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               THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

               The Butting in of Bunter! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo—”
  “Anything up, Franky?”
  “Is the upfulness terrific, my esteemed Nugent?”
  Frank Nugent made a grimace.
  He stood in the hall with a letter in his hand, which he had just opened, and the contents of that letter seemed to have given Nugent food for thought.
  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh had just come in.  Outside, the December dusk was thickening, and snow flakes fell fluttering in the winter gloom.  The three juniors seemed in great spirits after a tramp in the snow; but Nugent, their host and entertainer for the Christmas holidays, wore a worried look.
  From a half open door Dicky Nugent, of the Second Form at Greyfriars, looked out into the hall. 
  “Tea, you Remove bounders!” he called out.  “You’re late. Slackers, as usual!”
  Bob Cherry chuckled.
  At Greyfriars the Second Form fag would probably have been bumped for his cheek in thus addressing the heroes of the Remove.
  But wrote: it was a different matter.  Master Dicky was free to be as cheeky as he liked—a freedom of which he availed himself quite extensively.  He made it clear that his brother’s guests were a very small beer in his eyes.
  “Right-h little one!” said Bob good humouredly.  “Just rolling in.” 
  “Shut up, Dicky!” said Frank Nugent, frowning.
  “Rats!” retorted Dicky.
  And he grinned and disappeared.
  Nugent glanced at his letter again, and the wrinkle in his brow deepened.  His chums regarded him inquiringly.
  “From Wharton?” asked Bob.
   Nugent’s shook his head.
 “No.  Wharton isn’t likely to write, I suppose, in the giddy circumstances.”
  “Oh, I don’t know!” said Bob cheerily.  “I’d be glad to hear from him.  Wish he was here with us.”
  “The wishfufulness is terrific.” remarked the nabob of Bhanipur.
  “This letter’s from Bunter!” said Frank.
  “Bunter?”
  “Yes.”
  “Well, nothing to worry about in a letter from Bunter, I suppose!” said Johnny Bull.  “Does he mention that he’s expecting a postal order!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Nugent laughed.
  “No, he’s coming here.” 
  “Oh, my hat! You didn’t mention that you’d asked Bunter for Christmas.”
  “I haven’t.”
  “But he’s coming!” ejaculated Johnny Bull.
  “So he says.”
  “Bunter doesn’t worry about trifles like that!” chuckled Bob Cherry.  “Good old Bunter!  The glories of Bunter Court have palled on him pretty soon, so he’s giving you a turn.”
  “ Look at the letter!” said Frank.
  The three juniors read the letter from William George Bunter together.  It was scrawled in Billy Bunter’s well known fist, and in Billy Bunters own original orthography.  It was adorned with a considerable number of blots and smears, in Billy Bunter’s well-known style. And it ran;
   “Deer Nugent— Just a line to tell you that I shall be with you this evening.  The pater hardly likes me leeving house while the festivities are on, but I told him I couldn’t let down my old pals at Christmas-time.  Wharton let me down over Christmas, as you know, but that isn’t my stile.  My train gets in at Wold at six-therty.  Send the car to meat it, like a good chap.  So no moar at present from your old pal,
                                                                                   “W.G.  Bunter.” 
  
  “Well, of all the neck!” ejaculated Johnny Bull. 
  “The neckfulness is terrific!”
  “He doesn’t give me time to answer, you see!” said Frank Nugent.  “I—I suppose he will have to come.
  Grunt, from Johnny Bull.
  “You’re an ass, Nugent!” he said “If you don’t want the chap, don’t have him.  I wouldn’t!”
  “Well, I don’t want him, that’s a cert.” said Frank.  
  “Then shoo him off.” 
  Nugent made a grimace again 
  No doubt Johnny Bull, who was a plain speaker—painfully plain sometimes— would have “shooed” off an uninvited guest without ceremony.  But Frank Nugent was cast in a softer mold than the sturdy and hefty Johnny.  Certainly Bunter’s butting in in this way was the last word in cheek.  Nevertheless Nugent hesitated to deal with him as Johnny would have dealt.  He was too kind hearted—too softhearted, Johnny would have said— to think of turning a Greyfriars fellow from his door at Christmas-time.  
  “kick ufulness it is the proper caper, my esteemed Nugent!” suggested Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  “Hem!”
  “Good egg !” said Bob Cherry heartily. “Let’s see!  He gets in at six-thirty.  He’ll get here about seven if he walks well, at seven will also be waiting at the gate, and we’ll give him a kick each—”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “And dribble him back to the railway station.” said Bob. “How’s that for a wheeze?”     Nugent smiled, but he shook his head.. 
  “After all, he won’t do any harm!” he said.  “If we stand Dicky’s Second Form friends I suppose we can stand Bunter.” 
  “You’re soft, old man!” said Johnny Bull.  “Leave him to us, and we’ll make him glad to buzz off.”
  “Oh, let him rip!” said Frank.  “Come in to tea now, old scouts.”
  “Right-ho!”
  There was quite a merry party already at the well-spread tea-table.  Mrs. Nugent presided, with a kind and smiling face, making much of the guests of her two sons, ably seconded by Amy and Cissy, Nugent’s sisters.  Dicky Nugent was talking nineteen to the dozen, if not twenty, and Gaddy, of the Second, had plenty to say, while Myers, also of the Second Form, was in the throes of shyness, and did not dare to look at Amy or Cissy, and only gasped like a newly landed fish if either of them addressed him.
  “Pass the cake, Myers!” said Nugent minor.  “Amy, give Myers the cake.  Don’t be a dummy, Myers—Amy won’t bite you.”
  Which remark reduced the unhappy Myers to the deepest depths of bashful anguish, and brought a colour to his face that was like unto the hue of a newly boiled beetroot.
  “Have you had a nice walk!” asked Mrs. Nugent with a smile to the Remove fellows.
  “Oh, topping!” said Bob Cherry. “We came on some chaps we know—Rookwood chaps.  You’re not far from Jimmy Silver’s place here, Frank.”
  Nugent nodded.
  He was thinking about Bunter’s letter and the imminent arrival of the Owl of the Remove.
  “There’s a chap coming along this evening, mater!” he said.  “A chap from Greyfriars.”
  “All your school friends are welcome, Frank!” answered Mrs Nugent.  “Is it someone I know?”
  “Chap named Bunter.” 
  There was an emphatic exclamation from Dicky Nugent.
  “Bunter?  Major or minor?”
  “Bunter major---Bunter of the Remove.” answered Frank.
  “What the thump is he coming for?” demanded Dicky Nugent warmly.  “If he staying about here somewhere, and giving you a look in?”
  “He’s coming to stay.”
  “He jolly well isn’t!” said Dicky indignantly.  “Why, when he was trying to stick you for an invitation, last day of term, I heard him, and I told him I’d burst him if he came here!”
  “Dicky!” said Mrs. Nugent reprovingly. 
  “
 I did---and so I will!” said Nugent minor.  “I can’t stand Bunter! Nobody can stand him!”
  “You must not speak of Frank’s friends like that, Dicky.” 
  “But he isn’t Frank’s friend---he’s just sticking Frank for Christmas because Frank’s soft!” retorted Dicky.
  “Dry up, you cheeky fag!” exclaimed Nugent, with a crimson face.
  “Bow-wow!”
  “Look here, Dicky---”
  “Bosh!”
  “Come, come!” said Mrs. Nugent, with a reproving but fond glance at the cheerful Dicky.  Dicky was the spoiled darling of the Nugent household; and he exploited that position to the full.
  Frank Nugent gulped over his cake.  He was annoyed with Bunter, and annoyed with Dicky, and he was not feeling very cheerful or bright, between those two annoyances.  And it was for that reason that Bob Cherry evolved a little scheme for helping him out of his difficulty---which he hastened to communicate to Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, as soon as they were out of Frank Nugent’s hearing.  

               THE SECOND CHAPTER.

                 Getting Ready for Bunter!


“I’ve got it!”
  Thus Bob Cherry.
  Johnny Bull, Hurree Jamset Ram Singh regarded him inquiringly.  But bob had led his chums into his room rather mysteriously.  Frank Nugent was engaged just then in making arrangements for the reception of Bunter---although the arrangements did not include sending a car to the station for the Owl of the Remove.  There was no reason, so far as Frank could see, why Bunter should not walk from the station.  Bunter, no doubt, would have seen many are reasons; but Bunter did not matter.
  “We’re going to get Franky out of this!” went on Bob.  “Bunter’s too much of a good thing!”
  “Much too much.” grunted Johnny Bull.
  “The too muchfulness is terrific!” agreed Hurree Singh.  “But the kickfulness is not the proper caper, as the esteemed and fatheaded Franky does not approvefully agree.”
  “more ways than one of killing a cat paste!” said Bob cheerfully.  “We’re going to meet Bunter on the road---”
  “Blessed if I’m going out in the snow to meet a fat owl!” growled Johnny Bull.
  “And turn him back!” explained Bob.
  “He won’t turn back.  Only Franky can turn him back, and Franky’s too soft.”
  “Fathead!  I tell you it’s a wheeze!” said Bob.  “Look here, suppose Bunter ran into a gang of footpads---”
  “There aren’t any foodpads in Wiltshire that I know of.”
  “Yes, there are---three of us.”
  “Us?” ejaculated Johnny Bull.
  “Little innocent us!” grinned Bob.  “We can make ourselves masks out of some old rags or something, and jump on Bunter on the road.  He’s a first class funk, and he will bolt for it!”
  “What’s the good of that?  He’ll come another way.”
  “You won’t let a fellow finish.  Suppose he thinks that the gang are looking for him specially---waiting for him to knock him on the head!”
  “He’s not ass enough to think so.”
  “My belief is that he’s ass enough for anything---and we know he's a first class funk.” said Bob, with conviction.  “If we’re jolly careful, we can start him for the railway station at top speed, and he’ll take the first train and never come back again.”
  Hurree Jamset Ram Singh grinned a dusky grin.  Johnny Bull looked doubtful.
  “Anyhow, it will be a lark!” urged Bob.  “It’s up to as to save Franky from Bunter if we can.  We can’t shoo him off; but if we make him want to go, that’s a different matter.  Franky doesn’t pull any too well with his young brother at home;  and Bunter will make a lot more trouble.  It’s partly Bunter’s fault, too, that Wharton isn’t with us---his silly tattle started a lot of the trouble at Greyfriars!”
  “That’s so!” agreed Johnny Bull.
  “We’ll try it on!” said Bob.  “It will be a lark!”
  “Right-ho!”
  Having decided upon that rather extraordinary scheme, the three chums of the Remove lost no time in putting it into execution.  An old black muffler was cut up into masks, with eye-holes complete; and the juniors tried them on before the glass, and grinned at their reflections.  There was a tap at the door, and Frank Nugent looked in.
  “Why---What---”
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 Nugent jumped, as three black masked faces were turned towards him.
  “What the thump---”
  “Money or your life!” said Bob Cherry, in a deep voice.
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “What on earth’s this game!” asked Nugent, laughing.
  “Oh, just a little Christmas lark, you know!” said Bob, taking off his mask and slipping it into his pocket.  “Anything up, Franky?”
  “That young ass Dicky---”
  “We’ll bump him next term at Greyfriars, old chap!” said Johnny Bull.  “These young brothers are a worry.”
  “The young ass doesn’t want Bunter!” said Frank ruefully.  “No business of his, of course.  I haven’t said anything about his bringing home a gang of Second Form fags--- and I can’t say I like the Greyfriars Second rooting about the house.  They’re talking now about meeting Bunter at the station and snowballing him.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Well, of course, I can’t allow it!” said Frank.  “Fellow must be civil, though Dicky doesn’t understand that.  The mater wants me now; but I was thinking that you fellows might like to walk out and meet Bunter.” 
  The trio exchanged a glance.
  “Fact is, we were just thinking of it.” said Bob Cherry affably.
  “You don’t mind?”
  “Pleasure!” said Johnny Bull.
  “The pleasurefulness will be terrific, my esteemed Franky!”
  “Good!” said Nugent, relieved.  “I leave Bunter to you fellows, then.”
  “Right-ho!  Leave him to us.” said Bob.  “Get your coats, you chaps, and let’s get going.”
  “Those dashed fags have gone already!” said Frank.  “You’d better hurry up a bit.”
  “We’ll start this minute, old chap.”
  A few minutes later, the three juniors, muffled up in coats and scarves, were turning out of the gate into the dark, misty, snowy road.  Wold was a mere half-mile distant from the Oaks, Nugent’s home; and after dark it was a lonely road.  Bob Cherry & Co. tramped away cheerfully towards the country town; and in a few minutes they caught sight of three tramping figures ahead of them.  
  “There’s the giddy Second!” murmured Bob.
  The Remove fellows slowed down.  They did not want to overtake Dicky Nugent & Co.
  They had told Frank that he could leave Bunter to them.  They had not explained what was to happen when he was left.  That was their own little secret.
  The three fags vanished again in the mist ahead; and half-way to Wold the three Removites halted.  They stopped at a spot where a clump of trees shaded the road with wide frosty branches.
  “Here’s a good place!” said Bob. “Just the place a gang of footpads would choose.”
  “Jolly cold waiting here!” said Johnny Bull.
  “Well, you can’t expect it to be warm in December, old chap!” said Bob Cherry.  “Put on your giddy masks.”
  The three black masks were donned and fastened.  With their coats turned up about their ears, the caps pulled low and the black masks hiding their faces, there was no danger of Billy Bunter recognizing the Remove fellows; and certainly their aspect was rather frightening, on a lonely road in the dark.
  “Now, mind you play up, you know!” said Bob Cherry impressively.  “You’d better not to let Bunter hear you speak, Inky.”
  “Why not, my esteemed Bob?”
  “He might recognise your version of the English language, you know!” said Bob, with a chuckle.
  “The silentfulness will be terrific, my esteemed and ludicrous Bob.”
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Here comes somebody.”
  “Can’t be Bunter yet---”
  “Shush!”
  There were footsteps on the dusky road approaching the spot from the direction of Wold.  The three masked juniors remained in cover in the shadow of the trees, silent and still.  Dimly the outlines of a pedestrian came into view through the dusk.  It was not the Owl of the Remove---it was a stout gentleman unknown to the juniors.  He came tramping on through the snow, and the juniors were very still in the shadows---unwilling lest a stranger see them in their present remarkable guise.
  Unfortunately, the stranger halted under the clump of trees, to light his pipe.
  A match scratched.
  The sudden illumination showed three crouching figures and masked faces to the startled eyes about the stout gentleman.
  “Oh!” came a sudden gasp.
  The match dropped into the snow, and the stout gentleman rushed on up the road at a terrific pace.
  “Oh, my hat!” ejaculated Bob Cherry.
  Thud, thud, thud!  Frantic footsteps sounded on the snow.
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  The stout gentleman vanished in wild flight and his footsteps died away in the distance
  “Now, if he comes back with a bobby---” said Johnny Bull meditatively.
  “Oh, rats!  Bunter won’t be long now.”
  The a mature foot pads waited rather impatiently now.  Once more footsteps were heard on the road, and bob cherry if peered out of cover through the eye holes in his black mask.  In the glimmer of moonlight as he caught the gleam of a large pair of spectacles.
  “Ready!” he whispered.
  And the amateur foodpads prepared for action.

               THE THIRD CHAPTER.

                    Sentenced to Death!

If the Billy Bunter stepped out of the train at Wold station and blinked round him if if if through his spectacles.
  Perhaps he expected to find frank Nugent on the platform waiting for them.  If so, Bunter was disappointed.  He grunted, and rolled out of the station, bag in hand.
  There he looked for the car.  But there was no cost to be seen.  Billy Bunter look to the sweet and that way, like Moses of old.  But there was no car.
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter
  He had asked Nugent in his letter to send the car for him.  There was no mistake about it---he remembered it distinctly.  Yet there was no car.  Billy Bunter felt very ill-used.
  But as he stood and blinked around discontentedly three familiar faces appeared in view.     
  They were the faces of Nugent minor, Gaddy, and Myers, of the Second Form at Greyfriars.
  “There he is!” called out Dicky Nugent.
  “I say, you fellows!” called out Bunter.
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  Whiz, whiz, whiz!
  Three snowballs came whizzing at the Owl of the Remove with deadly aim.
  “Oh!” roared Bunter.  “Ow!” 
  One of the missiles relieved him of his hat.  Another caught him under his fat chin.  The third squashed in his neck.
  “Ha, ha!  Got him!”
  “Give him some more!” yelled Dicky Nugent.
  “Oh, my hat!  Ow!”
  Bump!
  Billy Bunter sat down suddenly.
  “Ow!  You young villains!  Ow!  Wow!”
  Whiz, whiz, whiz!  Squash!
  Snowballs rained on Billy Bunter.  The three fags fairly danced round him as he sat and gasped, a good deal like Red Indians round a hapless victim. 
  Squash!  Smash!  Crash!  Squash!
  “Ow!  Oh!  Wow!  Groooogh!” spluttered Bunter.  “I---I---I’ll---  Groogh---ooch---gug-gug-gug!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Billy Bunter scrambled to his feet.  He grabbed up his hat with one hand and his bag with the other and fled. 
  “After him!” yelled Dicky Nugent.
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Billy Bunter went down the street at great speed, spluttering and puffing and blowing.  After him came the three cheerful heroes of the Second, pelting him as he ran.
  Fortunately for Bunter, a figure in blue loomed up on the pavement.
  “Hook it!  It’s a bobby!” said Gatty.
  And the three fags vanished round the nearest corner.
  Billy Bunter scudded on, and he was out of the street in the country road before he realised that he was no longer pursued.
  He dropped into a walk, panting for breath.
  “Beasts!” he gasped.  “I shall jolly well speak plainly to Nugent about this!” I’ll jolly well tell him that I shan’t stay a if he’s got a mob of cheeky fags.
  He blinked back along the dusky road towards the lights of Wold.  There was no sign of the festive fags, much to his relief, and he settled down to trudge to the Oaks.  He knew the way well enough; it was not the first time that the Owl of the Remove had inflicted himself on Nugent.
  He tramped on, and the lights of the town vanished behind him.  He was on a lonely country road, dimly lighted by the glimmer of the stars.
  Suddenly Bunter halted.
  From the dark shadow of a clump of trees a coated, muffled, masked figure stepped in to view.
  Bunter’s heart thumped, as he blinked at the black-masked face.  He stood still, rooted to the snow with terror.
  “Halt!”
  It was a deep, rasping voice.
  “Oh dear!” gasped Bunter
  “Seize him!”
  Two more masked footpads came out of the shadows.  Billy Bunter longed to flee, but his legs refused to serve him.  His fat knees knocked together as the footpads surrounded him.
  “Bill!” said the deep voice again.  
  “Yes, captain!” said another deep voice.
  “Have you got the knife?”
  “Here it is!”
  “Ow!” gasped Bunter.  “I---I say, I---I---I’m not going to resist. I---I’ll give you my watch---”
  “Silence! We are not robbers!” said the deep voice.  “We are the agents of the Brotherhood of the Crimson Hand.” 
  “Oh crikey!”
  “We seek the son of the stockbroker, Samuel Bunter!” went on the masked ruffian. “The order has gone forth that he is to die!”
  “Ow!”
  “Is your name Bunter?”
  “Nunno!”
  “The truth, dog!” snarled the masked ruffian.  “What is your name?”
  “Jones!” gasped Bunter.
  “The wrong bird, captain.” said the other deep voice but press.  “But---”
  “Our information as sure, Bill.  The son of Samuel Bunter is known to have travelled by the six-thirty.  Our secret service is sure.  If this is not Bunter he must be nearest at hand.  But I suspect that this trembling villain his Bunter!”
  “Ow!  Not at all!” gasped the Owl of the Remove.  “I---I’ve never heard the name before.  I---I hope you can take my word.”
  “Have you seen Bunter?”
  “Never!”
  “Do you know where he is?”
  “Nunno!  I---I’ve never heard of him!” gasped Bunter.  “I think he went abroad with Wharton and Smithy for the vac---”
  “What?”
  “I---I mean, he’s staying with Lord Mauleverer over the holidays.” spluttered Bunter. “That’s what I really meant to say.  I don’t know the chap, you see.  I don’t belong to Greyfriars myself, so I’ve never seen him.  My---my name’s Smith.”
  “Oh, my hat!”
  “C-c-can I go now?” stuttered Bunter.
  “If you are not Bunter, what are you doing here?”
  “I---I’m going to see my old pal Nugent!” groaned Bunter, trembling in the grasp of the masked  ruffians.
  “Who is Nugent?”
  “A---a chap in my Form at Greyfriars!” gasped Bunter.
  “You lie!  You have said that you do not belong to Greyfriars.  Are you seeking to deceive the Brotherhood of the Crimson Hand!” thundered the masked man.
  “Ow!  No, not at all.  I---I mean, he isn’t in my form at Greyfriars!” gasped Bunter.  “That---that’s what I meant to say.”
  “Brothers, I think that this is Bunter.  We had better tell him to make sure.”
  “Ow!  I’m not Bunter!” yelled the fat junior.  “I---I swear, you know!  My---my name’s Robinson---I mean Smith---that is to say, Jones.  Ow!  Wow!  Mercy!”
  “Get out the knife, Bill!”
  “Yarooh!”
  “You have one minute to live!” said the deep voice ruthlessly.
  “Ow!  Help!”
  The fat junior dropped on his knees.  The masked ruffians released him.  Up jumped Billy Bunter like a jack-in-the-box.  He spun round in the road, and ran for his life.

  “Ha!  He escapes!” roared the deep voice.  “After him---quick!”
  “Ow!”
  Billy Bunter tore down the road at frantic speed.  His one thought was to escape from the Brothers of the Crimson Hand, to bolt into the railway station at Wold, and to jump into the first train, regardless of its destination.  Heavy footsteps thudded behind.
  Had that programme been carried out, doubtless Bob Cherry’s little scheme would have been a great success.
  But, as the port has observed, “the best laid schemes of mice and men gang oft agley.”
  There was a sudden crash on the misty road.
  As Bunter tore madly towards Wold, three figures came running slightly from the direction of the town.  Dicky Nugent & Co. were on the track of the Owl of the Remove again, and they were putting on speed, keen to give him some more snowballs before he arrived at the Oaks.
  The two parties met suddenly and unexpectedly.
  Crash!
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  Bump!
  Yell!
  Three fags went spinning right and left under Bunter’s terrific weight, and Bunter rolled over in the snow, roaring.
  “Ow! Help!  Police!  Fire!  Help!  Yaroooooooop!”
  And a second later three ruffians, unable to start in time, were rolling over Billy Bunter and Dicky Nugent and Gaddy and Myers.


               THE FOURTH CHAPTER.

                          Not a success!

 “OH, my hat!”
  “Great Scott!”
  “Ow!”
  “What the thump---”
  “Gerroff!”
  “Help!”
  For a minute or two it was like pandemonium on the dusky, snowy rode.  Bob Cherry picked himself up dazedly with his mask hanging from one ear.  Somebody’s elbow had crashed into his eye, and Bob was feeling hurt.  There was something under him that wriggled as he sat up, and a howling, wrathful voice proclaimed that it was Dicky Nugent.
  “Gerroff, you beast!  What’s this game?  Ow!”
  “Help!” yelled Bunter. “Robbers!  Thieves!  Murder!  Yoooop!”
  “Oh crumbs!”
  “Ow!  Get off my esteemed neck!” groaned the nabob of Bhanipur.  “My excellent Johnny, you are squashing me painfully.”
  “Oh dear!”
  “Look here, what’s this game?” yelled dicky Nugent furiously.  “What are you Remove cards up to?”
  “They’ve got masks on!” gasped Gatty.  “What are you silly Remove asses doing with masks on?” 
  “Think you can scare us?” hooted Myers.
  Billy Bunter sat up.
  Even in a state of palpitating funk the Owl of the Remove understood, and he could not help seeing that a black mask hung from the Bob Cherry’s ear, and that another was hanging from Johnny Bull’s collar. 
  He comprehend. 
  “You!” he stuttered.  “You fellows---Oh, you beasts!  I---I thought---” 
  Bob Cherry snorted.  The unexpected intervention of Dicky Nugent & Co. had spoiled his scheme in the moment of success. Now that he recognised the Remove fellows, William George Bunter was not likely to believe that he was tracked by the mysterious Brotherhood of the Crimson Hand.
  The fat junior picked himself up.  He was breathless, but he was grinning now
  “So that was the game, was it!” he said.  “Rotten!  I dare say you fellows thought you took me in.”
  “We jolly well did take you in!” snorted Johnny Bull. 
  “He, he, he!”
  “Oh, you were scaring Bunter, were you?” said Dicky Nugent.  “Of course you were bound to make a muck of it, Remove style.”
  “Oh, of course!” said Gatty.
  “If you silly fags hadn’t butted in we---”
  “The scarefulness was terrific!”
  “Don’t you believe it!” said Billy Bunter cheerfully. “I knew it less you fellows all the time, of course!”
  “What?” howled Bob Cherry.
  “I was just pulling your leg, you know---pretending to be frightened.  He, he, he!  I took you in!” chuckled Bunter.  
  “Why, you fat Owl---”
  “He, he, he!  I say, you fellows, you can’t think what a set of silly fools you look!” chortled Bunter.  “Of course, I knew it was you.  I should know you anywhere, Cherry, by the size of your feet.”
  “Why, you---you---you---” gasped Bob.
  “Now I’ll be getting along to the Oaks!” said Bunter cheerily.  “You fellows coming?  He, he, he!”
  And Billy Bunter, quite himself again, trotted along the road towards the Oaks, leaving Bob Cherry & Co. staring at one another, and the fags chuckling.
  “Well, it’s been rather a frost!” said Bob Cherry ruefully.  “But for these silly fags, though---”
  “Oh, you couldn’t pull it off! You couldn’t pull anything off!” said Dicky Nugent.  “Come on, kids! Let’s give that fat owl jip before he gets in.”
  “Yes, rather!”
  The three fags ran in pursuit of Bunter, gathering up snow.  A snowball caught the Owl of the Remove on the back of the neck, and he gave a howl and broke into a run.  After him went the three heroes of the Second, pelting him as they ran.
  “Come on!” said Bob Cherry.  “Those silly fags have spoiled the whole thing.  Let’s give them what they’re giving Bunter!”
  “Good!”
  “The goodfulness is terrific!”
  The three Removites gathered up snow and started after the Second Form men.  Snowballs rained on Dicky Nugent & Co. from behind, much to their wrath and indignation.
  It was a running fight until the gate of the Oaks was reached, and then hostilities ceased by common consent.  A very breathless and snowy party marched up to the house.  Frank Nugent came out to the hall to meet them.
  “Hallo, Bunter!”
  “I’ve been snowballed!” roared Bunter.
  “What!”
  “if this is how you let your young brother treat a guest, Frank Nugent, I don’t think much of your hospitality.”
  “Bunter---”
  “This isn’t how I receive visitors but Bunter Court, I can jolly well tell you!” hooted Bunter.  “I’ve a jolly good mind to take the next train home, so there.”
  “Good!” said Nugent.
  “Eh?”
  “I’ll walk to the station with you.”
  “Oh, really, Nugent---!”
  “Come on, Bunter!”
  “I---I say, old chap---he, he, he!---I can take a little joke, of course.  He, he, he!” Bunter pack cachinnated feebly.  “I am jolly glad to see you, old chap.  You’re looking well, Nugent!  Ripping for all us old pals to be together for Christmas, isn’t it---and all the better because Wharton isn’t here---what?”
  “Look here, Bunter---!”
  “All serene, old chap.  Don’t apologise---”
  “I wasn’t going to.  I---”
  “It’s all right! Help me off with my coat, there’s a good fellow---that’s right!”
  Billy Bunter did not take the next train home.  He stayed.  Frank Nugent made the best of it.  But if he had known what the result of the owls visit was to be, it is extremely probable that Billy Bunter would have taken his departure on the spot, even if Nugent had had to adopt Bob’s suggestion of dribbling him back to the railway-station like a football.


               THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

                   Homeward Bound!

A blaze of sunshine on green hillsides and waving palms and bright blue sea.
  Harry Wharton paused on the road, and stood with his back to the rocks, looking out over the Mediterranean.
  Far off in England there was snow on the roads, and mist on the sky.  Here in the French Riviera it might have been summer.  Snow, indeed, glimmered on the summits of the Maritime Alps.  But a balmy breeze played over the blue waters, that laved golden sands and rugged old rocks, and sunshine poured down on noisy town under white walled villas, on dusty white road and clambering vines.
  Harry Wharton stood long in silence, looking at the sea and the sunny shore.  Boats with brown sails dotted the waters.  Motor-cars roared by on the road, leaving awake of white dust.  Brown faced children played and shouted in scented gardens.  It was a scene of loveliness and idleness, strangely contrasting with his own land far away---his own land where, nevertheless, he longed to be that Christmastide.  His whole heart was in the sea- girt isle where his friends were, where Christmas really was Christmas, where the snow flakes danced on the healthy north wind.
  He resumed his way up the hill road.
  Above Nice, embosomed in verdure of tropical trees and shrubs, stood the Villa Fleurette, the Riviera home of Mr. Vernon-Smith, the millionaire.  Wharton turned in at the gates, and followed the path up to the white-walled villa.
  His face was set in expression.
  He had come to Nice with Herbert Vernon Smith, the Bounder of Greyfriars, and the Bounder’s father.  Of Mr. Vernon Smith he had seen little---the millionaire was mostly at Monte Carlo with a party of Stock Exchange friends.  From the little Wharton had seen of that wealthy, blatant crowd, he had no desire to see more.  And of the Bounder he desired to see nothing at all, since they had quarreled the night before in Nice, and parted bitterly.
  To stay on as the Bounder’s guest, for Christmas, after that, was impossible.  Wharton had spent the night at an hotel in Nice; now he was on his way to the villa to take away his things.  That last call was unavoidable.  He hoped to get through, and to get away, without seeing the Bounder.  Smithy was not likely to rise early after his night out.
  But as he came up to the house the first person he beheld was Vernon-Smith, breakfasting on the terrace.
  The Bounder looked rather a pale, otherwise quite himself.  He caught sight of Wharton, and nodded to him.
  “Come up here!” he called out.
  Wharton came on the terrace.
  “You’ve not had your brekker?”
  “Yes!”
  “Where did you put up for the night?”
  “Hotel de la Gare.”
  “Why didn’t you come back here?”
  Wharton did not concern that question.
  The Bounder cracked his second egg.  His manner was, perhaps, a little apologetic.
  “I meant to give you a good time here, Wharton.” he said, after a long pause.
  “I know you did, Smithy.”
  “It seems to have been rather a failure.”
  “It was rather a mistake said Harry.  “I’m not bearing malice, Smithy, though you’ve treated me pretty rottenly.  But I ought to have remembered---we both ought to have remembered--- that our ways are rather different.  We can part friends.” 
  “Part?” repeated Vernon-Smith.
  Wharton smiled slightly.
  It was difficult to imagine that the Bounder supposed he would stay after what had happened the night before at the Casino Oriental.
  “Yes!” he said.  “I’ve come for my bags.  I suppose I can use the telephone for a taxi?” 
  “You know you can use anything you like.” said the Bounder gruffly.
  “Yes, yes; that’s all right.  I’ll pack up my things now.” Wharton made a step towards the french windows.
  “Hold on!” said the Bounder.  
  “Yes?”
  “I admit that I got rather past the limit last night.” said Vernon Smith, colouring a little.  “I had a rotten bad luck at the casino, as you know, and I was rather excited, and then I was rather an ass.  I was wild when you wouldn’t lend me money to play after I’d lost all I had about me.  You were right, of course---it would have followed the rest.  And, anyhow, I knew you were against the thing, and didn’t want to be at the casino at all.  I ought never to have taken you there.”
  “Never mind that now.” said Harry.
  “You did lend me five hundred francs!” smiled the Bounder.  “Had you forgotten that?”
  “No; but---”
  “Here’s the little bill.” the Bounder carelessly flicked a five hundred franc note from his pocket book.  “You see, I’ve replenished the supply.  Look here, Wharton, you’re not going.”
  “You don’t want me to stay.”
  “I do.”
  “you feel that it’s up to you, after asking me here!” said Wharton, with a faint smile.  “But it’s all right, Smithy. We’re going to part friends---on my side, at least!”
  The Bounder eyed him curiously.
  “I’ve treated you rottenly, as you’ve said.” he remarked.  “I should have punched you last night if you haven’t caught my paw in time.  I’m sorry, of course.  But you’re in a wonderfully patient sort of temper---for you.  You’ve quarreled with your best friends for much less reason.”
  Wharton coloured.
  “I know that!” he said.  “I’ve thought that over a good deal.  I know that I let my temper get the better of me, and I’m going to set it right if I can.  And I don’t owe you any grudge, Smithy.  But I shall have to go!”
  “If you like to stay, I’ll give Ponsonby and his crew the go-by!” said the Bounder.  “I’m not keen on seein’ them again.”
  Wharton shook his head.
  “I know you mean it, Smithy; but you’d soon be sorry if I said ’ Yes’.  We’re like a oil and water---we don’t mix.  I don’t want to lecture you.  You’ve got your own ideas about running a holiday.  My ideas aren’t the same.  I was wrong to set foot in the casino, and I intend never to do so again.  And you’ll probably spend half your time there.  Besides, I’m going home!”
  “Back to England?”
  “Yes.”
  “But your uncle’s in Russia, and your aunt’s staying with friends at Bournemouth.  You came away with me because you home is shut up!” said the Bounder.
  “I could have gone with Nugent!” said Harry.  “He wanted me.  But I was suspicious and touchy.  I can see it plainly enough now.  I’m going to make it right with old Frank.”
  “Best thing you could do!” said the Bounder rather unexpectedly.  “But you’re about the last fellow in the world I should have expected to see eating humble pie!”
  “Frank won’t look at it in that light!” said Harry quietly, though the flush in his cheeks deepened.  “If he does---but he won’t.  I don’t think I was only to blame in that trouble we had before break-up at Greyfriars, but I think the fault was mostly mine, and I own it.  I let Bunter’s silly tattle influence me, which was stupid enough.  I’m going to send Nugent a wire to ask him if he would like me for Christmas---I’ve got time to get back for Christmas Day!”
  “Quick work!” said the Bounder.  “Telegrams to England take a lot of time, going and coming.”
  “No need for an answer!” said Harry.  “I am starting as soon as I’ve sent the wire, and shall go down to Wold, in Wiltshire, near his house.  I shall tell him where to find me there, and if he wants me he will come.”
  The Bounder pushed back his plate and lighted a cigarette. He eyed the captain of the Remove very thoughtfully.
  “You’re right!” he said.  “Nugent’s a good sort---and he’s a better pal than a fellow with your hasty temper deserves to have!”
  Wharton winced.
  “I dare say that’s about right, Smithy.” he said.  The captain of the Remove was evidently in a chastened mood.
  “Well, if you won’t stay you won’t!” said Vernon-Smith.  “You needn’t telephone for a taxi.  I’ll order out the car, and run you down to the station with your bags.”
  “No need to trouble!” 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass!” said the Bounder.  I know I’ve let you down over this vacation.  Let’s part on good terms!”
  “Right-ho, Smithy!”
  Wharton went to his room and packed his bags.  He was sorry for the trouble that had occurred between him and Vernon-Smith.  He knew that the Bounder had meant well by him, in his own way.  But the ways of the two Removites were wide as the poles asunder.
Wharton was glad to part friends with the Bounder---but he was wisely determined to part.  Smithy’s apologetic mood was sincere enough while it lasted; but the leopard could not change his spots, nor the Bounder his ways.
  In a short time Mr. Vernon-Smith’s French chauffeur was driving the two juniors down the hill into Nice.  Three fellows strolling on the road waved their hands to Smithy and scowled at Wharton.  Smithy waved back to them.  It was obvious that he was only waiting for Harry Wharton’s departure, before renewing his association with Ponsonby and Gadsby and Vavasour, of Highcliffe.
  “Lots of time for the train!” said Vernon-Smith as the car swung into the Avenue De La Gare.  “Stop at the telegraph-office, what?”
  “Thanks!”
  Harry Wharton pondered a little over his telegram to Frank Nugent. He had made up his mind; but the words Vernon-Smith had carelessly uttered were sharp and bitter in his memory.  Would Nugent and the others regard him as “eating humble pie”?  The thought made his cheeks burn.  He was determined to leave Vernon-Smith and to return to England---that was settled.  Christmas day was to find him in his own country.  But need he, after all, wire to Nugent?  Need he, after all, “eat humble pie,” and join the Greyfriars party at the Oaks?  Was he, after all, wanted there, by the friends he had repulsed when the school broke up for the Christmas holidays?
  But he set his lips.  The Bounder’s words made no difference to the matter, one way or the other.  He realised that a doubting and suspicious temper was getting the better of him again.  With a firm hand he wrote his message.

  “Frank Nugent, The Oaks, Wiltshire, Angleterre.
      “Returning.  Arrive Blue Lion, Wold, Saturday.  Will you come there for me?---Harry Wharton.

  That was plain enough.
  If Wharton wanted him he would be glad to receive that telegram---he would come to the inn at Wold.  If he did not---well, in that case Wharton would wait at the inn, and he would not come.  At all events, he would have done all that he could to heal the breach---more than any fellow who knew him would have expected him to do.
  The telegram was duly dispatched, and Harry Wharton rejoined the Bounder.  Vernon- Smith saw him into his train---they shook hands, cordially enough at parting---and the Paris-Lyons-Mediterranean express rolled away with the captain of the remove---on his long journey to England and home.
  Sunlit hills and green valleys, ancient cities basking in sunshine---fast they glided by the whirling Rapide.  Blue skies, growing grayer---grayer and more gray, dim with winter mists, till it seemed on new world into which the express rolled and hummed.  But grim winter skies, and gleaming snow and keen wind, were not unwelcome to Wharton.  They spoke to him of home---the home of a stronger and hardier race than the dwellers in the soft and sunny South.
  The Channel at last---rolling and tossing under December winds---a steamer that rocked and plunged through chopping seas.
  Then the white cliffs, seen through the mist can spray---the buzzing strong at the landing place.  His feet trod English ground again.  The key in north wind brought healthy callers to his cheeks---and he had no regret for the blue skies and sunny seas he had left behind him.

               THE SIXTH CHAPTER.

                      The Only Way!

  “I SAY, you fellows!”
  No answer.
  Billy Bunter blinked round the breakfast room at the Oaks.
  It was untenanted.
  Certainly the hour was rather late for breakfast, even in holiday time.  It was half-past eleven
  But Bunter was never under early riser if he could help it.  On vacation he could help it.
  So he had come down to breakfast at half-past eleven---under the house seemed to be deserted.
  A bright fire was burning---a place was laid at the table, apparently for Bunter.  He crossed over to the fire and warmed his fat hands, then he rolled to the window and looked out.  The gardens lay white under a cloak of snow, leafless branches swayed in the wind.  No one was to be seen in the gardens.
  “My word!” said Bunter.
  He felt neglected and indignant.
  “They’ve gone off without me!” he exclaimed.  “This is how they treat a guest!” Well!”
  Bunter remembered that an excursion had been arranged for that day.  Frank Nugent’s home was not far from the home of Jimmy Silver, of the Rookwood School---and Jimmy Silver had several Rookwood fellows home with him for Christmas.  The Greyfriars party were visiting the priory that day---to spend the day there with Jimmy Silver & Co.  Mrs. Nugent and Amy and Cissy, Dicky and his fellow fags, and the four Removites were all going--- and Bunter had been going too, but he had preferred bed.  He remembered that Bob Cherry had called him once, and Nugent twice, that morning, but he had only grunted and turned over for another snooze.
  And they had gone without him!
  “Of all the cheek!” murmured Bunter.  “Leaving me behind!  Nice sort of treatment for a guest!”
  Apparently Bunter expected the whole party to put off the excursion until it placed him to turn out of bed---towards midday.  Such expectations were not uncommon with the Owl of the Remove, under generally they were disappointed.
  He rang the bell at last, and a trim parlour maid appeared.  Bunter blinked at her through his big spectacles.
  “Where’s Nugent?” he asked.
  “They are all gone out, sir.”
  “The whole lot?”
  “Yes.”
  “Mrs. Nugent and all?”
   “Yes.” 
   “Where’s Mr. Nugent?”
   “The masters in London today.”
   “Nobody at all at home?”
   “Nobody, sir.”
   “Well, my hat!”
   “Shall I have breakfast served, sir?” asked the maid, with a trace of a lurking smile.
   “Oh, yes!”
   Breakfast was served.
   Bunter was still indignant on rather more roles.  But he felt better when he had negotiated breakfast.  It was an ample breakfast---not to say enormous.  Having laid in what any other fellow would have regarded as provisions for three days at least, Bunter felt solaced.
    This important matter duly attended to, he questioned the parlour maid as to whether any message had been left for him by Frank Nugent.
  No message seemed to have been left.
  Bunter consulted his watch.
  “How far is it two silvers place---the Priory?”
  “About four miles, sir.”
  “Did they go in the car?”
  “Yes.”
  “The car’s come back, I suppose?”
  “No, sir.”
  “Then how am I to follow them?” demanded Bunter.
  Janet was silent; possibly she did not suppose that that was a problem which it was her duty to solve.
  “If they think I’m going to walk four miles---” breathed Bunter, almost overcome with indignation.
  But there seemed no help for it.
  Billy Bunter did not want to spend all day by himself at the Oaks.  He was persuaded, too, that Jimmy Silver & Co. would be very keen to see him at the priory.  He had heard, too, that Jimmy’s Cousin Phyllis was there; and he had no doubt whatever that solaced would be seriously disappointed if she did not see the Owl of the Remove.  It would be unnecessary cruelty to inflict such a disappointment upon Phyllis.
  “Well, I can get there in time for lunch!” Bunter reflected.  “That’s the important thing.”
  “You are going to the priory, sir?”
  “Yes.”
  “Perhaps you will mention to Master Frank that a telegram has come for him.”
  “I’ll take it to him.” said Bunter.
  “Very good, sir!”
    Billy Bunter cramped himself into his coat, and wound a scarf round his podgy neck, and put on his hat.  Janet produced the telegram, and Bunter slipped it carelessly into his pocket.
  Then he started.
  Four miles would not have seemed much of a walk on a keen on a breezy morning to any other member of the Greyfriars party at the Oaks.  But to William George Bunter it was like unto one of the labours of Hercules---or, rather, like all the labors of Hercules rolled into one task.
  A quarter of a mile on the way Bunter sat down on a log by the roadside to rest.
  He was feeling angry and deeply injured.
  The very least Nugent could have done, in his opinion, was to send the car back for him, instead of keeping it waiting at the Priory for the return of the party.
  Nugent did not seem to care whether he came on or not---perhaps, indeed, he did not want him to come on at all!
  It was barely possible!
  Such a possibility made billy Bunter all the more determined to follow the Christmas party.  But it was clear that he had to make the journey by easy stages.  He spent twenty minutes resting on the log, and then restarted after the interval, so to speak.
  Another quarter of a mile and Bunter sat down again, this time on a stile.  By this time the effect of his ample breakfast was wearing off, and he was feeling that he could do with a snack.  He rummaged through the pockets of this overcoat in the hope of discovering some overlooked fragment of toffee or a few stray bullseyes.
  He did not find toffee or bullseyes; but he found the telegram, which he had quite forgotten.He pulled it out and blinked at it.   
  Curiosity was Bunter’s besetting sin. Nugent’s telegram was no concern of his in any way; its contents could not be supposed to interest anyone but Frank himself.
  But Bunter wanted to know.  He fumbled with the envelope till it came open in his fat fingers.
  “My hat!  It’s come open!” murmured Bunter.  “they ought to fasten these things more safely.   Just like those cads to make out that I opened it, on purpose---as if I’d open a fellow’s telegram!  I can’t stick it shut again as the beastly envelope’s got torn.  I suppose I’d better see whether there’s anything important in it.”
  A moment more and he was reading the telegram.
  He blinked at it in astonishment.
  “My hat!  Wharton!”
  The Owl of the Remove stared at the written message.  It was idle and unscrupulous curiosity that had prompted him to open the telegram.  He had had no idea of the contents. But he was very keenly interested now. 

  “Returning.  Arrive Blue Lion, Wold, Saturday.  Will you come there for me? 
                                                                                  Harry Wharton”

  “Cheek!” said Bunter. 
  He shook his head. 
  “Nugent turned him down for the vac, and now he’s butting in! Can’t stand a fellow fishing for invitations and butting in what he isn’t wanted!  Sickening, I call it!”
  Bunter’s fat lip curled contemptuously.
  “I suppose he’s had a row with Smithy—he was to stay with Smithy till the end of the vac.  Just like Wharton —always rowing with somebody.  He kicked me on the last day of term, I remember. Bad tempered beast!  I jolly well don’t want him for Christmas, for one!
Nugent ought to turn him down again; but he’s soft—he’s so jolly soft that he will let any butting bounder stick him for a holiday!”
  And Bunter sniffed. 
  “Waiting at the Blue Lion in Wold tomorrow, is he?” murmured Bunter. “Like a blinking parcel waiting to be called for! I wouldn’t , if I were Nugent. In fact. I’ll jolly well advise him not to go. I’m jolly well fed up with Wharton!” 
  Billy Bunter detached himself from the stile, and resumed his weary way.  He kept the crumpled telegram in his hand. 
  Now that he had “done it,” the fat junior was rather worried about the consequences—as was often the case with Bunter.  Nugent was not likely to believe, that the torn envelope had turned itself by accident.  Was the beast likely to cut up rusty about his telegram been opened and read?
  It was only too probable. 
  Bunter was very well aware that his landing himself at the Oak for Christmas had stretched Nugent’s kindness and patience to their extreme limit. Even the worm will turn; and “soft” as he deemed Nugent, he realised that there was a limit to his softness. If he found his unwelcome guest spying into his private correspondence, it was only too probable that such a discovery would mean the prompt departure of W. G. Bunter— perhaps with a hoof behind him. 
  Indeed, it was likely enough, Bunter realised, that Nugent would be glad of a good excuse for booting him out. 
  Nugent’s patience being already stretched to the limit, was not likely to stand any further strain. 
  It was clear to Bunter that he had acted injudiciously— from the point of view of a continuation of his stay at the Oaks. 
  There seemed to be only one way out of the difficulty. He would have to forget to give the telegram to Nugent.
  That solution comforted Bunter for a time, and he brightened again.  Then it occurred to him that perhaps Janet would mention the telegram, when Nugent came home.  Nugent would require after it. 
  And then he would know that if had been opened. 
 “Oh, dear!” murmured Bunter. 
  Really, he wished that he had left the telegram alone. It was all Wharton’s fault, of course—butting in like this! Still, that was not the few Nugent was likely to take. 
  Already, in his mind’s eye, Bunter saw Frank’s indignant eyes fixed upon him, and heard the ominous words—in his mind’s ear—Get out!” 
  “Suppose I lost the telegram!” murmured Bunter. 
  He brightened up. —
  That was a very easy solution.  Wharton, it was true, would wait at the Blue Lion, in Wold, for Nugent’s coming—and wait in vain! Serve him jolly well right! He had kicked Bunter on the last day of term, and he was a beast, anyhow.  Losing the telegram was the only way of saving Bunter’s bacon—and the telegram, therefore, had to be lost!
  It did not take Bunter long to “lose ” that telegram.  Passing over a bridge, he dropped it into the stream below, and the torn envelope after it. Then, greatly cheered, the Owl of the Remove rolled on his way to the Priory. 
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               THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                                Lost ! 

“BUNTER 
  Snore!
  A cheery party returned to the Oaks at a rather late hour that evening.  Immediately after supper Billy Bunter rolled off to bed. 
  He was tired.  He had walked four miles that day—by easy stages, it is true—arriving at Jimmy Silver’s home in time for tea. 
  Contrary to his expectations, there had been no exuberant delight on the part of the Silver household at beholding Bunter. 
  Jimmy silver was several enough.  His friends, Lovell and Raby and Newcomb, of the Rookwood Fourth, were civil; but there was a striking absence of enthusiasm on their part. 
  Still, Bunter had had a good day. 
  The “prov” at least, was good and ample, and that, after all, was the most important consideration. 
  Bunter came back in the car, and slept most of the way. His uncommon exertions that day had fatigued him, and he stayed only long enough to dispose of enough supper for six, before he went to bed.
 And now—Bunter’s grievances really seemed never to cease— here was that beast Nugent waking him up, actually shaking him by the shoulder.  Bunter did not mean to wake up. He snored resolutely. 
  “Bunter!”
  Shake! 
  Snore! 
  Bunter! Wake up!
  Bunter snored on. 
  Frank Nugent left the bedside, and returned a moment later with a wet sponge in his hand. The wet sponge was dabbed in Bunter’s fat face.
  The Owl of the Remove awoke then, quite suddenly. 
  “Yoooop!” 
  He sat up in bed suddenly. 
  “Oh, you’re awake now, are you?” grunted Nugent. “Where’s my telegram?”
  “Janet says a telegram came for me this morning—” 
  “Blow Janet!”
  “You offered to bring it over to the priory to give it to me, and she handed it to you.” said Frank. “You never gave it to me.”
  “Blow your telegram!”
  “Look here, Bunter, it may be important.  You ought not to have taken it if you couldn’t remember to hand it to me !” said Nugent, frowning.  “Give it to me at once !”
  “I’ll find it in the morning!  I’m sleepy!” howled Bunter
  “I want it now.”
  “what the thump does it matter?” snapped Bunter. 
  “It matters a lot.” said Frank. “I asked Squiff to send me a wire if he was able to come over for Christmas Day, and it may be from him.  You needn’t get up, lazybones.  Tell me where it is.” 
  “Look in my coat pocket.” said Bunter.
  “Where’s your coat?”
  “Downstairs on a peg.” 
  “Oh. all right.” 
  Frank Nugent quitted the bedroom, and Bunter grinned sleepily, and turned his head on the pillow and snored again.  
  Shake, shake, shake! 
  “Ow! Groogh! Lemme alone!”
  “Wake up, Bunter!”
  “Beast!” 
  Bunter blinked furiously at Nugent, who was bending over him again.  It was a case, evidently, of no rest for the wicked.  
  “Look here, you rotter, I’m going to sleep!” roared Bunter. “What the thump do mean by keeping on waking me up?” 
  “I’ve looked in all your coat pockets, but the telegram isn’t there!” said Nugent. 
  “Then it’s lost!” 
  “Lost!” howled Nugent. 
  “Well, it must be, if it isn’t there!” argued Bunter, “I put it in my pocket. Janet saw me. If it isn’t in the pocket now, it must have dropped out, I suppose.”
  Nugent glared at him. 
  “You’ve lost my telegram!” he gasped 
  “Oh, really, Nugent.  I think you might thank a chap for taking the trouble to bring yon a telegram!” said Bunter. “It’s not my fault if it’s got lost. I suppose you don’t think I lost it on purpose, do you !”
 “ No, you silly ass, but you shouldn’t have lost it” 
  “Now let a chap go to sleep.” 
  “It may be in one of your other pockets.” 
  “It isn’t.” 
  Frank Nugent stared at Bunter in great exasperation. It did not cross his mind for a moment that the telegram was from his estranged chum, Harry Wharton; but naturally he wanted it.  Bunter closed his eyes again, but another shake wakened him once more.
  “I want that telegram, Bunter!” said Frank.  “if it’s lost, it’s got to be found.  Where do you think you lost it?”
  “I can’t think about it at all when I’m sleepy!” hooted Bunter
  “Do you want me to mop a jug of water over your silly head to wake you up, Bunter!”   
  “Beast! It’s all right!  I‘m not sleepy. ” 
  “Turn out of bed, and go through all your pockets!” said Frank angrily.  “You may have put it in some other pocket ant forgotten.  Now, then, sharp !”
  “If you call this hospitality, Nugent---” 
  “Do you want me to jerk you out by the ears?” Frank Nugent’s patience seemed to be wearing very thin. 
  “Oh, really, Nugent—” 
  “Turn out, you fat rotter!”
  “I—I say, I—I remember now!” gasped Bunter. A few more “whoppers” mattered little to Bunter; but turning out of his warm bed on a cold night mattered a great deal., “I—I lost it at Jimmy Silver’s place. You— you’ll find it there all right.  I remember now---it dropped from my pocket in—in the music room.” 
  “You weren’t wearing your overcoat in the music room!”
  Once more, it was borne in upon Bunter’s fat mind that a certain class of persons should have good memories.
  “I—I mean, I put it in my trousers’ pocket for safety, when I took my coat off !” he stammered. “Then—then I took some thing out, and the blessed telegram fell on the floor. I was going to pick it up, but I forgot.”  
  “You fat idiot!”
  “If you call that civil—” 
  “If it’s there, it’s all right,” said Frank. “I can bike over to-morrow and get it. You’re sure?” 
  “Quite sure.” said Bunter. He would have said anything to be allowed to go to sleep.
  “All right, then. Good-night.” grunted Nugent. 
  “Goodnight!” 
  Bunter was asleep before Nugent had closed the door.  The affair of the telegram worried Nugent a little; but it did not worry Bunter
  On the following morning there was skating on the river, which was frozen, but Billy Bunter did net join the skaters.  He reposed in bed till nearly lunch time, recovering from the terrific exertion of a four mile walkon the day before.
  He came down for lunch, however, bright and cheery, and thinking of anything but Nugent’s missing telegram.  But over lunch he was reminded of it, as Nugent was going over to the Priory on his bicycle to recover it, and Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh were going with him.  The four explained to Bunter, in the plain language of the Greyfriars Remove, what they thought of him for losing the telegram, and Bunter grinned. They were going after a telegram that was no longer in existence, but the owl of the remove kept his own counsel on that subject.  His opinion was that it served the beasts right. 
  He chuckled as the four juniors wheeled out their bicycles.  There was snow on the roads, and the spin was not likely to be a very enjoyable one.  It was Saturday afternoon, and by that time probably Harry Wharton had reached the Blue Lion, in Wold, where, according to his telegram, he was to wait for Nugent.  And Nugent, heading for the Priory, was raided way in exactly the opposite direction.
  Bunter chuckled a fat chuckle.
  His opinion was that it served Wharton right, and served Nugent right, and, in fact, served all the beasts right.  And while Frank Nugent was absent on a wild-goose chase, and Harry Wharton waited for the friend who did not come, Billy Bunter ensconced himself in a comfortable armchair before a warm fire and enjoyed a long nap in a state of fat and fatuous contentment.  And if he dreamed it was of cake for tea and supper to follow
—
                THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                              Waiting! 

HARRY WHARTON looked out of the window onto the stragghng High Street of the little Wiltshire town. 
  Dusk was a deepening into dark. 
  From a late fall of snow roofs and doors and window sills gleamed white through the December dusk.  A cold wind swept down the street, and pedestrians turned up their coat collars against it.  It was a strange enough change from what he had lately seen in the sunny south, but it was a welcome change to his eyes. 
  He watched the street for Frank Nugent. 
  Only half a mile any was Nugent’s house, where Frank and his other friends were gathered for Christmas. 
  Wharton had reached Wold about mid-day.  He had lunched at the cosy, old-fashioned inn, and now he was waiting in the deserted coffee-room. 
  More than once he blamed himself for having decided upon that programme, and thorouht that he would have done better to make directly for the Oaks, taking Nugent’s welcome for granted. 
  Yet, upon the whole, he was not sorry for his decision.  Nugent knew that he was
there, and if he wanted him, he would come. 
  Howsoever long the telegram might have taken in delivery, Nugent must have had it the previous day.  If he shared Wharton’s conciliatory mood, he would come to the Blue Lion in Wold to welcome his reconciled chum.
  As the afternoon grew dimmer towards evening Wharton’s face grew more sombre, like the weather outside. 
  True, he had not told Nugent—he had not been able to tell hm—at what precise time he would arrive.  That had depended on some what uncertain trains. 
  But surely Nugent might have come down to the inn during the afternoon, even if Wharton might possibly not have arrived till the evening.  It was only half a mile, and his time was his own, 
  He had not come yet. 
  Wharton was tired with his journey.  He had lost no time on the long, long route from the south of France back to England.  He was tired and in need of rest.  But he could not rest now.  He had come home with his heart full of kindness towards his old chums, eager for a reconciliation, willing to forget all offences—given and received.  He had been very resolved that he would be on his guard against his own passionate temper.  That he would not fancy offenses, that he would not suspect neglect or indifference.
   But now——
  In spite of his resolutions the old black bitterness was returning.  The thought that he had made himself to cheap—that he had “eaten humble pie,” as the Bounder expressed it, and eaten it in vain, made his cheeks burn.  He had made the most open and frank overtures towards a reconciliation.  Had he been met half-way, had he been met at all, he would have been satisfied.  But Nugent did not come.  
  Lights twinkled along the street in the dark.  
  Why did not Nugent come? 
  Darker and darker grew the brow of the captain of the Remove, blacker and more bitter his thoughts.  He had humble himself for nothing.  He had asked his old friend for renewed friendship, and he had been refused.  Nugent did not mean to come. 
  Wharton stared from the window at the twinkling lights. He remembered his good resolutions. The breach, this time, would be final, there would be no vridging the gulf, no attempt on his side, to bridge it again. He would make sure—he could not make too sure.     
  Nugent must have had the telegram.  Letters might go astray, especially at Christmas time. Not so a telegram. He could not suppose for a moment that his message of peace and goodwill had not been delivered. It was futile to think of such an explanation as that.   
  But—it was barely possible—Nugent might have changed his plans for Christmas. He might not be, after all, at home. It was not probable, but it was possible, and he would leave nothing to chance. If the old friendship was to be broken off for ever, it should not be by his fault—there should be no room for a mistake. 
  He left the coffee-room, and found the innkeeper, a fat, good-natured gentleman with a red face and a fruity voice.  Very little questioning was needed.  Mr. Nugent was well known in the locality.  The innkeeper knew all about Master Frank’s Christmas party at the Oaks.  The Greyfriars juniors had been in Wold several times, two or three times at the inn.  Certainly Master Frank was not away for Christmas.  He was at home, and his young brother, too—a “young rip,” as the innkeeper told Wharton with a cheery grin.  That very morning, in fact Mr. Bunce had been drivmg past the Oaks in his trap, and had seen Master Frank on the ice, skating with a merry party of his friends.
  Wharton and returned to the deserted coffee-room, his heart heavy and his brow somber.
  The merry party had been skating on the ice that morning.  Nugent wasn’t home.  They had not cared to think of their chum who was returning to join them.  Not one of them, it seemed, had given him a thought. Even Bob Cherry—frank and hearty old Bob, whom Wharton would never have deemed capable of bearing a grudge—even he did not care to meet his former chum with a welcoming word.
  Possibly Nugent had not shown the other fellows the telegram.Indeed, if he intended to repulse his old chum,It was quite likely that he had kept it to himself.  That exonerated Bob, and Johnny Bull, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  But Nugent?
  Why was he keeping up the grudge like this?  There had been hot words in the last few days at Greyfriars.  Wharton’s anxiety for his uncle, absent in Russia, had undoubtedly had an effect on his temper.  He admitted that he had been irritable, and in that mood peculiarly amenable to mischief-makers like Bunter and Skinner.  He admitted that he had refused Nugent’s invitation for Christmas rudely enough.    
  But surely his telegram atoned for that.  He had held out the olive branch.  He could not do more
  Nugent did not want him.
  Perhaps he regarded him as “butting in” —as if he were a fellow like Bunter.
  Wharton’s cheeks crimsoned at the thought.
  The evening was growing old. 
  A yawning waiter came to inquire if Wharton wanted supper, to ask him if he wished to engage the room.  The solitary schoolboy hanging about the inn by himself was rather a puzzle to the people of the Blue Lion.
  Wharton sat down to a lonely supper, having engaged a room.  He could not leave Wold that night.  He was not going to Nugent’s place, but he had to think out where  he was going.
  Almost at every footstep Wharton raised his head, thinking that it might be Nugent at last.
   He would have been glad had his chum arrived even at the eleventh hour with some explanation of his tardiness. Many things might have happened to delay him, if only he came at last. 
  But he did not come.  
  Wharton waited, drearily enough, until the inn closed for the night, and then he went to his room.  
  It was long before he slept.  
  Mingled with his anger and indignation was shame—shame that he had offered friendship where it was not wanted.  That he had left himself open to this cruel and humiliating rebuff.  Never again, at all events.  That was his bitter thought.
  He slept at last, with the winter wind howling round his window, snowflakes fluttering lightly against the panes.  Nugent, in his room at the Oaks, so nears,, and yet so far, was sleeping soundly enough, little dreaming that his absent chum was so near at hand.  Billy Bunter was sleeping but still more soundly, the sleep of the well-fed and the well satisfied; and if Bunter dreamed, it was of turkey and mince pies, under certainly not of the harm he had done.

               THE NINTH CHAPTER.

                       The Cut Direct!

“WHARTON!”
  “Jimmy Silver!”
  Wharton rose from the breakfast table, in the Blue Lion Inn, in surprise, his face lighting up a good deal.
  The morning was bright and clear—a sharp winter’s morning.  Wharton, as he sat at breakfast, had heard a car stopped outside the inn, and the sound of cheery, youthful voices, but had not heeded.  Four Fellows wrapped in coats and scarves came tramping in, and one of them, as he saw Harry Wharton at the table, greeted him cheerily.
  It was Jimmy Silver, the captain of the Fourth Form at Rookwood—whom Harry had met on the football field at Greyfriars only a few weeks before.  Lovell and Raby and Newcome were with him.
  “Fancy meeting you, old bean!” said Arthur Edward Lovell, as he shook hands with the Greyfriars junior.
  “Jolly glad to see you!” said Harry very cordially.  Sore as he was feeling, solitary and discredited by his own friends, it was a real pleasure to see the cheery faces of the Rookwooders, and to hear their cheery greeting.
  “Staying here?” asked Raby.
  “Yes, till my train goes.” said Harry.
  “We saw some friends of yours yesterday!” remarked Newcome.
  Wharton collared faintly.
  He remembered that Jimmy Silver’s home was only a few miles from Frank Nugent’s place; and he guessed who were the friends to whom Newcome alluded.
  “On your own here!” asked Jimmy Silver cheerily.
  “Yes.”
  “Bound to catch your train?  We’re going for a little bit of a joy-ride, and if you’d care to come—”
  “Good egg!” said Jimmy Silver’s three chums cheerily.
  “We dropped in here for some coffee!” said Jimmy.  “We’re only a few miles from home, you know.  Never dreamed of dropping on you here.  I believe one of your friends mentioned that you were in France for the Christmas holidays!”
  “I was.” said Harry.  “I came back, however.  I’m going on to Bournemouth—to my aunt.”
  Perhaps the Rookwood fellows wondered a little why Harry was not going on to the Oaks to see his school chums; also, they must have been surprised that a fellow who had just returned from France, and was going to Bournemouth, was staying for a day in that little town in Wiltshire.
  But that did not concern & Co., and they were there reverse of inquisitive.
  “Bound to get there today!” asked Lovell.
  “Oh, no!”
  “Then come for a spin in the car with us.  Lots of room.”
  Wharton smiled.
  The cheery cordiality of the Rookwood fellows was like a tonic to him in his black and despondent mood.
  “I’ll be jolly glad.” he said.  “I’ve had rather too much of my own company the last few days, and it’s a real pleasure to see you chaps.  Have your coffee at my table while I finish my brekker.  Sha’n’t be long!”
  “Right-ho!”
  Jimmy Silver & Co. sat down round the table, and there was a buzz of cheery chat as the coffee was disposed of, and the Greyfriars junior finished his breakfast.  As Wharton did not refer with a single word to his friends at the Oaks the Rookwooders did not mention them farther—perhaps surmising that there was a rift in the lute somewhere.
  Harry Wharton went for his coat and hat and joined the Rookwood quartette in the car, which was waiting outside the inn.  The chauffeur drove on through the High Street of Wold and out into the open country. Harry Wharton’s face was bright now; the cheery company of the Rookwooders, indeed, was just what he needed then.
  “Ever seen Stonehenge!” asked Jimmy Silver.
  Wharton shook his head.
  “Then you’ll see the jolly old place today!” said Jimmy.  “We’re going to stop at Amesbury for lunch, and see the giddy Druidical remnants in the afternoon, and home to tea.  Nice little run---what?”
  “Ripping!” said Harry.
  “You’ll come back with us to my place to tea, of course.  You’ll get a good train in the morning!” said Jimmy “I’ll look it out for you!”
  “Good! You can drop me at the inn coming back!”
  “Rats!  If you put in another night at Wold, you’re jolly well going to put it in at the Priory.” said Jimmy Silver.
  Wharton smiled
  “Can you land a fellow suddenly on your people like that?” he asked.
  “Right as rain!” said Jimmy Silver.  “The pater wouldn’t mind if I brought one half the Fourth Form for Christmas.  I’ll telephone m from Amesbury, and tell them to send down to the inn for your bags, see?”
  “You’re awfully good!” said Wharton, hesitating.  “But---”
  “The pater will be jolly glad to see you, likewise the mater, likewise cousin Phyllis.” said Jimmy Silver.  “It’s a go, isn’t it!”
  “If you’re sure---”
  “My dear chap, that’s all right!”
  “Then it’s a go, certainly!” said Harry.  “I should like it no end.”
  “Good man!” said Jimmy Silver.  “You’ve met all my people before, and they like you, and I can tell you they’ll be glad to see you.  Hallo, what are you waving that, Lovell?”
  “Greyfriars chaps!” said Lovell.
  Harry Wharton glanced round quickly.
  A group of fellows appeared in the road, sauntering along in the sunny morning---Frank Nugent, Bob Cherry, Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, and Johnny Bull, and Billy Bunter.
  The car was approaching them at a good speed; and Arthur Edward Lovell waved his hand cheerily to the Greyfriars fellows.
  The latter waved back; and then all of a sudden, they stared in amazement at the sight of Harry Wharton in the car.
  Billy Bunter felt an inward quiver.  He was the only fellow there who knew that Wharton had been at Wold.
  “Wharton!” ejaculated Bob Cherry.
  All the Greyfriars fellows, excepting Bunter, supposed that Harry Wharton was still with the Bounder in the South of France.  They almost wondered whether they were dreaming for a moment.
  The car came gliding past.
  Frank Nugent made a step towards it, his eyes fixed on wharton’s face.  For a new instant Harry Wharton breezed sharply.
  Then his face set hard.
  In reply to Nugent’s eager look, which he did not understand, he stared fixedly and stonily at his old chum without a sign of recognition.
  His pater thought was that, if Nugent had changed his mind, and thought of offering friendliness now, it was too late.
  He stared icily at Nugent, without a sign.
  Frank stared back.
  He could not understand that look---it was the cut direct!  The caller flushed into Frank’s cheeks.
  He stopped, as if rooted to the ground
  The car dashed on.
  There was not a sign from Harry Wharton that he even knew the Greyfriars fellows by sight.  They were left staring blankly after the car.
  Jimmy Silver gave the junior beside him a rather queer look.
  “Like to stop and speak to the chaps?” he asked.
  “Oh, no!”
  “Right-ho, then!”
  The Greyfriars party vanished behind.  The die was cast now---Harry Wharton had cut his old friends in public; and he was not sorry that he had done so.  And if he felt a pang he did not show it.  Like Pharoh of old, he hardened his heart.

               THE TENTH CHAPTER.

                 The End of a Friendship!

“He, he, he!” 
  Billy Bunter’s unmusical cachinnation passed unheeded.
  Frank Nugent on his comrades stood in the road, staying after the vanished car.
  Johnny Bull was frowning rather darkly.  Bob Cherry looked puzzled, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh’s dusky face was troubled.  Frank was flushed and distressed.  Wharton’s unexpected appearance in Wiltshire, when they had supposed him nearly a thousand miles away, was amazing; and his conduct was more amazing still---and far from agreeable.
  “Well, my hat!” said Bob at last.
  “It was Wharton, right enough.  But what the dickens is he doing here?”
  “He must have parted with the Bounder pretty quick!” said Johnny Bull.  “Most likely they had some trouble.  Wharton hasn’t been very easy to get on with lately!”
  “The easyfulness is not terrific!” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “I can’t understand it.” said Nugent, his lip quivering.  “He’s cut us---before the Rookwood fellows, too! What the thump does he mean by it?”
  Johnny Bull shrugged his shoulders.
  “Who cares?”
  “Well, I do, for one!” said Bob Cherry.  “And so you, Johnny, old man!”
  “I’m fed-up, I know that!” growled Johnny Bull.  “What does he mean by giving as the marble eye like that?  We had some little trouble at Christmas---he refused to come with us for Christmas---but that’s no reason.”
  “No.  It’s jolly queer!” said Bob ruminatingly.  “Nothing’s happened since the school broke up to put up his back to this extent, that I know of.”
  “He, he, he!”
  “Stop cackling, Bunter, bother you!”
  “Oh, really, Cherry---”
  “I can’t understand it.” said Frank.  “He’s here---and with the Rookwood chaps, too.  He can’t have fixed up the vac with Jimmy Silver.  We saw Silver yesterday, and he never mentioned Wharton.  He would have been bound to mention it.  And what has he got his back up like that for?”
  “Oh, let him rip!” growled Johnny Bull.  “I tell you I’m fed-up!” 
  “I say, you fellows---”
  “Shut up, Bunter!”
  “But I say, if we’re going to Stonehenge today, we’ve got to catch our train!” urged Bunter.  “I don’t care very much about Stonehenge, but we don’t want to lose our train and be late for lunch at Amesbury!”
  “Better get on, I suppose!” said Bob.
  Nugent’s nodded silently, and the Greyfriars party walked on towards Wold.
  Billy Bunter blinked rather curiously at his companions, and several times he grinned a fat grin, like a fellow who was in possession of a humorous secret.  Bunter was quite well aware why Wharton’s “back” was up to such an exasperating extent.
  Bunter had, as a matter of fact, forgotten all about Wharton that morning, until the sight of him in the car recalled the captain of the Remove to his fatuous memory.
  As Wharton was still in the vicinity, it was clear---to Bunter---that he had waited all the previous day for Nugent to come to the Blue Lion, and waited in vain.
  He kept his own counsel; but he grinned to himself as he heard the other fellows discussing the matter in puzzled and angry tones.
  The party were in good time for the train at Wold, and it rolled away with them for Amesbury. 
  As it happened, Nugent had arranged on excursion that day to see the ruins of Stonehenge, quite unaware that the Jimmy Silver & Co.  had made the same arrangement.  Where Wharton and the Rookwood fellows were going in the car Nugent had not the faintest idea; and he did not think of guessing that the destination of the two parties was the same.
  Billy Bunter was comforted by arriving at Amesbury in excellent time for lunch at the George.  After lunch the party walked out to Stonehenge, Bunter, however, electing to remain and rest at the inn.  Druidical remains did not interest Bunter, and he was not disposed to stretch his fat legs, if he could help it.  He preferred a doze over a good fire, with a couple of teas on his own before the family party came back to tea---when he would be quite ready to join them in another.
  Frank Nugent had started out cheerily enough with his friends that bright winter morning; but his cheeriness was gone now.
  He tried to keep cheerful, not desiring to be a wet blanket on the party; but in spite of himself his face was clouded and his heart was heavy.  And he was angry, too.
  Wharton’s conduct was, so far as he could see, quite indefensible.  The old friendship was  dead and gone, that was clear, and if Wharton wanted it so, let it be so; but he need not have insulted his old friends in the presence of fellows from another school; he need not have been anywhere near Nugent’s home at all.
  Why had he come there, knowing that in that neighborhood he might meet his former friends at any moment on the highways or byways, if he intended to act like this when he met them?
  It looked as if Wharton, in his bitterness and rancor, had gone out of his way to come into contact with his discarded friends, in order to insult and wound them.
  At Stonehenge, while his friends were exploring among the ancient monoliths---strange relics of a forgotten time---Frank Nugent left them to it, and wandered away by himself.
  He was thinking of that meeting with Wharton, and the more he thought of it the deeper his anger grew.
  What had he done to deserve to be so treated?
  His conscience told him, nothing.
  During those last weeks at Greyfriars he had been patient, kind, under the growing irritation of Wharton’s temper.  He had borne with his chum then, as he had borne with him many a time before.  The breach had not come by his wish, and he had hoped that it would heal; that after the parting during the vacation, they would meet as friends again at Greyfriars, with all disagreement forgotten, and nothing like a grudge on either side.  That now was impossible.
  They would have to meet; and if not as friends, as enemies then, if Wharton chose it so.  There was a limit to patience---an end to forbearance.  The die was cast, and it was no fault of his.  His cheeks burned with anger and resentment at the memory of that cold, cutting, steely glance from the captain of the Remove In Jimmy Silver’s car.
  “Hallo, Nugent!” 
  Frank started from a deep reverie, and looked up at the sound of Jimmy Silver’s voice.
  The Rookwood fellows had left the car at the Amesbury inn, and walked out to Stonehenge.  And so they came on Nugent, at a distance from his companions.
  “Oh, you here, Silver!” stammered Frank.
  He spoke to Jimmy; but his eyes  were upon a cold, averted face---the face of Harry Wharton.
  “Yes, we came over to see the giddy lair of the Druids, and you seem to have done the same!” said Jerry cheerily.
  “Yes, the other chaps are there. I---I was just walking round.” said Frank, rather confusedly.   
  He pulled himself together.  
  “I see that Wharton’s with you.  I want to speak to him.  We’ll come on after you chaps.”
  Jimmy Silver & co exchanged a glance, and walked on.  Harry Wharton would have walked on with them, but Nugent point himself directly in his path.
  “Stop!” he said.
  Wharton stopped.  
  The Rookwood fellows, not looking back, passed on out of sight, towards the monoliths looming up over the plain.  The two Greyfriars fellows---once the closest of chums, the firmest of friends, stood face to face, regarding one another with knitted brows and gleaming eyes.

               THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER.

                              The Fight!

“WELL?” said Nugent, at last.
  “Well?” repeated Wharton, with a shrug of his shoulders.
  “What have you got to say?”
  “Nothing.”

  “Nothing?” said Nugent.
  “Nothing at all!” said Wharton, with a carelessness he was far from feeling.
  “What is there to say?  Will you let me pass?”
  “Not yet.”
  “My friends are out of sight already.” said Harry.  “Let me pass, Frank Nugent!”
  “Not till you’ve explained!”
  “There’s nothing to explain.  I’m done with you and you’re done with me.  You’ve made it clear enough, and I want to make it equally clear.  Now stand aside!”
  “And you think that’s good enough?” said Nugent, with a ring of menace in his voice.  “You think I’m going to be satisfied with that?”
  “I think you will have to be.”
  “You’ve insulted me---gone out of your way to do it---before fellows belonging to another school, too---”
  “You asked for it!  I want to have nothing to do with you and nothing to say to you, or your friends, either!” said Wharton.  “Isn’t that plain enough?  How can I make it plainer?”
  Nugent’s cheeks burned.
  “It’s quite plain enough.” he said.  “Go your own way, and be hanged to you!  I’ve stood enough from you---more than any other fellow would have stood.  I’m done now!”
  “That’s all I want.” said Wharton icily.  “Now let me pass.  Do you want me to walk round you?”
  “I’m done with you!” repeated Nugent.  “You know, if you care to own the truth, that it’s your own rotten temper that’s to blame.  You neglected your uncle, and treated him disrespectfully just before he went to Russia to risk his life; ande  it weighed in your conscience, and you took it out of every fellow that would stand it---me most of all.”
  Wharton crimsoned.
  “That’s enough!  Let me pass!”
  “Not till you’ve apologized.”
  The captain of the Remove burst into an angry laugh.
  “That’s likely.  You’ve been a false friend, and you want me to say I’m sorry.  It’s not really likely, is it?”
  “You’ll apologise for insulting me before the Rookwood fellows this morning, or you’ll put up your hands!” said Nugent doggedly.  “I’ve stood more than enough, but even the worm will turn.  Take your choice!”
  His cheeks flamed as he saw the slightly derisive smile on the face of the captain of the Remove.
  The challenge was indeed a rash one.  The slim and graceful Nugent was no match for the captain of the Remove---the best fighting man, with the exception of Bob Cherry, in a fighting Form.
  Nugent clenched his hands convulsively.
  “You rotter!” he breathed.
  “That’s enough, Nugent!”
  Nugent trembled with rage.
  “You think you can treat me how you like because you a better man with the gloves?  We’ll see. Put up your hands!”
  He advanced on Wharton, his face crimson. The captain of the Remove backed away and put his hands behind him.
  “Will you put up your hands?” shouted Nugent furiously.
  “No.” said Wharton quietly.
  “Coward!”
  Wharton shrugged his shoulders contemptuously.
  “At Greyfriars we always considered it bad form to scrap on a Sunday.” he said.
  “You should have thought of that before.  You’re going to fight now or take a licking.  That’s your choice.”
  “I tell you---“
  Nugent rushed at him, hitting out, beside himself with anger and exasperation.
  “Hands off!” roared Wharton.
  “You rotter, you cad, take that!”  Nugent’s fist crashed in the face of the captain of the Remove.
  The next moment they were fighting.
  No one, seeing the two juniors foot to foot, hand to hand, with faces flaming with anger and enmity, would have deemed that the two had been the closest of chums throughout their school days.  Both of them had forgotten it now; both of them remembered only injuries, real or fancied.
  They fought furiously, foot to foot.  A trap drove by with a party of sightseers bound for Stonehenge, and the occupants stared at the two fighting schoolboys.  Neither Wharton nor Nugent noticed or heeded them.
  Nugent was no match for the captain of the Remove, but his passionate anger and resentment seemed to lend him strength, and for some minutes he had the upper hand.  Wharton retreated before his furious onslaught, with marks of fierce blows on his face.
  Then he recovered, and began to attack fiercely in his turn.  There was a crash as Nugent went to the frosty ground.
  He was up again in a twinkling, however, and rushing on.
  The fight was resumed furiously, and some minutes passed of trampling and deep, hurried breathing and close, fierce fighting.  Then Frank was down again.
  He was not so soon on his feet this time.
  But he clambered up on steadily.  Weight and strength were telling against him.  He was outclassed, and knew it.  He knew that he was beaten, but he would not admit it.  He savagely refused to realise it.  He struggled on desperately to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.
  But there was no chance for him.  He went down again heavily, and lay panting.
  Harry Wharton stepped back.
  “That’s enough!” he said curtly.
  “It’s not enough!  I’m going on.  I---”
  “You can’t go on!” snapped the captain of the Remove.  “Don’t be a fool, Nugent.”
  “You rotter!   You’ll see.”
  Nugent scrambled up.  His handsome face, almost girlish in its delicacy of feature, was sadly marked now.  His strength was almost gone, but his courage was indomitable.  He would have died a hundred deaths sooner than have yielded while he had the force left in him to raise his hand for a blow.
  Wharton backed away.
  “I tell you---chuck it, you fool!”
  Nugent’s answer was a fierce blow.
  The captain of the remove struck it aside.  Again and again Nugent struck and again and again his blows were warded easily, coolly, till he stopped; panting with rage and shame.
Wharton was not returning a single blow now.  He contented himself with defence, and his defence was child’s play.  It was the crowning humiliation to poor Nugent.
  He stood and panted.
  “You’ve licked me!” he choked.  “You rotter, you’ve licked me!  I can’t touch you---”
  He broke off on sank on a stone by the roadside, shaking from head to foot.  Wharton looked at him.
  There was compunction in his look.
  “Nugent, you forced me to it.  You struck the first blow.  You made me fight.  Goodness knows I never wanted to.”
  “Leave me alone!” muttered Nugent, with a bitter look.  “You’ve insulted me and humiliated me.  I’m licked, and I know it!  Get out of my sight, at least.”
  “Nugent---”  Wharton made a step towards him.
  “Don’t touch me!” exclaimed Nugent shrilly.  “Get away, I tell you!  You make me sick!”
  Wharton stopped, breathing hard.
  He did not answer.  He gave Nugent only one look, and then walked on towards Stonehenge.  Five minutes later he passed Bob Cherry & Co. on the road, coming to look for Nugent.  They looked at him, and with an averted face he passed them.

               THE TWELFTH CHAPTER.
                           Bitter Blood!

 BOB CHERRY turned his head to look after the captain of the Remove.  His brows knitted in a dark line, and his eyes gleamed.  Good tempered and placable as Bob Cherry was, there was something in the icy, averted look of his former friend, in the scornful disregard of his existence, that raised his deepest ire.  He was tempted to turn and follow Wharton and call him to account there and then.
   But he restrained his resentment.  He remembered, two, that it was Sunday.  He swallowed his wrath and walked on with his companions.
  Among the other sightseers amid the monoliths of Stonehenge the Greyfriars juniors had met Jimmy Silver & Co., and exchanged cheery greetings with them.  They had been about to leave when the Rookwooders arrived, and they were aware that Nugent had walked away in the direction of Amesbury, which was on their way back.  So they sauntered along, looking for him, wondering if he had met with Wharton, who had apparently lingered on the road behind Jimmy Silver & Co.
  They came on Nugent quite suddenly.
  He was seated on a stone by the road, with a rather dazed expression on his face, dabbing at his nose with his handkerchief, which was reddened as he dabbed.
  Bob hurried up to him with a startled exclamation reahed
  “Franky, old man---”
  “My esteemed Franky---” exclaimed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  Nugent coloured as he looked up at his friends.  He tried to pull himself together, to assume an air of unconcern.  But it was difficult, for he had exerted himself beyond his strength in the unequal fight, and he was feeling utterly spent and worn.
  “You’ve been scrapping?”  exclaimed Johnny Bull.
  Nugent nodded. 
  “Old chap, you look a bit knocked about.” said Bob Cherry anxiously.  I wish you hadn’t left us.  Who was it---some blessed hooligan?”
  “Where is he?” growled Johnny Bull, with a warlike look round.
  “It was Wharton.”
  Bob jumped.
  “Wharton?”
  “Yes.”
  “Nugent!”
  Frank’s face was crimson.
  “Yes, Wharton.”  he said.  “I---I started it, if you want to know.  I told them he’d got to apologise.”
  “So he jolly well ought!” grunted Johnny Bull.  “So he would, if he had any decency left.”
  “And he wouldn’t?” said Bob.
  “No.”
  “But, Frank---”
  “Oh, I know I’m a fool!” said Frank bitterly.  “I am no match for him.  I’ve got what I asked for, if it comes to that.  But I’ll try again, next term at Greyfriars.  It doesn’t rest here.”
  Bob Cherry whistled softly.
  He could understand Nugent’s resentment, his humiliation and impotent anger.  But this bitterness was quite a new thing in Frank.  Wharton had indeed worn out the patience of the most patient of his chums.  Henceforth it was Nugent who was unforgiving.
  “Wharton oughtn’t to have handled you, even if you rowed with him.” said Johnny Bull, in his quiet, stolid way.“You’re no match for him, undo it was a rotten.  It’s not like him---not like we believed him to be.  I wish I’d been here, I’d have given him somebody a bit tougher to handle by Jove. I’ve a jolly good mind to go after him now!”
  Johnny bull sent a wrathful glare in the direction of the ancient British monoliths that loomed over the frosty plain.
  “You needn’t blame him, as far as that goes.” said Nugent.  “I made him put up his hands; he was unwilling.  And he let me off lightly.  I couldn’t touch him, and he knew it, and he—he spared me.” Nugent’s face was flooded with crimson.  Next time—next time---“
  “Let’s get back, Franky, old man.” said Bob Cherry gently.
  But Nugent rose from the stone, and walked back to Amesbury with his comrades.  They went in a rather moody silence.
  It was only too clear that the old friendship, unbroken for so long, was broken at last, and it was not pleasant to think of it.  Next term at Greyfriars the Famous Five would be the Famous Five no longer—one member of the Co., and its leader, would be wanting.
 It would be a change—a change very much for the worse.  There had been trouble in the Co. before, more than once; but it had always been set right, sooner or later.  It did not look as if this would ever be set right.  It was not now a question of Wharton “coming round” as his chums had hoped that he would after the Christmas holidays.  Nugent was as bitter—more bitter, perhaps—then the captain of the Remove; he could not forgive his humiliation.  And if Wharton should be willing to let bygones be bygones, it was a fairly certain that Nugent would be unwilling.
  Many fellows in the Greyfriars Remove considered Nugent “soft”; and undoubtedly he was the best tempered and most placable fellow in the Form, slow to take offence, quick to forgive it.  But under his softness there was plenty of strength of character; and once his mind was made up he could be firm enough.
  At the George in Amesbury Nugent did what he could to remove the traces of the fight, with some success; but there remained plenty of evidence of a hard scrap, certain to be observed at once when he reached hone.  He warned his comrades to say nothing about the quarrel with Wharton; and it was agreed that the captain of the Remove should not be mentioned; discussion on that topic could serve no useful purpose.  That Nugent had been “in a scrap” was a true and sufficient explanation of the damaged condition of his face.
  Billy Bunter had had two ample teas at the George during the absence of the party; and was now ready for a third.  He blinked inquisitive lee at Nugent’S swollen face over the tea table
  “You’ve been scrapping, Franky.” he said.
  Nugent made no answer.  He was not in the least disposed to gratify the curiosity of the Owl of the Remove.  Fortunately, Bunter knew nothing of the encounter at Stonehenge, and could not tattle on the subject at the Oaks.
  “I say, you fellows, the Rookwood chaps came along here while you were gone” said Bunter.
  “Did they?” grunted Bob.
  “They put up a car here.” said Bunter.  “I saw them from the window.  I say, Wharton was with them.”
  “Was he?”
  “Yes.  I saw him, you know.  I didn’t speak to the fellow—I wouldn’t, you know.  I despise him!”
  “Oh, shut up!”
  “Look here, Bob Cherry—”
  “Shut up!” growled Johnny Bull.
  “I’m going to make a suggestion!” hooted Bunter.  “silvers left the car here and gone off some were with his friends.  Well, suppose we wait till they come back, and get a lift in the car home?  Better than going by train—what?  We can stick on to them somehow.  Leave it to me.”
  “Cheese it!” snorted Bob.  “We’re going home by train.  And if the Rookwood chaps are coming back here with Wharton, you fellows, we may as well clear before they get back.”
  “The clearfulness is the proper caper!” assented Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.
  “I say, you fellows—”
  “Ring off!”
  “Oh, really, Cherry—”
  “Shut up, and finish your tea, Bunter!  You’ve got only a few minutes more, and you’ve only eaten enough for five so far!” growled Johnny Bull.
  “Oh, really, Bull—”
  Nugent had already risen from the table.  Another meeting with the Rookwooders, in company with Wharton, would have been too awkward for all concerned.
  “I’m jolly well not going to hurry!” growled Bunter.
  “there’s only one train back today.” said Nugent.  “If you miss that, Bunter, you’ll be landed.  We’re not going to wait.”
  “There’s lots of time for the train, and you know it, Nugent.  I’m not finished yet.”
  “Then you’ll stay on alone.”
  “Oh, really, Nugent—”
  “Cheese it!”
  The bill at the inn was settled, and the Greyfriars four walked out of the George, Bunter calling after them that he would follow them to the station when he had finished his tea.  Bob Cherry & Co. did not heed him.  They did not care in the slightest whether Bunter followed them or not.  If he chose to lose the train it was his own business.  They had far more weighty matters on their minds than Bunter, weighty as he undoubtedly was in his own way.
  Billy Bunter went on with his tea.  But he slacked down his gastronomic activities a little.  Nugent had paid the bill up to date, as it were, and any subsequent liabilities incurred by Bunter had to be settled out of his own pocket.  So the Owl of the Remove considerably moderated his transports.  Having finished a large cake, and reluctantly paid for the same, Bunter resisted the temptation to order another, and walked out into the inn yard to look at the car in which Jimmy Silver & Co. had arrived, and which was still waiting for them.
  “Catch me buzzing after them to catch a rotten train!” grunted Bunter.  “I’m jolly well getting a lift in this car.  They can make room somewhere.  They simply can’t refuse, especially if I explain that I lost the train. The car for me!”
  But while Frank Nugent and his friends took the train home to Wold, minus Bunter, the Owl of the Remove waited at the George for Jimmy Silver & Co.  and Harry Wharton to return from Stonehenge, quite determined to get a lift back in the car, and not to take no for an answer.

               THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER.
  
                           Light at Last! 

“I say, you fellows!”
  “Hallo!  It’s Bunter!” said Arthur Edward Lovell, without enthusiasm.
  “This your car what?”
  “Yes.”
  “Roon to give a fellow a lift?
  “Oh!”
  Jimmy Silver & Co.  had walked back from Stonehenge cheerily in the frosty afternoon.  They were rather surprised to see William George Bunter sitting in their car, evidently waiting for them.  Harry Wharton frowned slightly; but the Rookwood fellows took Bunter good humouredly.  But Jimmy Silver looked thoughtful over his request for a lift.  As a matter of fact, the car was well filled with five fellows in it, and certainly there was no room for Bunter.  A slim fellow might have been squeezed in without great difficulty, but a fellow of Bunter’s extensive diameter and circumference was quite another proposition.
  “Lost my train—the last train back, too.” said Bunter sorrowfully.  “Hard cheese, what?  They’ll be no end anxious about me at Nugent’s place.”
  “Oh, in that case—” said Jimmy.
  “Oh, we’ll make room somehow!” said Lovell. “If you’re stranded—“
  “Just that.” said Bunter.  “I say, you fellows, I’m no end sorry to bother you.  Quite an accident losing my train, of course.  You see I hadn’t finished my cake when the other fellows went.”
  “Oh, my hat!”
  “So if you really can make room---” said Bunter cheerily.
  As the fat Greyfriarx junior was already ensconced in the car and showed no sign whatever of intending to move, it was pretty clear that the Rookwooders had to make room for him somehow, or else sling him out by his collar.
  “All right, they’ll manage somehow.” said Jimmy Silver, with a smile.
  The Rookwooders and Harry Wharton and Bunter crammed into the car, on the chauffeur took his place and drove the car out of the old streets of Amesbury.  Wharton sat as far as he could from Bunter; he was not anxious for the society or the conversation of the Owl of the Remove.
  “I say, you fellows, did you see Nugent and the other chaps at Stonehenge?” Asked Bunter, blinking at the Rookwooders, as the car ran on.
  “We saw them.” said Jimmy Silver.  “Why didn’t you come and see the giddy ruins?”
  “Too much fag.  Lot of rot, if you ask me!” said Bunter.  “Besides, I was hungry.  I say, was it one of you chaps that punched Nugent?”
  “Eh?”
  “What?”
  “He came back to the George fairly knocked out!” grinned Bunter.  “Had been scrapping with somebody.  One of you chaps?”
  “Certainly not!” said Jimmy rather sharply.
  The Rookwooders could not help exchanging glances.  After the meeting they had seen of Wharton and Nugent they did not need telling who had done the “punching.”
  Wharton’s face was crimson
  “Well, he looked fairly sick.” said Bunter.  “Somebody above his weight had pitched into him and knocked him about.  Poor old Franky!  If I’d been there I’d have handled the chap for him and and given him a jolly good hiding!  Nugent ain’t much of a scrapper; he’s got plenty of pluck, you know, but he isn’t a hefty fellow.  Rotten trick for a fellow to pitch into him, wasn’t it?”
  Wharton’s cheeks burned.
  “I fancy his mater will jump when she sees his face,” rattled on Bunter.  “ and his sisters, too.  Amy and Cissy think a lot of Frank.  I wonder who he was scrapping with!  Do you know, Wharton?”
  The captain of the Remove did not seem to hear.
  “Looks like more snow.” remarked Raby, by way of changing the painful subject.  
  “You should have seen his nose---“went on Bunter.
  “By the way, I’ve been wanting to see you, Bunter.” said Jimmy Silver.  “you told Nugent you had lost his telegram at my place.  He come over us today on his bike to ask me about it, as I suppose you know.  You never dropped it at the Priory.”
  Bunter squirmed uncomfortably.
  Had he been a little less obtuse he might have foreseen that jimmy silver would mention the telegram when he saw him again.  Certainly Bunter did not want it mentioned in the presence of Harry Wharton.
  “Oh, that’s all right, Silver!” said the Owl of the Remove hurriedly.  “It wasn’t important---it doesn’t matter.”
  “Nugent seemed to think that it mattered.” said Jimmy rather sharply.  “You told him you dropped it in the music room at the Priory, and when the chaps came over yesterday we had no end of a hunt---asking everybody in the house about it.  It wasn’t found, and you certainly never did drop it there.  Can’t you remember what you did with it?”
  Harry Wharton sat very still in his corner.
  A lost telegram!  Was it possible---was it barely possible--- Had he made a terrible mistake, after all?
  His eyes fixed on Bunter, who avoided his glance.  The uneasiness of the Owl of the Remove was manifest.  Bunter was wishing from the bottom of his fat heart that he had not “stuck” the Rookwooders for a lift home in their car.
  “Oh, never mind!” gasped Bunter.  “The fact is, now I come to think of it, it blew away.”
  “Blew away!” ejaculated Lovell.
  “Yes---these winds, you know---”
  “But if it blew away, why the thump did you tell Nugent you dropped it at Jimmy’s place?” exclaimed Raby.
  “I---I didn’t---”
  “Eh?”
  “I---I mean he was asking me about it and waking me up, and I had to shut him up somehow, you know; he wouldn’t let me go to sleep---” 
  “Well, my only hat!”
  “I say, you fellows it---it looks like rain---I mean snow!” stammered Bunter, anxious to get away from the subject.  
  Wharton found his voice.
  “What’s this about a lost telegram?” his voice was husky.  “It may have been mine.  I telegraphed to Nugent on---”
  “Oh, it wasn’t yours!” exclaimed Bunter hastily
  “How do you know?”
  “Franky was expecting a wire from Squiff---it was from Squiff---”
  “How the thump do you know whom it was from?” asked Jimmy Silver.  “It was lost on opened---or so I understood.”
  “Yes, exactly---of course---”
  “Do you fellows know when the telegram came?” asked Harry.
  “It came on Friday.” said Jimmy Silver.  “Nugent and his friends were spending the day at my place, and it came after they’ve left home.  Bunter was up late, and he came on after them and brought it for Nugent---and lost it before Nugent saw it.”
  “Oh!” muttered Wharton.
  “Of course, it mayn’t have been important---but it may have been.” said Jimmy. “Bunter oughtn’t to have lost it;  and I are really think he might try to remember when and how he did it.  It might be found yet.”
  Wharton sat still, his face very pale.
  Nugent had not seen his telegram---Nugent had not known that he was in Wold that Saturday.
  That fact leaped to his mind.
  He understood now.
  He understood Frank’s anger and indignation, which had puzzled and angered him.  He had never seen the telegram; he did not know that Wharton had wired from Nice at all.
  It was a crushing discovery.
  “Oh, don’t worry !” said Bunter.  “It’s all right, I tell you!  Nugent will get it all right.  He told his father about it, and Mr. Nugent is going to apply to the Post Office on Monday for a copy of it.  So there’s nothing to worry about.”
  “Oh, I dare say it’s all right, then!” said Jimmy.  “Of course, he can always get a new copy from the Post Office by paying a fee.  All the same---”
  Jimmy checked himself, remembering that it would be far from polite to tell Bunter what he thought of him
  The car ran on through the growing dusk
  Bunter blinked several times uneasily at Wharton; but the captain of the remove did not speak to him, a look at him again---much to his relief.
  Wharton did not utter a word more during the journey; he was almost dazed by the discovery he had made, and plunged into deep and miserable thought.  He had come back from France determined that any further trouble with his friends should not be by his fault---determined that his passionate temper should not betray him again; that he would not be suspicious or prompt to take offence.  And this was the outcome.
  Certainly he had been right in his conviction that the telegram must have been delivered at Nugent’s house; certainly not later than Friday morning.  That much was certain.  But he could not possibly have surmised what had happened to it afterwards.
  But he knew---he knew---that he ought to have trusted his friend more.
  He knew it, with a bitter, self accusing conviction.  He ought to have surmised anything, believed anything, rather than that his old chum had deliberately insulted and ignored him and his offer of reconciliation.
  No wonder Frank had been indignant; no wonder his long tried patience had failed at last
  The car stopped.
  Billy Bunter alighted at the gate of the Oaks.  Wharton glanced from the car at the lighted windows of the house beyond the frosty trees.  There were his friends---there was Nugent, his face marked by angry blows.  Wharton shivered at that thought.  There were his estranged friends---estranged now beyond hope.
  “Now for home!” said Jimmy Silver.
  The car ran on towards the priory.  The lights of Nugent’s home vanished behind in the December darkness.

               THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER.

                  Frank Nugent’s Last Word!

“FROM---from Wharton!”
  Frank Nugent muttered the words.
  It was the following day.  Frank stood with a slip of paper in his hands---the official copy of the lost telegram.

     “Returning.  Arrive Blue Lion, Wold, Saturday.  Will you come there for me?
                                                                                                   Harry Wharton.

  That was the telegram, which Frank should have received on Friday morning---which he would have received on Friday afternoon but for Billy Bunter’s meddling inquisitiveness.
  Bob cherry whistled softly.
  “So that accounts!” he said.
  “The accountfulness is terrific!” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh.  “The esteemed and ludicrous Wharton offered the excellent olive branch, but the receiving was a boot on the other leg. The misapprehendfulness was great.”
  Johnny Bull gave a grunt.
  “It’s pretty clear now.” he said.  “That’s how the Rookwood chaps happened to meet Wharton yesterday---he was hanging about in Wold.  Why couldn’t he come on here!”
  “Why?” said Frank bitterly.
  “Well, we’re left Greyfriars on rather rusty terms.” said Bob Cherry tolerantly.  “He mightn’t have felt sure about his reception here, you know.”
  And why were we on rusty terms?” said Nugent.  “Whose fault was that?”
  “Wharton’s, I suppose. But---”
  Nugent compressed his lips.
  “This makes it clear; but it makes no difference.” he said.  “You fellows can do as you like, of course, but I’m fed-up, for one.  Lots of fellows have told me I was a fool to put up with Wharton’s temper.  The very first day he came to Greyfriars I had a fight with him in the railway train.  Now I’ve had another fight with him---and it’s going to be the last trouble between us, if I can help it.  When we get back to Greyfriars I shall change my study and keep my distance.”
  “Franky, old man!” murmured Bob.
  “I mean that!” said Nugent quietly.  “I don’t bear any grudge---I hope I don’t, at least---but I’m fed-up, and I don’t want any more.  You fellows can do as you like.”
  “It’s nearing Christmas.” said Bob hesitatingly.  “On---on Christmas, you know---”
  He paused.
  Nugent made no answer.  He thrust the crumpled slip of paper into his pocket, and walked away by himself.  Billy Bunter came out of the house, blinked at the grave-faced juniors, and rolled away after Nugent.
  “I say, Franky---”
  “Don’t worry!” snapped Frank.
  “If that’s what you call being polite to a guest, Nugent, I can only say that your ideas of politeness ain’t the same as mine.” said Billy Bunter, with a great deal of dignity.
  Nugent breathed hard.  He was in no mood for Bunter just then.  But he constrained himself to be as civil as possible to this unwelcome guest.
  “What is it?  What do you want?” he asked.
  “That he young rotter, Dicky--!” began Bunter.
  “Do you mean my brother?” growled Frank.  “Don’t call him names, Bunter.”
  “Well, I can tell you I’m getting fed up with him.” said Bunter warmly, “and his friends too.  I really think, Nugent, you needn’t have had a gang of Second Form fags here when I was coming.  You might have known that I shouldn’t care for it.”
  “Is that all?” snapped Nugent.
  “Making out that I was reading a letter.” said Bunter.  “I picked it up to see if it was for me, and the flap came open, and---”
  “So you’ve been prying into the letters!”
  “Oh, really, Nugent!”
  “Perhaps that’s how you came to lose my telegram.” exclaimed Nugent, a sudden suspicion coming into his mind.  “Did you open that, too, you fat rascal?”
  “Oh, blow your telegram!” said Bunter preevishly.  “I’ve heard enough about that telegram, I can tell you---you and the other chaps, and your blessed pater, and Jimmy Silver---as if a telegram had never been lost before.  What the thump did it matter, too?  You didn’t want to see Wharton!”
  “Wharton!” repeated Nugent.
  “You saw him yesterday.” said Bunter.  “My belief is that it was Wharton you were scrapping with.”
  “How did you know the telegram was from Wharton if you didn’t open it?” said Nugent, between his teeth.
  “I---I didn’t---”
  “You’ve just said so.”
  “I---I meant---”
  “So you opened the telegram, and read it.” said Frank, his face growing hard and dark.  “I might have guessed as much; and you never lost it---you didn’t dare let me know you’d opened it.”
  Nugent comprehended at last what had happened to the telegram.
  “Oh, really, Nugent---”
  “You don’t know the harm you’ve done.” said Frank, breathing hard.
  “No harm that I can see, old chap.  You didn’t want Wharton here, I suppose.  Did you want to scrap with him here instead of at Amesbury?” said Bunter, with fat sarcasm.  “Swanking cad---do him good to kick his heels at the Blue Lion, in my opinion.”
  “So you knew---”
  “I didn’t---I mean---that is to say---”
  “You needn’t say any more, Bunter.” said Frank Nugent, pale with anger.  “I’m going out now for an hour---”
  “I’ll come with you, old fellow.”
  “When I come back!” said Nugent, unheeding, “I shall expect to find you gone.”
  “Eh?”
  “If you’re still here!” said Nugent deliberately, “I shall kick you out of the house, and, if necessary, all the way to the railway station.  I wish I’d taken Bob’s advice and done it the first day.  I mean it, Bunter---if you know what’s good for you, you’ll clear, quick!”
  “I---I say---” stuttered Bunter.
  Nugent turned his back on him, and walked away.  Billy Bunter was left rooted to the ground, staring after him through his big spectacles, in a state of great dismay.  That Frank was “soft,” and could be imposed upon to almost any extent, was Bunter’s fixed belief; but he realised now that there was a limit---it was borne in upon his fat mind that Nugent meant every word he had said.
  “Oh dear!” murmured Bunter.  “Oh, my hat!  Beast!  Oh dear!”
  Nugent walked on with a moody brow.  He was still feeling the effects of the hapless flight of the previous day, and he was not in a cheery mood.  He wanted to be alone just then; and he tramped along the snowy road, heedless of where he was going.
  “Nugent!”
  Frank started suddenly, and looked up.  His fat face flushed at the sight of Harry Wharton.
  “You!” he muttered.
  Wharton came eagerly towards him.
  “Frank, old man!” I---I’ve found out about the telegram.  I---I know now that you never had it---”
  Nugent’s face set.
  “I’ve had a copy of it from the post office this morning.” he said coldly.
  “Then---then you know---”
  “Well?”
  Nugent’s voice was cold and hard.
  Harry Wharton breathed quickly.
  “I’m at the Priory now!” he said.  “Jimmy Silver has asked me to stay over Christmas.  I---I came out this way in the hope of coming across you, Frank---I couldn’t come to your house.”
  “I should think not!” said Frank bitterly.
  “It was a mistake!” said Harry.  “I--- I thought you’d had my telegram, and---and---and---”
  “It was like you to think so.” said Nugent.
  “What?” 
  “It was like you.  You thought I’d your telegram, and turned you down in a rotten, caddish way.  Do you think I’d have thought the same, in your place?”
  “I’m sorry.” said Wharton, in a low voice.  “You wanted me to apologise yesterday, Frank---well, I apologise now.”
  Nugent’s face did not soften.
  “Yes, I dare say---words don’t cost very much.” he said.  He passed his hand over his bruised face.  “Can you take that back---or do you think of few words will set it right, as soon as it occurs to you but you’ve been a hasty, hot tempered fool?”
  “Frank!”
  “We’ve said enough, I think.  said Nugent icily, and he turned his back on Wharton, and walked away towards his home. ”
  Harry Wharton looked after him for some moments, his own face hardening.  Then he, too, turned away.

     *   *   *   *   *
  Billy Bunter was gone when Frank Nugent reached home.  Like the gentleman in Macbeth, the Owl of the Remove had stood not upon the order of his going, but gone are once.  And the fat junior’s departure certainly did not detract from the cheeriness of Frank Nugent’s Christmas party.
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