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THE SORCERESS

man-servant. He had gone to visit his people
in the mountains about ten miles off. We
were absolutely alone.”

“You know Mr. Sherwood’s affairs pretty
well?” I went on. “On the supposition of
trickery, could there be any motive that you
know of for anyone to play such a ghastly
trick ?”

‘“ Absolutely none.”

“You never saw the apparition before this
occasion ?”

“Never.”

“ And what were your next steps ?”

“There was nothing to be done except
to carry poor Sherwood indoors. He was
buried on the following day. I made every
effort to have a systematic inquiry set on
foot, but the castle is in a remote spot and
the authorities are slow to move. The
Portuguese doctor gave his sanction to the
burial after a formal inquiry. Deceased was
testified as having committed suicide while
temporarily insane, but to investigate the
apparition they absolutely declined.”

“And now,” I said, “will you tell me
what you can with regard to the disposition
of the property?”

“The will is a very remarkable one,” re-
plied De Castro. * Senhor Sousa, my brother-
in-law’s lawyer, holds it. Sherwood died a
much richer man than I had any idea of.
This was owing to some very successful
speculations. The real and personal estate
amounts to seventy thousand pounds, but
the terms of the will are eccentric. Henry
Sherwood’s passionate affection for the old
castle was quite morbid, and the gist of the
conditions of the will is this: Helen is tolive
on the property, and if she does, and as long
as she does, she is to receive the full in-
terest on forty thousand pounds, which is
now invested in good English securities.
Failing this condition, the property is to be
sold, and the said forty thousand pounds is
to go to a Portuguese charity in Lisbon. I
also have a personal interest in the will.
This I knew from Sherwood himself. He
told me that his firm intention was to retain
the castle in the family for his daughter,
and for her son if she married. He
earnestly begged of me to promote his
wishes in the event of his dying. I was not
to leave a stone unturned to persuade Helen
to live at the castle, and in order to ensure
my carrying out his wishes he bequeathed to
me the sum of ten thousand pounds pro-
vided Helen lives at Castello Mondego. If
she does not do so I lose the money. Hence
my presence here and my own personal
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anxiety to clear up the mystery of my friend’s
death, and to see my niece installed as owner
of the most lovely and romantic property in
the Peninsula. It has, of course, been my
duty to give a true account of the mystery
surrounding my unhappy brother-in-law’s
death, and I sincerely trust that a solution to
this terrible mystery will be found, and that
Helen will enter into her beautiful possessions
with all confidence.” ,

“ The terms of the will are truly eccentric,”
I said. Then turning to Helen I added :—

“Surely you can have no fear in living at
Castello Mondego when it would be the
means of bringing about the desire of your
heart ? ”

“Does that mean that you are engaged to
be married, Helen ? ” asked De Castro.

“It does,” she replied. Then she turned
to me. “I am only human, and a woman.
I could not live at Castello Mondego with
this mystery unexplained ; but I.am willing
to take every step—yes, everv step, to find
out the truth.”

“Let me think over the case,” I said, after
a pause. ‘‘Perhaps I may be able to devise
some plan for clearing up this unaccountable
matter. There is no man in the whole of
London better fitted to grapple with the
mystery than I, for it is, so to speak, my
profession.”

“You will please see in me your hearty
collaborator, Mr. Druce,” said Senhor de
Castro.

“When do you propose to return to
Portugal ?” 1 asked.

“ As soon as I possibly can.”

““ Where are you staying now ?”

“ At the Cecil.”

He stood up as he spoke.

“I am sorry to have to run away,” he said.
“T promised to meet a friend, a lady, in half
an hour from now. She is a very busy
woman, and I must not keep her waiting.”

His words were commonplace enough, but
I noticed a queer change in his face. His
eyes grew full of eagerness, and yet—was it
possible ?—a curious fear seemed also to fill
them. He shook hands with Helen, bowed
to me, and hurriedly left the room.

“1 wonder whom he is going to meet,” she
said, glancing out of the window and watch-
ing his figure as he walked down the street.
“ He told me when he first came that he had
an interview pending of a very important
character. But, there, I must not keep you,
Mr. Druce ; you are also a very busy man.
Before you go, however, do tell me what you
think of the whole thing. I certainly cannot
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THE SORCERESS

“ My dear Helen!” I cried. *“ You don’t
mean to tell me you know that woman?
She is one of the most unscrupulous in the
whole of London. You must have nothing
to do with her—nothing whatever.”

Helen opened her eyes to their widest
extent.

“You misjudge Madame Sara,” she said.
“] have known her for the last few years,
and she has been a most kind friend to me.
She has got me more than one good post as
teacher, and I have always felt a warm
admiration for her. She is, beyond doubt,
the most unselfish woman I ever met.”

I shook my head.

“You will not get me to alter my opinion
of her,” continued Helen. *Think of her
kindness in calling to see we to-day. She
drove here this morning just because she
happened to see my uncle, Petro de Castro,
yesterday. She has known him, too, for
some time. She had a talk with him about
me, and he told her all about the strange
will. She was immensely interested, and
said that it was imperative for me to investi-
gate the matter myself. She spoke in the
most sensible way, and said finally that she
would not leave me until I had promised to
go to Portugal to visit the castle, and in
my own person to unearth the mystery. I
promised her and felt she was right. I am
keeping my word.”

When Helen had done speaking I remained
silent. I could scarcely describe the strange
sensation which visited me. Was it possible
that the fear which T had seen so strongly
depieted on De Castro’s face was caused by
Madame Sara? Was the mystery in the old
Portuguese castle also connected with “this
terrible wonmian ?  If so, what dreadful revela-
tions might not be before us! Helen was not
the first innocent girl who believed in
Madame, and not the first whose life was
threatened.

“ Why don’t you speak, Mr. Druce?” 8She
asked me at last. ‘“What are you thinking
of?”

“I would rather not say what I am think-
ing of,” I answered ; *“but I am very glad of
one thing, and that is that I am going with
you.”

“You are my kindest, best friend,” she
said ; “and now I will tell you one thing
more. Madame said that the fact of your
being one of the party put all danger out of
the case so far as 1 was concerned, for she
knew you to be the cleverest man she ever
met.”

“Ah!” T replied, slowly, “there is a
Yol. xxiv.—82.
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cleverer man than I, and his name is Eric

Vandeleur. Did she happen to speak of
him?”
““No. Who is he? I have never heard

of him.” :

“I will tell you some day,” I replied, ¢ but
not now.”

I rose, bade her a hasty good-bye, and
went straight to Vandeleur’s rooms.

Whatever happened, I had made up my
mind to consult him in the matter. He was
out when I called, but I left a note, and he
came round to my place in the course of the
evening.

In less than a quarter of an hour I put
him in possession of all the facts. He
received my story in silence.

“Well ! ” T cried at last.
think ? ”

“There is -but one conclusion, Druce,”
was his reply. ‘There is a motive in this
mystery—method in this madness. Madame
is mixed up in it. That being the case, any-
thing supernatural is out of the question. I
am sorry Miss Sherwood is going to Lisbon,
but the fact that you are going too may be
her protection. Beyond doubt her life is in
danger. Well, you must do your best, and
forewarned is forearmed. I should like to
go with you, but I cannot. Perhaps I may
do more good here watching the arch-fiend
who is pulling the strings.”

De Castro took the information quietly
that his niece was about to accompany us.

“Women are strange creatures,” he said.
“Who would suppose that a delicate girl
would subject herself to the nervous terrors
she must undergo in the castle ? Well, let her
come—it may be best, and my friend, the lady
about whom I spoke to you, recommended it.”

“ You mean Madame Sara?” I said.

“Ah!” he answered, with a start.
you know her?”

*Slightly,” I replied, in a guarded tone.
Then T turned the conversation.

Our journey took place without adventure,
and when we got to Lisbon we put up at
Durrand’s Hotel.

On the afternoon of that same day we went
to interview Manuel Sousa, the lawyer who
had charge of Mr. Sherwood’s affairs. His
office was in the Rue do Rio Janeiro. He
was a short, bright-eyed little man, having
every appearance of honesty and ability. He
received us affably and looked with much
interest at Helen Sherwood, whose calm,
brave face and English appearance impressed
him favourably.

“So you have come all this long way,

“What do you

(11 Do
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your question, Senhor Sousa; will you, on
your part, answer mine ?”

“ Certainly,” he replied. His face looked
keenly interested, and from time to time he
glanced from Helen to me.

“ Are you aware of the existence of any
motive which would induce someone to
personate the apparition and so bring about
Mr. Sherwood’s death ?”

“I know of no such motive, my dear sir.
Senhor de Castro will come into ten
thousand pounds provided, and only pro-
vided, Miss Sherwood takes possession of
the property. He is the one and only
person who benefits under the will, except
Miss Sherwood herself.”

“We must, of course, exclude Senhor de
Castro,” I answered. * His conduct has
been most honourable in the matter through-
out ; he might have been tempted to suppress
the story of the ghost, which would have
been to his obvious advantage. Is there no
one else whom you can possibly suspect ? ”

“ No one—absolutely no one.”

“Very well ; my course is clear. I have
come here to get an explanation of the
mystery. When it is explained Miss Sher-
wood will take possession of the castle.”

“And should you fail, sir? Ghosts have
a way of suppressing themselves when most
earnestly desired to put in an appearance.”

“I don’t anticipate failure, Senhor Sousa,
and I mean to go to the castle immediately.”

“We are a superstitious race,” he replied,
“and I would not go there for any money
you liked to offer me.”

“I am an Englishman, and this lady is
English on her father's side. We do not
easily abandon a problem when we set to
work to solve it.”

“What do vou think of it all?” asked
Helen of me, when we found ourselves soon
afterwards in the quaint, old-world streets.

“Think !” 1 answered. “ OQur course is
clear. We have got to discover the motive.
There must be a motive. There was some-
one who had a grudge against the old man,
and who wished to terrify him out of the
world. As to believing that the apparition
is supernatural, I decline even to allow
myself to consider it.”

‘“ Heaven grant that you may be right,” she
answered ; “but I must say a strange and
most unaccountable terror oppresses me
whenever I conjure un that ghastly face.”

“And yet you heve the courage to go to
the castle !”

“It is a case of duty, not of courage, Mr.
Druce.”
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For the rest of that day I thought over the
whole problem, looking at it from every point
of view, trying to gaze at it with fresh eyes,
endeavouring to discover the indiscoverable
—the motive. There must be a motive.
We should find it at the castle. We would
go there on the morrow. But, no; undue
haste was unnecessary. It might be well for
me, helped as I should be by my own agency,
a branch of which was to be found in Lisbon,
to discover amongst the late Mr. Sherwood’s
acquaintances, friends, or relatives the motive
that I wanted. My agents set to work for
me, but though they did their utmost no
discovery of the least value was found, and
at the end of a week I told De Castro and
Helen that I was ready to start.

“ We will go early to-morrow morning,” I
said. ‘““You must make all your prepara-
tions, Helen. It will take us the day to
reach Castello Mondego. I hope that our
work may be completed there, and that we
may be back again in Lisbon within the
week.”

Helen’s face lit up with a smile of genuine
delight.

“The inaction of the last week has been
terribly trying,” she said. “ But now that
we are really going to get near the thing I
feel quite cheerful.”

“ Your courage fills me with admiration,”
I could not help saying, and then I went out
to make certain purchases. Amongst these
were three revolvers—one for Helen, one for
De Castro, and one for myself.

Afterwards I had an interview with Sousa,
and took him as far as I could into my
confidence.

“The danger of the supernatural is not
worth considering,” I said, “but the danger
of treachery, of unknown motives, is consider-
able. I do not deny this fact for a moment.
In case you get no tidings of us, come your-
self or send some one to the castle within a
week.”

“This letter came for you by the last post,”
said Sousa, and he handed me one from
Vandeleur.

I opened it and read as follows :—

“I met Madame Sara a week ago at the
house of a friend. 1 spoke to her about
Castello Mondego. She admitted that she
was interested in it, that she knew Miss
Sherwood, and hoped when she had taken
possession to visit her in that romantic spot.
I inquired further if she was aware of the
contents of the strange will. She said she
had heard of it. Her manner was perfectly
frank, but I saw that she was uneasy. 5he
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our bedrooms.
the first choice.”

De Castro called Gonsalves, who appeared
holding a lantern in his hand. A few words
. were said to the man in his own dialect, and
.he led the way, going up many stone
stairs, down many others, and at last he
flung open a huge oak door and we found
ourselves in a vast chamber with five windows,
all mullioned and sunk in deep recesses. On
the floor was a heavy carpet. A four-post bed-
stead with velvet hangings was ina recess. The
rest of the furniture was antique and massive,
nearly black with age, but relieved by brass
mountings, which, strange to say, were bright
as though they had recently been rubbed.

“This was poor Sherwood’s own bedroom,”
said De Castro. “Do you mind sleeping here?”

He turried to Helen.

“No, I should like
emphatically.

“I am glad that this is your choice,” he
said, “for 1 don’t believe, although I am a
man and you are a woman, that I could
myself endure this room. It was here I
watched by his dead body. Ah, poor fellow,
I loved him well.”

“We won't talk of memories to-night,” said
Helen. “I am very tired, and I believe I
shall sleep. Strange as it may sound, I am
not afraid. Mr. Druce, where will you locate
yourself ? I should like, at least, to know
what room you will be in.”

I smiled at her. Her bravery astonished
me. I selected a room at right angles to
Helen’s. Standing in one of her windows
she could, if necessary, get a glimpse of me
if I were to stand in one of mine.

De Castro chose a room equally far away
from Helen’s on the other side. We then
both bade the girl good-night.

‘I hate to leave her so far from help,” I
said, glancing at De Castro.

“ Nothing will happen,” he replied. “1
can guarantee that. 1 am dead tired ; the
moment I lay my head on my pillow, ghost
or no ghost, I shall steep till morning.”

He hurried off to his own room.

The chamber that I had selected was
vast, lofty, and might have accommodated
twenty people. I must have been more
tired even than I knew, for I fell asleep
when my head touched the pillow.

When I awoke it was dawn, and, eager to
see my surroundings by the light of day, I
sprang up, dressed, and went down to the
courtyard. Three sides of this court were
formed by the castle buildings, but along the
fourth ran a low balustrade of stone. I

You as the lady shall have

it,” she replied,
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sauntered towards it. I shall never forget
the loveliness of the scene that met my eyes.
I stood upon what was practically a terrace—
a mere shelf on the scarping of rock on the
side of a dizzy cliff that went down below
me a sheer two thousand feet. The Mondego
River ran with a swift rushing noise at the
foot of the gorge, although at the height at
which I stood it looked more like a thread
of silver than anything else. Towering
straight in front of me, solemnly up into the
heavens, stood the great peak of the Serra
da Estrella, from which in the rosy sunrise
the morning clouds were rolling into gigantic
white wreaths. Behind me was the great
irregular pile of the castle, with its battle-
ments, turrets, and cupolas, hoar and grey
with the weight of centuries, but now trans-
figured and bathed in the golden light. 1
had just turned to glance at them when I
saw De Castro approaching me.

“Surely,” I said, * there never was such a
beautiful place in the world begfore! We can
never let it go out of the family. Helen
shall live here.”

De Castro came close to me ; he took my
arm, and pointed to a spot on the stone flags.

“ On this very spot her father fell from the
battlements above,” he said, slowly.

I shuddered, and all pleasant thoughts
were instantly dispelled by the memory of
that hideous tragedy and the work we had
still to do. It seemed impossible in this
radiant, living sunlight to realize the horror
that these walls had contained, and might
still contain. At some of these very windows
the ghastly face had appeared.

Helen, De Castro, and I spent the whole
day exploring the castle. \We went from
dungeons to turrets, and made elaborate
plans for alternate nightly vigils. One of the
first things that I insisted on was that Gon-
salves should not sleep in the castle at night.
This was easily arranged, the old man having
friends in the neighbouring village. Thus
the only people in the castle after nightfall
would be De Castro, Helen, and myself.

After we had locked old Gonsalves out
and had raised the portcullis, we again went
the complete round of the entire place.
Thus we ensured that no one else could be
hiding in the precincts. Finally we placed
across every entrance thin silken threads,
which would be broken if anyone attempted
to pass them.

Helen was extremely anxious that the
night should be divided into three portions,
and that she should share the vigils ; but this
both De Castro and I prohibited.
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“ At least for to-night,” I said. “Sleep
soundly ; trust the matter to us. Believe

me, this will be best. All arrangements are
made. Your uncle will patrol until one
o’clock in the morning, then I will go on duty.”

This plan was evidently most repugnant to
her, and when De Castro left the room she
came up and began to plead with me.

“I have a strange and overpowering sen-
sation of terror,” she said. * Fight as I will,
I cannot get rid of it. I would much rather
be up than in that terrible room. I slept last
night because I was too weary to do anything
else, but I am wakeful to-night, and I shall
not close my eyes. ILet me share your
watch at least. Let us pace the courtyard
side by side.”

“No,” I answered, “that would not do.
If two of us are together the ghost, or
whatever human being poses as the ghost,
will not dare to put in an appearance. We
must abide by our terrible mission, Helen ;
each must watch alone. You will go to bed
now, like a good girl, and to-morrow night, if
we have not then discovered anything, you
will be allowed to take your share in the
night watch.”

“Very well,” she answered.

She sighed impatiently, and after a
moment she said :—

“I have a premonition that something will
happen to-night. As a rule my premonitions
come right.”

I made no answer, but I could not help
giving her a startled glance. It is one thing
to be devoid of ghostly terrors when living
in practical London, surrounded by the
world and the ways of men, but it is another
thing to be proof against the strange terror
which visits all human beings more or less
when they are alone, when it is night, when
the heart beats low. Then we are apt to
have distorted visions, our mental equilibrium
is upset, and we fear we know not what.

Helen and 1 knew that there was some-
thing to fear, and as our eyes met we dared
not speak of what was uppermost in our
thoughts. I could not find De Castro, and
presumed that he had taken up his watch
without further ado. I therefore retired to
my own room and prepared to sleep. But
the wakefulness which had seized Helen was
also mine, for when the Portuguese entered
my bedroom at one o’clock I was wide awake.

“ You have seen nothing?” I said to him.

“ Nothing,” he answered, cheerfully. “The
moon is bright, the night is glorious. Itis
my opinion that the apparition will not

appear.”
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“I will take the precaution to put this in
my pocket,” I said, and I took up my
revolver, which was loaded.

As I stepped out into the courtyard I found
that the brilliant moonlight had lit up the
north-west wall and the turrets; but the
sharp black shadow of the south wall lay
diagonally across the yard.  Absolute stillness
reigned, broken only by the croaking of
thousands of frogs from the valley below. I
sat down on a stone bench by the balustrade
and tried to analyze my feelings. For a
time the cheerfulness which I had seen so
marked on De Castro’s face seemed to have
communicated itself to me; my late fears
vanished, I was not even nervous, I found it
difficult to concentrate my thoughts on the
object which had brought me so far from
England. My mind wandered back to London
and to my work there. But by degrees, as
the chill stole over me and the stillness
of night began to embrace me, I found
myself glancing ever and again at those
countless windows and deep embrasures, while
a queer, overpowering tension began to be felt,
and against my own will a terror, strange and
humiliating, overpowered me. I knew that it
was stronger than I, and, fight against it as I
would, I could not overcome it. The instinec-
tive dread of the unknown that is at the
bottom of the bravest man’s courage was
over me. Each moment it increased, and I
felt that if the hideous face were to appear
at one of the windows I would not be
answerable for my self-control.  Suddenly,
as I sat motionless,.my eyes riveted on the
windows of the old castle, I felt, or fancied I
felt, that I was not alone. It scemed to me
that a shadow moved down in the courtyard
and close to me. I looked again; it was
coming towards me. It was with difficulty I
could suppress the scream which almost rose
to my lips. The next instant I was glad that
I had not lost my self-control, when the slim,
cold hand of Helen Sherwood touched mine.

“Come,” she said, softly.

She took my hand and, without a word,
led me across the courtyard.

‘“ Look up,” she said.

I did look up, and tl:en my heart seemed
to stop and every muscle in my body grew
rigid as though from extreme cold. At one
of the first-floor windows in the north-west
tower, there in the moonlight leant the
apparition itself: a black, solemn figure—
its arms crossed on the sill—a large, round
face of waxy whiteness, features immobile
and fixed in a hideous, unwinking stare right
across the courtyard.
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