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IN WHICH THE GUV NOR AND I MAKE THE

ACQUAINTANCE OF AN AGITATED YOUNG

MAN, AND IN WHICH THE AFORESAID AGI-

TATED YOUNG MAN RELATES A STRANCGE

STORY, AND TENDERS US A CORDIAL
INVITATION.

RISTOL was sweltering, and I was
B sweltering in Bristol. To tell the

absolute truth, the

sweltering, toc. The whole bleszed
country, from Land's End to John o
Groats, was baking like a hot-cross bun,
in fact.
I thought it was best to begin like that,
Just to show how thundering warm the
weathor was, It was the last week in July,
and if August hved up to its supposed
traditions-—wcll, tho population would
simply m-lt,

The episode I am going to set down here
took place before the great war started,
and so Nelson Lice and I were not living in
such strenuous times as we are now. All
the same, this particular adventure was
strenuous enough, in all conscience. It
was mysterious, too—mysterious, weird,
and in rolne aspects grotesque.

The great criminologist (that’s a good
word !) and I had been in Bristol for about
three days, and we were staying in one of
the best hotels. Of course, we had come
on business.

The guv'nor had been commissioned by
some shipping firm or other to look into
a queer affair connected with one of the
dockyards. Asg it turned out, wo had
sunply wasted our time by coming to
Bristol, for Nelson Lee jolly soon proved
that there was no mystery for him to
unravel,

But we'd wasted nearly three days, and
wo intended leaving for London by the
evening trvain, It was afternoon now,

FUuV'nor was
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an upper verandah of the hotel, wit;] A
red-striped canvas awning above us,

We were both lolling in deck chairs,
and, although we were dressed airily, and
although we hadn't moved an inch for an
hour, we were both perspiring. It was one
of those days when it’s too jolly hot to
breathe,

“ Bristol i3 a fine city, young 'un.”
remarked Nelson Lee languidly. *“ All the
same, I think it might provide something
better in the way of sea-breezes. Here w
are, I close proximity to the Atlantic,
and therc’s not o quiver in the air——
except the quiver of the heat. I dread io
think of London, Nipper. It Bristol is
like this, how hot will Gray’s Inn Eoad
be ?”

I shifted my head lazily.

“Oh, 1it's out of the question. xir,” I
declared. ‘“ We can't go back to Londomn.
Now we're right down here, let’s take a
trip to Ilfracombe or Weston-super.Mare—
that’s nearer, only twenty iniles away
from here. There’ll be bathing there, and
we can practically live in the giddy sea.”

The guv'nor shook his head.

“ There's work to be done, my boy.” he
replied. * We mustn’t think of holidays at
present. As a slight consolation, however,
suppose you go inside and conjure up a
couple of large, fat, long fizzy drinks?
And sre that there’s a chunk of ico In cach
—or in mine, at all eventa.”

“Too much fag ! " 1 protested. ™" Why,
I should collapse on the way down.
You're stronger than I am, guv'nor—sup-
poss you go ? "

I rested my head back and clesed my
PY":‘" havin;: no ,quﬂpi(‘i()n of the ovil
thought which was even then formulating
iteelf in the guv'nor's mind. But [ knew
all about it a sceond later !
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Nelson Jeo reached out o long lean
hand and gripped the rear portion of ny
chair. It was un ordinary deck chair,
one for a chap with the guv'nor's strength
it Was a9 fasy as ric to jerk the supporting
'ro¢ picee out of ita notches,

C'ravh !

Of cour<e, I wasn't anticipating any-
thing of the ~ort, and I collapscd upon the
hard iromeork of the verandah with a thud
which shook the whols building, morv or
le«s.  And, as I naturally fcll upon a soft,
tender «pot, T was bruired fearfully. At
least, 1 thought I was at the moment.

With u roar I jumped to my feet, and
hacame entangled in the deck chair. Of
course, that would happen! Before I
knew whero I was T went flop again and
perfoom d a weird  serics of  acrobatie
~tunts on my head.

“Dear m-, Nipper!” exclaimed the
guv'nor in mild surprise.  ** You appear
to bo wsurprisingly cnorgetic now, at all
cventey, I you aro not careful you will
tumble over tho parapet, and then, I'm
afrnid, that long fizzy drink will not. he
necessary.  You will an cxccllent can-
didate for the hospital.”

I extricated myscelf and glared.

“If anybody’s going to hospital,” T
pauted, *it’ll bo you ! Of all the beastly
trick<?!  You might have injured me.
I'hew ! T'mn swoating like a pig!'”

“ Naturally !'” he murmured gently.

“ Calling nv a pig, ch 1”7 I ejaculated,
vith rising wrath.

“You =nid it yoursclf, young 'un.”

“1 know I ‘lid. But J didv’t mean ”

1 paurod at that moment, for I heard u
tap at our door through the open French
windowa, I set my collar straight, and
growled out “Comn in!” A waiter
entored, and he carried a eard in his paw.

“ T« Mr. Lee here, sir 7" ho asked.

“ Outside,” I said, jerking my head.
“* Whant is it, anyhow ?”°

“‘I'here 18 a gentleinan below in the
vestibule,” replied the man. * He says
Jie wants to see Mr. Leo very urgently.”

1t was perhaps as well that the waiter-
johrfuy had com» at that moment, hecause
1I'd fully made up my mind to dv some-
thing desperate, and chance tho conso-
quencez,  The sight of the guv'nor lolling
in his chair grmning at me had got e
into a fine old paddy. But I couldn’tewery
waoll start the slaughtering bhusimess with
tho waiter hanging about.

“*Somebody wants to see you, <ir,” |
growled, chucking the card into Nelson
fee's lap. " Jaeky thing for you this
inteyvuption cuamet g,

1

man of

and hadn’t been.
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He took the card. sat up, and looked at
it. I was just at his shoulder, and ro T
could read it, too. The nam~ and addrc==
wore done in copper-plate stuff, and ran :
“ Howard Freeman, the Manor House.
Thirtle.” And, neatly written upon the
top of the card were the words, in pencil :
**Can  you vpleaaa spare mo just five
minutesa ? Very urgent. H. F.”

*“ Tell the waiter to show Mr. Frecman
up,”’ drawled the guv'nor. * We’re doiny
nothing, s0 we inay as wcll obligo the
gentleynail. I wonder what he wantx,
Nipper? The nawme scems familiar to
nme, somehow.”

I gave the waiter his instruections, and
when I went out on the verandah again I
found Nelson Lee lazily sparring with
an impudent wasp. Tho latter gentle.-
man ventured scanewhat too close, and
a tap from the guv’'nor’s fist knocked him
elean out of time. Before I could count
him out, though, he regaimcd his feet-—
and wings—and buzzed cff in a fine
fright,

By this time the waiter had returned.
and with hiin wax a tall, w.ll-built young
about twenty-five. Rather a
good-looking c¢hap, fair-haired, with «

certain cut about hizchivvy which attracted

me at once.

But it wa< plain to sec that Mr. Howard
Freeman was not easy in mind. Thero
wero lines about his eyes, and hit exprex-
sion was one of mingled sadness and
griun  obstinacy. And he  was  plaialy
agitated.

“T'm glad you'se let m» ceme up, Mr,
Leo,” he =aid ~imply.

Nelson Lee shook hand« with Mr.
Freemnan, and I hastened {0 set up the
collap~ed deck-chair. this time I'd
completely forgotten my fury. As a
nmatter of fact, I wa=n’t furious at all—-
That was only my
rot. The guv'nor and I often had gooud-
humoured bouts of words.

*“This i3 Nipper, I suppose ?7 xaid
the ~tranger, looking at meo and =itting
i the chair. “I am delizhted to uwet
you both. Now, Mr, Lee; I'll tell you
<traight out what I want. 1 want your
advice and help.” _

** Do you mean iy Pl‘oftssionnl help 27

“Yes. I happened to be in Bristol
to-day, and whiﬁa I was talking to a friend
he told me that you were-in the city,
zaid Frecman. . “It’s an infernal pieco
of impudence on my part to bother you.
L klll)\\’, hut [ hfll\,pl‘v-poulrln't resist tho
temptation to tell you of the jnystery

which surrounds the Thirtle Manor HO}:*‘V'
-
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I know that you specialise in mysteries,
Mr. Lee.”

“If they are iunteresting,” said Nelson
Lee sinoothly.

“By Jove! This one will intercst
you, I will swear,” declared the agitated
young man. ‘‘There is something gro-
tesque about the whole business, Mr. Lee—
somnething amazingly strange. 1 was
going to say uncanny.”

“I must confess that you excite my
curiosity,” smiled the guv’nor. ‘ You
are very astute, Mr. Freeman. You
have commenced your attack by making
me inquisitive. What 1is this singular
mystery which surrounds the Manor
House 7"

Howard Freeman smiled slightly.

“You will hear my story through ?”’
he asked. :

* Certainly.”

‘“ And you will helpme * "

‘“ Ah, that depends upon the story,”
smiled Nelson Lee.

““ Yery well, here goes,” said the young
man, sitting forward in his chair and
lighting a . cigarette which the guv’nor
had just offercd him. The heat was
trcanondous, but we’d forgotten all about
iced drinks. Beyond the canvas awning
the blazing afternoon sun glarcd down
with fierce heat, and I could sece the air
above the iron railings absolutely quivering
and radiating. Down bclow, the strcet
was dusty and sweltering.

I leaned against the doorpost and
listened, fanning mysclfwithmystraw-yvard.

‘“I don't know how long you've becn
in Bristol, Mr. Lee,” wunt on Frecman.
‘““ But you may have read an account in
onc of the local newspapcrs, of my father's
funeral. The poor old chap was buried
Just over a fortnight ago.”

Nelson Lee nodded slowly.

‘““ Ah, yes, Mr. Frccaman,” he exclaimed.
“Your nam» seemed a little familiar
when I first heard it. I rcm mber now.
I did not see any reference to the funeral
You mention, but thcre was a paragraph
to the effect that the mystery of Mr.
Howard Frccman's death was still un-
solved. I wunderstand that there was
somcthing—shall we say tragic ?—about
your father's dcath ?” '

““The coroner's jury brought in an
mquest of suicide—suicider while of un-
sound mind,” exclaimcd the young man
bitterly. ‘‘Pah! These inquests make
mo sick ! It is always ‘ during temporary
insanity ' or somd-thing of that kind.
In mine cascs out of ten suicides are as
sane as you or L. '

“ There is certainly something in what
vou say,” agreed the guv'nor.

“But my fathcr did not take his own
life, I am as positive of that as I am of
eternity !’ declarcd  Frecman  quictly.
“ But let me cxplain the affair from 14
siart, Mr. Lee. There are scveral facih
whch were not inade public; which I
have taken care to keep & crct. For
they are facts so extraordinary—so
bizarrc—that their publication would
only excite incredulity and derision.”

He tossed his cigarctte away and pro-
ccoded ; 1t seemed to worry him some-
how, and his agitation was mor. mark d.
Both the guv’'nor and I eyed him curiously,
and wondercd what this story was he had
to tell.

““The Manor House, Thirtle, is about
gix mile s out of Bristol,”” went on Frve man.
“ It is mine, of course, since I am the only
son. My mother died ycars ago, and I
have no close relative with the exception
of my sister, Constance. She is at pre-
scnt, In London, and I have the Manor
House to mysclf, with the exccption of
the servants, of course,

“I tell you solemanly and seriously,
Mr. Lce, that a sinister mystery sur-
rounds tho old place—a mystery which
is terrifying and almost paralysing. 1
feel helpless, and as weak as a child when
I realise the dreadful nature of the peril.
The polico can do nothing; even if I
went to them they would scoff at
m(k"

Why, is ihe place haunted ? ' I asked
interestedly.

“I cannot say anything definitely,
Nipper,” replied Frceman, tuming his
head up to me. *‘The house itsclf is
safe cnough, there is nothing wrong with
the building, and never has bcen, so far
as I am aware. It is the park which fills
mr with drcad every time I wvunture
through it after dark.”

““Js the park so extensive, then 27

“Tho Manor House stands practically
in the centre of a thickly wooded park,”
rcplfd the other quietly. * These woods
surround the house on every side, and
from the roadway to the house there is
a long winding drive, fully half a mile
in length. Tall, thick trees border the
drive on both sides, and overhead the
branches are (ntwined. In full daylight.
of course, the walk from the road to th
house is a delightful one. But at night—:
cven a moonlight night—Iit is like travers.
ing a bluck tunnel. No doubt you hawvt
sven drives of that description in othcr
places t "



: THE NELSON

“Often enough,” Iso wed.  “ But
what i1 ths mystery yon refer to ?
“I dow't know—I cannot tell, 1

have com» to you to seek your aid,” was
Preemian's answer., “lIn somo way, Mr.
Lo, the park, snd particularly the drive,
it dangerous. It in like taking one's life
n cnn4 hands to walk from the lodge
to the houso itself after night has fallen.’

" But what s the danger which threat.-
rne the innoormt pedestrian 1™ gueried
sir guv'nor cu * 8urcly the peril
tokes som > form 1"

*“1 don't know what tho dangor i,
and whem it com s from,” ied Froe-
man. “That is just tha staggering

of the whole business, Mr. Leo.
wst uver three wwkas ago my father
was found dead upon the drive.”

"* At what tim. of the evening ? ,

" It was no later than tem o clock. Hoe
hal bhen expfoted at nine, and my sistor

and If wore awaitmg dimner for
hun," =atd Preednan, “ Well, ho did
not ey, Aind 80 1 and a groom made

ruirt way down the drive to the lodge
gitea in ordor to stion Melruse, my
gate-keapor. But wo did not get there.
Hlf-way to tha lodge w, eam> upon l}l’?’
father lymg close against the trees. H»
w1t quite ad.”

" From what ocause ? "

“That was a matter of great specula-
tioa at fimt,” said the other cuivtly.
“Our local doetor, of course, wax =ent
fur post-haste, and when he arrived ho
’mmmmcﬂd lifr to bo extinct. My
nther's face was drawn up and distorted
i a phastly fashion, and it was ohvious
thit h had did \'ioLntlv. The doctor
rouli]l off ¢ no explanation.” :

* You sont {or a mon exporicneed man,
I amwumy 77

“Yes, 1 wirod to a London specielist,
and ho cain® down tho next day. And it
ws thon vwd that the old pater
il divd from the «f ¢t of som> terrihlo
’;ui-on. It had boen injwted into th~

“h of his loft fornarm, and the
sprcialist deelared that h> must have di:d
i1 den-adful ony."

* How awfal 1 " I put in breathlr sxly.

* (M courss, there ww on inquce~, and
ths fools on thr jury brought in a vonlict
of suridn, They claim d that all the
wvidonco poimted to th: fact that my
tather had taken his own lifo."”

* (rrtainly the facts % ro sugpestive of
that,” obs'rvwd N.lson Lo,

*How were thoy ' Why should it W
woln d that sny father kill d hinns 1 ? 7

" Well, for one thing, it was ihe moot
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likely explanation. Tcople do not get
poioned in a quit Englieh park—peisoned,
that is, by <o living reptile,” replied the
guv’'nor quietly. ‘¢ Either rmr father ad.
ministered the poison hims If, or somehody

deliherately waylaid and attackod him.”
““And yet that theory is hardly pox-
sible,’”’ said the young man. * Who would

commit such a dastardly crime ? My
father had no enemics—not ome in the
wide world. There was no reason why his
life should be taken. But somo little tim»
beforo his death, he had boen greatly
worried and troubled over certain buaine:
moatters. Heo had been sneppy with tho
servants, snd had acted rather curiounsly
on several ocoarions.”

“ Hcw curiously 1"

“Wull, he once flew into a terriblo pas-
sion with the gardener, and threatened to
thrash the man within an inch of his life.
It was merely a fit of anger—nothing more.
My father was very hot-tempered, and I
anppo+ his buainecss worry made hiin
worse.  All this came out at the inquest,
of course, and the jury was greatly La-
pre«<cd.” .

*“ T'm not surprisad at that.”

‘ By a curious chanco, too, mny father
had heen on his way homwe froan Bristol.
whore he had reccived a tele ), con-
tmued Freeman. “This telogradn was
produced at the inquest, and it <howedl
that miy father had »suflored o serious
finnncial loss. Morvover, 1 wag compelled
to »tate, in my evidence, that the pater
had somotinks used a zmall hypodenmic
syringe.” '

** For what purpose did he use it 1"’

“ Morcly for tho injection of a harmle~4
drug—not cocaine,” re plii d 'n eman. ** Ho
only used it when ho was feeling run-down
and depressed. And it was concluded that -
he had injected poison into his arm, and he.d
Bung tho syringe away b fore dying. I'll
admit that the ﬁcta wore significant.”

“I am afraid you wore hasty in your
conde mnation of ths coroner’s jury,” sail
the guv'nor drfly. ** All th 3> things ﬁu
to prove a strong cas:. Naturally, the
police woarched for tho syringo t "

** Three men wore at work for several
daya, but no syringe was found,” replied
the visitor. *‘ Thia, how.vir, was not ver.
surpticing. e specialist di clared that
m . fathor might have inj cte d-tise- pos.oir
into his arm while w.lking from the
station, & mile and a half distant. The
sy ringe might b concealrd anywhere irr tho
tall gra<s which hondeor. d th country lane,
ancd it was inpostible to s-arch overy:
wi re. The injection wound, too, wes
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in such & position as to lend colour to the
suicide theory. But he was murdered ! ”’

‘*“ Well, I'm blessed if I can see it, Mr.
Freeman ! 1 put in bluntly. * It’s about
as clear a case of suicide as I've ever heard
of. I don’t want to hurt your feclings, of
course, but I must speak out. What do
you think, guv'nor 7"

‘1 «hall reserve any statement until I
have hcard Mr. Freeman's full story,” said
Nelson Lee calmly. “I feel sure that
more has to bo told.”

‘“You are right, Mr. Lee.” declared
Freeman emphatically, At the inquest
I ropeated again and again my firm opinion
on the subject. JI—his son—surely knew
him bottor than eny !  And 1 knew posi-
tively well that my father would never take
his ovwn life. X absolute ruin had come.
the pater would have borne it philo-
sophically.”

* And what was the extent of the loss 2

*“ Serious, I will admit, but by no meanx
dizastrous,” replied Freeman. *' My father
was a rich man, and this particular trans-
action had gone badly wrong. All the
samo, our financial po-ition wa-< not greatly
aff:cted. The loss, to be precie, was
about ten thousand pounds. But my
father was worth twonty times that
amount. Why shoull he commit suicide
becous®» of such a loss? The idea 1s
absurd—fantastic { I repoat that he met
his death by some foul and unknown
m-ans."”’

“Why do you rciterate that statement
50 emphatically 1"

“ You may remember that I opened my

story by saying that the park was dan-®

gerous, that it was perilous to traverse
tho drive aftor darkness had fallen ?”
ansked the visitor. ** Very well. Mr. Lec.
I told you that becauso I have an excell-nt
reason. I know that my father did not
coinmit suicide, for I, too, expericuced a
terrible adventure in the park.”

** Oh, that makes a difference!” 1
exclaimed.

‘“ Perhaps I was a little too harsh upon
the jury.,” went on young Frceman. with
a faint smile. * For I, too, hadgbegun
to convince myself that a correct verdict
had becn returned. And if I had bcgun
to think that way, surcly it was not fair to
hlame the jury for coming to such & con-
clusion * Last night, however I ¢x-
perionced an advar _ rg which ferrified me,

and which told mo that my father had died
by other means than his own hand.
"Freeman paused, and even in the heat
of the blazing July afternoon he paled.
The guv’'nor looked at me rather quecrly.
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Freeman’s adventure must have boen
terrifying indeed for him to blanch at the
very thought of it.

And he was not one of those weak milk-
and-watery chaps, cither. Looking at
him, I reckoned that he was as strong as an
ox, and thundering well developed. He’d
be able to hold his own in any scrap. What
could it have been that terrificd a man of his
calibre ?

It heppened that I was walking home
from the doctor’s house,”” went on Free-
man, “I arrived at the lodge-gates at
about eleven o’clotk, and walked straight
up the drive with my mind naturally
rcverting to the tragedy.”

This occurred last night, you say 1"

“Yes. When I had proceeded about half
the distance to the house—I was, in fact,
almost at the same spot as where my
father had been found—I saw something
upon one of the branches of a tree.”

““Something ? "' repeated Lee. *‘‘ Don't
you know what it was 1"’
‘I have not the faintest idea. Remem.

ber it was pitch dark, and beneath the
trees I could scareely see my hand before
my face,”’ said Freeman with a shiver.
“ But I instinctively knew that there was
something upon the tree-branch. It was
not human, and it made no sound. There
was just a dark blob there which, as I
watched, scemed to clongate itself.”

. Your nerves were on edge, perhaps

’

“You believe that I imagined it all
suggcsted tho young man impatiently.
“J did not! I swecar to you, Mr. Lee,
that my ey:s did not deccive me. I am
as level-hcaded as any man, I belicve, and
it. takes a great deal to shake my nerves.
Instinctively I came to a halt just beyond
the spot where I had seen the—the thing.
I looked back, my heart in my mouth for
<ome reason. And as I stood there 1
heard something drop to the ground with
a dull, squashy kind of thud. Good
heavens, that very sound alone scem: d
to chill my blood !” .

* Did you sce anything of the objet 1™

“Y will not be certain on this point.
But I bulieve I did. Something shadowy
and black came along the ground towards
me-——sornf'thfng which scemed of sriormons
size X quid n6t wait a sccond longer. Mr.

. said Freeman  quictly.  * Quite
candidly, I will admit that 1 was in a
state o¥ gheer terror. I tumed and ran
—ran for my very life.”

“My word! Were you chased?” 1
asked breathlessly.

“Yes, Nipper, 1 was!” the oth:
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veplicd with grim emphasis. 1T made
-traight for the doorway of an outhnuse

tha noarest building. Flinging open
(he door I dashed inside, and then crashed
th~ door to. Fven as I did so there was
a heavy thud upon the face of it, and the
door shivered slightly.”

“ Cirent Scott !’ 1 breathed.

**J shot tho bolt to, and then stood
1 ooting wildly, What was it that had
chased me ! I could find no cxplanation,
sl I waa in a state of extremio nervous-
ez, But you will not suggest that I
imagined that adventure, Mr, Leo 77

** Yon wero highly strung at the time,
vemember,” roplicd the guv’ner smoothly.
“No, don’t you think that I am casting
2 «doubt upon your story,” Mr. Freeman.
"1 am ¢quito snre that omething of a
tartlimg nature occurred. But you,
r.aturally enough, eonnccted your experi-
«nvr with your father’s death. But - we
st look at the thing sensibly.  Was
f,nre Any connection 1’

| I)ei;uvo I should have been killed if
] Lind not run as fast as I did.”

** You think that & man chased you ?”

' No’. I don’t. It was certainly not a
man t’ ‘

“Then what was it ? Cannot wo find
.omo natural explanation !’ woent  on
Lo, with a sinile. ** Wo are in Envland,
Mr. Freeman, We have no great «nakes
“rul dangecrous animals in our quiet woodas.
What could your pursuer have heen 7

“ A dog, porhaps 1" 1 suggested bril-
hantly.

‘““My dear, gaod Nippor, don't make
‘nch  wild statements | " . proteated the
guv'nor impatiently. ‘' Did you ever hear
oi o dog that elimbed trees, and dropped
to the ground from branches ? Monkeys
do that =ort of thing. But the idea of a
Jog is ridiculous. Conjecture iscqually
rO.’", '
~ *Thero was a way out of the side-build-
ing into o rear courtyard,” said Howard
Freeman, ‘* After a while I made my way
indoora by this route, and it was somo

littlo tine bhefore I'regained mmy composure..

But therc was something appallingly
horriblo in tho sound of that thud againxt
the deor. It was soft and spongy. as
though a huge ameuns of fleah had ~olhded
with the woodwork. Mr. Lee, I believe
that this thing~this unnameablo ercature
which chasod me—killed my father.”
“1t'a queer—infernally queer!' ex.
claijied Nelson Leo thoughtfully.  ** And
{ am certainly interested, Mr. Frecinan.”
‘** Home littlo timo ago I was roading o

ook conecrning the supematural,” went f toulay 27

THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

on the visitor, hesitating somewhat. ‘At
the time I thought it was rot, sheer,
unadulterated “pifile. I laughed at it,
and declared tlﬁtt such things as ghosts
did not exist. And in that book I recad
of those phantasms which are callcd
Flementals, or Poltergeists. These horrivio
things, T read, hecome semi-materialiscd,
and attack human heings in various
formg——" |

Nelson Lee laughed outright.

“My dear sir, thrust all suech absurd
ideas out of your head !” he exclaimed.
*“I have never troubled to study physical
re<carch, and I never intend to do so.
Queer things happen, T'll admit, but tho
enthusiast who wrote the book you refer
to jnust not be taken too scriously. Thn
thing whirh chased you was no Elcinental,
and 1t i3 foolish of you to entertain such
notiong,  Cast them from your mind."”

““ But what other explanation is there 17’
a~ked Ireeman agitatedly.

“My dear fellow, there may be a dozen
reasons—simple, .commonplace reasons.”

“Well, Mr. Led, I should like you to
spond a day or two at the Manor House
yourself,” said Frceman eagerly. * Will
you coma ? T am alone there, and T.can
promizo you some excitemont. I'or I am
convinced that my strange pursucr will
again manifest itzelf, Will you accept
my invitation ?”’

“Of course we
promptly. .

And I'looked at the guv’nor significantly.
If he refused he’d have to go through the
}uill properly afterwards, for a week in

he country was just to my liking during
the baking weather.

Nelson Lee caught my eye, and similed.

“ Y can see that I shall get into extremely
hot water with Nipper if I decline your
invitation, Mr. Freeman,” he exclaired
drily. ‘ Therefore, I can do nothing but
accept. Perhaps it .z fair to add, how-
ever, that I should have accepted it in
any case, for your st has interested me
greatly. Mind you, I still belicve that
your mmagination has heen playing on
your n@rves, and you must not resent my
frankness.”

“I don’t, Mr. Leo. But I think you'll
be convinced before two nights have
passed,’”’ replied the other grimly. ‘‘ Allow
me to thank yow sineerely for "

““No, you must thank smg lateregn—if
T am sueeessful,’” smiled the guv’nor.
;‘ Wo w’i.Il he with yeu ta:merrew morn.
ng

——

*

will 1" T exelaimed

“Oh, T say! Can't you come over
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*I suppose we could. if you are very
anxious,” laughed Nelson Loe. * Very
well, Mr. Freeman, Nipper and I will fall
in with any arrangements you choose to
make.”’

And two or three hours later Mr. Howard
Freceman called for us with his trap, and
we all started off in the lute aftcrnoon for
Thirtle Manor House. I little knew, then,
of the exciting timcs which were awaiting
us,

— a——

CHAPTER 1L

IN WHICH JXIOWARD FREEMAN'S STORY IS
CORROBORATED BY MELROSE, THE GATE-
KEEPER, AND WE RECEIVE FURTHER
STARTLING

WHICH SURROUND US.

HE sun was still shining gloriously
as wo left Bristol behind, and
passed out into the coumtry over
the dusty roads. ‘The air, too, was

close and hot. and myriads of flies buzzed
about and hovered in patches.

Freeman po-sessed a motor-car, he
explained, but had not' used it to-day
because one of the tyres had been punc-
turcd. The guv’nor -and I did not take
all our luggage ; mnerely a f.w things in
Nelson Leeo’s handbag.

““ There is one thing I owitted to tell
you, Mr. Lee,” said Frceman, as we bowled
along. *‘‘ And, as a matter of fact, it is a
véry important thing. This morning my
old gatekeeper, Mclrose, came up to the
house and told me that while locking up
tho gates for the night he had seen some
strange object moving among the trees
on the opposite side of the drive.”

‘Indeed,” said Lee. ¢ Did Meclrose
know of your own adventure ?*

‘““No; I had not mentioned a word to
him. I can see your line of reasoning.
You think that Mclroso invented the story
for the sake of sensation ¢ Wocll, Mr. Lee,
that can’t be the case, for he didn't know
anything."

lt‘ But you must have told somcbody
e m "

“Not a soul. You must question
Melrose when you arrive.”

*“I will,”” declared the guv’nor.

. Freeman continued talking. I "was
Bitting behind, but I could hear all he said.
And Nelson Lee and 1 gathered that

Howard Freeman senior had been a retired | g

mnerchant, considerably rich, and some-
thing of a power in the quiet country
neighbourhood. .

. But Freeman hinted that his father had
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not been very popular—mainly owing {0
his hasty temper. All the same his tragic
death was generally regretted, and there
was much sympathy from all sides.

Thirtle itself was only a tiny hamlet,
and wea situated just over a mile from the
Manor House. We had to pass through
the littlo place on our way,-and it w: a
jolly sleepy hole—mostly. cottages. about
thrce shope, and a post office.

The Munor House proved to be a fine
old place, and I certainly couldn’t imagine
tragedy there. We caught a glimpse of it
from the road, before we came to the
drive. It stood back upon a little hill,
and the sun was shining upon it gloriously.
An old-fashioned house, with tiled roof and
queer little gables jutting out at unex-
pected corners. The building was rather
rambling, and low. As Freeman had said,
a  well-wooded park surrounded it on
almost every side.

On every hand all was quiet and peace-
ful. Sheep were grazing in a meadow closo
by; a herd of cattle gazed at us curi-
ously as we trotted past them. Away on
a rise several thatched farm buildings
nestled among sgme trees. To associate
death and peril and tragedy with this
delightful spot scemed preposterous.

And the sun, sinking gloriously in the
west, gave promise of a prolonged spell of
fine weather.

I was jolly pleased with the eventa of the
afternoon. But for Freeman’s visit the
guv'nor and I would have been on the
point of returning to London by now. As
it was we were booked for a week nt
the Manor House. Quiet, of course, but
we shouldn’t be dull—1'd see to that.

Dull !

If I'd only known what was to ha{rpen !

But I didn't know then, and 1 was
pretty certain in my own mind that
Freeman's yarn was all bunkum. It only
shows that it’s not wise to be too certain.
I thought we were going to have a week
of ripping idleness.

Ye gods! There was going to be a fat
lot of idleness, I don’t jolly well think!
By the time that week was over But
this is all wrong. I'm shoving the cart
before the giddy horse. Let's take things
in sequence,

I was yarnine about the peace and
quietness of th~ balmy countryside,
wasn't I ' Well, we arrived at the lodge

The Manor House was
evidently a place of some importance, for
the lodge was quite a decent cottage. The
gates had been freshly ‘painted. and they
were smart in & coat of olive-green paint

atces at last.



8 THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

aand gold buttoas—I mean gold touchings-
.
'I’On either side of the gates gtew magni-
ficcnt copper-beeches, with their deep,
ruddy leaves. Thanks to passing moters
tho real beauty of the trees was spoilt,
for they were smothered in dust,

As wo came to a stop I could see the
drive winding away through the park like
n whito snake., It was narrow, and the

trees grew closely together. Giant elms
rcarosly had sufficient room to spread
theoir branches, and theso intermingled

with the branches of chestnut and osk

treea,

. Tt waa a lovely place, and the coolness
under the canopy of leaves was refreshing

and welcome. For, although it was oarly

crvoning, the sun was still hot, and the air

¢limo and humid.

''he gates were open, and Freeman was
(or driving straight up to the hous>. But
Nelson Leo decided otherwise.

*“ Thir is whoro Melrose lives, ien’t it 2 ”’
I asked. *‘‘ The gatekeoper, I mean., I
think yon said his name was Melrose 7"

“Yey,” replied Frecwnan. “Oh, of
vourse.  You'ro going to question tho old
hoy, aren’t you ¥ If there/was somehody
to tvke the trap we'd get out here, and
walk the rest of the way. 1 could then
»how you the exact spot where my father
was found, and where I saw the—the
thing."” ‘

“ ichr will run the trap home,” said
the guv'nor cnlmly.

* Here, I say | I protested. “ 1 want
(o stay——-""

“Jovo! This is lucky!”™ ejaculated
Freman suddenly. ‘* Bates, Batea!"

A man had appeared from the rear of
the lodge—two men in fact. One was
Melrose, I judged, and the other Bates—
whoever ho happened to be. As I soon
liscovered, Bates was the groom, and he
hwul heen ehatting with the gatekeeper.

He came up as his master called to him.
And the trap wat handed over into his
rare, and we all got out—Freeman, Nelson
I«co, and ¥, I mean. The trap jogged ofl
up the drive in a amother of dust.

Molrose touched his cap &s wa ap-
proached him. He was a bent old fellow,
with & wrinkled, lined face. His eyes were
twinkling and genial, although I thought
I oould detect a certain sadness about
thom. The recont tragedy was still
reflocted in his eyes.

“*That he wunnerful warm, Master
Howard,” ho said, mopping his brow with
& huge red bandana handkerchief.
" Wunnerful warm.”

A . el

The old chap still referred to Freeman
as “ Master Howard,” I noticed. Now,
however, Howard Freeman was. the
ma«ter proper—the owner of the Manor
House and its surrounding estates.

“Yes, it is warm to-day, Melrose,”
said our hest. “ This gentleman is a
friend of mine, ag also 18- the younger
gentleman. They are both . greatly
interested in iny queer adventure last
night.” o

The old gatokeeper’s. eyes secemed to
hecome uneasy. '

“That were a rum happenin’, Master
Howard,”” he oxclaimed, ey ing me criti-
cally. “1I don’t reckon as all’s right. I’'vo
seed things as I can’t get the hang on.
I've seed things that’s fair fritted me outer
me life !”’

““There you are!’” said Freeman,
“Didn’t I tell you 30 ? Melrose knows
som?thing, and he can tell you something,
too.”

Nelson Lee nodded.

*“ There’s one thing I want to ask you,
Melrose,”” he raid, *‘‘ Do you think your
late master took his own life, or do you
think ho m~t with foul play ? "

The old man’s eyes blazed now—they
hlazed with sudden fierceness. I stood
looking on, and listening with great
inter- st,

““The master never committed sooi-
cide !’ declared Melrose flatly. ‘‘ That
I'll swear to. Them joory fellers was all
daft, that’'s what they was. The mastér
take his own life! Lor sakes; it could
never ha’ bhin, sir—never! He warn't
the kind o’ man to kill hisself |

“You think he was—murdered ?”
asked the guv’'nor.
~ “Iwon’t go for to say, that, sir,”” replied
the gatekcoper. ‘‘I dunmo as the master
was murdered. Who’d murder hiymn, any
way ! Bome o' the folks didn’t fare to liko
him, but that was on’y on accomt of his
temper. Them as understood the maater
got on with hins real proper. Him and me
never had a cross word. No, sir, I don't
reckon as Mr. Freeman waa murdered.”

“Then Kow do you account for hi3
dcath 1" )

Mslrose stroked his grey, ragged beard.

“ That was 8 mmat o’ what you an’ I
don’t know of,” he said sagely.

‘“ Exactly,” smiled Nelson Lee. ‘' Wo
don’t know of it, Melrose. But we want to
know. And if you do know something, 1
want you to tell m»a. Surely you have
some the of your own t*

‘*“ I dunno what ‘ theory ’ means-exactly,
sir,”” adinitted Melrose, scratching his head,
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*“ But my idea is this—the park ain’t a safe
place to be in late at night. That’s honest
and straight 1"’

“Why isn't it safe 7’

* There’s—things about,” he answered
cnigmatically.

““ What things, eh ?” I broke in im-
pationtly. ‘ Can’t you tell us plainly ?”

The old man looked at me and shook his
head. :

*“ I dunno myself, young sir,”’ he replied.
“ But there’s things. And a’mighty queer
thingf, too! I was fritted outer ine life

“You were frightened out of your life,
you say ?’' put in the guv’nor quickly.
“When, Melrose ? When +were ycu
frightened ?

‘““ Last night I was fritted awful,”” said
Melrose. * You heerd o’ Master Howard’s
adventure, sir ? That was mortal bad, I'm
thinkin’, mortal bad. What could that ha’
bin what chased him ? I'in fair worrited
when I think on’'t. That warm’t nothing
human, sir, and nothing animal, either !’

“Then what was it ?”’ asked Freeman
sharply.

- ““ That must ha’ bin a choost !’ said the
old man, shaking his head. ‘

“ Nonsense !”* put in Nelson Lee. ‘‘ Mel-

|

rose, ghosts don’t poison pcople as your.

late master was poisoned. Your own sense
ought to tell you that. Whatever this
strange ‘ thing’ is, it is certainly material.
Tell me what frightened you last night ?

““ That I can’t, sir,” said Melrose frankly.
“I can't tell you nothin’—leastways,
nothin’ that you’ll snake anything out of.
I don’t know meself. But after Master
Howard come in I went out to shut and
lock the gates——"’

‘““How long after ? "’

‘“Why, that would be ten or fifteen
minutes after,” said Melrose. “I know
nvbody else was a’ coming’. I shut the
gates, and then turned to go into my
lodge. It was summat dark. sir, but I had
my lantern wi'e. The air was kind o’
close and still, and I felt nervous, somehow.
I dunno why. I've got pretty good eyes,
although I am gettin’ on in life. And
away up the drive I saw summat.”

He regarded us with half-frightened,
intent eyes. .

““The drive showed up plain against
the blackness,”” he went on, ‘‘ bein’ as the
surface is whitish, as you can see. An’ as
I lopked I saw summat come outer the
trees.”

‘““ An animal 77 |

“If that was an animal, then it was the
queerest one as I've ever seed,”’ declared

9

“But I didn’t see it
From where I was it
seemned long and shapeless and jrighty
large. An’ it kinder grew, if you takc:
what I mean, it jost grew.”

“Do you mean its size inerveased ? 7

*“ That’s it, sir,”” said the old man. * Tt
grew an’ grew until it =emed to fill the
whole drive. And I seemed to smell sun-
mat horrid and narsty. 1 dunno why, hut
I was all of a shiver, and thein teeth a~ 1
have got left to me was a-chatterin’ like
they wanted to jerk theirsclves outer jne
mouth. I stood still, not darin’ to move.”

“ Where was your lantern ?

“ Now, that’s the queer part. sir,” said
Melrose fearfully. ‘‘The air was still—as

the gatekeeper.
proper, anyway.

| still as it is now. And I suddenly noticed

that me lantern was—out ! Yet I'd only
trimmed it ten minutes since ! What put
that there lamp out ? That wasn’t any-
thing human, I'll swear. Thero was
ghoosts about, and one of ’em was right in
front o me. You can't make me think
no different, neither!”’

I think we were all impressed by Mel-
rose’s tale. The old chap was sincere and
grave. He, at least, believed in his story.
Whether it was all imagination or nct we
couldn’t tell. At al! ¢vents, I began to
feel just a bit uneasy. Could it be po-ible
that Freeman’s theory of an ‘* Elemantal ™
had any foundation of trath ? The guv'ior
had scoffed at it, but

“ Com2, come, Melrose, there is -urcly
a natural explanation of what you saw,”
said Nelson Lee ecrisply. “The ‘thing’
was probably a stray cow or a bullock.
Your lamp had gone out because the wick
was short, and the smell was that of the
hot oil. Imagination did the rest, prob-
ably.”

The gatekeeper laughed mirthlessly-.

“That there won’t do, sir,”” he saul
bluntly. ‘ That wasn’t no cow ! Jusi louk
at the trees—there ain’t room for anything
to squeeze hetween 'em bigger'n a rabbit.
And this horrid thing was like a haystack,
it was so big! And it so happened as I
put a new wick in me lamp that very
night.”’

The old man turned pale, and pointed up
the arive.

“You seé¢ them chestnuts ?* he said,
indicating a certain =pot with gnarled
finger. ‘' That’s where the thing come to.
And it grew an’ grew, an’ then come towards
me. Not a sound did it make, and the
blood seemed to friz in me marrers. It
was comin’ for me ! Suddenly I lets out a
gasp of fright, an’ I tore into me lodge an’
slammed the door.”
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“\nd

“Great Scott ! I excluuncd.
tvhat then ?

“7T fancicd I heard a kind of moan, but
I wouldn’t swear to that, young sir,” said
M lrosa, shivering in spite of the heat.
*“ But I will swear to one thing. A minut2
aricr I got indoors I hecred suminat kind
o' slide past the window-panes, and then
one o' the glasses cracked wi’ a noiss liko a
cun, 1 slammed the shutters to, and then
sank back into a chair. Lor’ sakes! 1
was shiverin’ like a leaf in a gale o’ wind,
sipr.”’

The old man’s voice shook, and he
pointed to a window. We could see it
distinctly, It was a square panc, and it
was cracked across and across, Nelson
J. ¢ stroked his chin. i

“H'm! Your story is & remarkuable one,
Melrose,”” ho observed, ‘‘sorcymarkable
that I ain at a loss.” He looked down at
thy roadway. ‘‘Too dry for aay foot-
prints, of cowurse,” he went on mu=ingly.
* Perhaps the window may <how us some-
thing.”

We all walked across to ths lodyge window
as if by mutual understanding, and without
i word being spoken. I suppose the gate-
keeper’s queer story had rather got on our
verves, It had got on mine, anyhow.

Something strong and heavy must have
pressed agamst the window-pane in order
to smash 1t, for it was only small and very
stout glass,  Nelson Lee looked closely at |
the sill and the surrounding wall.

Then he transforred his attention to the |

flower-bed below. This was ncatly kept,
and an array of buightly coloured flowers-
mnado a brave show. But not a single
flower was disturbed, not a leaf cerushed.
The path was not far off certainly, but it
wasn’'t possible for a chap to touch "the
window without going.on to the flower-
“hed—unless, of course, he possessed patent
“{elescopic arms,
" Was there a tap on the glass hefore the
pane cracked ? ' usked Nelson Lece.
CThere warn't. no tap any tim~,’
answered Melrose shakily. “‘ It-was a kind
of slidin’ sound, as though something was
pressin’ against the glass, Then the old
pane cracked acrost, and I was quick to
close the shutters.” ‘
Mclrose could tell no more, and we were
all puzzled and mystified. The old man
had obviously bcn in deadly earnest. He.
himsolf, at leaxt, fully believed in cvery
detail of his story. And why should we
doubt it ? Perhaps wo shouldn’t, after
wo'd heen at the Manor House for a bit.
We commenced to walk {o the house.

li:avine Melrnse stamljng hy the door of Jus:

we walked up

lodge, looking thoughtful and rather paly
beneath the rough tan of his old skin.
The pguv’nor knew by this time that
something was jolly wrong with the place,
Howard Freeman and his lodge-keepér
had seen the unnameable night marauder-,
and they had hoth been cheascd by it.

This was a cheerful outlook, I thought.

After we had walked up the drive some
distance, Freeman halted. |

**This 15 the spot, Mr. Lee,” he said
quietly. -

Ho meant the spot where his father had
been found, of course. We looked round us
carcfully, and with interest. But the thi¢l:
trces grew closely on both sides of the
drive, and everything was as dry as dust.
There had been no rain for over ten day-,
and only a fow showers, which certainl:;
had-not_penetrated to this protected xpot.

The guv'nor did. not. stay Jong. in th-
drive, After having looked at the trec, .
upon which Freeman stated he had seen
the ** thing,”” we continued our walk to tho
house. My word ! It was like coming out
of & world of gloom to- emerge from the
drive into the elear, bright evening <un-
higslit, I S :

Yet, during the heat. of the day that
wonderful avenue of trees afforded tho
most delightful shade. T'reeman said that
it was alwayy cool in the drive, even on the
most baking day. But I reckoned that the
delights of the place were rather out-
balanced by the sinister danger which
lurked among its depth. For at night, it
seemed, the glovious avenue was o place of
death. . .

What could it all yjnean ¢ T couldn’t help
thinking of old Melrose’s story. Why had
his lamp gone out 2 What was the un-
pleasant nif which had come to his
nostrils? What was the thing he had secn
—tho thing which seemmed to grow to
cnormous size as he watched it, and which
filod the whole spacc of the drive.”

L felt like questioning.the guv'nor, but
I knew that he wouldn’t like me to. When
there -was nothing- definite to work upon,
and no positive facts known, Nelson Lco
did not care to be bothered by questions.

And, after all, what could he tell me ?

I'm not a superstitious idiot, but I must
confe=s that I felt o bit groggy inside whilo
the drive. And I'» not a
funk, either. DBut when you’re face to face
with  =omething unknown—something
my=terious—your giddy courage sceins to
ooze out of your finger-tips, and leaves you
ax limp as a rag. a

Of course, I wasn’t Jike this at present.

But it the cuv'nor and T kept anight vigil -
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well, I wondered what colour my hair would
be in the morning !

It was fairly late by the time we'd had
& look round the grounds and had gone
indoors. The evening was glorious, and not
a breath of wind stirred. Away in the west
the sky was red and as clear ay crystal. |
Not a sign of rain, and with every promise
of furthor swoltering days.

In spitc of the heat, I'd got a pretty good
twist on me, and I wondered when dinner
would b~ served. We'd had an early tea
m Bristol before starting out. It had only
been a snack, howeover, and now I was
feeling absolutely fit for something big and
substantial and satisfying.

Dinner, as it proved, was served at
about mine o'clock, an hour later than
usual, Frceman explained. owing to the
exceptional circumstances. The dining-hall
of tho Manor Houso wag a statcly apart-
meut, with polished oak beams crossing the
ceiling. Th+ wholc place was modernisid,
though, and the work had b-'‘en done well.
But, to tell tho honrst truth—I'm a very
truthful chap—I was a heap ore inter-
ested in the grub than anything clse.

There was plenty of grub, thank good-|
ness, and il was all good grub. The dinner
which was served, in fact, was absolutely
Al. Tho table, long and well-filled,
glittered with shining cutlery and silver
plate. Oveorhead there werc threo sprays
of electric lights, and they cast a brilliant
glow downwards.

Elcetrie light, you say ! Impossible, in a]
little country place like Thirtle ! But that's
Just where I say “ Rats!” Because thero
was cleetric juice all over the blessed
Manor Housc—in every giddy cupboard
even., :

Old Howard Ireeman had been a go-
ahead johnny, I can tell you. He'd had a
whacking groat dynamo, or motor-
generator, or whatever it's called, installed
in an outbuilding. This was driven by an

oil-engine, and tho rvsult was—juice.
Juice all over the house, just like Kensing-
ton. From the dining-room window the
hum of the dynamo could just b« heard.

Freeman sat at the head of the table,
and the guv'nor and I opposite one another,
Thn biz window was wide open, and the
blind right up—therc weren’t any rotten
lighting restrictions then. thank goodness !
A chap conld leave his window-blind up
without beiug spotted by o ** speeial  and
accusced of buing a Gernan spy.

I had just oot to that stage when one
feels comfortabl ; when the grub, however
good it ig, do-sn't 8. em to appeal to you
any longer. Diuner, in fact, was nearly
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over. We'd lingered rathcr long over it.
Nel-on Lee and Freeman talking on all
manner of subjects.

And then, at that stage, somothing
happened, something which was rather
starthing and certainly unexpected.

Durmg a momentary lull in the conver-
sation we all heard the frightened snort of &
horso. We pricked up our ears, so to «peak,
and sat rigid, our eycs turned towards the
window. Outside ® was pitch dark, and
as still as night on the desert.

Clearly, thero caine the sound of & man's
hoarse shout, and then a sudden splintering
crash. We were all on our feet by this
time, and we rushed to the window.
Upon the night air there aroso a terrified
scream—in & girl's voice ! And then came
I‘ll{l‘n. g footstepa.

y James ! That sounds like Conmie '
gaspcd Freeman amazedly.

Hv tumbled through the window, and
we followed. And, out on the terrace. we
almost ran into a slight figure which camo
rushing up.

“Who's that 7" cried Freeman sharply.

*“ Oh, Howard—Howard ! Save o !
exclaimod a frightened voice.

The next moment a girl had thrown her-
self into Howard's anms. Unfortunately,
I wasn’t on hand at the mame<nt, or =he
might have thrown herself into mine,
Without losing a second, we all ha~tencd
indoors. In the big lounge-hall there wax
plenty of light, and Nelson Lee switched on
even more.

In Freeman's arms there was a girl of
about eighteen. Not what you'd call a
flapper; she was a bit too old for that,
because her hair was up. But she was
a jolly stunning girl, I could see, even
though she was scared out of her witx,
As pretty as a picture—and I'm a bit of a
judge of feminine beauty.

*Oh, Howard !’ she panted.
such a terrible accident !”’

‘“What happened, little girl ?™° de-
manded the owner of the Manor House.
‘““ And why are you here ? I thought you
were remaining in London, Connie, with
aunt ? You didn't wire that you were
coming.”’

The girl sank into a chair.

““No, I m:n* to surprise you, Howard,"

“ Such—

she replied woakly.  “ Oh, what has
happened ? 7

‘That’s what I want to know.”

““I—I was going to hire a trap in the

village—at the station,’’ she said, looking
at the guv'nor and I rather shyly- ~he'd
just noticcd wo were present, and we wore
strangers to her, of course, ‘' But 1 nwt
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Bateg at the station—ho’d
]m.rcel‘, I think.”

“I know—1 sent hin,'' =ail Howard
Freanan.

““ITt, was fortunate, wasn't it *° asked
tomie.  “ Tt was all right until we were
cosning up the drive, and—and then the
horso suddenly stopped and becamo ever
< frightened. OQh, over so frightened,
Howard ! We couldn’t see anything, but
Jutes jumped down, and I followed him.”

“ Well—well 17

“Xdon’t know nmwuch more,” fultered the
uirl, her eheeks very pale, and her eyvos
~hining with atrange fright. ‘‘ But the
horse suddenly bolted clean away, and

and J heard the trap smarh to hits in
the trees, X ran for all 1 wax worth, and
then I saw youn.” _

“ Why did you seream ?2 What were yon
frightened of ? :

“I—1T don’t know,”
man smply,

gono o fotelh w

sald Conunie Free.-
“I was just scared !’ '

-

CHAPTER I1IL
IN WIICH I RUSH TO BRISTOL, AND THE
GUV'XOR MAKES A GRAVE STATEMENT —
AND IN WHICH WE SALLY OUT TOR A
NIGHT INVESTIGATION, ENCOUNTER A
PURKING OBJECT, AND CHASE IT THROUCHK
T2 TREES TOR QUITE A CONSIDERABLE
DISTANCE,
! OWARD FREEMAN scemed rather
H impatient. He pulled at his sister’s
arm, and dragged her to her ieet.
I don’t suppos: he’d have been so
anrupt if she’d been some body else’s sister.

" You were just scarcd !’ he repeated.
" That’s not vory clear, Connie.”

**Oh, do stop talking, Howard ! she
exclaimed anxiously. ‘* There’'s Batcs out
on the drive ! He didn’t follow me, did he ¢
Some thing’s happened to him—som«:thing
awful, I know !"”

“ By Jove ! I'd forgotten Batcs! "

“ Nipper and I will go!” exclaimed the
guv'nor briskly. ‘I thought, from Misse
Frceman’s ranurks, that Bates was with
the horse. But we had hettor see what hax
taken place.”

Nclson Lee strode out of the hall into the
summer’s night. And I followed him,
although I wa=z just telling mysclf what a
really ripping girl Connie was. This was an
wnexpected pleasure.  Life at the Manor
House would bo ever so ynuch butter with
such a channing dams-1 on the premisc=.

Tho guv’nor and [ plunged into the drive.
Out in the open it had been dark, for there

J

“of any hair seemed to bristlo,

1 unexplained.
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was no mntoon, end the sturs wore a bhit
misty. But under the canopy of trees in
the drive the darkness was Btygian—if
that’s the right word.

Nelson Lece, however, switched on his
powerful electric torch, and I knew that his
right hand was hovering near his auto-
matic. What was it which had frightened
the horse ? The night was perfectly still,
’0 o piece of paper couldn’t have bhlown
across tho drive. Besides, horsex don't
usunally take fright at a fluttering piece of
paper. There was something else--some.
thing cerious, I told myself.

The guv’'nor suddenly gavo a ery and ran
forward. .

Bates, the groom, was lying jusl against
tho trees;still and silent. He was huddled
up In a queer attitude, and something
seemed to jump in my throat. I half
looked over my shoulder into the blackness
behind me. , |

My very skin was tingling, and the roots
Yet I wasn't
a bit frightened. It was simply the know-
ledge that there was som~thing mysterious
here, something almost uncanny and
And the Unknown always
makes a chap feel helpless and shaky.

The trees on this side of the drive, at this
particular spot, were fairly far apart, and
the horse had cvidently swerved aside.
For,. against the chestnuts, about twenty
yards in the park itself, I saw the trap,
smashed and wrecked. The horse had
bolted clean away. .

Nelson Lee was hending dver the une
fortunato Bates.

“Is—is he dead, guv'nor ?’ I asxked
huskily.

““Help me to earry him to the house,
young ’un,’ said the detective sharply.
**No, he is not dead. But there is some-
thing amazing here. Look at his com-
plexion, lad—Ilook at his eycs. Bates is
suffering froin blood-poisoning ! ”

“Great Scott ! T gasped. *“ Just like
the old man ! This proves »

‘“ It proves nothing,” s:id tho
*“ (‘ome, take hold of his feet !”

We carried the unfortunate groom up
the drive to the house. It was a stift job,
I cun tell you, even wrth two of us. Carry-
lng an inanimate humon body is & hecap
harder than it sounds.

I eouldn’t help fccling as though scnre-
thing was about-to spring out at me froi
aivong the trees. DBut 'we arrvived at the
house without having s: en or heard a thing.
And Bates was taken straight into a sinall
reception-roem and laid upon a couclh.
Here, I.ce made a carciul exan.imation.

guv nor.
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There was a wound upon Bates's left I didn’t think of “ Elcnwntel- " and
Wl‘l:i:.t-»-—not much of a wou!}d, either. The {their kindred brethren— ghost~. ax'[ shot
guv nor svemcd puzzled by it, and Freeman |down the drive., I wax too Jolly busy, und
declared 1t was nothing like the little |there wasn't time. T just streaked pa.«'t the
puncturc which had becen found on his [trees, and arrived at the gatex in time td
father’s arm. This wound was big—

evidently a bite. -

“ Yes, it’s blood-poisoning,” said Nelson | lights.

Loo gravely. “ Fortunately, I have made
a very carcful study of poisons.

I do not }jcatch 1t.

find old Melroso, hobbling out of his lodge
attracted, presumably, hy the bright

Ho yelled out something, but I didn't
Inquiring what ‘the cra<h hadl

think there is & known poison which has | been, I xupposed. Once out upon the road,

not come under my notice. And it happons
that I have my medicine-chest with me.
I can administer an antidote which will
save Bates's lifo."

“Thank goodness!"”
fervently.

* Nipper, run upst,a,irs and feteh
Phew {” the guv'nor broke off,
whistled.

“ What’s wrong ?”’ asked our host.

“Is your motor-car in ‘going order ? "
rap‘ped out Nelson Lee.

" Yes. The puncture was repaired

*““Good ! Nipper, rush into Bristol with
all spced,”” went on Lee crisply. *‘ I have

sald Freeinan

"

I let the ’bus rip—ab~olutely went all out.
And she could reach a cool forty-five, ton !
Of course, on bend~ and corners J <low (|
down considerably. But when I saw the
road clear and straight, iy name wa-
S. F. Edge.

I arrived in Bristol like a whirlwind. and

and Ja coupls of bobbisx rcgarded me rather

sternly as I pulled up in front of the hotel.
I hadn’t any time to attend to thom,
though. There little worries didn’t concern
m» at all.

In about two ticks and a <hake of a
lamb’s tail T was outside again, hugging
tho guv'nor’s mcdicine-caxe. It wax only

Just remembercd that mmy medicine-case is{a little affair, and most of the medicines

at the hatel.

By an unfortunate chance I, werc in tabloid form.

Nel:on Lee alwayx

did not bring it here. Fetch it, young 'un— | carted it about with hin: in case of cmergen-

feteh 1t t”
That was enough for me,
1 was off like a shot. Freeman, I could see,

cics ; ajolly fine idea. too.
I left Bristol as T had entered, and I
passcd the two bobbicx again. This timna

was dismayed, and he certainly had good | they stared sternly, and yelled, too. 1

reason to be.

balance, probably, and the antidote was]in a mood to humour them.

not at hand.

Bateg’s life hung in the | belicve they told me to stop, but I wasn't

Bobbic < are

too jolly curious for my liking. They

Talk about speed ! I've driven a motor-{ wanted to know my name, I suppose.
car a good bit, on and off, but I don’t think | Like their blcssed cheek !

I cever buzzod so much as I did on that
journey.

Freceman rushed round with me to the ] because I knew the road better.

If anything, the return journey wax
quicker than the run out. This was
The car

garage, the guv'nor having told him that| ran without a hitch, without a mis-fire.

L could bo trusted perfectly with the car.} It was as dark as
The young man had thought of accompany -] hot and still.

pitch, but the air was
It was one of those quiet,

ing me—driving, ig fact—but that wouldn’t | sultry summer night~ when people feel

have done. Speed was required.

We got the car out. It was a two-seater,
and pretty powerful. There were two
terrific head-lomps, and they cast a double
beam of light ahead whi*h would have
made Eddystone feel kind of subdued and

small. Thero boing no lighting restrictions, |

as I incentioned before, it was not necessary
to go about the country with a light which
any ordinary humble candle could have
surpasscd with perfeet ease.

Frocinan saw me off, and saw, too, that
I could handle the car perfectly. This isn’t
swank—it's just fact. I always was a bit
of a nut at handling motor-cars. I knew
exactly how to control it, too, because I'd
nsed ane of that make h.-fore,

luzy and indolent.

At last I spotted the lodge, and T turmed
in sharply and smartly. Up the drive like
a streak, and I pulled up outside the front
door. As I scrambled out of the driving-
seat the door opvned, and a bright shaft of
licht shot out. Howard Freeman was there.

“ You're not back !’ he gasped.

“ Oh, no, not at all ! "’ I said. wiping the
dust from my face. ‘‘This ix my ghost,
Mr. Freeman, and this 1s the ghost of the
me ®icine-casc, Haven't been long, have
I? Your car is a scorcher!”

“Well, I''/n hanged ! You're a marve] ! "
declared Freeman. * Good thing you went.
alone ! I shouldn't have done the double
inirnev in the time,”
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““ That's why the guv'nor told me to go,”
I said.sweetly.

But it was silly
time. I hurried in, and Nelson Lee took
the medicine-case from me without a
comment. He scemcd to think it quite
nntural that I should retumn in such a short
time. That’s the worst of the guv'nor;
he’s always go jolly cool. Never shows

surgrise. . .

Well, he applied an antidote. I don’t
know what it was, because I was having a
wath. But when I came down Nelson Lcece
was talking to Frceman and his sister.
They were all looking rather serious.

* Thank’s to Nipper’s wonderful prompt-
ne sy, I believe the man’s life will be saved,”
the guv’nor was saying. “If I had only
had the antidote handy half an hour ago,
T don’t suppose Batcs would have sufifered.
H: would have been about as usual $o-
me.srow.  As it is, the poison has entered
hix blood s¢ riously.”

“Is he in danger, Mr. Lee 7?7 asked
C‘onalc—who, of course, had been intro-
duced,

“*Porhaps I had brtter say
danger is grave,” r plied Lee.
will be unconscious all to-night and
probably part of to-morrow. When he
recovers his senscs, I shall be better able
to make a dcfinite statement.”

“PDon’t you think we ought to send for
D:. Wharton ¥’ asked Connie anxiously.

“It is rcally unnecessary,” was the
guv'nor’s reply. ‘The doctor would be
unablo to improve upon my methods.
Without hoasting, I think I can say that
I know more of poisons and their treatment
than tho awcrage country practitioner.
1{ Bates shows signs of a fatal rvelapse, then
havo the-doctor by all means. But I think
L shall pull hiin through all right. He is
hetter alrcady.”

““We will trust to you, Mr. Lec,” caid
Frecman, “Don’t you worry your little
head, Connie, DBates will get well,”

“But what happened to him ? " a<ked
the irl perplexedly.

“ Yes,
by ? I put in, ‘“What is the poison ?
You've recognised it, of eourse, elsc you
couldn’t have appli-d an antidote.”

Nelson Lee nodded.

“Yen, Nipper, I have recogniccil the
poison,” he said-slowly.

We were standing in the dining-rgom,
and the electric lights shone fully upon the
guv'nor’s face, It was set and grave, and
quite immobile, He didn't hetray any
of hiz thonghts,

that the

to stand there, wasting |

‘“ Bates |

guv’'nor, what was he poioned

|
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Freeman curiously.
mean 77

“1 prefer not to say.”

“Oh!' Why not1?”
“Do tell us!™

Nelson Lee smiled, and shook his head.
- ""At prcsent I do not feel justified in
making any statement,”” hc exclaimed
smoothly. *““I am sorry, Miss Frccman,
but you must forgive me. Th: wholc thing
18 so extraordinary—my conc lusions are ro
amazing and startling—that I rcally cannot
voice what is in my mind. I would do -0
willingly if T had some conercte ¢ vidence
inmy hands. ButI have nothing—nothing
at all! When that ¢vidence is obtained,
I will be quite frank.”

“Then—then 15 really awful 2" acked
the girl with big  y.s.

“ Plcase do not pursue the subjcet,” was
all Nelson Lee replicd,

And so it was gropped, but we were all
2 trcmendous lot more curious than cver,
After a bit the guvnor took Frceman
aside. I was necar by, und I heard what
he said to our host.

" Look here, Freeman, your sister came
unexpectedly, didn’t she 777 said  Lee.
“ Well, 1it’s rather a pity she came, for I
fear therc 18 sinister work afoot. She
cannot be sent away, but you must kecp
her indoors.”’
| *“You can rely on me,” declared Fr-c.
man promptly. *‘ Connie <ha’'n’t go out—
JI’ll see to that. Not that she’d care, any-
how.” '

“ Watch over her carefully,” urged the
guv’'nor. ‘‘ And take care of yoursclf, my
dear fellow. 1 advite you to remain
indcors,too. No, I sha’n’t go into reason=.
Just take heed of my words.”

“T'll cart her off to the billiard-room,”
said Freeman. “A gamo will keep her
busy until bed-time, and she’ll eool down
a bit, perhaps. She’s an excitable little
beggar, and she’s all @pside down now.,
Perhaps you'll come, too 1" |

Nelson Lee shook his head.

~‘““No. Nipper and I are going out,” he
replied. ** We are going to make a little
investigation. Don’t he alarmed—we shall
look after ourselves all right. I don’t
suppose we shall be more than half an
hour. You take Miss Frceman into the
billiard-room, as you proposcd. It is an
excellent idea.”

Freeman walked over to his sister. Liko
his nervo to call her an “ excitable little
be‘ggar 17 Just as if he’d hcen talking of
a boy. But brothers are always incapable
of meeing their sisters' hcanty and daintiness,

I

“The PO 1son ,

asked Connic,

|

|

‘“ And what is it, Mr. Lee 27 inguired | I though Connie was =imply ripping. One
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of the sweetest girls Td ever met. I was
rather disnppoir&bd at not going to the
billiard-room, to

On the whole, though, it was better to
go with the guv'nor, I'd be able to enjoy
ConniY’s company on the morrow, in the
full daylight. So far as I eould &ce, this

L]

o

1

The lawn we had emerged upon faced
the dining-roomn, and thix side of the
houso wasr usually brilliantly lit up, as
now. For the billiard room was there,
too. On the other side of the house wax
the room which had been the dead man’s
library, and a big conservatory partiaHy

danger which threatened the Manor Houso | hid the out-buikiing in which the ¢l etric

was only in evidence at night.

Nclson Leo grabbed hold of iy armn as I
was looking at Connie, and pulled ine to
the open window. Then he jerked  my
face round.

“You'll be able to admire Miss Froc-
man to-mortrow, joung ’'un,” ho said
eaxily,

I belicved T blushed.

“ I—I wasn’t looking."

“Well, never miad that, you young
rascal,”” went on the guv’'nor. *‘ Thero's
work to ba done. Have you got your
clectric torch ? Is it in good order ? "

* Yes—to both qucstions, sir,”’ I roplied.

“ Your rovolv.r ?”

*“In my hip-pocket.”

““Good !
Nipper.
anvthing ; but wo might. And it 1is
nceessery for us to bo absolutrly on the
alert, and for us to bs prcpared for any
emerg -ney.”’

I looked at him curiously.

“What's the danger, guv'nor?” I
ask~d. ’
““I only hopc you will not encounter

““No, Nippcr,
For

it,”” ho replicd gravely.
I am not going to enlighton you.

T ————————

| where in the distance,

juice plant was installed. Nearly always
this part of the house wa< in darkyesx,
and the trees of the park were fairly close
to th. housc.

Nclson Lee and I struck off into the
drive, and T wnust adinit that I felt a littla
thrill run through me as we plunged into
th inky darkness of that grim avenue.
But with the guv'nor bheside jne 1t waz
astonishing how confident I felt. Nelson
Loc absolut: ly inspires a chap with con-
fidence. com: how.

““What are we going to look for,
guv'nor ? ' I whisps red.
“Hush! Talk ax little Az pos«ible,

Nipper,” commanded the detective. ** We
aro ot looking for anything —wa are

We'ro going out into the park, | just making an exainination. It is my
I dov’t suppos: we shall find | intention to examine the spot where the

trap ovi.rturned—or, rather, the =pot
whera poor Batex was found.”

I didn't make any further inquiries,
Wo walked on softly, our fect making
no noise upon the grass which bordercd
the drive. I heard an owl hooting zome-
and all rorts ot
ink cte were lively near at hand.

Under ordinary circumstances | ~hould

thoroughly have enjoyved that walk.,  But

ono thing, I may be quite wrong in my |a fellow can’t feel very comfortable when

surmisr—and that would
needl ssly—and, - for anothcr
ghall be with you,
wo shall encounter it togcther.”

alarm  you | there's an uncanny feeling of danger in
thing, I|the air.
If ther is any dangoer ] threatened us ?

the which

What was thing

What was it which had =0 scarcd old

It was rotten, of course, but what could } Mclrose ?

Ido? .

What was it which had attacked Batex

1 couldn't make the guv'nor t-ll me |after the horse had bolted ?

what was in his mind—the Prime Minister
couldn’t. But Nelson Lce was
and amazed,” he said. Thire was some-
thing jolly wrong somewhere ; that was
evidrnt. |

It was lato now, and the park was dark
and tremendously silent.
of wind stirred tho leaves.

sky was sort of misty, and the stars were | for & moment.
It was a sultry, thundery | his torch, Nelson Leec stepped between

almost hidden.
kind of night.
We walked across the well-kept lawn,
striking off towards the drive. There
were big lawns on both sides of the house.
In the front of the building thero was a

startled | explanation.

I couldn't possibly think of any likely
It wasx a bafflimg imnystery
to m~. Yet, froon what the guv'nor
had «aid, I had an idea that he wasn't in

such a fog as 1.
Arriving at the spot where the horse

ot a breath | had taken fright—about three hundred
Overhead the | yards down the drive—we came to a halt

Then, without flashing

the trcex and inade for the spot whem
the trap had overturned ; or, to bhe exact,
where the trap had been caught between
a couplo of trees and badly smashed.

I was just about to whixper somethimg

wide expanse of gravel, narrowing to the { wien I received an unholy start.

drive,

All of a sudden there was a erackling
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»f twiga quite near at hand, and I actually
ielt my hair rise on end. Instinctively
my hand scooted round to my hip-pocket,
and the next second my automatic was
in my fist.

** Look out, guv'nor !’ I gasped.

But there was no need for us to look
out. For it struck me with a certain
feeling of amaz ment that the unknown
thing we had disturb.d was making away
Irom us, and not coming to the attack.
Weo heard the twigs crackling in the heart
of the belt of troes.

« ‘“ After it, Nipper!” rapped out Lce
sharply.

I wag excitrd now, and wo both pelted
forward for all we woero worth., Lee was
using his torch now, and wuv mado ~plendid
progn s8.  But for that torch we should
not have bheer.abl: to procced very quickly,
for tho trees gr w thickly and there were
nasty prickly bushes all over the place.

Usxing the light, however, we dodged
'ein, pausing now and again to lister:
Always ahead, wo could hear the crackling
of twigs: the thing was keeping its3
distance, at all evuents.

Nvlson Lee put on a spurt, and T wasn’t
to be outdone. 1 kcpt up with him with
it hit of an (flort, for the guv'nor’s a mar-
vellous runncr, and his knowledgo of
wooderaft would surprise a Zulu.

H: was following the track of the
fugitivo wunerringly. The strong light
from the torch cl-arly showid the torn
an'd broken bushes and trampled grass.
Th~ trail, being absolut. ly smoking hot,
as 1t wore, was quit- ¢l ar.

Pausing again w . heard nothing.
“Tho rotten thing’s got away!”
gaspd. '

“I don’t think so, Nipper—I don’t
think so!” exelaimed Lee tonsely.

Ho started forward as he spoke. It
happened that I had pausrd and bent
down to fish out a prickly lump of twig
from my shoo. Tt had bren giving me
what-ho for soms littlo time. So when
I start .d forward again Nelson Leco was
about twinty yards ah ad of me.

This state of affairs wouldn’t do at all,
and so I put on a two hundr: d hors~-power
burst of spoed. But I think the guv’nor
must have put on a five hundred horse.-
pow.r burst of specd, because 1 couldn’t
catch him up.

I could see his light shining between the
traes.  Suddenly it camo to a stop, and
remained steady. Th n, as I came plung-
ing up, [ heard Nelson Lee give vent to a
breathl ss laugh. '

And thero hetistood shining his electrie

I

\

i
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terch full upon & roughly ,attired man
who was palpably and obviously nothing
more nor less than a common or garden
poacher! We'd been running like ths
very dickens after some confounded locul
character who was simply out for a night's
spree. ,

After expecting somcthing absolutely
starthing, this was scarccly to be borne
calmly. I was nqot only disgustcd; I
was simply fed-up to tho neck, and glared
at the poor chap as though he’d done mo
a personal injury.

— S——

CHAPTER 1V,

IN WHICH MR. EDWARD BECKETT RELATES

AN INTRRESTING STORY . CONCERNING
A STRANGE FURRY, MIS-SHAPEN OBJECT.
AND IN WHICH I EWNCOUNTER THE

ABOVE-MENTIONED OBJECT, WITH
PRISING RESULTS.

S a mattr of absoluto fact, the

A poacher gentleman had done me o

pcreonal injury ; for my 1 gs w: ro

scratchcd, and my hwnds wore

tom. And all because the guv’nor and 1

had thought that we were on the track of
som¢ thing int- n sting.

The man was quite breathless, and had
cought she It r br neath a thick bush. He¢'d
probably thought that wc should dash
past him. Which only proved that ho
didn’t know N. Ison Lee. |

* Come, my man, who ar~ you, and what
are you doing in this park ?” asked tho
detective stirnly. I fully unddrstond
why you lcd us such a chas: —you naturally
did not want to be capturcd. But we do
not intend to harm you.”

The fellow look:d quite frightened. I
wasn’t surpriscd at that, for he couldn’t seo
us at ail, although he was as ¢l arly visible
as though it wire broad daylight. This
was beccause we both concentrated our
torchcs upon his cowcring figur. ; whilo
we, of course, w- re obscur.d from him by
the glare in his eycs.

He was a man of about forty-five, I
should judge, with a scrubby chin and »
good-natur d cast of expr ssion. His
eyes gleamed like thoso of a frightened
rabbit, and his brcath came and went in
2asPps.

““You—you ain’t Mr. Frceman?’ ho
growl d at last. .

““No, I am a frirnd who is staying with
Mr. Fr cman,” repli d Lie.  * But t« 11 me,
my man, what you w. = doing in this park ?
If you givo m: a satisfactory explanation,

=9

T will let you go.

SUR-






“ vou know what I was a-doin’, sir
roplied the man sullenly. * After a frw
embhbita, that's all. You aim’'t goin’' to
charge ma for that, are y'r? You ain’t
@oin' to lock m» up and fetch the police

“My goml frllow, that would b~ tno
much trouble altogether,” int rjected the

uv'nor pliasantly. ‘' You w r' doing a

ittlo poaching. ¢h * Well, the r-'x nothing
";:rtirulnﬁy criminal in that. You needu’t
afraid of m: on that acore.”

“You aim't goin' to give m» away,
guv'nor ? "’

“ Ot course not. A3 a matt. r of fact,
my f{ricnd and I wore under the impe. ssion
I.that wo were chating something quite
diflerent. Wo w.re not aft. r you at all,
iy fricnd. 80 you needn’t be alarmned.”

“Wot was you after " anked the fellow
- quickly,

" Really, I do not see how that conc: rms

Ot .
Yo My name's Ned Beckett, sir,” wont
on the man, riking to his feot. It ain't
often T playa thi sorter game, but T like a
bit of fun oneo in & way."

“Profitable fun, eh " auggestcd the
gus nor.  * Well, it's not for me to inform
ngaanst you, Mr. Beckett, I don’t sup-
pos M. Feeannn would be haed on you in
wny cave,  You can go your way now, but
I satureally inxikt upon your lvaving this
'hrup'-rty. To tll you the trath, you will

v wis r to do wo."

Nod Beckett seemed ateangely uneasy.

* Why, what'a wrong with the property,
sir Y ho askerd. ‘' And wot was you a-
chaun’ just now -I m-an, whot did you
think you was a-chaxin' ?"

Nelon Lee did not roply for & mom- nt,
and the fellow w nt on.

** You sail an how this park wasn't safel? ™
he asked. * Lenstways, you said as how
T should be wis~ to leave it. I r.ckon
yvouwee right, sir. Thon's things among
these ‘ore trees wot comunon men don't
know of, Th'n's—dangee'” .

Nolson Love and I looked at one another
curiously. What did this ;nan know ?

“What do you mean—danger?” I
twxked bluntly.

*That's wot T sea,’” replisd Ned Beckett.
** 1 was lyin' in that old thicket, real scared.
winn I ‘earnd you gents. Lummy! I
thought as ‘ow it was—— Any'ow, I
hookod §¢." v

“Yon thought it was what ' asked
Nebion Lee. ™ Coine, Bockett, don't beat
abiout the bush. What havo you seen in
this wood ! It appears that wo have bcen

at crow purposes. :We thought wo wero
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chasing—something else, and you thought

you wcre being chased by —something
clse.”

* That'< It, sir, ezackly.”

“ Well, spcak out, my man.”

N+d Beekett could sece his ¢questioners
now, brcause I hddd my torch sideways,
And he saw that we w. v two highly re-
speetable-looking individuals, and not at
all fiearome.  And the Jpoache r's confidence
returned to him.

“You'll Ie t me go

“ Certninly.,
Mr. B ckett.”
© " An’ you won’t let on to the p'lice as
you found m» ’epe —="

“Tut-tut! Of course, we won't ! said
Lo impaticntly,

" Right you arc, guv'nor, I takes vour
word —you look a decent sort.” said the
poacher frankly. ‘' I've been right scar.d
to-night, and glad I'll be to git outer this
plantation--wi'out your orders. I've—
scen thimgs”™ '

Y Yeu

“Things as wasn't ‘uman,” waid Mr.
B:cke tt grimly. ‘L. astwoays, one thing.
One’s enough for m~, toa. It was about
an hour ago, sir. I was lyin’ in cowvcr,
Bctt‘in' som: nets readdy, when 1 « emed to
enr some thing comin’® towards me.”

_ ;‘ My hat ! I cjaculat-d. ** What waa
it '

“ Hush, Nippr. Lt Beckett t-ll his
own story,” said the guv'nor g ntly.

I could t Il that Nelson Leo was creatly
excitcd inwardly. 1 knew the signs. No-
bocly could te Il that he wan excited, be causo
he never displaycd any « motion. But he
was fairly cag: r to hear the poacher’s yam.’
But his gentleness and smoothness of
voice gavh me tho tip. The guv'nor was
pleased, too.

“I 'card rom¢thing comin' towards
me,” rpeated Bockctl. I thought it
was one of the Manor Houve servants, o'
coursc. 8o I lay low, and waited. It wad
dark, o' course, but I'd bin out for a
couple of hours, and my cyvs was us:d to
the gloom. 1've got good cyes, sir.”

‘1 don’t doubt you, Beekett.”

‘“ No, sir. Well, I was lyin’ low when
J sdw something como between two of the
trecs. I saw dinctly as ’'ow it was—
difforent. It w. ren't 'uman, sir, I'll stake
my life on it. And it wercn’t no ordinary
animal, neither.”

“ What was the thing:like, then ? "

** No higher than a man, sir. but thick—
terribly thick, and I couldn’t sce na par-
ticulur shape. It was just like a big blob
o' shapelessness,” said Ned Beckett. look-

? " he asked gruoffly.
We have no use for you,
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ing over his shoulder nervously. 1Tt
fair 1makes mo crucp to think of it! An’
there was ’air all over it.”

‘“Hair 7” I askded.

“Wdll, fur” npli'd the poacher. ‘“ So

it scemed—fur. It was covercd wi’ fur all
ov(r, an’ ita ’ead was nigh as big as its
body. Ita ’ead was a t. rrible =ize. Tt
weren't no Henglish hanimal, that Il
sw.:ar."

“Did you see this distinctly 1 asked
Nelson Loe,

“Thirc wa3 a hit of a clearin’ ther-,
sir,” nplid the man. * This—this ’erc
thing crossed it, and went between the
tn (2 on the other side. I saw it as distinct
as thn darkness would let me. Anyhow,
I'll swear to the shape and the fur. 1
couldn’t sce no face.”

“ Shapcless—head of abnormal rize—

furry ! ” murmurcd Nelson Lee. ** Dear
mo ! This js extraordinary!. Aro you
positive of all this, B.ckett ? You—pardon

iny frankncss—you haven't been dzink-
ing ? 7 o

“Not a drop, governor,” said Beckett,
with a forced grin. I can drink my
quart wi’ the best man, but not when P'm
out on u job liko this ’ere. I ’aven’t
touched a mug since this momin’. An’
I'ma real positive, sir, That thero thing I
see was cnough to scare a hangel !

Th ro was a short silence. I could see
that Nulson Leoe was plainly puzzled. He
was no longer excited. A =light frown
upon his brow told me that Bcckett's
story did not tally with his own theory.
Th.re was som thing wrong somowh: re.

‘““ An’ you thought you was chasin’ this
self-same inonster, sir ? " asked the poacher
curiously.

““Yes,” replied Lee. ‘‘ We certainly
did not think wo w.re on the track of a
m: re commonplace poacher. You'd better
get away while you arv safe, Beckett. And
I shouldn’t advise you to poach on this
property agein.” .

“ Never agin, sir—an' that’s gorspel !
declared Beckett. -

“You have told me everything you
know ? "

“Yeas, sir.”

“ I presume you have beon here before?”

The man grinned.

‘““ Tuanes enough, sir.”’

‘“And have you never scen anything
wnusual before ¥’

*.Never once, yir.”

“Very wo il You'd better take your-
sell off, Beckett. (et out of this wood by
the shortest cut—and go carcfully.”

The fellow imuttercd a ‘* good-night,
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gents,” and th:n disuppeared into the
trees. He was obviouslty pl ased to pet
oft so easily. I stood looking at Nelson
Lee in sik nce.

“But we wero not rhusing this extra-
ordinary monster, Nipp v’ murmnred
the guv’nor. ‘' Iam puzzl d—I admritit.”

“ What are we aftr, thn?” I d-.
manded. ““ Look hre, sir, it’s rott:n of
you to kcep me in the dark. Be a sport
and t Il ms what you’ve got in your nodd!..
Was it this furry thing which frighte nod
the horsc—and which bit Batca ? ™

“1 don’t know, Nipp r.” rplicd the
detective. “To be frank, I am com-
plctely at a loss. And as for t lling yon
of my suspicions, T shall certainly not do
s0 at this junctur. My thiory has rc-
c:ived a jar—a naaty jar.”

“Pcrhaps  Bickett was spinning o
yam ? 7 I suggrsted,

““No; he has suen somv thing strange.
Hix nagination may have carri d him a
little beyond the actual truth, but he wa-
sincere enough,” repli d the guv'nor. ‘I
knaw when a man is lying toin. B cke tt
was scared out of his wits—and he i3 a man,
I should judge, who is afraid of nothing
human.”

I scratched my head.

“Furry, with a big head, and without
any particuler shape ! I said. * 8oundz
like a conundrum, docsn’t it, sir? Ry
jupiter—a gorilla ! That’s it, for a quid '
A gorilla or an orung-outang——"

* No, no, Nipp«r!”’ smapp d Nt lron Lee
impatiently. * Nothing of the sort!”

I came to o stop, abashed and literally
squeshed. ‘

“ I thought ’d got it, sir,” I said mneekly.

“My dear lad, I didn't mean to be
snappy,’ said the guv’nor kindly. ‘' Ycu
are doing your best, I know. ut I was
thinking, and jyour suggestion sounded
rather absurd to me. A gorilla, you say ?
Have you ever heard of a gorilla with a
head half as large as its body ? It would
be the oppoeite, if anything; I mcan, a
gorilla’s head is small in comparison to
its hody.”’

** But this might be a different sort,” I
suggested lame ly. *

Nelson Lee chuckled. -

‘*“ No, young 'un. You are on the wrong
track. QCorilla’s don’t poison the ir victims,
do they?! Old Howard Frneman was
found dead upon the drive—poizoned,”
he said quictly. ‘‘Remembecr that.
There wae & tiny puncture upon his arm
—remember that also. Did a gonlla
inflict that poison puncture 1"

¢ .\'o-—o,'I) suppose not,” L exclaimed.
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“Of courdse not. And Bates—what of
Bate: ' His caxe was totally different,”
woent on Loe. ‘“ That is what makes this
case so complox. The groom was bitten,
Nipper, clearly bitten—but not by a
gorilla. And there is Mclrose’s story to
bear 1o mind, too.”

“Oh, crumbs,! I'm getting fogged

“1 don’t blame you, young ’'un. But
we shall clear the fog away sooner or later,
I am sure. And now we had bettcr get
back. I think we'll abandon our original
idea of examining the ground where Bates
fell. We’'ll leave it until the morning. I
s glad, however, that we came to-night,
for, if wo had remained indoors, we should
have inissed Beckett’'s romarkable story.

Wo startod back, Lee going on ahead. T
think I should havo preferrcd to be ahead,
but I didn’t suggest it. I had a feeling
that something big and furry was going
to spring out upon me from hchind, and for
the life of me I couldn’t prevent mysclf
glancing back every moment or so.

It was & rotten feeling, and I should be
jolly glad when we got indoors. Not that
1I'n. a funk-—1'd like to meet the chap who
pavs I am '—but the mysterious nature
of the whole business had got on my nerves.

’oispn-—a strange monster—and all the
rest of it.  Things didn’t fit at all. It was
liko one of those beastly jig-«<aw puzzles
which won't fit together, ‘End thc more
n chap wrostled with it, the worse 1t be-

came.”’ *

1t inust have been past midnight, now.
I'iny not gur?, hocause [ didn’t look at my
watch., But it felt late to me. And the

air was as hot as ever. I was perspiring
all over from the effect of that chase, and
my clothes weoro sticking to me uncomfort-
ably. A cold bath is what I wanted most.

I promised myseclf a long fizzy drink
wlhicn wo got in. And I remembercd,
incidentally, that I hadn’t had that fizzy
drink which the guv'nor had proposed on
tlhic balcony of the hotcl in Bristol.

That soemed ages ago—yet
carcely nine hours!

It was rather curious that I should have
hoon thinking about a gargle at that par-
tfcular time. I was as thirsty as a salt
tish, and my tongue felt quite dry. And
then I heard a kind of trickle, A tiny
little brooklet, no bigger than a couple of
foet wido, wandercd through the trces.

Nelson Lee stepped over it and con-
tihued his way—thinking, I suppose, that
I was following. I daren’t call to him, for
silence was necessary. We'd both been
walking like cats, to tell the truth.

RutT didn't follow inmediately- —not me!

'H
L]

it was

H

THE NELSON LEE LIBRARY

~ I bent down and scooped up some water
In my two hands and carried it to my
mouth. My word! Didn’t it go down
beautifully, too. A few stray bits of weed
or a few insects may have gone down
beautifully, too. But I couldn’t see, and
I was too jolly thirsty to care.

The water was as cool as ice, and delight.
fully fresh. I had about a pint, and then
decided that I'd delayed long enough.
When I stood up and listencd I couldn’t
hear a sound of Nelson Lee,

I was alone in the wood.

To say that I was nervous wouldn’t be
correct. I wasn’t nervous; but I felt a
wee bit uneasy, and I won’t deny it. Of
course, the guv’'nor was only a few yards
ahead —but thos> yards seemed miles to
me. I should have felt more comfortable
in a Brazilian forest.

I hurried on, and then suddenly paused.

Somshow, I felt—absolutely felt—that
I wasn’t alone !

Looking sharply to the right I thought
I detected something black against a tree.

It was just black, and it moved a bit. I
couldn’t sec any particular shape. Was
it fancy ? My nerves, perhaps Any-

how, I switched on the light, to make sure.
Under the cires, this was permissible.

Even as the bright beam of light shot out
from my torch, a harsh, terrifying snarl
went up into the air. I just caught a
vision of something covercd with fur—
som~thing which it was impossible to
rccognise.  And it was grey—a dirty,
ghastly grey.

Then the torch was torn froin mmy hand,
and everything was dark. I felt my hcart
leap trcinendously, but I had the presence
of irind to lunge out. It was the instinct
of self-preservation, I suppose.

My fingers encountercd some coarss,
rough fur—and it was stone cold! This,
alone, made me shudder. Cold! - - I
clutchied some of the fur, and I felt it tear
in my grip.

Then I pelted away.

I admit it freely—I scooted for all T was
worth. I was frightened—who would not
have been ? And I dashed through the
trees madly and frantically, feeling\that
the horrible thing was just behind me all
the while.

And then I
drive.

Tie open space of the narrow roadway
seemed heavenly after the confined wood.
I whipped out my automatic, and cockpd
it. Then I twisted round and stood still.
I could fight now that I had elbow room.

But there was nothing to fight.

came out wupon the
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All was quiet ; not a sound came to me
except my own penting breath. And I
folt that thers was somthing in my left
hand. Gazing down I saw several coarse,
long hairs. I unelutched my fingers with
disgust —hut then remcmbered.

“The guv’'nor will want ‘em'” I mut-
tcred breathlessly.

Those hairs told me, at least, that I
had not jmagined the incident. And just
then I saw a dim form emerge upon the
drive about twenty yards further up. Just
for one second I thought it was the thing,
and I levelled my rcvolver,

Then, with a gulp, I recognised the
guv'nor’s figure. I ran up to him, and he
caught hold of my arm.

“ Why did you stay behind, Ni

per?"
he asked sternly. ‘‘ Was that you

heard:

dashing through the trees?”

*“ I nearly potted you, sir!” I gasped.

And as we walked up to tho house I told
him what had happened. I couldn't de-
scribs the monster because I hadn’t@ecen
it. But I knew that it was furry, and
grey—and cold. Ned Beckett hadn’t told
us a faked yarn,

‘“What a pity I wasn’t there,’ said
Nelson Lee rcgr. tfully. * The pair of us
mnight have ovirpowcered this unknown.
It scems that the brute was lurking in the
undcrgrowth and watched me pass.
Thmking that I was quite alone, it came
out—follow.d me, probably—and then you
came along and surpriscd it.”” - |

“I've kept the hairs, I said
shakily.

" *“Good lad! Don’t drop them. I shall
b> greatly inter.st.d in them as soon as
w) get indoors,”’ said Lee. * Buck up,
Nipper, wo're still alive. There’s a strange
and sinist.:r myst ry surrounding the
M:nor House, but wc’ll wrest the heart
fromn 1t, néver fear.” -,

v

KIT,

I brcathed a sigh of relief as we enten:-(hW

the housc. It s.cmed a wonderful haven
of r fuge to mo after my expericnce. In
the brilliant light of the lounge-hall Nclson
Lee r garded m:: criti ally.

“You'r looking & bit white, young 'un,”
he said. ‘* I am not surprised in the least.
Frcm what you t I m: you must have
exp ricnced Hallo, Frceman, wo're
back, you see.”

Howard Freceman had entered the hall.

“I'd b.gun to get anxious, Mr. L-e,”
he said. ““My sist r has gone up to bed,
and I was squatting-in tho library, smoking.
Bat s scems a littls better, I believe, 1

shouldn’t b surptised if he recovers cone-
sciougness before long.”

“Tll examino him shortly,” <aid th
detective. ** That wound of his must b
re-dressced to-night. For th:: moment, how-
ever, I am interested in Master Nipper
hers.  He has had an exciting adventurs.”

“Ye gods ! You've discovercd romes
thing, then ?*" asked Frceman eagerly.

“.I should think wo have!" I said,
feelmg niles better alrcady, ‘¢ Shall T tell
Mr. Freeman, guv'nor ?

“ Yes, Nipper, and save meo the troublo.
I will go into the othi r room and att« nd
to poor Batex.” said Ndolson Lee. O,
and give me those hairs,”

“ Hairs ?”’ said our host curiously.

I now saw that thi.re wure tcn or twelve
course grey hairs in my hand. I gave
th.m up to the guv’'nor, and he went off

rwith than.,  Befor: I did anything—bcfore

I explained a thing to Fr.eman—I went
and had a good wash.

- Then I descended to the dining-room,
and found Freanan standing on the
hearthrug puffing at a cigar. I just told
hin everything, and he list ncd with open-
mouthed wonder. 1 didn’'t tll him the
poacher's name, for that wasn’t necessary.
And it might have got the man into trouble.
Heo’d bheen useful to us, after all,

“Well, it beats me,. Nipper,” suid
Freeman blankly.

“Me, too,” I said. ‘*What could that
rottén thing have been? 1t wasiu't a
gorilla, or any mmb r of his tribe-—1'}
swear to that now. Thir's nothing on
thisearth I can liken it to. And it was cold,
Mr. Freeman, cold 1 '

Before he could r ply the door opened,
and Nelson Lee ent«rd. Thore was an
cxpression of curlous gravity upon the
famous detective’s face. We looked at hin
with expectation in our cyes.

“T have two amazing statemcnts to
make,” he said qui tly.

“I'm past*bcing surprised, «sir,
“What are they ?7”

¢ 'l'jﬁe first 1s conccrning the hairs yuu
succecded in wrenching frem our mysteri-
ous visitor in the park,” r pli d Nebon
Lee. ‘‘Those hairy, Nipper, I have di~-
covered, wcere torn frein—a dead skin !’

Frceman and I starcd.

“ And my sccond stat ny nt is in regand
to Bates,” went on the guv’nor, b lore we
could say anything. ‘ Whil dr x~xing the
wound 1 examincd it with mor intentne -~
than before, and T have com: to one teyml -
conclusion. The wound was caused by -
humar tecth !’

1

I =aid.



CHAPTER V.
IN WHICH, AFTER A LULL, THE GUV' NOR
AND FREEMAN LNTER UPON A CONSPIRACY
7O KSLC ME IN THAE DARK, WHICH THEY
DO SUCCESSFULLY UNTIL AN IMPORTANT
DISCOVERY IS MADE, AND LEE'S SUR-

PRISING RUSE IS REVEALED TO ME.

STARED at Nelson Lee, and my heart

seomed to cease beating for a second.
What had the guv'nor been saying ?

The hairs had been torn from a dead

#kin! Bates's wound had been caused by

human teeth! And Bates was poisoned

— powsoned by a bite from a human being.

No, it was immpossible !

In those fleeting seconds terrible
thoughts surged through my brain. I
simply could not help myself thinking of
my formor reference to ‘‘ Elementals”
—-whatever they happen to be. I don’t
know, exactly. but I've read about ’em.
I bolieve they're supposed to be phan-
tasms of the dead; only they ara half
alive, or half materialised, to be more
exact. A lot of tommy rot of course.
Sheer piffle Al thoe game, I felt o qucer
1Tt shiver pass down my spine.

I onco road a story about a phantasm
of that kind. It was a horrible monster,
with a big head, and was grey all over,
and its face was half human, and like
nothing ¢lse on earth. I romember 1
laughed at the ghost story uproariously,
and chuoked the book over the other side
of the room.

But what had Nelson L-e bcen saying ?
Didn’t these facts -seem to tally with tho
supposed fact« in that absurd yarn?
An Elemental, of course, would bo dead
although capable of dcaling death—at
least, that's how I understand it. And
‘the hairs had come from the dead skin !
The thing I had seen had been groy,
and 1t had seemed like something from
another world—something appallingly hor-
ribl:,  And Bates’s wpund had been caused
by human teeth. This thing—this ghastly
horror which haunted the drive—was
a phantasm of the .

“Rats ! " I said loudly.

My voice #cemed to shake the pro-
‘postecrous feeling of nervousness from
me, and J cast the whole job-lot of absur-
dities from my mind. Elemental! Rot
and rubbish! Such things only exist
in tho mind« of spiritualists and other
mad idiots of the same tribo. Thank
goodness, I was level-headed !

“ What is tho matter, Nipper ?”’ asked
I'r>cman, turning to me.

* Nun—rnothing ! I stanunered.
[}

|

|
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“ And my statements are true, young
'un,” put in the guv'nor severely. ‘It
is not respectful to say ‘Rats’ to me
in that way.”

“I—I didn’t say ‘Rats’ to you, sir,”
I gasped. “‘I said it to myw~elf, for having
such idiotic thoughts.”

Only a fcw seconds had passed since
Nelson Lee had entercd the room, and
8o it seemed as though I had mentioned
rodents in responses to the guv'not’s
statement. Which was unfortunate ;
I hadn’t meant to speak aloud, at all.

““Oh, so your thoughts were idiotic,
Nipper 7 said Lee pleasantly. “So
idiotic that you thriw them aside as pre-
posterous ?  What were they 2

“I—I was thinking of what you said,
guv'nor,” T rcplied. “ How the‘dickens
can those hairs have been torn fromn a
dead skin ? The thing was as alivo as
I am! And how can Bates havc been
bitten by anything huinan ? A an
can’t poison another man b‘y bitipg him !

“1t’s inferpally dqueer,)” said Howard
Freeman uneasily.

Nelson L-~e came across the room and
squatted down in a big arm-chair. I had
expected him to be worried and troubled.
But he was as cool as ice, and evidently
in the best of good humours. He lit a
cigarctte, and smiled at me with a really
delightful expression of satisfaction.
. “Have—havo you discovered
thing, sir 7’ I asked eagerly.

““Nothing beyond what I have told
you, my dear Nipper.”’

“ Then have you guessed

“I don’t guess, young ’un,” he inter-
rupted, blowing out a puff of smoke
mto my face, which wasn’t exactly polite
of him. * Guesswork is always unsatis-
factory. But I have certainly pieced
things together In my mind, and this
mystery i1s beconing disentangled.”

“Hanged if I can see it!” growled
Freeman.

“Nor1I!” was my comment.

“Thero is danger—grave danger,”
went on Lee. “But I am convinced

any-

7

that I know the true state of afiai::s.
And I can, accordingly, take certain
aneasures to combat the evil. Your

fathcr was murdcred, Freeman—he was
certainly murdered.”

Howard Freeman clenched his fists.

“I knew it !’ he cried. *“I knew it,
Mr. Lee ! But how—by what m-ans ?”

‘‘ Poison, as you know.”

“ Yes, but how was it administered ? ™

“You will oblige me by refraining
from asking questions,” said the guv'nor
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rmoothly. “ You will know all in good
tim>. And you must promise me, Free-
man, that you will rcmain indoors after
dark ; or, at lcast, that you will not
venture in the dir ction of the drive, or
upon the lawns, There is terrible danger.
And your sist r, of course, coines under
the 'same rcstrictions.””

‘“ Prisoners in our own house, ch ??
growl d Free man.

“ Exactly.”

“That’s simply rotten!”

““1l agree with you, my dear fellow.
But you have no wish to sharz your
father's fat>, have you?” asked Nelson
Ji~e. “ Tell me, did your father evcr
make any’ bitter enemy ? Was thero
any man who ever threat:ned his life ?

“You'ro implying that there’s som--
hody lurking about h re.”

“ Never mind what I imply. Dleasc
answor my question.”

“My father wasn't exactly popular
about here;” said Frecman., “ But it
ainounted to nothing, after all.  Certainly,
nobody hated hixn. When he died every-
Lody was genuinely sorry.”

“ And who benefits by his will 27

Howard Frceman stared.

“Why, I do, mostly,” he¢ rephed.
* Connie and 1.

“ Nobody else 7

“Not & soul. Good heavens !’ gasped
Freeman. “If you prove that the pater
was murdered it will scem a: though 1
Killed him.” '

Nelson Lee laughed, and took Freeman's
arm. ,

“ Nonsense ! ™ he exclaimed. * You'ra
not that sort. I should have known at
once if you'd had a finger in the pie.
There’s somebody else, Freeman, and
it is obvious to mec that you and Miss
I'reeman are in considerable danger.
This enemy, whoever he is, means to
make a clean sweep. Suppose—horrible
thought.!'—that you and your sister per-
ixhed_.? Who would inherit the property?”

The young man stared wonderingly.

“I'here’s nobody—except—except an
unele of mine, he said. ‘“And TUncle
Dave wouldn’t—— Good gracious, Lee,
it's silly to think of it. My uhcle’s one
of the hest chaps in the world, and he’s
a tea merchant in Ceylon. He’s worth
pretty nearly half-a-million. I'm a
pauper compared to him."” .

“Then we can set Uncle Dave axide
onee and for all,” smiled Lee. " Suppose
we all w0 to bed? We've had enough
exciteynent. for one evening. To-ynorrow
we awill make certain plans.”
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And the guv'nor wouldn’t say any
more. I knew that he was satisfied with
the: way the invcstigation was going,
though. Personally, I couldn’t see day-
light anywhcre, and I thought it wa~
pretty rottcn of him not to take me into
his confidence. I told him so, too, bhut
he only grinned, and raid thut I'd know
ev(rything in good time.

. The next morning we were up in good
time, and we went and had a gorgeoux
dip 1n the river which Jay at the rear of
tho Manor House. The day was lovely,
the sun shining from & cloudk ss sky,
and with a gentle breeze blowing through
the trecsx. One of those summer day-
which are absolutcly pcrfect.

As we wcere returning to the louse,
all wet-haired and dishevelled, we met
Mixs ¥Freeman, of course. She was looking
lovely in a fiimqy mushin sort of drexs,
all white. White <hoes and stockings,
too. Her hair was dark brown, and she
didn’t wear any hat. She was *‘ some
girl, and I realised what a howling rotter
the chap must -be-who was trying to kill
her. For I guesscd, now, that the attack,
on the trap on the previons mnight had
been directed at Connie, and not Bate-
at all. In the darkne~s the. would-h:
murderer had imade a bhit. of a bloonwr
somehow, .

Ta&ing of Bates, too, reminds m-,

After breakfast the guv’nor and I weunt
to see him. He was ever so much better,
and was quite comnscious. Lee’s treat-
ment had been a stunning succexs, and
ﬂit wasn’t ncee=sary to bother the local
doctor at all.

His arm was a bit swollen, but he
didn’t suffer much pain. And the yarn
he told tallied exactly with the faets;
except for one thing. According to
Bates, the horss had become frightened,
and while he was standing at its headd,
something—something black and bhig
and long—had dropped from the branche:
of a great tree. '

At the same =zecond the horses bolted,
and Bates was knocked flying, being caught
by one of the dash-boards. As he lay on
| the ground he was attacked by a furry
object—miy friend of the previous night, .
of course. Bates had felt the fur, and had
attempted to struggle. Then the thing hadl
bitten him, and had ruszhed oft. -

That’s all Bates remembcred.

During the day he ot hetter and better,
and by evening he was able to walk ahout
ag usual. Nelson ILee, however, wouldn't
let hin leave the bouse. He didn't want
any rumoulrs to -prcad about. Th
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servants, too, had been told to say nothing
to calling tradesmon.

We spent the day splendidly. | During
the morning tho four of us—Nelson Leoe,
Frceman, Connie and I—had a ripping
game of tennis, and the aftcrnoon was spent
even moro delightfully. For I took Connie
for a row up the river in a perfectly
cunning little skiff. Shc was a lovely girl,
and I enjoyed myself hugely.

But there was grim work to do after
dark. '

Whilo Freeman and his sistor romained
indoors, the guv'nor and I kept watch
upon the drive. We were throe solid hours
out in the darkness, and then a slight
thunderstorm came on. So wo wont in-
doors, and nothing had happened.

The next day was the sam», and the
next and the next.

®The holiday was splendid, but the week
passed without a single recurrence of the
singular night happenings. DBates was
woll by this tim«, his arm as good as healed.
And Nelson Lee wasn't at all satisfied.

““The unknown enerny has ceasad his
efforts,” he said one morning, as he and

Freceman and I stood on the torrace in the

shade. ‘“ Why ? I am convinced that your
life is in danger, Freeman. Why hasg this
lull come about ? ”

‘“ Because you and I arc hcre, sir?”
I supgested brightly. o

*“ Exactly, Nipper—exactly ! That is the
precise reason. Because you and I are
here,” replied the guv’'nor smoothly. *“ And
while w¢ remain here, the enemy will
vemain in cover. It is his intention to lie
low until we have gone. Then he will have
everything his own way.”

“ D'you mean you'ra going, Mr. Lee ? "
asked Frecman gloomily.

“ Yes. this afternoon,’” was Lee’s reply.
““Tell all the servancs that we are going,
I'reeman. Make it known to all.”

““ Oh, I say, that’s rotten, you know !’
protested Frecman. -

“But you need not tell anybody that
Nipper and I shall rzturn.” wont on Nelson
Lere calmly.

“ Return ? "’
“Oh!' Youm:an——

““I mean that it will be a wis2 plan to
trick our unknown cnemy.” said L-ee.
“If wo go this afternoon he will almost
certainly make a bold attempt to attain
his griin object to-night, especially if every-
thing seems in his favour. We shall take
" caro that everything is in his favour,
I'recrnan.  Nipper and I will leave the
Manor House this afternoon ; but wo shall

asked Froceman quickly.

bR

return sceretly after dark, by a devious!

‘have been scen lurking—that's a
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rout>. And our presance must not be made
known to a living soul.”

*“ Not even to little Con ?

“ Oh, yes, Miss Fr:eman may know of
the arrangement.”

“I should think s0!” I cxelaimed.
“ She’ll keep mum enough—she's a ripping
girl ! Oh, here she is ! T added, as a vision
in pink flimsy stuff camne out of the
conscrvatory. ‘I say, Miss Freeman !

She came up to us, and list ned scriously
as the guv'nor told her what was mooted.
She was delighted with tho plan, and
wanted to know if she could help. But
Nclson L~e smilingly shook his head, and
told her that thcre was too much danger
in the enterpri<,

I went upstairs to pack, for it was
necessary to do the thing thoroughly.
I went to the window once, and saw the
guv’'nor and Frceman in solemin conclave,
What were they jawing about ? Evidently
1t was an important discussion.

When I saw Lee again, I asked him
what the jabber-talky had b:en about ;
but he simply said that I should know by
eleven o’clock, perhaps before. That's the
way the guv'nor treats me. Disgusting,
I call it! I believe he does it on purpose,
Just to make me riled.

We went off in state after luncheon,
Batcs thanking Nelson. Lee profusely for
healing him so quickly. I beclieve Bates
regarded the dctective a3y a kind of
magician. The wound had certainly healed
quickly.

Wae tipped him, and tipped Melrose, too.
The old josser touched his cap until he
nearly knocked it off, and then we buzzed
off. We wero in Freeman'’s car, and wo wer:
deposited at the station. Oh, the thing wax
done properly. We even wont by the next
train, but alighted at the nearcst station.

And so it came about that at about ten-
thirty im the evening, when it was quite
dark, two dim and nysterious forims might
good
word—against the trces opposite the
library window. ’ :

This side of the house wax in total dark-
ness, and we could hear the hum of the
electric-juice plant. There was a little
window in the outbuilding in whicl)y the
current was gencrated, and this was open.
The hum was musical and pleasant.
And there was not amwther ound.

The front of the' J nuse was Mighted. of
course, but we couldn't see it. And the
trees close by us were diyn and ghostly.
We wcre on the edge of the lawn, erouching
beneath a bush. We could sec the whole
lawn and the beginning of the drive. I'm
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absulutel
that bush, hecause I was ag itchy as if
pepper had bheen sprinkl d all over me.

3Jut. wo daren't move, and I'd striect
ord' rs from tho guv’nor not to br-ath a
gound. So w) waited in silenece-—waited
and watched.

The front door must have heen open, for

I hoard the old grandfather's clock
solkmnly chime a quarter to eleven.
Kv. rything wus as peaccful as possible,

and it seemed absurd to suppose that there
was dang r lurking about.

Thon 1 heard a sound near the conserva-
tory, and I saw Howard Frceman’s form
emv rge.  This was quito ncar us, and I
could sco him distinctly. He hent down
for & mom:nt or two, tying his shoe-lace,
X suppos>, and then =t pp- d upon the lawn.

“Silly asa !’ I thought, and I nudg.d
the guv’nor.

Ho nodded to me, but T didn't know
what he mrant. Then I saw timt Freeman
was lighting a cigar. And, bl'ss me, if he
didn’t lct the wax vesta flare like a toreh !
‘hut light could have been scen il «
away on such a dark night. Absolutly
wsking for troublc ! And ¥Freeman had had
strict injunctions not to leave the houwe.
H, was a bigger fathead than I had
suppos. d.

Fr.eman paced up and down the lawn
lcisucly, enjoying his cigar. [ expcect he
fclt ho want.d a broath of fr. sh air. And,
exactly as e¢leven @'clock struck, I becamo
aw.ar> of something clse. |

_¥rom among thoe trees thero came a =oft
sound. If my ears hadn't been on the
str tch I shouldn't havo heard it. I looked
shere, and I fclt the guv'nor stiffen and

grov; rigid. Then I saw som thing long and

lack gliding across the lawn straight to-
-wards Howard Fr cman!

- I opened my mouth to yell out a warning,
when I felt Nelson Lee’s hand over my
hps. And his mouth was close again<t my
ear.

‘“Don’t nove, Nippor!™” he breathed.
* Don’t make a sound |’

I didn’t. ‘But, all the same~, T thought
the guv’'nor had gone dotty. The black
thing was-lcng and shap lss, and didn’t
make any nois . as it glided across the
grass. And I saw Frecinan paus suddenly,
and face tho danger. .

It was a tense ent. I don’t know
what I expeet-d. ¥saw Freeman stard »n«
rigid a3y a rock—and then came a low,
curious cry. It was followed by intenx
stence,  And Howard Fr eman was still
standing thcre ; but now he wax hending
over something. :

certnin there were ants heneath

L

Wero
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“ Good heavens !"” I heard hitrr mutser
amazedly.

At the sameo seeond Nelson Lee hroke
from cover and darted acroms the lawm,
but in the opposite din ction—in the dirce.
tion of the drive. I heard him erashing
through the bushes, and I knew that
further secrecr wan u e an,

So I serambled to my feet, too, and 1
rushed across to Prorwn., As I cameo up
he gave a warning shout.

“Don’t come mnear me, Nipper!” ho

gasped. ‘‘Don’t touch me ™
At these close quartcrs I conld eo dis-
tinctly. At Freeman's feet th m was

large dark obj.ct—a huge snako ! It wa
fully fourteen foet m b ngth, and absohut. ly
black. In apito of the darkness I recog-
ni= l it at once.

It waz a Black Mamba of South Africe -
probably the most deadly snake in the
whole world, although thix i not ge ne rally
known. 1ts bit: i1 nearly alwass fgtal,
and it i3 dreaded and fean d.  And it was
dead—-stone dead !

“Great Scott ! I pamt:sd.  ** How -
how- A

“It's dead, Nipper!”
a curious voico,

“Yes, T know.
kallat 277 1 gasgac d,

I lnoked at hiin, ond T needed no verbal
an«wer to my question. For 1 saw now
why he had frantically told me not to touch
him. He was encasd in a thick rubb.r
sutt —the guv'nor had fitth d it from
Bristol only that morming I found out---
and his face and hands wero car fully
protected.

And around his body sand lega thero
“livo”? electric wirs. He wnu
littrally n walking death-deal r. The
wires w» rd 30 arranged that he couldn’t
touch them hims. If ; but the «nake had
touched themi. Andl the snake was
deadl,

It waz an amaziagly elever ruse, and [
aimply gasped. The curr nt, of courwe,
was supplied from the pow e-plant in the
outbuilding close by. A cable ran from
Freoman across the terrace and through
the little window, and the jnice was run
through this cable.

Of courso, Freceman's move menta we o
restricted to a wviry limit d ana—--the
cable wouldn't k t him go farin e ith. rdin ¢-
tion—but he’d been ubl. to walk up ar
down the lawn, for all tho world an thovgh
he had just bheen taking a strell and a
smoke,

Aund the enem
remarkabhle ru<e

sarl Freewran, in

How ma thund: r did Yt

had been drawn. Lee's
ad had the dexined efect,
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The s#nake, hurling itsclf at Freeman, had
naturally met its death. Before it could
cven attempt to bito 1t had been killed.
electrocuted in & second.

I was almost staggerod at the astounding
smartness of the whecze, The unknown
enemy. of course, could never have guessed
the truth, everything had seemed so abso-
Iutely natural.

reeman bent down, and with one of his
rubber-gloved hands he disconnected the
cable. When I thought he'd been tying
his shosiace hce had, of course, been con-
necting up tho wir..s. He threw the things
from him, and thon said that he’d go and
turn the juice off. |

Buat at that second there came a cry for
help from the drive.

nd the c¢ry had been uttored by the
guv'nor !

CHAPTER VI

IN WHICH WE MAKE A CAPTURE AND
I.LLARN THE TRUTH. AND WHICH TELLS
OF A VILE PLOT AND WHAT IT LED TO.
GUV' NOR

THE EXPOUNDS UPON THE
BLACK MAMBA, AND SOME STARTLING
I'AcTs ARL REVEALED TO FREEMAN

AND 1.

REEMAN looked at me and caught
F his breath in. And, by a common
impulso, we dashed across the lawn
and tore down the drive. It was
pitchy black th ro, but we seemed to sce a
blacker blob in tho centre of tho white
dusty road. Arriving at the spot we
found Ndlson L~o struggling fiercely with
somcthing which lay beneath him.

“I've nearly scttled the fellow ! *’ gasped
the guv’nor. ‘“Hold him, Freeman !
Grab his legs, Nipper ! The infernal brute’s
bitton me ! "’

“You'll be poisoned, sir!’ I cried in
dismay.

“It's nothing!” panted Lee. ‘' I'vc
got the antidote on me, I sha'n't como to
any harn if I apply it at once.”

Froeman was kneeling on the chest of the
thing now, and he hold its arms down. I
jumped on its legs. Against such odds a
ficht was hopeless. And a weak, hoarso
voice came to us.

“I'm done!” it said painfully.
you all! T'm done!”

Nelson Lee was standing against us, and
out of the corner of my eye I saw him
dabbing his right hand with something out
of a bottle. Then he bound his handker-
chief round the place.

(14 Hang
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said. “1I called for help because it was
necessary to attend to the wound at once.
Turn the fellow ovir on his back, w¢’ll bind
his hands bchind him.”’

“I'll go quict—I'll go quiet !’ said the
thick, savage voice.

But his hands wero tied behind his back,
all the same. Then wo forecd the thing—
I can’t call it a mnan—to his feet, and led
him to the house. It was the furry monstcr,
of course—the blighter I'd encountered in
the wood.

He was as meek as a lamb now. He
rcalised probably that he was completcly

|

‘“It's only a scratch, fortunately,” hol

trapped. And wo marched him into the
house, and took him straight to the dining-
room. This was empty, except for Con-
stance Freeman,

“Oh!” criid the girl, springing up.
“ Oh, what——"

She paused in horror.

“It'z all right, little sis,” said Freeman
with a laugh. ' The danger’s past. We
have laid the spook, or, to bo moro exact,
Mr. Lee had. This scoundr:-l here is the
murderer of poor old dad!”

Connie stared at us all, and particularly
at our prigsoner. I starcd. too. In fact,
we all starcd.  For the thing was a gro-
tesque, amazing sight. We could see now
that the captive was a'man.

But ho was covered with a thick fur from
head to foot. It was made so that it
encased him, head and all. Tho head part
was out of all proportion. and was as furry
as the reat. There was no face, but two
holes were cut so that the wearer could see
clearly.

Nelson Lee tore the skin off—it was grey
and dirty—and then wo saw the man’s
figuro. He was only wearing shirt and
trousers, but he was perspiring terribly. I
didn’t wonder, either.

“It’'s—it’s Melroso !’ I gasped amazedly.

“Melrose !’ echoed Ireeman, starting
forward. “ Great Heaven !”

And it was Mclrose, the lodgekeeper!

Old Melrose, the reemingly harrmle ss old
fellow who prisided over the gates, was
the murderer of Frceman’s fathcr! The
man was almost foaming at the mouth with
heat and rage and disappointment. His
eyos glittered with savage, mad fire.

“I meant to kill the pair of you!” he
gratad out. ‘‘ The whole Freeman brood—
father, son, and daughter! Ay, and
mother, too, if she’d been alivk. Curse
you—curse you all !’ - ‘ o

‘““ The man’s mad—stark -mad !”’ said
Freeman, holding his sister tightly.

‘““ No, I'm not mad ; I'm as sane as you
ara,” snarled Melrose. * If I'd been mad,
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I couldn’t have thought out. my ravenge.
It's you who's apoilt it all—you, hang you,
for the interfering hound you ar~ ™

This last complimn-nt was dirccted at the
guv'nor. But Nelson Lee omly smiled
with serene satisfaction. His plans had
gone beautifully, and he was 1imm:nsely
pleased with himsclf and everything in
general,

And, lator, wo learned Melrose's story.
It was a job to drag it fromn him. but wo
suecceoeded. Fortunately Connis Freeman
was out of thr room at th, timme, and she
never knew tho rcal reason for Melrose's
t:rrible hatr.d. _

For, in a way, M-lroso was justified in
foeling nothing but enmity and bitterness
angainst the Pr emana. It was a bit of a
shock to Howard, but he bore it woll.  And
wo w.re obliged to believe the yarn; it
was obviously true.

I won't attempt to tell it in Melrose's
words, because that would take too long.
Wo woero hours getting it from him, and
then only by continual questioning. Hoe
wat raveyro and fierco the wholo time,
and swor: frightfully again and again.
This was another roason why it was thank-
ful that Connio was not pr. 8 nt.

All gaid and done, Mclross had a certain
amount to be #aid in his favour, for h»
had b-on scurvily treat~d —sham-fully,
horribly troated. Old Howard Froeman
had been a bit of a reoundrel in his tim»,
although his son had never known it until
now. R

Melross was not the man’s nam~, of
coursr, That was assumed, and I don’t
r. memboer what hi: real name wad, It
doosy't mattcr, anyhow. .

Years befor., it seem-d, he had been In
Routh Afrien, engaged: on some shady
business connocted with diamonds.  Ilhicit
diamond buying, I think. While out ther.
he had met Howard Froeinan, the clder.
They had transact. d sevoeral shady desls
together, and understood one another
perfectly.

lLong after that —the first incident had
happened over twelve yoars ago —Howard
Freeman came to England, and rotired.
buving the Thirtle Manor Houso, and
aettling thero. He was never popular,
ns I've said, but he was regarded as a
thoroughly rospectable maun.

He was, in & way, I suppose. He was
rospectable in ovory ordinary scnse. He'd
mude & good bit of money in London, as a
dinmond yn-rchant. 'ell, one day
Melroso had com» to thé Manor Houso
with a pocketful of uncut diamond-.
This was while Howard and Connie Wto
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both at their respective colleges, far from
home. They hat known nothing whatever
of the affair.

Those diamonds, g0 Melrose told wus,
wero  worth  fifteen  thousand pounds.
Mclross had spent two years in getting
them —ill .gally, of coursa, But that
didn’t ¢oncern the mattor much. They
were Melrose’s now, howover he’d obtained
'etn.  Ho knew that Froeinan could dis-
poso of them. for Freeman had been in the
diamond business, and still had a finger
m it, even after his r tirement.

Me¢lrose had approachrd Freeman be-
cauke the pair undcrstood one another.
They had sat in the library discussing the
proj-cted deal. Freeman had ogreed to
give M Irose seven thousand pounds spot
cash for the diamonds—a mean enough
figuro in any case. For Froeman would get
double that price, ¢ .

Our prisoncr told us that Frereman had
anid he didn’t want to have any personal
dealing with his former associate ; he
didn’t want to hand him money in exchange
for the diamonds. So an arrangement
was comn to. It was Freoeman’s arrange-
m~nt, of couras,

The diamonds were left with him, and
Mulros» was told to comd in three days’
tine. The cash would bc there then. The
library window would ba> I ft unfastened,
and the safe door unlocked. In tho safe
the soven thousand pounds would b placed
all m notes. Melroso was to quictly enter
tho library aft r overybody had gone to
bed, and take the notes and slide off.

Of cours>, M: Irose was an utter fool to
trust his confederat>., It was a trap—a
rotten, incan, despicablo trap. But Free-
man had arranged it so cunningly that
MelIroso had not suspected treachery. The
arrangemnent had b-en made in perfect
good humour, and Freeman had lured
M. lrose on.

For whon Melrose came, as arranged —
when the programme was carried out—
Freeman had suddenly entered the library,
had switched on the lights, and had

olled for help. Melrose, utterly startled,
Kad beon unable to fight. And when a
butler and & groom (now both dismissed)
had entercd th- library, they had found
their master grappling with a stranger.

Frceman had pantingly doclarcd that
Melroso was robbing tho safe—and the two
servants believed that to bo true. It was
obviously true, to all appearances. Police
had been fetched, and thé case was g3
plain as daylight, _ .. -

- Melros~"Fatm was palpably faked, al-
though he told the actual truth. The
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butler and the groom gave cvidence
against him—in all good faith—and he
was =entenced to three years’' penal servi-
tude. And Howard ¥Frecman had the
fiftcen thousand pounds worth of diamonds!

He had securcd the diamonds for
nothing {

It was a shabby, terrible trick—but
Freeman paid for it with his life !

In prison M. Irose had sworn he would be
rcvenged. And he thought out a schemsé
—an appalling scheme. The whole Free-
man family should suffcr; they should
dio viol ntly. Truth to tell, the poor
~chap was half mad. He had his wits
about himn enough, though, to carry out
his fearful scheme,

Aftcr his r lease from prison Melrose had
gone to South Africa. H re he had fol-
Jowcd up a certain mattcr which had
attractcd his attention whilo in Africa
pr.viously. The Kaflirs, it secined, make
a dccoction from the poison of the Black
Mamba, the most deadly snake on earth.

If this decoction 18 taken in sufficiint
quantitics, gradually, the drinker bccomes
inoculated against all snake poisons. So
the talo runs. This is absolut ly true.
Any South African hunt« r will tell you ~o.
Snakes, too, will lie quict and submissive
undc r the hand of & man so inoculated.
While the man can give & bite which will
cause blood-poisoning.

Mclrosc had tested this theory —at the
risk of his life, And he, at least, had
provid that ther> was som thing in it.
Som: how or oth:r he had brought a Black
Mamba snake to England. It was b for.-
th: war, r mmbur, and he had done the
trick fairly casily.

Once in England he had secur:d the
position of gat --kec pi rat th Manor House.
H was gr atly changed now, and Frccman
had not known him. M Iros~, too, had
ected his part to p rf- ction. Ho had kept
the snake s cr tly b-hind his lodge, and 1t
had obeycd his calls—he seemed to have
a strange influencc over it. He had worn
the fur disguise for a double reason: so

<)

that he ~hould not be recognised if - 1,
and to protect himn fromn the snake if it
turned on him. Which proved tha
Melro:se didn’t believe much in the Kaftir
yarn of inoculation |

® (Y »

|

“An extraordinary affai,” comnientid

the muv’nor, two days later, as we =at on
the terrace ¢ the evening cool. We weore

all there—Freeman, (‘onnic, Nelson Lee,
and myseli. *‘ Happily, Melrose was not
able to carry out his full programme ot
revenge. Undoubtedly the man is halt.
im-<ane.”’ |

" What beats mo i3 how the snake w.o-
made to chase ine,”’ said Freeman. *° And
how i1t was made to attack the poor ol
pater. A snakc isn't a Jdog—it can't l.
sent after a man.”

 timeo of the

" The Black Mamba,”’ said Nelson Lce.
‘“is a terrible snake. African hunters wi!l
agree with me on that point. It is cer-
tuinly Africa’s most dangerous and ino-t
poisonous snake—probably the whole
world’s, Of course, M-:lrose chase thi-
year for his deadly purpo::
because the heat of summer is necessary.
On a cold day snakes are. shiggich and
indolent. In great heat, moreover, thea
bite i3 much more dangerous.”

" But it’s queer about Melrose, i-n't it.
sir £ X asked. " Do you mean to tell

me he was able to give a bite whieh caused
blood-poisoning ? *’

“We have the cvidence of Bate- :
wound,”’ replied the guv'ner (uietly.

- But to return: to the Mamba. It is prin-
cipally a tree snake, and one often ~ec~ 1t
hanging from a branch with omly a =il
or =0 twirled round the tree to give it grip.
The one which was killed here was a large
specimen, and fully developed.

*The y Boers can tell many stories of
peoplé being ehared by Mambas,” con-
tinued Nclson Lee.  They are very
aggresxive snakes, and have been known 1o

chase the natives on mnany an occasion—

-

- —
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and whitc men, of course, too.
tienlar knake can move with astonshing
speed, and it i3 deadly and vindictive.
It temporament is decidedly warliko,
and the Mamba sometimes chases people
on  sight.”

* So when it was let loose in the drive
it chased my father 17 |

‘“ I'resuinably, Miss Freeman,’’ replied
Leo, turning to Connie. ‘I am not at all
surprised at that aspect of the case.
Melrose had no difficulty i setting his
deadly pet upon those he wanted to kill.
I fully belicve that the snake escaped
from him when the horse was frightened—
he did not intond it to attack then. It
sceris to me that Bates caught a glimpse
of the snake, but Melrose called 1t off
somohow. The man then bit Bates during
the struggle.” _

.** And what of Melrose’s yarn about his
Ilminp going out !’ asked Freeman.

“That was, of course, pure invention,’’
roplicd the guv'nor. ‘* With regard to the
decoction Melrose i3 supposed to have
drunk, this is called, I believe, ** zebuiba '
in Zulu. I have often heard of the tale,
and belioved it to be merely a Kaffir yarn.
This exporience seem= to prove that thore
i+ somothing in it. A man who drinks

* zobuiba ' boeomes inoculated against all |

snake poison. The Kaffirs also maintain
that o person who has« drunk of the mixture
is able to give a dangerous bite, which
couses blood-poisoning.”

This par- {

1
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“It's—it's horrible !’ exclailned our
host.

" I agree with you there,” replied Nelson
Lee. * Of course, I recognised the poison
at once, and it filled me with amnazement.
We do not know, of course, but something
of this nature may be the explanation of
the «ccrets of the Indian snake charmers,
The whole question is rather difficult, and
we can only judge by what we have
seen,

“ And that's cnough ! "’ I grunted.

" Quite enough, my dear Nipper,’
the guv'nor smoothly. * It is a matter of
great thankfulness that Melrose was
prevented from carrying out his full pro-
gramme. Hae fell into our trap beautifully,
and the deadly snake was killed with
singular ease. I do not think the Manor
House will be further troubled by the
horror which has surrounded it these last
few weeks.”

Nelson Lee was right. And, two or
three weeks later, I may as well add
here, Melrose died while in the custody of
the police, before he could be put on trial.
He had lived for nothing else but his
revenge, and he died with bitter curses
upon his lips.

I believe even now that the man -was
very wrong in the upper storey. And,
somehow, I can’¢ help Fe:ling just a little
sympathy for him. In any case, I don't
think Howard Freeman senior was much
loss to the world.

said

THE END.
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THE ISLAND OF GOLD

By FENTON ASH

e p—

The Golden Temple,

UT while Diego had been away beating up recruits, by way of getting
B a stronger party together, Miguel and Slaney had commenced opera-
tions on their own. Aund after a long search among the numerous
underground galleries, had stumbled upon one with flights of stone steps
which led to the top of the mountain.

It had not, however, led them to the gold cave, all the saume. They had
wandered about up there for over a fortnight, Slaney now declared, sleeping
in the open, and living on the wild fruits which abounded, and they hLad
¢conie upon numerous caves, as well as endless galieries, leading out- of
the one which had brought them to the top. But though they bad found,
here and there, pebbles and shells coated with gold, they had come upon

Lothing of sufficient value to fulfi! their expectations. o

The man knew nothing about Diego’s recent movements. He declared
that he (Diego) did not know tkat the two had succeeded in reachiug the
top as they had dore.

Asked about the pirate leader’s habitation on the other side of the
island, and his resources there, Slaney ‘stated that Dicgo had ‘there a
number of canoes, and a sailing vessel of some size. ‘ B

““ Ha!”’ said the doctor thoughtfully. ‘* Then he has boats enough to
take him, and all those he has left with him, away from the island, i they
should want to leave it?”’

““ Oh, yes, sir. There would he ]plenty of room for ull of ‘em.”

‘“‘That is as well. They may be glad of it shortly,”” the doctor com-
mented grimly. ‘‘ Well, now, it may be worth your while to show us
where your underground staircase is. It will be useful to us, and you
can save us time hunting arvound for it if you like.”

This, after some talk, Slaney finally agreed to do. Then the doctor lert
the two— hound securely as before—while he weut to sce how bhis friends
were getting on. : .

He found that Grove had pickcd out a log, and managed to roll it to
the place where Alec and Clive had fallen through, and get 1t mto posi-
tion, crosswise, over the opening. Then, securing bis ropes to 1it, he
was able to slip down to them, and they iwere able to ¢iimb out if thoy
wished.

At present, however, none of the three wanted to return to the_atlt{'r
air—just yet. They had found—now that they had the help of the brilliunt
lights—too much to interest them below aground.

So absorbed, indced, were they in what they saw. that the doctor liad
some difficulty in attracting their atteation. He shouted to them azun
and again; and finally, as no reply came, he let hinee!f down into the
galleyy.

L 4

There he eaw -their lichts in the distance, and hastened to join them.
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As he passed along, he could see, even then, the gleam of the lights
upon the glistening sides and floor of the galiery, though the lanterns
were quite a long distance away.

When he drew closer, he found the three gazing about as thouch
cutlranced, and he no longer wondered that they had been deaf to his
calls. ' .

Dr. CamFbell himself, old and experienced traveller as he was, became
almost spellbound ae he glanced around.

They were actually in a grotto of gold, or, rather, a long gallery or
cavern of gold. As they walked onward it grew in height and width;
vet still everywhere—roof, sides, even the very floor—there was gold—
nothing to be seen but gold! 1t covered everything, but without destroying
its shape; thercfore, one could sce the forms of the rocks, and so on, and
their edges and angles made an endless variety of glittering lines of kaleido-
scopic, dazzling becauty.

But the explorers were really only, as yet, in a lofty, spacious passage-
way leading to something yet more marvellous.

There was a bend, and then they stepped out into what proved to be a
grcat temple—a temple where everything was of gold! '

The blazing acetylene lanterns threw their brilliant light upon immense
images—idolse —sixiy feet or more in height, shining and glittering—all, to
outward appcarance, of sohid gold.

It was the same on every side. The lofty, domed roof, the various altars
—of thece there were several--and alcoves, the rows of seats for wor-
ehirpers——all appeared to be composed of the precious metal, or, at least,
to be covered thickly with it.

It was evident that the astounded spectators stood in what had once been
the great golden tempie of some long-lost, prehistoric race. In this extra-
ordinary eéanctuary the people of that race had carried out their religious
rites, had met to offer their prayers, perhaps to sacrifice their unhappy
victims in seasons of trouble or defeat; and to acclaim their thanks and
gratitude in times of victory and triumph over their enemies.

And the learned scientist, scrutinising, with thoughtful eyes, the various
markings and hieroglyphics, was led to speculate upon the history of the
place and its probable identity. :

‘““Yes,” he mused aloud, ‘“ I believe it must be so. I can think of no
other theory which will fit in—which seems to explain all one sees here.
It is that this island must be the highest part of the lost island of Atlantis,
_which, tradition asserts, once existed hereabouts. We mortals of to-day
are standing in the legendary golden temple of lost Atlantis—lost to history
for thousands of years!”’

Presently, after they had looke:l their fill, so to speak, upon this gloriously
wondrous scene, they went rouund and up and down, trying to find a way
out; but in vain. They found no outlet save the passage by which they had
entered, which itself ended abruptly, in a seemingly solid wall of gold,
only a little way from the hole in the roof by which they had gained admis-
gion,

Aund neither then nor subsequently, it may here be said, did they discover
any communication leading to the labyrinth of galleries which they knew
lay outside and probably all around. Some such connection must, of course.
have cxisted, but it had been too artfully concealed that no trace of it could
now be found.

This marvellous temple had been sealed up in some way, and so it would
t cr '
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have remained if it had not been that,"in some way, the roof of the gallery
leading to it had become so thin that at last it had given way and a hole
had been formed. ' : '

It seemed likely that the man who had raved to Grove—as he supposed—
about ‘‘ the cave of gold,”’ years before, may actually have found that hole
and entered by it, afterwards covering it up, as well as he could, in order
to conceal it from others. And when Alec and Clive had thrown themselves
down in that very place, to escape the bullets of the two desperadoes, their
weight had sufficed to cause the slight covering to give way and lét them

o

through -into the golden gallery bencath!

The intrepid band of explorers had thus, by a stfange and remarkable
concurrence of events, suceeeded beyond—it may truly be said—their wildest
dreams. Here, indeed, before them was wealth ‘ heyond the dreams of
avarice.”” Would they be able to reap the harvest which lay there ready to
their hands, or was it to be snatched from them at the last moment by some
convu:’lsion of nature of which Dr. Campbell had noted so mamy ominous
signs: . - '

That was the weighty and disconcerting question which troubled the
scientist and his captain when théy came to discuss together the amazing
discovery the aviators had made apon the mountain top. - 3

The task which how lay: before the treasure hunters was a curious one.
They had found a cavern: or gallery full of what was undoubtédly pure’
gold, and yet was not solid gold. The rocks which seemed to be lumps of
gold were—like the shining pebbles and shells Ben Grove had shown to
Alec in the first place, only covered with a facing of the precious metal.

The thickness of this facing varied in different places; in some parts it waa
found to be comparatively thin, while in others it might be as much as half
an inch. | _ -

So intimately had it worked itself into the rough surface of the rock,.
and into all dents, interstices, cracks, and so qn, that it was found im-
possible to scrape or chip it off save in a few rare cases.

Many more or less ingenious plans were tried to get over this difficulty.
Somebody was seized with a new idea, on the average, about twice a day.
All the proposed methods, however, turned out useless when tried in actual
practice, save ond. This was to break off the rock in pieces, as thin as
possible, carry it to some place where a fire had been made giving out
sufficient heat, and. melt the coating down into lumps or ingots.

This was not only a laborious method, but a work of time; and as the days
went on the leaders grew increasingly anxious, for the signs of an imminent.
eruption of the volcano became day by. day more ominous. . :

he knowledge was md longer confined to the leaders, howeves. The
portents were now obvious to all there, including even the natives.

The first symptom had been a great increase in the volume of smoke
issuing’ from the crater i the midst of the island. This, in itself, did not
at first seem of much importance; but when the soaring column of smoko
began. to spread out far above, like a huge black.m‘ushroom, shutt_i:;g'out the
sunlight and plunging the whole island into a kind of gloomy twilight, then
it affected everyone more or less. _

The deepn, dark shadow thus caused, which was of a curious brenze or
coppery hue, was dazzling to the eyes as well as depressing to the spirits,
apart from its effect as a portent of what might be to come. _

Then other things began to happen. At night sparks and flames rose high
in the air amidst the smoke, affording a grand and awe-iuspiring sight

(Continued overleaf) '
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which, at any other time, would have driven the natives from the island in
& panic.

But they, no less than the white men, were now bitten with the gold fever.
The more threatening the symptoms hecame the harvder they wml\cd black
men and white men alike. < When the plan of melting down the gold covering
up above seemed too slow, the\ picked out the best pieces and ‘carried them
all the way down to the %horo on their backs. And when this, in"its turn.
appeared too dilatory, they shot them over the face of the cliff in barrow-
loads for those bc]ow to sort out and do the best thev could with. =

The interior flights of rocky staircases discovered by Miguel and Slancy
were, it is-needless to say, of great service to the ‘“gold miners’’ at this
time. vIndecd, they would have .been able to do very little without them:
All day lono——aa\, and cven all night long—natives were running up and
down these stops in feverish_ haste with but one thought in their minds—
how much gold could they secure before the threatened eruption? Ny

Even “hon mfltters rew worse they would not cease their toil for a
moment. When, in ad(ﬁtlon to smoke and sparks and flames, the burning -
mountain l)egan .throwing up stones and mighty rocks with reports and
reverberatjons-like the ring of theavy artlllery, the cmld seekers showed no
inclination to leave the: p]ace and seek safety in ﬂlght

. They.even weltcomed.the lurid glare given out by the volcano at night as a
useful llght which enabled them to work the faster - e

: The doctor watched developments it need-scarcely be said, with an anxlety
nlnoh increased from day to day.> He would fain have gone away for a time,

content -with what they had collected, but now he had to reckon with the
gold-lust which had been awakened in others,

- - (To be concluded Next Weck N .- ”
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