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               THE FIRST CHAPTER. 

          To Go or Not to Go!” 

ROTTEN!”
  Harry Wharton, the captain of the Remove, uttered that ejaculation almost 	unconsciously.  
  He stood on the football ground at Greyfriars, with a telegram in his hand. Trotter, the page, had hurried down to Little Side with that telegram.  He was just in time to catch the captain of the Remove before the football match began. 
  The Remove fellows were all ready. The footballers from Highcliffe School were all ready. North of the Sixth, the referee, was all ready, whistle in hand. But there had to be a pause while Harry opened the telegram. Telegrams to junior schoolboys at Greyfriars were extremely uncommon; obviously the matter was serious. 
  The footballers waited while Harry Wharton read his telegram. And then ejaculated: 
  “Rotten!” 
  “Not bad news, old chap?” asked Bob Cherry anxiously. 
  It’s from my uncle.” muttered Harry. 
  “Colonel Wharton?” said Frank Nugent. “Not ill, I hope?” 
  “Oh, no!” 
  Harry Wharton looked at the message again, with a knit brow. 
  “You can read it” he said. “I’ve got to chuck up the match, that’s all. At least, I suppose I must.” 
  “Oh, my hat!” said Johnny Bull, in dismay. 
  “That’s rotten.” said Bob. 
  The rottenfulness is great.” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
But why—” 
  “Look at it.” said Wharton. 
  The Co. read the telegram. It was brief, but very much to the point: 

  “Wharton, Greyfriars School, Kent— See me at Royal Hotel, Ashford, this afternoon.—JAMES WHARTON.” 

  Bob Cherry whistled. 
  “You’ll have to go.” he said.  “Can’t be helped. We shall have to play the match without you, Harry.” 
  “Looks like it.” said Johnny Bull.  “But —what the thump! Nunky might really have given you a bit more notice. But I dare say he doesn’t remember that we play footer matches on half holidays here.” 
  Wharton frowned, 
  “It’s too bad.” he said. “If I’d had a letter this morning I could have fixed up the team. It’s too bad. I—I—” lie paused, and breathed deep.  “I’ve a jolly good mind to wire instead of going.” 
  “A wire to the Royal Hotel, Ashford, would find him all right and get there sooner than you could.” said Vernon-Smith. “Dash it all, a giddy uncle oughtn’t to butt in suddenly like this.” 
  Bob Cherry shook his head. 
 “You must go. Harry.” he said. “It’s bound to be important.  Colonel Wharton isn’t the man to send a telegram for nothing. He would feel it, I fancy, if you didn’t go.” 
  “Oh, it’s a little treat for the afternoon, of course!” said Wharton irritably. “He happens to be at Ashford, and as it’s not far from Greyfriars, he’s going to give ma a spread at the hotel, and so on. It’s awfully kind of him but—” He broke off. 
  “Kind relations are a bore sometimes.” remarked Vernon-Smith. “I fancy I’d send a wire. He would understand, if you tell him we’re just starting the biggest football fixture of the season. 
  Wharton nodded. 
  He was tempted to act on the Bounder’s advice.  Really, it seemed good enough advice.  The Highcliffe match was an important fixture in the Remove list.  Wharton was very keen on beating Courtenay & Co., of Highcliffe. And it was very awkward to be called away s t before kick off. The captaincy of the team would have to be handed over to Vernon-Smith, who is as vice-captain; and a place would have to be filled. Changes had to be made in the  team, a new man to be found, at the very last moment—all of which might easily mean defeat. Wharton was very keen to play in the match himself, and extremely indisposed to exchange it for a long railway journey. But that, to do him justice, was not by any means his chief thought.  He felt that his sudden departure would be leaving his team in the lurch when they wanted him most. 
  He stood undecided, his brow knitted. 
  The Highcliffe fellows wailed politely. But it was difficult for the captain of the Remove to make up his mind. 
  “You might wire, old chap.” said Frank Nugent hesitatingly. “If it’s only just to see you, and give you a treat; but—” 
  “But what?” 
  “It might be something important.” 
  “I don’t see how it could be. Nothing important is likely to happen so suddenly that my uncle wouldn’t have time to write.” 
  “Well, that’s so.” assented Frank. 
  “The colonel wouldn’t wire if it wasn’t important.” said Bob Cherry, shaking his head again. 
  “Oh! You think so?” said Harry, rather irritably. 
  “I do, old chap.” 
  “Then what can it be that’s so jolly important all of a sudden?” 
  “Blessed if I know! Can’t guess.” said Bob.  “But I think you ought to go, football or no football. We’ll try to beat Highcliffe without you.” 
  Wharton compressed his lips, still stood undecided. 
  “We’re keeping Highcliffe waiting.”  murmured Peter Todd. 
  “I’m jolly well not going!” exclaimed Wharton, at last. “It can’t be important.  How the thump could it be important for me to see my uncle because he happens to be at Ashford this afternoon? It’s too late to make changes in the team now.” 
  He looked at his chums. 
  Four very grave faces met his glance. Wharton was not satisfied with his own decision but the gravity in his comrades’ looks added to his annoyance. 
  “That won’t do, old chap.” said Bob Cherry, very quietly. “Colonel Wharton is your guardian, and he has a right—” 
  “Oh, rot!” 
  “Dash it all, Harry, you owe him something.” said Bob. “Even if it only means that he wants to see you, you ought to go.” 
  “I don’t see it.” 
  “The gofulness is the proper caper, my esteemed chum.” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. 
  Wharton’s 	frown deepened. 
  “Tea at the Royal Hotel, and a licking for the Remove at Greyfriars.” he muttered. 
  “Perhaps we shan’t be licked.” said Bob cheerily. “We’ve got a jolly good team, and we’re in form. Ogilvy’s standing over yonder, and it won’t take him long to change, and he’s a good man.” 
  “Is Ogilvy anything like my form?” snapped Wharton. 
  “Of course not! I don’t mean that. But he’s a good man, and, to cut it short, Harry, you ought to go, even if we’re licked by a dozen goals to nil.” said Bob, rather warmly. 
  “Well, I’m not going.” 
  “Wharton—” 
  “That’s settled.” 
  Harry Wharton glanced across to Courtenay, the Highcliffe junior captain. 
 “We’re ready.” he said. 
  “Right-ho!” said Courtenay cheerily. 
  Bob Cherry looked rather grim. 
  “If you’re not going, you’ll send a wire, I suppose?” he said, in a rather cold tone. 
  “The post-office boy’s waiting, sir.” said Trotter. 
  Wharton glanced round. 
  “Anybody got a pencil?” he asked. 
  A Remove fellow came forward with a pencil and a pocket-book. Wharton scribbled a message. 

  “Colonel Wharton, Royal Hotel. 
                                      “Ashford. 
  “Highcliffe match just starting. Shall I come after match? Wire reply. 
                                                 Harry

  “Give that to the post-office man, Trotter. Give him a tanner for the kid, Russell—I’ve no money about me now.”
  “Right-ho!” said Russell. 
  Trotter walked away. 
  Harry Wharton looked round at his friends, perhaps hoping to read approval, or at least indifference, in their faces. They looked away from him, but their opinion was plain. They did not approve. A flush came into his face, and a gleam into his eyes. 
  “My uncle will understand.” he said. “He’s forgotten that it’s the date of the Highcliffe match to-day—though really he might have remembered. He will understand that I couldn’t get away.” 
  “I hope so,” said Bob shortly. 
  “Well, let’s get going, as you’re staying,” said Johnny Bull uneasily. 
  Wharton’s flush deepened. 
  “Anyhow, it’s my bizney, I suppose.” he said tartly. 
  “Quite!” said Bob. “ Let’s get going —nothing to keep Highcliffe waiting for now.” 
  And the footballers got going. 

               THE SECOND CHAPTER. 

                  The Winning Goal! 

HARRY WHARTON threw himself into the game with even more than his accustomed keenness.  He was in great form; and it was easy to see that, at his best he was the finest footballer in the Remove, or in all the Lower School at Greyfriars. And he seemed at his but best now. It was borne in upon the minds of his comrades how sorely they would have missed him, had he obeyed the summons from his uncle that afternoon. 
  Certainly, there was no fellow in the Remove who could have replaced him effectively. The very best of the reserves was nowhere near his form. 
  The first goal came within ten minutes of the start, and it came from Wharton’s foot. There was a roar of cheering round Little Side. 
  “Goal!”
  “Bravo, Wharton!”
  “Well kicked, sir!”
  “Goal! Goal!” 
   It was an inspiring sound to Wharton and it helped to drive away the troubled thoughts that thronged into his mind— thoughts that he could not keep away, though he tried to concentrate his mind on the game. 
  Why had his uncle wired for him? 
  It couldn’t be an important matter—that was absurd. The colonel could not 
be ill, as he had evidently come to Ashford that day— his sister, Wharton’s aunt, could not be ill, or the colonel would have said so; and, besides, in that case the telegram would have called Wharton home, not to Ashford. Obviously, it was not a case of illness. What other matter of importance could possibly have transpired? 
  Obviously—or it seemed obvious to Harry—some business had called the colonel to Ashford, only an hour on the railway from Greyfriars, and he had taken the opportunity of seeing his nephew. Doubtless time did not allow him to come on to the school; probably he had to catch his train home, at a fixed time. His idea, the idea of a kind uncle, was to give the schoolboy a little outing and a treat —as had often happened on previous occasions. 
  In such circumstances, surely the colonel would not mind if Wharton felt it his duty to see his comrades through the most important football fixture of the season. 
  If the matter was important, the colonel would wire back, and Wharton would take the train to Ashford after the match; that was simple enough. Even if the meeting was of some inexplicable importance, an hour or two could not make much difference. 
  That reasoning had satisfied Wharton in making up his mind on the subject. But, somehow, he could not continue to, feel satisfied—and every now and then, instead of the football and the footballers, he seemed to see a kind, bronzed old face looking at him, and it troubled him. From his earliest infancy his uncle had taken the place of the father whom Wharton hardly remembered—he had been a father, and a kind and affectionate one, to the rather wayward boy whose guardian he was. 
  His lightest wish should have been like the call of duty to his nephew, and in his inmost   heart Wharton knew it. The colonel was not the man to act lightly or unreflectingly; if lie sent a telegram it was because there had been no time for a letter. And yet, what I could possibly have happened—what but a sudden illness, and it was certain that it was not a case of illness. 
  Wharton was angry with himself for failing to drive the matter from his mind, in the midst of an exciting game. After the match he would find a telegram waiting for him from his uncle, if the colonel seriously wished to see him at Ashford; he would take the express from Courtfield, and arrive at the Royal Hotel an hour later, and all would be well. Half-consciously, he was feeling a little sore because his uncle had not remembered that this was the date of the Highcliffe match—a fixture to which Wharton had referred often enough in his letters home. 
  If Colonel Wharton was so near as Ashford, surely he might have come on to Greyfriars and seen the match, instead of calling the captain of the Remove away just before kick-off. Indeed, it had been understood that the colonel should come down to the school for the match, if opportunity offered; and now— 
  “Wake up, Wharton!” came a yell from behind the goal. It was the voice of Billy Bunter. “I say, you fellows, Wharton’s taking a nap.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “On the ball, Wharton!” 
  Wharton’s eyes flashed. 
  Actually, thinking of his uncle and the telegram, he had let his thoughts stray, and for the moment he had been unconscious of the game. De Courcy of Highcliffe had taken the ball fairly from his foot, and was racing it on to the Greyfriars goal. 
  There was a roar from a dozen Highcliffe fellows, who had walked over to watch the game. 
  “Go it, Caterpillar!” 
  “Bravo!”
  “Good old Caterpillar!”
  Wharton set his teeth. The Caterpillar had seen his chance, and taken it, and he raced the ball on and centred to Courtenay at the right moment, and Courtenay drove it in. Squiff, in goal, failed to save, and the leather reposed in the net. 
  “Goal!” 
  “Well kicked, Courtenay!” 
  “Good old Caterpillar!” 
  De Courcy, otherwise the Caterpillar, grinned and nodded to Courtenay, as Squiff rather ruefully tossed out the ball. The score was even now. 
  Wharton’s feelings were not pleasant. He had neglected his duty to his uncle, as his conscience told him, in order to lead his followers to victory. And conscience had taken its revenge. 
  He resolved to dismiss the matter from his mind, and this time he kept the resolve.   Haunting reproach was dismissed till after the game. 
  But great as Wharton’s form was, first-class captain as he undoubtedly was, he found the Highcliffians foemen worthy of his steel. The game went on hard and fast; but at half-time, the score was still level. 
  In the interval there were a good many breathless fellows on both sides, and the result, as the Bounder remarked, still on the knees of the gods. 
  Wharton called to Russell across the match line. 
  “Do you know if there’s a wire for me, Russell?” 
  “Not that I know of.  Trotter would it along.” answered Dick Russell. 
  “All serene.” 
  After all, there was hardly time for a wired reply from Ashford yet. Wharton rejoined the footballers, but was not the usual cheery exchange of chat among the Famous Five. The sight of his comrades silenced Wharton, and the Co. were feellng constrained. All of them
felt glad when the whistle went for the second half. 
  Harry Wharton played up at his very best after the interval.  He was determined that there should be no more mistakes, no more wandering of his thoughts from the business in hand. 
  And he tucceeded. Again the ball went in from his boot, and Greyfriars were one up.
But a Highcliffian drove the ball into the home goal a little later, evening the score again. And then came a stroke of sheer ill-luck— Vernon Smith, having to stand out for ten minutes or more from a knock on the knee.  When the Bounder resumed play he was 
visibly limping; it was only the determination that was a part of the Bounder’s character that kept him going at all. 
  But with all the Bounder’s grim resolution, he was little help to his side after that, and it was a weak spot in the Greyfriars armour. Twice, and thrice, the Highcliffians came through, and only Squiff in goal saved the situation.  Between the posts the Australian junior was a tower of strength, and again and again he staved off defeat, till the fellows began looking at their watches, or up at the clock-tower, as the finish drew near. And the score was still even. 
  Wharton’s face was set and hard. 
  If the match was to end in a draw he might as well have been at Ashford. Without him, the Remove might very have drawn the game with Highcliffe. 
  It was a bitter reflection, and it made the captain of the Remove go all out to win.
  But the minutes were counted now; and though Highcliffe could not get through,they packed their goal and defended obstinately; and every second the blast of the whistle was expected. It was almost on the call of time that the Remove forwards broke into the defence, and with a rush of swift, short passing brought the ball up to the goal. The leather went in front from the Bounder, to be fisted out again. And Wharton, seizing his chance at the psychological moment, drove it in again and beat the goalkeeper. 
 
 Goal!” 
  It was an ecstatic roar from a hundred Greyfriars fellows, 
  Goal!”
  “Greyfriars wins!”  
  “Hurrah!” 
  “Pheep! The long whistle shrilled out.
  On the very stroke of time Harry Wharton had landed the winning goal.  Highcliffe were beaten by three goals to two; beaten by a narrow margin with only a few seconds to spare, but beaten for all that. Wharton panted, and his eyes gleamed; at that moment his feelings were of pure elation. There was a shout from his comrades as the crowd cheered and the captain of the Remove was caught up on the powerful shoulders of Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and carried off the field in triumph. —

               THE THIRD CHAPTER. 

               Bunter Talks Too Much! 

“TELEGRAM for me!” 
  “No, sir.” 
  Harry Wharton’s face was a little troubled. 
  The football match was won and over; the Highcliffe crowd had gone.  Harry Wharton had changed, and for some time, in the elation following the hard victory over Highcliffe, he had thought of nothing else. But the thought of his uncle at Ashford had very soon returned. There had been ample time now for a reply telegram from the colonel, and the captain of the Remove inquired after it. But there was no telegram. 
  He went up to Study No. 1 in the gathering winter dusk, with a rather moody expression on his handsome face. 
  Why had not the colonel wired? 
  Certainly it was rather late in the afternoon for a junior schoolboy to leave Greyfriars to take the train to Ashford, but that could have been arranged easily enough with Mr. Quelch. Wharton had only to show him the colonel’s telegram and ask for an exeat, which would have been at once granted. 
  He was feeling a little tired after a gruelling match, but quite willingly he would have undertaken the journey; and now that the game was over he could have taken his friends with him.  His uncle had always been glad to see the cheery Co. 
  Doubtless the colonel’s visit to Ashford had been a hurried one; he had not been staying long enough there to wait for his nephew. Or was it that he was offended, and did not choose to answer and see his nephew at the latter’s convenience? 
  At that thought Wharton’s face hardened a little. 
  It would have meant at the most the difference of an hour and a half to the colonel’s train returning to London. If he wanted to see his nephew so particularly that an important football match could he cut for it, surely he could have caught a slightly later train and allowed Wharton to see him when the match was over, 
  If not, it couldn’t matter very much, Wharton told himself moodily, And his regret that he had not obeyed the colonel’s summons was now mingled with a moody resentment. 
  His face was not very bright as he came into Study No. 1, where Frank Nugent had laid the table, and was attending to a boiling kettle and a tin saucepan crammed with eggs for tea. 
  Bob Cherry and Johnny Bull and Hurree Singh were standing about the study doorway, chatting cheerily. Probably they intended to “ tea” in Study No. 1--the Famous Five often 
“tea’d” together, 
  But after a glance at Wharton’s clouded face, Bob Cherry strolled away along the passage, whistling, and Johnny Bull strolled after him. Hurree Jamset Ram Singh lingered. 
  “Thhre is an esteemed telegram?” he asked. 
  “No, Inky.” 
  “Then you w ill not be going departfully to Ashford?” 
  “No,” 
  The Nabob of Bhanipur sauntered away after Bob Cherry. Wharton glanced after him and opened his lips, but closed them again. If the nabob did not choose to “tea” in Study No. 1 he could please himself, 
  “Nearly ready,” said Frank brightly, as the captain of the Remove came in. 
  “Had a wire?”
 “No.” 
  “I suppose your uncle couldn’t wait.” 
  “Or wouldn’t,” said Harry. 
  “Well, I suppose he would have if he could have.” said Frank, taking up the eggs. “He must have wanted to see you!” 
  “I think he may have been offended by my not going earlier.” 
  Nugent made no reply to that. 
  “No reason why he should be.” added Wharton quickly. “I think I did quite right in staying for the match. Don’t you?” 
  “Well, it’s rather too late to think about that, isn’t it?” said Frank. “Anyhow I don’t suppose it matters very much.” 
  “Which means that you don’t think I did right?” 
  “My dear chap, you were bound to act according to your own judgment.” said Frank. “If you thought it right, all serene.” 
  “I suppose you don’t think I should have done it if I hadn’t thought it right?” 
  Nugent gave his chum a quick look. 
  “Of course not. Don’t let’s argue, Harry—it’s no business of mine, anyhow, and I’m not criticising you.” 
  “It seems to me that you were—and the other fellows, too.” said Wharton, flushing. “I think I might be allowed to know best in my own family affairs.” 
  “Of course. Here’s the eggs. Aren’t the other chaps coming in to tea?” asked Frank, with a glance at the door. 
  “I don’t know—you can ask them if you like.” 
  “Oh, never mind!”
  The chums of the Remove sat down to tea rather silently. Both of them were feeling constraint. Wharton was anything but easy with his conscience, and the thought that Frank was blaming him, as he blamed himself, stirred a faint resentment in his breast. After all, he had won the Highcliffe match for the Remove and there were plenty of fellows in the Form who would have criticised him pretty freely had he gone off at the last moment and left his men in the lurch from whatsoever cause. 
  Vernon Smith, too, had advised him to act as he had done; and the Bounder was a clear-headed, sensible fellow. Though Wharton was well aware that he had never, so far, modelled his views upon those of the Bounder—well aware that there was a touch of cynical hardness in the Bounder’s character that he had never liked. 
  It was, as Nugent had said, too late to discuss pros and cons now; what was done, was done. If his uncle was offended with him, and disdained to wait an hour or so to see him, it could not be helped. Yet the thought of having hurt the kind old gentleman made Wharton wince. 
  He had never had anything but kindness from his uncle.  Well he remembed Colonel Wharton’s return to England from foreign service, when the old soldier had found a wayward, discontented boy left on his hands—a boy with a passionate temper, spoiled by an indulgent aunt, rebellions to the kindest authority.  With what infinite patience and kind affection the colonel had borne with him and brought him to a better understanding, Harry knew only too well.  Reflection had opened his eyes to many things. 
  He knew that but for the colonel’s kind patience he might have been still the peevish, discontented boy, dissatisfied with himself, dissatisfying others— and yet there had never been anything like adversity, anything like stern reprimand.  In his uncle he had found a father and a friend, a kind adviser and a faithful guardian, and well he knew that for a long time he had been indifferent, if not ungrateful, till understanding had come to him. 
  Now, truly, there was not indifference or ingratitude. He loved and respected the man who was his ideal of a man and a soldier should be. Little of it showed on the surface; Wharton was not a fellow to wear his heart on his sleeve. But it was there, and the colonel knew it. And yet he had neglected the colonel that afternoon. Howsoever excellent his reasons seemed to him that was the truth, and the half-conscious realisation of it made him moody and miserable and irritable. Suppose, after all, that the appointment had been an important one—” 
  But it could not have been. It was only a schoolboy treat the old soldier had intended. Wharton was sure of that. Still, he could not feel easy in his mind. 
  “It’s all rot!” he broke out suddenly, as if Nugent had accused him—answering, perhaps, the thoughts he guessed were passing in Frank’s mind. “Utter rot As if it matters, anyhow!”  
  “I dare say it doesn’t.” said Frank amicably. 
  “I’m sure it doesn’t!” 
  “Good!”
  “I think he might have remembered that it was the Highcliffe match to-day.” muttered Wharton. “I’ve told him a lot about it in my letters and it was half agreed that he d come down to Greyfriars if he could.  Being as near as Ashford, I don’t see why he couldn’t have come on!” 
  Frank nodded, but did not answer. 
  As a matter of fact, he knew that any answer was likely to irritate. And Frank had learned to bear with his best chum’s sometimes unreasonable ways. Silence is golden sometimes. 
  There was a sound of laughter in the Remove passage, and voices floated in through the half-open door. Billy Bunter’s squeak was heard. 
  “I say, you fellows, I tell you it’s so! I haven’t exactly seen the telegram—” 
  “Why haven’t you?” came Hazeldene’s voice. “You generally manage to pry into anything you want to see!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Oh, really, Hazel—” 
  “Shut up, Banter!” said Peter Todd. 
  “Sha’n’t !” said Bunter. “I think it’s awfully rotten myself! Chap gets a telegram saying his uncle’s ill —at the point of death, in fact—and plays football instead of going to see him! I can tell you, I’m shocked!”
  Wharton’s face became crimson. 
  Frank Nugent hardly dared look at his chum as the Owl’s fat voice floated into the study. 
  It was like Billy Bunter to get hold of the incident and let his fat imagination play on it.  Bunter was already making one of his celebrated “yarns” out of it. 
  “Fathead!” said Peter Todd. 
  “Oh, really, Toddy! You mayn’t be shocked, but I am! I’ve got a sense of the fitness of things, I hope! Playing football while his uncle’s lying on his death bed—” 
  “Ass!”
  “Lying in awful agony, perhaps!” said Bunter impressively. “Calling for his nephew, you know, in an expiring voice, and the hard-hearted blighter refusing to go! It’s really too thick, in my opinion! I’ve never thought very much of Wharton! Only this morning he refused to cash a postal-order for me—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “But this really is too thick!” went on Bunter virtuously. “Hard-hearted and undutiful, and all that! I’ve a good mind to speak to Wharton about it and tell him what I think of him!”
  “Well, here’s your chance!“ grinned Hazeldene. “Here he comes!”
  “Wha-a-t?” 
  Billy Bunter spun round at a hurried footstep behind him. Harry Wharton was emerging from Study No. 1, his face in a blaze of fury. 
  “Oh!” gasped Bunter. 
  He ran for it. 
  “You—you fat rotter!” roared Wharton. 
  He rushed after Bunter and kicked. There was a terrific yell from the Owl of the Remove as he sprawled on his hands and knees. 
  “Yarooooooh!” 
  “Man down!” chuckled Toddy. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Then it isn’t true, Wharton?” asked Skinner of the Remove blandly—with the genial blandness Harold Skinner knew well how to assume when he wished to be particularly unpleasant. 
  The captain of the Remove turned on him.  “What isn’t true?” 
  “That telegram was from your uncle, who’s sick—” 
  “Of course it isn’t true!” roared Wharton. “Do you think I’d have stopped here playing footer if my uncle had been ill and asked for me, you silly dummy?” 
  Skinner shrugged his shoulders. 
  “Haven’t thought about it at all” he answered airily. “I only know what Bunter says—” 
  “Yaroooh! I didn’t say anything! Keep him off!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  Wharton’s eyes flashed at the group of juniors in the Remove passage. Friends were there as well as foes, but he was not in a mood to distinguish. 
  “You shouldn’t be listening to Bunter’s tattle! Might have something better to do, I think—all of you!” 
  “Oh, draw it mild!” said Peter Todd coolly. “Nobody was really taking any notice of Bunter’s rot—except yourself 
  “Seemed to touch you rather!” murmured Skinner. 
  “What’s that Shakespeare says about a guilty conscience?” inquired Sidney James Snoop, addressing space. 
  Wharton gave the Remove fellows a fierce look. But he controlled his angem’, and strode back into Study No. 1 and closed the door—hard. 
  “His Lofty Magnificence is wrathy!” yawned Skinner. “This is where we tremble!” 
  Some of the juniors chuckled, and the group broke up. A little later Billy Bunter, whose fat chin was the most active and untiring part of him, was “at it” again, spreading his latest yarn. But he was very careful to keep at a safe distance from Study No. 1, and to keep a very wary eye open for the captain of the Remove. 

               THE FOURTH CHAPTER. 

                   A Shake for Skinner! 

“HARRY, old man.” 
  Wharton looked up moodily. 
  Prep was over, and most of the Remove were gathered in the Rag. At either end of that long apartment a big fire blazed, and most of the fellows had gathered round the blaze, for the evening was cold. The Remove fellows chiefly congregated at one end, the Fourth Form fellows at the other. The Third were also entitled to congregate in the Rag if they liked. But generally they did not like; they favoured their own form-room, where they were not overawed by the two Fourths, Lower and Upper. 
  From the Remove group glances were occasionally cast at Harry Wharton, who was seated in the big, deep window-spat, about midway between the two groups. The captain of the Remove had a “Holiday Annual” on his knees, open, but was not reading. Skinner winked at his comrades and made humorous signs, keeping Snoop and Stott and Fisher T. Fish in a continuous chuckle. Skinner was slyly drawing attention to Wharton’s moody, thoughtful face, and intimating that the great man was wrathy, and that it was therefore time for the skies to fall—or, at least, to mind what they were about. The humorous Skinner extracted unlimited fun from Wharton’s supposed lofty and dictatorial temper, and there was just enough truth in his gibes to them a sting. 
  Wharton was fully conscious of Skinner’s humorous proceedings, and of the chuckles of his comrades, and a faint flush was in his cheeks. But he took no heed.  He disdained to quarrel with a fellow like Skinner. Besides, it was rather difficult to quarrel with a fellow 
for winking at his friends. Bob Cherry came into the Rag and looked round, and came across to Harry Wharton with his usual heavy tramp. He dropped on the window-seat beside him, and spoke cheerily. 
  Wharton’s glance was not cheery in response. But Bob was resolved not to see that his chum was a little “edge-wise.” 
  “Harry, old pippin, give it a miss.” said Bob. 
  “What do you mean?” 
  “We’ve been pals a long time.” said Bob, in his direct way. “What’s the good of scowling at one another because we don’t see eye to eye. I’d never have given you my opinion to-day about that telegram if you hadn’t asked me. You did, you know.” 
  “I know I did.” 
  “ Well, very likely you were right.” went on Bob. “You ought to know best.  But if you ask a chap his opinion, you want to know what he really thinks, don’t you?” 
  “Of—of course!” 
  “Anyhow, it’s over, and it’s no business of mine.” said Bob. “So let’s forget all about it, old  chap!” 
  “A smile broke out on Wharton’s face. 
  It was difficult to resist Bob’s cheery good humour, and Wharton did not want to resist it. he was feeling moody and depressed; but he was not sulky.  
  “That’s all right,” he said; “only I had an impression that you fellows were down on me. I acted for the best, as I thought.” 
  “Of course you did!” 
  “Only ”—Wharton’s colour deepened—“I—I wish I hadn’t now, Bob, I—I wish I’d gone over to Ashford when my uncle asked me.” 
  “Well, you saved the match for us by staying.” said Bob. “That’s something, you know. You stayed for it, and you did it.” 
  Bob Cherry was the last fellow in the world to say “I told you so.” He was quite prepared to hear that Harry had repented of his hasty and self-willed decision; but his only thought now was offer such consolation as he could think of. 
  “After all, its one of our big fixtures,” said Bob. “It ranks with the St. Jim’s and Rookwood matches. We didn’t want Highcliffe to beat us. I think very likely your uncle will think the same. Anyhow, there’s nothing for us to rag about. Is there?” 
  “Nothing at all,” said Harry, with a smile. 
  “Nugent showed up jolly well in the game to-day.” went on Bob. “I was jolly glad of that. You might do worse than play him against Rookwood when they come along.” 
  “I’m thinking of that,” said Harry, quite brightly now. “Frank has picked up a lot this season, and he hasn’t had a chance in the Rookwood match yet. It looks as if we’re going to be jolly successful with the football this season, Bob.” 
  And the talk ran on, on the topic of football, and Wharton’s depression left him; and the threatened rift in the lute among the Famous Five was forgotten and done with. But when Bob Cherry left him, the Remove captain’s face clouded again, as he found troublesome thoughts coming back into his mind. 
  Bob Cherry joined the group by the fire. 
  He glanced in some surprise at Skinner & Co., wondering what the joke was—Skinner & Co. appearing to be in a highly merry humour. 
  “Putting your head into the lion’s mouth—what?” said Skinner, as Bob leaned on the mantelpiece near the merry group. 
  “Eh, what?” said Bob, puzzled. 
  “You weren’t bitten?  ” continued Skinner, while his comrades chortled explosively. 
  “I don’t catch on!” 
  Skinner made a gesture towards the captain of the Remove, at a distance in the window-seat. 
  “We’re keeping a safe distance.” he explained. “When we leave to pass him we go right round the table, and keep the table between us and him. He is cross! When Wharton is cross, as you probably know, it’s time for the whole universe to sit up and take notice. Wharton would be offended if it didn’t.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha !” 
  “Oh, don’t be an ass!” said Bob gruffly. 
  “We’ve all been admiring your nerve at bparding the lion in his den.” went on Skinner imperturbably. “I shouldn’t venture near him at present. I should expect a bite, or a bark at least.” 
  “He, he, he “ cackled Billy Bunter. 
  “If I were an astronomer,” continued Skinner. “I should look through my telescope and see whether the solar system has jolted out of gear. I’m sure Wharton expects it to do so when he frowns.  Like jolly old Jove frowning in Virgil, you know, and giving the universe a shake!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!”
  “Cheese it!”snapped Bob. 
  Bob resisted the inclination to grin. Skinner’s exaggerations were absurd, of course; and yet there was just an atom of truth at the bottom of them. 
  “After all, who’s Wharton?” said Snoop. 
  “Yes; who the thump is he?” said Stott. “It’s pretty well known that the Bounder could have given him a fall last time they had a row if he’d chosen. We’d have backed him up, too!” 
  “Too jolly swanky in my opinion.” went on Snoop. “What do you think, Cherry?” 
  Bob glared at him, 
  “You want to know what I think? I think you’re a silly ass, Snoop, and a good bit of a worm!” 
  “Oh, draw it mild !“ 
  Wharton nay have his faults; but his little finger is worth more than the whole lot of you “ growled Bob.  “That’s what I think, as you’ve asked me.” 
  “Look here—” 
  “Oh, rats!” 
  “I'm surprised at you, Cherry!” said Skinner in his blandest tone. 
  “What the thump do you mean?” 
  “I mean your saying that Wharton may have his faults. I’m sure Wharton wouldn’t agree with you there.” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Isn’t he our perfect character—a model for all the Remove?” went on Skinner. “Isn’t he the just man just made perfect—” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Yet Cherry can see faults in this really flawless character!” said Skinner sorrowfully. “I’m really surprised at you, Cherry!” 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” roared Snoop & Co., greatly tickled by the expression on Bob Cherry’s face. 
  “You cheeky chump!”exclaimed Bob angrily. “You know I didn’t mean—” 
  “I know what you said!” interrupted Skinner. “Now, as one of Wharton’s humble admirers, I want to know what fault you find with him? Give it a name!”  
  Bob Cherry breathed hard. He was no match for Harold Skinner in wordy warfare, and he was well aware of that fact. But there were other ways of dealing with Skinner. 
Bob grasped him by the collar. 
  There was a yell from Skinner. His airy badinage vanished at once, along with all his blandness, as he was shaken. 
  “Ow! Leggo! Yoop! Let go, you rotter! Ow!”
  Shake! 
  “Yarooh! I’ll hack your shins!” yelled Skinner. “Let go, hang you!” 
  Bob Cherry let go—rather suddenly, and Skinner sat down on the fender. 
 
 “Now shut up!” said Bob grimly. “You can cackle as much as you like. but if you don’t know that you shouldn’t run down a fellow to his pal, it’s time you learned!” 
  And Bob stamped away, leaving Skinner gasping for breath, and his airy blandness quite gone. 

               THE FIFTH CHAPTER. 

            The Letter from the Colonel! 

HARRY WHARTON & Co. came up to the Remove dormitory together, on the best of terms— rather to the disappointment of some fellows who had seen signs of trouble in the Co. and had hoped to see more. The slight disagreement, such as it was, had blown over, and the Famous Five were as good pals as ever. But after lights were out, and the rest of the Remove were asleep, Harry Wharton lay awake for some time, watching the stars at the high windows of the dormitory. 
  He was thinking that certainly there would be a letter from his uncle in the morning—at least, if the kind old gentleman was not offended. And it was not likely that he had taken offence. It was more likely that he would be hurt if he felt that he had been treated with slighting indifference; and that was a more painful thought to Wharton. 
  Clearly enough now be realised that what he had done was a slight to the man who had treated him with unvarying kindness ever since he could remember—and clearly, too, he realised that all that was left to him was to make what amends he could. There would be a 
letter from the colonel; and in answer to it he would confess that he had acted thoughtlessly and hastily, and ask pardon humbly enough. He could, at least, own up to his fault, and let his uncle know that he was lorry. 
  There was comfort in that reflection, and he fell asleep at last, easier in his mind. 
  Harry Wharton was first up in the Remove dormitory when the rising-bell clanged out on the following morning. 
  The post, of course, was not yet in; but he came down earliest of all the Remove, before even Bob Cherry was ready to go down. —
  Letters for junior schoolboys had to pass the inspection of their Form-master, and generally were not placed in the rack very early. It was quite possible that if a letter came by the early delivery it would not be handed out till after classes —and Wharton would not see it until the recess before third lesson.  He did not want to wait so long as that, and his intention was to meet Boggs, the postman, on the road, and get the letter from him—if there were indeed a letter. 
  Only early housemaids were about when Wharton came down in the sharp winter morning; but the great door of the School House stood open, letting in the keen breeze and a flood of winter sunshine. Harry Wharton went out into the quadrangle, which was still deserted, save for the portly figure of Mr. Prout, the master of the Fifth, taking a constitutional before breakfast. 
  The school gates were still locked, and Gosling was not likely to open them before the usual time at a junior’s request. But Wharton did not go down to the gates. At a certain spot behind the elms, well known to adventurous juniors, he climbed the school wall, and dropped into the road. 
  Then he walked swiftly along the road to meet Boggs, who was almost due at Greyfriars by that time. 
  Half a mile from the school he came in sight of the plump postman, puffing along with his bag, his heavy breathing making a kind of halo round him in the frosty air. 
  “Mornin’, Master Wharton!” said Boggs cheerily, 
  Wharton stopped. 
  “You’ve got a letter for me, Boggs.” 
  “I dessay, sir.” 
  Boggs made no motion to open his sack, however.  He was not supposed to hand over letters direct to schoolboys at Greyfriars. 
  “I want it specially.” explained Harry. “You can stretch a point for once, old man. No harm in it—it’s from my uncle, Colonel Wharton, and you know his fist.” 
  “That’s so.” assented Boggs, rather dubiously, 
  A shilling changed hands, and Boggs, who was an obliging fellow, set down his sack and opened it. He had delivered a good many letters at Greyfriars in Colonel Wharton’s handwriting, and he knew the old military gentleman’s “fist” well enough. The lettpr was sorted out, and handed over to Wharton. 
  “‘Course, you won’t mention this, sir.” said Boggs. “No ‘arm in it, as the letter’s from your uncle; but it’s agin instructions, you know.” 
  “Of course—not a word.” said Harry. 
  “‘Mornin’, sir!” 
  And Boggs shouldered his bag said tramped on. 
  Wharton’s heart was lighter as he stood with the letter in his hand. His uncle had not been offended, then; he was sure that he would read only kindness in the letter. He glanced round him, and crossed to a stile, beside the road, and sat on the stile to read his letter. 
  He read it—his face changing as he did so, the colour fading from his cheeks, and his lip quivering. 
  The letter had evidently been written at the hotel at Ashford the previous afternoon, after the colonel had received Wharton’s telegram. And it ran: 

“Hotel Royal, 
“Ashford. 

“My dear Harry,—I am sorry you were unable to come across this afternoon. Had it been possible, you may be sure that I should have come to Greyfriars, but I was only able to break my journey at Ashford for a couple of hours, and then take the train on to Dover. 
 “I am leaving England for some time. I had not forgotten, my boy, that to-day is the date of the Highcliffe match at Greyfriars, but I know you would have put this, or anything else aside to come and say good-bye to me, if you had known how matters stood, 
  “I shall be away from England for a few months, probably. I am going to Russia. An old comrade-in-arms, who was with me in Flanders, is there, and has fallen foul of the Bolsheviks. He is a prisoner in the hands of those scoundrels, and needs my help. I hope to be able to save him. You need have no fear for my safety, my boy. It is an affa!ir of tact and management, and, I fear, bribery; though I suppose I ought to be glad, in the circumstances, that the Bolshevik officials are as corrupt as the old Tsarist officials before the revolution, as the only way of saving my old comrade is to make it worth their while to let him go. 
  After receiving news of him I prepared at once to start, and broke nay journey to Dover at Ashford to say good-bye to you. By the time you receive this I shall be across the Channel, as I am travelling by the Continental route. 
                              “Good-bye, any dear boy, 
                                   “Your affectionate uncle, 
                                      “James Wharton ” 

  At Greyfriars morning roll-call had been taken, and the fellows were going in to breakfast. At the Remove table there was a vacant place—the captain of the Forn was missing. 
Harry Wharton was not thinking of school or of school bounds, as he sat on the stile under the leafless trees, with his uncle’s letter in his hands, and the tears heavy in his eyes. 
  So that was it!
  No fears for his safety, the colonel had said—his safety, in that land of blood and terror, governed from of old by fear and cruelty, where nothing changes but the name and title of the tyrant, 
  The tears ran unchecked down Harry Wharton’s cheeks—seldom or never so wetted, 
  So that was it! His uncle, on a mission of danger, leaving his native land perhaps never to return, had still thought of him—had wished to say goodbye to the nephew he might never see again. And he had not seen him—he had not said farewell to the man who, for friendship and duty’s sake was going into a lair of wild beasts. 
  Already the wintry seas rolled between him and the colonel; already the swift Continental express was bearing his uncle away across foreign lands—to the land of fear and mystery and brooding death; there to share, perhaps, the fate of the comrade he had gone to save. 
  A cart came jolting along the rutty, frosty lane. The carter stared curiously at the white-faced boy on the stile, with but a letter in his hand and tears wet on his cheeks. Wharton did not even see him. The junior shivered at last, and slipped from the stile. He remembered Greyfriars—he looked at his watch. It was ten o’clock. Long ago the Remove 
fellows had gone into their Form-room. What would the Remove master say? 
  Wharton cared little. 
  Fear for his uncle’s safety, bitter self-reproach, drove other considerations from his mind. But he had to return to the school. He thrust the letter into his pocket and started towards Greyfriars. 

               THE SIXTH CHAPTER. 

                         Trouble!

THE door of the Remove Form room opened, and Harry Wharton came quietly in. 
  Every eye in the Form room was turned upon him. 
  It was close upon the end of second lesson—in ten minutes more the Remove would have been dismissed for morning break.” 
  Fellows had been late for class before; and even a few minutes’ tardiness was sufficient to call down the wrath of Mr. Quelch. And Wharton had cut a whole lesson and nearly another. 
  Harry’s friends looked at him very anxiously as he came in. They had not seen him since he had left the dormitory—they knew that he had not breakfasted at the Remove table, and they had wondered what could possibly have become of him. Wharton  had intended, of course, to return in time for breakfast; but that, as well as everything else, had been driven from his mind by the Colonel’s letter, and the self-reproach and remorse it had caused him. 
  Mr. Quelch laid down his book, and fixed his eyes on the latecomer. 
  “Wharton!” 
  The Remove master’s voice resembled the growl of distant thunder. Wharton stopped. 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “What does this mean?” 
  “I am sorry I am late, sir” said Harry, respectfully and sincerely enough. He had had time to pull himself together now, and he realised that Quelch, like the prophet of old, had cause to be angry. 
  “No doubt.” said the Remove master. “But that is scarcely sufficient, Wharton. Why are you late?” 
  “I—I———” Wharton paused. 
  “Have you been out of gates?” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “Have you breakfasted?” 
  “No, sir.” 
  “Indeed!  It seems that you went out of the school precincts before the gates were opened this morning.” 
  “Yes, sir,” said Harry. 
  There was no help for it now; the confession had to be made that he had broken bounds. 
  “And you have remained out of gates until now?” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  "Andwhy?” 
  “I—I forgot—” 
  The captain of the Remove paused again. He had told Boggs that he could not mention the handing over of the letter, and he was bound not to mention it. Hp could not, therefore, explain that he had been upset by news from his people. Neither was he inclined to allude to that matter in any case. Wharton was reserved—perhaps too reserved: and what he might have said to his Form master in private, he certainly would not have said in the Form room before all the listening Remove. Mr. Qtieldi raised his eyebrows. 
  “You forgot!” he repeated. 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  “You forgot classes” 
  “Yes, sir.” 
  That is a very extraordinary statement, Wharton.” 
  The captain of the Remove coloured deeply. 
  “I’m sorry, sir! I—I was thinking of something—I’m really sorry that I came in late, sir.” 
  “You are head boy of the Remove, Wharton.  ” said Mr. Quelch. “In that position you have some responsibilities, and are expected to set some sort of an example to the Form. Yet you break school bounds, you come in to class more than an hour late, and your only explanation is that you forgot classes—a statement which it is very difficult for me to believe.” 
  Wharton stood silent. 
  He was quite aware how the matter must look to his Form master, and he did not expect to be let off lightly. 
  As a matter of fact, he did not care. Self reproach was a harder and more bitter punishment than any that Mr. Quelch could have inflicted. 
  “I should be justified I think, in dealing very severely with this, Wharton.” said Mr. Quelch slowly, and his eyes rested on his cane for a moment. “But as this is your first transgression of the kind, I shall be as lenient as possible. I shall not cane you.” 
  “Thank you, sir,” 
  “But your action proves that you are unfit for your position as head boy in my class. You will go to the bottom of the class, Wharton.” 
  Wharton compressed his lip. 
  “Very well, sir.” 
  So far as Mr. Quelch was concerned the incident closed there. He had, in fact, inflicted a punishment more severe than a caning, to a proud spirit like Wharton’s. 
  The captain of the Remove went quietly to his place. Billy Bunter, who had the honour of being at the bottom of the class, grinned and shifted along the form to make room for him, 
  Wharton was quite conscious of the derisive grinning of Skinner & Co., and the smiles of a good many more fellows much better than Skinner & Co. 
  His own friends were troubled and sorry, and their looks showed it. But a good many fellows in the Remove were not at all displeased to see the Form captain’s pride taken down a peg or two. Even fellows who liked him sometimes thought that +Wharton carried his head a little too high, 
  Mr. Quelch took no further heed of Wharton, who sat silent in his place, his cheeks burning. 
  Harry was glad enough when the Remove were dismissed for morning break, and the juniors poured out of the Form room, 
  He wanted to get into a quiet place, to read his uncle s letter over again; but the Co. joined him at once in the corridor. 
  “Hard cheese, old man!” said Bob Cherry. “But what the thump is the matter? There’s something you didn’t tell Quelchy, of course.” 
  “Yes,” said Harry. 
  His chums looked at him. They naturally expected him tell them why he had incurred his Form master’s wrath. 
  Wharton did not speak, and there was an awkward silence. 
  Bob Cherry broke it. 
  “Look here, Wharton, is it some secret?” 
  “Oh, no!” 
  “Well, then—”
  Wharton drew a deep breath. 
  “I don’t mind telling you fellows, though it’s jolly unpleasant. But, of course, it’s among ourselves, you won’t mention it.” 
  “Of course not.” 
  “I went out to meet the postman, and got a letter from him—from my uncle.  It would get Boggs into a row if I told Quelchy.” 
  “I see—you couldn’t tell Quelchy that, of course.” said Johnny Bull. “The Head’s mighty strict about fellows not getting letters till they’ve been passed by the Form masters.” 
  “Bad news in the letter, I suppose?” asked Frank Nugent quietly. 
  “Yes.” 
  “Sorry, old man!” 
  “I don’t want to make a mystery of it.” said Harry. “You fellows can see the letter—it’s not a secret, only, of course, I don’t want it chattered about in the Form and the passages. I’d rather you saw it, really—only not a word about it.” 
  “Right-ho!” 
  Wharton passed the colonel’s letter to his comrades, and they looked at it. 
  “That’s rather rotten.” said Bob. “But, of course, you couldn’t guess anything of that kind yesterday, old man. I shouldn’t worry about it too much, if I were you.” 
  Wharton nodded; the words were kindly spoken to comfort him, but there was little comfort in them for the captain of the Remove. He put the letter back in his pocket. 
  “I say, yo fellows—” 
  ‘Oh, buzz off, Bunter!” exclaimed Bob Cherry. 
  “Oh, really, Cherry—” 
  “Roll away, you bothering barrel!” snapped Johnny Bull. 
  Bunter blinked inquisitively at the pocket in which Wharton had placed the colonel’s letter. 
  His very spectacles gleamed with curiosity. 
  Bunter was in his usual state of wanting to know.  He was assured that there was “something” on, and he wanted to know what that something was. It wa-s no concern of his, and, therefore, extremely interesting to him. 
  “Did you get that letter from Boggs, Wharton?” he asked. 
  ‘‘Find out!” 
  “Well, I’m trying to find out, ain’t I?”
  “Fathead!” 
  “There wasn’t a letter for you in the rack.” said Bunter. “If you got that letter this morning, you must have got it from Boggs. I say, that’s against the rules, you know.” 
  “Oh, dry up!” 
  “Oh, really, Wharton—” 
  Harry Wharton turned his back on the Owl of the Remove, and walked out into the quadrangle. His chums went with him, and Billy Bunter was left blinking after them, greatly disappointed. 
  “Beast!” murmured Bunter. “Now, what the thump is there in that letter to make him go out and meet the post, then? Something jolly secret——— Yarooch!” howled Bunter, suddenly, as a slap came on his fat shoulder. 
  “What are you mumbling about, fatty?” asked Skinner genially. 
  Bunter blinked at him, 
  “I say, Skinner, it’s queer, ain’t it?” 
  “Queer that you’re not at the bottom of the class?” asked Skinner. “Yes, old man, it is! But it’s only temporary, you know.” 
  “Beast! I mean about Wharton.” 
  “How are the mighty fallen!” sighed Skinner. ‘ Fancy his Magnificence taken down a whole peg before all the Remove! He must have thought it an awful nerve of Quelchy!”
  Bunter giggled. 
  “I know why he was late.” he said. 
  “You know everything, don’t you, old fat man.” said Skinner, eyeing the Owl of the Remove curiously. 
  Skinner, like a good many other fellows, was very curious to know why the captain of the Remove had cut class that morning. That he had “forgotten” was a statement much too steep for Skinner to swallow it. 
  When Skinner offended against the rules, it was generally for some reason that would not bear the light; and Skinner had no belief that there existed in the Remove, or in the wide world, any fellow better than himself. He was quite assured that Wharton had been “up to something,” and had told his Form master the clumsiest lie a fellow could possibly have told. That was Skinner’s charitable view of the affair. 
  Bunter smirked .  
  “I generally get to know things.” he remarked. 
  Bunter was under the delusion that that was a cause for pride and satisfaction. 
  “You do, old fellow.” said Skinner amicably. “So why did his lordship cut class, if you know all about it ?” 
  “That’s telling!” said Bunter mysteriously. 
  Skinner grinned. 
  “You mean, you don’t know.” he said. 
  “Don’t I?” said Bunter, falling blindly into the trap. “1 jolly well do. He went out to get a letter front the post-man before the man delivered them here.” 
  Skinner’s eyes gleamed.  He had seen the letter in Wharton’s hand, as he passed it to his comrades. He guessed at once that Bunter had got at the facts, so far. 
  “Sure of that, Bunty?” he asked. 
  “Of course he didn’t own up.” sait Bunter. “But I’m jolly sure of it. He didn’t deny it, anyhow. Wharton never tells lies like you, Skinner.” 
  “What?” 
  “I--I mean, like some fellows. I say, old chap, I wonder what’s in that letter, you know!”
  “Something he didn’t want Quelchy to see,” grinned Skinner —“something that would have got him into trouble, I fancy.” 
  Bunter’s eyes opened wide behind his spectacles. 
  “But what, then?” he exclaimed. 
  “He’s been up to something.” said Skinner sagely. “He’s getting a letter from somebody shady!” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “He keeps up appearances jolly well, but, after all, we’re all tarred with the same brush, ain’t, we ?” said Skinner. 
  “Yes, rather!” agreed Bunter. 
  “I had a letter once, from a man who was giving me some tips about a horse.” grinned Skinner. “I knew when it was coming, and waylaid old Boggs, and got it off him for a bob. Of course, our respected Form-captain wouldn’t do anything naughty like that.” 
  “That’s it!” gasped Bunter. 
  “I wonder?” yawned Skinner. 
  He walked on, smiling to himself. Whether his surmise was correct or not, Skinner did not know, and cared little. But he knew that the suggestion had excited Bunter’s curiosity to burning point. If it was within Bunter’s power to get at that letter, Bunter was quite certain to get at it, and to make its contents common property in the Remove. 
  Skinner was prepared to let Bunter take the risk of that proceeding, charitably hoping that he would bring some something shady to light. 
  In the quad Harry Wharton was walking under the leafless old elms, his hands in his pockets, a deep line in his brow.  His chums were punting about a football; but Wharton did not join them. 
  To Bunter, and certainly to Skimmer, he gave no thought at all—he had forgotten their existence. He was thinking of the kind old colonel on his way at express speed to the land of violence and crime, and his heart was heavy. 

               THE SEVENTH CHAPTER.

                   Bunter Wants to Know! 

BILLY BUNTER, in the Remove Form that afternoon, was in a remarkably unquiet state. 
  The fat junior seemed really to be sitting on pins. 
  Next to him —the only fellow lower in the Form than Bunter at present—was the captain of the Remove. 
  In Wharton’s pocket was the mysterious letter; Bunter knew in which pocket. 
  Instead of thinking of his lessons, which would have been judicious under the gimlet eyes of Mr. Quelch, Bunter was thinking of that mysterious letter, with which he had no concern whatever. 
  The letter was not, in point of fact, mysterious at all. But it seemed so to the inquisitive Owl. 
  Skinner’s malicious suggestion had been dropped into Bunter’s mind, like seed in fruitful soil. Something “shady” was going on—Bunter was absolutely certain of that. 
  Why had Wharton walked out before the gates were opened to get that letter away from the postman? Why couldn’t he wait for it till letters were handed out in the usual way? Because there was something in it that he dared not risk his Form master seeing. 
  That the letter was from Wharton’s uncle, and that Harry had been very anxious to hear from his uncle was a simple explanation, which was unlikely to occur to either Bunter or Skinner.  Certainly Bunter would never have taken the trouble to walk a dozen steps to anticipate a letter from any relation. 
  There was something mysterious and shady about that letter, Bunter was convinced of that. 
  Even so, it would have been no business of Bunter’s. But the Owl’s interest in matters that did not concern him was deep. He was feverishly anxious to know what was in the letter, and he had no scruples about making the discovery. 
  What worried him was the fact that Wharton was quite certain not to let him see the letter if he could help it, and how to get at it without the Form captain’s knowledge was a problem. 
  Wharton paid no heed to the Owl of the Remove.  He was trying to give his attention to the class work, and it was difficult, in his present mood, to put his mind into it.  He was quite unaware that Bunter was thinking about the letter in his pocket at all. 
  The Remove were busy with Latin prose, or, at least, were supposed to be. Billy Bunter was thinking of anything but Latin prose. His paper was not likely to satisfy Mr. Quelch when it was handed in. But Bunter had no time to think about trifles like that. 
  Wharton finished his Latin paper, and sat idle while the rest of the class went on. Then he drew the colonel’s letter from his pocket, to read it over again. 
  Bunter almost trembled with eagerness. 
  The letter was actually in Wharton’s hand, spread out over his Latin grammar, and he was reading it; but his shoulder was in Bunter’s way, and the fat Junior could not get a glimpse of it. 
  And Bunter realised that if he peered over Wharton’s shoulder the beast would know what he was at, and would cover up the letter at once.
  “Wharton!” 
  It was Mr. Quelch’s sudden, sharp voice. 
  Wharton started, and hastily slipped the letter out of sight under his Latin grammar. 
  “Yes, sir!”  
  “Collect the papers.” 
  “Yes, sir!” 
  That was the usual task of the head boy of the Form, and Mr. Quelch was kindly
overlooking the fact that Wharton was no longer head of the Remove. This was sign of relenting, and Wharton understood it. For a moment he had supposed that the Form master had spotted him reading a letter in class, and was calling him to account. But Mr. Quelch had not noticed. 
  Leaving the letter under the grammar on his desk, Harry Wharton went along forms, collecting the papers to take them to Mr. Quelch’s desk. 
  Bunter’s fat heart thumped. 
  The letter was there, under the grammar. Bunter dared not lift the volume and take the letter. He could not have done so without being observed, and even his burning curiosity did not tempt him to face the inevitable kicking afterwards. 
  But curiosity quickened Bunter’s faculties.  He simply had to see the letter now. 
  He picked up his pen and reached over to dip it into Wharton’s inkwell, as his own had run dry. 
  In doing so he shifted the Latin grammar with his elbow. 
  The letter was revealed. 
  Bunter, cunningly affecting to be taking notes from his Latin grammar on a sheet of impot paper, turned his eyes upon the letter now revealed. 
  He dared not reach out to touch it—he had to be satisfied with reading the top page. 
 

 And—after all his curiosity on the subject, and his deep conviction that there was something “shady” in the letter——this is what he read in disappointment and disgust: 

—how matters stood. I shall be away from England for a few months, probably. I am going to Russia. An old comrade-in-arms, who was with me in Flanders, is there, and has fallen foul of the Bolsheviks. He is a prisoner in the hands of those scoundrels, and needs my help. I hope to be able to save him. You need have no fear for my safety, my boy. It is an affair—” 


  That was all that Bunter could see. The letter, which was written on four pages, was folded open, and only one page was visible as it lay on the desk. 
  Bunter could not see the rest without picking up the letter. 
  But he was not tempted to do so now. He knew Colonel Wharton’s handwriting, and knew that the letter was from Harry’s uncle. And it contained nothing but the information that the colonel was going to Russia. 
  Bunter’s disgust was too deep for words 
  He did not care twopence whether Colonel Wharton was going to Russia, to Timbuctoo, or to Jericho for that matter. 
Why the thump Wharton should have been anxious to get that letter, why its reception should have disturbed him to the extent of making him cut class, was a mystery to Bunter. Bunter had several uncles, and all of them might have gone to Russia or to the Canniba1 Islands without disturbing William George Bunter is, the very least. 
  Bunter really felt that he had been swindled. 
  If that beast Wharton found out that he had spied into the letter a licking was certain and inevitable—and all for nothing. He had only found out that the letter was from Wharton’s uncle, and that Wharton’s uncle was going to Russia—two facts in which he did not take the slightest interest. 
  It really was sickening. 
  Inquisitive as he was, Bunter would scarcely have taken the trouble to finish reading that letter now, had it been safe to do so. 
  He actually dit not want to touch it. 
  Wharton had gathered up all the papers from the Form and was taking them to Mr. Quelch. A minute or two more and he would be back in his place. The Latin grammar had to be shifted back over the letter, unless Bunter’s trickery was to be discovered. 
  The fat junior reached across to Wharton’s inkwell again, and his fat elbow slid the volume back over the letter as he drew back his podgy arm. 
  Then he set jabbing his pen-nib into the oaken desk, disappointed and disgusted. 
  “Thank you, Wharton!” Mr. Quelch was speaking. “You mav resume your place at the head ot the Form, Wharton.” 
  “Thank you, sir!” 
  Harry Wharton came back to Bunter’s form for his books. He picked them up, and the letter along with them. It was still hidden from sight as he had left it. 
  “Good egg, old man!” Bob Cherry whispered as Harry passed him with his books. “All serene again!  Quelch’s bark is always worse than his bite!” 
  Wharton smiled and nodded. 
  Mr. Quplch looked up from a stack of Latin papers. Perhaps Bunter’s paper, which he was glancing at, affected his temper a little and made it tart. Bunter’s Latin was quite enough to make any Form master tired and cross. 
  “Did you speak, Cherry?” 
  “Oh! Yes, sir!” 
  “I believe I have told you before. Cherry, that you should not chatter in the Form-room.” 
  “Ye-e-es, sir!” 
  “Had you forgotten, Cherry, that I had told you so!” 
  “Nunno, sir!” 
  “Then doubtless you had something very important to say, as it led you to disregard what I have told you.” 
  Some of the Removites grinned, and Bob Cherry shifted uncomfortably in his seat with a red face. Mr, Quelch’s sarcastic ways were really hard for his pupils to bear sometimes. 
  “N-n-no, sir!” stammered Bob. 
  “Indeed! What did you say, if I may inquire ?” asked Mr. QueIch, with polished and deadly politeness. 
  “I—I said—” 
  “Well!” 
  “N-n-nothing, sir!” gasped the unfortunate Bob. 
  “You said nothing?  How could you speak and yet say nothing, Cherry?” asked the Remove master. 
  “I—I mean—” 
  “I am waiting to learn what you mean, Cherry.”  
  

“I—I said—” 
  “Well?” 
  “J-j-just a remark, sir!” !” 
  “Was it a remark that you cannot venture to repeat in your Form master’s hearing?” demanded Mr. Quelch thunderously. 
  “Oh, no, sir!” 
  “What was it, Cherry? Tell me immediately.” 
  “Oh dear!” 
  “I am waiting, Cherry!” said Mr. Quelch, laying down Bunter’s Latin paper and picking up his cane. 
  “I—I—I said that Quelchy’s bark is worse than his bite, sir!” gasped Bob Cherry desperately. 
  There was a moment’s hush in the Form-room, while Mr. Quelch stared, and then a howl of laughter from the Remove. 
  “Ha, ha, ha!” 
  “Bless my soul!” said Mr. Quelch.  Silence, silence! Really, Cherry— Silence! I shall cane the next boy who laughs! Cherry, you will take fifty lines!” 
  “Yes, sir” said Bob meekly, 
Mr. Quclch laid down the cane, much to Bob’s relief. 

               THE EIGHTH CHAPTER. 

                         Not Shady!

“TROT in, Bunty!” 
  Billy Bunter blinked at Skinner through his big spectacles in surprise. 
  Prep was over in most of the Remove studies that evening, and Billy Bunter was rolling along the Remove passage, looking into the studies, in the hope of discovering a supper going on in one of them. 
  Bunter did not exactly expect to be asked into a study where supper was going on; but he was prepared to ask himself. 
  He did not hope much from Study No. 11, which belonged to Skinner, Snoop, and Stott. But as it happened it was into Study No. 11 that he was asked. 
  Skinner was lounging in the doorway, and he gave the Owl of the Remove quite a genial nod. 
  “Trot in!” he repeated. 
  “Anything on?” asked Bunter. 
  The proverb says that one should not look a gift-horse in the mouth. But Bunter knew Skinner’s brand of hospitality; and he did not want to waste time. A stale bun in Study No. 11 was not worth missing chances in other studies for. 
  “I’ve been making toffee.” said Skinner blandly. 
  “Oh, good!” 
  Bunter rolled in. 
  There was quite a large chunk of toffee; and Skinner could make toffee well. Bunter lost no time in getting to business on the toffee, surprised as he was by Skinner’s unaccustomed hospitality. 
  “Seen it yet?  ” asked Skinner, as Bunter’s plump jaws went to work. 
  Bunter blinked at him. 
  “Seen what?” 
  The Owl of the Remove had already dismissed from his mind the incident of Wharton’s letter.  He had been deeply disappointed about that, and it was not a matter worth remembering, as it had turned out. 
  “Hasn’t Wharton shown you his letter?” asked Skinner. 
  “Oh, no! This is good toffee!” 
  “But you’re seen it?” 
  “How could I see it if he didn’t show it to me?” asked Bunter, blinking at Skinner loftily. “I hope you don’t think I’m the sort of chap to look at another fellows correspondence.” 
  “Oh my hat!” ejaculated Snoop. 
  And Stott stared at Bunter. 
  “Look here, Bunter, if you’ve seen that letter, there’s no need to keep it dark.” said Skinner irritably. “We’re all friends here, and you can tell us what it’s about.” 
  “Oh, really, Skinner—” 
  “Wharton ought to be shown up, if he’s really up to some shady game, you know” said Snoop. 
  “Oh, that’s rot!” said Stott in his slow way. “He isn’t!  I’ll bet you there’s nothing of that sort in his letter!” 
  “Fat lot you, know about it!” sneered Skinner. “My opinion is that the quiet ones are a good deal deeper than the other sort. Everybody knows when the Bounder kicks over the traces, or that ass Hazeldene. Wharton’s a bit more circumspect about it that’s all.” 
  “I don’t think so.” said Stott. 
  “My dear chap, you don’t think at all—you can’t.” said Skinner. “Bunter knows what’s in the letter by this time——” 
  “I’ll have some more of that toffee.” said Bunter. “There’s nothing in the letter, Skinner, It’s a swindle.” 
  “What the thump do you mean?” 
  “It’s from Wharton s uncle.” explained Bunter, his mouth full of toffee. “You were quite wrong about it.” 
  Sidney James Snoop whistled and Stott grinned. Skinner gave the Owl of the Remove a scowl. He was by no means pleased to discover that he had been wrong in his surmise. 
  “Look here, Bunter, no gammon!” he growled, “Wharton was showing that letter round among his pals, and he shoved it into his pocket mighty quick when you came by—I saw all that. That shows it wasn’t just a letter from his dashed old uncle!” 
  Bunter grinned. He had been disappointed in the letter, and he was quite pleased to share his disappointment with Skinner. Skinner, indeed, was more disappointed than Bunter had been. He was still clinging to the hope that there had really been something “shady” in the letter—something, he hoped, to do with racing, or betting, or something of the kind. 
  “It was, all the same!” grinned Bunter. “Blest if I know why it should have upset Wharton. Just a silly old letter from a silly old uncle about the old scout going to Russia.” 
  “Goin to Russia?” repeated Skinner. 
  “That’s it—some pal of his is in Russia in trouble with the Bolshies, and old Wharton is going to fish him out of it, or something. Nothing to interest a chap.” 
  Bunter helped himself to toffee again, Skinner regarded him thoughtfully. 
  He believed Bunter’s statement now. He knew that the Owl of the Remove would never have thought of details like these in spinning one of his “yarns.” Skinner, too, understood why Wharton had been upset by such a letter, though the fatuous Owl did not. 
  “So the old scout’s gone to see the Bolsheviks.” said Snoop, “But wasn’t he at Ashford yesterday? I heard about a telegram—” 
  “Bunter was telling the fellows that the old scout was sick, and wired for Wharton, and he wouldn’t go.” said Stott. 
  “It wasn’t that.” said Skinner. “I knew that was only Bunter’s rot—” 
  “Oh, really, Skinner—” 
  “He must have broken his journey at Ashford to see Wharton.” said Skinner shrewdly. “It’s on the Dover line, you know. He hadn’t time to look in at Greyfriars, and wired Wharton to see him there. That’s what it comes to.” 
  “Pretty clear” said Stott. “I jolly well told you that there was nothing shady in that letter. I don’t like Wharton; but he’s not the sort of chap to have letters from bookmakers or racing sharpers—it’s all my eye! That’s more in your line, Skinner.” 
  “Just what I was going to say!” remarked Snoop agreeably. 
  And Billy Bunter chuckled. 
  Skinner gave his friends an unpleasant look. 
  “It looked auspicious.” he said, “He went out to meet the postman—and anybody but Quelchy’s favourite would have got caned for missing breakfast and cutting class. Wharton risked that, to get his uncle’s letter. How the thump could anybody guess that, after the way he treated the old man only yesterday?” 
  “That’s so,” agreed Snoop. “Rather rotten of him to let the old man slide like that, if he’s really going into a dangerous country.” 
  “Wharton couldn’t have known that yesterday, if it was only written in the letter he got this morning.” argued Stott. 
  “Oh, shut up, Stott!” growled Skinner. “My opinion is that Wharton has acted heartlessly.” 
  “But if he didn’t know—” 
  “Cheese it!” snapped Skinner. 
  Stott looked at him, puzzled. Stott was rather slow of comprehension, and he did not see what Skinner was driving at. 
  “Nothing’s been said about it.” went on Skinner, “Wharton’s friends know about it, but it’s not been mentioned in the Form that Wharton’s uncle has gone looking for trouble in Russia. The fact is, Wharton’s jolly well ashamed of giving him the go-by, I should say, in the circs.” 
  “That’s why he was upset.” said Snoop, with a nod. “I thought he really looked as if he’d been blubbing when he came in this morning.” 
  Skinner laughed. 
  “Guilty conscience, you know.” he said. “Bit thick, to let the old man rip, on a dangerous journey, without taking the trouble to say good-bye to him. No business of ours, of course, we’re bound not to say a word about it.” 
  “Oh, you’re not thinking of scoring over Wharton on this?” asked Stott, still slow of comprehension, 
  “Silly ass!” said Skinner contemptuously, while Snoop chuckled. “Of course, if this was talked about in the Remove, it would worry Wharton a lot. And, as his well-wishers, we don’t want that.” 
  Chortle—from Snoop. 
  The toffee was finished, and Bunter blinked round the study, apparently in search of fresh worlds to conquer. 
  “Any more toffee, Skinner?” 
  “Lots.” 
  “Trot it out, old chap!” 
  “I think your friends will be waiting for you, Bunter. You’re so much sought after, you know; you’ve often told me so. They’ll miss you. Don’t keep them waiting any longer.” 
  “Look here, Skinner—” 
  “There’s the door.” said Skinner politely. 
  He had done with the Owl of the Remove now. 
  “Why, you beast—” 
  “And here’s my boot,” 
  “Beast!” 
  Bunter did not wait for Skinner’s boot.
.
            THE NINTH CHAPTER. 

                 A Bitter Taunt! 

“COMING, Hazel?” 
  “No.” 
  “Better come.” urged Bob Cherry. 
  Hazel grunted. 
  It was a half-holiday a few days later, and the Farnous Five were going over to Cliff House to tea. 
  Chief among the attractions at Cliff House School was not the tea or the cakes, but Marjorie Hazeldene, who dispensed hospitality in the school-room by permission of Miss Primrose.  
  It was understood that Marjorie’s brother was going; but when the Famous Five were ready Hazel was not to be seen, and they looked in at his study for him. 
  Hazel was there, loafing over the fire.  It was a drizzly afternoon, and there was football on, and any out-of-doors occupation did not seem very enticing. Still, a walk in the keen air of Cliff House was better than “frowsting” about over a study fire, that was certain. The Famous Five considered it very lucky that that invitation to tea at Cliff House coincided with a rainy afternoon when other occupations were “off.” 
  Hazel evidently did not agree. 
  “I’m not coming.” he said, from the depths of the armchair. “What’s the good of slushing along through miles of mud?”
  Marjorie will expect you.” said Harry Wharton. 
  Hazel yawned. 
  “Tell her I’m coming over next week.” he said. 
  Harry Wharton frowned. 
  It was a mystery to the Co. that a really charming girl like Marjorie should possess a brother so singularly lacking charm as Hazel. And knowing that Marjorie would be disappointed if her brother did not come, and knowing that Hazel was aware of it, they wondered why the selfish fellow did not make an effort to play up. It was fairly obvious that some other attraction was on; for Hazel, slacker as he often was, was not really given to “frowsting” in the style of Bunter and Snoop. 
  “You don’t want to stick indoors all the afternoon.” urged Nugent. 
  “I do!” said Hazel coolly. 
  “Slacker!” grunted Johnny Bull. 
  “Thanks!” 
  “Look here, Hazel,” said Harry Wharton abruptly, “you jolly well ought to come and you know it.” 
  “What rot!” 
  “Your sister expects you, and you arranged to come.” said the captain of the Remove sharply. “Dash it all, a fellow ought to take a little trouble to please a sister like Marjorie. I know I would if I had one.” 
  “Rot!” said Hazel. “Marjorie and I see enough of one another in the holidays. I’m jolly well not going through this rain.” 
  “That’s not the reason.” 
  “Isn’t it?” said Hazel, with a sneer.  “Well, whether it is or not, that’s my bizney. I suppose you happen to know that Skinner’s asked me to tea. Well, I’m going to tea with Skinner, and you can tell Marjorie so if you like; I don’t care!"
  “Certainly I shouldn’t tell Marjorie anything of the kind!" snapped the captain of the Remove. “It looks to me as if you’re playing the goat again, Hazel."
  “Does it?” yawned Hazeldene, 
  “I know what tea in Skinner’s study means—cigarettes after tea, and nap or banker.” 
“Well, I sha’n’t ask you to pay my losses, if any.” sneered Hazel. “You needn’t worry about that.” 
  “You’ll ask Marjorie, likely enough: it wouldn’t be the first time that you’d done so!" exclaimed Harry angrily. 
  Hazeldene sat up in the chair with a gleam in his eyes. 
  “That’s none of your business, Wharton! Mind your own affairs, hang you! I’ll jolly well do as 1 like!" 
  “Oh, come on!" said Bob Cherry. “He won’t come, and it’s time we were off."
  “The timefulness is terrific.” murmured Hurree Jamset Ram Singh, rather anxiously. The Co. scented a ‘row” in the air, and they did not want trouble with Marjorie’s brother, irritating as he was. 
  Harry Wharton’s temper was not quite under its usual control. His friends had noticed that he was often moody and even irritable since the unhappy affair on Wednesday, when he had failed to heed his uncle’s wishes, and had learned, too late, that the colonel was gone on a journey of danger from which he might never return. 
  His uncle’s peril and his own shortcoming combined to trouble Wharton’s peace of mind, and his chums willingly made allowances for any little fault of temper at such a time. But they realised that in Hazel’s present quarrelsome mood it was better for the captain of the Remove to have as little as possible to say to Marjorie’s brother. 
  Hazel, having made friends once more with the black sheep of the Remove, was quite prepared to quarrel with the Co.— quite certain to quarrel with them if they made any attempt to keep him from “playing the goat.” 
  “Let’s get out!" growled Johnny Bull. “Let Hazel slack if he likes, and smoke cigarettes till he’s sick. Come on.” 
  But Wharton did not go. 
  He calmed his irritation, however, and spoke very quietly to Hazel. He was concerned about the foolish fellow chiefly for Marjorie’s sake. 
  “Look here, Hazel, old chap—” he began. 
  “I’ve asked you to mind your own bizney, haven’t I?” said Hazel. 
  Wharton breathed hard and deep. 
  “Never mind that! Look here, come along with us. You’ll feel a good bit better after a walk to Cliff House than frowsting in Skinner’s study along with those seedy slackers.” 
  “You needn’t run down Skinner to me.” said Hazel. “Much better to tell him personally what you think of him, in my opinion.” 
  Wharton’s eyes blazed. 
  “Why, you—” he began hotly. 
  “Oh, come on!" said Bob. “What’s the good of chin-wag? Hazel won’t come, and there’s an end.” 
  “The endfulness is terrific.” 
  “He ought to come!" exclaimed Wharton. “He’s no right not to come after saying he would come. He knows jolly well that Marjorie will be disappointed.” 
  “You’re jolly particular about my relations.” sneered Hazel. “You’re not so jolly particular about your own. It ain’t as if Marjorie was just starting off to Russia. I dare say I’d go over then, even if I had to go as far as Ashford and give up a football match for it.” 
  Wharton stood quite still. 
  The taunt struck home, and struck hard, 
  It was an unworthy taunt, for Wharton’s motive on the day of the Highcliffe match had been a good one— to stand by his comrades in a hard tussle. Hazel’s motive was shady enough. 
  “You rotter!” burst out Bob Cherry angrily. 
  Hazel coloured; perhaps he repented of the bitter words as soon as he had uttered them. But he was not the sort of fellow to confess to a fault, 
  “Well it’s true.” he said. “What right has Wharton to preach to me after his own way of acting? Cheek, I call it.” 
  Wharton drew a deep, quivering breath. 
  “Perhaps you’re right, Hazeldene.” he said very quietly. “I didn’t mean to be preaching, as you call it; and I admit I’ve no right to preach to any chap. I suppose all the Remove knows that I acted disrespectfully to my uncle the other day. But nobody knew, so far as I’m aware, that he was going to Russia excepting my friends here. How did you know that?” 
  “I heard it somewhere.” 
  “That won’t do.” said Harry. “Nobody knew excepting these four chaps—nor could they know, except by spylng somehow into a letter that’s in my pocket. 
  Hazel crimsoned. 
  “Do you think I’ve been reading your letters, you cad?” 
  “I don’t see how you could, as that Iettr’s never been out of my hands since I received it.” said Harry. “But you’ve found out somehow a thing I never mentioned, and I want to know how you know.” 
  Hazel laughed angrily. 
  “I suppose you’ve been chattering about it, or one of these fellows has. I heard it mentioned.” 
  “Who mentioned it?" 
  The Co. looked extremely uncomfortable. There had been enough talk about the telegram from Wharton’s uncle on Highcliffe day—too much, in fact. Wharton had been very careful to let nothing leak out regarding the colonel’s journey to Russia. It would have been extremely unpleasant for the full story to have become known in the Form. 
  He had, indeed, hesitated to tell his own chums, lest some thoughtless word should have let the matter out. But he had told them—and he had told no other. 
  Yet, according to Hazel, the matter was already common knowledge in the Remove. 
  “Who mentioned it, Hazel?” repeated the captain of the Remove, as the junior did not answer. 
  “I forget.” 
  Wharton made a step towards him. 
  “Think again.” he said. “I want to know, and I’ve a right to know. I mean to know, Hazel. You don’t forget—you can’t stuff me with rot like that. Who was it?” 
  Hazel eyed him uneasily. 
  “Do you want to find out the fellow and pick a row with him?" he sneered. 
  “I want to know who has been spying into my private affairs.” said Wharton, his voice trembling with anger. 
  “Rubbish! Nobody has!"
  “Well, who was it you heard it from?” 
  “I heard Smithy mention it,” said Hazeldene sullenly. “Now get out of my study. I’m fed-up with you.” 
  Wharton did not answer that.  He left the study at once.  Bob Cherry and his comrades exchanged rather dismayed glances, and followed him. The fat was in the fire now. 

               THE TENTH CHAPTER. 

                Wharton on the Warpath! 

HEl{BERT VERNON-SMITH was standing in the big doorway of the School House with his chum, Tom Redwing, He was watching the rain that drizzled down on the leafless trees in the quadrangle. Redwing was urging a walk, in spite of the rain: the Bounder seemed doubtful. 
  “Smithy!" 
  “Hallo!" said Vernon-Smith, glancing round as Harry Wharton came up, with the Co. following him. “Going out to brave the giddy elements?" 
  Then he started a little, as he noted the expression on Wharton’s face. The captain of the Remove was pale with suppressed anger, and there was a glitter in his eyes. 
  “Anything up?” asked Smithy, with a yawn—rather an affected yawn, which was intended to show “His Magnifience” that Smithy, at any rate, was not abashed by his wrath. 
  “Well, yes.” said Harry. 
  “Dear me!" 
  “I’m not looking for a row, Smithy.” said Harry, forcing a smile. 
  “Glad to hear it.” said the Bounder calmly. “You looked as if you were.” 
  “ I just wanted to ask you a question.” 
  “Go ahead. You want to know the name of a really good man for the Rookwood match? H. Vernon-Smith!" 
  “You told Hazeldene that my uncle was going to Russia the other day when I didn’t go to Ashford to see him—” 
  “I don’t remember doing so.” 
  Wharton breathed hard. 
  “Then he was lying! He would! Sorry, Smithy.” 
  “Hold on.” said the Bounder coolly. 
  “I didn’t tell Hazel about it. I don’t talk much to Hazel. But he may have heard me mention it.” 
  “That’s what I mean. He said you’d mentioned it.” said Harry impatiently. “How did you know anything about it?" 
  “Is it a secret, then?" 
  “Not only a secret.” said Wharton, colouring, “but I didn’t want it to become a topic in the studies and the passages. Nobody likes his private affairs chattered up and down the Remove passage, I suppose.” 
  “Quite so.” agreed the Bounder. “Then why the thump didn’t you keep it dark?” 
  “I did keep it dark. Only these four fellows knew, as well as myself, and they promised to say nothing about it.” 
  “Well, I heard it in the Rag.” said the Bounder. “Two or three fellows were talking, and I happened to hear them. That’s all.” 
  “Then it seems to be common talk.” 
  “Seems so,” assented the Bounder.  “What does it matter?" 
  “It does matter.” said Harry between his teeth, “It matters a lot. Will you tell me the names of the fellows you heard talking about it?” 
  The Bounder reflected. 
  “Skinner was one, and Russell another, and Mauleverer.” 
  “Thanks!"
  Harry Wharton turned away. The Bounder closed one eye at Tom Redwing, who was looking troubled. 
  “His Highness is on the giddy warpath.” yawned Smithy. “Trouble for somebody with a capital T.” 
  Redwing nodded. 
  “After all, it was a bit thick, not going to see his uncle at such a time.” said the Bounder. 
  “Smithy, old man, you advised him not to go.” said Redwing. 
  “I know I did. I was thinking of the match. But I didn’t know that the jolly old colonel was just off to get chopped up by the Bolshies.” said Vernon-Smith. “If a man goes looking for trouble in Russia in these days he’s not likely to come back again. If I’d known that I’d have told Wharton to go, and let the Highcliffe match go to pot.” 
  “Perhaps Wharton didn’t know.” 
  “Perhaps not,” agreed the Bounder. “If he knew, he acted jolly badly, and I suppose that’s why he doesn’t want the fellows to know. No business of ours, though. Are we going out?” 
  “Let’s!" said Redwing. 
  And the two juniors donned their raincoats and sallied out into the drizzle. Meanwhile, Harry Wharton was looking into the Rag, and his comrades followed him there. There were several juniors in the Rag, but Skinner, Russell, and Lord Mauleverer were not among them. The Co. were getting a little restive by this time, 
  “Harry, old man,” said Nugent, “we’ve got to get off to Cliff house, you know.  We can’t be late.” 
  “You fellows had better go.” said Harry. “You can make some excuse for me.” 
  “But you’re coming.” exclaimed Johnny Bull. 
  Wharton shook his head. 
  “I’ve got to sift this out.” he said. 
  “It can wait.” 
  “It can’t wait.” said Wharton shortly. 
  “I don’t see it." answered Johnny Bull coolly and doggedly. “The matter’s got out somehow, and I don’t see the use of kicking up a shindy about it. It’s out, and how it got out doesn’t seem to me to matter very much.” 
  Wharton’s eyes flashed. 
  “Doesn’t it?” he said savagely. “Well, I told no one outside you fellows. You promised to say nothing.” 
  “And we said nothing.” said Bob Cherry. 
  “The nothingfulness was terrific.” 
  “What does it look like, then?” exclaimed Wharton. “It’s a rotten affair I’d give anything to keep dark; and I trusted you fellows with it. Now it’s being chattered up and down the 
Remove. I want to know how it got out.  If you fellows haven’t been talking about it, somebody has spied it out somehow. I want to know which.” 
  Bob’s eyes gleamed. 
  “You’ve no right to say anything of the kind, Wharton. You know jolly well that we haven’t spoken about a thing we promised to keep dark—or you ought to know.” 
  “I’m not saying you did. But I want t know who found it out.” 
  “Better let it drop.” said Johnny Bull in his slow, stolid way. “What’s the good of stirring it up? It will only make more talk, and there’s been enough of that already.” 
  “Anyhow, we’ve got to get off now,” said Bob. 
  “Get off,” said Harry. “I’m staying in till I get to the bottom of this. I can’t come.” 
  “Well, as you like.” said Bob. “But— if you’d let a pal advise you—you’d chuck it. Least said soonest mended. If you make a lot of fuss about it, it will look——” He paused. 
  “It will look—” repeated Wharton. 
  “Oh, nothing! Let’s get going!" said Bob. “We shall be rowing ourselves if we jaw much longer!" 
  “The go-fulness is the proper caper!" agreed Hurree Jamset Ram Singh. “But the esteemed and ludicrous Wharton should come also.” 
  Wharton shook his head. 
  “Can’t you fellows see how it is? It will be a topic in all the studies—fellows saying that I wouldn’t even take the trouble to say good-bye to my uncle when he was going, perhaps, to his death—” He choked. “It was bad enough, I know, but it wasn’t so bad as that. Nobody has a right to know anything about it or to say anything about it. I’m jolly well going to find out the tattler, and give him something else to think about!” 
  “I wish you’d come over to Cliff House.” said Bob. 
 “Well, I won’t!” 
  “All serene!" 
  And the Co. started without their leader, in a rather troubled frame of mind.  
  Harry Wharton did not heed them, 
  His anger was intense. All the anxiety, all the irritation, all the distress of the past few day’s were concentrated now in deep anger against the unknown fellow who had pried out the unfortunate story and tattled it up and down the Remove, The bare idea of being held up to judgment in the Remove studies was bitter to the captain of the Form. He would be judged and condemned, and the extenuating circumstances would not be known, for he was far too proud to think of defending himself. Nothing would save induced him to explain to a crowd of indifferent fellows exactly what had occurred, and how he had been remorseful when he found out the colonel’s real reason for wishing to see him that day. He would have bitten out his tongue rather. 
  But if he did not explain, the worst construction would be put upon the story, and certainly he would be regarded an ungrateful and unfeeling fellow. And, worst of all, his personal affairs would be a subject for tattle in the studies. Certainly it was too late to stop that now; but it would be someing, at least, to find out who was to blame. For deep in his heart was a black and bitter suspicion that one of his friends had failed him. How else could the facts have become known when the colonel’s letter had never been out of his
possession? 
  As his chums left the House, Wharton ascended the stairs to the Remove passage. 
Skinner was not in his study, and Russel, he knew, was out of gates with Ogilvy. But he found Lord Mauleverer in Study No, 12; the slacker of the Remove was not likely to be out that rainy day. 
  “Don’t come in!" called out Mauleverer , as Wharton tapped and opened the door of Study No. 12. 
  “What?" 
  “Oh, I thought it was Bunter!" said his lordship cheerily. “Trot in, old man! Glad to see you!” 
  Wharton came in. 
  “Who told you about my uncle going to Russia last Wednesday, Mauly?" he asked abruptly. 
  “Nobody, dear boy." 
  “But you knew?" 
  “Yaas.” 
  “Well, you heard it, then, I suppose?" said Wharton impatiently. 
  “Yaas. Must have, you know.” said Lord Mauleverer. “Couldn’t have guessed, could I?"   
  “No, ass. Well, where did you hear it?” 
  Lord Mauleverer reflected. Some fellows were talking in the rag.” he said. “Let me see, Toddy was sayin’ somethin’ about it, I think, and I think Skinner was. Any harm done, old bean?” 
  “Yes” grunted the captain of the Remove; and he left the study, with that, and went along to Study No. 7 to speak Peter Todd.
   He found Peter at home, conning over his law books—what Peter was pleased to call his legal studies. Toddy waved a hand to him. Don’t interrupt. Busy!" 
  “Oh, never mind that rot!” said Wharton.  “I won’t keep you a minute. Who told you about my uncle going to Russia?" 
  Peter stared at him. 
  “Blessed if I know! I heard it spoken of in the Rag or the passage. What the thump does it matter?” —
  “It does matter!" growled Wharton. “I’ve asked fellow after fellow, and got to you now. Who told you? Somebody who’s seen my uncle’s letter must have told! Who was it?" 
  Peter Todd looked at him very steadily and quietly. Wharton did not intend to be overbearing in the least, but there was no doubt that his manner was unpleasant, and that he rather demanded than asked the question. His temper had been sorely tried. 
  “I’ve said I heard it.” said Peter icily. “Nobody told me specially. I don’t see that it matters at all. I’ve heard it spoken of several times, I believe, by e dozen different fellows at least." 
  “It’s only just reached me, through Hazeldene!" said Wharton bitterly. “But it seems that it’s common talk up and down the Form!" 
  “Exactly—it is.” assented Peter. “That’s how I came to hear it, I suppose. What the dickens does it matter?”
 “It does matter!" 
  “Then you should have kept it secret if you wanted to keep it secret. I was rather surprised at your letting it out, in point of fact." 
  “I never let it out, but somebody else has!" said Wharton savagely. “1 told my friends, in confidence, when I showed them my uncle’s letter——” 
  “Then they never mentioned it.” said Peter. 
  “Then how did it become the talk of the Remove?” 
  “Blessed if I know? Things do get out. The less you kick up a shindy about it the better, I should say.” 
  “And why?” demanded Wharton fiercely. 
  “You know why, I fancy, if it’s true. According to what I’ve heard round and about, your uncle wanted to say goodbye to you before he left for Russia, and you refused to see him. If that’s the case, you acted jolly badly, and if you know your own interests you’ll let the matter die away as soon as possible.” 
  Wharton trembled with anger, 
  “And you think that’s the truth of the matter, Todd?" 
  “I don’t think anything at all about it, as I don’t know the facts. But I know that that’s what the fellows seem to think.” 
  “The fellows might have something better to do than tattling about what doesn’t concern them !“ said Wharton bitterly. 
  “If that applies to me, I haven’t tattled,” said Peter coolly. “And if you’re looking for trouble, Wharton, you can go and look in some other study. Whatever the truth of it may be, you don’t show up well, and I fancy that’s why you’re so ratty. Shut the door after you!" 
  “Wharton clenched his hands. Peter smiled cheerily.  
  “I’m not going to fight you, old bean!" he said. “I’m busy with my jolly old studies! Shut the door, won’t you?" 
  Wharton’s eyes blazed, but he controlled his temper.  He left Study No. 7 and shut the door hard, with a crash that rang along the Remove passage from end to end. 
  Peter Todd shrugged his shoulders and returned to his “legal studies.” But, after a time, the schoolboy lawyer raised his eyes from his books, and he sat for some time with a very thoughtful expression on his face. Wharton had irritated him deeply: and Peter’s impression was that there was going to be trouble between Wharton and his friends. His disposition was to let him “get on with it.” But Peter was a good-natured fellow, and he could be tolerant even towards a fellow who irritated him. And he was wondering now whether he would be able to pour oil on the troubled waters. 

               THE ELEVENTH CHAPTER. 

                             High Words! 

“HALLO, hallo, hallo!" 
  Bob Cherry threw open the door of Study No. 1 in the Remove, and looked in, his 
face wet and ruddy and cheery. 
  The chums of the Remove had returned from Cliff House: Wharton had not joined them there. The winter dusk was thick in the quadrangle, and the rain was still falling. 
  The juniors expected to find Wharton in the study; but he was not there. 
  Bob Cherry tramped in, and tramped out again. 
  “Gone out, I suppose.” he said. “Hallo, hallo, hallo, fatty!" 
  Billy Bunter appeared in the passage. 
  “Seen Wharton?” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  “He, he, he! Yes, rather! He’s gone out—looked in an awful temper, too. He, he, he! Skinner says it’s time we all began to tremble. He, he!" 
  “Fathead!" said Bob. 
  Frank Nugent turned on the light in the study, and began to make a fire in the grate. Wharton could not remain out much longer, as the gates were closed at dark. Bob and Hurree Singh and Johnny Bull came in to lend a hand, and the study was looking quite bright and cosy when Harry Wharton cane in at last. 
  He came in, looking damp and tired. He had had a long walk in the rain— he had not cared to join his friends at Cliff House, and walk hone with them.  He was depressed and moody, add his look showed as much as he came unto the study. Billy Bunter was hovering round the door, but after one blink at Wharton’s clouded face, the Owl of the Remove decided to clear. 
  “Hallo, hallo, hallo! Here you are!" exclaimed Bob Cherry cheerily—all the more cheerily because he was determined to take no notice of Wharton’s clouded looks. 
  “Been for a tramp?” asked Nugent. 
  “Yes."
   “Well, we’ve made a jolly good fire. Come and warm yourself!"
  “ I’m warm enough, thanks!" 
  Bob Cherry and Hurree Singh rose, and Johnny Bull followed their example more slowly. 
“We’ll be getting along.” said Bob carelessly. “It will be roll-call in a few nuinutes now.” 
  Wharton glanced at them with lowered brows. 
  “Hold on a minute or two." he said. 
  “Cerainly!" 
 Wharton closed the door. There was an awkward and rather tense silence in the study, and all the fellows there felt that there was trouble in the atmosphere. And they were conscious of rising anger. Wharton’s look was that of a fellow who was going to call his friends to account; and the Removites did not like the idea. They were patient with Wharton, all the more patient because they knew of his anxiety for his uncle. But there was a limit. Yet every fellow there, mindful of what might be the result of a dispute, was trying hard to keep amicable. 
  “I’ve been up and down the Remove trying to find out who started that tattle.” said Wharton abruptly. 
  “Any luck?” 
  “No. It seems to be known generally about—about my uncle going to Russia, and—and the rest, It’s impossible tn trace it to any special fellow—it’s common knowledge.” 
  “Well?" said Bob. 
  “Well.” said Wharton gruffly. “I’ve got my uncle’s letter in my pocket now; it’s never been out of my hands. Only you fellows knew what I told you. Ono of you gave it away.” 
  “Wharton!"
  “It couldn’t have become known otherwise!" exclaimed Harry passionately. “You can see that for yourselves!" 
  “It looks like it, I know.” said Bob. “It beats me how it got out. But you’ve no right to suggest that we’ve talked about it.” 
  “That’s the truth, all the same.” said Wharton, “and I call it rotten. Now I’m held up before all the Remove as a fellow who was ungrateful and disrespectful to a man who’s done everything for him. Every cad, like Skinner or Snoop, and even Bunter, has the right now to sneer and criticise, and I can’t say anything. I call it rotten!" 
  “You’ve got yourself to blame for all that.” said Johnny Pull stolidly. 
  “What?" 
  “I don’t know how the thing got out. I never said a word. But it couldn’t have got out if it hadn’t been there. You’ve no right to complain of the fellows knowing, They only know the truth.” 
  “Why, I—I—” 
  “You shouldn’t have done what you did last Wednesday,” added Johnny, in the same stolid way. “Then there could have been no harm done. I’m sorry it’s being talked about in the Remove; but that’s only a detail after all. It was the thing itself that mattered, and that was your doing” 
  Wharton stared blankly at Johnny Bull. 
  Johnny was generally a plain speaker, but Wharton had not looked for speech quite so plain as this. 
  “So that’s what you think ?" he almost gasped, at last, 
  Johnny Bull nodded. 
  “Yes. You’ve no right to call us over the coals like this, Wharton. The f act is it’s your own conscience that’s at the bottom of the trouble.” 
  “Wha-a-at!” 
  “You know you did wrong—and it’s worrying you, as it ought.” said Johnny Bull. “I don’t want to rub it in, but there it is. Let the matter drop.” 
  The other fellows were silent. They would not have spoken as Johnny had done, but undoubtedly they agreed with him 
  Indeed, at the very bottom of his heart, Wharton probably knew, or half realised at least, that it was the troubling of his conscience that made him so bitterly resentful of the betrayal of the secret. 
  But he was not in a mood to realise that fully, or to think of it at all if he could help it. 
  “That’s all very well!" he broke out savagely. “I’m not on my defence here, anyhow!" 
  “And we’re not on our defence.” said Johnny Bull tartly. “Let’s say no more about it.” 
  “That won’t do. I want to know which of you broke his word and told this rotten yarn in the Remove” 
  “And what are you going to do if you find out that it was one of us?” asked Johnny, with angry sarcasm. “Tell us to bend over, like a prefect?” 
  “At least I shall never speak to the fellow again,” said Harry, trying to control his temper. “I want to know which it was.” 
  “So we’re up for judgment, are we?" exclaimed Johnny Bull scornfully. “You ask us which of us played a dirty trick, and expect us to answer? Well, I’ve got no answer to make to a question like that!" 
  “My esteemed Johnny!" murmured Hurrec Jamset Ram Singh. 
  “Rats!" growled Johnny Bull. 
  “Harry, old man—” began Nugent, in distress. 
  Wharton’s face hardened, 
  “One of you gave the thing away.” he said, “There isn’t any doubt about that. And the fellow who chattered might have the decency to own up to it.” 
  “Bosh!" retorted Johnny Bull. 
  “Dash it all, that’s too thick, Wharton!" exclaimed Bob. “You’ve no right to call us over the coals, like a prefect talking to fags!" 
 “I’ve a right to know the name of a fellow I’ve trusted, and who has let me down like a rotter!" said Wharton. 
  “There’s no fellow like that here— and it’s right what Johnny says, too— you’re slanging us because you’ve done wrong yourself!" exclaimed Bob hotly. “I told you that day that you ought to go to see your uncle when he asked you, and if you’d done so there wouldn’t have been any trouble. Slang yourself, if you want to slang the right party.” 
  Wharton’s face blazed with anger. 
  “That will do!" he exclaimed, “You all think the same—and no doubt all of you found it amusing to tattle about my affairs up and down the passage. We know where we stand now!" 
  “That’s not true, and you know it!" said Nugent. 
  “My esteemed Wharton—” 
  “Oh, give us a rest!" said Harry bitterly. “I’m fed-up! I thought I could trust you! I’d have said nothing about the matter if you hadn’t asked me. I shall know better another time.”   
  And with a set, savage face the captain of the Remove turned to the door. His hand was on the knob, when the door opened from the outside, and Wharton started back with an angry exclamation. 

               THE TWELFTH CHAPTER. 

                        Divided Chums! 

“BUNTER, old fat man!" 
  Billy Bunter blinked at Peter Todd, as he rolled into Study No. 7. He blinked discontentedly at the study table, which was cumbered with Peter’s legal volumes, instead of the tea Bunter had hoped to see ready. 
  “I say. Peter, what about tea?” 
  “Never mind tea now—” 
  “But I do mind.” exclaimed Bunter warmly. ‘It’s past tea-time, isn’t it, fathead—roll-call jolly soon—” 
  “Never mind. Have you heard the yarn that’s going up and down the Remove about Wharton?” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  “He, he, he! Rather thick, isn’t it, Toddy—refusing to go and say good-bye to his jolly old uncle, when the old scout was just off to Russia to get chopped up by the Bolshies. Skinner says its shocking.” 
  “Skinner’s easily shocked, I know.” said Peter, with a nod; “but how did it get out, Bunter?” 
  “Eh? How should I know?” asked Bunter. 
  Wharton says it was being kept dark; he told only his friends.” said Peter. “It’s in a letter he’s got in his pocket, too; but he thinks nobody has seen the letter. Did you bag it some. how, Bunter?” 
  “Oh, really, Toddy—” 
  “Wharton thinks one of his pals has been chattering---I could see that in his face. I don’t think so myself. I fancy somebody’s seen his uncle’s letter.” said Peter, his eyes searching the fat face of the Owl of the Remove, 
  “What rot!” said Bunter uneasily. “If you think I’ve seen his silly letter, Peter, you’re practically insulting me. You ought to know I’m too honourable.” 
  “Yes, I know just how honourable you are, old fat man.” agreed Peter. “You could put all your honourableness into a thimble, and there would still be room for a finger in it.” 
  “Beast!" said Bunter. “Look here, blow Wharton and his silly letter! I want my tea. I’m fed up with Wharton, I can tell you. He’s too jolly ill-tempered for me. Besides, I’m shocked at him. He’s ungrateful. Just as ungrateful to his old uncle as he is to me,” 
  “Oh, my hat!” 
  “Only to-day he refused to cash a postal-order for me.”  said Bunter I warmly. “After all I’ve done for him, too! Serve him jolly well right to be shown up!" 
  “You’ve read his letter?” 
  “No!” roared Bunter. “Don’t I keep on tolling you I haven’t? I wouldn’t have taken the trouble to look at it at all, if I’d known it was from his uncle. How was a fellow to guess he went out of bounds, just to get his uncle’s letter a little sooner? I know I jolly well wouldn’t. Skinner thought—” 
  “Oh! What did Skinner think?” 
  “Nothing.”  
  “Look here, Bunter, did Skinner put you up to getting a sight of Wharton’s letter?” asked Peter Todd, frowning. 
  “Certainly not. I haven’t seen it, have I? It wasn’t from a bookmaker, either, only from his silly old uncle—” 
  “So Skinner thought it might be from a bookmaker?” exclaimed Peter, staring. 
Bunter grinned.  
  “Well, what did it look like—breaking bounds, to waylay the postman like that?” he said. “It looked like it all right. I thought there was going to be something when I told him it was from Wharton’s uncle."
  “How did you know it was from Wharton’s uncle?” 
  “I know his fist, of course—I’ve seen lots of his letters. I—I mean, I don’t know! I haven’t seen it, of course. What a fellow you are for asking silly questions, Peter.” 
  “How did you get hold of the letter?” 
  Bunter glared. 
  “I keep on telling you I didn’t! I haven’t touched the silly letter.” he exclaimed. “I wouldn’t, of course. If fellow leaves a letter on his desk in the Form-room, it’s his own look-out. Not that I’d look at it, of course. I’m too honourable for that ” 
  Peter smiled. 
  “You’d make a nobby witness in a court of law,Bunter.” he said. “‘No end of a prize packet to the counsel on the other side.” 
  “I fancy I could keep my end up.” said Bunter complacently. “I’m rather keen, you know.” 
  “Oh, my hat! Let’s see.” Peter ruminated.” Wharton’s at one end of the form, and you’re at the other. Quelchy put him down to the bottom of the class last Thursday, and then he was beside you. That was when he must have left the letter on his desk, and you saw it.” 
  “I didn’t—” 
  “I remember now, Wharton collected the Latin papers.” said Toddy. “I see it all now. He was a silly ass to leave the letter there, and forget about it.” 
  Bunter grinned. 
  “You see, he was reading it in class, and Quelchy nearly spotted him.” he said, “He had just time to slip it under his grammar.” 
  “Oh! It was like that, was it?” 
  “I mean, he wasn’t reading it in class—"
  “What?” 
  “And I never saw him slip it under a grammar.” said Bunter hastily. "And I never shifted the grammar with my elbow—I wouldn’t, you know. I reached across his desk just to dip my pen in his ink. Just that, and nothing more. See?” 
  “I see!" assented Peter. 
  “I‘m glad you see, old chap.” said Bunter, relieved. “Of course, I wouldn’t have looked at his letter. Besides, it was folded, so a chap could only see the top page—not that I saw it, you know, of course."
  “Of course.” ——
  “And there was nothing about betting, racing, or anything of the kind, in it." pursued the fatuous Owl of the Remove. “Skinner was a silly ass.” 
  Peter Todd rose to his feet. 
  “Going to the tuckshop, old chap?" said Bunter eagerly. “I’ll come with you and help you carry the stuff.” 
  “I’m going to see Wharton—and you can come with me.” said Peter Todd grimly. 
  “I don’t want to see Wharton! Blow Wharton!" 
  Peter’s grasp closed on Bunter’s collar. 
  “Come on!” 
  “Look here, Peter—” 
  “This way!"
  “Leggo, you beast!" roared Bunter. 
  Unheeding, Peter marched the Owl of the Remove out of the study, and along the passage to Study No. 1. Still holding the hapless Owl by the collar with one hand, Peter opened the study door with the other, and hurled it back. There was an angry exclamation within as Harry Wharton just escaped the opening door. 
  “What the thump—” 
  “Get in, Bunter!" 
  “Yah! I won’t!" roared Bunter. Ow! Oh! Leave off kicking me, you beast! Oh! Yarooooop!" —
  Billy Bunter rolled into the study, under the propulsion of Peter’s boot. He rolled in, roaring; and Peter followed him in. 
  “What does this silly rot mean?” exclaimed Harry Wharton angrily. 
  “Yarooooh!" 
  Peter Todd glanced round at the clouded faces in the study. It was easy for a less keen eye than Peter’s to note that there was trouble in the air. 
  “You fellows been rowing?” 
  “Find ou!” snapped Wharton. 
  “That’s why I’m asking.” said Peter imperturbably. 
  Wharton knitted his brows, and strode to the door. Peter Todd closed it, said put his back to it. 
  “Hold on!" he said cheerfully. Bunter’s got something to tell you. I can see you’ve been ragging, and I fancy I know what you’ve been ragging about. Go it, Bunter!" 
  “I’ve got nothing to tell them.” howled Bunter. “I don’t know anything about Wharton’s letter, and I never saw it on the desk in the Form-room, and he shouldn’t have left it there, anyhow.” 
  “Oh, my hat!" ejaculated Bob Cherry. 
  Wharton started violently. 
  “What—what’s that?” he exclaimed. 
  Peter grinned. 
  “I smelled a mouse, after what you told me this afternoon.” he explained. “So I screwed it out of Bunter, in my best cross-examining style. Bunter saw your uncle’s letter—” 
  “I didn’t!" yelled Bunter. 
  “You left it on the desk in the Form-room, and he saw it, last Thursday.” 
  “I wasn’t ! I didn’t! I never!" 
  “So that’s how it got out, is it?” said Johnny Bull, with a grim look at the Owl of the Remove. 
  “No!” howled Bunter. “I never told anybody, you beast. You can ask Skinner whether I told him, if you like.” 
  “Skinner!" exclaimed Wharton. 
  “You can jolly well ask him.” said Bunter warmly. “Snoop and Stott too. They were both there.” 
  “Both there!" repeated Bob Cherry, “‘Where?” 
  “In Skinner’s study, you know.” 
  “When you didn’t tell him about Wharton’s letter?” asked Peter Todd blandly. 
  “Yes, exactly.” 
  Wharton’s face was crimson. 
  “I—I remember now. I slipped the letter under my Latin grammar when Quelchy nearly spotted me reading it in class.” he said. “I—I had no idea Bunter had seen it.” 
  “The fat rotter!" growled Johnny Bull. “So he read the letter, and tattled to Skinner. And we needn’t inquire who tattled the story up and down the Remove. Skinner, of course! It’s in his line.” 
  Harry Wharton made a stride towards Bunter, his face crimson with is wrath. Peter Todd threw the door open suddenly.  
  “Cut, fatty!" he said briefly. 
  Bunter did not need telling twice. He fairly flew. 
  Wharton’s boot caught him as he fled, however, and there was a heavy bump in the Remove passage, and a terrific yell. 
  “Yaroooh!" 
  Peter Todd strolled out of the study, and paused in the passage for a moment to kick Bunter as he passed him, and there was another dismal yell from Bunter. 

               THE THIRTEENTH CHAPTER. 


HARRY WHARTON stood silent in Study No. 1. 
  The Co. did not speak.
  Peter Todd had “butted in” just in time—but had he been in time? It was clear now to Wharton, angry as he was, that his chums had not failed him; that no member of the Co. had spoken a word of what was in the colonel’s letter. It was Bunter’s prying, and Skinner’s malice, that he had to blame for the latest topic in the Remove.
 “I’m sorry!” blurted out Wharton at last. “I—I was wrong, I suppose.” 
  “No supposing about it.” said Johnny Bull tersely. “You were wrong.” 
  Wharton seemed to gulp down something. 
  “I was wrong.” he said. “But what was I to think? I never dreamed that Bunter, or anybody, had seen the letter. What was a fellow to think?” 
 “Anything but what you did think.” said Johnny Bull grimly. 
  That’s all right.” said Bob Cherry hastily. “Let it drop, for goodness’ sake.” 
  Wharton breathed hard. 
  “I own up I was wrong, and I’m sorry.” he said in a low voice. “A fellow can’t say more than that. If you want more than that from me you’ll be disappointed, that’s all.” 
  And with that the captain of the Remove strode out of the study, his face pale and set. 
  “Harry!” called out Nugent anxiously. 
  There was no answer from Wharton. 
  In the Remove passage he came on Skinner and Snoop, and Skinner looked at him with a malicious grin. Skinner knew nothing of the discovery that had been made of Bunter’s prying, and his own part in the affair. Had he known he would probably not have given the captain of the Remove that impudent grin just then. But he did, and repented it. Without a word, but with a black look of anger and disdain, Wharton struck out with his open hand, and Skinner reeled across the passage and fell with a crash against the wall. 
If
  Wharton strode on to the stairs. 
  “Why, I—I—you rotten bully!” yelled Skinner in amazement and rage. 
  The captain of the Remove strode on without a glance at him. 

  The Famous Five of the Remove stood together, as usual, to answer to their names at calling-over in Big Hall. But when the roll was taken, and the school dismissed, and the juniors marched out, the Famous Five did not come out together. As the Co. moved off towards the Rag, Harry Wharton walked away to the stairs, without a word or a look to his comrades, and they let him go. And then all the Remove knew that there was Trouble in the Co. 
THE END. 
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