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               THE FIRST CHAPTER.

           A matter of great importance!  

“About Christmas—”
  No answer.
  Harry Wharton was standing by the window of study No. 1 in the Remove, staring out into the misty quadrangle
  There had been a fall of snow, and roofs and walls were white and gleaming.  In the quad snowballs were whizzing, and loud shouts reached Wharton’s ears as he stood at the window.  A battle was raging between a crowd of Remove fellows and Temple, Dabney & Co.  of the Fourth.  Bob Cherry’s powerful voice could be heard above the rest. 
  But Harry Wharton, captain of the Remove, did disposed to enter into that merry tussle.  He stood at the study window, with a frown upon his brow. 
  “About Christmas, old chap—”
  Still no answer.  The captain of the Remove did not even seem aware that Billy Bunter was in the study at all.
  Bunter coughed loudly. 
  “Hem!”
  Wharton did not turn his head. 
  The breakup for the Christmas holidays was close at hand, and possibly Wharton was thinking of that matter.  If so, he did not seem to want to discuss it with William George Bunter.
  “I say, Wharton!” bawled Bunter, “getting deaf?” 
  “Oh, roll away!” said Harry impatiently, and still without turning his head.  
  “Oh, really, Wharton---” 
  “Cut!” 
  “But about Christmas!” urged Bunter. 
  “Don’t worry!”
  “We break up in a few days more, you know.” said Billy Bunter.  “It’s rather important, Wharton.  Never leave arrangements till the last minute, you know.  I was thinking of coming home with you this vac---” 
  “Better think about something else, then.” said Harry.
 “I know there’s a difficulty.” said Bunter calmly.  “your uncle having gone off to Russia, he won’t be at home, I suppose.  Rather inconsiderate of him to buzz off like that just before the vac., I think. It leaves you in rather a hole for Christmas, doesn’t it?”
  No reply.
  “The idea was that you were going to take your friends home for Christmas!” went on Bunter.  “Bob and Nugent and Bull, and Inky under---and me.  Well, is it off!”
  “Yes.”
  “There’s not going to be a Christmas party at Wharton Lodge?”
  “No.”
  “Oh!” said Bunter.
  There was a pause.  The captain of the Remove, who had not even looked at Bunter, continued to stare gloomily from the window.  But he hardly saw the merry crowd of juniors below, pelting one another with snowballs.  He was thinking of quite another scene--- of a distant frozen land, a land of terror and death, where in those very hours his uncle might be falling a victim to savage enemies.
  “Rather thoughtless of the old johnny, you know!” said Billy Bunter peevishly.  “I don’t see what he wanted to go to Russia for---at least, just before Christmas.  But look here, Wharton!”
  Wharton did not “look here.” He did not seem to hear.
  “There’s your aunt, you know.” said Bunter.  “She’s a good old sort. Seems quite fond of you, for some reason---no accounting for tastes, you know.  Well, won’t she stand you and your friends I suppose I’d have let you land yourself on me as usual; but it’s off, for Christmas, even if the colonel’s away?” 
  Billy Bunter paused, like Brutus, for a reply.
  Like Brutus, he paused in vain.
  There was no reply, important as the matter was.  For the entertainment of William George Bunter in the Christmas vacation was a matter transcending in importance anything else that was going on in the universe---at least, in William George’s opinion.
  “I say, Wharton, can’t you look around at a chap?  ” exclaimed Bunter, in exasperation.  “I can’t go on talking to the back of a fellow’s head.”
  The captain of the Remove looked round at last.
  “Don’t worry, Bunter!” he said.  “Don’t be an ass!  If I’d been taking a party won for Christmas, I suppose I’d have let you land yourself on me as usual; but it’s off, so you may as well be off, too.  Nothing doing!”
  Bunter blinked at him through his big spectacles, with a blink of wrathful indignation.
  “Land myself on you!” he ejaculated.  “I like that!  Why, the trouble really is that I’m so overwhelmed with invitations that I hardly know which way to turn!”
 “Go and accept some of them, then!”
  “Smithy it wants me to go abroad with him for the vac.” pursued Bunter.  “Smithy is going to the south of France, but I told him I was going to stand by my old pals.  Lord Mauleverer is keen to take me to Mauleverer Towers.  My old pal, D’Arcy of St Jim’s, has written me an urgent letter.  I’ve got it here, and you can see it, if you like, you grinning beast.  No, I suppose I’ve left it in my study.  Nothing to cackle at, Wharton, that I can see.
  Harry Wharton laughed.
  The Owl of the remove had succeeded, at least, in dispelling the cloud from his brow.
  “Then there’s the Caterpillar over at Highcliffe.  He urged me almost with tears in his eye!”
  “Tell him it’s a go, then!”
  “You see, I’ve turned all these fellows down!” explained Bunter.  “Relying on you, I’ve turned them down.  I can’t very well raise the subject again, after refusing there. Bad form, you know. I shouldn’t like to be supposed a fellow who would fish for invitations.” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Now, you tell me that there’s nothing doing, and you’ve let me down! said Bunter warmly. “1 don’t call that playing the game. Of course, I could ask you all home, to Bunter Court.  That would be all right, only Bunter Court happens to be in the hands of the decorators just at present.  That knocks it on the head.  ” 
  “Have you finished?” asked Harry. 
  “No.  The question this, what’s going to be done? I think that in the circumstances we’d better go home to your place, all the same.  Miss Wharton isn’t a bad old sort, and I can stand her all right.” 
  “Very likely; but I’m not going to ask her to stand you.” said Harry. “You need a lot of standing,” 
  “Beast!” 
  “I’m afraid you’ll have to be satisfied with Bunter Court, decorators and all,” said the captain of the Remove. “Now hook it!”
  “The trouble is that I’ve told my people I’m staying with you for Christmas.” Explained Bunter. “You seem to have forgotten giving me a pressing invitation—” 
  “I have---quite!”
  “Beast !  Look here, if there’s nothing doing at Wharton Lodge, I suppose you’ll be going with one of the chaps. That’+s all right; I’ll come, But which chap is it?” 
  “Fathead!” 
  “Cherry’s people aren’t very well off.” said Bunter thoughtfully. “It wouldn’t be much of a catch there. Inky hasn’t any people in England. Johnny Bull’s people are rather rough and ready— hardly my style. But Nugent can stand a decent Christmas party. It had better be old Franky.  I should like that all right.  See?” 
  “Better tell Nugent so. ” 
  “I jolly well will!” snapped Bunter, “And as you’re so jolly cheeky, I shall give Franky a hint not to ask you.” 
  “Ass!”
  “You’ve been jolly bad tempered lately, rowing with chaps, even your own pals.” said Bunter, “I dare say Nugents fed up with your rotten temper---I know I am.  Most likely he would be glad to get shut of you for the vac; stands to reason he would.  Still, I suppose he’ll feel bound to ask you. I should like it a good deal better without you, Wharton; and really it is a bit thick for you to land yourself—” 
  “What?” 
  “Land yourself on Nugent hand me, with your rotten bad temper, and all that.”  said Bunter. “I don’t see why you can’t go home; you’d spoil any Christmas party. And I don’t 
see why Nugent should be landed with you simply because he’s your chum—” 
  “Will you get out?” asked Harry. 
  “I’m not finished yet, I think—. Keep off, you beast!” roared Bunter.  “Leggo my collar! Ow!” 
  Bunter had not finished.  But his cheery conversation with Harry Wharton had to be left unfinished.  A strong arm swung Bunter to the door, and tossed him out into the Remove passage. 
  “Ow!  Beast!” 
  Slam! 
  Bunter scrambled up, red with wrath.
  “You rotter!” he roared, through the keyhole of study No.1.  “I’ve a jolly good mind to come in and lick you! Do you hear?” 
  No answer. 
  “You come out here, you rotter!” roared Bunter.
  Silence!
  “You come out, and I’ll mop up the passage with you!” bawled Bunter.
  “Yah! Funk!”
  There was a footstep in the study, approaching the door.
  Bunter did not wait for the door to open.
  On second thoughts—proverbially the best—he decided not to mop up the passage with the captain of the Remove.
  Only two seconds had elapsed when the door opened.  But in those two seconds William George Bunter had elapsed, too. 

               THE SECOND CHAPTER. 


                  The Bounder Is Ratty. 

HERBERT VERNON-SMITH, the Bounder of Greyfriars, sat in the comfortable armchair in his study, and frowned. 
  Tom Redwing, his study-mate, stood on the hearthrug, and looked troubled and distressed. 
  All was evidently not as it should have been in Study No. 4 in the Greyfriars Remove. 
  “You’re an ass, Reddy!” said the Bounder. 
  “Yes, old chap!” 
  “And a silly chump !”
  “Yes.” 
  “And a blithering idiot!”
  “All right, Smithy.” 
  “And a howling dummy!”
  Tom Redwing and smiled faintly.  He was distressed, as he always was when he had to cross the wishes of his best chum. Bat with the distress there was a resolution in his handsome, sunburned face. 
   Fellows in the remove had often wondered at the firm, loyal friendship between Vernon Smith, the millionaire’s son, and Tom Redwing, son of a sailorman—---poor as a church mouse, as Skinner described him, and only at Greyfriars school at all because he had won a scholarship there and had no fees to pay. 
  But that friendship, though often it had been shaken, owing to the Bounder’s wayward temper, had never been broken.  Trouble had occurred more than once in study No. 4; but it had always blown over.  Now it looked as if more trouble had come. 
  The Bounder was angry—that was clear. His brows were knitted, and his eyes gleamed under them.
  “I’ve fixed it all up with my father.” went on Vernon-Smith. 
  “I’m sorry, Smithy! But you never asked me first, so how could I know?” said Redwing. 
  “I had to as my father first, fathead!” 
  “Yes, that’s so, I know.”’ assented Tom. “But it’s all right, Smithy, Mr. Vernon Smith can’t possibly care what friend you take with you for the Christmas holidays. H hardly knows me.” 
  “Of course he doesn’t care a rap!” seid Smithy. 
  “Well then, that lets your father out, doesn’t it?” said Tom, with a smile. “He won’t mind!” 
  “I mind!” growled the Bounder.
  “I’m sorry—” 
  “Oh, keep your sorrow!” snapped Vernon-Smith.“I never dreamed that you’d let me down like this.  Do you call at pally?” 
  “I—I haven’t let you down, Smithy! I—I never dreamed what you were going to tell me—not till you told me.  ”
 “You knew I wanted you for Christmas.” 
  “Well, that’s different. But when you told me your father was taking you to the south of France—Nice and Cannes and Monte Carlo, and all that—I never expected for a moment you’d suppose I could come.” 
  Why not?” granted Smithy. 
  “Smithy, old man, do be reasonable. It’s a frightfully expensive trip. You’d be spending no end of money, and I haven’t any money to spend.” 
  “I’m not asking you to spend any.” 
  “I know.  You’re the most generous fellow at Greyfriars, Smithy; I like you for it.” said Tom. But I can’t sponge on you, old chap., You’d despise me yourself, in the long run, if I did!” 
  “Rot!” 
  “Well, perhaps you wouldn’t, Smithy, but I should despise myself.” said Redwing. “Lots of the fellows wonder at your chumming with me a tall, and some of them think I pal with you for what you’re worth.  I know Skinner thinks so!” 
  “Hang Skinner!” 
  “Hang him as high as Haman, and welcome!” said Tom, smiling. “It’s rather unusual, Smithy, for a chart with nothing in his pockets to chum was a fellow who has all the money he wants. It looks—” Redwing paused.  “I don’t care how it looks, so long as nobody has a right to say that I’m after your money.”
  “I’d punch any fellow who said so!” 
  But that wouldn’t alter the fact, Smithy if I sponged on you—and this would be sponging.” 
  “Rubbish! My pater will pay all the bills 
  “I know! It’s the same thing!” 
  “You don’t want to come?” grunted the Bounder. “And I was thinking all the time what a ripping thing it would be for you.” 
  “So it would, old fellow; I’d like it like anything.” said Tom.  “I’ve never been out of England, excepting for the trip in my father’s boat across the channel.  Wouldn’t I just like to see the Mediterranean, and the palm trees, under the sun shining in December, like summer.” His eyes glistened.  “But things like that aren’t possible for a chap who has little more than the clothes he stands up in.  A fellow can’t have such things at another fellows expense; it’s not right!” 
  “Bosh!” 
  “You’ve always had such a lot of money, Smithy, that you don’t understand.” said Redwing. “Why, I haven’t even the clothes for such a trip. Three suits of clothes have to last me a term—and they look as if they’d done it, too, at the end of the term! I’m almost ashamed, sometimes at being so poorly dressed when I’m with you, and you always dressed to kill, old chap!” 
  “Fathead!”
  “Fancy me dining in the big hotels, and trailing round Monte Carlo in my old Etons!” said Redwing. 
  The Bounder laughed impatiently. 
  “My pater’s going to make you a Christmas present.” he said. “You won’t be short of cash.” 
  Redwing crimsoned. 
  “I couldn’t take it, Smithy—I couldn’t.  I hate to say no to anything you suggest; but I couldn’t!  I’ve precious little to call my own excepting my self respect.  I want to keep that, Smithy.” 
  “Oh, rubbish!” growled the Bounder. Who’s going to bother about your dashed self-respect! Plenty of fellows in the Remove would jump at it!” 
  “Fellows who could pay their footing, Smithy.” 
  “Others, too!” snapped the Bounder.
  “Well, I’m not one of the others.” said Redwing.  “I’m not criticising them; but I couldn’t do it!  If we’re going to be friends, Smithy, I’ve got to keep clear of sponging.”
  “Have I called it sponging?”
  “No; but that’s what I call it, because it’s the right name.  And, really, Smithy, if you think a bit, you’ll know that that’s right!”
  “Rot!”
  Tom Redwing sighed and was silent.  He felt keenly the disappointment he was inflicting on his chum, and he knew that the disappointment was keen.  But there was no help for it.
  “You don’t want to come, and that’s the long and short of it.” said the Bounder moodily.  “Have you fixed up with somebody else for Christmas?” 
  “No.  Nobody’s specially keen on me for the vacation.” said Tom, with a smile.  “I shall be going home.”
  “To your cabin at Hawkscliff?” said the Bounder, with a curl of the lip.
  “It’s my home, Smithy.”
  “And you prefer that to a holiday in the south of France?”
  “No; but—”
  “Oh, but---but---but---” snapped the Bounder.  “The long and the short of it is that you won’t come.”
  “I can’t!”
  “you won’t, you mean.  Well, don’t calm, and be blowed to you!” said the Bounder angrily.  “I’ll ask another fellow---precious few other chaps in the Remove who will turn me down.  Let it drop.”
  Redwing nodded, with a clouded face, and crossed to the door.  He had to be firm, he felt that; but he was disappointed as well as Smithy, and he wished that Smithy had taken it better.  But it was seldom that the headstrong, imperious Bounder could take the crossing of his wishes patiently.
  Redwing left the study---and almost fell over Bunter, who was very close to the door.
  Redwing gave the owl of the remove a glance of contempt, and walked away down the Remove passage.  Billy Bunter pushed the door of No. 4 open again.
  A grim, dark look from Herbert Vernon-Smith greeted him.  But Billy Bunter was not abashed.  He rolled into the study with his most ingratiating grin.
  “I say, Smithy---”
  “Get out!”
  “Cheeky cad, and no mistake.” said Bunter.
  “What?”
  “Shabby rotter, you know, having the cheek to refuse an offer like that.”  “No wonder you’re waxy, old chap!”
  “So you’ve been listening!” said the Bounder, glancing round for a missile.
  “Oh, really, Smithy!  I happened to hear a few words.  I say, you’re really well out of it, you know.  You couldn’t take that lower rotter with you---on an expansive trip among expensive people.” said Bunter, shaking his head seriously.  “It wouldn’t do, you know.”
  “You fat idiot!”
  “What you want on a trip like that, Smithy, is a really decent, well connected chap---a fellow accustomed to the best society!” said Bunter, blinking at the Bounder through his big spectacles.  “Great mistake not to take a gentleman with you.  I know you mean to be kind to that low fellow, but there’s a limit.  It’s wasted, you know. Look here, Smithy, I’ll come!”
  “Eh?”
  “Of course, I shall pay my own footing!” said Bunter hastily.  “I shall ask my pater specially for a rather handsome Christmas cheque.  Generally he gives me twenty pounds ---”
  “You fat ass!”
  “I shall ask him for fifty this time.  When do we start, Smithy?”
  Vernon-Smith glared at the Owl of the Remove and grasped a cushion.
  “You’ll be jolly glad, Smithy, to have a chap like me with you, instead of a low rotter like Redwing---Yaroooogh!”
  Crash!
  The cushion whizzed, under landed on Bunter’s extensive and well-filled waistcoat.
  “Oooooooooooch!”
  Bunter sat down with an impact that almost shook the study.
  “Ow! , Wow!  Wow!  Beast!” he roared.  “Ow!  I jolly well won’t come now---  Ow!  Yooooop!”
  Vernon Smith jumped up and grabbed the cushion.  It rose and fell in the Bounder’s heavy hand.
  Smite, smite, smite!
  “Ow !  Ow!  Wow!”
  For the second time that winters afternoon, William George Bunter quitted a Remove study in frantic haste.  Vernon-Smith hurled the cushion after him, slammed the door, and returned to his armchair, scowling.
  But the question of the Christmas vacation was still unsettled for Bunter.  But it seemed to be fairly clear that he was not going with the Bounder.

               THE THIRD CHAPTER.

  

                     A Rift in the Lute!

“Hallo, hallo, hallo!”
  Bob Cherry’s powerful voice boomed into study No. 1.  
  Bob was rugged face was ruddy and bright.  As he had thoroughly enjoyed the snow battle in the quad---all the more because Temple, Dabney & Co.  had been put ignominiously to the rout.  The Removites had remained victorious; and now most of them were coming up to the studies to tea.
  Bob’s bright face looked in at the doorway of the study.  There was a red glow from the fire, but no other light.
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  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!  Not here.” said Bob.  “You had better come along to my study to tea, Franky!”
  “I’m here!” said Wharton’s quiet voice.
  “Oh, my hat!  All in the dark?”
  “Yes.”
  Frank Nugent passed Bob into the study and lighted the gas.  Harry Wharton was still standing by the open window.
  He had not troubled to put on the light.  Indeed, perhaps the gloom harmonised with his gloomy thoughts and feelings.
  His face was clouded as he looked at his chums
  Frank Nugent jammed a kettle on the fire, and stirred the coals together.  Bob stood in the doorway, with a rather uncertain look on his honest rugged face, Johnny Bull glanced in, and, having had one look at Wharton’s face, walked on along the Remove passage without speaking.  His impression was that Wharton was “edge-wise” once more, and at such a time the least said was the soonest mended.
  Wharton’s clouded brow darkened still more.
  There had been troubled in the Co., and something like a rift in the lute still subsisted.  But Harry had not meant to be sullen or sulky now.  He had been thinking of his uncle, with a heavy heart---thinking of the terrible perils that Colonel Wharton was facing in going to the rescue of an old comrade in arms, who had fallen foul of the Bolsheviks in the savage land of the Muscovites.
  He had expected to see his uncle, as usual, that Christmas---until that sudden journey to the frozen north made it impossible.  And the dark thought was always in his mind that he might never have another Christmas with the stern, quiet, but kind hearted man who had been a father to him from his early infancy. It was possible—it was more than possible—that Captain Wharton had gone to find his death in the frozen north—that he would add one more to the countless victims of a grim and savage tyranny.
  With such thoughts in his mind, and trouble heavy at his heart, it was not easy to fall in with the cheery humour of his chums.
  Indeed, that humour had jarred on him.  He did not, and could not, expect his friends to feel as he did---to share his incessant anxiety; they knew and respected Colonel Wharton, but to them he was only Wharton’s uncle, whom they seldom saw.  They were concerned for him, it was true but, naturally, the thought of him was not constantly in their minds.  And, indeed, his peril did not seem so great to them as it did to Wharton--- they were able to take a more detached view of the matter.
  And Wharton, who had always been reserved, was more than ever reserved now.  He had never been a fellow to work his heart on his sleeve.  His anxiety for his uncle was keen and sharp; but he seldom or never spoke of it, even to Nugent, his most intimate chum.  Anything approaching the emotional was barred in the Lower Fourth Form at Greyfriarx.  Besides, what was the use of speaking---idle talk could not alter facts. The deeper his anxiety grew, the deeper he hid it in his own breast.
  Many a time, of late, Wharton had felt himself rather a wet blanket among his cheery chums; and more than once he had felt something like resentment at their seeming indifference.
  He caught the look on Johnny Bull’s face, and it gave him as a throb of annoyance.  Bull evidently supposed that he was “ratty,” and desired to avoid the possibility of dispute by not coming into the study.  What right had he to suppose him ratty?  Was a fellow bound to be always grinning like a hyena?
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh looked in over Bob Cherry’s shoulder, and the cheery grin faded from his dusky countenance.
  He did not, as Johnny Bull did, suppose that Wharton was sulky.  His keen eyes traced the lines of anxiety in Harry’s clouded face.  But he knew that despondency of spirits and irritation go hand in hand---that when a fellow was down in the dumps, he was much more likely to quarrel that when he was cheery.
  So the nabob of Bhanipur, after a moment’s hesitation, followed Johnny Bull along the passage.
  “Aren’t you coming in, Cherry?” asked Wharton, with a slight inflection of sarcasm in his voice.
  Bob frowned a little.
  Wharton never, or hardly ever, addressed him by his surname.  When he did so it was a sign that all was not well.
  “Anything up?  ” asked Bob.
  “Eh!  Oh, no!” said Harry, with a deeper note of sarcasm.  Bob had apparently forgotten that Colonel Wharton was in Russia, in danger of his life, and that that was a matter of keen concern to his nephew.  If so, Wharton was not likely to remind him.
  “You didn’t come down to help us wallop the Fourth!” said Bob.
  “I didn’t feel and the humour.”
  “No!” said Bob.  “Well, I’ll get along---you fellows come to tea in my study?”
  “Thanks, no!” said Harry.
  “Right-ho!”
  Bob Cherry moved away with his heavy tread; and his rugged face remained clouded for about two minutes.  It cleared when he came to his own study, No. 13 in the Remove.  Hurree Singh and Mark Linley and little Wun Lung, the Chinee, were there, and Bob was never anything like a wet blanket.  Tea in study No. 13 was quite a merry meal.
  Frank Nugent, as a matter of fact, would have preferred to go with Bob.  But he did not think of doing so.  Wharton had been so thoughtful of late, so morose and touchy, that Frank did not find study No. 1 so cheerful as of old.  But Frank Nugent was not a fair weather friend; and he bore with his chum patiently and kindly.
  He assumed a cheery air, as he boiled the kettle for tea, and put on the tin saucepan with the eggs.
  “We jolly well walloped the Fourth!” he said.
  “Did you?”
  “Temple got a snowball right in the eye!”
  “Oh!”
  “We jolly well if drove them right along to the Cloisters!” said Frank.  “I wish you’d joined in!”
  Harry did not answer.
  “Coker of the Fifth butted in!” said Frank, with a chuckle.  “Just like Coker! We rolled him in the snow!”
  “Good!” said Harry, forcing a smile.
  “Coker’s talking about raiding this passage with a gang of the Fifth, and winding up the term by giving as jip!” said Frank.
  “Let him!”
  “Yes, rather---we’ll make him glad to go home again!” said Nugent.  “Here you are---tea’s ready!”
  “Right-ho!”
  The two juniors sat down to tea.
  After the snow battle, Frank had come in, like the others, merry and bright.  He was feeling fit and fresh and elated with the exercise in the keen winter air.  But Wharton’s gloomy face was an effectual damper; and it was only by an effort that Nugent kept up  cheery talk over the tea table.  Nugent fell silent at last, and tea was finished in silence.
  When it was over frank rose to his feet.  Perhaps he was feeling the need of more cheerful company.
  Wharton understood, and he coloured.
  “I---I’m sorry, Frank, old chap!” he said.  “I no I am a bit of a wet blanket---but I’m not feeling very bright.  Cut along.”
  “Come down to the Rag!” said Frank.
  The captain of the Remove shook his head.
  “Look here, Harry,” said Nugent, after a pause, but  “you’re not keeping up, are you---about the words we had the other day?  We can’t expect to get through a term without any differences of opinion, can we?”
  “No!” said Harry.
  “It isn’t like you to keep up a grudge either!” said Frank.  “I hope you’re not thinking about that little trouble---”
  “No.” said Harry again.
  “Well, what’s the matter, then?”
  “Nothing.”
  Nugent smiled.
  “You don’t look so jolly bright for a fellow who has nothing the matter with him!” he said.
  “I’m not feeling bright, as I told you.” 
  “Well, give it a name!” said Frank, puzzled.  “Of course, it’s rather a muck up about Christmas, your uncle being away.  But it doesn’t matter much were we go, so long as we all go together!”
  “I’m not thinking about Christmas been mucked up!” said Harry. “I’m not worrying about holidays.”
  “Will have a jolly Christmas, anyhow, wherever we go!” said Frank.  “My people will be jolly glad to have the lot of us!”
  “I---I was thinking---” Wharton spoke in a low voice.  I’m a bit worried about my uncle.”
  “I understand.” Nugent nodded.  “I shall be jolly glad for your sake when he comes one safe and sound again.  But you don’t want to keep on thinking about that.  I’ve no doubt he’s all right.”
  “Oh!” said Harry.
  Colonel Wharton’s a man to be able to take care of himself.  And, after all, lots of people go to Russia, even in these days.” said Nugent. “You know, old chap, that you can keep on harping on a thing until a little trouble seems like a jolly big one.” 
  Wharton flushed. 
  “I don’t think I’ve harped on it.” he said. “I haven’t mentioned it before that I know of.” 
  “I didn’t mean that—I mean, harping on it in your own mind.  I’m only too jolly glad if you speak to me about anything that’s worrying you, and you know that, Harry.” said Nugent rather warmly. “Don’t put things into a fellow’s mouth that he hasn’t said.” 
  Wharton turned away, 
  “Look here, Harry, don’t play the goat!” said Nugent quietly. “You’re getting jolly touchy lately.” 
  “Am I?” said Harry grimly. 
  “Yes, you are, old chap: and all about nothing.  Skinner says—” 
  “I don’t want to hear what Skinner says.” 
  “Well, Skinner isn’t the only one; lots of the fellows—” 
  “I’d rather not hear their views.” 
  Nugent breathed hard and deep. 
  “You’d rather not make the fellows look on you as a bear with a sore head, I suppose,  and on this study as a sort of wild animal’s den that fellows had better keep clear of!” he said sharply.
  They can keep clear of it if they want—and of me, too.” said Wharton savagely. “I noticed Johnny Bull and Bob doing so, and Inky, too—well, if they want to give me the go- by tell them to go ahead!”
  “They don’t want to—but—” 
  “And if you want rather more cheerful company, theirs is waiting for you.” said Wharton
“You can go along and talk over how touchy I am, and what Skinner thinks of it.”
  “Look here, Wharton—” 
  “Oh, let it drop!” exclaimed Harry impatiently. “What’s the good of chin wag?  We shall be quarrelling soon, at this rate.”
  “It’s not so jolly easy to get on with you without quarreling,° said Frank hotly.
“It looks to me as if you want a row with the whole party.” 
  “I don’t care a rap one way or the other.”
  “Then you jolly well no ought!” said Nugent, with more tartness than he had shown before to his chum. “Anyhow, you’re not going to row with me; I’ll cut till you feel in a better temper.”
  And Frank Nugent walked out of the study, and the door closed behind him.. 
  Wharton stood very still. 
  After a few minutes he took a letter from his pocket and read it over for the third or fourth time.  It was from his aunt, Miss Wharton, the colonel’s sister.  On one passage in it his glance lingered.  It ran:

  “While my brother is away I will stay with my friends at Bournmouth.  It will be hard to lose our usual pleasant Christmas together at home; but for me the holiday would not be a happy one while youre uncle is in a dangerous country; and I think, my dear Harry, that you feel the same.  But you must make up your mind to enjoy your Christmas as much as you can.  You have many dear friends at school who will be glad to have you for the holidays; though if you would prefer a very, very quiet vacation with your old aunt, I need not tell you how pleased I should be to see you here, under my kind friends would be equally pleased.  I feel, however, that you will enjoy yourself more among young people press; but let me know, my dear Harry, what arrangements you are making—”

  There was a good deal more in the same kind and affectionate strain.
  Wharton smiled faintly.
  He was very fond of his aunt, as she was of him; but a “very, very quiet” vacation with the old lady at Bournmouth would have been more than a little irksome to both of them, especially as Wharton did not share his aunt’s opinion that her kind hosts—an elderly vicar and his wife---would be “equally pleased” to have a Lower Fourth boy planted in the quiet and sedate establishment for the Christmas vacation.
  Wharton, as a matter of fact, cared little what he did that Christmas.  He was not keen on making merry.
  But he had to go somewhere.
  But he could not stay on through the holidays at the school, like one or two hapless Fellows, who had no people of New England, and had to stay on for a deadly dull vacation in charge of the house dame, counting the days till the holidays were over and the fellows came back.
  But plenty of places were open to him, for that matter, and the most natural thing was forced him to go home with Frank Nugent, his best chum.  It had been intended that Nugent should go home with him, and it was easy enough to reverse the order.
  But he was not, no, on the same cheery terms of confidence with his chum that he had always been on with him.  After the sharp words that had been spoken, only a few minutes ago, in the study, how could he take it for granted that he was to go home with Nugent.
  And he was ashamed of it; but there it was---the gibing words of Billy Bunter lingered in his memory.  Bunter was nobody, and less than nobody, and what he said was of no more account than the whistling of the winter wind among the leafless old elms in the quad.  Nevertheless, his gibe lingered in Wharton’s present troubled and touchy frame of mind.
Why should Nugent be “landed” with him, simply because he was his chum at school?  Did Frank look at it in that light?
  Wharton knew that he did not.  Yet the bitter feeling lingered. The plain truth was that he could not go home for Christmas, and the bare thought of looking around for an invitation stung his pride to the quick. To run the risk of being classed with Bunter--- a butter-in at other fellows’ parties, and a fisher for invitations---his cheeks crimsoned at the thought.
  And yet---
  It was quite unlike Wharton to seek solitude, and brood over real or fancied grievances.  But he was not as usual now, and he moved restlessly about the study, thinking and thinking, and forgetful even of prep.  He started when the door open, and Bob Cherry looked in, with a rather curious expression on his face.  
  “Dorm!” said Bob. 
  “Dorm,” repeated Wharton. °So late as that?” 
  “Done your prep?” 
  “No.” 
  “Let’s hope Quelch won’t pick on you in the morning. then.” said Bob cheerily.  “Come on!  Wingate’s on the way!” 
  And Bob tramped on. 
  Wharton did not follow him for the moment. Nugent had done his prep elsewhere apparently. Certainly he had not come back to study number one, as usual, for it.  He was deliberately avoiding the study; deliberately avoiding his chum.  Was it true, then, that Wharton’s temper had grown so touchy that even his best friends felt forced to keep away from him?  Or was it that Nugent did not want to be “landed” with him for Christmas?  In the first case, could not his chum be a little more patient with a fellow who had a deep trouble on his mind?  In the second case— Wharton’s eyes gleamed, and he set his lips.  Nugent should not be “landed” with him over the vacation, at all events.  That much was settled now definitely in Harry Wharton’s mind. 

               THE FOURTH CHAPTER.


A Row In the Rag! 

“I SAY, you fellows!” 
  “Well, Fatty?” 
  “Who’s taking Wharton?  ” 
  There was a laugh in the Rag. 
  It was the following day and, after lessons a crowd of juniors had turned into the Rag, were a great log-fire blazed and sparkled on the wide, ancient hearth.  Outside the snow was falling, thicker and thicker, deeper and deeper .  From the distance the boom of the sea on the rocky shore was faintly audible; wild weather tossed the ocean to foam and fury.  In the Rag, however, all was a merry and bright.  A crowd of cheery fellows discussed the coming holidays, most of them with keen anticipation. 
  Billy Bunter, standing before the fire with his fat hands in his trouser pockets, was talking—as usual! 
  There was a fat grin on the face of the Owl of the Remove. He was upon a topic that he found entertaining, and some of the other fellows seemed to find it entertaining also, be specially Skinner and Co. 
  Moreover, Bunter was annoyed with Wharton.  
  As there was to be no Christmas party at Wharton Lodge, Billy Bunter obviously could not plant himself there for the vacation.  This threw all Bunter’s arrangements out of gear. 
  For though, according to Bunter’s own account, crowds and crowds of Fellows were keen to have him for the vac, he was not able to put his fat finger on any individual member of those crowds.  
  He had determined that Nugent would be next best; but Frank Nugent had failed to play up; and Dicky Nugent of the Second Form had told Bunter, in the plain language natural to the Second Form, that he would burst him if he found him anywhere about at Christmas. 
  As it was settled that Johnny Bull, Hurree Singh, and Bob Cherry were going home with Nugent, they were useless to Bunter.  Other fellows seemed equally useless.  The Bounder had made it only too clear that Bunter was not going with him to Monte Carlo.  Redwing’s wasn’t going, but Smithy was obviously not disposed to fill the empty place with Bunter. Lord Mauleverer had been drawn equally blank.  His good natured lordship hated to say no; but his relation Sir Jimmy Vivian, said no for him, and added thereto a kick to put the matter beyond doubt. 
  Squiff, the Australian junior, was going up to Scotland with Ogilvy; but when Bunter told Ogilvy that he was quite keen on a Christmas in Scotland, he found that the keenness was all on his own side.  Ogilvy was not keen at all, and said so.
  Bunter felt himself at a loose end, and it looked as if he would have to spend his Christmas at Bunter Court, in the delightful company of Sammy Bunter of the Second Form and Bessie Bunter of Cliff House.
  From Bunter’s description of Bunter Court, and the glorious revelries there, it might have been supposed that the Owl of the Remove would be quite content with the prospect.
  But he wasn’t!  The magnificence of Bunter Court, somehow, failed to attract the heir of that magnificent establishment.
  So the fat junior was at a loose end, and he felt that it was all Wharton’s fault.  Wharton, in his opinion, had let him down.  The only solace was that Wharton himself was at a loose end, with nowhere to go.  That was how Bunter looked at it, and he delighted to “rub it in.” Hence his remarks as he stood warming to his fat and fatuous person before the log fire in the Rag.
  “Aren’t there any offers, you fellows?  ” went on Bunter, blinking round at the Remove fellows through his big spectacles.  “Doesn’t anybody want a wet blanket for Christmas?  Is poor old Wharton going to be left on his lonely own?”
  “You fat ass!” said Peter Todd.  “if Wharton, soon and here’s you calling him poor old Wharton, there will be a damaged porpoise lying about soon afterwards!”
  “Oh, really, Toddy—”
  “Let Bunter alone!” said Skinner, chuckling.  “A cat may look at the king, and I suppose a fellow can speak about Wharton if he likes.  Have his pals turned him down, Bunter?”
  Bunter grinned.
  “What-ho!” he answered.  “Nugent’s fairly dodging him to keep out of it.”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” chortled Skinner and Snoop and Stott und Fisher T. Fish, and two or three more fellows.
  “He actually kept out of the study for prep last evening.” said Bunter.  “I noticed that Nugent did his prep in Russell’s study.  He, he, he!”
  “You notice too much, you fat, prying worm!” grunted Peter Todd.
  “You dry up, Toddy.” said Bunter.  “You can ask Wharton yourself, if you want to.  He,   he, he! I’ve quite determined not to take Wharton home with me, you fellows.”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “He put it as plain as he could.” said Bunter.  “Jolly civil all of a sudden, and all that.  But I haven’t asked him, and I’m not going to.  The fact is, I can’t stand Wharton!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared the Removites. 
  “I say, you fellows, it’s a fact, you know.  But I’ve turned him down.  If anybody’s got to have him, Nugent can have him—he’s his chum.  I’m not going to take Wharton of his hands just because Nugent doesn’t want him.”
  “Dry up, you fat idiot!” whispered Tom Redwing, as the figure of the captain of the Remove appeared in the doorway of the Rag.
  There was a sudden hush in the room.
  Even Billy Bunter became serious, though he was too shortsighted to see the expression on Wharton’s face—plain enough to all the other fellows them.
  Wharton walked into the room
  He came directly towards the fire were Bunter stood; and the Owl of the Remove blinked at him.
  Wharton’s face was pale with anger.
  “I—I say, old chap—” stammered Bunter.  “I—I— Oh!  Ow!  Yaroooh!  Leggo!”
  Wharton’s grip was on his collar, and the Owl of the Remove was shaken like a rat in the jaws of a terrier.
  Shake, shake, shake!
  “Whooooop!”
  “Let him alone, you bully!” called out Skinner.
  Wharton dropped Bunter suddenly—so suddenly that the fat junior’s sprawled on the floor, puffing and panting.  He turned on Harold Skinner, with a look that made Skinner wish he had not spoken.
  “What did you call me, Skinner?”
  Skinner felt a deep tremor.
  But he could not and say his words, and he puts the best face on it that he could.
  “Bunter can’t stand up for himself.” he said sullenly.  “All very well for you to handle a fat duffer who can’t put up his hands!”
  “You can put up your hands!” said Harry.  “I’ll trouble you to do it, too, here and now!” 
  And he came at Skinner.
  Skinner backed away.
  “I—I’m not going to fight you—”
  “You called me a bully!” said Harry, his eyes flashing.  “I’ve shaken Bunter for his cheek; if he could fight I’d give him the thrashing of his life.  You can fight, and you’re going to or else take a licking, you cad!” 
  And with that the captain of the Remove came on; Skinner had no choice about putting up his hands.
  It was quite against Skinner’s principles; it was his way to wreak his malice and envy  by sly methods, without danger to himself—and generally he found the captain of the Remove contemptuously tolerant.  Now he suddenly discovered that he had gone a step too far, and that it was not only scornful disregard he had to look for.  Scorn skinner could have stood with equanimity; but standing up whirlwind attack from an angry fellow was quite a different matter.  Skinner backed away with a white face, pitting up a feeble defense; and in a couple of minutes he was crashing on the floor.
  He remained there, gasping
  Wharton eyed him scornfully.
  “Are you getting up?  ” he asked.
  “I am done!” gasped Skinner.
  “Rather under-done, I should say.” remarked the Bounder, with a grin.  “You’re not cooked yet, Skinner.”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Skinner picked himself up, glowering savagely at the captain of the Remove, and backed away.  
  “If you’ve had enough, all right.” said Wharton.  “but keep your tongue between your teeth, Skinner, and don’t call fellows names!”
  With that the captain of the remove walked out of the rag.  He passed four juniors in the doorway—the Co., just coming in after prep.  Frank Nugent called to him.
  “Harry!”
  Wharton did not answer.
  Nugent stepped after him and caught him by the sleeve.
  “Harry, old man, aren’t you coming into the Rag?”
  “No.”
  “Then I’ll come up to the study.” said Frank.  “I want to have a talk about Christmas.”
  “Nothing to talk about, that I know of.”
  “Well, it’s settled, I suppose!”
  “What’s settled?”
  “You’re coming one with me.”
  “No.”
  “I was taking it for granted, of course.” said Frank.  “I thought it was understood, Harry.”
  “Well, it wasn’t.”
  Nugent flushed
  “If there’s somewhere else you like better, of course, I won’t urge you!” he said.  “You can please yourself.”
  “I mean to.”
  Nugent bit his lip hard, and followed his friends into the Rag.

               THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

                          Left alone!

LORD MAULEVERER sat in his place in the Remove Form Room the next morning, and glanced several times at Harry Wharton. 
   His lordship seemed to be thinking. 
  He was not thinking about Latin verse or the section of the AEneid he ought to 
have prepared the previous evening—and hadn’t.  On that topic his lordship’s only hope was that Mr. Quelch would not call upon him to construe. 
  Mauly, as a rule, did not do much thinking.  It was a fag and a bore; and Mauly dodged anything that was a fag and a bore, as he might have dodged the cholera.  Nevertheless, his lordship was thinking now; it was one of his lordship’s ways, that if he took the trouble to think at all, it was generally on some other fellows account. 
  Now he was thinking about Wharton.
  Lord Mauleverer had a kind regard for the captain of the Remove, and for all the members of the Co.  He liked them all; and he had observed—the last fellow in the Remove to observe---that there was a rift in the lute, and that all was not as it should have been in that usually happy and friendly circle.
   It distressed his good-natured lordship.
   Wharton had come to the Form-room that morning by himself. He was sitting in his space a good deal like a stone statue, without a glance at his friends.  It might have been supposed, from Wharton’s look, That He was a new fellow without a single acquaintance in his Form.  
  More than once his chums had tried to catch his eye and had failed, and they had grown impatient and given it up.
  Somehow, they hardly knew how, a strangeness and coldness had grown up in the Co.; the Famous Five were not on the old terms.  Wharton had a sense of wrong, which he did not cast aside, in his present mood, with his usual sturdy common sense.  And his friends felt that their patience was running out.  Why should they always be bearing with the uncertain temper of a passionate fellow who was ready to quarrel with friend or foe?     
  Unfortunately, the Famous Five filled a very prominent place in the Form; they were always in the limelight, so far as the Remove was concerned. Fellows like Skinner and Co.  could have disputed from the beginning of the term to its end and nobody would have taken heed.  Nobody would have cared, or even known, perhaps, if Bunter had ceased to speak to Snoop, or if Hazeldene had had a feud with Wibley or Micky Desmond.
  But with Harry Wharton & Co. it was a different matter.  The captain of the Form and his chief followers were the leaders of the Remove, and of importance. And Wharton had his enemies, increased in number and in enmity by his passionate temper of late.  Even fellows who liked him soon grew “fed up” with gloomy looks and sharp words.  There was always a section of the Form who would have been glad to “give Wharton a fall,” could they have found an adequate leader---some influential fellow like the Bounder, or a great man at games like Squiff, or a keen and long-headed chap like Peter Todd.  But these fellows backed up Wharton, as a rule, and the discontented Removites were a small and ignored minority.
  All the more because of that circumstance they were glad to make the most of anything that came their way, and the present trouble in the Co. was a windfall to Skinner and his comrades.
  They made the most of it, and did their amiable best to widen the breach.
  Skinner did his best to spread in impression that Wharton and Nugent were on ill terms because the captain of the Remove had “nowhere to go” that vac, and Nugent was unwilling to take him home.  Such tittle-tattle in the passage and the studies would have earned only Wharton’s whole-hearted contempt and disregard in ordinary times; but now every echo of it that reached his ears stung him, and added to his passionate determination to go his own wayward way.
  It was common talk in the Remove now that Wharton could not go home for the vac, and was not asked anywhere else---a painful position for any fellow---which led fellows like Bunter and Fisher T. Fish and Skinner to fish for invitations in the most brazen way.  Nobody supposed that Wharton would descend to that; but in the circumstances—or, rather, the supposed circumstances---it was not wondered at that he was moody and touchy; indeed, his moodiness and touchiness gave colour to the professed belief of the amiable Skinner.
  As a matter of fact, Wharton was a little perplexed to know what to do.
  He had turned Nugent down without hesitation, and he did not regret it; but had he regretted it, he could not have eaten his words.
  That much was settled now.  He was not going one with Nugent, who was taking Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  That was as fixed and unalterable now as the laws of the Medes and Persians.
  But he had to go somewhere, and Bournemouth did not attract him; moreover, he shrank from explaining to his aunt that he was on bad terms with his friends.
  Plenty of Fellows would have been glad to take a hint from him, but Wharton was the last fellow in the world to give such a hint.  He thought now of friends outside the Greyfriars Remove.  Tom Merry of St. Jim’s would have been pleased enough to have him, he knew; but naturally Tom Merry had no knowledge of how he was circumstanced, and the same applied to Frank Courtenay of Highcliffe.  The merest hint would have been enough, which Wharton would have died sooner than have uttered.
  So Skinner’s impression of the matter, false at first, became true.  It was an actual fact that the captain of the Remove was, for the first time since he had been at Greyfriars, at loose end for the vacation.
  That much Wharton could have borne patiently enough; but the knowledge that the Remove fellows all knew it, and that most of them were discussing it, was bitter and galling to him.  Why couldn’t they leave his private affairs alone, was his first angry thought.  He forgot that in becoming the captain of the Form he had become, so far as the Greyfriars Remove was concerned, a public character.  He had to pay the penalty of prominence.  Had he been a Skinner or a Bunter, certainly nobody would have bothered about his affairs. 
  It was up on this topic that Lord Mauleverer was thinking---to the utter exclusion of Latin verse---as he sat in the Form room that morning.  His kind hearted lordship was distressed.  He hated to see his friends on bad terms with one another, being very far indeed from sharing Skinner’s amiable views. 
  It was fortunate for Mauly that Mr. Quelch did not call on him to construe that morning. Certainly, had he done so, Mauly would have been given something else to think about about. 
  But his lordship’s luck was in, and when the Remove were turned out for morning break, Mauly trotted out, still thinking about his friends, and especially Wharton. He notice that that while Bob Cherry and the rest joined a merry crowd of juniors, who were snowballing Coker of the Fifth, greatly to Horace Coker’s wrath and indignation, the captain of the Remeve did not join in, but walked away under the frozen elms by himself., 
  Lord Mauleverer sauntered after him.
  Heedless of the unwelcoming frown on Wharton’s face, his lordship joined him under the trees
  “Jolly cold weather, what?” said his lordship amiably. 
  “Yes.”
  “Don’t you feel like snowballin?”
  “No.”
  “Same here. Perfect fag, like everythin’ else.” said Lord Mauleverer amiably. “I say, we’re pretty close on Christmas, now.” 
  “I know.” 
  “Breakin’ up in a couple of days more!”
  Wharton nodded. 
  It was obvious that he was not in a mood for talk, even with the kind and inoffensive Mauly, But his lordship went on cheerily; 
  “Fixed up for the vac?  ” 
  Wharton flushed red, 
  “No.” he said, in a low voice. 
  “Good! Will you come home with me, old scout?” 
  “What?  ” 
  “I’d like it no end, if you would.” said his lordship. “Of course, I dare say I should bore  you.  But I’ll do my best not to, if you’ll come. Is it a go?  ” 
  Wharton stopped, and stood still in the snow, fixing his eyes upon the amiable, innocent face of Lord Mauleverer. 
  “No.” he answered, “It isn’t a go.  I’m much obliged to you, Mauleverer.  I suppose you mean to be kind.”
  “My dear chap—” protested his lordship.
  “But you’re not speaking to Bunter, you know.” said Wharton bitterly. You’ve forgotten that, haven’t you?” 
  “My dear fellow———” 
  “It’s like you, Mauly, to take compassion on a fellow; but, as it happens, I’m not in need of compassion. That’s all.” 
  With that, Wharton turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Lord Mauleverer staring after him blankly. 
  “By gad!” murmured Mauly. “Great gad! Seem to have put my foot in it—the whole giddy hoof, by Jove! Oh dear!”
  And Lord Mauleverer walked disconsolately away, feeling sadly misunderstood, but bearing it with his usual placid equanimity. And he did not refer to the subject again. And so it came about that when the day dawned upon which Greyfriars school was to  press break up for Christmas, Harry Wharton—almost alone of all the Greyfriars fellows—did not know what he was going to do with the vacation.


                THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 


             Chumming with the Bounder! 

“LAST time of asking, Reddy.” 
  “Smithy, old man—” pleaded Tom Redwing. 
  Does that mean no?” interrupted the Bounder. 
  “I’ve said no all the time, Smithy; you know I can’t help it” said Tom Redwing reproachfully. “I can’t calm, old chap. I’d like to, no end, but Ican’t!  It can’t be done!” 
  Vernon-Smith stared gloomily out into the quadrangle, white with snow, in the misty December morning.  Greyfriars school was breaking up that day. A few callers more, and the old school would be silent and deserted. 
  Mist hung over the quad, and the old red roofs were hidden in snow. Through the mist the gaunt, leafless branches of the old trees loomed like dim arms of skeletons, Mist came thicker on the winter wind from the sea , that could be heard booming on the rocks a mile away. 
  Contrasted with that scene of cold and mist was another scene  in the Bounder’s mind—a   shelving  shore lapped by a laughing sea, graceful palms against a sky of deepest blue. Twenty-four hours in a railway train would effect that startling change of scene. It was as if the fortunate traveler by the Continental Express possessed the magic carpet of the Arabian tale.
  Tom Redwing was thinking of it, also, and his heart was heavy. Tom Redwing was thinking of it also, and his heart was heavy.  But he would have been content enough if the black discontented frown had only left Smithy’s brow.  It was painful to him to disappoint or wound his dearest chum—painful to him to refuse the favour the millionaire’s son would gladly have heaped on him.  But they had to be refused.  Kindly as Smithy meant it, Redwing could not content to become an expensive burden on his friend.  He could not take money from Smith’s father.  It was impossible, and there was an end even if it led to an unfriendly parting with Smithy this Christmastide. 
  The Bounder’s brows were knitted.  He seemed to have entertained a belief that Redwing would give way even at the last moment, well as he knew Tom’s resolute character.
  “You won’t come, then?” he said abruptly. 
  “No, old fellow !”
  “What are you going to do this vac, then?”
  “I shall be at home.”
  “That little cabin at Hawkscliff—on your own?” 
  “My father will be there; he’s home from a voyage, Smithy. And—and I’ve got friends in my village—good folk I knew before I came to Greyfriars.  But I like them, and they like me.  I shall have a happy Christmas enough, if—if—” 
  Tom Redwing paused.
  “If what?” said the Bounder gruffly.  
  “If we part like good friends, Smithy, old man.”
   The Bounder did not reply for a moment.
  “You’re turning me down.” he said.  “I’ve left it jolly late to ask anybody else, and a fellow doesn’t want to go alone on a trip.” 
  “Your father—” 
  “my father will be pretty busy in his own way.  He’s going to break the bank at Monte Carlo, with a gang of his city friends to back him up!” grunted the Bounder.  “A jolly crowd, but too old for me.  I want somebody with me; I want you, Redwing !”
  Redwing did not answer, but his brow was troubled.  
  “We could have some jolly good times.” said the Boundor, “No end of things to be seen there. Nice, Cannes, Mentone, Grasse, Monte Carlo, and a trip across to Corsica in a boat, an automobile run across the Alps to Italy.  Wouldn’t you care for it?” 
  “Wouldn’t I just!” he said. 
  “Then come!” 
  “I can’t!” 
  “Oh rats!” 
  Vernon-Smith tramped out of the House into the snow, savagely. 
  “Smithy, old man!” 
  The Bounder did not answer or turn his head.  He was savagely on eyed and disappointed; and it was like Vernon-Smith to take a disappointment badly. 
  Redwing sighed again, and turned back into the House.  He had his box to pack, and other preparations to make; but his usual a sunny face was clouded; the Bounder could have brought back its contentment with a word, but he had not chosen to utter that word.       
  Herbert Vernon-Smith drove his hands deep into the pockets of his overcoat, and tramped down the path through the snow under the elms.  His face was dark. 
  Plenty of fellows would have jumped at the invitation Redwing had refused.  Skinner, Snoop, Stott, Fisher T. Fish, Bunter, and others would not have cared who footed the bill, so long as they bagged the holiday.  Possibly it was for that reason that the Bounder did not want them.  At the bottom of his heart he knew that Redwing was right, and respected him all the more for his steady resolution.  But he wanted his friend with him on the occasion, and he was savagely angry and disappointed.
  There were other fellows—fellows who could and would have paid their footing, who would have joined the Bounder on that Christmas trip; but he did not want them.  Somehow or other he found himself at home in the Redwing’s company; he had never made another friend at Greyfriars, though many fellows would have been willing to chum with the wealthy Bounder, in other Forms as well as the Remove.
  Yet he was aware that he could not have respected Redwing, had Tom been willing to go with him as the needy hanger-on of a rich man’s son.  But the Bounder of Greyfriars was accustomed to having his own way, and he was sore and savage when he could not have it.
  The House was in a buzz of talk and movement and laughter, and most hearts seemed light.  There was hardly anybody out in the misty quad; the Bounder had the walks under the elms to himself, till suddenly he perceived another fellow tramping there, his hands in his pockets, his eyes moodily on the ground.  
  The Bounder smiled cynically as he can recognised Harry Wharton.
  The breakup did not seem to have brought much happiness to the captain of the Remove, to judge by his looks.
  Wharton did not see the Bounder; and Vernon-Smith watched him for some minutes in silence.  Then he joined the captain of the Remove, and Harry came to a stop, with a faint flush in his cheeks.
  “You’re not looking very merry!” said Smithy.
  “I’m not feeling merry!” said Harry curtly.
  “Don’t bite a fellow’s head off! I’m as already for a row as you are, if you’re keen on one!” said the Bounder.  “I’d like to hammer somebody now—hard!” 
  Wharton looked at him. 
  “I don’t mind.” he said.  “If you want to wind up the term with a scrap, Smithy, you won’t have to say much to have one on your hands!”
  “You’re at daggers drawn with your friends!” said the Bounder, with a hard grin.  “And I’m out with Redwing.  So we’re in the same boat!”
  “I’m sorry you’ve quarreled with Redwing!” 
  “You think the fault’s mine—what?” asked the Bounder, with a laugh
  “I’ve no doubt of it!” 
  “Quite so; and the fault’s yours that you’ve rowed with your friends, I’ve no doubt either !” 
  Wharton shrugged his shoulders. 
  Redwing refuses to come abroad with me for the vac!” said Vernon-Smith, after a brief silence.  “He won’t let my father pay his expenses on a trip to the south of France for Christmas!” 
  “Quite right, too!” 
  “It leaves me in a hole!”
  Wharton smiled faintly.
  “Ask Skinner! He won’t refuse!”
  “I don’t want Skinner!”
  “Snoop, or Fishy, or Bunter—”
 “Oh, don’t be an ass!”
  Wharton shrugged his shoulders again, and walked on by the snowy path. The Bounder fell into step by his side.
  “I’ve been thinking, Wharton.” he said.  “You and I had not exactly friends, but we can pull together fairly well.  You can pay your footing as well as I can, so it wouldn’t be any question of favours given or received—which would scare you off as fast as Redwing.  How do you like the idea of joining me on the trip?”
  Wharton started.
  “I’m quite frank.” went on the Bounder coolly.  “I want Redwing, and he won’t come.  But after Redwing, you’re the only chap in the Remove that I’d care to chum with over the vacation.  I’d like you to come, and my father will be much more pleased with you than with Redwing, of course. Is it a go?”
  Wharton did not answer immediately.  He looked very thoughtful.
  As a matter of fact, the suggestion appealed to him.  He could not suspect that if the bounder, as he had suspected Lord Mauleverer, of asking him because he was “left.” Smithy was not that kind of a fellow; it was not his forte to help a lame duck.  If he asked Wharton and it was because he wanted him; if he had not wanted him, most assuredly he would not have asked him.  On that point there was no room for doubt.
  And Wharton was not insensible to the fact that dozens of fellows at Greyfriars would have jumped at the invitation.  Fellows in the Fourth and the Shell, and even in the Fifth, would have jumped at it.  Smithy had singled him out, and it was a compliment, all the more because the Bounder was too hard and matter of fact to be anything but sincere.
  In a few hours Wharton had to leave the school, and it was grimly resolved that he did not go with his own friends.  The Bournemouth vicarage was a resource, but it was a very last resource; and even that but was practically barred now, by the fact that Wharton had left the decision so late.  He could scarcely butt in to the place without even letting the people there know that he was coming, excepting by a telegram at the last minute.  The Bounder’s invitation, indeed, came like the right thing at the right moment.
  Vernon-Smith waited for the captain of the Remove to answer.  Redwing being unavailable, he would have been glad of Wharton’s company; and he liked the captain of the Remove all the more, as a matter of fact, since he had become more unpopular with his own friends.  A willful and passionate temper was rather a recommendation to the Bounder of Greyfriars.
  “Well?” he said at last.  
  “I like the idea,Smithy.” Said Harry Wharton, quite cordially. “If you really think we could pull together—”    
  “Why shouldn’t we?”
  “No reason why we shouldn’t.”said Wharton, with a nod. “I like the idea no end.  A change of scene will do me good; it will help me keep from worrying about things that can’t be helped.”
  “Your uncle?” said the Bounder.
  Wharton gave him a curious look.
  “What makes you think I’m worrying about my uncle?”
  “I happen to know you, you see!” said the Bounder, with a grin.  “I know what’s the matter with you, and I sympathise. I know you don’t want my sympathy, or anybody else’s; but there it is.”
  “You seem a bit keener than my own friends, Smithy!” said Wharton, with a touch of bitterness.
  He paused.
  “I’ll come, and I’ll be glad to!” he said.  “Let’s fix it up now.”
  “Good man!” said the Bounder.
  And for some time the two juniors, once bitter rivals in the Remove, and never exactly friends, remained in amicable talk as they sauntered under the elms in the fluttering snowflakes.  When they parted the whole matter was definitely arranged, and Harry Wharton’s brow was less clouded.
               THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                         Breaking Up! 

“SMITHY, old man.” 
  Tom Redwing” looked into Study No. 4 in the Remove, were Herbert Vernon-Smith was putting some things together, ready for packing.
  The Bounder glanced round.
  “Hallo, Reddy!”
  His cheerful tone brought a smile to Tom’s face.
  “I’m just off, smithy.  I’m walking up to Hawkscliff.”
  “Ten miles, in this jolly weather!” said the Bounder. 
  Tom laughed.
  “That’s nothing to me.” he said.  “I—I say, Smithy, you’re not ratty now, are you?  We’re going to part friends, and meet friends next term!”
  “Of course we are, fathead.” said the Bounder, laughing.  “Look here, I’m going to walk up to Hawkscliff with you.”
  “I’ll be jolly glad, old man, but you’ll get fagged—” 
  “Rats!” 
  “Haven’t you got to get home?” 
  “Any time to choose.”
  Tom Redwing’s face glowed. 
  “Smithy, old man, I’m so jolly glad. It—it would have been a rotten Christmas for me, if you’d gone off unfriendly.” 
  “More ass you, to pal with a fellow like me.” Said the Bounder. “What do you stand my silly temper for?” 
  Redwing laughed, his handsome, sunburned face very bright and happy now.    
  Vernon-Smith hand dropped on his shoulder—only for a second, but it was an affectionate gesture. 
  “I’m sorry, old man.” he said. “I’m a crusty rotter—”—
  “Oh, rot, Smithy!  I was sure you understand.” said Tom brightly. “I say, it’s jolly to have you come up to Hawkscliff before you go home.  Have you fixed up with somebody else for your holiday? I know you’d only have to pick and choose among fifty fellows.” 
  “Yes, that’s fixed now.” 
  “Not Skinner?” asked Redwing, his face falling a little. 
  “Ha, ha. ha!” roared the Bounder.” You think jolly old Skinner would lead me off the straight and narrow path without your fatherly eye on me, Reddy. No, it’s not Skinner. It’s Wharton.” 
  “That’s good.”  said Tom. 
  “He won’t go with his friends, and my friend won’t go with me, so we’ve hit it off.” said the Bounder, laughing.  “Best thing we could do merry circumstances—what?” 
  “Yes, rather.” said Tom. “I hope you’ll have a ripping time, Smithy; but I’m sure you will.  Hallo, here’s Wharton.” 
  The captain of the Remove looked in. 
  “What about getting off, Smithy? We can get away early if we ask for leave —and I’d like to get off before the crowd, if you would.” 
  “Good idea,” assented the Bounder. “I’m walking up to Hawkscliff with Reddy—he’s going early.  Come along with us.”
  Wharton nodded.
 “You can fix it up with Gosling about your box.” added the Bounder.  “You’ve got to tip him, anyway. Cut off and ask Quelchy for leave.” 
  “Right-ho” said Harry. 
  He left No. 4 and went down to the Remove master’s study.  Billy Bunter met him on the staircase.
  “I say, Harry, old man—” 
  Wharton passed the fat junior without a word or a look. He was in no mood for Bunter.
  “Beast!” 
  Wharton was only a few minutes with the remove master; and when he came back up the staircase he found William George Bunter waiting for him. 
  “Harry, old chap—” 
  “Oh, don’t bother, Bunter!”
  Harry Wharton went on to his study, where he had a few books and odds and ends to put together—his box was already packed. The Owl of the Remove followed him in. 
  “I say, Wharton—” 
  “Cut off.” said Harry impatiently. 
  “It’s rather important, Wharton. We shall be parted in a few hours, old chap. We shan’t see one another again till next term, now you’ve let me down over the Christmas holiday. I’m sorry you are left out in the the cold, old fellow, I really am—”
  “Cheese it!” 
  “I mean it, old chap. I really think it’s rather rotten of Nugent to throw you over like this.” said Bunter sympathetically.
  “Will you dry up?” hooted Wharton.
   “Eh?  You’re not getting waxy, are you, just because I’m sympathising with you?” ejaculated Bunter in astonishment.
  Wharton burst into an angry enough. 
  “Oh, get out, Bunter! I don’t want to kick you just before Christmas!  But get out and leave me alone.” 
  “You see—” 
  “I don’t see!  Buzz off.” 
  “It’s about my postal-order—”
  “What?” roared Wharton. 
  Bunter blinked at him seriously. 
  “I’m expecting a postal-order.,” he said. “You can’t say you didn’t know, Wharton—I’m sure I mentioned it to you, more thaw once. It hasn’t come, old chap. Looks nw as if it will be hammock in the post over the vacation. What would you advise me to do?” 
  “Go and eat coke!” suggested Wharton. 
  “Oh, really, old fellow! Now, I believe you are generally in funds at Christmas time.” Said Bunter.  “I suppose it would be all the same to you if you handed me the pound, and took the postal order next term? What?” 
  “Fathead!” 
  “We’re parting for a long time, old chap.” said Bunter pathetically. “Don’t be a beast! We may never see each other again.” 
  “Why shouldn’t we, you born idiot? ” 
  “Well, you’re going with the Bounder, you know, and those Continental trains often have fearful accidents.  You may be killed this side of Christmas, for all you know.” said Bunter cheerfully. 
  “You silly owl ” 
  “So, in the circumstances, Wharton, I really think you might let me have the pound, old chap—” 
  “Get out!” 
  “Look here, Wharton, are you going to lend me a pound, or are you not going to lend me a pound?” demanded Bunter.
  “Not. Good-bye!  ” 
  “I think you’re rather a mean beast, Wharton.” 
  “Thanks! Now buzz off!” 
  “I’m not surprised that Nugent has turned you down for the vac. It beats me how he can stand you all through the term.” said Bunter.  “Shows his sense, though, to turn you down for the holidays. He, he, he!” 
  Whiz! 
  A Latin grammar crossed the study and caught William George Bunter on his fat chin. 
  “Whooop!” 
  Bunter sat down in the doorway. As he sat, a dictionary landed on his well-filled waistcoat. 
  “Yaroop!  ”
  “Have some more?” demanded Wharton, poising an arithmetical volume in his hand 
  “Ow!   Beast!”
  Billy Bunter scrambled up and fled.  There was a chuckle in the Remove passage as the Bounder and Tom Redwing came along, muffled up in their coats against the winter cold.  
  “Ready?“ called out Vernon-Smith. 
  “Yes.” 
  Ten minutes later the three juniors were walking together out of the school gates. There was snow on the ground, and a few light flakes were still falling of thr reheel gntm.r. ute as As the trio left the gateway there was a trampling of hurried footsteps behind them, and a fat voice shouted breathlessly ; 
  “I say, you fellows!”
  Whiz! 
  Smithy stooped and gathered a snowball, and it flew with unerring aim. Billy Bunter roared, and collapsed. 
  And the juniors walked on cheerily in the frosty air, leaving the Owl of the Remove to roar. 

               THE EIGHTH CHAPTER, 

                              Gone! 

ROTTEN!”
  “The rottenfulness is terrific!” 
  Bob Cherry ran his fingers through his thick, curly hair, rendering it a little more untidy than usual.  He was perplexed and puzzled.  His comrades shared his feelings.  
  The Co. had gathered together in Study No. 13, to discuss what was to be done.
  For two or three days they had hardly spoken to Harry Wharton, if they had spoken to him at all. He had refused, almost rudely, Frank’s invitation to pass Christmas with the Nugent’s. Yet the chums of the Remove could not make up their minds to leave Greyfriars without their comrade.
   “It’s rotten.” repeated Nugent.  “I’m blessed if I quite know why Wharton’s got his back up to this extent.  But he has! ” 
  “The backupfullness is terrific!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, with a dismal shake of his dusky head. “The the esteemed and ludicrous Wharton is on the high horse!” 
  Johnny Bull grunted, 
  “Leave him there till he comes down.” he suggested. 
  “He won’t dismount, you know.” said Bob Cherry, with a faint grin. 
  “We want him along with us for Christmas.” said Frank. 
  “That’s so.” assented Johnny.  “But if he won’t come—”
  “Bless him, he ought to come!” said Bob. “It’s rotten! This Co.  Always sticks together.” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “The stickfulness is terrific!” 
  “Look here.” said Bob. “We’ve had a little trouble with Wharton; but that’s nothing, We’re not going to row, especially at Christmas time, and when the old chap’s in rather a hole. If the giddy mountain won’t come to Mahomet, Mahomet must hike off to the jolly old mountain, that’s all. Let’s go and see him, and tell him he’s got to come and refuse to take no for an answer.”
  The chums exchanged rather dubious looks. In the present state of Wharton’s temper it was doubtful whether their reception was likely to be an amicable one
  “It’s the only way.” said Bob. “Anyhow, we don’t want to feel that we left anything undone, if we really have to part bad friends this Christmas.” 
  “Let’s try it!” said Nugent. 
  “Come on!” said Johnny Bull. “Anybody know where he is?” 
  “Look in Study No. 1;  if he’s not there, we’ll hunt him up.” said Bob. “Time’s getting pretty close now; we’ve got to clear pretty soon. Get a move on.”
  And the four juniors proceeded to Study No. 1, to look for the captain of the Remove. 
The study was empty.
  Most of the Remove studies were empty now, and had rather a dismantled look.  Hazeldene was seen in the passage, hurrying along with a package under his arm, and Bob held him;
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Seen Wharton, Hazel?”
  “No;  and don’t want to!”
  And Hazel was gone.
  “Well, we’ll find him all right!” said Bob.  “None of the fellows has left yet, only Redwing, who goes early. Kim on!”
  The quartette went downstairs, and hailed Temple of the Fourth, who appeared in sight.
  “Seen Wharton?”
  Temple glanced round.
  “Wharton!  I think he’s gone!”
  “Gone!” ejaculated Bob.
  “Well, I saw him going out with Smithy and Redwing, and I suppose he hasn’t just gone for a walk.”
  “Oh, my hat!”
  Bob Cherry & Co.  went out into the quad.  A fat figure was coming towards the House.
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!  There’s Bunter!  Bunter will know; he knows everything!  Where’s Wharton, Bunter?  ” bawled Bob Cherry.
  “Ow!”
  “Where’s Wharton?”
  “Blow Wharton!”
  “Look here, Bunter—” began Nugent.
  “I’ve been snowballed!” howled Bunter.
  “Serve you jolly well right!” said Johnny Bull.  “Have you seen Wharton?”
  “He’s a beast!”
  “Where is he?”
  “He’s a rotter!”
  “Have you seen him, you fat dummy?”
  “He’s a rotten outsider!”
  Bob Cherry grasped the Owl of the Remove by the collar, and shook him vigorously.
  “Now, you silly Owl—” 
  “I—I— Ow!  Wow!”
  “Where’s Wharton?” roared Bob.  “We want him---see?  Where is he?”
  “Gone,” gasped Bunter; “and a jolly good riddance, too!  One of the beasts snowballed me as they went.  Wharton’s been buzzing books of me---all because I sympathised with him over Nugent turning him down for the vac—”
  “You fat fool!” shouted Frank.
  “Oh, really, Nugent—”
  “I shan’t be sorry if he does get into an accident in those Continental trains!” said Bunter ferociously.  “Serve him jolly well right---so there!”
  “In what?”
  Bunter grinned, wrathy as he was.  He could see that the Co. were quite ignorant of Wharton’s plans and destination.
  “You didn’t know!” he said.  “Well, I generally get to know things, you know.  Not that I’d listen, of course.  It was quite by accident that I heard Wharton and Smithy talking.”
  “Do you want me to shake you to till your fat head jerks off?” demanded Bob Cherry, in tones of concentrated wrath.
  “Oh!  Eh?  No.”
  “Then tell me where Wharton’s gone!”  “He’s gone with the Bounder.  He’s going to Monte Carlo with him for Christmas!” gasped Bunter.
  “Oh, my hat!”
  “And they’re gone?” exclaimed Johnny Bull.
  “Yes, the rotters, and I was going to offer to go with them, you know, and one of the beasts bunged a snowball at me, and---”
  Bob Cherry released Bunter’s collar.  The four juniors returned into the House, with rather set faces.
  “So he’s gone!” said Johnny Bull grimly.  “He’s gone with the Bounder, and didn’t take the trouble to tell us or to say goodbye!”
  “The esteemed back of the excellent Wharton as terrifically up!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh lugubriously.
  Johnny Bull grunted.
  “Well, I’m fed-up.” he said.
  “There’s nothing to be done!” said Bob.  “He’s gone, and I---I suppose he knows his own business best.  It seems rather rotten; but, of course, he can go his own way if he likes!”
  Nugent drew a deep breath.
  “Let him!” he said.
  And no more was said on the subject.  The company had done all they could, but it was clear that there was not to be a reconciliation now.  And during the next hour or so they were too busy to give much thought to their wayward chum. 
  Then they left Greyfriars with a cheery crowd of fellows, and the gates of the old school clanged shut.
  “It’s all right, you chaps!” said Bob, in the train.  Bob Cherry was never pessimistic very long.  “It’s all serene!  Old Wharton will get over it during the holidays, and we’ll all meet on the best of terms after Christmas, and we’ll be the same jolly crowd next term as last---what!”
  “Hear, hear!” said Johnny Bull.
  “The hear-hearfulness is terrific!”
  Frank Nugent nodded.
  “It will be all right.” he said.
  Doubtless the wish was father to the thought; but the chums of Greyfriars, under the genial influence of Christmas, looked brightly on the bright side of things.  They would have been glad to have their chum with them, but they hoped he would have a good time “on his own.” And they quite made up their minds that by next term in Greyfriars the clouds would have rolled by.


               THE NINTH CHAPTER.

                 The Bounder’s Guest!

HARRY WHARTON sat on the side of his bed, and stared across at the fire that blazed in the grate.
  Outside the mansion of Mr. Samuel Vernon-Smith, millionaire, a London fog brooded over the streets, and hid the light of the stars.
  London was wrapped in fog had missed and winter cold.  In Wharton’s room in the millionaire’s house all was bright and cheery.
  It had been a long and fatiguing day, but Wharton did not feel sleepy.
  His face was thoughtful as he stared at the crackling fire spreading a genial warmth through the large room.
  He had walked up to Hawkscliff with Tom Redwing and the Bounder, and then the two had walked to Lantham and taken the express.  They had arrived in a foggy, dim London, and a handsome car had rolled with them to Mr. Vernon Smith’s mansion.  It was perhaps the wealthiest house that Harry Wharton had ever visited.  Wealth was, perhaps, a little too much in evidence there, but Wharton was not disposed to be critical.
  The millionaire had given him a warm welcome.  There was no shadow of doubt that Mr. Vernon Smith was glad to see him---much more pleased than he would have been to see Tom Redwing.  Mr. Vernon Smith acquiesced in his son’s friendship with the sailorman’s son as he acquiesced in most of the Bounder’s wishes and inclinations; but certainly he preferred to see him consorting with Colonel Wharton’s nephew.
  The plump, rather pompous millionaire welcomed Harry Wharton with great hurt in this, and left no doubt as to the warmth of his welcome, which was pleasant enough to the captain of the Remove, feeling as he did that his own friends did not want him.
  The Bounder, too, had been very agreeable.  He had wanted Redwing to come with him, but he was very pleased to have Wharton.  And Harry found the Bounder pleasant enough, and a kind and attentive host. He was beginning to look forward to the trip to the South of France. He had accepted the Bounder’s invitation, in the first place, as the only way out of a difficult position.  It was a case of any port in a storm.  But now it came into his mind that he quite liked the idea if
  As he sat on the edge of the bed, watching the leaping fire, he was thinking of his friends. They would be had Nugent’s home now—probably a merry party.  He might have been with them. In the bottom of his heart he was conscious that he wanted to be with them. Had he been too much swayed by the angry resentment—by Bunter’s tattle and Skinner’s sneers?  Had Nugent really wanted him to go?  Now that the parting was final, somehow he was taking a more kind and reasonable view of the matter
   And then his brow darkened again. 
  They might have been a little more patient; they might have understood, and realised, that it was his anxiety for his uncle that caused his moody impatience; they might have made allowances.  No, he did not regret what he had done.  He was not to blame.  There was a set and obstinate look on his face as he came to this conclusion---an expression that marred a good deal his good looks. 
  Tap!
  Wharton started a little.
  The door opened, and Herbert Vernon-Smith looked in, with a smile on his face.
  “Not turned in yet.” he said. 
  “No, Smithy.” 
  “I saw your light and thought I’d look in.  Not sleepy?”
  “No; come in.”  The Bounder came in, and sat down in the deep armchair by the cheerful blaze of the fire. He took a little tortoise shell case from his pocket, opened it, as selected a cigarette. 
  He held the case towards Wharton, who shook his head. 
  “Out of bounds now, you know,” said the Bounder, with a grin.  
  “That makes no difference.” 
  “It does—to me” 
  The Bounder lighted his cigarette. 
  “You don’t mind?” 
  “Oh no!” said Harry. 
  It was not for him to mind what Smithy did under his own roof. 
  “We’re going to have a jolly time, old man.” he said.
  “I hope so.” 
  “Bit of a change, from fog and gloom to the jolly old sunshine—what?” 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  And the life’s as different as the climate.” said Vernon-Smith, a gleam coming into his eyes.  “Of course, we shall be under my father’s giddy eye, but he won’t bother us much. He will be busy with his own affairs and his own friends.  We shall be able to go on our own, Wharton, and see life a little in our own way.”
  Wharton nodded.
  “No end of things goin’ on out there.” Said Vernon-Smith.  “if you feel disposed to kick over the traces, and go in for a little flutter, there’s nobody to be shocked!” he laughed.  England’s a dull old place.  If a fellow wants a flutter there’s nothing but dingy horse-racin’, with its crowd of seedy swindlers and yellin’ bookies.  The orders these things better in France, as jolly old Sterne remarks somewhere!” 
  Wharton’s face became very grave.
  In his concern about his own affairs he had given little thought to the Bounder.  He had quite forgotten that side of Smithy’s character.
  Apparently the Bounder was looking forward to what he would have called a “high old time” in a foreign country, with its freedom from restraint, and it’s easier code of morals.
  “Smithy, old man!” said Harry, after a long pause.” I think I’d better tell you so, before we start, but I’m not thinking of anything of that kind.  No right to interfere with you, and no wish to do so; but I certainly don’t want anything like what you call a flutter for myself.”
  The Bounder smiled. 
  “My dear chap, you’ll do exactly as you please!  I wouldn’t dream of influencin’ you.  “Don’t worry  about that.  But while we’re here we’ll see what’s going on, even if we don’t take a hand in it—what?”
  “Yes, no harm in that!” said Harry.
  The pater’s goin’ to break the bank at Monte—if he can!” grinned the Bounder.  “My opinion is that he won’t!”
  “But you---” said Harry hesitatingly. 
  The Bounder laughed.
  “They wouldn’t let me try, if I’ve wanted to.  Kids ain’t admitted to the jolly old green tables.” he said.
  “Well, that’s a good rule.” said Harry.
  “Like most things, very inconvenient, and rather a bore.” said Vernon-Smith.  “Never mind; lots of fun to be found outside the magnificent walls of Monty.” He finished his cigarette, and threw the stump into the fire.
  “Well, I’ll let you go to bed.  We’ve got to turn out fairly early to buzz along with the pater to the passport office.  Good-night.”
  The door closed behind the Bounder.
  Harry Wharton remained some time, staring at the fire, with a thoughtful brow, after the Bounder had left him.
  He turned in at last.
  He slept soundly enough, and his face was quite cheerful when he came down to breakfast in the misty morning.
  It was a busy day for both Wharton and Vernon-Smith.  There were many preparations to be made for the journey.
  Harry Wharton had little time for thought, and he was glad of it.
  The Bounder, freed from the restrictions of school, was bent upon extracting the greatest possible enjoyment from every passing moment.  As they were starting the following day, Wharton’s idea was to get early to bed; but that was not the Bounder’s idea at all.
  “We’re not a Greyfriars now.” he told his comrade, with a cheery grin.  “no giddy masters or prefects to boss us now, old bean!”
  “No!” said Harry.  “But---”
  “Wingate of the Sixth can’t butt in at half past nine, and shoo us off to the dormitory!” grinned the Bounder.
  Harry Wharton laughed 
  “No.” he agreed.  “Still---”
  “Leave it to me!” said Vernon-Smith.  “We’re going to have a jolly evening---our last in this foggy old town.”
  “Right-ho!”
  Mr. Vernon Smith was occupied elsewhere that evening; but the millionaire’s Rolls Royce bore the two juniors, after dinner, to the theatre, where Mr. Vernon Smith’s private box was at their disposal.  The Rolls Royce was ready again when the play was over.
  “Home, I suppose.” said Harry, as they came out to the car.
  The Bounder smiled.
  He stood on the steps for a minute to light a cigarette, in the glare of bright illumination, with his coat open.  The Bounder was an evening clothes, with a diamond in his shirt front.  His face was merry and bright as he blew out a little cloud of smoke.
  “What about supper?  ” he said.
  “Any old thing!” said Wharton, with a smile.  “I can see you’re going to make a night of it!”
  “Why not?  We’re done with ‘Yes, sir,’ and ‘Oh, sir’ and ‘Please, sir,’ and ‘No, sir’---till next term!” chuckled the Bounder.
  The car rolled away with the two Greyfriars juniors, to supper in a crowded, glittering restaurant.
  It was at a late hour that they arrived home at Mr. Vernon-Smith’s house in Berkeley Square.
  “Sleepy?” asked the Bounder.
  “I’ve let you off lightly.  When we’re down south among the jolly old froggies we’re going to paint the town red---what?  But that will keep.  Good-night!”
  Wharton was asleep as soon as his head touched the pillow.  The next day Mr. Vernon Smith, with his son and his son’s friend, left London in the Continental Express, and soon the misty Channel rolled between Harry Wharton and his native land.


               THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                     On the Rapide! 

“Paris lay behind—the great express hummed on ever southward, towards brighter and more genial skies Harry Wharton leaned back on the cushions and gazed from the window.  But he was alone in the carriage just then—Mr. Vernon Smith had joined a party of friends farther along the train, and the Bounder was strolling in the corridor.  Harry Wharton had been reading a copy of the Paris “Daily Mail!” but the paper had fallen on his knees, and he was thinking as he looked out on the fleeting country passing by the windows of the Rapeide.
  A date in Paris had passed cheerily enough; but Wharton was thinking now of his visit to that city in the summer vacation, when his friends had been with him, and had been no trouble in the happy circle of the Co.
  He wondered whether they were thinking of him—back home in England, farther and farther off from him at every throb of the express.
  Christmas was close at hand; and it was the first Christmas for Harry to pass outside his native land.  With his old friends with him, on the old footing, he would have enjoyed a Christmas under a blue sky and genial sunshine.  But he dismissed that thought from his mind. The estrangement was there—and it was not his fault; or, if it was his fault, he did not care to realise it. 
  His thoughts turned to his uncle.  Would he other see him again?  While he was in Russia  there could be no news from him; and the date of his return---if he returned at all---was quite uncertain. Wharton’s brow grew darker with thinking of it. 
  “Penny for ‘em!”
  It was the Bounder’s light voice, interrupting his moody reflections.  Wharton glanced up.
  Vernon-Smith stood in the doorway of the carriage with a cigarette in his mouth, his hands in his pockets.
  Smithy had long ago been nicknamed the “Bounder” at Greyfriars; and there was no doubt that’s there was something of the “bounder” in his make-up.  Certainly he looked a good deal of a bounder now, with his hat on the back of his head, and the cigarette between his lips.      
  Wharton had a slight feeling of repugnance.
  He liked the Bounder, in a way, but he had never felt disposed to chum with him; their ways and their thoughts and feelings were wide as the poles asunder.
  “I---I was thinking.” he said.
  “Throw it away!” said the Bounder.  “What’s the good of thinkin’.  I say, I’ve met some fellows on the train---fellows you know.”
  “Oh!” said Harry.
  “Highcliffe chaps!” said Vernon-Smith. 
  Wharton’s face brightened.  He would have been very glad to see Courtenay, or the Caterpillar.  Already he was beginning to feel that he had made a mistake in becoming the Bounder’s comrade on that Christmas trip.
  “You’d like to see them?” said Smithy.  “No need to keep up old grudges in the holidays---what?”
  “Oh!” said Harry.  He realized that the Highcliffe Fellows on the train were not his friends.  “Who are they?”
  “Old Pon.”
  “Ponsonby?”
  “Yes, and Vavasour and Gaddy.  Fancy droppin’ on them here!” said the Bounder, who was evidently pleased by the chance meeting.  “They’re going down to Nice.  Pon’s uncle’s yacht is at Villefranche; their doin’the vac in style.  I’ve asked them to come along here.  You’ll be civil, of course.”
  “Well, I can’t say I want to see them!” said Harry.  “But if you’ve asked them here, I’ll be civil, of course.”
  “Oh, they’re rather jolly.” said Vernon-Smith cheerily.  “The fact is, Wharton, I was a bit of an ass to think of bringing old Redwing with me---he would have been rather a wet blanket on a joy trip.  He would be shocked at Pon  & Co., and it would dash a fellow’s spirits to see a chap sittin’ with a long face---what?”
  Wharton did not reply.
  Apparently the Bounder did not expect him to be “shocked” at Pon & Co., as Tom Redwing would have been.
  Vernon-Smith turned back into the train corridor, and a minute or two later ushered in the three Highcliffe fellows.
  Ponsonby, Gadsby, and Vavasour greeted Wharton severely enough.  At school they were on terms of warfare with Harry Wharton & Co.; but they seemed prepared to forget all about that now, and Wharton could go no less than follow their example---although it went against the grain with him to shake hands with Cecil Ponsonby.
  “Quite jolly to butt in to you like this!” said Ponsonby, with his most agreeable grin.
  “Yes, rather!” agreed Gaddy.
  “Oh, absolutely!” said Vavasour.  
  Ponsonby handed round a cigarette-case. Four cigarettes were soon going; but Wharton declined.  An ironical grin passed among the Highcliffe trio, which was not lost on Harry.
  He coloured uncomfortably, and sat silent and constrained.  He did not like his company, but there was no escape from it.
  “Dashed bore, these long railway runs.” said Ponsonby. “What do you chaps do to pass the time?”     
  Vernon-Smith shrugged his shoulders.  It occurred to Harry that the Bounder, as well as himself, was feeling that their journey together was rather a mistake.
  “What about a little game?” said Gadsby.  
  Ponsonby had already taken a pack of cards from his pocket.  
  “Good egg!” said the Bounder.  
  “Absolutely!” said Vavasour.
  “There’s five of us---good number for a poker game!” said the Bounder, with a rather curious glance at the captain of the Remove.
  “Hear, hear!”
  Ponsonby shuffled the cards.  
  The smoke from the four cigarettes filled the carriage with a blue haze. Harry Wharton sat silent, his brow growing darker. The Bounder was evidently taking it for granted that he would join in the game; and no doubt seemed to have occurred to the Highcliffians. 
  “Cut for deal!”said Ponsonby.  
  Harry Wharton rose to his feet.  
  “I’ll take a turn in the corridor while you’re having your game!” he said.
  Ponsonby raised his eyebrows.
  “You’re not standin’ out?” he said.  
  “Yes; excuse me.” 
  “Oh, rot!” said Gadsby.  “Be pally, you know.”
  “Absolutely.” said Vavasour.
  “Look here, old fellow---” said Vernon-Smith.
  “Thanks, I’d rather not.” said Harry; and with that he moved out of the carriage into the corridor.
  The Highcliffe juniors looked at one another and grinned.  Vernon-Smith shrugged his shoulders.
  The four young rascals were soon deep in the game, heedless of the junior in the corridor, who watched the scenery from the train windows in a far from cheerful mood.
  Vernon Smith, deep in his game, had forgotten his existence.  But Cecil Ponsonby once were twice glanced in his direction, and blinked at Gadsby.  Pon, for all his polite manners, had by no means forgotten his old enmity towards the captain of the Greyfriars Remove, and was presently entertained by Wharton’s present position of odd man out.
  There was a heavy tread in the corridor, and Mr. Samuel Vernon Smith, plump and rosy, came along, with a big black cigar in his mouth. The millionaire gave Wharton a smile and a nod, and glanced into his son’s carriage.
  Wharton wondered what he would say when he saw what was going on there.  He could guess what Colonel Wharton would have said.
  But Mr. Vernon Smith’s views were quite different.  He gave a fat, indulgent grin, and shook his head at his son.
  “You young scamp!” he said.
  The Bounder looked up and grinned.
  “Hallo, dad! Coming in?”
  “No; I was only lookin’ in to see how you were getting along.” said Mr. Vernon Smith.  “You seem to be amusing yourself.”
  And he  rolled away along the train corridor again.
  The poker game was still going on an hour later, when the express slowed into a big station.  Wharton glanced into the carriage
  “Dijon.” he said.
  The Bounder jumped up.
  “Oh, gad!  We get out here!” he exclaimed.  “See you fellows later on, in the jolly old Sunny South.”
  “What-ho!” said Ponsonby cordially.
  The Bounder and the Highcliffe fellows parted on the most amicable terms.  The Rapide rolled on, and Gadsby waved his hand from the carriage window to Smithy, standing on the platform with his father and Wharton.  Smithy waved his hat back to the Highcliffians.  Wharton made no sign.


               THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER.


                      In the Sunny South!

“JOLLY, what?” said the Bounder.
  “Jolly, and no mistake.” agreed Wharton.
  It was a magnificent scene.  It was difficult for fellows fresh from England to realise that this was December.
  The party had spent a night at the Dijon.  And then the train the next day bore them on to Nice.  Wharton had been glad enough to miss the company of the Highcliffe fellows.  But the Bounder had been rather silent and dull, evidently wishing that Pon & Co. were on the train.
  His manner to Wharton was not quite so a genial as it had been.
  As a matter of fact, they were ill-assorted companions, and both of them realised it rather late.
  At Greyfriars Tom Redwing’s quiet influence had had an effect on the Bounder which was a surprise to all who knew him, and to Smithy himself.  The “hard case” of Greyfriars, the blackguard of the Remove, had seemed a changed fellow since he had come under Redwing’s influence.  But both Greyfriars and Redwing were far away now.
  Every hour the Bounder seemed to become more and more like his old reckless self.  He rejoiced in his freedom, and was resolutely bent on having what he called a good time.
  Wharton’s idea of a good time was quite a different one, as the Bounder was reminded now.
  So the run on the railway to Nice was dull enough for both of them.  Both were dissatisfied, though trying hard to keep cordial.
  But the following morning, when they turned out of bed at Mr. Vernon-Smith’  villa at Nice, and the Bounder walked his companion round to show him the place, they seemed to have recovered their spirits.
  “It’s  ripping!” said Harry, his face very bright.
  The white walled villa stood on the hillside, embosomed in verdure.
  Below lay the town of Nice, with the blue waters stretching beyond to the blue of the sunny sky.  White walls and red roofs, palm-trees and green shrubberies, were bathed in brilliant sunlight.
  The grounds of the villa were extensive grate gates gave on the road that ran like a white ribbon, dazzling in the sunshine.  From the road came the almost incessant hum of motor cars, speeding by with pleasure seekers bound for Cannes, or Bendone, or Monte Carlo.
  Harry Wharton had left England under a soggy sky.  He had left frosty trees stripped of foliage.  Now he strolled under graceful palms nodding against a sky of deepest blue.
  “Fellows can have a good time here!” said the Bounder.
  “I should think so!” agreed Harry.  “How blue the sea looks from here!”
  “Does it!” said Smithy.  The Bounder was not much interested in scenery.  
  “That’s a handsome boat out yonder.”  
  Smithy followed the direction of his gaze.
  “That’s Pon’s uncle’s yacht.” he said, with a nod.
  “Oh!” said Harry.
  “We shall see a good bit of Pon & Co!” said the Bounder cheerfully.  It will liven things up.”
  Wharton nodded.
  “We shan’t see much of my pater, but you won’t miss him.  He’s got his own friends---a crowd of ancient bounders---Stock Exchange men mostly!” Smithy grinned.  “They’re deep in a scheme to break the bank at Monte.  I wish we could have a try.”
  Wharton made no reply to that.
  “Kids of our age are barred there!” said the Bounder regretfully.  “But down in Nice they are not so jolly particular.  We can have the run of two or three casinos there if we choose!”
  “Oh!” said Wharton.  He did not look enthusiastic.
  “The pater’s left us a car for ourselves.” went on the Bounder.  “What do you say to a run around the country today?  We can pick up some lunch at Cannes and have a look at Monte on the way.”
  “Good!” said Harry.
  Mr. Vernon-Smith’s unlimited wealth certainly made things run easily and smoothly.  A handsome car and a well trained French chauffeur were at the disposal of his son and his son’s guest.  Harry Wharton enjoyed the long run in the sunshine, amid the beautiful scenery of the French Maritime Alps.
  Many a long mile glided under the wheels of the car.  It was after sunset when the two juniors came whirling back towards Nice by way of Monaco.  The cart slowed down at Monte Carlo, and the Bounder pointed out the great Casino, brilliant now with lights.  A fat man in evening clothes, with diamond studs that fairly twinkled, stood on the broad steps, with three or four others and the Bounder waved a hand to him.
  “There’s the pater!”
  The car ran on.  It turned at last into the gateway of the Villa Fleurette.  The Bounder looked at his watch.
  “We’re a bit late!” he said.  “Pon & Co. will be waitin’.”
  Wharton started a little.
  “Pon!”  Is he---”
  “I’ve asked him and his friends to dinner.  We’re making up a little party afterwards to go round the town!” said the Bounder cheerily.  “The pater’s given me  carte blanche.  And, by Jove, I’m going to have a good time while it lasts.  And so are you, old bean!”
  Ponsonby & Co.  were smoking cigarettes in the wicker chairs on the terrace when the two Greyfriars juniors came in.
  “Waitin’ for you, old man.” said Ponsonby.
  “Absolutely!” said Vavasour.
  “We shall be late for the jolly old opera at this rate.” said Gadsby.
  “Oh, lots of time!” said the Bounder.  “Won’t take long to change.  Come on, Wharton!”
  Wharton found his evening clothes laid out, and a French valet in attendance to help him to dress.  He came down to a magnificent dinner, served by silent footed servants, under clustering shaded lights, with the wide windows open to the cool evening breeze that wafted in the scent of flowers.  Ponsonby & Co. were in great spirits, and the Bounder was in a joyous mood.  This was Smithy’s idea of enjoying life, and the nuts of Highcliffe fully agreed with him.  There was champagne on the table. His recklessly indulgent father stinted the Bounder in nothing.  The long table gleamed with silver and cut glass. On all hands were the signs of great wealth carelessly expended.
  Wharton did his best to join in the joyous mood of the fellows round him, but not with much success.  The talk of the bounder and his friends ran on subjects that he cared nothing for---luck at “petites chevaux,” pigeon-shooting at Monte press, and the Nice races.  And all four of the reckless young rascals drank champagne.  Wharton’s glass, creaming over, remained untouched.
  He compared the scene, in his own mind, with what his holiday would have been like had he been with his own friends. Certainly, there would not have been unlimited wealth.  They would have stayed probably at a “pension” for twenty francs a day; they would have gone about on the tramways or on foot.  Walking, boating, tennis, an occasional visit to the theater, would have filled up all the time.  And Wharton knew how much better he would have liked it.  Hard as he tried to be agreeable to Ponsonby & Co, he knew that he failed.  He knew that the black sheep of Highcliffe looked upon him as a “spooney” and a spoilsport, and wondered why the Bounder had burdened himself with so dull a companion.  Perhaps the Bounder was beginning to wonder, too.
  Wharton’s thoughts turned homeward---to Frank Nugent and his other friends, now at Nugent’s home enjoying their Christmas holiday in their own way.  Why was he not with them?  Why?  A few sharp words and his own willful and wayward temper.  He had not seen it in that light before, or, rather, he had been resolved not to see it in that light.  But now it seemed to become clear to him.
  He sat silent at the table, in the midst of merry voices---voice is that grew louder as time went on.  Ponsonby looked at him with a sneering grin.  Cecil Ponsonby dropped a good deal of his polished politeness like a cloak when he became “sporty.” Gadsby whispered to Vavasour, who chuckled.
  “Put it away, Wharton!” exclaimed Gadsby.  Gadsby’s face was flushed, and his vacant mind was reeling a little.
  Wharton started out of his reverie---a reverie in which the cheery faces of his old chums had seemed quite clear to him.
  “Eh, what?” he said absently.
  “You haven’t touched your drink.”
  “Mine’s lemonade.” said Harry.
  Gadsby sneered
  “You’re six hundred miles from your headmaster.  What are you afraid of?”
  Wharton did not answer that.
  “Put it away, old bean!” said Vavasour.  “Your jolly old uncle isn’t just round the corner, ready to pop out on you.”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Wharton compressed his lips
  “Oh, cheese it!” said the Bounder.  “Let Wharton alone; he’s settin’ up a jolly good example---which we’re jolly well not goin‘ to follow.”
  “Well, I don’t like a soft spooney!” said Gadsby. 
  “Shut up, Gaddy!”  Vernon-Smith rose from the table.  “time we were off, or we shall be missin’ the fun.  Adolphe, tell them to get the car out!”
  “Oui m’sieur.”
  “Come on you fellows! Come on, Wharton, old man, and get your coat!” The Bounder’s manner was genial, in a rather forced way.  “Come on; we’re goin’ to have a jolly evening!”
  He slipped his arm through Wharton’s, and led him along.
  “I think perhaps you’d better leave me out, Smithy!” said Harry, in a low voice.  “I shall be all right here---lots of books, and---”
  “What utter rot!”
  “But I think---”
  “Rot, I tell you!  You’re comin’.”

  Wharton yielded the point, and a little later the five juniors were in the big car, speeding down towards the twinkling lights of Nice.


               THE TWELFTH CHAPTER.


                  The Parting of the Ways!

HARRY WHARTON sat silent in the car.
  But his silence did not matter very much---there was plenty of talks going on.  Gaddy, indeed, was singing. 
  With a rush the big car came into the brilliantly lighted streets of the gay town by the blue waters of the Mediterranean.
  It stopped at the opera house, where the five fellows were ushered into Mr. Vernon-Smith’s box.  The first act of “Rigoletto” was halfway through, and from the auditorium some angry glances were cast at the box, into which the Bounder & Co. tramped noisily.
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  Little cared Ponsonby and his friends for angry glances from common mortals in cheaper seats.
  Ponsonby leaned over the box, stared indifferently up to audience, glanced at the stage, and yawned.  Harry Wharton dropped into a chair at the back of the box.  He had all a well bred fellow’s dislike for making himself conspicuous; while Ponsonby & Co, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy attracting any sort of attention, amicable or otherwise.
  The singing was in French, and not of the best quality; but the orchestra was good, and Harry would have been content enough to pass the evening listing to Verdi’s music.  But it was soon clear that the Bounder’s merry party was only beginning with the opera; Smithy & Co. had no intention of remaining till the finish.
  “Awf’ly dull stuff.” said Gadsby, after him during Verdi, with considerable impatience, for about a quarter of an hour.
  “Absolutely!” said Vavasour.
  “What’s it all about?” yawned Ponsonby.
  “Much ado about nothin’, like most operas.” answered the Bounder.  “But there’s some good arias in it---”
  “Oh, rot!  Let’s chuck it!” said Gaddy.
  “Let’s, absolutely!” said Vavasour.
  The bounder grinned.
  “Well, we’re only beginning here!” he said.  “We’ve got quite an extensive programme for the evenin’.  But I thought you fellows would like to sit out the first act---eh, Wharton?”
  “Certainly.” said Harry.
  “Dear man, I’m bored stiff.” said Gadsby.  “I’ve got a feeling that I shan’t survive till the end of the act.  Let’s cut.”
  “Absolutely!”
  “All right---I don’t mind.  Trot!” said the Bounder.
  Ponsonby & Co. crowded out of the box; Harry Wharton did not move.  The Bounder touched him on the shoulder.
  “Come along!” he said.
  Wharton hesitated.
  “Look here, Smithy,  I’d like to see it through, and I shall only be a wet blanket, anyhow.  Leave me here.”
  “Do you call that pally?” said the Bounder, in a rather disagreeable tone.  “I don’t!”
  “Well, if you want me---”
  “Of course I do!”
  “I’ll come, then.”
  Wharton followed the others from the box.  They descended the deserted staircase, into the wide vestibule, now tenanted only by three fat men in evening-clothes sitting at a high desk, and two or three of the ancient dames in black who haunt French theatres.
  “Here’s the car!”
  The juniors drew their coats about them as they came down the steps to the car.  The day had been hot ; but the night was cold, and a chill wind whistled round the corners of the streets.
  Vernon-Smith spoke in French to the chauffeur,before he followed his companions into the car.  Then they glided away.   
  “Whither bound, O  King !” yawned Ponsonby. 
  “Somewhere jolly, I hope.” said Gadsby.
  “Absolutely!” yawned Vavasour. 
  “The Casino Oriental.” said the Bounder.  “No end of a jolly show there, and a little game in the intervals.”
  “Hear, hear!”
  Ponsonby & Co. brightened up visibly at the mention of a little game.  Gadsby gave Wharton his sneering grin.
  “Smithy, old bean, you’re a good man!” said Ponsonby.  “You’re just the nice little man a fellow likes to meet when he takes his little walks abroad.  This is rather new to you, Wharton isn’t it?”
  “Yes.” said Harry.
  “Never mind; I’ll lend you a tenner if you go broke at the jolly old green table.”
  “I sha’n’t go broke at the jolly old green table.” answered Harry quietly.  “I shall not play.”
  “Why not?”
  “Yes, why not?” demanded Gadsby hotly.
  “I don’t choose!” answered Wharton coolly.
  “Oh, gad!  Are you always as merry and bright as this on a holiday?” yawned Ponsonby.
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Cheese it!” said the Bounder.  “Wharton’s my guest, and he’s going to do as he jolly well likes.”
  “My dear man, it’s a good idea---no end of a good idea to have one upright character in a jolly party.” said Ponsonby.
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Here we are!” said the Bounder, as the car stopped before a building that flamed with lights.
  The party crowded out, and crossed the pavement into the Casino Oriental.  Sounds of music came from within the building; the performance was evidently on.  The Bounder took tickets for the party---the most expensive seats in the place, displaying a pocket book that was fairly wadded with French bank notes.  More than one greedy glance was turned upon it from lounging habitues of the casino.
  An obsequious attendant showed the party into their places, the Bounder carelessly tipping him a fifty-franc bill.
  A variety show was going on in the casino theater, and, like most French variety shows, it was not exactly suitable for schoolboys to see--- or for anyone else, for that matter.  Ponsonby & Co., who had been bored stiff in the opera house, began to enjoy themselves now, and they joined in the roars of laughter from the audience.
  But the first part of the performance was nearly over, and after a short time the audience crowded out for refreshment, and to pass the lengthy interval in the gaming rooms.  In an adjoining spacious apartment the green tables were set out for the entertainment of the casinos patrons during the intervals, and, incidentally, for relieving them of their loose cash.
  “This way!” said the Bounder, with a deep breath.
  “Oh, it’s jolly!” said Gaddy. 
  “Absolutely!”
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“This is somethin’ like life!” said Ponsonby.  “Nothin’ of this kind in that dashed old foggy island we’ve got away from!”
  “Thank goodness for that!” said Wharton.  He spoke involuntarily; he had not intended to pass an opinion on the pursuits of his companions.  
  Ponsonby glanced at him with a sneer.
  “Come on!” said the Bounder impatiently.
  A thick crowd poured into the long room with the green tables, where the droning chant of the croupiers was already heard.
  The Bounder & Co. reached the nearest table, and stood in a row along the side, watching the game. In less than a minute all of them were tossing stakes on the table, an obliging “changeur” handing them counters in exchange for their paper money. Harry Wharton stood a little behind his companions, looking on.
  But the game did not appeal to him.  The cool, cynical faces of the croupiers, who hardly troubled to conceal their ironical contempt for the punters who lavished money on the tables, the greedy faces of the punters themselves, the whirling of the rubber ball in the bowl marked with numbers one to nine, the clatter of the counters on the green baize---all made up a scene that was “life” to Ponsonby & Co., but had a repellant effect on Wharton.
  But there was some entertainment in watching the strange scene, and he found himself interested.
  The clanging of a bell announced that the variety show was recommencing in the theater, and there was a general crowding away from the tables.  But the Bounder did not move.
  He had dropped into a chair at the table, and had a stack of counters before him, representing a sum that made Ponsonby & Co.  open their eyes rather wide.  Wharton, looking at him, was struck---or rather, shocked---by the change that had come over the Bounder’s face.  All the blackguard, all the gambler in Vernon-Smith’s nature had come to the surface now; he was thinking of nothing but the game before him, of the whirling ball, and the green baize marked with yellow numbers.
  Ponsonby tapped him on the shoulder.  Pon had lost money, and he was not in a good temper.
  “Comin’ along, Smithy?”
  “No!” said Smithy, without turning his head.
  “I’m going’.” 
  “Go, then!” 
  “Same here!” said Gaddy.  “It’s rather a rotten game. I’ve dropped three hundred francs.  They don’t give you a chance!”
  “Absolutely!” said Vavasour.
  “Look here, Smithy---”
  “Let me alone, confound you!”
  “Oh, come on!” said Ponsonby. “I’m fed up with this.  Come on, you fellows!”
  The three Highcliffe fellows followed the crowd.  They did not even look at Wharton, and he did not accompany them. He stood behind the Bounder’s chair, waiting for Smithy to move.
  But Smithy did not move.
  It was customary at the casino oriental for the game to close down once the theater recommenced after the interval.  But when high play was going on the tables were kept open.
  The Bounder had been winning at first---a common experience with newcomers at a Continental casino.  Keen as he was, he did not know that he was allowed to win to encourage him to keep on and to play for larger stakes.  But now the croupiers were coming down to business, and almost at every spin of the ball the Bounder lost, and lost heavily.  The stack of red and yellow counters melted away, and he changed more bills, and the new stack melted away in its turn.  His face was set on the savage now.
  “Smithy!” whispered Wharton.
  “Don’t worry!”
  “Hadn’t you better come, old chap?”
  “Shut up!” 
  The Bounder had forgotten that Wharton was his guest; he had forgotten everything but the fascination of the game.  He was the old bounder now, with a vengeance---the “old” Bounder at his very worst.
  Wharton compressed his lips, and made a movement to go.  But he still lingered; it went against the grain to leave his companion there alone---alone in the midst of a crew of grinning, cynical swindlers.
  Another batch of French notes changed hands, and another stack of counters piled before the Bounder.  He was playing with more and more recklessness now, and his stakes went fast.  It was too fast to last, as a matter of fact.
  “Faites vos jeux, messieurs.”
  The Bounder threw on his last franc.
  It vanished under the croupier remorseless rake.  The Bounder was very still, as if stunned, for a moment or two.  The ball spun again, and he placed no stake. Then he turned his head towards Wharton.
  “Lend me some money.”
  “Smithy, old man---”
  “Are you afraid I sha’n’t settle?” said the Bounder savagely.
  “No; but---”
  “Will you lend me some money?”
  Wharton paused, and then he drew out his pocket book and handed the bounder a French note for five hundred francs.
  But without even a word of thanks, Vernon-Smith held out the not to the changeur.
  “Faites vos jeux!”
  “Rien ne va plus.”
  The Bounder fairly plastered the numbers with stakes, in a desperate effort to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.  Croupiers grinned at one another as the long rakes drew them in.
  The Bounder turned to Wharton again.
  “Give me---”
  “I’ve nothing more to lend you, Smithy.” said Harry Wharton coldly.  “We’d better go!”
  The Bounder gritted his teeth.
  “You’ve got some money---”
  “Yes.”
  “Lend it to me!”
  “What’s the good!” said Wharton angrily.  “You’ve thrown away all you had---”
  “That’s no business of yours.  Will you lend me some money?” said the Bounder, in concentrated tones. 
  “Not to throw away on those swindlers.” said Wharton quietly. “I ought not to have given you any at all.  Come away!”
  “You won’t?”
  “No.”
  The Bounder rose unsteadily to his feet.  His face was white and sent.  His eyes gleamed savagely.
  “I don’t want any sermons from you!” he said savagely.  “I’m asking you a favour---and I don’t often ask favours.  Will you---”
  Wharton shook his head.  He, too, was at the end of his patience and only longing to escape from the blackguard scene and his blackguardly companion.
  “I’m going.” he said quietly.
  “Then take that, hang you!” panted the Bounder furiously; and Wharton caught his wrist only just in time.  He caught it with an iron grip that drew a gasp from the Bounder.
  Wharton’s eyes glinted at him.
  “That’s enough!” he said.  “That’s the limit! Good-night, Vernon-Smith---and good-bye! That’s the finish!”
  He turned on his heel and walked away without another glance at the Bounder.  His face was pale with anger and shame; he was only anxious to get out of the place; he was done with the Bounder and his companions now---done with them for good.
  A little later a car passed him.  He caught a glimpse of Ponsonby & Co. and the Bounder, sitting silent with a savage, sullen face. The Bounder stared at him in passing, but made no sign.  Ponsonby & Co. grinned.  The car was gone in a moment more.  Under the glittering stars, in the sky of dark velvet, Wharton walked on---alone!
  This was his Christmas, and it was his own fault, and he knew it now.  In far off England, Nugent and Bob Cherry, Johnny Bull and Hurree Singh, were perhaps thinking of their absent chum, sorry for his absence, sorry for the headstrong temper that had caused it; wondering, perhaps, how he was getting on with the Bounder.  And this was Harry Wharton’s Christmas!
THE END.
