CHAPTER XIV

BLACK MAGIC

I

EOPLE would often tell me that I should do
P something about the ghosts. It was an easy
thing to say. But, what was I to dor Cer-
tainly, a man had come to lay the ghost in my Regent
Street flat—but that was long ago and I no longer
even remembered his name. And, I remembered
that, after being laid the spectre had returned once
again, and that visitation had been worse than all his
previous ones combined. I was not eager to repeat
such an experience.

And I was busy with the farm and My Lady’s
domain and had little time to devote to hauntings. I
had become accustomed to the ghosts and they no
longer worried me, except in that they frightened my
friends away. 'That was annoying. _

I knew they were there, and accepted them as
something I did not understand and could not
control. _

I doubt that I should ever have taken any active
interest in them if it had not been for Denis Conan-
Doyle. _

One day he came over to show me a new racing
catr he had bought. After inspecting his speed-
king, we wandered round the farm and then 1
mentioned some of the mysterious things that had
happened. :

‘““ But this is serious, old boy,” he said when I

related the episode of the heat-wave. * You are up
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against something bigger than you think. These
haunts are obviously evil.”

““'They are not exactly nice ones,” I admitted, ‘ but
Y Y
they can’t hurt me.”

** Strange things have happened. You should treat
this seriously.”

I laughed, but I saw that he was grave and did not
agree with my flippant attitude.

“I don’t like to think of you being here alone,” he
said after a while. ““I know a chap I would like to
bring down, he is the very man to tackle this business.
Unfortunately he starts for the South Sea Isles in a
tew days’ time as one of the crew on a sailing boat—
he does that sort of thing. But I’ll try and get into
touch with him to-night.”

I hoped he would, for I liked the sound of this
AN s

Knowing that Denis works quickly I was not sur-
prised when he telephoned me on the following after-
noon to say he was bringing his brother Adrian over
for the night, also the man he had mentioned, as the
intended cruise had been postponed. They arrived
for dinner, and thus I met Ronald Kaulback, who
was shortly afterwards to make his name as an
explorer.

After dinner Ron said he would like to roam round
the house alone. This he did, while the rest of us
remained in the big room. He returned looking some-
what tired, and on being asked what he thought of
the place, said :

“I must confess to having felt the most intense
fear I have ever known.”

“Where ? ” T asked.

It had been in the room where I had always felt
the strange atmosphere.

Adrian went to investigate, leaving Denis and me
sitting on a sofa at one side of the fireplace, while
Ron sat on another opposite. I was talking so
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intently to Denis that I did not notice that Ron was
not joining in the conversation, until Denis suddenly
interrupted me by saying :

““Look at Ron!”

I looked. He was lying back on the sofa. His
eyes were closed, and he was breathing in an extra-
ordinary way, as though gasping for breath.

““Wake up, Ron!” said Denis, but he did not
appear to hear.

‘““ Something is wrong !’ Denis ejaculated, and
jumping up he seized Ron’s hand, which he started to
rub. ¢ Hold his other hand,” he added.

I did not obey. I had seen a faint shadow creep-
ing round Ron’s neck, and I rushed round the sofa
and flung my weight against the space directly behind
him. I put all my strength into that movement, and
then it was only just enough to enable me to get
my hands up to Ron’s neck, pressing all the time
against an invisible force. I just managed to keep my
hands on him, though the weight, over me too, was
terrific, and I knew I could not hold out for long.
Needing every ounce of strength I possessed, I dared
not even speak to Denis, who was chafing Ron’s
hands.

Fortunately, Adrian re-entered the room at that
moment, and sensing something of what was happen-
ing, ran round to me . . . and so together we fought
against a weight the origin of which we could not
see, and the quality of which I can only describe as
being a solid substance.

We broke it . . . how, I don’t know. When Ron
came round, he was quite unaware of anything that
had happened, except that he had felt a strange tired-
ness creeping over him, and then had fallen asleep.
One thing was certain—he had been very near to
being strangled. |

Denis was worried that the * force ” should have
set itself so deliberately against Ron, and thought I
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treated the whole thing in too light a manner. I now
realise that he was right, but at the time it was all
so exciting that I could not help being thrilled by
such unusual events.

The following morning, Denis, Adrian and Ron
departed, but before they left I asked Ron if he would
come again, and stay a few days. 1 somehow felt
that if anyone could help to unravel the mystery it
was he. Besides, I liked the tall young man, with
his very frank eyes. He gave me a clear look, and
said :

“Yes—I want to. You are not going to stay here
alone. I don’t know when my boat leaves—at present
it is indefinite—but till it does, you can count on me,
and whatever happens, 1 will see you through. You
understand ?

I nodded. I did understand. I knew that he was
the type of man who, when once his hand was on
the plough, would not leave go till the field was ready
for sowing.

““T must go up to town now,”’ he continued, *‘ but
I'll be back to-morrow.”

But he telephoned me from ILondon that afternoon,
telling me to meet him at Tunbridge Wells that same
evening. He had galloped through all his business,
so as to return to Branden before dark . .. 'That

1s like Ron.

II

For some weeks Ron and I were alone at Branden
—alone with the elementals. Ron had much strange
knowledge and soon I became very interested in the
haunt. There was something much bigger con-
nected with it than I had at first imagined—something
that needed to be unravelled. No longer did I try
to ignore the strange happenings, on the contrary I
endeavoured to encourage them.

The ghosts now became very active, and would
L







