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THE PROLOGUE.)

The Tragedy of the March Thunder-
, storm.

NE usually associates the month of

) O March with Dbiting winds, and all

that sort of thing. But on this

‘particular March -evening I'm going

to describe the air was almost close, and not
a hreath of wind stirred.

Sexton Blake and I:-Tinker, to wit—were
in the_wilds of Sulfolk, or, to be more exact,
we were in Ipswich, Pedro- wasn't with us
hecause we were only in Ipswich to fetch our
motor-car away from a garage. Pedro has
his uses, but fetching motor-cars isn’t- one of
‘em.

You see, about a week before we had been
motoring up to Yarmouth on business, when
the engine developed a bad cold, of an
attack of influenza. Anyhow, it wheezed
and coughed, and finally fell into a doze
" just outside Ipswich. So we’d left the car
in that beautiful old East Anglian town to
undergo a very necessary overhauling while
we. continued our run to Yarmouth by train.

I forget what was wrong with the motor—
nothing very serious—but in lessy than a week
it was as healthy as ever. ,And we had taken
advantage of a slack _afternoon to fetch it
-home,

We were on our way to the garage now,
and we meant to be home before nightfall.
But then we met somebody, and that meet-
. ing caused us to change our plans—at least,
it caused the guv'nor to change his plans.
.I"c.lidn't. have nmuch voice in the matter at
all, . .

It was in Prince’s Street that the meeting
occurred. :

sexton Blake and I were striding along,
well wrapped up in big overcoats to guard
our Ilittle chests against the cruel March
winds—which were non-existent—when we
noticed a bheautiful carriage-and-pair cowmnng

along. The horses were high-steppers, and
were lovely creatures, .

“] seem to recognise that turn-out,
Tinker,” remarked the guv'mor. ¢ There’s

only one man in the vicinity of Ipswich who
is old-fasbioned enough to eschew motor-
cars altogether and go in for old-style car-
riages and the finest horseflesh., I'm refer-
ring to Sir Humphrey Drexell.”

“Xever heard of the merchant, guv'nor.”

“He's not a merchant, Tinker,” smiled
Sexton Blake. “He is a big landowner in
these parts. I performed a slight service
for himi years ago, and I've often met him in

some of the famous London clubs. By Jove,
we're spotted!”
The carriage had drawn nearly abreast,

and I saw a solitary figure seated among the

luxurious cushions behind. He was an

tlderly man, with almost white hair and a

pristly moustache. Hec was waving and nod-

ding, and telling the coachiman to pull up.
‘The guv'or and I stepped into the road.
“This is an unexpected pleasure, Mr.

Blake!” cried the old gentleman. “We don't

[ )

often see you in Ipswich, How are you?
How are you?”

Sir Humphrey Drexell shook the guv'nor’s
hand warmly, and then I was introduced.

Sir Humphrey was equally genial with me,
and he seemed as pleased as Punch. His
face was wreathed in smiles.

“Not here on husiness—eh ?* he said, when
Sexton Blake explained our presence in
Ipswich. “Then you are in no particular
hurry to return to London? Excellent—
excellent! You must come over to Rock-
wood Towers, Mr. Blake.” :

“You are very kind, Sir Humphrey, but

b2

“ Fiddlesticks! You're not going to make
any excuses!” interjected the Dharonet
jovially, <It’'s Friday evening. You won’t

be busy this week-end, You'll have to spend
a couple of days with me.”

Sexton Blake laughed.

“ Both Tinker and I are quite unprepared
for such a visit, Sir Hurgphrey,” he said,
shaking his head, “ We have no luggage of
any sort——»

“Tut-tut! A childish excuse!” cried Sir
Humphrey. <“Luggage! Who hothers about
luggage? There's nothing formal at Rock-
wood Towers. I am a lonely old widower,
and my only son is in India serving his King.
I simply cannot allow you to leave Ipswich
without having paid me a visit.”?

I grinned, and looked at the guv'nor. A
week-end at Rockwood Towers struck me as
heing first-class, especially as the weather
looked like being fine.

Sexton Blake smiled, and glanced back at
me.

“You are so pressing, Sir Humphrey, that
it would bhe discourteous of me to raise any
further objection,” he said. “Tinker and 1
;vill avail ourselves of your generous invita-
ion.”

“ Generous! Stuff, sir!” laughed Sir Hum-
phrey., %I assure you it is not gemerosity on
my part. It is sheer selfishness. I am quite
delighted at the prospect of having such a
distinguished visitor at the Towers.”?

We all laughed, and the guvnor and I
stood chatting for a few moments beside
the carriage. Sir Humphrey, it seemed, was
going on to an office-in the town-hall, and
then to the post-office. We arranged to walk
to the garage, make arrangements there, and
then meet Sir Humphrey ontside the post-
oflice huililing.

The carriage rolled off and we walked on.

“Rather decent of the old boy—eh,
guvnor?” I grinned. ’

“Well, a week-end at the Towers will cer-
tainly be enjoyable, Tinker,” replied Sexton
Blake.
on the estate, I bhelieve.
would only keep fine »
- “0h, we're not going to have any rain!»
I interrupted confidently.

“Ton't he too sure of that, young 'un!”

The guv'nor looked up =t the sky, and 1
muist admit that there was a certain heavi-
nes3 about it which didn't look exactly
healthy.

Whatever the weather,
quite delighted,

If the weather

however, 1
Rockwood. Towers,

was

I'd

“ There are soine excellent golf-links

heard, was a fine old place, and the unex-
pectedness of Sir Humphrey's invitation made
it al] the more pleasant,

“He seemed to be quite a genial old chap,
guv'nor,” 1 remarked.

“Ob, Sir Humphrey will keep us alive,
Tinker;” replied Blake. “I don’t know
whether he has any other visitors at the
Towers. It's quite probable. His son James
is away in India on active service.”

We soon completed our arrangements at-
the garage. The car was quite ready, but
we left it there until required. For Sir
Humphrey wanted us to drive out to the
Towers in his carriage.

Carriages are all very well for old fogeys,
but give me a fast motor-car every time.
Motor-cars may go on strike sometimes, hut
they're pretty nearly reliable as clockwork
nowadays. : )

As we walked back to the
was a faint, low

“What ™ was
(3 guns V&Ll

“ 1t sounded like thunder, my boy.”

“Thunder at this time of the year?” I
said sceptically., “We don’t get thunder-
storms until June or July.”

Sexton Blake laughed.

“You seem to have a
Tinker!” he chuckled. “ Why, only a month
ago—in February, mark you—there was a
slight thunderstorm! And the feel of the
atmosphere to-day i§ quite suggestive of an
electrical disturbance. There! Did you hear
that ?» .o

“Yes. That was thunder right enough,”
I agreed, v

The peal was quite distinct, low and mut-
tering in the far distance. I saw one or two
people looking up at the sky, and I looked
myself. Away to the north-west a heavy
bank of black clouds were slowly rising in
the evening twilight.

A few minutes later we arrived at the
post-ofiice, and found Sir Humphrey Drexell's
carriage waiting there. The old baronet was
looking somewhat anxious. _ .

“Ah, I'm glad you have come!” he ex-
claimed. “To tell you the truth, Mr. Blake,
I'm anxious. A storm seems to he coming
up, and we have five miles to go. I think we
shall manage to race the elements.”

“It won’t be much, sir,” I said wisely.

“I hope you are right, my boy-—I hope you
are right!” exclaimed Sir Humphrey. “But
I am doubtful. Thunderstorms in March are
not common, but such storms are usually
very violent, The air has been heavy all the
afternoon.”

We stepped into the comfortable carriage,
and the baronet leaned forward.

“ Now, Jarvis, make all haste!” he ordered.

“Yes, sir,” said the coachman, with ap
anxious glance above.

Another peal of thunder sounded, much
louder than the former. It seemed to shake
the very street. Evidently the elements wére
gathering strength for a hig onslaught. [
rcalized that now. '

We. bowled smartly out of Ipswich, the
horses going first-rate. My opinion of car-
ringes was slightly modified, I'll confess. The

ost-office there
rumble in the distance.
that, guv'nor,” 1 asked—

short memory,



vehicle ran very smoothly, and the steady
beat of the horses’ hoofs on the bard road
bad a certain charm, '

By the time we were clear of the town
the bank of black -clouds had reached the
zenith. The dusk had deepened until a pre-
mature darkness had -settled over the land.
-And every now and again the dense clouds
were. ripped asunder by great flashes of
forked,~vivid lightning.

The thunder boomed loudly. One or two
spots of rain.fell; they were huge, and one
that hit me in the face almost drenched me.
That's a bit of an exaggeration, but’ the
drops were certainly blg.

“H'm! We're going to get it, I'm afraid,”
said Sir Humphrey anxiously.

The carriage was an open one, so, if we did
“get it.“ we should be soaked in next to no
time. The horses were rather young, and
were inclined to he restless. Jarvis, the
coachman, had all his work cut out to hold
them,

Then,the wind came.

A short, puffy gust struck us first of all, A
short period of calm followed. After that
a perfect cyclone of wind rushed down. It
whistled and roared and hissed. My cap
whizzed off, and was only saved from a pro-
longed flight by catching against the back of
the carriage.

“We'll be in the thick of it in a minute!”

I shouted.
" Sexton Blake replied, but his words were
cut short, and I didn't catch them. A flash
of lightning rent the sky, and the thunder
which followed crashed like a hundred big
guns. The storm was amazingly violent.

We were bowling along rapidly now; the
horses were going for all they were worth,
although Jarvis kept them from galloping.
They were frightened, and would cause a
lot of trouble if the storm got any worse.

Fortunately, the elements seemed to quieten
down a bit during the next few minutes.
The thunder wasn’t so loud, and the periods
between the claps were longer. =
. Sir Humphrey looked relieved.

“The worst 15 over, I imagine,” he
“We are within a mile of the
We are lucky, Mr. Blake,
we are to get home

remarked.
lodge-gates now.
It seems as though
without a drenching.”

It must have been the irony of Fate, for
about two ticks later the rain swept down
in torrents. It wasn't merely a rainstorm
of the musnal variety. The wetness poured
down in blinding sheets. _

We were all soaked in no time. The watér

poured from the carriage in rivulets, and the

road became a running sheet of water. The
spray from the hissing drops caused a kind
of glist a foot high from the surface of the
road. : _

Then, just as the lodge-gates came in sight,
thie storm made up for lost time. _

It was almost as though the lull had been
a breathing-space. Now, duly refreshed, the
storm redoubled its eflorts. The darkness
was now almost complete. Jarvis was com-
pelled to lean forward to see the road
clearly.

Suddenly the heavens seemed to open. The
lightning dazzled us all, and a peal of
thunder boomed out which shook the very
ground for wiles. I honestly think it was
the worst storm I had ever experienced—in
England, at all events.

The carriage swerved and swayed. Jarvis
iugged frantically at the reins, for the
frightened horses were getting out of con-
trol. Once we nearly went into the ditch—
it was a narrow squeak—and then the coach-
man brought the vehicle to a standstill. He
jumped down and ran to the horses’ heads.

“I'm real afraid to go on, Sir Humphrey,”
he <houted anxiously. < They'll never get up
the drive, with all them trees——7

“Quite right, Jarvis—quite right!> ex-
claimed the bharonet. % Mr. DBlake, we'd
better walk the rest of the way. We can't
get any wetter, at all events. And Jarvis
will take the carriage by way of the Yew
Lane.”

We all crawled out like half-drowned rats,
and stood shivering in the road. I was glad
to he on my feet, in fact.. The rain was
icy, with choice flurries of hail and snow.
And the haijlstones were as big as marbles.

A3z Jarvia started off down the road, lead-
ing the horses, we followed, bending our
heads to the driving storm. The drive was
quite close now, and we turmed into the wide
;i:;xte;vay. The picturesque lodge stood among

e trees.

The drive was not so very long, and the:

tall treces were lashiing about furiously. The

hiss of the rain and the howl of the wind
drowned every other sound, and at
irregular intervals the thunder boomed,

The storm, in fact, was getting worse.

We had traversed about half the distance
to the house when the climax came,

- It came tragically—terribly.

Without a second’'s warning, there was a
ghastly, blinding glare. It wasn't merely a
flash of lightning; it was a flash of lightning
a hundred times intensified. That's the best
way I can describe it. =

I hardly know what happened, for the
three of us were flung to the ground in a
heap. I was tingling all over, and I was
almost stunned by the fearful detonation of
the thunder which followed. It was the
most appalling crash I'd ever heard.

My ears were drumming painfully, and my
nose was bleeding. Every inch of my skin
felt as though it had heen pricked hy a
thousand needles. And the rain poured down
in a blinding flood. '

I sat up dazedly. .

The first thing I noticed was a patch of

grass close against Sir Humphrey Drexell.

It was blackened and scorched—and it was
steaming! The lightning must have struck
on that very spot!

Sexton Blake was just beside me., and he
staigered to his fect. ht. Tinker?

‘“Are—are you right, Tinker?”
hoarsely. ‘l

“1 think so, guv'nor!” I gasped.

I stood up, too, and was somewhat sur-
prised to find that, except for the painful,
tingling sensation, I was unhurt. 1 looked
at the guv'nor in a startled sort of way, the
rain pouring off my cap and nose and chin.

“We'd better help 8ir Humphrey:” 1 said
vaguely. - .

After that one terrible crash—that one
awful flash of lightning—the storm seemed
to bhe lessening in fury. The thunder rounded
in the distance, and the lightning wasn't so
vivid. But the rain was hissing down in
volumes. - _

Sexton Blake was a little bit more affected
than I.was, for he was swaying as he stood,
and his eyes were closed. And, away over
the trees, 1 fancied I saw a queer kind of
glare. . - ,

“Some house on fire, guyv'nor,” 1 said dully.
“Good heavens! What a storm:”

Bexton DBlake shook himself,

“The lightning caught us, Tinker!” he mut-
tered. “l1t’'s a miracle we weren’t all struck
dead! 1Is Sir Humphrey all right? I—
Good gracious, Tinker, what has happened
to the poor man? Help me to lift him up!”

I noticed, then, that B8ir Humphrey
Drexell was still lying in the scorched grass.
His position was unnatural, and he lay
motionless. Apparently he had received a
stronger dose than either the guv'nor or I.

Sexton Blake knelt down beside hia still
figure, and I turned my face to the sky for
a second. There wecre signs of a break in
the heavy clouds. And the glare I had
noticed had vanished. But I was sure a
house had. been struck by the lightning.
Later on—I may as well add here—I learned
that a cottuge had heen set on fire by the
storm.

“Tinker!”

I looked down, and saw the guv’'nor look-
ing-at me queerly. :

“0Oh, you want me, don’t you, guv'nor?” I
said. “I'm still a bit dazed—"

Sexton Blake rose to his feet. :

“No, Tinker, your assistance is not needed,”
said the great detective quietly. *‘That flash
of lightning performed its dread work only
too well!”

“What do you mean, guv'nor?” I gasped,
starting back.

“You and I, my boy, were saved by s
merciful Providence,” replied Sexton Blake.
“But Sir Humphrey Drexell is—dead!”

EXD OF PROLOGUE.

THE FIRST CHAPTER.

Sir Jimmy Drexell Tells Us the Legend
of the Old Yew Hollow.

{3 HERE'S a gentleman wanting to sece
I you, sir!" .

It was Mrs. Bardell who made

that announcement. Sexton Blake

and I were seated in our dining-room at
Baker Street, partaking of luncheon. The
month was August, and the sun streamed in
at the windows with uncomfortable intensity.

‘The guv’'nor half turned in his chair.

“It is rather incomsiderate of the gentle-

man to call at this __houi-," he said, wiping |

'he asked 1

his serviebte. “Dida’t he

his mouth with
give his name, Mrs. Barde]l?”

“Yes, sir. It's on this here eard.”

And Mrs. Bardell thrust a slip of paate-
board under Blake's nose. He took ib,
glanced at it, and then nodded. -

“Oh, we’ll excuse this particular visitor,”
he smiled. “Show Sir James up at once,
Mrs. Bardell.” :

I picked up the card, and read it.

“8ir Jamnes Drexell!” I exclaimed. “Sir
James Drexell, of Rockwood Towers, Ipswich.
I'm reminded of that awful storm, guv'nor,
last March, when we went up to Ipswich to
fetch our car away.”

Sexton Blake nodded gravely.

“That was a terrible evening, Tinker,” he
said.  “Sir Humphrey Drexell was struck
dend by the lightning—and we were within
an ace of sharing his fate. Indeed, I have
never fully understooll why we escaped. But
lightning plays carious tricks. Sir James is
the new baronet.”

“I thought he wal
gservice !

“He was, Tinker, but I think he's been
home for a couple of months now,” replied
the guv'nor. *“When the news of his fathera
death reached him he was just on the point
of leaving India, owing to ilt-health. He is
now established at Rockwood Towers, 1
believe.”

“Married 7 1 asked.

“I don’t think so, Tinker,” smiled the
guv'nor. “8ir James is only a young man—
not above twenty-seven, at all events. We'll
ask him to partake of luncheon with wus.
He's quite an old friend of mine.”

Just then the door opened, and .Mrs.
Bardell ushered in a tall, stralght, fair- -
haired young man with blue-grey eyes. His
face was tanned by the suns of India, and
he limped slightly.

“Hallo, Jimmy!" said the guv'nor cordially.
“Come in!'"

“Oh, I say, this is too bad of nfe!” pro-
tested Sir James Drexell. “I'd no idea 1
should be disturbing you at your fceding, Mr.
Blake—" »

- “That’s all right, old man,” said Sexton
Blake. “I knew you when you were a hoy,
and we're old friends—eh? B8quat down, and
bave something to eat with us. This grin-
ning young gentleman here is Tinker—my
assistant.” .

_We shook hands all round, and then S8ir
Jimmy, after paying -his respects to Pedro,
sat down at the table. Pedro had made
friends with him immediately, and was
already nosing about for what he could catch
in the grub lipe.

“This is a shockin' business,” grinned our
visitor. *“You'll thihk I came after a free
lunch! Still, I'm a bit hungry, I must
admit, and this table looks very inviting.
What will I have, Tinker? Oh, any old
thing—some of that nice-looking salad, for
chotee.” '

We were soon buay again, and, although I
had never seen Sir Jimnmy before, he was
quite on pally terms with the guv'nor. Of
course, ncarly six months had elapsed since
his father’s tragic death, and the first shock
of the affair had passed. .

“This is just a friendly call?” asked Sexton
Blake.

“Well, no,” said Sir Jimmy.
I want your advice, Mr. Blake.
something very queer going on ,down at
‘Rockwood, and I'm a bit concerned. 1It’s
not quite in your line, but I've got an idea
that you'll be interested. 1 suppose I ought
to have gone, really, to the Society for
Psychical Research.”

“Dear me!” said the guv'mor. “A ghost
story¢”

“Hang it all, I don't know what to call it!
It's queer—uncanny, in fact,” said our
visitor. “But before going into that I want
to thank you for all you did for the poor old
pater at the time of his death.”

“My dear fellow, I did nothing,” said
Blake quietly.

For some little time we talked ahout the
tragedy of the thunderstorm; Blake told
Bir Jimmy exactly how his father had been
killed, and all the rest of the details. By
the time they finished luncheon was over,
and we all adjourned to the consulting-
room. , .

This seemed to be the signal for the com-
mencement of Sir Jimmy's story. He and
the guv'nor lit cigars, and sat down in big
chairs. The sun-blinds were down, and the

-
in India-on active

“Not exactly.
There's been

.roont wa3 comparatively cool.

“Now, about this yarn I'm going to tell
you,” said Drexell, when the cigars were
going properly. *“The whole affair centreg
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on a bhit of my property known as the Yew 1 house stood it would, at certain times, be a

.Hollow. I don't know whether you ever
went there, Mr. Blake?’ - . )

*1 don’'t remember,” replied the guv’nor.
#You know, Jimmy, I've only been down to
Rockwood once or twice. What about the
Yew Hollow? The very name itself seems to
have a ghostly ring about it.”

“It's a curiously shaped piece of well-
wooded ground just on the ecdge of my
estate,” said the young baronet. *There is
a deep hollow, with yew-trees growing all
round it. The hollow itself contains nothing
but shrubs and a few stunted bushes and
weeds. And just a little way from it stands
the Yew House.”

“And it's haunted?” I asked.

Sit Jimmy emiled. )

“I've always said that ghosts and. spirit
nanifestations were -bnly’ the fantastic night-
mares of a few preposterous cranks,” he said.
~“Perhaps I'm right. But the happenings at
the- Yew Hollow are very queer. Anyhow,
Mr. Blake, I'm anxious to get your opinion.”

“Go ahead, then!”

“Well, as a beginning, I'd better tell you
that the Yew House isn't on my estate,
although the Hollow is—if you understand
what mean,” said Sir Jimmy. “It’s all
my property, of course, but the Yew House
stands just outside the Rockwood Towers’
grounds. Until quite recently the old house
has been tenanted by a writer chap—a fellow
named Mayne.” .

“Hartley Mayne, the novelist?” »

“Yes,” replied S8ir Jimmy. ‘“He’s been
there for years, and he and my pater werc
great pals, Well, when I got home from

- Indla, 1 decided that 1 should make big
alterations in a good many ways. The pater
had been jolly old-fashioned, and ¥Fm not
built that way. I'm modernising the place
all round.”

“H'm! That's rather a pity,” smiled the
guv’nor,

“Qh, I'm not speiling it, if that's what you
mean!” went on the visitor. “But I reckon
that electric light is an improvement; and
I'm having garages built, and telephones in-
stalled, and all that sort of thing. Well, I
found that Mr. Maynme’s lease had run out,
and I decided that I'd pull the old Yew
House down.”

“For what reason?”

“A fad, I suppose. It’s tremendously oid,
and as bare as & prison—ugly and unsightly,”
said Sir Jimmy. “But whcen I approached
Mayne about it, he didn’t quite like the idea
—old associations, and all that sort of thing
Only g matter of sentiment, of cowrse. And
it happened that a fairly big house on my
estate—on the other side of the Towers—was
just vacant. I told Mayne he could have
t at the same rental as he’d been paying at
the Yew House—a concession on my part, of
course,

“That, as you'll readily believe, made him
change his tone a bit. I'd given him a month
to quit, but in the end we agreed that he
should get out by the nd of August. This
happened, of course, nearly two nonths
ago. .

“Having settled that all right, 1 turned my
attention to other matters. But after five
weeks had elapsed—that is, nearly three
weeks ago—Mayne came to me and said that
e was going to shift into the new house
without a minute’s delay. I didn’t mind,
hecause this was just what I wanted. And
he had a queer yarn to tell. The Yew
House, he said, and the Yew Hollow with
it, were uncanny. I asked him what he
meanl’: by uncanny, and then he told the

arn.’ ' .
7 Sir Jimmy paused, and jerked the ash
from his cigar.

““What was the
interestedly,

Our visitor looked thoughtful.

“ Before I go into that, perhaps I'd better
tell you the main facts of the old Rockwood
legend,” he said slowly. “Legends, in my
opinion, are nothing but peasants’ gossip—
invented hundred of years ago, and then
handed down. This legend is quite straight-
forward, but a bit unusual,

“It seems that exactly two hundred years
ago an old man had been murdered in the
Yew House. That’s the usunal beginning of
legends, I believe. The Yew Housc must
have heen comparatively new at that time,
for it's not much o¢lder than twoc hundred
years. Before this old chap was murdered,
however, the cheerful krnaves who did the
trick put his eyes out. Anyhow, the old
fcllow was blinded, and while dylog he had
urscd the house and the Hollow with a
) e,art}v goodwill, saying that as iong as the
vl -_No' 726-

quecr story?” I asked

place of blindness. Those who entered it
would have their sight taken away. And the
Yew Hollow itself would become bare of all
:l'ggetat,ion—everything would wither and
ie.”

“That sounds suspiciously like an old
wives' tale,” smiled the guv'nor.

“I'm the first to admit that,” agreed Sir
Jimmy. “But there’s no getting over the
facts. There’'s no doubt that they're extra-

ordinary. This cursé was made two hundred
years ago precisely. That’s an important
point.”

" Why?"

“Because, a hundred years afterwards—
that is, a hundred years ago—some strange
things happened. There are records to show
that the inhahitants ot the house went hlind,
3{1% that all vegetable matter in the Hollow

ied,”

“Merely a continuation of the legend.”

“That’s what I thought—until the same
amazing state of affairs occurred this year,”
sald Sir Jimmy quietly. * As you’ll realise,
exactly another hundred years have passed.
it’s rather unusual for ghosts to manifest
themselves at hundred-year intervals, but 1
suppose there have heen parallels. At all
evente, some infernally curious things have

heen occurring at the Yew House. And now
I get back to Mayne's s You remember
I broke off to tell you of the legendt”

“That’s right,” nodded Sexton Blake.

“Well, Mayne came to me looking rather
scared,” said Sir Jimmy. “He's® g level-
headed chap enough, and quite intellectual.
That’s obvious, because he’s 4 man who gets
his living by his brains. I certainly shouldn’t
accuse him of delusions. Besides, there is
other evidence in.addition to hija.” ,

“And what was his evidence?” I asked.

“He told me, in all seriousness, that on
two separate occasions he had been tem-
porarily blinded by some mysterious cause.
Mayne’s a bachelor, and sleeps alone. The
first thing that happened was about three
weeks ago. In the middle of the night he
was awakened, and when he attempted to
light a lamp he found that he was
blind.”

“Blind?” I exclaimed increduously.

“For the time bheing—yes,” replied our
visitor gravely. “Thir ism’t a legend now,
Mr. Blake. It’s the absolute truth. Mayne
was blind for about an hour, and then he
regained his normal sight!”

*Suddenly?” “

“No; it was a gradual® process, and the
effcct, he told me, lasted for several hours
longer.” -

“Did this blindness cause him any pain?”

“My dear Mr. Blake, he couldn’t open his
eyea for an hour!” exclaimed Sir Jimmy
earnestly. “The agony was ahominable, he
told me. He concluded that it was due to
some natural cause or other, and he con-
sulted the doctor.. But there was nothing
wrong with his eyes, and nothing wrong with
his constitution.” ) *

“The same thing occurred the next night 7»

“Yes—only In a bigger dose. He was
blinded for near two hours, and then ‘he
remembered the old tales about the. aged
old dwarf.”

“Dwarf 2"

“Well, the old fellow was supposed to be
deformed, or something,” replied Drexell,
“Mayne was quite startled, and he told me
that he wouldn't stay in the house a day
longer.”

“It's rather a curious story,” remarked
Sexton Blake thoughtfully. *“But I must
confess, Jimmy, that I strongly suspect that
Mayne’s eyesight is defeetive. It's not the
house that's wrong—it's Mayne’s eyes.”

Sir Jimmy shook his head.

“Y thought you’'d say that,” he remarked.
“But it so happens, Mr. Blake, that one of
Mayne's maidservants experienced exactly
the same phenomenon—and her bed-room, of
course, is right on the other side of the
house, in the servants’ quarters. So Mayne's
apartment isn’t responsible, either.”

“Did you see this girl?” ‘

“Yes, of course, and talked to her. She’s
the daughter of one of the gamekeepers,”
said the young baronet. *“A respectable,
level-headed girl in every way. Her eye-
gsight was affected in preciscly the same
fashion as Mayne's.”

“And that’s all you have to tell?”

“By no means}” exclaimed Sir Jimmy
quickly. “The most astonishing part, in my
opinion, is yet to come. After Mayne had
told me all about it, and had stated his
opinion that the old curse was working, 1
said that it wouldn't be a bad idea to go and

-2

Lo we

have a look at the Yew Hollow.
went.”
“And what did you find?” I asked tensely.
“] -don’t know whether you’'ll helieve me,
.but I'm positively serious,” said Sir Jimmy

Drexell gravely. “In the Yew Hollow
there’s not a blade of grass or a shrub or
a bush left alive! Every atom of vege.
tation has withered away and-died!”

hig

”.

THE SECOND CHAPTER.
8exton Blake Takes Up the Case,and Hao
and | and Pedro Take Possegsion of the
Yow House—We Have an Uncanny Ad-
venture as S8aon as We Qet There.
EXTON BLAKE lay back in
S chair. \ .
“The precise details of the old curse
have come to pass, then,” he said
thoughtfully. “Your story sounds ‘tali,’
Jimmy, but I Know you are not piling it on
for my benefit. But. there must be sonic
explanation.”

“l1 wish I knew what it was!" said Drexell,
“I'm worried. I don’t like things of that
sort to happen on my property. Why, the
country folk in the district are all afraid of
their Iives! They wouldn't enter the Yew
Hollow for a hundred pounds in solid cash.
I want the whole thing cleared up.”

I could tell by the guv’nor's expression
that he was keenly interested. Sir Jimmy’s
story was so weird and extraordinary that
the great detective couldn’t help being
:lnterested. 1 was wondering what he would

0. .

“You want the thing cleared up, Jimmy 2
said Blake absently, «That’s natural. I'm
wondering how I can help you. I dou't very
well see how trickery can be at the boitom
of the manifestations. But people cannot
be blinded without cause, and weeds and
bushes don’t shrivel up unless they are
poisoned or scorched. hat is the vegeta-
tion like in the Yew Hollow?»

“1t is withered and dead.”

“How long has it been in that condition:?

“Just upon three weeks.”

“You mean you saw it in that state three
weeks ago??

“That’s right.”?

“Have you been to the Hollow since:;?

“Yes; I went there yesterday.” .

“And the vegetatiom was precisely the
same?”

“If anything, more withered.”

“Did yon look closely?® asked Sextcn
Blake. < Were the roots affected?” '

Sir Jimmy nodded.

“That's just it,” he said. “I thought,
perbaps, that some practical jokcr was having
a2 game. - Chemicals of some sort would pro-
babj]y kill the weeds and bushes. But there
wasn't a sign of any chemical, and every-
thing was absolutely dead—roots and all!»

“Hm! I can’'t understand it.» -

Sexton Blake looked across at me thought-
fully, and puffed at his cigar. His brow was
puckered.

“Maype shifted out of the Yew IHouce
three weeks ago?” he asked abruptly,

“That’s near enough, anyhow.»

“Has anybody lived there since?»

“Not a soul.,” )

“Haven't you been in the house?”

“In the daytime, yes; but not at night,”
replied our visitor. “But look here, Mr,
Blake, I haven't finished my yarn yet.?

“QOh, i€ there some more??

“4A little. And what I'm going to tell you
now is the climax of the whole affair,” :aid
Drexell., “Two days ago it ceased Dbeing
merely a case of haunting, or whatever you
call it, and became a tragedy.”

« Ah, there has been a death?”

“I'll tell you. The day before yesterday a
man’s hody was found Iying just on the lip
of the Hollow,” said Sir Jimmy quietly, “He
was recognised at once as Mike Osborne, a
village loafer and a well-known poacher, Hg
was quite dead.”

“From what cause?”

«1t isn't known, but I vaguely suspect foul

‘play. There wasn't a mark on him, and his

eyes were wide open and staring with horror,
There’s going to he an inquest to-morrow.
It's been delayed for some reason. After
thinking things over, Mr. Blake, I decided to
come to you.,» * -

«T,00ks as though the chap was frightened
to death,* I'remarked.

“In that case, then, there's probably some-
thing in all these manrifestations,® caid Sir
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Jimmy. ¢ Perhaps, after all, that old curse
may be taking efflect. Anyhow, I'm deucedly
worried, and I want some advice. I can’t get
the Yew Hause pulled down, even!?

“How's that?” asked the guv'nor.

“There's not a man who'll work near the
place,” was Sir Jimmy's reply: ¢ The tale has
got noised abroad, and the death of the
poacher just about settled matters in the
minds of the country folk. High wages are
no inducement ; and I dare say London work-
men would refuse to pull the place down,
once they heard it's grim story.”

“The Yew House is quite empty??

“Yes. And it looks a3 though it'll remain
empty until it becomes a ruin. It stands
there on the edge of the Hollow, a gaunt
and stark ervesore,” said Drexell. “It's as
ugly as sin, and you get the creeps when
you look at it. But the hoéuse is comfortable
enough inside, I will say, And I wasn't
quite truthful when I sald it was empty.
There's a sitting-room and a bed-room with
furniture in them—just enough to make it
habitable.”

“Didn't Mr. Mayne shift all bhis stuff,
then?” .
¢Qh, ves! I had thiz furniture put in—

some old rubbish from the Towers,” replied
Sir Jimmy. “You see, I had an idea of
living in the place for a couple of days and
nights just to test it.” o .

“«But you changed your mind?” smiled
. Sexton Blake.

« Well, Mayne strongly advised me not to
risk it,” said the baronet, half a logemcal_ly.
“ He’s been bitten, you see, and he was quite
concerned when I told him of my intentions.
It was his idea that I should be blinded per-
manently, and I didn't fancy that.”

Sexton Blake rose to his feet, and paced
the consulting-room a few times, I watched
him rather anxiously, for I knew that he was
debating in his mind whether he should take
up the case or not. Personally, I was keen
on looking into it. There was an eleraent of
deep mystery in Sir Jimmy's story which
appealed to me.

Finally, the guv'nor came to a halt before
Drexell’s chair. .

“This affair does not strike me as being
much in my own particular line, Jimmy,” he
said slowly. _ )

“0h, you'rc .not going to do anything,
then?® )

«] didn’t sav that,” smiled Blake, as the
young baronet's face fell about a yard, as
the novelists put it. “You have interested
me greatly, and my curiosity is aroused.
Moreover, the month is August, and London
is infernally hot. Rockwood Towers appeals
to me. There is a river near by, and some
excellent goll-links are hapdy. °
I can do with a few days’' relaxation.”

Sir Jimmy grinned. o

¢ That means you'll come down with me?”
he asked eagerly.

“No, it doesn’t mean that.”

“ But you said »

“«My idea 1is this," interrupted the
guv'nor. “You'll go back to Ipswich alone,
and you won't say anything about any
arrangement with me. And Tinker and I
will run down this evening, and we'll take
possession of the Yew House. You've got
the key, 1 suppose?”

«“No. But that's a detail.
back door unfastened.”

« That's all right. To-night, a{ all events,
Tinker and I will be there unknown to a
soul except  yourself,” said Sexton Blake.
«[ have a mind to experience this strange
blindness m{lselr. You see, if there’s human
agency at the bottom of it all, nothing will
happen to-night. TBut if it were known that
we were going to spend the night there some-
body might get busy. At all events, I'll make
a preliminary investigation on the quiet.”

Sir Jimmy Jumped up, his face aglow.

“It's splendid of you, Mr. Blake!” he said
enthusiastically. ¢ But look here, this isn't
a friendly aftair; it’s a professional case. And
I want you to treat me just the same as an
ordinary client. You'll want fees——"

“ Confound you, Jimmy! Don't talk of
fees!” exclaimed Blake severely. “It isn't a
profcssional case. I'm coming down just
bhecuuze I fancy to. And, after this first
night, Tinker und I will be your guests. So
don’t make an idiot of yourself by naming
Iees!”

Jimmy grinned and chuckled.

“ Well, you'll let me pay expenses »

“If you mention financial questions again
[’ll refuse to lift a finger in the matter!”
threatencd the guv'nor. & You get back to
Ipswich, and Keep mum about these arrange-

I'll leave the

Tinker and

>

1 lad,” he said plcasantly.

ments. Tinker and I will come along later
on. That's all you need to know for the
present.”

“It's jolly good of you—"

“No, it isn't!" snapped Blake. ¢ Wait
until I've done something bhefore you talk
about my goodness, In all probability 1
shall fail miserably. And if you find your-
self pulled forecibly out of bhed to-morrow
don't be surprized. I shall give you an early
call, I expect.”

“Oh, I'll call round at the Yew House
early t” said Sir Jimmy promptly.

“My dear man, I don’t want you to do
that !” exclaiined the guv'nor. ¢ You jus¢ do
as I tell you. If you see no sign of Tinker
or myself by nine o'clock, then I give you
permission to break into the Yew House to
find our remains.”

. “What about Pedro®” I asked. “He's look-
ing anxious.”

" Pedro wasn’t leoking anxious at all, really.
He was engaged in the entertaining occupa-
tion of snapping at flies.

“ We'll take Pedro, of course,” said Sextow
Blake. “He's a- splendid ghost-catcher—
especially if the ghost happens to be =solid.
I'm not going to ask you any more ques-
tions, Jimmy. We'll let matters remain as
they are until I've had a look at this old
house myself.”

“ What's your opinion of the whole case,
anyhow ?”»

“I'm not sure that I've formed an opinion
yet,” replied the guv'nor, ¢“Two hundred
years ago an old man curses the Yew Hollow
and the house near it, and to-day the curse
is being fulfilled. It looks like some occult
demonstration. But I don’t believe it is. By
the way, did your father believe the legend 2"

“Implicitly, I think, He was a bit super-
stitious, you know."

“Well, I'm not; and I've got suspicions,”
said Blake. ¢<That's all for the present, my
dear fellow.”

Ten minutes later Sir
his departure from Baker Street.

‘James Drexell took
And after

he had gone the guv'nor looked at me
queerly,
“A wild-goose chase—eh, Tinker?* be
smiled.

“I don't know, guv'nor,” I said. €¢It looks

rummy, doesn’t it ¢»

“Well, the change will do us good, my
“Pack a couple of
bags, and get vourself ready. We shall have
to be off before long. It's lucky I'm slack
this week, otherwise I'm afraid, Sir James
and his precious ghost-story would have
received scant attention.”

“ How are we going, guv'nor? By car?”

“Of course! We can’'t be bothered with
Pedro on a railway train. Pedro has a rooted
objection, too, to being placed in the gnard's
van. He prefers the rear cushions of a motor-
car. Oh, and, Tinker!"

“Yes, guv'nor?”

“Pack a bag of grub, too,” said Blake.
“I'll leave the choice to you. DBut we shall
want some supper to-night, sha'n’t we? We
shall have to rough it at the Yew House,
but we needn’t go hungry.”

“You leave the grub department to me,
guv’'nor,” I grinned.

It was fairly late in the afternoon when
we started out. We were going in the
guv’'nor’s big touring car, and it was glorious
weather—hot and sunny. Sexton Blake took
the wheel, and I sat beside him. Pedro
occupied the tonneau seats in solitary state.
He didn’t mind a blt. He sat there, fooling
himself that he was the lord of all he sur-
veyed.

The run down was enjoyable but unevent-
ful. Wo halted at Chelmsford for a little
liquid refreshment, and 1 shocked the
guv'nor and rendered myself liahle to a
sentence of ten years' penal servitude by
buying Pedro a bag of mixed biscuits. He
wolfed them up without realising the awful
crime he was committing by devouring such
a luxury.

By the time Ipswich was reached the sun
had nearly set, and the sky was pink and
blue and various other colours. F¥ine weather
was in store, and this was just as well. We
didn't want a repetition of our previous
stay in Ipswich. I'd bad enough thunder and
lightning to last me years.

We called at the garage we'd previously
patronised, and the owner canie along with us
to a spot within half a mile of the Yew
Hollow. Then we got out, and car was-
driven back toJpswich by the garage man.

- Sexton Blak® and I and Pedro were left.
on the dusty road. There wasn't a cottage
in sight, and the countryside looked rather

worn out. The graas was browny, and the
trees were beginning to show cigns of wear.
Autumn would be along before the summer
realised that it had ned¥ly bad its innings.

The sztately drive leading up to Rockwoul
Towers lay some distance ahead. But the
Yew Hollow was quite close, on the edge
of the Towers grounds, The Yew House,
however, was just outside the grounds, it-
garden being only separated from the bollow
by a thick hedge.

After walking for about five minutes we
mouni_&ed a little rise, turned a corner, and
the Yew House lay before us in full sight.
Trees grew on all sides, but the building
was clearly in view.

In the evening light the old place looked

rather sinister.
_ Sir Jimmy hadn't been far wrong in say-
ing that the house was ugly. It was—only
more s0. Bare and gaunt, with drahb walls,
it had a cold, forbidding aspect. There wa:
nothing to-relieve the ugliness of it.

Not a sprig of creeper, and not a porch
or any rustic work. - The front of the house
was mean-fooking,  Perfectly flat, with a
small front door and several small and poky
windows. The chimneys, rising out of the
roof, were all irregular, and crumbling witd
age. The whole place, in fact, was mouldy
with age. '

¢ Pretty
remarked,

“The interior, I imagine, must he very
comfortable,” said Blake., ¢ 3Mayne wouldn't
have remained in this house if tho inside
matched the outside. But we shall soon see
for ourselves.”

We pushed open the gate, and carried our
hags up the gravel path. DPedro went on
ahead, quite interested in everything. I
helieve he had.an idea that another suppty
of gruh was coming hiz way before long,

Avoiding the front door, we passed round
the house to the hack. As Sir Jimmy had
promised; the rear door was unfastened. We
went inside, and found ourselves m a narrow

picture, isn't it, guv'mor? 1

‘pazsage. .

But this soon widened into a really com-
fortable lounge-hall, The interior of the Yew
House, at least, was decorated well, and had
many modern conveniences. The living-room,
which was furnished, was a small “den” at
the rear, a cosy little apartment in every
way. : .

“It's not so bad, after all,” I
approvingly.

The furniture was old, and there wasn’t
much of it; but, of course, Drexell had only
had it shoved in as a temporary arrange-
ment. Having set our bags down, we ex-
plored the other rooms, and found them very
decent, on the whole. Certainly, the only
real fault with the housc was its ugly, for-
h_ldt(litlug outward aspect. The inside was all
right.

The one furnished bed-room—it was the
room Hartley Mayne had occupied—contained
nothing but a double-hed and a chair or two.

remarkec

But the bed looked O.X., and that was the

main thing. We hadn’t expected luxuries.
A supply of candles were discovered on the
sitting-room mantelpiece.
“And now for supper!” T said heartily.
“I'm hungry after that ride! Jolly good
thing you thought of the grub, guv’'nor!®

“S8upper can wait, Tinker,” said Sexton
Blake. *We're going wout.”

“Where the dickens tor” I asked.

“The Yew Hollow. I have a mind to sce
it in twilight.” :

“Well, there’s*no accounting for taste,” 1
growled. “Just as I was thinking of supper,
too! Let'a get it over, quickly, then. Come
on, Pedro, you lazy scoundrcl! There's no
grub yet.”

Pedro looked indiguant, hut didn’t raise
any objection to going out.

The Hollow lay behind the house, and it
was easily reached. We just had to cross
the garden, and get through a gap in the
thick hedge which geparated the Rockwood
Towers grounds from those of the Yew
House.

The garden wasn't o bad--quite decent, in
fact, with a pood lawn and well-set-out
flower-beda.  Mr. Mayne bhad done his hest
to make the place look all right, but it had
been a thankless task.

Sexton Blake led the way through the gap,
and I followed.. Pedro, of courae, had gon-
on ahead. By the time we found ourselves
on the edge of the Hollow Pedro had bounded
down into its depths. But, quite suddenly,
we heard him coming back.

There was a great change in Lis appear-
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ance. His cars were flat back against{ his .
head, and his tail hung between his legs.

‘l:}}]a.lm! \What’s the matter, old boyi? I
asked.

Pedro looked round with an expression
which plainly told of fear. This was dis-|
ulieting. Pedro wasn't afraid df any livi#fg .
thing.

“What's up with him, guvpor?™ I ex-
claimed curiously. .

“Well, if we had the idea of spooks:
thoroughly settled in qur minds, we should
assume that this placé is baunted,” replied
Sexton Blake. *All ghostly spots, T belicve, !
are supposed to have a Kind of depressing -
effects upon the spirits; and animals are
terror-stricken,” i L

“Well, there’s something wrong with:
Pedrot” I said bhluntly.

'The old dog was Jooking up at us almost
appealingly.

“He's not frightenc@ like this becanse of
any human presence, guv'nor,” I went on.
“I'm blessed If I like it!”

“We will go down into the Hollow, Tinker,”
gaid Sexton Blake calinly,

We passed through the belt of surrounding .
yew-trees, and in a very few minutes came
to the lip of the HoHow. The ground sloped
away steeply before us. Pedro had come
with us as far as this, but he refused to go.
another step. He stood on the cdge of the
slope and shivered.

S8exton Blake, without a word, plunged.
down, and I followed him—not without a
certain qualm. There was something weird
and uncanny about this spof{—it was un-
doubtedly different from any other place I'd
ever been near., And as we descended the
steep slope - we noticed that the vegetation
was dried up and withered. Grass was hrown
and dead, and beds of weeds, which had
originally been three or four fcet in height,
had dwindled down to a dried-aup moss of
rotten leaves and stalks.

Somehow, the very alr secmed to be
charged with some unknawn, mysterious
force. It may have been my imagination, -
but I felt queer. Somecthing secmed to he
stirring inside me—I didn't know what—and
I had a keen desire to slink off without.
waating a second.

«]1—I say, guv'nor,” | nuttereds ¥ do—do
you feel—funny?” .

Sexton Blake looked straight at me.

“There is undoubtedly something con-
nected with this Hollow which I cannot, for
the moment, explain,” he said. *“The scn-
sation is most peculiar, and there is no
apparent cause. I do not readily accept a
theory that this withering up of thc weeds
i3 an occult demonstration.”

“Then what is it?”

“Really, Tinker, I cannot anawer that
qucstion.” -

. “How ahout DPedro, guv'nor?” I asked.
“He was nearly frightened out of his wits,
wasn't he? Just look at him up tbere! He
won't come down here—"

“Pedro is not frightened. ' young 'un,”
interjected the guvnor. “He is merely
uneasy—and there may hc a perfectly natural
cause for that. He has scented something,
or has seen something, which we have missed. :
It is even possible that he passed over the
very spot where that poacher’s dead haody
had lain. Dogs are curious creatures, and
Pedro has his own little idiosyncrasies.®

1 grunted.

“Well, I've got niine, toe!"™ 1 exclaimed.
“T vate we get out of this hole, guv'nor.
We'll examine it by daylight—when we ean
gee properly. It's nearly dark, now, and
we're simply wasting tine.?

“Upon my soul, I believe you're getting
nervous!”

“T'm not!” I roared indignantiy.

But, if the truth must be told, I was just
a wee hit uneasy. The twilight was already
decp, and down here, surrounded by the
dead trees, it was scarccly possible to see a
distance of ten vards.

An utter silence reigned over the Hollow.
and there was that wcird “feel ” in the air
which made my: hair want to rise on end.
This, I suppose, was piainly due to my awn
thoughte.

Sexton Blake stood leoking about him
frowningly. The scene was one of strange
desolation. Almost in the’ middle of the

cup-like Hollow there was a llcck; this,
Jike everything else, was bhare of green stufl.
The grass beunecath our feet crackled as we
trod on it. The bushes near by were as
dead as imported mutton. '
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“What do you make of it,  guv'nor?” 1
asked.

“] don't know, Tinker—I really don’t
know!” was the great detective’s reply. “But
Jimmy didn't exaggerate in the least.
Everything is exactly a3 he said. It is most'
extraordinary.”

Blake went down on his hands and knees,
and examined esome of the dead weeds at
close quarters. He spiffed at them, and then
placed one of the withered leaves in ais
mouth.

“Mind you don't get poisoned—"

“Don’t worry, Tinker; there is no trace of
any foreign matter on these leaves,” said the
guv'nor. “I bhad suspected trickery, but
these weeds and bushes were not killed by
any chemical action. They have just|
withered and died. Why? Frankly, I can-
not believe that the old curse—-"

“What's that, guv'nor?” I asked abruptly.!

I held up an unsteady finger, and pointed.:
I'd just seen something on the edge of the
depression. There had hecn a movement

qmong the trees a2bove our heads—for we

were, of course, at the bottom of the
Hollow.

“I can see nothing, my boy,” raid Sexton:
Blake. “I'm afrald your nerves are on edge
—— Dear me!”

The guv'nor broke off very suddenly, with:
8. little catch in his voice. And, as for me,.
I know jolly well that I went “goosey " all
over.

For there, among the trees, I saw an
extraordinary, hunched-up, dwarfish figure.!
It was flitting about in the most fantastic
fashion, and 1 caught & glimpse of a hideous
face, with glaring eyes.

And not .a sound broke theé stiliness until !
Sexton Blake abruptly commenced running.
This broke the spell, and I fo]lowed hard at
his heels. We scrambled up the steep slope
helter-skelter. |

But when we arrived at the spot there was
nothing whatever to he seen; there was not
a2 sound to be heard. The apparition had
completely vanished. Blake looked at the
ground keenly, but there wasn't a sign of

any footprint.
Tinker?”

“That was
Blake quietly.

“I—J don’t half like it, guv'nor!” I mut-
tered huskily. “That figure we saw wasn't
liuman, I'll swear! And did you notice
what it was?” :

“The form of a dwarf, you mean?”

“Yes, guv'nor. Sir Jimmy told us that the
old blind man had been a misshapen dwarl,
didri‘'t he? We've seen the spectre——''

“Nonsens¢, Tinker!” interjected Blake
sharply. “I am more convinced than cver’
that there is some trickery at work hcre.:
I don’t believe in ghosts, and our cxperience
Liere has not converted me—yet. Come; we.
will get back to the house, and see what
that has in store for us.”

We got back without delay, and we were’
destined to discover before morning that
our adventure in the Hollow was nothing
compared to the extraordinary happening
which took place in the Yew House itsclfd

strange—eh, 8zid

THE THIRD CHAPTER.
We Have Supper and Qo to Bed —Then
a Strange Thing Happens, and Our Eyes
Refuse to Act—After That We Qo Out,
and Meet a Very Pretty Qirl in the:
Woods—We are Compelled Against Our.
Own W'shes to Indulge in a Coid Bath.
EDRO’S strange hehaviour was very!
P significant, to my mind. He was as'
brave as a lion, and for him to.
deliberately show the white feather
waa unheard-of. Yet he had undoubtedly
funked going down into the Hollow.
.~ We found him just inside the garden of the
Yew House. He looked more comfortable
now, and wagged his tail in a sheepish,
apologetic kind of way. He was practically
telling us that he was ashamed of himself.

“You coward!” 1 said sternly.

Pedro hung his head. '

“Fat lot of good you'd be In a spook-
hunt!” I went on.  “If you'd been on the
spot we might have collared that dwarf-
ghost. Pedro, my son, you're in disgrace.
You won't get any supper!”

_guv'nor.

Pedro didn't believe this; he wagged his:

tail with a little- more energy, and cocked
hia left ear.
all right. And by the time we reached the

He knew what “pupper ” meant ;

little sltting-room he wag as checrful as
possi.ble. -
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“Well, guv’'nor, what do you make of it?”
1 asked bluntly.

"My dear Tinker, you musatn't ask me wbat
I think of it at this early stage!” protested
Sexton Blake. "1 have scarcely had time to
look round. If the light had be¢n stronger
I should undoubtedly have searched the wood
for that strange dwarf; but the tnslkwould
have been hopeless in the gathering'dusk.
We shall have to wait until morning.”

“Let's hope we're still alive:”
cheerfully.

The guv'nor was very thoughtfyl, and, I
may as well add, very lazy. He just droppcd
into a chair and smoked—and let me do all
the supper preparation. He didn’t even help
to lay the table.

This wasn’t much of a task, I'll admit. 1
just spread a big serviette over one corner,
and told the guv'nor that we should have to
kid ourselves that .it was a [ull-sized table-
eloth. Then I threw some knives and forks
in 2 heap, so that we could help ourselves to
just what we required. This saved a lot of
trouble. The grub was set out daintily on
two chunks of grease-proof paper.

There was ham and hard-boited eges, and
tongue, and bread-and-butter, and four
varietics of cake. There was no sensc il

I said

starving ourselves, and the Food Controller's

restrictions don’t apply when you're campiny
in a haunted house. That's how I argucd,
anyhow. -

I'd brought a tiny kettle. and a tinfer
apirit-stove. In less than ten miinutes I had
hoiling water, and then I made the cofiee.
Coffce and milk all shoved together in one
tin; one spoonful make a cup. It’s not 0

| good as properly-made coffee with fresh milk

and cream, of course; but it's all right in an
emergency.

“Come on, guv'nor; all
briskly.

Sexton Blake tossed his cigarctte-end across
the table into the fireplace, missing the
tinned coffee by ahout an eighth of an inch,
and drew his chalr up. He ecyed the grub
with approval.

“There’'s one great point in your favour,
Tinker,” he said pleasantly. “Im all matters
concerning the commissariat department ycu
stand pre-eminent. You apparently had the
idea that We were going to stand a siege in
this place. I'll have some of that ham:, a
couple of eggs, and bread-and-butter.”

" Help yourcelf, guv'nor!”

We were soon busy, and the meal was
really enjoyable. 8exton Blake's appetite
was nearly as keen as my own—and that
means that he ate a lot. I managed to keep
ahead of himm easily, though. Pedro -~
squatted on the floor, and waited for tit-
bits. When he got tired of ° waiting he
shoved a huge paw on my arm, as 2 kind of
gentle hint.

At least, it was hia idea of a gentie hint.
Ounce he jerked a forkful of ham on to the
floor, and after that he nearly drowned me
by upsctting thc coffee just as I was about
to drink. .

Except for these little diversiona. however,
the supper passed off splendidly.. I'd brought
several huge biscuits for Pedro, and he
munched at these contentedly. adding to the
flavour now and again by sandwiching in a
piece of fat ham.

It was quite dark now, of course. and as
there were plenty of candles, I lighted six

ready!” I said

of them. ‘When you're in a haunted house
you want plenty of light. One candle’s no
good at all.

“What's the programme to-night, sir?” 1}
asked, as I sipped my seccond enp of coffee.
“Do we sit up all night, and watch for the
spectre ?”

Bexton Blake lit o cigarette,

“Jimmy mentioned nothing about a
spectre, young ’un,” he sail. "There's
nothing to be scen of the ghost, by what }
understand. People wlho live in this houae
are simply blinded—Ifrom 1no apparent
cause.”

I grunted.

“That’s a rotten kind of ghost, guv’nor,” 1L
said. “I'd rather sce a spook than have my
cycsight taken away. Haven’t you formed
any theory? It scems a bit tall to me, you
know. How can a chap’s eyesight he affccted
when there’s nothing to affect it?”

“That is impossible, Tinker,” replicd the
“There can he no effcet without a
cause—that is a logical fact which no one
dare deny. But what is the cause? We have
to get at that point. We know the effect;
but we don’t know the cause. Qur stay
here may be fruitful.”

“That means we shall get o sleep?”

“Not at all, We shall go to bed very

and smiled.
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shortly. and compose ourselves for sleep
exactly as though the house were a normal
one,” said Blake. “Before an investigation
i3 possible I must experience this extra-
ordinary °‘ blinding' phenomenon. But 1
flguls]pect that the night will pass unevent-
ully.”

“Let's hope s0,”. 1 remarked.
you fathead!”

Those last few words were addressad to
Pedro. Having fAnished his biscuits, he had
come along for a fresh supply of grub. He
was standing beside me, looking up with
twinkling eyes, .
.7 “You glutton!” I said severely. “Don't

you know it's war-time? Before long you'll
have to subsist on sawdust and weeds.
There's no telling how long the war-will last
il our glorious Foreign Office doesn't wake
np. I reckon you'd manage the blockade
better than some people I could name, Pedro.
Thank goodness the Americans are showing
us how it ought to be done!”

Pedro wasn't at all interested in politics,
however; he seemed more concerned about
my cup of coflee. I left him some, and he
licked it up with a noise like a Prussian
drinking lager-heer.

We were all quite. cheerful now. The house
didn't bave any depressing effect upon us,
and our nerves were pretty strong. Besides,
we didn’t believe in ghosts at all. There
was nothing to be afraid of. Pedro’'s serene
u'ttli]iiudc showed that everything was all
richt.

But why had he acted so curiously in the
Hollow? .

I didn't worry over the problem, but
cleared away the sgupper-things. Sexton
Blake went off somewhere, and he was still
away when 1 had finished tidying up. But

“Get away,

just as I was going in search of him t-he{

dnor opened.

“Been exploring?” 1 asked.

“I have been looking round the house,
Tinker,” replied the guv'nor. “Really, 1 fail
to see anything unusaal. The place is old,
hut there are no secret stairways or passages.
The walls of our bhed-room are thin, in fact,
and the window is a good distance from the
ground. It i3 quif® impossible for any human
hring to surprise us in the night.”
¢ tl']'l'hat's a comfort, anyhow,” I said cheer-
utly.

“If you're ready, young 'un, we'll get to
hed at once,” went on Sexton Blake. “We
shall be up at dayvbreak, so we shall only
zet a few hours’ sleep. Bring Pedro along;
we'll have bhim in the room with us.”

I told Pedro to foilow, and collared the
Lhalf-dozen partially-used candles. They were
stuck on & lonz piece of old planking, in an
artistic row. So we went up to bed with
plenty of light.

The guv'nor, I found, had been faking
things up. The window was open a little at
the top, but Blake had fixed up several
invisible thrcads which would break instantly
if the window was touched. He had treated
the fireplace in the same way.

“You don‘t think the ghost’s coming down |

the chimney, do you, guv'nor?” I grinned,

“We caunot be too careful, Tinker,” re-
plied Sexton Blake. “And don't keep refer-
ving to the ‘ghost.’ There isn't a ghost.
Nothing will convince me that thte iInani-
festations were caused Ly a supernatural
agency.”

Once iuside thie bed-room, Blake treated
the door just the same as the window. He
turned the key in the Tock, put the key in
his pocket, and then stretched four separate
threads across.

In addition to this a board was placed
arainst the door. [t was just on the
balance, and the slightest movement of the
door would send it down. It was impossible
for us to be disturbed in the night without
receiving a warning.

Then, to settle matters finally, Blake drove
two long screws into the window-frame,
fixing ic firmly in its present position, No
huinan being could enter from the outside

withont smashing the glass—and that would |

avwaken ns all right.

I felt more comfortahle when I eyed these
preparations.

“We're a3 right as rain, guv'nor!" I said,
as I pulled off my boots.

“Don’t undress completely,
claimed Biake. “'We may have to get up In
a hurry. It is batter to be prepared.”
_ 80, when we laid upon the bed—which was
jolly comfortable—we werc still half-dressed.
Pedro was given a blanket all to himself, and
he went off to sleep without any fuss. He
wasn't afraid of ghosts herc, at any rate,

. »
Tinker!” ex-

I think I must have gone off to sleep pretty
quickly, too. Anyhow, I don't remember
anything until 1 suddenly woke up. The
room was in pitch darkness, and a low, rumb-
ling growl was coming from Pedro.

“Hallo! What’s the matter, old boy?”

*“Hush; Tinker, hush!” breathéd Sexton
Blake into my ear. "Pedro_has heard some-
thing, I don’t know what. Lie quite still.”

We couldn't see Pedro, but we kncw that
he was keenly on the alert. He didn’t growl
like that without good cause. Outside a
hreeze was moaning slightly round the house,
and, in spite of myself, I felt a creepy sen-
sation stealing all over me. .

And then, without any warning, the bed-
room became filled with an extraordinary
glow. It wasn't a light—just a {faint, in-
distinct glow. A
coming from, or what was causing it.

Pedro had ceased growling, and all was

still.

“Can you secec anything, guv'nor?” 1
breathed. R

“Yes, a strange glow,” murmured Sexton
Blake.

I was rather relieved. I had been thinking
that my eyes wcre squifly, or something.
There was something very cu®ious about the
faint light. It was certainly subdued. But
yet, at the same time, my eyes ached as
though I had been looking into the full noon-
day sun.

Then. abruptly, the glow vanished.

The darkness shut down blacker than
before. -

“What- was it, sir?” I asked tenscly.

“I don't know, Tinker, I don’t know,” rc-
plied Blake in rather & worried tone.

“I've heard it said that a glow like that
appears in haunted rooms,” I whispered
softly. I don't suppose——”

“That is the best way, Tinker!” snapped
the guwnor. “Pon’t suppose at all! The
subdued light was bizarre—unreal, almost—
but there must be some explanation. DPedro
wouldn't grow] at a ghost, you yourg idiot!”

“No, I don't suppose—I mcan, of course, he
wouldn't!” I said lamely.

We lay quite still for scveral minutes after
that little exchange of words. But no sound
rcached us except the faint murmur of the
wind, and a shuffie now and again from
Pédro. o

At last Sexton Blake quietly got up and

crossed to the window. The blind was up,
but the night was as black as pitch outside.
‘.;‘Sec anything, guv’'nor?” I asked, after a
DG, !
“Nothing, Tinker,” repliecd the great de-
tective. “I am puzzled. The mysterious glow
didn't come from the direction of the window
at all. So it couldn’t have been the reflec-
tion of a fire, or anything like that. Besides,
it seemed to be bluey-zreen in colour. Dear
me! My eyes secm to ache, too!”

“That's what I was going to say, guv'nor,”
I murmured. *“I feel as though 1'd bheen
looking straight into a thousand candle-power
motor-lamp!”

There was a short silence, and then Blake
snapped his fingers.

“Come here, Tinker,” he said.

I slid off the bed, and felt my way across
to the window. 1 copuldn't sce a thing, and
only went by the sound of the guv'nor’s
voice. The nighy was fearfully dark, some-
how. 1 felt Blake’'s hand.

“You .are facing the window, Tinker,” he
muttered. “Can you sec anything?”

I stared beforc me, and felt the window-
frame. .

“1t’s funny,” I sald, startled. “I—I can't
see anything!”

“Yet, on the darkest of nights, it is alwars
possible to see the outline of trees and the
framework of the window itself,” said Sexton
Blake. *“1 cannot beliecve the darkness is
so dense——" - :

“Good heavens!” I gasped suddenly. “ What
did Sir Jimmy say, guv'nor? Anyhody who
stays in this house goes—goes bhlind! Arc
we—are we—-"

1 stopped short, absolutely horrified.

Therc had becn no ghostly manifestation—
there had been nothing but that strange,
uncanny glow. And now we couldn't scc’a
thing! 1 could feel Blake hefore me, but
everything was utterly black before my cyes.

“Have—have -you got your cleetric-torch,
guv'nor?” I muttered hoarscly.

“Yes; in my pocket.”

“Switch it on, guv'nor!” I said. “Lect's—
let's mnake sure!” ] ,
“Don't be alarmed, Tinker,” cxclaimed

Blake gently. *“I darcsay—oh!”
As-he was speaking he clicked the switch
ovcr, and ‘a shaft of light shot across tue

I couldn't sce wherc it was

life

room. But I didn't see jit. I only know that
a mlillion points of duzzling fire danced before
my eyes.

“Turn it off, guv'nor!” I sereamed. .
. I couldn't help crying out like that; my
voice rose to a shrill gasp. “For the agony
In my oyes was almost unbcarable.  The
dancing lights caused my head to throb with
the most dreadful pain.

And Sexton Blake was similarly affected. I
knew that by the gasp he gave. And Pedro,
on the other slde of the room, suddenly
howled and shufled about madly. Then
Blake switched the light off.

Almost instantly the pain disappcared.

“Oh!” I panted. “Thank goodness!”

“This is_ amazing, Tinker,” said Blake
huskily. "It is undoubtedly i{mpossible for
us to see anything. Our cyes are incapable
of bearing the light from an ordinary elce-
tric torch. Jimmy’'s story was not far
wrongl” '

“Are we—are we blind,
fearfully.

“There can be no qudstion of that,” replied
Blake, in grave tonca. “Our eyes are useless.
They cannot stand even a subdued light. It
is far worse than blindness, Tinker. When
the daylight comes we shall suffer agonics—
;gn}etss we mask our eyes completely from tho
ight.” i

“How—how awful ! I said dully.

Then, suddenly= the full horror of the
situation flooded upon me. We¢ were blind!
We were usgless for evermore! Our stay
in the Yew House had ended in slicer disaster.

“We weren't blinded by human agency!” I
burst out. “It's impossible, guv'nor! No
man on earth could have done it. This house -
is accarsed! The story of the old dwarf was
true, and we are maimed and wrccked for

There was a short silence. Then Blake's
voice came, softly and smoothly.

“Youn scem to forget, Tinker,” he said in
perfectly even tones, “that Jimmy's story
was to the cffect that the blindness was
only temporary. We came herpy, and wc
tgok the risk, so we can't grumble.”

1 gasped with relief. I'd forgotten that
Sir Jimmy had said that the blindness only
lasted a few hours. A great wave of joy
surged through me, until another thought
struck me.

“ Bat supposc—supposc 7 T began,

“There you go, supposing again!” snapped
the guv'nor. “Upon my word, Tinker, I
shall get angry soon! You arc fearing that
our blindness will be permanent? Dismiss
all such ideas. In a few hours we shall be
abhle to see again, I am surc of that. Lic
down on the bed, and calm yoursclf.”

“I'm sorry, guv'nor!” I muttered.

We sat down, and I felt Pedro’s nose
against my hand. The old dog was won-
dering what had happened, I suppose, and
he came to me jor sympathy. Blake, I knew,
wanted to calm m® down. But it wns

guv'nor?” I h‘asked

‘possible we had received a bigger dose of—

of what? We didn't know. We had been
cruclly blinded by an unknown, mysterious,
invisible force,

As we lay on the bed we didn't speak for
some time. Our thoughts wcere too buasy
for spcech. In my own mind I was almost
positive that our misiortune had becn
caused by some superphysical agency. Yct
1I'd always scoffecd at ghosts and spirits.
There was something ghastly about this old
house. An overwhelming desire to flec from
it took possessién of me.

“Let's get out into tho open, guv'nor,” I
said suddenly. “If we stay here somcthing
clse might happen!”

“No, Tinker, there will be no further dc-

monstration  to-night,”  iuterrupted  the
guv'nor. “I am puzrled—I am worried. I
can think of no possible explanation. This

mystery is interesting, young ‘un.”
“Interesting!” I said bitterly, “and we're
blind !~

Sexton Blake didn't reply. And so. for a

full hour, we lay still and silent. Then 1
Lhieard the guv'nor moving. _
“Prepare yourself, 1wy lad,” he eaid

abruptls. “I'm going to switch on the light
~gain for a second. No, don’t hury your head
in the pillow. The eflect may not be so
severe this time.”

There was a click, and I saw the beam of
light from thie torch. I saw it dimly and
hazily. And thc agony was by no mcans
acute. The dreadful plercelng acnsation did
not trouble mec. Strange flashes danced
before my eyes.

“There, Tinker,” came the guv'nor's voice.
“It &5 exactly &3 Jimmy described. The
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1 cen see nothing——"’
emong the trees, was

Sexton Blake broke off suddenly, for there,
a hunched-up, dwarfieh figure, flitting about in
the most fantastic fashion |

effect is wearing off nlrgady. By dawn, pro-
‘bably, our normal sight will have returned.”

“Thank Heaven for that!” I said fervently.

A great surge of relief camic over me. My
fears had been idle, and there was cvery
rcason to belicve that Sexton Blake's words
would come true. We didn't speak for a
long while. . Hours seemed to pass. 1 was
waiting—waiting for the dawn. Should 1 see
it when it came?

It seemed an eternity before I hecame
aware of a greyish tinge in the darkness. 1
rolled off the hed and went to the window.
‘then I uttered a gasp of sheer joy. I could
veo the trees and the garden! They were
dim and indistinct in the faint light of
dawn, but I could sce.

“It’s—it’'s all right,
chokingly. .

Again Blake pressed the - switch of his
torch; and this time wc¢ found it possibic to
look at the light. Our eyes still pained, but
it was as nothing after the dreadful agony of
hefore.

And as the <ky liglitened our sight
returned. By the time the glorious August
xun peeped over the horizon we wcre practic-
-ally normal again. Qur eyes simply ached.

Sexton Blake was quite calm over it all,
but I nearly went up the pole with delight.
Il danced Pedro round the room on his hind
fcet, and he seemed to like it. He was jolly
1elieved, too, I imagine.

The guv'nor quite coolly went round the
room, looking at the walls and the flooring
and the ceiling,

“1 am puzzled; Tinker,” he said slowly.
“Jt is indeed a strange riddle!”

e came over and examined my eycs. The

guv'nor!e™ I said

Inspection lasted for [ully ten mjpiutcs, end.
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then Blake pacecd up and down for another
ten minutes. Meanwhile, 1 was dressing. 1
was feeling light-hearted and joyful now.
After my dreadful feelings of the night the
whole world seemed bright now.

Sexton Blake suddenly awoke from his
reveric.

“Oh! So you're getting dressed, Tinker?”
he said briskly. “‘That's just a3 well,
because we're going out now. I intend to
go along to the Towers at once. Sir Jimmy
will be in bed, of course, but we’ll go and
squeeze a sponge of cold water over his face
—or something of that kind!”

“What about breakfast?’ I
practically.

“Brcakfast, my dear Tinker, can wait,”
replied the guv'nor. “Besides, I don't feel
inclined to breakfast off the leavings of last
night's supper. We will rouse Jimmy up.
and he'll soon find plenty of breakfast for
us. I mean to tell hin of the night’s events.
And, after breakfast, I wish to go on a
round of irquiries. There are many things
to be done.”

Blake was soon dressed, and then we
sallied out into the open. Our eyes smarted
somewhat, but we experienced no real dis-
comfort now. And, curiously enough, therc
was nothing wrong with them—no inflam-
mation, or anything like that. The whole
thing was mysterious and uncanny, but 1
didn’t trouble myself much. 1 was fully
determined, however, to sleep in some other
honge - in  future. One night in the Yew
House was sufficient for little me!

We scrambled through the gap in the
hedge, and skirted past the Yew Hollow. The
guvnor intended examining that interesting
rpot after hreakfast. There was a lovely

asked

ing between well-wooded banks.

stretch of parkland between the Hollow and
the Towers; with tall, stately trees and rich
grass. Tiny hillocks and valleys were on all
sides, and I spotted a sparkling stream flow-
That stream

would "make great friends with me, I
decided. .
It was, of course, very early indeed. The

eun was now a little way up, the sky being
clear and blue. Birds twittered in the trees.
and there was every promise of a sweltering
day beforec us.

And then another piece of scenery hove in
sight —a piece which I . admired tre-
mendously. This was human scenery—in
other words. a jolly pretty girl. 8he was
coming towards us from the direction of &
little spinney, and I couldn’t help noticing
the graceful swing of her walk, and the
dainty lines of her figure. She was dresscd
all in white, and looked a perfect vision of
summery delightfulness. When we got a
little closer 1 could see, too, that she was
as pretty ag a picture. -

“Who's this, I wonder?” I murmured.

“One of Sir Jimmy's visitors, I presume,”
replied Blake. “That must surely he the
case, since she is wandering about in these
private grounds.”

“Well, T must say that Sir Jimmy's got
jolly good t:ste in visitors!” I -exclaimed
approvingly. *Hallo! She’s coming right up
to us—that means we're going to speak to
her. I don't mind a little bit.”

While we were still a few yards apart she
smiled at us rather shyly. :

“J hope I'm not doing wrong in coming to
this part ‘of the estate?’ she said, with a
delightful air of ahsolute innocence—although
1 spotted a Kkind of twinkle in her deep
brown eyes at the same moment.

Sexton Blake and I raised eour hats as
though we were fixed together, and drawn
by a wire—it was a simultaneous moveinent.

“Really, 1 do not think I can answer that
question,” smiled the guv’nor, ~*“S8urely Siv
James can have no ohjection to your wander-
ing over any part of the estate you choose!
Forgive me, but are you—er—a little out of
your becarings?”

The girl’s eyes laughed? although her face
was quite straight.

“I dom't quite understand:!” she exclaimed
softly—although, as a matter of fact, she
understood -as well as I did. Girls are that
way, I've found. They always profess to
he totally ignorant of things they know all
the time,

“1 mean, have you lost your way?" smiled
the guv’'nor.

“Oh, no! I'm just having an early morm-
ing walk—that is all,” replicd the vision in
white. “Thank you g0 much!”

She smiled at us again, aud then tripped
off. We wecre rather rude. I suppose, hut we
stood and watched her until she disappeared
behind a clump of hushes, :

“Ripping girl—eh?” I exclaimed enthusi-
astically. .

“Yes. 1 wonder wlhio she can he?” Blake
replied. “Sir Jimmy will tell us. of course.
We shall very probably he introduced to her
at breakfast-time.”

“That's good!” 1 said heartily.

And wec continued on- our way. Breakfast
was now quite an alluring meal, and I hoped
it wouldn't be long in coming—or, rather, I
hoped they’'d have breakfast early at the
Towers. _

Very soon after this we saw signs of much
activity in the grounds. We were necar the
Towers now, although the great mansion
itself was hidden by the trees. Sir Jimmy
was having big alterations, and all sorts of
improvemeants.

The biggest job of all was tlie eutting of
a tunnel from the terrace of one of the
lower lawns. I found out all about this
later on, but, for the sake of clearness, 1'm
going to explain it now.

The lower lawn was rather difficult to get
at. a8 a dense plantation of trees lay
between the lawn and the terrace of the
house. It was necessary to go a long way
round—and Drexell didn't like this. So he
got the idea of having a wide tunnel made
-—a tunnel which ran right heneath the trees.
The lawn was on a much lower level than
the terrace, and so the lawn-end of the
tunnel would be flush with the ground; while
it would be necessary to provide a deep
ftight of steps at the other end. \When com-
pleted, the tunnel would be a distinct
novelty—especially as it was to be artistic-
ally decorated inside, with hidden electric
lights here and there, ' ' '

The contractors had started the job. and
it had been necessary ?'a sink a shaft—only



‘alout twenty feet deep—in a tiny clearing
-among the trees. At this spot there was to
be a big glass dome when the thing was
finished.

At present the shaft was rough, for the
-work hadn’t been going on long.. And
trouble had come along, too. A little stream
which wandered through the plantation Lad
hroken adrift. or something—anyhow, that
.rortion. of the tunnel which had already
been bored had hecome flooded.

Work had heen at a standstill for over a
week, and the tunnel was filled with water.
This wouldn't do, of course, and the con
tractors had brought a heavy steam-pump
along, to pump the tunnel dry—meanwaile,
making another flood impossible. Drexeil
hadn’t foreseen these complications, but the
job had to be finished. .

The steam-pump had been lowered down
the shaft only the previous afternoon, I
learned. The steam was heing supplied by
a farm-engine, which, of course, couldn't be
taken into the clearing. So the engine was
standing beyond the trees, and the steam
was cacried to the pump by means of a
flexible hose—the wusual mecthod with this
type of pump. The farm-engine in this par-
ticular case was merely acting as a boiler, 0
ret the necessary pressure of steam.

Sexton Blake and I, making our way to the
Towers, cut across the grounds, and came
upon this clearing. @ There wasn’t a soul
there, but we could see that work lhiad been
p-oceedmg shortly before.

“Hallo! What’s going on here?” I asked.

“Excavations of some sort, 1 wshould
iudee,” remarked the guv'nor. “There is a
shaft there, and a steam-pipe, unless I 4In
mistaken. . Evidently the shaft has ‘hecomie
fioodud, Tinker. The workmen don’'t seem
to he very busy.” :

“Knocked oft for
said.

* Probably,” agreed the guv'nor.

We walked to the edge of the shaft and
looked down. We were hemed in by trees,
and we could see’ the flexible steam-hose
lving in the grass. At thc foot of the short

brekker, I expeet,” 1

gave a little growl.

shaft there was a quantity of dirty-looking
water. The steam-pump was slung on the
end of a heavy chain, and a faint whisp of
steam was coming .up. A ladder led down-
wards from the swiface. :

“Yes,-they're puinping, guv’nor,” I remarked.

“1 saw a pump of thia sort at work once in
a coal-pit—only it_was bigger than this—"

I pauséd suddenly. I thought 1 heard a
gsound behind me. Pedro was there, and he
It was his growl, in
fact, which made me turn., But before 1
could look round--or hefore Blake could look
round--—-something happéned.

We were hoth pushed violently! Being on
the extreme edge of the shait, a violent push
wasn’'t at all welcome,” We were tetally un-
preparcd for the attack, and the next second
we plunged down into the dirty lookmg water
at the foot of the shaft! -

THE FOURTH CHAPTER. -

Sextion Blake and | Find Ourselves in a

Terrible Predicament, and for a Time

Things Qet 80 Hot that We Fear the-

Worst.
PLASH!

S The guv'nor and I plunged feet-first
into the water almost at the same
second. The miracle waa that we

didn't hit against the pump. If we had done,

we should certainly have been gravely in-
jured.

But we just dmppLd into the water and
went under. I felt my feet strike the bhottom
of the shaft, and when I was ahle to take
a guip of hreath I found that the water was
not dgeper than five feet.

So we shouldn't drown, at all cvents.

“ What—what happened, guv'nor?” I splut-
tered.~

Sexton Blake was busily expelling a
quantity of muddy water from his mouth,
and he coulin't answer with any degree of
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The ladder,
have escaped,
But I couldun’t see by whose hands.’

grunled anad gurgled. ‘iken,
[ saw somiething which startled

lucidity.

hy means of which we eould
was heing swiftly drawn up.
The
ladder- was - just disappearing. Ten seconds
later. I heard a crazh as the ladder fell to
the grass.

“That’s done it!” I gasped. *Who the
dickens could have playead this trics, guv'nor?
The ladder’s been pinched!”

Blake looked furious. .

“ A senscless, pointless outrage, Tinker!™ he
exclaimed haorshly. “The workmen will he
here bhefore long, and then .we shall be res-
cued. There i3 ng danger. The water is even
below your head.” . .o

“1 can't make it out, guvnor!” I said
amazedly. “A cold bath is all right, but not
youre fully dressed, and when the
water resembles the Thames at W nppma'
Look here, I can nip up that pump chain?!”

“Wait a moment, Tinker:- Don’t deo “auny-
thing rash,” interrupted the guv’ nor. “By
what I can s¢e, the steam-pipe is discon-
nected from the pump itself, and the work-
men, cvidently, Lhave been making some ad-
justment We don’t want to upset anything.
Our best plan is to shout.”

“We shouldn't he heard, guv'nor.”

“I think so, my lad. In any case. the
workmen . will be baek from hreakfast before
so very long.” replied Blake. “We sha'n't
come to any harm here. Did you catch any
glimpse of the ruffinn who pushed us down?”

“Not a quarter of an -inch. guv'nor,” 1
replied, wading. through the water a foot
or two. “I can't understand who pushed
us down, or why we were pushed down. This
seems to be a tunnel here,” I added, peering
into a black cavity, which was three parts
filled with water. At this time. of course, }
didn’'t know what the tunnci
anything about it.

“I can't quitec understand ahout Pedro.”
said the dctective. “He doesn’'t seem to be
making any uproar—-"

And then, hefore the guv'nor could get any

was for, or

N

-thunder.

Without a second’s warning there was a ghastly, blinding flash of lightning, followed by a fearful detonation of
Tinker hardly knew what happened for the three were flung vlolontly to the ground.
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further, the disconnected hose-pipe  com-
menced lashing about of its own accord, We
both backed away, and while we were doing
so a terrific cloud of steam bhurst out. I
think it was about the most car-splitting roar
I'd ever heard in all my life.

I saw Blake's lips move, but it was .im-
possible to hear what he said. The steam
wa3 rooring out in volumes, and the shaft
become blurred with it. Fortunately, the
guv'nor and I were at the furthest pointy
away from the pump. Ii we had been right
nesr to it that terrible blast of steam would
have scalded us to death instantly. Even
a3 it was the heat was appalling. .

All sorts of thoughts rushed through my
brain in the space of a ond.

I knew that we couldn’t survive .a single
minute. The steam would finish us long
before that brief time had elapsed. And the
true peril of the whole situation became
apparent to me.

We had heen cast down the shait, the
ladder had been removed, and the steam
had been turned on?! There was no cscape
for us. That tremendous volumme of steam
wa3d 50. powerful that nothing could live near
it for any length of time.

'l adwit that I was so confuscd that I
shoull certainly have pcrished had ot
Sexton Blake taken matters in hand. He
realised well enough that if we hesitated a
moment wc should be killed by the super-
heated steam. ' :

He acted like lightning.

Grabbing me violently, he pulled me clean
under the water, and then scnt me stagger-
ing forwvard abead of him. And then I knew
that we were plunging up the flooded tunnel.
Sexton Blake's idea, of course, was to' get
away from the vicinity of the pump. To
remain there was to dic.

Solely owing to the guv'nar’s promptitude,
wa were saved [rom being cruclly scalded.
Another fifteen seconds in the shaft, and we
should have heen frightfully injured. As we
went we stumbled coptinuously over boulders
and rubbish. We struck our heads and arms
agalnst projections.

The tunnel led slightly upwards, and so
the leve! of the water becane lower as we
progressed. But we knew very well that there
was no exii. for the tunnel had only heen
excavated to a certain point. We were
trapped hopelessly, and our only chance of
salvation was prompt rescuec. - .

The steam had not reached the tunnel yet,
except in little wisps. But it was quite
obvious that before 80 very long great,
choking wuves would come bellowing in our
wake. )

‘The noisc was deadening. Oi course, it was

magnificd tremendously by the confined walls
of the tunucl and the shafting. I've been
on a4 railway platform romelimes, and I've
heard an express locomotive blowing off
steam from its safety-valve. That's a pretty
deafening uproar when you're close to it, as
un¥body knows. But this commotion was
!ift{ times as loud. *
It scemed to mumb our very brains. The
flexible hose. contulning stcam at something
like minety pounds pressure to the square
fnch, was pouring out the scalding vapour
with overpowering force. )

The lhideous roar was so awful that 1
crldn’t think or do anything. But I realised
that we were at the end of the tunnel, and
tnat further progress was impossible. The
water here was only four feet deep.

Everything was pitch black, fer cnly a
tiny proportion of light was able to cnter the
tunnel at the shaft end—and subdued light
at that. But now the cnd was choked with
den3e masses of steam.

This was gradually makipg its way up the
tunnecl, and would reach us in duc coursec.
¥scape by that way was impracticable. We
eonid do absolutely nothing until the steam
was cunt off at the boiler.

I leanced aczainst the rough wall, and pressed |
my hands to my cars. Then I felt Sexton
¥lake's tace close to minc.

“A hit of a fix, Tinker!" whispered the
guv'nor faiutly. .

That's what it sounded like Lo me, anylhow.
I just caunght the words dimly and indis-
tinctly. Yet I knéw very wcll the guv'nor
snust have hellowed them at the very top
of hizs voice. '

“We can’t stand this Jor long, guv'anor!” I
roared back.

“We shan’'t have to.” -

“Do you think we shall be rescued, then?”

“Yes, within a few minutes.”

That little dialogue wasn’'t so easy to say
as It 1ooks. We both bawled for all we were

L of this rccord proves—was owing to Sexton

worth, and cot quite out of breath, And
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all the time the escaping steam boomed and
thundcred and hissed.

We stood close together, gripping each
other, and I could fcel the guv'nor pressing
my shoulder reassuringly. Yet I was pretty
sure in my own mind that he was prepared
for death. I don’t think I was. I was dazed
and stunned. ,

For one thing, this dithster had been so

utterly unexpected. We had never dreamed
of such a peril. And our would-be murderer
couldn’'t possibly have planned the affair
beforechand. For we had only approached the
shaft by chance.
. Somehody had taken advantage of that
fact, and had acted swiftly. But what was
the good of conjecture? We weren't likely
to bring the unknown ecoundrel to book,
anylow, :

It couldn't have bheen an accident, that
was certain.

But, if not an accident, then who had dc-
liberately cast us down to a frightful death?
At all events, we had been cast down to
die. The fact that we didn’t—as my writing
Blake's quick-wittedness, and the help of
some¢ other individual.

We hadn't met a soul during our walk
from the Yew Housec to this spot—except
that pretty girl. Good Heavens! It wasn't
possible—— I cast the thought aside in-
stantly, but it gave me an urcomfortable
jar.

She had seen us, and, presumably, she
knew all ahout this pumping business. But
for a girl to commit such a vile deed!  No,
I wouldn't believe it, and I wouldn't con-
sider it.

Indeed, I didn't fecl like considering any-
thing except our position at the present
moment.  Already several puffa of steam had
come upon us, and the air of the tunnel
was becoming overpoweringly hot.

Mecanwhile, the steam continued to pour
forth with urabated fury. It seemed a
wonder to me that the hoiler at the other
end of the pipe*didn’t exhaust itself. And
surely that dreadful roar wou‘ld be heard by
the workmen!

“I think we'rc booked, guv'mor,” 1 bel-
lowed, aiter a-bit. )

“Keep your spirits up, Tinker—we're not
dead yet!” shouted Blake comfortingly.

*How long do you think we can last?”

*“Oh, another fifteen minutes—quite?!”
Fifteen minutes didn’'t sound long! And I
had an idea that Sexton Blake had

exaggerated a trifle; five minttes was nearer
the mark, in my opinion.- Even while we
were speaking another choking gust of hot
steam drove into our faces.

The steam was, in fact, becoming thicker
every moment. Soon, of course, the tunnel
would become s0°choked that we should be

. " That's how 1 argued, anvhow.

unable to breathe. We should, to tell the
truth, be bolled! That's putting it
bluntly. )

Only our heads and shoulders would suffer,
but it happens that those portions of our
anatomy are the most important. Rude
people bave sometimes told me to go and
boil my head—and it looked as though that
interesting cvent was now about to take.
place! . .

Because, heing steamed is next-door neigh-
bour to being boiled. All this sounds pretty !
awful, I know: bué¢ it's not half so awful as
the actual experience was! The steam was
choking us, and we werec perspiring as if
we'd come out of a Turkish bath. But &
Turkish bath was nothing to ¢this; and
hefore _long the steam would become abso-
lutely scalding. . :

Then, of course, we should die.

Up till the present we had escaped Injury
completely. The steam had had no effect
save to cause us dire discomfort. But what
hope had we of escaping?  Certainly, we
could do nothing ourselves. :

In one direction lay the steam-pump, blow-
ing off boiling vapour and guarding the
shaft; and at the other end was a blank.
wall. It was a complete trap. The scoundrel :
who lhad done this dastardly trick had not
counted upon us getting up the tunnel. He
had assumed, ol course, that we should
perish during the first few seconds of fhe
uproar of steam.

: Wg had gained a respite—hut for bhow
ong

Surcly the workmen would hear that’
escaping steam in time to rescue us? But'

then I thought of the surrounding trees. A
fairly strong breeze had heen blowing at the
timc of our walk through the plantation—
and, of course, it was blowing now. The

trees were making quite a rustle,

And if the workmen were at breakfast, it
was quite likely that they were some respect-
able distance away. The escaping steam, if
heard at all, would be regarded as the noise
of the wind in the trees.

Bcesides, the noise on the surface would be

comparatively slight. Down here it was
deafening and awful, but the shaft- would
serve to lessen the sound; and a hundred
yards away from the spot there would
scarcely be any noise.

. I was look-
ing on the worst side, I'll admit. Why, it
was quitc on the cards that nobody would
approach the shaft for half an hour. All we
could do was to wait.

Action on our part waa impossible.

Quite three hours passed. ,

I told myself that the expiration of time
amounted to three hours, at all events. It
must really have been aboult seven minutes.

Then, with an abruptneas which almost
startled us, the roaring ceased.

. Just for a moment I couldn’t quite realise
it. My ears were s0 numbed that I was
nearly stone deaf for the time being, I
conldn’t ‘quite believe that the noisc of the
escaping steam had stopped. I grabbed the
guv'nor’s arm feverishly. - '

“Has—has it stopped?” I shouted.

And then I knew it must have stopped,
beeause my voice sounded like a giant's. In
that confined space it cchoed and boomced.

“Come, Tinker!” panted Bexton Blake.

We staggered forward through the muddy
wauter end the choking volumes of steam.
The heat was absolutely terrific, but we had
by this time grown accustomed to it. And

we didn’t care a jof.

Above all else, wa wan*ed to reach the
open mir—the open daylight.

And at last, after stumbling and tripping
a dozen times, we eame to the foot of the
shaft. Thc water must have risen a bit, for
I was nearly submerged. Above us, we heard
R Vvoice,

“Help!” I gasped.
goodness’ sakel” :

There was a moment of tense silence, then
came a voice. We couldn’'t sce anything,
of course, because the steam choked the shaft
from base to summit. And the heat here
:vns elven greater than it had been in the
unnel,

“Lend a hand, for

“Is anybody down therz?” came the
shout.

“Yes! Lower the fadder!” panted the
. guv’'nor,

There was much cxcited talking, the noise
of the ladder bLeing lowered, and then--
well, in less than two minutes we were sate
and spund under ths early morning sun.

THE FIFTH CHAPTER.

1n Which Sexton Blake Makes a Round

of Inquiries-—Then He and 8ir Jimmy

and 1 Examine the Hollow—And Then®

Something Happens Which We Weren't

Expecting, and I'm Left to My Own

Devices.

EXTON BRLAKE was locking about half
boiléd, but ail right otherwise.

I was in a similar state, and Was

conscious of the fact that my face was

trying to look like a bectroot—not in shape,
but in colour. '

It seemed that we had hcen rescued so
promptly—although the time hsd dragged
slowly to us—by the one and only Pedro. Our
faithful old blocdhound had saved our
lives.

What had actually occurred immediately
after our descent into the shaft we didn’t
know—we could only guess at that. The un-
known man who had pltched us down had
escaped; buf- not without a tussle with
Pedro. ¢

For, almost at once, the old hor bhrought
tho guv'nor o piece of cloth—which, it was
very cvident, he had torn from the rear
portion of thc scoundrel's mether garments.
Pedro didn't wusually attack people—hlood-
hounds -don't do that, as a rule—but on this
occasion he had been cxcited and furious.

‘Thero was a slight gash over his left eye,
and a bump, showing that he had heen hit
rather severely., But tho man had escaped,
and nobody knew anything about him. The
workmen had been in ignorance of the whole
occurrence until Pedro told them that the
guv'nor and 1 were in peril,

He had done so by his actions, not by
words, DPedro is a clever dog. but he
[i=n't  capable <f  speaking. eturning



12 UNION J ibr 3 1

triumphantly with the chunk of cloth, he
had found that w¢ had vanished, and nothing
hut stecam remained.

Therc was something wrong; Pedro knew
that. And, being a -clever animal, he had
immediately given the alarm. The men in
charge of the pumping operations had been
partaking of breakfast—as we had surmised
—in a summer-house on the other side of the
plantation. .

They had heard the deep, alarmed bay of
a big dog. This had been kept up for two
or three minutes continually, and it was
clcar that Pedro had stood at the top of the
fh?“’ yelling, in his own particular way, for
1elp.

Finding that this brought no respomnse,
Pedro had scouted round for somebody, and
had tinally run the workmen to earth in the
summer-house. Here he had barked more
furfously, .and had ccnstartly run back
through the trees.

His obvicus excitement had, at last,
aroused the foreman to action. Leaving his
breakfast, the man had followed Pedrs to the
top of the shaft. Once there, the foreman
had scen that something was amiss.

On the other side of the trees the rear of
the escaping stcam had been almost in-
audible. © But here, in the clearing, the
noiec was considerable, and the wuprising
volumes of steam told their own story.

The man had run back helter-skeltex
shouting to his companions as he did so. He
had turned the steam off at the boiler—
which was standing serenely alone, with a
fair hcad of steat on tap, so to sfpeak.

If the full pressure had heen on we should
certainly have died. I couldn’t imagine what
the full pressure would be like—the little lot
we¢ had experienced was quite enough for me!
Yet, it turned out, the bhoiler hadn’t had
anything like its working pressure of steam
up.

The forcman wasa alarmed and furious.

Who had Mecen tampering with the engine
and the pump? He hado’t seen anything
suspicious, and had had no idea of the true
- state of affairs. He was full of concern, and
wau genuincly delighted to sce that we had
escaped with nothing worse than a wetting
and a steaming.

Our faces were tendcr, and we felt used-
up—bhut that was alk
explaining matters to tlie foreman, decided
to go to the Towers at once,

to thie house, still attired ian* our dripping
clothes.

It was a narrow shave, guv'nor,” 1 re-
marked. “My ears are ringim{ still.”

“Narrower than I acknowledged at the
time, Tinker,” said the detective. “I
honestly thought that we were doomed.
Pedro has earned a double brcakrast this

. morning.”

And the¢ old bounder kpew it, too.

Ho was strutting along in front of us, as
picased as Punch. Just before we reached
the wide, imposing terrace, we sew a figure
in white flannels emerge from somec French
windows, further along. It was Sir Jimmy
Drexell.

“Why, hallo!” he ecried, in relieved tones.
“I was worrying about you fellows. You got
on all right, then? No manifestations—

<Creat Scott! Have you been bathing in your
clothes?”
He stared at us blankly as we approached.

“Just a little difference with the enemy,”.

raid Blake grimly,

“The enemy 72

“Exactly! The unknown =coundrel who is
responsihle for the Yew Hollew husipness,”
replied Scxton Blake. “There's po ghost,
Jimmy.” .

Drexell tock a dcep breath.

“By gad, you take my bhreath away!” he
exclatmed. “You scem to have found out
everything already, and you haven't becn on
the spot above eight hours! Let’s hear all
ahout it, for goodness’ sake!®

“We've been nearly steamcd to death, for
one thing,” 1 put in—*stcamed like a pot of
potatoes!”?

“What the dickens are reu (alking about,
you young idiot??

Sexton Blake laughed.

“Tinker's not far wronyz, Jimmy,” he said.
“We were taken unawares while standing on
the edge of that tunnel-shaft— But I'll
tell you all about it aftcr we have had a
change. Can you send somebody to the Yew
House for our luggage? We've got a com-
plete change of attire there.?

“Of course!? excldimed Rrexell. “Come
in, Mr. Blake! You'd better strip off those
wet things,” and get into blankets or some-

thing. I'll send for your stuff at once. By
Jove, I'm anxious to hear the details ¢f your
adventures !>

We went into the stately mansion, and were
soon enjoying a hot bath. This was really
necessary, for the water in the tunnel bad
heen muddy. By the time we were clean our
fresh clothing had arrived, and we dressed.
And when we got down breakfast was all
ready.

“Where's Pedro?” I asked.

“0Oh, he's made friends with the cook, 1
believe!” smiled Sir Jinmy, “He's some-
where in the rear quarters.”

“Jf he’s made friends with the cook,' it's
all right,” I sald. %Pedro "saved our lives,
and he’s got to be treated to an extra large
bréakfast by way of reward. I'm pretty
peckizh myself.” ’

We were ushered into the noble hreakfast-
rocom by our host, and I saw at a glance
that the table was set for three gpnly,

“No other visitors?” I asked.

“QOnly we three, Tinker,” smiled Sir Jimmy,

“ No girls, by any chance?” ,

“QRirls!® echoed the young baronet. =Of
conrse not, you young bounder!»

“Not even one?” 1 persisted.

“Look here, Tinker, what the dickens are
you getting at?® demanded Sir Jimmy
grimly.

Sexton Blake grinned. :

“It's all right, old man,” he caid. *Tinker
and I saw a very attractive young lady this
morning. She was cbviously of gentle birth,
and she was wandering freely about your

Scxton Blake, after’

He took the
picce of cloth from Pedro, and we walked up |

estate. So Tinker mnaturally assumed that

~she was a visitor of yours.”

|  Sir Jimmy looked at us blankly.

i *An attractive young lady !? he exclaimed.

| “ Well, I'm hanged! I don't*know anything

i about, her. Wandering about my estate, was
she? Like bher infernal impudence, I must

say! If I come across her I'll give her a

piece of my mind!"’

I chuckled. 1 could imagine Sir Jimmy

doing that. If ra:e suddenly found himself
face to face wi the delightTul girl the
guvnor® and 1 had met, he would be all
smiles and politeness. And I was just a
little disappointed. I'd been hoping to mect
{ her again.
'. But I soon forgot all about ihat piece of
feminine daintiness, For, breakfa:t having
started, Sir Jimmy wanted to know all about
cur adventures. Sextom Blake told him
everything from the beginning,

Drexell was startled and wogried,

“] don’t like it—I don’t like it at all, Mr.
Blake,” he said gravely. “You saw a dwarf,
you say? And then, in the Yew House, yon
were blinded? Do you know how you were
| blinded ?2 _

*“No, I don’t know for certain,™ said Blake
slowly. .

“ That means you've got an idea?”

“ Perhaps.”

“ Well, anyhow, you don’t Dbelieve in the
old curse??

“I helieve in the legend itself-—I mean, I
don't think it was invented for my bencfit,»
smiled the guv’nor. “ But as for the rest—
well, our gdventure at the tunnel-shaft tella
its own story. Ghosts. don’t throw pecople
down shafts or turn boiler-taps on!” .

Sir Jimmy emiled.

“No. I suppose not,” he sald. “That waa
a terrifying experience, Mr. Blake. Thank
Heaven you've come through it safely! Tt's
a wonder to0 me you're not both scaldcd in
a frichtful manner.”

“We should have heen if the guv’'nor
hadn't taken prompt action,” I said. < And
then. of course, Pedro gave the alarm hefore
we werd properly cooked. We seemed to he
down there for hours, but it must lave
been only a few minutes, really.”

“ And didn’t you see who pushed you
down?"” _ :
“We saw nothiug,” replied Blake. ¢ Dut,

in a way, T am glad it happened, Jimmy, for
we are enlightened on several points.?

«J ean’'t see any light!” grunted the
young haronet.

“For one thing, we know that we arc up
against a desperate criminal—or a gang of
criminals,” went on the guv'nor. < The
encmy has shown his hand, and that makes
ny position much easier. ¥or I shall he
on my guard constantly; and I don't think
I shall be caught napping again.»

“What about the Ilollow?" .

4] mean to make a thorough examination
there before the morning i3 out,” replied
Sexton Blake. “I am very puzzled ahout
that phenomenon. But there is some ex-
pianation, Jimmy. And as for our adven-
ture at the shaft, it is clear that the un-

known cnemy look advamtage of a sudden
opportunity.> . '

“You don’t think the attack was plannes
beforehand, then?” :

“How could it have been? TFinker gnd 1
only went to the shaft hy chance. We were
followed and watched, of course. The man
stole up hehind us and pushed us down. But
he must have known that the steam-pipe was
disconnected from the pump; asd that proves
that he has becn about here for some little
time, He knew, also, that hy turning on the
steam at the engine he could most probatly
kill vs. MHe tried it, and failed. But that
wasn't his fault.” :

“You don't suspect one of the workmen,
surely 27

Sexton Blake sipped his coffee,

“I don't know whom I suspect, FJimmy.~
he said slowly. “I know, however, that there
Is some pretty ingenious trickery going on,
aud the ohject of that, trickery ic evidently
a criminal one. That poacher, for example
—the man who was found dead on the edge
of the Yew Jlollow. The inquest was
adjourned, I understand?»

“Yes; for a week.”

“Well, I hope to hring fresh evidence
hefore long,” said the great detective. “ After
hreakfast we will go and bhave a look at the

Lody, And TI'm anxious to interview Mr.
Ma’yng. He'll probably help me in ome
ways.

“ What about that girl we saw?” I asked,
lcoking at Sir Jimmy sideways,

He glared at me.

“How do I know anything ahout her?” e
demanded. “ Look here, Tinker, jou’re search-
ing for a thick car! Girls don't interest me,
and if I find this particular speeimen tres-
passing on my property, I'Nl soon scnd her
about her business!” -

I grinned.

“I hope you find her!® I said chee:fully.

Breakfast was soon over, In spite of all
our trials and troubles, we had c¢njoyed the
real tremendously. My face was very
tender, and I suppose the guv’nor’s was the
same. It looked tender, at any rate. But.
except for a cerfain discomfort, we were al
right. Some people, 1 suppose, would have
gong to bed, and would have had 2 dozen
doctors buzzing round, - But Sexton Blake
and I were hardened cases, s0 to speak, and
wo could stand a good deal of knocking
about.

At the ’same time, we were far from bLeing
comfortable. Our eyes weren't quite normgs?
yet, either. And the mystery of hcw we had
been blinded was as ohseure as ever. And
then therc was the Yew Hollow riddle. What;
had caused thc vegetation to die? I had a
bit of an idea in the back of my noddle that
Sexton Blake had already formed a theory.
But, if so, he stuck to it like glue; he
wouldn't tell me anything.

Well, the first thing after breakfast we
set out for Hawarden Cottage—Mr, Hartley
Mayne's new residence. It wasn't a cottage,
Sir Jimmy gave us to understand, aithough
it was called one. Bat a Iot of country
houses are called cottages nowadays for some
reason or other. I suppose it sounds rural,

I was quite interested in having a chat
with my rival. For, don’'t you <ce, Ne was
an author, too. I'm not trying to make out
that I consider myself capable of Hartley
Alayne’s literary attainménts; but still, I
can sling the ink fairly weH. Wlhile Mr.
Mayne got all his ideas out of his head, Jrow-
ever, I pinched mine from the guv'nor's
record of cases.

When we started out across the estate,
cutting across the park and the goilf-links,

the sun was shining with flerce intensity,

The August day was perfect. Fortunatcly,
our fresh clothes were flanucls, and <0 we
were seasonably attired.

But we¢ weren't destined to rveach Mr
Maysne's place without a diversion. We wcere
now going in the opposite direction to the
Yew Hollow, for Hawarden Cottage lay ¢n
the other edge of the estate.

Turning.round a belt of high treee, we saw
a pretty little dell hefore us, with the river
flowing serenely hetween high, grassy hanks,
on which grew willows and other treee, 1t
was a delightful spot, full of )eantiful, sub-
dued colour and charm.

And there, seated on the river-bank, was
the girl!

She was citting on a little folding-chair,
and there was an easel before her.  Obviouely,
sho was painting, and her profllc was to-
wards us. Wo all stopped a few sceondds.

The girl was dressed, as bhefore, in filmy
white atuff, with a sauéy Panama hat set
at a feticions angle on her head. Her fee
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were encased in little white shees, and she
wore white stockingz. One aunkle peeped out
from the filmy folds of her frock. Alto-
gether, the picture was ripping.

“By Jove!” cexclaimed Sir Jimmy blankly.

“This is your private property, isn’t it?” I
asked,

“Ye-e3, 1T suppose it is.”

“Then you've got to o and order this
trespasser off—to scend her about her busi-
ness, to use your own words,” I grinned.
“Rather lucky we came this way, Isn't it, Sir
Jimmy ?”

LBy Jove! cexclaimmed the young haronet
again. o

Sexton Blake chiuckled.

“You'll have to do it, old man,” he smiled.
“You can't let people overrun your pro-
porty in this way, you know.”

" After all, the fact {hat shce’s a girl doesn’t
make any difference,” growled Sir Jimmy un-
comfortably. *“Anyliow, I'm going to ask her1
what she means by wandering about the
Rockwood Estate just as shie chooses, I—I
supposc you'll come with me?”

“Oh, rather! I said promptly.

The girl had heard our voices, and I had
seen her look rdound. But then, after that
one casual look, she calmly went on painting,
The cool manner in which she disregarded us
madec me smile. This girl was interesting.

We all marched down the hillside and ap-
proached the river. As we camc up to the
vision in white she looked up and smiled. It
was & shy smile. and her cycs were looking a
little concerned. And, if she had looked
pretty at the time of our first mecting, she
fooked ten times prettier now. ’

“Er—vyou’ll-——r—pardon me¢, I'm sure—"
began Sir Jimmy.

“Yes?” she said questioninzly.

The young baronet turncd reod. How the

dickens could he order this delightful crea-
ture off his estate? It wasn’t tn he thought
of! I'll bet he wished with all his heart that
he had spoken in less decided terms at break-
fast-time.
. “I—er—don't like to say anything,” stam-
mered Sir Jinmmy, “but—but this property is
—cer—private. If you'll forgive me, you are
trespassing.”

The girl nodded and smiled.

“Ycs, 1 know that.” she said screnely.

“You—you know it?"

“Yes, of course,” she laughed. “That's not
d terrible sin, is it?”

“No, of course not,” gasped Sir Jimmy.
“It's nothing—nothing at all'”

“Sir James won't mind, I'm sure,” went on
the girl. “I haven't asked him, of course,
but I'm deoing no harm here, am 1?”

The question was 80 frank and naive that
there was only one poseible reply to give.
And her_cyec: looked simply glorious. Sir
Jimmy, I know, was trcmendously struck.
He was only a young man, after all, and he
wasn’'t engaged, so far as I knew. And we
could all sece. as plainly as possible, that
there was nothing affected about this girl.
She was artless and ingcnuous.

“Doing harm?” repeated Sir Jimmy con-
fusedly. “Of course not! You—you can stay
there just as long as you like. I sha'n't in-
terfere ” ‘ -

*“Arc you one of Sir James Drexclt's agents,
then?” she asked simply.

[ nearly cxploded, and I heard {he guv'nor
chuckle.

“The—the fact is,” said poor Jimmy, “I—1
am Sir James Drexell !

A look of consternation swent over the
girl's face, and she flushed deeply. Then she
sprang to her feet and stood hefore us—only
a little thing. but beautifully proportioned.
She wasn’t a minute older than nincteen.

- "Oh, I'm so sorry!” she exclaimed gravely.
“I hadn’t the least Idea—1 really apologise
for treating you so shamefully. You do for-
give me, Sir James, don't you?»

. There wasn't tho slightest touch of humility
in her tone. T mean, she didn't secem to re-
gard Sir Jimmy as a superior being, now that
she Knew whom he really was. But the
sincerity of her apology was cvident.

“Oh, it’> nothing!" said the young baronct
gnickly. “No need to-—-cr—ask me to forgive
vou, Miss—2Aligs.-—"

“My name’s Dorothy Lennox,” she said
smilingly. ,

“Then U hope youn'll continug to wander
Shout my property just ag much as you like,
Miss Lennox.” eaid Sir Jimmy. with a con-
sidcrable shiow of cagefnest, e scemed to
be anxious that she should wander alout
his property, somehow. *“I--1 say, that's a
rippin’ painting you're doing!”

: Shlc sal down again and gave a silvery
augh.
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“Why, I'vo only just started it!” she cried.
“How can you say it's ripping¢”

We all laughed then, and Sir Jimmy sud-
denly scemed to realise that we hadn't been
introduced. He had been paying so much
attention to this girfl—-who was to have becn
“sent about her busincess “—that he’d com-
pletely forgotten us.

“Oh, I'm awfully rude!" he cxelaimed.
“This ia Nr. Scxton Blake, the famous de-
teetive, you know. And Tinker—TinkTr’s Mr.
Blake's assistant.”

We smiled and bowed, and Dorotliy Lennox
smiled too.

“We met this morning, didn’'t we?™ she
asked laughinglye.
“I believe we did,” said the auv'nor. “But

we mustn’'t keep you from your painting,
must we, Miss Lennox? Come, Jimmy, we
shall have all the morning gonce!”

We raised our hats and went on our way.
Qur companion was lookinz a littlc uncom-
fortable. *And, as soon as we'd got comn-
pletely out of hearing of the charming girl.
he turned to me.

“Why the dickens didn't- you tell me she
war a rcal little lady?” he asked. T thought
you werc talking about a cheeky” villnge
girl—a mere child! Nearly made me make
a hash of things. you young bounder!”

“Well, that's nice!” T rectorted. “1 gave
you fair warning, and this is all the thanks
I get. 1 told you she was a ripping girl. 1
wonder who she is, and where sbc comes
fromit”

“r'n find that out!”

3001t declared Sir

Jimmy firmly. *“Not that I'm— cr—interested,.

of course.”

“But yeu'd like to know, all the samc?” I
grinned.

After that we didn’t refer to Aliss Dorothy
Lennox again.  And very soon we came in
sight of “Hawarden Cottaze.” 1t was quite
a bigz, modern house—a zentleman’s residence
which was ten times, better than tho Yew
Housr.

We walked straight up the path, between
wcll-laid-out , lower-beds, and rang the bell.
Our ring was answered by n neatiy-dressed
maidservant, who pelitely informed us that
Mr. Mayne was at home, and in his library.

After- Sic Jimmy's card had been takep
in wo were asked to enter. and we found
the famous novelist seated at his desk in his
library. Wo had apparently disturbed him
at his story-writing, but he was quite genial.

"Come in. come in, gentlemen,” he ex-
claimed as we appcarcd. “You've brought
some friends with you, Sir James.”.

“Yces, Mr. Sexton Blake and Master Tin-
ker,” smiled cur host.

We were introduced, and then we sat down.
Hartlcy Mayne was a man of about forty-
five, clean-shaven, and airily attired in
white flannel trousers and an alpaca coat.
He was smiling good-naturedly.

“Morning is my golden timc for work.” he
explained. “I'm always busy for three hours
in the morning. and then I laze ahout for
the remainder of the day. I supposo you
have come, Mr. Blake, to question me about
that Yew Hollow business?”

The guv’'nor nodded.

“Tinker and I alept in the heusce last
night.” he replied. “From what Sir James
has told me. you expericnced a similar ad-

venture to that which befell us. I am
anxious to gather all the information I
can.”

“I'll answer any questions you like, Mr.
Btake,” replied Mayne. “But 1 can't offer
any cxplanation of the phenomena. Honestly,
I belicve that there is something in Lhat old
curse of the legend.” . N

“You're wrong,” dcelarcd Drexell. “Some-
thing happened this morning, my dear Mayne,
that clinches the thinc. Mr. Blake and
Tinker were dcliberately attacked on my
property, and they only just cscaped a fright-
ful death.”

“Giood heavens!” exclaimed the author, in
a startled voicc.

He was told briefly of our adventure with
the steam-pump. And when he had heard
all he sat back and puffed at his cigar
thoughtfully.

“This certainly puts a different complexion
on the -matter.” he remarked. *“But the
mystery of the Yew Hollow still remains
unsolved. I can’t for thc life of me think
of any feasible solution.”

“When did the first manifestation oceur?”
asked Blake. .

“Why, it must have heen about the be-
ginning of July.” replied Mayne. *Certainly
not before. The firgat 1 knew of it was from
onc of my maidscrvants. - She came to me
onc morning and said that somcthing had
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affected her eyes during the night. I toid
her not to be fanciful and sent her away.
Then, two nights afterwards, I had a strunge
experience myself. I woke up, and seemed to
he aware of a curious glow in the room. And
when I struck a match 1 nearly fainted with
tho dreadful agony which assailed my eyes.
Before morning, however, the acute effect
passed.”

“Did you take any action?”

“What could I do?” asked the novelist,
shrugging his shoulders. “I Jooked all over
the room, of course, but therée was nothing
to be seen. Then I suddenly remembered
the old Rockwood legend. The first thing
I did was to go to the Hollow, and you may
imagine my consternation when I found that
all the vegetation was practically dead. I'm
not superstitious, but, frankly, I was
startled.”

“And then?” :

“Well, nothing further happened for three
days,” replied Mayne. *“Then I again ex-
perieneed that * glow.” My eyes were
uffected morc seriously this time; and 1
dccided, then and there, to shift into this
house. It was all ready for occupation, and
50 my furniture was conveved here the very
next day. I stayved with Sir James at the
Towers until everything was got straight by
ny servants.”

Sexton Biake nodded.

“You haven't heen to the

since ?” he asked.

*Not inside. I took Cullum and Lady
Dolly to sec the outside of it yesterday.”
said Maync, with a smile. *They were inter-
ested—"

“Lady Dolly!” cjaculated Drexell suddenly.
* “Yes. 4 mcant to bring my visitors along
to the Towers this afternoon,” smiled Mayne.
“Earl Cullum and his daunghter are staving
with me for m week. Didn't I tell you, Sir
James?”’ -

“I'm hanged If you did!” growled Jimmy.
“We met Lady Dorothy Lennox this morn-
ing, and I called her *miss '! Too had of
yvou. Mayne! I've put my foot in it properly
now!”’

- We all laughed heartily.

“She won't mind,” chuckled the novelist.
“Lady Dolly’s a bright little girl.,”

He necdn’t have told us that. So she was
an earl’s daughter! No wonder she had
looked a perfect lady! Sir Jimmy, after the
first flush of conaternation, was looking as
pleased as old Pedro with balf a dozen
bones. .

“She was trespassing,” he said, with a
grin.

“That’'s not surprising,” smiled Mayne.
“Cullum tells me that he is at his wit’s-end
to manage her. Shce's nearly twenty, but
she's as lively and as checky as a girl ol
fifteen. She’s off painting this morning, 1
believe. The earl’s in the garden, reading -
while I work,” he added. *“That's the worst -
of accepting a commission to write a weekly
article, My time’s not my own.”

“That, I take it, is a gentle nint,” laughed
Sexton Blake, rising to his feet. “We won't
bother vou any longer, Mr. Mayne. Thank
you for your information.”

Yew House

“You'll bring your vyisitors round this
cvening, won't you?”  asked Drexell
anxiouely. “This is a Iormal invitation,
Mayne. There'll be quite a merry party ol'.

us. I shall be delichted if you'll come.”
Ho ought to have said that he would be
delighted if Lady Dolly would come. It was
as pinin as a pikestaff--8ir Jimmy had suc-
cumbed to Dolly's charms, I wasn’t sur-

prised. He was tremcendously anxious to
mect her under less embarrassing circurn-
stances,

“Ta dinner, of course,” he added.

“It’s good of you!” said Mayne. *“Thanks!
Cullum and Lady Dolly will be delighted,
I'm sure.”

We took our departure soon after, and Sic
Jimmy walked with & springy step. He
didn’t acem to take any interest in the
guv'nor’s investigation now. It’s a funny
thing how a chance meeting with a slip of'a
gitl could make all that difference in a chap.
But I must say that this particular “slip of
a girl ” was one in a thousand. I'd noticed,
too, that she wasn't engaged. Anyhow, her
third finger on the left hand was innocent
of any ring.

From Hawarden Cottage we went down to
the village, and there we had a look at the
remains of the poor dead poacher, Sexton
Blake was convinced that the man had died
from heart-failure, brought on by sheer
fright.

“He has certainly not
violenee,” said the detective.

met with any
“ Apparently,



13

hc penetrated into the woods surrounding the | Blake and Sir Jimmy Drexell had utterly | a clump of buzhes which grew on the side of

Yew Hollow, and came .upon that spot by | vanished. ° : the Hollow. '"They were dead, their leaves
chance. He remembercd its sinister repu-| “Guv'nor!” I shouted, with sudden alarm. | being shrivelled up. :
tation, and, bheing a superstitious country|. But only the _dim echo of my own voice| “Oh, where is he going?” asked the-gir),
yokel, he hecame nervous. Then, probahly,| came back, to me. “He’s hit the trail,” I said. - We'll.follow

he saw that strange, dwarfed figure. It may him.”
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and Sir Jimmy had passed this way, and that
was goad enough for me. The tunnel was old
and damp. It must have been built hundreds
of years ago, but was in a wonderful state
&f preservation,

Soon after we started we heard a decp

boom bhehind us, and I knew that thc
thunderstorm muslt have burst with full fury.
A few yards further on, however, we lost all
sounds of the outside world.
" We were, of course, passing right under
the hill. In a direct linc, the Yew House
wasn't far, aud I reckoned the tunuel
wouldn't be lopg. And, as it didn't slope
upwards, I was on the look-out for steps or
stairs,

And, sure cnough, within a minute or two
I found myself facjng a narrow flight of aged
stone steps. They went up in a spiral, and
were extremely narrow and extremecly steep.
- I thought that Jady Dolly wouldn't be
able to mount them. But as I raced up I
hcard her coming right at my hecls the whole
time. She was as agile as a trained athlete,
and the whole staircase shaft was fllled with
the rustle of her dress,

Varlous grunts froms the rear came from
Pedro. ‘The stairs were dry and dusty, and
fairly whole. Only one or two cracks showed
here and there. It was lucky I had my
electric torch with me, N

“Oh, Tinker, will they never cnd?” came
a breathless inquiry from behind me, accom-
panied hy a delightful little gasp.

“ Yes, in half a tick?”" 1 panted, although,
for all I knew, the staircasec might have been
double the leneth. -But, as it happened, wo
came to the end of them almost at once.

If I had had time to think clearl®, I believe
T should have done my very best Lo persuade
Lady Dolly to remain below. For I dido't
know what danger I was running into, or
what danger I should bring upon her.

I paused al the top of the staircase to wait
for my fair companion. But she was right
hehind mec, and the light of my torch revealed
that her face was flushed with her excrtions,
and her hair had become somewhat untidy.
But this ounly added to the charin of the

picture.
“Where have we gol to?” she asked,
breathing quickly., ¢ Oh, what an adven
ture!” -

“We'd better go cautiously now,” I said.
“We must be right under the Yew Housc;
and Mr. Blake and Sir Jimmy are evidently
here. I don't know what the dickens has
-.happencd, but we've got to rescue them!”™
~&I'm so glad I came!” &#aid Lady Dolly,
her cyes shining. “I wouldn't have missed
this for worlds!"

I moved forward along an arched passage-
way. A half-open door stood hefore me, and
[ pushed it. It moved with a slight creak,
and 1 Tound myself in what appcared to be
a bhig cellar.

Lady Dolly came close after me. And
then, quite suddenly, she uttered a little cry.

The next sccond the bheavy door slammed,
and 1 heard Pedro give a furious bay. He
had beon ¢hnt out, for the door was now
tightly closed.

“Did you push it to?” I asked quickly.

“No!” replied the girl, “Something—some-
thing scemed to touch me!”

Beforo I could switch my light round there
was a swift patter of feet. I caught a
limpse of somecthing, and ‘then the terch

8 knocked flying from my hand. 1 rade
> an instinctive grab at Lady Dolly. I knew
that danger was prescat, and T wa:z furious
with myself for bhaving allowed her to come.

[ took hold of her by the arms without
ceremony, and beld her tightly. Some in-
stinct seemed to warn of what was to come,
and I placed my mouth close to onc of her
cats. nearly getting a mceuethful of hair in
the process. But the situation was too tense
to take any notice of this.

“Cover your eyes,” I exclaimed in a low

whisper. *Hold your hands ovcer your cyes
tightly!”
, Fearing that she would not understand, I
placed my own hands on her wrists, and
forced her palms upward:. Then, just as I
had succeeded, that samc strange glow ap-
peared in the cellar.

I couldn’t see where it was coming from,
hut I instantly clapped my hands to my
own eyes. Not a sound broke the stillness,
evxcept our breathing, and the situation was
an cxtraordinary one.

" At last, as tho position was jntolerable, 1
booked up, and there was nothing but black-
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Jhis voice rising high with fury.

Fam going to blind you.

A

ness before me. That innocent-looking, but
deadly, glow had vanished. '

“What is happening. Tinker?” asked Lady
Dolly, under her breath.

But before I could answer there was the
scratch of a mateh, and on the second an
intense ehooting pain darted through my
eveballs. Lady Dolly gave a little gasp of
agony, and 1 fclt terribly enraged. That
sweet girl was being made to suffcr this
horrible torturc!

I gimply couldn’t stand the light, and -
clapped my hands to my face again. I was
still quite close to Dolly. I could feet her
dress against me, and ber soft breathing was
right in my car.

“Does it hurt very much?” I askcd between
my tceth.

“Not—not so muclh ase thought!” she whis-
pered. : .

Either she was making light of it, or she
had cscaped the full force of the rays by
putting her hands to her cycs so promptly.
And 1 don’t suppose I received the full dose
either. For the pain, this time, was not so
intense as it had bcen during the previous
night. .

“You can't sec, ch?” camc a harsh voice
suddenly.

Clenching my fiets, I opencd my eycs. 1
just caught one glimpee of a queer dwarfish
form, and then I was compclled to close my
eves again.  Flashes of lurid fire seemed
to dance before me, and I could scarcely
bear the pain. :

Then I felt myself pushed from hehind,
and Lady Dolly was treated in a similar
fashion. Wce¢ went forward helplessly, and I
had an idea that we passed through another
doorway. And I distinctly heard Sexton
Blake'r voice.

“Guv'nor!” I cjaculated hoarsely.

“Great Scott! Here's Tinker!” came a
bellow in Sir Jimmy's voice.
“I doen't know what youil say to me,

guvnor,” I exclaimed wretchedly, although
I couldn’t ecc a sign of the detective. *“I've
brought Lady Dolly with me, and +shc’s
having to suffer this awful——"
“Goodl Heavens!' I heard Blake exelaim.
“Tinker didn’t bring me.” said Lady Dolly
guickly. *“I camc of my own accord, and I'm
quite rcady to suffer thc consequences.”
“By gad! That's thce kind of girl!” 1
heard Sir Jimmy mutter admiringly.
Further conversation was not allowed, for
the dwart's harsh veice broke in.

“The whole bunch!™ he exclaimed angrily.
“This is more than I bargained for. But 1
am prepared to deal with you all cffectively.
I am sorry the girl has bceen brought into
this affair. She will have to suffer necdlessly,
and that is a pity. You are not at all
hart. and your cyes will recover their normal
powers within an hour. But you can do
nothing at present. You'rc helpless, you arc
at my merey!”

He chuckled with cvident glec.

“This Is the trinmph of my theorics,” he
went on. “A practical demonstration has
proved the amazing qualities of my invention.
You arc not only blind, but you are incapable
of action. For, with a strong light in the
room, You can do nothing but press your
hands to your eyes. To attack me is im-
possible.  First, because you cannot seea me;
and secondly, because you are in too much
agony.”

";You—you dastardly scoundrel!”
out.

“If T am one. you have made me so,” re-
turned the dwarl fliercely. *Left alone, 1
should not have harmed a soul. 1t is this
interference on your part that has brought
ahout such a calamity. It is not my dcsire
to harm you. it is a neccessity. And, since
vyon have been so rash, jYou must be
punished.” '

“Who are you, and why ate you tormenting
us like this?” asked Lady Dolly bravely. *“Obh,
you are a monster!”

The words. somchow. scemed to enrage our
captor to a terrible pitch. 1 realised that
Dolly’s words. indignantly spoken, had fired
the fuse. For this strange man was, indceed,
a monster—a misshapen, dwarfed caricature
of a man. Ic¢ had been touched upon a
raw spot.

“You shall alt be punished!” he repeated,
“You shall’
all ruffer to the utmost! You will not re-
gain your sight at the end of an hour—or at
the end of a day, or a month, or a year! I
Do you understand?
[ am goinz to render your eyes utterly use-

I burst

lese for cvermore!  That shall be your
reward for interfering with my concerns!” -
“Oh!" c¢xclaimed Dolly, with a catch in her

Toice.
Thero was a short. tense silence. And
during that brief space, the very cellar

scemed to quiver, and a low rumble distinctly
sounded. I kncw that it was thunder. The
storm ahovce was raging intensely.

“You cannot mean to carry out that
threat,” said Scxton Blake quietly. “We are
helpless now. We must admit that. We are in
constant pain. But you will not allow your
fury to gain such possession of you that you
will commit such a diabolical act!”

“You do not know what you are saying'”
snarled the dwarf. “The matter has gone so
far that I cannot draw back. I must be safe-
guarded, and my Z-rays will render you help-
less for evermore. Prepare Yyourselves for
the ordeal!”

“Oh, he's going to cause that glow again!”
I muttered huskily. “Guv’'nor, hadn't we
hettr do somcthing? Can’t we rush him
blindly ¢

“You may rush as much as you like, but
the Z-rays will be playing the whole time,
and you will do no good!” exclaimed the
dwarf. “You bhave looked your last upon
daylight. I am not faking your lives, I am
mcrely taking your cyesight!”

“Let the girl go, then!” gasped out Sic
Jimmy thickly. *“For the love of Heaven,
don't practise thjs devilry on—"

“The girl shall sufter as you suffer!” rasped
out the voice. “It was she who called me
a monster, and she¢ shall pay! I have you
all at my mercy-!" )

Exactly what happened then I don’t quite
know.

But all of a sudden there was a most
appalling crash, followed by a scream and
the rushing swirl of water. The next sccond
my fect and ankles were covered, and the
water was swirling all round me. Lady Dolly
had fallen, and 1 couidn’'t see what was hap-
pening. For I opened my eyes and found
that the cellar was now in utter darkness.
Consequently, the pain had vanished.

And confusion reigned supreme.

I heard several shouts from Sir Jimmy, and
moans of pain from the dwarf. And all the
while the water continued to flood the cellar
at an appalling rate. Already it reached
the level of my Kknees.

“Guv'nor!” I bawled, staggering away.

“I'm here, Tinker,” I heard Blake ecall.
“Are you all right?”

“Yes, guv'nor. What’s happcned?”

“Where's Lady Dolly?” roared Sir Jimmy
suddenly. -

“Isn’t she with you?” I asked in alarm. “I
~I thought—-"

“0Oh, please help me:.” came the girl's low
ery. “I am down—on the floor. Something
caught my—my dress, I think. Oh, do come!
T'hf’:.——t.he water is nearly up to my chin! Oh,
oh!”

Her voice ended in a gurgle, and I knew
that the water had submerged her. For it
wis rising with awful spced. I waded for-
ward, groping with my hands. Then I
stumbled, staggered, and my hecad crashed
against the wall.

"Steady. young ‘un—steady!” I heard
Blake's voice, as though through a mist. “It
was lucky you fell near to me. Jimmy, for
Heaven's sake look after Lady Dolly! Idon't
know where she i3!” ~

“I've got her!” panted the young baronet
huskily. .

It was the most confused business one
could imagine. We were fioundering about in
a flooded ccllar, in pitch darkness. Every
second the water was rising higher. But,
whatever this new danger, wec were saved
from the diabolical brutality of the man
who had trapped us.

And how did it all end?

Well, that's just what I'm now going to
describe.

THE - SEVENTH CHAPTER.
in Which the Riddle of Yew Hollow ls
Solved, and Everything is O.K.

ADY DOROTHY LENNOX lay upon

I the floor, with her head propped
against an old hox. The poor girl

had fainted, and she presented a

pitiful sight. She was soauked to the skin,
and her flimsy summer attire clung to her
closely, revealing the neat, delicately-cut lines
of her perfect figure.
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“Js—is she all right,- Blake?” asked Sir
Jimmy huskily.

“Don’t worry, old man,” replied Sexton
Blake. ‘“Lady Dolly has only fainted. She
will he herself again hefore long.  Thank
Heaven, we managed to get out of that
whirlpool safely!”

About ten minutes had passed since the
catastrophe—or, rather, the accident which
had spelt deliverance for us.

Sexton Blake had discovered a door, at the
top of a short flight of steps, leading {from
the ccllar into a rear scullery. This scullery
was only dimly illuminated, for. a cotton
blind was drawn in front of the window.
And we found that we could use our eycs,
although the pain was still intense.

I was lcaning* against the wall, near the
door. A pool of water had formed at my
feet, and my head was singing. That crack
against the wall had been a heavy one, and
I was still somewhat dazed. The guv'nor
had helped me up. And Sir Jimmy had
rescued Lady Dolly.

As for the dwarf, we had almost forgotten
him in the excitement. At least, 1 had. I
believe Blake had attended to him, in some
way or other.

I walked across the room, and stood with
Sir Jimmy, looking down at the unconscious
girl. Somehow, she looked very lovely, lying
there. Her cheeks were pale, and her bosom
was rising and {falling regularly, ‘What a
crying shame it was that she should hbave
heen subjected to this terrible adventure!

I looked up at Sir Jimmy. He was drip-
ping, too, and his left arm was bleeding.
And there was a look of grave concern and
anxiety in his eyes.-
hissing down relentlessly, and the threc were
swaying in the high wind.

“J—I don't know what happened, yet,” L
said dully.

Sexton Blake looked up.

* After you had gone for Pedro, Tinker, Sir
Jimmy and I saw the dwarf against a clump
of bushes. We gave chase, and followed him
through the tunnel f¢ this cellar. 1t was a
trap, of course.
‘ glow,” and we were helpless.”

“But how did we escape from him now?”
1 asked.

“There c¢an he only one explanation,
Tinker,” remarked Sexton Blake. " We were
saved from that dwarf’s devilry by a stroke
of Providence. As wc know, the contractors
who are doing that tunnelling job have
dammed the stream at one point, to avoid the
tunnel filling again. This sudden storm, with
its torrential rain, must have -caused the
stream to burst its banks near this spot.”

“But there was a sudden crash,” I put in.

“ Exactly. The water, rushing down a

gulley, which extends from the rear of the:

Yew House almost to the river-bank, struck

the wall of the cellar with terrific force. The
wall, heing old, couldn't withstand the
shock. Conscquently, it collapsed, and the

cellar became flooded.”

“And what about Lady Dolly?” I asked.

“Why, she was howled over right at the
first !” explained Sir Jimmy. *“Her dress was
caught by some of the falling bricks, and she
was held down. Then, as the water roze, she
found herself on the point of .drowning.
Fortunately I found her, and pulled her free.
I'm afraid her pretty dress has suffered,
though!” :

There.was no doubt about that point. 1In
fact, 1 noticed that a large piece of Dolly’s
frock was missing altogether: hut as it was
a part of the hem, it didn't matter much.
The dress was ruined, anyhow. .

“I didn't see what happened to that
horrible dwarf-chap,” I said. “Well, 1
couldn’t see, of course.
drowned ?”

“Neéarly,” repliéd Blake.
broken, and he wae pinned down by the
masonry. He seems to have caught the full
force of .the disaster; .and he certainly
deserves no pity. I just hauled him on to
the steps, and left him. Perhaps we had
hetter go and fetch him up here.”

Scoundrel though the man was, we couldn't ;

leave him there, injured. 8o, while Sir
Jimmy watched over Lady Dolly, Blake aund
I descended the steps into thie flooded cellar.
We found the dwarf groaning on the
stairs. .

Very gently we carried him up into the

- scullery, and laid him down near the
window. He was conscious, and in great
pain. Sexton Blake removed a pair of very

‘peculiar goggles from his eyes.

We now saw that the man, altbough
dwarfed, was somewhat refined-looking. His
hair was grey, and he must bave been fully

Outside, the rain was,

Was—was. ‘he’

“His left leg is:

!
{
;
i

fifty-five. His hrow was intellectual, and his
eyes glittered with a feverish light.

Just then there was an cxclamation from |-

Sir Jimmy.

“She's coming round!” he
“Quick, Blake!”

Sexton Blake went to Lady Dolly's side.
Our cyes were better now, and in the sub-
dued light of the scullery we could see fairly
well. It was the sharp, acute light of a
candle or a lamp which caused us such
torture.

“Feeling DLetter, Lady Dolly?”
guv'nor gently.

The girl looked up with big, round cyes.

“I—1. don’t know——" she began. “Oh,
what has happened? It's—it’s Mr.
isn't it? Oh, ves! That dreadful cellar!
was caught by my frock, wasn’t I? 'The
water——" ;

She recovered very rapidly as she remem-
bered the circumstances.
alarmed look in her eyes, she gazed down at
her dress, and was relieved to find that it
was still fairly whole.

“Oh, don't I look awiful?” she asked, her
voice hecoming stronger. “1—1 feel so
dreadfully untidy! ©Please let me get up—
ptlnea'sc do! I can't possibly stay here like
this!” ,

Naturally, Lady Dolly was sensitive, and
she seemed quite alarmed about her appear-
ance. She was recovering quickly—after all,
she had only fainted. She got to her feet,

said eagerly.

| Sir Jimmy helping her splendidly. He scemed®

He used that strange’

}

to like it.
across to a big hox, and sat her upon it.
“Are—arc we all saved?” - she
huskily.
“Everything’s as right as rain, Lady
Dolly!” said Jimmy. *“Wbhat a shame, you
having to go through this experience! I
shall have to see you home in a minute or
two—when you've recovered a little more.”
Sexton Blake went awver to the injured
dwarf. ) .,
“Are you badly hurt?” he asked quietly.

Blake, |
11

With an anxious,i

At all events, lie half earried her :

asked .

asked tlic .

“My leg—my leg!” muttered the man.
bhetween “his teeth. *It is shattered. The

accident happened in the nick of time to

'

prevent me committing the foulest act a man !

could conceive. "~ 1 was mad—mad!
Heaven, I was stopped!”

This was a change, at all events.

*What is your name?” asked the guv'nor.

*“The truth must come out now, of course,”
said the dwarf. “Aly nameds Walsh—Simeon
Walsh.
this way. Mayne will he glad, however; he
has been against it all the time.”

“Mayne!” echoed Sexton Blake quickly.

“Hartley Mayne is Jdny emnployer,” said
Walsh, in a weak voice.

instigated this affair. But he wanted me to

drop it. Ob, Mayne is not to blame! 1t
was I who persuaded him—"

“Hartley Mayne!” cried Lady Dolly, in
amazement, *Oh, how dreadful!”

We were all astounded. Mayne, the sedate
novelist, was responsible for all this villainy.
But the dwarf would say no more; indced,
he ecould not do so, for he lapsed into a
state of semi-consciousness.

“I'm hauged if I can get the thing clear!”
said Jimuny. “What are you going to do,
Blake?”

“Well, Lady Dolly must be taken to the
Towers; she can’t go to Mayne's place. in
the face of this revelation,” the guv'nor said.
*And, after we have ehanged, we will go
along to Hawarden Cottage and interview
Mr. Mayne.”

One
plished.

Lady Dolly ‘had been taken to the Towers
by Sir Jimmy. There she had bheen given
into the gentle care of the old housekeeper.
And the girl couldn’t very well send for fresh
clothing from Mayne's place until we¢ had
interviewed that gentleman.

I’cdro had heen found mooning ahout out-
side the Yew House. :

Our cyesight ha:l almost recovered itz full
strength by now. Simeon Walsh had heen
placed in the bed at the Yew House. The
fracture of his leg was only a simple one, and
he could come to no harm. A -doctor would
attend him shortly.

One of Sir Jimny’'s arooms ywas sent to look
after the prisoner. The storm had quite
passed now, and the sun was shining again.
When Sexton Blake and Sir Jimmy and I set
off for Hawarden Cottage we were attired in
dry clothing, and we were all grim.

. can't bhelieve it!” exclaimed Drexell,
time after time,

hour later much had been accom-

It is a pity the game has ended in | house and <at down

Thank

“It was he who':the guv'nor;

asked bitterly.
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: "tYou can't helieve what?” I asked at
ast. :
* Look here, Tinker, I've known Mayne for
years; he’s one of the bhest chaps breathing!”
declared “Sir Jimuny uncomfortably. "At
least, I've never known him to dov anything
in the least degree shady. Mana alive, he’s
got an earl and an carl’s danghter staying
with him. We can't go and hand him over
to the police!” ’

“I suppose that will be for you to say,”
remarked the guv'nor.

“How do you mean?”

“Well, if Maync has heen up to any
crimiinal triekery, it remains with you to
prosecute—since you are the aflfected party,”
replied Sexton Blake. "But I have an idea
that Mayne isn’t altogcther to blame. 1f he
was - any way counected with that - foul
attempt upon our lives in the flooded
tunnel, he shall certainly be handed over to
the police—I will see to that!”

i+ “1 don’t helieve he knew anvthing ahout

it,” said Sir Jimmy doggedly. ~Don’t you
remember how startled he was when we told
him?  Anyhow, Blake, I'm jolly glad you
haven't brought the police in it, so far. It's
only fair to hear what Mayne has to say for
himself.”

Upon the whole, I agreed with this policy.
It would have heen a bit awful to go and
arrest a man like Hartley Mayne, especially
as he had Earl Cullum and his daughter
staying at the house.

As it happened, we saw Mayne as soon as
we got into the garden. He was strolling on
the damp lawn, having evidently Dbeen
brought out to inspect the damage to his
flowers caused hy the heavy rain. We all
marched right up to him, : '

“Oh, I'm so glad you've come!"” he said,
with a =smile. “Have you hy any chance
seen anything of Lady Dolly? Ilcr father's

rather anxious. She went out hefore the
storm, and hasn't returned—» :
“1t’s  all right!®  said  Drexell coldly.

“Lady Doily is at the Towers.””
The novelist saw at once that something
was amiss, He eyed us curiously, and we
eyed him grimly, Sexton Blake pointed to
a little rustic summer-house near by, It was
quite dry in there, and ahsolutely private.

“Can we speak to you—confidentially %"
asked the guv'nor. ’

There was something in his tone which
changed the request into a command. And
Hartley Mayne led the way into the summer-
His face had paled, but
he still smiled.

“Well, Mr. Blake?" he asked.

“I'll get to the point straight away,” <aid
“There has be¢en an accident
at the Yew House. A man named Simeon
Walsh attempted to blind Sir James., Lady
Dolly, Tinker, and myself. He was failed by
a sudden flood, and his leg was broken, He
then made a statement to the effect that he
was employed in a criminal eapacity by
you!n 3

Hartley Mayne sat quite still.

“You deny it, of course?” asked Sir Jimmy
anxiously.

The novelist laughed hoarsely, but with a
touch of relief.

“What is the gcod of denving it?? he
“The man told the truth!
I am“’mainly responsible for the whole busi-
ness, In more ways than ohe 1 am very
glad the climax has come. I'm sick to death
of everything, and it is a positive relief to
tell you the actual facts.”

We said nothing, and he suddenly bent
forward. '

“DBut haven't you
asked quickly.
Blake.
me?”’

The great detective shook hiz head.

“[ have no power to do that,” he replied.
“Y have no warrant. And it will depend
largely upon your story, Mr. Mayne, whether
Sir Jimmy prosecutes. If I am any judge of -
character, I have an hlea that you have not
heen at all happy in your criminal dealings.
It i5 useless for me to say anything further
until I know the truth.”

Mayne flushed with emotion.

“1 don't deserve this kindly treatmient,”
he exclaimed, in a low voice. -+ But, whether
you helicve me or not, I had made up my
mind to tell Sir James the whole truth this
very evening. It was that ‘dastardly affair
of the steam-pump that decided me. T swore
that I would have nothing more to do with
Simeon Walsh, and my hest Qourse was to
he open. It is cruel that this blow :should
have fallen now!

“The story is a strange one, and I trust

told the police?” he
“You're a detective, AT,
I suppose you are going to arrest



_ Mr. Blake,
you, no doubt, remember that extraordinary

you will listen to me patiently.

thunderstorm which, incidentally, killed Sir
Humphrey Drexell? Well, at that time [
was in occupation at the Yew House, as you
all know. To be brief, a meteorite fell in the
‘Yew Holow during tbat storm—a huge,
glowing mass of white-hot substance.”

“By Jove!’' exclaimed Sexton Blake,
taking a deep breath.

“J remember!™ 1 ejaculated. <“Don't you,
guv'nor? There was a guecr glow, and I
said a housze must have bcen on fire. It
wasn't that cottage, after all, but this
meteorite.™

< TUndoubtoedly,” said Hartley Mayne quietly,
“1 «aw the thing fall, and I was startied.
It dropped right into the centre of the Yew
Hollow, and as soon as the rain had stopped
I investigated. The terrific downpour had
prevented the trees and the grass from
catching fire, I found a dull, glowing mgss
in the Hollow, and T knew what it was. DBut,
having once read that meteorites often con-
tain - valuable minerals, I said nothing.
Nobody clze had seen the meteorite fall, and
the Yew lollow was a spot never visited.

“ A few davs later I examin.d the thing,
and found that it was nothing but a mass of
black rock. Ko I took no notice of it. Weeks
passed, and then, one day, I noticed that the
vegetation in the vieinity of the meteorile
was shrivelliug up and dying. This struck
me as being very curious, for the effeet had
not becn caused by the orlgmal heat ofvthe
mass. The very trecs were dying.

%1 had oceasion to go te Londen, and while
there I visited Simeon Walsh. 2 is deformed,
but extremely clever in all scientific matters.
At that  time he lived mainly by writing
articles for scientitic papers,

“Well,-I brought Walsh down here with me
—at night, and by vy car, because I had no
dasire for himn to be ccen in the district. e
examined the meteorite, and made a most
astounding discovery. That black mass, he
declared, was mainly a kind of pitchblende,
and was amazingly rich in radium deposits.
The radiam (o lLe obtained, according to
Walsh, iz worth nearly half a millien.”

“Great Scott!™ breatbed Sir Jimmae

“The news is staggering,” said Hartley
Mayne. “I assure you, Sir James, 1 was
cqually stageercd at the time, More =0,

indeed, for I knew that the mcteorite was
G oyour projerty !’

every day.

“ By Jove, that's true enough'”™ said the
young baronet. “You infernal hlackguard
Mayne! Do you mean to say that you've
been trying to get that—>»

“I'm a blackgunard; I know that'!" said
Maynce bitterly.: I was tempted, Sir James
—I was tempted, and I fell. At that time,
remember, you were not here, and 1 didn't
know when you'd return. So 1 decided to
remove the ineteorite, little by little, fer it
was quite impossible to shift it at once,

“Put then you returned from India, and
I was told to leave the Yew House within a
month. Walsh had -said that nothing could

1 he done with the meteorite for at least flve

weeks., In addition, a month would have to
pass before the work could be completed.
So I received permission to remain two
months. But then workinen had appeared ¢n
the estate, and some had wandered dan-
gerously near to the Hollow. _If you got to

‘hear of thc meteorite, my plans would bhe

ruined. So I concealed the thing by covering
it with earth. And then Walsh made a
suggestion.

“«This was that T should leave the Yew
House at once, and that a rumour should
he put about that the Hollow and the house
wcre haunted. That yarn of the old legend
was invented by me. I told you, Sir James,
that your father had often epoken about it;
but that was a falsehood. 1 invented the

‘legend to fit in with the facts, and I took

good care to spread the story, my object
veing to make workmen refuse to enter the
house.

“ All this titne T was growing more uneasy
But Walsh was enthusiastic. By
a process of his own he used scme of the
radinm and some other element of his ‘own
discovery to_produce a lizht wlich caused
temporary blindpess.  Radium, of course, 18
deadly in maany ways, and is quite capable
of blinding any human being under certain
conditions. I am no scientist, so I cannot
speak. with any certainty. Walsh lived in the
cellars of the old house after I had aban-
doned it, and he had continted with the
work of removing the meteorite. The
poacher, 1 believe, dicd of sheer fright
hecause lie happened to see Walsh in the
moonlight.

«When I leagned that Mr.
come down I hecame alavmed. T
that evervthing mnsgvanse; th
tell the truth.

Blake was to
old Walsh

‘hesinuing, le

meant to |
But he swore that he would

blind me if I turned on him. The threat, I
knew, was no idle one. Walsh useéd that !l%ht’
—which he calls the-Z Rays—by means

ventilator in the bed-room. He wore special

-goggle» himself to protect his own eyes, And

he omy used the rays slightly; thelr full
power would cause immediate blindness.”

“That was to have been our fate this
afternoon,” said Sexton Blake quietly.
“ Now, Mr. Mayne, what about the affair ot
the steam- -pump ?”

“I swear that T had no hand in the ghastiy
bu=iness!” declared Mayne tensely. < Walsh
is a murderous scoundrel, and I was und-r
his thumb. Having hrought him here. 1
could not get rid of him. -Although I hal
repented, I was forced to go on. I swear
before Heaven that 1 have told you the abso-
lute truth in every particular. It is for you
to say what -lCthIl is to be taken.”

Mr. Hartley Mayne escaped the clutches
of the law. We knew that he had becn
sincere, and Sir Jimmy refused to prosecute.
Simeon Walsh, however, would have to pay
dearly for his scoundrelism. But, as it hap-
pened, he never stood his trial, for he died
before recovering from his fr:utured leg.

And thus the facts were not made public,

The withering of the vegetation in- the
Hollow had taken place owing to the strange
properties given out by the meteorite. And
Pedro *had heen afraid to go near it because
he felt instinetively that there was danger.
A"t?] radium, no doubt, is curious stuff to fool
wi

The piot ll.nmg heen rmealed Sir Jnn'nv.

got the benefit’” of the radium, ‘which. of
course, was rightfully his. If llartlc_v Masine

had only been straightforward at the very
would have reaped a rich
revward., Az it was, he left the - neighhbour-
hood, and went to the West of ‘England.

Anmd, not =0 long afterwards, I noticed an
interesting iten in the “Times." It waz «
short anunouncement to the cffect that a cer-
tain young man named Sir James Drexell,

-Bart,, and a certuin young lady named Lady

engaged.. 1

Dorothy Lennox had l.ecome
fact, I’ R

wasn't surprised a little hit—in
expeeted it all along.

TIIS END.
(Look out for our new seriul.)
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FOREWORD BY PROFESSOR LAWRENGE HASWELL. , .
T i~ with Jdiilidence that [, who now lic hut the broken

! wreek of a man, under the bheavy and blighting hand: of :
paralysiz, attempt to place in narrative form some of the

and adventurous cases which have occupicd the
the extraordinary keen-

"NOW READY!
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IN THE

B ness of llllll‘l, and have tested under the most rigorous ccn-
ditions the nerve of the man-whom I am proud to call friend
and comirade: the man who, by his cheerful visita and kindly
words, has cenlizhiened many long hours of my sutfering—
“Soxton Blake.

Whea we come down from Oxford {ogether Blake sought a
I caieer in oone direction, while T went in-another, and for some
vears I did not sce bim. But U heard of him from time to
time, and perhaps the nature of my profession—I an, or was, a
professor of mathewmatics—cauzed me to take more interest in
the mlhrut rases which he solved from time to time; more
interest i ¥ ~tu(l\ of hiz methods than perhaps the ordinary
lasman f\]t

Aftes all,
e has (lt\(‘lop(d are ciosely
inathematics,

At my carnest insistence he has hr(nugzht to e several of the
¢arlier volunmes of his “Caze lndex,” and the rcading of his
note< therein has served to make me forget for. a time the
hlight vhich holds me in its grip, and which will make of my
body a helpless lump of clay until it pleases Heuven to release
me, “But my mind iz abnormally active, and, in order to find
d urcease daring the long hours while [ lie here and gaze out
upon the park—the park which iz now green with the fairy
mantle of sunnner and is filled with the happy voices of
children—I am attempting to put in narrative form some of
the cases which struck me with particular force.

If I fail to interpret without flaw—if my pen stumbles at
times—if 1 fail to weave as coherently as [ should—I ask your
patience and indilgence.  And because it struck. me as a case
rcmarkable in many.ways—because it iz of the East, which I
know, and whoze colour and mystery have always fascinated
me—] have chosen first to narrate what I have called ¢ The
Pearls of Silence,” which, to my mind, reveals in a remarkable
manner how Sexton Blake, by sheer control of the ego, subor-
dinated the inheritance of generations of Occidental ideas and
the point of view of the West to necessity, and met and fought
B the subtie Oriental on his own ground.

LAWRENCE HaswELl, Profcessor of Mathematics.

the analytieal and duluctnc elements of thc selence
interwoven and correlated with
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