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                                                     THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

                                                          Bunter, of Course! 
“HE, he, he !” 
  Mr. Richard Steele, the new master of the Remove at Greyfriars, glanced round from the blackboard. 
  While Mr. Steele’s back was turned nearly every face in the Remove had worn a grin. 
  As his quick, keen glance swept the Form, however, sudden gravity descended on the Lower Fourth. 
  Every fellow looked as solemn as he could. 
  Billy Bunter, whose sudden involuntary cachinnation had caused Steele to look round, ceased  abruptly to cachinnate, like an alarm clock suddenly shut off. 
  Two or three fellows glared at Bunter. 
  It was like that ass, Bunter, to give the show away. 
  In Bunter’s fat hand was the paper that had been passing up and down the rows of desks, while Steele’s attention was elsewhere. That paper, and what was written thereon, had caused a grin to dawn on the face of every fellow who received it, and passed it on, in turn, to the next. It had caused Billy Bunter, unfortunately, to break into audible merriment. 
  Steele’s look, as he gazed at the Form, did not encourage merriment. 
  He was a good-tempered and patient master, and there were many follows in the Remove who liked him, in spite of the strange stories that were whispered about him in the studies and the passages. But he was not a master to be trifled with. 
  Fellows who had hoped for an easy time when Steele came in the place of Mr. Quelch had not found their hopes realised. Same fellows, indeed, almost wished that Mr. Quelch had not prolonged his vacation so far into the new term. Some were quite fed up with Steele, especially the Bounder, and Skinner, and their set. 
  Steele was frowning now. 
  All through third lesson he had been aware that something was going on in the Form, and he guessed—correctly— that the Bounder was at the bottom of it. Not a day passed in the Remove Form room without Herbert Vernon-Smith giving all the trouble he could, and many of the others were wont to follow the Bounder’s lead, though not to the same reckless lengths 
At the present moment, Smithy’s face was quite expressionless. He did not want, just then, to meet the Form master’s eye. 
  That eye—a very keen, grey eye rested on the Bounder, but read nothing in his impassive face. Then it fixed on Bunter. 
  Bunter blinked uneasily behind his big spectacles. 
  Under his desk his fat hand held the paper that had been passed to him, and he fervently hoped that Richard Steele would not guess that he had it. 
  Probably his hope was not so fervent as the Bounder’s, however, for that paper was written in Smithy’s hand. Smithy’s face expressed nothing; but inwardly he was feeling far from comfortable. 
  “Bunter!”  aaid Mr. Steele. 
  “Oh! Yes, sir!”  gasped Bunter. 
  “You laughed, I think ?”  
  “Oh! No, sir! I—I—I was—was coughing!”  gasped Bunter. 
  “Coughing?” repeated Steele. 
  “Yes, sir. It—it sometimes takes me like that,” stammered Bunter. “There —there’s rather a draught in this Form-room, sir, and it makes me kik-kik-kik-cough.” 
  “Is it quite impossible for you to tell the truth, Bunter?” inquired Mr. Steele. 
  “Yes, sir—I mean no, sir! I—I always tell the truth, sir.” stammered Bunter. “Mr. Quelch used to say that I was the most truthful fellow in the Form, sir. He—he admired me for it.”
  This statement was almost too much for the Remove. In spite of Richard Steele’s frowning brow, there was a snigger in the class. 
  Even Steele smiled faintly, though he was evidently annoyed. 
  “Kindly tell me why you laughed, Bunter!”  he said. 
  “Oh, really, sir—” 
  “And at once “ rapped out Steele. “The—the fact is, sir, I—I—I—” 
  “Stand out before the Form, Bunter!”  
  “Oh lor’ !”  
  Steele’s glance swept over a silent Remove. 
  “This Form-room,” he said. quietly, “is not the place for jesting. We are here to work. ” 
  “What rot!”  murmured Skinner.
  “Did you speak, Skinner?”
   Richard Steele’s ears seemed as sharp as his eyes. 
  “Oh! I—I only said to Snoop that —that you are quite right, sir!”  stuttered Skinner, in alarm. 
  “I doubt whether your remark was really to that effect, Skinner. In any case, you will take fifty lines for talking in class.” 
  Whereat Harold Skinner looked, for a moment or two, as if he were understudying a demon in a pantomime. 
  “Bunter!  Step out!  If the Form cannot be serious in lesson-time I must do my best to make it so.” said Mr. Steele. 
  “I am waiting for you, Bunter!” 
  “Oh dear!  It wasn’t me, sir!” gasped Bunter. 
  “What was not you?” 
  “Nothing, sir.” 
  “Come here, Bunter !” 
  “I—I mean, sir.” said Bunter, still standing in his place, and obviously reluctant to come any nearer to Nr. Steele. “I mean, I never wrote that limerick, sir.” 
  “What limerick?” 
  “Oh! Nothing, sir! I—I mean I can’t write limericks, sir. Never wrote one in my life.” 
  “Shut up, you, ass!” breathcd Bob Cherry. 
  “Take fifty lines, Cherry!” 
  “Oh! Yes, sir.” 
  “Now, Bunter—” 
  “I—I say, sir, I hope you ain’t going to pick on me, just because I laughed— I mean, coughed,” said Bunter, in dismay. “‘Tain’t, my fault that you’ve been found out, sir—” Bunter blinked at him. He wondered if the beast had eyes in the back of his head. It seemed sometimes as if Richard Steele had. 
  “There—there’s nothing in my hand, sir!” groaned Bunter. 
  “Open your hand at once!” 
  Bunter held up his right hand open. His left was still tightly clutched on the offending paper. 
  “You arc wasting my time, Bunter.” said Mr. Steele sternly. ‘ Open your other hand at once !”
  “Oh, lor’ !” the
  “What?” 
  “I—I mean, all the fellows think you’re a burglar, sir.  But I don’t; I’m too respectful. I said to Wharton, only this morning, sir, that it was all rot, and that if you were wanted by the police, they’d come for you. Didn’t I, Harry, old chap?” 
  Wharton did not respond to that appeal. 
  Bunter’s remark had not been quite as he reported it.  What he had really said was that he wondered why the police didn’t come for Mr. Steele, who was well known—to Bunter, at least— to be no other than that mysterious night prowler, the Courtfield cracksman. 
  Mr. Steele’s face was quite a study. 
  He knew, of course, the talk that was going on in his Form in connection with this strange story that was told about him, and that was already spreading outside the Remove to other Forms. 
  But certainly he could not have expected to be addressed on the subject like this. 
  “You—you stupid and absurd boy, Bunter!” he exclaimed at last. “I must make allowances for your stupidity, or I should punish you severely for your impertinence.” 
  “Oh, sir!” gasped Bunter. “ I didn’t mean—” 
  “Come here, immediately!” 
  Billy Bunter groaned, and rolled out before the class. There was no help for it; and what he had said seemed to have made matters worse, instead of better, though the Owl of the Remove did not know why. 
  He rolled out with the paper tightly clutched in his fat hand, hoping that Steele would not notice it. 
  It was a delusive hope.  There were very few things that Richard Steele did not notice. 
  “What is in your hand. Bunter?” asked the new master. 
  Press “Mum-mum-my hand, sir?” gasped Bunter. 
  “Yes.” 
  “N-n-nothing, sir.” 
  “Open your hand at once! I am quite aware,” added Mr. Steele. “that a paper has been passed round the Form, and I desire to see it. No doubt it is in your hand at the present moment.” 
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  Bunter opened his other hand. A crumpled paper was revealed. Richard Steele took it and smoothed it out, and looked at it. And a dark frown gathered on his brow as he read, in the will-known handwriting of Herbert Vernon-Smith, the following limerick 

              There’s a master you know, tho’ I feel 
             That his name I ought not to reveal, 
                   But guess it you may 
                   When I ask you to say 
          Do you know who taught Richard to Steele? 


                                               THE SECOND CHAPTER 


                                                  The Fall of the Chopper! 

THERE was a silence in the Remove-room. 
  Nobody was feeling inclined to laugh now. 
  Harry Wharton and some other Fellows looked uncomfortable. Some of the juniors looked scared. The Bounder’s face hardened, doggedly. He knew that his “fist” would be recognized in that precious paper, and he knew that he had gone too far for safety in this latest jest.  That pun on the Form masters name had made the Removites grin; but it was certainly not likely to produce that effect on the owner of the name. 
  Mr. Steele read the limerick through, and read it through again. His brow was frowning, and there was an unusual flush in his cheek. 
  If Mr. Steele was, as many of the fellows suspected or believed, no other than the Courtfield cracksman, he was unusually sensitive for a man in that peculiar line of business. The imputation of stealing should hardly have troubled a person who cracked cribs; but it was clear that it hit Mr. Steele rather hard. 
  The look on his face made even the Bounder feel a tremor.  His squire jaw seemed to become squarer, and his lips shut hard.  The glint in his eyes was enough to make the perpetrator of that limerick feel very uneasy. 
  It seemed to the Remove that that dead silence had lasted whole minutes, when Mr. Steele spoke at last. 
  Bunter !”
  “It wasn’t me, sir!” gasped Bunter. “I never—” 
  “You may go back to your place.” 
  “Oh—oh, thank you, sir!” stuttered Bunter; and he fairly jumped back to his place. 
  “Vernon-Smith, step out here!” 
  The Bounder rose and came out with a swagger. He was “for it” now, and nothing remained for him but to carry it off with a high head and a brazen face. 
  You wrote this, I think, Vernon-Smith?” said Mr. Steele. 
  No answer. 
  “I am asking you, Vernon-Smith, whether you wrote this insulting rhyme ?” said Mr. Steele, raising his clear voice a little. 
  “Am I bound to incriminate myself, sir?” asked the Bounder, with a coolness that won him many admiring glances from the Remove—as it was intended to do, 
  The Bounder loved the limelight. Half Smithy’s troubles with his Form master were due, at bottom, to a desire to “show off “ before an admiring Form. 
  “You do not choose to answer my question, Vernon-Smith!” 
  “A prisoner in the dock isn’t bound to give evidence against himself, sir!” said Smithy. “I’m sure you know that, sir.” 
  He laid stress on the “you,” and the Remove fellows exchanged glances of wonder at Smithy’s nerve: The Bounder could hardly have said more plainly that he believed that Richard Steele had stood in the prisoner’s dock in his time, 
  Mr. Steele was seen to bite his lip. The Bounder, of course, was “for it”; but he was the fellow to bite to the last, rather like a rat in a corner. 
  Smithy had a bitter tongue when he let it go. And as he was booked anyhow, he considered that he might as well let it go now. Steele could lick him; but he was not going to be left its any doubt as to what Herbert Vernon-Smith thought of him. 
  “I think, sir, you’ll remember that a prisoner is generally warned that anything he may say will be used in evidence against him.” said the Bounder, with cool effrontery. 
  “Vernon-Smith!”
  “You may remember something of the sort, in your own experience, sir,” said Smithy. 
  The Remove gasped. 
  “Smithy’s asking for it.” murmured frank Nugent. 
  “Begging for it,” murmured Johnny Bull.  
  “The begfulness is terrific.” Breathed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “And the esteemed Smithy will get it where the absurd chicken got the ridiculous chopper, which is neckfully,” 
  A glance from Steele stilled the whispering in the Remove. Then his eyes were fixed on Vernon-Smith again. 
  “You deny having written this, Vernon-Smith?” 
  “No, sir.” 
  “You admit it?” 
  “No, sir.” 
  “I warn you, Vernon-Smith,, that you are trying my patience very hard.” said Mr. Steele. 
  The Bounder ventured on a shrug of the shoulders. 
  “I shall ascertain the facts of the matter beyond doubt.” said Mr. Steele. “I think the writing is yours, Vernon-Smith. Remain where you are.” 
Leaving the Bounder standing in the middle of the Form-room, Steele went to Smithy’s desk, sorted through it for a specimen of the junior’s hand, found it, and compared it with tho limerick on the crumpled paper. 
  The Form watched him in breathless silence. 
  In less than a minute he returned to Vernon-Smith. The flush had died out of his face, and it was impassive as usual; but set in harder lines than was customary. 
  “This insulting rhyme us your work, Vernon-Smith. This is not the first time, by many, that you have been guilty of insolence in this Form-room. You have ventured, many times, to allude to the absurd story that has been spread about me in the school. I have been patient, I think, and very forbearing. But you have gone too far now.” 
  The Bounder breathed hard.  
  “I know you’re going to lick me.” he said hardily. “I’m not asking to be let off.” 
  “I am not going to lick you, as you express it.” said Mr. Steele quietly. “I have punished you several times, Vernon-Smith, and it has had no effect on your insolence.”  
  The Bounder started a little. 
  “The matter passes now out of my hands.” said Mr. Steele. “I shall send you to your headmaster to be dealt with.” 
  There was a deep-drawn breath in the Remove, and the Bounder, hardy as he was, paled a little. Sending him to the Head was a drastic step he had not looked for. He could imagine the feelings with which Dr. Locke would read that precious limerick, which in effect accused the new master of the Remove of being a thief. Whether the Head knew, or did not know, what was said of Mr. Steele in his Form, it was certain that his trust in Steele was absolute, and that the insult to the Form master would move his deepest wrath. 
  A Head’s flogging, at least, would be the Bounder’s reward; and that might not be all.  The unpleasant thought of the “sack” came into the Bounder’s mind. 
 Mr. Steele stepped to his desk, wrote a short note, placed it in an envelope along with the limerick, and sealed it. 
  He handed it to the Bounder, who received it with an extremely unwilling hand. 
  “You will take that to Dr. Locke, in the Sixth Form room, Vernon-Smith.” said the Remove master. 
  The Bounder did not stir. His face had lost, for the moment, its hard effrontery, and had a troubled look. 
  Steele’s stern face relaxed a little. “If you are sorry, Vernon-Smith, if you will give me your apology, and your word that there shall be no more of this insolence, I will punish you myself, instead of sending you to Dr. Locke.” he said. 
  It was a chance for the Bounder. But Smithy was not the man to take it.  He was not the man to eat humble pie before the Form.  He would have bitten off his tongue sooner than have uttered the apology. 
  He stood sullenly silent. 
  Mr. Steele waited a few moments, and as the Bounder did not speak he made a gesture to the door. 
  “Take that note to your headmaster, Vernon-Smith!”
  Slowly, very slowly, the Bounder went to the door. All eyes were upon him, and the juniors wondered whether he was going to a flogging or the “sack.” At least the first—possibly the second—possibly both!” But the Bounder, though there was a deep qualm in his breast, carried the matter off with his usual coolness. At the door of the Form-room he looked back. 
  “Mr. Steele !” 
  “You may go, Vernon-Smith!” 
  “If I go to Dr. Locke—” 
  “You are going to him, Vernon-Smith!” 
  “Very well. I shall tell him all I know, sir!” said the Bounder deliberately. “Will that suit you, sir?” 
  “Oh, my hat!” murmured Johnny Bull. “Jevver hear a man keep on begging for it like this? Like a bow-wow begging for biscuits.” 
  Steele’s face flushed. For a moment the juniors thought that he would stride at the Bounder, and deal with him drastically. Instead of which, he raised his hand and pointed to the doorway. 
  “Leave this Form-room at once, Vernon-Smith!” he said quietly. 
  The Bounder walked out. As a last defiance, a sort of Parthian shot, he slammed the door behind him. 
  Richard Steele seemed unconscious of the slam, and of the breathless excitement in the Form. Third lesson was resumed without the Bounder. But the Remove gave little attention to third lesson. The thought of every fellow in the Form-room followed the Bounder on his way to the Head. 

                                                THE THIRD CHAPTER. 



                                                        Neck or Nothing! 

“THAT’S torn it !” 
  Herbert Vernon Smith made that remark to himself, as he went slowly down the Form-room corridor. 
  He went very slowly. He was in no hurry to get to the Sixth Form room and deliver Steele’s note to the head master. In fact, the longer that  painful moment was put off, the better the Bounder was likely to be pleased. 
  Not that there was much use in delay. Sooner or later he had to face the music. 
  The Bounder was no fool. Often his recklessness carried him past the limit of prudence, and generally he had great skill, and wonderful luck, in extricating himself from the trouble that accrued.  There were fellows in the Form who wondered why Smithy never had been “bunked” from Greyfriars; but, though he had been hear it nore than once, he had never gone over the verge. 
  But he was aware that his many offenses had a cumulative effect, and that, unless he was very careful, the chopper might come down suddenly and finally. And instead of being very careful, he had allowed his feud with Steele to carry him to more reckless lengths than ever. 
  Certainly, he had not intended that limerick to meet Steele’s eye.  But he had taken the risk of it, and the risk had materialised. 
  A flogging was severe enough, but the hardy Bounder was not afraid of a flogging, but the discomforting thought was in his mind that the head might regard this last offence as putting the lid on, so to speak, and might decide to relieve the Lower Fourth of its most troublesome member, and Greyfriars of a fellow who was never likely to bring credit on the school. 
  The Bounder stopped at a window, and stood staring out into the quad, with a moody brow. 
If he was bunked— 
  It was all very well to take the view that the story told about Richard Steele was true—that he was a wolf in sheep’s clothing; that he led one life, openly, as a schoolmaster, and another life, secretly, as a thieving night-prowler. All sorts of circumstances supported that belief— circumstances that Steele might find it hard to explain. 
  But the trouble was that Steele was not called on to explain, that whatever the Bounder chose to say to Dr. Locke, the Head would scout the idea of calling on the Form master to explain. 
  The concrete fact was that a junior in the Lower Fourth had practically called his Form master a thief, and if that was not enough to be expelled on, there never would be enough. 
  “The rotter!” muttered Smithy, between his teeth. “He’ll be glad to get shut of ne—shut of a fellow who knows himthrough and through, knows him inside out. If I’m sacked, it will scare the rest—and he’s counting on it. And all the time he’s a thief—a thief—a dirty thief, who skulks in this school by day, and goes out secretly to steal at night. If the head knew— But he won’t know, and he wouldn’t listen to a word of it! He won’t know till the police come for that scoundrel—and that will be too late for me.” 
  He bit his lip. 
  “I’ve played into his hands—given him his chance! Oh, what a fathead I’ve been!” 
  The Bounder realised that clearly. If his judgment of Steele and his motives was correct, nothing could be more certain than that he had played into the man’s hands. But that reflection came too late to be of any service to Herbert Vernon-Smith. 
  Still he did not approach the Sixth Form room. 
  He was thinking—thinking hard!
  Steele was the cracksman who had robbed a dozen places in the neighbourhood of the school—he was certain of that! He had fooled the Head somehow—that was not surprising to Smithy, who had fooled the Head himself in his time. 
  It was stranger that he had fooled Inspector Grimes at Courtfleld, the official who had the case of the series of burglaries in hand. It seemed that he must have done so, for Mr. Grimes had heard Wharton’s story of having seen Steele late at night at Hogben Grange the night of the burglary there; and it was Steele himself who had sent Wharton to see Mr. Grimes. 
  And Inspector Grimes had told the captain of the Remove that he knew Steele, knew him well, and answered for him—which had settled the matter for Wharton, if not for the Bounder. 
After all, the man was a cunning rascal, or he could not have obtained a post at Greyfriars, and such a cunning rascal could have pulled the wool over the eyes of a rural police-inspector. So the Bounder considered, at least—in fact, he had to consider so, unless he was to give up his belief that Steele was a secret crook. 
  And the man was guilty—guilty! the Bounder told himself passionately. He was going to get rid, if he could, of a fellow who knew him for what he was. And he was guilty! If the police knew what the Bounder knew, they would not leave him long at Greyfriars. 
  More than once it had come into the Bounder’s mind to get in touch with the police on the matter, but he had never ventured that length so far. 
  Now he was thinking of it, feeling that his desperate situation require desperate measures. 
It was no use calling in Grimes, from Courtfield. Grimes was an old fool, who was taken in by this rogue. What he had said to Harry Wharton was a proof of that, to Smithy’s mind. Court- field police station was the nearest to Greyfriars, but Grimes, after all, was not the only pebble on the beach. 
  “A man from Lantham!” muttered the Bounder. 
  One of the local burglaries had taken place near Lantham. Lantham Chase had been robbed a week or two ago, and no doubt was entertained that it was the work of that mysterious marauder, the Courtfield cracksman. Vernon-Smith had not the slightest doubt that some of the loot from Lantham Chase was hidden at that very moment in Richard Steele’s room at Greyfriars. 
  Plenty of evidence—heaps of it—if the police would only act! If the man was a cracksman, he must have cracksman’s tools, and where could he keep them, except in his study or his bed-room in the house? 
  If they were found there— 
  Grimes, so far as the Bounder could see, had the cracksman fairly under his finger, and passed him by. A police inspector from Lantham might have more sense! 
  It was a desperate expedient, and the Bounder knew it. Unless a discovery was made justifying his action, it was all up with him at Greyfriars.  But Vernon-Smith was desperate now. He dared not take that note to the headmaster, while Richard Steele was still a trusted Form master in the school. It was neck or nothing! 
  And time was passing!  He had already been long absent from the Form-room, and if Steele came out to see whet had become of him— The Bounder made up his mind. With a steady hand he tore Steele’s note, and the limerick along with it, into tiny pieces, and threw the pieces out of the window. 
  That settled it! The die was cast now. 
  He made a step in the direction of Masters’ passage, with the thought in his mind of using a master’s telephone, and calling up Lantham Police Station. But he paused. He might be interrupted at any noment. Steele was the man to become suspicious, if he had a guilty secret to keep. The Bounder did not want to be walked into his headmaster’s presence with Richard Steele’s grip on his shoulder. 
  Quietly he opened the window and dropped out. 
  There was a telephone in Gosling’s lodge, and if the school porter was not there he could use it. If Gosling was there he could make some excuse. Gosling was always open to tipping. 
  The Bounder, his heart beating fast, left the house at a run.  The quadrangle was deserted. All the fellows were in class, though it would not be long before they came swarming out at the end of third school. 
  Smithy reached Gosling’s lodge breathlessly. 
  In the doorway stood the portly figure of William Gosling, staring at the junior as he came up with a disapproving eye. 
  Disapproval intensified in Gosling’s crusty face as the breathless Bounder came to a halt. 
  “Wot you doing out of class, Mr. Vernon-Smith?” asked Gosling suspiciously. 
  “I want to phone.” 
  “My eye!” said Gosling. 
  “I want you to let me use your phone, Gosling. Only for a minute. It’s im portant.” 
  “My eye!” repeated Gosling. 
  The Bounder would have pushed past him into the lodge. But the stubby, portly figure of the porter stood like a rock in his way. 
  “You ain’t usin that there phone, Mr. Vernon-Smith,”said Gosling. “Not if I knows it, you ain’t! Wot I says is this ‘ere—” 
  “Look here, Gosling—” 
  “Wot I says,” repeated Gosling stolidly, “is this ‘ere. You ain’t using that phone, Mr. Vernon-Smith, You get back to the ‘Ous! You’re out of your Form-room without leave you are; and you’re playing truant, and well you know it. You go back at once!” but
  A ten-shilling note appeared in the Bounder’s hand. 
  Gosling eyed it longingly—indeed, lovingly. Gosling liked ten-shilling notes, exactly half as much as he liked pound notes. In other circumstances, Gosling’s horny hand would have closed on that slip of paper, and he would have turned a blind eye to Smithy’s proceedings in his lodge. 
  But in the present circumstances he dared not, Obviously, Smithy was out of his Form-room unpermitted, and up to some nischief. Gosling’s place was worth more than ten shillings. 
He shook his head, slowly, unwillingly, but he shook it. 
  There ain’t nothing doing, Mr. Vernon-Smith! It’s as much as my place is worth! You go back to your Form-room.” 
  “I’m going to telephone,” said the Bounder savagely. “Don’t be an old fool, Gosling. Take this note, and shut up!” 
  “I’ll report yer.” said Gosling. 
  “Look here, you thundering old donkey!” exclaimed the Bounder, his passionate temper breaking out at this unexpected check. 
  Gosling’s countenance became purple. 
  “Wot I says is this ‘ere!” he ejaculated. “you’re a young rip, Mr. Vernon Smith—that’s what you are, a young rip!  I’m going to take you back to Mr. Steele!” 
  And Gosling stepped out and extended a hand towards the junior’s shoulder. Vernon-Smith jumped back. 
  “Hands off, you old fool!” he shouted. 
  “Old fool, am I?” exclaimed Gosling, greatly incensed, “Nice langwidge to a man hold enough to be your father.” 
  “Grandfather, you mean, or great-grandfather!” jeered the Bounder. “Take your paw away, you silly old fossil!” 
  Instead of taking his paw away, Gosling grasped the Bounder’s shoulder with the said paw. 
  “Now you come alonger me!” he said wrathfully. 
  Crash! 
  “Oh, jiminy!” spluttered Gosling, as the Bounder, lowering his head, butted him forcibly on the third button of his well-filled waistcoat, 
  Gosling sat down. 
  “Oooooch!” he gasped. “Oh, my eye! Ow! I’m winded! Ooooch! You young raskil! Oooch! You wait till I get on my pins!” 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith did not wait for Gosling to get on his pins. Leaving the ancient gentleman spluttering and gasping, the Bounder turned and ran. But he did not go in the direction of the House. Gosling was still spluttering in the doorway of his lodge, when the Bounder arrived breathless at the garage, and almost ran into Barnes, the Head’s chauffeur, as he was polishing the Head’s car in the yard. 


                                                THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                                                   A Surprise for Barnes! 

BARNES stared round in surprise at the Removite. 
  Surprised as he was, he touched his hat respectfully to Vernon-Smith. The Head’s chauffeur was a young man of unexceptionable manners. 
  Vernon-Smith panted. 
  “You’ve got a phone on the garage, Barnes?” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “I want to use it.” 
  Barnes looked doubtful, 
  The excitement in the Bounder’s face, and his evident haste and hurry, would have told a much less keen young man than Arthur Barnes that there was something amiss. 
  “Isn’t it class now, sir?” he asked. 
  Barnes had no desire to be mixed up in the lawless proceedings of a truant. 
  The Bounder calmed himself a little. 
  “Yes but I’m out early.” he said. 
  “It’s afl right, Barnes. Steele himself told me to go out of the Form-room.” 
  It was not necessary, or judicious, to add in what circumstances Steele had given him that order. 
  “All the fellows will be out in ten minutes.” aaid Smithy, speaking as casually as he could. “I’m an early bird, that’s all. I want to phone on a rather important matter, Barnes, if you don’t mind.” 
  The chauffeur still looked dubious. 
  Vernon-Smith, on his side, eyed the man rather curiously. He had not seen Barnes since that night the previous week, when he had been hidden in Steele’ s room long after lights out, and had seen Barnes enter that room by the window and search it, 
  Barnes, as well as the Bounder, knew of Steele’s strange custom of leaving the house late at night by the french window on his balcony, to go on his mysterious nocturnal excursions, Barnes, the Bounder supposed, suspected and distrusted Steele as much as he did, or what could that search in the mysterious master’s room have meant? 
  He wondered what Barnes would have thought had he known that the Bounder had seen him searching Steele’s room that night. 
  But there was no time to lose. At any moment now the Bounder dreaded to hear the footsteps of Richard Steele. And third school would be over soon and the fellows swarming out. 
  “It’s all right, Barnes.” he repeated. “What the thump, you can let me use your phone for a couple of minutes! I’ll pay for this call, of course. And if a half-crown’s any use to you—” 
His hand went to his pocket. 
  “Thank you, sir, no!” said Barnes quietly, “I am not, of course, supposed to let the young gentlemen use the telephone here—” 
  “Don’t be a rotter, Barnes! Look here, it’s important——” 
  Barnes still hesitated. But be nodded at last. 
  “Very well, sir; if you assure me that it is an important call you wish to make—” 
  “Jolly important!” said Smithy. 
  “This way, then, sir.” 
  The Bounder almost gasped with relief. A minute more and he was standing with the telephone, the receiver in his hand. 
  Barnes did not leave him. 
  The Bounder rang up the exchange, and then glanced round at Barnes. Barnes looked apologetic. 
  “I am afraid, sir, you must let me hear the call you make.” he said. “I am very anxious not to be brought into trouble with my employer, sir.” 
  The Bounder grinned. He wondered whether Barnes suspected him of wanting to get through to a bookmaker, or something of that kind. Possibly Barnes had heard something of Smithy’s reputation in the Lower School. 
  “You can listen if you like,” he said. 
  “Thank you, sir !” 
  “Number, please?” came a second time from the exchange. 
  “Lantham police station.” said the Bounder into the transmitter. “I don’t know the number. But it’s urgent! Please put me through as quick as you can!” 
  Barnes made a movement as the Bounder stood holding the receiver, waiting to be put through. But the chauffeur did not speak, though he eyed Vernon-Smith very curiously. 
  A rather gruff voice came through after a pause. 
  “Hallo !” 
  “Is that Lantham police station?” asked the Bounder. 
  “Yes.” 
  “Speaking from Greyfriars School! I want to speak to the inspector in charge.” 
  “Inspector Carter speaking.” 
“  Good! I can tellyou where to find the burglar who robbed Lantham Chase! Do you want the information?” 
  The Bounder heard a gasp over the wires. 
  “What? what? Who is speaking?” 
  Herbert Vernon-Smith, from Greyfriars School.” answered the Bounder. “You most likely know my name; my father’s Mr. Vernon Smith, the millionaire. I can give you information.” 
  “But how—” 
  “1 know the man! I can put my finger on him! Come over to Greyfriars, and I’ll point him out to you.” 
  “Do you mean to say that the man is at the school?” came the perplexed voice of the Lantham inspector. 
  “Yes.” 
  “If this is a schoolboy joke—” 
  The Bounder snarled. 
  “Nothing of the kind! I tell you the man who is called in the papers the Courtfield cracksman is here at Greyfriars, and 1 can put ny finger on hin any minute. I— Oh !” gasped the Bounder.  He got no further; for a grip of iron on the back of his neck wrenched him away from the telephone. 
  The receiver fell from his hand, hanging at the length of its cord.  The Bounder, gasping with astonishment and rage, glared at Barnes.  He was more amazed at the expression on the chauffeur’s face than at his action in wrenching him away from the telephone. Barnes’ face was white, and his eyes blazing, his teeth set hard under snarling lips. 
  “What—” panted the Bounder. [image: image4.jpg]e |
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  With a swing of his arm Barnes threw the Bounder away from him, and he tottered and fell. 
  The chauffeur picked up the receiver and replaced it on the hooks. Possibly Inspector Carter, at Lantham was rather surprised at being cut off so suddenly. 
  The Bounder, more amazed than angry—though he was angry, too— stared up at Barnes. 
  The chauffeur stood over him threateningly.  The cause of the rage in the chauffeur’s face was a mystery to Vernon-Smith. But it was plain that the man was labouring under some intense excitement. 
  “Now tell me what this means, Vernon-Smith!” said the chauffeur, his eyes glinting down at the gasping Bounder, “ Tell me what it means, you young fool !” 
  “You cheeky rotter!” roared Vernon-Smith, staggering to his feet.  “How dare you lay your hands on me!” 
  “I’ve asked you what this means!” snapped Barnes. “Tell me at once what you meant by what you said to the police station!” 
  “Mind your own business!” snarled the Bounder. 
  Barnes made a stride towards him with so fierce and lowering a face that Smithy involuntarily started back a pace. 
  “What the thump’s the matter with you, Barnes?” he demanded. “This has nothing to do with you, you fool!”  
  “Nothing to do with me?” repeated Barnes. 
  “What could it have to do with you, you silly idiot? Can’t you mind your own business?” snarled the Bounder. 
  Barnes gave him a very singular look, and it seemed as if his, penetrating eyes would read the Bounder’s very soul. Smithy stared at him in angry surprise. 
  “What’s the matter with you?” he snapped. “What the merry thump do you mean by breaking out like that? Have you been drinking?” 
Barnes’ taco was calm again now. 
  “I must ask you to excuse me, sir.” he said smoothly. “But what you were saying on the telephone surprised me so much—” 
  “No reason why you shouldn’t mind your own business, all the same!” snarled the Bounder. “And if you lay your paws on a Greyfriars man. Barnes, you’d better look out for trouble! Confound your impudence !” 
  “I am really very sorry, sir,” said Barnes. “I forgot myself for a moment.”
  “I should jolly well think you did!” growled Vernon-Smith, rubbing the back of his neck. Barnes’ grip had fastened there like a steel vice.
  “But, sir,” went on Barnes. “what you were saying on the telephone was so startling—” 
  “Rubbish! You’ve heard about Steele—” 
  “Steele?” repeated Barnes. 
  “Our Form master in the Remove— that’s the man I’m going to point out to the police.” 
  Barnes smiled. 
  “I remember now, sir; I have heard something—” 
  “And you jolly well believe it, too!” snarled the Bounder. “Now let me get to that telephone—” 
  The chauffeur shook his head.   
  “I cannot possibly let you use the telephone for such a purpose, Mr. Vernon-Smith,” he said respectfully, but firmly. “Dr. Locke would certainly discharge me if it came to his knowledge. He would be very angry indeed if a policeman came to Greyfriars—” 
  “Look here—” 
  “You cannot use the telephone, sir!” said Barnes finally. “You will please leave the garage at  once.  I am sorry, sir. I have no choice in the matter,” 
  The Bounder breathed hard. He realised that Barnes certainly was likely to get into trouble if he allowed the telephone to be used for the Bounder’s purpose.  Smithy cared little for that, perhaps; but it was natural that Barnes should care a great deal. 
  “You must not drag me, a servant of the headmaster, into a dispute with your Form master, sir.”   said Barnes. “It is scarcely fair to me, sir, considering my position here, in employment. I am sure you will see that, sir?” 
  “Oh, go and eat coke !” snapped the Bounder ungraciously. 
  He strode out of the garage. 
  A buzz ol voices in the distance told that the school was out. He had no doubt that by that time Richard Steele was looking for him. The outer gate of the garage stood ajar; and Vernon. Smith, without a moment’s hesitation, darted out into the road. 
  “Mr. Vernon-Smith!” called out Barnes, staring after him. 
  The Bounder paid him no heed. It was neck or nothing, and Smithy was desperate. At a rapid run he started up the road to Courtfield. 
  Half an hour later a taxicab was bearing the Bounder swiftly in the direction of Lantham, 

                                              THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

                                                   Where Is Smithy? 

“I SAY, you fellows!”  
  “Hallo, hallo! hallo!” 
  “Where’s Smithy?” 
  “Goodness knows !” 
  Billy Bunter wanted to know, and so did a good many other fellows. 
  Third lesson had finished in the Remove-room, without the Bounder returning there after his visit to the Head. 
  Where the Bounder was, and what he was doing, nobody knew—and there were many surmises. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were feeling rather concerned about the reckless fellow. Smithy had asked for it—had persisted in asking for it—but if it was the “sack” they could not help sympathising
  Bunter was bursting with inquisitiveness. He was not much concerned for the Bounder, perhaps, but he wanted to know what was going on. Bunter always wanted to know. 
  “I say, you fellows.” said Bunter, blinking at the Famous Five. “ He ain’t in the Head’s study. Skinner thought the Beak might have sent them there, to wait for his flogging till after class.  The Beak don’t like being interrupted in class. But he ain’t there—I’ve looked.” 
  “Can’t be gone!” said Frank Nugent, looking round at his chums with a rather startled face, 
Bob Cherry whistled. 
  “He ain’t in Steele’s study, either,” said Bunter, “and I’ve looked in the Remove passage, and he ain’t there.  Where is he?” 
“the wherefulness is terrific, my esteemed Bunter.  ” 
  “Must be sacked.” said Bunter thoughtfully. “I suppose if the Beak bunked him he might clear him off before the fellows came out of class, to avoid a fuss, what?” 
  “He can’t be gone,” said Harry Wharton uneasily. 
  “Well, I fancy he’s gone.” said Bunter. “Where is he if he isn’t?” 
  “Perhaps Redwing knows. Hallo, hallo, hallo, Redwing !” shouted Bob Cherry. 
  Tom Redwing was walking in the quad, alone, with a moody brow. As Smithy’s best chum—indeed, his only real friend at Greyfriars—he naturally took the matter rather to heart. He glanced up and came across to the group as Bob hailed him. 
  “You fellows know where Smthy is?” he asked eagerly. 
  “Just going to ask you.” answered Bob. “Don’t you know?” 
  Redwing shook his head. 
  “I haven’t seen him since ho was sent to the Head.” he answered. 
  “Nobody seems to have seen him.” said Harry. “But the heath wouldn’t buzz him out of Greyfriars like that!” 
  “Oh, he’s sacked all right.” said Bunter. 
  “Shut up, you ass!” said Redwing. with a glare at the Owl of the Remove. 
  “Oh, really, Redwing! Of course, he’s bunked.” said Bunter. “If he isn’t bunked, where is he? He’s not in the school. I say, you fellows, I’ve looked into his study, and his things are all about as usual. The Beak didn’t give him time to pack.” 
  “That’s rot!” said Harry. “He can’t be gone.” 
  “The rotfulness is terrific.” 
  “Oh, he’s bunked all right! I say, you fellows, if he doesn’t send for the things he’s left in his study—” 
  “Shut up, ass !” 
  “Oh, really. Wharton! This is rather important! If he doesn’t send for his things———” 
  “You fat idiot!” said Redwing. 
  “You dry up, Redwing,” said Bunter, with a severe blink at the sailorman’s son. “If you think you’re going to bag the things just because you’re Smithy’s study-mate, you’re jolly welt mistaken, see? As Smithy’s oldest friend in the school I shall naturally take any few things he may leave here—”
  “Bump him I” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh, really, Bull I shall expect you fellows to back me up, as my old pals,” said Bunter firmly. “There’s a lot of things in Smithy’s study—quite a lot. Back me up, and I’ll see that you don’t lose by it. As for you, Redwing, I’m surprised at you, thinking you’re going to bag Smithy’s things. Disgusting, I call it. What do you fellows think?” exclaimed Bunter, appealing to the Famous Five. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. did not state what they thought. They let their actions speak for them. 
They grasped the Owl of the Remove, up-ended him, and sat him down in the quad—hard!
  Bunter roared. 
  The juniors walked away and left him roaring. 
  There was excitement all through the Remove on the subject of the Bounder. It seemed unlikely that, even if he was “bunked,” he had been whisked away from the school so suddenly, without even packing his box. But it was soon clear that he was not within the precincts of Greyfriars— which was difficult to account for, unless he had been expelled and sent away immediately.   Skinner, who had been rather a pal of the Bounder’s—at least, when his occupations were shady, did not seem to be mourning for him.  He was already alluding to him humorously as the “late lamented Smithy.” 
  Harry Vharton & Co. had had a good deal of trouble with Smithy at various times, and perhaps did not like him very much personally. But they were on more or less friendly terms. But even if they had been unfriendly they would have felt this as a blow.  Whatever the flounder was, reckless and domineering as he certainly was, he had filled a prominent place in the Remove, and Greyfriars would not seem the same without him, 
  And the juniors, too, felt that there was a tincture of injustice in it, if he had been sacked. True, a junior who insulted his Form master as the Bounder had done, could hardly expect anything else. But there were extenuating circumstances. Harry Wharton, who had steadily refused to take any part in the feud against the suspected Form master, was strongly inclined now to take the part of the fellow who was down. 
  “Smithy asked for it.” he said. “If he got a flogging nobody could say he hadn’t begged for it. But, after all, Steele has asked for the trouble, too! A Form master isn’t supposed to have a lot of mysterious and suspicious circumstances attached to him. It’s all rot about Steele being a cracksman, and hiding here from the police, and all that; but his weird ways are quite enough to put the idea into fellows’ heads. If the Bounder’s sacked, I call it rotten!” 
“That’s so.” agreed Bob. “A Form master who dodges out of the school of a night, and trots about the country after dark, is really asking for trouble. And everybody knows that Steele does.” 
  “And he was seen at Hogbcn Grange on the night of the burglary there.” said Johiiiiiy Bull. “ He shouldn’t have been there. Goodness knows what he was up to; but a Form master should be more careful.” 
  “That was before he came here as a Form master.” said Harry. 
  “Makes no difference, The fact is that there’s something jolly queer about Steele, though, of course, it’s all rot to suppose that he’s the Courtfield cracksman. He oughtn’t to have got Smithy sacked !” 
  “Perhaps he hasn’t,” said Nugent.
  “Though goodness knows where Smithy is if he hasn’t been bunked.” 
  “I’m going to ask Steele.” said Harry resolutely. “After all, we’ve a right to know, and if they’re thinking of sacking Smithy, I’m jolly well going to put in a word for him. 
  Harry Wharton went into the House and went to Steele’s study. He found the Remove master there. Steele gave him a smile and a nod as he came in, but the junior could see that he was worried. His first question surprised the captain of the Remove.
  “Do you know where Vernon-Smith is, Wharton?” 
  “N-no!” stammered Harry. “ I came here to ask you, sir. Some—some of the fellows have been thinking that he’s sacked—I mean expelled.” 
  Mr. Steele shook his head. 
  “I am quite at a loss.” He said. “I have spoken to the Head and learned that Vernon-Smith did not go to the Sixth Form room this morning, and did not deliver my note to the headmaster.” 
  “Oh!” exclaimed Harry. 
  “Gosling has informed me that Vernon-Smith came to his lodge and asked to use the telephone, which Gosling very properly refused.  Since then it appears that he has not been seen. You know nothing of him?  ” 
  Nothing, sir.”  
  “It is surely impossible that the foolish boy has left the school.” said the Form master. “If you see Vernon-Smith, or hear anything of him.  Wharton, please come to me at once.” 
  “Certainly, sir.” 
  The captain of the Remove left the study, deeply perplexed. Smithy had not been sacked—he had not seen the Head at all that morning. Then where was he, and what had become of him? 
All the Remove fellows were asking that question ; but no answer was forthcoming. 
  When the Remove went in to dinner the Bounder’s place was vacant at the table. When they came out afterwards nothing was seen of him. 
  That he hat left the school was now certain. That he had done so, intending to run away from Greyfriars, seemed improbable; the Bounder was reckless, but he was too hard-headed to be guilty of such folly. 
  But if he had not run away from school, where was he gone, and what was the up to? Hilly Hunter made the brilliant suggestion that he had run away to sea to become a pirate; a suggestion that furnished a little comic relief. Up and down and round about Greyfriars the question was asked. “Where was the Bounder?” And nobody could guess the answer. 


                                              THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 


                                                          Going It! 

INSPECTOR CARTER looked at Herbert Vernon-Smith with eyes as sharp as pinpoints. The Inspector was a portly, plump, red-faced gentleman; his face was pudgy, and his eyes almost disappeare in circles of fat. Nevertheless, they were exceedingly keen in their glances; and they had never looked more keenly at any object than they were looking at the present moment. 
  Mr. Carter, in his room at Lantham Police Station, had probably listened to many strange things in his time but never, it was likely, to a story stranger than this. 
  Fellows at Greyfriars who wondered and surmised where the Bounder was certainly did not dream of guessing that he was in the inspector’s room at Lantham police station.  But that was where the Bounder was, and he had been there some time—giving Mr. Carter information. 
Having decided on what he realised to be a desperate course of action, the Bounder was a fellow to carry through with an iron nerve.  He had taken a taxi to Lantham—the fare presenting no difficulties to Smithy, who had plenty of money.  He had lunched at the Pagoda, with a good appetite, keeping the taxi waiting, regardless of the “clock.” and then driven to the police station, and asked for the inspector; waited till he could see him, and now he was seeing him. And, with perfect coolness, a good memory, and bitter distinctness, he told Mr. Carter the story of Richard Steele, so far as he knew it. 
  Sharp indeed were the eyes of the plump Lanthan inspector as he watched the schoolboy’s face. 
  Smithy knew quite well that Mr. Carter suspected that this was some unusually reckless schoolboy practical joke—that his official leg was to be pulled by getting him to Greyfriars on a fool’s errand. Indeed, the strange story could hardly give Mr. Carter any other impression at first. But the bounder succeeded in disabusing Mr. Carter’s mind of that. 
  Indeed, on reflection, the inspector had to dismiss the idea, for a schoolboy who played such a trick was so certain of the most condign punishment, that even he most unthinking practical joker must have balked at it. 
  The boy believed what he was saying —Mr. Carter had to concede that. And he had to make up his mind whether the fact that Vernon-Smith believed it was of any weight. 
  That Smithy’s animosity against his Form master was deep and bitter leaped to the eye. The most casual glance would have observed that. 
  That animosity would not have made him invent such a story; but it might very easily have made him believe such a story on flimsy evidence. 
  But Mr. Carter listened patiently to the evidence. It was not Mr. Carter’s busy day. though he would gladly have been getting busy on the track of the cracksman who had robbed Lantham Chase. But that nocturnal gentleman had inconsiderately left no clue behind him; and Mr. Carter could only wait, like the celebrated Mr. Micawber, for something to turn up. 
  His extreme keenness to get on the track of the Lantham Chase thief made him all the more inclined to give ear to the Bounder. 
  But the Bounder’s tale was hard to swallow, with all the suspicious circumstances that the schoolboy carefully enumerated.  The plump inspector listened, but he shook his head.  He shook it regretfully, for he would have given three mouths’ salary for the tale to be true. But he shook it. 
  “You have had trouble with this Form master of yours, I suppose!” he remarked—a remark which showed the trend of his reflections 
  “Yes; but only because of this.” the Bounder pointed out. “I had no trouble with him till it came out that he was a skulking criminal.” 
  “Then you were cheeky to him?” 
  The Bounder started. It had hardly occurred to him; but really it did amount to that. 
  “And he punished you,” went on Mr. Carter dryly, “and after that you were prepared to believe anything—what ?“ 
  The Bounder coloured uncomfortably. “I’m not the only fellow who believes it,” he said, “and fellows who stick to him can’t explain what he’s up to. Wharton—the head of my Form— actually saw him one night climbing the wall of the park at a house that was burgled the same night. What does that mean, Mr. Carter?” 
  “But is it certain?” 
  “Quite. Quelch, our last Form master, sent Wharton to the police station at Courtfield to report what he saw.” 
  Mr. Carter rubbed his plump nose. 
  “Is it certain that this Mr. Steele is the same man?” 
  “He has admitted it himself, in our hearing.” 
  “That does not look as if he had anything to fear.” 
  “Well, he knew that we knew; and he was brazening it out,” said the Bounder. “‘trying to make light of it. But that isn’t all. In the Christmas holidays, Wharton saw him hanging about in Surrey, close by a place that had been burgled.” 
  “After the burglary?” 
  “Yes.” 
  “Cracksmen do not generally hang about the crib they have cracked.” Said Mr. Carter. “They generally travel as fast as they can when they’re through.” 
 “The idea is that he was looking for another chance.” said Smithy. “As he supposed himself unknown, it would be safe. There may have been more burglaries near Wharton Lodge, for all I know. There have certainly been two about here, since Steele came to Greyfriars—at Lantham Chase, and at the Three Fishers, up the river.” 
  “But this series of robberies began a couple of months before Christmas; and you say this Mr. Steele did not come to the school till this term.” 
  “He was in the neighbourhood before. Wharton saw him, as I’ve said, at Hogben Grange the night of the burglary there, and he saw him again in Courtfield the day the school broke up. He used to speak of him as ‘ the man with the square jaw,’ and everybody believed that it was the burglar; when we came back this term, and Steele came to Greyfriars, Wharton and Bunter both recognised him as the man.” 
  The inspector drummed on his desk. 
  “Your headmaster must be well acquainted with any man to whom he gives a post as a master in the school,” he said. 
  “He has deceived the Head somehow. Not so jolly hard!” said the Bounder. 
“Dr. Locke knows all there is to be known of Greek, but he’s like a baby in matters outside the school.” 
  Mr. Carter smiled. 
  “Possibly. But—” 
  “He’s the man.” said Vernon Smith. 
  “I tell you, two nights in three he’s out of the House half the night. Every fellow in the Remove knows it; it’s the talk of the Lower School.” 
  “Odd!” said Mr. Carter, “but a man might be up to all sorts of things without being a burglar.” 
  “He locks his door at night, and gets out by french windows on a balcony. Nobody’s  supposed to know—though we jolly well do know, all the same!”
  There was a silence. The Bounder watched the Lantham inspector anxiously. 
  He had staked all on this; and if the inspector failed him, he did not like to think of the consequences. 
  Mr. Carter looked very thoughtful, but extremely dubious.  He wanted very much to take advantage of the slightest chance of putting his official hand on the Courtfield cracksman; but—   
  I’m not suggesting that you should run the nan in on my information, sir,” said the Bounder. “I’m asking you to come to the school and see him. Surely there’s enough to go upon to do that. I’ve got a taxi waiting outside; it’s not a long run, I’m absolutely certain that if his room at Greyfriars was searched by the police, plenty of evidence would be found there to convict him. It’s a cert!” 
  “I could not apply for a search warrant on what you have told me, Mr. Vernon Smith.” said the inspector dryly. 
  “Perhaps not!  But you can see the man and form your own judgment, sir! He can spoof a simple old schoolmaster; but he would cringe fast enough under a police-inspector’s eye.” 
  Mr. Carter smiled, and then looked very thoughtful again. He seemed to be considering the matter from all angles. 
  “At all events I might see your headmaster, and ask him a few questions concerning this Mr. Steele.” he remarked at last. “But you must bear in mind that if this turns out to be a mare’s nest, as I have very little doubt it will, it will get you into rather serious trouble at your school.” 
  “I’m risking that.” said Vernon-Smith. “If I’m wrong, I shall be sacked from Greyfriars. I know that. But l’m not wrong.” 
  “A rather serious prospect for you, surely.” 
  “I’m ready to risk it. I’ve risked it already by coming to you. I know he’s the man—know it as well as if he’d owned up.” 
  There was another silence 
  “I will, at any rate, come to the school.” said Mr. Carter at last. “That can do no harm.” 
  The Bounder’s face lighted up. 
  “Good!” he exclaimed. 
  Five minutes later the taxi was bearing the Bounder back to Greyfriars School; and by his side, in the car, sat Inspector Carter of Lantham. The die was cast now, with a vengeance! 

                                          THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                                       No Arrest !  But
“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  Billy Bunter almost shrieked. 
  A number of Remove men were in the Rag, discussing the mysterious absence of the Bounder, when Billy Bunter burst in, his fat face aglow with excitement, his little round eyes almost bulging through his spectacles. 
  “I say!” he gasped. “I say, you fellows! Smithy—” 
  He spluttered with excitement. 
  “He’s come back ?” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “Yes,” gasped Bunter, “and he’s got a bobby with him!”
  “What?” 
  There was a roar from the Removites. Billy Bunter liked to make the fellows jump with startling news. There was no doubt that he had made them jump now. 
  “A bobby?” yelled Johnny Bull. 
  “Gammon!”
  “Rot!”
  “He’s in a bobby with a taxi—” gasped Bunter. 
  “What?” 
  “I—I mean, he’s in a taxi with a bobby—” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  There was a rush out of the Rag. Wild excitement reigned now. If the Bounder had come back with a “bobby,” matters were coming to a head. For there could be no doubt that he had brought the bobby to deal with Richard Steele. 
  If Richard Steele was indeed the Courtfield cracksman, his game at Greyfriars was up now! 
A taxi had stopped outside the House. The Bounder had alighted from it, and following him came a plump gentleman in uniform. 
  “It’s true, then!” gasped Bob Cherry. “That johnny’s a police Inspector I” 
  “Great pip!” 
  “The game’s up for Steele!” said Snoop. 
  “If you have tears, prepare to shed them now!” grinned Skinner. “We’re going to see our beloved Form master led away, like jolly old Eugene Aram, with giddy gyves on his wrists.” 
  “Bosh!” said Peter Todd. “Smithy’s making an ass of himself.” 
  “Wait and see!” chuckled Skinner. 
  Fellows gathered from far and near to stare, fellows of all Forms, in swarming numbers. It was rather fortunate— from the point of view of the Greyfriars fellows—that this had happened before classes recommenced. It would have been simply awful to have been in the Form-rooms missing it!
  A hundred pairs of eyes were on Herbert Vernon-Smith; but that concentrated attention did not disconcert the Bounder. He was perfectly cool; indeed, the glimmer in his eyes told of elation, of enjoyment of the sensation he was creating. He loved the limelight; and he was getting it in generous measure now. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob Cherry suddenly. “Here comes Steele!” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “I say, you fellows, he’s walking fairly into the bobby’s hands!” gasped Billy Bunter. 
  “Shut up, you ass!”
  “Shan’t! I’m not afraid of Steele now!’ sniggered Bunter. “I say, you fellows, let’s hiss him when the bobby marches him off.” 
  “You fat idiot,” said Bob. “You’d better make sure he’s going to be marched off before you let him hear that.” 
  Even Bunter realised that that was sage advice, and he said no more as Richard Steele came out of the House on the crowded steps. 
  Steele had a puzzled look, and had apparently come out to see what all the excitement was about. 
  He started a little at the sight of the Lantham inspector, and Herbert Vernon-Smith with him. 
  The crowd fell silent. 
  In the sudden silence Steele’s voice sounded very clearly as he called to the Bounder. 
  “So you have returned, Vernon- Smith! Come into the House at once.” 
  The Bounder gave him an insolent grin. 
  “Yes, I’ve returned.” he answered. 
  “I’m coming into the House, and I’m not coming alone! This way, Mr. Carter! That’s the man.” 
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 The Lantham inspector came ponderously up the steps. The little sharp eyes in his fat face were fixed on Richard Steele. 
  “Mr. Steele?” he asked. 
  “Certainly. You have called to see me?” 
  To the amazement of the staring crowd, Steele’s manner was perfectly calm; indeed, casual. Billy Bunter wondered breathlessly whether he was going to whip out an automatic and shoot the Lantham inspector dead on the steps of the house. 
  “Yes, Mr. Steele! If you would kindly grant me an interview for a few minutes—” 
  The inspector was very civil, rather to the disappointment of many of the onlookers. Some of them would have preferred to see him drop a heavy hand on Steele’s shoulder and announce in a thunderous voice. “You are my prisoner!” But that did not seem to be Mr. Carter’s intention—yet, at all events. 
 “With pleasure,” said Steele. “Vernon-Smith, you will wait till I am disengaged. Mr.—er—” 
“Carter, sir—Inspector Carter of Lantham.” 
   “Please step to my study, Mr. Carter.” 
  “Thank you, sir.” 
  The inspector walked away to Masters’ passage with the Remove master.  The door of Mr. Quelch’s old study closed on them. 
  The crowd was left buzzing. 
  “I say, you fellows, suppose he shoots him!” squeaked Billy Bunter. 
  “Fathead!”
  “Smithy, you ass—” exclaimed Redwing anxiously. 
  “All serene, Reddy!” said the Bounder coolly. “I’ve got the police up at last to deal with that rascal. Steele can explain to Inspector Carter what he was doing at Hogben Grange on the night of the burglary.” 
  “And what he does of a night when he sneaks out of his room by the window!” grinned Skinner. 
  “You’ve put your foot in it, Smithy,” said Harry Wharton, shaking his head. “It’s a mare’s nest.” 
  “You’ll see!” answered the Bounder. 
  “Then that’s where you’ve been— fetching the inspector here!” said Tom Redwing. 
  “Yes—from Lantham. Steele may not find it so easy to fool him as he did with old Grimes at Courtfield.” 
  Redwing shook his head. 
  “He’s got nothing to fear,” he said. “You can tell by his look that he’s got nothing to fear.” 
  “Sheer nerve,” said the Bounder. “He will brazen it out if he can. What’s the bettin’ that he doesn’t come out of that study with handcuffs on his wrists?” 
  “I’m afraid he will come out and take you to the Head.” said Redwing dismally. “What on earth do you expect to happen after this, Smithy!” 
  The Bounder shrugged his shoulders. 
  “The sack, if I’m wrong.” he said. “I mean, if that rogue fools Mr. Carter as he’s fooled Grimes. But it ain’t likely.” 
  “The sackfulness will be terrific, my esteemed and idiotic Smithy,” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “I’m not afraid !“ said the Bounder contemptuously. 
  At the corner of Master’s passage there was an excited crowd. Mr. Prout came along and frowned at them; Mr. Capper passed them and blinked at them; Mr. Hacker looked out of his study, frowned, and went in again. But for once the fellows did not heed the masters. They were on tenterhooks to know what was going on in the Remove master’s study. 
  Every moment they expected to see the door open, and many of them expected to see Richard Steele emerge, with handcuffs clinking on his wrists, and the inspector’s hand on his shoulder. Which would have been a sight to thrill the Remove and last them as a topic for the rest of the term. 
  The Bounder looked cool—indeed, smiling; but perhaps there was a shade of anxiety in his eyes. He did not believe that it could turn out that he was wrong, but he felt that there was a chance that Steele might satisfy Carter, as he had satisfied Grimes. If that should happen—   
  There was a buzz of excitement as the Remove master’s door opened. 
  “Here they come!” breathed Bob Cherry. 
  Inspector Carter stepped out into the broad corridor. 
  There was a smile on his face. 
  Mr. Steele stepped out, also. 
  He, too, was smiling a little. 
  “Well, good-bye, sir!” said the Lantham i
  “Not at all, Mr. Carter!” said Steele. “I’ve been very pleased to meet you. Good bye!” 
  He shook hands with the Lantham inspector. 
  A crowd of eyes watched him. The Bounder felt a cold chill. This did not look like the arrest of a suspected master! 
  Inspector Carter shook hands with him, with the manner of a man who was honoured thereby. He might have been dealing with a superior officer, by his looks. 
  Then he came ponderously down the passage. Mr. Steele went back into his study. 
  The Bounder stood rooted All his hopes, all his calculations, had been dashed to the ground, like a castle of cards! 
  But as the plump inspector came ponderously by, the Bounder sprang forward and caught him by the sleeve. Mr. Carter glanced at him. He seemed to have forgotten him for the monent. 
Reminded of him, Mr. Carter smiled. 
  “You young donkey!” he said. 
  “Wha-a.at? 
  “You have wasted my time with your nonsense, and your Form master’s time.” said Mr. Carter. 
  The juniors looked at one another.  Some of them grinned. It was, after all, a mare’s nest, apparently. 
  “You—you—you’ve let him fool you!” hissed the Bounder, too enraged to care what he said. “You’ve let that thief—” 
Mr. Carter shook a fat finger at him. 
  “That’s enough!” he said, “The best thing you can do is to go and beg your Form master’s pardon at once, and get off the best you can. That’s my advice to you.” 
And Mr. Carter walked out of the House and disappeared from the staring eyes of the Removites, 
  The Bounder stood like one stunned. 


                                          THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 


                                                          MissIng! 

“DEEP” said Skinner. 
  That was Harold Skinner’s opinion. 
  The Remove men were in the Rag, discussing the startling occurrence, while they waited for the bell for classes. 
  The Bounder was not there. He had gone tramping away by himself in the quad, with a look on his face that warned the fellows to let him alone. Even Redwing had not joined him, 
  “Deep !“ repeated Skinner. “They won’t nail that man Steele very easily. He’s deep as a well.” 
  “Rubbish !“ said Harry Wharton curtly. “He’s straight as a die; that’s why Carter acted as he did.” 
  “Plain enough,” said Bob Cherry. “Carter must feel rather an ass for coming here.” 
  “Fathead to come!” said Toddy. 
  “Well, I suppose the Bounder pitched it to him hot and strong.” grinned Johnny Bull. “And there’s a lot of queer circumstances connected with Steele that might make a policeman sit up and take notice.” 
  “He’s satisfied Carter, at all events,” said Squiff. 
  “Of course! He’s right as rain.” 
  “The rightfulness of the esteemed man is preposterous!” 
  “Deep !“ repeated Skinner. “He’s got the man fooled, Not a difficult thing—these rural bobbies arc rather dense. I fancy he wouldn’t have got off so well with a Scotland Yard man.” 
  Smithy had better ring up Scotland Yard next!” chortlcd Squiff. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “The papers say that there was a Scotland Yard man put on the case.” remarked Snoop. “If Smithy could get in touch, with him—” 
  “Smithy’s going to get in touch with the Head’s birch,” said Hazeldene. 
  “Poor old Smithy!” 
  “It won’t be a flogging: it will be the sack.” said Nugent. “The Head will be in a frightful wax over this.” 
  Harry Wharton nodded. 
  “I’m afraid so. Bringing a police inspector to Greyfriars, after one of the masters—my hat! Smithy must really have been off his rocker !” 
  “It’s the sack,” said Bob. “Poor old Smithy! He hasn’t an earthly now.”
  “Where is he?” asked Tom Brown. 
  “Gone off sulking somewhere,” said Russell, with a laugh. “He looked as if he’d bite mc when I spoke to him. This is rather a facer for poor old Smithy!” 
  “I’m sorry,” said Wharton, with a troubled face.  I—I wonder if it would be any good speaking to Steele? After all, there’s some excuse for Smithy, though he has played the goat awfully.” 
  “I say, you fellows, do think he will he sacked in hall, with the whole bag of tricks, or sent away quietly?” asked Billy Bunter, “I think they ought to have it in Hall, you know. It will be worth seeing, you see. What do you think, Redwing?” 
  “Shut up, you fat idiot!” growled Redwing. 
  “Oh, really, you know—” 
  “It mayn’t come to the sack, said Harry. “Hallo! Want anything, Wingate?” 
  The Greyfriars captain looked into the Rag. 
  “Vernon-Smith here?” he asked. 
  “No.” 
  “Know where he is?” 
  “He went out in the quad.” 
  Wingate of the Sixth glanced over the crowded room and then went away. From the window of the Rag he was seen going across the quad, evidently in search of the Bounder. 
  “Smithy’s wanted!” said Squiff. 
  “ So’s Steele, if they only knew!” said Skinner. “Hard cheese on poor old Smithy, to bc sacked for showing up a burglar. Burglars really ain’t the sort of merchants to be encouraged like this. ” 
  Some of the fellows laughed.  But though Skinner and a few others persisted in keeping their opinion of the new master of the Remove, most of the Fellows agreed with Wharton, by this time, that it was all “rot.” The Bounder had declared that Steele had pulled the wool over the eyes of inspector Grimes, at Courtfield. Now, no doubt, he would declare that the wool had been pulled over the Lantham inspector’s eyes also. But that was rather too thick for most of the fellows. A Form master might, conceivably, be a secret crook, but a crook could hardly be on such excellent terms with the police. 
  Wingate was seen to come back into the house alone.  Loder and Carne of the Sixth were observed to be going about with inquiring looks. Apparently, the prefects had been told to find the Bounder but it did not seem that they had found him. 
  “My hat!” said Bob Cherry, “Has Smithy cleared out of the school again? Looks like it!” 
  “What’s his game this time, then?  ” asked Nugent. 
  Bob chuckled. 
  “Perhaps he’s gone to look for another Bobby. Some fellows never know when they’ve had enough.’’ 
  When the bell rang for classes the Bounder was not with the Remove as they went to their Form-room. 
  Apparently, he was absent again, though witl what object in view this time it was hard to guess. 
  “Dodging the sack!” said Toddy.  “He’s not anxious to interview the Beak. Can’t wonder at it, really.” 
  “The wonderfulness is not terrific.” agreed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. But the esteemed chopper must come down soonfully or latefully.” 
  “Shouldn’t wonder if he’s gone home.” remarked Ogilvy. “His pater thinks no end of him—no accounting for tastes, you know. The old man would stand by Smithy, whatever he did. And he may fix it with the Head to let him stay.” 
  “I say, you fellows—” 
  “Bunter knows, of course.” said Bob Cherry. “If Smithy’s anywhere where there’s a keyhole, Bunter knows.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Well, where is he—and what’s he up to, Bunter?” 
  “I don’t know where he is, but I know what he’s up to.” said the Owl of the Remove, blinking round at the Removites, who were gathered outside the Form-room waiting for Steele to 
arrive. 
  “Well, what?” asked several voices. 
  “He’s having a feed.” said Bunter. 
  “Wha-a-a-t?  ” 
  “You silly ass!” 
  “I say, you fellows, I know it! You see, I’ve been to the tuckshop.” explained Bunter. “When you want to find a fellow, that’s the most natural place to look, it he’s got any money and—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well, he wasn’t there, but I asked Mrs. Mimble,” said Bunter, “and she told me he had been there and bought a lot of stuff, and taken it away with him in a parcel.” 
  “Oh, crumbs!” said Bob. “I shouldn’t think Smithy would be thinking of a spread just now. Even you wouldn’t in his shoes, Bunter.” 
  “Well, that’s his game.” said Bunter. “He’s bought a lot of stuff at the school shop, and taken it away with him.  Rather mean, don’t you think? He might have asked a fellow—”
  “Something to eat in the train, and he’s gone home.” said Toddy. 
 “That’s it!” said Bob, 
  “I hope they’ll let him come back, then.” remarked Wharton. “ Smithy ‘s got his faults. But we should jolly well miss him at Greyfriars!”
  “The missfulness would be terrific.” 
  Mr. Steele came along the passage, and opened the door of the Form-room. The Removites went to their places. 
  The Form master’s face was a little grim.  The juniors could guess that he was troubled in his mind about Vernon-Smith. 
  He made no reference to the subject, however, and lessons went on as usual in the Form-room. Nothing was seen of the Bounder during classes. And the thoughts of the remove rights were much more with him than with their lessons, so long as classes lasted.  They came out of the Form-room eager for news but there was no news, 
  After tea the captain of the remove ventured to call on Mr. Steele in his study. 
  “If you’ll excuse me, sir, we should like to know about Vernon-Smith,” said Wharton. 
  “I can tell you nothing, Wharton. Vernon-Smith has absented himself from the school, for the second time today,” said Mr. Steele. “If he does not return to-night, his father will be communicated with. That is all.” 
  Wharton lingered at the door. 
  “If he’s gone home, air—” 
  “It is probable.” 
  “I—I hope he will be allowed to come back, sir.” 
  Richard Steele fixed his keen, grey eyes on Wharton.  He did not seem to be in his usual urbane temper. No doubt the disturbing events of the day accounted for that. 
  “I hope, Wharton, that that does not mean that you, the head boy of my Form, upholds Vernon-Smith’s conduct,” he said sternly. 
  “No, sir.” said Harry. “I think Smithy’s played the giddy ox. I—I mean he’s been rather foolish, but—” 
  “But what?” rapped out Steele sharply. —
  “But there’s some excuse for him, sir.” ventured Harry. 
  “I shall be glad to hear. What is it?” snapped Mr. Steele. 
  Wharton breathed rather hard. But he had something to say, and he intended to say it. 
 “I mean, sir—” He paused. 
  “Well, what do you mean?” asked the Renove master, in the same sharp tone. 
  “I suppose the Head will be in a wax, sir.” 
  “Dr. Locke is naturally very angry, if that is what you mean.” 
  “Yes, sir. But I thought you might speak a word for Smithy to the Head, sir.” ventured Wharton. 
  “Indeed! And why?” 
  “Because, sir.” said Harry, taking the plunge, as it were, “though Smithy’s made a fool of himself, it’s partly caused by—by—” 
  “By what?” 
  “By a lot of circumstances, sir, that have made talk in the Form,” said Harry steadily. “Smithy really believes what, I suppose, he told that officer from Lantham. And it’s not Smithy’s fault that the story got round the school. Other fellows believe it as well as Smithy. I hope you will make some allowances for Smithy, sir, because it was your own actions that caused all this talk in the first place,” 
  The captain of the Remove had got it out now.  Steele stared at him, his face growing grimmer And grimmer. 
  Wharton waited for the storm to burst. But he did not regret having spoken out. Whatever happened to himself, he wanted Steele to understand the point of view of the Remove, and, as captain of the Form, he felt it his duty to speak out. Smithy had played the goat; but he was entitled to fair play. 
  There was a long silence; but the storm did not burst. Richard Steele’s frowning brow cleared. 
“You mean to imply, Wharton, that it is partly my own fault that Vernon-Smith has acted as he has done?” 
  “I—I suppose it amounts to that, sir.” said Harry.
  “And you feel entitled to tell me so?” 
  “I think so, sir.  Smithy wouldn’t have acted as he’s done if—if—if there wasn’t something to go upon. I know it’s all rot, but Smithy doesn’t think so, and so— so———” 
  “That will do, Wharton. There is something in what you say.” said Mr. Steele, rather unexpectedly. “And I will tell you that no effort of mine shall be spared to save Vernon-Smith from expulsion.”  
  Wharton’s face brightened with relief. “I hoped you’d take that view, sir.” he said. “All the fellows know you’re a sportsman, sir—if you’ll excuse me saying—” 
  Mr. Steele smiled. 
  “Well, if the Remove think me a sportsman, I must try to live up to my reputation.” he said. “Vernon-Smith has acted in a very foolish, obstinate, and wrong-headed manner. But if I can help it, he will hot be expelled from Greyfriars. I am not here for long, Wharton. I shall leave when Mr. Quelch returns, which may be in a few weeks—perhaps sooner—and I should be very sorry indeed that he should miss a member of his Form when he returned. Vernon-Smith will not be expelled, unless by his own conduct he should leave the Head no other possible course.” 
  He made a sign of dismissal, and the captain of the Remove left the study. 
  “He’s a sportsman.” said Bob Cherry, when Wharton told of the interview in the Remove passage. “The real genuine article. But if Smithy goes on begging for it—what’s the man to do?” 
  “If he’d only come back.” said Redwing. “I can’t imagine why he’s gone out of the school, if he’d only como back—” 
  “He’ll come back for dorm.” said Bob. 
  But Bob did not turn out to be a true prophet. The Bounder did not come back for dorm. And when the Remove went to bed that night he was still missing. 

                                                   THE NINTH CHAPTER. 


                                                           Shadowed can! 


MIDNIGHT, dark and gloomy. 
  The last light had been extinguished at Greyfriars. And in the shadowy old quadrangle 
only a faint glimmer fell from the stars in a misty sky. A chill wind from the sea stirred and rustled the leafless branches of the old trees. All Greyfriars, or almost all, slept soundly. But there was at least one wakeful— perhaps more than one. The Bounder, as he stood in the deep shadow of an elm, waiting and watching, thought it very likely that there was at least one other awake. 
  The Remove men had wondered where the Bounder was, and whether he had gone homo. They did not dream how near he was to them all the time. 
  Vernon-Smith had not been far away. The Bounder was obstinate and determined. And he had yet, or thought that he had, a card to play. 
  After his failure, and the departure of the Lantham inspector, the Bounder expected nothing but the sack, short and sharp, if he remained, and he had promptly disappeared. But he had not gone far. He had camped in an upper room of the old tower of Greyfriars—a rather unsafe place that was out of bounds, and seldom or never entered. There the Bounder waited with grim patience. 
  He had supplied himself with food by a visit to the school shop. The solitude of the place, after darkness fell, did not worry Smithy. He was not troubled with nerves. It was cold, in spite of his thick coat, too cold for sleep; but Vernon-Smith was not thinking of sleep. He was thinking, bitterly, of the man he believed to be the Courtfleld cracksman, and of his determination to show him up. 
  Only that, the Bounder realised, could save him, after what he had done. Unless he proved his accusation against the Remove master, he was done for at Greyfriars. And there was a card to play yet. 
  It was at a late hour, after the school slept, that Vernon-Smith crept quietly out of his hiding-place. 
  Under the tree, at a short distance from Steele’s window, he took up his position to wait and to watch. 
  He had learned much of the strange ways of the Remove master. Two nights in three, at least, Richard Steele left the House quietly, and vanished into the night, returning in the same surreptitious way in the small hours of the morning. 
  Unless he was engaged upon some nefarious work, it was hard to explain such ways, and the Bounder had not the slightest doubt on the subject. Under the shadowy tree he was watching for Steele to emerge. If he watched in vain that night, he was prepared to spend another day in hiding, and watch again the following night. 
  All the bitter obstinacy in the Bounder’s nature was roused now, and he felt that it was a duel between him and the man he suspected. And Smithy was not going to be the loser if he could help it. 
  Midnight passed, and there was no sound or movement at the french window of Richard Steele’s room over the little, railed balcony. But the Bounder was patient. He did not expcct the secret cracksman to make a move till all was safe. 
  The half-hour chimed in the misty night. 
  Following the last stroke, the Bounder gave a start, and a glint came into his eyes. 
  From where he stood he could see the faint glimmer of the stars on the window over the balcony. There was a shifting of the starry reflection. It told Smithy that the french window was 
opening, though not the faintest sound came to his ears. 
  On the dark balcony a shadowy figure moved. 
  Vernon-Smith felt his heart throbbing.  He heard a faint sound now, as an athletic man swung himself easily over the iron rail, held for a moment, and then dropped lightly to the ground. 
Steele was bound on one of his mysterious nocturnal excursions that night. There was no doubt of it now. 
  The Bounder suppressed his breathing. A shadow flitted past within six or seven feet of him, and vanished. 
  Then Smithy moved. 
  He hardly needed to keep the man in sight; he knew that he would be leaving by the little gate to which all the masters had a key. 
  He followed silently. 
  Under the deep shadow of the school wall he heard a faint click of a key. There was a soft sound of a gave closing cautiously. 
  Steele was gone. 
  A moment more, and the Bounder was clambering up a tree a short distance along the wall, of which one stout branch extended over the coping. His plans were already laid. He had thought it all out carefully. He swung himself along the branch, reached the wall, and straddled it, looking down into the road. 
  A tall figure, in a dark coat and hat, was visible for a moment or two on the road, and then disappeared. That glimpse was enough to tell the Bounder the direction in which Steele had gone. 
  Waiting a few moments to make sure that the man would not hear him, the Bounder dropped from the wall. 
  Without a pause, he followed in the direction Steele had taken. 
  To follow Steele, to keep close on his track, to see where he went, and what he did, was the Bounder’s intention. Either a robbery, or scouting on the scene of an intended robbery, was Steele’s aim. Smithy did not doubt that for a moment. In either case, he would have tangible evidence against the man if he succeeded in keeping him under observation without being discovered. 
  And there was a good chance, at least, for obviously Steele had not the faintest idea that Vernon-Smith was on the watch. And on that lonely road, after midnight, there was not likely to be anyone else abroad—only the Bounder and his quarry. 
  Steele had vanished; but he had taken the direction of Courtfield Common. Treading softly, the Bounder followed on, hoping to glimpse the man again in the glimmer of the stars. 
  The night was dark, the road shadowed by trees. Smithy realised that he had set himself a difficult task, but that did not deter him. 
  Twice again he glimpsed a dark figure on the road in patches of starlight among the trees. And again he sighted it at the corner where a lane turned off, along the edge of the common, from the main Courtfield road. 
  The lane was deep and dark, thick with the shadows of branches. The Bounder plunged into it as into a pit of darkness. 
  But his man was ahead of him, he knew that, though he could neither see nor hear him. 
The lane led to the towpath on the Sark, at a considerable distance, passing the park wall of Popper Court. Smithy wondered whether the latter place was the cracksman’s destination. 
Popper Court had been the scene of a robbery the term before, one of the earliest exploits of the Courtfield cracksman. On that occasion a sum of money had been taken from the safe; but Smithy remembered having read in the papers that the burglar had missed many valuable things, of which apparently he had no knowledge. 
  The cracksman, if he read the newspapers, as undoubtedly he did, would know better next time, if he paid another visit to Sir Hilton Popper’s house. And the Bounder, as he crept on in the darkness, felt that it was almost certain that the man was going to Popper Court. He could scarcely be going to the river, or intending to turn off across the bleak common, lonely, and swept by the winter wind. 
  The schoolboy came at last along by the park palings. Here a glimmer of starshine fell into the lane, and the Bounder hugged the shadow of the wall. 
  In one place, he knew, the palings were broken. Many Greyfriars fellows, the Bounder among them, had dodged through the gap at times, trespassing on Popper Court grounds as a short cut to the tow-path. That was the place, if the cracksman was going there. As he drew near to the spot, thc Bounder listened and watched with painful intentness. 
  But there was no sound, nothing to be seen.  He came to the gap in the palings and stopped. 
Shadowing a cracksman at night was not an easy task, and the Bounder wondered what a policeman would have done in his place. 
  If Steele had gone into the park, he was on his way to commit the robbery, and the Bounder had only to follow him in. But if Popper Court was not his destination, if he was bound for some other spot, the Bounder was certain to lose him completely if he left the lane and entered the park. 
  Smithy was at a loss. 
  He waited, watched, and listened, but only the sough of the wind in the creaking branches rewarded him. 
  He gritted his teeth. 
  So far he had been successful; he had traced Steele as far as Popper  Court. But that was an end to his success. 
  Had the man gone through that gap in the palings? It was impossible to tell, and whatever step the Bounder decided  upon, he was a likely as not to lose him. 
  The minutes passed, while Smithy stood in deep shadow, thinking it out, with a moody brow and an angry glint in his eyes. 
  He had hoped for too much. The Courtfield cracksman, who had baffled the police for months, was not likely to be cornered easily by a schoolboy. If the man had gone on by the lane he was getting farther and farther away every moment, and there remained little chance of picking up his traces again. If he had gone into the park— 
  If he had gone in, he would come back the same way, after he had done his work, whether a robbery, or spying out the ground for a robbery. The Bounder  had to take a chance, and he resolved to remain where he was, and watch. 
  Long, slow minutes passed. 
  In spite of his thick coat and scarf the Bounder shivered  with cold, in the bitter wind  that swept along from the  sea. 
  But he cared little for discomfort. In the shadow  of branches that overhung the palings , only a few feet from the gap, he waited grimly, and watched, and listened. 
  He was rewarded at last. There was a sound within the palings. A quick, hurried breath—the snapping of a twig. 
  The Bounder’s  heart jumped . 
  The man was there—he had gone into the park; whatever he had aimed to do was done, and he was returning. Unconsciously the Bounder drew a little closer to the gap, his eyes burning. From the ragged opening in the tall palings a head and shoulders  emerged; a head that was almost completely hidden by a dark cap drawn low. 
  Only the head and shoulders showed, the man had stopped there, and was watching the shadowy lane, and listening; the Bounder heard his suppressed breathing.  The face was turned this way and that, as keen glances swept the road. The dim starlight fell on it, as it was turned in Smithy’s direction, but all he saw was the peak of the cap pulled low over the forehead, and a dark muffler tied across the face, leaving only the eyes visible, between the muffler and the peak of the cap 
  A thrill ran through Vernon-Smith— something like terror. For he saw the flash that leaped into the watchful eyes, and knew that he was seen. He had no tine to act—no time to think. 
Even as it rushed into his mind that the man had seen him, the dark figure leaped from the gap in the palings, and flung itself on the startled schoolboy. 
  An inarticulate cry broke from Vernon-Smith as he was crushed down to the earth in a grasp that seemed like iron. A grip fell on his throat, and in the strong fear of death the Bounder made a frantic effort, tore the grasp away with both hands, and shrieked. 
  Help !” 
  A clenched hand was lifted for a blow that would have dashed the hapless schoolboy into insensibility. 
  Smithy closed his eyes involuntarily. 
  In that dreadful second there was a light, running footsteps on the road, and Smithy heard a sharp exclamation and felt himself relieved of the weight that had crushed him down. 
  He opened his eyes, amazed. 
  The man was no longer holding him, no longer touching him.  He sat up dizzily. 
  Sounds of a desperate struggle came to him.  Two dark figures, locked in a furious fight, rolled in the shadows a few feet from him. 
  He heard the panting breath, the short, sharp gasps, the brushing of the struggling forms on the frosty road.  He stared on with dizzy eyes. 
  Who could have heard his cry and come to his aid on that lonely road at such an hour? As the desperate combatants rolled and struggled he glimpsed the disguised face of the man who had attacked him, the tied muffler still screening it. He glimpsed the face of the other—the man who had come to his rescue. And he told himself that he was dreaming 
  For the face of the man who was struggling in the grasp of the desperate thief of the night was the face of Richard Steele, the Remove master of Greyfriars. 

                                          THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                                             The Mystery Thickens! 

HERBERT VERNON-SMITH staggered to his feet, his hand against the park paling.  He was feeling sick and dizzy, and like a fellow in a dream. The struggle within a few feet of him was going on savagely, fiercely, desperately. The Bounder’s brain was in a whirl, Steele —it was Steele who had come to his help—Steele who was fighting as if for his life, in desperate hands, and up to that moment Smithy had not doubted that the man creeping from the park with the muffler tied across his face to hide it was Steele. 
  He had followed Steele—but it was another man who had emerged from the gap in the palings where he had watched. Steele must have been close at hand, or be could not have come speeding to the rescue so rapidly in answer to that one faint cry the Bounder had given. Steele had never gone into the park of Popper Court: that was clear now. The night-thief had been already there when Steele had passed the wall, and the Bounder, shadowing him, had stopped at the gap. 
  The discovery was too much for the Bounder to grasp at once; he was utterly confounded. 
  He leaned on the wall for a few moments, trying to get his breath, to recover his balance a little. 
  His dazed eyes were on the struggling forms on the ground. Steele seemed to be getting the upper hand, but a twist of the man with the hidden face rolled him aside, and the other scrambled over him, and it seemed to the Bounder that he was fumbling for a weapon.  The Bounder, pulling himself together, leaped forward and struck at the man, and his hard, clenched knuckles rattled on a cheek-bone under the muffler. 
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The man reeled over and almost fell; and at the same moment Richard Steele made an effort and pitched him off. 
  Steele was on hia feet in a moment more; but the man with the hidden face, as he, too, leaped up, leaped away. 
  He did not turn back. 
  As if the Bounder’s blow had reminded him that he had more than one enemy at hand, he gave up the struggle on the spot, or perhaps he had only been seeking to loosen himself from Steele’s grasp in order to take to flight. At all events, he made a sudden spring away, and took to his heels. 
  Steele, without a word or a look to the Bounder, leaped after him like a hound after a stag, his sweeping hand almost touched the man, but a few inches saved the man is he was running. 
  The Bounder watched them breathlessly. 
  With a desperate spring the man with the hidden face cleared a hedge on the other aide of the road and vanished into a dark field. 
  Steele was over the hedge a moment later. 
  “My hat!” murmured the Bounder. “Oh, my hat!”
  He staggered across the road to the hedge. 
  But the leap would have been far beyond his powers, if he had thought of making it. He stopped and listened. 
  Faint sounds came from the darkness of the field, which skirted one of the loneliest sections of Courtfield Common, 
  The desperate fugitive was making for the open common; and once in that shadowy, trackless expanse he was not likely to be seen again. But Steele was evidently doing his best to run him down. 
  The faint sounds died in the distance. 
  “My hat!” repeated the Bounder. 
  He stood where he was while the long minutes passed. He wondered whether Steele would come back. 
  What did it all mean?
  It seemed to Smithy that his brain was turning round and round, as he tried to think it out. 
  Was it a cracksman who had come to his help and entered into a desperate struggle with another of the same kidney for his sake? That was improbable.  It was, in fact, absurd. Steele was not a cracksman—whatever his strange nightly excursions meant they did not mean that. The Bounder knew it now. 
  But the man with the hidden face— who was he? A thief, evidently—a burglar—and there was little doubt that he was the Courtfield cracksman: the man who had robbed Popper Court before, and returned there this night for another raid. 
  Steele was not the Courtfield cracksman; he was not a cracksman at all. 
  But who and what was he? A Form master at Greyfriars—but it was not the business of a Form master of Greyfriars to be patrolling the roads in the small hours of the morning, like a police constable. Steele had come along the wall of Popper Court—but he had not gone far beyond the spot where the Bounder had halted. All the time Smithy had been waiting there Steele must have been in the vicinity—not far away. Why? 
  Smithy hardly knew whether he was pleased or disappointed to make the discovery—which he no longer doubted —that Steele was not the man he had thought him 
  Certainly, if Steele was not a secret crook, his strange ways were stranger and more mysterious than ever, for the Bounder had only been able to account for them on the theory that he was the Courtficld cracksman. What was he doing there? Harry Wharton had seen him last term, on the scene of a burglary—now the Bounder had done the same—though with proof, this time, that Steele was not concerned in the burglary. What did it mean—what could it mean? 
  There was no sign of Steele coming back. And the Bounder was not sure that he wanted to see him, if he did. 
  He moved from the  spot at last and started for the school. 
  His feelings were very mixed as he went. 
  Steele was not the man he had believed him to be. His theory was shattered to fragments. 
His justification depended on proving Steele a guilty man, and now he knew that he was not a 
guilty man. 
  It came clearly into the Bounder’s mind that he had placed himself in a desperate position by following his own headstrong counsels. What was to become of him now? 
  What had he to say to the head to prevent his headmaster from sending him away from 
Greyfriars? What had happened that night had destroyed any possibility of justification. 
  And Steele had saved him from serious hurt. He shivered as he recalled that savage, clenched hand raised for a blow that would have stunned him, if it had not done worse. Steele, the man he had suspected, defied, maligned, spied upon! The colour came into Smithy’s face as he 
thought of that. 
  Well, it would be the “sack,” and he might as well go back and take his medicine. 
  He reached the school, and stoppcd at the Masters’ gate. There, he looked round, peering in the dim starlight.  It was impossible for Smithy to get in that way, unless Steele came. There were other ways of getting in, but only Steele could let him into the house and the Bounder had no desire to go track to the old Tower for the remainder of the night.  His game was up.  The whole thing had gone to pieces. He might as well finish the night in his bed in the Renove dormitory, if he was going to be bunked in the morning. And with that thought in his mind the Bounder waited for Steele. 
  It was nearly half an hour later that there was a footstep on the road, and an athletic figure came from the direction of Courtfield Common. It came direct towards the gate in the high wall, where Vernon-Smith stood, and he knew that it was Steele. 
  In the deep shadow of the wall the Bounder stood invisible, and Steele did not see him till he was quite close at hand. 
  “Who—what?”  The master of the Remove peered at him.  “Vernon-Smith!  What are you doing here?”

                                            THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 


                                                   The End of His Tether! 

RICHARD STEELE dropped his hand on the Bounder’s shoulder, and drew him from the shadow of the wall into the starlight. 
  There he fixed his eyes on Smithy’s face. 
  “It is you, Vernon-Smith?” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “Then you have not gone home ?” 
  “No, sir.”
  “But what does this mean? Where  have you been all this time?” 
  Vernon-Smiths stared at him. It came  into his mind that Steele did not know that it was he  whom he had rescued from the man with the hidden face. 
Probably the master had not even given a glance at him, when he seized the cracksman and  dragged him off his victim . 
  “Answer me, Vernon-Smith!” said the Remove master sternly. “This is no hour for a boy to be out on the roads.” 
  “I know, sir.” 
  There was none of the usual insolence in the Bounder’s voice or manner. His tone was respectful.  Probably Steele noted the difference, for his stern brow relaxed a little. 
  “Where have you been, Vcrnon-Smith?” 
  “I was hiding in the old tower till about midnight, sir.” 
  “You foolish, reckless boy! The tower is far from safe. You might have met with some accident there. Your obstinate folly might have very serious results for you, Vernon-Smith.” 
  “I know, sir,” said the Bounder, with unusual humility.
  “Then why are you here?” 
  “I followed you, sir, when you left the school.” said the Bounder quietly. Richard Steele gave a start. 
  “You followed me—where ?”
  “As far as Popper Court.” 
  “Was it you?” 
   Steele rapped out the words. 
  “It was.” 
  “Upon my word !” said Mr. Steele. 
  ‘‘I’m sorry, sir.” said the Bounder quietly. “I followed you, believing that you were———” He paused, and stammered a little. “You know what I thought, sir, so I needn’t say it. I—I fancied you’d gone in through that gap in the palings, and watched for you to come out.” 
  “I shouldn’t be saying this, sir, only I know now that I was mistaken.  When that man, whose face I couldn’t see, came out, I thought it was you. I thought it was you attacking me. I thought —” The Bounder paused again. “Then you came to my help—” 
  “I am glad that I came to your help, Vernon-Smith—that I heard you cry and was able to help you. I did not see who it was in the dark, and had no idea that it was you. You placed yourself in great danger by your recklessness.” 
  “I—I suppose that man was the Courtfield cracksman, sir?” 
  “There is no doubt of it.” 
  “And—did you get him, sir?” asked the Bounder eagerly. 
“He escaped in the darkness of the common.” said Steele briefly. “But we must not stand talking here at this hour.” 
  “But, sir, he—he was up to something at Popper Court. There may have been a robbery.” 
Inspector Grimes, of Courtfield, is at Popper Court before this, Vernon-Smith. Naturally, I gave word of what had happened before returning here.” 
  Mr. Steele paused. 
 “I hardly know what to say to you, Vernon Smith. But, at all events, this is not time or place to say it. Follow me in.” 
  “Very well, sir.” 
  The master unlocked the little gate in the high wall, and the Bounder followed him in. Steele closed the gate, and walked across to the House, the Bounder at his heels, silent. 
  Steele stopped when they reached the House. 
  “You must go back to your dormitory, Vernon-Smith. Fortunately, I have a key, and can let you in.” 
  The Bounder grinned faintly. 
  “I can get in the way you got out, sir, if you like.” 
  “I forgot. It would not be the first time you have entered my room by climbing over the balcony.” said Mr. Steele, a stern note in his voice. “But you will not take such a risk, with my knowledge. I will let you in with my key.” 
  “Very well, sir.” 
  “Follow me.” 
  Steele unlocked a door on Masters’ passage, and the Bounder followed him into the House. 
  There was a gleam of light as the master turned on an electric flash-lamp. 
  “Tread softly, Vernon-Smith,” he said. “I desire no one to be awakened.” 
  The Bounder made no sound as he followed his Form master. 
  In silence, lighted by the gleam of the lamp in Steele’s hand, they reached the Remove dormitory. 
  Steele opened the door. 
  There was a glimmer of starlight at the high windows of the dormitory. From the gloom came the snore of Billy Bunter. 
  “I must turn off the light here, or the boys may be startled.” said the Remove master. “Lose no time, Vernon-Smith.” 
  “I—I should like to say, sir—” muttered the Bounder. 
“Well, what?” 
  It was on the lips of Herbert Vernon-Smith to say that he was sorry, deeply sorry, and to ask pardon. 
  But it came into his mind that it would sound like begging off, that Steele would take it as a plea to escape punishment. 
  And the Bounder set his lips. He had been in the wrong—hopelessly in the wrong—and he knew it now. But nobody should be able to say that, whatever he had done, he feared to take the consequences. 
  “What is it, Vernon-Smith?” asked Steele impatiently. 
  “Nothing, air,” said the Bounder, with a deep breath. 
  Steele gave him a look, the light on his face.  Perhaps he was able to read the thoughts in the Bounder’s mind. 
  “You need say nothing now, Vernon-Smith. Come to my study to-morrow morning after prayers. Now go to bed.” 
  He switched on the light in the dormitory.  
  “I shall return in five minutes to turn out the light, Vernon-Smith.” 
  “Yes, sir. 
  The Bounder went into the dormitory, and Steele closed the door. In the light several of the juniors had awakened, and were rubbing their eyes. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” came a sleepy voice. “What’s up?” 
  “Little me!” answered the Bounder coolly. 
  “Smithy!” Two or three voices uttered the name. 
  “Only me.” 
  “You’ve come back?” exclaimed Harry Wharton. 
  “Looks like it.” 
  “What have you been up to?” asked Skinner. 
  “Playing the giddy ox!” 
  Bob Cherry gave a sleepy chuckle. 
  “Was that Steele with you?” he aiked. 
  “Yes.” 
  “Then he bagged you?” 
  “Yes, he bagged me.” 
  The Bounder turned in. He was tired out, cold and sleepy, and was glad to get between the sheets. 
  His eyes were closing when Mr. Steele came back and turned off the light. After Steele was gone a dozen voices called out questions to the Bounder. But Smithy was in no mood to answer questions. 
  “Can’t you tell us what you’ve been up to?” demanded Hazeldene. 
  “I’ll tell you to-morrow, if you’re interested—and if I have time.  ” yawned the Bounder. 
  “If you have time?” 
  “Yes. I’m going to be sacked in the morning, and the Head may ask me to catch the early train. If he does, I shall let him have his way. No good arguing with the Beak.” 
  “Sacked?” said Harry Wharton. 
  “I think so. I fancy I’ve got to the end of my tether here.” 
  “Well, you’ve asked for it.” remarked Toddy. 
  “Oh, quite !” 
  “You’re taking it calmly.” said Bob. 
  The Bounder yawned. 
  “What’s the good of whining?” he answered. “I’ve asked for it, and I’m getting it; and it wouldn’t make any difference if I set up a howl. Good-night! I’m going to sleep.” 
And the Bounder, declining to answer any further questions, went to sleep; and the other fellows followed his example. 

                                         THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 


                                              Bunter Is Sympathetic ! 


HARRY WHARTON & CO. turned out at the clang of the rising bell in the wintry morning. Every eye in the Remove dormitory turned on the Bounder. 
  He was perfectly cool and self-possessed. 
  No fellow in the Form doubted—the Bounder least of all—that ho would be taken before the head that morning and expelled. 
  A fellow who had given half as much offence as the Bounder could hardly have expected anything else. 
  The Bounder did not expect anything else. And coolly as he faced the consequences of his headstrong recklessness, it was certain that he felt his position. But the Bounder was not the fellow to show the white feather. What he had done, he had done; and he was the fellow to take what came to him with a stiff upper lip. Not to save himself from the sack, or anything else, would the Bounder have begged for mercy. 
  To his nature there was something gratifying in being the fellow on whom the breathless interest of the whole Form was concentrated; a fellow who was going to be sacked, and who was taking it with imperturbable coolness. 
  His chum, Tom Redwing, looked— and perhaps felt—more distressed than the Bounder. Tom had a long face that morning. Smithy was one of the first fellows down; and Redwing followed him quickly, and joined him in the quad till the bell for prayers. The Bounder gave him a mocking grin as he came up. 
  “You’re looking as if you’re going to your own funeral, old bean!” he remarked. 
  “It’s rotten, Smithy.” 
  “Brace up! It’s my funeral—not yours you know.” 
  “Can’t anything be done?” 
  “Only me!” said the Bounder flippantly. “I’m going to be done—done to a turn! Done brown !” 
  “The head might—” 
  “The Head will say good-bye to me with a lot of pleasure !“ drawled the Bounder. “He’s never looked on me as a credit to the school. The Beak knows a thing or two, you know.”
  “It depends a lot on what Steele says to him,” said Tom. 
  “Very likely. Steele is likely to say a lot for a fellow who’s accused him of being a burglar,” said the Bounder, laughing. “The putrid part of it is that I know now that I was mistaken; and given the same over again I should act quite differently. That’s where the shoe pinches. But it’s all in the day’s work.” 
  “You’ve found out you were mistaken?” exclaimed Redwing. 
  “Yes.” 
  “That’s something, anyhow. If you put it to Steele, civilly, and tell him you’re sorry—” 
  The Bounder’s lip curled. 
  “Too late for that! It would sound like begging off! I’m not asking any man for mercy.” 
  “You don’t want to let a fat-headed pride get you bunked from the school, Smithy.” said Redwing earnestly. “You’ve made one mistake— don’t make another.” 
  “I’m going to ask nothing of Steele.” said the Bounder doggedly. 
  The bell rang for prayers, and they went in. When the fellows came out after prayers, Harry Wharton joined the Bounder. His face was very serious —much more serious than Smithy’s. 
  “You’re going to Steele now?” he asked. 
  “In a few minutes.” 
  “I spoke to him yesterday, and said all I could.” said the captain of the Remove. “I believe there’s a chance for you, Smithy, if you’re careful. For goodness’ sake don’t cheek Steele, and he may—” 
  “Well, I shan’t cheek him.” said the Bounder. “I don’t really dislike the fellow.” 
  “You don’t?” ejaculated Wharton. 
  “No. So long as I thought him a secret crook it was rather different. He was fair game then. Now I know that I was making a fatheaded mistake, I can see that he’s had a lot to stand from me—and he’s gone easier than I had any right to expect.” 
  Wharton stared at him. 
  “Then you don’t believe now that he’s the Courtfield cracksman?” 
  “Hardly.” 
  “And why?” 
  “Because I met that gent last night while he was engaged in the way of business,” yawned the Bounder, “and Steele butted in and prevented him from cracking my nut.” 
  “My hat! Are you pulling my leg?” exclaimed Wharton, in amazement. 
  “Not in the least.” 
  The Bounder walked away, leaving Wharton staring blankly. 
  “I say, Smithy—” squeaked Billy Bunter, bearing down on the Bounder as he was heading for Steele’s study. 
  “Go it, old fat bean!” said the Bounder. “Feeling that you’re going to miss me a frightful lot?” 
  “Well, yes,” said Bunter. blinking at him through his big glasses. “I’m awfully sorry, you know—” 
  “Thanks! And I never cashed a postal-order for you, either!” remarked the Bounder. 
  “Oh, really, Smithy—.—” 
  “And only a couple of days ago I kicked you out of my study when you were trying to pinch a cake—” 
  “Beast!” 
  “So your sympathy does you credit, Bunter,” said the Bounder gravely. “You’ve got a feeling heart.” 
  “The fact is, I’m frightfully sorry for you.” said Bunter. “I shall miss you a lot. I’m feeling awfully sad—in fact, quite cut up. I’ve never been so fearfully miserable in all my life—all through thinking of you, Smithy. I say, can I have the armchair? ” 
  “Eh?” 
  “The armchair in your study. It’s hardly worth while having it taken away, you know; and as you’re going to be bunked, you won’t have time for a leaving sale, or anything like that. Well, I don’t see that chap Redwing having it—he’s your study-mate, but he’s never been such a friend to you as I’ve been. I’ve always liked you, you know,” 
  “Go on, Bunter.” said the Bounder, with an air of deep interest. “You don’t know what a pleasure it is to listen to you.” 
  “Well, you see, in my study the armchair belongs to Toddy.” Bunter proceeded to explain. “Toddy’s frightfully selfish. I usually have the armchair when I’m there, but ‘Toddy takes it at times, though he knows I like it. I get fed-up, arguing with Toddy about his selfishness — he’s practically stony-hearted. There’s room in Study No. 7 for two armchairs—so if I have yours it will be all right. See?” 
  “I see.” 
  “As you’re going to be sacked you won’t want it. But the fact is I’ll buy it if you like—not cash down, as I’ve been disappointed about a postal-order—but I’ll send on the money. I’m expect big several postal-orders shortly.” 
  “Is that the lot?” asked Smithy. 
  “Yes, old chap! I’m sure you’d like a chap who’s really sympathetic to have the armchair. I—I feel like crying, you know, to think that I shall never see you again.” said Bunter pathetically. “So, in these circumstances, I really think you might let me have the armchair.” 
“Well, I’m not giving you my study furniture,” said Vernon-Smith thoughtfully, “ but I’m going to give you something to remember me by.” 
  Bunter blinked at him hopefully. 
  “Good! What is it, Smithy?” 
  “This!” said the Bounder. 
  Taking a sudden grasp on Bunter’s collar he spun him round. Bunter, guessing what was coming next, yelled and struggled. 
  Smithy s foot fairly thudded on a pair of tight trousers.  William George Bunter flew. 
  “Yaroooooh !” 
  Bunter landed on his hands and knees. He squirmed round and glared ferociously at the grinning Bounder. 
  “Ow! Wow! Beast! I’m jolly glad you’re going to be sacked!” he yelled. “Jolly glad! Do you hear? I hope they’ll jolly well give you a flogging before you’re kicked out, you beast! Ow!” 
  The Bounder, with a chuckle, went on his way to Steele’s study, leaving William George Bunter wriggling most uncomfortably, and no longer sympathetic in the very least. 

                               THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                               Unexpected !
 
RICHARD STEELE was standing by the study window, looking out into the quadrangle, when the Bounder tapped and entered. He turned fron the window and fixed his eyes on Herbert Vernon-Smith. 
  His brow was stern, and his square jaw had never looked squarer. The Bounder, with all his coolness and nerve, had a peculiar feeling of being a culprit, and at a loss. It was not like the Bounder to feel like that in the presence of a master; hee was accustomed to facing the music when trouble came with cool hardihood and a more or less subdued impudence. For once, however, Smithy had an uncomfortable feeling of being rather ashamed of himself, and his eyes dropped before Steele’s steady glance. He could have kicked himself as he felt the colour rushing into his cheeks; but it came there, all the same. 
  Steele did not speak immediately, and the silence added to Smithy’s discomfort. He broke the silence himself at last resentfully. 
  “You told me to come here, sir.” 
   “Quite so, Vernon-Smith.” 
  “If you don’t want me—” began the Bounder, with a touch of his old impudence. 
Steele made a gesture. 
  “The fact is, Vernon-Smith, I hardly know how to deal with you.” he said. “You have given very great offence, and I have had great difficulty in persuading Dr. Locke to leave the matter in my hands to be dealt with,” 
  The Bounder drew a deep, hard breath. His eyes sought the Form master’s face. If the Head had left the matter in a Form master’s hands, that, of course, meant that there was to be no expulsion. For anything else the Bounder cared hardly a straw. 
  “Dr. Locke has, however, very kindly consented to leave the mattter to me, went on Steele. 
  “Oh, sir!” gasped the Bounder. That means—” 
  “That means, Vernon-Smith, that you will not be expelled, though you can hardly say that you do not deserve it.” 
  “I—I suppose I do, sir.” said the Bounder. “I can’t quite see why you’re letting me off that. I know I’ve been a beast to you.” 
  Mr. Steele smiled. 
  “If you realise that, Vernon-Smith, we are getting on.” he said. “I must tell you my boy, that before Dr. Locke consented to leave this matter in my hands I had to give him my assurance that there would be no repetition of your lawless ann rebellious conduct. I gave him my word that you could be trusted so far.” 
  The Bounder could not speak.  He could only stare at Richard Steele. 
  “Your punishment, therefore, remains for me to decide,” said Mr. Steele, “and I hardly know what to decide. You acted foolishly, disrespectfully, obstinately, but you were acting under the influence of a belief that now, I imagine, you have discarded.” 
  “Of course, sir” stammered the Bounder. 
  “This alters the case,” said Mr. Steele, “1 am disposed, Vernon-Smith, to trust you to behave more sensibly in the future. As I find it difficult to decide what punishment to inflict, I shall inflict none, but shall leave it to you to make amends for your folly. The matter is, therefore, now at an end.” 
  The Bounder stared blankly. 
  He had come there fully expecting to be taken into the Head’s presence, and to hear from Dr. Locke’s lips the sentence of expulsion. At the very best, he had hoped to get off with a flogging. 
And he was pardoned. The matter was at an end. For some moments he could not speak.  
  “You’re really letting me off, sir? he gasped at last. 
  “Precisely— on the understanding that you make amends, so far as lies in your power.” 
  “You can rely on me for that, sir.” said the Boundor earnestly. “I—I—” He stammered. “I’m sorry, sir— sorry for all the rotten things I’ve done —really sorry sir. It’s awfully decent of you to treat me like this, sir. I—I thought I should be sacked. I know I asked for it. Only, I shouldn’t have done what I did only I—I thought—” 
  He broke off. 
  “You thought something that you no longer think?” said Steele. 
  “Yes, sir. I—I was sure of it—and I don’t understand now. But I know, of course, that I was wrong. I’m really sorry.” 
  “I am sure of it, Vernon-Smith.” said Mr. Steele. “Now let us dismiss the matter and let us try to forget all about it.” 
  He fell into silence, but did not dismiss the Bounder. Smithy saw that he had something more to say. He waited. 
  “I must ask you a few questions about last night’s happenings.” said Mr. Steele. “I was not aware at the time that it was you, as you know. Had you been long on that spot where I found you?” 
  “More than half an hour, sir.” 
  “ You did not see the man enter the grounds of Popper Court?” 
  “No, sir,” 
  “You saw him coming out of the gap in the palings?” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “What did you see of him?” 
  “Very little, sir. His face was covered by a muffler, and his cap was pulled down. I saw only his eyes.” 
  “You would not have recognised him if he had been a man known to you by sight?” 
 “I think not, sir, as I saw hardly anything but his eyes—” 
  “You did not note their colour?” 
  The Bounder reflected. 
  “There was no time to note anything, sir. A few seconds and he was jumping at me. But they were dark eyes—I’m sure of that. If I made a guess I should say they were brown.” 
  “That was my own impression.” said Mr. Steele, with a nod, “though he kept me much too busy for observation.” he smiled. “While I was struggling with him, Vernon-Smith, you made an attempt to help me—I think you struck this man” 
  “I did, sir.” said the Bounder. “I got in one, and it was a pretty good one, too.” He held up his right hand and showed a barked knuckle. “My fist hit his cheekbone, sir, and it must have hurt him.” 
  “You are sure that it struck his cheekbone?” 
  “Perfectly sure, sir.” 
  “Let me see your knuckles,” 
  Steele looked attentively at the Bounder’s hand. It was obvious from the look of it that Smithy had hit hard. There was a glimmer of satisfaction in the master’s eyes. 
  “Very good!” he said. “It is a certainty that the fellow will hear the mark of that blow. I think his left side was towards you.”  
 “Yes, sir; his left cheek got it.” 
  “This may be of material assistance to—to the police, Vernon-Smith. It is a practical certainty that the Courtfield cracksman has at the present time a mark on his left cheek where you struck him. It is probably quite a prominent mark, judging by the appearance of your knuckles. Your extraordinary adventure last night is, therefore, not wholly to be regretted. You have nothing more to tell me with regard to the man’s appearance?” 
  The Bounder reflected again, but he shook his head. 
  “No, sir.” 
  “Very well; you may go, Vernon- Smith.’’ 
  “Thank you, sir.” 
  The Bounder left the study; and Richard Steele turned to the telephone and rang the police station at Courtfield. For the next five minutes the mysterious Form master was in conversation with Inspector Grimes. 
  Vernon-Smith went down Masters’ passage as if he were walking on air. A crowd of fellows greeted him when he came out into the quad. 
  “Sacked?” asked Skinner. 
  “Bunked?” inquired Bolsover major. 
  “What’s the verdict, Smithy?” 
  “Give it a name.” 
  Tom Redwing’s eyes were fixed hopefully on his chum. The Bounder did not look like a fellow who was going to be sacked. 
  Smithy laughed. 
  “All serene.” he said. 
  “Not bunked?” asked Squiff. 
  “Thanks—no !” 
  “Are they going to pipe all hands for a flogging?” asked Bob Cherry. 
  “No.” 
  “My hat! You don’t mean to say you’re let off with a gating or lines?” exclaimed Bob in astonishment. 
  “No.” 
  “Then what have you got?” 
  “Nothing.” 
  “Nothing!” yelled the juniors. 
  “Just that!” The Bounder grinned at the amazed faces. “I’m let off—on the understanding that I chuck playing the giddy ox and make amends.’ 
  “Oh crumbs!” said Skinner, “Steele must be soft!” 
  “Soft as putty!” remarked Snoop. 
  “Thank goodness!” said Redwing,with a deep breath. “You’ve had a lucky escape, Smithy.” 
  “Think I don’t know it?” grinned the Bounder. 
  “Gratters !” said Bob Cherry. 
  “Thanks !”
  “But what’s his game?” asked Skinner, puzzled. “He could have got you sacked if he’d liked, Smithy.” 
  “No doubt about that.” agreed the Bounder. “I fancy he had a lot of trouble to prevent it, in fact.” 
  “Well, why? He knows you know what he is.” 
  “He knows now that I know what he isn’t.” said the Bounder quietly.  “That’s all rot, Skinner, and it’s all over, so far as I’m concerned. I don’t understand Steele and the way he carries on, but he’s as straight as a die. And after this I’m backing him up.” 
  “Hear, hear!” said Bob. 
  Skinner sneered. 
  “So that’s it, is it ?” he said. “ He’s frightened you, and you’re going to be a good little boy, and say ‘Yes, Sir.’ and ‘ Oh, sir!’ and Please, sir.’ and No, sir? What a come-down !” 
  “I suppose that’s how you’d look at it.” said the Bounder contemptuously. “You’re welcome to your opinion.” 
  And he turned his back on Skinner and walked away with Tom Redwing. 
Evidently the Bounder’s feud with the new master of the Remove was a thing of the past. 

                                           THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER, 

                                                Billy Bunter’s Little Joke! 

“I SAY, you fellows!” !
  Billy Bunter rolled up to the Famous Five in break that morning with excitement in his 
fat face.  There was a newspaper in Bunter’s hand. 
  “I say, you fellows! It’s in the papers!” 
  “What and which?” asked Bob Cherry. “Report of our match with Redclyffe?” 
  “You silly ass! No! The burglary at—” 
  “Oh, my hat! More burglaries!” exclaimed Bob, “Who’s the happy victim this time?” 
  “Old Popper.” said Bunter. “It’s in the paper! I say, it must have been true what Smithy was telling us. There was a burglary at Popper Court last night.” 
  “Let’s look.” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. gathered round the newspaper and read the latest report together of the exploits of that mysterious marauder, the Courtfield cracksman. 
  The report was brief, stating only that there had been a robbery at Popper Court the previous night, and that some articles of great value that had been missed by the cracksman on his visit a few weeks before had been taken. 
  There was no mention of the incident by the park palings which had so nearly led to the capture of the cracksman. No hint of the presence of Mr. Steele or the Bounder on the scene. 
  “Steele’s keeping his bit dark,” remarked Frank Nugent. “I suppose the head wouldn’t like a Greyfriars master’s name to get into the papers.” 
  “Smithy would like it all right.” grinned Bob. “But they’ve left him out, too.” 
  “I say, you fellows, do you think it was true what Smith told us happened last night?” asked Bunter. 
  “Of course it was, fathead I” 
  “Well, I don’t believe all I hear.” said Bunter, shaking his head. “Some fellows don’t stick to the truth, you know. Lots of fellows exaggerate. It’s not a thing I’d do myself—” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “But lots of fellows ain’t so particular about the truth as I am.” said Bunter sagely, “I fancy Smithy must have been gammoning. You see, if that man he spoke of was the Courtfleld cracksman, who’s Steele?”
  “Steele’s master of the Remove, ass !” 
  “But he’a a cracksman, too.” said Bunter. “I’m pretty certain he’s a shady character.Look at the evidence. Perhaps there’s two cracksmen at work. See? Perhaps Steele was down on this chap because he was a rival in business.” 
  “Ha ha, ha!” 
  “Well, he’s not stuffing me!” said Bunter, “He may stuff you fellows. But I’m rather wider than you are. He can’t stuff me! ‘l10 beast gave me lines this morning.  He’s always giving me lines—and he asks for them, too, if a fellow forgets to hand them in !” 
  “Which proves conclusively that he’s a cracksman!” said Johnny Bull sarcastically. 
  “Yes, exactly, old chap. He’s a beast, anyway, and he’s jolly well not going to stuff me! Besides, Smithy was very likely pulling our leg, you know. Smithy’s not truthful—’’ 
  “Isn’t he?” said a quiet voice behind Bunter. 
  The Owl of the Remove spun round, 
  “Oh really, Smithy I didn’t see you, old chap. I was just telling these Fellows what a truthful chap you are—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  The Bounder took the newspaper and read the report. He was keenly interested. 
  “They don’t put everything in the papers!” he remarked. “We know more here than they’re giving out to the public. I shouldn’t wonder if they get the man this time; and if they do, 1 shan’t be sorry I played the giddy ox as I did. They’re looking now for a man with a bruise on his left cheek.” 
  The Bounder showed his barked knuckles, 
  “My hat!” said Bob. “You must have put some beef into it, Smithy! That must have left a mark !” 
  “I’m quite sure it did. I’ve still got a twinge in my knuckles, and I fancy he’s got more than a twinge in his cheek-bone,” said the Bounder, with satisfaction. “I got in only one drive, but it was straight from the shoulder, and it caught him fair and square. Now they want to find a man with his left cheek marked. It’s something to go on, anyhow.” 
  “He, he, he !” 
  The juniors looked at Bunter as he emitted that cachinnation. 
  “What are you cackling at, you fat ass?” demanded the Bounder gruffly. 
  “He, he, he! I can jolly well put my finger on a man with his left cheek marked if I like !” !” chuckled Bunter. 
  “You can?” ejaculated Harry Wharton. 
  “Yes, rather!” He, he, he !” 
  “What the thump do you mean?” demanded Vernon-Smith. “You haven’t been outside the school this morning !” 
  “He, he, he?” 
  “Oh, dry up, you cackling ass?” snapped the Bounder, turning away impatiently. 
  “Hold on!” said Bob Cherry. “If Bunter’s really seen a man with a bruise on the port side of his chivvy—” 
  “He, he, he? ‘Tain’t a burglar!” chuckled Bunter. “But I’ve seen him all right! He, he, he !”    
  “Near the school?” asked Harry, puzzled. 
  “Oh, quite? He, he, he !”
  The Bounder turned back again. If Billy Bunter had seen a man with his left cheek bruised, it was at least a coincidence, and Smithy thought it worth looking into. 
  “Where did you see him?” he asked. 
  “Quite near here,” said Bunter, grinning, “At the garage, in fact.” 
  “Hanging about the garage?” asked Smithy, perplexed. 
  “Well, sort of hanging about.,” agreed Bunter. “Anyhow, he was there, in the yard. You see, that cheeky beast, Bolsover major, chucked my cap over the wall, and I went into the garage yard to ask Barnes to give it to me.  That’s how I saw him.” 
  “Is he still there?” 
  “I fancy so. He, he, he!” 
  “Then Barnes must have seen him.” 
  “He, he, he! Must have,” said Bunter. “Oh, yes, Barnes saw him all right! He, he, he!” 
  Evidently Bunter was enjoying a joke, though what the joke was was a mystery to the juniors. 
  “You’ve seen the man before!” asked Vernon-Smith. He was getting quite keen on the matter now. 
  “Lots of times.” 
 “Hanging about the school?” 
  “Yes, rather? He, he, he!” 
  “How long since you saw him at the garage ?“ 
  “About ten minntes. He, he, he!” 
  “Blessed if I can make the fat fool out!” said Vernon-Smith. “But if there’s a man hanging about the school with a bruise on his left cheek, I’m jolly well going to have a look at him. It looks suspicious, at least.” 
  “Frightfully suspicious!” chortled Bunter. “He, he, he! You’ll find him there all right. He, he, he!” 
  “Oh, shut up!” snapped Smithy. 
  He walked away quickly towards the garage, and the Famous Five followed him. Bunter blinked after them through his big spectacles, and chortled loud and long. Then he rolled away in search of other follows to whom to impart the joke. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. reached the garage and went into the yard. The grunting of an engine told them Barnes was busy there with the Head’s car.  He was stooping over his work, and did not look up as the juniors arrived. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. “Good-morning, Barnes!”  
  “Good morning, sir !” said Barnes, still without looking up. “Excuse me, sir, you young gentlemen are not allowed here.  Please go away at once.” 
  “We’re looking for somebody, Barnes.” said Vernon-Smith. 
  “There is no one here but myself, sir.” 
  “Bunter says he saw a man here.” 
  “Indeed, sir!” 
  “Nobody been here ?  ” 
  “Nobody, sir.” Barnes rose at last from the bonnet of the car, and looked round at the juniors. “I must ask you to go away at once, please.” 
  The usually quiet and good-tempered chauffeur seemed to be in a less amiable mood than usual that morning. 
  “Barnes!” ejaculated Bob Cherry, staring at the chauffeur.
  On Barnes’ left check was a dark bruise. 
  The juniors stared at it. 
  “Had an accident, Barnes?” asked Harry Wharton. 
  “Yes, sir, I fell on the stair this morning.” answered Barnes. “My cheek struck the corner of the banister. It is nothing. Please go away. Your headmaster would not like you coming here.” 
  “Right-ho!” said Bob. “That fat villain. Bunter, has been pulling our leg! Keep your wool on, Barnes.” 
  And the juniors left the garage; the Famous Five grinning, and Vernon- Smith scowling. 
 When they came back into the quad they found Billy Bunter the centre of a circle of grinning juniors. Bunter was telling his little joke, with a series of fat chuckles. 
  “Smithy’s looking for a man with a bruise on his chivvy! He, he, he! He thinks it’s a burglar! He, he, he! So I told him where to find one! He, he, he! You see, Barnes toppled down his staircase this morning and banged his chivvy, and got a bruise! He, he, he! I say, you fellows! Smithy’s so jolly keen on running in burglars; perhaps he’ll fetch a policeman to see Barnes next! He, he, he!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared Bunter’s auditors. 
  “I say, you fellows, Smithy cut off to the garage like anything to find that man with a bump on his dial! I dare say he’s found him now! He, he, he!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “You silly ass!” roared the Bounder. 
   Bunter blinked round. 
  “Have you found him, Smithy?” he chortled. “I say, are you going to fetch a bobby from Lantham to run him in? He, he, he!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Here, 1 say, you fellows, keep him off!” roared Bunter. 
  All the fellows were laughing, excepting Vernon-Smith, who did not seem to be enjoying the joke. He made a jump at Bunter, and Bunter fled for his life.  There was a roar of merriment. 
  “Smithy’s getting on!” chuckled Peter Todd. “Smithy ought to be a detective! First the Form master, then the Head’s chauffeur! He will be tracking the Head next!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  The Bounder strode angrily away, leaving the juniors yelling. Mr. Steele, coming along by the path under this elms, paused to regard the merry group, with a smile on his face. 
  “You boys seem to be enjoying life.” he remarked, in his pleasant voice. “May your Form master share the joke!” 
  Three or four chuckling voices told Mr. Steele the joke. The master of the Remove laughed heartily, and walked on. 
  The bell rang for third school, and the Remove fellows trooped away towards the house. But Mr. Steele did not take that direction. When the juniors were gone, the master of the Remove changed the direction of his stroll and walked to the garage. 
                                       THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 


                                               Just Like Bunter! 

“GREAT pip !” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Every man in the Remove roared. 
  Billy Bunter blinked round the Form-room complacently. 
  The Remove were in for third school, but Mr. Steele had not yet arrived. It was not usual for him to be late; but he was late now, and the juniors had the Form-room to themselves. And Billy Bunter had had a brain-wave. 
  Bunter was feeling sore. He had bagged a hundred lines that morning for neglecting prep. This convinced Bunter, if he had had any doubts before, that Steele was a villain of the deepest dye. 
And the Form-master being late, Bunter had his chance.  He took the chalk and wrote on the blackboard in large capital letters. 
  Bunter was deeply astute. But writing in block capitals, lie disguised the identity of the writer; even a detective could scarcely have traced out the writer of a chalked message in block capitals. 
As he stepped back from the blackboard and the other fellows saw what he had written, there was a roar. 
  Bunter felt quite flattered by that yell of mirth. 
  On the blackboard appeared the remarkable inscription, in large capitals: 

                          “BEEWARE OF THE BERGLER” 

  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I say, you fellows, that will make him waxy!” said Bunter, rolling to his place. “What?” 
  “You benighted ass!” roared Bob Cherry, ‘Rub it out before Steele comes in. ” 
  “Shan’t!”
  “You’ll get licked, fathead !“ 
  “The lickfulness will be terrific I” 
  “How’s he going to guess who did it ?” demanded Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha 
  Harry Wharton made a step towards the duster, to save Bunter from himself, as it were. But it was too late! There was a foot step at the door, and Mr. Steele came in. Wharton dropped into his place. 
  There was a breathless hush in the Form-room. All eyes were fixed on Richard Steele. 
  His glance, fell on the blackboard, Billy Bunter grinned. 
  He saw Mr. Steele give a slight start, and then he was puzzled to see a smile break out over the Form master’s face. That was surprising—to Bunter. He expected the fellows to laugh; but he did not expect Steele to be amused. 
  Steele turned round to the Form. 
  “Bunter!”
  The fat junior jumped. 
  “Eh? Ycs, sir!” 
  “Why have you done this, Bunter?” 
  “Wha-a-t, sir?” gasped Bunter. 
  His little round eyes dilated behind his big spectacles. 
  The beast was going to pick on him— after Bunter had been so careful to leave no evidence! 
  “Why did you write this absurdity on the blackboard, Bunter?” 
  “I—I didn’t, sir,” gasped Bunter, in dismay. “I—I haven’t been near the blackboard, sir!” 
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  “What?” rapped out Mr. Steele. 
  “Ask any of the fellows, sir.” gasped Bunter. “They’ll all tell you I was nowhere near the blackboard, sir. They all saw me—I mean, they didn’t see me there !“ 
  “I think, Bunter, that I am safe in attributing this to you.” said Mr. Steele quietly. “Step out before the class. 
  Bunter crawled out before the class. 
  “I—I assure you I—I never did it, sir.’’ he groaned. “It wasn’t me! I—I think a Fourth-Form chap came in and did it, sir.  In fact, I’m practically certain it was a Fourth Form man, sir. 
  “I hardly think, Bunter, that there is any boy in the Fourth Form who spells ‘burglar’ with two E’s,” said Mr. Steele, “and I think there is only one in the Remove.” 
  “Oh crikey!” gasped Bunter. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “You must learn better, Bunter! Your spelling is a disgrace to the Form.” said Mr. Steele genially. “Such words as ‘beware,” and ‘burglar’ are not often required in this Form, but since you desire to use them, you must learn how to spell them correctly. Take the duster and wipe the blackboard clean.” 
  “Oh dear!” 
  Bunter wiped the blackboard. 
  “Now take the chalk and write ‘B-E-W-A-R-E,’ beware.” 
  Bunter obeyed. 
  “Now write ‘B-U-R-G-L-A-R’, burglar.” 
  It was written. 
  “Very good,” said Mr. Steele. “After class, Bunter, you will remain in the Form-room, copying out those two words each a hundred times. Now you may go to your place.” 
  Bunter crawled back to his place. 
  All the Remove were chuckling, and there was a smile on Mr. Steele’s face. But there was no smile on Bunter’s; and he did not chuckle. 
  When the Remove were dismissed that morning a doleful and dismal junior remained behind, wearily and drearily copying from the blackboard. And the other fellows grinned as they left him to it. 
THE END. 
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