
                THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

            Bunter Attends the Meeting! 

BILLY BUNTER came along the Remove passage at Greyfriars on tip-toe. 
  He paused at the door of Study No. 1, and blinked up the passage and down the passage through his big spectacles. 
  Like Moses of old, he looked this way and that way, and there was no man. 
  Billy Bunter indulged in a fat chuckle, and opened the study door. 
  Study No. 1 was empty. 
  A cheery fire burned in the grate. There was an unusual number of chairs in the room 
—at least six or seven. On the table was a large dish, on which reposed a pile of jam tarts. 
  Billy Bunter’s eyes glistened through his glasses. 
  “Beasts!” he murmured.  “Not a word to me about it! Special meeting concerning the Christmas holidays, and keeping me in the dark! Beasts! Jam tarts, too! They know I like jam tarts. If I hadn’t happened to hear Bob Cherry speaking to Linley, I shouldn’t have known a word about it. Beasts!” 
  Billy Bunter tiptoed into the study and closed the door softly behind him. 
  The study was evidently prepared for the special meeting, but the speciaI meeting had not yet arrived. Outside, in the old quadrangle, the snow was falling, and the walls and roofs of Greyfriars were gleaming white. From the dusky old quad came merry shouts. A snowball battle was raging there. Harry Wharton & Co. of the Remove had cornered Coker of the Fifth, and the great Coker was having the time of his life. 
  But Billy Bunter wasn’t interested in snowball battles. Exertion of that kind was not in his line at all. 
  He was interested in that special meeting which was to take place in Study No 1, and which was to concern the Christmas holiday.  He was still more interested in the jam tarts. As he stood by the table he was listening carefully for footsteps in the passage. Meanwhile, he was busy with the tarts. The big pile on the dish diminished with astonishing rapidity. 
  “My hat! These are sinply prime!” murmued Bunter, pausing a moment to take breath after the fourth tart. “Beasts, to leave me out of it, after all I’ve done for ‘em! Making arrangements for the Christmas holidays, too—without considering me! They know jolly well that I ain’t booked up for Christmas yet. That silly ass Mauleverer won’t give me a chance of speaking to him on the subject—not That I want to go home with him! Toddy says he wouldn’t be found dead with me at Christmas, or any other time, if he could help it. Toddy’s a beast! They’re all beasts—but these are jolly good tarts! Prime! And we’ll jolly well see whether I’m going to be left out of the meeting.” 
  Billy Bunter’s jaws worked rapidly while he looked round the study for place of concealment. Harry Wharton & Co. had committed the unpardonable omission of leaving Bunter out of the special meeting. 
  Not that the meeting was any business of Bunter’s, but he made it his business, 
  Greyfriars was breaking up on the following day for the Christmas holidays, and Bunter’s holiday had to be considered. 
  Consideriug Bunter’s many accounts of the palatial splendours of his home, it was a little remarkable that he did not wish to spend his vacation there. But he didn’t. 
  There were loud shouts from the quadrangle, and Bunter flattened his fat little nose against the frosty window-pane, and blinked out. Coker of the Fifth was fleeing for his life—the great Coker was running as if on the cinder-path—and after him were a crowd of merry juniors, pelting him with snowballs. 
  “Yarooh!” Coker was roaring. “You cheeky young villains! Gerrogh !“ 
  “Pile in!” roared Bob Cherry. “This is Coker’s farewell benefit. Go it !“ 
  “Give him socks!”  
  “There’s one for his nob!” 
  “Hooray! Right on his wicket!” 
  “Yaroooh!” roared Coker. 
  He disappeared into the porch of the School House. Bunter chuckled at the study window. The sight of the great Coker in disorderly flight was exhilarating. 
  “Now the beasts will be coming in!” murmured Bunter. “Where the dickens—” 
  There was a screen in the corner of the study, but Bunter was wider than the screen. It was not much use hiding there. The cupboard was too small for his ample proportions. There was only one resource—he dived under the table. It was high time, for loud footsteps and cheery voices could be heard in the Remove passage. 
  The tablecloth was fortunately—for Bunter—on the table, and it descended within a foot of the floor. Billy Bunter crouched under the middle of the table, screened from view, unless any of the fellows should happen to stoop down. In that case his feet would certainly have been revealed. 
  But Bunter hat to chance that. It was necessary for him to know what plans were going to be laid at that special meeting concerning the Christmas holidays—at least, Bunter regarded it as necessary. And he was not troubled with any scruples about getting his information in this way. It was not at all a new departure for the Peeping Tom of Greyfriars. 
  The study door came open with a bang. 
  A cheery party of juniors poured into the study. Harry Wharton, the captain of the Remove, and Frank Nugent, the two Removites who shared the study, came in. They were followed by Bob Cherry, Johnny Bull, and Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Here we are again!” said Bob Cherry. “We’re late for the giddy meeting!” 
  “Nobody else here yet.” said Wharton. 
  “Late for the tarts, too!” exclaimed Nugent. “Who’s been scoffing the tarts? I put two dozen there. Now there’s only eleven—twelve—fourteen.” 
  “That fat bounder Bunter’s been here.” 
  “The cheeky porpoise!” exclaimed Wharton. “Those tarts were a little light refreshment for the meeting.” 
  “Thank goodnes he ] hasn’t taken the lot, then!” said Bob Cherry. “I expect he heard us coming, and bolted. I’ll try one myself. It makes me hungry snowballing Coker.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Here comes Marky!” 
   Mark Linley came into the study. 
  “Sorry I’m late,” said the Lancashire lad, with a smile. “Only a few minutes, I think,” 
  “All serene. Where are those other bounders?” 
  “Here’s one of them!” said a cheery voice at the door, and Sampson Quincy Iffley Field, otherwise known as Sqiff, came in. The Australian junior was rubbing snow out of his hair. 
  “Grooh!”  he remarked. “It’s cold. Not much like our Christmasses down under, this! All the merry meeting here now?” 
  “No, there’s two more to come.” said Harry Wharton —Toddy and Dutton. Here they come!” 
  Peter Todd and Tom Dutton arrived.  The meeting was now complete, and Harry Wharton shut the door. Most of the fellows were looking curious. The meeting had been called, and they had come, but they were not yet aware of its object, excepting that it concerned the Christmas holidays. 
  “Well, here we are!” said Peter Todd. “What’s the meeting for? To scoff these tarts? I don’t mind. Have a tart, Button?” 
  “Certainly I” said Tom Dutton, looking round. Dutton was deaf. “Where is it?” 
  “Here they are, fathead!”
  “They are tarts.” said Ton. “I don’t see any mutton.” 
  “Oh, dear!” said Squiff. Put a tart in his mouth and keep him quiet. Now, what’s the meeting about? Is it a giddy secret?” 
  “Well, not exactly a secret,” said Wharton, “but we’re keeping it rather dark, because—because we don’t want it jawed up and down Greyfriars. Might look like—like swank, perhaps.” 
  “This is getting interesting.” remarked Todd. “I’ll have another tart. Get on with the washing.” 
  “The fact is, I’ve got an idea 
  “Glad to hear it.” said Peter affably. “I’ve wondered sometimes, whether you’d ever have one.” 
  “Don’t be funny, Toddy. This is quite serious. And if you fellows don’t catch on to the idea, don’t talk it up and down the passage. I don’t want it jawed about—and, especially, don’t let that chattering ass Bunter get hold of it!” 
  Right—ho!”  
  Under the table Billy Bunter grinned. The “chattering ass Bunter” was nearer than the captain of the Remove imagined. But Billy Bunter did not make a sound. Like the celebrated Brer Fox, he lay low and said “nuffin.” The meeting were busy with the tarts, the snowballing of Coker in the quad having given them sharpened appetites. But they were generously prepared to hear the captain of the Remove expound his idea while they disposed of the light refreshment.

                   THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                          A Great Scheme! 

“GENTLEMEN—” began Wharton. 
  “Hear, hear!” said the meeting cordially. And Peter Todd added “Adsum!”  Peter Todd was always a little humorous, even on the most serious occasions. 
  “Gentlemen, I’ve got a ripping idea!” 
  “Good!” ejaculated Squiff. 
  “Why, you haven’t heard what it is yet!” 
  “I was alluding to the tarts. Go on!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Gentlemen, the Christmas holidays are upon us. To-morrow Greyfriars breaks up, and for a time we say farewell to these distant spires, these antique towers!” 
  “Bravo !“ 
  “Wharton ought to be in the House of Commons,” said Bob Cherry, with conviction. “He could jaw their heads off!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Do shut up and listen! Gentlemen, this Christmas will be rather different from ordinary Christmases.” 
  “Not at all like a common or garden Christmas.” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Not at all,” said Wharton, who—as his chums suspected, at least—had prepared a little address for the meeting in advance. War is raging on land and sea. In France and Flanders, in the Dardanelles and Serbia, in Africa and Mesopotamia, the British Empire is at grips with a barbarous foe.” 
  “Hear, hear!”
  “Ergo—” 
  “That’s Latin.” interjected Bob Cherry. 
  “Ergo,” shouted Wharton—” therefore—” 
  “Translations while you wait!” murmured Nugent. 
  “Therefore, my idea is that we should not pass the Christmas holiday in the usual way. We can’t, as a matter of fact. Look at me, f’rinstance—” 
  “Put a mask on first!” murmured Peter Todd. 
  “Will you shut up, Toddy? Look at me! My uncle’s at the Front, killing Germans, and my aunts superintending a hospital at the base. Look at Bob Cherry! His father’s out with French, killing Germans. Look at Johnny! His father’s in Egypt—” 
  “Killing mosquitoes!” said Johnny Bull.
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Then look at Nugent! His father’s in the War Office—” 
  “Killing time!” said Nugent. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared the meeting. 
  “I’ve been thinking it over,” continued Wharton. “Of course, even in war-time its everyone’s duty to have a merry Christmas if he can. No good pulling a long face, The Tommies are keeping the Huns out for us, and they expect us to keep merry and bright!” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “All the same, this Christmas will be a bit out of the common, and I’ve got an idea, and that is that, instead of enjoying ourselves as usual, we should think of looking for some work—some kind of war work—” 
  “Great Scott!” 
  “Spending our holiday, or part of it, in work that will help.” said Wharton steadily.  “I think it’s the least we can do. What the dickens! The baker and the milkman and the plumber have gone to the war, fighting our battles! They won’t let us go; the War Office don’t want schoolboys like us.” 
  “They don’t want ‘em,” remarked Nugent, “but they need ‘em.” 
  “We can’t go to the Front, but we can do something at home, and that’s my idea.” 
  “Jolly good idea,” said Squiff, “if there’s anything to do! Blessed if I know how to knit woollen comforters, though!” 
  “Marjorie showed me how to knit socks once,” said Bob Cherry thoughtfully, “but she said I spoiled the sock.” 
  “I don’t mind sending my spare cigarettes to the Tommies,” suggested Peter Todd. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Or we might apply for jobs as advisers to the War Office.” suggested Johnny Bull. “I’m not at all satisfied with this War Office.” 
  “Good egg!” said Nugent heartiIy. “There’s quite a lot of things I should like to mention to Kitchener!” 
  “We could stump the country on conscription.” said Mark Linley thoughtfully. “My idea is to raise the military age, so as to bag all the old johnnies of fifty and sixty who are so keen to send the young johnnies to the war.” 
  “Hear, hear!” said Bob Cherry. “I shall certainly mention that to Kitchener—if I get that job as adviser.” 
  Harry Wharton rapped on the table with a ruler. His splendid scheme for the Christmas holidays was not receiving the attention and respect it merited. 
  “Order!” he rapped out. “Listen to me!” 
  “Pile in, old scout!” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
   The tarts were finished, and the meeting prepared to give the captain of the Remove their undivided attention. 
  “I’ve called you chaps together because we’re all more or less stranded.” said Wharton. “My home is shut up, so is Bob’s.  Squiff’s people are in Australia; Toddy’s father is on some legal business somewhere in France; Johnny’s mater has gone with his pater. I don’t know about Dutton” 
  “Dutton’s coming with me wherever I go.” said Peter. 
  “And where arc you going?” 
  “Well, Cousin Alonzo is going to Uncle Benjamin’s.” said Peter. “I was thinking of the same. But I think I rather like your idea best.” 
  “And you, Marky?” 
  “I’m with you.” said Mark Linley. “My father’s on munitions at a place fifty miles from home, and the mater’s with him in lodgings. Blake asked me to go home with him, along with Tom Brown and Vernon-Smith, but I’ll join your party with pleasure if there’s work to be done. Rake won’t mind a bit.” 
  “We couldn’t possibly spare you, Marky.” said Bob Cherry at once. “If we’re going to work, you’ll have to show us how to. You’re the only chap here who’s ever done any honest work.” 
  The scholarship junior laughed. 
  “The only work I know is factory work, and I don’t think you’d pick that up in a day or two.” he said. “I don’t think we should have much chance at munitions.” 
  “I suppose we shouldn’t.” agreed Wharton. “I’d like to lend a hand at making shells; it would he next best thing to sloggng the Huns ourselves. But I’m afraid that’s N.G. But there arc other things.” 
  “Well, what’s the wheeze?” 
  “We can earn money.” 
  “Filthy lucre!” said Peter Todd. 
  “Not for ourselves, ass!” said Wharton “Money for war funds; money to help the soldiers. F’rinstance, look at the prisoners in Germany! They don’t get enough to eat. The Huns put ‘em on short commons; the rotters themselves don’t have too much to eat in these days, as a matter of fact. Well, suppose we earned a lot of money, and sent big Christmas hampers to the prisoners in Germany.” 
  “Hooray!” 
  “That’s a thing that’s worth working for, anyway.” 
  “I should. jolly well say so!” said Bob Cherry heartily. “I’d work my little finger off for that! But how—” 
  “‘Tain’t so jolly easy to get jobs.” said Johnny Bull. “And we couldn’t take other people’s jobs away.” said Nugent. “That wouldn’t be playing the game.’ 
  “That’s the question.” said Wharton. “But we’ve got to decide first whether we’re going to do it, and then we’ll decide what we’re going to do. Now, then, hands up for spending the Christmas holiday on war work!”
  Every hand went up at once. Wharton looked over the enthusiastic assembly with an expression of great satisfaction. 
  “Carried unanimously!” said Squiff. 
  “Hear, hear!”
  “Done!” said Wharton. “Now, that’s settled. Now, all we’ve got to do is to decide on the kind of work we’re going to do, and set about it.” 
  “All!” murmured Johnny Bull. 
  “It is a wheezy good idea!” said Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “I suggestfully recommend a vote of thankfulness to the esteemed Wharton for the nobby wheeze !“ 
  “We haven’t got our jobs yet!” grinned Bob. 
  “Only keep it a bit dark.” said Harry, “I think it’s a ripping idea myself, but some fellows might think it rather swanking, you know—might think we were after the limelight. A good many people are nowadays.” 
  “Not a giddy syllable.” said Johnny Bull. “Not a word outside the study. Besides, we should look duffers if it didn’t come off.” 
  “Not a word to Bunter especially. He’s in your study, Toddy.” 
  “Rely on me.” 
  “Have you finished?” asked Tom Dutton, speaking for the first time. 
  “Well, I think we’ve about finished.” said Harry. 
  “Then what’s it all about?” 
  “Eh?”
  “You fellows speak in such mumbling voices that a chap can’t hear a word!” said Dutton. “Have you been discussing something?” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “You put up your hand with the rest!” roared Wharton. 
  “I! I never pointed my hand to the west that I know of. If you mean putting up my hand, I did that because Toddy did. Toddy said I was to follow his lead.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I don’t see anything to cackle at!” said Tom crossly. “I believe you’ve been mumbling on purpose, just to make out that I’m deaf!” 
  “Not at all.” 
  “Rot! You needn’t bawl! Just speak in au ordinary voice, and I hear you all right. I’m not deaf—slightly hard of hearing, that’s all.” 
  “Take him away, and roar at him, Toddy!” gasped Wharton. “Or write it down for him. It’s all right, Dutton—Toddy’s going to write it!”
  “Sha’n’t!” said Dutton firmly. 
  “What?” 
  “I’m not going to fight Toddy. What’s Toddy done?” 
  “Oh, crumbs! I didn’t say anything of the sort!” yelled Wharton. 
  “I don’t see why you think I ought.” 
  “I tell you I didn’t say—”
  “Go away? What did you ask me for, then?” 
  “Help!” cried Wharton. 
  “Why, you cheeky fathead, I’ll teach you to call me a whelp!” exclaimed Dutton; and he made a rush at the captain of the Remove. 
  “Here—keep off!—hold him! yelled Wharton. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  The meeting was in convulsions, and no one held Tom Dutton. He grasped the captain of the Remove, and they waltzed round the table and bumped into it. There was a crash as the dish slid off, and was shattered on the fender. Then another crash as the table went flying. 
  Then there was a yell. 
  “Yow-ow-w-ow!” 
  “Bunter!” shrieked Bob Cherry. 
  Billy Bunter was revealed. 

                  THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

                          The Secret Out! 
BILLY BUNTER squatted on the carpet and blinked. 
  The overturning of the study-tab1e had revealed the Owl of the Remove to the startled 
eyes of the juniors. Bunter had lain very low; he had not made a sound; and no one had learned of his presence at the special meeting. But he was revealed now with a vengeance. 
  “Bunter!” roared Bob Cherry. 
  “Eavesdropping as usual!” shouted Peter Todd. “Gimme the poker !” 
  “Jump on him!” 
  “Squash him!” 
  He’s heard the whole bizney! Brain him!” 
  Billy Bunter leaped to his feet with a yell of alarm. He dodged round Wharton and Dutton, who were still clasping one another like long-lost brothers. 
  “Here, you keep off!” roared Bunter. “I—I haven’t heard a word—not a single syllable! I don’t know anything about Wharton’s idea—I haven’t the faintest suspicion of what you’re planning! Keep off !” 
  “Drag this idiot off, Toddy, or I shall scalp hint!” yelled Wharton. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Peter Todd and Squiff grasped Dutton and dragged him off. He was still breathing wrath, 
  “Shut up!” Toddy roared in his ear. “It’s all a mistake!” 
  “Rubbish! My eye’s all right--I don’t need a steak! Lemme go! I’ll teach that cheeky idiot to call me a whelp!”
  “He didn’t!” shrieked Peter Todd 
  “Oh, didn’t he?” said Dutton. “Well, I heard him! Hallo! How did Bunter get here? Oh, I see—it was Bunter that he was calling a whelp, was it?” 
  “No!” 
  “Know? How should I know, when I didn’t see Bunter? I beg your pardon, Wharton! 1 thought you were alluding to me.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Not that I approve of the expression at all,” said Dutton. “Bunter’s an eavesdropping cad, but whelp’s a rather stiff expression. Still, if you were alluding to Bunter, all right!” 
  “For goodness’ sake don’t explain!” gasped Peter Todd. “Let it go at that! Now let’s slaugher Bunter for spying!” 
  “Oh, really, Toddy, I wasn’t spying—you know I’d squirm to do anything of the sort!” 
  “What were you doing under the table, then?  ” demanded Bob Cherry. 
  “I—I had just stooped down to—to tie my bootlace.”
  “And that’s where the tarts went I” exclaimed Nugent. “The fat !”ounder’s scoffed the tarts, and heard all we’ve said! Now it will te all over the school!” 
  “I sha’n’t say a word, of course, Nugent! In fact. I haven’t heard anything.  Besides, I think Wharton’s idea is rotten! I shall certainly refuse to join your party for Christmas if you’re going to work! Never heard of such a fatheaded idea!” 
  “You won’t join the party right enough!” growled Wharton. “I wonder if it’s any good making the fat beast promise to keep it dark!” 
  “I should be willing to give my word—the word of a Bunter!” said the Owl of the Remove loftily. “By the way, Harry, old chap—” 
  “Chuck it, you fat worm!” 
  “Harry, old chap,” repeated Bunter, feeling that the possession of the little secret made him master of the situation—“Harry, dear boy, I really came here to see you to mention that I’m expecting a postal order—”
  “My hat!” 
  “It will be for a pound— a titled relation of mine, you know! He always whacks out handsomely at Christmas--time! There’s been some delay in the post— those women postmen they employ now, I suppose—anyway, it hasn’t come yet. 1 suppose you fellows could let me have the quid. Of course, I’ll hand you the postal-order immediately it comes.” 
  The chums of the Remove simply glared at Bunter. That he should work off his famous postal-order story on them who knew him so well was really the limit! 
  “Kick him out!” growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh. really, Bull—if you fellows can’t oblige a chap like that, I don’t see that I’m called upon to keep your blessed secrets!” 
  “Price of silence, one pound!” grinned Bob Cherry. “As Bunter would chatter, anyway, we’ll save the quid and wallop Bunter!” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “I—I could do with five shillings!” 
  “Hand me that cushion!”
  “Half-a-crown !“ 
  “Plank him over the armchair” 
  “A bob!” !” yelled Bunter. 
  Whack! Whack! Whack! 
  “Yow-ow-ow-oooop! I say, you fellows, I won’t say a word! Yaroooh! I’ll jolly well tell all the Remove’! Leggo! Yoooop! Yawwwp!”
  Whack! Whack! Whack! 
  “Yaroooh! Help! Fire !” 
  “There!” gasped Bob Cherry, throwing down thp cushion. “Next time you tie up your bootlace, Bunter, don’t do it under the study-table, or you’ll get some more. Now kick him out!” 
  “I say, you fellows—oh, crumbs! Yah!” 
  Bump! Billy Bunter rolled into the passage. 
  “Now all jump on him together!” said Bob. 
  “Ha, ha, ha! One—two——” 
  Bunter did not wait for “three.” He picked himself up and fled along the Remove passage. 
  “Now all the fat ‘s in the fire.” said Harry Wharton ruefully. “All the Remove will know about it in ten minutes, and we shall be chipped to death!” 
  “Well, it’s a jolly good idea, anyway.” said Mark Linley. “Let ‘em chip!” 
  “They will, whether we let ‘em or not!” grinned Bob Cherry, “Never mind! It’s all in the day’s work! We’re all backing you up. Wharton. All you’ve got to do is to find the job, and we’ll pile in.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “The pilefulness will be terrific! But where is the esteemed job?”
  “Echo answers where!” grinned Squiff. 
  “Pardon me, my esteemed Squiff, but echo would answer ‘job’ to my loquacious remark.” said Hurree Singh gently. “That is, unless the acoustical properties of this esteemed study are terrificaIly extraordinary !”
  “Got it!” shouted Squiff. 
  “Eh! Got what, fathead?” 
  “The idea—a job for Inky to begin with. Teaching English.” said Squiff. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  And the special meeting broke up—fully agreed upon backing up the captain of the Remove in his excellent “wheeze”; and also agreed upon leaving it to Harry Wharton to find the “job.” And, as it wanted only one day to breaking-up that allowance of time for finding that “job” was not extensive. 
  Meanwhile, Billy Bunter was retailing his discoveries up and down the Remove passage, and, considering what an excellent idea it was, it was received with merriment that was decidedly disrespectful. Somehow or other, the Removites could not quite picture the Famous Fivo in the role of war-workers. 
  When the chuus of the Remove came into the common room a little later, they found a crowd of juniors admiring a pen-and-ink keteh that was pinned on the wall—tee work of the humorous Skinner. It depicted a munitions factory being blown sky-high, and underneath was written: 
  “No.  1 Study lends a hand.” 
  And when Bob Cherry came into his study he found a ball of wool and a pair of knitting-needles on the table all ready for him. Whereat Bob Cherry snorted. Ripping as Harry Wharton’s great wheezp was, the Remove appeared determined to take it in a humorous spirit. 

                  THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                         A Call for Aid! 

“MASTER WHARTON!” 
  Trotter, the page, looked into the Remove dormitory, where several of the juniors were busy packing their boxes—Wharton among the rest. 
  “Hallo, Trotty!” 
  “You’re wanted, waster Wharton.” 
  “Hallo! War work already?” exclaimed Bolsover major. And there was a laugh. 
  “It’s a telephone call, Master Wharton.” said Trotter. “Mr. Quelch sent me to call you. The man’s holding the line.” 
  “Right-ho!” exclaimed Wharton, jumping up and slipping on his jacket. 
  “Is it a call from the Dardanelles, Trotty” asked Rake.  “Is Wharton wanted out there to superintend?” 
  “Or has French resigned, and asked them to sed for him?” chuckled Snoop. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “He, he, he!” echoed Billy Bunter. “Perhaps he’s wanted at the War Office. It may have got out that he’s willing to take on Kitchener’s job. He, he, he!” 
  Wharton’s handsome face was a little red as he hurried from the dormitory. He was quite satisfied that his scheme for the holidays was a good one, and the general hilarity of the Remove on the subject was a little disconcerting. He had been well advised in keeping it dark, but in that he reckoned without his host, in the person of William George Bunter. All Greyfriars knew about it now. 
  Mr. Quelch was in his study. The receiver was off the telephone. 
  “Someone has asked for you on the telephone, Wharton.” said the Remove-master. “As he says the matter is important, I have sent for you. You are at liberty to use the telephone.” 
  “Thank you, sir!” 
  The captain of the Remove took up the receiver. 
  “Hallo! Are you there?” 
  “Yes. Is that Wharton—Harry Wharton!” 
  “ Yes.” 
  “I understand that some of the Greyfriars boys, including yourself, have undertaken to do war work?” 
  Wharton started. 
  “That is so.” he replied. “I do not see how you can know it, though. Who are you?” 
  “Sergeant Flapp. I have heard it from a young gentleman belonging to your school. He came along and saw us in a fix here! We are snowed in, on the read to Wapshot Camp. We can’t get help in the village, and we want a digging party to help us out; the waggon, laden with ammunition, is in a snowdrift. It this is true about you boys being willing to help generally, you can’t do better than come along with spades and pile in. We may be here all night if we don’t get help.” 
  “Where are you now?” 
  “Post-office, Friardale. The waggon’s stuck half-way up Wapshot Lane.” 
  “Hold on a tick!” 
  Wharton turned to his form-master. The evening was drawing in, and it was late for Greyfriars fellows to go out. But Wharton was a fellow of his word. Digging a waggon out of a snowdrift in the middle of a snowstorm was not exactly pleasant work. But it was war work, anyway. Wharton was not a slacker. 
  “Mr. Quelch, can some of us go out?” 
  “For what reason, Wharton? It is late, and the weather s very bad.” said Mr. Quelch. “What business can you have out of doors at this hour?” 
  Wharton explained quickly. 
  The Form-master pursed his lips. 
  The weather is shocking,” he said. “Wapshot Lane must be inches deep in mud, as well as the snow. My dear boy—”
  “The fact is, sir, we’ve been planning to do war work during the holidays, and this sergeant chap has heard of it from one of our fellows.” said Harry. “If we don’t turn up, it looks like bragging, and then slacking, and we don’t mind the cold or the snow, sir. We’re not soft.” 
  “Very well, Wharton; you may go. Gosling will provide you with implements.” 
  “Thank you, sir!” 
  Wharton hurried out of the study. He returned in hot haste to the dormitory. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. “Was it a call from the Dardanelles, after all?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “It’s work.” said Harry. “Come on! Military waggon stuck in the snow in Wapshot Lane, and we’re going to help dig it out.” 
  “Oh, crumbs!” 
  “There’s a chance for you!” grinned Bolsover major. “Rally round, you giddy war-workers! Roll up!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  The chums of the Remove looked out of the Window at the fast-falling snow in the December dusk. Wharton was already changing into a pair of thick old boots, and evidently he expected the members of that “special meeting” in No. 1 Study to back him up. Bob Cherry put on his coat. Squiff and Mark Linley quickly followed his example. Then the rest of the special meeting followed suit. 
  “You’re really going?” exclaimed Hazeldene. 
  “The gofulness will be terrific!” said Hurree Singh. “You may come alsofull, my esteemed Hazel.” 
  “Not in this weather!” grinned Hazel. 
  “If you’re buried alive we’ll come along to-morrow and dig you out!” said Bolsover major. “Who’ll take a bet? Three to one they don’t go any further than the tuckshop in Friardale!”
  “He, he, he!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. hurried away, unheeding. A strong blast of wind came in at the door, laden with snowflakes, as they left the School House. Three or four fellows had to pile on the big door to get it shut again. The wind from the sea was shaking the old elms in the Close, and even at that distance they could hear the roar of the surf. The weather was wild on the North Sea. 
  “Oh, crumbs.” said Peter Todd, “this looks ripping!” 
  “The soldiers are out in it.” said Wharton. “Why not us as well?” 
  “Oh, quite so! Groooh!” 
  “Butt in!” said Bob Cherry cheerily. 
  Gosling, the porter, dealt with them from his window; he did not care to open his door. He stared at their request for spades, and informed them that they would find all the agrricultural implements there were in the woodshed. To the woodshed they proceeded—without Gosling. That gentleman preferred his warm fireside and his glass of gin-and-water. 
  Only four spades were to be had, and there were nine juniors in the party. But a couple of garden-forks, a rake, and a trowel completed their equipment. Thus accoutred, they marched down to the gates through the whirling snow and the howling wind. Gosling snorted as he came out to open the gates, and snorted still more loudly as he clanged them behind the juniors. 
  “Groooh!” said. Nugent. It s c-c-cold!” 
  The Tommies are facing this kind of thing at the Front,” said Harry. 
  “Not to mention Huns.” said Bob. “ We’re lucky; we’re let off the Huns, anyway. Hallo, hallo, hallo! Here’s another silly ass going out collecting colds in the nose!”
  A junior, muffled in coat and scarf, was coming from the village. He stopped as he met the Greyfriars party. 
  “Hallo! Where are you off to?” he exclaimed. 
  Skinner, by Jove!” said Johnny Bull. “What on earth are you doing out in this weather, Skinner?” 
  “I suppose we owe this to you?” grunted Todd. “I suppose it was you told the sergeant about our keenness after war work—what?” 
  “You don’t mean to say you’re really going!  ” ejaculated Skinner. 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  “The ratherfulness is—groogh—terrific!” 
  “My hat!” said Skinner. 
  “You come, too !“ said Wharton.. 
  Skinner chuckled. 
  “Thanks! I’m going to squat over the fire till bed-time.” 
  “Slacker!” growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh, I don’t suppose I should be much use!” said Skinner “Ta-ta! Best of luck!” 
  Skinner went on his way towards the school, grinning. Harry Wharton & Co. faced the lashing wind and tramped on. They reached Friardale, half buried in snow, and tramped through the village to Wapshot Lane. A mile up that steep lane was Wapshot Camp, and somewhere en route they expected to find Sergeant Flapp and his ammunition waggon. 
  Snow, beaten by the wind, was piled in great drifts along the hedges. Underfoot it was many inches deep. The nine juniors were white as ghosts themselves with clinging flakes. 
  War work, under these circumstances, was not enticing, but no consideration on earth would have induced the heroes of the Remove to give in, and to return to face the merriment of their Form-fellows. Besides, the men in khaki needed their help. They tramped on grimly. 
  Wharton halted at last, peering round him in the gloom. 
  “We’re more than halfway to the camp!” he exclaimed. “The sergeant said it was half-way. I don’t see any sign of them.” 
  “May have got the blessed thing out and gone,” said Bob.
  “Better keep on and see.” 
  The juniors tramped up the steep lane grimly. They kept their eyes well about them. There was no sign of men in khaki; no sign of an ammunition waggon upset in the snow-drifts. Wapshot Camp came in sight at last. The amateur war-workers were feeling a little discouraged. Certainly, if the men in khaki had got out; of their difficulty it was all to the good. But it was disappointing to arrive too late to be of any service. The spades were growing very heavy, too; the juniors shifted them from one arm to the other us they marched on. 
  “Well, here we are!” said Johnny Bull, as they arrived at the gate of the camp. 
  The gate was closed. 
  Just inside, a sentry in a huge coat occupied a sort of upright box. Harry Wharton called to him. 
  “Have they got in?” 
  “Hey?” said the man in the khaki coat, peering at them over the gate. “ What’s that?” 

  “The ammunition waggon that was upset; we’ve come to help dig it out.” explained Wharton. We were told it was half-way up to Wapshot.” 
  “Fust I’ve heard of it.” 
  Wharton jumped. 
  “Hasn’t there been an accident to an ammunition waggon in the lane?” he exelaiincd. 
  “Not that I know of.” The sentry peered at him. “Is this a lark, young ‘un? This isn’t the place for your larks, and don’t you forget it.” 
  “It isn’t a lark!” said Wharton indignantly, while his comrades stood round in dismay. We were telephoned about.  A sergeant Flapp. Do you know the name!” 
  “ Never heard it.” 
  “Were you expecting a waggon up here this evening?“ 
  “If we was I haven’t been told about it. I fancy somebody’s been pulling your leg, young ‘un.” 
  “Oh, my hat!”
  The sentry grinned over the gate. The Greyfriars crowd, in their coats and mufflers thick with snow, laden with spades and forks and a rake, looked rather a forlorn company. 
  “You’re sure they haven’t come in?” stammered Wharton. 
  “Quite sure.” 
  Then we’ve been spoofed!” 
  “Looks like it.” grinned the sentry. “Very good of you to come and lend a ‘and, all the same, young gentlemen.” 
  “Oh, crumbs! Good-night.” 
  “Good-night!” chuckled the sentry. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. turned away from the gate with feelings too deep for words. 

                  THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

                        A Good Turn! 

“SPOOFED!“ howled Peter Todd. 
  “Diddled!” 
 “ Dished!” 
  “The dishfulness is terrific!” Johnny Bull clenched his big fists. 
  “I’d like to be close to the funny idiot who telephoned!” he growled. 
  “Skinner!” yelled Bob Cherry. 
  “Skinner! My hat!” 
  “What did he go down to the village for in this weather?” demanded Bob. “ Wasn’t he grinning like a hyena when he passed us on the road? It’s one of Skinner’s blessed jokes—the beast!” 
  “I’ll joke him!” roared. Johnny Bull. 
  “Oh, the rotter!” groaned Wharton. 
  “Sergeant Flapp!” snorted Squiff.. “Sergeant rats! You, ought to have recognised his voice on the telephone, Wharton, you ass!”
  “Well, I—I didn’t. I suppose he disguised it.” Wharton’s eyes gleamed. “If it was Skinner, we’ll make him sit up when we get back!” 
  “When !“ groaned Nugent. “Two miles, and more —through this! I’m fed tip with war-work—this sort, anyway!”
  The amateur war-workers tramped down the lane with almost homicidal feelings towards the humorous Skinner. They had no doubt now that it was Skinner who bad called Wharton up on Mr. Quelch’s telephone. It was exactly one of his humorous efforts. Probably he had not expected the amateur war-workers to go out in such terrific weather; his scheme had been to make them look ridiculous, as they certainly would have looked, if they had refused the first offer of war-work. 
  Probably at that very moment Skinner & Co. were chuckling over their march through the snow. The juniors felt very anxious to get to close quarters with the humourist of the Remove. 
  They tramped and stumbled down the lane to the village, and then wearily along the road to Greyfriars.  Progress was slow in the wind and the snow, and the spades and forks and rakes seemed enormously heavy. There was only one consolation for the discomfitted war- workers—the prospect of what they would do to Skinner when they reached him. 
  But they were not destined to reach the humorous Skinner just yet. Half-way from the village to the school a light gleamed through the snow and the dusk in the middle of the road. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. Somebody’s had a breakdown, anyway Looks like a motor-smash.” 
  “Oh, blow it!” mumbled Peter Todd. “We haven’t come out to help blessed civilians.” 
  “Halt!” said Wharton. 
  “Look here———” 
  “Rats—halt!” 
  The Greyfriars party came to a halt as they reached the light in the road. It was a large motor-lamp, and it was stuck in the middle of the road, evidently as a warning to traffic that the ro ad was not clear. As they came up a wrathful voice came to their ears:
  “Good gad! Am I going to be stuck here all night?  William, you idiot, what’s going to be done?” 
  “‘Ave to get ‘elp, sir.” said a husky voice. 
  “Good gad ! Where’s help to be got in this howling wilderness—wbat?” 
  “Dunn, sir.” 
  “Do you know where you are, William?” 
  “Somewhere in Kent, sir.” 
  “Somewhere in Kent, you dummy?” 
  “Yes, sir.
  “Is  this the Lantham Road, or is this not the Lantham Road, William?” 
  “Dunno, sir!”
  “How far are we from Lantham now?” 
  “ Dunno, sir.” 
  “You don’t know! Why. you know that I’ve got to get to Lantham by nine o’clock—that I’m expected at the Theatre Royal at nine precisely?”
  “I dunno, sir.’ 
  “What are we going to do, William? You ass! You duffer! You dummy!” 
  “Dunno, sir.” 
  The juniors could not help grinning as they came up into the radius of light from the big motor-lamp.  Somebody was evidently in serious difficulties, and it was having an unfortunate effect upon his temper. A handsome car was tilted a little sideways in the snow. Two wheels were deep in a rut, unseen and unsuspected by the driver under its covering of thick snow. One side of the car was plunged deep in a heavy snowdrift. A fat gentleman, with a very red face, in a big overcoat with a fur collar, was standing beside the car, gesticulating wildIy The big fur-lined coat was open, and the juniors could see that he was in evening clotbes, with an expansive shirt –front, and a big diamond. 
  The chauffeur was standing with a somewhat nonchalant took. Evidently he considered it his duty to drive the car, not to extricate it from the mysterious ruts and snow drifts. It was plain at a glance that without help the car could not be extracted from its bed of snow. The chauffeur, having recognized the impossibility of the task; had given it up. He was taking it quite calmly. Apparently he recognized, also, the uselessness of excitement under the circumstances. Any amount of excitement could not possibly extract the car from the snowdrift. But the fat gentleman did not see eye to eye with the chauffeur. He was almost raving. But the chauffeur was undoubtedly right.  The fat gentleman’s raving had no perceptible effect upon the embedded motor-car. 
  “Was there ever such an idiot?” the fat gentleman ejaculated, apparently appealing to space. “Was there ever such an exasperating blockhead? Good gad!”
  “Perhaps we can help you, sir The fat gentleman spun round at Wharton’s voice. He groped for an eyeglass, stuck it in his eye, and stared at the juniors. In his present predicament, the sight of nine sturdy lads, armed with spades, forks, and a rake, must have appeared an astonishing godsend. ————
  “Good gad!” he ejaculated. “Thank goodness somebody appears to live in this awful wilderness! Young gentlemen, if you will help me I will reward you handsomely—handsomly!” 
  “Thanks, we don’t want any reward.” said Harry, laughing. “But we will certainly help you if we can!” 
  The fat gentleman seizcd his hknd and wrung it in a transport of gratitude. 
  “A thousand thanks! Look at me—stuck here, all night apparently, with an upset car and an imbecile chauffeur!” 
  The chauffeur grinned slightIy. “Well, I don’t quite see what the chauffeur could do, 
unless he could lift the car;” said Wharton, “and it would need five or six men to do that.” 
  “Am I on the Lantham road?” 
  “No fear! You must have taken the wrong turn in the village. You should have followed the Redclyffe road. This leads to Courtfield. ” 
  “What did I tell you, William “ roared the fat gentleman. 
  “ Dunno, sir.” 
  “ You took the wrong turnning, you blockhead!” 
  “ ‘Ow could a man ‘elp it in this ‘ere darkness, and without a sign of a finger-post for miles an’ miles, sir!” said William indignantly. “ It’s a bloomin’ miracle that we’ve got this fur from Luxford without being buried alive.  This here ain’t a night for goin’ cross country in a car, Mr. Whiftles!” 
  “ Am I, or am I not, bound to reach the Theatre Royal at Làntham by nine ó’clock?” shouted Mr. Whiffles. “ Am I, or am I nott, up to my neck in work for the Christmas pantomime at Lantham? Have I, or have I not, wasted on evening at Luxford looking for talent, and being disappointed?  Have I, or have I not, to complete the company of ‘Puss- in-Boots’ before Boxing Day, or take the consequences?” 
  To this tirade, which the fat gentleman delivered in a voice that rang across the snowy fields, William answered stolidly: 
  “Dunno, sir.”
  The juniors chuckled. The excitement of Mr. Whiffles, contrasted with the stolidcalm of the chauffeur, struck them as funny. 
  “Look at me!” exclaimed the exasperated Mr. Whiffles, appealing to the juniors. “Was. there ever a manager so worried by a blockheaded chauffeur? Here am I, faced by Boxing Day, and the pantomime company not half completed—not half, mind—to say nothing of rehearsaIs. Here am 1, after wasting half a day for nothing at Luxford, going back to see what can be done at Lantham1 and my chauffeur chooses this precise moment for upsettiug my car in the middle of a howling wiIderness -an uninhabited waste, ten thousand miles from everywhere!” 
  “Not quite so bad as that, sir,” said Bob Cherry cheerfully. “We came out to dig up a waggon that wasn’t upset, and we’ll dig up one that is upset, if you like. We’ll have that car out in a quarter of an hour.” 
  “Do so, and Montague Whiffles is your friend for life!” exclaimed the fat gentleman. “Come to the Theatre Royal, and ask me anything you like, and it is yours!”
  Bob Cherry grinned. It occurred, to him to ask the expansivc gentleman for his fur-lined overcoat; but he refrained. 
  “Is the car damaged?” asked Wharton. 
  “No. William has kindly refrained from wrecking the car,” said Mr. Whiffles, with a deep sarcasm that was wholly lost on the chauffeur. “Instead of running into a stonp wall or a tree, as he might have done if he had been in the humour, hc has simply upset the car 
in a snow-drift.” 
  “‘Ow you do talk, sir!” said William. “If these young gents will ‘elp, we’ll ‘ave the car hout in a jiffy.. The wheels are sunk in a deep rut, young gents, and it’s pitched into the drift, an Mr. Whiffles ought to be thankful as it ain’t smashed, and ‘im, too!” 
  The fat gentleman snorted. He was not in a thankful mood. 
  “Pile in, you fellows “ said Harry. 
  The Removites piled in willingly. 
  They had come out to help inaginary men in khaki, owing to the humorous proclivities of Harold Skinner; but here was someone in distress, and they were quite willing to help him out of it, though he was, as Toddy remarked, merely a civilian. 
  It was hard work, especially in the bitter wind, and with the snow falling on them in heavy flakes. But they were tough. 
  They started digging away the drift into which the car was plunged, the chauffeur taking one of the spades and helping, while Mr. Whiftles stood by, and surveyed the progress of the work through his eyeglass. 

                  THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                      Not So Funny 

HARRY WHARTON & Co. worked away with a will. Spades and forks, and the rake and the trowel, speedily made a clearance of the snow. 
  In about a quarter of an hour the car stood clear, save for the falling flakes. 
  Then it was a question of lifting the side that was sunken in the deep rut. The juniors and the chauffeur lined up to the task. 
  Many hands make light work; but the task was not easy, even with so many willing hands and strong arms bent to it. 
  “It’s coming !“ gasped Bob Cherry. 
  “Good gad! It’s coming !” ejaculated Mr. Whiffles, “One more shove, young gentlemen! Thank goodness you came along!” 
  With a final deadlift effort the car was got out of the rut.Then William began a minute examination of it, and nodded his head with satisfaction. There was no damage of a serious kind. 
  “Is it a going concern?” grinned Bob Cherry. 
  “Right as rain, sir !“ said William. “Now, if you’ll tell inc which is the right bally road- 
  “Back to the village, and the first on the right. There’s a finger-post to Redclyffe.” 
  “And how far to Lanthan?” 
  “About fifteen miles, if you keep to the turnpike road.” 
  Mr. Whiftles extracted a huge gold watch from under his huge fur coat, and consulted it with the aid of a motor-lamp.” 
  “We shall do it before nine.” he exclaimed joyfully. “If William will kindly condescend to keep from overturning the car again!” 
  “Dunno, sir.” said William. 
  “My dear boys, I am unspeakably obliged to you, now that I have several young persons waiting to see me at the theatre—I have to look over them to-night, and tell them that they’re no good for the pantomime—at least I expect to. Even the panto has been knocked sky-high by the war. I sincerely, devoutly, and wholeheartedly hope that they will hang the Kaiser, when caught. Young gentlemen, you have rendered me an immense service.” 
  “That’s alt right, sir.” 
  “Ready, sir?” said William. 
  Mr. Whiffles stepped into the car. Certainly he could not be considered ungrateful for a little help. He was overflowing with gratitude and cordiality. He insisted upon shaking hands with the whole Greyfriars party, all round. 
  “Sure there is no recompense I can make?” he asked anxiously. 
  Harry Wharton smiled. 
  “Thank you, Mr. Whiffles. Nothing. 
  “If you should find yourselves near Lantham on Boxing Day, don’t forget to come to the Theatre Royal. We open on Boxing Day with ‘Puss-in-Boots’—panto with new war effects—Kaiser as the Ogre, you know, and Puss in khaki boots and putties—what? You trot in on Boxing Days and ask for me—Montague Montmorency Wbiffles—and you’re safe for the best seats in the house, even if we are drawing millions.” 
  “Thank you, sir !” 
  “I may have mentioned that I am the manager and part-owner. Remember the name—Montague Montmorency Whiffles.” 
  “Not likely to forget it, sir.” said Squff. Indeed, a name like that was not easily to be forgotten. 
  Mr. Whiffles fumbled under the big fur coat again, and produced a handsome card-case, from which he extracted a card. He placed the card in Wharton’s hand. 
  “Keep it!” he said. “My name—my address. Remember that I shall be glad to see you at any time at the Theatre Royal, and that I shall always be under a tremendous obligation to you. Good-bye, dear boys!”
  “Good-bye, sir!” chorused the juniors. 
  The engine was throbbing, and Mr. Whiffles having finished, the chauffeur set the car in motion. The juniors stood and watched while he backed and turned in the road—a difficult feat, but safely accomplished by the stolid William. Mr. Whiffles waved exuberantly a fat hand from the window of the car, and Bob Cherry waved his cap in return, and the motor-car buzzed away into the winter night. 
  “Well, that’s rather a go!” remarked Mark Linley. “I’m jolly glad we were able to get the old chap out of his fix.” 
  “The g1adfulness is terrific.  The gratefulness of the esteemed old johnny is also great!” remarked Hurree Singh. 
  “‘Well, we haven’t come out for nothing, after all.” said Wharton, as the juniors resumed their tramp to Greyfriars. 
  “No fear! We’ve made a friend for life!” grinned Peter Todd. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “All the same, we’re going to give Skinner jip for sending us on a wild-goose chase up Wapsbot Lane!” growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Yes, rather!” 
  The hour was getting late, and the snow falling more thickly. The Removites tramped on to the school, and they were pretty well tired out, as well as snowy and muddy, when they arrived at last at the gates of Greyfriars. 
  Bob Cherry rang a tremendous peal on the bell, and Gosling came grunting down to the gates, and opened them 
  “Nice hower to come hin!” he snorted, “I’ll report yer!” 
  “Report away, old chap?” said Bob. “Come along with us to Quelchy. A sight of your cheery old chivvy will give him a merry Christmas feeling!”
  “If it doesn’t give him a fit!” remarked Squiff. 
  Gosling grunted back to his lodge. The juniors deposited the agricultural implements in the woodshed and hurried to the School House. In the Hall they shook themselves like Newfoundland dogs, and little piles of snow collected round them. Coats and scarfs and mufflers were peeled off. There was a yell from the direction of the common-room. 
  “Here they are !“ 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Here come the giddy war-workers!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. marched grimly into the common-room. They were greeted by a roar of laughter. Skinner had evidently told the story of that spoof telephone-call. 
  “I say, you fellows, did you rescue the ammunition wagon?” squeaked Billy Bunter. 
  “Did you carry it home?” roared Bolsover major. 
  “Did the Colonel thank you nicely?” yelled Hazeldene. 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Here, keep off!” roared Skinner, as Johnny Bull made a rush at him “Only a joke! Don’t be an ass! Here, hold him, somebody!” 
  Skinner dodged wildly round the table, and collided with Billy Bunter, who sat down on the floor with a bump and a yell. Then Squiff collared him, and the next moment Johnny Bull had his head in chancery. 
  “Yaroooh! Help!” roared Skinner. 
  Bolsover major rushed to the rescue, and was promptly collared and bumped by the Co. There was no rescue for Skinner. 
  Up to that moment Harold Skinner had regarded the whole affair as funny. The humour of it, however, was quite lost upon him now. The funny aspect of the matter had departed. 
  “Yarooh! Help t” roared Skinner.. “Lend me a Smithy, you beast t” 
  Vernon-Smith grinned. 
  “This is only the wind-up to the joke, Skinney, old chap.  It’s funny, I assure you! You look awfully comic with your legs flying like that!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Yow-ow-ow! Draggimoff! I—I didn’t mean to send you up to the camp.” wailed Skinner. “I was only going to show you up. Yow-ow-ow!” 
  “You spoofing worm!” said Johnny Bull, hammering away. “You thought we didn’t mean bizney, and you were going to show us up as slackers—what? And you gave us a tramp in the snow instead, you tricky beast!”
  “Yow-ow! Only a joke—”
  “So is this!” said Johnny Bull. “I’m as funny as you are, when I get started. This is one of my little jokes. Why don’t you laugh, you beggar?” 
  The unfortunate Skinner, held in an iron grip while Johnny Bull was pounding his nose, did not feel like laughing, but the other fellows yelled. Skinner’s contortions were, as the Bounder said, comic, and were regarded generally as an extremely funny wind-np to a good joke. 
  “Cave !“ shouted Penfold. 
  “Quelchy!” called out, Russell. “Chuck it!” 
  Johnny Bull released Skinner, who collapsed into a chair, clasping his nose with both bands. A minute later Mr. Quelch looked into the common-room. If he had noticed the uproar, the Form-master made no comment upon it. Rule’s were a little relaxed the night before breaking-up. 
  “I see you have returned.” said the Remove-master kindly. “I hope you were able to be of service.” 
  Wharton coloured a little. 
  “The fact is, sir, we—we were spoofed!” 
  “You were—what?” 
  “I—I mean taken in, sir! It was a rotten practical joker on the telephone.” 
  “What a very foolish and unfeeling joke!” said Mr. Quelch, frowning. 
  “But as it happened, sir, there was a motor-car stuck in the snow on the Friardale road, and we were able to dig it out, so we didn’t go out for nothing. I’m glad we went, or the motorist would be stuck there now.” 
  “I am glad to hear it, Wharton. It is always so much to the good to be able to render asistance to anyone in distress. As for the practical joker you speak of, his conduct was most unfeeling, and he certainly should be sought out and punished.’ 
  “I—I think he’s been punished, sir!” murmured Harry. Mr. Quelch glanced at Skinner, who was nursing his nose. Perhaps he understood, for he did not pursue the matter. With a kindly good-night, he quitted the common room. Wingate looked in, while Johnny Bull wondered whether Skinner should have any more.      
 “Bed!” said the Greyfriars captain. 
  And the Remove marched off to their dormitory, Skinner still nursing his nose.  Upon the whole, Harry Wharton & Co. were very well satisfied with the evening’s work. They had done a good turn, at least, though it hardly came under the heading of war-work, and they were glad that they had extracted Mr. Montague Montmorency Whiffles from his scrape. As they were but little likely to be anywhere near Lantham on Boxiug Day, they never expected to see that fat and exuberant gentleman again, little dreaming  just then how much they were to have to do with Mr. Whiffles in the near future. 

                  THE SEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                      Bunter Decides to Join! 

“GROOOH!  It’s cold!” 
  Bob Cherry made that remark as he turned out at the clang of the rising-bell on the following morning. 
  “Groo-hoh-hooh! came from Billy Bunter. “I say, you fellows, I’m not getting up yet. Tell Quelchy I’m ill, Wharton, will you?” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” exclaimed Bob. “Why don’t you turn out, fatty?” 
  “Too jolly c-c-cold!”
  “And too jolly lazy—what?”
  Snore! 
  “Do you want Wharton to tell Quelchy you’re ill, and can’t come down, Bunter?” bawled Bob Cherry. 
  Bunter’s eyes opened again. 
  “Yes! Shut up!” 
  “Good enough! Of course, Wharton can’t tell Quelchy a whopper, but I’ll make that all right!” said Bob, dipping a sponge into icy water. “I’ll make you ill!” 
  “Yaroooh!” roared Bunter, as icy drops trickled on his plump neck. “Oh, you beast! Gerroff!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I’m going to make you ill, so that Wharton can report to Quelchy. If the water doesn’t do it, I’ll try some soap. I know it would make you ill to get any soap on your neck!” 
  Billy Bunter rolled out of bed and bumped the floor. Getting up was better than icy water down his neck. 
  “Yow-ow-ow! Beast!” 
  “Hold on, Bunty You ain’t ill yet—” 
  “Keep off, you rotter! Yah!  Oh, keep that sponge away, you ruffian! I’m getting up, ain’t I?” yelled Bunter. 
  Bob Cherry was in great spirits that morning. Havmg kindly helped Bunter to face the December cold, he proceeded to Lord Mauleverer’s bed. His lordship was taking an extra snooze, regardless of rising-belI. But he seemed to be taking it with one eye open. He knew Bob Cherry. 
  “You clear off, begad!” ejaculated his lordship. “I’m tired. Besides, there ain’t lessons to-day. We break up!”
  “We wake up before we break up, Mauly: Feel awfully fagged?” 
  “Yaas!”
  “Feel as if you couldn’t possibly turn out for another hour or so?” asked Bob sympathetically. 
  “Yaas!”
  “Like me to shove on another blanket, and leave you quiet?” 
  “Yaas! Oh, yaas!” 
  “All right. I’ll give you something to cure all that!” said Bob cheerfully. 
  And he laid violent hands upon lord Mauleverer’s  bedclothes and yanked them off .
  “Oh, begad! Yow-ow! Yaw-aw! If it wasn’t such a fag. I’d wipe up the dorm with you!”groaned the slacker of the Remove. 
  It was cold that morning, and it was really not urprising that the slackers wanted an extra snooze in their warm beds. The snow had ceased to fall, but it lay piled white and thick in the Close, on every wall and roof and window-sill. Bob Cherry simply steamed as he splashed in cold water 
  “Glorious weather!” said Bob, with great cheerfulness. 
  “Grooh!” said the other felow. 
  “Buck up, Bunter! There’s lots of cold water for your bath!” 
  “Grooogh!” said Bunter. 
  “Now, you know you ought to have a bath every Christmas, Bunter. Pile in, old chap, and you may find another waistcoat, same as you did when you bathed last year.” 
  Billy Bunter snorted, and proceeded to indulge in his usual modified ablutions, which some of the fellows described as a “cat-lick.” Bunter saw no reason for departing from his usual customs at Christmas-time. 
  The juniors came down with keen appetites for breakfast. All Greyfriars was in high spirits that morning. There were no lessons, and there was breaking-up—always a happy event. True, life at the old school was cheery enough, especially for the fellows who knew how to make the best of it; but change and home and holidays were very welcome. 
Most of the fellows had their plans for the holidays cut and dried, but, as it happened, that was not the case with Harry Wharton & Co. The amateur war-workers had not yet decided what they were going to do. 
  The idea of war-work had been in Wharton’s mind for some time, as an excellent way of spending the winter vacation. If nothing came of it, he was going home to Wharton Lodge with his friends; but, as his uncle and aunt were away, he was not very keen on that. The circumstances were unusual for most of his friends, and in any case the Christmas could not be like any ordinary Christmas. But Wharton was quite determined that the idea of some kind of war-work should become a reality. 
  After breakfast, the Co. gathered to discuss plans. Wherever they should go, it was certain that they had to go somewhere. That day they were expected to leave Greyfriars with the rest. 
  “We’ve left it a bit late.” grinned Bob Cherry. “You should have sprung this great wheeze on us a bit sooner, Harry. All I can suggest is going in a body to the War Office, and bucking up Nugent’s pater!” 
  “I say, you fellows——” 
  The nine juniors had met in consultation in No. 1 Study. Inevitably, Billy Bunter joined them there. Wharton pointed to the door, 
  “Travel!” he said laconically. 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—don’t chuck that cushion, Bob Cherry—I’ve simply looked in to wish you a merry Christmas before I go!” 
  “Oh !“ said Bob, dropping the cushion a little remorsefully. “Merry Christmas, Bunter! May your circumference never grow less!” 
  “Remember us when you’re tucking into Christmas pudding and mince-pie in the historic halls of Bunter de Bunter.” said Squiff. 
  “And remember us to your uncle, the marquis,” said Peter Todd. 
  “And your grandfather, the duke.” said Nugent.. 
  “And your second cousin, the earl.” said Johnny Bull. “Not to mention the odd princes and emperors in your family circle.” 
  Billy Bunter grinned feebly. Generally the Removites declined to believe in his titled relations. Now they were asking to be remembered to them; but Bunter suspected that it was only in a humorous spirit. 
  “Oh, really, you fellows, the fact is, I’m not going home for the holidays.” 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Whom have you fastened on?” asked Bob. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Mauly’s begged me to come with him.” 
  “He’s changed his mind since yesterday, then.,” remarked Johnny Bull. “I heard him tell you that if you got into his car he would drop you in the first ditch!” 
  “Ahem! I have declined Mauly’s invitation. Things arc bound to be rather slow at his place, you know. Smithy pressed me to come.” 
  “So you’re going home with the Bounder?” 
  “Nunno, I declined.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I was sorry to have to tell Smithy that it couldn’t be done. Same with WibIey and Bulstrode, and—and Russell and Ogilvy. Ogilvy was very keen about it, but I told him I didn’t care for Scotland in the winter— couldn’t stand it, in fact.” 
  “Still harder for Scotland to stand you, I expect.” remarked Johnny Bull. “Scotland has all the luck!” 
  “The fact is, you fellows, I’ve made up my mind.” said Bunter. “I’m a patriotic chap. I’ve always thought a lot about the soldiers; you know.  I once started raising a fund to send them chocolates——” 
  “And spent all you raised in the tuckshop,” said Wharton, “and I know we jolly soon stopped you.” 
  “Ahem! As I was saying, I’m patriotic—tbe most patriotic chap here, I should say. I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to help you chaps do war work.” 
  “Wha-a-t!” 
  “I’m not going to desert you, Toddy, at Christmas-time.” 
  “You jolly well are!” said Peter Todd emphatically. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “He, he, he!” echoed Bunter. 
  “Hallo! What are you ‘he, lie, heing’ about?” demanded Todd, 
  “Your little joke!   He, he, he!” 
  “But it wasn’t a little joke.” said Peter, “and you might go and ‘he, he, he’ in the passage! We’re busy!”
  “I’m willing to do any kind of war work.” said Bunter, unheeding—” anything you like, so long as the work is light, and there’s plenty of grub and some tin.  I could be of a lot of help, you know. A brainy chap, good French linguist, clever ventriloquist———” 
  “No demand for linguists and clever ventriloquists.” said Bob Cherry. “Shut the door after you!” 
  Bunter did not move. 
  “The fact is, Wharton, I’m depending on you now. Don’t think I bear any malice for our little jokes yesterday. I don’t. I can take a joke. ” 
  “Can you take your hook!” inquired Bob Cherry. 
  “I’ve declined numerous invitations, especially from the fellows at St. Jim’s. That chap D’Arcy asked me for Christmas—we’re very pally, you know—but, on reflection, I decided not to desert my old pals. I’m sticking to them.” 
  “Well, go and tell your old pals you are sticking to them.” suggested Squiff. 
  “Oh, really, Field—” 
  “Buzz off!” roared all the juniors together. 
  “I say, you fellows—”
  Peter Todd took the Owl of the Remove gently by the ear, led him from the study, and sat him dwn in the passage. Then he closed the door and locked it. 
  “Now for the giddy council of war!” he remarked. 
  Through the keyhole came a wrathful voice: 
  “Yah! Beasts! I won’t come now! Yah!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  And the volunteer war-worker having been disposed of, Harry Wharton & Co. proceeded to discuss their plans. 

                  THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                        A Stunning Scheme! 

“WHAT are the marching orders, O king!” Bob Cherry made that humorous query. “Behold your faithful followers ready for the fray! Is it the Dardanelles, the trenches, or the War Office? To hear is to obey!” 
  “Shut up, Bob, and be serious!” 
  “Sober as a judge,” said Bob cheerily. “I only want to point out to the honourable meeting that we are expected to clear out of Greyfriars today, bag and baggage. It is customary to decide upon some destination before starting on a journey. Still, I’m willing to go down to Friardale and take the first train to anywhere.” 
  “I’ve got an idea.” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “The hear-hearfulness is terrific! Let us hear the ridiculous idea!” 
  Harry Wharton opened his pocket-book and took out a card. He held it up to general view. The juniors looked at it. Upon the card was inscribed: 
                   “MR. MONTAGUE WHIFFLES. 
“Theatre Royal, “Lantham.” 
  “Its the old sport’s card.” said Nugent. “But what the merry dickens is there interesting about that just now. 
  “That’s the idea.” said Wharton. 
  “We’re going to look for war work.” explained Wharton. “Well, we can’t go to the Front, and we can’t make shells. Marky is the only chap here who’s worth his salt when it comes to doing real work.” —
  “Unfortunate, but true,” sighed Bob Cherry. “They didn’t foresee this war when they founded public schools. It was an oversight.” 
  “But there’s an old saying,” resumed Wharton, “that it’s money that talks.” 
  “Money makes the esteemed mare go.” said Hurree Singh, with a nod. 
  “So if we can earn money, and devote it to the war, it comes to the same thing,” explained Wharton. “Suppose we could work and raise twenty or thirty or forty pounds. Well, we could do a 1ot of good with that. There’s chocolate and socks for the fellows at the Front, grub for the prisoners in Germany; lots of things you can do with a little money. That’s the way rich people are helping in the war. They can’t do anything useful themselves owing to their training—or want of training, whichever way you look at it—but they can hand out cash, and enable chaps who can do useful things to do ‘em. See? It’s rather a queer thought that one factory-hand in Lancashire is worth more than all the professors at Oxford, or all the politicians in London. But there you are! That’s how it is. If all the nobility died to-morrow the war would go on just the same; but if anything happened to the working classps the country would be in a pretty deep hole.” 
  “Strange, but true,” grinned Mark Linley. 
  Bob Cherry rubbed his nose. 
  “I suppose that’s so,” he admitted. “Dashed if you don’t make us feel like lazy drones in a busy hive! But don’t rub in it. We’d work if we could.” 
  “And we’re going to work.” said Harry. “It’s up to us, and we’re going to do it. But, as I said, we’re no good at munitions.” 
  “And they wouldn’t take us as nurses in a hospital.” remarked Bob. 
“Don’t be an ass, Bob! There’s one thing we can do: we can earn money, and give it to the good cause.” 
  “Something in that, if we can earn the money.” said Johnny Bull. “But how in thunder are we going to earn any money? And what has old Whiffles got to do with it?” 
  “Lots, I hope. I’ve been thinking,” said Wharton, 
  “You remember what the old chap said—he’d been to Luxford getting recruits for his pantomime troupe, and he didn’t get any. He said his company wasn’t complete, and he’s got to start ‘Puss-in-Boots’ on Boxing Day.” 
  “ Well?” 
  “Well, that’s where we come in, I hope.” 
  “Blessed if I see how.” 
  “You’ve seen plenty of pantomimes. Kids act in them—sometimes little flippers of eight and nine; kids of all ages and size. Now, I haven’t the least doubt that Mr. Whiffles would look on us as kids.” 
  “Us!” 
  “Kids!” 
  “Cheese it!” 
  It was a chorus of indignation. That anyone could regard the heroes of the Remove as “kids” was not to be adnitted for a moment. 
  “Anyway, we’re young. There’s no denying that.” said Harry. 
  “Well, rather young!” admitted Bob Cherry grudgingly. “But not exactly what a fellow would call kids—unless he wanted a thick ear!” 
  “Young enough to act in a pantomime—” 
  “What?” 
  “Which?” 
  “That’s the idea!” said Wharton. “Mr. Whiffles is looking for talent. Well, it can’t be denied that we’ve got lots of talent.” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “We’ve done no end of amateur theatricals—lots and lots! We’ve even got up a panto of our own once. We really know the ropes. So we’ve had lots of experience. We can dance and sing—after a fashion—and Marky at least can do ripping clog-dances——” 
  “Panto!” said Bob Cherry. “Oh, ye gods and little fishes!” 
  “Panto!  My hat” 
  “What a lark!” 
  “What a really ripping wheeze!” exclaimed Peter Todd. “Why, it’ll be the catch of the season—if we can persuade Whiffley to take us on.” 
  “What we don’t know, we can pick up in the rehearsals.” said Harry. “I don’t see why we shouldn’t have a good chance. They’re not jolly particular about the kids they shove into panto. Anybody with a little brains can do the work. We’ve got a little brains, and plenty of nerve!” if
   “Lots and lots!” agreed Bob heartily. “Nobody’s ever said that the Remove was short of cheek.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Well, what do you think of the idea?” demanded Wharton. “ShaIl we see the Whiffles-bird, and put it to him?” 
  “Hear, hear!” 
  “Passed unanimously.” 
  Wharton jumped up. 
  “Then the sooner the quicker!” he exclaimed. “We shall have to buzz over to Lantham to see Whifflc. There won’t be time to get there and back before we have to get out of here. We’ll taka our baggage to the station and leave it there till we’ve settled.’ 
  “And suppose Whiffley don’t take us on?” grinned Squiff. “Then we shall be under studying a real panto kid—out in the snow, homeless, on our lonely own!” 
  “We’ll settle that afterwards, if this fails. We can always go to Wharton Lodge if we get hung up.” said Harry. “We could have, a pretty good time there, though my people are away. But we’re not looking for a good thing; we’re looking for work.” 
  “Hang your charity, we want work!” chuckled Bob. 
  “Besides if we could wedge into a panto, it would be a ripping holiday for us.” Said Harry. “Plenty of change and excitement!” 
  “Beats everything else hollow.” Said Squiff, “if we have any luck.”
  “We can try, anyway, so come on:“ 
  The council of war broke up; the plan of campaign was decided upon. 
  It was in a somewhat excited mood that the juniors prepared for the venture. 
  The prospect of playing in a panto was sufficiently exciting, if they had the luck to be taken on by Mr. Whiffles, they would certainly have a busy and exciting time, and they would ask no better way of spending the Christrnas vacation. And all that they earned would go to the war funds, so it was practically war work that they were undertaking. 
  But outside their own select circle not a word was said. 
  Wharton’s “wheeze” had caused enough hilarity already in the Remove. The patriotic nine were not looking for any more chipping. If Mr. Whiffles declined their services with thanks—as was indeed probable—it was wisest to keep the whole matter entirely to themselves. 
  They packed their baggage, in cheery spirits.  Billy Bunter hovered round them as they did so. Bunter was evidently still keen to be enrolled among the war workers. 
  “What train are you catching, Harry, old chap?” he asked. 
  “The one that goes when we start!” Bob Cherry hastened to reply. 
  “But when do you go?” 
  “When the train starts!”
  “But when does the train start. Fathead?” 
  “When we go!” 
  Billy Bunter snorted. 
  Greyfriars fellows were departing now in great numbers. Bob Cherry found time, busy as he was, to give Coker of the Fifth a parting snowball as he went off with Potter and Greene. They yelled “Merry Christmas!” after Wingate, as the captain of Greyfriars departed with Courtney. Temple, Dabney & Co. of the Fourth came to say good-bye, and to promise the Famous Five tremendous lickings at footer next term. 
  Brakes rolled away laden to the brim with Greyfriara fellows and their bags and baggage. Wharton had consulted a time-table and found a train for Lantham, from Courtfield Junction. He arranged with Gosling for a trap. Gruff Gosling was quite sweet and amiable that morning. Breaking-up meant a harvest of tips for Gosling, and a prospect of almost unlimited gin-and-water during the vacation. 
  “Remember us to Kitchener when you get to the War Office, you giddy war-workers.” yelled Rake, as a crowded brake of Removites departed. 
  “Merry Christmas to the Kaiser, if you meet him at the Front intirely!” howled Micky Desmond. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Our esteemed pals are humorous.” remarked Hurree Jamsct Ram Singh. “But, as the English proverb says, he who laughs last goes longest to the well!” 
  And the Co. grinned joyfully at the English proverb. —
  “I say, you fellows!” Billy Bunter rolled up, bag in hand, as Gosling was placing the baggage of the Co. in the trap. “Give me a lift to the station. The brake’s gone.” 
  “Only room for another ton!” said Bob. “Can’t stand your weight, Bunter!” 
  “Oh, really, Bob——” 
  “Don’t Bob me, you fat bounder. Roll in.!” 
  Bunter panted and got into the trap. Gosling took the ribbons, and the trap bowled away down the road to Courtfield. A big motor-car, from the direction of Highcliffe, passed it on the road, with two juniors in it, and the Greyfriars fellows waved their caps and shouted as they recognised Courtenay and the Caterpillar: “Merry Christmas!” 
  The express waa gone when they reached Courtfield. Billy Bunter looked puzzled as he rolled out of the trap. 
  “Blessed if I know what train you’re taking.” he said. “The next train is only to Lantham.” 
  “Is that all?” said Bob seriously. 
  “Yes, that’s all. Look here, how are you going?” 
  “There’s an aeroplane calling for us shortly.”, explained Bob. “We’re going direct to Potsdam, to give the Kaiser a surprise.” 
  “Oh, really, Cherry——” 
  Gosling, handsomely tipped, and overflowing with joviality and gin, departed with the trap, and the baggage was taken into the station. Billy Bunter’s little round eyes almost bulged through his big glasses when he saw the baggage placed in the left-luggage department. 
  “Ain’t you taking your luggage with you?” he demanded. “Look here, I know jolly well you’re trying to dodge me. You can’t go without your luggage, anyway, and I tell you what, I’m going to squat outside this office till you go.” 
  “Squat away!” said Bob Cherry cheerily. 
  “The next express is two hours.” said Bunter. “Mind, I’m going to wait. Any of you fellows got any toffee?” 
  The juniors strolled down the platform grinning. Billy Bunter had evidently made up his mind to be a member of the war-working party, whether they liked it or not. But they had no objection to Bunter sitting outside the left-luggage office while they made the journey to Lantham. 
 The Lantham train came in, and the juniors boarded it. There was a yell from Billy Bunter in the distance “Get out, you duffers You’re in the wrong train!”
  “Good-bye, Little Yellow Bird!” sang Bob Cherry.
   “I say, you fellows, that’s the Lantham train.” 
  “Go hon!”  
  “You’ve left your luggage!” shrieked Bunter. 
  “And left you, my pippin!” chuckled Bob Cherry, as the train began to move. “Fare thee well, and if for ever, all the better! Fare thee well!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  
  The train rolled out of the station, leaving William George Bunter rooted to the platform. Bunter shook a fat fist after the grinning faces at the carriage window, and rolled back to the left-luggage office. There be mounted guard. William George was not easily shaken off. Sooner or later, he sagely reasoned it out, the beasts would have to come back for their luggage, and then he would be on the track again. So William George waited, with all the patience he could muster. 

                  THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                    At the Theatre Royal! 

“LANTHAM!” 
  “Here we are again!” murmured Bob Cherry. 
  The nine seekers of jobs stepped from the train. They left the station and looked round for the Theatre Royal. Some of tha party were feeling very doubtful, but they all looked and felt quite cheery. As Nugent sapiently remarked, Mr. Montague Whitffles could not eat them. 
  An obliging porter gave them directions to the Theatre Royal, and they started down the High Street of Lantham. 
  “I say! Where are you going?” asked Tom Dutton, grabbing Peter Todd’s arm. 
  “Theatre Royal.” 
  “I’m not wearing a hat—I’ve got my cap on.” 
  “What?” 
  “Didn’t you say my hat would spoil?  Besides, it’s not snowing now.” 
  “Oh, crumbs! Don’t let Tommy start on Mr. Whiffies,” said Squiff. “If Whiffly tries to talk with him we shall get the order of the boot at once.” 
  “You follow your leader, and don’t jaw, Tommy!” shouted Peter. 
  Dutton looked round. 
  “Four what?” he asked. 
  Peter Todd did not reply to that puzzihig question.. 
  “Look here.” he said “We’d better not spring ourselves all on Mr. Whiffles at once. I suggest a deputy ocean of three going in to see him. I’m willing to take the lead.” 
  “Bow-wow!”
  “Now you know.” said Peter argumentatively, “that we have all the brains in No. 1 Study.” 
  “It’s a good idea.” said Wharton. “I’ll go in, with Bob and Nugent.
  “What price me?” demanded Peter. 
  “Tuppence, and dear at that!” said Bob Cherry politely. “You chain Dutton up somewhere, and watch him.” 
  After a little discussion—and a warning from Peter Todd that they were bent on mucking up the whole show—Wharton and Nugent and Bob Cherry kept on to the theatre, leaving the rest of the party at the corner of the street. 
  “Well, here’s the Theatre Royal.” said Bob, as they stopped before the edifice. 
  The theatre was not so imposing a building as its name might have implied. Probably it was the biggest theatre in Lantham, however. It was closed, and a crusty-looking old caretaker was sweeping snow from the steps. Boards outside announced that a magnificent new pantomime was coming on Boxing Day, with illustrations of Mr. Whiffles’ new rendering of “Puss-in-Boots.” There was a picture of the Kaiser as the Ogre—the imperial features really lending themselves to the character. There was a striking picture of Conchita, the Fairy Queen, which Bob Cherry pronounced stunning. There was a handsome Marquis of Carabas, every inch a prince; and a gigantic picture of Puss-in-Boots himself. All the pictures were highly coloured; and gave the good folk of Lantham a great impression of the treat they were to enjoy on Boxing Day. 
  “Looks as if they’ve got the principal parts filled, anyway,” said Nugent. “I was thinking of Puss-in-Boots for my little bit.” 
  “And the Marquis of Carabas would have suited Harry.” grinned Bob Cherry; “and I could have done the Kaiser-Ogre.” 
  Harry Wharton laughed. 
  “If we get in the chorus, we shall be lucky.” he said. “How the dickens do we get at Mr. Whiffles, though? I’ll tackle this old johnny.” 
  Wharton ascended the steps, and the gentleman with the broom gave him a howl. 
  “Whatcher at—trampin’ on them steps ‘which I ‘ave jest swep’ !”
  This was not encouraging to begin with. 
  “Sorry.” said Wharton politely. “I want to see Mr. Whiffles.” 
  “Well, Mr. Whiffles ain’t in my weskit pocket.” said the caretaker. 
  “Can you tell me where he is?” 
  “‘Ow should I know?” 
  “Is he about here in the daytime?” 
  “Dunno.” 
  Wharton descended the steps again. 
  “Drawn blank.” said Bob Cherry. “I suppose there must be a stage-door somewhere—there’s always a stage door, you know. Let’s look for it. I’ll give that old johnny a snowball first, to teach him to be civil at Christmas-time.” 
  “Fathead!” exclaimed Wharton, catching Bob’s arm as he stooped. “You don’t get a man to give you job by snowballing his employees.” 
  “Well, I suppose not.” agreed Bob. “But, I say, I could catch him bending beautifully!” 
  “Come on, you ass!” 
  Bob Cherry was dragged away from that tempting target. The three juniors circumnavigated the building, so to speak. The stage-door was detected at last, in a side street. They marched up to it. The door was half open, and Wharton looked in. A man in his shirt-sleeves stared at him. 
  “Get outer that!” he said. 
  “I called to see Mr. Whiffles.” explained Wharton. 
  The doorkeeper grunted. 
  “Well, you can’t see Mr. Whiffles. Mr. Whiffles is busy!”  
  “He asked us to call.” 
  “Special app’intment, I s’pose.” grinned the doorkeeper—“I know the gime. Well, Mr. Whiffles ‘a gone on a ‘oliday to Horstralia.” 
  The doorkeeper took hold of the door to close it. The callers were considerably discouraged, but they had the presence of mind to insert a boot each in the doorway. 
  “Take them feet away!” said the doorkeeper. 
  “We’ve called to see Mr. Whiffles.” 
  “Don’t I keep on telling you as Mr. Whiffles ‘as gone to Rooshia for his summer ‘ohiday!” said the doorkeeper, who was evidently of a humorous turn. 
  “We’ll wait till lie comes back from Russia, then.” said Bob. “Anything we can sit down on.” 
  “Will you clear off?” 
  “Not till we’ve seen Mr. Whiffles.” 
  The doorkeeper appeared to be about to indulge in some emphatic remarks—perhaps more emphatic than were suitable for such youthful ears to hear. But he checked himself, and stared at them scrutinisingly instead. 
  “Look ‘ere, what’s the gime?” he asked. “If you’re kids arter panto, you’ll ‘ave to see the stage-manager, and he ain’t here now.” 
  “We want to see Mr. Whiffles.” 
  “He’s busy.” 
  “We’ll wait till his business is finished.” 
  The doorkeeper hesitated.  His first impression had evidently been that the schoolboys had come to the theatre actuated only by curiosity. 
  “Well, wot’s the names” he said at last ungraciously. “I might send your names up, if you really know Mr. Whiffles.” 
  “He doesn’t know our names.” said Harry. “But I have his card here—”
  “That’s his card right enough.” admitted the doorkeeper. “But—” 
  “I’ll write a message on it, and you can send it to him.” 
  “Ho!” 
  Wharton stepped in cheerfully, rested the card on the doorkeeper’s table, and wrote on it in pencil: 
  “Thc Greyfriars boy to whom you gave this card last night would like to speak to you for a few minutes, if possible.” 
  He handed the card to the doorkeeper, who blInked dubiously at the writing.  He appeared to understand. 
  “Oh! I ‘eard about the breakdown.” he said. “I ‘eard as some schoolboy dug the blooming car out. You —wot?” 
  “Little us !” said Bob. 
  “You can wait inside.” said the doorkeeper grudgingly. 
  “Thanks.” 
  The three juniors stepped into the passage, and the door was closed. 
  The doorkeeper shouted up the passage: 
  “Ted!”
  A lean and lanky lad appeared from somewhere in the shadows. 
  “Yes, Mr. Hacker.” 
  “Take this ‘ere to Mr. Whiffles in his office!” 
  “Which he’s going it!” murmured Ted, for doorkeeper’s benefit. “Going it ‘ot and strong! Charley’s really gone.” 
  “I knew that afore you ‘was born!” said Mr. Hacker. “You cut off!” 
  “Blessed if I ‘arf like going in.” said Ted.  “He’s been slanging Badger.” 
  “If Mr. Badger ‘eard you a-calling him Badger, my boy, it’d be the boot for you, short and suddin!” said Mr. Hacker. “You cut off !” 
  “Keep your whiskers on.” said Ted cheerily. And he cut off. 
  The juniors waited, looking about them a little curiously. The doorkeeper had retired into a little den, where there was a table and a chair and a telephone. He seemed to become oblivious of their existence. The bare walls, the dingy floor, did not match the brilliant posters on the boards at the theatre entrance. Evidently all that glittered was not gold. Behind the scenes, the surroundings of the pantomime fairies were far from fairy-like. 
He returned in about ten minutes, looking surprised. 
  “They’re to go up.” he said. 
  “Good egg!” said Bob. “Lead on, Macduff! Come on, you chaps! We’ve passed Cerberus, anyway.” 
  The doorkeeper looked round sharply, probably suspecting that Cerberus was some uncomplimentary title. The juniors followed the lanky Ted. They stopped at door marked “PRIVATE,” and Ted put his finger to his lips. 
  “Arter jobs?  ” he murmured. 
  “Yes,” said Harry. 
  “‘Tain’t a good time to catch ‘im. He’s got ‘em.” 
  “Eh? Got what?” 
  “His tantrums.” 
  “Never mind; we’ll chance the tantrums. Anything gone wrong?” asked Nugent. 
  “Yes; Charley’s bunked.” 
  “Who on earth’s Charley?’ 
  Charley!” repeated Ted, as if the ‘repetition of the name was sufficient explanation. It did not appear to dawn upon Ted that there existed in the wide world anyone who had not heard of Charley—evidently a celebrated personage. 
  “And Charlpy’s gone, is he?” grinned Bob. 
  “Bunked this morning.” said Ted. “All along of the Ogre. I told Hacker a week ago it was coming. I knowed it! They never could pull together, and then the Ogre got a bigger line in caps than Cbarley, and that did it! He’s bunked! My idea is that he’s had the offer of another shop, a West End shop, too! You bet!”
  This was so much Greek to the Greyfriars juniors, and they did not attempt to understand it. Ted knocked at the door, and opened it, and the juniors were ushered 
in. With a final pitying glance at the juniors, whom he evidently regarded as hapless victims, Ted closed the door and withdrew, 

                  THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                   Mr. Whiffles is Worried! 

“GOOD gad!” 
  The juniors knew at once the rich, rolling voice of Mr. Montague Montmorency Whiffles. 
They had received a hint already that that excitable gentleman was in a disturbed state of mind. They had the evidence of their own eyes now. 
  Mr. Whiffles’ office was a very comfortable room, with a Turkey carpet, mahogany chairs, a roll-top desk, a telephone, and green-shaded electric lights. Mr. Whiffles was striding to and fro on the Turkey carpet, very nearly tearing his hair.  His tantrums on the occasion of the motor-car spill were as nothing to his present tantrums. 
The “bunking” of the mysterious Charley seemed to have completely upset his equanimity. 
  He did not observe the three juniors for some moments, as he strode to and fro, occasionally kicking a chair. The trio stood just inside the door, feeling somewhat awkward, and waitiiig till Mr. Whiffles should become aware of their existence, 
  “Good gad! The last straw—the very last—the outside edge!” ejaculated Mr. Whiffles, continuing his monologue. “The very last drop in the bucket! Hooked under my very nose! Stolen away—kidnapped—contract or no contract! Scoundrel! Rascal! Traitor! Hun!” 
  The vials of Mr. Whiffles’ wrath were being poured out on the head of the absent and iniquitous Charley. 
  The manager of the Theatre Royal spun round suddenly, as his eyes fell on the bashful youths from Greyfriars. 
  “Ah! Excuse me! Come in!” he ejaculated. “How do you do? Let me see, I think your name is Robinson—” 
  “Wharton, sir!” 
  “Yes, yes; exactly! You are the young fellows who got me out of a fix yesterday. Can’t get me out of this one, though, by gad! Glad to see you. But this isn’t Boxing Day. The pauto isn’t on yet. Call on Boxing Day, and—” 
  “We haven’t called about that, sir,” said Harry. “We—we wanted to speak to you. A rather important matter for us, but if you’re busy now——” 
  “Yes, yes—I mean, no—exactly!” said Mr. Whifflps, who was so worried as to be hardly aware of what he was saying. “Oh, you scoundrel! You traitor! You Hun!” 
  Wharton jumped. 
  For a moment he thought that these excessively opprobrious remarks were being addressed to himself. But he noted that Mr Whiffles was shaking a fat fist at a full-length portrait that adorned the wall. It was a picture of the Marquis of Carabas, which the juniors had seen outside the theatre. 
  “Excuse me!” said Mr. Whiffles again. “When I think of that ungrateful villain, I grow excited. The scoundrel! A week to Boxing Day—only a week mind—and he’s bolted, and left me in the lurch! Where I am to get a Marquis of Carabas from at this time of day goodness only knows! Snapped, away by a London house, that’s it—and blow his contract! But I’ll have damages out of him—heavy damages—you mark my words! You hear me? I’ll bleed him with damages!” 
  “Oh!” 
  “But the sbareholders will shove it all down to me?” said Mr. Whiffles. “Oh, those shareholders! Oughtn’t to have engaged a Marquis of Carabas who would break his contract at the last moment—as if I knew he was a rascal, a Hun, a traitor! The whole panto may be knocked on the head! Good gad!” Mr. Whiffles waved he fat hands in the air. Then, coming back to earth again, as it were, he jammed his monocle into his eye, and blinked at the juniors. “Excuso me! What did you say I could do for you, young gentlemen? I haven’t forgotten the good turn you did me! Far from it! Montague Whiffles isn’t ungrateful! He’s too dashed good-natured—that’s his fault—too much dashed good- nature, and he gets left in consequence! What was it you asked me, Master Robinson?” 
  The juniors had asked nothing so far, but Wharton, seeing an opening, proceeded to do so now. 
  “I understood that you were short of—of chaps in the pantomime, sir.” 
  “Short of them?” said Mr. Whiffles. “Good gad! Short isn’t the word! Left on the beach! Stranded! Squelched! That’s nearer the mark!” 
  The juniors were sorry for Mr. Whiffles’ evident trouble, but this was rather good news to them, all the same. 
  “Then you’ve got some openings perhaps, for fellows who are looking for pantomime work, sir?” asked Wharton. 
  “Oh, the places will fill up easily enough!” said Whiffles. “All but Charley Chawker’s place. There I‘m left! Diddled! Dished! Done! I can leave the rest to Badger. But why—” 
  “If there are some vacancies just now, sir, we—we know some chaps who would like to be given a trial, if you’d be so kind!” 
  Mr. Whiffles smiled. 
  “Certainly! Send ‘em along! What sort of kids?  ” 
  “Well, they’re really schoolboys, sir—public schoolboys—” 
  “Oh! Not much good for the panto.” said Mr. Whiffles.  “They don’t earn princely salaries in panto, and there’s no room for swank.” 
  Wharton coloured a little. He did not see why public schools and swank should be so closely associated in Mr. Whiffles’ mind. 
  “The—the fact is, sir, we belong to a public school ourselves.” he said. 
  “Ah! Your pardon !“ said Mr. Whiffles. 
  “And—and we’re looking for the jobs.” 
  Mr Whiffles stood quite still for a moment, hs eyeglass fixed on the junior in great astonishment. For thp moment he even forgot the iniquitous conduct of Charley. He noted the well-cut Etons, the natty boots, the handsome coats of the applicant for a job in thp panto. It was no wonder that hc was surprised. 
  “Are you joking?” he said at last. 
  “Not at all, sir. If you would give us a chance in the panto, we’d do our very best, and certainly you would’nt have to find fault with us for swank.” 
  “But—but what’s your littla game?” 
  “We want work for the Christmas vacation, sir.” 
  “Ah! Hard up! War-time! I savvy!” said Mr. Whiffles. “Well, this is really my stagp-manager’s department, But I would put in a word for you with Mr. Badger. Had any experience?  ” 
  “Lots of exrience in amateur theatricals. We got up a panto at Greyfriars once, too.” 
  “Hum! Hum! Can you dance?”
  “Yes.” 
  “I don’t exactly mean ball-room dancing. Still, if you can do that, it’s only a step. Sing?” 
  “Well, yes. Nugént sings in the choir.” 
  “Hum! Panto chorus isn’t much like choir singing. However—” 
  “And Linley— one of our friends—can sing Handel by the yard.” said Bb Cherry. “He comes from Lancashire.” 
  “Well, I sha’n’t want him to sing Handel in ‘Puss-in-Boots.’” grinned Mr. Whiffles. ‘However, we shall see. I’ll speak to Mr. Badger at once——” 
  “There’s some more of us, sir.” said Wharton. “Nine in all.  Would there be a chance for the lot?” 
  “Oh!” said Mr. Whiffles. “I don’t see why not. A few rehearsals would knock you into shape, aud there’s nothing in it—only wearing a costume, and going on and off the stage. You’re not asking me for leading parts—what?” 
  “No, sir.” said Harry, smiling. 
  Mr. Whiffles paused again, and looked at the captain of the Remove. He appeared struck by a hidden thought. 
  “Good gad!” he ejaculated. 
  He lighted a big cigar, and blpw out a pungent cloud of small. Then he glanced at the full-length picture of Charley Chawkins, and then at Wharton again. A deep thought was evidently working in Mr. Whiffles’ mind. 
  “What did you say your name was?” he asked. 
  “Wharton, sir—Harry Wharton.” 
  “And you’ve acted?” 
  “In private theatricals, a lot.” 
  “What kind of parts?” 
  “Hamlet, Mark Antony—” 
  Mr. Whiffles groaned. Evidently it was not a Shakespearian actor he was looking for. 
  “Tony Lumpkin, and Sir Lucius O’Trigger, too.” said Harry. 
  “That’s better!” 
  “And I was Dick Whittington in our school panto’ 
  “Good, good! I wonder”—Mr. Whiffles rubbed his plump chin—“I wonder—by gad! I must speak to Badger I must see you act. Good gad! I wonder— ha, ha!” 
  These mysterious ejaculations conveyed no meaning whatever to the juniors, and they were further surprised to see Mr. Whiffles snap his fingers contemptuously at the picture of Charley Chawkins. 
  Whatever was working in Mr. Whiffles’ mind, however, he did not explain. 
  “You say you’ve got some friends waiting?” he said. “Fetch them along! I’ll get Mr. Badger to look you over. By gad! If I’ve found my Marquis of Carabas -- ha, ha!” 
  Mr. Whiffles opened the door and strode away. T he three juniors looked at one another. 
  “We seem to be getting on.” remarked Bob Cherry. “Blessed if I understand half he says, but he seems a jolly good sort. He’s been left in the lurch by the chap who was to play the Marquis of Carabas—that johnny in the picture. I suppose it puts him out a bit. What are we going to do? He seems to have forgotten that we’re here.” 
  “Fetch along the other chaps.” said Nugent. “You cut off and get them here while we keep guard, and remind Whiffles now and then that we still exist.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bob Cherry, accordingly, cut off. Hacker, the doorkeeper, looked round as he came down the passage to the stage-door. 
  “All serene, cocky!”  said Bob Cherry cheerily.  “I’m coming back with a whole gang of leading gentlemen—a galaxy of stars. Mind you don’t keep us waiting at the door. It’s more than your job’s worth.” —
  And, leaving the doorkeeper staring and rubbing his nose, Bob Cherry let himself out, and hurried down the street for the rest of the party. 
  Meanwhile, Wharton and Nugent waited in the manager’s office, not knowing anything better to do. Mr. Whiffles had struck them as a somewhat erratic gentleman, and they would not have been surprised if he land totally forgotten them. Ten minutes passed, and then there was a step in the passage. But it was not Mr. Whiffles. A young lady, in gorgeous raiment, partially concealed by a cloak, tripped into the office. From her likeness to the picture outside the two juniors recognised Conchita, the Fairy Queen. 
  Miss Conchita glanced at them, and glanced round the office. 
  “Isn’t Mr. Whiffles here?” she asked. 
  “I think he has gone to speak to Mr. Badger, miss,” said Harry. 
  Frank Nugent was staring fixedly at Conchita. To the schoolboy’s eyes, the pantomime queen was a vision of loveliness. In her stage attire, and with her face “arranged” for the footlights, she looked about seventeen. And certainly she was a very beautiful young lady. 
 
   Conchita made a pettish gesture. The star of the pantomime was evidently accustomed to concessions on all sides, and the absence of the manager when she wished to speak to him did not please her. Even the great Montague Whiffles was not very great in the eyes of the Fairy Queen. 
  “Oh, thunder!” said Conchita. 
  Wharton started a little.  He thought that ‘Oh, thunder!” was very emphatic expression for such pretty lips. 
  He certainly did not mean to express his fat in his face, but probably Miss Conchita’s eyes were very keen. She burst into a hearty laugh, 
  “What are you little boys doing here?” he asked. 
  The two juniors coloured deeply.  Certainly, Miss Conchita was a year or two older than they were, but she had no right whatever to regard them as little boys. 
  “We’re waiting For Mr. Whiffles.” said Wharton. 
  “We—we’re looking for jobs, miss.” stammered Nugent. 
  “My word,”said the Fairy Queen, laughing again, “you don’t look much like panto kids!” 
  “We are, all the same.” said Harry, “and we’re not exactly little boys, either.” 
  “Jolly nearly as old as you are, Miss Conchita, if you come to that.” said Nugent. 
  Miss Conchita laughed again. 
  “How old are you, kid?” she asked, addressing Frank. 
  “Fifteen.” 
  “And how old do you think I am?” 
  “Seventeen.” 
  To Frank Nugent’s great astonishment, the Fairy Queen pinched his ear in quite an affectionate manner, and tripped out of the room, laughing. Nugent rubbed his ear. 
  “Well, my hat!” he said. 
  “A very cheery young lady!” remarked Wharton. 
  “Isn’t she stunning?” said Nugent,’ with a deep breath. “What a ripping girl, Harry! Did you notice her eyelashes?” 
  “Not particularly.” 
  “And her ears?” 
  “Her ears? No.” 
  “Like little pink, shells.” said Nugent. 
  “Were they?” 
  “Yes; like beautiful little pink shells!” said Nugent enthusiastically “I-I say, Harry, we’ve simply got to get this job. We needn’t bother much about the screw. After all, that don’t matter much to us. We’ve simply got—” 
  The arrival of Bob Cherry and the rest of the party interrupted Nugent.
  “Well?” said Squiff. 
  “Looks promising,” said Harry. “We’ra waiting—— Hallo!” 
  Ted put his shock head in at the door. 
  “This way!” he said. 
  Nine anticipative juniors followed the lanky Ted. 
 
                  THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                      The Pantomime Rehearsal! 

HARRY WHARTON & Co. arrived, after traversing several gloomy passages, upon the stage. The theatre was empty and dark—dead and lifeless to the view. Strains of  music came from the orchestra, however, where a fat little conductor, with a shock of black hair, was brandishing his baton. The juniors halted, in the wings and looked on.  A rehearsal was in progress, and the stage swarmed with fairies and cats, grouping and breaking up and regrouping with bewildering swiftness. 
  Mr. Whiffles was in the wings, and he gave the juniors a short nod, but did not speak. He was watching the groupings and the regroupings of the pantomime crowd. A short, stubby gentleman, with a very red face, was in charge of the proceedings, and the juniors guessed that this was Mr. Badger, the stage-manager. He rapped out words of direction in a rasping voice, and seemed to be in a bad temper. Stage-managers during rehearsals frequently are afflicted by bad temper; 
  He called out something to the conductor, and the latter gentleman brandished his baton more energetically than before, and, indeed, his whole body seemed to be brandishing itself. The orchestra struck up quick dance music. The movements of the fairies and cats and courtiers on the stage were bewildering. They formed up with what seemed to the juniors wonderful celerity and precision, though the remarks of Mr. Badger indicated that he was far from satisfied. 
  “This is the Great Cat Dance.” Mr. Whiffles condescended to tell the juniors. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. watched the Great Cat Dance with great interest. There were about thirty boys and girls of various ages in cat costumes, and an equal number of fairies. Miss Conchita appeared from the O.P. side, led in by Puss-in-Boots himself, and joined in the dance. The Marquis of Carabas was unavoidably absent, owing to the “bolting” of the unspeakable Charley. 
  Frank Nugents eyes were glued upon the Fairy Queen. Conchita looked very pretty and graceful, and she danced extremely well. The climax of the scene was reached when the Ogre rushed in—a huge Ogre, with a huge face, a mask designed to resemble the Kaiser; with gigantic spiked moustaches that rose above the top of his head. The Ogre evidently had felonious designs upon the Fairy Queen, which were promptly baffled by Puss- 
in-Boots. The Ogre was driven victoriously from the stage, with a crash from the orchestra. 
  Then the whole proceedings came to a sudden termination. 
  It was the end of the rehearsal for the day. The juniors had arrived in time to see the finish. 
  “Ten to-morrow morning!” shouted. Mr. Badger. 
  A gentleman in a cat mask, adorned with huge, streaky whiskers, came strolling across the stage t& Mr. Badger. 
  ”Don’t blame me.” he said, in a sepulchral voice. 
  “What’s the matter with you, Billy Scrooge?” snapped Mr. Badger. 
  “It’s what’s the matter with the author” said ?Lr. Scrooge wearily. “Is there a funny line in my part?  I ask you, Mr. Badger, is there a funny line? If you want me to send the audience home crying on Boxing Night, all right! I don’t mind.” 
  Mr. Badger made a gesture that might have meant anything. 
  “It’s a dirge.” said Mr. Scrooge—” a dirge! But if you want to plant a dirge on the people in front on Boxing.Night, a dirge it is! All serene!” 
  And Mr. Scrooge. drifted away. 
  Evidently Mr.. Scrooge ws the comedian, and he was not satisfied with the allownce of “fat” in his part. 
  The stage-manager—a long-suffering gentleman—did not argue with Mr. Scrooge. Probably everybody in the pantomime who had a “part” at all was more or less dissatisfied with it. The happy possessors of leading parts could complain; the lesser lights, who could be easily replaced, had to endure in silence. That was all the difference. 
  Mr. Scrooge having gone, a plump little lady, in spangles and bangles, rushed from somewhere, and caught Mr. Badger excitedly by the shoulder. She was evidently a foreign lady. Har dusky face was wildly excited. 
  “So you shall cut my song!” she exclaimed. “Is it not so? Ah-h-h! N’est-ce-pas? Is it zat my song, he shall be cut?”
  “Can’t be helped, Madame Felicita.” said Mr. Badger. “All things considered—”
  “Ah-h-h! All zings considered, excepting ze audience, isn’t it And me—I—Madame Felicita? You shall cut my song Vat zen!” 
  Madame Felicita broke into a stream of rapid French. She was still volleying French at a terrific rate as she retreated, accompanied by incessant gesticulations. But she disappeared at last. 
  Mr. Badger passed his hand across his brow, with a dramatic gesture. He was no doubt as glad that the rehearsal was over as the rehearsers themselves were. 
  The crowd had vanished down the stone corridor leading to the dressing-rooms. Mr. Whiffles made a sign to the juniors, and they went on the big, empty stage. 
  The manager conversed in low tones with the stage-manager for some minutes, both of them casting glances towards the juniors, and especially at Harry Wharton. Every now and then the juniors heard a few words. 
  “Figure’s all right, and looks, but no experience.” That came from Mr. Badger. 
  “Yes, looks intelligent enough,” he went on, in reply to some remark from Mr. Whiffles. “But what a risk— what a thundering risk!”
  “I don’t say jump at it.” said Mr. Whiffles. “I say try it. Give him a trial. We’re in a hole. That confounded Charley! A week before Boxing Day too!”
  “ I know we’re in a hole. But have you ‘phoned—” 
  “I’ve been ‘phoning the morning.”
 “Oh!” 
  “And telegraphing.” 
  “And—”
  “N. G.” 
  Mr. Badger shrugged his shoulders 
  “Charley’s understudy?” 
  “ Still down with the flu. I’ve seen him,” said Mr. Whiffles. “Besides, he was poor stuff.  Charley knew how he was leaving me stranded. I’ll settle his hash, though! I’ll give him law!” 
  “That won’t get you out of this pickle.”
 “Exactly. But we’ve got to get out of it, if the panto isn’t to be dished. What about seeing what the kid can do?”
  “He’s young.”
  “All the better, if he can fill the bill.” 
  “If!” said Mr Badger. 
  “We’ll. 
  “Oh, I’ll put him through it, sir.  If he’s any good, it’s stroke of luck.”
  “My luck’s always been good.” said Mr, Whiffles, rubbing his fat hands. 
  Mr. Badger nodded, and scrutinised Harry Wharton again. The juniors waited in silence, very much perplexed. Nothing was still said to them.  Mr. Badger rapped out: 
  “Higgins!” 
  The long-legged Ted appeared from nowhere. 
  “Take this young gentleman to Mr. Chawkins’ room and find him a dresser. He’s to rehearse Caraba.” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “ Wharton—is your name Wharton?”
  “Yes, sir.” said Harry. 
  “Follow Higgins. 
  Harry Wharton followed Higgins down at stone passage.  Then Mr. Badger turned his attention to the other juniors. He put questions to them, and put them generally through their paces, shrugged his shoulders, made gestures, murmured to Mr. Whiffles, and finally 
told them to turn up for the rehearsal at ten o’clock the following morning. 
  Evidently the Co. were very small fry in the eyes of Mr. Badger, but Harry Vharton had been selected for something special. When Mr. Badger had finished with him, the juniors waited about in the wings for Wharton to return, both the manager and the manager bestowing not the slightest further attention upon them. 
  “Looks as if we’re going to be given a chance, anyway.” murmured Squiff. “But what’s Wharton up to, I wonder?” 
  “Goodness knows!” said Nugent. 
  “We’d better wait for him.” said Bob Cherry. “Looks to me as if he’s been picked for something good. Our humble selves will have to be satisfied in the chorus. I hope Harry’s going to have luck.” 
  And the juniors waited, with best wishes for Wharton. 

                  THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                         Wharton’s Chance! 

HARRY WHARTON followed Ted Higgins down the corridor, his mind somewhat in a whirl, he hardly understood what was wanted of him, but he was feeling hopeful and elated. “This ‘ere is Mr. Chawkins’ dressing-room.” said Ted, as he showed the junior in.
 “Charley, what’s bolted, you know! You’re to put on his clobber. I’ll ‘elp you, if you like. The dresser’s gorn.” 
  “Thank you!” said Harry. “But what am I to put on the clobber for?” 
  Ted closed one eye. 
  “You’re in luck.” he said. “ They’re going to give you a trial in Charley’s place.” 
  “Marquis of Carabas?” asked Harry, with a breath. 
  “You bet.” 
  “My hat!” 
  “Buck up! Mr. Badger don’t like bein’ kep’ waitin’.” Ted lent a willing hand, and Wharton was clad in the handsome garb of the Marquis of Caraba. It was a little loose for him, but Ted appeared to be a perfect genius with safety-pins. The question suited the well-set-up figure and handsome face of the Greyfriars junior.  In the courtly dress, with a velvet cloak and a plumed hat and sword, Harry looked every inch a young prince, as Ted kdmiringly informed him. 
  “Now, kim on, sir !“ said Ted. 
  Wharton smiled as he noted the “sir.” He had acquired, along with the Marquis of Curabas’ costume, immensely greater importance in the eyes of the call-boy. If he should fail to securp the place, and should be relegated to the chorus; doubtless Ted would revert to his former familiar and patronising manner. But, for the present moment, Ted was deeply respectful. 
  Mr. Whiffies and Mr. Badger looked keenly at Wharton as he reappeared. Harry was feeling a little nervous, as he came back on the empty stage, but the approving nod of Mr. Whiffles reassured him. The Greyfriars juniors looked at him in surprise and admiration. 
  “Ripping. old chap!” ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  Mr. Badger gave Bob a freezing glance, and Bob backed into the wings blushing. Evidently it was no place for Bob to make remarks. 
  “He looks the part—what?” Mr. Whiffles murmured to the Stage-manager. 
  Mr. Badger nodded. 
  “I suppose you can dance, Wharton?” he asked.
  “Yes, sir” 
  “And make graceful bows—what?”
  “I hope so, sir. I’ll try.” 
  “And speak” 
  “I—I think I can speak, sir.”
  “Give me those lines, then.” 
  Wharton took a ragged sheet of “scrip” the manager handed to him. He glanced over the lines; they were in rhyme, and evidently to be spoken by the Marquis of Carabas in the pantomime. Wharton read them through twice— he had a good memory, and that was enough for him—and he declaimed the versp without looking at the paper again. It was so much like the theatricals at Greyfriars that he was not troubled in the least by 
“ nerves.”

     A nobleman am I, though poor, alas! 
    Mine are the fair broad lands of Carabas. 
    Now closed upon me in my castle gate, 
    Within, a guilty Ogre holds his state, 
    A giant grim, of horrid Hunnish race, 
   Whose spiked moustaches almost hide his face. 

  The lines were feeble enough, but Wharton delivered them very well. Bob Cherry very nearly shouted  “Hear, hear !“ but he remembered Mr. Badger’s steely eye, ant checked himself in time. 
  “ Now across the stage, and kneel to me as if I were the Fairy Queen.” said Mr. Badger. 
  Wharton almost grinned at the idea of the tubby little gentleman as a fairy queen, but he carried out the directions quite gracefully. Mr. Badger and Mr. Whiffles consulted again. Then Ted was sent to request Miss Conchita to come. The orchestra were showing signs of restiveness,ievidently anxious to get off after the rehearsal. But there was no release for the instrumental gentlemen yet. 
  Ted came back in a few minutes. 
  “Well,” rapped out Mr. Whiffles’. “where is Conchita?” 
  “Please Madame Conchita says she will come when she’s finished her smoke,” said Higgins. 
  Mr. Whiffles’ muttered something, and Mr. Badger muttered something, and the juniors stared. Frank Nugent’s jaw dropped. He could not imagine that sweet and dainty Fairy Queen with a cigarette between her pretty lips. 
  It was a full five minutes before Conchita arrived, and she was looking a little cross. 
  “I was iust going.” she said. “What is it?”
  “Sorry—sorry!” said Mr. Badger, quite deferentially. “We sha’n’t trouble you far more than a few minutes. We are trying this young gentleman in Charley’s place—” 
  “My word!” said Conchita. 
  “Will you try him in the cat waltz?” 
  Miss Conchita yawned. 
  “I suppose so. What’s the use of a schoolboy for Charley’s part? Anything for a quiet life. Come here, little boy.” 
  Wharton flushed scarlet, and approached Miss Conchita. 
  “Don’t be nervous, kid!” said that young lady. 
  “I—I’m not nervous!” stammered Wharton.
  “Don’t tread on my feet, mind !“ 
  “I won’t!”
  “Mind you don’t, that’s all!” 
  Mr. Badger was speaking to the conductor. The strains of the cat waltz proceeeded from the orchestra. Wharton, in spite of his assurance that he was not nervous, felt a little uneasy as he began to dance with Conchita. Conchita was plainly bored by the whole proceeding, and she lounged through the dance, but Wharton did his best. He was really a graceful dancer, and he did very well. When the music ceased, Miss Conchita left his arm abruptly, and lighted a cigarette, the juniors watching her in wonder. 
  “The kid can dance.” said Coneliita, blowing out little rings of smoke. “Better give him a trial. Charley danced like a horse.” ——
  Conchita sauntered away through the wings, pausing a moment to pinch Frank Nugent’s ear as she passed. Nugent was left with a crimson face. 
  Mr. Whiffles clapped Wharton on the shouIder. 
  “He’ll do, Badger?” he said. 
  “So far, so good,” said Mr. Badger. “I’ll give him the part, and he can come and see me before the rehearsal to-morrow morning. Half-past nine, Wharton; ten o’clock, you others.” 
  Badger walked away. There was a rustle in the orchestra, as the musical gentlemen made their delayed departure. Mr. Whiffles nodded kindly to the juniors and went back to his office. Harry Wharton & Co. were left to their own devices. 
  Wharton removed the costume of the Marquis of Carabas in the dressing-room, and replaced his own clothes, and rejoined his chums. The juniors left the theatre. 
  “Well, we’re taken on, anyway.” said Bob Cherry. “Congratulations, Harry, old chap! You’re going to be the giddy marquis.” 
  “It’s not settled yet,” said Harry. 
  “Bet you it’s going to be! Conchita is a corker isn’t she? ” 
  “She’s a stunning girl!” said Nugent. 
  “Simply stunning!” agreed Bob. “I say, I’m hungry! We’d better get a feed, and then buzz off for our luggage. We shall have to find some quarters in Lantham. I say, I wonder if Bunter’s minding our luggage all this time” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  In great spirits, the Greyfriars juniors proceeded in search of a “feed.” 

                  THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                     Bunter Sticks to His Old Pals! 

HARRY WHARTON & CO. found a restaurant in Lantham, wherc they enjoyed a late, and very substantial, lunch. The happy result of their visit to the Theatre Royal filled them with satisfaction. Pantomime acting was not exactly war-work, it s true; but it came to the same thing. All the salaries they received, however much the amount came to, would be devoted to the good cause—and the were already planning “whacking” hampers for the prisoners in Germany. 
  If Wharton secured the part of the Marquis of Carabas, certainly there would be a decent salary attached to it; and the fellows in the chorus would get something. Altogether, it was sure to make up a handsome little sum. It gave them a keen satisfaction to feel that they were doing their “bit.” 
  “It will be a simply ripping vacation!” said Mark Linley. 
  “And now you won’t be ashamed of us, Marky.” grinned Bob Cherry. “Up to now, you’ve been the only chap worth his salt in all the esteemed company—the only chap who could earn his oats. Now we’re up to your giddy level.” 
  Mark laughed. 
  “Jolly pleasant work, too—for a change, anyway.” said Harry Wharton. “Whiffles is an old sport. We ought to pass a vote of thanks to Skinner. If Skinner hadn’t been such a funny ass, we shouldn’t have made Whiffles’ acquaintance.” 
  “I’ll take back those punches on the nose, next term.” chuckled Johnny Bull. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Now about our luggage.” said Harry Wharton, when lunch was over. “No good all of us going back to Courtfield—waste of money. One chap had better go for the bags. The rest of us can look for diggings. We shall have to dig in Lantham, of course.” 
  “I’ll go, if you like.” said Peter Todd.
  “We’ll meet the Lantham train at the station, and have the diggings ready for you,” said Harry. 
  “Good egg!” 
  The party walked to the station with Todd, and saw him off for Courtfield, and then proceeded to search for “digs.” It was a new experience to the Greyfriars juniors, and they found it exciting, and quite agreeable. 
  Peter Todd arrived at Courtfield, and the first person that met his eyes on the platform was William George Bunter. Billy Bunter was a slacker in many ways; but he was evidently a sticker. He rolled, up as Peter stepped from the train, blinking at him with deep reproach. 
  “You’ve kept me here five hours.” he said. 
  “I didn’t keep you here.” said Peter. “What the deuce have you stayed in this blessed station for?” 
  “I’ve been looking after your luggage.”
  “Bow-wow!” 
  “I say, Peter, old chap—” 
  “Rats!” 
  Todd extracted the baggage from the office, and had it booked for Lantham. Then he strolled up the platform, waiting for the next train. Billy Bunter kept at his heels, a good deal like a fat poodle. 
  The train came in, and Peter stepped into it. Bunter rolled into the carriage after him. 
  “Look here,” said Todd, perplexed. “This isn’t your train, Bunter.” 
  “Yes, it is.” 
  “Have you taken your ticket?”
   “No, I haven’t.” 
  “Then you’ll get into trouble at Lantham.” 
  “Not if I’ve got an old pal with me to see mp through.” said Bunter cheerfully. 
  “You fat duffer!” roared Peter. “Why don’t you go home?” 
  “I’m sticking to my old pals, old chap. After minding your luggage the best part of a day, you might be a bit grateful. 
  Peter grunted. Billy Bunter had made up his mind to stick to his old pals. There was no doubt about that. The train buzzed away through the December dusk to Lantham.” 
  “Blessed if I know what to do with you, Fatty.” said the puzzled Peter. “The fellows will scalp me if 1 bring you with me.” 
  “Rats! I suppose I can come to Lantham if I like!” snorted Bunter. “Are you fellows putting up there?” 
  “Oh, bow-wow!” 
  “I’ll put up where you do, Peter, old chap. You can pay the bill. 
  “Can I?” growled Peter Todd. 
  “Of course, I shall settle out of my postal-order—”
  “Oh, cheese it!” 
  “If you’re going to be a rude beast, Peter Todd—”
 “Well, I am !“ said Peter grimly. 
  “All serene! I don’t mind it from an old pal.” said Bunter affectionately. 
  Peter gave a snort. 
  “You fellows have got a job in Lantham” asked Bunter inquisitively. 
  “Yes; fathead!” 
  “Well, my hat! Of course, I’m not going to do any work. But I’m sticking to you. Wharton’s going to spend the wind-up of the vacation with Tom Merry at St. Jim’s. Well, I’m going with him then. 
  “So you don’t want to lose sight of him—what?” 
  “Oh, really, Toddy—” 
  “Look here,” said Peter, after some thought. “We’ve got a job—plenty of hard work, and probably not much money. You can come along if you like, and house-keep for us in our diggings—cook, and all that.” 
  Bunter brightened up. 
  “Good egg! I’d do more than that for an old pal like you, Peter.” 
  “Not so much of your old pal!” growled Todd.
  “I say, have you got any toffee about you?” 
  “No, tubby!” 
  “I’m jolly hungry.” 
  “Serve you right!”
  Bunter grunted, and relapsed into dignified silence. He closed his eyes, and dozed till the train stopped in Lantham. There Peter Todd shook him, and woke him, and paid his fare, and marched him out of the station. 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were waiting the station entrance. There was a general howl at the sight of William George. 
  “Bunter!” 
“The Bunterfuluess is terrific!” 
  Billy Bunter grinned agreeably at the juniors. 
  “You didn’t think I was going to desert you, did you?” he asked affectionately. 
  “Well, we didn’t think so,” said Squiff—” we only hoped so.” 
  “Oh, really, Field—”
  “The fat bounder would come.” said Peter. “He’s agreed to be maid-of-all-work in our digs.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Instead of going home to the festive halls of Bunter de Bunter!” grinned Squiff. “How he must love us!” 
  “Found the diggings?” 
  “Yes; come on!”
  Peter Todd claimed his baggage, and it was piled on a four-wheeler, but the juniors walked. There wasn’t room for them in the “growler,” but Billy Bunter found rom for himself. He was not fond of walking. 
  Bunter blinked out of the cab, with a very disparaging expression, as the vehicle threaded its way into a cheap part of the town. 
  “I say, you fellows, ain’t you putting up at an hotel?” he called out. 
  “Ha, ha! No jolly fear!” 
  “Look here, I’m jolly well not going to live in a slum!” said Bunter. “Like your cheek, if you want to know my opinion!” 
  “Thanks, we don’t!” 
  The four-wheeler stopped outside a house in a clean but decidedly cheap street. It was within ten minutes’ walk of the back of the Theatre Royal. Wharton and his companions had found those diggings and engaged them while Peter was gone to Courtfield. 
  The door was opened by a buxom lady, with a kindly face. The baggage was taken up to the rooms Wharton had engaged—three rooms on an upper floor. There was also a small room with a sink and a gas-cooking stove. The surroundiugs were not palacial. The wallpaper was old and faded, the furniture cheap and chipped, and the carpet and linoleum worn into holes in places. The lighting was by gas, and the light was not brilliant. 
  Billy Bunter surveyed the place with ineffable disgust. Wharton settled with the cabman, and the juniors proceeded to unpack their belongings. In the three rooms there were a total of six beds, some larger and some smaller, affording altogether plenty of accommodation for the party. The juniors bad not expected palatial surroundings, and, so long as the place was clean, they were not exacting. And it was clean enough. But Billy Bunter apparently expected more. He sat on a bed and sniffed; and as the juniors did not appear to notice his sniffs, they grew more and more emphatic till they resembled snorts. 


                  THE FOURTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                          Bunter Is Not Satisfied! 

SNIFF! 
  Snort ! 
  Bob Cherry glanced round at last. 
  “Got a cold, Bunter?” he asked. 
  “NO!” growled Bunter. 
  “What are you snorting like a horse for, then?” 
  “I'm disgusted!” 
  “The disgustfuIness of the esteemed Bunter is great,” remarked Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “Dut what is the matter with the disgusting and ridiculous Bunter?” 
  “I say, Wharton!” 
   “Hallo!” 
  “Are you going to spend the Christmas vac in this place?” 
  “Yes.”
  “This hole!” roared Bunter. 
  “Any port in a storm, you know.” said Bob Cherry. 
  “We’re going to pay thirty shillings a week for these rooms and attendance. Attendance means making the bed. We do our own cooking.” 
  “Jolly good idea!” said Peter Todd. “We shall have lots of time for shopping. No more meals at restaurants; it won’t run to it.” 
  “But—but you can’t live here!” gasped Bunter.  “Look from that window!  There’s a view of back-yards and washing!” 
  “Did you expect to see the Mediterranean?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Look at the carpet—in holes!” howled Bunter.  “Look at the walls! The paper’s peeling off! My hat!  Why, this is the kind of house where plumbers live!” 
  “Well, what’s the matter with plumbars?” asked Squiff. “Plumbers earn more money than we do.”
  “Oh, don’t be an ass, Field! When I’m on a holiday I want some comfort!  ” said Bunter.  “I thought you’d be staying in the best hotel in the place, of course.” 
  “You’d rather stay in the best hotel?” asked Nugent.
  “Yes, of course.” 
  “Well, trot along and stay there!” 
  “Who’s going to pay?” 
  “Is that a conundrum?” 
  “I say, you fellow, you must be spoofing me!” growled Bunter. “You can’t really mean to stay in this hole? Where have you got jobs?” 
  “Theatre Royal, in the panto.” 
  “In the panto!” shrieked Bunter. “But they don’t pay panto kids more than a few bob a week.” 
  “That means short commons.” 
  “Oh, you—you—you—” 
  Bunter could find no words to express his feelings. 
  The juniors grinned, and went on with their unpacking. They were in Lantham to work, and their quarters did not matter much to them so long as they were cheap. Bunter was after a holiday.  He remembered the time he had planted himself up on the Co. for a summer holiday at Shoremouth, and he had fancied it was to be something of the kind over again. The discovery of the grim reality almost overcame him, This was what he had waited five hours in Courtfield for—this! He glanced round at the dingy surroundings with feelings almost too deep for words. 
  “You’ll be all right, Bunty,” said Peter Todd comfortingly. “You haven’t got to work in the panto. That’s only for us common persons You’re going to keep house, and do the cooking. You can have a smell of cooking all day long if you like. There!” 
  “What are you going to live on?” demanded Bunter. “Of course, if you place plenty of money in my hand to keep house, I might think of it. You understand that I want something pretty decent?” 
  “Kippers for breakfast.” said Squiff. “One kipper each. ” 
  “And a cheap kind of stew for lunch.” said Bob Cherry. “Bunter can go round the butcher-shops making bargains for odd bits!” 
  “I jolly well won’t!” roared Bunter. 
  “Bread and cheese for supper.” said Wharton. “Not too much bread, as it’s dear; and only a little cheese, as it’s expensive.” 
  “Oh: my hat! Look here, if you earn any money—”
  “All the money we earn is going to war funds, fathead!” 
  “What utter rot!  What are you going to live on, then?” 
  “Private resources!” chuckled Bob Cherry.  “ We’ve got some tin of our own—enough to live on with strict economy. Of course, the economy will have to be very strict.  That’s all right in war-time !”
  “Oh, you chump!”
  “We shall expect you to make a whole stew for ten for a couple of bob at the most.” said Mark. 
  “You might be able to do it, you were brought up in a factory!” snorted Bunter. 
  “Exactly! And I could do it, and will, if necessary.” 
  “ Well, I can’t, and won’t.”
  “Please yourself !” said Bob Cherry cheerily. “ But, remember, he who will not work, neither shall he eat!” 
  “Toddy, you beast! You ought to be jolly well ashamed of yourself, lauding me in this After the w. ky you urged me to come
  “Oh, crumbs! Did I urge you?” 
  “Yes, you did; and left me minding your baggage all day! Look here, if you fellows don’t make up your minds to treat me decently, I shall go!” 
  Billy Bunter delivered that remark In the tone of an ultimatum.  He blinked at the juniors majestically through his big glasses. 
  “Oh, Bunty,” exclaimed Bob Cherry, in great alarm “unsay those cruel words!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “I mean what I say, so you’d better think it out!”
  Bob Cherry closed one eye at his comrades.
 “What terms will you stay, on, Bunter?” he asked.
  “Well, I’d be willing to stay if you move at once into a more decent show.” said Bunterconsiderately . “I’m accustomed to better surroundings than this. There isn’t even a servant kept in this house. Get into’ respectable quarters, and allow me, say, five pounds a day for keeping house— 
  “No more than that?” 
  “Well, six would be better. And you’ll have to engage a servant for me.” 
  “Anything else?” 
  “I’ll mention anything else I think of later on, but that’s the minimum.” 
  “The giddy, irreducible minimum?” asked Bob. “Yes, the very least I could accept.” 
  “And if we don’t agree, you’re going?” 
  “Yes.  ”
  “Well, there’s the door!” said Bob Cherry cheerily. 
  “Eh?” 
  “Deaf, old chap? The door! There it is! Mind the step! There’s no light on the stairs! Remember us to Lord Bunter de Bunter when you get home!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Billy Bunter blinked furiously as he realised that the humorous Bob had been pulling his leg. The unpacking being finished, Peter Todd and Squiff went out shopping, while the rest of the party cleaned and prepared cooking utensils. Billy Bunter was generally keen on cooking, but he did not seem keen now. He was in a state of disappointment and fury hardly to be described in words. This was the holiday he was going to get—this! 
  The shoppers returned with succulent kippers in paper. There was soon a scent of cooking in the tiny kitchen. Those rooms had been used by generations of employees at the Theatre Royal, and a lingering smell of kippers hung about them. The table was laid in the largest room, and the juniors sat down to their supper with keen appetites. Bunter joined them, glowering. There was one kipper for Bunter, and plenty of bread-and-margarine. It did not run to butter. But, as Bob Cherry pointed out, that was all right, as most butter was imported from abroad, and it was unpatriotic to spend money abroad in war-time. Bunter did not seem to see it. 
  “I—I suppose this is a joke?” he gasped at last. 
  “Deadly earnest.” said Bob, “What are you grousing about?  You’re getting a kipper for nothing, to say nothing of this lovely margarine! And there’s treacle to wind up with—real British treacle!” 
  “Treacle! Oh, my hat! Haven’t you any jam?” 
  “Nix.”
  “I’m not going to stand it!” roared Bunter. 
  “Don’t say you’re going to leave us!” implored Bob Cherry. “Anything—anything but that!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  Billy Bunter snorted furiously. Supper over, the juniors carefully washed up. Mrs. Janes had provided them with the necessaries for doing so—on a limited scale—the “attendance” in those diggings being very strictly limited. Billy Bunter did not lend a hand. He glowered. 
  Washing up being finished, Harry Wharton & Co. prepared to turn in. Bunter insisted upon having a bed to himself, and, as he was blessed with a terrific snore, his desire was willingly acceded to, though it made close quarters for the rest, But they were prepared to rough it. 
  Nugent turned in with Bob Cherry; and Bob’s eyes closed almost as soon as his head was on the pillow. He started out of a doze as Frank spoke to him. 
  “Bob, old man !“ 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo!” murmured Bob sleepily. “Taking too much room—what?” 
  “No, no.” 
  “Wharrer marrer then?” 
  “Do you remember Miss Conchita?” 
  Bob started, broad awake. 
  “The girl at the panto? Yes. What about her?” 
  “N-n-nothing.” 
  “She smacked your chivvy, didn’t she?” 
  “No, she didn’t; just pinched my ear,” said Nugent Indignantly. “Those beautiful little hands couldn’t smack!” 
  “Those which?” gasped Bob. 
  “I—I was just thinking of her.” said Nugent. 
  “Better think of sleep.” 
  “We shall see her again to-morrow.” 
  “I suppose so. Good-night !“ 
  Bob closed has eyes again. A couple of minutes later be was awakened out of his doze. 
  “I say, Bob!” 
  “Groo!” murmured Bob. “Wharrer marrer now? Want some more of the blanket?” 
  “ Nunno. Did you notice—”
  “Eh?” 
  “How her eyelashes seemed to sweep her cheek—” 
  “Oh, blow her eyelashes!” mumbled Bob. “Go to sleep, for goodness’ sake, and let a fellow get a snooze!” 
 And Bob closed his eyes once more, and refused to open them again. 
                  THE FIFTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                                At Rehearsal! 

HARRY WHARTON & Co. turned up at the Theatre Royal the next morning in great spirits. To the schoolboys this novel mode of passing a Christmas vacation was full of interest and excitement. To have the free entry of the theatre by the stage-door was elating. The only dissatisfied member of the party—WiIliam George Bunter— remained at the “diggings” in Slocum Street, in a decidedly bad humour. One “shop” egg for breakfast made Billy Bunter furious. His suggestion that he should have new-laid eggs, while the other fellows had “shop” eggs, if they liked them, was somehow not adopted. Bunter asked what was the good of one egg to him, but he was left to find an answer to that conundrum for himself. Buntcr blinked after the chums of the Remove as they departed, with a blink that was almost Hunnish. This was not the sort of Christrmas holiday he had been looking for—not at all! 
  There had been a fresh fall of snow, and the juniors tramped through it cheerily. Hacker, the door-keeper, let them in without question this time. Indecd, his manner to Wharton was quite respectful. Panto kids were nothing or less than nothing, in Mr. Hacker’s eyes; but a leading” gentleman was decidedly something. Wharton was not ‘ leading gentleman’ yet, but it was a possibility, at least. 
  Wharton was in time, and the others were early, as the general rehearsal did not begin till ten. Wharton was taken at once into the private office, where he found Mr. Montague Whiffles in much better spirits than on his previous visit. The manager of the Theatre Royal shook him warmly by the hand, and hurried him away to Badger, who was smoking a big cigar on the empty stage, and talking to Billy Scrooge. Mr. Scrooge was lugubriously comparing his comic part in the panto to a funeral service, and almost tearfully declaring that he wouldn’t get a single cackle from the people in front. Miss Conchita was also there, smoking a cigarette. She gave Wharton a friendly nod. 
  A little dusky gentleman was introduced to Wharton as Signor Goloppi, dancing-master and professor of deportment. The junior was placed in his hands, and the signor pronounced him a good pupil, and arranged with him for practice for five hours a day, exclusive of rehearsals. This looked rather like hard work, but the captain of the Remove was prepared for hard work. He was to visit the Signor at his lodgings for instruction every day till Boxing Day. Mir. Whiffles was paying the Signor, probably indemnifying himself from the Marquis of Carabas’ salary; for it was pretty certain that Wharton would not receive anything like the same figure as the truant. 
  At ten o’clock the pantomime company turned up in force for the general rehearsal. Some,. of course, were late, which led to lurid remarks from Mr. Badger, and a short and sudden “sack” for one unfortunate individual. Klack, the musical conductor, waved his baton, his arms, his head and hair, and, occasionally his legs. Mr. Klack conducted in the “grand manner.” 
  “Madame Felicita! Madame Felicita! Madame Felicita!” screamed Mr. Klack. 
  “Madame Felicita!” the chorus took up the cry. 
  “Madame Felicita!” bawled Ted. 
  “Madame Felicita!” shouted Mr. Badger. 
  The whole theatre seemed to echo to “Madame Felicita!” That lady appeared, with a sulky expression, at last.  Evidently it still rankled with Madame Felicita that her song had been “cut.” 
  The rehearsal was a trial to the juniors. 
  They were ready-witted enough, and they had some experience of theatricals in an amateur way, which helped them now. But the work was very new to them, and there seemed neither time nor inclination for patient explanation for instruction. Tom Dutton, being deaf, was the object of many emphatic objurgations from Mr. Badger and Signor Goloppi, but his deafness did not dawn upon them, as they did not expect him to 
answer. And as Tom heard hardly a word they addressed to him, their remarks did not discourage him. He kept his eyes on Peter Todd and did as Peter did, and his faithful chum was always ready to help out. As their task was simply to bear the long royal train of the King of the Cats, it was not a heavy one. They had nothing to say—only to move their lips and appear to be singing when there was a general chorus. 
  In the Great Cat Dance Harry Wharton was Conchita’s partner, and he acquitted himself very well. He was a littlp troubled by the fact that Conchita—evidently monarch of all she surveyed—insisted in smoking a cigarette during the dance, and the smoke worried his eyes and his nose.  The charming young lady saw his difficulty, and it seemed to amuse her, for she took a mischievous delight in blowing smoke into his face on several occasions.
  “You don’t smoke, kid?” asked Conchita, after the dance, as she stood in the wings. 
  Wharton stared a little. 
  “Certainly not!” he said—“not at my age!” 
  Miss Conchita nodded approvingly. 
  “That’s a sensible kid!” she said. 
  Wharton winced. Certainly it was sensible not to smoke at his age; but he did not exactly like being called a sensible kid.” 
  “I shouldn’t have thought it was allowed at rehearsal.” he said. 
  “It isn’t.” 
  “Oh!” 
  Conchita laughed. 
  “ What is the name of your young friend—the little fellow with the blue eyes and pink face?” she asked. 
  “Do you mean Nugent? He isn’t such a little fellow!  said Wharton, nettled. “Hc’s nearly my age !“ 
  “Then he is almost venerable!” said Conchita gravely. “He is a nice little boy; and he is looking so shocked to see me smoking! It amuses me. Come here, Nugent!” 
  Nugent was looking on at a repetition of some fact that Mr. Badger was not satisfied with, and in which he was not included.  He was watching Conchita more than the act: however.  He came quickly towards the Fairy Queen as she beckoned to him. 
  “ What is your name, my dear?” she asked him. 
  “ Frank.’’ 
  “Why are you shocked to see me smoke?” 
  Nugent crimsoned. 
  “I — I’m not.” he stammered_ “ I—I think— I mean—we don’t smoke at Greyfriars but this is different, of course! But—but——” 
  “Well?” 
  “Nothing.” said Nugent. 
  “Go on!” said Conchita. “Tell me what you were going to say.” 
  “All right, if you won’t think it cheeky.” 
  “I won’t. Please go on!” 
  “Well, I should think it would be bad for your dancing,” said Nugent. “We find that a fellow can’t play footer if he smokes. And —and my father says it’s bad for anybody still growing — it spoils the growth.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” Miss Conchita had a very musical laugh. Your father is very wise, Frank, and he has given you good advice. But it won’t stop my growth; at my age, I suppose?” 
  “ Better not smoke till you’re turned twenty-five, if you smoke at all,” said Nugent sagely. 
  “Twenty—one!” said Conchita thoughtfully.
  “ Yes it’s as bad at seventeen as at fifteen.” 
  To Nugent’s astonishment, Conchita pinched his ER again. But the touch of the slim little fingers pleased him. 
  “Are you busy today after the rehearsal?” she asked.  “Not a bit.” said Frank. 
  “I am going out shopping. Would you like to come with me, and carry my parcels?” 
  Nugent’s eyes danced. The look upon his face showed how much he would like it.     Conchita smiled quite affectionately. 
  “Wait for me at the stage door.” she said.
  “Oh, rather!” said Nugent.
  “You’re awfully kind, Miss Conchita!” 
  Conchita nodded, and tripped away. Nugent gave Wharton a blissful look, and Harry regarded him curiously. 
  “Isn’t she simply stunning?” said Frank, with a deep breath. 
  “She seems a very nice girl.” said Harry. “I wish she wouldn’t smoke when we’re dancing, though. Luckily, shp won’t be able to in the real performance.”
  “I don’t see why women shouldn’t smoke as well as men, if they want to.” said Nugent. “If it’s a bad habit, it’s as bad for one as the other.” 
  “I suppose so; only it’s a bother getting it in my eyes.” 
  “It seems to me that you’ve got all the luck.” 
  “Yes, they seem to have settled on me for Marquis of Carabas.” said Harry. “It’s a whacking good thing for the fund.” 
  “Oh, I wasn’t thinking of that! I mean dancing with Conchita.” 
“Yes. She is a wonderful dancer.” 
  “I wish—” Nugent paused, and did not say what he wished. “Jolly good of her to let me go shopping with her, Harry.” 
  Wharton laughed. 
  “ I suppose she’s older than she looks.” she said.  “Stage ladies generally are. I suppose she’s really over twenty-one. That’e why she laughed.” 
  “What utter rot!” 
  “ Eh?” 
  “ Where are your eyes?” said Nugent warmly.  " Seventeen at the most, I should say.  Perhaps only sixteen and a half. I—I wish I were older.” 
  “ What on earth for?” 
  “Oh, nothing!” 
  “Ten in the morning!” came Mr. Badger’s strident voice. “I will thank you, Madame Felicita, to be on time tomorrow morning. I cannot have the ballet delayed in rehearsal.” 
  The morning’s work was over.  Fairies and cats and courtiers vanished.  Harry Wharton & Co. left together, after Harry had received warm congratulations from Mr. Whiffles, which encouraged him considerably. 
  “By Jove, I’m ready for lunch!” said Bob Cherry, aBs they came out into the keen winter air, in the busy side street. “Hallo, hallo, hallo! What are you waiting for, Franky?” 
  “I’m coming later.” said Nugent, colouring. 
  “Anything on?” 
  “Yes.” 
  “Well, what!” 
  Nugent coloured. 
  “Well, what is it?” asked Johnny Bull, puzzled by Nugent’s colour.  “The manager want to speak to you?”
  “Oh no!” 
  “It’s all right; come on!” said Wharton.  “Nugent’s going out shopping with Miss Conchita.” 
  “My only hat!” 
  The Co. watked cheerily off, leaving Nugent. waiting by the stage door with a crimson face.
                                    — —

                  THE SIXTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                    Bunter Deserts His Old Pals! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo! Where’s the oyster?” 
  Bob Cherry asked that question when the chums of Greyfriars reached their diggings. 
  Bunter had been left with instructions to have a feed ready when the Co. returned.  He had been provided with sufficient provisions for the whole party to fulfil his duties as cook and housekeeper. 
  But there was no sign of a meal in readiness, and no sign of Bunter. On the table there was a large amount of dirty crockery, showing that the Owl of the Remove had been eating on his own. 
  “Snoozing, perhap!”said Harry.
  But Bunter was not snoozing. The juniors searched through the rooms for him. But William George had vanished, So had all the provisions. There was not an egg or a kipper to be discovered. 
  “Hallo, hallo, halllo! What’s this?” exclaimed Bob suddenly. 
  “This”  was a note pinned on the table, which they had not noticed at first. The juniors gathered round to read it. It was in Billy Bunter’s well-known sprawling hand, and it ran; 

  “ Rotters!— 
  “I’m off. If you think I’m gowing to stand this anny longer, you’re mistaken. I’m not. You left me just enouf grub for one, and I’ve eaten it, as I rekwired snack before my jurnoy.  I’m still hugrey. I regard you all as rotters. I ment to ask you home to my plaice, but now I won’t. I’ve borrowed the tin Wharton left in bag to pay my fair home: but, of course. I shall return it next term, out of my postal-order. I decline to be under anny monetary obligation to a fellow I despize. You can all go and eat coak! 
                                                                                                    “W. G. BUNTER.” 

  Such was the farewell of William George Bunter. 
 “Well, my hat!” said Squiff “That’s where our dinner’s gone—inside Bunter. And Bunter’ gone. How much tin did you leave in your bag, Wharton ‘ 
  “Thirty bob.” said Wharton ruefully. “I didn’t know that fat bounder saw me put it there, though.” 
  “Well, getting rid of Bunter is cheap at thirty bob.” said Johnny Bull. “I’d have stood him another quid to go.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “And now we’ve got our shoppng to do over again.” said Peter Todd. “Come on!” 
  The departure of the indignant William George did not cause any tears to be shed. The chums of the Remove renewed their surprise, cooked their dinner, and ate it with good appetites. 
  Then Wharton had to hurry off to keep his appointment with Signor Goloppi, and to grind. The rest of the party proceeded to practise ‘on their own,’ the few who had “ lines” mugging them up very carefully, and all of them assiduously practis in over again the stage business that fell to their share. 
  Harry Wharton looked a little tired when he came in, long after the winter evening had fallen. 
  “Been swotting?” asked Bob Cherry sympathetically. 
  “Yes, a bit.” said Harry with a snilc. “But it’s all right. Goloppi made me grind. But he says that Mr. Whiffles has finally decided on me for Marquis of Caraba. It means good, business for our fund.” 
  “No talk about cash so far, though.” said Squiff. 
  “They don’t pay for rehearsals.” 
  “Oh!” said Johnny Bull. 
  “Our screw begins when the panto begins, on Boxing Night. I’m afraid you chaps will get only about ten bob a week.” 
  “Great pip!” 
  “Still, it will run for weeks; we’re going to stick it for the whole vac, of course, I shall get something a bit decent. The signor says that Chancy Chawkins had twenty pounds a week. -
  “Phew!”
  “Of course, I shan’t get that. But I might get half.” 
  “Ten quid a week!” said Bob Cherry, rubbng his hands. “Why, that’s a giddy fortune! It will buck up the fund no end. You’d better chuck up Greyfriars and take to panto for good.” 
  “Ha ha, ha!” 
  “Hasn’t Nugent come in yet?” asked Wharton as he sipped the hot, cheering cocoa Bb had kindly prepared for him when he came in. 
 “Not yet. Marky’s seen him, though.” said Bob. 
  Mark Linley laughed. 
  “I was shopping in the High Street when he passed me in a car.” he said. 
  “In a car!” ejaculated Wharton. 
  “Yes. Miss Conchita’s ear, I suppose. She was with him. Nugent looked as if he were enjoying himself.” 
  “King of Hearts!” chuckled Bob Cherry. “Miss Conchita seems to have taken a fancy to Franky. Well, any girl might. But we mustn’t let Frauky play the giddy ox, like old Manly when he was mashed on the girl at the bunshop.  He was mumbling something last night about her nose but—” 
  “Her nose?” 
  “I think it was her nose. No, I remember now—her eyelashes!  I was jolly sleepy.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  It was some time before Frank Nugent cane in. He came in looking as if he were walking on air. Evidently he had had a good time. 
  “Your kipper’s ready.” said Bob. 
  “Thanks; I’ve had supper.”
  “Extravagant youth!” said Bob reprovingly. “Didn’t we knock restaurant feeds on the head?” 
  “I’ve had supper with Miss Conchita. She asked me.” said Nugent, colouring. “Old Badger was there. Blessed if I see why Conchita wanted old Badger, but he 	was there. He was grinning all the time, and he called Conchita a little minx once, and she didn’t seem to mind. Fancy a kid in the panto chorus having supper with the stage-manager! It was an honour, of course, but I didn’t like old Badger being there, all the same. I don’t like his manner towards Conchita.’ 
  “Ha, ha, ha !“ roared the juniors. 
  “What are you cackling at now?” 
  “Well, I’m thinking of her eyelashes,” grinned Bob. “Have vou noticed how they sweep her cheek” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Look here, you silly asses—” Nugent glared at his hilarious chums, “For goodness’ sake stop cackling like a barnyard full of hens!”
  “But what have you been doing all the time, besides swanking about in a motor?” asked Squiff. 
  Shopping, mostly. You don’t know what a ripping girl she is.” said Nugent enthusatically. What do you think she has been buying?” 
  “Powder-puffs?” asked Bob. 
  “No, fathead!” 
  “Complèxion-improvers?  ” 
  “You silly idiot!” 
  “Eyebrow-pencils?” 
  “Look here—” 
  “Well, what, then?” 
  “Presents for the soldiers.” said Nugent. “Chocolates, and. cigarettes, and Christmas hampers, and so on. She’s spent an awful lot of money, and it was all on presents for the chaps at the Front. Chaps she doesn’t know, you know—just Tommies, She sends them to the regiment. I helped to make up parcels, and post ‘em, and so on. Isn’t that ripping?” 
  “She’s a good sort.” agreed Bob. “A ripping good sort!” 
  “And she does look lovely in furs.” said Nugent dreamily. 
  To that remark hi chums replied only with chuckles. Nugent hardly spoke for the rest of the evening, but he was thinking the more. He did not even notice the absence of Billy Bunter, till Bob Cherry showed him the scornful epistle left behind by the departed Owl. Nugent grinned for a moment, as he read it, but he was soon dreamy again. It was evident that Frank Nugent’s thoughts were far away from the dingy diggings in Slocum Street, dwelling upon a pretty face framed in furs. 

                  THE SEVENTEENTH CHAPTER. 

                         Nugent’s Little Weakness! 

THE next day, when the juniors arrived at the theatre, there was good news. They found Conchita in conversation with Mr. Badger in the wings, and the stage-manager appeared a little irascible. 
  “What rot!” he was remarking. 
  Conchita closed his lips with a pretty fnger. 
  Then Mr. Badger shrugged his shoulders, and nodded his head. 
  “Oh, all right!” he said resignedly. 
  Conchita laughed, and moved away, and Mr. Badger beckoned to Nugent. Frank came up wonderingly. 
  “I’m going to try you in a new part.” said Mr. Badger gruffly. “Signor Goloppi will instruct you after the rehearsal.” 
  “Thank you, sir!” 
“  You needn’t thank me!” snapped Mr. Badger. 
  The rehearsal seemed to afford Mr. Badger more satisfaction than on previous occasion. The company was pulling together better now, and there was no doubt that the new Marquis of Carabas fillcd his part very satisfactorily. Mr. Whiffles rubbed his hands as he watched him from the stalls. There were several songs for Wharton to render, as well as a good deal of patter, and under Signor Goloppi’s instructions he had made good progress with both. And there was certainly no fault to be found with his dancing. 
  Nugent’s new part proved to be that of a Cat Cóurtier. It was not a leading part, but it was a big step from the chorus, and he was very glad of it. He knew that he owed it to the kindly intervention of Conchita. In that part he had to act with Conchita in several scenes. 
which was pure bliss to him. By this time all Frank’s thoughts were centred upon the Fairy Queen. 
  His devotion was quite evident to the Fairy Queen herself, and she was very kind to Nugent. As a rule, Miss Conchita appeared loftily oblivious of the existence of the pantomime crowd. Even Streaky-Whiskers, otherwise Mr. Billy Scrooge, hardly ever had a word from her, and, Puss-in-Boots himself—Mr. Montgomery Tadger— never received a smile in return for his many “glad-eyes.” As for the cómmon-or-garden member of the chorus, they were miles beneath the notice of the Fairy Queen. The juniors did not catch a glance from her. But to Nugent she was kindness itself. There was, perhaps something in Frank’s kind, innocent face, his clear and loyal blue eyes, which appealed to her; and his frank and worshipping admiration, perhaps, had it’s effect, even in the atmosphere of flattery and admiration in which she lived. Bob Cherry remarked—in an unfortunate moment—that she was quite motherly towards Franky, a remark which drew upon him a perfect glare from Franky. 
  Nugent’s comrades were inclined to chip him at first. But Squiff having proposed, as an evening’s amusement, the conjugation of the verb “to mash,” Nugent abruptly retired from his room, and closed the door after him with unnecessary force. 
  Squiff whistled. 
  “Quite like old Mauly when he was mashed.” He remarked. “You remember how he went for Skinner that time? Blessed if I thought Nugent was such an ass!”
  “It’s one of the weakfulnesses of youth.” said Hurrcc Jamset Ram Singh sagely. “The esteemed Franky will forget all about the Fairy Queen when we are backfully at Greyfriars next term.” 
  “Well, we’ll keep an eye on him.” said Squiff. “There’s not going to be any giddy elopements during this vac.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  But after that the juniors forbore to “chip” Nugent on the subject they “gave him his head,” âs Bob expressed it. 
  Besides, there were more important matters to claim their attention, They had to work hard at rehearsals, and at practice in their rooms; and, moreover, there was the Christmas pudding. Christmas without a Christmas pudding was not to be thought of, and they had decided to make one themselves. 
  Billy Bunter would have been useful here, if he could have been restrained from bolting all the ingredients. But Billy Bunter was far away. Bob Cherry constituted himself cook. 
He borrowed a large pan from Mrs. Jones, and the ingredients were purchased, and Bob Cherry set all hands to work on them. When the pudding was composed, the juniors regarded it rather dubiously. But Bob had no doubts, and he fastened it up cheerfully, and carried it down to be boiled in Mrs. Jones’ copper. 
  “That pudding will be ripping  !” said Bob. “We’ll send a bit to all our friends, to let ‘em know we’re getting a real Christmas. Might send a bit to old Quelch, too.” 
  “You don’t want to see him again next term?” asked Todd. 
  “Yes. Why, you ass?” 
  “Then don’t!”
  “Look here! If you think that’s not a jolly good pudding—” “ began Bob, warmly, “Why, I’ve been awfully careful with it. I put in more of the things than were given in the recipe to make sure of having a good one. You wait till that pudding comes up, and then you’ll see 
  Meanwhile, the juniors were assiduously attending rehearsals with the rest of the company. Wharton and Nugent found their work hard, with Signor Goloppi, but they took it cheerfully, and made good progress. Each day that passed found them more expert and fitted for their parts, and both Mr. Badger and Mr. Whiffles expressed their satisfaction. 
  Indeed, Mr. Montágue Whiffles congratulated himself upon the motor accident which had been the means of bringing him his new Marquis of Carabas. 
  On Christmas Eve, after rehearsal, he called Wharton into his office. 
 “I don’t mind telling you.” said Mr. Whiffles. “that I’m jolly glad you called on me, Wharton. You’re every bit as good as Charley.” 
  “Thank you, sir!” 
  “Excepting, of course, the name.” said Mr. Whiffles hastily “Of course Charley was known to the public. You’re not.” 
  “Yes.” 
  “We haven’t mentioned salary so far.” 
  “ No, sir.” 
  “I’m going to deal fairly by you.” said. Mr. Whiffles. “Charley’s understudy isn’t well yet, by long chalks, and you’re weIome to the part for the run of the pantomime. You’ve told mc you’re on vacation. Well, I’m keeping you till the end of your vacation, if you like.” 
  “That’s ripping, sir!” 
  “And I’m going to pay you.” said Mr. Whiffles generously, “four pounds a week. There !” 
  Wharton’s face fell a little. He did not care about the money himself; it was the fund he was thinking of. Charley Chawkins had had twenty pounds a week in the same part, and Wharton had thought that he might receive half as much. Of course, as Mr. Whiffles said, Charley’s name was well known to the public, and Wharton’s was quite unknown. 
  “That’s half what Charley had.” said Mr. Whiffles. “I don’t mind telling you that I’m dealing with you handsomely.” 
  “Half?” murmured Wharton. 
  “Yes. - Charley had twenty in the papers, and eight in the theatre.” explained Mr. Whiffles. 
  “Oh! I—I see! —
  Wharton understood then. Charley’s “twenty a week” had been one of those fanciful salaries which artistes love. His real “screw,” in cash, had been eight pounds. 
  “Thank you very much, Mr. Whiffles,” said Harry. 
  “You can tell Nugent that he will get a pound. The others will have ten shillings. Satisfied—what?” 
  “Oh, yes, sir, quite!” 
  And Whartàn thanked the great man, and withdrew. 
  “Jolly good.” said Bob Cherry, when he heard. “Lemme see—four, and one, and seven at ten bob each— we shall bag eight ten a week among us. Why, it will be a giddy fortune by the end of the vac—and all for the war. Long live war-work!” 
  “I owe my bit to Conchita,” said Nugent. “She’s awfully good. And she spoke a word for Dutton, too, when Badger found out that he was deaf. I know it was Conchita that prevented Badger from sacking him.” 
  “She is a good sort.” agreed Bob Cherry “She seems to have a lot of influence over Badger.” 
  “Well, she’s the leading lady, you know. Besides, I should think that anybody would be glad to do anything that Conchita wanted.” 
  “Go hon!” 
  “Oh, don’t cackle, you ass!” 
  The juniors walked home in cheery spirits. It was the queerest Christmastide they had ever spent; but they were enjoying it tremendously. 

                  THE EIGHTEENTH CHAPTER! 

                        The Christmas Pudding! 

“MERRY Christmas!” sang out. Bob Cherry, as he bounded out of bed (he next morning. 
  “Grooh! It’s cold! M-m-nerry Christmas!” 
  It was certainly cold. The window-panes were crusted with frost; outside, in the street, the slush was hidden by a fresh fall of snow. But, the spirits of the Greyfriars pantomimers were high. After a wash in cold water, they turned out in the street, where ten minutes of merry snowballing gave them a raise in this appetite for the breakfast kipper. 
  They were quite pleased with the Christmas day, unusual as it was. Bob Cherry was anticipating the pudding. So were the other fellows—in a somewhat dubious state of mind. 
  When dinner came round, there was a goose, specially cooked by Mrs. Jones—the whole Co. having firmly— politely but firmly—declined to entrust it to Bob Cherry. The goose was pronounced ripping, and so were several other items; and then came the pudding. 
Bob Cherry turned it out with a flourish. 
  The juniors looked at it. 
  “Is it done?” asked Nugent. 
  “Done to a turn!” said Bob confidently. 
  “But—but oughtn’t a Christmas pudding be rather— rather more solid than treacle?” asked Squiff. 
  “Oh, draw it mild—it’s not like treacle!” said Bob uneasily. Of course, a Christmas pudding is more digestible if—if it’s a bit soft. I don’t believe in having ‘em like cannon-balls, you know.” 
  “Well, we can eat it with spoons, I suppose.” said Johnny Bull thoughtfully. 
  “Rats! Why can’t you eat with a fork?” said Bob warmly. 
  “Let’s see you do it, then.” 
  “Well, look!” 
  Bob Cherry started with a fork, to show that it could be done. He looked a little queer as the pudding streaked through the prongs of the fork. 
  “Of course, this makes it easier to get at the fruit.” He remarked casually.  “Look what ripping raisins there are in it.” 
  “Groooh!” said Peter Todd suddenly. 
  “What’s the matter, fathead ?” 
  “Yow! These raisins ain’t stoned!”
  “I—I forgot about stoning the raisins,” said Bob, after a pause. “But—but it doesn’t really make any difference,” 
  “Oh, no, not a bit!” said Wharton cheerily. “ Pile in!”
  In spite of Bob’s example, and his heroic struggles with the fork, the juniors decided to take spoons to that pudding. Wharton negotiated a spoonful, and made a somewhat wry face. 
  “You haven’t been putting any vinegar in it?” he asked. 
  “Vinegar! Of course not!” 
  “ H’m!” 
  Or any furniture-polish” asked Todd. 
  “Furniture-polish, you ass?  Of course not!” 
  “H’m!“ 
  “ You’re not eating your pudding, Squiff.” 
  “The—the fact is, I’m going to send this to Bunter.” said Sampson Quincy Iffley Field. “Bunter oughtn’t to be left out.” 
  “But there’s lots more.” 
  “Still, I’m not going to be greedy. ‘Tain’t quite the thing, to be stuffing Christmas pudding in war—time.” 
  “Don’t you like that pudding, Dutton?” asked Bob. 
  “Eh?”
  “Don’t you think it’s all right?” 
  “Nothing to fight about,’ said Dutton, shaking his head. “I’m surprised at you, Cherry—on Christmas Day, too, like your cheek to ask us to eat this muck; but there’s nothing to fight about!” 
  “Aren’t you going to eat it?” shrieked Bob. 
  “I should think I could beat it—rather!  If I couldn’t make a pudding better than that, I’d leave it alone, I can tell you!” 
  “Why, you silly chump—” 
  “No, thanks! This lump is enough for me—too much, in fact. I don’t want another lump.” 
  “Look here, Dutton”
  “No thanks! I’ve had enough goose and beef. Besides, there isn’t any mutton, so far as I can see.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “What arc you going to do with that pudding, Wharton?” asked Bob Cherry, giving Tom Dutton up as a hopeless case. 
  “I—I was thinking of sending it to—to Skinner.” 
  Bob snorted. 
  “You’re not eating yours, Johnny”  
  “I’m going to send this to Bolsover major, Bob.’ 
  “What rot! You don’t like Bolsover.” 
  “No; that’s why!”
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bob Cherry glared round at the grinning company. The Christmas pudding could not be called a howling success. 
  “Well, if you fellows turn up your noses at good grub, in war-time, too, I can only say it’s unpatriotic!” grunted the maker of the Christmas pudding. “I’m jolly well going to have some. I like that pudding. I think that pudding’s ripping!” 
  “Go it!” said Mark Linley encouragingly. “We’ll watch you!”
  Bob grunted, and piled in. The first forkful disappeared quickly—the second more slowly—the third more slowly still. A strange expression was coming over Bob Cherry’s face. The juniors watched him with great interest. Bob loaded his fork again with the stringy mess, and raised it—and put it down again! 
  The—the fact is I’ve had enough.” he remarked. “Nuff’s as good as a feast, you know 
  “The nuff-fulness is terrific, my esteemed Bob!”
  “I went rather heavy on the beef, you know.” explained Bob. “No good stuffing, even at Christmas-time.  Besides, Christmas pudding is really nicer when it’s cold. I’m very fond of cold Christmas pudding.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “And I don’t see anything to cackle at!”roared Bob. 
  But his comrades evidently did, for they persisted in cackling. Bob Cherry put the pudding away very carefully—perhaps hoping that in growing cold it would improve a little in flavour and consistency. 
  The early evening the juniors spent in Lantham Church, and they came home early to supper and bed. On the following morning was to take place the final dress rehearal of “Puss-in-Boots”; and on the evening the Theatre Royal was to open with that great pantomime, and they would make their bow to the public of the good town of Lantham. They were anticipating the morrow with considerable excitement. 
  Bob Cherry placed the cold Christmas pudding on the supper table, with a somewhat grim look at his chums. He helped himself generously, and began operations with a fork. 
  “You don’t want any of this pudding, I suppose?” he said sarcastically. 
  “Rather indigestible just before going to bed, you know.” said Wharton diplomatically
“We want to be fit to-morrow,” remarked Nugent. 
  “Well I’m jolly well going to tuck in, anyway!” 
  “Go it, old scout!” 
  Bob Cherry was determined to go it. But he did not get further than the second forkful. Then he laid down his fork. 
  “Come to think of it, Christmas pudding is indigestible just before going to bed.” he remarked. “No good being a glutton, like Bunter.” 
  “Not a bit of good.” grinned Nugent. 
  “Besides, it’s rather rotten to be scoffing Christmas pudding when the fellows in the trenches haven’t any.” said Bob. “I didn’t think of that before. On the whole, we won’t eat the Christmas pudding at all.” 
  “Hear, hear!”
  “I’ll pack it up to-morrow, and send it to the chaps at the Front.” 
  “My hat!” 
  “If you send it to the Front, you jolly well send It to the Germans, then!” said Squiff warmly. “What have our fellows done?” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Jolly good idea!” said Peter Todd heartily. “Send it to the Germans, and swell their casualty list!”
  “You—you—you silly ass!” stutttered Bob Cherry. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Bob Cherry picked up the dish, and carried away the famous Christmas pudding. What became of the it the juniors did not know; but Bob returned without it, and it was not seen again. And Bob declared categorically that he would never, under any circumstances, cook a Christmas pudding again for such a set of grinning asses—for which statement the company immediately passed a hearty vote of thanks. 

                  THE NINETEENTH CHAPTER. 

                               Boxing Night! 

BOXING DAY! 
  It had come at last—the great day! 
  With much suppressed excitement, the heroes of Greyfriars attended the full-dress rehearsal at the Theatre Royal. Mr. Badger was in a temper, a little more so than usual. Mr. Whffles was excited, and ejaculated “Good gad!” incessantly. Mr. Klack brandished his baton and himself more energetically than ever in the orchestra. 
  But the dress rehearsm1 went excellently. 
  All was in order. 
  After the rehearsal Miss Conchita stood chatting for a few moments in the wings with Mr. Badger. The stage-manager appeared to be very ruffled, and he glanced towards Frank Nugent several times as he spoke to thy Fairy Queen. Conchita laughed, and pinched his ear as she had pinched Nugent’s. Frank saw the action, and he turned quite pale. 
  “Come on, Franky!” said Wharton. “Time we were off!” 
  “Eh—what?” 
  “Come on, kid!” 
  “ I’ll follow you.” 
  Wharton ‘ooked at him in surprise. Nugent’s eyes were fastened upon Conchita.  The girl had placed one of her dainty little cigarettes between Mr. Badger’s lips, and was making him light it from her own. Mr. Badger was wriggling and grinning uuconfortably, probably feeling ridiculous, but evidently quite under the sway of the Fairy queen. 
  “You old goose!” said the Fairy Queen, when the cigarette was lighted. 
  Mr. Badger grunted. 
  Conchita laughed, and ran away, and Mr. Badger went on smoking the cigarette. Nugent gripped Wharton’a arm almost convulsively. 
  “Let’s go!” he muttered.. 
  “Right-ho!” 
  Wharton and Nugent hurried after the others, who were waiting ii the street outside the stage-door. They started for Slocum Street, and Wharton dropped behind a little with Nugent. He was a little anxious about his chum. 
  “For goodness’ sake, buck up, Franky!” he said, in a low voice. “You’re looking like a giddy ghost!” 
  “I—I—I—!” Nugent choked “Harry, old man. I—I’m an idiot, I know—”
  “I know!” 
  “But—but— Look here, Harry! Just tell me! It’s impossible, isn’t it?”  
  “ What is?” 
  “That—that Conchita could see anything in that tubby old boundcr? Of—of course, she—she has to be civil to him, as he’s her manager.” 
  “Of course.” agreed Wharton. 
  “But she can’t like him, can she!”
 “Well, he isn’t a bad sort, and he seems to let her have her way in everything.”  said Harry. 
  “I suppose he’s in love with her!” said Nugent fiercely. 
  “I’ve thought so, certainly. Why shouldn’t he be, Frank? Don’t be an ass, old chap!” 
  “I suppose I’m an ass.” said Nugent amicably. “But —but, of course, you wouldn’t understaud, Don’t laugh at me, Wharton, or—or I shal quarrel with you!” 
  “I’m not going to laugh at you. Frank.” said Harry, perplexed and worried. “But, eally, you know, how can you be a thumping ass like that—you, a kid of fifteen?” 
  “Well, she’s only seventeen.” 
  “My dear old chap, she’s older than she looks,” urged Wharton. “Besides— Blessed if I know what to say! You’re such an ass! You ought not to be thinking about her at all! You know that as well as I do!” 
  “Why not?” growled Nugent. “Why shouldn’t I? She’s ripping girl? What does it matter to me if she smokes? Most stage people do.” 
  “ Of course, that doesn’t matter. But—but——” Wharton hardly knew what to say. “But— Dash it all, Frank, you’re not going to tell me that you’ve fallen in love with the Fairy Queen?” 
  “Yes, I have!” muttered Nugent. “Don’t laugh, or—” He broke off. “I suppose it seems idiotic to you!” 
“Yes, it jolly well dose.” 
  “I’m not such a kid, and she’s only a bit older; nothing to speak of. I—I’m not a fool. I don’t expect her to take any notice of me; only—only to see her chummy with that ugly old man, old enough to be her father—— She—she pinched his ear, Harry.” 
  “Well, she’s pinched yours, too.” 
  “Oh, you don’t undestand! I—I wouldn’t care; only if--if she didn’t care for anybody else. I—I only want—just to see her, you know, every day, and—and talk to her sometimes—just a word or two now and then; only ——only when I see her being nice to anybody else it makes me——” 
  He choked again. 
  It was jealousy that was tormenting the poor lad—all the more bitter because he knew how unreasonable and ridiculous it was. He had known Conchita only a week; he had no claim upon her of any kind. Indeed, he was a nobody, if if if if and she was the leading lady in the pantomime company. It was absurd, but it was none the less real for all that. 
  Nugent relapsed into silence, and walked on, his hands driven deep into his pockets, his eyes on the ground. 
  He scarcely spoke a word during the afternoon. 
  When the juniors, full of excitement, started for the theatre for the performance Nugent went with them, quiet and depressed. All the pleasure of the pantomime was gone out, for him. 
  The dressing-room accommodation at the Lantham theatre was not extensive. There was a crowd and a crush, Wharton, as the Marquis of Carabas, had the assistance of a dresser, but the other fellows had to look after themselves. They were quite in the way of it now, however, and they were soon attired for their parts. 
  When Wharton’s dressing was finished he looked for Nugent. He was anxious about him. The theatre was filling. Mr. Whiffles was in happy anticipation of a full house for Boxing Night. 
  Nugent had to appear in the first scene, which represented the Fairy Court, as a special emissary from the King of the Cats. Wharton found him in a shadowy corner of the dressing-room, sitting, with a moody brow, and not having made a movement towards preparing for his part. 
  He shook the gloomy junior by the shoulder. 
  “Frank,” he exclaimed, get changed, for goodness’ sake! They’ll be calling for you in ten minutes! Thp curtain goes up then.” 
  “Eh? Oh, all right!” 
  “I’ll help you,” said Harry anxiously. “Frank, don’t be an ass! If you let down the first scene there’ll be a fearful row!”
  Nugent rose moodily, and allowed Wharton to help him into his costume as a Cat Courtier. With a cat-mask and a furry coat, and a long, furry tail whisking behind him, he was dressed for the part.. 
  “Buck up, old chap!” said Harry. “Got your lines?” 
  “My lines?” muttered Nugent. 
  “Yes; you have to answer the Fairy Queen.” 
  “I—I’d forgotten. What do I say?” muttered Nugent coufusedly. 
  Wharton looked at him in dismay. The voice of the call-boy could be heard in the passages. 
  “Beginners. please!” 
  “Where’s your scrip?” muttered Wharton hurriedly. “Look it up—.quick! You haven’t much to say. When Conchita asks you whence you come, you know, you say— Look! 

  “‘From Tomcatland I came at break of day, 
     Where King Grimalkin holds his regal sway. 
      My royal lord and King is on his way.’” 

  “Yes, yes; I’ll remember.” 
  Wharton led him out of the dressing-room. Ted Higgins bowled along the passage. 
  “‘Ere you are! Why ain’t you in the wings, young ‘un? ‘Ook it!” 
  Nugent hesitated. 
  “Buck up, Frank!” 
  “I—I can’t go on!” 
  “You must!” said Harry. “Pull yourself together! Here comes Badger!”
  The stage-manager came down on the unfortunate Frank like a lion in his wrath. 
  “Is that you? What are you doing here? Get into your place! Do you know the curtain’s just on the rise? Do you want the sack? Get a move on, you young fool!” 
  And Mr. Badger fairly dragged Nugent along by his shoulder. Wharton followed him to the wings anxiously There, Nugent shook himself fiercely free from Mr. Badger’s grasp. 
  “Let me alone!” he muttered savagely. 
  The stage-manager gasped. Certainly he had never been spoken to in that tone before, in the Theatre Royal or any other theatre. 
  “What—what !“ he stuttered. “Here, out you go! We’ll cut the lines! Higgins, kick this young fool out of the theatre!” 
  “Don’t!” said a soft voice, as Conchita glided up. 
  “Conchita, I tell you—” raved Mr. Badger 
  “Leave him to me, Fred. The poor kid is nervous, that’s all.” said Conchita quietly. “Go and bully someone else, Freddy, there’s good boy!” 
  Mr. Badger seemed on the point of a Vesuvian explosion but he controlled himself, and turned away muttering, and said something very emphatic to the unlucky Ted, who was the nearest object upon which his wrath could be poured. 
  “Pull yourelf together, Frank!” said Cochita, kindly. 
  Nugent looked at her with gleaming eyes. She bad called Mr. Badger “Fred.” The girl looked puzzled for a moment.
  “Is it nerves?” she whispered. 
  “No “ said Nugent sullenly. 
  “What is the matter, my dear boy?” 
  “Nothing!” The kindness in her voice melted Nugent’s sullenness at once “I—I’m sorry I’ll do my best!” 
  “I’m sure you won’t spoil my scene.” whispered Conchita softly. “Come, show me your lines. Let me see if you remember them.” 
  “How good you are!” muttered Frank. 
  Conchita smiled, and pinched his ear, which would have been a full consolation for his many troubles if he had not remembered that she had bestowed the same honour upon Mr. Badger’s fat ear. 
  However, Conchita went over his opening lineswith him, and it was impossible to resist the influence of her kindness. Conchita’s manner was, indeed, motherly towards him at that moment, though Nugent did not realise it. What comforted him was the thought that Conchita, after all, liked him better than she liked the obnoxious and unspeakable Badger. 
  “Are you going on, Conchita?” It was Mr. Badger’s voice again. “How long are you going to fool with that silly young idiot?” 
  “I’m going on!” said Conchita brightly. “Now, you are word-perfect, Frank; and mind, I rely upon you for the success of my scene.” 
  Conchita glided on the stage without waiting for Frank’s reply. The poor lad’s heart was in hi& eyes. Mr. iladger glanced at him curiously for a. moment., and then burst into a gruff but not ill-natured laugh, and turned away. 
  The stage represented the Fairy Court, with dazzling swarms of fairies ranged round the golden throne of the Queen. Upon that dazzling scene the curtain rose to sweet strains of music from the orchestra, and wild gesticulations from Mr. Klack. 

                  THE TWENTIETH CHAPTER. 

                            The Pantomime! 

THE house was full. 
  Boxes and stalls, pit and gallery, were crowded. 
  From the wings, Nugent caught a glimpse of the house--a sea of white faces and watching eyes. A dance was beginning in the Fairy Court. Wharton kept by the side of his chum. He was pretty certain that Nugent was not listening for his cue; his eves were fastened on the Fairy Queen—who, indeed, looked a vision of loveliness at that moment. 
  The dance ended, and a voice piped: 
  “ Lo! The messenger from King Grimalkin!” 
  It was Nugent’s cue, but he did not move. Wharton pressed his arm. 
  “Go it, Franky!” 
  Nugent started, and hurried forward. He came out into public view on the stage far from gracefully, very nearly tripling over the long tail that whisked behind him, and which he had forgotten. In utter confusion, he stumbled, and fell on one knee. Mr. Badger, in the wings, ground his teeth with rage. But the Fairy Queen “gagged” gracefully, without an izistant’s hesitation 

  “Who is the knight that swiftly comes to me.
    And to our Royal Highness bends the knee?” 

The lines were “gagged.” They were not in the Fairy Queen’s part, but invented on the spot of the moment, to give the audience the impression that Nugent’s involuntary tumble was in his part. 
  Nugent understood. The voice of the Fairy Queen and the warning look she gave him, pulled him together. He rose and delivered his lines, his voice faint at first, but growing clearer as he regained his courage: 

  “ From Tomcatland I came at break of day, 
    Where Kng Grimalkin holds his regal sway” 

  From that moment Nugent was quite himself. He forgot the sea of faces in front, he forgot the obnoxious Mr. Badger, and remembered only that Conchita had asked him to help her scene. He did very well, but he was glad when he found himself in the wings again. Streaky-whiskers—otherwise Billy Scrooge—was holding the audience now, and, in spite of Mr. Scrooge’s fault-finding with his part, he was sending the good folk of Lantham into screams of laughter. 
  “Good old Franky!” whispered Wharton, as Nugent joined him, panting for breath. “It was all serene— right as a trivet!” 
  “I couldn’t have got through without her!” muttered Nugeut. “Isn’t she an angel?” 
  “Yes, rather!’ 
  “Don’t hang about there.” grumbled Mr. Badger. “You won’t be wanted again for an hour yet, thank goodness!”
  Nugent moved away angrily, but he did not go far; he wanted to watch the Fairy Queen. The pantomime was proceeding in great style, and Conchita was producing her usual effect upon the audience. Wharton waited with a beating heart for his cue. His thoughts were not, like Nugent’s, bent upon the Fairy Queen.  He was thinking of his part, and his intention of making a success of it if he could. He was word-perfect, he knew that, and Mr. Whiffles had told him that he looked the part down to the ground, and he had reason to have confidence in himself. 
  But his heart thumped as the time drew near for his cue. 
  Amateur acting at Greyfriars, before an audience of his schoolfellows, was very different from this. And his part was not a small one, like Frank’s; it was a principal part—next to that of Puss-in-Boots himself. A theatre crammed with strangers was his audience now, and the thought of it gave hum a thrill. He tried not to think of it; he knew it would be wiser not to do so. He did not feel “stage-fright”—only a fear that stage fright might seize upon him 
Mr. Montgomery Tadger clappcd him kindly on the shoulder. Puss-in-Boots was a good natured gentleman of forty. 
  “Cheero, young un!“ said Mr. Tadger. “Feeling fit—what!”
  “Yes!” gasped Wharton. 
  “You look first-rate!” said Mr. Tadger. “Got your cue all right?” 
  “Yes, I think so.” 
  “Don’t think about the people in front . Think of the filftieth or sixtieth time that you’ll be playing the part, when it will be everyday bizney to you!” 
  Wharton smiled; it was good advice. He realised that when he had played the part a dozen times it would have become commonplace to him, and no thought of stage-fright would enter his mind. 
  “That’s a good tip.” he said. “Many thanks!” 
  Mr. Tadger’s cue came at that moment, and the easy way in which he made his entrance was reassuring to Wharton. What Mr. Tadger could do, he could do. 
  Mr. Tadger’s name was well known, and a murmur of applause greeted the entry of Puss-in-Boots. 
  Wharton watched with all his eyes. He made sure that his plumed hat was right, and his velvet cloak correctly adjusted. He took a hasty glance into a little mirror. His face, made up for the stage, was highly coloured, and looked very handsome. It was all serene, His cue came at last. 
  Mr. Tadger’s voice was heard. 
  
  “But lo! My master comes, right on the nail! 
   Hail to the Lord of Carabas! All hail!”

  

  Wharton advanced from the wings. 
  There was a murmur from the audience as he appeared. He heard it, without understanding that it implied admiration and approval. The junior cut a very handsome figure as the Marquis of Carabas. 
  His lines came instinctively to his lips, with no effort of memory: 

  “A nobleman am I. though poor, alas ! 
   Mine are the fair broad lands of Carabas!”
  And so on and so forth.  Every moment Wharton felt more at home in his part. A dance with the Fairy Queen was included in the act, and this time, fortunately, the Fairy Queen was not smoking a cigarette, as she had persistently done in the rehearsals. 
  Frank Nugent was watching. 
  He had pushed aside the cat-mask from his face; he felt suffocatcd. What luck it was for Wharton to be dancing with the Fairy Queen! Nugent did not envy his chum his good luck so far as the part went; he rejoiced in Wharton’s success. But to see him dancing with Conchita—— 
  Nugent set his teeth hard. 
  Was he growing jealous of his own chum? He drove the miserablc though from his mind. 
But hi face was very gloomy when the scene ended, and Wharton came off the stage. Wharton’s face was bright. There had been a ripple of applause and hand-clapping, and he knew that he had been successful. 
  Mr. Montague Whiffles was in the wings, expansive in evening cIothes, with a big shirt-front and a big diamond. He clapped Wharton enthusiastically on the shoulder. 
  “Saved!” he ejaculated dramatically.
  “Eh?” said Harry. 
  Mr. Whiffles rubbed his hands. 
  “Thank goodnees Charley bunked, after all!” he said. “You’re better than Charley—better, I tell you, to say nothing of your looks! Charley wasn’t a bewt! Good gad I made a discovery when I discovered you, kid! Don’t get swell-headed about it, but you’re a find— one of Montague Whiffles’ finds!” 
  Wharton grinned. He had an impression that he had found Mr. Whiffles, not that Mr. Whiffles had found him.  But Mr. Whiffles was evidently regarding that acquisition as a proof of his own managerial genius. 
  “Congratulate me, Franky!” said Wharton, pinching Nugent’s arm. 
  Nugent started. 
  “l’n jolly glad, Harry!” he said. “You did well— rippingly! I’m jolly glad’” 
But he spoke absently. His eyes were on Conchita, who had come off, and was speaking to Mr. Badger. The Fairy Queen was in great spirits, pleased with her own success, and the success of the pantomime. Mr. Badger’s crusty face had considerably relaxed, too. The “people in front” were giving the pantomime a great reception, and its success was now assured. 
  Wharton followed Nugent’s glance. Conchita’s manner towards the stage-manager was decidedly affectionate, and Mr. Badger beamed upon her. They moved away together, speaking in low tones. 
  “I—I’m going!” muttered Nugent. 
  “Franky—” 
  Nugent hurried away. 
  Wharton could not follow him. In the next scene he was wanted for a single combat with Wharton the Ogre, and he had to await his cue. Nugent disappeared. 
  Wharton’s cue came, and he rushed on, sword in hand; and the combat was loudly cheered by the crowded house.  When he was off the scene again, Wharton looked round for his chum, but Nugent was not to be seen. A little later Ted Higgins was scouring the passages for the Cat Courtier, but he had to report to Mr.. Badger that Nugent could not be found. Mr. Badger, grinding his teeth, sent a hurried message into the orchestra; and Mr. Billy Scrooge “gagged” heroically, and Nugent’s brief part was “cut” without the audience knowing anything about it. Wharton, concerned as he was for his chum, was too busily occupied to think about it; he had plenty to do. Luckily, Nugent was not wanted again, excepting to take part in the general chorus at the climax; and in that swarm he was not missed. 
  It was over at last—the last scene had been played out —and there were loud calls for Conchita, for Puss-in-Boots, for Billy Scrooge, and the Marquis of Carabas. With a beating heart, Wharton appeared before the curtain, led by the hand by Conchita, and retired again amid loud applause. 
  Mr. Montague Whiffles was in the seventh heaven; his venture was a pronounced success, and Mr. Badger predicted a good run for the panto.  The whole company shared the satisfactiou of the manager, with one insignificant exception. There was no room for satisfaction in Frank Nugent’s heart. 

                  THE TWENTY-FIRST CHAPTER. 

                              A Little Surprise!  

“FRANK!”
  Conchita’s voice was low and clear. 
  Nugent started. 
  In a remote spot behind the scenes he had been long alone—alone with his bitter misery and jealousy. He crimsoned as he met Conchita’s kind and puzzled glance. 
  “Why did you miss your call, Frank?” 
  “Did I?” muttered Nugent. 
  “Don’t you know you did? Mr. Badger was furious.” 
  “I—I suppose I did. Hang Badger!”
  “What?” 
  “I suppose he’ll sack me.” said Nugent bitterly. “All the better. I should have to go, anyway.” 
  “Are you ill, Frank?” 
  “No.” 
  Conchita lookcd at him curiously. 
  “Come with me.” she said. 
  Frank hesitated a moment, and then followed the Fairy Queen to her dressing-room. Conchita was still in her fairy garb, and looked a picture of loveliness.  Conchita’s dressing room was very different from that of the lesser lights; it was a very elegant apartment, with shaded lights and luxurious appointments. Her dresser stared at the junior as he came in. At a gesture from Conchita, she retired to the adjoining room. Conchita sat down, and motioned Frank to a seat. 
  Nugent dropped into the chair, rather than sat. He was in a reckless and utterly miserable mood. 
 

   “Now,” said Conchita, “tell me, what is the matter?” 
  “I—I can’t.” stammered Nugent, crimsoning again. 
  “Why not?” 
  “You’d laugh at me.” 
  “I won’t laugh at you, my dear boy.” 
  “I—I don’t know why you’re so kind to me!” muttered Frank miserably. “I’m nobody, and you——” 
  Conchita laughed. 
  “Tell me what is the matter. Why don’t you like Mr. Badger?” 
  “I hate him!” 
  “But—but why?” 
  “Because—because—”
  “Well, because?” 
  “Because I think you like him.” said Frank. 
  “Why shouldn’t I like him?” 
  Nugent was silent. Conchita’s eyes scanned the crimson, handsome face of the junior curiously.  Then she burst into a sudden, soft laugh. 
  “Oh, Frank, you ridiculous boy!” 
  “I suppose I’m ridiculous!” muttered Frank. “I—I suppose you’d think so. You don’t think that a chap of my age could—could—” 
  “ Fall in love?” smiled Conchita. 
  “Yes,” said Nugent desperately. “I’m not ashamed of it, either. You—you don’t know what I think of you, Conchita; you can’t guess. And I’m not a little boy, as you keep on saying; you’re not much older than I am. You’re only two years older at the most, and that isn’t so very much.  There’s not such a tremendous difference between fifteen and seventeen, though you seem to think there is.” 
  “ Ha, ha, ha “ 
  “I knew you’d laugh at me.” said Nugent moodily. “I—I’d better go. I know you think I’m a fool.” 
  “I won’t laugh, Frank. I—I must say that I think you are a little foolish.” said Conchita softly. But you have paid me a great compliment. My dear boy, I liked you from the first moment I saw you, because—because—”
  Frank’s eyes sparkled. 
  “You liked me, Conchita?” 
  “Yes, my dear, because— dear Frank, you must prepare for a shock.” 
  “I don’t understand.” 
  “Because you were so good and kind and simple and unsuspecting, that you reminded me of my own youth, and brought back to me many feelings and thoughts that had been long forgotten.” said Conchita quietly. 
  Frank sat petrified. 
  “Your—your—your youth!” be murmured dazedly. 
  “My youth.” said Conchita. “My dear little friend, I am not old enough to have lost all my vanity, and I was pleased and amused when you supposed that I was a girl of seventeen. My dear, on the stage we do not grow old. But it is twenty years since I was seventeen.” 
  “Twenty years! Then you are—are—” 
  “Thirty-seven,” said Conchita. 
  “Impossible!” 
  “But true.” 
  Frank Nugeut looked at the sweet, smiling face, where the ravages of the years were so carefully hidden. Was it possible? He knew that his chums supposed that Conchita was twenty-five, and he had laughed the idea to scorn. But thirty-seven! His face flooded with scarlet. What an utter, utter fool Conchita must think him! Thirty-seven! And he was fifteen! 
  “Now you will see what a silly boy you are.” Said Conchita softly. “Don’t repeat what I have told you, Frank. Ladies do not like to have then exact age known—especially in my profession.  Professionally, I am supposed to be twenty-five. And”—her charming face dimpled in a mischievous smile—“I did not smoke till after I was twenty-one.” 
  Nugent gasped. 
  “Now you are going to forget all that nonense, and we arc going to be very good friends.” said Conchita “And you will not hate Mr. Badger any nore.” 
   “I—I—no—I” 
  “I want you to like Mr. Badger.” 
  “Why?” muttered Frank. 
  “Because I am engaged to him.” 
  “Oh!” 
  That was the climax. 
  Nugent staggered to his feet. His brain was in a whirl. He would have given whole worlds for the floor to open and swallow him up. Conchita pinched his ear affectionately. 
  “You are not cross, Frank?” she said. 
  “No—oh, no! Only—only what a fool you must think me! What a fool I am!” said Nugent. “I—I beg your pardon!” 
  Conchita laughed. 
  “And you will be very civil to Mr. Badger—yes? Ah, here he is!” 
  There was a tap at the door, and Mr. Badger stepped in. 
  “Conchita, old girl, it’s ripping! I’ve just been to the box-office, and— Hallo!“ Mr. Badger broke off as he caught sight of Nugent. “What’s that kid doing here?” 
  “I have been lecturing him.” said Conchita calmly. “He is going to beg your pardon, Fred, for his failure this evening, and promise amendment, and you are going to give him another chance.” 
  Mr. Badger grunted. 
  Nugent pulled himself together. 
  “I beg your pardon, sir.” he said. “I—I’ve been a fool, and I’m sorry. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be more careful.” 
  “All right; cut off.” said Mr. Badger good-humouredly. Where was that attack of “calf-love” that had caused him so much bitterness and trouble? Gone? Quite gone, without leaving a trace behind.  He laughed as he went down the passage. What a fool Conchita must think him! But he determined that he would repay her kindness somehow; she would see that he wasn’t such a fool, after all, and that he knew how to be grateful. 

                  THE TWENTY-SECOND CHAPTER. 

                                       Conclusion. 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo! Here he is!” 
  Harry Wharton & Co. were waiting for Nugent at the stage-door. 
  Wharton regarded his chum a little anxiously a he came up. But Nugent’s expression
relieved him. 
  “Where on earth have you been?” asked Squiff. 
  “I’ve been speaking to Conchita.” 
  “Popping the question!” chuckled Bob. 
  “Don’t be an ass, Bob!” 
  “Well, I thought—” 
  “Oh, rats! I don’t think I’ve ever known such a really splendid, kind-hearted lady as Conchita.” said Frank. By the way, I don’t know whether it’s generally known, so you needn’t jaw about it, but I may as well tell you—she’s engaged to Badger.” 
  “Engaged to Badger!“ 
  “My hat!” 
  “Yes; he isn’t a bad sort, either.” said Frank.  “He’s going to give me another chance, after the muck of it this evening. I rather like Badger.” 
  “You—you rather like him!” murmured Wharton. 
  “Yes. He’s a bit short-tempered, but, of course a stage-manager has lots of worries. He’s good-hearted.” 
  “And—and you don’t mind—” “ ejaculated Johnny Bull. 
  “Don’t mind what?” 
  “The engagement.” 
  “Why should I mind?” 
  “Franky, old chap,” said Wharton, “you’re not such a silly idiot as you supposed you were. You’ve dug up some common-sense from somewhere.” 
  “Thanks!” 
  “Not at all. Let’s go and scout for some supper; we ought to stand a little extra to-night, after a whacking success all round.” 
  “Righto!” said Nugent cheerily. “I’m jolly hungry— almost hungry enough to eat some of Bob’s Christmas pudding.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
 But  And the Greyfriars pantomimers marched off in the greatest of spirits. 


  “Puss-in-Boots” at the Theatre Royal in Lantham had a good run, And every night the Greyfriars juniors played their parts till the end of the vacation. After Boxing Night Frank Nugent gave complete satisfaction, and Mr. Badger was even pleased to give him a word of commendation. 
  The end of the vacation came all too soon, and places had to be filled in the pantomime cast at the Theatre Royal. Mr. Montague Whiffles did not disguise his regret at parting with his schoolboy recruits. But the parting had to be, and the iniquitous Charley’s understudy was quite prepared to take Wharton’s part, and the minor parts were very easily filled.  The juniors took quite an affectionate leave of the kind Mr. Whiffles and of the beautiful Conchita. 
  It had been a merry Christmastide—one of the best. But best of all was the sum they had raised, by their own exertions, for the good cause—a sum of nearly forty pounds, which was duly expended in “tuck” and sent on to the prisoner in Germany. And Bob Cherry remarked that if that wasn’t war-work, he would like to know what was. And many a brave fellow in the German prison camps was glad of the result of Harry Wharton & Co.’s Pantomime. 
THE END. 
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HARRY WHARTON & Co’s
PANTOMIME!

A Magnificent, New, Long, Complete School Tale
of the Chums of Greyiriars. Specially written
for our Great Christmas Bumper Number.

::By::
FRANK RICHARDS
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Coker of the Fifth was fleeing
for his life,and after him
mwere a crowd of merry
juniors, pelting him with
snowhalls. "Yarooh!" Coker
was roaring.
"You cheeky young villains!
Gerrooght

"Pile in!" roared Bob
Cherry. "This is Coker's
farewell benefit!  Go it!
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