THE UNDYING THING

I

Ur and down the oak-panelled
dining-hall of Mansteth the master
of the house walked restlessly. At
formal intervals down the long
severe table were placed four silver
candlesticks, but the light from
these did not serve to illuminate
the whole of the surroundings.
It just touched the portrait of a
fair-haired boy with a sad and
wistful expression that hung at one
end of the room; it sparkled on
the lid of a silver tankard. As Sir
Edric passed to and fro it lit up his
face and figure. It was a bold and
resolute face with a firm chin and
passionate, dominant eyes. A bad
past was written in the lines of it.
And yet every now and then there
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came over it a strange look of very
anxious gentleness that gave it some
resemblance to the portrait of the
fair-haired boy. Sir Edric paused
a moment before the portrait and
surveyed it carefully, his strong
brown hands locked behind him,
his gigantic shoulders thrust a
little forward.

¢ Ah, what I was!” he murmured
to himself—¢ what I was!

Once more he commenced pac-
ing up and down. The candles,
mirrored in the polished wood of
the table, had burnt low. For
hours Sir Edric had been waiting,
listening intently for some sound
from the room above or from the
broad staircase outside. There had
been sounds—the wailing of a
woman, a quick abrupt voice, the
moving of rapid feet. But for the
last hour he had heard nothing.
Quite suddenly he stopped and
dropped on his knees against the
table :

¢God, I have never thought of
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Thee. Thou knowest that—Thou
knowest that by my devilish be-
haviour and cruelty I did veritably
murder Alice, my first wife, albeit
the physicians did maintain that
she died of a decline—a wasting
sickness. Thou knowest that all
here in Mansteth do hate me, and
that rightly. They say, too, that I
am mad ; but that they say not
rightly, seeing that I know how
wicked 1 am. I always knew it,
but I never cared until I loved—oh,
God, I never caredV

His fierce eyes opened for a
minute, glared round the room,
and closed again tightly. He went
on:

¢God, for myself I ask nothing ;
I make no Dbargaining with Thee.
Whatsoever punishment Thou givest
me tc bear I will bear it ; whatso-
ever Thou givest me to do I will
do it. Whether Thou killest Eve
or whether Thou keepest her in
lite—and never have I loved but
her—I will from this night be goed.
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In due penitence will I receive the
holy Sacrament of Thy Body and
Blood. And my son, the one child
that I had by Alice, I will fetch back
again from Challonsea, where I kept
him in order that I might not look
upon him, and I will be to him a
father in deed and very truth. And
in all things, so far as in me lieth,
I will make restitution and atone-
ment. Whether Thou hearest me
or whether Thou hearest me not,
these things shall be. And for my
prayer, it is but this: of Thy loving
kindness, most merciful God, be
Thou with Eve and make her
happy ; and after these great pains
and perils of childbirth send her
Thy peace. Of Thy loving-kind-
ness, Thy merciful loving-kindness,
O God?

Perhaps the prayer that is offered
when the time for praying is over is
more terribly pathetic than any
other. Yet one might hesitate to
say that thisprayer was unanswered.

Sir Edric rose to his feet. Once
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more he paced the room. There
was a strange simplicity about him,
the simplicity that scorns an incon-
gruity. He felt that his lips and
throat were parched and dry. He
lifted the heavy silver tankard from
the table and raised the lid ; there
was still a good draught of mulled
wine in it with the burnt toast, cut
heart-shape, floating on the top.

¢To the health of Eve and her
child,” he said aloud, and drained it
to the last drop.

Click, click! As he put the
tankard down he heard distinctly
two doors opened and shut quickly,
one after the other. And then
slowly down the stairs came a hesi-
tating step. Sir Edric could bear
the suspense no longer. He opened
the dining-room door, and the dim
light strayed out into the dark hall
beyond.

¢ Dennison,” he said, in a low,
sharp whisper, is that you

‘Yes, yes. I am coming, Sir
Edric.’
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A moment afterwards Dr. Denni-
son entered the room. He was
very pale; perspiration streamed
from his forehead ; his cravat was
disarranged. He was an old man,
thin, with the air of proud humility.
Sir Edric watched him narrowly.

¢ Then she is dead,” he said, with
a quiet that Dr. Dennison had not
expected.

¢ Twenty physicians—a hundred
physicians could not have saved her,
Sir Edric. She was He gave
some details of medical interest.

¢ Dennison,” said Sir Edric, still
speaking with calm and restraint,
“why do you seem thus indisposed
and panic-stricken ? You are a
physician ; have you never looked
upon the face of death before ?
The soul of my wife is with
God——’

‘Yes,, murmured Dennison, ‘a

good woman, a perfect, saintly
woman.’
¢ And,” Sir Edric went on, raising
his eyes to the ceiling as though he
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could see through it, < her body lies
in great dignity and Dbeauty upon
the bed, and there is no horror in
it. Why are you afraid ¥’

¢ I do not fear death, Sir Edric.

¢ But your hands—they are not
steady. You are evidently over-
come. Does the chiid live ¥

‘ Yes, it lives.

¢ Another boy—a Dbrother for
young Edrie, the child that Alice
bore me ?’

¢ There—there is something
wrong. I do not know what to
do. I want you to come upstairs.
And, Sir Edric, I must tell you,
you will need your self-command.’

¢ Dennison, the hand of God is
heavy upon me ; but from this time
forth until the day of my death I
am submissive to it, and God send
that that day may come quickly!
I will follow you and I will en-
dure’

He took one of the high silver
candlesticks from the table and
stepped towards the door. He
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strode quickly up the staircase, Dr.
Dennison following a little way
behind him.

As Sir Edric waited at the top of
the staircase he heard suddenly
from the room before him a low
cry. He put down the candlestick
on the floor and leaned back against
the wall listening. The cry came
again, a vibrating monotone ending
in a growl.

¢ Dennison, Dennison !’

His voice choked; he could not
go on.

‘Yes,” said the doctor, it is in
there. I had the two women out
of the room, and got it here. No
one but myself has seen it. But
you must see it, too.’

He raised the candle and the
two men entered the room—one of
the spare bedrooms. On the bed
there was something moving under
cover of a blanket. Dr. Dennison
paused for a moment and then flung
the blanket partially back.

They did not remain in the room
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for more than a few seconds. The
moment they got outside, Dr.
Dennison began to speak.

¢Sir Edrie, I would fain suggest
somewhat to you. There is no
evil, as Sophocles hath it in his
““ Antigone,” for which man hath
not found a remedy, except it be
death, and here

Sir Edric interrupted him in a
husky voice.

¢ Downstairs, Dennison. This is
too near.’

It was, indeed, passing strange.
When once the novelty of this
—this occurrence had worn off,
Dr. Dennison seemed no longer
frightened. He was calm, aca-
demic, interested in an unusual
phenomenon. But Sir Edric, who
was said in the village to fear
nothing in earth, or heaven, or
hell, was obviously much moved.

When they had got back to the
dining-room, Sir Edric motioned
the doctor to a seat.

¢ Now, then,” he said, ¢ I will hear
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you. Something must be done—.
and to-night.’

¢ Exceptional cases,” said Dr.
Dennison, ‘demand exceptional
remedies. Well, it lies there up-
stairs and is at our mercy. We
can let it live, or, placing one hand
over the mouth and nostrils, we
can

¢Stop,” said Sir Edrie. ¢This

thing has so crushed and humi-

liated me that I can scarcely
think. But I recall that while I
waited for you I fell upon my knees
and prayed that God would save
Eve. And, as I confessed unto
Him more than I will ever confess
unto man, it seemed to me that it
were ignoble to offer a price for
His favour. And I said that what-
soever punishment I had to bear, I
would bear it ; and whatsoever He
called upon me to do, I would do
it ; and I made no conditions.’

¢ Well 7

‘Now my punishment is of two
kinds. Firstly, my wife, Eve, is
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dead. And this I bear more easily
because I know that now she is
numbered with the company of
God’s saints, and with them her
pure spirit finds happier communion
than with me ; I was not worthy of
her. And yet she would call my
roughness by gentle, pretty names.
She gloried, Dennison, in the mere
strength of my body, and in the
greatness of my stature. AndIam
thankful that she never saw this—
this shame that has come upon the
house. Forshe was a proud woman,
with all her gentleness, even as I
was proud and bad until it pleased
God this night to break me even to
the dust. And for my second punish-
ment, that, too, I must bear. This
thing that lies upstairs, I will take
and rear; it is bone of my bone
and flesh of my flesh ; only, if it be
possible, I will hide my shame so
that no man but you shall know
of it.

¢ This is not possible. You cannot
keep a living being in this house

119



THE UNDYING THING

unless it be known. Will not these
women say, “Where is the child?”’

Sir Edric stood upright, his power-
ful hands linked before him, his face
working in agony ; but he was still
resolute.

¢Then if it must be known, it
shall be known. The fault is mine.
If 1 had but done sooner what Eve
asked, this would not have hap-
pened. I will bear it.’

¢ Sir Edric, do not be angry with
me, for if I did not say this, then
I should be but an ill counsellor.
And, firstly, do not use the word
shame. The ways of nature are
past all explaining ; if a woman
be frail and easily impressed, and
other circumstances concur, then in
some few rare cases a thing of this
sort does happen. If there be
shame, it is not upon you but upon
nature—to whom one would not
lightly impute shame. Yet it is
true that common and uninformed
people might think that this shame
was yours. And herein lies the
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great trouble—the shame would
rest also on her memory.’

‘Then,” said Sir Edric, in a low,
unfaltering voice, ¢ this night for
the sake of Eve I will break my
word, and lose my own soul eter-
nally.’

About an hour afterwards Sir
Edric and Dr. Dennison left the
house together. The doctor carried
a stable lantern in his hand. Sir
Edrie bore in his arms something
wrapped in a blanket. They went
through the long garden, out into
the orchard that skirts the north
side of the park, and then across a
field to a small dark plantation
known as Hal’s Planting. In the
very heart of Hal's Planting there
are some curious caves: access to
the innermost chamber of them is
exceedingly difficult and dangerous,
and only possible to a climber of
exceptional skill and courage. As
they returned from these caves,
Sir Edric no longer carried his
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burden. The dawn was breaking
and the birds began to sing.

‘Could not they be quiet just
for this morning ? said Sir Edric
wearily.

There were but few people who
were asked to attend the funeral of
Lady Vanquerest and of the baby
which, it was said, had only survived
her by a few hours. There were
but three people who knew that
only one body—the body of Lady
Vanquerest—was really interred on
that occasion. These three were
Sir Edric Vanquerest, Dr. Dennison,
and a nurse whom it had been found
expedient to take into their con-
fidence.

During the next six years Sir
Edric lived, almost in solitude, a
life of great sanctity, devoting
much of his time to the education
of the younger Edric, the child that
he had by his first wife. In the
course of this time some strange
stories began to be told and believed

in the neighbourhood with reference
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to Hal’s Planting, and the place was
generally avoided.

When Sir Edric lay on his death-
bed the windows of the chamber
were open, and suddenly through
them came a low cry. The doctorin
attendance hardly regarded it, sup-
posing that it came from one of the
owls in the trees outside. But Sir
Edric, at the sound of it, rose right
up in bed before anyone could stay
him, and flinging up his arms cried,
‘ Wolves ! wolves! wolves!”” Then
he fell forward on his face, dead.

And four generations passed away.

II

Towarbps the latter end of the nine-
teenth century, John Marsh, who
was the oldest man in the village of
Mansteth, could be prevailed upon
to state what he recollected. His
two sons supported him in his old
age; he never felt the pinch of
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poverty, and he always had money
in his pocket ; but it was a settled
principle with him that he would
not pay for the pint of beer which
he drank occasionally in the parlour
of The Stag. Sometimes Farmer
Wynthwaite paid for the beer;
sometimes it was Mr. Spicer from
the post-office ; sometimes the land-
lord of The Stag himself would
finance the old man’s evening dis-
sipation. In return, John Marsh
was prevailed upon to state what
he recollected ; this he would do
with great heartiness and strict im-
partiality, recalling the intemper-
ance of a former Wynthwaite and
the dishonesty of some ancestral
Spicer while he drank the beer of
their direct descendants. He would
tell you, with two tough old fingers
crooked round the handle of the
pewter that you had provided, how
your grandfather was a poor thing,
“fit for nowt but to brak steeans by
tarord-side.” He was so disrespect-
ful that it was believed that he
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spoke truth. He was particularly
disrespectful when he spoke of
that most devilish family, the Van-
querests; and he never tired of
recounting the stories that from
generation to generation had grown
up about them. It would be ob-
jected, sometimes, that the present
Sir Edric, the last surviving member
of the race, was a pleasant-spoken
young man, with none of the family
wildness and hot temper. It was
for no sin of his that Hal's Planting
was haunted

a thing which every-
one in Mansteth, and many beyond
it, most devoutly Dbelieved. John
Marsh would hear no apology for
him, nor for any of his ancestors ;
he recounted the prophecy that an
old mad woman had made of the
family Dbefore her strange death,
and hoped, fervently, that he might
live to see it fulfilled.

The third baronet, as has already
been told, had lived the latter part
of his life, after his second wife’s
death, in peace and quietness. Of
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him John Marsh remembered
nothing, of course, and could only
recall the few fragments of informa-
tion that had been handed down to
him. He had been told that this
Sir Edric, who had travelled a good
deal, at one time kept wolves, in-
tending to train them to serve as
dogs ; these wolves were not kept
under proper restraint, and became
a kind of terror to the neighbour-
hood. Lady Vanquerest, his second
wife, had asked him frequently to
destroy these beasts ; but Sir Edric,
although it was said that he loved
his second wife even more than he
hated the first, was obstinate when
any of his whims were crossed, and
put her off with promises. Then
one day Lady Vanquerest herself
was attacked by the wolves; she
was not Dbitten, but she was badly
frightened. That filled Sir Edric
with remorse, and, when it was too
late, he went out into the yard
where the wolves were kept and shot
them all. A few months afterwards
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Lady Vanquerest died in childbirth.
It was a queer thing, John Marsh
noted, that it was just at this time
that Hal’s Planting began to get
such a bad name. The fourth
baronet was, John Marsh con-
sidered, the worst of the race; it
was to him that the old mad woman
had made her prophecy, an incident
that Marsh himself had witnessed
in his childhood and still vividly
remembered.

The baronet, in his old age, had
been cast up by his vices on the
shores of melancholy ; heavy-eyed,
gray-haired, Dbent, he seemed to
pass through life as in a dream.
Every day he would go out on
horseback, always at a walking
pace, as though he were following
the funeral of his past self. One
night he was riding up the village
street as this old woman came down
it. Her name was Ann Ruthers;
she had a kind of reputation in the
village, and although all said that
she was mad, many of her utter-
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ances were remembered, and she
was treated with respect. It was
growing dark, and the village street
was almost empty ; but just at the
lower end was the usual group of
men by the door of The Stag,
dimly illuminated by the light that
came through the quaint windows
of the old inn. They glanced at
Sir Edric as he rode slowly past
them, taking no notice of their
respectful salutes. At the upper
end of the street there were two
persons. One was Ann Ruthers, a
tall, gaunt old woman, her head
wrapped in a shawl ; the other was
John Marsh. He was then a boy
of eight, and he was feeling some-
what frichtened. He had been on
an expedition to a distant and feetid
pond, and in the black mud and
clay about its borders he had dis-
covered live newts; he had three
of them in his pocket, and this was
to some extent a joy to him, but
his joy was damped by his know-
ledge that he was coming home
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much too late, and would probably
be chastised in consequence. He
was unable to walk fast or to run,
because Ann Ruthers was imme-
diately in front of him, and he
dared not pass her, especially at
night. She walked on until she
met Sir Edric, and then, standing
still, she called him by name. He
pulled in his horse and raised his
heavy eyes to look at her. Then
in loud clear tones she spoke to
him, and John Marsh heard and
remembered every word that she
said ; it was her prophecy of the
end of the Vanquerests. Sir Edric
never answered a word. When she
had finished, he rode on, while she
remained standing there, her eyes
fixed on the stars above her. John
Marsh dared not pass the mad
woman ; he turned round and
walked back, keeping close to Sir
Edric’s horse. Quite suddenly,
without a word of warning, as if in
a moment of ungovernable irrita-
tion, Sir Ldric wheeled his horse
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round and struck the boy across
the face with his switch.

On the following morning John
Marsh—or rather, his parents—
received a handsome solatium in
coin of the realm; but sixty-five
years afterwards he had not forgiven
that blow, and still spoke of the
Vanquerests as a most devilish
family, still hoped and prayed that
he might see the prophecy fulfilled.
He would relate, too, the death of
Ann Ruthers, which occurred either
later on the night of her prophecy
or early on the following day. She
.would often roam about the country
all night, and on this particular night
she left the main road to wander
over the Vanquerest lands, where
trespassers, especially at night, were
not welcomed. But no one saw
her, and it seemed that she had
made her way to a part where no
one was likely to see her; for none
of the keepers would have entered
Hal’s Planting by night. Her body
was found there at noon on the
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following day, lying under the tall
bracken, dead, but without any
mark of violence upon it. It was
considered that she had died in a
fit. This naturally added to the
ill-repute of Hal’s Planting. The
woman’s death caused considerable
sensation in the village. Sir Edric
sent a messenger to the married
sister with whom she had lived,
saying that he wished to pay all
the funeral expenses. This offer,
as John Marsh recalled with satis-
faction, was refused.

Of the last two baronets he had
but little to tell. The fifth baronet
was credited with the family temper,
but he conducted himself in a per-
fectly conventional way, and did
not seem in the least to belong to
romance. He was a good man of
business, and devoted himself to
making up, as far as he could,
for the very extravagant expendi-
ture of his predecessors. His son,
the present Sir Edric, was a fine
young fellow and popular in the
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village. Even John Marsh could
find nothing to say against him ;
other people in the village were
interested in him. It was said that
he had chosen a wife in London—a
Miss Guerdon—and would shortly
be back to see that Mansteth Hall
was put in proper order for her
before his marriage at the close of
the season. Modernity kills ghostly
romance. It was difficult to asso-
ciate this modern and handsome
Sir Edrie, bright and spirited, a
good sportsman and a good fellow,
with the doom that had been fore-
told for the Vanquerest family. He
himself knew the tradition and
laughed at it. He wore clothes
made by a London tailor, looked
healthy, smiled cheerfully, and, in a
vain attempt to shame his own head-
keeper, had himself spent a night
alone in Hal’s Planting. This last
was used by Mr. Spicer in argument,
who would ask John Marsh what he
made of it. John Marsh replied,
contemptuously, that it was ‘ nowt.’
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It was not so that the Vanquerest
family was to end; but when the
thing, whatever it was, that lived in
Hal’s Planting, left it and came up
to the house, to Mansteth Hall
itself, then one would see the end
of the Vanquerests. So Ann Ruthers
had prophesied. Sometimes Mr.
Spicer would ask the pertinent
question, how did John Marsh know
that there really was anything in
Hal’s Planting ? This he asked, less
because he disbelieved,than because
he wished to draw forth an account
of John’s personal experiences.
These were given in great detail,
but they did not amount to very
much. One night John Marsh had
been taken by business—Sir Edric’s
keepers would have called the busi-
ness by hard names—into the neigh-
bourhood of Hal’s Planting. He
had there been suddenly startled by
a cry, and had run away as though
he were running for his life. That
was all he could tell about the cry
—it was the kind of cry to make a
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man Jose his head and run. And
then it always happened that John
Marsh was urged by his companions
to enter Hal’'s Planting himself,
and discover what was there. John
pursed his thin lips together, and
hinted that that also might be done
one of these days. Whereupon Mr.
Spicer looked across his pipe to
Farmer Wpynthwaite, and smiled
significantly.

Shortly before Sir Edric’s return
from London, the attention of Man-
steth was once more directed to
Hal’s Planting, but not by any
supernatural occurrence.  Quite
suddenly, on a calm day, two trees
there fell with a crash ; there were
caves in the centre of the plantation,
and it seemed as if the roof of some
big chamberin these caves had given
way.

They talked it over one night
in the parlour of The Stag. There
was water in these caves, Farmer
Wynthwaite knew it; and he ex-
pected a further subsidence. If
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the whole thing collapsed, what
then ?

¢ Ay, said John Marsh. He rose
from his chair, and pointed in the
direction of the Hall with his thumb.
¢ What then ?’

He walked across to the fire,
looked at it meditatively for a
moment, and then spat in it.

¢ A trewly wun’ful owd mon,’ said
Farmer Wynthwaite as he watched
him.

I11

In the smoking-room at Mansteth
Hall sat Sir Edric with his friend
and intended brother-in-law, Dr.
Andrew Guerdon. Both men were
on the verge of middle-age ; there
was hardly a year’s difference be-
tween them. Yet Guerdon looked
much the older man; that was,
perhaps, because he wore a short,
black beard, while Sir Edric was
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clean shaven. Guerdon was thought
to be an enviable man. His father
had made a fortune in the firm of
Guerdon, Guerdon and Bird; the
old style was still retained at the
bank, although there was no longer
a Guerdon in the firm. Andrew
Guerdon had a handsome allowance
from his father, and had also in-
herited money through his mother.
He had taken the degree of Doctor
of Medicine; he did not practise,
but he was still interested in science,
especially in out-of-the-way science.
He was unmarried, gifted with per-
petually good health, interested in
life, popular. His friendship with
Sir Edric dated from their college
days. It had for some years been
almost certain that Sir Edric would
marry his friend’s sister, Ray Guer-
don, although the actual betrothal
had only been announced that sea-
son,

On a bureau in one corner of the
room were spread a couple of plans
and various slips of paper. Sir Edric
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was wrinkling his brows over them,
dropping cigar-ash over them, and
finally getting angry over them.
He pushed back his chair irritably,
and turned towards Guerdon.

* Look here, old man ! he said.
‘I desire to curse the original
architect of this house—to curse
him in his down-sitting and his
uprising.’

‘Seeing that the original archi-
tect has gone to where beyond these
voices there is peace, he won't be
offended. Neither shall I. But
why worry yourself? You've been
rooted to that Dblessed bureau all
day, and now, after dinner, when
every self-respecting man chucks
business, you return to it again—
even as a sow returns to her wallow-
ing in the mire.’

‘Now, my good Andrew, do be
reasonable. How on earth can I
bring Ray to such a place as this?
And it’s built with such ingrained
malice and vexatiousness that one
can’t live in it as it is, and can’t
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alter it without having the whole
shanty tumble down about one’s
ears. Look at this plan now. That
thing’s what they’re pleased to call
a morning room. If the window
had been fhere there would have
been an uninterrupted view of open
country. So what does this forsaken
fool of an architect do? He sticks
it there, where you see it on the
plan, looking straight on to a blank
wall with a stable yard on the other
side of it. But that’s a trifle. Look
here again

‘I won’t look any more. This
place is all right. It was good
enough for your father and mother
and several generations before them
until you arose to improve the world ;
it was good enough for you until you
started to get married. It’s a pictur-
esque place, and if you begin to alter
it you'll spoil it.” Guerdon looked
round the room critically. ¢Upon
my word,” he said, I don’t know of
any house where I like the smoking-
room as well as I like this. It’s not
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too big, and yet it’s fairly lofty ; it’s
got those comfortable-looking oak-
panelled walls. That’s the right
kind of fireplace, too, and these
corner cupboards are handy.’

¢ Of course this won’t remain the
smoking-room. It has the morning
sun, and Ray likes that, so I shall
make it into her boudoir. It s a
nice room, as you say.’

¢ That’s it, Ted, my boy,’ said
Guerdon Dbitterly ; ¢ take a room
which is designed by nature and
art to be a smoking-room and turn
it into a boudoir. Turn it into the
very deuce of a boudoir with the
morning sun laid on for ever and
ever. Waste the twelfth of August
by getting married on it. Spend
the winter in foreign parts, and
write letters that you can breakfast
out of doors, just as if you'd created
the mildness of the climate your-
self. Come back in the spring and
spend the London season in the
country in order to avoid seeing
anybody who wants to see you.
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That’s the way to do it ; that’s the
way to get yourself generally loved
and admired !

‘ That’s chiefly imagination,’ said
Sir Edric. ‘I'm blest if I can see
why I should not make this house
fit for Ray to live in.’

“It’s a queer thing: Ray was a
good girl, and you weren’'t a bad
sort yourself. You prepare to go
into partnership, and you both
straightway turn into despicable
lunaties. I'll have a word or two
with Ray. But I'm serious about
this house. Don’t go tinkering it ;
it’s got a character of its own, and
you'd better leave it. Turn half
Tottenham Court Road and the
culture thereof—Heaven helpit |—
into your town house if you like,
but leave this alone.”

¢ Haven’t got a town house—yet.
Anyway I'm not going to be unsuit-
able ; I'm not going to feel myself
at the mercy of a big firm. I shall
supervise the whole thing myself.
I shall drive over to Challonsea to-
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morrow afternoon and see if I can’t
find some intelligent and fairly con-
scientious workmen.’

¢ That’s all right ; you supervise
them and I'll supervise you. You'll
be much too new if I don’t look
after you. You've got an old legend,
I believe, that the family’s coming
to a bad end ; you must be consis-
tent with it. As you are bad, be
beautiful. By the way, what do
you yourself think of the legend ¥’

¢ It’s nothing,” said Sir Edric,
speaking, however, rather seriously.
¢ They say that Hal's Planting is
haunted by something that will not
die. Certainly an old woman, who
for some godless reason of her own
made her way there by night, was
found there dead on the following
morning ; but her death could be,
and was, accounted for by natural
causes. Certainly, too, I haven’t a
man in my employ who'll go there
by night now.’

¢ Why not ¥’

“‘How should I know? I fancy
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that a few of the villagers sit booz-
ing at The Stag in the evening,
and like to scare themselves by
swopping lies about Hal’s Planting.
I've done my best to stop it. I
once, as you know, took a rug, a
revolver and a flask of whisky and
spent the night there myself. But
even that didn’t convince them.’

‘Yes, you told me. By the way,
did you hear or see anything

Sir Edric hesitated Dbefore he
answered. Finally he said :

‘ Look here, old man, I wouldn’t
tell this to anyone but yourself. I
did think that I heard something.
About the middle of the night I
was awakened Dy a cry ; I can only
say that it was the kind of cry that
frightened me. 1 sat up, and at
that moment I heard some great,
heavy thing go swishing through
the bracken behind me at a great
rate. Then all was still ; 1 looked
about, but I could find nothing. At
last I argued as I would argue now
that a man who is just awake is
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only half awake, and that his powers
of observation, by hearing or any
other sense, are not to be trusted.
I even persuaded myself to go to
sleep again, and there was no more
disturbance. However, there’'s a
real danger there now. In the
heart of the plantation there are
some caves and a subterranean
spring ; lately there has been some
slight subsidence there, and the
same sori of thing will happen
again in all probability. I wired to-
day to an expert to come and look
at the place ; he has replied that
he will come on Monday. The
legend says that when the thing
that lives in Hal's Planting comes
up to the Hall the Vanquerests will
be ended. If I cut down the trees
and then break up the place with a
charge of dynamite I shouldn’t
wonder if I spoiled that legend.’

Guerdon smiled.

‘I'm inclined to agree with you
all through. It's absurd to trust
the immediate impressions of a man
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just awakened ; what you heard
was probably a stray cow.’

¢ No cow,’ said Sir Edric impar-
tially. “ There’s a low wall all round
the place—not much of a wall, but
too much for a cow.’

‘Well, something else — some
equally obvious explanation. In
dealing with such questions, never
forget that you’re in the nineteenth
century. By the way, vour man’s
coming on Monday. That reminds
me to-day’s Friday, and as an indis-
putable consequence to-morrow’s
Saturday, therefore, if you want to
find your intelligent workmen it
will be of no use to go in the after-
noon.’

“True,” said Sir Edric, ‘I'll go in
the morning.” He walked to a tray
on a side table and poured a little
whisky into a tumbler. “ They don’t
seem to have brought any seltzer
water,” he remarked in a grumbling
voice.

He rang the bell impatiently.

‘Now why don’t you use those
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corner cupboards for that kind of
thing ? If you kept a supply there,
it would be handy in case of acci-
dents.’

‘They’re full up already.’

He opened one of them and
showed that it was filled with old
account-books and yellow docu-
ments tied up in bundles. The
servant entered.

¢Oh, I say, there isn’t any seltzer.
Bring it, please.’

He turned again te Guerdon.

“ You might do me a favour when
I'm away to-morrow, if there’s
nothing else that you want to do.
I wish you’d look through all these
papers for me. They're all old.
Possibly some of them ought to go
to my solicitor, and I know that a
lot of them ought to be destroyed.
Some few may be of family interest.
It’s not the kind of thing that I
could ask a stranger or a servant to
do for me, and I've so much on
hand just now before my mar-

3

riage
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‘ But of course, my dear fellow,
I'll do it with pleasure.’

“I’'m ashamed to give you all this
bother. However, you said that
you were coming here to help me,
and I take you at your word. By
the way, I think you’d better not
say anything to Ray about the Hal’s
Planting story.’

‘I may be some of the things that
you take me for, but really I am not
a common ass. Of course I shouldn’t
tell her.’

“I'll tell her myself, and I'd
sooner do it when I've got the
whole thing cleared up. Well, I'm
really obliged to you.’

‘I needn’t remind you that I hope
to receive as much again. I believe
in compensation. Nature always
gives it and always requires it. One
finds it everywhere, in philology
and onwards.’

I could mention omissions.’

¢ They are few, and make a belief
in a hereaftertosupply them logical.’

¢ Lunatics, for instance ?’
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¢ Their delusions are often their
compensation. They argue cor-
rectly from false premises. A
lunatic believing himself to be a
millionaire has as much delight as
money can give.’

 How about deformities or mon-
strosities ?’

‘The principle is there, although
I don’t pretend that the compensa-
tion is always adequate. A man
who is deprived of one sense gene-
rally has another developed with
unusual acuteness. As for mon-
strosities of at all a human type
one sees none ; the things ex-
hibited in fairs are, almost without
exception, frauds. They occur
rarely, and one does mnot know
enough about them. A really good
text-book on the subject would be
interesting.  Still, such stories as I
have heard would bear out my
theory—stories of their superhuman
strength and cunning, and of the
extraordinary prolongation of life
that has been noted, or is said to
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have been noted, in them. But it
is hardly fair to test my principle
by exceptional cases. Besides, any-
one can prove anything except that
anything’s worth proving.’

‘That’s a cheerful thing to say.
I'wouldn’t like to swear that I could
prove how the Hal's Planting legend
started ; but I fancy, do you know,
that I could make a very good shot
at it.”’

¢Well ¥

¢ My great - grandfather kept
wolves—I can’t say why. Do you
remember the portrait of him?—not
the one when he was a boy, the
other. It hangs on the staircase.
There’s now a group of wolves in
one corner of the picture. I was
looking carefully at the picture one
day and thought that I detected
some over-painting in that corner ;
indeed, it was done so roughly that
a child would have noticed it if the
picture had been hung in a better
light. I had the over-painting re-
moved by a good man, and under-
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neath there was that group of wolves
depicted. Well, one of these wolves
must have escaped, got into Hal's
Planting, and scared an old woman
or two ; that would start a story,
and human mendacity would do the
rest. _

‘Yes,” said Guerdon meditatively,
‘that doesn’t sound improbable.
But why did your great-grandfather
have the wolves painted out ?

v

Saturpay morning was fine, but
very hot and sultry. After break-
fast, when Sir Edric had driven off
to Challonsea, Andrew Guerdon
settled himself in a comfortable
chair in the smoking-room. The
contents of the corner cupboard
were piled up on a table by his side.
He lit his pipe and began to go
through the papers and put them
in order. He had been at work
149



THE UNDYING THING

about a quarter of an hour when the
butler entered rather abruptly, look-
ing pale and disturbed.

¢In Sir Edric’s absence, sir, it
was thought that I bad better come
to you for advice. There’s been an
awful thing happened.’

¢ Well ”

¢ They've found a corpse in Hal’s
Planting about half an hour ago.
It’s the body of an old man, John
Marsh, who used to live in the vil-
lage. He seems to have died in
some kind of a fit. They were
bringing it here, but I had it taken
down to the village where his cot-
tage is. Then I sent to the police
and to a doctor.’

There was a moment or two’s
silence before Guerdon answered.

“This is a terrible thing. I don’t
know of anything else that you
could do. Stop ; if the police want
to see the spot where the body was
found, I think that Sir Edric would
like them to have every facility.’

¢ Quite so, sir.’
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¢ And no one else must be allowed
there.’

‘No, sir. Thank you.’

The butler withdrew.

Guerdon arose from his chair and
began to pace up and down the
room

“ What an impressive thing a coin-
cidence is I he thought to himself.
¢ Last night the whole of the Hal's
Planting story seemed to me not
worth consideration. But this second
death there—it can be only coinci-
dence. What else could it be?’

The question would not leave
him. What else could it be ? Had
that dead man seen something there
and died in sheer terror of it? Had
Sir Edric really heard something
when he spent that night there
alone? He returned to his work,
but he found that he got on with it
but slowly. Every now and then
his mind wandered back to the
subject of Hal’s Planting. His
doubts annoyed him. It was un-
scientific and unmodern of him to
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feel any perplexity, because anatural
and rational explanation was pos-
sible ; he was annoyed with himself
for being perplexed.

After luncheon he strolled round
the grounds and smoked a cigar.
He noticed that a thick bank of
dark, slate-coloured clouds was
gathering in the west. The air
was very still. In a remote corner
of the garden a big heap of weeds
was burning ; the smoke went up
perfectly straight. On the top of
the heap light flames danced ; they
were like the ghosts of flames in the
strange light. A few big drops of
rain fell. The small shower did not
last for five seconds. Guerdon
glanced at his watch. Sir Edric
would be back in an hour, and he
wanted to finish his work with
the papers before Sir Edric’s return,
so he went back into the house
once more.

He picked up the first document
that came to hand. As he did so,
another, smaller, and written on
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parchment, which had been folded
in with it, dropped out. He began
to read the parchment; it was
written in faded ink, and the parch-
ment itself was yellow and in many
places stained. It was the confes-
sion of the third baronet—he could
tell that by the date upon it. It
told the story of that night when
he and Dr. Dennison went together
carrying a burden through the long
garden out into the orchard that
skirts the north side of the park,
and then across a field to a small,
dark plantation. It told how he
made a vow to God and did not keep
it. These were the last words of
the confession:

¢ Already upon me has the punish-
ment fallen, and the devil’s wolves
do seem to hunt me in my sleep
nightly. But I know that there is
worse to come. The thing that I
took to Hal’s Planting is dead.
Yet will it come back again to the
Hall, and then will the Vanquerests
be at an end. This writing I have
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committed to chance, neither show-
ing it nor hiding it, and leaving it to
chance if any man shall read it.’

Underneath there was a line
written in darker ink, and in quite
a different handwriting. It was
dated fifteen years later, and the
initials R.D. were appended to it:

¢ It is not dead. I do not think
that it will ever die.

When Andrew Guerdon had
finished reading this document, he
looked slowly round the room. The
subject had got on his nerves, and
he was almost expecting to see
something. Then he did his best
to pull himself together. The first
question he put to himself was
this: ‘Has Ted ever seen this?
Obviously he had not. If he had,
he could not have taken the tradi-
tion of Hal's Planting so lightly,
nor have spoken of it so freely.
Besides, he would either have men-
tioned the document to Guerdon,
or he would have kept it carefully
concealed. He would not have
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allowed him to come across it
casually in that way, ¢Ted must
never see it,” thought Guerdon to
himself. He then remembered the
pile of weeds he had seen burning
in the garden. He put the parch-
ment in his pocket, and hurried
out. There was no one about. He
spread the parchment on the top of
the pile, and waited until it was
entirely consumed. Then he went
back to the smoking-room ; he felt
easier now.

‘Yes,” thought Guerdon, ‘it Ted
had first of all heard of the finding
of that body, and then had read
that document, I believe that he
would have gone mad. Things that
come near us affect us deeply.’

Guerdon himself was much moved.
He clung steadily to reason ; he felt
himself able to give a natural ex-
planation all through, and yet he
was nervous. The net of coinci-
dence had closed in around him;
the mention in Sir Edric’s confession
of the prophecy which had subse-
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quently become traditional in the
village alarmed him. And what
did that last line mean? He sup-
posed that R.D. must be the initials
of Dr. Dennison. What did he
mean by saying that the thing was
not dead? Did he mean that it
had not really been killed, that it
had been gifted with some preter-
natural strength and vitality and
had survived, though Sir Edric did
not know it? He recalled what he
had said about the prolongation of
the lives of such things. If it still
survived, why had it never been
seen? Had it joined to the wild
hardiness of the beast a cunning
that was human—or more than
human? How could it have lived ?
There was water in the caves, he
reflected, and food could have been
secured—a wild beast’s food. Or
did Dr. Dennison mean that though
the thing itself was dead, its wraith
survived and haunted the place?
He wondered how the doctor had
found Sir Edric’s confession, and
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why he had written that line at the
end of it. As he sat thinking, a
low rumble of thunder in the dis-
tance startled him. He felt a
touch of panic—a sudden impulse
to leave Mansteth at once and, if
possible, to take Ted with him. Ray
could never live there. He went
over the whole thing in his mind
again and again, at one time calm
and argumentative about it, and
at another shaken by blind horror.

Sir Edrie, on his return from
Challonsea a few wminutes after-
wards, came straight to the smoking-
room where Guerdon was. He
looked tired and depressed. He
began to speak at once:

‘You needn’t tell me about it—
about John Marsh. I heard about
it in the village.’

“Did you? It’s a painful occur-

rence, although, of course
“Stop. Don’t go intoit. Any-
thing can be explained—I know
that.”
‘I went through those papers
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and account-books while you were
away. Most of them may just as
well be destroyed; but there are
a few—I put them aside there—
which might be kept. There was
nothing of any interest.’

“Thanks; I’'m much obliged to
you.’

¢ Oh, and look here, I've got an
idea. I've been examining the
plans of the house, and I'm coming
round to your opinion. There are
some alterations which should be
made, and yet I'm afraid that they’d
make the place look patched and
renovated. It wouldn't be a bad
thing to know what Ray thought
about it.’

¢ That’s impossible. The work-
men come on Monday, and we
can’t consult her before then.
Besides, I have a general notion
what she would like.’

¢We could catch the night express

to town at Challonsea, and
Sir Edric rose from his seat
angrily and hit the table.
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¢Good God! don’t sit there
hunting up excuses to cover my
cowardice, and making it easy for
ne to bolt. What do you suppose
the villagers would say, and what
would my own servants say, if I ran
away to-night? I am a coward—I
know it. I'm horribly afraid. But
I'm not going to act like a coward
if 1 can help it.’

¢ Now, my dear chap, don’t excite
yourself. If you are going to care
at all—to care as much as the con-
ventional damn—for what people
say, you'll have no peace in life.
And I don’t believe you're afraid.
What are you afraid of

Sir Edric paced once or twice up
and down the room, and then sat
down again before replying.

¢ Look here, Andrew, I'll make a
clean Dbreast of it. I've always
laughed at the tradition ; I forced
myself, as it seemed at least, to
disprove it by spending a night in
Hal’s Planting ; I took the pains
even to make a theory which would
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account for its origin. All the time
I had a sneaking, stifled belief in it.
With the help of my reason I
crushed that; but now my reason
has thrown up the job, and I'm
afraid. I'm afraid of the Undying
Thing that is in Hal’s Planting. 1
heard it that night. John Marsh
saw it last night—they took me to
see the body, and the face was
awful ; and I believe that one day
it will come from "Hal’s Plant-
ing——

‘Yes,” interrupted Guerdon, ‘I
know. And at present I believe
as much. Last night we laughed
at the whole thing, and we shall
live to laugh at it again, and be
ashamed of ourselves for a couple
of superstitious old women. I
fancy that Dbeliefs are affected by
weather—there’s thunder in the
air.’

¢No,” said Sir Edric, ‘my belief
has come to stay.’

¢ And what are you going to do?’

¢I'm going to testit. On Monday
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I can begin to get to work, and
then I'll blow up Hal’s Planting
with dynamite. After that we
shan’t need to believe—we shall
know. And now let’s dismiss the
subject. Come down into the
billiard-room and have a game.
Until Monday I won’t think of the
thing again.’

Long before dinner, Sir Edric’s
depression seemed to have com-
pletely vanished. At dinner he was
boisterous and amused. Afterwards
he told stories and was interesting.

* * * * *

It was late at night ; the terrific
storm that was raging outside had
awoke Guerdon from sleep. Hope-
less of getting to sleep again, he
had arisen and dressed, and now
sat in the window-seat watching
the storm. He had never seen
anything like it before; and every
now and then the sky seemed to be
torn across as if by hands of white
fire. Suddenly he heard a tap at
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his door, and looked round. Sir
Edric had already entered ; he also
had dressed. He spoke in a curious,
subdued voice.

‘I thought you wouldn’t be able
to sleep through this. Do you
remember that I shut and fastened
the dining-room window ?’

‘Yes, I remember it.’

‘Well, come in here.’

Sir Edric led the way to his
room, which was immediately over
the dining-room. By leaning out
of window they could see that
the dining-room window was open
wide.

‘ Burglar,” said Guerdon medita-
tively.

¢No,” Sir Edric answered, still
speaking in a hushed voice. ¢It is
the Undying Thing—it has come
for me.’

He snatched up the candle, and
made towards the staircase; Guer-
don caught up the loaded revolver
which always lay on the table beside
Sir Edric’s bed and followed him.
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Both men ran down the staircase
as though there were not another
moment to lose. Sir Edric rushed
at the dining-room door, opened it
a little, and looked in. Then he
turned to Guerdon, who was just
behind him.

“Go back to your room,” he said
authoritatively.

‘I won't,’ said Guerdon. <Why?
What is it ?’

Suddenly the corners of Sir Edric’s
mouth shot outward into the hideous
grin of terror.

“It’s there! It's there! he
gasped.

¢ Then I come in with you.’

¢ Go back !

With a sudden movement, Sir
Edric thrust Guerdon away from
the door, and then, quick as light,
darted in, and locked the door be-
hind him.

Guerdon bent down and listened.
He heard Sir Edric say in a firm
voice :

 Who are you? What are you?’
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Then followed a heavy, snorting
breathing, a low, vibrating growl, an
awful cry, a scuflle.

Then Guerdon flung himself at
the door. He kicked at the lock,
but it would not give way. At last
he fired his revolver at it. Then
he managed to force his way into
the room. It was perfectly empty.
Overhead he could hear footsteps ;
the noise had awakened the ser-
vants; they were standing, tremu-
lous, on the upper landing.

Through the open window access
to the garden was easy. Guerdon
did not wait to get help; and in-all
probability none of the servants
could have been persuaded to come
with him. He climbed out alone,
and, as if by some blind impulse,
started to run as hard as he could
in the direction of Hal's Planting.
He knew that Sir Edric would Dbe
found there.

But when he got within a hun-
dred yards of the plantation, he
stopped. There had been a great
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flash of lightning, and he saw that
it had struck one of the trees.
Flames darted about the planta-
tion as the dry bracken caught.
Suddenly, in the light of another
flash, he saw the whole of the trees
fling their heads upwards; then
came a deafening crash, and the
ground slipped under him, and he
was flung forward on his face. The
plantation had collapsed, fallen
through into the caves beneath it.
Guerdon slowly regained his feet;
he was surprised to find that he
was unhurt. He walked on a few
steps, and then fell again; this
time he had fainted away.
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