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THE FIRST CHAPTER.

Bunter Borrows a Bike !

  SKINNER of the Remove grinned.
  Skinner seemed amused.
   He was loafing in the doorway of the bikeshed at Greyfriars School.  From the direction of the House, Harry Wharton, the captain of the coming along at a trot.
  Evidently Wharton was coming down for his machine, and he seemed to be in haste, which, for some reason, amused Harold Skinner.
  Half an hour ago the other members of the famous Co. had gone out on their jiggers to ride over to Cliff House.  Harry Wharton was aware of that.  He had had to stay in for lines, and he had told his friends not to hang about waiting for him.  But ha was not aware than only a few minutes ago Billy Bunter of the Remove had also one out on a jigger.  And Bunter’s bike, being in its usual dilapidated state, the fat Owl had calmly helped himself to Wharton’s machine,
  Skinner was aware of it, as he had watched Bunter wheeling out the bike.  But Wharton had yet to make the discovery.
  Hence the cheery grin on Skinner’s face.  Skinner was one of those fellows who can derive entertainment from the troubles of others.  Moreover, he did not like the captain of the Remove.
  He glanced round in the direction Billy Bunter had taken with the machine.  Bunter had got the bike out into the road and was out of sight.  But Bunter’s movements rather resembled those of a tortoise, and there was plenty of time for the purloined jigger to be recaptured if Skinner gave its owner the tip.  Which, however, Skinner had no intention of doing.  His intention was quite the reverse.
  “Hold on a minute, Wharton !” he exclaimed, as the captain of the Remove arrived, breathing rather hard after his rapid trot from the House.
  Wharton stopped.
  “I’m in a hurry !” he said.
  “I won’t keep you a. minute.”
  It was Skinner’s amiable intention to keep Wharton as many minutes as he could, to give Bunter time to escape with the jigger.
  “Well, what is it ?” asked Harry.  “Buck up !”
  “About games practice on Saturday,” said Skinner.  It was the first thing that came into his mind.
  “What the dickens does that matter to-day ?” said Wharton impatiently.  “Look here, I want to get after my friends.”
  “Well, you’re our jolly old Form captain, and it’s no use speaking to anybody else about it, is it ?” asked Skinner.
  “I suppose not.  Cut it short, then.
  “I want to get out on Saturday afternoon,” said Skinner.  “You can let me off games practice if you like—”

  “I can’t.  It’s a compulsory day, and you know it.  Is that all ?”
  “I think you might stretch a point for once.”
  “Can’t be done !  You can ask Wingate if you like.  It’s up to him as head of the games.  Let a fellow pass !”
  “I’ll explain what I want to get out on Saturday for.”
  “You can tell Wingate.  Look here, in a hurry,” exclaimed Wharton.  “What the dickens are you blocking the doorway for ?  Get aside !”

  “But I want to tell you—”
  “Oh, rot !”
  Wharton dropped a hand on Skinner’s shoulder and twirled him aside.  He strode into the bikeshed.
  The next moment he made the discovery that his bike-stand was vacant and the machine gone.
  “Where the thump’s my jigger ?” he exclaimed.
  “Isn’t; it there ?” asked Skinner cheerfully.
  “No, it isn’t !  Some silly ass has taken it !” exclaimed the captain of the Remove.  “Did you see him ?”
  “I’ve only just come here for my own jigger.”
  “That’s rot snapped Wharton.  “You were loafing in the doorway when I came a1ong.  You jolly well know who’s got my jigger.  Is that what you were grinning at ?”
  “Was I grinning ?” asked Skinner blandly.
  “Look here, Skinner, where’s my jigger ?”
  “Ask me another !”
  Harry Wharton’s brow darkened.
  “Do you know, or don’t you ?” he demanded.
  “Haven’t the foggiest, dear man.”
  Wharton gave a glance round the bikeshed.  It was a fine afternoon in early spring, and a half-holiday, and a good many fellows had taken their machines out.  Billy Bunter’s deplorable crock was on view, and Skinner’s machine was on its stand, and two or three others.  Wharton suspected for a moment that Skinner might have shifted his machine by way of pulling his leg, Skinner being as full of tricks as a monkey.  But there was no sign of it in the shed.
  He stepped out of the doorway, Skinner watching him, with a cheery grin, and stared along the path to the gate.  He was about to start at a run, in the hope of catching the borrower of his bike before he could get away with it, when Skinner called to him:
  “Stop a minute !”

  Wharton stopped, and stared back impatiently.  “Now I come to think of it, I fancy Bunter’s borrowed it,” said Skinner.  I saw him wheeling out a bike, and it couldn’t have been his own, as it wasn’t falling to pieces.”

  “The fat. chump !”  How long ago ?”

  “Let’s see,” said Skinner reflectively.  “Was it ten minutes ?  No, not quite ten minutes.”  The captain of the Remove gave him a glare and turned and ran on towards the gate.  It dawned on him that the raiding of his bike had been very recent, and that Skinner’s object was to delay him.

  He put on speed and came out into the road full pelt.
  “Bunter !” he roared.

  At a little distance a fat figure had heaved itself into the saddle of a handsome jigger.
  Bunter blinked round through his big spectacles.
  He gave Harry Wharton one blink, and then drove at the pedals.  The captain of the Remove rushed after him.

  “Stop !” he yelled.
  Billy Bunter did not stop.
  Perhaps the expression on Wharton’s face did not encourage him to do so.  Borrowing a bike without permission, when its owner wanted it, was very like1y to earn the fat Owl a kicking.  Bunter had often been kicked, but he had never liked it.  Wharton’s expression encouraged Bunter not to stop, but to accelerate.  He plunged on.
  “I’ll whop you, you fat villain !” roared Wharton.  “Bring back that bike !”

  “Oh lor’ !” gasped Bunter.
  He heard Wharton’s footsteps as the captain of the Remove raced after him.  He drove frantically at the pedals.

  Bunter was no cyclist, and Wharton was a good sprinter.  But machinery will always beat muscle.  The bike shot ahead, its owner racing after it with outstretched hand barely out of reach.
  “Stop !” cried Wharton.
  “Beast !”

  Bunter pedalled on, hard.  The distance between the bike and its owner increased.  Harry Wharton put on a. desperate spurt, and his feet seemed hardly to touch the ground as he flew in pursuit.  He grabbed at the bike, and his fingers touched the rear mudguard but it escaped his hold.  The bike shot away, and Wharton, over balanced by that desperate grab, pitched forward on his hands and knees in the road.
  “Oh crumbs !” he gasped.
  Bunter blinked back over a fat shoulder for a moment.
  “He, he, he !” he gasped breathless1y, as he saw the captain of the Remove sprawling in the dust.
  Then he pedalled on, his fat little legs fairly flashing.  The bike whizzed away down the road as Harry Wharton, breathless and red with wrath, scrambled to his feet.
THE SECOND CHAPTER.

Not So Funny !

  “OH crumbs !” ejaculated Skinner.

  Harry Wharton came back to the bikeshed.
  His face was flushed, and his eyes glittering with anger.  The fall in the road had damaged him a little.  He was dusty; his knees were rather painfully jarred, and his hands scratched and raw.  Skinner was wheeling out his own machine.  He stood it against the wall of the shed, and stared at Wharton, with a lurking-grin on his face.  Evidently the bike-borrower had had a narrow escape, but the few minutes Skinner had succeeding in wasting, had given him a chance; and Bunter had escaped capture.  All Wharton had captured was a fall in the road; which had plainly had a bad effect on his temper.
  “Taken a tumble, old bean ?” asked Skinner, with smiling sympathy.
  Wharton looked at him.
  “Yes,” he answered quietly, I’ve taken a tumble.  If I’d. been a minute sooner I should have caught that fat idiot and got my jigger.”

  “Rotten luck !” said Skinner.
  “And you delayed me three or four minutes,” said Harry, “and I know your reason now; Skinner.  You wanted to know about games practice on Saturday because Bunter was still in reach with my bike, if I’d gone after him at once.”

  “Think so ?”  asked Skinner.
  “I know it,” said the captain of the Remove curtly, “and I’ve a jolly good mind to bang your head against that wall.”

  Skinner backed away rather hurriedly.
  “Keep your temper, old bean,” he; said.  You seem to have damaged yourself a bit; but it’s really not my fault that you’re clumsy, you know.”

  “It’s your fault that Bunter’s got off. with my bike.”

  “Dear me !” yawned Skinner.
  “And as I’ve got to get after my friends at Cliff House, I’ve got to have a bike !” continued Wharton.
  “I hope you’ll be able to borrow one, old thing,” said Skinner amiably.  “Bunter’s bike is in the shed.  Take that—one good turn deserves another, you know.”

  “Bunter’s bike isn’t much use to anybody.  But I shall be able to borrow quite a good one !” said Harry, taking Skinner’s machine from the wall.  “I’m borrowing yours.”

  “What ?” roared Skinner, ceasing to smile all of sudden,
  “I’ll lend you mine, if you want one,” said Wharton.
   Skinner glared at him.  “You silly ass !  What’s the good of your bike, when Bunter’s got it ?”

  “That’s your look-out.”

  The captain of the Remove wheeled Skinner’s machine away to the gate.  Harold Skinner had been greatly amused up to this point; but at this point the affair ceased altogether to be entertaining Skinner.
  He rushed after Wharton, with furious face.
  “Give me my jigger !” he bawled.  “I’m going down to Friardale this afternoon on that jigger,”

  Harry Wharton laughed.
  “I don’t see how,” he answered.  “I’m going over to Cliff House on it.”

  “You’re not !” yelled Skinner furiously.  “I’ve got some friends waiting for me—”

  “Let ’em wait !”

  “Look here, Pon and some Highcliffe chaps are going to meet me—”

  “Not on this jigger.”

  “You—you—you cheeky rotter !” howled Skinner.  “Give me that bike !  “I’ll jolly well punch your head if you don’t.”

  “Get on with it !”

  Skinner did not get on with it.  But if looks could have annihilated, the look he gave the captain of the Remove would have reduced him to dust on the spot.  Skinner was almost stuttering with rage.  His misdirected sense of humour was rather turning against himself—as had happened before not infrequently.  It had seemed to him quite a merry jest to let the fat Owl get away with Wharton’s jigger.  But it was not at all a jest to let Wharton get away with his own.
  He at Wharton’s arm, as Harry wheeled the machine out at the gate.
  “Give me that jigger !” he gasped.
  “Go and eat coke !”

  “I’ll go to Quelch and complain !” roared Skinner.

  “Please yourself.”

  “Look here—”

  “Let go my arm !”

  “I tell you I want my bike !” raved Skinner.

  “You should have thought of that before you played tricks,” answered Wharton coolly.  “I should have caught Bunter, if you hadn’t kept me back—you thought it funny to let him bag my jigger.  Well now you can think how funny it is for me to bag yours.”

  “You rotter—”

  Wharton shook off Skinner’s detaining hand, and wheeled the machine into the road.
  Skinner gave him an almost homicidal glare.
  No doubt Wharton’s proceedings were a little high-handed but he felt that he was quite justified, in the circumstances.  A fellow who played malicious tricks, could not complain if his trickery came home to roost, as it were.
  “Will you hand over my bike ?” roared Skinner.
  “No, I won’t !  You can have mine, if you can get it back from Bunter.”

  “You know I can’t, you rotter.  He’s out of sight.”

  “He wouldn’t be if you hadn’t pulled my leg.”

  “I tell you I’m meeting some Highcliffe men near Friardale—we’re going for a- spin—”

  Wharton shrugged his shoulders.
  “I fancy your spin wouldn’t take you farther than the Cross Keys,” he answered.  “You’ll be spotted there some day with your precious Highcliffe pals—and it might happen today.  I may be saving you from the sack by borrowing your bike.”

  “You—you—you cheeky rotter !  It’s no bizney of yours where I go on a half-holiday !  Give me my bike.”

  “Rats !”

[image: image2.jpg],./ & _ A

" w7 =

 Come off that Jigger ! >’ panted Skinner, making a grab at Wharton. The bike wobbled wildly, and Skinner gave a gasping
howl as he collapsed in the road, with the junior captain sprawling over him.




  Wharton threw a leg over the machine.
  Skinner, crimson with rage, jumped at him as he mounted.  Skinner was no fighting-man”; but even Skinner was not going to take this quietly.  He grabbed at the captain of the Remove, and dragged at him.
  “Come off that jigger !” he panted.
  “Oh crumbs !” gasped Wharton.
  He came off the jigger—that could not be helped, as he was mounted,’ and Skinner was dragging him sideways.  But it was rather unfortunate for Skinner.
  The bike wobbled wild1y, as Wharton was dragged over.  He fell on Skinner, who sprawled under him.  Skinner gave a gasping howl, as he collapsed in the road, with Wharton sprawling over his face.  The next moment the bicycle crashed down on his legs, eliciting a fiendish yell from Skinner.
  “Yaroooooh !”

  “Oh, my hat !” panted Wharton.
  “Yow-ow-ow !  Gerroff !” gurgled Skinner.
  Harry Wharton picked himself up.  He picked up the bicycle.  Skinner was not so quick in picking himself up.  He lay gasping and gurgling.

  “Ta-ta !” said Wharton cheerfully, as he put a leg over the machine again.  “Thanks for the loan of the bike, Skinner.”

  “Oooooogh !”

   Harry Wharton pedalled away.
  Skinner sat up,
  He rubbed his legs, where the bike had crashed, and g1ared after the vanishing cyclist.  Harry Wharton disappeared down Friardale Lane, and Skinner rose slowly and painfully to his feet.  If Ponsonby & Co., of Highcliffe were waiting for Skinner, they were likely to wait a considerable time before he joined them.  Not for the first time Skinner realised that the way of the practical joker, like that of the transgressor, was hard.
THE THIRD CHAPTER.

Painful for Ponsonby !

  CECIL PONSONBY, of the Highcliffe Fourth, smiled, and blew out a little stream of smoke from his cigarette.  Gadsby and Monson chuckled and followed his example.  Vavasour took the cigarette from his mouth and held it behind him, having rather less nerve and impudence than his comrades.
  The four Highcliffians were sitting in a row on the stile in Friardale Lane.  Their bikes were leaning on the fence.  They were smoking cigarettes, as a lean and angular gentleman came up the lane, going towards the village.  It was Mr. Quelch, the master of the Greyfriars Remove.  He glanced at the four, and a deep frown came over his brow—which seemed to amuse Pon.
  Had it been; a Highcliffe master that passed, the cigarettes would have disappeared fast enough.  Highcliffe was a slack school; but this sort of thing would not have done, even for Highcliffe.  But as Mr. Quelch was a Greyfriars master it amused Ponsonby to shock him, and he quite enjoyed the expression that came over the severe countenance of Henry Samuel Quelch.
  “Chuck it, Pon murmured Vavasour.  “The man’s a beak.”

  “Not one of our beaks, fathead !” answered Ponsonby.  “Stick your smoke in your silly mouth, you ass !  Who cares for Greyfriars beaks ?”

  “He might report a man—”

  Think Mobby would listen to him if he did ?”

  “No jolly fear !” chuckled Gadsby.
  Vavasour nodded, brought his cigarette into view again and replaced it in his mouth.  The four young rascals smoked, with an air of enjoyment, as Mr. Quelch drew abreast of the stile.
  Frowning, the Greyfriars master paused a moment, as if to speak.  But it was no business of his to correct the manners and customs of boys belonging to another school.  Frowning, he marched on.
  Ponsonby winked at his friends.  Pon & Co. were up against Greyfriars School, though they were on pa1ly terms with a few fellows there, such as Skinner and his set.  Pon’s idea was to derive a little harmless and necessary amusement by “drawing” the old bean !

  “Mr. Quelch !” he exclaimed.  “Good afternoon, sir !  May I speak to you for a moment ?
  Mr. Quelch halted.  He gave the cheery Pon his grimmest look.
  “What is it, Ponsonby ?” he rapped.

  “I’ve heard that you’ve been ill lately, sir !” said Pon.  “I hope you’ve quite recovered, sir.”

  “Thank you, yes !” rapped Mr. Quelch.
  “I’m so glad to hear it, sir !” said Ponsonby.
  “It must be so nice for the Remove to have you back, sir !  I suppose they’re fairly enjoying life now, sir !”

  Mr. Quelch looked at him.
  For a moment he had been deceived by Pon’s bland manner, and had really supposed that the Highcliffe fellow had stopped him to make a polite inquiry after his health.  But he was very quickly undeceived.
  “They must be fairly revelling in it,” said Gadsby, taking his cue from Pon.
  “Now you’re back with your Form, sir, I dare say you’ll be making them wash of a mornin’!”

  “What ?” ejaculated Mr. Quelch.
  “They need it,” said Monson, with a solemn nod.  “I’ve seen some of them, and my belief is that they haven’t washed at all, all the time you’ve been laid up, sir !”

  “Absolutely !” grinned Vavasour.
  Mr. Quelch breathed hard and deep.  Really, he could scarcely believe his ears.  At Greyfriars, Remove fellows walked delicately, like Agag of old, under the severe eye of Henry Samuel Quelch.  Sheer impudence like this was quite a new experience for the Remove master.
  “Make ’em wash, sir !” said Ponsonby, taking up the tale, as it were.  “After all, Greyfriars is a Public school—of sorts !  Set ’em an example yourself, sir—what ?”

  “What—what did you say gasped Mr. Quelch.
  “My dear chap, Mr. Quelch washes said Gadsby.  “Appearances are deceptive; I am sure he does.  Don’t you, sir ?”

  Mr. Que1ch’s face was crimson.

  “Upon my word !” he gasped.  “If you young rascals were Greyfriars boys I would see you all soundly flogged !  I have a great mind to report your insolence to your headmaster at Highcliffe !”
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  “Don’t mind us, sir !” said Ponsonby.  “May I offer you a smoke, sir ?”

  “Wha-a-at ?”

 _”A smoke, sir!” said Pon, extending Ins case. “They’re rather good—--you’d hardly get anythin’ as good at Greyfriars, I think.”

  “Ha, ha, ha !” yelled Pon’s friends, quite overcome by the expression on Mr. Quelch’s face as Pon offered him a smoke.
  “You—you—you impudent young rascal !” exclaimed Mr. Quelch.  “I will not report you at Highcliffe; I am quite aware that it would be useless.  But, in the circumstances, I shall take the matter into my own hands !”

  Smack !
  “Whooooop !” roared Ponsonby, as the exasperated Greyfriars master boxed his ears.
  Pon had not seemed to expect that; though really he might have; expected it.

  Ponsonby went spinning backwards, and dropped into the grass, yelling as he landed there.
  Mr, Quelch, with a thunderous brow, marched on towards Friardale, leaving him yelling.
  Pon scrambled up, spluttering with rage.
  Gadsby and Monson and Vavasour were grinning.  They had been quite amused by Pon’s insolence to the Remove master of Greyfriars, but they seemed still more amused by Pon’s sudden crashing to the grass under the smiting hand of Henry Samuel Quelch.
  “The—the cheeky rotter !” panted Pon.  “I—I—I’ll—”

   He groped for a stone with the evident intention of hurling it after Mr. Quelch.
  “Stop that, you ass !” exclaimed Gadsby, as he slipped from the stile, and caught Pon’s arm.  “Don’t be a fool !”

  Ponsonby glared at him for moment.  But he dropped the stone again and rubbed his ear.  That ear was burning where Mr. Quelch’s smack had landed.  It was crimson and it had a pain in it.
  “Dash it all, you did rather cheek the man, you know,” said Vavasour.  “After all, he’s a Beak !”

  Ponsonby gritted his teeth savagely.  It was not uncommon for Pon’s impudence to have unpleasant results for himself, and undoubtedly he had cheeked Mr. Quelch not wisely, but too well.  His head was singing, and his eyes glittered with rage and malice.  He leaned on the stile, rubbing his ear, and his friends, exchanging winks, resumed their cigarettes.  But Pon was in mood for smoking now.  He gave his attention to his damaged ear instead to his cigarette.
  There was a whir of a bike on the road.
  “Here comes Skinner !” said Gadsby.  “Lucky he never came up while old Quelch was in the offing—what ?  Quelch mightn’t have liked to see him meetin’ nice fellows like us !  Hallo, ’taint Skinner—it’s Wharton !”

  Pon’s head turned quickly towards the approaching cyclist.  The four Highcliffians were waiting there for Skinner to join them. Skinner, as it happened, was delayed, and was not likely to come along yet.  It was Harry Wharton who came whizzing up Friardale Lane towards the stile, where he had to turn into the footpath to reach Cliff House through the wood.
  Pon set his teeth, with a deadly glitter in his eyes.
  “Wharton !” he said.  “He’s alone—the other cads ain’t with him !  By gad, this is a chance for us !”

  “Oh, don’t let’s rag !” said Vavasour, uneasily.
  “You silly ass ! I’ve just had my head smacked by his dashed Form master !  I’ll make Wharton squirm for it !  What are you afraid of ?” sneered Ponsonby.  “There’s only one of him and four of us.  Stop him as he passes.”

  Gadsby and Monson nodded assent.  Ragging a fellow, four to one, was rather in their line.  Ponsonby fairly gloated as he watched the cyclist coming up.

  After his painful experience at the hands of Mr, Quelch he was yearning to “take it out” of some Greyfriars fellow, and Wharton had come along in the nick of time.  The Highcliffians stepped from the stile, their eyes fixed on Harry Wharton, ready to stop him as he passed.

  As it happened, he was not intending to pass.  He jumped off his machine, and wheeled it to the stile, to lift it over into the footpath.  And as he did so, Ponsonby & Co. rushed at him.

THE FOURTH CHAPTER.

A Highcliffe Rag !

  HARRY WHARTON let go Skinner’s bike, jumped back a pace, and put up his hands swiftly.

  He had more than half expected trouble as soon as he saw the Highcliffe fellows, and he was not taken off his guard.  With his hands up, he faced the rush of the four, his lips set and his eyes gleaming.  Four to one was heavy odds; but there was nothing like fear in the face of the captain of the Greyfriars Remove.
  “Collar the cad !” hissed Ponsonby.
  “Sock it to him grinned Gadsby.
  Absolutely !” chirped Vavasour.
  But it was not easy, even for four, to collar the captain of the Remove, or to “sock” it to him.  He backed away from the rush; but he hit out as he backed, and there was a yell from Pon as he caught a hard set of knuckles his on aristocratic nose.

  Pon staggered back, clasping his nose with both hands, in anguish, leaving Wharton with only three to deal with.

  But three to one was rather too much, good fighting-man as the Remove captain was.  He was driven farther back, pressed hard by the three, and it was only the dislike of the Highcliffians for taking punishment that prevented them from rushing him over.  They gave more attention to dodging his blows than to getting in their own, and, though he was pressed hard, he kept them at arm’s length.

  “You rotten funks panted Wharton, “Come on, one at a time—or two at a time, if you like !”

  “Sock it to him !” snarled Monson.  “Ow !  Wow !  Yarooooh !”  A jolt on the chin made Monson yell.

  Ponsonby ceased to caress his damaged nose.  But he did not rejoin his friends in the attack.  Wharton had been driven six or seven yards back; and the machine he had been riding lay on the ground near Ponsonby.  Pon turned his attention to the bicycle.
  “Keep him busy, you men !” he called out.

  And he stooped over the machine, and dragged it up.  Lifting it in the air with both hands, he brought; it down on the stile with a terrific crash.

  Crash !  Clang !  Clink !  Crash !  Clatter !

  “Oh gad !” gasped Monson, “Pon, old man—”
  “You rotten hooligan !” roared Wharton.

  It was impossible for Wharton to intervene; the three Highcliffians barred him off from Ponsonby.  Pon, grinning savagely, devoted his attention to Wharton’s bicycle—the bike, at all events, which he naturally supposed to be Wharton’s, as Wharton had been riding it.  Certainly it did not occur to him that he was smashing his pal Skinner’s machine.

  It was rather “thick,” even for Ponsonby.  Even the cad of Highcliffe had some sort of a limit, as a rule; and would hardly have gone to the length of smashing a fellow’s property.  But Pon was in his worst temper, with his head singing from Mr. Quelch’s smack, and his nose streaming crimson from Wharton’s hefty punch.  Under his elegant exterior, Cecil Ponsonby was little better than a hooligan; and his hooliganism had full play now.
  After crashing the machine on the stile, he proceeded to trample on it.  Not content with that, he opened a penknife and jabbed it into the tyres, and slashed the saddle recklessly.  The mudguards were wrenched off, the pedals twisted out of shape.  Skinner’s had been quite a good jigger, but it looked now as if it would want a lot; of repairs before it was ridden again.

  Finally, Pon dragged it to the side of the lane and pitched it bodily into the ditch, which was nearly full of water and oozy mud.  The bike almost disappeared from sight.
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  Meanwhile, Wharton was fighting hard, barely holding his own against the three Highcliffians.  Having finished with the machine, Ponsonby joined in the scrap again, and the enemy were now four to one.

  Harry Wharton was panting for breath, crimson trickled from his nose, and he showed many signs of damage.  He disdained to run from enemy, but it was clear that if he did not run, he was booked for a terrific thrashing, for the odds were overwhelming.

  With set teeth and gleaming eyes, he faced the odds, fighting hard.  Every one of the Highcliffians had received some hard knocks, and they pressed him harder and harder.  He was driven back against a big oak by the roadside, and there he stood his ground, but it could. not have lasted ,many minutes longer.  But as the Highcliffians pressed on him, the captain of the Remove caught sight of two fellows coming along from the direction of Friardale, and recognised Vernon-Smith and Redwing of the Remove.  “Rescue, Greyfriars he yelled.  Smithy and Redwing caught sight of the scrap at the same moment.  They came on at a run to the rescue.

  “Pile in, Reddy !” shouted the Bounder.

  Ponsonby & Co. shared round in alarm.

  Had they waited for the reinforcements to come up, they would still have been four to three.  But that was not quite good enough for Pon & Co.

  “Hook it !” muttered Pon.

  The Highcliffians rushed for their bicycles.  Wharton staggered against the oak, exhausted.  In hot haste the Highcliffians clambered on their machines, and went whizzing away up the lane towards Greyfriars before Smithy and Redwing could arrive.
  “Stop, you rotten funks !” yelled the Bounder.
  Pon looked back, and grinned.  He was not likely to stop.  The four young rascals put on speed, and as Smithy and his chum were on foot, there was no possibility of pursuit.  They stopped as they reached Wharton under the oak, and Pon & Co. swept up the lane and disappeared.

  “We’re well out of that !” gasped Monson.  “That beast Smithy is a regular prize-fighter !  Jolly glad we got clear.”

  Absolutely !” panted Vavasour.
  Pon released one hand from his handlebars to dab his nose.

  “We made that cad sit up !” he remarked.  “He won’t ride his jigger again in a hurry.”
  “I say, that was rather thick, though,” said Gadsby, doubtfully.  “Smashing a fellow’s bike—”

  “Might be row about that,” said Monson uneasily.  “It was over the limit, Pon !  He won’t get that jigger put to rights under five pounds.”
  Ponsonby laughed.  “That’s what I wanted !” he answered.

  “I mean, supposing he claims damages for it ?” said Gadsby.  “He could if he liked—dash it all, it’s against the law, Pon—you can’t do things like that—and he could come on to you for damages and—”
  “How’s he goin’ to prove anythin’ !” asked Pon coolly.  “If he’s fool enough to come complainin’ at Highcliffe, I never touched the bike.”
  “Eh ?”

  “What ?”

  “Never touched it,” said Pon, “and you fellows bein’ with me, are witnesses that I never did.”

  “Oh, my hat !”

  “Wharton’s welcome to all the jolly damages he can get out of me !” said Ponsonby.  “Think I’d have smashed his jigger if there’d been any risk of havin’ to pay for my own game ?  Don’t be an ass !”

  “Look here, there’s a limit—”

  “Oh, rats !”

  The four rode on in, silence for some minutes.  Pon was evidently satisfied with himself; and in no fear of consequences at his own school.  Hard lying was Pon’s way our of a scrape.

  What about Skinner ?” asked Gadsby at last.  We were waitin’ at the stile for him you know.”
  We shall meet him comin’ along from Greyfriars, the way we’re goin’.  He must have started before this.”

  “Yes, that’s so.”
  A few minutes later the Highcliffians sighted Skinner of the Remove.  He was coming along on foot.  They had slowed down and dismounted, being at quite a safe distance from the scene of the ragging by this tune.

  Skinner looked at them curiously.

  “Oh, here you are !” he said.  “My; hat !  You men look as if you’d been in the wars.”

  “You’ll find Wharton lookin’ still more so, when you see him again,” grinned Ponsonby.  “What we’ve got is a joke to what he’s had.”

  “Oh, crumbs !  Have you been ragging Wharton ?”

  “The dear man walked right into our hands—and we gave him toco,” chuckled Gadsby.  “You needn’t mind—he’s no friend of yours.”
  Skinner laughed.
  “My dear chap, the more you give him, the better I like it !” he answered.  ”I’d give him some myself if I could handle him.”
  “Well, we’ve given him some !” said Monson.  “Some, and a little over !”

  Skinner chuckled.

  “And I’ve jolly well smashed up his bike !” added Ponsonby.

  Skinner ceased to chuckle.

  “You’ve—what he ejaculated.

  “Smashed his bike—ragged it nearly to bits—and left it stuck in the ditch !” said Ponsonby, venomously.  “He will have to carry it home if he gets it home at all.  I’m pretty certain it’s past wheeling home.”

  Skinner’s face was a study.

  “His bike—my bike !” he gasped.  “Why, you silly owl, it was my jigger that Wharton was riding !  Bunter got away with his machine, and he took mine, like the high-handed rotter he is !  Have you smashed my bike, you blithering idiot ?”

  “Oh gad !  Your bike !” gasped Ponsonby, staring at him.

  “My bike !” yelled Skinner.  “Wharton was riding my bike, you fathead.”
  “Phew !  Well, I never knew—”

  “Oh crumbs !” exclaimed Gadsby.  “You silly owl, what did you lend Wharton your bike for ?”

  “I tell you he took it !” raved Skinner.
  “If you’ve smashed the jigger he was riding, it’s mine.  What the thump did you want to touch the bike for, you dashed hooligans ?  That isn’t a rag—that’s just beastly hooliganism !”
  “Oh, cheese it ” growled Ponsonby.  “How the thump were we to know it was your bike ?  Wharton was riding it—”
  “Where is it ?” howled Skinner.

  “I’ve told you we left it in the ditch.  I’m sorry if it was your bike—but how a fellow to know ?”
  “I’ll jolly well make you pay for it, I know that !” hooted Skinner.  “If  you’ve smashed my jigger, you’ll get the bill for repairs.”

  The Highcliffians exchanged glances.  This was rather an unexpected outcome of the “rag.”  Skinner, in his concern for his bike, had quite forgotten his intended expedition out of school bounds with the Highcliffe nuts.  Indeed, he seemed to have forgotten that he was on friendly terms with the young rascals at all.  His face was furious.  He glared Ponsonby as if he could have bitten him.
  “Well, it jolly well can’t be he1ped now !” said Ponsonby, shrugging his shoulders.  “It was your own fault for letting Wharton have your bike !”

  “How could I help it, when he took it ?” roared Skinner.  “You dashed hooligan, what did you touch the bike for ?  I’ll make you pay for it.”
  “Will you ? said Pon unpleasantly.  “You’ll have your work cut out to do it. Go an’ eat coke !”

  “ You rotter—”

  “That’s enough from you,” said Ponsonby.  “I don’t take that sort of thing from Greyfriars !  Shut up, before I shut you up !”
  “You rotten ruffian—” yelled Skinner.  “You—  Oh, my hat !”
  Thump !

  Skinner sat down suddenly as Ponsonby landed a thump on his chest.

  “Ow !” he roared.  “Wow !”

  “Come on you men,” said Ponsonby.  We don’t want that Greyfriars cad.  Let’s get out of this.”

  Pon & Co. remounted their machines and rode away, leaving Skinner spluttering with rage.  Skinner’s friendship with his nutty pals of Highcliffe seemed to have come to a rather sudden end.

THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

Bunter Comes to Tea !

  “I SAY, you fellows—”

  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !”
  “Bunter !”

  Billy Bunter grinned as he blinked at the chums of the Remove through his big spectacles.

  He had dismounted from a bicycle—a very handsome bicycle—at the gates of Cliff House School and wheeled it in.
  There was tea at Cliff House School that afternoon, Miss Penelope Primrose having given permission to Marjorie Hazeldene and her friends to entertain their schoolboy chums in the school-room.

  Bob Cherry and Frank Nugent, Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh had strolled down path to the gates to see whether Wharton was coming, while Marjorie and Clara were giving the finishing touches to the tea-table.  They sighted Wharton’s bike—but not Wharton !  It was a fat and podgy rider in a large pair of spectacles who arrived at Cliff House on Wharton’s jigger.
  They did not give Billy Bunter welcoming looks.  Billy Bunter was not included in the list of invitations to tea.  That, to William George Bunter, was a mere trifle that he could afford to disregard.  To the other fellows it did not seem such a trifle.

  Bunter grinned, but he eyed the chums of the Remove rather warily through his big spectacles.  Had Marjorie & Co. been in sight, the-fat Owl of the Remove would have felt safer.  In the presence of the Cliff House girls the juniors could hardly have kicked him out.  Now, Bunter realised, there was danger of kicking, and he was wary.

  “I say, you fellows, I hope I’m not late !” he said.  “I had to go rather a long way round—I caught sight of those Highcliffe cads in Friardale Lane and came another way, see ?  Not that I’m afraid of them, of course.  But there were four of them, and I could hardly more than three at a time.”

  “Hardly !” grinned Bob Cherry.

  “The hardliness is terrific !” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.

  “Well. I thought I’d keep clear, as I was coming over here to tea with the girls,” explained Bunter.  “I didn’t want to show up looking dusty and untidy, and all that.  I’m rather more particular than you if I’m not late for tea, it’s all right.”
  “And what have you come here at all for ?” demanded Johnny Bull gruffly.

  “Tea, old chap !”
  “You fat villain !  Who asked you ?”  “When a fellow knows that he’s welcome, it’s hardly necessary to bother about formalities,” said Bunter, with dignity.  “You fellows know that Marjorie is always glad to see me.  Dash it all, be candid !  You know jolly well that she only asks you because she thinks, I may come with you.”
  Bob Cherry glanced round.
  Obviously he was glancing round to ascertain that none of the Cliff House girls were in sight before he kicked Bunter.
  The Owl of the Remove backed away rather hastily.

  “I say you fellows, no larks !” he exclaimed.  “You’re not in the Remove passage now, you know !  Even you fellows ought to behave yourselves a bit at a girls’ school, I think.  Besides, I’ve come instead of Wharton !  You can see that he’s lent me his bike.”
  “Isn’t Wharton coming ?” asked Nugent.

  Bunter shook his head.  As he had bagged Wharton’s bike he considered it very probable that Wharton was not coming; at least, not in time for tea.  But he did not think of mentioning that detail.

  You see, he had to stay in for lines,” said Bunter, “so—so I came over instead.”
  “His lines weren’t going to keep him more than half an hour !” said Bob.
  “Quelch made him do them over again,” said Bunter cheerfully, “so, he—he asked me to take his bike and come over.  He—he thought Marjorie might; be waiting tea for him, or something.”
  “Oh !” said Bob.  “Rotten hard luck !  I suppose he’1l be coming over before we leave ?”

  “Eh ?  I hope not !”

  “What ?”

  “I—mean, I—I hope so amended Bunter hastily.  “I say, you fellows, what time are you having tea !  Wharton said specially I was to tell Marjorie not to think of waiting for him.”

  “Well, here she comes, and you can tell her,” said Bob, as Marjorie Hazeldene came down the path.

  Billy Bunter turned his most; fascinating smirk upon Miss Marjorie Hazeldene.  The young lady showed no sign of being fascinated; she only looked quietly and inquiringly at Bunter.
  Even William George Bunter could not fancy that Marjorie looked delighted to see him.  If this was coyness, it was very well done indeed.

  “Wharton can’t come, old thing,” said Bunter.  “He asked me to come in his place.  Rather an improvement, what ?”
  “I’m sorry Harry can’t come,” said Marjorie, still blind to the fascinating smirk.  “Tea’s ready.  Shall we go in ?”

   She addressed the Co., but it was Billy Bunter who answered.
  “Yes, rather ! I’m quite ready for tea !”

  And he rolled on to the house with the chums of the Remove.  Marjorie’s face was expressionless—more coyness, Bunter concluded.  Still, Bunter did not really need an enthusiastic welcome.  What he needed was a good tea—and that, apparently, he was going to get.  So Bunter was satisfied, only hoping that the captain of the Remove would arrive till he had safely disposed of the tea.  Bunter had a feeling that Wharton would be annoyed about the borrowing of his bike, and he was anxious not to meet him till the meeting could no longer be avoided.

  Miss Clara Trevlyn and Barbara and Mabel and several of the House girls were at the tea-table in the school-room, and the juniors joined them—Billy Bunter bestowing fat smirks all round in the happy delusion that spirits rose on all sides at the sight of him.  Certainly his own spirits rose at the sight of a large cake and a dish of eclairs, and two kinds of jam and several other good things.  If that bagging of Wharton’s bike earned him a kicking, he felt that he would be kicked in a good cause.

  It was Bunter’s intention to charm the tea-party with a genial flaw of easy and witty conversation, but the edibles claimed his attention, and he almost forgot to wag his fat chin.  The tea-party, however, did not seem to feel the loss very greatly.
   Cheery conversation was accompanied by a sound of steady chomping from Bunter.  So far from missing his brilliant talk, the Cliff House girls and the Remove fellows seemed to forget that he was there.

  Bunter was happy and shiny and sticky—only troubled by a lurking uneasiness that Wharton might butt in before tea was over.  But Wharton did not arrive.

  He had still not put in an appearance when the time came to depart.  Marjorie and Clara walked down to the gates with their schoolboy chums, and the juniors wheeled out their bicycles. Marjorie’s coyness still persisted; she was blind to a series of killing smirks that Bunter bestowed on her, and which made the other fellows yearn to kick him.

  “Tell Harry we’re very sorry he couldn’t come, Bob,” said Marjorie, when they said good-bye at the gates, and the juniors mounted and rode on their homeward way.

  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” exclaimed Bob Cherry suddenly, as the cyclists turned a corner at a distance from Cliff House School.
  A Greyfriars junior was leaning against a tree by the side of the lane.  It was Harry Wharton, and he was evidently waiting there for them.  They stared at him as dismounted.  He had a rather rumpled look, and his nose was swollen, and there was a dark shade under one of his eyes.

  Billy Bunter gave him an alarmed blink, and did not dismount.  He essayed to ride on, and Wharton, stepping into the road, grasped the bicycle before he could pass.  A shake of the machine, and Billy Bunter was deposited in the road in a yelling heap.
  “Oh, my hat !” ejaculated Nugent.

  Yarooooh !”
  “What the thump—” exclaimed Bob.

  “You’ve been scrapping, old bean,” said Johnny Bull, staring at the damaged countenance of the captain of the Remove.
  Wharton nodded, with a rueful grin.
  “Yes; I ran into the Highcliffe cads in Friardale Lane.  There were four of them, and I should have been knocked out if Smithy and Redwing hadn’t come along in time.  I was on Skinner’s bike, and they smashed at up.  I got old Joyce, the woodcutter, to take it back to Greyfriars on his cart, as he was passing and walked over.  I thought I’d keep out of sight, though, with a chivvy like this.  I didn’t want to take a black eye into Cliff House.  Now I’m going to kick that fat villain—”
  “Yarooooh !”

  “What’s Bunter done ?” asked Bob.  “Didn’t you send him over to tell Marjorie not to wait tea as you couldn’t come ?”

  “Oh, my hat !  Did he say so ?” gasped Wharton.  “The fat scoundrel bagged my bike, and got away with it, and I’m going to kick him—”
  “Yow-ow !  Keep off, you beast !” roared Bunter.  “I—I never took your bike !  I mean, I took it by mistake !  I—I thought it was mine !  You can ask Skinner—he was there, and saw me wheeling it out.  Besides, you could have had mine !  It only wanted some punctures mending, and—  Yarooooh !  Leave off kicking me, you beast !  Yoooop !”
  Bunter rolled and roared.

  “The kickfulness is the proper caper,” grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “Let us all kick the esteemed and execrable Bunter togetherfully—”
  “Yarooooh !”

  “Any chance of getting at those Highcliffe cads before we go in ?” asked Bob Cherry hopefully.

  “ ’Fraid not !  They cleared off fast enough when Smithy and Reddy came up,” said Wharton, with a curl of the lip.  “Pon will keep !  Let’s get home.”

  “I say, you fellows !” roared Bunter, as Wharton put a leg over his machine.  “I say, how am I to get back ?  I say, gimme that bike, Wharton !”

  Harry Wharton laughed, but gave the fat Owl no other heed.

  “I can’t walk miles, can I ?” yelled Bunter, in alarm.  “I say, after lending me that bike, you know—”

  “Kick him again !” said Bob.

  “I mean, I had the bike by mistake—I thought it was mine, you know !  “Besides, I should have taken mine if it hadn’t been punctured; and I’ve asked all you fellows, one after another, to mend those punctures, as you jolly well know.  Look here, Wharton !  If you’re going to be a selfish beast—”
  “Good-bye fatty !”
  “Look here !  One of you give me a lift behind, then !” howled Bunter.  “I can’t walk back to Greyfriars.  You jolly well know that !   I—I’ll stand behind you, Wharton, and—”

  “I fancy not !” chuckled Wharton.

  “I say, you fellows, stop !” roared Bunter.  The prospect of a walk back to Greyfriars was quite alarming to the fat Owl.  There were drawbacks to borrowing a fellow’s bike without leave, as Bunter realised rather late.  “I say, Bob, old chap, you’re not such a selfish beast as Wharton.  Will you give me a lift behind, old fellow ?”

  “Certainly !” answered Bob cheerily.  “Turn round.”

  “Eh ?  What am, I to turn round for, you ass ?”
  “So that I can give you a lift behind, answered Bob, drawing back his foot.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  “You silly ass !  I don’t mean that sort—”
  “I do !” answered Bob.

  “Look here roared Bunter.  “Ow !  Leggo my collar !  Wow !  Yarooooh !”

  Billy Bunter was slewed round, and a rather heavy boot was planted on his tight trousers.  It was a lift for Bunter, though not-the lift he wanted.
  “Yow-ow-whooop !” roared Bunter, as he rolled once more.
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  And the Famous Five rode away in a cheery bunch, leaving Bunter to roar.
THE SIXTH CHAPTER.

A Question of Damages !

  “LOOK here, Wharton—”
  “Well ?” rapped Harry.
  Skinner of the Remove gave him a glare.
  Wharton was not in the best of tempers that evening, as he came into the Rag after prep.

  He been severely handled by the Highcliffians, and he showed many signs of that severe handling.  His nose was swollen and painful, and his eye, if not exactly black, was very darkly shaded.  He was strong and sturdy, but that terrific scrap against heavy odds had told on him, and he was tired, and not by any means in a cheery mood.

  At call-over, Mr. Quelch had given his damaged countenance a severe glance, and had called him into his study later to account for it.  Fortunately, after. Mr. Quelch’s own experience with Ponsonby & Co., he was willing to believe that his head boy was not to blame for the encounter.  Still, he evidently did not approve of his head boy showing up in such a state, and Wharton was only too conscious that he had rather the look of a damaged prizefighter.  Altogether, he was feeling neither merry nor bright, and in no humour to take much in the way of slanging from Harold Skinner.
  Skinner was in a state of suppressed fury.  He had seen his bike since Joyce, the woodcutter, had brought it to the school in his cart.  It was the mere wreck of a bike, and looked as if it was scarcely worth picking up off a dustheap.
  Skinner was not wealthy fellow, and it was scarcely possible for that jigger to be renovated equal to new under five pounds.  And he had not the faintest hope of being able to make Ponsonby pay for the damage, even had he been prepared to make enemy of his Highcliffe pal by trying it on.  But somebody had to pay for the bike.  Skinner was resolved on that.  He had told his tale of woe up and down the Remove, and some of the fellows, at least, sympathised with him.
  “According to Skinner, Wharton had collared his bike in the most high-handed way, and it had been returned to him a mere wreck.  He took the view that Wharton was responsible, and he wanted to make that clear.  That it was his own fault in the beginning Skinner preferred to forget.

  Snoop and Stott and two or three other fellows were with Skinner, all of them in a more or less indignant state on Skinner’s account—though the truth probably was that they were up against; the captain of the Form, and regarded any stick as good enough to beat him with.

  Skinner stamped across the room as Wharton came into the Rag with his friends, and his manner indicated plainly that he was going to “have it out,” as he had told nearly all the Remove that he was going to do.
  Wharton’s contemptuous look added fuel to the flame of Skinner’s wrath.
  “About my bawled Skinner.
  “Well, what about your bike ?”

  “It’s smashed !” roared Skinner.

  “Quite !” agreed Wharton.
  “If you don’t know who smashed it, I can tell you.  It was your Highcliffe pal, Ponsonby.”

  “You had it !” howled Skinner.  “You can spin a yarn about Ponsonby, if you like.  .You had it, and you’re responsible !”
  “I should not have had it, if you hadn’t tricked me into letting Bunter get away with my jigger,” answered Wharton.

  “Do you think you can take a fellow’s bike without leave, and hand it back to him smashed to pieces ?” hooted Skinner.  “I’ve taken it down to the cycle-shop at Courtfield, and they say it will cost five pounds.  Think I’m going to pay five pounds because you collar my bike and get it smashed up ?  You’ve got to pay for it !”

  “Yes, rather !” declared Snoop.

  “I guess so !” said Fisher T. Fish.  “I calculate it’s up to you, Wharton.”

  “I should jolly well think so !” exclaimed Bolsover major.  I’d like to see a fellow bag my bike, and refuse to pay for it if he got it crocked ?”

“What-ho !” chimed in Stott.

  “If you jolly well think you’re going to diddle me— resumed Skinner.

  Harry Wharton’s brow darkened.

  “You’ll get your bill from the cycle-shop !” he said.  “When you get it, send it to Ponsonby at Highcliffe.  I’m a witness that he did the damage, if you want one !”

“Fat lot of good that will be !” sneered Bolsover major.  “If it was really Ponsonby—”

  Wharton’s eyes flashed.

  “If !” he repeated.  “What do you mean by ‘if,’ Bolsover.  I’ve said it was Ponsonby.”

  “And I say, if it was Ponsonby, he will jolly well deny it, if a fellow goes over to Highcliffe about it,” said Bolsover major.  “Pon and his friends will swear black and blue that they were miles from the place.  Skinner won’t get any change out of Pon.”

  “I don’t care two straws whether it was Pon or not !” hooted Skinner,  “I know Wharton had it, and that’s enough for me.”

  “Wharton’s responsible,” said Snoop.  “Skinner never even lent him the bike.  He took it by force.”
  “If Wharton doesn’t pay, I’m going to Quelch about it !” howled Skinner.

  Wharton shrugged his shoulders.

  “Go to Quelch, and be blowed !” he answered.  And he turned his back on Skinner, and walked across to the fire, leaving Harold Skinner almost foaming.

  Wharton threw himself into a chair.  He was tired and aching, and in a troubled mood.  His comrades were silent, exchanging rather uneasy glances.  Little as they liked Skinner and his ways, they could not help feeling that the cad of the Remove had a good case.  Bob and Johnny Bull and the nabob strolled away, but Frank Nugent sat down by his chum.
  Wharton glanced at his worried face rather sarcastically.

  “You think I ought to pay for that jigger, Frank ?” he asked.

  Nugent hesitated.

  “Skinner’s an unpleasant worm, and he makes himself offensive for nothing,” he said.  “But—”

“What do you think ?” snapped Wharton.

  “Well, old chap, you took the bike, and—”
  “I’ve told you why.”

  “Yes, I know that; and I don’t blame you, of course.  Still, you had the jigger when it was smashed up—”

  “It was his own pal that did it.  Pon & Co. wouldn’t have been there at all, if they hadn’t been waiting for Skinner to join them on some blackguardly stunt.”

  “Likely enough.  But—”

  ”Pon did the damage !” snapped Wharton.

  “Yes.  But can you prove it ?”

  Wharton gave his chum a rather dark look.

  “What do you mean, Frank ?  I nearly punched Bolsover’s head for saying something like that.”
   Oh, don’t be an ass !” said Nugent, rather sharply.  “I mean what I say !  It’s your word against the word of four Highcliffe fellows.  For it’s quite certain that Pon will deny the whole thing.  His own headmaster would give him a flogging if it was proved and Pon that, if he can dodge it.  He wouldn’t have done it, if he hadn’t felt sure of being able to lie himself out of the consequences.  Was there anybody about when Pon did the smashing ?”

  “Of course there wasn’t,” answered Wharton irritably.  “Do you think even that cad would have done it, with a crowd looking on ?”

  “Well, then, you’ll never pin Pon down to it.  He knew you couldn’t, and you can’t.”

  “So you think I ought to pay for the damage done to Skinner’s bike by Skinner’s own pal ?”

  “I’m afraid that the fellow who had the bike is responsible to the owner for what happened to it,” said Frank.  “I think you’re bound to stand it, and get it out of Pon afterwards, if you can.”
  Wharton made no answer.
  “I think you’d think so; too, if Skinner had put it civilly, like a decent chap,” added Frank.  “But Skinner’s bad manners. and rotten temper don’t alter the rights of the matter.”

  Still the captain of the Remove did not speak.  His brow was growing darker and darker.

  “Dash it all, old man !” said Nugent, at last.  “Five pounds, if it comes to that, is a big sum for a chap in the Lower Fourth, I know.  But your uncle has always treated you generously.  Colonel Wharton would send you a fiver if you told him you wanted it badly.”

  Wharton breathed rather hard.
  “I’m unwilling to ask my uncle for anything extra this term,” he said, in a low voice.  “He’s kind and generous, as you say.  I’ve nothing of my own till I come of age; and then it won’t be a lot.  My uncle’s been as good as a father to me, ever since I was a little kid.  But he’s not a rich man, and he’s been hit hard, like everybody else.  I know he had a fearful scrape to get his Income Tax together in January, like everybody else.  I hate asking him for anything extra now.”

  Nugent was silent, in his turn.
  He quite understood his chum’s feelings.  But that, after all, did not alter the right of the matter.  If Wharton was responsible, he was responsible.  And Nugent believed that he was.

  “My uncle’s had to sell his car, and sack his chauffeur,” went on Harry.  “The man’s wages go in taxes.  And I suppose he’ll get some of it back in the shape of a dole, poor chap.  You know my place was shut up over Christmas, Frank, and we had the holiday with old Mauleverer.  Colonel Wharton has had to draw in on all sides.  I don’t know whether a fiver is a matter of any importance to him, but I hate the idea of asking for it.”
  “I understand,” said Nugent softly.
  “And why should I bother him for money ?” muttered Wharton savagely.  “A rotten rascal—Skinner’s own pal—smashed his bike !  Let him go to his rotten pal for the damages.”
  “But—” said Frank.
  “It’s no good talking.  I’m not going to dun my uncle for money, now he’s hard pressed, on that cad’s account.”
  “I wish you hadn’t taken Skinner’s bike.”
  “Well, I wish I hadn’t now,” grunted Wharton.  “But the cad asked for it.  Lot of good wishing !”

  “Look here, old chap, you’ve got plenty of friends to help.  If we have a whip round in the Co., it’s only a quid each.”
  Wharton coloured.

  “I haven’t come down to charity yet,” he growled.
  “Don’t be a silly ass !? exclaimed Frank angrily.  “We’ve always stood by one another, haven’t we ?  What’s the good, of having friends, if—”

  “If you can’t sponge on them—” what ?” snapped Wharton.
  “That’s utter rot, and you know it.”
  “It isn’t rot, and I don’t know it !  I’m not going to stick my pals for money for that measly cad !  And I’m not going to dun my uncle.  He stands my fees here, and my allowance, and that’s enough for a man who’s up against it financially.  A precious sort of worm he would think me if I began sticking him for extra tips, when he knows that I know how he stands.  He hasn’t said anything about it, but I jolly well know !  I’m no fool !  I’ve got a bob left out of my last; allowance, and Skinner can have that if he likes.”
  “My dear old chap—”
  “Oh, let it drop, for goodness’ sake !  I’m fed up !”
  Frank gave his chum a look, and left him.
  It was useless to prolong an argument that might lead to bitterness.  And Nugent had faith in Wharton’s own good sense and rectitude.

  That faith was well-founded.

  Harry Wharton. remained in the armchair staring at the fire in a mood of deep and troubled thought, taking no part in the usual cheery buzz of talk in the rag.  Skinner’s attitude in the matter offended him sorely, and he disliked the idea of giving in to the fellow.  Still more did he dislike the idea of asking Colonel Wharton to send him money in the old gentleman’s present troubled circumstances.  But reflection showed him that these were not really adequate reasons for refusing to face a responsibility that was, after all, his.

  Whether he could get the money from Ponsonby afterwards, or not, it was really clear that he was bound to make good the damage Skinner’s bike had suffered while in his possession.  And as soon as reflection made that to Wharton, he made up his mind.
  There was a faint smile on his disfigured face when he rose from the chair at last and joined his chums, who were talking football in a group with the Bounder and Peter Todd and Squiff and some other fellows.

  “Frank, old man, you’re right,” he said.  “I shall have to pay for that jigger.”  He looked round.  “Skinner !”

  “Well, you cheeky rotter !” growled Skinner, with an inimical glare.
  “You can let me have the bill for that bike when you get it.”
  “Oh, you’ve found out that you can’t dodge it, have you ?” asked Skinner unpleasantly.

  “Who’s going to kick Skinner ?” asked Bob Cherry.  “Hold on, Skinner, old bean !  Don’t hurry away !  I’m just going to kick you !”
  Skinner strolled rather hastily out of the Rag.

  “Look here !  What about a whip round ?” asked Johnny Bull.

  Wharton shook his head.

  “Thanks, old - chap; but it’s all right !” he said.  “I don’t often ask my jolly old uncle for a tip; and he will play up all right.  I’m going to write to him to-night and ask him.”

  And the captain of the Remove sat down at the table in the Rag to write that letter to Colonel Wharton at Wharton Lodge.  It was not a pleasant task, but it had to be done, and he did it, and the letter was dropped into the post before the Remove went up to their dormitory.

THE SEVENTH CHAPTER.

Pure Gammon !

  BILLY BUNTER blinked into Study No. 1 in the Remove.
  Harry Wharton was alone there.

  It was a couple of days since the scrap with the Highcliffians, but the signs of that scrap were still very visible on the face of the captain of the Remove.

  More noticeable than the traces of that hefty conflict, however, was the dark, glum, sombre expression on Wharton’s face.

  He was seated by the window, reading a letter.

  Even Billy Bunter, as short-sighted as he was, observed the peculiar expression on Wharton’s face, and wondered what was in the letter to disturb him so.

  As it was not Billy Bunter’s business he was, of course, very curious about it, and he would have been still more curious, but for the circumstance that it was tea-time.  But even inquisitiveness took a second place when Bunter was hungry.
  Wharton, his eyes fixed on the letter he was reading, did not see the fat junior in the doorway.  He did not look up.  Bunter blinked at him, and blinked round the study for signs of tea  There were no signs of it to be seen, and Bunter grunted discontentedly.

  Bunter had tea’d in Hall.  He had made sure of that before it was too late.  Now he was prowling about the Remove passage in search of another tea.  In his own study, No. 7, the table was a very frugal one, and Bunter was in hopes of finding something better.  He had found something better in Study No. 4, but, unluckily, he had found the Bounder’s boot also, and so he had not stopped in Study No. 4 to tea.

  He seemed to be having no better luck in Study No. 1.  Generally the Famous Five forgathered there at teatime.  But the Co. were not there now, and Wharton was alone, reading a letter, and the table, like Mrs. Hubbard’s celebrated cupboard, was bare.  Billy Bunter’s discontented grunt was loud and emphatic enough to make the captain of the Remove look up.

  “Had your tea old chap ?” asked Bunter.  Wharton shook his head.

  “Going to have it ?” asked Bunter.

  “No—yes.  Don’t bother !”

  Bunter blinked at him in astonishment.  Wharton’s reply seemed to indicate that he did not care whether he had his tea or not.  That, to Billy Bunter’s mind, was simply inexplicable, and seemed to border on lunacy.  If a fellow did not care about meals, Bunter would have liked to know what there was in the wide world for him to care about.
  “Shut the door after you,” added Wharton.
  “Where’s Nugent ? grunted Bunter.  “Isn’t he coming in to, tea ?”

  “Don’t bother !”

  “Oh, really, Wharton—”
  “Nugent’s in Study No. 13,” snapped Wharton impatiently.  “Now get out !”
  “Oh, if you’re having tea with Bob Cherry—”
  “Get out !” roared Wharton.  And Bunter jumped, blinked, and got out.

  He slammed the door of Study No. 1 after him.
  The fat junior rolled up the Remove passage to Study No. 13.  The door of that study was partly open, and a cheery buzz of voices could be heard from within.  Also there was a welcome aroma from the study—an appetising scent which hinted of cookery and solid food.  Billy Bunter sniffed appreciatively.  Somebody in Study No. 13 was frying rashers of bacon for tea.  Bunter felt that he had arrived at the right shop.

  He pushed the door farther open and blinked in.

  Bob Cherry and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, Mark Linley, and little Wun Lung were all there, and with them were Frank Nugent and Johnny Bull.  The fellows were gathered round the tea-table, the exception of Linley, who was frying additional rashers over, the study fire.  It was a cold, frosty day, and there had been games practice after class, and the fellows in Study No. 13 were hungry.  So a rather solid tea was grateful and comforting.
  “Hallo, hallo. hallo, here you are ? exclaimed Bob Cherry.  “Trickle in, old bean !  You’re late !”

  “Better late than never, old chap !” said Bunter, as he trickled in.
  “Eh ?  You silly ass, I thought it was Wharton !  Roll off !”
  “Oh, really, Cherry—”
  “The buzzfulness is the proper caper, my esteemed idiotic Bunter !” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  “Oh, really, Inky—”
  There was a vacant chair at the table.  Apparently it had been placed ready for Harry Wharton, who had not yet come along.  Billy-Bunter prepared to seat himself.

  “I say, you fellows—” he began.
  “Oh, my hat !  Whoop ! Yaroooh !”

  Bunter did not see who hooked away a leg of the chair, but he knew that somebody had.  The chair suddenly travelled from under him, and his ample weight was deposited on the floor with a bump that shook the study.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”
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  “Ow !  Wow ! Beast !” roared Bunter.
  He scrambled up, pink with wrath.
  “That’s Wharton’s chair !” grinned Bob.  “Roll away, barrel !”

  “Look here, Wharton can’t come,” said Bunter.  “In fact, he asked me to tell you so.”
  “Oh, my hat !” ejaculated Bob.  “That’s the yarn you spun at Cliff House on Wednesday !  Do you think that chicken will fight twice ?”

  “The twicefulness will not be terrific grinned Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  “I say, you fellows, if you don’t want a fellow to tea—”
  “Right on the nail agreed Bob.
  “Yah !” Billy Bunter rolled to the door.
  Johnny Bull had risen to his feet, apparently with the intention of helping him on his way.  The Owl of the Remove did not want any help.  He reached the doorway quite quickly.  There he turned and blinked back at the juniors.
  “I say, you fellows—”
  “Hook it !” grunted Johnny Bull.
 “I say my postal order hasn’t come,” said Bunter.  “Did I tell you fellows I was expecting a postal order ?”
  “Oh, my hat !  Did he, you men ?” asked Bob.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at.  It hasn’t come yet,” said Bunter sorrowfully.  “If one of you fellows has a half-crown he doesn’t want—”
  “Shut the door after you.”
  “Beast !” roared Bunter.

  “Hold on, though,” said Bob, with a cheery glimmer in his eyes.  “If you’re really stony, Bunter—”

  “Frightfully, old chap !” said Bunter.  “Absolutely on the beach !  It’s not often such a -thing happens, as you know—”

  “Oh, my hat !”

  “But there it is,” said the fat Owl.  “I’m expecting a postal order—several postal orders, in fact—from some of my titled relations.

  “But the jolly old nobility have forgotten all about it, I suppose,” said Bob sympathetically.  “They seem to have rotten memories in the House of Lords !”
  “Oh, really, Cherry—”
  “Well, we can’t offer you a mouthful, because we’ve only got enough for seven fellows..”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “But if you’d care for a gammon rasher—”

  Bunter’s fat face brightened.
 “What-ho !” he said emphatically.
  “If you’ll take it away to your own study—”
  “Certainly, old chap.  In fact, I’d prefer to cook it myself,” said Bunter.  “You follows can’t cook.  I say, hand it over !”

  “Just a gammon rasher,” said Bob, rising from his chair.  “You’re welcome to it if you want it.”

  “Yes, rather !” gasped Bunter.

  Bob Cherry went to the study cupboard.  His friends eyed him rather curiously.  The total supply of bacon in Study No. 13 was either on the table or in the frying-pan.  So they did not quite see how Bob was going to hand over a gammon rasher to Bunter.  So far as foodstuffs were concerned, the study cupboard was quite empty.
  Bunter, not being aware of that, blinked eagerly at Bob as he fumbled in the cupboard.  Bunter liked bacon for tea and he was particularly addicted to a good, solid gammon rasher.  It was a thing that a fellow could eat and feel that he really was eating something.  And Bunter, whatever else he couldn’t do, could cook.  He fairly gloated over the prospect of carrying off a handsome gammon rasher to his study, cooking it there, and devouring it at his leisure.

  Bob Cherry was at the cupboard a few minutes.  There was a rustling of paper as he wrapped up the gift for Bunter.  He turned from the cupboard at last with the parcel in his hand.

  “Here you are, old fat man !” he said.
  Bunter’s fat hand shot out for the parcel !  His little round eyes gleamed behind his big round spectacles.  From the size of the packet, it seemed that that gammon rasher was a large one—as large as any gammon rasher was ever likely to be.
  “Thanks, old chap he gasped.
 “Not at all, old bean !  Roll off and enjoy yourself !” said Bob kindly.
  Bunter rolled off promptly.  As he progressed down the Remove passage to his own study, he heard a sound of laughter from Study No. 13.  What the fellows there were laughing at, he did not know, and did not care.

  His fat thoughts were concentrated on his prize.

  He rolled into Study No. 7.

  “Tom Dutton was out to tea but Peter Todd was there, finishing a rather frugal meal.  Bunter blinked at him.

  “Oh, you here !” he grunted.  “Ain’t you going down, Toddy ?”
  Peter looked at him.

  “When I’ve finished tea,” he answered.  “Don’t you like my company, fatty ?”

  Well, to tell you the truth, I don’t,” admitted Bunter.

  “Just how I feel about yours, old fat bean !  It’s a case of two souls with but a single thought; two jolly old hearts that beat as one !”

  “Oh, really, Toddy—”
  Toddy chuckled.

  “You fat chump !  What have you got there ?”

  It did not take Peter long to guess that Bunter had brought in something for tea which he did not want to “whack out.”

  “Oh, nothing !” said Bunter hastily.  “Nothing at all !  If I had anything for tea Toddy, I should whack it out, of course.  The fact is, I haven’t anything !”

  “Nothing in that parcel ?” grinned Toddy.

  “No, old fellow !  Only—only some old newspapers,” said Bunter.  “I say, where’s the frying-pan ?”
  “In the cupboard ?  You Want the frying-pan to cook the old newspapers in ?” inquired Peter.
  “Yes !  No ! I—I mean—look here, Toddy, I wish you’d buck up and clear !  You might let a fellow have the study to himself every now and then !”
  “You fat, frowsy, frabjous snail !” said Peter.  “Get on with it, and don’t mind me.  I’m not a cormorant !”
  “I’ve got nothing here—only—only a shoe that I’m going to have mended.  But—but I think; you might leave a fellow alone—”

  “Fathead !”

  Peter went on with his tea in quite a leisurely manner.  Billy Bunter eyed him peevishly.  One gammon rasher, though a solid article of diet, was not enough to whack out, in Bunter’s opinion, at least.  At the same time, even Bunter felt that he could not produce supplies at tea-time, and scoff them all on his own.  He was anxious for Peter to go.

  Toddy, however, seemed in no hurry to go.  Perhaps the anxiety in Billy Bunter’s fat face entertained him.  Having finished his frugal tea, Peter picked up a book.  I say, Peter, ain’t you going down ?” asked Bunter anxious1y.  He felt that he could not hold out much longer.

  “Not yet, old fat bean !  Can’t a man sit in his own study ?”

  “I think I heard Wharton call you, Peter !”

  “Think again !” suggested Peter.
  “I—I mean, it was Loder—Loder of the Sixth !  You’d better not keep a prefect waiting, Toddy !”
  “Ha, ha, ha ! roared Toddy.
  Well, look here, beast, if you’re going to stick here, stick here—and be blowed !” grunted Bunter.  “I’ve got only one gammon rasher, and it’s not enough for me, really, and you can go and eat coke !”

  And Bunter sorted out the frying-pan, greased it, and set it ready on the study fire.  Then he proceeded to unwrap the parcel he had brought from Bob Cherry’s study.  He was too hungry to wait any longer.

  One wrapping of paper came off, and then another.  Then, to Bunter’s surprise, a third, and then a fourth.  He had had an impression, from the size of the parcel, that that gammon rasher wag a particularly large gammon rasher.  That impression, evidently, was ill-founded.  There seemed to be more wrapping-paper than anything else.

  Another wrapping came off.  Still another remained, but it was the last, and inside it Bunter could feel the article of which he was in search.  His fat fingers peeled off the final wrapping, and revealed—
  “Ha, ha; ha !” yelled Peter Todd.  “Is that a gammon rasher ?”

  Bunter gazed at it.

  He was for the moment bereft of speech.

  After the numerous wrappings had been removed, the ancient and disused sole of a shoe met his astonished eyes.

  Billy Bunter could eat almost anything !  But even Billy Bunter was not an ostrich.  He could not eat that.
  “Why, the—the beast !”  Bunter found his voice at last.  “That beast Cherry said it was a gammon rasher—”

  “Ha, ha, ha !” shrieked Peter.  “So it is !  Pure gammon !”
  “Wha-a-at ?  It’s the sole of an old boot !” shrieked Bunter.  “That beast was pulling my leg !

  “Pure gammon !” yelled Peter.  “There’s more than one kind of gammon, fatty !  You ought to know—you’re always gammoning !”

  “Wh-a-a-t ?” gasped Bunter.

  It dawned upon his fat mind at last that this was indeed a “gammon” rasher.  Certainly. it was not a genuine one, so obviously it was “gammon”  It was not the gammon Bunter wanted, but it was undoubtedly gammon !
  The expression on Billy Bunter’s, fat face made Toddy howl.
  “The—the beast—” gasped Bunter.
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Gammoning a fellow—”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  “That’s what they were laughing at, I suppose !  I heard them laughing when I came away—”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  Peter Todd, still yelling, strolled out of the study.  Billy Bunter was left gazing at ‘his gammon rasher.  He glared at it, with a glare that almost cracked his spectacles.  Finally he hurled it across the study.  Even Billy Bunter could not devour that rasher—there was altogether too much gammon about it.

THE EIGHTH CHAPTER.

No Cash !

  HARRY WHARTON joined the tea-party in Study No. 13 rather late.  His face was very grave, and he was very silent.  The other fellows had almost finished when he came, and tea was soon over.  Wharton was not the fellow to wear his heart upon his sleeve, but all the fellows in Study No 13 could see that he was troubled about something, and Frank Nugent gave him a rather anxious glance.  When tea was over, Frank left the study with his chum, and they went down the Remove passage together.
  “Something up, old chap ?” asked Frank when they were outside the study.
  “Well, yes !  Come into the study said Harry; and they went into Study No. 1 together.

  Frank eyed his chum uneasily.  Not only was Wharton’s face unusually grave, but his lips were set, and he had a rather hard look.  It was clear enough that something was wrong.

  “There was a letter for you this afternoon. I know,” said Frank.  “Was it—”

  “From my uncle,” said Harry with a nod.

  “He sent you the fiver ?”

  “No !”

  “Oh !” said Nugent.

  Wharton’s lips closed harder, and a spot of colour came into either cheek.  His pride had received a wound, and there was, perhaps, just a trifle too much pride in Wharton’s nature.  Seldom or never did he ask a favour, even of the kind uncle whom he loved and like a father.  All the more because he found it hard to ask a favour, the refusal of one was bitter to him.

  Nugent quite understood his feelings.  But that was all he understood.  He would not understand Colonel Wharton having, for probably the first time, refused what was asked by his nephew.  He sensed Wharton’s unspoken resentment, and fully shared it.  It was true that, in the beginning, Harry’s claim on his uncle was no more and no less that of any other nephew on any other uncle.  It was the Colonel’s own strong sense of duty to his dead brother’s son that had caused him to take that brother’s place, so far as his orphan nephew was concerned.  But he had done it of his own free will, and having done it, he was bound to play up.  A man could not take on responsibilities, and then throw them aside.

  “There must be some reason,” said Frank, at last.
  “Read that letter,” said Harry.
  “You—you want me to—” Frank hesitated.
  “I’ve asked you to.”
  Nugent took the letter and read it.  It was brief, like all the old military gentleman’s communications.  Colonel Wharton was a man of few words.
  “Dear Harry,--I shall come to the school to see you on Saturday afternoon.  If the sum you mention is really essential to you. you, shall have it.

       “Your affectionate uncle,

                “JAMES WHARTON.”
  Nugent whistled softly.

  “You told me your uncle had asked you to keep within your allowance this term,” he said.
   “That’s right.”

  “I—I suppose he expected you to; and—and—”

  Wharton breathed hard.

  “You know I’m not the fellow to ask for things,” he said.  “My uncle’s often sent me tips, and I’ve been grateful, I hope.  But I’ve never asked—or hardly ever.  If I’ve ever asked, he’s encouraged me to do so, and I’ve never been snubbed before.”  His voice trembled a little.  “I think he might have taken it for granted that the money was essential—if I asked.”
  Nugent nodded slowly.
  “I know he’s been hard hit—like everybody else in these times,” went on Wharton in a low vo1ce.  “A lot of ms money was locked up, years ago, in rubber shares.  It will all come back some day—but at present, of course, it’s as good as lost.  Taxes are too high these days to be paid out of income—people have to sell things to meet them.  My uncle’s had to do that, like other people.  But—but—”
  “Is it possible, old chap, that he’s been hit harder than you ever imagined ?” asked Nugent softly.  “If it’s that—as bad as that—”
  “A fiver can’t matter to him—it can’t !”

  “But if it did—”
  “You think it’s possible, Frank ?”

  Wharton looked at his chum almost eagerly.  If Colonel Wharton’s circumstances wars so straitened that such a sum of five pounds was of importance to him, it would be a blow—a heavy blow !  But that, or anything, was better than believing that he had rebuffed his nephew, as a fellow like Billy Bunter was rebuffed when he wrote cadging letters home.

  “I think it’s not only possible, but fairly certain, old chap,” said Frank.  “Any other time your uncle would have sent the fiver without even asking you what you wanted it for.  He knows that you’re to be trusted with money, and that you wouldn’t ask without a good reason.  He would take your reason for granted.  He’s a good man, and a just man— the last man in the world, I think, to let a fellow down.  I—I think you ought to trust him, Harry, and—and—”

  Nugent  hesitated.
  “Give it a name, Frank.”

  “Well, I think you ought to be careful how you feel about it.  If things are in a bad way, it’s up to you to make it as easy for him as can—if you if you were resentful or sulky, it would cut him rather hard—he’s been a good man to you, Harry—you don’t want to hurt him.”

  “Wharton stood for a few moments silent. 

  “If it’s that,” he said at last.

  “It must be that.”
  “Wharton drew a deep breath.  His face was still very grave; but the hint of sulky resentment had ‘passed from it.  If the kind old gentleman was in deep waters, and if his nephew knew it, Wharton was the fellow to forget himself entirely, and think only of proving his gratitude, and affection to the man who had stood by him like father.

  “I’m glad I showed you the letter, I know you must be right,” he said at last.  “Good heavens, if the old man’s in trouble, and I made it worse by beastly selfishness—”  He broke off.  “I’m bound to take it for granted that his actions are as good and kind and just as they have always been !  That’s that !”
  He shoved the letter into his pocket.  His face was brighter.

  “That’s that !” he repeated.  I shall have to manage without the fiver now.  If the poor old bean’s really short of money to that extent, I’m not going to stick him, even if he offers it, as I’m jolly certain he would if I told him all about it.  I—”

  He broke off again, as there was a step outside Study No. 1.

  Harold Skinner’s unpleasant face looked in.  Snoop and Stott and Bolsover major were behind Skinner.  They were grinning.  Skinner was looking sour, and he had a paper in his hand.

  Wharton gave him a dark look.
  “What do you want ?” he snapped.
  Skinner held out the paper.

  “Your bill,” he said.

  “My what ?”

  “Forgotten ? sneered Skinner.  “Well, if you’ve forgotten, I’ll remind you.  They’ve repaired my bike, and sent it home, and there’s the bill.  The man’s waiting to be paid.”

  “Dub up, Wharton ! grinned Snoop.
  Harry Wharton stood very still.

  “Dubbing up,” as Sidney James Snoop expressed it, was impossible just then.  Wharton had a few coppers in his pocket.

  A flush came over his face, and there was a throb of deep anger in his heart.  Ponsonby and Skinner, between them, had. landed him in this.  But it was too late for argument; had given his word now that he would pay the bill, and that was that.  Unwilling as he had been to ask his uncle got the money, it had never even crossed his mind that the money would be refused.

  But it had been refused—and such a sum as five pounds was not to be saved out of a junior schoolboy’s pocket-money.

  Skinner’s lip curled in a sneer.

  “You’ve said you’ll pay !  You jolly well know you’ve got to pay.  Get it back from Pon if you can—if Pon did what you say he did.  “That’s got nothing to do with me.  You took out my bike and got it smashed up—”
  “That’s enough !” said Wharton contemptuously.  “I’ve said that I’ll pay—and I shall keep my word.”

  “Well, the man’s waiting.”

  “Tell him not to wait,” said Wharton indifferently.  “I suppose the people know _their money’s safe at Greyfriars.  Tell the man I’ll call in and pay the bill in a day or two.  You can leave it with me.”

  “That’s not good enough !  They’ll be dunning me—”

  “It will have to be good enough,” answered Wharton coolly.  “Do you fancy that five-pound notes grow in Remove studies ?  How long would it take you to pay a bill for five quids ?”
  “That’s not. the point.  You—”

  “Leave the bill with me, and I’ll see to it.  If that’s not good enough, take it away, and be hanged to you !”

  Skinner scowled and threw the bill on the study table.  Then he tramped away with his friends.

  Wharton picked up the bill and slipped it into his pocket.  A few days more or less did not matter; but the bill had to be met—as yet the captain of the Remove did not know how.  He was quite determined not to let his uncle give him the money now that he believed—was determined to believe—that the old gentleman could ill spare it.  Neither could he borrow it from his friends, with a very doubtful prospect of repaying it, within any reasonable time.  It was rather a new position for Harry Wharton to be in, and a very uncomfortable one.  The matter required thinking out.

  “Look here, old man,” said Frank.  “We’re all in this—the Co. always sinks or swims together, you know.”

  Wharton shook his head.
  “Let’s get out a bit,” he said.  “I want some fresh air—after Skinner.  It will be all right—I’m not quite on my uppers yet.”

  And they went down the Remove staircase together.

THE NINTH CHAPTER.

Trying It On !

  “OH lor’ !  This awful pain !”
  Billy Bunter groaned.  “It was after dinner, on Saturday afternoon.  The Famous Five were chatting near the House steps when Bunter came along and delivered himself of sounds of woe.

  Bunter apparently, was in a state of suffering.  What was the matter with him was not so apparent.  Certainly he had done very well at dinner, and the extra helpings he had packed away might have made any other fellow feel queer.

  But extra helpings had never affected Bunter.  He always bagged as many as he could, and, like Oliver Twist, asked for more.

  “I say—ow—you fellows—  Wow !” groaned Bunter.
   Harry Wharton & Co. glanced at him.  It was games practice that afternoon—a compulsory practice—but for once the captain of the Remove was going to cut it.  Colonel Wharton had stated in his letter that he was coming to the school that afternoon, and Harry had to be free to see his uncle when he came.  It was his intention to walk down to Friardale Station and meet the old gentleman and walk with him to the school.  Even the captain of the Remove was not free to cut a compulsory practise without leave; but he had asked Wharton, the Head of the games, and had, of course, received permission.  Wharton was thinking of his coming interview with his. uncle as he chatted with his friends.  But the matter under discussion was the bill for Skinner’s bike.  Only Nugent-had seen the colonel’s letter; it was not a matter that Wharton cared to talk about, even among his intimate chums.  But the Co. knew there had been no remittance, and that Harry had to raise the money on his own.  And the concensus of opinion was that it should be somehow extracted from Ponsonby, who was the party responsible.  And if Pon tried to wriggle out of it by lying and trickery, as it was pretty certain that he would, he had to be pinned down somehow.
  Bunter interrupted the discussion.

  “I’ve got an awful pain, you fellows !” he said lugubriously.  “I say, you fellows, I—I rather think it’s appendicitis.”

  “Been eating that gammon rasher ?” asked Bob sympathetically.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Oh, really, Cherry—”

  “It can’t be your dinner, Bunter,” remarked Johnny Bull.  “I had my eye on you—you only ate enough for six or seven.”
  “I think you follows might be sympathetic when a man’s suffering awful pain from appendicitis in his back.”

  “Oh, my hat !”

  “Ha, ha, ha, !”
  That roar of laughter did not sound sympathetic.  Still, appendicitis in the back was rather a new and startling complaint.

  “Blessed .if I see anything to crackle at !” snorted Bunter.  “It may not be appendicitis.  It may be p1umbago—there’s a lot of plumbago in our family.  Or—or pneumonia !  Anyhow, the pain’s fearful, and I—I shan’t be able to turn up for games practice this afternoon, Wharton.”

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  The secret was out now !  It was not the many helpings at dinner that troubled Bunter—it was the prospect of games practice in the afternoon.

  Many and various were Bunter’s wheezes for dodging practice.  This was one more of them.
  “Cackle !” said Bunter bitterly.  “Cackle, while a fellow’s got a pain like a burning dagger in his leg !  I think it was Wharton caused it, by dragging me off that bike the other day at Cliff House !  I believe the spinal column of my leg is injured.”
  “Oh crikey !”
  “I’m rather keen on games practice, as you know,” continued Bunter.  “But I shall have to cut it to-day.  You—you’re letting me off, Wharton ?”

  Harry Wharton laughed.

  “I’m out to-day,” he answered.  “I’ve asked Bob to take charge.  Ask Bob, old fat bean—I’m sure he will believe that you’ve got appendicitis in your back and a broken spinal column in your leg.  It sounds so jolly probable.”

  “Bob, old fellow !” Bunter his big spectacles hopefully on Bob Cherry.  “I say, old chap, I—I can’t put one leg before the other !  The pain in my back—I mean in my leg—is really awful !  You’ll let me off, won’t you, old fellow, and—and explain to Wingate if he misses me.”

  “If you’re too ill to play, old fat man, I’ll let you off,” agreed Bob.  “After all, it will be a pleasure to lose sight of you for a bit.”

  “The pleasurefulness will be terrific !” chuckled Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  “Oh, really, Cherry !”

  “Sure you can’t put one leg before the other “” asked Bob.

  “Quite !” said Bunter.  I—I couldn’t run a yard now, old fellow, if the House was on fire.  I—I should perish miserably in the flames !  I—I think I’ll go and lie down a bit—lying down may do me good.”

  “I don’t know whether lying will do you any good,” said Bob, with a shake of the head.  “You do an awful lot of lying, but I don’t see the good.”

  “ Beast !” roared Bunter.  “I—I mean, is it all right, old chap !  You’re letting me off games practice, as I’ve got this fearful agony—”
  “If you can’t put one leg before the other, it’s no good your turning up on Little Side !” agreed Bob.  “But let’s see !  Turn round.”

  “Eh ?”

  “Turn him round, you men !” said Bob.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  “I say, you fellows—  Leggo, I say—”
  Johnny Bull and Hurree Singh grasped Billy Bunter and slewed him round.  Bob Cherry drew back a foot.

  “I—I say !” yelled Bunter.  “D-d-don’t you kick me, you beast !  I say—”

  “Stand steady !” said Bob cheerily.  “If you can’t put one leg before the other you’re let off.  But try !”

  Thud !

  “Yarooooooh !” roared Bunter.
  A rather heavy boot landed on the tightest trousers at Greyfriars.  Billy Bunter’s yell woke most of the echoes of the old quadrangle.  He flew.

  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” roared Bob.  “You can put one leg before the other all right, Bunter !  Quite a mistake of yours, old fat bean.”

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  There was no doubt that Bunter had found himself suddenly quite able to put one leg before the other—and at a good rate of speed, too.  His fat little legs fairly twinkled as he fled.  Even such an extraordinary combination of complaints as appendicitis in the back, a damaged spinal column in the leg, and plumbago—by which Bunter perhaps meant lumbago—did not seem to incapacitate him.  One kick was enough for Bunter—and he vanished into the House at a speed he never displayed on Little Side.

  “I rather think Bunter’s all right for games practice, after all !” chuckled Bob.

  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “I’ll jolly well root the fat bounder out if he tries slacking,” said Bob.  “You can leave it to me, Wharton—I’ll make ’em hop !  Here comes Skinner—I wonder if he’s got a pain !”

  Skinner came up with a rather sullen face.  He scowled at the Co. and fixed his eyes on Wharton.

  “I’ve got something rather important on this afternoon,” he said.  “I suppose I can cut games ?”
  The captain of the Remove waved his hand to Bob.

  “Bob Cherry’s in charge to-day,” he answered.  “Put it to him.”

  “What is it, Skinner ?  Appendicitis ?” asked Bob.

  “Eh ?  No, you ass !”

  “Broken your spinal column ?”

  “You silly chump !”

  “Or is there p1umbago in your family ?”

  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Oh, don’t be a silly ass !” growled Skinner.  “The—the fact is, I’ve got to see a relation—an uncle of mine is at Lantham this afternoon, and he’s asked me to run across to see him.”
  “Is your uncle named Ponsonby ?”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  Skinner scowled.
  “I’m awfully sorry, you can’t go over to see your uncle.” Said Bob.  Wharton’s leaving games practice in my hands, and I should have to explain to Wingate—”

  Well, you can tell him about my uncle—”
  “Your Uncle Ponsonby, of the Fourth Form at Highcliffe ?”
  “Ha, ha, ha !”
 “Look here, can I go over or not ?” snarled Skinner.

  “Certainly; I’ll help you over.”

  Bob Cherry seemed to be in a playful mood that afternoon; and .it was certain that the energetic Bob had little mercy on slackers and frowsters.  Harold Skinner gave a yell as a pair of powerful hands suddenly grasped him.

  “Leggo !” he yelled.  “What the thump do you think you’re up to ?”

  “Didn’t you say you wanted to go over.  Well, there you go !”
  And Skinner went over !

  Bump !

  “Ha, ha, ha !” yelled the Co.

  Skinner certainly had said that he wanted to go over—though he meant that he wanted to go over to Lantham.  Bob chose to misunderstand.  It was in the Greyfriars quad that Skinner went over—and he went over rather hard.
  He roared as he landed.
  Harry Wharton & Co. walked away, leaving Skinner gasping and glaring.  It was clear that games practice could be safely left in Bob’s strenuous hands; Bob Cherry’s methods with slackers did not encourage slacking.  There was quite a full attendance on Little Side that afternoon; only Billy Bunter being conspicuous by his absence.  The fat Owl was still, apparently, “trying it on.”  And Bob went to look for Bunter, with the cheery intention of helping him down to the football ground by the liberal application of a large size in football boots.

THE TENTH CHAPTER.

Pon Pays the Penalty !

  “OH gad !” ejaculated Cecil Ponsonby
  He jammed on his brakes in alarm.

  Harry Wharton, swinging along Friardale Lane towards the village, did not observe, for a moment, the cyclist ahead of him, who was approaching from Friardale.

  Wharton was deep in thought as he went.  He was thinking of his coming interview with his uncle.  Frank Nugent, like a true pal, had poured oil on the troubled waters, and more and more Wharton took his chum’s view that his uncle’s financial difficulties were greater than he had suspected before.  If that was the case, Wharton was the fellow to play up like a man; certainly not the fellow to add to burdens already heavy  Yet, perhaps; at the back of his mind, there was some faint shadow of a lingering doubt.  Anyhow, the talk with his uncle would clear the air, and he was anxious for the. meeting.

  As he knew that Colonel Wharton had sold his car, the old gentleman could not be coming down by road, and if money was so very “tight,” he was not likely to get out at Courtfield and take a taxi to the school; so Wharton had no doubt that he would find him at Friardale Station, which was the station for Greyfriars and he did not mind if he had to wait.

  He was thinking of anything but the cad of Highcliffe, and did not even see the cyclist in advance.  But Ponsonby’s eyes fixed on him in alarm, and he slowed down and glanced to left and right, as if seeking a way of escape.
  Ponsonby was alone, and alone he did not want to meet the captain of the Remove.  It was only too probable that, man to man, he would be called to account for the ragging of a few days ago.

  But there was no escape for Pon, unless he turned and rode back to the village the way he had come; for was nowhere near a turning.  That he decided very quickly to do, and he whirled round his machine.  It was at that moment, as he turned, that Wharton became aware of him.  A gleam came into the Greyfriars junior’s eyes at the sight of his old enemy.  He gave a scornful laugh, as he noted that Pon was obviously seeking to escape a meeting, and ran forward.

  As a matter of fact, his intentions were not hostile; he was too worried and troubled about his own affairs to be thinking of giving the cad of Highcliffe the thrashing he deserved.  But it was an opportunity of speaking to Pon about the affair of the bike; a matter that had to be settled.  He ran quickly on, and called to Ponsonby to stop.  Instead of stopping, Ponsonby drove hard at his pedals, whirling the bike round to run for it.  It was a case of more haste and less speed, for the lane was narrow, and instead of getting clear, Ponsonby ran his machine into the high grassy bank at the roadside.  The bike toppled over, and Ponsonby bumped into the grass with a yelp.  By the time he on his feet Wharton had reached him.

  The Highcliffe fellow backed behind the machine, keeping it between him and Wharton, and scowling savagely across it.

  “Keep off, you Greyfriars cad !” he muttered.

Wharton’s lip curled.

  “I’m not going to touch you, you cringing funk, unless you ask for it,” he answered.  “But I’ve got to speak to you.  The bike you smashed up the other day was not mine, but Skinner’s—though I dare. say Skinner’s told you that already.  I’ve got the bill for the repairs in my pocket !”
  “Keep it there !” suggested Ponsonby.
  “Skinner holds me responsible, as I had the machine,” said Harry.  “I hold you responsible for having damaged it.  Are you going to pay the bill ?”

  Ponsonby laughed.

  “I suppose you know that it’s up to you,” said Harry quietly.  “You smashed the jigger—”

  “What jigger?” asked Pop coolly.
  “You haven’t forgotten, I suppose ?”

  “If I ever smashed a jigger I’ve forgotten—and I’m goin’ on forgettin’,” grinned Ponsonby.  “When did it happen ?”
  Wharton’s eyes glinted.
  “You know that it happened on Wednesday afternoon, in this lane.”

  Ponsonby shook his head.

  “I remember scrappin’ with you on Wednesday afternoon,” he said, in a reflective sort of way.  “I don’ t remember anythin’ about a bike.  Were you on a bike ?”

  “So that’s the line you’re taking ?” said Harry.

  “If you can prove any bike-smashin’, all you’ve got to do is to get on with it,” answered Ponsonby cheerfully.  “I had three friends with me that day, and they’re three witnesses that I never touched your bike, if you had a bike with you.  More likely you bunged it into a tree, or into a lorry, and you’re makin’ up this yarn to stick me for the damage.  If you borrowed another fellow’s bike, and got it crooked, it’s your own funeral.  You’re more than welcome to anythin’ you can get out of me.”
  “You’re going to deny wrecking the bike, if I take the matter up with your headmaster. at Highcliffe ?”
  “You get me—exact1y.”

  “I suppose a few lies more or less don’t cost you much,” said the captain of the Remove contemptuously, “and I suppose your precious pals will back you up.  But you’re going to pay, all the same, if I can make you.”
  “Get on with it; make me, if you can,” grinned Ponsonby.  “As I’ve said, you’re welcome to all you can get.”

  Wharton stood silent, looking at him.

  He had guessed the attitude that Ponsonby would take up; indeed, it was certain that the cad of Highcliffe never would have done the damage, but for his assurance that he could not be called to account for it.  It was not much use for Wharton to go to Dr. Voysey, at Highcliffe School, and make a statement that would be denied by four Highcliffe fellows in a bunch.  The Highcliffe headmaster would naturally take the side of the Highcliffians in a dispute in which it was word against word.  Pon’s utter unscrupulousness gave him the advantage, and it was as clear as daylight that not one penny would be extracted from Pon.

  Is that the lot ?” asked Ponsonby.  “ If so, I’ll get on.  I don’t quite like bein’ seen talkin’ to Greyfriars cads.”

  “And suppose,” said Harry quietly, “suppose I took your bike, now, and served it as you served Skinner’s.  You couldn’t stop me.”

  Ponsonby breathed rather hard.

  “I’d make you pay for it !” he muttered.

  “Yes—you could make me pay for it, because I couldn’t stand up and tell a bushel of lies about it, as you could,” said Wharton contemptuously.  “Well, I won’t touch your bike—hooliganism isn’t in my line.  But—I’m going to touch you—hard !  You’ve asked for it, and you’re getting it.  Put that bike against the hedge, and put up your hands, you cur !”

  “I’m not goin’ to scrap with you muttered Ponsonby huskily.  “Keep off, you dashed ruffian.”

  “You were keen enough on scrapping four to one.  You’d be keen enough now, if your friends came along to help. Put up your hands !”
  Ponsonby had no intention of putting up his hands if he could help it.”  He made a desperate rush with the bike, to mount and escape.  Wharton’s hand was on his collar at once.
  The machine went clattering against the bank, and the Highcliffe junior came down in the road with a crash and a yell.

  Wharton-eyed him grimly.

  He knew now that there was no satisfaction to be had from Pon, so far as the affair of Skinner’s bike was concerned.  Pon was getting away with that, and it could not be helped.  But there was some satisfaction, at least, in giving the cad of Highcliffe what he had asked for.  “I’m waiting !” said Wharton.  Ponsonby scrambled up, panting.  Wharton stepped between him and his machine.  The Highcliffe junior backed away across the lane.
  “You rotten funk !” said Wharton.  “Put up your hands !  I’d have let the matter drop if you’d have done the decent: thing.  Now—”

  “Keep off !” yelled Ponsonby.
 The Greyfriars junior followed him up. A tap on the nose brought a yell from P011, and in sheer desperation he put up his hands.

  The next moment they were fighting. Pon was not a fighting-man; but he could put up a scrap when he was driven to it.  He was, as a matter of fact, a little taller than Wharton, and looked like a match for him; if pluck had not been wanting.  Desperation supplied the place of courage, and the dandy of Highcliffe put up the fight of his life.

  For full five minutes the two adversaries stood face to face, foot to foot, fighting hard; and for those minutes Wharton had his hands full, and plenty to do.  He gave punishment on a liberal scale; but Wharton took his punishment with grim endurance, while Pon yelped, and backed and dodged and weakened under it,

  The Highcliffe fellow was driven across the lane to the very edge of the deep, flowing ditch, and there he rallied for another effort.  But the grim face and driving fists were too much for him.  He dropped his hands suddenly, turned, and ran.

  Wharton’s foot shot out, catching the elegant trousers of the dandy of Highcliffe as he ran.  Pon staggered forward, slipped on the edge of the ditch, and plunged headlong in.

  Splash !

  “Wrrrrggh !”

“Oh, my hat !” gasped Wharton.  “Ha, ha, ha !”
  “Oooooogh !”
  A draggled, muddy, streaming, oozy figure rose in the ditch.  A wet, muddy, furious face glared at the Greyfriars junior.
  “Ha, ha, ha !” roared Wharton.
  “Ugh !  Oooooh !  Gug-gug-gug  Ooooch !” spluttered Ponsonby.
  “Harry Wharton, laughing, turned away and walked on towards the village.  The hapless Highcliffian crawled out of the ditch, streaming water and squelching mud.

 It was a muddy, draggled, dishevelled and infuriated Ponsonby that crawled to the bicycle and pedalled away.  Not for the first time, Pon found it extremely unpleasant to receive that for which he had so earnestly asked.

  Harry Wharton gave him no further thought as he went on to Friardale.  He reached the village station, and went on the platform.  The train was in from Courtfield; but Colonel Wharton had not arrived by it; and the captain the Remove paced the platform while he for the next train to come in.

THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER.

Harry Wharton’s Uncle !

  HE, he, he !”

  Billy Bunter chuckled.
   The fat junior was loafing about the House steps, keeping his eyes—and his spectacles—on the alert.  It was time for games practice and Billy Bunter—who only wanted to be left alone to loaf and frowst—had to be wary.  He had a feeling that Bob Cherry might start looking for him when he missed him on Little Side; and he did not want to be found.  Very much indeed he did not want to be found.

  He was prepared to out and run the sight of Bob’s sturdy figure and ruddy face in the offing.

  Certainly a fellow who dodged game practice on compulsory days had to be reported to the captain of the school.  But Bunter felt that he could rely on Bob’s good nature to that extent; he was not afraid of being reported to Wingate.  But he was very much afraid of being spotted, and kicked all the way to the football ground.  Hence his watchfulness.

  His fat cachinnation was evoked by the sight of a tall, erect, military-looking gentleman coming up to the House.  It was Colonel Wharton, the uncle and guardian of the captain of the Remove.  Bunter was aware that; Harry Wharton had gone down to Friardale Station is meet his visitor.  As the colonel came in alone, it was obvious that he had missed his nephew.  That, to Bunter’s fat and fatuous mind, seemed rather amusing.  And he chuckled.  It seemed quite funny—to Bunter—if the old gentleman had got out at Courtfie1d, while his nephew was waiting for him to get out at Friardale.

  Colonel Wharton glanced at the grinning fat Owl as he came up.  His bronzed face was grave, and a little stern, and Bunter ceased to grin.  The colonel was a governor of Greyfriars, and Bunter “capped” him as he came up, and suppressed the outward sign of his inward merriment.

  “Is my nephew in the House, Bunter ?” asked Colonel Wharton, stopping.

  “No fear !” answered Bunter.  “He’s gone down to Friardale to meet your train, sir.”
  “Oh !” ejaculated the colonel.
  “I suppose you got out at Courtfield sir,” said Bunter.  “Just like Wharton to wait at the wrong station !  He’s rather an ass.”

  What ?” hooted the colonel.

  “I—I—I mean—” stammered Bunter.

  “No doubt Harry supposed that I should get out at Friardale,” said the colonel.  “As a matter of fact, I have walked from Courtfield.”

  The colonel frowned little.

  It was a natural misapprehension on Wharton’s part, for he certainly could not have guessed that the old gentleman would alight at Courtfield and walk three miles to the school.

  He was aware that his uncle was now practising a rather severe economy; but he assuredly was not aware that the economy was being carried to that length.

  Billy Bunter watched the frowning face, with a lurking glimmer behind his big spectacles.  “Well, after all, I am not pressed for time.  I can wait,” said the colonel at last.  “No doubt Harry will come back at once.”

  “More likely to wait for the next train,” said Bunter cheerfully; “and there’s only one every half-hour.”

  “Well, it cannot be helped.  If you see him, Bunter, please tell him that I am here.”
  “Oh, certainly, sir !”
  Colonel Wharton passed into the House.  Billy Bunter winked into space.

  Mr. Quelch had seen the colonel, from his window, and he came out of his study to greet his head boy’s uncle.  Visits from governors of the school were not, as a rule, either grateful or comforting to the Head and his staff; but the Remove master had a great respect for the bronzed old gentleman who had once been Jim Wharton of the Remove, and who had been through the terrible days in France and Flanders.

  “I understand that my nephew has gone to Friardale, thinking that I should come by the local train,” said the colonel, after a few minutes chat with the Remove master.  “I shall have to await his return.”

  “If you would care to wait in my study, sir—”
  Colonel Wharton was aware that Mr. Quelch was busy gentleman, and he did not accept the polite offer.

  “Thank you !  I think I will go to my nephew’s study,” he said—” my own study once upon a time, Mr. Quelch !” he added, with a smile.  Mr. Quelch smiled, too.

  “Then I will send word to Gosling to inform Wharton, immediately be returns, that you are here, sir, and he will come directly to the study,” he said.
  And the colonel ascended to the Remove passage—deserted now that all the Lower Fourth were at games practice.

  He strode into Study No. 1 with his heavy tread.

  There was a low fire in the study grate, and the armchair looked comfortable and inviting to a gentleman who had walked three miles.

  But Colonel Wharton did not sit down.

  He stood for some minutes looking round the study.  In the long, long ago that room had been his own, when he had been a boy in the Greyfriars Remove.

  Much water had passed under the bridges since then; the Great War had come and gone.

  The gravity of the lined, bronzed face relaxed, as the colonel glanced about him, noting the signs of youthful occupation—a pair of football boots in a corner, a pair of boxing-gloves on the table, a book with open leaves flattened on the floor, a half-finished Latin exercise adorned by several blots and a smudge.
  He: stepped to the window, and stood looking out.

  Far in the distance he had a view of green playing fields, and his keen eyesight picked out the Remove follows on Little Side, gathering there for games practice.

  Then his glance fell on a fellow in shirt and shorts who was coming towards the House—a sturdy fellow with a ruddy, face—and he smiled as he recognised, Bob Cherry.

  He turned from the window and sat down in the armchair.

  For some minutes he sat staring at the low fire, a cloud of deep thought gathering on his face.  He was anxious to see his nephew, and he was always glad to see him; but the coming interview was not to be of the old pleasant kind in all respects.  Financial trouble, which had reached most homes in the kingdom, had reached Wharton Lodge, and it made a difference.

  It irked the kind old gentleman even to appear to hesitate in acceding to any request made by his nephew; and in his pocket-book was a five-pound note, to be handed over to Harry if he really was in need of it.  But he felt that in the present circumstances, it was only judicious to be quite frank; and he felt, too, that he could rely upon the good sense and understanding of his nephew.

  Harry Wharton was not the fellow to weaken or whine; he was the fellow to take what was coming to him, standing up and facing it like a man.

  He was sure of that.

  But as he sat staring at the fire he was thinking, not only of Harry, but of another nephew—the nephew of his old friend, Major Cherry—recalled to his mind by the glimpse of Bob in the quad below.  His brow darkened grimly as he thought of Bob Cherry’s cousin—the wastrel and spendthrift, so utterly unlike the cheery Bob.
  Had his own nephew been like that—Paul Tyrrell, waster and blackguard, pestering the old major continually for help, with one lying pretext after another !  The colonel gave a grunt.  But his face cleared again.  He had plenty of trouble on hand, but he was never likely to have that kind of trouble.  He took out his pocket-book and sat with it on his knee, sorting papers from it.  Among them was a letter, written—but not yet posted—a letter to Major Cherry on a subject on which his old comrade-in-arms had asked his advice.  On the subject of the major’s scapegrace nephew Colonel Wharton’s advice was likely to be uncompromising.  He had no kindness to waste on slackers and blackguards.

  But he doubted whether he might have put it a little too strongly, for which reason he had kept the letter for further consideration before posting it.
  Now, while he waited for Harry, he read it through, his brow growing grim again as he read.  And as he read there came a sound of gasping breath and scampering feet in the Remove passage.

THE TWELFTH CHAPTER.

Hunting Bunter !

  “HALLO, hallo, hallo !”
  “Beast !”

  Billy Bunter stayed only to utter that one ejaculation.
  Bunter had been very wary.  He had spotted Bob Cherry coming towards the House, and he retired indoors at once.  Up one passage and down another the grinning Bob had stalked the elusive owl.  Three or four times Bunter had. vanished from sight, but Bob had picked up the trail again.  Now the fat and fatuous Owl was on the Remove staircase, listening in trepidation to footsteps below.  Bob Cherry’s cheery face rose into view from the lower stairs.  He grabbed at Bunter.
  Bunter fled.
  “You silly owl !” roared Bob.  “Come down !”
  “I’m going to kick you into the changing-room !  Come and be kicked !”

  That, really, was not the way to induce William George Bunter to check his flight.  Bill Bunter did not want to be kicked, either into the changing-room or anywhere else.  He barged on up the Remove staircase.

  Bob Cherry scampered after him.  He had wasted enough time on Bunter, and he grabbed at a fat leg.

  “Yaroooh !” roared Banter, as he sprawled.

  “Come on, old fat bean !” chuckled Bob.  “Or would you like me to roll you down like a jolly old barrel ?”
  “Ow !  Beast !  Leggo !  I’ve got a pain—”

  “I’ll give you another, old fat man !  Where would you like it ?”

  “Look here, you beast—”

  Smack !
  A rather heavy open hand descended on Bunter’s trousers as he sprawled, with a crack like a pistol shot.

  “Whooop !” roared Bunter.

  “Have another, old bean ?” chuckled Bob.  “You—  Oh, my hat !  Yooop !  Great pip !  Oh crikey !”
  Bunter, in sheer desperation, kicked out.

  Bob was not expecting it; indeed, if Bunter had stopped to think, he would not have done it.  He did it without thinking.

  His foot landed on Bob’s chest as Bob bent over him on the stairs, and Bob Cherry went spinning.

  Bump !  Crash !  Bump, bump, bump !

  Oh crikey !”gasped Bunter in terror at what he had done, as he heard Bob rolling down the Remove staircase to the lower landing.
  He scrambled up and blinked after Bob.
  “Ow !  Oh !  Yaroooh !” roared Bob as he rolled.
  He landed on the landing in a breathless heap.  The expression on his face as he picked himself up was enough for Bunter—more than enough.

  The fat Owl fairly tore up the stairs to the landing above and fled into the Remove passage.

  “You fat villain !” yelled Bob.  “I’ll burst you !”

  Thundering footsteps came after Bunter.
  “Oh lor’ !” gurgled Bunter.
  He charged into the Remove passage, tore open the door of the first study he came to, and barged in headlong.  His one thought was to get into a study, and slam the door and lock it before Bob grabbed.

  Billy Bunter did not see the bronzed-faced gentleman who started up from the armchair in amazement as he barged in.  He had no eyes for Colonel Wharton.

  He grasped the door and slammed it

  Bob Cherry reached it from outside at the same moment.  The door slammed on Bob and there was a roar.
  The next instant it burst wide open again and Bob charged in.

  “Ow !” gasped Bunter.

  He rushed round the table to escape.

  Crash !

  Bump !

  “Good gad !”

  Bunter had crashed into somebody !  He did not even see whom !  He rolled over from the shock and sprawled on the floor.  Colonel Wharton, taken quite by surprise by that sudden terrific charge, staggered over and went full length, his pocket-book and papers flying far and wide.

  “Oh !  Good gad !” spluttered the colonel.

  Yarooooh !”

  “Now, you fat scoundrel !” roared Bob.  “Oh, my hat !  You, sir !  I didn’t see you—”
  Another second and Bob’s grasp would have been on the fat Owl, and Bunter would have been getting the time of his life.  But in that second Bob sighted his chum’s uncle sprawling on the floor and stopped.

  “Oh !  What—what—” panted the colonel dizzily.  “What—”

  “You—you—you benighted idiot, Bunter !” gasped Bob.  “You—you—”  He broke off and ran to the colone1’s aid.
  Billy Bunter scrambled up.  He blinked at the colonel through his big spectacles.  He realised now what he had charged into.

  “Oh crikey !” gasped Bunter.

  Bob, forgetful for the moment of Bunter, gave his assistance to the colonel, helping him up.  In a few moments he would have had eyes for Bunter again.  But Billy Bunter made the most of those few moments.  Generally Bunter’s motions were not rapid.  Now, a flash of lightning would have had nothing on Bunter !  He fairly whizzed out of Study No. 1.

  There was a pattering of feet in the Remove passage, the slamming of a door and the turning of a key.  Bunter was safe in No. 7, while Bob was still helping a breathless and dizzy old gentleman to his feet.

  “Upon my word !” gasped Colonel Wharton.  “I—I—I—”

  “So sorry, sir !” gasped Bob.  “I’ll whop that fat idiot !  I—I hope you’re not hurt, sir.”
  “On the contrary, I am very considerably hurt !” exclaimed Colonel Wharton, leaning on the study table and gasping for breath.  “And my papers—they are scattered all over the room !  Really, Cherry—”
  “That fat ass is dodging games practice, sir, and I was rounding him up, stammered Bob.  “I’m awfully sorry.  I’ll pick up the papers, sir—”
  “Please do so !” snapped the colonel.  The old gentleman dropped rather limply into the armchair again.  A charge with Billy Bunter’s weight behind it was a serious matter, especially for a gentleman past the age for horseplay.  Colonel Wharton sat and gasped for breath spasmodically.
  Games practice was waiting for Bob, and Bunter was not yet rounded up.  But Bob, for the moment, was more concerned about his chum’s uncle than either.  He picked up the pocket-book and rooted about the study for the scattered papers—among them a pound note.  He crammed paper after paper into the pocket-book and handed it back to the colonel.  “I think that’s the lot, sir !  I’m awfully sorry—”

  “You are young donkey, sir !” gasped the colonel.

  “I—I—  You see—”

  “Nonsense !”

  The old colonel was evidently not in the best; of tempers—which really was not surprising.  He thrust the pocketbook into his pocket and rubbed his knees and elbows in turn—all of which had established rather violent contact with the hard old oak of the study floor.

  “You see, sir, I—I never knew you were here,” stammered Bob.  “Harry’s gone down to Friardale, thinking—”
  “I know that !”
  “I’m sorry—”

  “Huh !”

  Bob Cherry discreetly left the study.  Besides, he had Bunter, and games practise to think of.  He closed the door, and tramped along to Study No. 7.  From that apartment there was a sound of breathless gasping.  “Bunter, you fat villain—”

  “Ow !  I’m not here !”
  “Come out, you porpoise !”

  “Beast !”

  “Open this door !” roared Bob.
 “Rotter !”

  “I’ll burst you—”

  “Yah !”
  Bob Cherry, breathing hard and deep, tramped away to the stairs.  There was no dealing with Bunter through a locked door.  Bunter had to be left over.  Games practice that afternoon proceeded, after all, without the assistance of William George Bunter.

THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER.

Colonel Wharton is Frank !

  HARRY WHARTON Watched the local train from Courtfield come in at Friardale Station, and frowned.  He had had no doubt that, as his uncle was certainly coming down by train, he would arrive at Friardale; but now he began to doubt.
  However, as he was there, he decided to wait for the next train, and a rather dismal half-hour passed, loafing about the platform.  But there was no sign of Colonel Wharton on the next local when it came in, and, with clouded brow, the junior left the station at last.

  If his uncle had taken a taxi from Courtfield he must have been at the school long before this; he must have arrived, even if he had walked.  The captain of the Remove broke into a trot in the lane, and kept it up all the way back to the school.

  Games practice was going on Little Side, and no Remove man was to be seen in the quad.  But Wharton caught sight of Temple, Dabney, & Co. of the Fourth lounging in the quad, and called to Temple.
  “Know whether my uncle’s come, Temple ?”
  “Yes.  I saw the old scout comin’ in,” answered Temple, “nearly half an hour ago, I believe.”
  Gosling, the porter, put his ancient head out of his lodge.
  That you, Master Wharton ?  Which Mr. Quelch says Colonel Wharton’s a-waiting for you in your study, sir !”
  Thanks, old bean said Harry.

  He ran on towards the House.  He came up the Remove staircase two stairs at a time, and almost ran into a fat junior who was peering down from the landing.

  Billy Bunter blinked at him.

  “I thought it was that beast Cherry, for a minute !” he said.

  “Why aren’t you at games practice, you fat freak ?” asked Wharton.

  “You mind your own bizney !” retorted Bunter independently.

  “What ?”
  “You told me that Cherry’s in charge today !” said Bunter.  “Well, Bob can let a pal off if he likes.  See ?”

  “So Bob’s let you off, you fat slacker ?”

  “Yes.  I was ill, you know—fearful pains in my-my lungs—I mean, my legs !  I never locked myself in my study !” added Bunter cautiously.  I’m not dodging that beast !”

  Harry Wharton laughed.

  “I say, your jolly old uncle’s in Study No. 1,” said Bunter.  “Better be a bit tactful, old chap, and it may mean a tip !  But be tactful !  He’s in rather a rotten temper.”

  “You silly fat Owl !”

  “Oh, really, Wharton !  I’m only putting you wise !” said the fat Owl warmly.  “The old josser—”

  “The what ?”

  “The old josser’s frightfully crusty because I barged into him and biffed him over,” explained Bunter.  “How was I to know he was in the study, I’d like to know, and that brute Cherry was after me like a wild Indian, you know and—”

  “You howling ass !” exclaimed Wharton.  “What have you been up to ?”
  “Nothing !  Nothing at all !” answered Bunter.  “What; I mean to say is, I didn’t dodge into your study, old chap, and never barged the old idiot over—”  Whooop !”
 Billy Bunter descended suddenly on the floor of the Remove passage.  He landed there with a bump and a yell.

  Leaving him yelling, Harry Wharton passed on, and hurried into Study No. 1.
  “Uncle !”

  Colonel Wharton rose from the armchair.  He was still breathing rather hard, and was a little flushed.  He had been busily engaged in rubbing a jarred knee when his nephew came in.  The old gentleman had not yet quite recovered from the effects of Bunter’s terrific charge and the fall on the floor.  But he was not, as Bunter had stated, in a bad temper.  His kind old face lit up with a smile at the sight of his nephew.

  “Oh, here you are, Harry !”

  He shook hands with the captain of the Remove.

  “I’m sorry I was out of gates, uncle,” said Harry.  I was sure you would come to Friardale, and—”

  “I should have told you in my letter, my boy,” answered his uncle.  “It was my fault !  I walked from Courtfield.”

  “That’s a jolly long walk !” said Harry.

  “Quite an enjoyable one !” said the colonel.  “As the weather was fine, I thought I would walk it.”
  Wharton was silent.  He wondered rather dismally whether the extra fare to Friardale mattered to his uncle.  If so, there was no doubt that the old gentleman was in deep waters financially.  Certainly he had never thought of imagining that things were so bad as that.

  “Sit down, my boy.”  Colonel Wharton sat in the armchair again, and the junior perched himself on the edge of the study table.  The colonel took out his cigar-case, as if from force of habit; but replaced it in his pocket without opening it, and smiled faintly.
  Wharton, felt a pang.

  “Uncle,” he said, in a low voice, “are things very bad ?  I’d like you to tell me.  You know I’m not afraid to face the music.”  “I know that, Harry.  I think I had better be frank,” said his uncle slowly.  “Perhaps I should have spoken out before, but—but—”  He paused.  “It is only temporary trouble, Harry—of that I am assured, and you may be assured.  Like most other people, I have my money locked up in investments on which nothing is being paid in these days of business depression, and which cannot be sold, except at rubbish prices.

  “All will be well when business revives—and there is not the slightest doubt that this country is on the verge of a business revival, and a new era of prosperity as great as it has ever seen before—or greater.  No man of judgment can doubt that.  But—”

  “But—” said the junior.
  The colonel smiled.
 “But, in the meantime, the pinch is very hard,” he said.  “Taxation has been carried to such reckless lengths that it is practically killing the goose that lays the golden eggs.  The good time is coming, my boy—but until it is here, there are hard times for everybody.  We can pull through by the strictest economy—but it must be very strict—for a time.  Only for a time, Harry.”

  “I understand.”

  “I believe prosperity is so near at hand that even next term. we shall be in our old easy circumstances,” said his uncle.  “But this term, my boy, I want you to play up, and I am sure you will do so without repining.”

“What-ho!” said Harry, smiling.  “Rely on me, uncle.”
  “You understand now, why I wrote to you as I did.  I am not only your uncle and guardian, Harry, but your friend.  Tell me frankly how you stand; and matters are not so bad that I cannot spare what you want, if it is really needed.”
  Wharton shook his head.
  “It’s all right, uncle.  “I had no idea—I mean; I can manage all right.  Don’t you bother about that.”

  “If you are sure, Harry—”

  “Quite sure !” said Harry at once.  Half a dozen half-formed plans were in his mind for meeting Skinner’s little bill, and on one point he was quite determined—it was not to be landed on his uncle.  If the old gentleman walked three miles to save a shilling on the railway, his nephew certainly was not going to “touch” him for five pounds.  Colonel Wharton seemed to hesitate; but it was easy for Harry to see that this came as a relief to him.

  “It’s nothing—really nothing said Wharton eagerly.

  The colonel nodded.  Probably he had an impression that his nephew had been contemplating some little extravagance, justifiable enough in his former circumstances, but which he could easily cut out now that he knew how matters stood.  Wharton changed the subject as soon as he could.  He could handle the difficulty himself—by selling his own bike, if it came to that.  So far as his uncle was concerned, he was only anxious to wash the matter entirely out.  And in that he succeeded.

  He turned the talk to home; asked about Aunt Amy, and others at Wharton Ledge.  And the colone1’s rather troubled face cleared, and he chatted pleasantly with his nephew, and the minutes passed swiftly enough.
  Colonel Wharton rose at last.

“You’ll stay to tea uncle ?” asked Harry.

  “I think I had better catch my train, my boy,” answered his uncle.  “If you would care to walk to the station—”
  “Yes, rather.”

  They walked to Courtfield together.  Harry Wharton’s face was bright and cheerful—more bright and cheerful than his feelings, as a matter of fact.  Of himself Harry was thinking little, or nothing.  His concern was for his uncle, who was called on at an age when ease is almost a necessity to face unexpected privations and hardships.  He was resolved that his uncle should see that he could face trouble without complaint.  And his face was resolutely bright till he had said good-bye to the colonel in the train.

  But it clouded as he walked back to the school across Courtfield Common.  He was in a very thoughtful mood when he reached Greyfriars again.

THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER.

A Strange Discovery !

  “I SAY, you fellows !  Ow-ow-ow !”
  “What the thump—”
  “Wow !” groaned Billy Bunter.  It was a face of woe that blinked into the doorway of Study No. 1.

  The Famous Five were gathered in that study.  They stared at the woebegone fat face, and grinned.

  “Roll in, old barrel !” said Bob Cherry.  “I’ve been saving up a kicking for you.  Have you called for it ?”

  “The kickfulness is the proper caper,” concurred Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “Roll in and turn roundfully, my esteemed idiotic Bunter.”
   “I say, you fellows, no larks !” groaned Bunter.  “That beast Wingate has given me six !  Wow !”  “Good !” said Bob.  “Beast !  The brute makes out that I dodged games practice this afternoon !” groaned the fat Owl.  “Those beastly prefects are always making some excuse to whop a man.  Wow !”
  “So you did dodge it, you fat ass ! said Harry Wharton.
  “Oh, really, Wharton !  Wow !”
  “Well,” said. Bob considerately, “if you’ve had six, I’ll let you off the kicking, old fat bean.”

  “You awful rotter !” answered Bunter ungratefully.  “Fancy reporting a chap for cutting games when you knew he was ill with—with plumbago.”
  “But I never reported you, old bean,” grinned Bob.  “Forgot all about you, in fact. Wingate came down to Little Side and missed you.”
  “Meddling beast; always butting in !” groaned Bunter.  “Didn’t you tell him I was frightfully ill, you rotter ?”
  “My dear ass, you can tell your own whoppers,” said Bob, laughing.
  “Yow-ow-ow !”

  “Go and make that row in your own study,” suggested Johnny Bull.

  “That’s what you call sympathetic, I suppose, after all I’ve done for you ?” said Bunter bitterly.  “Yow-ow-ow !  I told Wingate I had an awful pain in my appendix, and he only laughed.  Just laughed, and laid into me with the ashplant.  Wow !”

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  “Blessed if I see anything to cackle at !  I say, you fellows, what about tea ?” asked Bunter hopefully.  “I was going to stand a spread in my study, but I’ve been disappointed about a postal order, I suppose your uncle squeezed out a tip, Wharton ?”

  “Not at all.”

  “Well, that’s pretty thick,” said Bunter, in disgust.  “Butting in to bother a chap, and not tipping him.  If I were you, I’d give him a jolly strong hint to keep away.  That’s just like these old fogeys—they never understand what a chap really wants to see them for.”

  “ Fathead !”

  “Well, what about tea ?” asked Bunter.  “I’ve only had tea in Hall, so far.  That beast Toddy is tea-ing out; and when he’s tea-ing out he never thinks of a pal in his own study.  I offered to go to tea with him, and he was utterly ill-bred on the subject.  Personal, in fact.  If you fellows are having tea here, I’ll lend a hand.  Like me to light the fire, Wharton ?  I see you’ve let it out.  Where’s some wood ?”
  “Use your head !” suggested Bob.

  “Beast !”

  “I’ll cut down to the tuckshop,” said Nugent.  “What about sosses and chips ?  If Bunter’s going to stick us for tea he may as well do the cooking.  He can cook.”

  “That’s a rather rotten way of putting it, Nugent.  I wasn’t thinking about tea really; but I like to lend a hand to my old pals.  Still, I’ll stay if you like.  I say, plenty of sosses, and a cake, and some jam !  And—”

  “Bow-wow !”
  Nugent collected contributions from his comrades, and left the study to fetch supplies.

  “Don’t forget the jam !” Bunter bawled after him.  “Mind you don’t forget the cake !  A big cake !”

  Nugent disappeared.  Billy Bunter proceeded to ensconce his fat person in the study armchair.  Harry Wharton & Co. looked at him, and he looked at the Co.
  “The fire’s out, you men,” remarked Bunter.  “Better have it going when Franky brings in the grub.  I’ll cook.  I can’t trust you fellows to cook sosses.  But get the fire going.”
  “You wouldn’t like to get up and get it going ?” asked Bob.

  “Well, no.  I think I’ll take a bit of a rest.  Yarooh !  Whoop !” roared Bunter, as Bob playfully tilted the armchair from behind, and he shot out on the hearthrug.  “Yarooh !”

  “Ha, ha, ha !”

  “Kick the fat slacker out !” grunted Johnny Bull.  “Oh, really, Bull !  I’m going to light the fire !  Didn’t I say I would ?  Keep off, you beast !”

Billy Bunter proceeded to attend to the fire. He was in Study No. 1 to tea on rather precarious terms, and he realised that it would be wise to make himself useful, though, as a matter of choice, he would rather have reclined gracefully in the armchair, and watched some other fellow getting the fire going.

  “I say, you fellows, where’s some wood ?” grunted Bunter.  “Mind if I break a leg off this chair, Wharton ?”

  “You’ll get broken yourself soon afterwards, if you do,” answered the captain of the Remove.

  “Well, I can’t light a fire without wood.  Oh, Here’s some in the locker !  Got an old newspaper ?  I suppose I can use this Latin exercise ?”

  “Not if you don’t want to be kicked.”
  “Well, look here, a chap must have some paper to light a fire.  Can I tear a few pages out of your Latin dictionary ?”

  “You can fetch your own, and tear out as many pages as you like.”

  “You silly ass !  I shall want my dic at prep.”
  “Well, shan’t I want mine, Owl ?”

  “I wish you wouldn’t keep on arguing,” said Bunter peevishly.  “You’re wasting time, and Franky will be back with the sosses soon.  You jolly well know I’m hungry !  A lot you care !”
  Bunter rooted about the study for paper to light the fire.  He found an old exercise under the table, and a letter lying on the floor under the chair.  The exercise was crammed into the grate, and flared up under a match.  The letter was about to follow when Bob Cherry interposed.

  “Hallo, hallo, hallo !” exclaimed Bob.  “Sure that letter isn’t any good, fathead ?”

  “Oh, rot !” said Bunter.
  “Look here, it looks to me like Colonel Wharton’s fist from here.  Done with your uncle’s letter, Harry ?”

  “My uncle’s letter’s in my pocket,” answered Wharton.  “Bunter, you fat idiot, give me that letter !  I’ll look at it before you burn it, you frabjous owl !”
  “Well, it’s on the fire now,” said Bunter cheerfully, dropping it there.  “Hand me some sticks !  Ow-wow !”

  Wharton, with an impatient exclamation, pushed the fat junior aside, and caught the letter from the fire.  It was already burning; but he extinguished it quickly.  Bunter, who was on his fat knees before the grate when he received the push, rolled over on the floor with a roar.  His bullet head rapped on a leg of the study table, and he gave another roar.

  “Ow !  Beast !  Wow !”

  “You silly ass !” roared Wharton.  “Can’t you let a fellow look at a letter before you burn it, you fat chump ?”

  “Ow !  Beast ! Wow !”

  “Might be something belonging to your uncle, old bean,” said Bob.  “I told you how that fat owl biffed him over.  I thought I’d picked up all the papers, but—”
  “It’s my uncle’s fist, anyhow,” said Harry.

  He glanced at the letter.

  There was not much of it remaining, but what was there was in the well known, strongly marked handwriting of Colonel Wharton.

  Evidently it was one of the papers that had been scattered when Billy Bunter charged the old gentleman over, and as it had slipped under the armchair it had escaped Bob’s rather hurried search at the time.  Wharton glanced at it merely to ascertain whether it was of any consequence, and he recognised his uncle’s handwriting, of course, immediately.  At the same time he could hardly help reading the only legible sentence that remained.

  His chums were startled by the sudden start he gave and the look that came over his face.
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  Wharton stood quite still, as if petrified.

  The colour drained from his face, leaving him white, and almost at once a hot flush of crimson came.

  His eyes seemed to start from his head as he stared at the letter—dumb, stricken.

  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh made a step towards him.
  “My esteemed chum—” exclaimed, the nabob, in great concern.

  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull stared blankly.  Even Billy Bunter realised that there was something amiss, and ceased to bellow.

  Wharton did not heed.

  His eyes were glued on what remained of the letter, more than half burnt, and charred all over.  The words 1eaped to his eyes.  They seemed to dance in letters of fire:

  “Certainly no man can be expected to bear for ever the burden of a thoughtless, selfish, utterly ungrateful nephew—”
THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER.

Taking the “Knock” !

  WHARTON did not stir.
  It seemed as if he was frozen.

  The words under his eyes were written in. his uncle’s hand—a hand there was no mistaking.  He knew that this was one of the papers that; the colonel had dropped when Bunter barged him over.  On that point there was no doubt, any more than there was that Colonel Wharton had written these bitter, crushing words.
  Wharton was conscious first only of shock.
  Was it possible that that was what his uncle thought of him ?
  Then his thoughts raced.
  Had his uncle written this, intending to send it to him, in reply to his letter asking for the five pounds, and afterwards relented and not posted it ?  That was one explanation.  Or had he—more bitter still—had he discussed his nephew in this way with some other person ?  That looked more like it.  The letter, obviously, had been written for posting.  It could have been written with no other object.
  “Thoughtless, selfish, utterly ungrateful,” and a “burden” !  A feeling of sickness came over the hapless junior.
  A “burden”—a burden that the old man was tired of bearing !  Wharton’s eyes flamed.

  Anger was rising now.

  Yet be checked it.  Was there some mistake ?  Could there be some mistake, some horrible mistake ?  How could there be ?  The letter was written in James Wharton’s hand, and James Wharton had only one nephew—Harry Wharton, of the Greyfriars Remove.  How could the letter possibly refer to any other nephew when he had no other nephew ?

  “Harry !”

  Bob Cherry’s startled voice seemed to Wharton to come from far off.  He was not conscious of his chums; he was conscious of nothing, but the words that seemed to burn into his brain:  “Selfish, ungrateful, and a burden !”
  “My esteemed Wharton—”

  Harry Wharton became aware of his comrades’ startled, dismayed faces, of the amazed stare from Billy Bunter’s spectacles.

  He tried to pull himself together.  His hand closed over the charred fragment of paper.

  No eyes but his should see that !  The shame and bitterness of it were hard enough to bear while only himself knew.

  “I say, you fellows, what’s the matter ?” squeaked Billy Bunter.  “I say, that fire isn’t going—”
  “Shut up, you fat fool !” hissed Johnny Bull, in a voice t that made Bunter jump.

  It seemed to Harry Wharton that whole ages had passed since his eyes had fallen on those searing words in his uncle’s hand.  As a matter of fact, it was only moments that had passed.

  Bob Cherry caught his arm.

  “Harry, old man, what’s the row ?  What are you looking like that for ?  What—”
  Wharton gulped for breath.

  He had a feeling that tears would start to his eyes, and he fought against them savagely and drove them back.  He had to keep cool, to pull himself together, to hide the wound that was penetrating to his very heart.  He slid the charred paper into his pocket.

  “It’s all right—nothing.  Get the fire going, Bunter !”
  Wharton was amazed to hear himself speak in his old tone, as if nothing had happened, while in truth his whole world was falling in pieces round him.  It seemed to him almost that it was another fellow speaking.

  “Well, give a fellow a chance !” grunted Bunter.  “What am I going to light that beastly fire with, now it’s gone out again, I’d like to know ?”

  Harry Wharton laughed.  The incongruousness of it struck him as funny—horribly funny.  Bunter was anxious about tea—while he stood there with more than the bitterness of death in his heart.

  “Look here, Wharton, what’s up ?” asked Johnny Bull quietly.  “What was there in that to knock you over ?  You can tell your pals.  I’ll kick Bunter out, and—”
  “Oh, really, Bull—”
  “My dear chap !” Wharton’s voice came easily enough now; he had himself in hand.  “It’s all right !  This is a bit of a letter that my—my—”  He checked.  He could not say “uncle” now—” that Colonel Wharton dropped when that fat fool barged him over here.  It is rather rotten that it should have got burnt.  I—I shall have to explain to—to Colonel Wharton that it was an accident.”

  “Well, that’s all right,” said Bob, eyeing his friend rather strangely.  “He won’t mind a lot—he can write it again, I suppose.  Can’t be awfully important or it would have been posted.”

  “Yes, of course—it’s all right !  Accidents will happen—especially with a fat frog barging about the study.”
  Wharton’s tone was quite casual.
  “Oh, really, Wharton—”
  “A pity you didn’t pick up this letter along with the others, Bob.”

  “Well, I was in rather a hurry, and it seems to have got under the armchair, and the old scout was a bit cross, and—”
  “I’m not blaming you, old fellow—anyhow, it doesn’t matter.  I rather wonder my—Colone1 Wharton didn’t look round himself.”

  “That fat idiot had winded him” Bob looked rueful—”and—and I thought I’d collected the lot—in fact, told him so.”

  “Well, it’s all right.  But—”  Wharton felt that he could bear no more; he had to get away somehow.  “Quelch told me he wanted to see me this afternoon—I think I’d better cut off.  Head boy’s time isn’t all his own, you know.”

  Wharton smi1ed—a rather ghastly smile—and moved to the door.

  “After tea will do for Quelch !” said Johnny Bull.

  “I—I think I’ll go !  Don’t wait tea for me.”
  Wharton left the study.  He could not have kept it up much longer; his face changed even as he stepped out the Remove passage.  The Bounder, coming along from the stairs, passed him, and started a little as he saw his face—paused for a second, and then walked quickly on.  Wharton did not even see him.

  In the study, Johnny Bull and Bob Cherry and the nabob looked at one another.  They did not understand; but they had a sense of calamity.  Wharton had only partly succeeded.  Something had hit him—hit him hard.  What it was they could not fathom, but they knew.  He was hard hit, and he did not want them to know—he was the man to carry on undaunted, as his father, in other days, had carried on undaunted to the last moment, in a wild Indian ghaut, with the Pathan spears at his throat.  If ever a fellow looked as if he had “taken the knock,” Wharton had looked it—though he had carried it off so well.  But what did it mean—what could it mean ?

  There was a deep, painful silence in the study—broken only by the grunting of Billy Bunter as he attended to the fire.

  Frank Nugent came in, with a rather perplexed expression on his face, and slammed down a parcel on the study table.
  He stared at three grave faces.

  “What’s up ?” he asked.  “Nothing wrong with Wharton, is there ?  I passed him on the stairs, going down.  He didn’t stop, and he looked rather queer—”

  He—he said something about Quelch—” said Johnny Bull, in halting tones.

  “He’s not gone to Quelch—I looked after him and saw him go out into the quad,” said Frank.  “It’s close on lockup now, too.  You fellows haven’t been rowing, have you ?”
  “No, ass !”
  “Then what—”
  “I say, you fellows!”  Bunter had already opened the parcel.  “I say, call that a spread !
  “Shut up !” shrieked Bob.
  “Oh, really, Cherry !  Look here, there’s only six—seven sosses here !” exclaimed Bunter, indignantly.  “What are you fellows going to have ?”

  “Will you shut up ?”

  “Well, after asking a fellow to tea—yarooooh !” roared Bunter, suddenly finding himself sprawling in a corner of the study.  “Ow !  Beast !  Wow !  Rotter !  Ow !”

  Nugent drew a quick breath.
  “Is something up with Harry ?” he asked, in a low voice.
  “I—I’m afraid so—” muttered Bob.

  But-what  ?”
  “Goodness knows !  But he looked—”

  Frank Nugent moved to  the door.  He Wharton’s best chum, and if some strange, unknown trouble had fallen on the captain of the Remove his chum was the fellow to share it.  The other fellows had a feeling that Wharton wanted to be left alone, but they did not speak as Nugent left the study.  They heard him running down the Remove staircase.

  Then, after one more exchange of dismayed glances, they left the study too, and went quietly away.  Billy Bunter blinked after them.
  “I say, you fellows !” he squeaked.

  The juniors were gone.

  “Well, my hat !” gasped Bunter.  “Mad, I suppose—a potty lot !  Clearing off just before tea—and sosses and chips, too !  Well, I jolly well know that they won’t be wasted.

  And they weren’t !”  Billy Bunter tea’d on his own in Study No. 1, and enjoyed himself exceedingly.

  In the dusky quad, where the shadows were falling thickly, Frank Nugent was seeking his chum.  But he did not find him.
  Darkness already lay on the shadowed old Cloisters, and in the darkest and most secluded spot Wharton was pacing to and fro, thinking—thinking torturing thoughts.  The world that had been so bright, in which he had been a happy and careless schoolboy, seemed to him to have changed into the Valley of the Shadow of Death, the dark and dismal valley peopled only by dead men’s bones.  Pain and anger and bitter humiliation rankled in his breast, and he was glad of the darkness that hid him from all other eyes.
THE END.

