  "If what?" 
  "If Pon wasn't pulling our leg !" said Nugent. "I'm beginning to thank that he was !"
  "Oh, my hat!" 
  "I say, you fellows, I'm almost dropping!"
  "Well, drop quietly, old fat porpoise !" 
  "Beast !" 
  The hikers stood in the gateway staring about them in the gloom. Fields and hedges and trees encircled them, and before them wks that wide, seemingly endless stretch of pasture. The least suspicious fellow in the party could not help suspecting now, that Ponsonby had been pulling their leg, and deliberately misdirecting them. But to turn back and seek another route did not seem very hopeful. 
  "The rotter !" growled Johnny Bull. "Of course, he was stuffing us ! Catch that cad Ponsonby doing any fellow a good turn." 
  "Well, it looks rather like it." said Harry. "But we may as well keep on. As we don't know the way, one’s as good as another!  Let's look for a place to camp." 

  "I say, you fellows, let's camp here ! Let's camp at once ! I say —" 
  "Shut up, Bunter !"
  The hikers tramped on through the open gateway, following a cart-track across the extensive field.  There was a chance that they were on the right track, and, anyhow, they had to look for a suitable spot for camping. But no lights, save from the summer stars, gleamed over the dusky fields. They halted where a little brook meandered along, crossed by a bridge of a single plank. 
  "Camp here." said Harry. "It's pretty plain now that that Highcliffe rotter was stuffing us, so we shan't see Cricklade or the Thames to-night. This looks a good spot for a camp." 
  It was quite a nice spot. There was plenty of water in the glistening little brook and close by the end of the plank bridge was a clump of trees, with widespreading branches. Round about, the grassy plain seemed to stretch to infinitude; though doubtless in the daylight signs of local habitation might have been seen. All the hikers were glad of a rest by this time, and with considerable relief they dumped down their packs and camped. 


                THE FOURTH CHAPTER.

                       Pon's Little Plot! 


CECIL PONSONBY grinned as the green Austin ran on after parting with the Greyfriars hikers. 
  Having misdirected the hikers, and sent them tramping away from their destination, Pun was feeling rather amused and bucked. Gadsby and Monson were grinning, too. They had not had much luck, in their warfare with the Greyfriars hikers, and they were rather glad to score at last—and a little lying did not come amiss to Pon & Co. The three young rascals were smoking cigarettes as the car ran on down the dusky lane, and the hikers disappeared in the other direction. 
  “We’ve spotted the rotters again !” remarked Ponsonby. “I began to be afraid we’d lost them. We won’t lose track of them again until we’ve bagged that Holiday Annual from that brute Cherry.” 
  Gadsby and Monson exchanged a glance and a grin. They had no objection to spending the holidays touring the country in Pon’s car. But they did not quite believe that Pon would succeed in getting hold of that much disputed volume, or that it was worth getting hold of if he succeeded. Pon easily 

read their expressions and he gave them an unpleasant look. 
  “I’ve told you it’s a cert,” he said. “There’s no doubt that that Holiday Annual was in the hands of that smash-and-grab man at Courtfield at the end of the term and that he put a message in it for his confederate, tellin’ him where he had hidden the plunder. The insurance company have offered £50 reward for the finder—and with that book in our hands, we can find it.” 
  “Um !" said Gadsby. 
  “Both the thieves are in prison, and can’t look for it themselves.” went on Ponsonby, “and the smash-and-grab man makes out that he lost it in the river near Greyfriars. It’s a dead cert for us—if we can get hold of that book that he put the message in.” 
  “If you’re right!" murmured Monson. 
  “I know I’m right !" 
  “Oh, all serene ! But even if you’re right, I don’t quite see how we’re going to snoop the book ! There’s six of the brutes, without countin’ that fat freak Bunter, and only three of us. And, to be candid, we shouldn’t care about tacklin’ them man to man.  With the odds against us—” 
  “More ways than one of killin’ a cat,” answered Ponsonby. “I came jolly near snafflin’ the book the night they camped in the barn back in Sussex. But if we can’t get it without a scrap, we might pick up a few bargees along the river to help at ten bob a time. It’s worth it !" 
  “Oh, my hat !" said Gadsby. “That’s a bit thick, Pon !"
  “Don’t be an ass! We’re up against those cads, and we’re not goin’ to stick at trifles.” 
  “But look here Pon.” said Monson argumentatively, “if there’s a jolly old message in the book, those bounders must have spotted it before now. They know what we’re after, and they must have searched the book from end to end a dozen times.” 
  “I know that ! But they haven’t found it—it’s some sort of a secret code used by crooks, I suppose.” 
  “Well, if they haven’t spotted it, how are we goin’ to spot it, even if we get hold of the jolly old Annual !" 
  “Brains !" said Ponsonby coolly. “You and Gaddy ain’t much use in that line; that’s where I come in !" 
  “Swank !" grunted Gaddy and Monson together.     And they smoked in silence as the car ran on. 
Suddenly, from the darkness of the shadowy lane, there came a call: 
  “Help !"
  “Hal1o ! What the thump’s that? " exclaimed Gadsby, startted, staring out of the car into the gloom of the trees, 
  “‘Elp !" 
  “Somebody in trouble.” remarked Monson.    “Somebody who’s left his ‘h’s ‘ at home.” 
   “Elp !" 
  “Nothin’ to do with us.” said Pononby indifferently. “We’re not stoppin’. It’s time we got in to dinner.” 
  Pon was not the fellow to worry himself much about the troubles of others. But the chauffeur slowed down the car. 
  “What are you stoppin’ for, Jervis, you fool?” snapped Ponsonby irritably. 
  “Man in the road, sir—’ 
  “Well, let him get out of the road! Keep on !" 
  “Dash it all, we don’t want to run the man over!” exclaimed Gadsby. “Chuck it! He’s right in the middle of the road !" 
  “Some drunken tramp !" snapped Pon. 
  “Well, even if he is, we don’t want to have to attend an inquest on him. Pull up, Jervis !" 
  The chauffeur was already braking. In the glare of the bright headlights a rather strange figure was seen in the road ahead. It was that of a big, brawny man, with a stubbly, unwashed face—evidently a tramp. His hands, for some unseen reason, were behind him as he stood in the road facing the oncoming car. 
Standing in the middle of the road he forced the car to stop; there was no room to pass him on either side, and the chauffeur certainly had no idea of running him down, whatever the lordly Pon might have said. 
The green Austin came to a stop, and Ponsonby scowled at the big man as he lurched to the side of the car. He looked far from an agreeable man to meet in a lonely lane; but three fellows, with chauffeur, had nothing to fear from him. 
  “What the dooce do you want ?” snapped Ponsonby. “What are you stoppin’ my car for?” 
  “Skuse me, sir !" The big man spoke civilly. “I want ‘elp! I’ve got my ‘ands tied behind my back !” 
   “Oh gad !" ejaculated Ponsonby, in astonishment. 
“I’d take it kindly, sir, if you d let my ‘ands loose.” said the tramp. “Some young rascals tied me up like this here for a joke, they did ! It won’t take you long, sir. Let your shover untie me.” The big man turned, showing his hands bound behind his back with a big, dirty, red-spotted muffler. “Them young ‘ounds tied me up, and left me in a ditch, they did !" 
  “What had you been doing ?" grinned Gadsby. 
  The red-spotted man made no answer to that question. 
  Ponsonby regarded him very curiously. As he had met hikers in the lane coming from this direction, he could make a shrewd guess at the identity of the “young rascals” who had tied the tramp s hands with his own muffler. 
  “Were there seven of them ?" he asked. “One a fat blighter in specs and one a darkey 7” 
  “That’s the gang, sir !" answered the tramp, blinking at Ponsonby. “Not friends of yours, sir?” 
  He could guess that much from Pon’s words. 
  “Hardly,” said Pon. “But I know them. A mob of hikers?” 
  “That’s ‘em, sir ! If you’ll let your man untie my ‘ands—”  
  “Safer to leave them tied, I fancy.” remarked Monson. “Look here, Pon, if those Greyfriars men tied him up, they had a reason. You’re only to look at him to guess what it was.” 
  “I give you my word, sir, that I was doing no ‘arm ! Jest stopped ask for a little ‘elp, on the road, sir.” 
  “Can it !" said Gadsby. “Leave him alone, Pon !" 
  “Rot!” said Ponsonby. “Even if he’s a footpad—and he looks it—I suppose you’re not afraid of him robbing the three of us, with Jervis to help. I’m goin’ to let the man loose.” 
  Gadsby and Monson could only stare. It was utterly unlike Pon to take any trouble for anybody; and certainly it seemed unlikely that the big man deserved help at anyone’s hands. But the dandy of Highcliffe had his reasons. He stepped out of the car. 
  “Step back, my man !" he said. 
  The red-spotted man stepped away from the car, and Pon followed him to the side of the lane. There he began to untie the thick, knotted muffler. 
  Gadsby and Monson, lost in astonishment, gave up the problem; and Jervis, the chauffeur, sat with a wooden, expressionless face. They heard the murmur of Ponsonby’s voice as he spoke again to the tramp, but the tone was too low for them to catch the words. 
  “Step a bit farther back from the car!  I’ve got somethin’ to say to you.” murmured Ponsonby.   “Might be worth a fiver to you.” 
  The tramp stared round at him blankly. Then he moved farther from the car, so that Ponsonby could speak without being overheard. 
  “What’s your name?” asked Ponsonby. 
  “Erbert ‘Iggs.” 
  “Trampin’—what?” 
  “I’ve been out o’ work a long time, sir I” answered Herbert Higgs. 
  “You look it !" agreed Ponsonby. “And if you heard that there was a job goin’ it would scare you away rather, wouldn’t it?” 
  Mr. Higgs grinned. 
  “I dare say you’d like to get even with those fellows who tied you up— what?  ” asked Ponsonby. 
  The red-spotted man’s eyes glittered. 
  “Wouldn t I just !" he said. 
  “Could you find a friend or two to help you handle them?” 
  “Easy, if I knowed where to find them agin.” answered Herbert. 
  As he spoke he blinked at Ponsonby. He had hoped to get his hands untied when he stopped the car. But certainly he had not expected to hear anything like this, from an expensive looking young “toff” like Ponsonby. 
  It dawned on him that this young “toff” was a fellow who knew the hikers, and disliked them—and was not at all particular in his methods of dealing with persons he disliked. 
  “Well, look here.,” said Ponsonby, in a low voice, “I don’t like that crew any more than you do. One of them’s got something that belongs to me. I want it back. I can tell you where to look for them. It’s pretty certain that they turned left from the crossroads, up this lane, and they’l most likely camp when they find the road doesn’t lead anywhere. Anyhow, you can pick them up in that direction.’ 
  “I get you, sir I” said the red-spotted man, eyeing Ponsonby very keenly and curiously. His hands were free now, and he was rearranging the red-spotted muffler round his bull neck. 
  “They’re rather hefty in a scrap,” went on Ponsonby. “You’d better get a couple of fellows like yourself to help. Get what I want from them, and bring it to me at the Cow and Sheep, near Cricklade, and it’s worth a fiver to you. Are you on ?” 
  “Ain’t I? " grinned Herbert. 
  “It’s a go, then!  ” 
  “But what’ve they got that belongs to you, sir? You’d better make that clear if I’m to get ‘old of it.” 
  “It’s a book—a book called the Holiday Annual !" 
  “Blow me pink !" said the big tramp. His astonishment was depicted in his staring face. Why a fellow should be willing to stand a five-pound note to get hold of any book in existence was an amazing mystery to Herbert Higga. 
s  “It’s not the value of the book, but 1 want it.” said Ponsonby. “They got it away from me, and I’m determined to have it back, by hook or by crook. But I can’t handle that gang—and you can."
  “I get you, sir. 
  “It’s carried in a rucsack, by one of the gang named Cherry—a rather hefty fellow with a mop of flaxen hair—” 
  “I know ‘im!" Herbert’s eyes glittered. “That’s thp bloke what banged my ‘ead on the ground.” 
  “It may have his name written in it.” added Ponsonby carelessly “That doesn’t matter. Get hold of the Holiday Annual that fellow carries in his rucksack, and bring it to me, and I’ll pay you for it. And I’ll stand you ten shillings in advance now, and chance it.
  Herbert Riggs nodded. The whole thing was so strange and mysterious to Herbert that he might have suspected that this young “toff” was puIling his leg for some sort of practical joke. But cash was cash ! The ten-shilling note that Ponsonby slipped into his hand was a proof of good faith. 
  “Leave it to me, sir !" said Herbert. “If you’re staying at that inn you mention, you bet I’ll come along some time to-morrow with that there book, sir.” 
  “Done !" said Ponsonby. 
  He walked back to the car and stepped in. 
  “Get on, Jervis !" 
  The chauffeur drove on, and the red-spotted man disappeared in  the shadows behind. Gadsby and Monson looked inquiringly and expressively at Pon. 
  “What’s this game, Pon?” asked Gadsby. 
  “What were you confabbing with that ruffian about ?” asked Monson. “I saw you give him money. What the thump did you give him money for?” 
  “Why shouldn’t I help a poor man on his way?” said Pon blandly. 
  “Oh gad !“ said Monson and Gadsby together. 
  And they gave it up. 

                 THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

                  Billy Bunter’s Little Way 

“I “ SAY, you fellows !" 
  “Buck up, Bunter !" 
  “I’m tired !" 
  “Lend a hand, fathead!” 
  “I’ve told you I’m tired !" said Billy Bunter, with dignity, 
  “Kick him !"
  “Beast !"
  Between the clump of trees and the brook, over which lay the plank bridge, the Greyfriars hikers were camping. They had the glimmer of the summer stars to camp by, and it was light enough. All the hikers, in point of fact, were rather tired, having made a long march that day, and kept it up rather unusually late. But many hands make light work, and six of the fellows, at least, did not want to slack or dodge their share of the work. 
  Lord Mauleverer, in his own way, was perhaps as lazy as Bunter—but his way was quite a different way. Lazy as he was, Mauly never dodged his “whack” in the work, or in carrying the baggage—and Billy Bunter dodged both with great care and caution. 
  The tent was going up, and all hands— except Bunter’s—joined in the pegging. Except where all hands were required, as in pegging the tent, division of labour was the rule—a useful rule in a hiking camp. One fellow fetched water, another prepared the stove, another unpacked the provender another got out the sleeping outfit, and so on. 
  Billy Bunter sat on a log by the trees and watched the other fellows at work— which was Bunter’s usual contribution to camping. Setting Bunter a task was not much use—either he didn’t do it, or he did it badly; his idea being to make the fellows understand, jolly clearly, that everything couldn’t jolly well be landed on him ! 
  Still, the Greyfriars fellows were rather accustomed to making allowances for Bunter. It was agreed, too, that hp had a lot of weight to carry about ! 
  But Billy Bunter could not even sit down and watch the other fellows at work without grousing. Blinking at six busy juniors through his big spectacles, he informed them of the important fact that he was not merely tired, but very hungry. 
  Bunter’s fatigue, and Bunter’s healthy appetite, were the two most important matters in the universe just then. Other fellows might be tired and other fellows might be hungry; but that was a trifle light as air in comparison. 
  “I say, you fellows, what about a fire?” he asked. There were no preparations going on for a camp-fire, 
  “Warm enough to-night without a fire.” answered Harry Wharton, “and we’re all a bit tired.” 
  “Plenty of firewood among these trees,” suggested Bunter. “It ain’t cold now, but it will be cold later. Why not have a fire?” 
  “Oh, all right ! Gather some firewood, then !" 
  Snort from Bunter ! If a camp-fire depended on Bunter gathering firewood, a camp-fire was improbable. 
  “Perhaps you didn’t hear me say that I was tired !" said Bunter, with crushing sarcasm. “Deaf, perhaps ! I say, you fellows, we shall want a fire for cooking.” 
  “Cold supper, save time !" said Wharton tersely. 
  “I don’t see any need to save time on a hike. We’ve got lots of time. Look here! We’ve got stuff to make a stew, And I’m hungry.” 
  “Well, you can make a stew, if you like, while we’re fixing up the camp. Not a bad idea.” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “Blow !" said Bob Cherry. Unpack. ing his ruceack, it slipped, and many articles dropped to the ground, including the Holiday Annual, which was all the reading matter the hikers carried with them on the hike. It came in useful on occasions when they had to sit somewhere out of the rain. Also the juniors were very curious about that volume, which Ponsonby believed to contain some secret and mysterious clue to the plunder hidden by the smash-and-grab man near Greyfriars School, weeks ago. They had examined it a good many times in search of that supposed clue—without finding anything of the kind. 
  “Clumsy !" remarked Bunter. 
  Bob gave him a glare. 
  “You fat villain! I’ve got a lot of stuff in this bag that you ought to carry! Lend a hand picking these things up.” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry! I’m sitting down !" Bunter made that statement as if it furnished a complete explanation and adequate reason for not doing any work. 
  “Pick up some of these things, you fat slacker! Pick up that Holiday Annual, you stodgy porker !" 
  “Shan’t!” 
  Bob Cherry picked up the Holiday Annual. Instead of returning it to the rucsack, however, he hurled it at Bunter. 
  The literature in the Holiday Annual was by no means heavy. But the volume itself had a fairly good weight! It smote Bunter on his manly chest, and bowled him off the log like a fat skittle. 
  “Yarooooooh !" roared Bunter, as he landed on his back. 
  “Well bowled !" chuckled Johnny Bull. 
  “Ow! Beast! Wow !" roared Bunter. “I’d give you a jolly good walloping, you beast, if I wasn’t so tired! Wow !" 
  “Well, I’m not too tired to give you one !" growled Bob. “If you don’t want it. shut  up! Are you too jolly lazy to light the stove and make the cocoa !"
  “You know 1 don’t like making my hands oily, you beast!” 
  “What about mine?” yelled Bob. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Get me the oil-can, you fat villain! Where are those matches? The stove’s empty! Hand me the oil-can, you fat frump.” 
“I’ve told you a dozen times, at least, that I’m not going to touch the oil-can ! Some fellows like to keep their fingers clean !" added Bunter crushingly. 
 “Well, you’re not one of those fellows, to judge by the look of your paws.” Bob Cherry sorted out the can of paraffin for the stove, Bunter sitting on the log again, and blinking at him. “Can’t you get up, Bunter?” 
  “No, I jolly well can’t    
   Bob Cherry came over towards the fat junior, and lifted the oil-can. Billy Bunter found that he could get up—and quite quickly—as a spurt of paraffin came from the neck of the can. It just missed him. 
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 “Beast !" shrieked Bunter, as he dodged. 
  “You see, you can get up, if you try !" grinned Bob.   “I fancy you could fill that stove, too, if you tried hard. Try! I’m going to pour the paraffin down your neck, if you don’t !" 
  “I—I—I’ll fill the stove !" gasped Bunter. “Keep off, you beast! I’m not the fellow to dodge work, I hope! Everything gets landed on me, as you jolly well know! Gimme the can, you rotter !" 
  Bunter took the can. 
  His system of filling the cooking-store was to swamp the oil all over it, and over the earth round about it. This made it fairly certain that he would not be called upon to fil it another time. 
  “Stop that !" roared Bob. “Do you want to set fire to half Wiltshire, you potty porpoise ? " 
  “Am I spilling any?” asked Bunter calmly. 
  “You fat villain, you’ve spilt half of it! Give me the can !" 
  Billy Bunter grinned, and handed back the can. He sat on the log again, and watched Bob filling the stove—or, rather, putting in what paraffin was left. Bob grunted, and put down the can. 
“Now, that spilt oil has got to be mopped up !" he said. 
  “Oh, that’s all right!” said Harry. “It will soak away.” 
  “Better mop it up I think! As you spilt it, Bunter, you’d better mop it up.” suggested Bob. 
  “Beast I” 
  “Well, if you’d rather I did it, all right,” said Bob. “Happy to oblige.” 
“What are you going to mop it up with I” asked NugeoL 
  “Bunter’s face.” 
  “I say—beast---gerraway “ yelled Billy Bunter, as Bob strode upto him, and grasped him by the back of a fat neck. “I say— Yarooooh! Leggo! Oh crikey! Oh lor’ ! Grooo-hoooogh !" 
   “Ha, ha, ha !" yelled the hikers, 
  With a grasp of iron on the back of Bunter’s neck, Bob Cherry mopped up the spilt oil, using Bunter’s fat features for the purpose. 
  Fiendish yells and howls and gurgles came from the fat Owl of the Remove. He did not, as he had stated, like oil on his fingers. Still less did he like it on his face! But it was there that he got it!
  “Urrg! Wurrgh! Gug-gug-gug—” gurgled Bunter.   “Leggo! I’ll wallop you ! Oh crikey! You beast ! Wow! You rotter! Groooogh !"
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “There, I think that will do !"_gasped 
Bob. “Nothing like being tidy, Bunter. 
Clear up as you go along, you know! 
Mustn’t leave spilt oil about !" 
  “Yurrrrgggh !" 
  Billy Bunter squirmed away as he was released. His fat face was dripping with paraffin. He gurgled and spluttered frantically. Even Bunter realised that he was in need of a wash. 
  “Grooogh! Where’s the soap?” gurgled Bunter. 
  “Soap!” yelled Johnny Bull. “You want soap! This is the first time you’ve asked for soap !" 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “The soapfulness of the esteemed Bunter is not usually terrific.” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Beast! Gimme some soap !" shrieked Bunter. “I’m all oily! Ow! Grooogh! Where’s that soap, you beasts? Urrrgh !"
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  Frank Nugent tossed the fat Owl a cake of soap, and Bunter rolled down to the brook to wash. For the first time since the hike had started, Billy Bunter had a thoroughly good wash. Really, it was not before he needed one. 

                     THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                               Strategic! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo! Who’s that?” 
  “Who the dickens—” 
  “The whofulness, is terrific, and—” 
  Billy Bunter blinked at the hikers in astonishment.   He had washed and washed, but there was still a lingering scent of paraffin about him. His face was red and shiny, and for once quite clean. It was indeed as clean as a new pin. 
  Gasping after his unaccustomed exertions, Bunter rolled back to the camp. By that time the cocoa was made for supper, the meal served out, and the hikers were sitting in a cheery circle, supping. They all stared at Bunter as he came up, the bright starlight glistening on his shining face. 
  “Welcome, little stranger !" said Frank Nugent. 
  “I thought there was nobody about, but ourselves.” remarked Bob Cherry. “Where did you spring from? Who are you ?” 
  “Yaas. Who are you, begad?” asked Lord Mau1everer. 
  “You silly asses!” yelled Buntei. “Wharrer you mean? Making out that you don’t know a chap!  Wharrer you mean, you silly idiots?” 
  “That sounds like Bunter’s voice!" said Bob Cherry, with a puzzled look. “Might almost fancy it was Bunter speaking.” 
  “You knew it’s me, you silly fathead !" roared Bunter. 
  “Are you Bunter?” exclaimed Bob. “You can’t be!" 
  “You blithering idiot, you know I am ! Wharrer you mean?” 
  “But your face is clean !" gasped Bob.
  “Why—you—you—you cheeky idiot!" I’ll -"
  “Ha, ha ha  -" 
  “Well, if you’re Bunter, you can sit down and have some supper.” said Harry Wharton. “Sure you’re Bunter?” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “He’s washed.” said Johnny Bull. “That accounts for it. You can’t expect a chap to know you again after you’ve washed, Bunter.” 
  “Beast  !" 
“Ha, ha, ha  !" 
  Billy Bunter snorted. He realised that this was a little joke of the hikers. A wash made a difference to Bunter’s appearance; but not such a difference as all that. 
  “I’ll tell you what, old fat bean.” said Bob. “If you ever want to disguise yourself, don’t you go in for false beards or moustaches, or anything of that kind. Juat pack a cake of soap in your pocket; then, when nobody’s looking, wash !" 
  “Ha, ha, ha!" yelled the hikers. 
  “The washfulness would be a complete and terrific disguise.” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Billy Bunter disdained to reply. Besides, his jaws were too busy for frivolous conversation. He sat down and dealt with the foodstuffs. He washed down the solids with a big tin mug of cocoa. 
  “Any more cocoa?” he asked. 
  “Lots in the tin, and the water’s on the boil.” 
  “Well, make some more.” said Bunter. “I like three cups, as you know. I think you might as well have made it all at once. Just like you to keep a fellow waiting.” 
  “Just.” agreed Bob Cherry. “And if you go on waiting till I make it, old fat man, you’ll still be waiting when we go back to Greyfriars next term.” 
  “The waitfulness will be terrific !" agreed the Nabob of Bhanipur. 
  “Slacking all round, as usual!" said Bunter scornfully. ‘If there’s anything I really hate it’s to see a lot of lazy fellows slacking, when there’s jobs to be done, I call it sickening.” 
  “Well, what about turning in ?"asked Bob, passing by the scornful remarks of the fat Owl like the idle wind which be regarded not. “We’ve got to turn out early in the morning. We’re jolly well going to find the jolly old Thames tomorrow !" 
  “I’m not turning out early.” said Bunter positively. 
  “Good !" said Bob. “We’ll be careful not to wake you up when we start, old fat man. If you want t see us again before next term you’ll find us somewhere along the Thames, if you look long enough.” 
  “If you mean that, you’ll start without me, Cherry—” 
  “Just that, old porpoise.” 
  “And glad of the chance,” growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Any more cake?” asked Bunter. 
  Wharton shook his head. 
  “No; you’ve scoffed the lot.” 
  “I think you might have packed another cake. You know I like cake. Selfishness all round, as usual. I shouldn’t wonder if I were to grow selfish myself in the long run.” said Bunter bitterly, “If I followed the example of you fellows, I might.” 
  “He—he—he might grow selfish !" gurgled Bob Cherry. “Bunter might, you men. He might ! Oh, fan me somebody !" 
  “The mightfulness is terrific !"
  “Well, I hope I shan’t; but associating with you fellows, I might.” said Bunter. “There’s a proverb, you know, that evil communications corrupt good manners. Is there any jam)” 
  “You finished the jam this morning.” 
  “And you haven’t got any more since —knowing how I like jam.” said Bunter sarcastically. “Well, I might have expected it.” 
  “What about drowning him in the brook before we turn in?” suggested Johnny Bull thoughtfully. 
  “Ha ha, ha !" 
  “Yah !" 
  “Let’s turn in,” said Harry Wharton, laughing.       “There’s still some biacuits and apples, Bunter, if you’ve got room for them.” 
  “I don’t caro much for biscuits or apples. Still, I’ll have them. I say, you fellows, don’t turn in till I’ve finished supper, I don’t want to sit here alone.” 
  “Like our jolly old company 7” grinned Bob. 
  “Well, it’s not much in the way of company, but it’s better than nothing.” explained Bunter. 
  “That’s where it’s different from your own, old fat man. Yours is a good deal worse than nothing. I’m going to bed."
  “I haven’t finished eating yet.” 
  “You never have!  Good-night !"
  “Beast !" 
  Billy Bunter was not likqIy to have finished eating, so long as there was anything left to eat. Indeed, the morning’s supply for breakfast would hardly have been safe from him, had not the hikers packed It away out of his reach. Bunter got busy with the biscuits and apples as the other fellows spread ground-sheets in the tent, and turned into their blankets. 
  He snorted with scorn, and travelled through the biscuits and the apples. By the time he had parked them in his capacious interior, six juniors were fast asleep in the tent. 
  “I say, you fellows—” squeaked Bunter. 
  No answer. 
  “I say, you fellows !"yelled Bunter. 
  “Shurrup !" came a sleepy voice from the tent “Can’t you let a fellow go to sleep, you fat chump?” 
  “Oh, really Cherry—" 
  “Shut up!" 
  “Look here!  Is there any toffee?” 
  “My hat! You’ve woke us up to ask if there’s any toffee?” gasped Bob Cherry. “I’ll give you toffee, if I get up to you !" 
  “Beast !" 
  Billy Bunter rose to his feet. He had eaten all that was available, and sleep was the next item on the programme. But Billy Bunter had been thinking while he packed away the biscuits and the apples. When he turned in he wanted a good steep; he did not, most emphatically, want to turn out under the early rays of the rising sun. Certainly he was at liberty to sleep as long as he liked, if he did not mind the hikers going on without him. But he did mind ! Evidently it was an occasion for strategy and Bunter had thought, of a stratagem. 
  He rolled across to the log near the trees, where he had been sitting when Bob buzzed the Holiday Annual at him. 
  That valuable volume lay where it had fallen in the grass after smiting Bunter. Bob had been too busy to field it at the moment, and afterwards it had slipped his memory. Billy Bunter picked it up, and glanced towards the tent with a fat grin. 
  Then he rolled in among the shadowy trees, blinking round for a hiding-place for the volume. It was easy enough to find one; he shoved the Holiday Annual out of sight in a hollow under the roots of an ancient beech, and crammed a few handfuls of grass after it. That hidden volume was not likely to be spotted in a hurry. 
  Grinning, Bunter rolled back to the camp. When Bob cane to pack his rucsack in the morning he would miss the volume, of course, and look for it, to pack. He was welcome to look for it as long as he liked; while Bunter enjoyed the long, long rest that was so necessary to him. 
  Any other small article the hikers might have left behind, if they could not find it, but not that Holiday Annual. Not only its own interesting nature, but the fact that Ponsonby of Highcliffe was desperately determined to get his hands on it made it extremely unlikely that Bob would be willing to march without it. 
  Although the chums of the Remove had, so far, utterly failed to spot any secret message in the book, they examined it every now and then in leisure moments in the hope of success. Pon’s fixed belief that the message was there naturally had an impression on them. Certainly no member of the party would have been willing to part with that Holiday Annual with its secret still undiscovered. 
Billy Bunter was quite assured on that point. So he was also assured that he warn not going so early in the morning, 
  He chuckled as he rolled into the tent. 
  “Oooooogh !" came a sleepy voice, “Who’s that? Get off my neck, you blithering idiot !"” 
  “Oh, really, Bull—" 
  “Ow! Wow ! Whe’s stamping on my face!" yelled Frank Nugent, waking up suddenly. 
  “Oh, really, Nugent, you might make room for a fellow !"
  “You fat villain———” 
  “You bloated bandersnatch—" 
  “I say, you fellows, now you’re awake,” said Bunter calmly, press “mind you don’t forget
 to call me early. If I don’t happen to wake up—it’s not likely, but if I don’t happen to—give me a call, I want to get going early; none of your rotten lazy slacking, you know.” 
  “You fat idiot !" 
  “Yah !" 
  And Bunter encased himself in a blanket and went to sleep. 

                    THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                Missing ! 
“WAKE up !" 
  It seemed to Billy Bunter that he had only just closed his eyes when that stentorian roar awakened him. He came out of balmy slumber with a jump. 
  “Ow! ‘Tain’t rising-bell !" gulped Bunter. “Beast !" 
  “Roll out, porpoise !" 
  Bunter sat up and blinked, Although it seemed to him that he had only been asleep about a minute, that couldn’t really have been the case, for it was broad daylight, and the summer sun was shining in at the opening of the tent. All the other fellows were up and out, and a sound of splashing near at hand told that they were taking an early dip in the brook. 
  “I say, what’s the time? " asked Bunter peevishly. 
  “Nearly seven.” 
  “Beast ! Call me again at nine !" 
  Bob Cherry chuckled. 
  “We shall be a good many miles away at nine, old porpoise! If you go to sleep again you take your chance. " 
  Bunter gave a sleepy grin. He fancied that the march would not begin as soon as Bob supposed. His strategy was coming in now. 
  “If you’re not keen on my company, I’m certainly not keen on yours.” he answered loftily. “I shan’t get up till nine. If you start without me I shan’t promise to follow you. Mind that !" 
  “Well, it would be awful to lose you of course !" gasped Bob. “But we shall risk it, old fatty, if you’re not ready.” 
  “Don’t make a row, Cherry! I can’t sleep if you’re making a row. Tell the other fellows to keep quiet, will you?” 
  “You fat chump—” 
  “For goodness’ sake shut up and let a fellow sleep.” said Billy Bunter peevishly. “You’re like a sheep’s head —all jaw. Can’t you be quiet? " 
  “Well, snooze if you like; nobody’s going to wait for you, you fat slacker.” said Bob. “I dare say you’ll wake when the tent comes down.’ 
  “Beast!” 
  Bob Cherry left the tent, and Bunter’s eyes closed again. In about twenty seconds he was snoring. 
  Even a savoury scent of frying bacon failed to attract him. He slept on while the Famous Five and Lord Mauleverer had their breakfast. It was a glorious morning in early September, and all the hikers were looking forward to the day’s march and “hitting” that elusive river, the Thames. If they hit the river some where near Cricklade, the idea was to go down the youthful stream past Lechlade. If they hit it somewhere near Lechlade, they could go down it towards Oxford, having a look at the celebrated White Horse Vale of Berkshire. 
  Exactly where they would hit it, they did not know, as they did not quite know where they were at present; but in the daylight it would be easy to pick up the way. While they discussed the day’s hike, Bunter snored contentedly in the tent; and he snored on while they washed up, heedless of two or three friendly calls from without. 
  But he ceased to snore when the tent came down. 
  If Bunter was to be left behind, as seemed to be the idea, the tent certainly was not to be, and the hikers unpegged it and it came down for packing. There was a muffled roar under the fluttering canvas. 
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  “I say, you fellows, what the thump— “Yurrrggh! I’m smothered with something! Wurrggh ! Gerroff ! Ow!” 
  The canvas heaved wildly as a fat figure kicked and struggled under it. A red and infuriated face emerged at last, and Billy Bunter glared at the grinning hikers. 
  “Beasts !" he roared. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
  “Crawl out, old fat bean, if you don’t want to be packed up in the tent !" chuckled Bob Cherry. 
  Bunter crawled out. 
  While the cheery hikers packed tent and sleeping outfit, the fat junior dressed himself, without bothering about washing, no doubt considering that that extra wash overnight would last him the day. 
Then he blinked round for provender. 
  “Where’s brekker?” he demanded. 
  “We’ve finished brekker, thanks.” 
  “I mean my brekker !" roared Bunter. “If you won’t let a fellow sleep in peace, do you think you’re going to starve him?” 
  “If you want any grub, fatty, you’d better root after it quick.” said Bob. “We’re starting under ten minutes.” 
  “Didn’t you cook my brekker?” 
  “Ask me another.” 
  “Beast !” 
  The hikers finished packing the tent. Little packing remained to be done, and it was clearly their intention to start. Bunter, however, knew more about that than they did. 
  “ Where’s the cooking stove?” demanded Bunter. 
  “Packed !" 
  “How am I going to cook my brekker, then?” 
  “Is that a riddle ? "
  “Beast !" hooted Bunter. “Lucky there’s some cold beef and ham. I can manage on that. But I shall have to boil water to make tea.” 
  “Boil away !" 
  “One of you unpack the stove—" 
  “Yes; I can see us doing it !"
  “I can manage on lemonade. Lucky there’s some lemonade! If you fellows think this is treating a fellow decently—” 
  “My hat! I shall be rather glad to get out of the sound of those dulcet tones !" remarked Bob. “Take your time feeding, Bunter; take plenty of time.” 
  “I mean to !" growled Bunter. 
 “Now, we’ve only got to shove a few things into the rucsacks.” said Bob. Let’s see, where’s that jolly old Holiday Annual? I didn’t pick it up after heaving it at Bunter last night.  It’s in the grass somewhere, you fellows. Look round.” 
  Billy Bunter grinned over the cold ham and beef. He had an ides that the fellows would have to look round a long while before they spotted that Holiday Annual in the grass. 
  “Can’t see it.” said Frank Nugent. 
  “The seefulness of the esteemed Annual is not terrific.” 
  “Blessed if I can, either.” said Bob, puzzled. “But it must be here. It dropped near this log after biffing on Bunter. Did you sea where that Holiday Annual dropped, Bunter?” 
  “He, he, he !" 
  “What are you he-he-hemg about, you fat duffer!" 
  “He, he, he !" 
  “Have you seen that Holiday Annual, you fat chump?” roared Bob. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry ! How could I have seen it?” demanded Bunter. “I say, if you’re going to be a long time, you may as well unpack the stove, and I can cook some rashers and eggs—” 
  “We’re not going to be a long time, you fathead ! The dashed thing must be here somewhere, right under our noses !" grunted Bob. 
  “He, he, he!" 
  “Well, it’s not here.” said Harry Wharton at last, after the hikers had rooted up and down, and round about, for a good ten minutes, 
  Billy Bunter, having finished what there was to eat, lay down in the grass, rested his head on a pack, and reposed. It was not eight o’clock yet, and Billy Bunter had no ides of beginning a day a hike so early, if he could possibly help it. This time he could help it ! The longer his fat little legs remained at rest, the better Bunter liked it. Ten o’clock, Bunter considered, was a good time for starting—or eleven ! Or after lunch—that was a still better idea! 
Bunter stretched himself in luxurious repose, and nodded into balmy slumber once more, while the puzzled and exasperated hikers searched and searched for the missing Annual. 
  “What the merry thump can have become of it?” exclaimed Bob. “Nobody can have come along and sneaked it, suppose ?” 
  “Oh, my hat ! Pon—” exclaimed Nugent. 
“It’s impossible.” said Wharton decidedly. “Pon can’t know where we’re camping, and if he did, he could never know that the Annual was lying in the grass; he would think it was in the tent.” 
  “Of course he would !" agreed Frank. “But—where the dickens has the thing got to? I remember Bob heaving it at Bunter—it must have dropped somewhere near this log.” 
  “It’s jolly well performed the vanishing trick.” said Johnny Bull. “If Pon was anywhere about—” Johnny glanced round, over the wide expanse of grass and bushes and clumps of trees. 
  “Hallo, who’s that?” 
  A burly figure, in a red-spotted muffler, was coming down the cart-track across the pasture, from the gate through which the hikers had passed the previous evening. Three other dingy, dusty and frowsy figures followed it. 
  “That tramp again !" exclaimed Bob, “Oh, my hat!  And a jolly old gang of them this time !" ejaculated Harry Wharton. 
  And the hikers forgot all about the missing Holiday Annual, and gathered together in a group, with rather grim faces, as Herbert Riggs & Co. arrived at the camp. They did not need telling that it meant trouble. 

                 THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                  Something Like a Scrap ! 

“GOTCHER!” 
  That was the red-spotted man’s remark as he arrived. His three tough-looking comrades grinned. 
They were fellows a good deal like Herbert Riggs to look at, though not quite so burly. Evidently they were tramps of the same kidney. Herbert had taken a tip from the last encounter with the Greyfriars hikers, and now he had come in force. Harry Wharton & Co. were sturdy fellows, and had heaps of pluck; but they had no chance in a tussle with four hefty tramps, and both sides were quite aware of that fact, 
  Wharton cast a rather anxious look round. It was a lonely spot—wide, spreading pasture-land, bordered here and there by green woodland and fences. Far in the distance was a trail of smoke against the sky, from some farmhouse out of sight. There was no building to be seen. Obviously, there was no help at hand. Hikers, camping in lonely places, had to take these chances; and the Greyfriars h i k e r s undoubtedly wished, at that moment, that they had picked out a rather less solitary spot. Bob Cherry quietly drew the frying-pan out of a pack. 
  “Gotcher !" repeated Mr. Higgs brightly. “Been looking for yer a long time, I ‘ave ! Now I gotcher !" 
  “The gotcherfulness seems to be terrific, my worthy and unwashed friend !" remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Herbert Riggs stared at him. Then his piggy eyes fixed vengefully and venomously on Bob Cherry. 
  “You banged my ‘ead last night !" he said. 
  “I’ll bang it again this morning, with pleasure !" answered Bob affably. 
  “Look here !" growled Johnny Bull. “Sheer off—see? You may be too tough for us in a scrap, but we’ll give you a large size in scraps, if you push for trouble, all the same.” 
  “Sez you !"” grinned Herbert, 
  “The scrapfulness will be preposterous !" remarked the Nabob of Bhanipur. He took a grip on a stick. The hikers were prepared for a desperate resistance. 
  “Oh crikey !" Billy Bunter suddenly opened his eyes and blinked in alarm at the four tramps. “Oh lor’ ! I say, you fellows—” 
  “Back up, Bunter !" 
  “Oh crumbs !" 
  Bunter jumped up. But he did not back up ! He backed off!  He had not liked the red-spotted man’s looks the night before. Still less did he like them in company with three more dusty rascals of the same stamp. 
  “Where are you going ? " roared Johnny Bull. “Buck up, you fat funk !" 
  “I—I—I’m going to—to—to fetch help !" gasped Bunter. And he went— though whether it was to fetch help or not, was another matter. Anyhow, he went. 
  Really, it was not a heavy loss! Bunter’s help as a fighting-man would not have been very valuable. 
Herbert Riggs & Co. drew nearer to the group of hikers, Herbert’s eyes fell on an open rucsack, in which Bob had intended to pack the Holiday Annual— when he found it. He pointed to it. 
  “Whose is that there ? " he asked. 
  “Eh? That’s mine !" answered Bob, surprised by the question. 
  “Your name’s Cherry, ain’t it?” 
  “Yes. Though I’m blessed if I see how you know !" said Bob, still more surprised, 
  “That’s the cove !" said Herbert to his friends. “Get ‘old of that there sack, Jud!" 
  Jud made a grab at the rucsack. Bob Cherry swung round the frying-pan, and it landed with a loud crack on the tramp’s wrist. The man Jud gave a fearful howl. 
  “Hands off our property, please!” said Bob 
  “Andle ‘em !" roared the red-spotted man. 
  And thd four tramps made a rush together. 
  The next few minutes were wild and whirling. 
  Of Cecil Ponsonby’s part in these lawless proceedings, the hikers, as yet, knew nothing. They supposed that the red-spotted man had gathered his friends, and hunted out their camp, for purposes of robbery, after his failure to rob them the previous evening. They were not the fellows to be robbed without a struggle. A stick, a frying-pan, and four pairs of fists, put in some good and hefty work; and, brawny as the gang of tramps were, they were far from getting things all their own way. 
  The red-spotted man went over, yelling, as he got the frying-pan on his bullet head. Jud howled and dodged as Hurree Jamset Ram Singh lashed with his stick. Another of the ruffians, getting Bob’s right fairly in the eye, staggered over the packs, and sprawled. 
  For a minute or two it looked as if the hikers might beat the enemy off. But Herbert Higgs scrambled up, red with fury, crimson as the spots on his muffler, and yelled to his comrades to come on. And weight told, and the hikers were driven out of their camp, still defending themselves valiantly. But they retreated in a group, with their faces to the foe, prepared to carry the struggle on. 
  Higgs & Co., however, seemed satisfied, for the moment, to drive them away from the packs. They remained in possession of the camp. 
  The red-spotted man, breathing hard, pounced on Bob Cherry’s rucsack, and turned its contents out on a heap on the grass. According to what Ponsonby had told, him, the Holiday Annual should have been there. As certainly it would have been, but for Billy Bunter’s strategic dodges. As it happened, it was not there. 
  “Tam’t ‘ere !" growled Herbert. “Blow me pink ! Look through them other bags and things, you coveys! That there book is worth a fiver to us !" 
  “It won’t take us long to find it, ‘Erbert,” said Jud, “and we’ll find a few other things, too, I fancy.” 
  The tramps proceeded to cast loose the packs, scattering the hiker’s property in the grass. They were looking specially for the Holiday Annual, but there were a good many things that took their fancy, and they were not the men to go empty-handed. 
  “Look here ! We’re not standing this!” exclaimed Johnny Bull savagely. “We’re not going to have our things pinched by that crew !" 
  “Looks as if we can’t help it!” said Nugent. “ We can’t handle those brutes !" 
  “Let’s jolly well try, anyhow!” growled Johnny.
  Harry Wharton dabbed a stream of crimson from his nose. 
  Brief as the tussle had been, all the hikers had been severely handled. As a matter of fact, it was useless to renew the combat, in which they had already been defeated. The enemy was too strong for them, and that was that! It went against the grain to see the rascals rooting through their property with thievish fingers; but it was futile to attempt to stop them, when they knew that they couldn’t. 
  “Cant be helped !" said Lord Mauleverer philosophically. “This is one of the jolly old bad patches in hikin’. It they don’t go through our pockets we shall be lucky !" 
  “They won’t go through my pockets so lonj as I can hit !" growled Johnny Bull in a sulphurous voice. 
  “Same here, old bean; but we couldn’t stop them all the same.” said his lordship. “We’ll put up a scrap if they come for us again. If they get hold of our cash we’ll make them earn it, by gad!" 
  The stick and the frying-pan had been lost in the scuffle. The hikers had only their fists. Angry and exasperated as they were they realised that they would get off cheaply if the footpads were satisfied with going through the packs, and did not attempt to go through their pockets. 
  For some time, at least, Herbert Riggs & Co. were contented to root through the packs, scattering things far and wide, and picking out whatever articles took their fancy. 
  The hikers, from a little distance, beside the brook, watched them savagely. The red-spotted man came towards them at last, with the others at his heels. 
  “Back up !" murmured Bob. “We’re for it now !"
  “We’ll jolly well fight till we drop, anyhow !" said Johnny Bull, between his teeth. 
  The hikers laced the enemy resolutely. 
  “Look ‘ere !" began Herbert. “Where’s that blooming book?” 
  “That what?” exclaimed Wharton, astonished by the unexpected question. 
  “I’m arter that there book!" growled Herbert. ‘Taint in the packs ! Book called the ‘Oliday Annual? You got it about yer? " 
  The hikers stared at him blankly. 
  “You—you—you’re after my Holiday Annual ?” stuttered Bob Cherry, in utter amazement. 
  “Jest that !" growled Herbert Riggs. “And you’d better ‘and it hover afore I give you a oner !" 
  “What d you know about a Holiday Annual, and what do you want it for ?” asked Wharton quietly. 
  “That ain’t neither ‘ere nor there !" retorted Mr. Riggs. “I want it, and I’m a-going to ‘ave it—see?” 
  “Pon !" said Nugent, with a deep breath. 
  All the hikers jumped to it at once! Almost any kind of plunder was grist to the red-spotted man’s mill but he could not be supposed to want a Holiday Annual, or even to be aware that there was such a book among the property of the hikers—unless Ponsonby was at the bottom of the affair. The Greyfriars fellows knew now to whom they owed this attack. 
  “Are you ‘ending over that there book?” demanded the red-spotted men. 
“As it happens, we have lost it !" said Harry. “We were looking for it when you came up ! But, in any case we wouldn’t hand it over! You can go back to that cur who set you on to us, and tell him to try again !" 
  “I ain’t ‘ere to jor !" said Riggs. “One of you has got that there book in his rags—I know you got it! Come on, you coveys—that there book ain’t all they got in their pockets. We got to clear pretty quick arter this, and we’re a-going to take all we can with us !" 
  “Wotto, ‘Erbert !" 
  And there was another rush of the four ruffians. Six hikers stood up to it gallantly, fighting hard. 
  It was a desperate fray. 
  The schoolboys had plenty of pluck, and Riggs & Co. had their hands full for quite a long time. 
  But it ended as it was bound to end— the schoolboys had no chance against the four burly ruffians. 
Every one of the gang was rather damaged by the time they got the upper hand; but they did get it and the hikers, bruised and breathless, were stretched in the grass. Three of the ruffians, grasping them, held them down, while Herbert Riggs, after mopping a crimson-streaming nose, began to go though their pockets. It was rough luck for the Greyfriars hikers. 

                    THE NINTH CHAPTER.

                         A Friend in Need ! 

BUMP! 
  “Ow!” spluttered Billy Bunter. 
  He sat down. 
  The man he had bumped into staggered and reeled.     He was a sturdy, stocky man, with a red, weather-tanned face, and a wooden leg. His right leg, from the knee down, was a wooden stump. But he seemed remarkably active on it, for, having reeled on his sound leg, he recovered himself on the wooden one, and regained his balance. He stared down at Bunter, who sat and spluttered breathlessly. 
  “You clumsy young lubber!” ejaculated the wooden-legged man, 
  “Wow !" gasped Bunter. “Ow! Wow !" 
  “Running into a man!” exclaimed the stocky gentleman indignantly. “Can’t you see where you’re running, with those head-lights of yourn !"
  “Urrgh ! Wurrgh !" said Bunter. 
Bily Bunter, in full flight from the hikers camp, had dashed into a footpath through a stretch of green woodland. There he was out of sight of the hikers and the tramps, but he was unaware of the fact, as he did not waste time looking back. He charged on like a demented buffalo, and he did not even see the wooden-legged man coning along the shady path, till he crashed. What breath be had left, which was not much, was knocked out of him by the collision, 
  He sat and gasped stertorously. 
  “Took aback, and no mistake !" said the wooden-legged man, who seemed to have been a seafaring gentleman by his expressions. “Took aback and run down ! Well, do you want me to navigate round you? Stir a stump !" 
  Standing on his sound leg, the red- faced man poked Billy Bunter with the wooden one. 
  “Wow !" gurgled Bunter, as he got the poke in his fat rib. “Yow-ow ! Beast ! Vrrrrrggh! Keep off! I haven’t any money ! The other chaps have got all the money! I left mine at home! Ow! Help! Police ! Wow !" 
  “You yowling, ‘owling swab!” said the one-legged man. “Do you reckon I’m a tramp arter your money, or what?” 
  “Oh! Aren’t you ? ", gasped Bunter, 
  “Shiver me!" said the red-faced man. t’ Douse my head-lights !" 
  “I—Isay.” gasped Bunter, blinking at him and staggering to his feet. He realised that the seafaring stranger was not a connection of Herbert Riggs & Co.   “1 say, help ! They’re robbing them—” 
  “Who’s robbing who ?” 
   “Those tramps !" gasped Bunter. “A gang of them, robbing us! They— they re scrapping like anything” 
  “And you setting another course full sail? grinned the wooden-legged man. “You look it! Where are they? If anybody’s being robbed, he won’t have to ask Bobby Bunce twice for ‘elp ! Set me a course, you fat lubber !" 
  “I—I say, there’s a gang of them— dozens—I mean, four of them !" gasped Bunter. “1—I think I—I’ll go for more help -" 
  Bobby Bunco took him by the arm. 
  “Set a course  -" he said tersely, 
  “Wow!” gasped Bunter. 
  He understood that by setting a course, he was to show Mr. Bunce the way. With a grip on his arm like a steel vice, Bunter had no choice in the matter, though he certainly would have preferred to go farther afield. 
  Mr Bunce seemed very willing to render help, but the fat Owl did not see what a wooden-legged man could do against a gang of petty tramps. 
  However, as there was no choice, Bunter turned back and led Mr. Buncc to the open fields he had left behind. There, the wooden-legged man could see for himself what was going on, though the hiker’s camp was rather at a distance. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were engaged in their last fierce scrap with the tramps. 
  “Shiver me  -" ejaculated Mr. Bunce, and, letting go Bunter, he raced across the fields. 
  Considering that he had a wooden leg, he moved with amazing speed, hopping a good deal like a very active kangaroo. 
  “Oh crikey  -" gasped Bunter. 
  He leaned against a tree, and blinked after Mr. Bunce through his big spectacles. He was interested to see what happened when Bobby Bunce arrived at the camp; but he was not anxious to participate therein. 
  Leaving the fat Owl behind, Mr. Bunce bore down on the bikers’ camp, his eyes gleaming from his tanned face. The juniors were down now, three of the roughs holding them in the grass, while Herbert Riggs started to go through their pockets. They did not notice the approach of the wooden-legged man till he was quite near. 
  “Avast  -" roared Mr. Buncp as be charged. 
  The red-spotted man jumped up, and whirled round on him. Probably he did not expect much trouble with a wooden- legged man. 
  But it was the wooden leg that gave him trouble, 
  “Ere, you ‘ook it!” said Herbert Riggs. “See, ‘ook it! Don’t you come barging in ‘ere!” 
  “Help  -" roared Bob Cherry. 
  And the hikers began to struggle again. 
  Mr. Bunce came straight on, evidently resolved to intervene. Riggs made a stride at him, with a brawny fist clenched. 
  Up came the wooden leg like a flash of lightning, and it was jammed fairly into Herbert Riggs’ waistcoat. 
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 “Ooooooogh  -" gurgled Herbert. 
  With a horrible gurgle he staggered backwards and sat down. He did not attempt to get up again. He clasped both horny hands to his waistcoat and gurgled hideously. Herbert was hors de combat.      
  Leaving him for dead, as it were, the wooden-legged man turned on the others. They jumped up to tackle him, leaving the juniors to themselves for the moment. Mr. Bunce’s wooden leg flashed out again, and Jud joined Herbert in the grass, winded and gurgling. Then Mr. Bunce had hold of the two others by their necks, and was crashing their heads together. 
Harry Wharton & Co. scrambled up, to rush to the aid of their unexpected rescuer. 
  He did not seem to need aid. He brought the heads of the two tramps togethet with a fearful crash, and they yelled with anguish. Then he pitched them into the grass. They rolled and howled. 
  “Avast, you swabs !" roared Mr. Bunce. Avast, you piratical lubbers !"
  He hopped at the two sprawling tramps and jabbed at them with his wooden leg. They squirmed and scrambled wildly to escape. Getting to their feet, they raced away across the field. Clearly they had had enough of the seafaring man and his wooden leg. 
  Mr. Higgs and Jud, however, could not scramble up and run. They were in a state of coliapse, groaning and gurgling horribly. 
  The combat was over. Like Caesar of old, Mr. Bobby Bunce had come, and seen, and conquered. 
From a safe distance Billy Bunter blinked at that brief, but thrilling scene, his little round eyes almost bulging through his big round spectacles. Now he came rolling towards the camp. Evidently the danger was over. 
  “Well, my only hat !" gasped Bob Cherry, staring after the two fleeing tramps, then at the two groaning ruffians in the grass, and then at the wooden-legged man. “My only summer bonnet !" 
  “I say, thanks !" gasped Harry Wharton “It’s awfully good of you to help us like this." 
  “The thankfulness is terrific !"panted Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Frightfully good of you, dear man !" said Lord Mauleverer gratefully. 
  Mr. Bunce grinned a good-natured grin. 
  “All right !" he said. “All serene, my heartiest Glad I came along in time ! I clapped on full sail when that fat cove told me what was going on. "
  Bob Cherry chuckled. 
  “You’re a sailorman?” he asked. 
  “How’d you guess that, sir? Ay, ay, I’ve been a sailorman—lost a leg mine-sweeping in the War-time. Boatman now—work on the Thames. Name of Bobby Buncp, at your service !" 
  “Jolly glad to meet you, Mr. Bunce.” said Frank Nugent. “Those villains would have cleared us out down to the skin if you hadn’t come along and chipped in.” 
  “They seem rather keen on clearing out themselves now you’ve barged in. Mr. Bunce.” grinned Johnny Bull. 
  Two of the tramps had vanished. Herbert Higgs and Jud were beginning to crawl away through the grass. They seemed anxious to rejoin their friends at a distance as soon as possible. They gurgled and groaned as they crawled. 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!  All safe now, Bunter—you can roll in.” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “You fat funk !" hooted Johnny Bull.
  “WelL I like that !" exclaimed Bunter warmly. “I ran for help—” 
  “You ran, and no mistake !" agreed Bob. 
  “The runfulness was terrific.” 
  “I ran for help !" roared Bunter, “and I’d like to know what would have happened to you it I hadn’t fetched help? Where would you be? I ask you !" 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" roared Mr. Bunce. “He was running, you can lay to that —he ran me down, right in the bows, and I tell you he was putting on speed, for a heavy craft broad in the beam !" 
  “Well, it’s lucky Bunter bunked, as it turns out.” said Bob Cherry. “Jolly lucky you were coming this way this morning, Mr. Bunce !" 
  “That’s all right.” said Bobby Dunce. “Look here, if you’re hiking I’ll stand by to convoy you on your course, in case those piratical swabs are in the offing. What course was you steering?” 
  “We were going to start for the Thames, if we could pick up the way." said Harry Wharton. 
  “That’s my way.” said Mr. Bunce. “I’m going back to my boathouse below Lechlade. If that’ll suit you—” 
  “Fine !" said Bob. “We won’t keep you waiting long—” 
  “No hurry.” said Bobby Bunce. 
  The hikers had found not only a rescuer but a guide in the wooden-legged gentleman, for which they were duly thankful. And Billy Bunter was not slow to point out that they owed it all to him, and to his bright idea of running for help while the scrap was on. Bunter, as usual, received no gratitude whatever ! 

                     THE TENTH CHAPTER, 

                   Those Who Hide Can Find! 

BILLY BUNTER sat in the grass, his podgy back to the trunk of an elm, taking it easy, with a cheery grin on his fat face. 
  Every other member of the hiking party had collected damages in the scrap with Herbert Higgs & Co., and they bathed their features in the brook and rubbed and dabbed, and put themselves to rights as well as they could. They were not the fellows to make a fuss about a hard knock or two, but there was no doubt that they were feeling rather sore. 
  Having repaired damages as well as possible, they had to gather up the property that the tramps had upset and scattered, and repack it. Owing to the fortunate arrival of Bobby Bunce, they had lost. nothing, after all—Herbert Higgs & Co. at the finish had been only too glad to escape, without bothering about plunder. It was quite a little time before the hikers were ready for the road, and then the question of the missing Holiday Annual still remained to be solved. 
  No doubt it was fortunate that it had been missing, or it could hardly be doubted that the red-spotted man would have ‘snaffled” it—and as they knew now that he had been set on by Ponsonby, the disputed volume would have got into the Highcliffe fellow’s hands. But now that Herbert Higgs had vanished over the horizon, Bob wanted that Holiday Annual, and none of the hikers felt disposed to march without it. What had become of it was an utter mystery. 
  Mr. Bunce, in his hearty way, helped the hikers with their “dunnage,” as he called it, and then helped them to look for the missing volume. But he had no more luck than the hikers. The missing volume was not to be found. 
  Bunter sat and grinned. 
  He was getting the rest he needed, and which was ever so much better than slogging along in a hot sun. Had the other fellows wanted exercise, they, too, were getting what they wanted—rooting up and down, hunting for that elusive volume. It was, Bunter considered, as good as hiking. So it was all right for everybody. And Bunter sat and grinned, without the slightest intention of revealing the mystery. 
It was not till he caught some words from the baffled and exasperated hikers that Bunter became serious, realising that the matter had a serious side. 
  “Mr. Bunce says it will take two hours to get as far as Lechlade,” said Harry Wharton. “We came the wrong way last night. Time’s getting on.” 
  “Blow !" said Bob Cherry. “We can’t go without that book !" 
  “Well, we can’t get any lunch till we get to somewhere where there’s some shops !" said Harry. 
  “Blow lunch !" said Bob, crossly. 
  “The grub’s run right out.” remarked Nugent. “Mr. Buncp says there’s a refreshment place near his boathouse. We can get some lunch there—and time’s 
getting on.” 
  Billy Bunter ceased to grin. 
  If there was no grub left, and if a walk of two hours was needed to arrive at grub, obviously Bunter’s rest that morning could not be so lengthy as he had designed. 
  The matter was getting serious 
  “Well, you fellows can cut, if you like.” said Bob. “We can’t keep Mr. Bunce waiting about, anyhow. But I’m not going without that Holiday Annual.” 
  “We’ll stick to you, old bean.” said Johnny Bull. 
  “The stickfulness will be terrific !" 
  “1 can’t imagine what’s become of the dashed thing." said Bob. “But it must be somewhere about—that stands to reason.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Oh, shut up, Bunter !"
  “Beast!  I say, you fellows. if you can’t find that idiotic book perhaps I’d better look for it.” said Bunter. 
  “If you weren’t a fat, lazy, slacking rotter you’d be helping us look for it already.” snorted Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh, really, Bull ! If that’s the thanks I get for finding the rotten thing for you—” 
  “You haven’t found it yet, you blitherer !" 
  “Oh, I fancy I can find it!" said Bunter airily. “It only needs gumption, you know. That’s my long suit. I don’t suppose it’s very far away.” 
  “Fathead !" 
  Bunter heaved himself up from the grass. With a walk of two hours between him and lunch, it was clcar, even to Bunter, that it was time to get a move on. And certainly nobody but Bunter was likely to find that missing Holiday Annual. 
  “Leave it to me,” said Bunter. “You fellows go and sit. down. You look tired. He, he, he! Ill-tempered, too.” 
  “You fat frump—” 
  “Oh, leave it to me !" snapped Bunter. “Isn’t everything left to me? Don’t I do practically all the work on this hike? If you lose anything, I’ve got to find it, of course. Well, I’ve got to do it. Leave it to me, and don’t jaw.” 
  The hikers looked at Billy Bunter as if they could have eaten him. 
  With a contemptuous sniff the Owl of the Remove rolled away under the branches of the clump of trees. 
  “You fat chump !" bawled Bob Cherrv. “It can’t be there.” 
  “Yah!” retorted Bunter, over his shoulder. 
  He disappeared into the trees. 
  “Bother the silly ass !" growled Bob. “I suppose he’s gone for a snooze, really. The book can’t be as far off as that, unless it’s grown legs and walked.” 
  “Oh, my esteemed hat !" ejaculated Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “There is an excellent and absurd proverb, my idiotic friends, that those who perform the hidefulness, can also perpetrate the findfulness.” 
  Bob Cherry jumped. 
  “Oh ! My only hat! I never thought of that!  That fat scoundrel has-" 
  “The pernicious villain  !" gasped Wharton. “He’s hidden that Holiday Annual, to keep us hanging about while he sat under a tree  -"
  “Those who hide can find -" grinned Nugent. “That benighted ass has gone to find what he hid. " 
  “I—I—I’ll—” gasped Bob, He rushed after Bunter. 
  He was in time to see that fat and fatuous youth stoop, and plunge a fat paw into a hollow under the roots of a tree, and draw out a Holiday Annual! 
  Buntcr rose to his feet, Annual in hand, with a fat grin on his face. Bob heard his fat chuckle. 
  “He, he, he  -" 
  “You fat rotter!” roared Bob. 
  “Oh !" Billy Bunter jumped, and blinked through his spectacles. “I—I say, old chap I I’ve found it for you !" 
  “Where you hid it !" yelled Bob. 
  “Certainly not ! It was lying under this tree, you know. I—I dare say the wind blew it there.” 
  “Some wind, to blow a volume that weight !" grinned Nugent, as the rest of the hikers came up. 
“1 saw him root it out from under that tree !" shrieked Bob. “It was hidden there and Bunter hid it.” 
  “D-d-d-did you? " gasped Bunter. “What I mean is, I—I found it under the tree. I—I happened to- look there, and—and there it was.” 
“You happened to look in a hole tinder a tree, without knowing that the book was there ? " gasped Wharton. 
  “Yes, old chap ! Gumption, you know.” said Bunter.     
  “You fellows would never have thought of looking there.” 
  “Not as we didn’t park the book there.” agreed Wharton, “You did, you podgy bloater !" 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  “I’ll burst him !" gasped Bob. “Hanging about all the morning because that podgy puffer was too lazy to walk! I’ll squash him I- I’ll—” 
  “Here, keep off!” yelled Bunter dodging round the other hikers. “I—I put it there to save it from that tramp, you beast!” 
  “Wha-a-at I” gasped Bob, quite taken aback by that statement. 
  “He’d have had it, if I hadn’t hidden it.” declared Bunter. “You jolly well know that! You might thank a chap for saving it for you. That tramp would have had it, but for my presence of mind, hiding it before he came along.” 
  “Pip-pip-presence of mind.” stuttered Bob. “Did you know that tramp was coming along, any more than we did!” 
  “Oh! I—I—I mean—” 
  “You mean you hid it to make us hang about while you squatted under a tree !“ roared Bob. “And you wouldn’t have coughed it up now, only you want to get somewhere to lunch.” 
  “The—the fact is—” 
  Billy Bunter got no farther. Bob Cherry grasped him by a fat neck, and landed him in the grass. With the other hand he grasped the Holiday Annual. That volume rose and fell with a bang. 
  Whack! 
  “Whooop !" roared Bunter. 
  Whack! 
  “Yarooop !” 
  Whack I 
  “Yow-ow-ow-ow! Draggimoff !" shrieked Bunter.   
   Pullimoff press!  Yaroooh!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  Whack! 
  “Yooop! Help! Fire !“ 
  “There !"” gasped Bob Cherry. “That’s a tip ! 
  “Yow-ow-ow !" roared Bunter. 
  “Beast! Ungrateful beast! Catch me finding your Holiday Annual for you next time it’s missing !" 
  “You fat piffler, if it’s missing again, you’ll be missing, too.” said Bob. 
  “Come on, you men ! We’re keeping Mr. Bunce waiting.” 
  Mr. Bunce had watched that entertaining scene with a broad grin on his tanned face. Now he started with the hikers, and they walked down the track to the gateway. Bunter sat, and roared. 
  “Coming, fatty?  ” Harry Wharton called back.   
  “No!” roared Bunter. I’m fed up with you! I’m done with you !  Go and eat coke! After thi you can get on the best you can without me !"
  “Hurrah!" 
  “Beasts !" 
  The hikers hiked on. Bunter was left behind. 
  But a few minutes later there was a patter of feet in pursuit, and a fat and panting Bunter rejoined the hikers in the lane. On second thoughts—proverbially the best—Billy Bunter had decided not to turn down the Greyfriars hikers. 

                 THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                     A Trip on the Thames! 

“THE jolly old Thames !" 
  “Hurrah !"  
  Coming through the trees, and beholding the glistening water reflecting back the rays of the sun, was really delightful. 
  The rippling Thames flowed peacefully between green banks, a mere stream, but very pleasant to look upon. The hikers had intended to ‘hit” the Thames in Wiltshire, but they were, as a matter of fact, hitting it in Berkshire; but it was all one to a hiker. How they hadn’t got to Cricklade the previous day they did not quite know. But, anyhow, there was Lechlade across the river, and Bob Cherry remarked that one “lade” was as good as another, whether it was Cricklade, Lechlade, or marmalade. 
  “This reminds me of something classical." Bob remarked, as the river burst on their sight. “I forget what it was, but something or other—” He rubbed his nose thoughtfully. “Oh, I remember—the retreat of the jolly old ten thousand. They sighted the sea all of a sudden, after hiking around in Asia Minor a long time, and exclaimed: “The sea—the sea !’” 
  “They jolly well didn’t!” said Billy Bunter. 
  “They jolly well did !" said Bob. “I remember we’ve had it with Quelch in the Form-room at Greyfriars, fathead.” 
  “Well, they didn’t.” retorted Bunter. “It stands to reason that ancient Greeks must have talked Greek, so they couldn’t have exclaimed, ‘the sea—the sea!’ That’s English.” 
  “Oh, my hat! You howling ass, of course they put it in Greek!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Thalassa! Thsalassa !“ said Nugent, laughing. 
  “Was that it?” asked Bob. “Sounds jolly poetical Anybody know any Greek to greet the Thames with?” There was no reply. “Well, this sort of thing makes a fellow feel poetical.” went on Bob. “Lots of sportsmen have written poetry about here. Shelley, for one, and a chap named Arnold.” 
  “I’ve heard of Arnold,” said Billy Bunter. “But he was a schoolmaster.” 
  “This was another Arnold, ass—a poet ! He wrote something or other called—what do you call it, or something ? " Bob seemed a little vague. “The fact is, you men, I believe I could spout poetry in scenery like this—” 
  “Go it !" said Harry Wharton, with a chuckle. 
  “Well, what about this !" asked Bob, after a little reflection as the hikers walked down a shady lane towards the river that glistened across the green meadows in front of them. And Bob “went” it. 
  “The sea! The sea! " exclaimed the Greeks, 
  After wandering round for weeks, 
 “The Thames!  The Thames!” the hikers cried, 
  After getting lost, and wandering about, far and wide.” 
  
“I think the last line is a bit too long,” said Bob thoughtfully. - 
  “The lhinkfulnees is terrific !" chuckled Hurree Jamset Rain Singh. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
  “How sweet to see the river glide, 
  Too far up from London to be stopped by the tide; 
  With flowers bright, in many a bunch—” 
  “I say, you fellows, what about lunch?” put in Billy Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" roared the hikers, as Bunter unintentionally added a line to Bob’s poetry. 
  “Lunch!’ snorted Bob. “You’d be thinking about lunch when other fellows are thinking about poetry’ Lots of poets have written bags of stuff on this jolly old river. There was Pope, at Twickenham—” 
  “Rot!” said Bunter. “He wasn’t !" 
  “He was!” roared Bob. 
  “Lot you know !" jeered Bunter. “Any kid in the Second Form could tell you that Pope lived at Rome !"
 “ You howling ass, I mean Pope, the poet, not Pope, the Pope !" roared Bob. 
  “Was there a poet named Pope?” asked Bunter.    “Well, look here, don’t you get telling us any of his beastly poetry. I’m hungry !" 
  “Ere’s the inn, gentlemen,” said Mr. Bunce, “and if you want a boat any time yoa come along to the boathouse, which you’ll see next to my cottage yonder.” 
  “What-ho !" said Bob Cherry. “Now we’ve hit the joIly old Thames at last, you men, my idea is to hike by water for a bit—what?” 
  “Good egg!” said Harry Wharton. “But how about getting shut of the boat when we’re finished ?“ 
  “That’s all right,” said Mr. Bunce “You can leave the boat where you like along the river, anywhere this side of Oxford, and I’ll get it picked up after.” 
  “You’re a friend in need, and no mistake, Mr. Bunce.” said the captain of the Greyfriars Remove.    
“That’s ripping !" 
  “The ripfulness is terrific !" 
  Mr. Bunce touched his hat to the hikers and stumped along cheerily on his wooden leg, leaving them to go to the inn, which was called the Golden Trout. They were all rather glad to get safely landed there, and to discover that an excellent lunch was to be obtained. 
  “I say, you fellows, this trout is simply ripping!" said Billy Bunter, beaming. “They catch ‘em here, you know !If you fellows like, I’ll do some fishing. I’m a dab at angling. We get some pretty big fish in the trout stream at Bunter Court. Suppose we stay on here for a few days. The grub seems to be good—” 
  “Ha, ha ha !" 
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at!  These trout are nearly as good as we catch at Bunter Court. " 
  “This is a different species of trout, though.” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Eh!  What’s the difference ? " asked Bunter 
  “This is a real trout.” explained Bob, “There’s a lot of difference between a real trout and an imaginary trout!"
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You silly ass!” hooted Bunter. “I can tell you I once caught a trout weighing thirty pounds—" 
  “Shillings, more likely !" grinned Bob. 
  “Yah!" 
  Bunter devoted himself to the trout. Whether he could catch trout or not, Bunter knew how to dispose of them when caught. In that line he could beat any angler that ever angled. 
  After lunch the hikers walked down to Mr. Bunce’s boathouse to look over the boats. Bunter was left, taking a nap under a shady tree. Bob Cherry’s idea of hiking by water for a while was quite popular, especially with Lord Mauleverer and Billy Bunter. Sitting in a boat to hike was an idea that suited them both admirably. Manly even suggested turning it into a river-hike, and keeping on right down the Thames to London; a suggestion which did not catch on. And the prospect of sitting down for the rest of the trip faded from Mauly’s eye like a beautiful dream. 
  “We’ll boat it as far as Bablockhythe, and then hoof it north through Oxfordshire” said Bob, “We can take a coupLe of days over twenty-five miles, taking it jolly easy. We’ll heave the boat at Bablockhythe for Mr. Bunce to pick up.” 
  “Right you are, sir !" said Mr. Bunce. 
  And the hikers selected a boat, and arranged terms with Bobby Bunce, and prepared for the voyage. Untiring hikers as they were, the Famous Five liked the ides of using their arms instead of their legs for a day or two. Billy Bunter was roused out of his nap, and he rolled down to the boat. It was rather a roomy boat, with plenty of space for the crew of seven and their dunnage.” as Mr. Bunce called it. 
  “What about fishing tackle?” asked Bunter. 
  “Nothing about fishing tackle !" answered Harry. 
  “Look here, we may as well have fresh trout for supper!" argued Bunter. “You fellows can pick up some tips about angling, too, by watching me. Bunce has got fishing tackle here.” 
  “Heaps!" said Mr. Bunce. 
  “You can leave the fishing to me!"said Bunter. “You fellows make out that I never do any work ! Well, so long as you do the camping and the washing-up and the other few trifing things, I’ll do all the fishing. I guarantee to keep you supplied with plenty of fish so long as we stick to the river. I want a rod and line.” 
  “Oh, all right! But you won’t catch anything unless you row.” 
  “Eh! What should I catch if I rowed, you ass?” 
  “Crabs !" 
  “Yah !" 
  Fishing tackle having been added to the equipment, in order that Billy Bunter might keep the whole party well supplied with fresh fish during the trip on the Thames, the hikers pushed off.  Mr. Bunce gave the boat a shove, and they floated out on the Thames and drifted down with the current. A mile or two below Lechlade, as they floated at a leisurely rate by green meadows, a red-spotted muffler on the bank caught their eyes. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” ejaculated Bob Cherry. “Know that sportsman?  ” 
  “The knowfulness is terrific !" grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Mr. Herbert Riggs, on the bank, stared at the hikers in the boat. Evidently he remembered the party, and not with affection. He came to a halt, staring at them and shaking a brawny fist. 
  “I say, you fellows, keep clear of that bank !" exclaimed Billy Bunter anxiously. “What are you steering in for, Cherry, you ass? That beast might go for us!” 
  Bob pulled the line, and the boat nosed towards the bank, where Mr. Higgs stood shaking his fist. 
  “What’s the game ? " asked Harry Wharton. 
  “This !" answered Bob cheerily, dipping his hand into a bag of provender and extracting therefrom a large apple. The hikers chuckled. Bob, apple in hand, watched the burly man on the bank. As they drew within range of his voice, Mr. Riggs began to make remarks to them of a personal and objectionable nature. It was only too clear that his experience with the hikers had caused him to take quite a dislike to the cheery party. 
  But the flow of his eloquence was suddenly interrupted. Bob’s hand shot up, with the apple in it, 
  Whiz! 
  Crash! 
  The apple landed fairly on Mr. Riggs’ nose. He sat down on the bank, with a sudden shock. 
  “Well bowled I” chuckled Johnny Bull. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!" 
  There was a roar from Herbert Riggs. He scrambled up, with both hands clasped to his nose. The hikers’ boat pulled out into the stream again and slid on down the Thames, the hikers looking back at Mr. Riggs with smiling faces. Mr. Riggs was brandishing his fist again and roaring, but the boat very soon passed out of hearing; which was just as well, for Mr. Riggs’ observations were entirely unsuitable for youthful ears. 
  Mr. Riggs disappeared astern, and the hikers floated on cheerily in the glow of the September sunshine down the winding Thames. 

                 THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                     Bunter, the Fisherman! 

“HOLD on here !" 
  “What for?” 
  “Fishing!" 
  “Oh, scat !" 
  “Look here, this is a jolly good place.” said Bunter firmly. “Hold on, I tell you !  I shan’t keep you long; only until I’ve caught a dozen or so trout—” 
  “That means stopping here,” said Bob Cherry, “till the year 2033. I suppose you will catch one about every ten years !" 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Too long a rest for us !" said Bob, shaking his head. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry! Tie on to this branch.” said Bunter. “I don’t think you fellows ought to keep on showing jealousy because I can do a lot of things you can’t do. Its rather mean.” 
  “Fathead !" 
  “Rather unmanly, if you ask me.  ” said Bunter. “Now, tie on, and keep quiet! Don’t keep on jawing, you know —it may frighten away the fish.” 
  “You don’t think your face has done that already?” asked Bob. 
  “Yah !" 
  “Well, this is a lovely spot—let’s give him a quarter of an hour.” said Harry Wharton. 
  “That will mean only two or three trout,” said Bunter. “Still, when you see me landing them one after another, I fancy you’ll be keen f
or me to keep on. You might stick that rod together for me, Bob! Don’t slack.” 
  A long, drooping branch over the stream afforded a good mooring. The boat tied on, rocked gently on the sleepy current. The rod and line having been adjusted, Bunter took it in hand. 
  “I say, you fellows, did you bring any bait ?“ inquired tbe Owl of the Remove, remembering that rather important item a little late. Even the most expert angler could hardly expect to catch his fish without bait. 
  “I think not!" chuckled Johnny Bull. 
  “Well, you’re a lot of duds, and no mistake !" exclaimed Bunter, in disgust. “I have to think of everything, of course! If I forget a thing, it’s forgotten all round! I want a jar of bait. Look here! We’ve only done a couple of miles. One of you fellows cut back on the bank, and get some bait from Bunce.” 
  “Who’s going to walk two miles, and back, to get Bunter some bait to play the giddy ox?” asked Bob. “Don’t all speak at once.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well, I think that’s pretty selfish, as I’m going to supply trout for the whole party.” said Bunter. “I must have some bait.” 
  “Stick on a bit of corned beef, old fat man.” 
  “You want live bait for trout.” said Bunter. “Trout won’t rise to a bit of old beef! Dace or bleak—you stick the hook in them, you know, and—” 
  “Grooooogh! Shut up!" 
  “And they wriggle—” 
  “Shut up !" roared Bob. 
  “Well, if you’re going to be squeamish, you can’t expect to catch any trout,” said Bunter peevishly. “Of course, you have to have live bait.” 
  “What about sticking the hook into Bunter?” said Johnny Bull thoughtfully. “If it can be stuck into a live bleak, why not into a live freak?” 
  “You silly ass !" hooted Bunter. “Well, if you’re not going back for bait, I’ll try a bit of beef on the hook. Mind, I don t undertake to catch trout without live bait.” 
  “That’s all right—you’ll catch just as many.” said Nugent. “And if you wag the rod about like that, you’ll catch that tree.” 
  “Rats! I’ll show you how to handle a rod.” sniffed Bunter. 
  And he did! Standing up in the moored boat, Bunter brandished the rod, and the hook immediately caught on a branch overhead. Bunter tugged. 
  “Go it !" said Bob encouragingly. “Banter’s made a catch already, you men. He’s caught an oak-tree! ‘I hardly think it will do for supper—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You silly, cackling asses, help me to get this line loose !" roared Bunter. “How’s a fellow to fish, with a lot of cackling idiots grinning at him, I’d like to know!  Beasts !" 
  Bunter tugged and tugged ! The rod came away at last, leaving the hook and a few yards of line in the tree. However, a new hook was forthcoming, ant then Bunter made another cast, fortunately missing the tree. Unfortunately, however, it caught Lord Mauleverer’s straw hat, which whisked off his head with a suddenness that surprised his lordship. 
  “Oh gad!” ejaculated Mauly. “Where’s my hat? I say, that’s my hat. Bunter! You’re jolly well not goin’ to use my hat for bait!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” shrieked the hikers. 
  “Another catch !" roared Bob Cherry. “Are we to have Mauly’s hat for supper?” 
  “The catehfulness is terrific!" chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “It’s going to be some supper if it depends on Bunter’s fishing.” said Bob. “First course an oak-tree—-second course, Mauly’s hat—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
  “Take your silly hat off my hook, Mauly, you fathead !" howled Bunter. “Can’t you keep your silly head out of the way when a fellow’s fishing?” 
  “I’ll take jolly good care to !" gasped Mauly. “You’re not goin’ to hook my head next time.” 
  The hat swung over the boat, and was recaptured.     Then Bunter, at last, got his bait on, and cast afresh. This time, wonderful to relate, hook and bait sank into the Thames, with no casualties. 
  “Now it’s all right.” said the fat Owl. “Keep quiet! You have to keep quite quiet, or the trout won’t rise.” 
  The juniors, sitting about the boat at ease, kept quiet, grinning. Billy Bunter paid out his line blinking anxiously over the gunwale through his big spectacles. Very likely trout were there. But it was probable that they did not want to have anything to do with Bunter. Anyhow, they did not rise. 
Bunter shifted his line several times. Then he gave a chirrup of glee. 
  “Got him !" 
  “Oh, my hat! Has he really caught something?” exclaimed Bob, in amaze ment. 
  “Watch and see!” grinned Bunter. “You watch me play him! By gum, hp’s heavy! Ten pounder—at least ! Fifteen pounds, I should say ! Just you watch me land that trout, you fellows.” 
  There was something on the hook. Whether it was a trout remained to be seen. Anyhow, it did not wind and dodge and struggle in the manner of a trout. It was heavy, but unresisting. It came up peacefully as Bunter whisked his rod, and shot up from the river. 
Then there was a howl from the hikers. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Oh crikey !" gasped Bunter. 
  On the end of Bunter’s line swung an ancient, decayed boot, which, to judge by its looks, had been a long time at the bottom of the river. Bunter blinked at it with his eyes almost popping through his spectacles. The other fellows yelled. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “We’re getting on with supper.” said Bob. “Third course, an old boot—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
  “Shut up, wiIl you?” yelled Bunter. And he unhooked the ancient boot and hurled it back into the river, rebaited, and tried again. 

             THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                             Some Catch ! 

BILLY BUNTER snorted. 
  He was getting annoyed. 
  The silvery Thames flowed on past the moored boat, the wind rustled the branches of the trees, the sun shone brightly on green woods and meadows and glistening stream. The other fellows all seemed to be enjoying life. Lord Maulevercr was dozing. Harry Wharton was scanning a map of Oxfordshire, picking out a route for the next hike. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh sat and basked in the sun. 
  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Frank Nugent sat round the Holiday Annual, reading it together. Only Bunter, for once, was really busy—and as he was taking all this trouble to provide the party with an appetizing supper, he considered that they might at least have taken some interest in the proceedings. 
But they didn’t. They gave Bunter his head, and let it go at that. Probably they did not expect him to make a catch, unless there was another old boot at the bottom of the river. 
  Bunter shifted his line continually. He did not seem to possess any of that peaceful patience necessary to an angler. When he made a cast, he seemed to be bent on thrashing the river, as if it had done him some injury. That was not really the way to attract the wily trout. 
  “I fancy we’ve struck a bad patch.” said Bunter at last. “1 don’t think there’s any fish here, you fellows.” 
  “There’s no fisherman, at any rate.” said Bob. 
“I wish people wouldn’t come barging along when a fellow’s fishing.” said Bunter irritably, as a skiff came down from Lechlade. 
  “Bought the Thames?” asked Johnny Bull. 
“Yah!" 
  Bunter was standing up again brandishing his rod, looking for a good spot. It was irritating for the skiff to come barging along. Though, in point of fact, Billy Bunter had not bought the Thames, and it did not belong to him. He gave the two people in the skiff an annoyed blink. Both of them were looking at him, as if wondering what he was up to. Possibly they did not recognise his performance as angling.’ 
  One of them was an old gentleman, with a red face and a white moustache, and a pair of eyes rather like gooseberries, in one of which an eyeglass was stuck. The other was quite a pretty girl, who held a flimsy sunshade over her head. She was steering, while the old gentleman gave an occasional flick with the sculls. They were obviously interested in Bunter. The girl was smiling; the old gentleman took off his eyeglass, wiped it, and jammed it into his eye again, as if to make sure that he saw aright. The girl’s smile was, of course, easily accounted for by the fact that Bunter was an uncommonly handsome and attractive fellow ! But he saw no reason for the old gentleman’s steady stare of astonishment. 
  “Hi !" ejaculated the old gentleman, as the skiff floated into the offing. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Eh! Did you call to me ? " he squeaked. 
  “Yes, I did! Mind what you’re doing with that rod.” 
  “What?” 
  “I don’t know what you’re at !" barked the old gentleman. “But pray let us get by in safety. You shouldn’t wave a twelve foot rod about like that, with a hook on the line, and other boats passing.” 
  Bunter glared at him. 
  That old ass—that old duffer—that cheeky old chump—seemed to suppose that hunter was Just waving the rod about for fun!  He seemed totally unaware of the fact that Bunter was making a masterly cast! 
  “Hold on till they’ve passed, old fat bean !"chuckled Harry Wharton. 
  “Don’t be a silly ass !" grunted Bunter. 
  “If you hook that old gent—” 
  “Rats !" 
  “Well, he looks rather fierce.” grinned the captain of the Remove, ‘I’d let him pass safe, it I were you.” 
  “You silly ass!  Do you think I don’t know how to handle a rod?” hooted Bunter. “I don’t want any of his cheek, I can jolly well tell him.’ 
  And Bunter, unheeding the advice he had received, as well as the testy glare of the old gentleman in the skiff, proceeded to cast his line. 
  There was a sudden scream from the skiff. 
  “Oh crikey !" gasped Bunter. 
  His line whisked into the air, with a sunshade adhering to the hook. The girl in the skiff gave a startled scream; the old gentleman a roar of wrath. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" roared Bob Cherry ‘Another catch!  Fourth course for supper—a jolly old sunshade.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!" 
  “My sunshade I” shrieked the young lady in the skiff. “What ever—’ 
  “You young rascal !" roared the old gentleman.     “You young villain? Good gad, I’ll teach you to play tricks with my daughter’s sunshade !"
  He brought the skiff with a rush towards the moored boat. 
  Splash ! The hooked sunshade descended into the Thames ! It was a flimsy article, quite pretty when it was dry: but as soon as it was wet it was just a limp rag? It splashed between the boats, and the old gentleman grabbed at it and captured it.  Then
he gave utterance to a roar like a wounded elephant. Evidently he had caught the hook, too! 
  “Yoo—hooo—hooooop !" roared the man in the skiff. 
  “I—I—I say, let go my line !" howled Bunter. “I say, wharrer you grabbing my line for?”
   “Oh, my hat!” murmured Nugent. “This looks like trouble.” 
  “Terrific trouble !" chuckled Nabob of Bhanipur.       
The man in the skiff got the sunshade loose, and tossed it down—wet and limp.  Then he closed in on the boat, and grasped the gunwale, bringing the two craft alongside. Then he grasped Bunter.
  “I say, you fellows—yarooooooh !" roared Bunter. “Oh crikey! Wow!  I say, you fellows—whoooooop!"        
  Smack!  smack ! smack!
  “Yaroooooooop !"
   A hand on Bunter’s collar jerked him over - the other hand rose and fell, in a series of terrific smacks. Billy Bunter roared and wriggled and yelled. The rod slipped from his fat hands, and slid away down the river. Bunter did not heed it. All he heeded was that heavy, smacking hand. 
  “Yow-ow-ow ! Help! Whoooop! " roared Bunter. “I say, you fellows, draggimoff ! Oh lor’ ! Oh crikey! Yaroooh !"
   “Ha, ha, ha !"
  Smack, smack smack!  
  “Father,” gasped the girl in the skiff, “I—I think it was an accident—please, please——” 
  “Nonsense !“ roared the old gentleman. “These hooligan trippers spoil the river ! It was a prank—the young scoundrel deliberately hooked away your sunshade—I will— " 
  Smack, smack, smack !" 
  “Don’t burst him, sir !" suggested Bob Cherry, respectfully.
  “What? What? Young rascal—” 
  Smack, smack smack! 
  “Yaroooh!  Help! Whoooop !" 
  Harry Wharton gave the skiff a shove, and it floated off. The testy old gentleman had to let go Bunter then, or drop out of his boat. He let go, and rocked away in the skiff, still glaring, evidently under the impression that Bunter had not had enough.
  Bunter, on the other hand, was convinced that he had had too much ! He rolled in the boat and roared,   “Yow-ow-ow! Wow-wow-wow!  Whooo-hooop I I say, you fellows-1aroooh !" 
  “All serene, old bean—he’s gone !" said Harry.      “Yow-ow-ow-ow !" Billy Bunter sat up, and blinked after the skiff, which was disappearing down the Thames. He was glad to see it go. He wriggled and gasped, while the other fellows yelled with laughter. What there was to laugh at in this painful and disagreeable incident, Bunter did not know. Hp did not feel like laughing himself !
  “The cheeky beast I” gasped Bunter. “Barging into an angler’s way, and fouling his line, and then cutting up rusty, as if a fellow was to blame!  I say, you fellows, where’s my rod and line?" 
  “O where and o where can they be?” sang Nugent.
  “Have you silly asses let my rod drop overboard?” yelled Bunter. “Look here, if I don’t get that rod back, I can’t catch any trout for supper.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
   “You’ve caught enough.” chuckled Bob. “You’ve caught an oak-tree, and Nauly’s hat, and an old boot, and a flapper’s sunshade. That’s more than we shall eat for supper—a lot more.” 
  “The lotfulness is terrific ."
  “Time we got moving,” said Harry Wharton, untying the painter. “We may pick up the rod lower down.” 
“Well, I’ll try the next reach, if we get the rod back,” said Bunter. 
  “You jolly well won’t !" grinned Bob. 
“You’ve done enough damage for one day ! You’ve finished fishing, old fat bean.” 
  “I haven’t !" roared Bunter. 
  “You have !" answered the hikers, with one voice. 
And Bunter had! The rod was recovered from the rushes lower down; and packed carefully away. Bunter had made all the catches he was going to 
make ! He might have caught somebody’s ear or nose next time, and that would have been too serious! There was no more fishing for Bunter—but the 
trout in the Thames, probably, had not 
had an awfully narrow escape ! 
                                  — 

               THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 
                  
                  A Plunge for Ponsonby !

“ JOLLY place to camp!” said Bob. 
 “Topping!” 
  A little green field, surrounded by shady trees, sloped down to the water. It looked an inviting and 
very pleasant spot in the summer sunset. On one side a narrow shady lane run up from the Thames, leading to a house in the distance. The hikers eyed 
that agreeable spot, and the boat was 
tied up. 
  “Wake up, Mauly !" roared Bob. 
  “Eh ? I’m not asleep ! I heard all yu fellows were sayin’, " came a yawn from under Mauleverer’s straw hat. 
  “Up with you, slacker ! You’re wanted.” 
  “Look here, I’m not goin’ to row !" protested Lord Mauleverer. “The advantage of travellin’ downstream is that you can go with the current. It would be a sheer waste to throw away that advantage. We’re gettin’ on fast enough—in fact, a little too fast !" 
  “And you’ve not been asleep !" chuckled Harry Wharton. Mauly was evidently in happy ignorance of the fact that the boat had stopped. 
  “Well, perhaps I closed my eyes.” admitted Mauleverer. “I say, don’t let’s hurry !  The pleasant drifting downstream is soothin’ and—’ 
  “You howling ass, we’ve tied up.” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh!  ” Lord Mauleverer sat up, and took notice. “Have you? Why?” 
  “You heard all we were saying, but you don’t know we’re camping here !" grinned Bob. “Now you’re wanted, old bean. Somebody‘s got to go up to the house yonder and ask leave. You’re the most respectable member of the party— get on with it.” 
  “Oh gad ! Is it far?” yawned Mauly. 
  “About three hundred yards.” 
  “Well, look here, let Bunter go !" Bunter would like to stretch his legs a bit, wouldn’t you, Bunter?” 
  “No   said Bunter. 
  “Wharton, old man you’d make a better impression on the people at the house than I should." 
  Lord Mauleverer sighed and rose to his feet. He sighed again, and landed. With another sigh he started up the lane towards the distant building. The 
hikers remained in the boat waiting for him to return. 
  Apparently, Lord Mauleverer’s nice looks and nice manners made the necessary good impression on the people of the house for he returned with permission for the party to camp for the night in the little field.
Cheerfully the party landed their gear, and camped.      The tent was set up, the supper cooked on the portable stove, and the hikers sat round to dispose of it, with excellent appetites. It was quite a nice supper, though Billy Bunter had not, as he had intended, contributed fresh trout. 
  It was very pleasant sitting under the trees in the grass watching the river ripple by and various craft pass in the glowing sunset. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !" exclaimed Bob Cherry suddenly. 
  He pointed to a punt that was coming down-stream. 
Two fellows sat in it, or, rather, sprawled, on cushions, smoking cigarettes. Another fellow, very elegant in white flannels, was poling. The latter was Cecil Ponsonby, of the Fourth Form at Highcliffe School. The other two were Gadsby and Monson. 
  “Highcliffe cads !“ grunted Johnny Bull, 
  “Looking for us !" grinned Bob. 
  Gadsby and Monson did not appear to be looking for anybody or anything. But Ponsonby, as he poled the punt slowly along with the sluggish current, cast quick and searching glances to and fro at both banks of the river, 
  Harry Wharton knitted his brows. 
  “Those rotters are after us again !" he said. “We jolly well know that Ponsonby set those tramps on us. That red-spotted brute couldn’t have wanted Bob’s Annual for any other reason. And that ruffian saw us on the river today. Now Pon is looking for us! I’ve a jolly good mind—” The captain of the Remove half rose, but he sat down again. 
  “We’re leading a jolly old hunted life !" grinned Bob. That rotter has spotted us.” 
  The juniors saw Ponsonby fix his eyes on the moored boat under the trees. Then his glance travelled on, to the camp on shore. He spoke to Gadsby and Monson, and those youths sat up lazily and stared towards the bank. Ponsonby poled in close to the boat. 
 “You fellows here !" he said, in quite an amiable tone. “Taken to the river— what?” 
  “You didn’t know?” asked Bob sarcastically. 
  “How should I know? " asked Ponsonby innocently. 
  “I thought your friend with the red spots might have told you !"
  Ponsonby started. 
  “Who? What? I don’t quite catch on.” he said. 
  “You didn’t set a gang of tramps on us?” asked Bob, 
  “Certainty not.” 
  “Then there’s another party after my jolly old Holiday Annual as well as you fellows. That’s what they wanted” said Bob, with a chuckle. 
  “You’re talkin’ in riddles.” said Ponsonby calmly. “Have you been havin’ any trouble with other tramps?” 
  Gadsby and Mónson chuckled.  
  “Oh, chuck it, Ponsonby !" exclaimed Wharton, in disgust. “We jolly well know that you set that gang on us, and we know what you’re after now. Now you’ve spotted our camp. I’ve no doubt you’ve got your gang of toughs all ready to spring on us again. " 
  “My dear man, you re dreamin’.” said Ponsonby pleasantly. “We’ve parked our car up at Lochlade, and we’re havin’ an afternoon on the river. Quite a surprise to see you fellows. I thought you were miles away, hoofin’ it ." 
  “Ananias was a fool to you, Pon !" said Bob Cherry. “If you’ve done telling lies, suppose you clear off ! Your face doesn’t improve the landscape !"
  “Look here, let’s mop ‘em up, now we’ve got the chance I” said Johnny Bull, getting on his feet. “We all got some hard knocks, scrapping with those tramps, and I’m going to hand a few on.” 
  “I say, let’s get on, Pon !" said Gadsby hastily. 
  “What rot !" said Ponsonby coolly. 
  “I suppose we’re not afraid of a mob of Greyfriars outsiders ! That fellow Bull —is your name Bull, or Bullock?—is only gpssin’. I’d like to see him jump on this punt!  ” 
  Johnny Bull crimsoned with wrath. 
  “It won’t take you long to see that !" he roared. 
And he rushed down to the margin of the water. 
  “Look out !" yelled Nugent. 
  Ponsonby swung up the punt-pole. He made a vicious lunge with it, and caught the unwary Johnny on the chest. 
  “Oooogh !" gasped Johnny Bull, as he sat down suddenly. “Oh, you cad ! Wow !” 
  “Ha ha, ha !" yelled Ponsonby. 
  The hikers were all on their feet now, with the exception of Billy Bunter. Bunter sat and blinked, He did not like punt-poles at close quarters. 
  But the other fellows rushed down to the bank, with the intention of leaping into the punt and giving Pon & Co. what they were asking for. 
  Ponsonby, grinning, drove with the pole in the shallows, and the punt shot away far out of reach. 
  Unfortunately for Ponsonby, he drove so hard that the pole declined to come out of the mud. 
  The punt shot away, carrying Gadsby and Monson to safety, and before Pon knew what was happening, it had shot away from under his feet, leaving him clinging to the embedded pole. 
[image: image7] 
 “Oh gad !" gasped Monson, staring back as the punt rocked away. “I say ! Oh gad! Oh scissors !"
  “Ha, ha, ha !" came a yell from the bank. 
  Splash  !  Ponsonby, with no visible means of support, splashed headlong into the river. The punt-pole flew from his hand, and he disappeared under the surface of the Thames. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" yelled the hikers. 
  “He, ha, he !" cachinnated Billy Bunter. 
  “Oh crumbs !" gasped Gadsby. 
  Ponsonby came up, spluttering. The water was not deep; the Thames flowed round his neck as he stood, He blinked about him wildly. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Oooooogh !" gasped Ponsonby. “Urrrrggh ! Oh great gad!  Urrrrggh !"
  He scrambled frantically towards the bank. Johnny Bull stood waiting for him there, with an expression on his face that was so grim that Pon changed his mind and scrambled back again. He splashed and floundered to the punt, and Gadsby 
and Monson dragged him in. 
  The hikers yelled with laughter. Pon had been an exceedingly elegant youth when he splashed in. He looked anything but elegant when he splashed out. He was soaked and drenched, dripping with water and dripping with mud. There seemed to be a lot of soft, clinging mud at the bottom of the Thames, and Pon had collected quite a lot of it. He was of the mud, muddy, as he squelched into the punt. 
  “Do that again, Pon!” yelled Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !"
  Ponsonby shook a muddy and furious fist at the hikers. The punt floated on, leaving the pole sticking in the mud by the bank. It disappeared down the winding river, followed by a roar of laughter from the Greyfriars hikers. 

               THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                     Foes of the Night! 

HARRY WHARTON & Co. had rather serious faces as the sumner dusk deepened into dark. 
  Pon & Co. had long vanished in their drifting punt, and of the red-spotted man they had seen nothing since Bob had landed the apple on his nose that afternoon. 
  But all the hikers were convinced that they had not seen the last of either. It was fairly certain that Ponsonby had punted down the Thames to spy out their camp, and now he know where to lay his finger on them. 
  Pon certainly was not likely to attempt to lay his own finger on the hikers; but they did not doubt that he intended to set the tramps on them again. That, indeed, could be his only object in spying them out. And the hikers did not want to repeat their hectic and painful experiences with Herbert Higgs & Co. 
  Breaking camp, after settling down in such good quarters for the night, did not appeal to them, neither did the idea of running away. Yet to turn in, when any minute a rough gang might come along to attack them, was not an attractive idea. 
  Sitting in the deepening shadows under the trees by the river, the Famous Five discussed the matter, hardly noticing that Lord Mauleverer had sauntered away, leaving them to it. 
  Billy Bunter did not take part in the discussion.   Bunter was still eating. He was travelling, slowly but surely, through a large cake; and until that cake was finished Bunter had no attention to bestow on lesser matters. 
  “The fact is, we ought to have gone to the police about those rotten tramps and had them run in !" said Johnny Bull. “Only it would have meant hanging about, instead of getting on with the hike. Pon ought to be run in, too, if you come to that. Ten to one they’ll come along to-night, now that they know where to get us. And we’re not going to run away.” 
  “Well, we can’t handle those four ruffians if Pon sets them on agaIn,” said Harry, “Bobby Bunce isn’t here to lend a hand now.” 
  “And they’re pretty certain to came after dark.” said Nugent. “We should have seen them last night, if they’d been able to spot the camp. Now they can spot it—if Pon’s in touch with tliem.” 
  “No ‘ if ‘ about it; he is !" Said Johnny Bull. 
  “I say, you fellows— !"
  “Oh, dry up, Bunter !" 
  “Is there another cake ? " 
  “No you cormorant !" 
  “I think you might have got another cake. You know I like cake. I say, you fellow.— Oh crikey ! Yarooh !" roared Bunter suddenly. “Help ! Keep him off!  Rescue!  Whooop !" 
Bunter made a sudden bound. Through the hedge that divided the field from the lane, a large animal had 
suddenly whisked. 
Billy Bunter had a glimpse of the bright eyes and extensive jaws of a large bulldog—and one glimpse was enough for Bunter. 
  With a single bound he reached the group of hikers, and tumbled into their midst. 
  “Yarooh! Keep him off !" he roared. 
  “What the thump—” 
  “it’s a a jolly old bulldog—” 
  “I say, look out! He’s got a jolly old set of teeth on him—” 
  “G-r-r-r.r I” growled the bulldog. 
  “Pop—Pop !" came a familiar voice— the voice of Lord Mauleverer. Mauly came through the hedge.            “Good dog ! Good doggie ! Pop!” 
  Pop kpparently was the bulldog’s name. Hp turned to his lordship, and rubbed a square nose on him.    Apparently he liked Mauly, 
  “You fellows here?” asked Mauly, peering round in the shadows. ‘I thought I heard Bunter yowling—” 
  “Keep that dog off !" shrieked Bunter. 
  “My dear chap, he’s all right.” said Manly cheerfully. “I’ve brought him along to keep us company.” 
  “You silly idiot !" yelled Bunter. “Take him away I Drive him away !" 
  Lord Mauleverer chuckled. 
  “Pop! Good dog !" he said “Better make friends with him, you men, he’s got frightful teeth !  I’ve made friends with him already.” 
  The hikers gathered round the bulldog rather uncertainly. Billy Bunter remained at a respectful distance. 
  “Where on earth did you dig up that beast?” asked Bob. 
  “He belongs to the gardener up at the house.” explained Lord Maulevcrer. “I met him when I went up to ask leave to camp. He seemed to take to me rather. He’s a jolly decent dog! He’s got judgment. You can see that he doesn’t like Bunter.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “Oh, really, Mauly—” 
  “Look at his teeth !" said Mauleverer. “Jevver see such a set, except on a saw? Splendid teeth!” 
  “I say, you fellows, I’m going to stop on the boat •  
  “But what the thump have you brought that fearful rhinoceros along here for, Mauly?” asked Nugent. 
  “Keep us company to-night.” said Mauleverer, 
  “Nice company—in a tent.” said Bob “I’d rather he went to the dentist before I settled down to sleep near him.” 
  “My dear man it’s because of his jolly old teeth that I’ve been up to the gardener’s cottage and borrowed him.” said Lord Mauleverer, “He’s a really nice dog ain’t you, Pop, old bean? The gardener says he hates tramps.” 
  “Oh!"  said Harry. “You mean—” 
  “Well, I can’t help thinkin’ that we may have visitors to-night.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I don’t know whether it occurred to you fellows, but I’ve’ get an idea that Pon’s unwashed friends may be droppin’ in—what? We don’t want another battle, I got quite tired this mornin’. It they barge into Pop, I feel sure they’ll clear off again quite rapidly. What do you fellows think ?  Is is is is that she was as good and and where ” 
  “Well, my hat !" said Bob Cherry. “While we’ve been jawing about it, old Mauly’s solved the jolly old problem, and worked the giddy oracle. Gentlemen, chaps, — and sportsmen, it’s all serene!  Let’s make friends with Pop. We don’t want him to bite the wrong party if there’s a rumpus to-night.” 
  “We’ve got the loan of him till morning.” said Lord Mauleverer. “I tipped the gardener—awfully decent chap. I really think that, with Pop in the tent, those sportsmen will be sorry they called, if they butt in and spoil our beauty sleep—what?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha! Yes, rather !" 
  “The ratherfulness is terrific!" 
  Harry Wharton & Co. proceeded to do their best to get pally with Pop, who seemed quite a good-tempered beast. Certainly he had taken a liking to Manly; and he was pleased to extend at least a friendly toleration to the rest of the party. Billy Bunter, however, did not put his friendly disposition to the test. Bunter retired to the boat to sleep. There he rolled himself in blankets, and woke the echoes of the Thames with his snore. 
  The hikers remained up for some time yet, chatting in the starlight on the bank, and talking to the dog. When they went to the tent at last they turned in fully dressed, ready to turn out again if there was an alarm, and they took the precaution of cutting sticks from the thicket, to use as cudgels, if necessary. 
  Pop, the bulldog, settled down cheerfully and peacefully just within the opening of the tent. He went off calmly to sleep. 
  There was no doubt, however. that he would awaken fast enough if there was a hostile tread in the vicinity; and the hikers, thus guarded, had no hesitation in closing their eyes, and leaving the watch to Pop. 
  They slept soundly enough. 
  On the boat Bile Bunter slept still more soundly. The flowing Thames sang him a lullaby as it washed by the moored boat—not that Bunter needed a lullaby. In fact, his steady snore drowned the wash of the river, and other sounds of the summer night. Sleeping was one of the things that Billy Bunter could do, and do well. He did not awaken when the boat was jarred by a bump on the riverward side. He slumbered on peacefully under the midnight stars, when another craft hooked on, and there was a footstep on board. If Bunter dreamed, certainly he did not dream that Ponsonby & Co. had arrived. But they had. 
  “Careful, Pon.” came a whisper from the punt hooked beside the boat. “One of the rotters may be on board.” 
  “I can hear something.” muttered Monson. 
  “Only one of the brutes.” whispered Pon. “The others are in the tent. If that cad Cherry’s left his things on board, it’s all clear, and we shan’t want those hooligans to chip in.” 
  But for Bunter’s snore the Highcliffians would have supposed that the boat was unoccupied. But the deep snore from the blankets in the darkness left no doubt on that subject. 
  Gadsby and Monson held the punt alongside, and Ponsonby stepped into the boat cautiously. Staring shoreward he could dimly make out the shape of the tent under the trees. All was still and silent there. He flashed the light of an electric torch about the interior of the boat, and Billy Bunter’s fat face was revealed, the eyes fast closed in slumber. 
  Taking care not to wake him, Pon proceeded to search through the boat. A good many things that the hikers did not need oshdre had been left on board among them a couple of rucsacks, which Pon pounced upon. But they were empty. There was no sign of the Holiday Annual in the boat. Bunter had a bag under his head to serve as a pillow. It was possible that what Ponsonby sought was there. He knelt beside Bunter, and placed a hand over his mouth, and shook him. Bunter’s eyes opened. 
  “Groogh !" he gurgled. 
  The hand over his mouth shut off his gurgle. He blinked up at Ponsonby in terrified alarm. 
  “Quiet, you fat fool !" whispered Ponsonby. “If you make a row, I’ll tip you over the side into the water.” 
  “Oooogh !" gurgled Bunter. 
  “You know what I’m after—” 
  “Urrgh !" 
  “Is it on the boat? Speak in a whisper. If you wake those cads ashore, you go into the water !" 
  Pon removed his hand from Bunter’s mouth. Billy Bunter blinked at him., 
  “If you mean that Holiday Annual, it’s—” 
  “You know I do! Where is it ?“ 
  Bob’s got it in the tent. He always sleeps with it under his head, since you got after it.” 
  “Hang him!” 
  Ponsonby searched the bag from which Bunter had lifted his bullet head. It contained only clothes. In the glimmer from the electric torch there was a grin on Billy Bunter’s face. There was, in point of fact, no need for Bunter to give the alarm. Obviously Pon knew nothing about the bulldog in the tent. 
  “Found it?” came Gadsby’s whisper.
  “No; it’s not in the boat.” Pon shut off the light. “I’ll get ashore. It’s in the tent; and Higgs and his friends will get it for us fast enough. You fellows stay here till I come back. Keep an eye on this fat fool, and if he makes a sound, tip him into the water.’ 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Shut up !" 
  “Leave him to us.” said Gadsby. “We’ll half-drown him if he gives a single squeak. Get goin’ !" 
  Ponsonby swung himself ashore and disappeared into the darkness. Gadsby and Monson waited and listened. Billy Bunter suppressed a chuckle. The bull- dog was featured in the next scene, though Pon and his confederates were blissfully unaware of it. But Billy Bunter was aware of it, and he listened with happy anticipation. 

            THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                      Not a Success ! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. slept soundly in the tent. Pop, the bulldog, slept, too—but with an ear on the alert in the manner of bulldogs. 
  None of the hikers stirred, but the bulldog stirred when there was a rustle in the hedge between the field and the lane. In the faint glimmer of starlight under the trees four burly figures were dimly visible as Ponsonby came from the direction of the river.  A red-spotted muffler caught his eyes in the dimness as Herbert Higgs turned towards him. 
  “That you, sir?” muttered Herbert. 
  “Yes. You’re all here?” whispered Ponsonby. 
  “All ‘ere and ready.” murmured the red-spotted man hoarsely, “and more’n willin’ to give them coveys jip—blow me pink if we ain’t !" 
  Ponsonby peered at the four tramps. The unscrupulous young rascal had no hesitation in using their services, but he was rather uneasy in such company. Not quite trusting Mr. Higgs, he had left all his valuables behind on this peculiar excursion. No doubt Mr. Higgs guessed as much, or he might havo given Pon his particular attention just then. Not that Pon deserved much in the way of good faith from his ruffianly confederates. Had he found what he sought on board the boat, it was Pon’s intention to clear off with it in the punt, leaving Mr. Higgs & Co. to their own devices—in which case, the gang of tramps might have waited as long as they liked, but certainly would never have seen Cecil Ponsonby again. But the Holiday Annual had not been on the boat, and Pon required the services of the tramps. So here he was! 
  “Right !“ whispered Ponsonby. Get goin’! I’ll wait for you here.” 
  Mr. Higgs eyed him keenly. 
  “It’s a fiver for that there book, sir, when we get it.” 
  “Yes, yes !" 
  “Right you are, sir!  ‘Course, sir, I trust you, but I ain’t ‘anding over what you want till you got the fiver ready for a covey.” 
  “Let me see it and make sure it’s the right article.” said Ponsonby; “then you can bring it up to me at the inn in the morning, and I’ll hand over the fiver for it.” 
  “That’s all right, sir.” 
  Leaving Ponsonby standing in the shadow of the trees waiting eagerly, the four roughs pushed, one after another, through a gap in the hedge. 
  Inside the field Herbert Riggs pointed to the shadowy outline of the tent. 
  “That’s it !" he breathed. “Foller me, and go for ‘em sudden!  Knock ‘em right and left; never mind if you ‘urt ‘em !"
  “We’re arter you, ‘Erbert.” 
  “The more you ‘urt ‘em the better.” said Herbert: “I ain’t got over the jab that wooden-legged bloke gave me in the breadbasket yet!  Got me fair in the weskit, he did! Blow me pink ! Likewise, that young villain nearly busted my nose with a  blinkin, apple!  ‘Urt ‘em—mind you urt ‘em! 
   And with that kindly intention in his mind Herbert led the way towards the tent on tiptoe over the grass.     
  Ponsonby waited by the gap in the hedge watching the shadowy figures till they were lost in the dimness. Herbert Higgs & Co. reached the tent. There was a faint sound of stirring within; they did not know what it was that stirred, taking it for granted that it was one of the sleepers. 
  The tent flap had been left open for air in the fine summer night. Herbert Higgs peered into the darkness within, 
  “Now I” he breathed.
   And he rushed in. 
  The red spotted man expected to trample over startled sleepers, among whom he was going to hit out right and left with his brawny fists as they started up from their blankets, 
  But what he actually trampled over was a big bulldog. 
  There was a fierce growl in the darkness and a snap of teeth.
  The next moment there was a terrific yell from Herbert. 
  “Whooopl ‘Elp! It’s a dorg! Oh, blow me pink th.        
“Grrrrrrg th. came from Pop. 
  The snap of the jaws barely missed Herbert’s leg, and tore his trousers. 
  With a desperate leap Herbert got out of the tent again, leaving a large section of trousering in Pop’s formidable jaws. 
  He bumped into the other three as he bounded out, sending them spinning. 
  “‘Ere, what the thump— !"
  “Grrrrrrrg !" came from the bulldog. He bounded out alter Herbert. He had that section of Herbert’s trousers in his jaws but he was evidently not satisfied with it. He wanted Herbert personally!  He dropped the mouthful of trousering and bounded at Herbert. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hello !" came a startled shout inside the tent. “Here they come ! Wake up, you men !"    “The wakefulness is terrific.”
   “Seize ‘em, Pop !" gasped Lord Mauleverer. “Go for ‘em!  Fetch ‘em !"
  “It’s a dorg—” yelled one of the tramps. 
  “It’s a bulldorg—” shrieked another. 
  “‘Ook it !" spluttered the third. The sight of the big bulldog in the dim starlight was enough for the tramps. The hikers poured out of the tent, cudgels in hand. But their cudgels were not wanted; the enemy were already in full flight. 
  After them went Pop. 
  Three of the tramps burst through the gap in the hedge in such a hurry that they knocked Ponsonby over, trampled over him, and fled, leaving him sprawling and gasping for breath. But Herbert Higgs was not so lucky as the others. Pop had marked him—and Pop meant business!  Pop was hanging on to Herbert as Herbert bounded for the gap—and this time he had hold of something more substantial than trousering The fearful roar that pealed from Herbert told that it was Herbert himself this time. 
  “Ooooooh! ‘Elp! Pull “im orf !" raved Herbert. “Blow me pink! ‘Elp! Pull that bulldorg orf! Yaroooo !" 
  “Grrrrrrgh !" growled Pop, as he hung on. 
  “Oh, my hat!  The bulldog’s got one of them !" gasped Harry Wharton. 
  “Good dog !" roared Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Elp!” shrieked Herbert. “Elp’ I’m being tore to pieces! Oh, my leg !" Elp ! I won’t do it no more! I’ll never come ‘ere agin—only pull that there bulldorg orf! ‘Elp!” 
  “Oh gad!” gasped Lord Mauleverer. “Pop ! Pop! Good dog ! Good doggie ! Mustn’t let him quite kill him, what? Let him go, Pop! Good dog!” 
  “They’re gone “ said Nugent, glancing round. “All but one.  Pop’s got one ! They seem to have left in a hurry.“ 
   “Ha, ha, ha !" 
  “‘Elp !" shrieked Herbert. “Will you let a covey be tore to pieces hunder your heyes? Call him orf !" 
  “Ha, ha, ha !" roared the hikers. 
  “He, he, he !" came from the boat, where Bunter was sitting up and blinking at the starlit scene through his big spectacles. “He, he, he!” 
  Gadsby and Monson were not giving Bunter any attention now. They were staring shoreward in alarm. Evidently the night attack had been a failure, and the deep growling of the bulldog showed the case. Gaddy and Monson were thankful that they were not on shore. 
  “Pop! Pop !" gasped Lord Mauleverer, dragging at the bulldog’s collar. “Let go! Good dog!  Good old doggie! Let go! Oh gad he seems to want to eat the man! Well, dash it all, he’s asked for it !" 
  “‘Elp !" roared Herbert, squirming frantically. 
Pop, like all bulldogs, disliked letting go once he had taken hold. Instead of letting go, he wanted to settle his teeth deeper into a firmer grip. It was really awful for Herbert! His companions were already far away, running as if for their lives; and it was fortunate for Herbert that the hikers came to his aid. With a great deal of persuasion Pop was induced, at last, to let Herbert go. He released him very reluctantly, but he did release him at last. Pop was led back into the tent, and his chain hooked on to a peg. The moment he was released Herbert flew. 
  He burst through the gap in the hedge, still yelling. There he stumbled over a fellow who was sitting up, dazed and dizzy, trying toget his breath and to find his feet. Ponsonby sprawled again as Herbert sprawled over him. !"
  “Blow me pink I” gasped the red spotted man, scrambling up, with his knee on Pon’s neck. “Ow l Blow me pink and blue !" 
  “You clumsy fool !" gasped Ponsonbv. “Get off! What—” 
  “Ook it! They got a blooming bulldorg !" gasped Herbert, and he dashed up the lane and disappeared into the darkness. 
  Ponsonby scrambled breathlessly up. His peculiar allies were gone, and he realised that it was time for him to be gone, too. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo ! There’s another of them !" roared Bob Cherry, glimpsing Pon through the hedge. “Why, it’s jolly old Pon! After him !" 
  Ponsonby flew towards the river. Bob Cherry charged through the gap and flew after him. 
  “Gaddy !" yelled Pon. “Monson! Quick !"
  “Oh crumbs !" gasped Gadsby. “What a night! Oh scissors !"
  Ponsonby came into view in the starlight, running desperately. Gaddy poled the punt to meet him. But Bob Cherry was close behind the fleeing Highcliffian. 
  As Ponsonbv reached the water’s edge Bob reached Ponsonby. He let out a foot as if he were kicking for goal. Ponsonby flew. 
  Splash! 
“Got him !" roared Bob. 
  Ponsonby, dripping with water, was dragged into the punt by his friends, and Gaddy poled away in hot haste. 
  “Come back and have some more, Pon !" roared Bob Cherry. 
  Pon did not accept that invitation. He vanished into the night. Once more the cad of Highcliffe had failed, and perhaps by this tune he was getting a little tired of hunting the Greyfriars hikers! 

  It was a merry party that gathered to breakfast in the morning. 
  Pop was taken back to his owner, his services being no longer required. Whether Pon was fed-up or not, there could be little doubt that the red-spotted man had had enough of the hikers. They did not expect ever to see Herbert again; and they were right— they didn’t! 
  Breakfast was a very cheery meal, and after it was over, and the hikers had carefully cleared up all litter, they embarked on the boat once more and resumed their way down the Thames. 
  Nothing was seen of Pon & Co. on the river, and the hikers hoped that they had done with them. Still, they did not mind very much if Pon kept up the game. There was no doubt that they had had the best of it so far. 
  At Bablockhythe they left the boat, to be collected later by Mr. Bobby Bunce. Lord Mauleverer sighed as he put on his pack. Billy Bunter blinked at him, and blinked at the other hikers. 
  “Now, look here, you fellows.” said Bunter firmly. “Hiking is all very well; I’m a dab at it, and can walk any of you fellows off your legs! But Mauly would prefer to stick to the boat. Wouldn’t you, Mauly !"
  “Yaas!’ 
  “Well, then, let’s stick to the boat.” said Bunter. “If you fellows want to hoof it—” 
  “Come on, Fatty !" 
  “Shan’t !" said Bunter. “I’m sticking to Mauly! You stick to me, Mauly. We’ll both stick to the boat, and those silly asses can tramp as long as they like and be blowed to them!  The fact is, we don’t want them, old chap, do we ?” 
  “Yaas !"
  “Oh, really, Mauly! Think what a ripping trip we could have together— just us two pals!” said Bunter. 
  “Oh gad “ said Lord Mauleverer. “You fellows ready? Let’s get goin’, for goodness’ sake! Whkt are you waitin’ for? Buck up! Come on! Hurry !" 
  “Ha, ha ha!” 
  Lord Mauleyerer started and the hikers followed. And Billy Bunter, with a snort, followed the hikers, 
THE END. 
(Billy Bunter and the chums of Grey- friars meet with heaps more exeitsnq adventures next week in: “THJ SPECTI1E OF ROAD CASTLE!” 

