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				I

				Con­tra­dic­to­ry Let­ters

			
			
				
					To Mr. F. R. Starr, En­gi­neer, 30 Canon­gate, Ed­in­burgh.

				
				“If Mr. James Starr will come to­mor­row to the Aber­foyle coal-mines, Dochart pit, Yarrow shaft, a com­mu­ni­ca­tion of an in­ter­est­ing na­ture will be made to him.”

				“Mr. James Starr will be await­ed for, the whole day, at the Callan­der sta­tion, by Har­ry Ford, son of the old over­man Si­mon Ford.”

				“He is re­quest­ed to keep this in­vi­ta­tion se­cret.”

			

			Such was the let­ter which James Starr re­ceived by the first post, on the 3rd De­cem­ber, 18—, the let­ter bear­ing the Aber­foyle post­mark, coun­ty of Stir­ling, Scot­land.

			The en­gi­neer’s cu­rios­i­ty was ex­cit­ed to the high­est pitch. It nev­er oc­curred to him to doubt whether this let­ter might not be a hoax. For many years he had known Si­mon Ford, one of the for­mer fore­men of the Aber­foyle mines, of which he, James Starr, had for twen­ty years, been the man­ag­er, or, as he would be termed in Eng­lish coal-mines, the view­er. James Starr was a strong­ly-con­sti­tut­ed man, on whom his fifty-five years weighed no more heav­i­ly than if they had been forty. He be­longed to an old Ed­in­burgh fam­i­ly, and was one of its most dis­tin­guished mem­bers. His labors did cred­it to the body of en­gi­neers who are grad­u­al­ly de­vour­ing the car­bonif­er­ous sub­soil of the Unit­ed King­dom, as much at Cardiff and New­cas­tle, as in the south­ern coun­ties of Scot­land. How­ev­er, it was more par­tic­u­lar­ly in the depths of the mys­te­ri­ous mines of Aber­foyle, which bor­der on the Al­loa mines and oc­cu­py part of the coun­ty of Stir­ling, that the name of Starr had ac­quired the great­est renown. There, the greater part of his ex­is­tence had been passed. Be­sides this, James Starr be­longed to the Scot­tish An­ti­quar­i­an So­ci­ety, of which he had been made pres­i­dent. He was al­so in­clud­ed amongst the most ac­tive mem­bers of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion; and the Ed­in­burgh Re­view fre­quent­ly pub­lished clever ar­ti­cles signed by him. He was in fact one of those prac­ti­cal men to whom is due the pros­per­i­ty of Eng­land. He held a high rank in the old cap­i­tal of Scot­land, which not on­ly from a phys­i­cal but al­so from a moral point of view, well de­serves the name of the North­ern Athens.

			We know that the Eng­lish have giv­en to their vast ex­tent of coal-mines a very sig­nif­i­cant name. They very just­ly call them the “Black In­dies,” and these In­dies have con­trib­uted per­haps even more than the East­ern In­dies to swell the sur­pris­ing wealth of the Unit­ed King­dom.

			At this pe­ri­od, the lim­it of time as­signed by pro­fes­sion­al men for the ex­haus­tion of coal-mines was far dis­tant and there was no dread of scarci­ty. There were still ex­ten­sive mines to be worked in the two Amer­i­c­as. The man­u­fac­to­ries, ap­pro­pri­at­ed to so many dif­fer­ent us­es, lo­co­mo­tives, steam­ers, gas works, etc., were not like­ly to fail for want of the min­er­al fu­el; but the con­sump­tion had so in­creased dur­ing the last few years, that cer­tain beds had been ex­haust­ed even to their small­est veins. Now de­sert­ed, these mines per­fo­rat­ed the ground with their use­less shafts and for­sak­en gal­leries. This was ex­act­ly the case with the pits of Aber­foyle.

			Ten years be­fore, the last but­ty had raised the last ton of coal from this col­liery. The un­der­ground work­ing stock, trac­tion en­gines, trucks which run on rails along the gal­leries, sub­ter­ranean tramways, frames to sup­port the shaft, pipes—in short, all that con­sti­tut­ed the ma­chin­ery of a mine had been brought up from its depths. The ex­haust­ed mine was like the body of a huge fan­tas­ti­cal­ly-shaped mastodon, from which all the or­gans of life have been tak­en, and on­ly the skele­ton re­mains.

			Noth­ing was left but long wood­en lad­ders, down the Yarrow shaft—the on­ly one which now gave ac­cess to the low­er gal­leries of the Dochart pit. Above ground, the sheds, for­mer­ly shel­ter­ing the out­side works, still marked the spot where the shaft of that pit had been sunk, it be­ing now aban­doned, as were the oth­er pits, of which the whole con­sti­tut­ed the mines of Aber­foyle.

			It was a sad day, when for the last time the work­men quit­ted the mine, in which they had lived for so many years. The en­gi­neer, James Starr, had col­lect­ed the hun­dreds of work­men which com­posed the ac­tive and coura­geous pop­u­la­tion of the mine. Over­men, brake­men, put­ters, waste­men, bar­row­men, ma­sons, smiths, car­pen­ters, out­side and in­side la­bor­ers, wom­en, chil­dren, and old men, all were col­lect­ed in the great yard of the Dochart pit, for­mer­ly heaped with coal from the mine.

			Many of these fam­i­lies had ex­ist­ed for gen­er­a­tions in the mine of old Aber­foyle; they were now driv­en to seek the means of sub­sis­tence else­where, and they wait­ed sad­ly to bid farewell to the en­gi­neer.

			James Starr stood up­right, at the door of the vast shed in which he had for so many years su­per­in­tend­ed the pow­er­ful ma­chines of the shaft. Si­mon Ford, the fore­man of the Dochart pit, then fifty-five years of age, and oth­er man­agers and over­seers, sur­round­ed him. James Starr took off his hat. The min­ers, cap in hand, kept a pro­found si­lence. This farewell scene was of a touch­ing char­ac­ter, not want­ing in grandeur.

			“My friends,” said the en­gi­neer, “the time has come for us to sep­a­rate. The Aber­foyle mines, which for so many years have unit­ed us in a com­mon work, are now ex­haust­ed. All our re­search­es have not led to the dis­cov­ery of a new vein, and the last block of coal has just been ex­tract­ed from the Dochart pit.” And in con­fir­ma­tion of his words, James Starr point­ed to a lump of coal which had been kept at the bot­tom of a bas­ket.

			“This piece of coal, my friends,” re­sumed James Starr, “is like the last drop of blood which has flowed through the veins of the mine! We shall keep it, as the first frag­ment of coal is kept, which was ex­tract­ed a hun­dred and fifty years ago from the bear­ings of Aber­foyle. Be­tween these two pieces, how many gen­er­a­tions of work­men have suc­ceed­ed each oth­er in our pits! Now, it is over! The last words which your en­gi­neer will ad­dress to you are a farewell. You have lived in this mine, which your hands have emp­tied. The work has been hard, but not with­out prof­it for you. Our great fam­i­ly must dis­perse, and it is not prob­a­ble that the fu­ture will ev­er again unite the scat­tered mem­bers. But do not for­get that we have lived to­geth­er for a long time, and that it will be the du­ty of the min­ers of Aber­foyle to help each oth­er. Your old mas­ters will not for­get you ei­ther. When men have worked to­geth­er, they must nev­er be stranger to each oth­er again. We shall keep our eye on you, and wher­ev­er you go, our rec­om­men­da­tions shall fol­low you. Farewell then, my friends, and may Heav­en be with you!”

			So say­ing, James Starr wrung the horny hand of the old­est min­er, whose eyes were dim with tears. Then the over­men of the dif­fer­ent pits came for­ward to shake hands with him, whilst the min­ers waved their caps, shout­ing, “Farewell, James Starr, our mas­ter and our friend!”

			This farewell would leave a last­ing re­mem­brance in all these hon­est hearts. Slow­ly and sad­ly the pop­u­la­tion quit­ted the yard. The black soil of the roads lead­ing to the Dochart pit re­sound­ed for the last time to the tread of min­ers’ feet, and si­lence suc­ceed­ed to the bustling life which had till then filled the Aber­foyle mines.

			One man alone re­mained by James Starr. This was the over­man, Si­mon Ford. Near him stood a boy, about fif­teen years of age, who for some years al­ready had been em­ployed down be­low.

			James Starr and Si­mon Ford knew and es­teemed each oth­er well. “Good­bye, Si­mon,” said the en­gi­neer.

			“Good­bye, Mr. Starr,” replied the over­man, “let me add, till we meet again!”

			“Yes, till we meet again. Ford!” an­swered James Starr. “You know that I shall be al­ways glad to see you, and talk over old times.”

			“I know that, Mr. Starr.”

			“My house in Ed­in­burgh is al­ways open to you.”

			“It’s a long way off, is Ed­in­burgh!” an­swered the man shak­ing his head. “Ay, a long way from the Dochart pit.”

			“A long way, Si­mon? Where do you mean to live?”

			“Even here, Mr. Starr! We’re not go­ing to leave the mine, our good old nurse, just be­cause her milk is dried up! My wife, my boy, and my­self, we mean to re­main faith­ful to her!”

			“Good­bye then, Si­mon,” replied the en­gi­neer, whose voice, in spite of him­self, be­trayed some emo­tion.

			“No, I tell you, it’s till we meet again, Mr. Starr, and not Just ‘good­bye,’ ” re­turned the fore­man. “Mark my words, Aber­foyle will see you again!”

			The en­gi­neer did not try to dis­pel the man’s il­lu­sion. He pat­ted Har­ry’s head, again wrung the fa­ther’s hand, and left the mine.

			All this had tak­en place ten years ago; but, not­with­stand­ing the wish which the over­man had ex­pressed to see him again, dur­ing that time Starr had heard noth­ing of him. It was af­ter ten years of sep­a­ra­tion that he got this let­ter from Si­mon Ford, re­quest­ing him to take with­out de­lay the road to the old Aber­foyle col­liery.

			A com­mu­ni­ca­tion of an in­ter­est­ing na­ture, what could it be? Dochart pit. Yarrow shaft! What rec­ol­lec­tions of the past these names brought back to him! Yes, that was a fine time, that of work, of strug­gle—the best part of the en­gi­neer’s life. Starr reread his let­ter. He pon­dered over it in all its bear­ings. He much re­gret­ted that just a line more had not been added by Ford. He wished he had not been quite so la­con­ic.

			Was it pos­si­ble that the old fore­man had dis­cov­ered some new vein? No! Starr re­mem­bered with what minute care the mines had been ex­plored be­fore the def­i­nite ces­sa­tion of the works. He had him­self pro­ceed­ed to the low­est sound­ings with­out find­ing the least trace in the soil, bur­rowed in ev­ery di­rec­tion. They had even at­tempt­ed to find coal un­der stra­ta which are usu­al­ly be­low it, such as the De­vo­ni­an red sand­stone, but with­out re­sult. James Starr had there­fore aban­doned the mine with the ab­so­lute con­vic­tion that it did not con­tain an­oth­er bit of coal.

			“No,” he re­peat­ed, “no! How is it pos­si­ble that any­thing which could have es­caped my re­search­es, should be re­vealed to those of Si­mon Ford. How­ev­er, the old over­man must well know that such a dis­cov­ery would be the one thing in the world to in­ter­est me, and this in­vi­ta­tion, which I must keep se­cret, to re­pair to the Dochart pit!” James Starr al­ways came back to that.

			On the oth­er hand, the en­gi­neer knew Ford to be a clever min­er, pe­cu­liar­ly en­dowed with the in­stinct of his trade. He had not seen him since the time when the Aber­foyle col­liery was aban­doned, and did not know ei­ther what he was do­ing or where he was liv­ing, with his wife and his son. All that he now knew was, that a ren­dezvous had been ap­point­ed him at the Yarrow shaft, and that Har­ry, Si­mon Ford’s son, was to wait for him dur­ing the whole of the next day at the Callan­der sta­tion.

			“I shall go, I shall go!” said Starr, his ex­cite­ment in­creas­ing as the time drew near.

			Our wor­thy en­gi­neer be­longed to that class of men whose brain is al­ways on the boil, like a ket­tle on a hot fire. In some of these brain ket­tles the ideas bub­ble over, in oth­ers they just sim­mer qui­et­ly. Now on this day, James Starr’s ideas were boil­ing fast.

			But sud­den­ly an un­ex­pect­ed in­ci­dent oc­curred. This was the drop of cold wa­ter, which in a mo­ment was to con­dense all the va­pors of the brain. About six in the evening, by the third post, Starr’s ser­vant brought him a sec­ond let­ter. This let­ter was en­closed in a coarse en­ve­lope, and ev­i­dent­ly di­rect­ed by a hand un­ac­cus­tomed to the use of a pen. James Starr tore it open. It con­tained on­ly a scrap of pa­per, yel­lowed by time, and ap­par­ent­ly torn out of an old copy book.

			On this pa­per was writ­ten a sin­gle sen­tence, thus word­ed:

			
				“It is use­less for the en­gi­neer James Starr to trou­ble him­self, Si­mon Ford’s let­ter be­ing now with­out ob­ject.”

			

			No sig­na­ture.

		
	
		
			
				II

				On the Road

			
			The course of James Starr’s ideas was abrupt­ly stopped, when he got this sec­ond let­ter con­tra­dict­ing the first.

			“What does this mean?” said he to him­self. He took up the torn en­ve­lope, and ex­am­ined it. Like the oth­er, it bore the Aber­foyle post­mark. It had there­fore come from the same part of the coun­ty of Stir­ling. The old min­er had ev­i­dent­ly not writ­ten it. But, no less ev­i­dent­ly, the au­thor of this sec­ond let­ter knew the over­man’s se­cret, since it ex­press­ly con­tra­dict­ed the in­vi­ta­tion to the en­gi­neer to go to the Yarrow shaft.

			Was it re­al­ly true that the first com­mu­ni­ca­tion was now with­out ob­ject? Did some­one wish to pre­vent James Starr from trou­bling him­self ei­ther use­less­ly or oth­er­wise? Might there not be rather a malev­o­lent in­ten­tion to thwart Ford’s plans?

			This was the con­clu­sion at which James Starr ar­rived, af­ter ma­ture re­flec­tion. The con­tra­dic­tion which ex­ist­ed be­tween the two let­ters on­ly wrought in him a more keen de­sire to vis­it the Dochart pit. And be­sides, if af­ter all it was a hoax, it was well worth while to prove it. Starr al­so thought it wis­er to give more cre­dence to the first let­ter than to the sec­ond; that is to say, to the re­quest of such a man as Si­mon Ford, rather than to the warn­ing of his anony­mous con­tra­dic­tor.

			“In­deed,” said he, “the fact of any­one en­deav­or­ing to in­flu­ence my res­o­lu­tion, shows that Ford’s com­mu­ni­ca­tion must be of great im­por­tance. To­mor­row, at the ap­point­ed time, I shall be at the ren­dezvous.”

			In the evening, Starr made his prepa­ra­tions for de­par­ture. As it might hap­pen that his ab­sence would be pro­longed for some days, he wrote to Sir W. El­phis­ton, Pres­i­dent of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion, that he should be un­able to be present at the next meet­ing of the So­ci­ety. He al­so wrote to ex­cuse him­self from two or three en­gage­ments which he had made for the week. Then, hav­ing or­dered his ser­vant to pack a trav­el­ing bag, he went to bed, more ex­cit­ed than the af­fair per­haps war­rant­ed.

			The next day, at five o’clock, James Starr jumped out of bed, dressed him­self warm­ly, for a cold rain was fall­ing, and left his house in the Canon­gate, to go to Granton Pier to catch the steam­er, which in three hours would take him up the Forth as far as Stir­ling.

			For the first time in his life, per­haps, in pass­ing along the Canon­gate, he did not turn to look at Holy­rood, the palace of the for­mer sov­er­eigns of Scot­land. He did not no­tice the sen­tinels who stood be­fore its gate­ways, dressed in the uni­form of their High­land reg­i­ment, tar­tan kilt, plaid and sporran com­plete. His whole thought was to reach Callan­der where Har­ry Ford was sup­pos­ed­ly await­ing him.

			The bet­ter to un­der­stand this nar­ra­tive, it will be as well to hear a few words on the ori­gin of coal. Dur­ing the ge­o­log­i­cal epoch, when the ter­res­tri­al spher­oid was still in course of for­ma­tion, a thick at­mos­phere sur­round­ed it, sat­u­rat­ed with wa­tery va­pors, and co­pi­ous­ly im­preg­nat­ed with car­bon­ic acid. The va­pors grad­u­al­ly con­densed in dilu­vial rains, which fell as if they had leapt from the necks of thou­sands of mil­lions of seltzer wa­ter bot­tles. This liq­uid, load­ed with car­bon­ic acid, rushed in tor­rents over a deep soft soil, sub­ject to sud­den or slow al­ter­ations of form, and main­tained in its se­mi-flu­id state as much by the heat of the sun as by the fires of the in­te­ri­or mass. The in­ter­nal heat had not as yet been col­lect­ed in the cen­ter of the globe. The ter­res­tri­al crust, thin and in­com­plete­ly hard­ened, al­lowed it to spread through its pores. This caused a pe­cu­liar form of veg­e­ta­tion, such as is prob­a­bly pro­duced on the sur­face of the in­fe­ri­or plan­ets, Venus or Mer­cury, which re­volve near­er than our earth around the ra­di­ant sun of our sys­tem.

			The soil of the con­ti­nents was cov­ered with im­mense forests. Car­bon­ic acid, so suit­able for the de­vel­op­ment of the veg­etable king­dom, abound­ed. The feet of these trees were drowned in a sort of im­mense la­goon, kept con­tin­u­al­ly full by cur­rents of fresh and salt wa­ters. They ea­ger­ly as­sim­i­lat­ed to them­selves the car­bon which they, lit­tle by lit­tle, ex­tract­ed from the at­mos­phere, as yet un­fit for the func­tion of life, and it may be said that they were des­tined to store it, in the form of coal, in the very bow­els of the earth.

			It was the earth­quake pe­ri­od, caused by in­ter­nal con­vul­sions, which sud­den­ly mod­i­fied the un­set­tled fea­tures of the ter­res­tri­al sur­face. Here, an in­tu­mes­cence which was to be­come a moun­tain, there, an abyss which was to be filled with an ocean or a sea. There, whole forests sunk through the earth’s crust, be­low the un­fixed stra­ta, ei­ther un­til they found a rest­ing-place, such as the prim­i­tive bed of granitic rock, or, set­tling to­geth­er in a heap, they formed a sol­id mass.

			As the wa­ters were con­tained in no bed, and were spread over ev­ery part of the globe, they rushed where they liked, tear­ing from the scarce­ly-formed rocks ma­te­ri­al with which to com­pose schists, sand­stones, and lime­stones. This the rov­ing waves bore over the sub­merged and now peaty forests, and de­posit­ed above them the el­e­ments of rocks which were to su­per­pose the coal stra­ta. In course of time, pe­ri­ods of which in­clude mil­lions of years, these earths hard­ened in lay­ers, and en­closed un­der a thick cara­pace of pud­ding-stone, schist, com­pact or fri­able sand­stone, grav­el and stones, the whole of the mas­sive forests.

			And what went on in this gi­gan­tic cru­cible, where all this veg­etable mat­ter had ac­cu­mu­lat­ed, sunk to var­i­ous depths? A reg­u­lar chem­i­cal op­er­a­tion, a sort of dis­til­la­tion. All the car­bon con­tained in these veg­eta­bles had ag­glom­er­at­ed, and lit­tle by lit­tle coal was form­ing un­der the dou­ble in­flu­ence of enor­mous pres­sure and the high tem­per­a­ture main­tained by the in­ter­nal fires, at this time so close to it.

			Thus there was one king­dom sub­sti­tut­ed for an­oth­er in this slow but ir­re­sistible re­ac­tion. The veg­etable was trans­formed in­to a min­er­al. Plants which had lived the veg­e­ta­tive life in all the vig­or of first cre­ation be­came pet­ri­fied. Some of the sub­stances en­closed in this vast herbal left their im­pres­sion on the oth­er more rapid­ly min­er­al­ized prod­ucts, which pressed them as an hy­draulic press of in­cal­cu­la­ble pow­er would have done.

			Thus al­so shells, zoophytes, starfish, polypi, spir­i­fores, even fish and lizards brought by the wa­ter, left on the yet soft coal their ex­act like­ness, “ad­mirably tak­en off.”

			Pres­sure seems to have played a con­sid­er­able part in the for­ma­tion of car­bonif­er­ous stra­ta. In fact, it is to its de­gree of pow­er that are due the dif­fer­ent sorts of coal, of which in­dus­try makes use. Thus in the low­est lay­ers of the coal ground ap­pears the an­thracite, which, be­ing al­most des­ti­tute of volatile mat­ter, con­tains the great­est quan­ti­ty of car­bon. In the high­er beds are found, on the con­trary, lig­nite and fos­sil wood, sub­stances in which the quan­ti­ty of car­bon is in­fin­ite­ly less. Be­tween these two beds, ac­cord­ing to the de­gree of pres­sure to which they have been sub­ject­ed, are found veins of graphite and rich or poor coal. It may be as­sert­ed that it is for want of suf­fi­cient pres­sure that beds of peaty bog have not been com­plete­ly changed in­to coal. So then, the ori­gin of coal mines, in what­ev­er part of the globe they have been dis­cov­ered, is this: the ab­sorp­tion through the ter­res­tri­al crust of the great forests of the ge­o­log­i­cal pe­ri­od; then, the min­er­al­iza­tion of the veg­eta­bles ob­tained in the course of time, un­der the in­flu­ence of pres­sure and heat, and un­der the ac­tion of car­bon­ic acid.

			Now, at the time when the events re­lat­ed in this sto­ry took place, some of the most im­por­tant mines of the Scot­tish coal beds had been ex­haust­ed by too rapid work­ing. In the re­gion which ex­tends be­tween Ed­in­burgh and Glas­gow, for a dis­tance of ten or twelve miles, lay the Aber­foyle col­liery, of which the en­gi­neer, James Starr, had so long di­rect­ed the works. For ten years these mines had been aban­doned. No new seams had been dis­cov­ered, al­though the sound­ings had been car­ried to a depth of fif­teen hun­dred or even of two thou­sand feet, and when James Starr had re­tired, it was with the full con­vic­tion that even the small­est vein had been com­plete­ly ex­haust­ed.

			Un­der these cir­cum­stances, it was plain that the dis­cov­ery of a new seam of coal would be an im­por­tant event. Could Si­mon Ford’s com­mu­ni­ca­tion re­late to a fact of this na­ture? This ques­tion James Starr could not cease ask­ing him­self. Was he called to make con­quest of an­oth­er cor­ner of these rich trea­sure fields? Fain would he hope it was so.

			The sec­ond let­ter had for an in­stant checked his spec­u­la­tions on this sub­ject, but now he thought of that let­ter no longer. Be­sides, the son of the old over­man was there, wait­ing at the ap­point­ed ren­dezvous. The anony­mous let­ter was there­fore worth noth­ing.

			The mo­ment the en­gi­neer set foot on the plat­form at the end of his jour­ney, the young man ad­vanced to­wards him.

			“Are you Har­ry Ford?” asked the en­gi­neer quick­ly.

			“Yes, Mr. Starr.”

			“I should not have known you, my lad. Of course in ten years you have be­come a man!”

			“I knew you di­rect­ly, sir,” replied the young min­er, cap in hand. “You have not changed. You look just as you did when you bade us good­bye in the Dochart pit. I haven’t for­got­ten that day.”

			“Put on your cap, Har­ry,” said the en­gi­neer. “It’s pour­ing, and po­lite­ness needn’t make you catch cold.”

			“Shall we take shel­ter any­where, Mr. Starr?” asked young Ford.

			“No, Har­ry. The weath­er is set­tled. It will rain all day, and I am in a hur­ry. Let us go on.”

			“I am at your or­ders,” replied Har­ry.

			“Tell me, Har­ry, is your fa­ther well?”

			“Very well, Mr. Starr.”

			“And your moth­er?”

			“She is well, too.”

			“Was it your fa­ther who wrote telling me to come to the Yarrow shaft?”

			“No, it was I.”

			“Then did Si­mon Ford send me a sec­ond let­ter to con­tra­dict the first?” asked the en­gi­neer quick­ly.

			“No, Mr. Starr,” an­swered the young min­er.

			“Very well,” said Starr, with­out speak­ing of the anony­mous let­ter. Then, con­tin­u­ing, “And can you tell me what you fa­ther wants with me?”

			“Mr. Starr, my fa­ther wish­es to tell you him­self.”

			“But you know what it is?”

			“I do, sir.”

			“Well, Har­ry, I will not ask you more. But let us get on, for I’m anx­ious to see Si­mon Ford. By the by, where does he live?”

			“In the mine.”

			“What! In the Dochart pit?”

			“Yes, Mr. Starr,” replied Har­ry.

			“Re­al­ly! has your fam­i­ly nev­er left the old mine since the ces­sa­tion of the works?”

			“Not a day, Mr. Starr. You know my fa­ther. It is there he was born, it is there he means to die!”

			“I can un­der­stand that, Har­ry. I can un­der­stand that! His na­tive mine! He did not like to aban­don it! And are you hap­py there?”

			“Yes, Mr. Starr,” replied the young min­er, “for we love one an­oth­er, and we have but few wants.”

			“Well, Har­ry,” said the en­gi­neer, “lead the way.”

			And walk­ing rapid­ly through the streets of Callan­der, in a few min­utes they had left the town be­hind them.

		
	
		
			
				III

				The Dochart Pit

			
			Har­ry Ford was a fine, strap­ping fel­low of five and twen­ty. His grave looks, his ha­bit­u­al­ly pas­sive ex­pres­sion, had from child­hood been no­ticed among his com­rades in the mine. His reg­u­lar fea­tures, his deep blue eyes, his curly hair, rather chest­nut than fair, the nat­u­ral grace of his per­son, al­to­geth­er made him a fine spec­i­men of a low­lan­der. Ac­cus­tomed from his ear­li­est days to the work of the mine, he was strong and hardy, as well as brave and good. Guid­ed by his fa­ther, and im­pelled by his own in­cli­na­tions, he had ear­ly be­gun his ed­u­ca­tion, and at an age when most lads are lit­tle more than ap­pren­tices, he had man­aged to make him­self of some im­por­tance, a lead­er, in fact, among his fel­lows, and few are very ig­no­rant in a coun­try which does all it can to re­move ig­no­rance. Though, dur­ing the first years of his youth, the pick was nev­er out of Har­ry’s hand, nev­er­the­less the young min­er was not long in ac­quir­ing suf­fi­cient knowl­edge to raise him in­to the up­per class of the min­ers, and he would cer­tain­ly have suc­ceed­ed his fa­ther as over­man of the Dochart pit, if the col­liery had not been aban­doned.

			James Starr was still a good walk­er, yet he could not eas­i­ly have kept up with his guide, if the lat­ter had not slack­ened his pace. The young man, car­ry­ing the en­gi­neer’s bag, fol­lowed the left bank of the riv­er for about a mile. Leav­ing its wind­ing course, they took a road un­der tall, drip­ping trees. Wide fields lay on ei­ther side, around iso­lat­ed farms. In one field a herd of horn­less cows were qui­et­ly graz­ing; in an­oth­er sheep with silky wool, like those in a child’s toy sheep fold.

			The Yarrow shaft was sit­u­at­ed four miles from Callan­der. Whilst walk­ing, James Starr could not but be struck with the change in the coun­try. He had not seen it since the day when the last ton of Aber­foyle coal had been emp­tied in­to rail­way trucks to be sent to Glas­gow. Agri­cul­tur­al life had now tak­en the place of the more stir­ring, ac­tive, in­dus­tri­al life. The con­trast was all the greater be­cause, dur­ing win­ter, field work is at a stand­still. But for­mer­ly, at what­ev­er sea­son, the min­ing pop­u­la­tion, above and be­low ground, filled the scene with an­i­ma­tion. Great wag­ons of coal used to be pass­ing night and day. The rails, with their rot­ten sleep­ers, now dis­used, were then con­stant­ly ground by the weight of wag­ons. Now stony roads took the place of the old min­ing tramways. James Starr felt as if he was travers­ing a desert.

			The en­gi­neer gazed about him with a sad­dened eye. He stopped now and then to take breath. He lis­tened. The air was no longer filled with dis­tant whistlings and the pant­ing of en­gines. None of those black va­pors which the man­u­fac­tur­er loves to see, hung in the hori­zon, min­gling with the clouds. No tall cylin­dri­cal or pris­mat­ic chim­ney vom­it­ed out smoke, af­ter be­ing fed from the mine it­self; no blast-pipe was puff­ing out its white va­por. The ground, for­mer­ly black with coal dust, had a bright look, to which James Starr’s eyes were not ac­cus­tomed.

			When the en­gi­neer stood still, Har­ry Ford stopped al­so. The young min­er wait­ed in si­lence. He felt what was pass­ing in his com­pan­ion’s mind, and he shared his feel­ings; he, a child of the mine, whose whole life had been passed in its depths.

			“Yes, Har­ry, it is all changed,” said Starr. “But at the rate we worked, of course the trea­sures of coal would have been ex­haust­ed some day. Do you re­gret that time?”

			“I do re­gret it, Mr. Starr,” an­swered Har­ry. “The work was hard, but it was in­ter­est­ing, as are all strug­gles.”

			“No doubt, my lad. A con­tin­u­ous strug­gle against the dan­gers of land­slips, fires, in­un­da­tions, ex­plo­sions of firedamp, like claps of thun­der. One had to guard against all those per­ils! You say well! It was a strug­gle, and con­se­quent­ly an ex­cit­ing life.”

			“The min­ers of Al­va have been more fa­vored than the min­ers of Aber­foyle, Mr. Starr!”

			“Ay, Har­ry, so they have,” replied the en­gi­neer.

			“In­deed,” cried the young man, “it’s a pity that all the globe was not made of coal; then there would have been enough to last mil­lions of years!”

			“No doubt there would, Har­ry; it must be ac­knowl­edged, how­ev­er, that na­ture has shown more fore­thought by form­ing our sphere prin­ci­pal­ly of sand­stone, lime­stone, and gran­ite, which fire can­not con­sume.”

			“Do you mean to say, Mr. Starr, that mankind would have end­ed by burn­ing their own globe?”

			“Yes! The whole of it, my lad,” an­swered the en­gi­neer. “The earth would have passed to the last bit in­to the fur­naces of en­gines, ma­chines, steam­ers, gas fac­to­ries; cer­tain­ly, that would have been the end of our world one fine day!”

			“There is no fear of that now, Mr. Starr. But yet, the mines will be ex­haust­ed, no doubt, and more rapid­ly than the sta­tis­tics make out!”

			“That will hap­pen, Har­ry; and in my opin­ion Eng­land is very wrong in ex­chang­ing her fu­el for the gold of oth­er na­tions! I know well,” added the en­gi­neer, “that nei­ther hy­draulics nor elec­tric­i­ty has yet shown all they can do, and that some day these two forces will be more com­plete­ly uti­lized. But no mat­ter! Coal is of a very prac­ti­cal use, and lends it­self eas­i­ly to the var­i­ous wants of in­dus­try. Un­for­tu­nate­ly man can­not pro­duce it at will. Though our ex­ter­nal forests grow in­ces­sant­ly un­der the in­flu­ence of heat and wa­ter, our sub­ter­ranean forests will not be re­pro­duced, and if they were, the globe would nev­er be in the state nec­es­sary to make them in­to coal.”

			James Starr and his guide, whilst talk­ing, had con­tin­ued their walk at a rapid pace. An hour af­ter leav­ing Callan­der they reached the Dochart pit.

			The most in­dif­fer­ent per­son would have been touched at the ap­pear­ance this de­sert­ed spot pre­sent­ed. It was like the skele­ton of some­thing that had for­mer­ly lived. A few wretch­ed trees bor­dered a plain where the ground was hid­den un­der the black dust of the min­er­al fu­el, but no cin­ders nor even frag­ments of coal were to be seen. All had been car­ried away and con­sumed long ago.

			They walked in­to the shed which cov­ered the open­ing of the Yarrow shaft, whence lad­ders still gave ac­cess to the low­er gal­leries of the pit. The en­gi­neer bent over the open­ing. For­mer­ly from this place could be heard the pow­er­ful whis­tle of the air in­haled by the ven­ti­la­tors. It was now a silent abyss. It was like be­ing at the mouth of some ex­tinct vol­cano.

			When the mine was be­ing worked, in­ge­nious ma­chines were used in cer­tain shafts of the Aber­foyle col­liery, which in this re­spect was very well off; frames fur­nished with au­to­mat­ic lifts, work­ing in wood­en slides, os­cil­lat­ing lad­ders, called “man-en­gines,” which, by a sim­ple move­ment, per­mit­ted the min­ers to de­scend with­out dan­ger.

			But all these ap­pli­ances had been car­ried away, af­ter the ces­sa­tion of the works. In the Yarrow shaft there re­mained on­ly a long suc­ces­sion of lad­ders, sep­a­rat­ed at ev­ery fifty feet by nar­row land­ings. Thir­ty of these lad­ders placed thus end to end led the vis­i­tor down in­to the low­er gallery, a depth of fif­teen hun­dred feet. This was the on­ly way of com­mu­ni­ca­tion which ex­ist­ed be­tween the bot­tom of the Dochart pit and the open air. As to air, that came in by the Yarrow shaft, from whence gal­leries com­mu­ni­cat­ed with an­oth­er shaft whose ori­fice opened at a high­er lev­el; the warm air nat­u­ral­ly es­caped by this species of in­vert­ed siphon.

			“I will fol­low you, my lad,” said the en­gi­neer, sign­ing to the young man to pre­cede him.

			“As you please, Mr. Starr.”

			“Have you your lamp?”

			“Yes, and I on­ly wish it was still the safe­ty lamp, which we for­mer­ly had to use!”

			“Sure enough,” re­turned James Starr, “there is no fear of firedamp ex­plo­sions now!”

			Har­ry was pro­vid­ed with a sim­ple oil lamp, the wick of which he light­ed. In the mine, now emp­ty of coal, es­capes of light car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen could not oc­cur. As no ex­plo­sion need be feared, there was no ne­ces­si­ty for in­ter­pos­ing be­tween the flame and the sur­round­ing air that metal­lic screen which pre­vents the gas from catch­ing fire. The Davy lamp was of no use here. But if the dan­ger did not ex­ist, it was be­cause the cause of it had dis­ap­peared, and with this cause, the com­bustible in which for­mer­ly con­sist­ed the rich­es of the Dochart pit.

			Har­ry de­scend­ed the first steps of the up­per lad­der. Starr fol­lowed. They soon found them­selves in a pro­found ob­scu­ri­ty, which was on­ly re­lieved by the glim­mer of the lamp. The young man held it above his head, the bet­ter to light his com­pan­ion. A dozen lad­ders were de­scend­ed by the en­gi­neer and his guide, with the mea­sured step ha­bit­u­al to the min­er. They were all still in good con­di­tion.

			James Starr ex­am­ined, as well as the in­suf­fi­cient light would per­mit, the sides of the dark shaft, which were cov­ered by a part­ly rot­ten lin­ing of wood.

			Ar­rived at the fif­teenth land­ing, that is to say, half­way down, they halt­ed for a few min­utes.

			“De­cid­ed­ly, I have not your legs, my lad,” said the en­gi­neer, pant­ing.

			“You are very stout, Mr. Starr,” replied Har­ry, “and it’s some­thing too, you see, to live all one’s life in the mine.”

			“Right, Har­ry. For­mer­ly, when I was twen­ty, I could have gone down all at a breath. Come, for­ward!”

			But just as the two were about to leave the plat­form, a voice, as yet far dis­tant, was heard in the depths of the shaft. It came up like a sonorous bil­low, swelling as it ad­vanced, and be­com­ing more and more dis­tinct.

			“Hal­loo! who comes here?” asked the en­gi­neer, stop­ping Har­ry.

			“I can­not say,” an­swered the young min­er.

			“Is it not your fa­ther?”

			“My fa­ther, Mr. Starr? no.”

			“Some neigh­bor, then?”

			“We have no neigh­bors in the bot­tom of the pit,” replied Har­ry. “We are alone, quite alone.”

			“Well, we must let this in­trud­er pass,” said James Starr. “Those who are de­scend­ing must yield the path to those who are as­cend­ing.”

			They wait­ed. The voice broke out again with a mag­nif­i­cent burst, as if it had been car­ried through a vast speak­ing trum­pet; and soon a few words of a Scotch song came clear­ly to the ears of the young min­er.

			“The Hun­dred Pipers!” cried Har­ry. “Well, I shall be much sur­prised if that comes from the lungs of any man but Jack Ryan.”

			“And who is this Jack Ryan?” asked James Starr.

			“An old min­ing com­rade,” replied Har­ry. Then lean­ing from the plat­form, “Hal­loo! Jack!” he shout­ed.

			“Is that you, Har­ry?” was the re­ply. “Wait a bit, I’m com­ing.” And the song broke forth again.

			In a few min­utes, a tall fel­low of five and twen­ty, with a mer­ry face, smil­ing eyes, a laugh­ing mouth, and sandy hair, ap­peared at the bot­tom of the lu­mi­nous cone which was thrown from his lantern, and set foot on the land­ing of the fif­teenth lad­der. His first act was to vig­or­ous­ly wring the hand which Har­ry ex­tend­ed to him.

			“De­light­ed to meet you!” he ex­claimed. “If I had on­ly known you were to be above ground to­day, I would have spared my­self go­ing down the Yarrow shaft!”

			“This is Mr. James Starr,” said Har­ry, turn­ing his lamp to­wards the en­gi­neer, who was in the shad­ow.

			“Mr. Starr!” cried Jack Ryan. “Ah, sir, I could not see. Since I left the mine, my eyes have not been ac­cus­tomed to see in the dark, as they used to do.”

			“Ah, I re­mem­ber a lad­die who was al­ways singing. That was ten years ago. It was you, no doubt?”

			“Ay, Mr. Starr, but in chang­ing my trade, I haven’t changed my dis­po­si­tion. It’s far bet­ter to laugh and sing than to cry and whine!”

			“You’re right there, Jack Ryan. And what do you do now, as you have left the mine?”

			“I am work­ing on the Mel­rose farm, forty miles from here. Ah, it’s not like our Aber­foyle mines! The pick comes bet­ter to my hand than the spade or hoe. And then, in the old pit, there were vault­ed roofs, to mer­ri­ly echo one’s songs, while up above ground!—But you are go­ing to see old Si­mon, Mr. Starr?”

			“Yes, Jack,” an­swered the en­gi­neer.

			“Don’t let me keep you then.”

			“Tell me, Jack,” said Har­ry, “what was tak­ing you to our cot­tage to­day?”

			“I want­ed to see you, man,” replied Jack, “and ask you to come to the Irvine games. You know I am the piper of the place. There will be danc­ing and singing.”

			“Thank you, Jack, but it’s im­pos­si­ble.”

			“Im­pos­si­ble?”

			“Yes; Mr. Starr’s vis­it will last some time, and I must take him back to Callan­der.”

			“Well, Har­ry, it won’t be for a week yet. By that time Mr. Starr’s vis­it will be over, I should think, and there will be noth­ing to keep you at the cot­tage.”

			“In­deed, Har­ry,” said James Starr, “you must prof­it by your friend Jack’s in­vi­ta­tion.”

			“Well, I ac­cept it, Jack,” said Har­ry. “In a week we will meet at Irvine.”

			“In a week, that’s set­tled,” re­turned Ryan. “Good­bye, Har­ry! Your ser­vant, Mr. Starr. I am very glad to have seen you again! I can give news of you to all my friends. No one has for­got­ten you, sir.”

			“And I have for­got­ten no one,” said Starr.

			“Thanks for all, sir,” replied Jack.

			“Good­bye, Jack,” said Har­ry, shak­ing his hand. And Jack Ryan, singing as he went, soon dis­ap­peared in the heights of the shaft, dim­ly light­ed by his lamp.

			A quar­ter of an hour af­ter­wards James Starr and Har­ry de­scend­ed the last lad­der, and set foot on the low­est floor of the pit.

			From the bot­tom of the Yarrow shaft ra­di­at­ed nu­mer­ous emp­ty gal­leries. They ran through the wall of schist and sand­stone, some shored up with great, rough­ly-hewn beams, oth­ers lined with a thick cas­ing of wood. In ev­ery di­rec­tion em­bank­ments sup­plied the place of the ex­ca­vat­ed veins. Ar­ti­fi­cial pil­lars were made of stone from neigh­bor­ing quar­ries, and now they sup­port­ed the ground, that is to say, the dou­ble lay­er of ter­tiary and qua­ter­nary soil, which for­mer­ly rest­ed on the seam it­self. Dark­ness now filled the gal­leries, for­mer­ly light­ed ei­ther by the min­er’s lamp or by the elec­tric light, the use of which had been in­tro­duced in the mines.

			“Will you not rest a while, Mr. Starr?” asked the young man.

			“No, my lad,” replied the en­gi­neer, “for I am anx­ious to be at your fa­ther’s cot­tage.”

			“Fol­low me then, Mr. Starr. I will guide you, and yet I dare­say you could find your way per­fect­ly well through this dark labyrinth.”

			“Yes, in­deed! I have the whole plan of the old pit still in my head.”

			Har­ry, fol­lowed by the en­gi­neer, and hold­ing his lamp high the bet­ter to light their way, walked along a high gallery, like the nave of a cathe­dral. Their feet still struck against the wood­en sleep­ers which used to sup­port the rails.

			They had not gone more than fifty paces, when a huge stone fell at the feet of James Starr. “Take care, Mr. Starr!” cried Har­ry, seiz­ing the en­gi­neer by the arm.

			“A stone, Har­ry! Ah! these old vault­ings are no longer quite se­cure, of course, and—”

			“Mr. Starr,” said Har­ry Ford, “it seems to me that stone was thrown, thrown as by the hand of man!”

			“Thrown!” ex­claimed James Starr. “What do you mean, lad?”

			“Noth­ing, noth­ing, Mr. Starr,” replied Har­ry eva­sive­ly, his anx­ious gaze en­deav­or­ing to pierce the dark­ness. “Let us go on. Take my arm, sir, and don’t be afraid of mak­ing a false step.”

			“Here I am, Har­ry.” And they both ad­vanced, whilst Har­ry looked on ev­ery side, throw­ing the light of his lamp in­to all the cor­ners of the gallery.

			“Shall we soon be there?” asked the en­gi­neer.

			“In ten min­utes at most.”

			“Good.”

			“But,” mut­tered Har­ry, “that was a most sin­gu­lar thing. It is the first time such an ac­ci­dent has hap­pened to me.

			“That stone fall­ing just at the mo­ment we were pass­ing.”

			“Har­ry, it was a mere chance.”

			“Chance,” replied the young man, shak­ing his head. “Yes, chance.” He stopped and lis­tened.

			“What is the mat­ter, Har­ry?” asked the en­gi­neer.

			“I thought I heard some­one walk­ing be­hind us,” replied the young min­er, lis­ten­ing more at­ten­tive­ly. Then he added, “No, I must have been mis­tak­en. Lean hard­er on my arm, Mr. Starr. Use me like a staff.”

			“A good sol­id staff, Har­ry,” an­swered James Starr. “I could not wish for bet­ter than a fine fel­low like you.”

			They con­tin­ued in si­lence along the dark nave. Har­ry was ev­i­dent­ly pre­oc­cu­pied, and fre­quent­ly turned, try­ing to catch, ei­ther some dis­tant noise, or re­mote glim­mer of light.

			But be­hind and be­fore, all was si­lence and dark­ness.

		
	
		
			
				IV

				The Ford Fam­i­ly

			
			Ten min­utes af­ter­wards, James Starr and Har­ry is­sued from the prin­ci­pal gallery. They were now stand­ing in a glade, if we may use this word to des­ig­nate a vast and dark ex­ca­va­tion. The place, how­ev­er, was not en­tire­ly de­prived of day­light. A few rays strag­gled in through the open­ing of a de­sert­ed shaft. It was by means of this pipe that ven­ti­la­tion was es­tab­lished in the Dochart pit. Ow­ing to its less­er den­si­ty, the warm air was drawn to­wards the Yarrow shaft. Both air and light, there­fore, pen­e­trat­ed in some mea­sure in­to the glade.

			Here Si­mon Ford had lived with his fam­i­ly ten years, in a sub­ter­ranean dwelling, hol­lowed out in the schis­tous mass, where for­mer­ly stood the pow­er­ful en­gines which worked the me­chan­i­cal trac­tion of the Dochart pit.

			Such was the habi­ta­tion, “his cot­tage,” as he called it, in which resid­ed the old over­man. As he had some means saved dur­ing a long life of toil, Ford could have af­ford­ed to live in the light of day, among trees, or in any town of the king­dom he chose, but he and his wife and son pre­ferred re­main­ing in the mine, where they were hap­py to­geth­er, hav­ing the same opin­ions, ideas, and tastes. Yes, they were quite fond of their cot­tage, buried fif­teen hun­dred feet be­low Scot­tish soil. Among oth­er ad­van­tages, there was no fear that tax gath­er­ers, or rent col­lec­tors would ev­er come to trou­ble its in­hab­i­tants.

			At this pe­ri­od, Si­mon Ford, the for­mer over­man of the Dochart pit, bore the weight of six­ty-five years well. Tall, ro­bust, well-built, he would have been re­gard­ed as one of the most con­spic­u­ous men in the dis­trict which sup­plies so many fine fel­lows to the High­land reg­i­ments.

			Si­mon Ford was de­scend­ed from an old min­ing fam­i­ly, and his an­ces­tors had worked the very first car­bonif­er­ous seams opened in Scot­land. With­out dis­cussing whether or not the Greeks and Ro­mans made use of coal, whether the Chi­nese worked coal mines be­fore the Chris­tian era, whether the French word for coal (houille) is re­al­ly de­rived from the far­ri­er Houil­los, who lived in Bel­gium in the twelfth cen­tu­ry, we may af­firm that the beds in Great Britain were the first ev­er reg­u­lar­ly worked. So ear­ly as the eleventh cen­tu­ry, William the Con­queror di­vid­ed the pro­duce of the New­cas­tle bed among his com­pan­ions-in-arms. At the end of the thir­teenth cen­tu­ry, a li­cense for the min­ing of “sea coal” was grant­ed by Hen­ry III. Last­ly, to­wards the end of the same cen­tu­ry, men­tion is made of the Scotch and Welsh beds.

			It was about this time that Si­mon Ford’s an­ces­tors pen­e­trat­ed in­to the bow­els of Cale­do­nian earth, and lived there ev­er af­ter, from fa­ther to son. They were but plain min­ers. They la­bored like con­victs at the work of ex­tract­ing the pre­cious com­bustible. It is even be­lieved that the coal min­ers, like the salt-mak­ers of that pe­ri­od, were ac­tu­al slaves.

			How­ev­er that might have been, Si­mon Ford was proud of be­long­ing to this an­cient fam­i­ly of Scotch min­ers. He had worked dili­gent­ly in the same place where his an­ces­tors had wield­ed the pick, the crow­bar, and the mat­tock. At thir­ty he was over­man of the Dochart pit, the most im­por­tant in the Aber­foyle col­liery. He was de­vot­ed to his trade. Dur­ing long years he zeal­ous­ly per­formed his du­ty. His on­ly grief had been to per­ceive the bed be­com­ing im­pov­er­ished, and to see the hour ap­proach­ing when the seam would be ex­haust­ed.

			It was then he de­vot­ed him­self to the search for new veins in all the Aber­foyle pits, which com­mu­ni­cat­ed un­der­ground one with an­oth­er. He had had the good luck to dis­cov­er sev­er­al dur­ing the last pe­ri­od of the work­ing. His min­er’s in­stinct as­sist­ed him mar­velous­ly, and the en­gi­neer, James Starr, ap­pre­ci­at­ed him high­ly. It might be said that he di­vined the course of seams in the depths of the coal mine as a hy­dro­scope re­veals springs in the bow­els of the earth. He was par ex­cel­lence the type of a min­er whose whole ex­is­tence is in­dis­sol­ubly con­nect­ed with that of his mine. He had lived there from his birth, and now that the works were aban­doned he wished to live there still. His son Har­ry for­aged for the sub­ter­ranean house­keep­ing; as for him­self, dur­ing those ten years he had not been ten times above ground.

			“Go up there! What is the good?” he would say, and re­fused to leave his black do­main. The place was re­mark­ably healthy, sub­ject to an equable tem­per­a­ture; the old over­man en­dured nei­ther the heat of sum­mer nor the cold of win­ter. His fam­i­ly en­joyed good health; what more could he de­sire?

			But at heart he felt de­pressed. He missed the for­mer an­i­ma­tion, move­ment, and life in the well-worked pit. He was, how­ev­er, sup­port­ed by one fixed idea. “No, no! the mine is not ex­haust­ed!” he re­peat­ed.

			And that man would have giv­en se­ri­ous of­fense who could have ven­tured to ex­press be­fore Si­mon Ford any doubt that old Aber­foyle would one day re­vive! He had nev­er giv­en up the hope of dis­cov­er­ing some new bed which would re­store the mine to its past splen­dor. Yes, he would will­ing­ly, had it been nec­es­sary, have re­sumed the min­er’s pick, and with his still stout arms vig­or­ous­ly at­tacked the rock. He went through the dark gal­leries, some­times alone, some­times with his son, ex­am­in­ing, search­ing for signs of coal, on­ly to re­turn each day, wea­ried, but not in de­spair, to the cot­tage.

			Madge, Si­mon’s faith­ful com­pan­ion, his “gude-wife,” to use the Scotch term, was a tall, strong, come­ly wom­an. Madge had no wish to leave the Dochart pit any more than had her hus­band. She shared all his hopes and re­grets. She en­cour­aged him, she urged him on, and talked to him in a way which cheered the heart of the old over­man. “Aber­foyle is on­ly asleep,” she would say. “You are right about that, Si­mon. This is but a rest, it is not death!”

			Madge, as well as the oth­ers, was per­fect­ly sat­is­fied to live in­de­pen­dent of the out­er world, and was the cen­ter of the hap­pi­ness en­joyed by the lit­tle fam­i­ly in their dark cot­tage.

			The en­gi­neer was ea­ger­ly ex­pect­ed. Si­mon Ford was stand­ing at his door, and as soon as Har­ry’s lamp an­nounced the ar­rival of his for­mer view­er he ad­vanced to meet him.

			“Wel­come, Mr. Starr!” he ex­claimed, his voice echo­ing un­der the roof of schist. “Wel­come to the old over­man’s cot­tage! Though it is buried fif­teen hun­dred feet un­der the earth, our house is not the less hos­pitable.”

			“And how are you, good Si­mon?” asked James Starr, grasp­ing the hand which his host held out to him.

			“Very well, Mr. Starr. How could I be oth­er­wise here, shel­tered from the in­clemen­cies of the weath­er? Your ladies who go to Newhaven or Por­to­bel­lo in the sum­mer time would do much bet­ter to pass a few months in the coal mine of Aber­foyle! They would run no risk here of catch­ing a heavy cold, as they do in the damp streets of the old cap­i­tal.”

			“I’m not the man to con­tra­dict you, Si­mon,” an­swered James Starr, glad to find the old man just as he used to be. “In­deed, I won­der why I do not change my home in the Canon­gate for a cot­tage near you.”

			“And why not, Mr. Starr? I know one of your old min­ers who would be tru­ly pleased to have on­ly a par­ti­tion wall be­tween you and him.”

			“And how is Madge?” asked the en­gi­neer.

			“The good­wife is in bet­ter health than I am, if that’s pos­si­ble,” replied Ford, “and it will be a plea­sure to her to see you at her ta­ble. I think she will sur­pass her­self to do you hon­or.”

			“We shall see that, Si­mon, we shall see that!” said the en­gi­neer, to whom the an­nounce­ment of a good break­fast could not be in­dif­fer­ent, af­ter his long walk.

			“Are you hun­gry, Mr. Starr?”

			“Ravenous­ly hun­gry. My jour­ney has giv­en me an ap­petite. I came through hor­ri­ble weath­er.”

			“Ah, it is rain­ing up there,” re­spond­ed Si­mon Ford.

			“Yes, Si­mon, and the wa­ters of the Forth are as rough as the sea.”

			“Well, Mr. Starr, here it nev­er rains. But I needn’t de­scribe to you all the ad­van­tages, which you know as well as my­self. Here we are at the cot­tage. That is the chief thing, and I again say you are wel­come, sir.”

			Si­mon Ford, fol­lowed by Har­ry, ush­ered their guest in­to the dwelling. James Starr found him­self in a large room light­ed by nu­mer­ous lamps, one hang­ing from the col­ored beams of the roof.

			“The soup is ready, wife,” said Ford, “and it mustn’t be kept wait­ing any more than Mr. Starr. He is as hun­gry as a min­er, and he shall see that our boy doesn’t let us want for any­thing in the cot­tage! By the by, Har­ry,” added the old over­man, turn­ing to his son, “Jack Ryan came here to see you.”

			“I know, fa­ther. We met him in the Yarrow shaft.”

			“He’s an hon­est and a mer­ry fel­low,” said Ford; “but he seems to be quite hap­py above ground. He hasn’t the true min­er’s blood in his veins. Sit down, Mr. Starr, and have a good din­ner, for we may not sup till late.”

			As the en­gi­neer and his hosts were tak­ing their places:

			“One mo­ment, Si­mon,” said James Starr. “Do you want me to eat with a good ap­petite?”

			“It will be do­ing us all pos­si­ble hon­or, Mr. Starr,” an­swered Ford.

			“Well, in or­der to eat hearti­ly, I must not be at all anx­ious. Now I have two ques­tions to put to you.”

			“Go on, sir.”

			“Your let­ter told me of a com­mu­ni­ca­tion which was to be of an in­ter­est­ing na­ture.”

			“It is very in­ter­est­ing in­deed.”

			“To you?”

			“To you and to me, Mr. Starr. But I do not want to tell it you un­til af­ter din­ner, and on the very spot it­self. With­out that you would not be­lieve me.”

			“Si­mon,” re­sumed the en­gi­neer, “look me straight in the face. An in­ter­est­ing com­mu­ni­ca­tion? Yes. Good! I will not ask more,” he added, as if he had read the re­ply in the old over­man’s eyes.

			“And the sec­ond ques­tion?” asked the lat­ter.

			“Do you know, Si­mon, who the per­son is who can have writ­ten this?” an­swered the en­gi­neer, hand­ing him the anony­mous let­ter.

			Ford took the let­ter and read it at­ten­tive­ly. Then giv­ing it to his son, “Do you know the writ­ing?” he asked.

			“No, fa­ther,” replied Har­ry.

			“And had this let­ter the Aber­foyle post­mark?” in­quired Si­mon Ford.

			“Yes, like yours,” replied James Starr.

			“What do you think of that, Har­ry?” said his fa­ther, his brow dark­en­ing.

			“I think, fa­ther,” re­turned Har­ry, “that some­one has had some in­ter­est in try­ing to pre­vent Mr. Starr from com­ing to the place where you in­vit­ed him.”

			“But who,” ex­claimed the old min­er, “who could have pos­si­bly guessed enough of my se­cret?” And Si­mon fell in­to a rever­ie, from which he was aroused by his wife.

			“Let us be­gin, Mr. Starr,” she said. “The soup is al­ready get­ting cold. Don’t think any more of that let­ter just now.”

			On the old wom­an’s in­vi­ta­tion, each drew in his chair, James Starr op­po­site to Madge—to do him hon­or—the fa­ther and son op­po­site to each oth­er. It was a good Scotch din­ner. First they ate “hotch­potch,” soup with the meat swim­ming in cap­i­tal broth. As old Si­mon said, his wife knew no ri­val in the art of pre­par­ing hotch­potch. It was the same with the “cock­yleeky,” a cock stewed with leeks, which mer­it­ed high praise. The whole was washed down with ex­cel­lent ale, ob­tained from the best brew­ery in Ed­in­burgh.

			But the prin­ci­pal dish con­sist­ed of a “hag­gis,” the na­tion­al pud­ding, made of meat and bar­ley meal. This re­mark­able dish, which in­spired the po­et Burns with one of his best odes, shared the fate of all the good things in this world—it passed away like a dream.

			Madge re­ceived the sin­cere com­pli­ments of her guest. The din­ner end­ed with cheese and oat­cake, ac­com­pa­nied by a few small glass­es of “usque­baugh,” cap­i­tal whisky, five and twen­ty years old—just Har­ry’s age. The repast last­ed a good hour. James Starr and Si­mon Ford had not on­ly eat­en much, but talked much too, chiefly of their past life in the old Aber­foyle mine.

			Har­ry had been rather silent. Twice he had left the ta­ble, and even the house. He ev­i­dent­ly felt un­easy since the in­ci­dent of the stone, and wished to ex­am­ine the en­vi­rons of the cot­tage. The anony­mous let­ter had not con­trib­uted to re­as­sure him.

			Whilst he was ab­sent, the en­gi­neer ob­served to Ford and his wife, “That’s a fine lad you have there, my friends.”

			“Yes, Mr. Starr, he is a good and af­fec­tion­ate son,” replied the old over­man earnest­ly.

			“Is he hap­py with you in the cot­tage?”

			“He would not wish to leave us.”

			“Don’t you think of find­ing him a wife, some day?”

			“A wife for Har­ry,” ex­claimed Ford. “And who would it be? A girl from up yon­der, who would love mer­ry-mak­ings and danc­ing, who would pre­fer her clan to our mine! Har­ry wouldn’t do it!”

			“Si­mon,” said Madge, “you would not for­bid that Har­ry should take a wife.”

			“I would for­bid noth­ing,” re­turned the old min­er, “but there’s no hur­ry about that. Who knows but we may find one for him—”

			Har­ry re-en­tered at that mo­ment, and Si­mon Ford was silent.

			When Madge rose from the ta­ble, all fol­lowed her ex­am­ple, and seat­ed them­selves at the door of the cot­tage. “Well, Si­mon,” said the en­gi­neer, “I am ready to hear you.”

			“Mr. Starr,” re­spond­ed Ford, “I do not need your ears, but your legs. Are you quite rest­ed?”

			“Quite rest­ed and quite re­freshed, Si­mon. I am ready to go with you wher­ev­er you like.”

			“Har­ry,” said Si­mon Ford, turn­ing to his son, “light our safe­ty lamps.”

			“Are you go­ing to take safe­ty lamps!” ex­claimed James Starr, in amaze­ment, know­ing that there was no fear of ex­plo­sions of firedamp in a pit quite emp­ty of coal.

			“Yes, Mr. Starr, it will be pru­dent.”

			“My good Si­mon, won’t you pro­pose next to put me in a min­er’s dress?”

			“Not just yet, sir, not just yet!” re­turned the old over­man, his deep-set eyes gleam­ing strange­ly.

			Har­ry soon reap­peared, car­ry­ing three safe­ty lamps. He hand­ed one of these to the en­gi­neer, the oth­er to his fa­ther, and kept the third hang­ing from his left hand, whilst his right was armed with a long stick.

			“For­ward!” said Si­mon Ford, tak­ing up a strong pick, which was lean­ing against the wall of the cot­tage.

			“For­ward!” echoed the en­gi­neer. “Good­bye, Madge.”

			“God speed you!” re­spond­ed the good wom­an.

			“A good sup­per, wife, do you hear?” ex­claimed Ford. “We shall be hun­gry when we come back, and will do it jus­tice!”

		
	
		
			
				V

				Some Strange Phe­nom­e­na

			
			Many su­per­sti­tious be­liefs ex­ist both in the High­lands and Low­lands of Scot­land. Of course the min­ing pop­u­la­tion must fur­nish its con­tin­gent of leg­ends and fa­bles to this mytho­log­i­cal reper­to­ry. If the fields are peo­pled with imag­i­nary be­ings, ei­ther good or bad, with much more rea­son must the dark mines be haunt­ed to their low­est depths. Who shakes the seam dur­ing tem­pes­tu­ous nights? who puts the min­ers on the track of an as yet un­worked vein? who lights the firedamp, and pre­sides over the ter­ri­ble ex­plo­sions? who but some spir­it of the mine? This, at least, was the opin­ion com­mon­ly spread among the su­per­sti­tious Scotch.

			In the first rank of the be­liev­ers in the su­per­nat­u­ral in the Dochart pit fig­ured Jack Ryan, Har­ry’s friend. He was the great par­ti­san of all these su­per­sti­tions. All these wild sto­ries were turned by him in­to songs, which earned him great ap­plause in the win­ter evenings.

			But Jack Ryan was not alone in his be­lief. His com­rades af­firmed, no less strong­ly, that the Aber­foyle pits were haunt­ed, and that cer­tain strange be­ings were seen there fre­quent­ly, just as in the High­lands. To hear them talk, it would have been more ex­tra­or­di­nary if noth­ing of the kind ap­peared. Could there in­deed be a bet­ter place than a dark and deep coal mine for the freaks of fairies, elves, gob­lins, and oth­er ac­tors in the fan­tas­ti­cal dra­mas? The scenery was all ready, why should not the su­per­nat­u­ral per­son­ages come there to play their parts?

			So rea­soned Jack Ryan and his com­rades in the Aber­foyle mines. We have said that the dif­fer­ent pits com­mu­ni­cat­ed with each oth­er by means of long sub­ter­ranean gal­leries. Thus there ex­ist­ed be­neath the coun­ty of Stir­ling a vast tract, full of bur­rows, tun­nels, bored with caves, and per­fo­rat­ed with shafts, a sub­ter­ranean labyrinth, which might be com­pared to an enor­mous anthill.

			Min­ers, though be­long­ing to dif­fer­ent pits, of­ten met, when go­ing to or re­turn­ing from their work. Con­se­quent­ly there was a con­stant op­por­tu­ni­ty of ex­chang­ing talk, and cir­cu­lat­ing the sto­ries which had their ori­gin in the mine, from one pit to an­oth­er. These ac­counts were trans­mit­ted with mar­velous ra­pid­i­ty, pass­ing from mouth to mouth, and gain­ing in won­der as they went.

			Two men, how­ev­er, bet­ter ed­u­cat­ed and with more prac­ti­cal minds than the rest, had al­ways re­sist­ed this temp­ta­tion. They in no de­gree be­lieved in the in­ter­ven­tion of spir­its, elves, or gob­lins. These two were Si­mon Ford and his son. And they proved it by con­tin­u­ing to in­hab­it the dis­mal crypt, af­ter the de­ser­tion of the Dochart pit. Per­haps good Madge, like ev­ery High­land wom­an, had some lean­ing to­wards the su­per­nat­u­ral. But she had to re­peat all these sto­ries to her­self, and so she did, most con­sci­en­tious­ly, so as not to let the old tra­di­tions be lost.

			Even had Si­mon and Har­ry Ford been as cred­u­lous as their com­pan­ions, they would not have aban­doned the mine to the imps and fairies. For ten years, with­out miss­ing a sin­gle day, ob­sti­nate and im­mov­able in their con­vic­tions, the fa­ther and son took their picks, their sticks, and their lamps. They went about search­ing, sound­ing the rock with a sharp blow, lis­ten­ing if it would re­turn a fa­vor­able sound. So long as the sound­ings had not been pushed to the gran­ite of the pri­ma­ry for­ma­tion, the Fords were agreed that the search, un­suc­cess­ful to­day, might suc­ceed to­mor­row, and that it ought to be re­sumed. They spent their whole life in en­deav­or­ing to bring Aber­foyle back to its for­mer pros­per­i­ty. If the fa­ther died be­fore the hour of suc­cess, the son was to go on with the task alone.

			It was dur­ing these ex­cur­sions that Har­ry was more par­tic­u­lar­ly struck by cer­tain phe­nom­e­na, which he vain­ly sought to ex­plain. Sev­er­al times, while walk­ing along some nar­row cross-al­ley, he seemed to hear sounds sim­i­lar to those which would be pro­duced by vi­o­lent blows of a pick­ax against the wall.

			Har­ry has­tened to seek the cause of this mys­te­ri­ous work. The tun­nel was emp­ty. The light from the young min­er’s lamp, thrown on the wall, re­vealed no trace of any re­cent work with pick or crow­bar. Har­ry would then ask him­self if it was not the ef­fect of some acous­tic il­lu­sion, or some strange and fan­tas­tic echo. At oth­er times, on sud­den­ly throw­ing a bright light in­to a sus­pi­cious-look­ing cleft in the rock, he thought he saw a shad­ow. He rushed for­ward. Noth­ing, and there was no open­ing to per­mit a hu­man be­ing to evade his pur­suit!

			Twice in one month, Har­ry, whilst vis­it­ing the west end of the pit, dis­tinct­ly heard dis­tant re­ports, as if some min­er had ex­plod­ed a charge of dy­na­mite. The sec­ond time, af­ter many care­ful re­search­es, he found that a pil­lar had just been blown up.

			By the light of his lamp, Har­ry care­ful­ly ex­am­ined the place at­tacked by the ex­plo­sion. It had not been made in a sim­ple em­bank­ment of stones, but in a mass of schist, which had pen­e­trat­ed to this depth in the coal stra­tum. Had the ob­ject of the ex­plo­sion been to dis­cov­er a new vein? Or had some­one wished sim­ply to de­stroy this por­tion of the mine? Thus he ques­tioned, and when he made known this oc­cur­rence to his fa­ther, nei­ther could the old over­man nor he him­self an­swer the ques­tion in a sat­is­fac­to­ry way.

			“It is very queer,” Har­ry of­ten re­peat­ed. “The pres­ence of an un­known be­ing in the mine seems im­pos­si­ble, and yet there can be no doubt about it. Does some­one be­sides our­selves wish to find out if a seam yet ex­ists? Or, rather, has he at­tempt­ed to de­stroy what re­mains of the Aber­foyle mines? But for what rea­son? I will find that out, if it should cost me my life!”

			A fort­night be­fore the day on which Har­ry Ford guid­ed the en­gi­neer through the labyrinth of the Dochart pit, he had been on the point of at­tain­ing the ob­ject of his search. He was go­ing over the south­west end of the mine, with a large lantern in his hand. All at once, it seemed to him that a light was sud­den­ly ex­tin­guished, some hun­dred feet be­fore him, at the end of a nar­row pas­sage cut oblique­ly through the rock. He dart­ed for­ward.

			His search was in vain. As Har­ry would not ad­mit a su­per­nat­u­ral ex­pla­na­tion for a phys­i­cal oc­cur­rence, he con­clud­ed that cer­tain­ly some strange be­ing prowled about in the pit. But what­ev­er he could do, search­ing with the great­est care, scru­ti­niz­ing ev­ery crevice in the gallery, he found noth­ing for his trou­ble.

			If Jack Ryan and the oth­er su­per­sti­tious fel­lows in the mine had seen these lights, they would, with­out fail, have called them su­per­nat­u­ral, but Har­ry did not dream of do­ing so, nor did his fa­ther. And when they talked over these phe­nom­e­na, ev­i­dent­ly due to a phys­i­cal cause, “My lad,” the old man would say, “we must wait. It will all be ex­plained some day.”

			How­ev­er, it must be ob­served that, hith­er­to, nei­ther Har­ry nor his fa­ther had ev­er been ex­posed to any act of vi­o­lence. If the stone which had fall­en at the feet of James Starr had been thrown by the hand of some ill-dis­posed per­son, it was the first crim­i­nal act of that de­scrip­tion.

			James Starr was of opin­ion that the stone had be­come de­tached from the roof of the gallery; but Har­ry would not ad­mit of such a sim­ple ex­pla­na­tion. Ac­cord­ing to him, the stone had not fall­en, it had been thrown; for oth­er­wise, with­out re­bound­ing, it could nev­er have de­scribed a tra­jec­to­ry as it did.

			Har­ry saw in it a di­rect at­tempt against him­self and his fa­ther, or even against the en­gi­neer.

		
	
		
			
				VI

				Si­mon Ford’s Ex­per­i­ment

			
			The old clock in the cot­tage struck one as James Starr and his two com­pan­ions went out. A dim light pen­e­trat­ed through the ven­ti­lat­ing shaft in­to the glade. Har­ry’s lamp was not nec­es­sary here, but it would very soon be of use, for the old over­man was about to con­duct the en­gi­neer to the very end of the Dochart pit.

			Af­ter fol­low­ing the prin­ci­pal gallery for a dis­tance of two miles, the three ex­plor­ers—for, as will be seen, this was a reg­u­lar ex­plo­ration—ar­rived at the en­trance of a nar­row tun­nel. It was like a nave, the roof of which rest­ed on wood­work, cov­ered with white moss. It fol­lowed very near­ly the line traced by the course of the riv­er Forth, fif­teen hun­dred feet above.

			“So we are go­ing to the end of the last vein?” said James Starr.

			“Ay! You know the mine well still.”

			“Well, Si­mon,” re­turned the en­gi­neer, “it will be dif­fi­cult to go fur­ther than that, if I don’t mis­take.”

			“Yes, in­deed, Mr. Starr. That was where our picks tore out the last bit of coal in the seam. I re­mem­ber it as if it were yes­ter­day. I my­self gave that last blow, and it ree­choed in my heart more dis­mal­ly than on the rock. On­ly sand­stone and schist were round us af­ter that, and when the truck rolled to­wards the shaft, I fol­lowed, with my heart as full as though it were a fu­ner­al. It seemed to me that the soul of the mine was go­ing with it.”

			The grav­i­ty with which the old man ut­tered these words im­pressed the en­gi­neer, who was not far from shar­ing his sen­ti­ments. They were those of the sailor who leaves his dis­abled ves­sel—of the pro­pri­etor who sees the house of his an­ces­tors pulled down. He pressed Ford’s hand; but now the lat­ter seized that of the en­gi­neer, and, wring­ing it:

			“That day we were all of us mis­tak­en,” he ex­claimed. “No! The old mine was not dead. It was not a corpse that the min­ers aban­doned; and I dare to as­sert, Mr. Starr, that its heart beats still.”

			“Speak, Ford! Have you dis­cov­ered a new vein?” cried the en­gi­neer, un­able to con­tain him­self. “I know you have! Your let­ter could mean noth­ing else.”

			“Mr. Starr,” said Si­mon Ford, “I did not wish to tell any man but your­self.”

			“And you did quite right, Ford. But tell me how, by what signs, are you sure?”

			“Lis­ten, sir!” re­sumed Si­mon. “It is not a seam that I have found.”

			“What is it, then?”

			“On­ly pos­i­tive proof that such a seam ex­ists.”

			“And the proof?”

			“Could firedamp is­sue from the bow­els of the earth if coal was not there to pro­duce it?”

			“No, cer­tain­ly not!” replied the en­gi­neer. “No coal, no firedamp. No ef­fects with­out a cause.”

			“Just as no smoke with­out fire.”

			“And have you rec­og­nized the pres­ence of light car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen?”

			“An old min­er could not be de­ceived,” an­swered Ford. “I have met with our old en­e­my, the firedamp!”

			“But sup­pose it was an­oth­er gas,” said Starr. “Firedamp is al­most with­out smell, and col­or­less. It on­ly re­al­ly be­trays its pres­ence by an ex­plo­sion.”

			“Mr. Starr,” said Si­mon Ford, “will you let me tell you what I have done? Har­ry had once or twice ob­served some­thing re­mark­able in his ex­cur­sions to the west end of the mine. Fire, which sud­den­ly went out, some­times ap­peared along the face of the rock or on the em­bank­ment of the fur­ther gal­leries. How those flames were light­ed, I could not and can­not say. But they were ev­i­dent­ly ow­ing to the pres­ence of firedamp, and to me firedamp means a vein of coal.”

			“Did not these fires cause any ex­plo­sion?” asked the en­gi­neer quick­ly.

			“Yes, lit­tle par­tial ex­plo­sions,” replied Ford, “such as I used to cause my­self when I wished to as­cer­tain the pres­ence of firedamp. Do you re­mem­ber how for­mer­ly it was the cus­tom to try to pre­vent ex­plo­sions be­fore our good ge­nius, Humphry Davy, in­vent­ed his safe­ty-lamp?”

			“Yes,” replied James Starr. “You mean what the ‘monk,’ as the men called him, used to do. But I have nev­er seen him in the ex­er­cise of his du­ty.”

			“In­deed, Mr. Starr, you are too young, in spite of your five-and-fifty years, to have seen that. But I, ten years old­er, of­ten saw the last ‘monk’ work­ing in the mine. He was called so be­cause he wore a long robe like a monk. His prop­er name was the ‘fire­man.’ At that time there was no oth­er means of de­stroy­ing the bad gas but by dis­pers­ing it in lit­tle ex­plo­sions, be­fore its buoy­an­cy had col­lect­ed it in too great quan­ti­ties in the heights of the gal­leries. The monk, as we called him, with his face masked, his head muf­fled up, all his body tight­ly wrapped in a thick felt cloak, crawled along the ground. He could breathe down there, when the air was pure; and with his right hand he waved above his head a blaz­ing torch. When the firedamp had ac­cu­mu­lat­ed in the air, so as to form a det­o­nat­ing mix­ture, the ex­plo­sion oc­curred with­out be­ing fa­tal, and, by of­ten re­new­ing this op­er­a­tion, catas­tro­phes were pre­vent­ed. Some­times the ‘monk’ was in­jured or killed in his work, then an­oth­er took his place. This was done in all mines un­til the Davy lamp was uni­ver­sal­ly adopt­ed. But I knew the plan, and by its means I dis­cov­ered the pres­ence of firedamp and con­se­quent­ly that of a new seam of coal in the Dochart pit.”

			All that the old over­man had re­lat­ed of the so-called “monk” or “fire­man” was per­fect­ly true. The air in the gal­leries of mines was for­mer­ly al­ways pu­ri­fied in the way de­scribed.

			Firedamp, marsh-gas, or car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen, is col­or­less, al­most scent­less; it burns with a blue flame, and makes res­pi­ra­tion im­pos­si­ble. The min­er could not live in a place filled with this in­ju­ri­ous gas, any more than one could live in a gas­om­e­ter full of com­mon gas. More­over, firedamp, as well as the lat­ter, a mix­ture of in­flammable gas­es, forms a det­o­nat­ing mix­ture as soon as the air unites with it in a pro­por­tion of eight, and per­haps even five to the hun­dred. When this mix­ture is light­ed by any cause, there is an ex­plo­sion, al­most al­ways fol­lowed by a fright­ful catas­tro­phe.

			As they walked on, Si­mon Ford told the en­gi­neer all that he had done to at­tain his ob­ject; how he was sure that the es­cape of firedamp took place at the very end of the far­thest gallery in its west­ern part, be­cause he had pro­voked small and par­tial ex­plo­sions, or rather lit­tle flames, enough to show the na­ture of the gas, which es­caped in a small jet, but with a con­tin­u­ous flow.

			An hour af­ter leav­ing the cot­tage, James Starr and his two com­pan­ions had gone a dis­tance of four miles. The en­gi­neer, urged by anx­i­ety and hope, walked on with­out notic­ing the length of the way. He pon­dered over all that the old min­er had told him, and men­tal­ly weighed all the ar­gu­ments which the lat­ter had giv­en in sup­port of his be­lief. He agreed with him in think­ing that the con­tin­ued emis­sion of car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen cer­tain­ly showed the ex­is­tence of a new coal-seam. If it had been mere­ly a sort of pock­et, full of gas, as it is some­times found amongst the rock, it would soon have been emp­ty, and the phe­nom­e­non have ceased. But far from that. Ac­cord­ing to Si­mon Ford, the firedamp es­caped in­ces­sant­ly, and from that fact the ex­is­tence of an im­por­tant vein might be con­sid­ered cer­tain. Con­se­quent­ly, the rich­es of the Dochart pit were not en­tire­ly ex­haust­ed. The chief ques­tion now was, whether this was mere­ly a vein which would yield com­par­a­tive­ly lit­tle, or a bed oc­cu­py­ing a large ex­tent.

			Har­ry, who pre­ced­ed his fa­ther and the en­gi­neer, stopped.

			“Here we are!” ex­claimed the old min­er. “At last, thank Heav­en! you are here, Mr. Starr, and we shall soon know.” The old over­man’s voice trem­bled slight­ly.

			“Be calm, my man!” said the en­gi­neer. “I am as ex­cit­ed as you are, but we must not lose time.”

			The gallery at this end of the pit widened in­to a sort of dark cave. No shaft had been pierced in this part, and the gallery, bored in­to the bow­els of the earth, had no di­rect com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the sur­face of the earth.

			James Starr, with in­tense in­ter­est, ex­am­ined the place in which they were stand­ing. On the walls of the cav­ern the marks of the pick could still be seen, and even holes in which the rock had been blast­ed, near the ter­mi­na­tion of the work­ing. The schist was ex­ces­sive­ly hard, and it had not been nec­es­sary to bank up the end of the tun­nel where the works had come to an end. There the vein had failed, be­tween the schist and the ter­tiary sand­stone. From this very place had been ex­tract­ed the last piece of coal from the Dochart pit.

			“We must at­tack the dyke,” said Ford, rais­ing his pick; “for at the oth­er side of the break, at more or less depth, we shall as­sured­ly find the vein, the ex­is­tence of which I as­sert.”

			“And was it on the sur­face of these rocks that you found out the firedamp?” asked James Starr.

			“Just there, sir,” re­turned Ford, “and I was able to light it on­ly by bring­ing my lamp near to the cracks in the rock. Har­ry has done it as well as I.”

			“At what height?” asked Starr.

			“Ten feet from the ground,” replied Har­ry.

			James Starr had seat­ed him­self on a rock. Af­ter crit­i­cal­ly in­hal­ing the air of the cav­ern, he gazed at the two min­ers, al­most as if doubt­ing their words, de­cid­ed as they were. In fact, car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen is not com­plete­ly scent­less, and the en­gi­neer, whose sense of smell was very keen, was as­ton­ished that it had not re­vealed the pres­ence of the ex­plo­sive gas. At any rate, if the gas had min­gled at all with the sur­round­ing air, it could on­ly be in a very small stream. There was no dan­ger of an ex­plo­sion, and they might with­out fear open the safe­ty lamp to try the ex­per­i­ment, just as the old min­er had done be­fore.

			What trou­bled James Starr was, not lest too much gas min­gled with the air, but lest there should be lit­tle or none.

			“Could they have been mis­tak­en?” he mur­mured. “No: these men know what they are about. And yet—”

			He wait­ed, not with­out some anx­i­ety, un­til Si­mon Ford’s phe­nom­e­non should have tak­en place. But just then it seemed that Har­ry, like him­self, had re­marked the ab­sence of the char­ac­ter­is­tic odor of firedamp; for he ex­claimed in an al­tered voice, “Fa­ther, I should say the gas was no longer es­cap­ing through the cracks!”

			“No longer!” cried the old min­er—and, press­ing his lips tight to­geth­er, he snuffed the air sev­er­al times.

			Then, all at once, with a sud­den move­ment, “Hand me your lamp, Har­ry,” he said.

			Ford took the lamp with a trem­bling hand. He drew off the wire gauze case which sur­round­ed the wick, and the flame burned in the open air.

			As they had ex­pect­ed, there was no ex­plo­sion, but, what was more se­ri­ous, there was not even the slight crack­ling which in­di­cates the pres­ence of a small quan­ti­ty of firedamp. Si­mon took the stick which Har­ry was hold­ing, fixed his lamp to the end of it, and raised it high above his head, up to where the gas, by rea­son of its buoy­an­cy, would nat­u­ral­ly ac­cu­mu­late. The flame of the lamp, burn­ing straight and clear, re­vealed no trace of the car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen.

			“Close to the wall,” said the en­gi­neer.

			“Yes,” re­spond­ed Ford, car­ry­ing the lamp to that part of the wall at which he and his son had, the evening be­fore, proved the es­cape of gas.

			The old min­er’s arm trem­bled whilst he tried to hoist the lamp up. “Take my place, Har­ry,” said he.

			Har­ry took the stick, and suc­ces­sive­ly pre­sent­ed the lamp to the dif­fer­ent fis­sures in the rock; but he shook his head, for of that slight crack­ling pe­cu­liar to es­cap­ing firedamp he heard noth­ing. There was no flame. Ev­i­dent­ly not a par­ti­cle of gas was es­cap­ing through the rock.

			“Noth­ing!” cried Ford, clench­ing his fist with a ges­ture rather of anger than dis­ap­point­ment.

			A cry es­caped Har­ry.

			“What’s the mat­ter?” asked Starr quick­ly.

			“Some­one has stopped up the cracks in the schist!”

			“Is that true?” ex­claimed the old min­er.

			“Look, fa­ther!” Har­ry was not mis­tak­en. The ob­struc­tion of the fis­sures was clear­ly vis­i­ble by the light of the lamp. It had been re­cent­ly done with lime, leav­ing on the rock a long whitish mark, bad­ly con­cealed with coal dust.

			“It’s he!” ex­claimed Har­ry. “It can on­ly be he!”

			“He?” re­peat­ed James Starr in amaze­ment.

			“Yes!” re­turned the young man, “that mys­te­ri­ous be­ing who haunts our do­main, for whom I have watched a hun­dred times with­out be­ing able to get at him—the au­thor, we may now be cer­tain, of that let­ter which was in­tend­ed to hin­der you from com­ing to see my fa­ther, Mr. Starr, and who fi­nal­ly threw that stone at us in the gallery of the Yarrow shaft! Ah! there’s no doubt about it; there is a man’s hand in all that!”

			Har­ry spoke with such en­er­gy that con­vic­tion came in­stant­ly and ful­ly to the en­gi­neer’s mind. As to the old over­man, he was al­ready con­vinced. Be­sides, there they were in the pres­ence of an un­de­ni­able fact—the stop­ping-up of cracks through which gas had es­caped freely the night be­fore.

			“Take your pick, Har­ry,” cried Ford; “mount on my shoul­ders, my lad! I am still strong enough to bear you!” The young man un­der­stood in an in­stant. His fa­ther propped him­self up against the rock. Har­ry got up­on his shoul­ders, so that with his pick he could reach the line of the fis­sure. Then with quick sharp blows he at­tacked it. Al­most di­rect­ly af­ter­wards a slight sound was heard, like cham­pagne es­cap­ing from a bot­tle—a sound com­mon­ly ex­pressed by the word “puff.”

			Har­ry again seized his lamp, and held it to the open­ing. There was a slight re­port; and a lit­tle red flame, rather blue at its out­line, flick­ered over the rock like a Will-o’-the-Wisp.

			Har­ry leaped to the ground, and the old over­man, un­able to con­tain his joy, grasped the en­gi­neer’s hands, ex­claim­ing, “Hur­rah! hur­rah! hur­rah! Mr. Starr. The firedamp burns! the vein is there!”

		
	
		
			
				VII

				New Aber­foyle

			
			The old over­man’s ex­per­i­ment had suc­ceed­ed. Firedamp, it is well known, is on­ly gen­er­at­ed in coal seams; there­fore the ex­is­tence of a vein of pre­cious com­bustible could no longer be doubt­ed. As to its size and qual­i­ty, that must be de­ter­mined lat­er.

			“Yes,” thought James Starr, “be­hind that wall lies a car­bonif­er­ous bed, undis­cov­ered by our sound­ings. It is vex­a­tious that all the ap­pa­ra­tus of the mine, de­sert­ed for ten years, must be set up anew. Nev­er mind. We have found the vein which was thought to be ex­haust­ed, and this time it shall be worked to the end!”

			“Well, Mr. Starr,” asked Ford, “what do you think of our dis­cov­ery? Was I wrong to trou­ble you? Are you sor­ry to have paid this vis­it to the Dochart pit?”

			“No, no, my old friend!” an­swered Starr. “We have not lost our time; but we shall be los­ing it now, if we do not re­turn im­me­di­ate­ly to the cot­tage. To­mor­row we will come back here. We will blast this wall with dy­na­mite. We will lay open the new vein, and af­ter a se­ries of sound­ings, if the seam ap­pears to be large, I will form a new Aber­foyle Com­pa­ny, to the great sat­is­fac­tion of the old share­hold­ers. Be­fore three months have passed, the first corves full of coal will have been tak­en from the new vein.”

			“Well said, sir!” cried Si­mon Ford. “The old mine will grow young again, like a wid­ow who re­mar­ries! The bus­tle of the old days will soon be­gin with the blows of the pick, and mat­tock, blasts of pow­der, rum­bling of wag­ons, neigh­ing of hors­es, creak­ing of ma­chines! I shall see it all again! I hope, Mr. Starr, that you will not think me too old to re­sume my du­ties of over­man?”

			“No, Si­mon, no in­deed! You wear bet­ter than I do, my old friend!”

			“And, sir, you shall be our view­er again. May the new work­ing last for many years, and pray Heav­en I shall have the con­so­la­tion of dy­ing with­out see­ing the end of it!”

			The old min­er was over­flow­ing with joy. James Starr ful­ly en­tered in­to it; but he let Ford rave for them both. Har­ry alone re­mained thought­ful. To his mem­o­ry re­curred the suc­ces­sion of sin­gu­lar, in­ex­pli­ca­ble cir­cum­stances at­tend­ing the dis­cov­ery of the new bed. It made him un­easy about the fu­ture.

			An hour af­ter­wards, James Starr and his two com­pan­ions were back in the cot­tage. The en­gi­neer supped with good ap­petite, lis­ten­ing with sat­is­fac­tion to all the plans un­fold­ed by the old over­man; and had it not been for his ex­cite­ment about the next day’s work, he would nev­er have slept bet­ter than in the per­fect still­ness of the cot­tage.

			The fol­low­ing day, af­ter a sub­stan­tial break­fast, James Starr, Si­mon Ford, Har­ry, and even Madge her­self, took the road al­ready tra­versed the day be­fore. All looked like reg­u­lar min­ers. They car­ried dif­fer­ent tools, and some dy­na­mite with which to blast the rock. Har­ry, be­sides a large lantern, took a safe­ty lamp, which would burn for twelve hours. It was more than was nec­es­sary for the jour­ney there and back, in­clud­ing the time for the work­ing—sup­pos­ing a work­ing was pos­si­ble.

			“To work! to work!” shout­ed Ford, when the par­ty reached the fur­ther end of the pas­sage; and he grasped a heavy crow­bar and bran­dished it.

			“Stop one in­stant,” said Starr. “Let us see if any change has tak­en place, and if the firedamp still es­capes through the crevices.”

			“You are right, Mr. Starr,” said Har­ry. “Who­ev­er stopped it up yes­ter­day may have done it again to­day!”

			Madge, seat­ed on a rock, care­ful­ly ob­served the ex­ca­va­tion, and the wall which was to be blast­ed.

			It was found that ev­ery­thing was just as they left it. The crevices had un­der­gone no al­ter­ation; the car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen still fil­tered through, though in a small stream, which was no doubt be­cause it had had a free pas­sage since the day be­fore. As the quan­ti­ty was so small, it could not have formed an ex­plo­sive mix­ture with the air in­side. James Starr and his com­pan­ions could there­fore pro­ceed in se­cu­ri­ty. Be­sides, the air grew pur­er by ris­ing to the heights of the Dochart pit; and the firedamp, spread­ing through the at­mos­phere, would not be strong enough to make any ex­plo­sion.

			“To work, then!” re­peat­ed Ford; and soon the rock flew in splin­ters un­der his skill­ful blows. The break was chiefly com­posed of pud­ding-stone, in­ter­spersed with sand­stone and schist, such as is most of­ten met with be­tween the coal veins. James Starr picked up some of the pieces, and ex­am­ined them care­ful­ly, hop­ing to dis­cov­er some trace of coal.

			Starr hav­ing cho­sen the place where the holes were to be drilled, they were rapid­ly bored by Har­ry. Some car­tridges of dy­na­mite were put in­to them. As soon as the long, tarred safe­ty match was laid, it was light­ed on a lev­el with the ground. James Starr and his com­pan­ions then went off to some dis­tance.

			“Oh! Mr. Starr,” said Si­mon Ford, a prey to ag­i­ta­tion, which he did not at­tempt to con­ceal, “nev­er, no, nev­er has my old heart beat­en so quick be­fore! I am long­ing to get at the vein!”

			“Pa­tience, Si­mon!” re­spond­ed the en­gi­neer. “You don’t mean to say that you think you are go­ing to find a pas­sage all ready open be­hind that dyke?”

			“Ex­cuse me, sir,” an­swered the old over­man; “but of course I think so! If there was good luck in the way Har­ry and I dis­cov­ered this place, why shouldn’t the good luck go on?”

			As he spoke, came the ex­plo­sion. A sound as of thun­der rolled through the labyrinth of sub­ter­ranean gal­leries. Starr, Madge, Har­ry, and Si­mon Ford has­tened to­wards the spot.

			“Mr. Starr! Mr. Starr!” shout­ed the over­man. “Look! the door is bro­ken open!”

			Ford’s com­par­i­son was jus­ti­fied by the ap­pear­ance of an ex­ca­va­tion, the depth of which could not be cal­cu­lat­ed. Har­ry was about to spring through the open­ing; but the en­gi­neer, though ex­ces­sive­ly sur­prised to find this cav­i­ty, held him back. “Al­low time for the air in there to get pure,” said he.

			“Yes! be­ware of the foul air!” said Si­mon.

			A quar­ter of an hour was passed in anx­ious wait­ing. The lantern was then fas­tened to the end of a stick, and in­tro­duced in­to the cave, where it con­tin­ued to burn with un­al­tered bril­lian­cy. “Now then, Har­ry, go,” said Starr, “and we will fol­low you.”

			The open­ing made by the dy­na­mite was suf­fi­cient­ly large to al­low a man to pass through. Har­ry, lamp in hand, en­tered un­hesi­tat­ing­ly, and dis­ap­peared in the dark­ness. His fa­ther, moth­er, and James Starr wait­ed in si­lence. A minute—which seemed to them much longer—passed. Har­ry did not reap­pear, did not call. Gaz­ing in­to the open­ing, James Starr could not even see the light of his lamp, which ought to have il­lu­mi­nat­ed the dark cav­ern.

			Had the ground sud­den­ly giv­en way un­der Har­ry’s feet? Had the young min­er fall­en in­to some crevice? Could his voice no longer reach his com­pan­ions?

			The old over­man, dead to their re­mon­strances, was about to en­ter the open­ing, when a light ap­peared, dim at first, but grad­u­al­ly grow­ing brighter, and Har­ry’s voice was heard shout­ing, “Come, Mr. Starr! come, fa­ther! The road to New Aber­foyle is open!”

			If, by some su­per­hu­man pow­er, en­gi­neers could have raised in a block, a thou­sand feet thick, all that por­tion of the ter­res­tri­al crust which sup­ports the lakes, rivers, gulfs, and ter­ri­to­ries of the coun­ties of Stir­ling, Dum­b­ar­ton, and Ren­frew, they would have found, un­der that enor­mous lid, an im­mense ex­ca­va­tion, to which but one oth­er in the world can be com­pared—the cel­e­brat­ed Mam­moth caves of Ken­tucky. This ex­ca­va­tion was com­posed of sev­er­al hun­dred di­vi­sions of all sizes and shapes. It might be called a hive with num­ber­less ranges of cells, capri­cious­ly ar­ranged, but a hive on a vast scale, and which, in­stead of bees, might have lodged all the ichthyosauri, megath­eri­ums, and ptero­dactyles of the ge­o­log­i­cal epoch.

			A labyrinth of gal­leries, some high­er than the most lofty cathe­drals, oth­ers like clois­ters, nar­row and wind­ing—these fol­low­ing a hor­i­zon­tal line, those on an in­cline or run­ning oblique­ly in all di­rec­tions—con­nect­ed the cav­erns and al­lowed free com­mu­ni­ca­tion be­tween them.

			The pil­lars sus­tain­ing the vault­ed roofs, whose curves al­lowed of ev­ery style, the mas­sive walls be­tween the pas­sages, the naves them­selves in this lay­er of sec­ondary for­ma­tion, were com­posed of sand­stone and schis­tous rocks. But tight­ly packed be­tween these use­less stra­ta ran valu­able veins of coal, as if the black blood of this strange mine had cir­cu­lat­ed through their tan­gled net­work. These fields ex­tend­ed forty miles north and south, and stretched even un­der the Cale­do­nian Canal. The im­por­tance of this bed could not be cal­cu­lat­ed un­til af­ter sound­ings, but it would cer­tain­ly sur­pass those of Cardiff and New­cas­tle.

			We may add that the work­ing of this mine would be sin­gu­lar­ly fa­cil­i­tat­ed by the fan­tas­tic dis­po­si­tions of the sec­ondary earths; for by an un­ac­count­able re­treat of the min­er­al mat­ter at the ge­o­log­i­cal epoch, when the mass was so­lid­i­fy­ing, na­ture had al­ready mul­ti­plied the gal­leries and tun­nels of New Aber­foyle.

			Yes, na­ture alone! It might at first have been sup­posed that some works aban­doned for cen­turies had been dis­cov­ered afresh. Noth­ing of the sort. No one would have de­sert­ed such rich­es. Hu­man ter­mites had nev­er gnawed away this part of the Scot­tish sub­soil; na­ture her­self had done it all. But, we re­peat, it could be com­pared to noth­ing but the cel­e­brat­ed Mam­moth caves, which, in an ex­tent of more than twen­ty miles, con­tain two hun­dred and twen­ty-six av­enues, eleven lakes, sev­en rivers, eight cataracts, thir­ty-two un­fath­omable wells, and fifty-sev­en domes, some of which are more than four hun­dred and fifty feet in height. Like these caves, New Aber­foyle was not the work of men, but the work of the Cre­ator.

			Such was this new do­main, of match­less wealth, the dis­cov­ery of which be­longed en­tire­ly to the old over­man. Ten years’ so­journ in the de­sert­ed mine, an un­com­mon per­ti­nac­i­ty in re­search, per­fect faith, sus­tained by a mar­velous min­ing in­stinct—all these qual­i­ties to­geth­er led him to suc­ceed where so many oth­ers had failed. Why had the sound­ings made un­der the di­rec­tion of James Starr dur­ing the last years of the work­ing stopped just at that lim­it, on the very fron­tier of the new mine? That was all chance, which takes great part in re­search­es of this kind.

			How­ev­er that might be, there was, un­der the Scot­tish sub­soil, what might be called a sub­ter­ranean coun­ty, which, to be hab­it­able, need­ed on­ly the rays of the sun, or, for want of that, the light of a spe­cial plan­et.

			Wa­ter had col­lect­ed in var­i­ous hol­lows, form­ing vast ponds, or rather lakes larg­er than Loch Ka­trine, ly­ing just above them. Of course the wa­ters of these lakes had no move­ment of cur­rents or tides; no old cas­tle was re­flect­ed there; no birch or oak trees waved on their banks. And yet these deep lakes, whose mir­ror-like sur­face was nev­er ruf­fled by a breeze, would not be with­out charm by the light of some elec­tric star, and, con­nect­ed by a string of canals, would well com­plete the ge­og­ra­phy of this strange do­main.

			Al­though un­fit for any veg­etable pro­duc­tion, the place could be in­hab­it­ed by a whole pop­u­la­tion. And who knows but that in this steady tem­per­a­ture, in the depths of the mines of Aber­foyle, as well as in those of New­cas­tle, Al­loa, or Cardiff—when their con­tents shall have been ex­haust­ed—who knows but that the poor­er class­es of Great Britain will some day find a refuge?

		
	
		
			
				VIII

				Ex­plor­ing

			
			At Har­ry’s call, James Starr, Madge, and Si­mon Ford en­tered through the nar­row ori­fice which put the Dochart pit in com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the new mine. They found them­selves at the be­gin­ning of a tol­er­a­bly wide gallery. One might well be­lieve that it had been pierced by the hand of man, that the pick and mat­tock had emp­tied it in the work­ing of a new vein. The ex­plor­ers ques­tion whether, by a strange chance, they had not been trans­port­ed in­to some an­cient mine, of the ex­is­tence of which even the old­est min­ers in the coun­ty had ev­er known.

			No! It was mere­ly that the ge­o­log­i­cal lay­ers had left this pas­sage when the sec­ondary earths were in course of for­ma­tion. Per­haps some tor­rent had for­mer­ly dashed through it; but now it was as dry as if it had been cut some thou­sand feet low­er, through gran­ite rocks. At the same time, the air cir­cu­lat­ed freely, which showed that cer­tain nat­u­ral vents placed it in com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the ex­te­ri­or at­mos­phere.

			This ob­ser­va­tion, made by the en­gi­neer, was cor­rect, and it was ev­i­dent that the ven­ti­la­tion of the new mine would be eas­i­ly man­aged. As to the firedamp which had late­ly fil­tered through the schist, it seemed to have been con­tained in a pock­et now emp­ty, and it was cer­tain that the at­mos­phere of the gallery was quite free from it. How­ev­er, Har­ry pru­dent­ly car­ried on­ly the safe­ty lamp, which would in­sure light for twelve hours.

			James Starr and his com­pan­ions now felt per­fect­ly hap­py. All their wish­es were sat­is­fied. There was noth­ing but coal around them. A sort of emo­tion kept them silent; even Si­mon Ford re­strained him­self. His joy over­flowed, not in long phras­es, but in short ejac­u­la­tions.

			It was per­haps im­pru­dent to ven­ture so far in­to the crypt. Pooh! they nev­er thought of how they were to get back.

			The gallery was prac­ti­ca­ble, not very wind­ing. They met with no nox­ious ex­ha­la­tions, nor did any chasm bar the path. There was no rea­son for stop­ping for a whole hour; James Starr, Madge, Har­ry, and Si­mon Ford walked on, though there was noth­ing to show them what was the ex­act di­rec­tion of this un­known tun­nel.

			And they would no doubt have gone far­ther still, if they had not sud­den­ly come to the end of the wide road which they had fol­lowed since their en­trance in­to the mine.

			The gallery end­ed in an enor­mous cav­ern, nei­ther the height nor depth of which could be cal­cu­lat­ed. At what al­ti­tude arched the roof of this ex­ca­va­tion—at what dis­tance was its op­po­site wall—the dark­ness to­tal­ly con­cealed; but by the light of the lamp the ex­plor­ers could dis­cov­er that its dome cov­ered a vast ex­tent of still wa­ter—pond or lake—whose pic­turesque rocky banks were lost in ob­scu­ri­ty.

			“Halt!” ex­claimed Ford, stop­ping sud­den­ly. “An­oth­er step, and per­haps we shall fall in­to some fath­om­less pit.”

			“Let us rest awhile, then, my friends,” re­turned the en­gi­neer. “Be­sides, we ought to be think­ing of re­turn­ing to the cot­tage.”

			“Our lamp will give light for an­oth­er ten hours, sir,” said Har­ry.

			“Well, let us make a halt,” replied Starr; “I con­fess my legs have need of a rest. And you, Madge, don’t you feel tired af­ter so long a walk?”

			“Not over much, Mr. Starr,” replied the stur­dy Scotch­wom­an; “we have been ac­cus­tomed to ex­plore the old Aber­foyle mine for whole days to­geth­er.”

			“Tired? non­sense!” in­ter­rupt­ed Si­mon Ford; “Madge could go ten times as far, if nec­es­sary. But once more, Mr. Starr, wasn’t my com­mu­ni­ca­tion worth your trou­ble in com­ing to hear it? Just dare to say no, Mr. Starr, dare to say no!”

			“Well, my old friend, I haven’t felt so hap­py for a long while!” replied the en­gi­neer; “the small part of this mar­velous mine that we have ex­plored seems to show that its ex­tent is very con­sid­er­able, at least in length.”

			“In width and in depth, too, Mr. Starr!” re­turned Si­mon Ford.

			“That we shall know lat­er.”

			“And I can an­swer for it! Trust to the in­stinct of an old min­er! It has nev­er de­ceived me!”

			“I wish to be­lieve you, Si­mon,” replied the en­gi­neer, smil­ing. “As far as I can judge from this short ex­plo­ration, we pos­sess the el­e­ments of a work­ing which will last for cen­turies!”

			“Cen­turies!” ex­claimed Si­mon Ford; “I be­lieve you, sir! A thou­sand years and more will pass be­fore the last bit of coal is tak­en out of our new mine!”

			“Heav­en grant it!” re­turned Starr. “As to the qual­i­ty of the coal which crops out of these walls?”

			“Su­perb! Mr. Starr, su­perb!” an­swered Ford; “just look at it your­self!”

			And so say­ing, with his pick he struck off a frag­ment of the black rock.

			“Look! look!” he re­peat­ed, hold­ing it close to his lamp; “the sur­face of this piece of coal is shin­ing! We have here fat coal, rich in bi­tu­mi­nous mat­ter; and see how it comes in pieces, al­most with­out dust! Ah, Mr. Starr! twen­ty years ago this seam would have en­tered in­to a strong com­pe­ti­tion with Swansea and Cardiff! Well, stok­ers will quar­rel for it still, and if it costs lit­tle to ex­tract it from the mine, it will not sell at a less price out­side.”

			“In­deed,” said Madge, who had tak­en the frag­ment of coal and was ex­am­in­ing it with the air of a con­nois­seur; “that’s good qual­i­ty of coal. Car­ry it home, Si­mon, car­ry it back to the cot­tage! I want this first piece of coal to burn un­der our ket­tle.”

			“Well said, wife!” an­swered the old over­man, “and you shall see that I am not mis­tak­en.”

			“Mr. Starr,” asked Har­ry, “have you any idea of the prob­a­ble di­rec­tion of this long pas­sage which we have been fol­low­ing since our en­trance in­to the new mine?”

			“No, my lad,” replied the en­gi­neer; “with a com­pass I could per­haps find out its gen­er­al bear­ing; but with­out a com­pass I am here like a sailor in open sea, in the midst of fogs, when there is no sun by which to cal­cu­late his po­si­tion.”

			“No doubt, Mr. Starr,” replied Ford; “but pray don’t com­pare our po­si­tion with that of the sailor, who has ev­ery­where and al­ways an abyss un­der his feet! We are on firm ground here, and need nev­er be afraid of founder­ing.”

			“I won’t tease you, then, old Si­mon,” an­swered James Starr. “Far be it from me even in jest to de­pre­ci­ate the New Aber­foyle mine by an un­just com­par­i­son! I on­ly meant to say one thing, and that is that we don’t know where we are.”

			“We are in the sub­soil of the coun­ty of Stir­ling, Mr. Starr,” replied Si­mon Ford; “and that I as­sert as if—”

			“Lis­ten!” said Har­ry, in­ter­rupt­ing the old man. All lis­tened, as the young min­er was do­ing. His ears, which were very sharp, had caught a dull sound, like a dis­tant mur­mur. His com­pan­ions were not long in hear­ing it them­selves. It was above their heads, a sort of rolling sound, in which though it was so fee­ble, the suc­ces­sive crescen­do and dimin­u­en­do could be dis­tinct­ly heard.

			All four stood for some min­utes, their ears on the stretch, with­out ut­ter­ing a word. All at once Si­mon Ford ex­claimed, “Well, I de­clare! Are trucks al­ready run­ning on the rails of New Aber­foyle?”

			“Fa­ther,” replied Har­ry, “it sounds to me just like the noise made by waves rolling on the sea shore.”

			“We can’t be un­der the sea though!” cried the old over­man.

			“No,” said the en­gi­neer, “but it is not im­pos­si­ble that we should be un­der Loch Ka­trine.”

			“The roof can­not have much thick­ness just here, if the noise of the wa­ter is per­cep­ti­ble.”

			“Very lit­tle in­deed,” an­swered James Starr, “and that is the rea­son this cav­ern is so huge.”

			“You must be right, Mr. Starr,” said Har­ry.

			“Be­sides, the weath­er is so bad out­side,” re­sumed Starr, “that the wa­ters of the loch must be as rough as those of the Firth of Forth.”

			“Well! what does it mat­ter af­ter all?” re­turned Si­mon Ford; “the seam won’t be any the worse be­cause it is un­der a loch. It would not be the first time that coal has been looked for un­der the very bed of the ocean! When we have to work un­der the bot­tom of the Cale­do­nian Canal, where will be the harm?”

			“Well said, Si­mon,” cried the en­gi­neer, who could not re­strain a smile at the over­man’s en­thu­si­asm; “let us cut our trench­es un­der the wa­ters of the sea! Let us bore the bed of the At­lantic like a strain­er; let us with our picks join our brethren of the Unit­ed States through the sub­soil of the ocean! let us dig in­to the cen­ter of the globe if nec­es­sary, to tear out the last scrap of coal.”

			“Are you jok­ing, Mr. Starr?” asked Ford, with a pleased but slight­ly sus­pi­cious look.

			“I jok­ing, old man? no! but you are so en­thu­si­as­tic that you car­ry me away in­to the re­gions of im­pos­si­bil­i­ty! Come, let us re­turn to the re­al­i­ty, which is suf­fi­cient­ly beau­ti­ful; leave our picks here, where we may find them an­oth­er day, and let’s take the road back to the cot­tage.”

			Noth­ing more could be done for the time. Lat­er, the en­gi­neer, ac­com­pa­nied by a brigade of min­ers, sup­plied with lamps and all nec­es­sary tools, would re­sume the ex­plo­ration of New Aber­foyle. It was now time to re­turn to the Dochart pit. The road was easy, the gallery run­ning near­ly straight through the rock up to the ori­fice opened by the dy­na­mite, so there was no fear of their los­ing them­selves.

			But as James Starr was pro­ceed­ing to­wards the gallery Si­mon Ford stopped him.

			“Mr. Starr,” said he, “you see this im­mense cav­ern, this sub­ter­ranean lake, whose wa­ters bathe this strand at our feet? Well! it is to this place I mean to change my dwelling, here I will build a new cot­tage, and if some brave fel­lows will fol­low my ex­am­ple, be­fore a year is over there will be one town more in­side old Eng­land.”

			James Starr, smil­ing ap­proval of Ford’s plans, pressed his hand, and all three, pre­ced­ing Madge, re-en­tered the gallery, on their way back to the Dochart pit. For the first mile no in­ci­dent oc­curred. Har­ry walked first, hold­ing his lamp above his head. He care­ful­ly fol­lowed the prin­ci­pal gallery, with­out ev­er turn­ing aside in­to the nar­row tun­nels which ra­di­at­ed to the right and left. It seemed as if the re­turn­ing was to be ac­com­plished as eas­i­ly as the go­ing, when an un­ex­pect­ed ac­ci­dent oc­curred which ren­dered the sit­u­a­tion of the ex­plor­ers very se­ri­ous.

			Just at a mo­ment when Har­ry was rais­ing his lamp there came a rush of air, as if caused by the flap­ping of in­vis­i­ble wings. The lamp es­caped from his hands, fell on the rocky ground, and was bro­ken to pieces.

			James Starr and his com­pan­ions were sud­den­ly plunged in ab­so­lute dark­ness. All the oil of the lamp was spilt, and it was of no fur­ther use. “Well, Har­ry,” cried his fa­ther, “do you want us all to break our necks on the way back to the cot­tage?”

			Har­ry did not an­swer. He won­dered if he ought to sus­pect the hand of a mys­te­ri­ous be­ing in this last ac­ci­dent? Could there pos­si­bly ex­ist in these depths an en­e­my whose un­ac­count­able an­tag­o­nism would one day cre­ate se­ri­ous dif­fi­cul­ties? Had some­one an in­ter­est in de­fend­ing the new coal field against any at­tempt at work­ing it? In truth that seemed ab­surd, yet the facts spoke for them­selves, and they ac­cu­mu­lat­ed in such a way as to change sim­ple pre­sump­tions in­to cer­tain­ties.

			In the mean­time the ex­plor­ers’ sit­u­a­tion was bad enough. They had now, in the midst of black dark­ness, to fol­low the pas­sage lead­ing to the Dochart pit for near­ly five miles. There they would still have an hour’s walk be­fore reach­ing the cot­tage.

			“Come along,” said Si­mon Ford. “We have no time to lose. We must grope our way along, like blind men. There’s no fear of los­ing our way. The tun­nels which open off our road are on­ly just like those in a mole­hill, and by fol­low­ing the chief gallery we shall of course reach the open­ing we got in at. Af­ter that, it is the old mine. We know that, and it won’t be the first time that Har­ry and I have found our­selves there in the dark. Be­sides, there we shall find the lamps that we left. For­ward then! Har­ry, go first. Mr. Starr, fol­low him. Madge, you go next, and I will bring up the rear. Above ev­ery­thing, don’t let us get sep­a­rat­ed.”

			All com­plied with the old over­man’s in­struc­tions. As he said, by grop­ing care­ful­ly, they could not mis­take the way. It was on­ly nec­es­sary to make the hands take the place of the eyes, and to trust to their in­stinct, which had with Si­mon Ford and his son be­come a sec­ond na­ture.

			James Starr and his com­pan­ions walked on in the or­der agreed. They did not speak, but it was not for want of think­ing. It be­came ev­i­dent that they had an ad­ver­sary. But what was he, and how were they to de­fend them­selves against these mys­te­ri­ous­ly-pre­pared at­tacks? These dis­qui­et­ing ideas crowd­ed in­to their brains. How­ev­er, this was not the mo­ment to get dis­cour­aged.

			Har­ry, his arms ex­tend­ed, ad­vanced with a firm step, touch­ing first one and then the oth­er side of the pas­sage.

			If a cleft or side open­ing pre­sent­ed it­self, he felt with his hand that it was not the main way; ei­ther the cleft was too shal­low, or the open­ing too nar­row, and he thus kept in the right road.

			In dark­ness through which the eye could not in the slight­est de­gree pierce, this dif­fi­cult re­turn last­ed two hours. By reck­on­ing the time since they start­ed, tak­ing in­to con­sid­er­a­tion that the walk­ing had not been rapid, Starr cal­cu­lat­ed that he and his com­pan­ions were near the open­ing. In fact, al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, Har­ry stopped.

			“Have we got to the end of the gallery?” asked Si­mon Ford.

			“Yes,” an­swered the young min­er.

			“Well! have you not found the hole which con­nects New Aber­foyle with the Dochart pit?”

			“No,” replied Har­ry, whose im­pa­tient hands met with noth­ing but a sol­id wall.

			The old over­man stepped for­ward, and him­self felt the schis­tous rock. A cry es­caped him.

			Ei­ther the ex­plor­ers had strayed from the right path on their re­turn, or the nar­row ori­fice, bro­ken in the rock by the dy­na­mite, had been re­cent­ly stopped up. James Starr and his com­pan­ions were pris­on­ers in New Aber­foyle.

		
	
		
			
				IX

				The Fire-Maid­ens

			
			A week af­ter the events just re­lat­ed had tak­en place, James Starr’s friends had be­come very anx­ious. The en­gi­neer had dis­ap­peared, and no rea­son could be brought for­ward to ex­plain his ab­sence. They learnt, by ques­tion­ing his ser­vant, that he had em­barked at Granton Pier. But from that time there were no traces of James Starr. Si­mon Ford’s let­ter had re­quest­ed se­cre­cy, and he had said noth­ing of his de­par­ture for the Aber­foyle mines.

			There­fore in Ed­in­burgh noth­ing was talked of but the un­ac­count­able ab­sence of the en­gi­neer. Sir W. El­phis­ton, the Pres­i­dent of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion, com­mu­ni­cat­ed to his col­leagues a let­ter which James Starr had sent him, ex­cus­ing him­self from be­ing present at the next meet­ing of the so­ci­ety. Two or three oth­ers pro­duced sim­i­lar let­ters. But though these doc­u­ments proved that Starr had left Ed­in­burgh—which was known be­fore—they threw no light on what had be­come of him. Now, on the part of such a man, this pro­longed ab­sence, so con­trary to his usu­al habits, nat­u­ral­ly first caused sur­prise, and then anx­i­ety.

			A no­tice was in­sert­ed in the prin­ci­pal news­pa­pers of the Unit­ed King­dom rel­a­tive to the en­gi­neer James Starr, giv­ing a de­scrip­tion of him and the date on which he left Ed­in­burgh; noth­ing more could be done but to wait. The time passed in great anx­i­ety. The sci­en­tif­ic world of Eng­land was in­clined to be­lieve that one of its most dis­tin­guished mem­bers had pos­i­tive­ly dis­ap­peared. At the same time, when so many peo­ple were think­ing about James Starr, Har­ry Ford was the sub­ject of no less anx­i­ety. On­ly, in­stead of oc­cu­py­ing pub­lic at­ten­tion, the son of the old over­man was the cause of trou­ble alone to the gen­er­al­ly cheer­ful mind of Jack Ryan.

			It may be re­mem­bered that, in their en­counter in the Yarrow shaft, Jack Ryan had in­vit­ed Har­ry to come a week af­ter­wards to the fes­tiv­i­ties at Irvine. Har­ry had ac­cept­ed and promised ex­press­ly to be there. Jack Ryan knew, hav­ing had it proved by many cir­cum­stances, that his friend was a man of his word. With him, a thing promised was a thing done. Now, at the Irvine mer­ry­mak­ing, noth­ing was want­ing; nei­ther song, nor dance, nor fun of any sort—noth­ing but Har­ry Ford.

			The no­tice rel­a­tive to James Starr, pub­lished in the pa­pers, had not yet been seen by Ryan. The hon­est fel­low was there­fore on­ly wor­ried by Har­ry’s ab­sence, telling him­self that some­thing se­ri­ous could alone have pre­vent­ed him from keep­ing his prom­ise. So, the day af­ter the Irvine games, Jack Ryan in­tend­ed to take the rail­way from Glas­gow and go to the Dochart pit; and this he would have done had he not been de­tained by an ac­ci­dent which near­ly cost him his life. Some­thing which oc­curred on the night of the 12th of De­cem­ber was of a na­ture to sup­port the opin­ions of all par­ti­sans of the su­per­nat­u­ral, and there were many at Mel­rose Farm.

			Irvine, a lit­tle sea­port of Ren­frew, con­tain­ing near­ly sev­en thou­sand in­hab­i­tants, lies in a sharp bend made by the Scot­tish coast, near the mouth of the Firth of Clyde. The most an­cient and the most famed ru­ins on this part of the coast were those of this cas­tle of Robert Stu­art, which bore the name of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle.

			At this pe­ri­od Dun­don­ald Cas­tle, a refuge for all the stray gob­lins of the coun­try, was com­plete­ly de­sert­ed. It stood on the top of a high rock, two miles from the town, and was sel­dom vis­it­ed. Some­times a few strangers took it in­to their heads to ex­plore these old his­tor­i­cal re­mains, but then they al­ways went alone. The in­hab­i­tants of Irvine would not have tak­en them there at any price. In­deed, sev­er­al leg­ends were based on the sto­ry of cer­tain “fire-maid­ens,” who haunt­ed the old cas­tle.

			The most su­per­sti­tious de­clared they had seen these fan­tas­tic crea­tures with their own eyes. Jack Ryan was nat­u­ral­ly one of them. It was a fact that from time to time long flames ap­peared, some­times on a bro­ken piece of wall, some­times on the sum­mit of the tow­er which was the high­est point of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle.

			Did these flames re­al­ly as­sume a hu­man shape, as was as­sert­ed? Did they mer­it the name of fire-maid­ens, giv­en them by the peo­ple of the coast? It was ev­i­dent­ly just an op­ti­cal delu­sion, aid­ed by a good deal of creduli­ty, and sci­ence could eas­i­ly have ex­plained the phe­nom­e­non.

			How­ev­er that might be, these fire-maid­ens had the rep­u­ta­tion of fre­quent­ing the ru­ins of the old cas­tle and there per­form­ing wild strath­speys, es­pe­cial­ly on dark nights. Jack Ryan, bold fel­low though he was, would nev­er have dared to ac­com­pa­ny those dances with the mu­sic of his bag­pipes.

			“Old Nick is enough for them!” said he. “He doesn’t need me to com­plete his in­fer­nal or­ches­tra.”

			We may well be­lieve that these strange ap­pari­tions fre­quent­ly fur­nished a text for the evening sto­ries. Jack Ryan was end­ing the evening with one of these. His au­di­tors, trans­port­ed in­to the phan­tom world, were worked up in­to a state of mind which would be­lieve any­thing.

			All at once shouts were heard out­side. Jack Ryan stopped short in the mid­dle of his sto­ry, and all rushed out of the barn. The night was pitchy dark. Squalls of wind and rain swept along the beach. Two or three fish­er­men, their backs against a rock, the bet­ter to re­sist the wind, were shout­ing at the top of their voic­es.

			Jack Ryan and his com­pan­ions ran up to them. The shouts were, how­ev­er, not for the in­hab­i­tants of the farm, but to warn men who, with­out be­ing aware of it, were go­ing to de­struc­tion. A dark, con­fused mass ap­peared some way out at sea. It was a ves­sel whose po­si­tion could be seen by her lights, for she car­ried a white one on her fore­mast, a green on the star­board side, and a red on the out­side. She was ev­i­dent­ly run­ning straight on the rocks.

			“A ship in dis­tress?” said Ryan.

			“Ay,” an­swered one of the fish­er­men, “and now they want to tack, but it’s too late!”

			“Do they want to run ashore?” said an­oth­er.

			“It seems so,” re­spond­ed one of the fish­er­men, “un­less he has been mis­led by some—”

			The man was in­ter­rupt­ed by a yell from Jack. Could the crew have heard it? At any rate, it was too late for them to beat back from the line of break­ers which gleamed white in the dark­ness.

			But it was not, as might be sup­posed, a last ef­fort of Ryan’s to warn the doomed ship. He now had his back to the sea. His com­pan­ions turned al­so, and gazed at a spot sit­u­at­ed about half a mile in­land. It was Dun­don­ald Cas­tle. A long flame twist­ed and bent un­der the gale, on the sum­mit of the old tow­er.

			“The Fire-Maid­en!” cried the su­per­sti­tious men in ter­ror.

			Clear­ly, it need­ed a good strong imag­i­na­tion to find any hu­man like­ness in that flame. Wav­ing in the wind like a lu­mi­nous flag, it seemed some­times to fly round the tow­er, as if it was just go­ing out, and a mo­ment af­ter it was seen again danc­ing on its blue point.

			“The Fire-Maid­en! the Fire-Maid­en!” cried the ter­ri­fied fish­er­men and peas­ants.

			All was then ex­plained. The ship, hav­ing lost her reck­on­ing in the fog, had tak­en this flame on the top of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle for the Irvine light. She thought her­self at the en­trance of the Firth, ten miles to the north, when she was re­al­ly run­ning on a shore which of­fered no refuge.

			What could be done to save her, if there was still time? It was too late. A fright­ful crash was heard above the tu­mult of the el­e­ments. The ves­sel had struck. The white line of surf was bro­ken for an in­stant; she heeled over on her side and lay among the rocks.

			At the same time, by a strange co­in­ci­dence, the long flame dis­ap­peared, as if it had been swept away by a vi­o­lent gust. Earth, sea, and sky were plunged in com­plete dark­ness.

			“The Fire-Maid­en!” shout­ed Ryan, for the last time, as the ap­pari­tion, which he and his com­pan­ions be­lieved su­per­nat­u­ral, dis­ap­peared. But then the courage of these su­per­sti­tious Scotch­men, which had failed be­fore a fan­cied dan­ger, re­turned in face of a re­al one, which they were ready to brave in or­der to save their fel­low-crea­tures. The tem­pest did not de­ter them. As hero­ic as they had be­fore been cred­u­lous, fas­ten­ing ropes round their waists, they rushed in­to the waves to the aid of those on the wreck.

			Hap­pi­ly, they suc­ceed­ed in their en­deav­ors, al­though some—and bold Jack Ryan was among the num­ber—were se­vere­ly wound­ed on the rocks. But the cap­tain of the ves­sel and the eight sailors who com­posed his crew were hauled up, safe and sound, on the beach.

			The ship was the Nor­we­gian brig Mo­ta­la, laden with tim­ber, and bound for Glas­gow. Of the Mo­ta­la her­self noth­ing re­mained but a few spars, washed up by the waves, and dashed among the rocks on the beach.

			Jack Ryan and three of his com­pan­ions, wound­ed like him­self, were car­ried in­to a room of Mel­rose Farm, where ev­ery care was lav­ished on them. Ryan was the most hurt, for when with the rope round his waist he had rushed in­to the sea, the waves had al­most im­me­di­ate­ly dashed him back against the rocks. He was brought, in­deed, very near­ly life­less on to the beach.

			The brave fel­low was there­fore con­fined to bed for sev­er­al days, to his great dis­gust. How­ev­er, as soon as he was giv­en per­mis­sion to sing as much as he liked, he bore his trou­ble pa­tient­ly, and the farm echoed all day with his jovial voice. But from this ad­ven­ture he im­bibed a more live­ly sen­ti­ment of fear with re­gard to brown­ies and oth­er gob­lins who amuse them­selves by plagu­ing mankind, and he made them re­spon­si­ble for the catas­tro­phe of the Mo­ta­la. It would have been vain to try and con­vince him that the Fire-Maid­ens did not ex­ist, and that the flame, so sud­den­ly ap­pear­ing among the ru­ins, was but a nat­u­ral phe­nom­e­non. No rea­son­ing could make him be­lieve it. His com­pan­ions were, if pos­si­ble, more ob­sti­nate than he in their creduli­ty. Ac­cord­ing to them, one of the Fire-Maid­ens had ma­li­cious­ly at­tract­ed the Mo­ta­la to the coast. As to wish­ing to pun­ish her, as well try to bring the tem­pest to jus­tice! The mag­is­trates might or­der what ar­rests they pleased, but a flame can­not be im­pris­oned, an im­pal­pa­ble be­ing can’t be hand­cuffed. It must be ac­knowl­edged that the re­search­es which were ul­ti­mate­ly made gave ground, at least in ap­pear­ance, to this su­per­sti­tious way of ex­plain­ing the facts.

			The in­quiry was made with great care. Of­fi­cials came to Dun­don­ald Cas­tle, and they pro­ceed­ed to con­duct a most vig­or­ous search. The mag­is­trate wished first to as­cer­tain if the ground bore any foot­prints, which could be at­trib­uted to oth­er than gob­lins’ feet. It was im­pos­si­ble to find the least trace, whether old or new. More­over, the earth, still damp from the rain of the day be­fore, would have pre­served the least ves­tige.

			The re­sult of all this was, that the mag­is­trates on­ly got for their trou­ble a new leg­end added to so many oth­ers—a leg­end which would be per­pet­u­at­ed by the re­mem­brance of the catas­tro­phe of the Mo­ta­la, and in­dis­putably con­firm the truth of the ap­pari­tion of the Fire-Maid­ens.

			A hearty fel­low like Jack Ryan, with so strong a con­sti­tu­tion, could not be long con­fined to his bed. A few sprains and bruis­es were not quite enough to keep him on his back longer than he liked. He had not time to be ill.

			Jack, there­fore, soon got well. As soon as he was on his legs again, be­fore re­sum­ing his work on the farm, he wished to go and vis­it his friend Har­ry, and learn why he had not come to the Irvine mer­ry­mak­ing. He could not un­der­stand his ab­sence, for Har­ry was not a man who would will­ing­ly prom­ise and not per­form. It was un­like­ly, too, that the son of the old over­man had not heard of the wreck of the Mo­ta­la, as it was in all the pa­pers. He must know the part Jack had tak­en in it, and what had hap­pened to him, and it was un­like Har­ry not to has­ten to the farm and see how his old chum was go­ing on.

			As Har­ry had not come, there must have been some­thing to pre­vent him. Jack Ryan would as soon de­ny the ex­is­tence of the Fire-Maid­ens as be­lieve in Har­ry’s in­dif­fer­ence.

			Two days af­ter the catas­tro­phe Jack left the farm mer­i­ly, feel­ing noth­ing of his wounds. Singing in the full­ness of his heart, he awoke the echoes of the cliff, as he walked to the sta­tion of the rail­way, which via Glas­gow would take him to Stir­ling and Callan­der.

			As he was wait­ing for his train, his at­ten­tion was at­tract­ed by a bill post­ed up on the walls, con­tain­ing the fol­low­ing no­tice:

			“On the 4th of De­cem­ber, the en­gi­neer, James Starr, of Ed­in­burgh, em­barked from Granton Pier, on board the Prince of Wales. He dis­em­barked the same day at Stir­ling. From that time noth­ing fur­ther has been heard of him.

			“Any in­for­ma­tion con­cern­ing him is re­quest­ed to be sent to the Pres­i­dent of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion, Ed­in­burgh.”

			Jack Ryan, stop­ping be­fore one of these ad­ver­tise­ments, read it twice over, with ex­treme sur­prise.

			“Mr. Starr!” he ex­claimed. “Why, on the 4th of De­cem­ber I met him with Har­ry on the lad­der of the Dochart pit! That was ten days ago! And he has not been seen from that time! That ex­plains why my chum didn’t come to Irvine.”

			And with­out tak­ing time to in­form the Pres­i­dent of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion by let­ter, what he knew rel­a­tive to James Starr, Jack jumped in­to the train, de­ter­min­ing to go first of all to the Yarrow shaft. There he would de­scend to the depths of the pit, if nec­es­sary, to find Har­ry, and with him was sure to be the en­gi­neer James Starr.

			“They haven’t turned up again,” said he to him­self. “Why? Has any­thing pre­vent­ed them? Could any work of im­por­tance keep them still at the bot­tom of the mine? I must find out!” and Ryan, has­ten­ing his steps, ar­rived in less than an hour at the Yarrow shaft.

			Ex­ter­nal­ly noth­ing was changed. The same si­lence around. Not a liv­ing crea­ture was mov­ing in that desert re­gion. Jack en­tered the ru­ined shed which cov­ered the open­ing of the shaft. He gazed down in­to the dark abyss—noth­ing was to be seen. He lis­tened—noth­ing was to be heard.

			“And my lamp!” he ex­claimed; “sup­pose it isn’t in its place!” The lamp which Ryan used when he vis­it­ed the pit was usu­al­ly de­posit­ed in a cor­ner, near the land­ing of the top­most lad­der. It had dis­ap­peared.

			“Here is a nui­sance!” said Jack, be­gin­ning to feel rather un­easy. Then, with­out hes­i­tat­ing, su­per­sti­tious though he was, “I will go,” said he, “though it’s as dark down there as in the low­est depths of the in­fer­nal re­gions!”

			And he be­gan to de­scend the long flight of lad­ders, which led down the gloomy shaft. Jack Ryan had not for­got­ten his old min­ing habits, and he was well ac­quaint­ed with the Dochart pit, or he would scarce­ly have dared to ven­ture thus. He went very care­ful­ly, how­ev­er. His foot tried each round, as some of them were worm-eat­en. A false step would en­tail a dead­ly fall, through this space of fif­teen hun­dred feet. He count­ed each land­ing as he passed it, know­ing that he could not reach the bot­tom of the shaft un­til he had left the thir­ti­eth. Once there, he would have no trou­ble, so he thought, in find­ing the cot­tage, built, as we have said, at the ex­trem­i­ty of the prin­ci­pal pas­sage.

			Jack Ryan went on thus un­til he got to the twen­ty-sixth land­ing, and con­se­quent­ly had two hun­dred feet be­tween him and the bot­tom.

			Here he put down his leg to feel for the first rung of the twen­ty-sev­enth lad­der. But his foot swing­ing in space found noth­ing to rest on. He knelt down and felt about with his hand for the top of the lad­der. It was in vain.

			“Old Nick him­self must have been down this way!” said Jack, not with­out a slight feel­ing of ter­ror.

			He stood con­sid­er­ing for some time, with fold­ed arms, and long­ing to be able to pierce the im­pen­e­tra­ble dark­ness. Then it oc­curred to him that if he could not get down, nei­ther could the in­hab­i­tants of the mine get up. There was now no com­mu­ni­ca­tion be­tween the depths of the pit and the up­per re­gions. If the re­moval of the low­er lad­ders of the Yarrow shaft had been ef­fect­ed since his last vis­it to the cot­tage, what had be­come of Si­mon Ford, his wife, his son, and the en­gi­neer?

			The pro­longed ab­sence of James Starr proved that he had not left the pit since the day Ryan met with him in the shaft. How had the cot­tage been pro­vi­sioned since then? The food of these un­for­tu­nate peo­ple, im­pris­oned fif­teen hun­dred feet be­low the sur­face of the ground, must have been ex­haust­ed by this time.

			All this passed through Jack’s mind, as he saw that by him­self he could do noth­ing to get to the cot­tage. He had no doubt but that com­mu­ni­ca­tion had been in­ter­rupt­ed with a malev­o­lent in­ten­tion. At any rate, the au­thor­i­ties must be in­formed, and that as soon as pos­si­ble. Jack Ryan bent for­ward from the land­ing.

			“Har­ry! Har­ry!” he shout­ed with his pow­er­ful voice.

			Har­ry’s name echoed and ree­choed among the rocks, and fi­nal­ly died away in the depths of the shaft.

			Ryan rapid­ly as­cend­ed the up­per lad­ders and re­turned to the light of day. With­out los­ing a mo­ment he reached the Callan­der sta­tion, just caught the ex­press to Ed­in­burgh, and by three o’clock was be­fore the Lord Provost.

			There his dec­la­ra­tion was re­ceived. His ac­count was giv­en so clear­ly that it could not be doubt­ed. Sir William El­phis­ton, Pres­i­dent of the Roy­al In­sti­tu­tion, and not on­ly col­league, but a per­son­al friend of Starr’s, was al­so in­formed, and asked to di­rect the search which was to be made with­out de­lay in the mine. Sev­er­al men were placed at his dis­pos­al, sup­plied with lamps, picks, long rope lad­ders, not for­get­ting pro­vi­sions and cor­dials. Then guid­ed by Jack Ryan, the par­ty set out for the Aber­foyle mines.

			The same evening the ex­pe­di­tion ar­rived at the open­ing of the Yarrow shaft, and de­scend­ed to the twen­ty-sev­enth land­ing, at which Jack Ryan had been stopped a few hours pre­vi­ous­ly. The lamps, fas­tened to long ropes, were low­ered down the shaft, and it was thus as­cer­tained that the four last lad­ders were want­ing.

			As soon as the lamps had been brought up, the men fixed to the land­ing a rope lad­der, which un­rolled it­self down the shaft, and all de­scend­ed one af­ter the oth­er. Jack Ryan’s de­scent was the most dif­fi­cult, for he went first down the swing­ing lad­ders, and fas­tened them for the oth­ers.

			The space at the bot­tom of the shaft was com­plete­ly de­sert­ed; but Sir William was much sur­prised at hear­ing Jack Ryan ex­claim, “Here are bits of the lad­ders, and some of them half burnt!”

			“Burnt?” re­peat­ed Sir William. “In­deed, here sure enough are cin­ders which have ev­i­dent­ly been cold a long time!”

			“Do you think, sir,” asked Ryan, “that Mr. Starr could have had any rea­son for burn­ing the lad­ders, and thus break­ing of com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the world?”

			“Cer­tain­ly not,” an­swered Sir William El­phis­ton, who had be­come very thought­ful. “Come, my lad, lead us to the cot­tage. There we shall as­cer­tain the truth.”

			Jack Ryan shook his head, as if not at all con­vinced. Then, tak­ing a lamp from the hands of one of the men, he pro­ceed­ed with a rapid step along the prin­ci­pal pas­sage of the Dochart pit. The oth­ers all fol­lowed him.

			In a quar­ter of an hour the par­ty ar­rived at the ex­ca­va­tion in which stood Si­mon Ford’s cot­tage. There was no light in the win­dow. Ryan dart­ed to the door, and threw it open. The house was emp­ty.

			They ex­am­ined all the rooms in the somber habi­ta­tion. No trace of vi­o­lence was to be found. All was in or­der, as if old Madge had been still there. There was even an am­ple sup­ply of pro­vi­sions, enough to last the Ford fam­i­ly for sev­er­al days.

			The ab­sence of the ten­ants of the cot­tage was quite un­ac­count­able. But was it not pos­si­ble to find out the ex­act time they had quit­ted it? Yes, for in this re­gion, where there was no dif­fer­ence of day or night, Madge was ac­cus­tomed to mark with a cross each day in her al­manac.

			The al­manac was pinned up on the wall, and there the last cross had been made at the 6th of De­cem­ber; that is to say, a day af­ter the ar­rival of James Starr, to which Ryan could pos­i­tive­ly swear. It was clear that on the 6th of De­cem­ber, ten days ago, Si­mon Ford, his wife, son, and guest, had quit­ted the cot­tage. Could a fresh ex­plo­ration of the mine, un­der­tak­en by the en­gi­neer, ac­count for such a long ab­sence? Cer­tain­ly not.

			It was in­tense­ly dark all round. The lamps held by the men gave light on­ly just where they were stand­ing. Sud­den­ly Jack Ryan ut­tered a cry. “Look there, there!”

			His fin­ger was point­ing to a tol­er­a­bly bright light, which was mov­ing about in the dis­tance. “Af­ter that light, my men!” ex­claimed Sir William.

			“It’s a gob­lin light!” said Ryan. “So what’s the use? We shall nev­er catch it.”

			The pres­i­dent and his men, lit­tle giv­en to su­per­sti­tion, dart­ed off in the di­rec­tion of the mov­ing light. Jack Ryan, brave­ly fol­low­ing their ex­am­ple, quick­ly over­took the head-most of the par­ty.

			It was a long and fa­tigu­ing chase. The lantern seemed to be car­ried by a be­ing of small size, but sin­gu­lar agili­ty.

			Ev­ery now and then it dis­ap­peared be­hind some pil­lar, then was seen again at the end of a cross gallery. A sharp turn would place it out of sight, and it seemed to have com­plete­ly dis­ap­peared, when all at once there would be the light as bright as ev­er. How­ev­er, they gained very lit­tle on it, and Ryan’s be­lief that they could nev­er catch it seemed far from ground­less.

			Af­ter an hour of this vain pur­suit Sir William El­phis­ton and his com­pan­ions had gone a long way in the south­west di­rec­tion of the pit, and be­gan to think they re­al­ly had to do with an im­pal­pa­ble be­ing. Just then it seemed as if the dis­tance be­tween the gob­lin and those who were pur­su­ing it was be­com­ing less. Could it be fa­tigued, or did this in­vis­i­ble be­ing wish to en­tice Sir William and his com­pan­ions to the place where the in­hab­i­tants of the cot­tage had per­haps them­selves been en­ticed. It was hard to say.

			The men, see­ing that the dis­tance less­ened, re­dou­bled their ef­forts. The light which had be­fore burnt at a dis­tance of more than two hun­dred feet be­fore them was now seen at less than fifty. The space con­tin­ued to di­min­ish. The bear­er of the lamp be­came par­tial­ly vis­i­ble. Some­times, when it turned its head, the in­dis­tinct pro­file of a hu­man face could be made out, and un­less a sprite could as­sume bod­i­ly shape, Jack Ryan was obliged to con­fess that here was no su­per­nat­u­ral be­ing. Then, spring­ing for­ward—

			“Courage, com­rades!” he ex­claimed; “it is get­ting tired! We shall soon catch it up now, and if it can talk as well as it can run we shall hear a fine sto­ry.”

			But the pur­suit had sud­den­ly be­come more dif­fi­cult. They were in un­known re­gions of the mine; nar­row pas­sages crossed each oth­er like the wind­ings of a labyrinth. The bear­er of the lamp might es­cape them as eas­i­ly as pos­si­ble, by just ex­tin­guish­ing the light and re­treat­ing in­to some dark refuge.

			“And in­deed,” thought Sir William, “if it wish­es to avoid us, why does it not do so?”

			Hith­er­to there had ev­i­dent­ly been no in­ten­tion to avoid them, but just as the thought crossed Sir William’s mind the light sud­den­ly dis­ap­peared, and the par­ty, con­tin­u­ing the pur­suit, found them­selves be­fore an ex­treme­ly nar­row nat­u­ral open­ing in the schis­tous rocks.

			To trim their lamps, spring for­ward, and dart through the open­ing, was for Sir William and his par­ty but the work of an in­stant. But be­fore they had gone a hun­dred paces along this new gallery, much wider and lofti­er than the for­mer, they all stopped short. There, near the wall, lay four bod­ies, stretched on the ground—four corpses, per­haps!

			“James Starr!” ex­claimed Sir William El­phis­ton.

			“Har­ry! Har­ry!” cried Ryan, throw­ing him­self down be­side his friend.

			It was in­deed the en­gi­neer, Madge, Si­mon, and Har­ry Ford who were ly­ing there mo­tion­less. But one of the bod­ies moved slight­ly, and Madge’s voice was heard faint­ly mur­mur­ing, “See to the oth­ers! help them first!”

			Sir William, Jack, and their com­pan­ions en­deav­ored to re­an­i­mate the en­gi­neer and his friends by get­ting them to swal­low a few drops of brandy. They very soon suc­ceed­ed. The un­for­tu­nate peo­ple, shut up in that dark cav­ern for ten days, were dy­ing of star­va­tion. They must have per­ished had they not on three oc­ca­sions found a loaf of bread and a jug of wa­ter set near them. No doubt the char­i­ta­ble be­ing to whom they owed their lives was un­able to do more for them.

			Sir William won­dered whether this might not have been the work of the strange sprite who had al­lured them to the very spot where James Starr and his com­pan­ions lay.

			How­ev­er that might be, the en­gi­neer, Madge, Si­mon, and Har­ry Ford were saved. They were as­sist­ed to the cot­tage, pass­ing through the nar­row open­ing which the bear­er of the strange light had ap­par­ent­ly wished to point out to Sir William. This was a nat­u­ral open­ing. The pas­sage which James Starr and his com­pan­ions had made for them­selves with dy­na­mite had been com­plete­ly blocked up with rocks laid one up­on an­oth­er.

			So, then, whilst they had been ex­plor­ing the vast cav­ern, the way back had been pur­pose­ly closed against them by a hos­tile hand.
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				Coal Town

			
			Three years af­ter the events which have just been re­lat­ed, the guide­books rec­om­mend­ed as a “great at­trac­tion,” to the nu­mer­ous tourists who roam over the coun­ty of Stir­ling, a vis­it of a few hours to the mines of New Aber­foyle.

			No mine in any coun­try, ei­ther in the Old or New World, could present a more cu­ri­ous as­pect.

			To be­gin with, the vis­i­tor was trans­port­ed with­out dan­ger or fa­tigue to a lev­el with the work­ings, at fif­teen hun­dred feet be­low the sur­face of the ground. Sev­en miles to the south­west of Callan­der opened a slant­ing tun­nel, adorned with a castel­lat­ed en­trance, tur­rets and bat­tle­ments. This lofty tun­nel gen­tly sloped straight to the stu­pen­dous crypt, hol­lowed out so strange­ly in the bow­els of the earth.

			A dou­ble line of rail­way, the wag­ons be­ing moved by hy­draulic pow­er, plied from hour to hour to and from the vil­lage thus buried in the sub­soil of the coun­ty, and which bore the rather am­bi­tious ti­tle of Coal Town.

			Ar­rived in Coal Town, the vis­i­tor found him­self in a place where elec­tric­i­ty played a prin­ci­pal part as an agent of heat and light. Al­though the ven­ti­la­tion shafts were nu­mer­ous, they were not suf­fi­cient to ad­mit much day­light in­to New Aber­foyle, yet it had abun­dance of light. This was shed from num­bers of elec­tric discs; some sus­pend­ed from the vault­ed roofs, oth­ers hang­ing on the nat­u­ral pil­lars—all, whether suns or stars in size, were fed by con­tin­u­ous cur­rents pro­duced from elec­tro­mag­net­ic ma­chines. When the hour of rest ar­rived, an ar­ti­fi­cial night was eas­i­ly pro­duced all over the mine by dis­con­nect­ing the wires.

			Be­low the dome lay a lake of an ex­tent to be com­pared to the Dead Sea of the Mam­moth caves—a deep lake whose trans­par­ent wa­ters swarmed with eye­less fish, and to which the en­gi­neer gave the name of Loch Mal­colm.

			There, in this im­mense nat­u­ral ex­ca­va­tion, Si­mon Ford built his new cot­tage, which he would not have ex­changed for the finest house in Prince’s Street, Ed­in­burgh. This dwelling was sit­u­at­ed on the shores of the loch, and its five win­dows looked out on the dark wa­ters, which ex­tend­ed fur­ther than the eye could see. Two months lat­er a sec­ond habi­ta­tion was erect­ed in the neigh­bor­hood of Si­mon Ford’s cot­tage: this was for James Starr. The en­gi­neer had giv­en him­self body and soul to New Aber­foyle, and noth­ing but the most im­per­a­tive ne­ces­si­ty ev­er caused him to leave the pit. There, then, he lived in the midst of his min­ing world.

			On the dis­cov­ery of the new field, all the old col­liers had has­tened to leave the plow and har­row, and re­sume the pick and mat­tock. At­tract­ed by the cer­tain­ty that work would nev­er fail, al­lured by the high wages which the pros­per­i­ty of the mine en­abled the com­pa­ny to of­fer for la­bor, they de­sert­ed the open air for an un­der­ground life, and took up their abode in the mines.

			The min­ers’ hous­es, built of brick, soon grew up in a pic­turesque fash­ion; some on the banks of Loch Mal­colm, oth­ers un­der the arch­es which seemed made to re­sist the weight that pressed up­on them, like the piers of a bridge. So was found­ed Coal Town, sit­u­at­ed un­der the east­ern point of Loch Ka­trine, to the north of the coun­ty of Stir­ling. It was a reg­u­lar set­tle­ment on the banks of Loch Mal­colm. A chapel, ded­i­cat­ed to St. Giles, over­looked it from the top of a huge rock, whose foot was laved by the wa­ters of the sub­ter­ranean sea.

			When this un­der­ground town was light­ed up by the bright rays thrown from the discs, hung from the pil­lars and arch­es, its as­pect was so strange, so fan­tas­tic, that it jus­ti­fied the praise of the guide­books, and vis­i­tors flocked to see it.

			It is need­less to say that the in­hab­i­tants of Coal Town were proud of their place. They rarely left their la­bor­ing vil­lage—in that im­i­tat­ing Si­mon Ford, who nev­er wished to go out again. The old over­man main­tained that it al­ways rained “up there,” and, con­sid­er­ing the cli­mate of the Unit­ed King­dom, it must be ac­knowl­edged that he was not far wrong. All the fam­i­lies in New Aber­foyle pros­pered well, hav­ing in three years ob­tained a cer­tain com­pe­ten­cy which they could nev­er have hoped to at­tain on the sur­face of the coun­ty. Dozens of ba­bies, who were born at the time when the works were re­sumed, had nev­er yet breathed the out­er air.

			This made Jack Ryan re­mark, “It’s eigh­teen months since they were weaned, and they have not yet seen day­light!”

			It may be men­tioned here, that one of the first to run at the en­gi­neer’s call was Jack Ryan. The mer­ry fel­low had thought it his du­ty to re­turn to his old trade. But though Mel­rose farm had lost singer and piper it must not be thought that Jack Ryan sung no more. On the con­trary, the sonorous echoes of New Aber­foyle ex­ert­ed their strong lungs to an­swer him.

			Jack Ryan took up his abode in Si­mon Ford’s new cot­tage. They of­fered him a room, which he ac­cept­ed with­out cer­e­mo­ny, in his frank and hearty way. Old Madge loved him for his fine char­ac­ter and good na­ture. She in some de­gree shared his ideas on the sub­ject of the fan­tas­tic be­ings who were sup­posed to haunt the mine, and the two, when alone, told each oth­er sto­ries wild enough to make one shud­der—sto­ries well wor­thy of en­rich­ing the hy­per­bore­an mythol­o­gy.

			Jack thus be­came the life of the cot­tage. He was, be­sides be­ing a jovial com­pan­ion, a good work­man. Six months af­ter the works had be­gun, he was made head of a gang of hew­ers.

			“That was a good work done, Mr. Ford,” said he, a few days af­ter his ap­point­ment. “You dis­cov­ered a new field, and though you nar­row­ly es­caped pay­ing for the dis­cov­ery with your life—well, it was not too dear­ly bought.”

			“No, Jack, it was a good bar­gain we made that time!” an­swered the old over­man. “But nei­ther Mr. Starr nor I have for­got­ten that to you we owe our lives.”

			“Not at all,” re­turned Jack. “You owe them to your son Har­ry, when he had the good sense to ac­cept my in­vi­ta­tion to Irvine.”

			“And not to go, isn’t that it?” in­ter­rupt­ed Har­ry, grasp­ing his com­rade’s hand. “No, Jack, it is to you, scarce­ly healed of your wounds—to you, who did not de­lay a day, no, nor an hour, that we owe our be­ing found still alive in the mine!”

			“Rub­bish, no!” broke in the ob­sti­nate fel­low. “I won’t have that said, when it’s no such thing. I hur­ried to find out what had be­come of you, Har­ry, that’s all. But to give ev­ery­one his due, I will add that with­out that un­ap­proach­able gob­lin—”

			“Ah, there we are!” cried Ford. “A gob­lin!”

			“A gob­lin, a brown­ie, a fairy’s child,” re­peat­ed Jack Ryan, “a cousin of the Fire-Maid­ens, an Urisk, what­ev­er you like! It’s not the less cer­tain that with­out it we should nev­er have found our way in­to the gallery, from which you could not get out.”

			“No doubt, Jack,” an­swered Har­ry. “It re­mains to be seen whether this be­ing was as su­per­nat­u­ral as you choose to be­lieve.”

			“Su­per­nat­u­ral!” ex­claimed Ryan. “But it was as su­per­nat­u­ral as a Will-o’-the-Wisp, who may be seen skip­ping along with his lantern in his hand; you may try to catch him, but he es­capes like a fairy, and van­ish­es like a shad­ow! Don’t be un­easy, Har­ry, we shall see it again some day or oth­er!”

			“Well, Jack,” said Si­mon Ford, “Will-o’-the-Wisp or not, we shall try to find it, and you must help us.”

			“You’ll get in­to a scrap if you don’t take care, Mr. Ford!” re­spond­ed Jack Ryan.

			“We’ll see about that, Jack!”

			We may eas­i­ly imag­ine how soon this do­main of New Aber­foyle be­came fa­mil­iar to all the mem­bers of the Ford fam­i­ly, but more par­tic­u­lar­ly to Har­ry. He learnt to know all its most se­cret ins and outs. He could even say what point of the sur­face cor­re­spond­ed with what point of the mine. He knew that above this seam lay the Firth of Clyde, that there ex­tend­ed Loch Lomond and Loch Ka­trine. Those col­umns sup­port­ed a spur of the Grampian moun­tains. This vault served as a base­ment to Dum­b­ar­ton. Above this large pond passed the Bal­loch rail­way. Here end­ed the Scot­tish coast. There be­gan the sea, the tu­mult of which could be dis­tinct­ly heard dur­ing the equinoc­tial gales. Har­ry would have been a first-rate guide to these nat­u­ral cat­a­combs, and all that Alpine guides do on their snowy peaks in day­light he could have done in the dark mine by the won­der­ful pow­er of in­stinct.

			He loved New Aber­foyle. Many times, with his lamp stuck in his hat, did he pen­e­trate its fur­thest depths. He ex­plored its ponds in a skill­ful­ly-man­aged ca­noe. He even went shoot­ing, for nu­mer­ous birds had been in­tro­duced in­to the crypt—pin­tails, snipes, ducks, who fed on the fish which swarmed in the deep wa­ters. Har­ry’s eyes seemed made for the dark, just as a sailor’s are made for dis­tances. But all this while Har­ry felt ir­re­sistibly an­i­mat­ed by the hope of find­ing the mys­te­ri­ous be­ing whose in­ter­ven­tion, strict­ly speak­ing, had saved him­self and his friends. Would he suc­ceed? He cer­tain­ly would, if pre­sen­ti­ments were to be trust­ed; but cer­tain­ly not, if he judged by the suc­cess which had as yet at­tend­ed his re­search­es.

			The at­tacks di­rect­ed against the fam­i­ly of the old over­man, be­fore the dis­cov­ery of New Aber­foyle, had not been re­newed.

		
	
		
			
				XI

				Hang­ing by a Thread

			
			Al­though in this way the Ford fam­i­ly led a hap­py and con­tent­ed life, yet it was easy to see that Har­ry, nat­u­ral­ly of a grave dis­po­si­tion, be­came more and more qui­et and re­served. Even Jack Ryan, with all his good hu­mor and usu­al­ly in­fec­tious mer­ri­ment, failed to rouse him to gayety of man­ner.

			One Sun­day—it was in the month of June—the two friends were walk­ing to­geth­er on the shores of Loch Mal­colm. Coal Town rest­ed from la­bor. In the world above, stormy weath­er pre­vailed. Vi­o­lent rains fell, and dull sul­try va­pors brood­ed over the earth; the at­mos­phere was most op­pres­sive.

			Down in Coal Town there was per­fect calm; no wind, no rain. A soft and pleas­ant tem­per­a­ture ex­ist­ed in­stead of the strife of the el­e­ments which raged with­out. What won­der then, that ex­cur­sion­ists from Stir­ling came in con­sid­er­able num­bers to en­joy the calm fresh air in the re­cess­es of the mine?

			The elec­tric discs shed a bril­lian­cy of light which the British sun, of­ten­er ob­scured by fogs than it ought to be, might well en­vy. Jack Ryan kept talk­ing of these vis­i­tors, who passed them in noisy crowds, but Har­ry paid very lit­tle at­ten­tion to what he said.

			“I say, do look, Har­ry!” cried Jack. “See what num­bers of peo­ple come to vis­it us! Cheer up, old fel­low! Do the hon­ors of the place a lit­tle bet­ter. If you look so glum, you’ll make all these out­side folks think you en­vy their life above­ground.”

			“Nev­er mind me, Jack,” an­swered Har­ry. “You are jol­ly enough for two, I’m sure; that’s enough.”

			“I’ll be hanged if I don’t feel your melan­choly creep­ing over me though!” ex­claimed Jack. “I de­clare my eyes are get­ting quite dull, my lips are drawn to­geth­er, my laugh sticks in my throat; I’m for­get­ting all my songs. Come, man, what’s the mat­ter with you?”

			“You know well enough, Jack.”

			“What? the old sto­ry?”

			“Yes, the same thoughts haunt me.”

			“Ah, poor fel­low!” said Jack, shrug­ging his shoul­ders. “If you would on­ly do like me, and set all the queer things down to the ac­count of the gob­lins of the mine, you would be eas­i­er in your mind.”

			“But, Jack, you know very well that these gob­lins ex­ist on­ly in your imag­i­na­tion, and that, since the works here have been re­opened, not a sin­gle one has been seen.”

			“That’s true, Har­ry; but if no spir­its have been seen, nei­ther has any­one else to whom you could at­tribute the ex­tra­or­di­nary do­ings we want to ac­count for.”

			“I shall dis­cov­er them.”

			“Ah, Har­ry! Har­ry! it’s not so easy to catch the spir­its of New Aber­foyle!”

			“I shall find out the spir­its as you call them,” said Har­ry, in a tone of firm con­vic­tion.

			“Do you ex­pect to be able to pun­ish them?”

			“Both pun­ish and re­ward. Re­mem­ber, if one hand shut us up in that pas­sage, an­oth­er hand de­liv­ered us! I shall not soon for­get that.”

			“But, Har­ry, how can we be sure that these two hands do not be­long to the same body?”

			“What can put such a no­tion in your head, Jack?” asked Har­ry.

			“Well, I don’t know. Crea­tures that live in these holes, Har­ry, don’t you see? they can’t be made like us, eh?”

			“But they are just like us, Jack.”

			“Oh, no! don’t say that, Har­ry! Per­haps some mad­man man­aged to get in for a time.”

			“A mad­man! No mad­man would have formed such con­nect­ed plans, or done such con­tin­ued mis­chief as be­fell us af­ter the break­ing of the lad­ders.”

			“Well, but any­how he has done no harm for the last three years, ei­ther to you, Har­ry, or any of your peo­ple.”

			“No mat­ter, Jack,” replied Har­ry; “I am per­suad­ed that this ma­lig­nant be­ing, who­ev­er he is, has by no means giv­en up his evil in­ten­tions. I can hard­ly say on what I found my con­vic­tions. But at any rate, for the sake of the new works, I must and will know who he is and whence he comes.”

			“For the sake of the new works did you say?” asked Jack, con­sid­er­ably sur­prised.

			“I said so, Jack,” re­turned Har­ry. “I may be mis­tak­en, but, to me, all that has hap­pened proves the ex­is­tence of an in­ter­est in this mine in strong op­po­si­tion to ours. Many a time have I con­sid­ered the mat­ter; I feel al­most sure of it. Just con­sid­er the whole se­ries of in­ex­pli­ca­ble cir­cum­stances, so sin­gu­lar­ly linked to­geth­er. To be­gin with, the anony­mous let­ter, con­tra­dic­to­ry to that of my fa­ther, at once proves that some man had be­come aware of our projects, and wished to pre­vent their ac­com­plish­ment. Mr. Starr comes to see us at the Dochart pit. No soon­er does he en­ter it with me than an im­mense stone is cast up­on us, and com­mu­ni­ca­tion is in­ter­rupt­ed by the break­ing of the lad­ders in the Yarrow shaft. We com­mence ex­plor­ing. An ex­per­i­ment, by which the ex­is­tence of a new vein would be proved, is ren­dered im­pos­si­ble by stop­page of fis­sures. Not­with­stand­ing this, the ex­am­i­na­tion is car­ried out, the vein dis­cov­ered. We re­turn as we came, a prodi­gious gust of air meets us, our lamp is bro­ken, ut­ter dark­ness sur­rounds us. Nev­er­the­less, we make our way along the gloomy pas­sage un­til, on reach­ing the en­trance, we find it blocked up. There we were—im­pris­oned. Now, Jack, don’t you see in all these things a ma­li­cious in­ten­tion? Ah, yes, be­lieve me, some be­ing hith­er­to in­vis­i­ble, but not su­per­nat­u­ral, as you will per­sist in think­ing, was con­cealed in the mine. For some rea­son, known on­ly to him­self, he strove to keep us out of it. Was there, did I say? I feel an in­ward con­vic­tion that he is there still, and prob­a­bly pre­pares some ter­ri­ble dis­as­ter for us. Even at the risk of my life, Jack, I am re­solved to dis­cov­er him.”

			Har­ry spoke with an earnest­ness which strong­ly im­pressed his com­pan­ion. “Well, Har­ry,” said he, “if I am forced to agree with you in cer­tain points, won’t you ad­mit that some kind fairy or brown­ie, by bring­ing bread and wa­ter to you, was the means of—”

			“Jack, my friend,” in­ter­rupt­ed Har­ry, “it is my be­lief that the friend­ly per­son, whom you will per­sist in call­ing a spir­it, ex­ists in the mine as cer­tain­ly as the crim­i­nal we speak of, and I mean to seek them both in the most dis­tant re­cess­es of the mine.”

			“But,” in­quired Jack, “have you any pos­si­ble clue to guide your search?”

			“Per­haps I have. Lis­ten to me! Five miles west of New Aber­foyle, un­der the sol­id rock which sup­ports Ben Lomond, there ex­ists a nat­u­ral shaft which de­scends per­pen­dic­u­lar­ly in­to the vein be­neath. A week ago I went to as­cer­tain the depth of this shaft. While sound­ing it, and bend­ing over the open­ing as my plumb-line went down, it seemed to me that the air with­in was ag­i­tat­ed, as though beat­en by huge wings.”

			“Some bird must have got lost among the low­er gal­leries,” replied Jack.

			“But that is not all, Jack. This very morn­ing I went back to the place, and, lis­ten­ing at­ten­tive­ly, I thought I could de­tect a sound like a sort of groan­ing.”

			“Groan­ing!” cried Jack, “that must be non­sense; it was a cur­rent of air—un­less in­deed some ghost—”

			“I shall know to­mor­row what it was,” said Har­ry.

			“To­mor­row?” an­swered Jack, look­ing at his friend.

			“Yes; to­mor­row I am go­ing down in­to that abyss.”

			“Har­ry! that will be a tempt­ing of Prov­i­dence.”

			“No, Jack, Prov­i­dence will aid me in the at­tempt. To­mor­row, you and some of our com­rades will go with me to that shaft. I will fas­ten my­self to a long rope, by which you can let me down, and draw me up at a giv­en sig­nal. I may de­pend up­on you, Jack?”

			“Well, Har­ry,” said Jack, shak­ing his head, “I will do as you wish me; but I tell you all the same, you are very wrong.”

			“Noth­ing ven­ture noth­ing win,” said Har­ry, in a tone of de­ci­sion. “To­mor­row morn­ing, then, at six o’clock. Be silent, and farewell!”

			It must be ad­mit­ted that Jack Ryan’s fears were far from ground­less. Har­ry would ex­pose him­self to very great dan­ger, sup­pos­ing the en­e­my he sought for lay con­cealed at the bot­tom of the pit in­to which he was go­ing to de­scend. It did not seem like­ly that such was the case, how­ev­er.

			“Why in the world,” re­peat­ed Jack Ryan, “should he take all this trou­ble to ac­count for a set of facts so very eas­i­ly and sim­ply ex­plained by the su­per­nat­u­ral in­ter­ven­tion of the spir­its of the mine?”

			But, not­with­stand­ing his ob­jec­tions to the scheme, Jack Ryan and three min­ers of his gang ar­rived next morn­ing with Har­ry at the mouth of the open­ing of the sus­pi­cious shaft. Har­ry had not men­tioned his in­ten­tions ei­ther to James Starr or to the old over­man. Jack had been dis­creet enough to say noth­ing.

			Har­ry had pro­vid­ed him­self with a rope about 200 feet long. It was not par­tic­u­lar­ly thick, but very strong—suf­fi­cient­ly so to sus­tain his weight. His friends were to let him down in­to the gulf, and his pulling the cord was to be the sig­nal to with­draw him.

			The open­ing in­to this shaft or well was twelve feet wide. A beam was thrown across like a bridge, so that the cord pass­ing over it should hang down the cen­ter of the open­ing, and save Har­ry from strik­ing against the sides in his de­scent.

			He was ready.

			“Are you still de­ter­mined to ex­plore this abyss?” whis­pered Jack Ryan.

			“Yes, I am, Jack.”

			The cord was fas­tened round Har­ry’s thighs and un­der his arms, to keep him from rock­ing. Thus sup­port­ed, he was free to use both his hands. A safe­ty-lamp hung at his belt, al­so a large, strong knife in a leather sheath.

			Har­ry ad­vanced to the mid­dle of the beam, around which the cord was passed. Then his friends be­gan to let him down, and he slow­ly sank in­to the pit. As the rope caused him to swing gen­tly round and round, the light of his lamp fell in turns on all points of the side walls, so that he was able to ex­am­ine them care­ful­ly. These walls con­sist­ed of pit coal, and so smooth that it would be im­pos­si­ble to as­cend them.

			Har­ry cal­cu­lat­ed that he was go­ing down at the rate of about a foot per sec­ond, so that he had time to look about him, and be ready for any event.

			Dur­ing two min­utes—that is to say, to the depth of about 120 feet, the de­scent con­tin­ued with­out any in­ci­dent.

			No lat­er­al gallery opened from the side walls of the pit, which was grad­u­al­ly nar­row­ing in­to the shape of a fun­nel. But Har­ry be­gan to feel a fresh­er air ris­ing from be­neath, whence he con­clud­ed that the bot­tom of the pit com­mu­ni­cat­ed with a gallery of some de­scrip­tion in the low­est part of the mine.

			The cord con­tin­ued to un­wind. Dark­ness and si­lence were com­plete. If any liv­ing be­ing what­ev­er had sought refuge in the deep and mys­te­ri­ous abyss, he had ei­ther left it, or, if there, by no move­ment did he in the slight­est way be­tray his pres­ence.

			Har­ry, be­com­ing more sus­pi­cious the low­er he got, now drew his knife and held it in his right hand. At a depth of 180 feet, his feet touched the low­er point and the cord slack­ened and un­wound no fur­ther.

			Har­ry breathed more freely for a mo­ment. One of the fears he en­ter­tained had been that, dur­ing his de­scent, the cord might be cut above him, but he had seen no pro­jec­tion from the walls be­hind which any­one could have been con­cealed.

			The bot­tom of the abyss was quite dry. Har­ry, tak­ing the lamp from his belt, walked round the place, and per­ceived he had been right in his con­jec­tures.

			An ex­treme­ly nar­row pas­sage led aside out of the pit. He had to stoop to look in­to it, and on­ly by creep­ing could it be fol­lowed; but as he want­ed to see in which di­rec­tion it led, and whether an­oth­er abyss opened from it, he lay down on the ground and be­gan to en­ter it on hands and knees.

			An ob­sta­cle speed­i­ly ar­rest­ed his progress. He fan­cied he could per­ceive by touch­ing it, that a hu­man body lay across the pas­sage. A sud­den thrill of hor­ror and sur­prise made him hasti­ly draw back, but he again ad­vanced and felt more care­ful­ly.

			His sens­es had not de­ceived him; a body did in­deed lie there; and he soon as­cer­tained that, al­though icy cold at the ex­trem­i­ties, there was some vi­tal heat re­main­ing. In less time than it takes to tell it, Har­ry had drawn the body from the re­cess to the bot­tom of the shaft, and, seiz­ing his lamp, he cast its lights on what he had found, ex­claim­ing im­me­di­ate­ly, “Why, it is a child!”

			The child still breathed, but so very fee­bly that Har­ry ex­pect­ed it to cease ev­ery in­stant. Not a mo­ment was to be lost; he must car­ry this poor lit­tle crea­ture out of the pit, and take it home to his moth­er as quick­ly as he could. He ea­ger­ly fas­tened the cord round his waist, stuck on his lamp, clasped the child to his breast with his left arm, and, keep­ing his right hand free to hold the knife, he gave the sig­nal agreed on, to have the rope pulled up.

			It tight­ened at once; he be­gan the as­cent. Har­ry looked around him with re­dou­bled care, for more than his own life was now in dan­ger.

			For a few min­utes all went well, no ac­ci­dent seemed to threat­en him, when sud­den­ly he heard the sound of a great rush of air from be­neath; and, look­ing down, he could dim­ly per­ceive through the gloom a broad mass aris­ing un­til it passed him, strik­ing him as it went by.

			It was an enor­mous bird—of what sort he could not see; it flew up­wards on mighty wings, then paused, hov­ered, and dashed fierce­ly down up­on Har­ry, who could on­ly wield his knife in one hand. He de­fend­ed him­self and the child as well as he could, but the fe­ro­cious bird seemed to aim all its blows at him alone. Afraid of cut­ting the cord, he could not strike it as he wished, and the strug­gle was pro­longed, while Har­ry shout­ed with all his might in hopes of mak­ing his com­rades hear.

			He soon knew they did, for they pulled the rope up faster; a dis­tance of about eighty feet re­mained to be got over. The bird ceased its di­rect at­tack, but in­creased the hor­ror and dan­ger of his sit­u­a­tion by rush­ing at the cord, cling­ing to it just out of his reach, and en­deav­or­ing, by peck­ing fu­ri­ous­ly, to cut it.

			Har­ry felt over­come with ter­ri­ble dread. One strand of the rope gave way, and it made them sink a lit­tle.

			A shriek of de­spair es­caped his lips.

			A sec­ond strand was di­vid­ed, and the dou­ble bur­den now hung sus­pend­ed by on­ly half the cord.

			Har­ry dropped his knife, and by a su­per­hu­man ef­fort suc­ceed­ed, at the mo­ment the rope was giv­ing way, in catch­ing hold of it with his right hand above the cut made by the beak of the bird. But, pow­er­ful­ly as he held it in his iron grasp, he could feel it grad­u­al­ly slip­ping through his fin­gers.

			He might have caught it, and held on with both hands by sac­ri­fic­ing the life of the child he sup­port­ed in his left arm. The idea crossed him, but was ban­ished in an in­stant, al­though he be­lieved him­self quite un­able to hold out un­til drawn to the sur­face. For a sec­ond he closed his eyes, be­liev­ing they were about to plunge back in­to the abyss.

			He looked up once more; the huge bird had dis­ap­peared; his hand was at the very ex­trem­i­ty of the bro­ken rope—when, just as his con­vul­sive grasp was fail­ing, he was seized by the men, and with the child was placed on the lev­el ground.

			The fear­ful strain of anx­i­ety re­moved, a re­ac­tion took place, and Har­ry fell faint­ing in­to the arms of his friends.

		
	
		
			
				XII

				Nell Adopt­ed

			
			A cou­ple of hours lat­er, Har­ry still un­con­scious, and the child in a very fee­ble state, were brought to the cot­tage by Jack Ryan and his com­pan­ions. The old over­man lis­tened to the ac­count of their ad­ven­tures, while Madge at­tend­ed with the ut­most care to the wants of her son, and of the poor crea­ture whom he had res­cued from the pit.

			Har­ry imag­ined her a mere child, but she was a maid­en of the age of fif­teen or six­teen years.

			She gazed at them with vague and won­der­ing eyes; and the thin face, drawn by suf­fer­ing, the pal­lid com­plex­ion, which light could nev­er have tinged, and the frag­ile, slen­der fig­ure, gave her an ap­pear­ance at once sin­gu­lar and at­trac­tive. Jack Ryan de­clared that she seemed to him to be an un­com­mon­ly in­ter­est­ing kind of ghost.

			It must have been due to the strange and pe­cu­liar cir­cum­stances un­der which her life hith­er­to had been led, that she scarce­ly seemed to be­long to the hu­man race. Her coun­te­nance was of a very un­com­mon cast, and her eyes, hard­ly able to bear the lamp­light in the cot­tage, glanced around in a con­fused and puz­zled way, as if all were new to them.

			As this sin­gu­lar be­ing re­clined on Madge’s bed and awoke to con­scious­ness, as from a long sleep, the old Scotch­wom­an be­gan to ques­tion her a lit­tle.

			“What do they call you, my dear?” said she.

			“Nell,” replied the girl.

			“Do you feel any­thing the mat­ter with you, Nell?”

			“I am hun­gry. I have eat­en noth­ing since—since—”

			Nell ut­tered these few words like one un­used to speak much. They were in the Gael­ic lan­guage, which was of­ten spo­ken by Si­mon and his fam­i­ly. Madge im­me­di­ate­ly brought her some food; she was ev­i­dent­ly fam­ished. It was im­pos­si­ble to say how long she might have been in that pit.

			“How many days had you been down there, dearie?” in­quired Madge.

			Nell made no an­swer; she seemed not to un­der­stand the ques­tion.

			“How many days, do you think?”

			“Days?” re­peat­ed Nell, as though the word had no mean­ing for her, and she shook her head to sig­ni­fy en­tire want of com­pre­hen­sion.

			Madge took her hand, and stroked it ca­ress­ing­ly. “How old are you, my lassie?” she asked, smil­ing kind­ly at her.

			Nell shook her head again.

			“Yes, yes,” con­tin­ued Madge, “how many years old?”

			“Years?” replied Nell. She seemed to un­der­stand that word no bet­ter than days! Si­mon, Har­ry, Jack, and the rest, looked on with an air of min­gled com­pas­sion, won­der, and sym­pa­thy. The state of this poor thing, clothed in a mis­er­able gar­ment of coarse woolen stuff, seemed to im­press them painful­ly.

			Har­ry, more than all the rest, seemed at­tract­ed by the very pe­cu­liar­i­ty of this poor stranger. He drew near, took Nell’s hand from his moth­er, and looked di­rect­ly at her, while some­thing like a smile curved her lip. “Nell,” he said, “Nell, away down there—in the mine—were you all alone?”

			“Alone! alone!” cried the girl, rais­ing her­self hasti­ly. Her fea­tures ex­pressed ter­ror; her eyes, which had ap­peared to soft­en as Har­ry looked at her, be­came quite wild again. “Alone!” re­peat­ed she, “alone!”—and she fell back on the bed, as though de­prived of all strength.

			“The poor bairn is too weak to speak to us,” said Madge, when she had ad­just­ed the pil­lows. “Af­ter a good rest, and a lit­tle more food, she will be stronger. Come away, Si­mon and Har­ry, and all the rest of you, and let her go to sleep.” So Nell was left alone, and in a very few min­utes slept pro­found­ly.

			This event caused a great sen­sa­tion, not on­ly in the coal mines, but in Stir­ling­shire, and ul­ti­mate­ly through­out the king­dom. The strange­ness of the sto­ry was ex­ag­ger­at­ed; the af­fair could not have made more com­mo­tion had they found the girl en­closed in the sol­id rock, like one of those an­te­dilu­vian crea­tures who have oc­ca­sion­al­ly been re­leased by a stroke of the pick­ax from their stony prison. Nell be­came a fash­ion­able won­der with­out know­ing it. Su­per­sti­tious folks made her sto­ry a new sub­ject for leg­endary mar­vels, and were in­clined to think, as Jack Ryan told Har­ry, that Nell was the spir­it of the mines.

			“Be it so, Jack,” said the young man; “but at any rate she is the good spir­it. It can have been none but she who brought us bread and wa­ter when we were shut up down there; and as to the bad spir­it, who must still be in the mine, we’ll catch him some day.”

			Of course James Starr had been at once in­formed of all this, and came, as soon as the young girl had suf­fi­cient­ly re­cov­ered her strength, to see her, and en­deav­or to ques­tion her care­ful­ly.

			She ap­peared ig­no­rant of near­ly ev­ery­thing re­lat­ing to life, and, al­though ev­i­dent­ly in­tel­li­gent, was want­ing in many el­e­men­tary ideas, such as time, for in­stance. She had nev­er been used to its di­vi­sion, and the words sig­ni­fy­ing hours, days, months, and years were un­known to her.

			Her eyes, ac­cus­tomed to the night, were pained by the glare of the elec­tric discs; but in the dark her sight was won­der­ful­ly keen, the pupil di­lat­ed in a re­mark­able man­ner, and she could see where to oth­ers there ap­peared pro­found ob­scu­ri­ty. It was cer­tain that her brain had nev­er re­ceived any im­pres­sion of the out­er world, that her eyes had nev­er looked be­yond the mine, and that these somber depths had been all the world to her.

			The poor girl prob­a­bly knew not that there were a sun and stars, towns and coun­ties, a mighty uni­verse com­posed of myr­i­ads of worlds. But un­til she com­pre­hend­ed the sig­nif­i­cance of words at present con­vey­ing no pre­cise mean­ing to her, it was im­pos­si­ble to as­cer­tain what she knew.

			As to whether or not Nell had lived alone in the re­cess­es of New Aber­foyle, James Starr was obliged to re­main un­cer­tain; in­deed, any al­lu­sion to the sub­ject ex­cit­ed ev­i­dent alarm in the mind of this strange girl. Ei­ther Nell could not or would not re­ply to ques­tions, but that some se­cret ex­ist­ed in con­nec­tion with the place, which she could have ex­plained, was man­i­fest.

			“Should you like to stay with us? Should you like to go back to where we found you?” asked James Starr.

			“Oh, yes!” ex­claimed the maid­en, in an­swer to his first ques­tion; but a cry of ter­ror was all she seemed able to say to the sec­ond.

			James Starr, as well as Si­mon and Har­ry Ford, could not help feel­ing a cer­tain amount of un­easi­ness with re­gard to this per­sis­tent si­lence. They found it im­pos­si­ble to for­get all that had ap­peared so in­ex­pli­ca­ble at the time they made the dis­cov­ery of the coal mine; and al­though that was three years ago, and noth­ing new had hap­pened, they al­ways ex­pect­ed some fresh at­tack on the part of the in­vis­i­ble en­e­my.

			They re­solved to ex­plore the mys­te­ri­ous well, and did so, well armed and in con­sid­er­able num­bers. But noth­ing sus­pi­cious was to be seen; the shaft com­mu­ni­cat­ed with low­er stages of the crypt, hol­lowed out in the car­bonif­er­ous bed.

			Many a time did James Starr, Si­mon, and Har­ry talk over these things. If one or more malev­o­lent be­ings were con­cealed in the coal-pit, and there con­coct­ed mis­chief, Nell sure­ly could have warned them of it, yet she said noth­ing. The slight­est al­lu­sion to her past life brought on such fits of vi­o­lent emo­tion, that it was judged best to avoid the sub­ject for the present. Her se­cret would cer­tain­ly es­cape her by-and-by.

			By the time Nell had been a fort­night in the cot­tage, she had be­come a most in­tel­li­gent and zeal­ous as­sis­tant to old Madge. It was clear that she in­stinc­tive­ly felt she should re­main in the dwelling where she had been so char­i­ta­bly re­ceived, and per­haps nev­er dreamt of quit­ting it. This fam­i­ly was all in all to her, and to the good folks them­selves Nell had seemed an adopt­ed child from the mo­ment when she first came be­neath their roof. Nell was in truth a charm­ing crea­ture; her new mode of ex­is­tence added to her beau­ty, for these were no doubt the first hap­py days of her life, and her heart was full of grat­i­tude to­wards those to whom she owed them. Madge felt to­wards her as a moth­er would; the old wom­an dot­ed up­on her; in short, she was beloved by ev­ery­body. Jack Ryan on­ly re­gret­ted one thing, which was that he had not saved her him­self. Friend Jack of­ten came to the cot­tage. He sang, and Nell, who had nev­er heard singing be­fore, ad­mired it great­ly; but any­one might see that she pre­ferred to Jack’s songs the graver con­ver­sa­tion of Har­ry, from whom by de­grees she learnt truths con­cern­ing the out­er world, of which hith­er­to she had known noth­ing.

			It must be said that, since Nell had ap­peared in her own per­son, Jack Ryan had been obliged to ad­mit that his be­lief in hob­gob­lins was in a mea­sure weak­ened. A cou­ple of months lat­er his creduli­ty ex­pe­ri­enced a fur­ther shock. About that time Har­ry un­ex­pect­ed­ly made a dis­cov­ery which, in part at least, ac­count­ed for the ap­pari­tion of the fire-maid­ens among the ru­ins of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle at Irvine.

			Dur­ing sev­er­al days he had been en­gaged in ex­plor­ing the re­mote gal­leries of the prodi­gious ex­ca­va­tion to­wards the south. At last he scram­bled with dif­fi­cul­ty up a nar­row pas­sage which branched off through the up­per rock. To his great as­ton­ish­ment, he sud­den­ly found him­self in the open air. The pas­sage, af­ter as­cend­ing oblique­ly to the sur­face of the ground, led out di­rect­ly among the ru­ins of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle.

			There was, there­fore, a com­mu­ni­ca­tion be­tween New Aber­foyle and the hills crowned by this an­cient cas­tle. The up­per en­trance to this gallery, be­ing com­plete­ly con­cealed by stones and brush­wood, was in­vis­i­ble from with­out; at the time of their search, there­fore, the mag­is­trates had been able to dis­cov­er noth­ing.

			A few days af­ter­wards, James Starr, guid­ed by Har­ry, came him­self to in­spect this cu­ri­ous nat­u­ral open­ing in­to the coal mine. “Well,” said he, “here is enough to con­vince the most su­per­sti­tious among us. Farewell to all their brown­ies, gob­lins, and fire-maid­ens now!”

			“I hard­ly think, Mr. Starr, we ought to con­grat­u­late our­selves,” replied Har­ry. “What­ev­er it is we have in­stead of these things, it can’t be bet­ter, and may be worse than they are.”

			“That’s true, Har­ry,” said the en­gi­neer; “but what’s to be done? It is plain that, what­ev­er the be­ings are who hide in the mine, they reach the sur­face of the earth by this pas­sage. No doubt it was the light of torch­es waved by them dur­ing that dark and stormy night which at­tract­ed the Mo­ta­la to­wards the rocky coast, and like the wreck­ers of for­mer days, they would have plun­dered the un­for­tu­nate ves­sel, had it not been for Jack Ryan and his friends. Any­how, so far it is ev­i­dent, and here is the mouth of the den. As to its oc­cu­pants, the ques­tion is—Are they here still?”

			“I say yes; be­cause Nell trem­bles when we men­tion them—yes, be­cause Nell will not, or dare not, speak about them,” an­swered Har­ry in a tone of de­ci­sion.

			Har­ry was sure­ly in the right. Had these mys­te­ri­ous denizens of the pit aban­doned it, or ceased to vis­it the spot, what rea­son could the girl have had for keep­ing si­lence?

			James Starr could not rest till he had pen­e­trat­ed this mys­tery. He fore­saw that the whole fu­ture of the new ex­ca­va­tions must de­pend up­on it. Re­newed and strict pre­cau­tions were there­fore tak­en. The au­thor­i­ties were in­formed of the dis­cov­ery of the en­trance. Watch­ers were placed among the ru­ins of the cas­tle. Har­ry him­self lay hid for sev­er­al nights in the thick­ets of brush­wood which clothed the hill­side.

			Noth­ing was dis­cov­ered—no hu­man be­ing emerged from the open­ing. So most peo­ple came to the con­clu­sion that the vil­lains had been fi­nal­ly dis­lodged from the mine, and that, as to Nell, they must sup­pose her to be dead at the bot­tom of the shaft where they had left her.

			While it re­mained un­worked, the mine had been a safe enough place of refuge, se­cure from all search or pur­suit. But now, cir­cum­stances be­ing al­tered, it be­came dif­fi­cult to con­ceal this lurk­ing-place, and it might rea­son­ably be hoped they were gone, and that noth­ing for the fu­ture was to be dread­ed from them.

			James Starr, how­ev­er, could not feel sure about it; nei­ther could Har­ry be sat­is­fied on the sub­ject, of­ten re­peat­ing, “Nell has clear­ly been mixed up with all this se­cret busi­ness. If she had noth­ing more to fear, why should she keep si­lence? It can­not be doubt­ed that she is hap­py with us. She likes us all—she adores my moth­er. Her ab­so­lute si­lence as to her for­mer life, when by speak­ing out she might ben­e­fit us, proves to me that some aw­ful se­cret, which she dares not re­veal, weighs on her mind. It may al­so be that she be­lieves it bet­ter for us, as well as for her­self, that she should re­main mute in a way oth­er­wise so un­ac­count­able.”

			In con­se­quence of these opin­ions, it was agreed by com­mon con­sent to avoid all al­lu­sion to the maid­en’s for­mer mode of life. One day, how­ev­er, Har­ry was led to make known to Nell what James Starr, his fa­ther, moth­er, and him­self be­lieved they owed to her in­ter­fer­ence.

			It was a fête-day. The min­ers made hol­i­day on the sur­face of the coun­ty of Stir­ling as well as in its sub­ter­ra­ne­ous do­mains. Par­ties of hol­i­day­mak­ers were mov­ing about in all di­rec­tions. Songs re­sound­ed in many places be­neath the sonorous vaults of New Aber­foyle. Har­ry and Nell left the cot­tage, and slow­ly walked along the left bank of Loch Mal­colm.

			Then the elec­tric bril­liance dart­ed less vivid­ly, and the rays were in­ter­rupt­ed with fan­tas­tic ef­fect by the sharp an­gles of the pic­turesque rocks which sup­port­ed the dome. This im­per­fect light suit­ed Nell, to whose eyes a glare was very un­pleas­ant.

			“Nell,” said Har­ry, “your eyes are not fit for day­light yet, and could not bear the bright­ness of the sun.”

			“In­deed they could not,” replied the girl; “if the sun is such as you de­scribe it to me, Har­ry.”

			“I can­not by any words, Nell, give you an idea ei­ther of his splen­dor or of the beau­ty of that uni­verse which your eyes have nev­er be­held. But tell me, is it re­al­ly pos­si­ble that, since the day when you were born in the depths of the coal mine, you nev­er once have been up to the sur­face of the earth?”

			“Nev­er once, Har­ry,” said she; “I do not be­lieve that, even as an in­fant, my fa­ther or moth­er ev­er car­ried me thith­er. I am sure I should have re­tained some im­pres­sion of the open air if they had.”

			“I be­lieve you would,” an­swered Har­ry. “Long ago, Nell, many chil­dren used to live al­to­geth­er in the mine; com­mu­ni­ca­tion was then dif­fi­cult, and I have met with more than one young per­son, quite as ig­no­rant as you are of things above­ground. But now the rail­way through our great tun­nel takes us in a few min­utes to the up­per re­gions of our coun­try. I long, Nell, to hear you say, ‘Come, Har­ry, my eyes can bear day­light, and I want to see the sun! I want to look up­on the works of the Almighty.’ ”

			“I shall soon say so, Har­ry, I hope,” replied the girl; “I shall soon go with you to the world above; and yet—”

			“What are you go­ing to say, Nell?” hasti­ly cried Har­ry; “can you pos­si­bly re­gret hav­ing quit­ted that gloomy abyss in which you spent your ear­ly years, and whence we drew you half dead?”

			“No, Har­ry,” an­swered Nell; “I was on­ly think­ing that dark­ness is beau­ti­ful as well as light. If you but knew what eyes ac­cus­tomed to its depth can see! Shades flit by, which one longs to fol­low; cir­cles min­gle and in­ter­twine, and one could gaze on them for­ev­er; black hol­lows, full of in­def­i­nite gleams of ra­di­ance, lie deep at the bot­tom of the mine. And then the voice-like sounds! Ah, Har­ry! one must have lived down there to un­der­stand what I feel, what I can nev­er ex­press.”

			“And were you not afraid, Nell, all alone there?”

			“It was just when I was alone that I was not afraid.”

			Nell’s voice al­tered slight­ly as she said these words; how­ev­er, Har­ry thought he might press the sub­ject a lit­tle fur­ther, so he said, “But one might be eas­i­ly lost in these great gal­leries, Nell. Were you not afraid of los­ing your way?”

			“Oh, no, Har­ry; for a long time I had known ev­ery turn of the new mine.”

			“Did you nev­er leave it?”

			“Yes, now and then,” an­swered the girl with a lit­tle hes­i­ta­tion; “some­times I have been as far as the old mine of Aber­foyle.”

			“So you knew our old cot­tage?”

			“The cot­tage! oh, yes; but the peo­ple who lived there I on­ly saw at a great dis­tance.”

			“They were my fa­ther and moth­er,” said Har­ry; “and I was there too; we have al­ways lived there—we nev­er would give up the old dwelling.”

			“Per­haps it would have been bet­ter for you if you had,” mur­mured the maid­en.

			“Why so, Nell? Was it not just be­cause we were ob­sti­nate­ly re­solved to re­main that we end­ed by dis­cov­er­ing the new vein of coal? And did not that dis­cov­ery lead to the hap­py re­sult of pro­vid­ing work for a large pop­u­la­tion, and restor­ing them to ease and com­fort? and did it not en­able us to find you, Nell, to save your life, and give you the love of all our hearts?”

			“Ah, yes, for me in­deed it is well, what­ev­er may hap­pen,” replied Nell earnest­ly; “for oth­ers—who can tell?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Oh, noth­ing—noth­ing. But it used to be very dan­ger­ous at that time to go in­to the new cut­ting—yes, very dan­ger­ous in­deed, Har­ry! Once some rash peo­ple made their way in­to these chasms. They got a long, long way; they were lost!”

			“They were lost?” said Har­ry, look­ing at her.

			“Yes, lost!” re­peat­ed Nell in a trem­bling voice. “They could not find their way out.”

			“And there,” cried Har­ry, “they were im­pris­oned dur­ing eight long days! They were at the point of death, Nell; and, but for a kind and char­i­ta­ble be­ing—an an­gel per­haps—sent by God to help them, who se­cret­ly brought them a lit­tle food; but for a mys­te­ri­ous guide, who af­ter­wards led to them their de­liv­er­ers, they nev­er would have es­caped from that liv­ing tomb!”

			“And how do you know about that?” de­mand­ed the girl.

			“Be­cause those men were James Starr, my fa­ther, and my­self, Nell!”

			Nell looked up hasti­ly, seized the young man’s hand, and gazed so fixed­ly in­to his eyes that his feel­ings were stirred to their depths. “You were there?” at last she ut­tered.

			“I was in­deed,” said Har­ry, af­ter a pause, “and she to whom we owe our lives can have been none oth­er than your­self, Nell!”

			Nell hid her face in her hands with­out speak­ing. Har­ry had nev­er seen her so much af­fect­ed.

			“Those who saved your life, Nell,” added he in a voice tremu­lous with emo­tion, “al­ready owed theirs to you; do you think they will ev­er for­get it?”

		
	
		
			
				XIII

				On the Re­volv­ing Lad­der

			
			The min­ing op­er­a­tions at New Aber­foyle con­tin­ued to be car­ried on very suc­cess­ful­ly. As a mat­ter of course, the en­gi­neer, James Starr, as well as Si­mon Ford, the dis­cov­er­ers of this rich car­bonif­er­ous re­gion, shared large­ly in the prof­its.

			In time Har­ry be­came a part­ner. But he nev­er thought of quit­ting the cot­tage. He took his fa­ther’s place as over­man, and dili­gent­ly su­per­in­tend­ed the works of this colony of min­ers. Jack Ryan was proud and de­light­ed at the good for­tune which had be­fall­en his com­rade. He him­self was get­ting on very well al­so.

			They fre­quent­ly met, ei­ther at the cot­tage or at the works in the pit. Jack did not fail to re­mark the sen­ti­ments en­ter­tained by Har­ry to­wards Nell. Har­ry would not con­fess to them; but Jack on­ly laughed at him when he shook his head and tried to de­ny any spe­cial in­ter­est in her.

			It must be not­ed that Jack Ryan had the great­est pos­si­ble wish to be of the par­ty when Nell should pay her first vis­it to the up­per sur­face of the coun­ty of Stir­ling. He wished to see her won­der and ad­mi­ra­tion on first be­hold­ing the yet un­known face of Na­ture. He very much hoped that Har­ry would take him with them when the ex­cur­sion was made. As yet, how­ev­er, the lat­ter had made no pro­pos­al of the kind to him, which caused him to feel a lit­tle un­easy as to his in­ten­tions.

			One morn­ing Jack Ryan was de­scend­ing through a shaft which led from the sur­face to the low­er re­gions of the pit. He did so by means of one of those lad­ders which, con­tin­u­al­ly re­volv­ing by ma­chin­ery, en­abled per­sons to as­cend and de­scend with­out fa­tigue. This ap­pa­ra­tus had low­ered him about a hun­dred and fifty feet, when at a nar­row land­ing-place he per­ceived Har­ry, who was com­ing up to his labors for the day.

			“Well met, my friend!” cried Jack, rec­og­niz­ing his com­rade by the light of the elec­tric lamps.

			“Ah, Jack!” replied Har­ry, “I am glad to see you. I’ve got some­thing to pro­pose.”

			“I can lis­ten to noth­ing till you tell me how Nell is,” in­ter­rupt­ed Jack Ryan.

			“Nell is all right, Jack—so much so, in fact, that I hope in a month or six weeks—”

			“To mar­ry her, Har­ry?”

			“Jack, you don’t know what you are talk­ing about!”

			“Ah, that’s very like­ly; but I know quite well what I shall do.”

			“What will you do?”

			“Mar­ry her my­self, if you don’t; so look sharp,” laughed Jack. “By Saint Mun­go! I think an im­mense deal of bon­ny Nell! A fine young crea­ture like that, who has been brought up in the mine, is just the very wife for a min­er. She is an or­phan—so am I; and if you don’t care much for her, and if she will have me—”

			Har­ry looked grave­ly at Jack, and let him talk on with­out try­ing to stop him. “Don’t you be­gin to feel jeal­ous, Har­ry?” asked Jack in a more se­ri­ous tone.

			“Not at all,” an­swered Har­ry qui­et­ly.

			“But if you don’t mar­ry Nell your­self, you sure­ly can’t ex­pect her to re­main a spin­ster?”

			“I ex­pect noth­ing,” said Har­ry.

			A move­ment of the lad­der ma­chin­ery now gave the two friends the op­por­tu­ni­ty—one to go up, the oth­er down the shaft. How­ev­er, they re­mained where they were.

			“Har­ry,” quoth Jack, “do you think I spoke in earnest just now about Nell?”

			“No, that I don’t, Jack.”

			“Well, but now I will!”

			“You? speak in earnest?”

			“My good fel­low, I can tell you I am quite ca­pa­ble of giv­ing a friend a bit of ad­vice.”

			“Let’s hear, then, Jack!”

			“Well, look here! You love Nell as hearti­ly as she de­serves. Old Si­mon, your fa­ther, and old Madge, your moth­er, both love her as if she were their daugh­ter. Why don’t you make her so in re­al­i­ty? Why don’t you mar­ry her?”

			“Come, Jack,” said Har­ry, “you are run­ning on as if you knew how Nell felt on the sub­ject.”

			“Ev­ery­body knows that,” replied Jack, “and there­fore it is im­pos­si­ble to make you jeal­ous of any of us. But here goes the lad­der again—I’m off!”

			“Stop a minute, Jack!” cried Har­ry, de­tain­ing his com­pan­ion, who was step­ping on­to the mov­ing stair­case.

			“I say! you seem to mean me to take up my quar­ters here al­to­geth­er!”

			“Do be se­ri­ous and lis­ten, Jack! I want to speak in earnest my­self now.”

			“Well, I’ll lis­ten till the lad­der moves again, not a minute longer.”

			“Jack,” re­sumed Har­ry, “I need not pre­tend that I do not love Nell; I wish above all things to make her my wife.”

			“That’s all right!”

			“But for the present I have scru­ples of con­science as to ask­ing her to make me a prom­ise which would be ir­rev­o­ca­ble.”

			“What can you mean, Har­ry?”

			“I mean just this—that, it be­ing cer­tain Nell has nev­er been out­side this coal mine in the very depths of which she was born, it stands to rea­son that she knows noth­ing, and can com­pre­hend noth­ing of what ex­ists be­yond it. Her eyes—yes, and per­haps al­so her heart—have ev­ery­thing yet to learn. Who can tell what her thoughts will be, when per­fect­ly new im­pres­sions shall be made up­on her mind? As yet she knows noth­ing of the world, and to me it would seem like de­ceiv­ing her, if I led her to de­cide in ig­no­rance, up­on choos­ing to re­main all her life in the coal mine. Do you un­der­stand me, Jack?”

			“Hem!—yes—pret­ty well. What I un­der­stand best is that you are go­ing to make me miss an­oth­er turn of the lad­der.”

			“Jack,” replied Har­ry grave­ly, “if this ma­chin­ery were to stop al­to­geth­er, if this land­ing-place were to fall be­neath our feet, you must and shall hear what I have to say.”

			“Well done, Har­ry! that’s how I like to be spo­ken to! Let’s set­tle, then, that, be­fore you mar­ry Nell, she shall go to school in Auld Reekie.”

			“No in­deed, Jack; I am per­fect­ly able my­self to ed­u­cate the per­son who is to be my wife.”

			“Sure that will be a great deal bet­ter, Har­ry!”

			“But, first of all,” re­sumed Har­ry, “I wish that Nell should gain a re­al knowl­edge of the up­per world. To il­lus­trate my mean­ing, Jack, sup­pose you were in love with a blind girl, and some­one said to you, ‘In a month’s time her sight will be re­stored,’ would you not wait till af­ter she was cured, to mar­ry her?”

			“Faith, to be sure I would!” ex­claimed Jack.

			“Well, Jack, Nell is at present blind; and be­fore she mar­ries me, I wish her to see what I am, and what the life re­al­ly is to which she would bind her­self. In short, she must have day­light let in up­on the sub­ject!”

			“Well said, Har­ry! Very well said in­deed!” cried Jack. “Now I see what you are driv­ing at. And when may we ex­pect the op­er­a­tion to come off?”

			“In a month, Jack,” replied Har­ry. “Nell is get­ting used to the light of our re­flec­tors. That is some prepa­ra­tion. In a month she will, I hope, have seen the earth and its won­ders—the sky and its splen­dors. She will per­ceive that the lim­its of the uni­verse are bound­less.”

			But while Har­ry was thus giv­ing the rein to his imag­i­na­tion, Jack Ryan, quit­ting the plat­form, had leaped on the step of the mov­ing ma­chin­ery.

			“Hul­lo, Jack! Where are you?”

			“Far be­neath you,” laughed the mer­ry fel­low. “While you soar to the heights, I plunge in­to the depths.”

			“Fare ye well. Jack!” re­turned Har­ry, him­self lay­ing hold of the ris­ing lad­der; “mind you say noth­ing about what I have been telling you.”

			“Not a word,” shout­ed Jack, “but I make one con­di­tion.”

			“What is that?”

			“That I may be one of the par­ty when Nell’s first ex­cur­sion to the face of the earth comes off!”

			“So you shall, Jack, I prom­ise you!”

			A fresh throb of the ma­chin­ery placed a yet more con­sid­er­able dis­tance be­tween the friends. Their voic­es sound­ed faint­ly to each oth­er. Har­ry, how­ev­er, could still hear Jack shout­ing:

			“I say! do you know what Nell will like bet­ter than ei­ther sun, moon, or stars, af­ter she’s seen the whole of them?”

			“No, Jack!”

			“Why, you your­self, old fel­low! still you! al­ways you!” And Jack’s voice died away in a pro­longed “Hur­rah!”

			Har­ry, af­ter this, ap­plied him­self dili­gent­ly, dur­ing all his spare time, to the work of Nell’s ed­u­ca­tion. He taught her to read and to write, and such rapid progress did she make, it might have been said that she learnt by in­stinct. Nev­er did keen in­tel­li­gence more quick­ly tri­umph over ut­ter ig­no­rance. It was the won­der of all be­hold­ers.

			Si­mon and Madge be­came ev­ery day more and more at­tached to their adopt­ed child, whose for­mer his­to­ry con­tin­ued to puz­zle them a good deal. They plain­ly saw the na­ture of Har­ry’s feel­ings to­wards her, and were far from dis­pleased there­at. They rec­ol­lect­ed that Si­mon had said to the en­gi­neer on his first vis­it to the old cot­tage, “How can our son ev­er think of mar­ry­ing? Where could a wife pos­si­bly be found suit­able for a lad whose whole life must be passed in the depths of a coal mine?”

			Well! now it seemed as if the most de­sir­able com­pan­ion in the world had been led to him by Prov­i­dence. Was not this like a bless­ing di­rect from Heav­en? So the old man made up his mind that, if the wed­ding did take place, the min­ers of New Aber­foyle should have a mer­ry­mak­ing at Coal Town, which they would nev­er dur­ing their lives for­get. Si­mon Ford lit­tle knew what he was say­ing!

			It must be re­marked that an­oth­er per­son wished for this union of Har­ry and Nell as much as Si­mon did—and that was James Starr, the en­gi­neer. Of course he was re­al­ly in­ter­est­ed in the hap­pi­ness of the two young peo­ple. But an­oth­er mo­tive, con­nect­ed with wider in­ter­ests, in­flu­enced him to de­sire it.

			It has been said that James Starr con­tin­ued to en­ter­tain a cer­tain amount of ap­pre­hen­sion, al­though for the present noth­ing ap­peared to jus­ti­fy it. Yet that which had been might again be. This mys­tery about the new cut­ting—Nell was ev­i­dent­ly the on­ly per­son ac­quaint­ed with it. Now, if fresh dan­gers were in store for the min­ers of Aber­foyle, how were they pos­si­bly to be guard­ed against, with­out so much as know­ing the cause of them?

			“Nell has per­sist­ed in keep­ing si­lence,” said James Starr very of­ten, “but what she has con­cealed from oth­ers, she will not long hide from her hus­band. Any dan­ger would be dan­ger to Har­ry as well as to the rest of us. There­fore, a mar­riage which brings hap­pi­ness to the lovers, and safe­ty to their friends, will be a good mar­riage, if ev­er there is such a thing here be­low.”

			Thus, not il­log­i­cal­ly, rea­soned James Starr. He com­mu­ni­cat­ed his ideas to old Si­mon, who de­cid­ed­ly ap­pre­ci­at­ed them. Noth­ing, then, ap­peared to stand in the way of the match. What, in fact, was there to pre­vent it? They loved each oth­er; the par­ents de­sired noth­ing bet­ter for their son. Har­ry’s com­rades en­vied his good for­tune, but freely ac­knowl­edged that he de­served it. The maid­en de­pend­ed on no one else, and had but to give the con­sent of her own heart.

			Why, then, if there were none to place ob­sta­cles in the way of this union—why, as night came on, and, the labors of the day be­ing over, the elec­tric lights in the mine were ex­tin­guished, and all the in­hab­i­tants of Coal Town at rest with­in their dwellings—why did a mys­te­ri­ous form al­ways emerge from the gloomi­er re­cess­es of New Aber­foyle, and silent­ly glide through the dark­ness?

			What in­stinct guid­ed this phan­tom with ease through pas­sages so nar­row as to ap­pear to be im­prac­ti­ca­ble?

			Why should the strange be­ing, with eyes flash­ing through the deep­est dark­ness, come cau­tious­ly creep­ing along the shores of Lake Mal­colm? Why so di­rect­ly make his way to­wards Si­mon’s cot­tage, yet so care­ful­ly as hith­er­to to avoid no­tice? Why, bend­ing to­wards the win­dows, did he strive to catch, by lis­ten­ing, some frag­ment of the con­ver­sa­tion with­in the closed shut­ters?

			And, on catch­ing a few words, why did he shake his fist with a men­ac­ing ges­ture to­wards the calm abode, while from be­tween his set teeth is­sued these words in mut­tered fury, “She and he? Nev­er! nev­er!”

		
	
		
			
				XIV

				A Sun­rise

			
			A month af­ter this, on the evening of the 20th of Au­gust, Si­mon Ford and Madge took leave, with all man­ner of good wish­es, of four tourists, who were set­ting forth from the cot­tage.

			James Starr, Har­ry, and Jack Ryan were about to lead Nell’s steps over yet un­trod­den paths, and to show her the glo­ries of na­ture by a light to which she was as yet a stranger. The ex­cur­sion was to last for two days. James Starr, as well as Har­ry, con­sid­ered that dur­ing these eight and forty hours spent above ground, the maid­en would be able to see ev­ery­thing of which she must have re­mained ig­no­rant in the gloomy pit; all the var­ied as­pects of the globe, towns, plains, moun­tains, rivers, lakes, gulfs, and seas would pass, panora­ma-like, be­fore her eyes.

			In that part of Scot­land ly­ing be­tween Ed­in­burgh and Glas­gow, na­ture would seem to have col­lect­ed and set forth spec­i­mens of ev­ery one of these ter­res­tri­al beau­ties. As to the heav­ens, they would be spread abroad as over the whole earth, with their change­ful clouds, serene or veiled moon, their ra­di­ant sun, and clus­ter­ing stars. The ex­pe­di­tion had been planned so as to com­bine a view of all these things.

			Si­mon and Madge would have been glad to go with Nell; but they nev­er left their cot­tage will­ing­ly, and could not make up their minds to quit their sub­ter­ranean home for a sin­gle day.

			James Starr went as an ob­serv­er and philoso­pher, cu­ri­ous to note, from a psy­cho­log­i­cal point of view, the nov­el im­pres­sions made up­on Nell; per­haps al­so with some hope of de­tect­ing a clue to the mys­te­ri­ous events con­nect­ed with her child­hood. Har­ry, with a lit­tle trep­i­da­tion, asked him­self whether it was not pos­si­ble that this rapid ini­ti­a­tion in­to the things of the ex­te­ri­or world would change the maid­en he had known and loved hith­er­to in­to quite a dif­fer­ent girl. As for Jack Ryan, he was as joy­ous as a lark ris­ing in the first beams of the sun. He on­ly trust­ed that his gayety would prove con­ta­gious, and en­liv­en his trav­el­ing com­pan­ions, thus re­ward­ing them for let­ting him join them. Nell was pen­sive and silent.

			James Starr had de­cid­ed, very sen­si­bly, to set off in the evening. It would be very much bet­ter for the girl to pass grad­u­al­ly from the dark­ness of night to the full light of day; and that would in this way be man­aged, since be­tween mid­night and noon she would ex­pe­ri­ence the suc­ces­sive phas­es of shade and sun­shine, to which her sight had to get ac­cus­tomed.

			Just as they left the cot­tage, Nell took Har­ry’s hand say­ing, “Har­ry, is it re­al­ly nec­es­sary for me to leave the mine at all, even for these few days?”

			“Yes, it is, Nell,” replied the young man. “It is need­ful for both of us.”

			“But, Har­ry,” re­sumed Nell, “ev­er since you found me, I have been as hap­py as I can pos­si­bly be. You have been teach­ing me. Why is that not enough? What am I go­ing up there for?”

			Har­ry looked at her in si­lence. Nell was giv­ing ut­ter­ance to near­ly his own thoughts.

			“My child,” said James Starr, “I can well un­der­stand the hes­i­ta­tion you feel; but it will be good for you to go with us. Those who love you are tak­ing you, and they will bring you back again. Af­ter­wards you will be free, if you wish it, to con­tin­ue your life in the coal mine, like old Si­mon, and Madge, and Har­ry. But at least you ought to be able to com­pare what you give up with what you choose, then de­cide freely. Come!”

			“Come, dear Nell!” cried Har­ry.

			“Har­ry, I am will­ing to fol­low you,” replied the maid­en. At nine o’clock the last train through the tun­nel start­ed to con­vey Nell and her com­pan­ions to the sur­face of the earth. Twen­ty min­utes lat­er they alight­ed on the plat­form where the branch line to New Aber­foyle joins the rail­way from Dum­b­ar­ton to Stir­ling.

			The night was al­ready dark. From the hori­zon to the zenith, light va­pory clouds hur­ried through the up­per air, driv­en by a re­fresh­ing north­west­er­ly breeze. The day had been love­ly; the night promised to be so like­wise.

			On reach­ing Stir­ling, Nell and her friends, quit­ting the train, left the sta­tion im­me­di­ate­ly. Just be­fore them, be­tween high trees, they could see a road which led to the banks of the riv­er Forth.

			The first phys­i­cal im­pres­sion on the girl was the pu­ri­ty of the air in­haled ea­ger­ly by her lungs.

			“Breathe it freely, Nell,” said James Starr; “it is fra­grant with all the scents of the open coun­try.”

			“What is all that smoke pass­ing over our heads?” in­quired Nell.

			“Those are clouds,” an­swered Har­ry, “blown along by the west­er­ly wind.”

			“Ah!” said Nell, “how I should like to feel my­self car­ried along in that silent whirl! And what are those shin­ing sparks which glance here and there be­tween rents in the clouds?”

			“Those are the stars I have told you about, Nell. So many suns they are, so many cen­ters of worlds like our own, most like­ly.”

			The con­stel­la­tions be­came more clear­ly vis­i­ble as the wind cleared the clouds from the deep blue of the fir­ma­ment. Nell gazed up­on the myr­i­ad stars which sparkled over­head. “But how is it,” she said at length, “that if these are suns, my eyes can en­dure their bright­ness?”

			“My child,” replied James Starr, “they are in­deed suns, but suns at an enor­mous dis­tance. The near­est of these mil­lions of stars, whose rays can reach us, is Ve­ga, that star in Lyra which you ob­serve near the zenith, and that is fifty thou­sand mil­lions of leagues dis­tant. Its bright­ness, there­fore, can­not af­fect your vi­sion. But our own sun, which will rise to­mor­row, is on­ly dis­tant thir­ty-eight mil­lions of leagues, and no hu­man eye can gaze fixed­ly up­on that, for it is brighter than the blaze of any fur­nace. But come, Nell, come!”

			They pur­sued their way, James Starr lead­ing the maid­en, Har­ry walk­ing by her side, while Jack Ryan roamed about like a young dog, im­pa­tient of the slow pace of his mas­ters. The road was lone­ly. Nell kept look­ing at the great trees, whose branch­es, wav­ing in the wind, made them seem to her like gi­ants ges­tic­u­lat­ing wild­ly. The sound of the breeze in the tree­tops, the deep si­lence dur­ing a lull, the dis­tant line of the hori­zon, which could be dis­cerned when the road passed over open lev­els—all these things filled her with new sen­sa­tions, and left last­ing im­pres­sions on her mind.

			Af­ter some time she ceased to ask ques­tions, and her com­pan­ions re­spect­ed her si­lence, not wish­ing to in­flu­ence by any words of theirs the girl’s high­ly sen­si­tive imag­i­na­tion, but pre­fer­ring to al­low ideas to arise spon­ta­neous­ly in her soul.

			At about half past eleven o’clock, they gained the banks of the riv­er Forth. There a boat, char­tered by James Starr, await­ed them. In a few hours it would con­vey them all to Granton. Nell looked at the clear wa­ter which flowed up to her feet, as the waves broke gen­tly on the beach, re­flect­ing the starlight. “Is this a lake?” said she.

			“No,” replied Har­ry, “it is a great riv­er flow­ing to­wards the sea, and soon open­ing so wide­ly as to re­sem­ble a gulf. Taste a lit­tle of the wa­ter in the hol­low of your hand, Nell, and you will per­ceive that it is not sweet like the wa­ters of Lake Mal­colm.”

			The maid­en bent to­wards the stream, and, rais­ing a lit­tle wa­ter to her lips, “This is quite salt,” said she.

			“Yes, the tide is full; the sea wa­ter flows up the riv­er as far as this,” an­swered Har­ry.

			“Oh, Har­ry! Har­ry!” ex­claimed the maid­en, “what can that red glow on the hori­zon be? Is it a for­est on fire?”

			“No, it is the ris­ing moon, Nell.”

			“To be sure, that’s the moon,” cried Jack Ryan, “a fine big sil­ver plate, which the spir­its of air hand round and round the sky to col­lect the stars in, like mon­ey.”

			“Why, Jack,” said the en­gi­neer, laugh­ing, “I had no idea you could strike out such bold com­par­isons!”

			“Well, but, Mr. Starr, it is a just com­par­i­son. Don’t you see the stars dis­ap­pear as the moon pass­es on? so I sup­pose they drop in­to it.”

			“What you mean to say, Jack, is that the su­pe­ri­or bril­lian­cy of the moon eclipses that of stars of the sixth mag­ni­tude, there­fore they van­ish as she ap­proach­es.”

			“How beau­ti­ful all this is!” re­peat­ed Nell again and again, with her whole soul in her eyes. “But I thought the moon was round?”

			“So she is, when ‘full,’ ” said James Starr; “that means when she is just op­po­site to the sun. But tonight the moon is in the last quar­ter, shorn of her just pro­por­tions, and friend Jack’s grand sil­ver plate looks more like a bar­ber’s basin.”

			“Oh, Mr. Starr, what a base com­par­i­son!” he ex­claimed, “I was just go­ing to be­gin a son­net to the moon, but your bar­ber’s basin has de­stroyed all chance of an in­spi­ra­tion.”

			Grad­u­al­ly the moon as­cend­ed the heav­ens. Be­fore her light the lin­ger­ing clouds fled away, while stars still sparkled in the west, be­yond the in­flu­ence of her ra­di­ance. Nell gazed in si­lence on the glo­ri­ous spec­ta­cle. The soft sil­very light was pleas­ant to her eyes, and her lit­tle trem­bling hand ex­pressed to Har­ry, who clasped it, how deeply she was af­fect­ed by the scene.

			“Let us em­bark now,” said James Starr. “We have to get to the top of Arthur’s Seat be­fore sun­rise.”

			The boat was moored to a post on the bank. A boat­man await­ed them. Nell and her friends took their seats; the sail was spread; it quick­ly filled be­fore the north­west­er­ly breeze, and they sped on their way.

			What a new sen­sa­tion was this for the maid­en! She had been rowed on the wa­ters of Lake Mal­colm; but the oar, han­dled ev­er so light­ly by Har­ry, al­ways be­trayed ef­fort on the part of the oars­man. Now, for the first time, Nell felt her­self borne along with a glid­ing move­ment, like that of a bal­loon through the air. The wa­ter was smooth as a lake, and Nell re­clined in the stern of the boat, en­joy­ing its gen­tle rock­ing. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly the ef­fect of the moon­light on the wa­ters was as though the boat sailed across a glit­ter­ing sil­ver field. Lit­tle wave­lets rip­pled along the banks. It was en­chant­ing.

			At length Nell was over­come with drowsi­ness, her eye­lids drooped, her head sank on Har­ry’s shoul­der—she slept. Har­ry, sor­ry that she should miss any of the beau­ties of this mag­nif­i­cent night, would have aroused her.

			“Let her sleep!” said the en­gi­neer. “She will bet­ter en­joy the nov­el­ties of the day af­ter a cou­ple of hours’ rest.”

			At two o’clock in the morn­ing the boat reached Granton pier. Nell awoke. “Have I been asleep?” in­quired she.

			“No, my child,” said James Starr. “You have been dream­ing that you slept, that’s all.”

			The night con­tin­ued clear. The moon, rid­ing in mid-heav­en, dif­fused her rays on all sides. In the lit­tle port of Granton lay two or three fish­ing boats; they rocked gen­tly on the wa­ters of the Firth. The wind fell as the dawn ap­proached. The at­mos­phere, clear of mists, promised one of those fine au­tumn days so de­li­cious on the sea coast.

			A soft, trans­par­ent film of va­por lay along the hori­zon; the first sun­beam would dis­si­pate it; to the maid­en it ex­hib­it­ed that as­pect of the sea which seems to blend it with the sky. Her view was now en­larged, with­out pro­duc­ing the im­pres­sion of the bound­less in­fin­i­ty of ocean.

			Har­ry tak­ing Nell’s hand, they fol­lowed James Starr and Jack Ryan as they tra­versed the de­sert­ed streets. To Nell, this sub­urb of the cap­i­tal ap­peared on­ly a col­lec­tion of gloomy dark hous­es, just like Coal Town, on­ly that the roof was high­er, and gleamed with small lights.

			She stepped light­ly for­ward, and eas­i­ly kept pace with Har­ry. “Are you not tired, Nell?” asked he, af­ter half an hour’s walk­ing.

			“No! my feet seem scarce­ly to touch the earth,” re­turned she. “This sky above us seems so high up, I feel as if I could take wing and fly!”

			“I say! keep hold of her!” cried Jack Ryan. “Our lit­tle Nell is too good to lose. I feel just as you de­scribe though, my­self, when I have not left the pit for a long time.”

			“It is when we no longer ex­pe­ri­ence the op­pres­sive ef­fect of the vault­ed rocky roof above Coal Town,” said James Starr, “that the spa­cious fir­ma­ment ap­pears to us like a pro­found abyss in­to which we have, as it were, a de­sire to plunge. Is that what you feel, Nell?”

			“Yes, Mr. Starr, it is ex­act­ly like that,” said Nell. “It makes me feel gid­dy.”

			“Ah! you will soon get over that, Nell,” said Har­ry. “You will get used to the out­er world, and most like­ly for­get all about our dark coal pit.”

			“No, Har­ry, nev­er!” said Nell, and she put her hand over her eyes, as though she would re­call the re­mem­brance of ev­ery­thing she had late­ly quit­ted.

			Be­tween the silent dwellings of the city, the par­ty passed along Lei­th Walk, and went round the Cal­ton Hill, where stood, in the light of the gray dawn, the build­ings of the Ob­ser­va­to­ry and Nel­son’s Mon­u­ment. By Re­gent’s Bridge and the North Bridge they at last reached the low­er ex­trem­i­ty of the Canon­gate. The town still lay wrapt in slum­ber.

			Nell point­ed to a large build­ing in the cen­ter of an open space, ask­ing, “What great con­fused mass is that?”

			“That con­fused mass, Nell, is the palace of the an­cient kings of Scot­land; that is Holy­rood, where many a sad scene has been en­act­ed! The his­to­ri­an can here in­voke many a roy­al shade; from those of the ear­ly Scot­tish kings to that of the un­hap­py Mary Stu­art, and the French king, Charles X. When day breaks, how­ev­er, Nell, this palace will not look so very gloomy. Holy­rood, with its four em­bat­tled tow­ers, is not un­like some hand­some coun­try house. But let us pur­sue our way. There, just above the an­cient Abbey of Holy­rood, are the su­perb cliffs called Sal­is­bury Crags. Arthur’s Seat ris­es above them, and that is where we are go­ing. From the sum­mit of Arthur’s Seat, Nell, your eyes shall be­hold the sun ap­pear above the hori­zon sea­ward.”

			They en­tered the King’s Park, then, grad­u­al­ly as­cend­ing they passed across the Queen’s Drive, a splen­did car­riage­way en­cir­cling the hill, which we owe to a few lines in one of Sir Wal­ter Scott’s ro­mances.

			Arthur’s Seat is in truth on­ly a hill, sev­en hun­dred and fifty feet high, which stands alone amid sur­round­ing heights. In less than half an hour, by an easy wind­ing path, James Starr and his par­ty reached the crest of the crouch­ing li­on, which, seen from the west, Arthur’s Seat so much re­sem­bles. There, all four seat­ed them­selves; and James Starr, ev­er ready with quo­ta­tions from the great Scot­tish nov­el­ist, sim­ply said, “Lis­ten to what is writ­ten by Sir Wal­ter Scott in the eighth chap­ter of the Heart of Mid-Loth­i­an. ‘If I were to choose a spot from which the ris­ing or set­ting sun could be seen to the great­est pos­si­ble ad­van­tage, it would be from this neigh­bor­hood.’ Now watch, Nell! the sun will soon ap­pear, and for the first time you will con­tem­plate its splen­dor.”

			The maid­en turned her eyes east­ward. Har­ry, keep­ing close be­side her, ob­served her with anx­ious in­ter­est. Would the first beams of day over­pow­er her feel­ings? All re­mained qui­et, even Jack Ryan. A faint streak of pale rose tint­ed the light va­pors of the hori­zon. It was the first ray of light at­tack­ing the lag­gards of the night. Be­neath the hill lay the silent city, massed con­fus­ed­ly in the twi­light of dawn. Here and there lights twin­kled among the hous­es of the old town. West­ward rose many hill­tops, soon to be il­lu­mi­nat­ed by tips of fire.

			Now the dis­tant hori­zon of the sea be­came more plain­ly vis­i­ble. The scale of col­ors fell in­to the or­der of the so­lar. Ev­ery in­stant they in­creased in in­ten­si­ty, rose col­or be­came red, red be­came fiery, day­light dawned. Nell now glanced to­wards the city, of which the out­lines be­came more dis­tinct. Lofty mon­u­ments, slen­der steeples emerged from the gloom; a kind of ashy light was spread abroad. At length one soli­tary ray struck on the maid­en’s sight. It was that ray of green which, morn­ing or evening, is re­flect­ed up­wards from the sea when the hori­zon is clear.

			An in­stant af­ter­wards, Nell turned, and point­ing to­wards a bright prom­i­nent point in the New Town, “Fire!” cried she.

			“No, Nell, that is no fire,” said Har­ry. “The sun has touched with gold the top of Sir Wal­ter Scott’s mon­u­ment”—and, in­deed, the ex­treme point of the mon­u­ment blazed like the light of a pharos.

			It was day—the sun arose—his disc seemed to glit­ter as though he in­deed emerged from the wa­ters of the sea. Ap­pear­ing at first very large from the ef­fects of re­frac­tion, he con­tract­ed as he rose and as­sumed the per­fect­ly cir­cu­lar form. Soon no eye could en­dure the daz­zling splen­dor; it was as though the mouth of a fur­nace was opened through the sky.

			Nell closed her eyes, but her eye­lids could not ex­clude the glare, and she pressed her fin­gers over them. Har­ry ad­vised her to turn in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. “Oh, no,” said she, “my eyes must get used to look at what yours can bear to see!”

			Even through her hands Nell per­ceived a rosy light, which be­came more white as the sun rose above the hori­zon. As her sight be­came ac­cus­tomed to it, her eye­lids were raised, and at length her eyes drank in the light of day.

			The good child knelt down, ex­claim­ing, “Oh Lord God! how beau­ti­ful is Thy cre­ation!” Then she rose and looked around. At her feet ex­tend­ed the panora­ma of Ed­in­burgh—the clear, dis­tinct lines of streets in the New Town, and the ir­reg­u­lar mass of hous­es, with their con­fused net­work of streets and lanes, which con­sti­tutes Auld Reekie, prop­er­ly so called. Two heights com­mand­ed the en­tire city; Ed­in­burgh Cas­tle, crown­ing its huge basaltic rock, and the Cal­ton Hill, bear­ing on its round­ed sum­mit, among oth­er mon­u­ments, ru­ins built to rep­re­sent those of the Parthenon at Athens.

			Fine road­ways led in all di­rec­tions from the cap­i­tal. To the north, the coast of the no­ble Firth of Forth was in­dent­ed by a deep bay, in which could be seen the sea­port town of Lei­th, be­tween which and this Mod­ern Athens of the north ran a street, straight as that lead­ing to the Pi­raeus.

			Be­yond the wide Firth could be seen the soft out­lines of the coun­ty of Fife, while be­neath the spec­ta­tor stretched the yel­low sands of Por­to­bel­lo and Newhaven.

			Nell could not speak. Her lips mur­mured a word or two in­dis­tinct­ly; she trem­bled, be­came gid­dy, her strength failed her; over­come by the pu­ri­ty of the air and the sub­lim­i­ty of the scene, she sank faint­ing in­to Har­ry’s arms, who, watch­ing her close­ly, was ready to sup­port her.

			The youth­ful maid­en, hith­er­to en­tombed in the mas­sive depths of the earth, had now ob­tained an idea of the uni­verse—of the works both of God and of man. She had looked up­on town and coun­try, and be­yond these, in­to the im­men­si­ty of the sea, the in­fin­i­ty of the heav­ens.

		
	
		
			
				XV

				Loch Lomond and Loch Ka­trine

			
			Har­ry bore Nell care­ful­ly down the steeps of Arthur’s Seat, and, ac­com­pa­nied by James Starr and Jack Ryan, they reached Lam­bert’s Ho­tel. There a good break­fast re­stored their strength, and they be­gan to make fur­ther plans for an ex­cur­sion to the High­land lakes.

			Nell was now re­freshed, and able to look bold­ly forth in­to the sun­shine, while her lungs with ease in­haled the free and health­ful air. Her eyes learned glad­ly to know the har­mo­nious va­ri­eties of col­or as they rest­ed on the green trees, the azure skies, and all the end­less shades of love­ly flow­ers and plants.

			The rail­way train, which they en­tered at the Wa­ver­ley Sta­tion, con­veyed Nell and her friends to Glas­gow. There, from the new bridge across the Clyde, they watched the cu­ri­ous sea-like move­ment of the riv­er. Af­ter a night’s rest at Com­rie’s Roy­al Ho­tel, they be­took them­selves to the ter­mi­nus of the Ed­in­burgh and Glas­gow Rail­way, from whence a train would rapid­ly car­ry them, by way of Dum­b­ar­ton and Bal­loch, to the south­ern ex­trem­i­ty of Loch Lomond.

			“Now for the land of Rob Roy and Fer­gus MacIvor!—the scenery im­mor­tal­ized by the po­et­i­cal de­scrip­tions of Wal­ter Scott,” ex­claimed James Starr. “You don’t know this coun­try, Jack?”

			“On­ly by its songs, Mr. Starr,” replied Jack; “and judg­ing by those, it must be grand.”

			“So it is, so it is!” cried the en­gi­neer, “and our dear Nell shall see it to the best ad­van­tage.”

			A steam­boat, the Sin­clair by name, await­ed tourists about to make the ex­cur­sion to the lakes. Nell and her com­pan­ions went on board. The day had be­gun in bril­liant sun­shine, free from the British fogs which so of­ten veil the skies.

			The pas­sen­gers were de­ter­mined to lose none of the beau­ties of na­ture to be dis­played dur­ing the thir­ty miles’ voy­age. Nell, seat­ed be­tween James Starr and Har­ry, drank in with ev­ery fac­ul­ty the mag­nif­i­cent po­et­ry with which love­ly Scot­tish scenery is fraught. Nu­mer­ous small isles and islets soon ap­peared, as though thick­ly sown on the bo­som of the lake. The Sin­clair steamed her way among them, while be­tween them glimpses could be had of qui­et val­leys, or wild rocky gorges on the main­land.

			“Nell,” said James Starr, “ev­ery is­land here has its leg­end, per­haps its song, as well as the moun­tains which over­shad­ow the lake. One may, with­out much ex­ag­ger­a­tion, say that the his­to­ry of this coun­try is writ­ten in gi­gan­tic char­ac­ters of moun­tains and is­lands.”

			Nell lis­tened, but these fight­ing sto­ries made her sad. Why all that blood­shed on plains which to her seemed enor­mous, and where sure­ly there must have been room for ev­ery­body?

			The shores of the lake form a lit­tle har­bor at Luss. Nell could for a mo­ment catch sight of the old tow­er of its an­cient cas­tle. Then, the Sin­clair turn­ing north­ward, the tourists gazed up­on Ben Lomond, tow­er­ing near­ly 3,000 feet above the lev­el of the lake.

			“Oh, what a no­ble moun­tain!” cried Nell; “what a view there must be from the top!”

			“Yes, Nell,” an­swered James Starr; “see how haugh­ti­ly its peak ris­es from amidst the thick­et of oaks, birch­es, and heather, which clothe the low­er por­tion of the moun­tain! From thence one may see two-thirds of old Cale­do­nia. This east­ern side of the lake was the spe­cial abode of the clan Mc­Gre­gor. At no great dis­tance, the strug­gles of the Ja­co­bites and Hanove­ri­ans re­peat­ed­ly dyed with blood these lone­ly glens. Over these scenes shines the pale moon, called in old bal­lads ‘Mac­far­lane’s lantern.’ Among these rocks still echo the im­mor­tal names of Rob Roy and Mc­Gre­gor Camp­bell.”

			As the Sin­clair ad­vanced along the base of the moun­tain, the coun­try be­came more and more abrupt in char­ac­ter. Trees were on­ly scat­tered here and there; among them were the wil­lows, slen­der wands of which were for­mer­ly used for hang­ing per­sons of low de­gree.

			“To econ­o­mize hemp,” re­marked James Starr.

			The lake nar­rowed very much as it stretched north­wards.

			The steam­er passed a few more islets, In­veru­glas, Eilad-whow, where stand some ru­ins of a strong­hold of the clan Mac­Far­lane. At length the head of the loch was reached, and the Sin­clair stopped at In­ver­snaid.

			Leav­ing Loch Arklet on the left, a steep as­cent led to the Inn of Stronach­lacar, on the banks of Loch Ka­trine.

			There, at the end of a light pier, float­ed a small steam­boat, named, as a mat­ter of course, the Rob Roy. The trav­el­ers im­me­di­ate­ly went on board; it was about to start. Loch Ka­trine is on­ly ten miles in length; its width nev­er ex­ceeds two miles. The hills near­est it are full of a char­ac­ter pe­cu­liar to them­selves.

			“Here we are on this fa­mous lake,” said James Starr. “It has been com­pared to an eel on ac­count of its length and wind­ings: and just­ly so. They say that it nev­er freezes. I know noth­ing about that, but what we want to think of is, that here are the scenes of the ad­ven­tures in the La­dy of the Lake. I be­lieve, if friend Jack looked about him care­ful­ly, he might see, still glid­ing over the sur­face of the wa­ter, the shade of the slen­der form of sweet Ellen Dou­glas.”

			“To be sure, Mr. Starr,” replied Jack; “why should I not? I may just as well see that pret­ty girl on the wa­ters of Loch Ka­trine, as those ug­ly ghosts on Loch Mal­colm in the coal pit.”

			It was by this time three o’clock in the af­ter­noon. The less hilly shores of Loch Ka­trine west­ward ex­tend­ed like a pic­ture framed be­tween Ben An and Ben Venue. At the dis­tance of half a mile was the en­trance to the nar­row bay, where was the land­ing-place for our tourists, who meant to re­turn to Stir­ling by Callan­der.

			Nell ap­peared com­plete­ly worn out by the con­tin­ued ex­cite­ment of the day. A faint ejac­u­la­tion was all she was able to ut­ter in to­ken of ad­mi­ra­tion as new ob­jects of won­der or beau­ty met her gaze. She re­quired some hours of rest, were it but to im­press last­ing­ly the rec­ol­lec­tion of all she had seen.

			Her hand rest­ed in Har­ry’s, and, look­ing earnest­ly at her, he said, “Nell, dear Nell, we shall soon be home again in the gloomy re­gion of the coal mine. Shall you not pine for what you have seen dur­ing these few hours spent in the glo­ri­ous light of day?”

			“No, Har­ry,” replied the girl; “I shall like to think about it, but I am glad to go back with you to our dear old home.”

			“Nell!” said Har­ry, vain­ly at­tempt­ing to steady his voice, “are you will­ing to be bound to me by the most sa­cred tie? Could you mar­ry me, Nell?”

			“Yes, Har­ry, I could, if you are sure that I am able to make you hap­py,” an­swered the maid­en, rais­ing her in­no­cent eyes to his.

			Scarce­ly had she pro­nounced these words when an un­ac­count­able phe­nom­e­non took place. The Rob Roy, still half a mile from land, ex­pe­ri­enced a vi­o­lent shock. She sud­den­ly ground­ed. No ef­forts of the en­gine could move her.

			The cause of this ac­ci­dent was sim­ply that Loch Ka­trine was all at once emp­tied, as though an enor­mous fis­sure had opened in its bed. In a few sec­onds it had the ap­pear­ance of a sea beach at low wa­ter. Near­ly the whole of its con­tents had van­ished in­to the bo­som of the earth.

			“My friends!” ex­claimed James Starr, as the cause of this mar­vel be­came sud­den­ly clear to him, “God help New Aber­foyle!”

		
	
		
			
				XVI

				A Fi­nal Threat

			
			On that day, in the col­liery of New Aber­foyle, work was go­ing on in the usu­al reg­u­lar way. In the dis­tance could be heard the crash of great charges of dy­na­mite, by which the car­bonif­er­ous rocks were blast­ed. Here mass­es of coal were loos­ened by pick­ax and crow­bar; there the per­fo­rat­ing ma­chines, with their harsh grat­ing, bored through the mass­es of sand­stone and schist.

			Hol­low, cav­ernous nois­es re­sound­ed on all sides. Draughts of air rushed along the ven­ti­lat­ing gal­leries, and the wood­en swing-doors slammed be­neath their vi­o­lent gusts. In the low­er tun­nels, trains of trucks kept pass­ing along at the rate of fif­teen miles an hour, while at their ap­proach elec­tric bells warned the work­men to cow­er down in the refuge places. Lifts went in­ces­sant­ly up and down, worked by pow­er­ful en­gines on the sur­face of the soil. Coal Town was through­out bril­liant­ly light­ed by the elec­tric lamps at full pow­er.

			Min­ing op­er­a­tions were be­ing car­ried on with the great­est ac­tiv­i­ty; coal was be­ing piled in­ces­sant­ly in­to the trucks, which went in hun­dreds to emp­ty them­selves in­to the corves at the bot­tom of the shaft. While par­ties of min­ers who had la­bored dur­ing the night were tak­ing need­ful rest, the oth­ers worked with­out wast­ing an hour.

			Old Si­mon Ford and Madge, hav­ing fin­ished their din­ner, were rest­ing at the door of their cot­tage. Si­mon smoked a good pipe of to­bac­co, and from time to time the old cou­ple spoke of Nell, of their boy, of Mr. Starr, and won­dered how they liked their trip to the sur­face of the earth. Where would they be now? What would they be do­ing? How could they stay so long away from the mine with­out feel­ing home­sick?

			Just then a ter­rif­ic roar­ing noise was heard. It was like the sound of a mighty cataract rush­ing down in­to the mine. The old peo­ple rose hasti­ly. They per­ceived at once that the wa­ters of Loch Mal­colm were ris­ing. A great wave, un­furl­ing like a bil­low, swept up the bank and broke against the walls of the cot­tage. Si­mon caught his wife in his arms, and car­ried her to the up­per part of their dwelling.

			At the same mo­ment, cries arose from all parts of Coal Town, which was threat­ened by a sud­den in­un­da­tion. The in­hab­i­tants fled for safe­ty to the top of the schist rocks bor­der­ing the lake; ter­ror spread in all di­rec­tions; whole fam­i­lies in fran­tic haste rushed to­wards the tun­nel in or­der to reach the up­per re­gions of the pit.

			It was feared that the sea had burst in­to the col­liery, for its gal­leries and pas­sages pen­e­trat­ed as far as the Cale­do­nian Canal. In that case the en­tire ex­ca­va­tion, vast as it was, would be com­plete­ly flood­ed. Not a sin­gle in­hab­i­tant of New Aber­foyle would es­cape death.

			But when the fore­most fugi­tives reached the en­trance to the tun­nel, they en­coun­tered Si­mon Ford, who had quit­ted his cot­tage. “Stop, my friends, stop!” shout­ed the old man; “if our town is to be over­whelmed, the floods will rush faster than you can; no one can pos­si­bly es­cape. But see! the wa­ters are ris­ing no fur­ther! it ap­pears to me the dan­ger is over.”

			“And our com­rades at the far end of the works—what about them?” cried some of the min­ers.

			“There is noth­ing to fear for them,” replied Si­mon; “they are work­ing on a high­er lev­el than the bed of the loch.”

			It was soon ev­i­dent that the old man was in the right. The sud­den in­flux of wa­ter had rushed to the very low­est bed of the vast mine, and its on­ly ul­ti­mate ef­fect was to raise the lev­el of Loch Mal­colm a few feet. Coal Town was un­in­jured, and it was rea­son­able to hope that no one had per­ished in the flood of wa­ter which had de­scend­ed to the depths of the mine nev­er yet pen­e­trat­ed by the work­men.

			Si­mon and his men could not de­cide whether this in­un­da­tion was ow­ing to the over­flow of a sub­ter­ranean sheet of wa­ter pen­e­trat­ing fis­sures in the sol­id rock, or to some un­der­ground tor­rent break­ing through its worn bed, and pre­cip­i­tat­ing it­self to the low­est lev­el of the mine. But that very same evening they knew what to think about it, for the lo­cal pa­pers pub­lished an ac­count of the mar­velous phe­nom­e­non which Loch Ka­trine had ex­hib­it­ed.

			The sur­pris­ing news was soon af­ter con­firmed by the four trav­el­ers, who, re­turn­ing with all pos­si­ble speed to the cot­tage, learned with ex­treme sat­is­fac­tion that no se­ri­ous dam­age was done in New Aber­foyle.

			The bed of Loch Ka­trine had fair­ly giv­en way. The wa­ters had sud­den­ly bro­ken through by an enor­mous fis­sure in­to the mine be­neath. Of Sir Wal­ter Scott’s fa­vorite loch there was not left enough to wet the pret­ty foot of the La­dy of the Lake; all that re­mained was a pond of a few acres at the fur­ther ex­trem­i­ty.

			This sin­gu­lar event made a pro­found sen­sa­tion in the coun­try. It was a thing un­heard of that a lake should in the space of a few min­utes emp­ty it­self, and dis­ap­pear in­to the bow­els of the earth. There was noth­ing for it but to erase Loch Ka­trine from the map of Scot­land un­til (by pub­lic sub­scrip­tion) it could be re­filled, care be­ing of course tak­en, in the first place, to stop the rent up tight. This catas­tro­phe would have been the death of Sir Wal­ter Scott, had he still been in the world.

			The ac­ci­dent was ex­pli­ca­ble when it was as­cer­tained that, be­tween the bed of the lake and the vast cav­i­ty be­neath, the ge­o­log­i­cal stra­ta had be­come re­duced to a thin lay­er, in­ca­pable of longer sus­tain­ing the weight of wa­ter.

			Now, al­though to most peo­ple this event seemed plain­ly due to nat­u­ral caus­es, yet to James Starr and his friends, Si­mon and Har­ry Ford, the ques­tion con­stant­ly re­curred, was it not rather to be at­trib­uted to malev­o­lence? Un­easy sus­pi­cions con­tin­u­al­ly ha­rassed their minds. Was their evil ge­nius about to re­new his per­se­cu­tion of those who ven­tured to work this rich mine?

			At the cot­tage, some days lat­er, James Starr thus dis­cussed the mat­ter with the old man and his son: “Well, Si­mon,” said he, “to my think­ing we must class this cir­cum­stance with the oth­ers for which we still seek elu­ci­da­tion, al­though it is no doubt pos­si­ble to ex­plain it by nat­u­ral caus­es.”

			“I am quite of your mind, Mr. James,” replied Si­mon, “but take my ad­vice, and say noth­ing about it; let us make all re­search­es our­selves.”

			“Oh, I know the re­sult of such re­search be­fore­hand!” cried the en­gi­neer.

			“And what will it be, then?”

			“We shall find proofs of malev­o­lence, but not the male­fac­tor.”

			“But he ex­ists! he is there! Where can he lie con­cealed? Is it pos­si­ble to con­ceive that the most de­praved hu­man be­ing could, sin­gle-hand­ed, car­ry out an idea so in­fer­nal as that of burst­ing through the bed of a lake? I be­lieve I shall end by think­ing, like Jack Ryan, that the evil de­mon of the mine re­venges him­self on us for hav­ing in­vad­ed his do­main.”

			Nell was al­lowed to hear as lit­tle as pos­si­ble of these dis­cus­sions. In­deed, she showed no de­sire to en­ter in­to them, al­though it was very ev­i­dent that she shared in the anx­i­eties of her adopt­ed par­ents. The melan­choly in her coun­te­nance bore wit­ness to much men­tal ag­i­ta­tion.

			It was at length re­solved that James Starr, to­geth­er with Si­mon and Har­ry, should re­turn to the scene of the dis­as­ter, and en­deav­or to sat­is­fy them­selves as to the cause of it. They men­tioned their project to no one. To those un­ac­quaint­ed with the group of facts on which it was based, the opin­ion of Starr and his friends could not fail to ap­pear whol­ly in­ad­mis­si­ble.

			A few days lat­er, the three friends pro­ceed­ed in a small boat to ex­am­ine the nat­u­ral pil­lars on which had rest­ed the sol­id earth form­ing the basin of Loch Ka­trine. They dis­cov­ered that they had been right in sus­pect­ing that the mas­sive col­umns had been un­der­mined by blast­ing. The black­ened traces of ex­plo­sion were to be seen, the wa­ters hav­ing sub­sid­ed be­low the lev­el of these mys­te­ri­ous op­er­a­tions. Thus the fall of a por­tion of the vast vault­ed dome was proved to have been pre­med­i­tat­ed by man, and by man’s hand had it been ef­fect­ed.

			“It is im­pos­si­ble to doubt it,” said James Starr; “and who can say what might not have hap­pened had the sea, in­stead of a lit­tle loch, been let in up­on us?”

			“You may well say that,” cried the old over­man, with a feel­ing of pride in his beloved mine; “for noth­ing less than a sea would have drowned our Aber­foyle. But, once more, what pos­si­ble in­ter­est could any hu­man be­ing have in the de­struc­tion of our works?”

			“It is quite in­com­pre­hen­si­ble,” replied James Starr. “This case is some­thing per­fect­ly un­like that of a band of com­mon crim­i­nals, who, con­ceal­ing them­selves in dens and caves, go forth to rob and pil­lage the sur­round­ing coun­try. The evil deeds of such men would cer­tain­ly, in the course of three years have be­trayed their ex­is­tence and lurk­ing-places. Nei­ther can it be, as I some­times used to think, that smug­glers or coin­ers car­ried on their il­le­gal prac­tices in some dis­tant and un­known cor­ner of these prodi­gious cav­erns, and were con­se­quent­ly anx­ious to drive us out of them. But no one coins false mon­ey or ob­tains con­tra­band goods on­ly to con­ceal them!

			“Yet it is clear that an im­pla­ca­ble en­e­my has sworn the ru­in of New Aber­foyle, and that some in­ter­est urges him to seek in ev­ery pos­si­ble way to wreak his ha­tred up­on us. He ap­pears to be too weak to act open­ly, and lays his schemes in se­cret; but dis­plays such in­tel­li­gence as to ren­der him a most for­mi­da­ble foe.

			“My friends, he must un­der­stand bet­ter than we do the se­crets of our do­main, since he has all this time elud­ed our vig­i­lance. He must be a man ex­pe­ri­enced in min­ing, skilled be­yond the most skill­ful—that’s cer­tain, Si­mon! We have proof enough of that.

			“Let me see! Have you nev­er had a per­son­al en­e­my, to whom your sus­pi­cions might point? Think well! There is such a thing as ha­tred which time nev­er soft­ens. Go back to rec­ol­lec­tions of your ear­li­est days. What be­falls us ap­pears the work of a stern and pa­tient will, and to ex­plain it de­mands ev­ery ef­fort of thought and mem­o­ry.”

			Si­mon did not an­swer im­me­di­ate­ly—his mind ev­i­dent­ly en­gaged in a close and can­did sur­vey of his past life. Present­ly, rais­ing his head, “No,” said he; “no! Heav­en be my wit­ness, nei­ther Madge nor I have ev­er in­jured any­body. We can­not be­lieve that we have a sin­gle en­e­my in the world.”

			“Ah! if Nell would on­ly speak!” cried the en­gi­neer.

			“Mr. Starr—and you, fa­ther,” said Har­ry, “I do beg of you to keep si­lence on this mat­ter, and not to ques­tion my poor Nell. I know she is very anx­ious and un­easy; and I feel pos­i­tive that some great se­cret painful­ly op­press­es her heart. Ei­ther she knows noth­ing it would be of any use for us to hear, or she con­sid­ers it her du­ty to be silent. It is im­pos­si­ble to doubt her af­fec­tion for us—for all of us. If at a fu­ture time she in­forms me of what she has hith­er­to con­cealed from us, you shall know about it im­me­di­ate­ly.”

			“So be it, then, Har­ry,” an­swered the en­gi­neer; “and yet I must say Nell’s si­lence, if she knows any­thing, is to me per­fect­ly in­ex­pli­ca­ble.”

			Har­ry would have con­tin­ued her de­fense; but the en­gi­neer stopped him, say­ing, “All right, Har­ry; we prom­ise to say no more about it to your fu­ture wife.”

			“With my fa­ther’s con­sent she shall be my wife with­out fur­ther de­lay.”

			“My boy,” said old Si­mon, “your mar­riage shall take place this very month. Mr. Starr, will you un­der­take the part of Nell’s fa­ther?”

			“You may reck­on up­on me for that, Si­mon,” an­swered the en­gi­neer.

			They then re­turned to the cot­tage, but said not a word of the re­sult of their ex­am­i­na­tions in the mine, so that to the rest of its in­hab­i­tants, the burst­ing in of the vault­ed roof of the cav­erns con­tin­ued to be re­gard­ed as a mere ac­ci­dent. There was but a loch the less in Scot­land.

			Nell grad­u­al­ly re­sumed her cus­tom­ary du­ties, and Har­ry made good use of her lit­tle vis­it to the up­per air, in the in­struc­tions he gave her. She en­joyed the rec­ol­lec­tions of life above ground, yet with­out re­gret­ting it. The somber re­gion she had loved as a child, and in which her wed­ded life would be spent, was as dear to her as ev­er.

			The ap­proach­ing mar­riage cre­at­ed great ex­cite­ment in New Aber­foyle. Good wish­es poured in on all sides, and fore­most among them were Jack Ryan’s. He was de­tect­ed busi­ly prac­tic­ing his best songs in prepa­ra­tion for the great day, which was to be cel­e­brat­ed by the whole pop­u­la­tion of Coal Town.

			Dur­ing the month pre­ced­ing the wed­ding-day, there were more ac­ci­dents oc­cur­ring in New Aber­foyle than had ev­er been known in the place. One would have thought the ap­proach­ing union of Har­ry and Nell ac­tu­al­ly pro­voked one catas­tro­phe af­ter an­oth­er. These mis­for­tunes hap­pened chiefly at the fur­ther and low­est ex­trem­i­ty of the works, and the cause of them was al­ways in some way mys­te­ri­ous.

			Thus, for in­stance, the wood­work of a dis­tant gallery was dis­cov­ered to be in flames, which were ex­tin­guished by Har­ry and his com­pan­ions at the risk of their lives, by em­ploy­ing en­gines filled with wa­ter and car­bon­ic acid, al­ways kept ready in case of ne­ces­si­ty. The lamp used by the in­cen­di­ary was found; but no clue what­ev­er as to who he could be.

			An­oth­er time an in­un­da­tion took place in con­se­quence of the stan­chions of a wa­ter-tank giv­ing way; and Mr. Starr as­cer­tained be­yond a doubt that these sup­ports had first of all been par­tial­ly sawn through. Har­ry, who had been over­see­ing the works near the place at the time, was buried in the fall­ing rub­bish, and nar­row­ly es­caped death.

			A few days af­ter­wards, on the steam tramway, a train of trucks, which Har­ry was pass­ing along, met with an ob­sta­cle on the rails, and was over­turned. It was then dis­cov­ered that a beam had been laid across the line. In short, events of this de­scrip­tion be­came so nu­mer­ous that the min­ers were seized with a kind of pan­ic, and it re­quired all the in­flu­ence of their chiefs to keep them on the works.

			“You would think that there was a whole band of these ruf­fi­ans,” Si­mon kept say­ing, “and we can’t lay hands on a sin­gle one of them.”

			Search was made in all di­rec­tions. The coun­ty po­lice were on the alert night and day, yet dis­cov­ered noth­ing. The evil in­ten­tions seem­ing spe­cial­ly de­signed to in­jure Har­ry. Starr for­bade him to ven­ture alone be­yond the or­di­nary lim­its of the works.

			They were equal­ly care­ful of Nell, al­though, at Har­ry’s en­treaty, these ma­li­cious at­tempts to do harm were con­cealed from her, be­cause they might re­mind her painful­ly of for­mer times. Si­mon and Madge watched over her by day and by night with a sort of stern so­lic­i­tude. The poor child yield­ed to their wish­es, with­out a re­mark or a com­plaint. Did she per­ceive that they act­ed with a view to her in­ter­est? Prob­a­bly she did. And on her part, she seemed to watch over oth­ers, and was nev­er easy un­less all whom she loved were to­geth­er in the cot­tage.

			When Har­ry came home in the evening, she could not re­strain ex­pres­sions of child­like joy, very un­like her usu­al man­ner, which was rather re­served than demon­stra­tive. As soon as day broke, she was astir be­fore any­one else, and her con­stant un­easi­ness last­ed all day un­til the hour of re­turn home from work.

			Har­ry be­came very anx­ious that their mar­riage should take place. He thought that, when the ir­rev­o­ca­ble step was tak­en, malev­o­lence would be dis­armed, and that Nell would nev­er feel safe un­til she was his wife. James Starr, Si­mon, and Madge, were all of the same opin­ion, and ev­ery­one count­ed the in­ter­ven­ing days, for ev­ery­one suf­fered from the most un­com­fort­able fore­bod­ings.

			It was per­fect­ly ev­i­dent that noth­ing re­lat­ing to Nell was in­dif­fer­ent to this hid­den foe, whom it was im­pos­si­ble to meet or to avoid. There­fore it seemed quite pos­si­ble that the solemn act of her mar­riage with Har­ry might be the oc­ca­sion of some new and dread­ful out­break of his ha­tred.

			One morn­ing, a week be­fore the day ap­point­ed for the cer­e­mo­ny, Nell, ris­ing ear­ly, went out of the cot­tage be­fore any­one else. No soon­er had she crossed the thresh­old than a cry of in­de­scrib­able an­guish es­caped her lips.

			Her voice was heard through­out the dwelling; in a mo­ment, Madge, Har­ry, and Si­mon were at her side. Nell was pale as death, her coun­te­nance ag­i­tat­ed, her fea­tures ex­press­ing the ut­most hor­ror. Un­able to speak, her eyes were riv­et­ed on the door of the cot­tage, which she had just opened.

			With rigid fin­gers she point­ed to the fol­low­ing words traced up­on it dur­ing the night: “Si­mon Ford, you have robbed me of the last vein in our old pit. Har­ry, your son, has robbed me of Nell. Woe be­tide you! Woe be­tide you all! Woe be­tide New Aber­foyle!—Sil­fax.”

			“Sil­fax!” ex­claimed Si­mon and Madge to­geth­er.

			“Who is this man?” de­mand­ed Har­ry, look­ing al­ter­nate­ly at his fa­ther and at the maid­en.

			“Sil­fax!” re­peat­ed Nell in tones of de­spair, “Sil­fax!”—and, mur­mur­ing this name, her whole frame shud­der­ing with fear and ag­i­ta­tion, she was borne away to her cham­ber by old Madge.

			James Starr, has­ten­ing to the spot, read the threat­en­ing sen­tences again and again.

			“The hand which traced these lines,” said he at length, “is the same which wrote me the let­ter con­tra­dict­ing yours, Si­mon. The man calls him­self Sil­fax. I see by your trou­bled man­ner that you know him. Who is this Sil­fax?”

		
	
		
			
				XVII

				The “Monk”

			
			This name re­vealed ev­ery­thing to the old over­man. It was that of the last “monk” of the Dochart pit.

			In for­mer days, be­fore the in­ven­tion of the safe­ty-lamp, Si­mon had known this fierce man, whose busi­ness it was to go dai­ly, at the risk of his life, to pro­duce par­tial ex­plo­sions of firedamp in the pas­sages. He used to see this strange soli­tary be­ing, prowl­ing about the mine, al­ways ac­com­pa­nied by a mon­strous owl, which he called Har­fang, who as­sist­ed him in his per­ilous oc­cu­pa­tion, by soar­ing with a light­ed match to places Sil­fax was un­able to reach.

			One day this old man dis­ap­peared, and at the same time al­so, a lit­tle or­phan girl born in the mine, who had no re­la­tion but him­self, her great-grand­fa­ther. It was per­fect­ly ev­i­dent now that this child was Nell. Dur­ing the fif­teen years, up to the time when she was saved by Har­ry, they must have lived in some se­cret abyss of the mine.

			The old over­man, full of min­gled com­pas­sion and anger, made known to the en­gi­neer and Har­ry all that the name of Sil­fax had re­vealed to him. It ex­plained the whole mys­tery. Sil­fax was the mys­te­ri­ous be­ing so long vain­ly sought for in the depths of New Aber­foyle.

			“So you knew him, Si­mon?” de­mand­ed Mr. Starr.

			“Yes, that I did,” replied the over­man. “The Har­fang man, we used to call him. Why, he was old then! He must be fif­teen or twen­ty years old­er than I am. A wild, sav­age sort of fel­low, who held aloof from ev­ery­one and was known to fear noth­ing—nei­ther fire nor wa­ter. It was his own fan­cy to fol­low the trade of ‘monk,’ which few would have liked. The con­stant dan­ger of the busi­ness had un­set­tled his brain. He was prodi­gious­ly strong, and he knew the mine as no one else—at any rate, as well as I did. He lived on a small al­lowance. In faith, I be­lieved him dead years ago.”

			“But,” re­sumed James Starr, “what does he mean by those words, ‘You have robbed me of the last vein of our old mine’?”

			“Ah! there it is,” replied Si­mon; “for a long time it had been a fan­cy of his—I told you his mind was de­ranged—that he had a right to the mine of Aber­foyle; so he be­came more and more sav­age in tem­per the deep­er the Dochart pit—his pit!—was worked out. It just seemed as if it was his own body that suf­fered from ev­ery blow of the pick­ax. You must re­mem­ber that, Madge?”

			“Ay, that I do, Si­mon,” replied she.

			“I can rec­ol­lect all this,” re­sumed Si­mon, “since I have seen the name of Sil­fax on the door. But I tell you, I thought the man was dead, and nev­er imag­ined that the spite­ful be­ing we have so long sought for could be the old fire­man of the Dochart pit.”

			“Well, now, then,” said Starr, “it is all quite plain. Chance made known to Sil­fax the new vein of coal. With the ego­tism of mad­ness, he be­lieved him­self the own­er of a trea­sure he must con­ceal and de­fend. Liv­ing in the mine, and wan­der­ing about day and night, he per­ceived that you had dis­cov­ered the se­cret, and had writ­ten in all haste to beg me to come. Hence the let­ter con­tra­dict­ing yours; hence, af­ter my ar­rival, all the ac­ci­dents that oc­curred, such as the block of stone thrown at Har­ry, the bro­ken lad­der at the Yarrow shaft, the ob­struc­tion of the open­ings in­to the wall of the new cut­ting; hence, in short, our im­pris­on­ment, and then our de­liv­er­ance, brought about by the kind as­sis­tance of Nell, who act­ed of course with­out the knowl­edge of this man Sil­fax, and con­trary to his in­ten­tions.”

			“You de­scribe ev­ery­thing ex­act­ly as it must have hap­pened, Mr. Starr,” re­turned old Si­mon. “The old ‘Monk’ is mad enough now, at any rate!”

			“All the bet­ter,” quoth Madge.

			“I don’t know that,” said Starr, shak­ing his head; “it is a ter­ri­ble sort of mad­ness this.”

			“Ah! now I un­der­stand that the very thought of him must have ter­ri­fied poor lit­tle Nell, and al­so I see that she could not bear to de­nounce her grand­fa­ther. What a mis­er­able time she must have had of it with the old man!”

			“Mis­er­able with a vengeance,” replied Si­mon, “be­tween that sav­age and his owl, as sav­age as him­self. De­pend up­on it, that bird isn’t dead. That was what put our lamp out, and al­so so near­ly cut the rope by which Har­ry and Nell were sus­pend­ed.”

			“And then, you see,” said Madge, “this news of the mar­riage of our son with his grand­daugh­ter added to his ran­cor and ill-will.”

			“To be sure,” said Si­mon. “To think that his Nell should mar­ry one of the rob­bers of his own coal mine would just drive him wild al­to­geth­er.”

			“He will have to make up his mind to it, how­ev­er,” cried Har­ry. “Mad as he is, we shall man­age to con­vince him that Nell is bet­ter off with us here than ev­er she was in the cav­erns of the pit. I am sure, Mr. Starr, if we could on­ly catch him, we should be able to make him lis­ten to rea­son.”

			“My poor Har­ry! there is no rea­son­ing with a mad­man,” replied the en­gi­neer. “Of course it is bet­ter to know your en­e­my than not; but you must not fan­cy all is right be­cause we have found out who he is. We must be on our guard, my friends; and to be­gin with, Har­ry, you pos­i­tive­ly must ques­tion Nell. She will per­ceive that her si­lence is no longer rea­son­able. Even for her grand­fa­ther’s own in­ter­est, she ought to speak now. For his own sake, as well as for ours, these in­sane plots must be put a stop to.”

			“I feel sure, Mr. Starr,” an­swered Har­ry, “that Nell will of her­self pro­pose to tell you what she knows. You see it was from a sense of du­ty that she has been silent hith­er­to. My moth­er was very right to take her to her room just now. She much need­ed time to re­cov­er her spir­its; but now I will go for her.”

			“You need not do so, Har­ry,” said the maid­en in a clear and firm voice, as she en­tered at that mo­ment the room in which they were. Nell was very pale; traces of tears were in her eyes; but her whole man­ner showed that she had nerved her­self to act as her loy­al heart dic­tat­ed as her du­ty.

			“Nell!” cried Har­ry, spring­ing to­wards her.

			The girl ar­rest­ed her lover by a ges­ture, and con­tin­ued, “Your fa­ther and moth­er, and you, Har­ry, must now know all. And you too, Mr. Starr, must re­main ig­no­rant of noth­ing that con­cerns the child you have re­ceived, and whom Har­ry—un­for­tu­nate­ly for him, alas!—drew from the abyss.”

			“Oh, Nell! what are you say­ing?” cried Har­ry.

			“Al­low her to speak,” said James Starr in a de­cid­ed tone.

			“I am the grand­daugh­ter of old Sil­fax,” re­sumed Nell. “I nev­er knew a moth­er till the day I came here,” added she, look­ing at Madge.

			“Blessed be that day, my daugh­ter!” said the old wom­an.

			“I knew no fa­ther till I saw Si­mon Ford,” con­tin­ued Nell; “nor friend till the day when Har­ry’s hand touched mine. Alone with my grand­fa­ther I have lived dur­ing fif­teen years in the re­mote and most soli­tary depths of the mine. I say with my grand­fa­ther, but I can scarce­ly use the ex­pres­sion, for I sel­dom saw him. When he dis­ap­peared from Old Aber­foyle, he con­cealed him­self in cav­erns known on­ly to him­self. In his way he was kind to me, dread­ful as he was; he fed me with what­ev­er he could pro­cure from out­side the mine; but I can dim­ly rec­ol­lect that in my ear­li­est years I was the nursling of a goat, the death of which was a bit­ter grief to me. My grand­fa­ther, see­ing my dis­tress, brought me an­oth­er an­i­mal—a dog he said it was. But, un­luck­i­ly, this dog was live­ly, and barked. Grand­fa­ther did not like any­thing cheer­ful. He had a hor­ror of noise, and had taught me to be silent; the dog he could not teach to be qui­et, so the poor an­i­mal very soon dis­ap­peared. My grand­fa­ther’s com­pan­ion was a fe­ro­cious bird, Har­fang, of which, at first, I had a per­fect hor­ror; but this crea­ture, in spite of my dis­like to it, took such a strong af­fec­tion for me, that I could not help re­turn­ing it. It even obeyed me bet­ter than its mas­ter, which used to make me quite un­easy, for my grand­fa­ther was jeal­ous. Har­fang and I did not dare to let him see us much to­geth­er; we both knew it would be dan­ger­ous. But I am talk­ing too much about my­self: the great thing is about you.”

			“No, my child,” said James Starr, “tell us ev­ery­thing that comes to your mind.”

			“My grand­fa­ther,” con­tin­ued Nell, “al­ways re­gard­ed your abode in the mine with a very evil eye—not that there was any lack of space. His cho­sen refuge was far—very far from you. But he could not bear to feel that you were there. If I asked any ques­tions about the peo­ple up above us, his face grew dark, he gave no an­swer, and con­tin­ued quite silent for a long time af­ter­wards. But when he per­ceived that, not con­tent with the old do­main, you seemed to think of en­croach­ing up­on his, then in­deed his anger burst forth. He swore that, were you to suc­ceed in reach­ing the new mine, you should as­sured­ly per­ish. Not­with­stand­ing his great age, his strength is as­ton­ish­ing, and his threats used to make me trem­ble.”

			“Go on, Nell, my child,” said Si­mon to the girl, who paused as though to col­lect her thoughts.

			“On the oc­ca­sion of your first at­tempt,” re­sumed Nell, “as soon as my grand­fa­ther saw that you were fair­ly in­side the gallery lead­ing to New Aber­foyle, he stopped up the open­ing, and turned it in­to a prison for you. I on­ly knew you as shad­ows dim­ly seen in the gloom of the pit, but I could not en­dure the idea that you would die of hunger in these hor­rid places; and so, at the risk of be­ing de­tect­ed, I suc­ceed­ed in ob­tain­ing bread and wa­ter for you dur­ing some days. I should have liked to help you to es­cape, but it was so dif­fi­cult to avoid the vig­i­lance of my grand­fa­ther. You were about to die. Then ar­rived Jack Ryan and the oth­ers. By the prov­i­dence of God I met with them, and in­stant­ly guid­ed them to where you were. When my grand­fa­ther dis­cov­ered what I had done, his rage against me was ter­ri­ble. I ex­pect­ed death at his hands. Af­ter that my life be­came in­sup­port­able to me. My grand­fa­ther com­plete­ly lost his sens­es. He pro­claimed him­self King of Dark­ness and Flame; and when he heard your tools at work on coal-beds which he con­sid­ered en­tire­ly his own, he be­came fu­ri­ous and beat me cru­el­ly. I would have fled from him, but it was im­pos­si­ble, so nar­row­ly did he watch me. At last, in a fit of un­govern­able fury, he threw me down in­to the abyss where you found me, and dis­ap­peared, vain­ly call­ing on Har­fang, which faith­ful­ly stayed by me, to fol­low him. I know not how long I re­mained there, but I felt I was at the point of death when you, my Har­ry, came and saved me. But now you all see that the grand­child of old Sil­fax can nev­er be the wife of Har­ry Ford, be­cause it would be cer­tain death to you all!”

			“Nell!” cried Har­ry.

			“No,” con­tin­ued the maid­en, “my res­o­lu­tion is tak­en. By one means on­ly can your ru­in be avert­ed; I must re­turn to my grand­fa­ther. He threat­ens to de­stroy the whole of New Aber­foyle. His is a soul in­ca­pable of mer­cy or for­give­ness, and no mor­tal can say to what hor­rid deed the spir­it of re­venge will lead him. My du­ty is clear; I should be the most de­spi­ca­ble crea­ture on earth did I hes­i­tate to per­form it. Farewell! I thank you all hearti­ly. You on­ly have taught me what hap­pi­ness is. What­ev­er may be­fall, be­lieve that my whole heart re­mains with you.”

			At these words, Si­mon, Madge, and Har­ry start­ed up in an agony of grief, ex­claim­ing in tones of de­spair, “What, Nell! is it pos­si­ble you would leave us?”

			James Starr put them all aside with an air of au­thor­i­ty, and, go­ing straight up to Nell, he took both her hands in his, say­ing qui­et­ly, “Very right, my child; you have said ex­act­ly what you ought to say; and now lis­ten to what we have to say in re­ply. We shall not let you go away; if nec­es­sary, we shall keep you by force. Do you think we could be so base as to ac­cept of your gen­er­ous pro­pos­al? These threats of Sil­fax are for­mi­da­ble—no doubt about it! But, af­ter all, a man is but a man, and we can take pre­cau­tions. You will tell us, will you not, even for his own sake, all you can about his habits and his lurk­ing-places? All we want to do is to put it out of his pow­er to do harm, and per­haps bring him to rea­son.”

			“You want to do what is quite im­pos­si­ble,” said Nell. “My grand­fa­ther is ev­ery­where and nowhere. I have nev­er seen his re­treats. I have nev­er seen him sleep. If he meant to con­ceal him­self, he used to leave me alone, and van­ish. When I took my res­o­lu­tion, Mr. Starr, I was aware of ev­ery­thing you could say against it. Be­lieve me, there is but one way to ren­der Sil­fax pow­er­less, and that will be by my re­turn to him. In­vis­i­ble him­self, he sees ev­ery­thing that goes on. Just think whether it is like­ly he could dis­cov­er your very thoughts and in­ten­tions, from that time when the let­ter was writ­ten to Mr. Starr, up to now that my mar­riage with Har­ry has been ar­ranged, if he did not pos­sess the ex­tra­or­di­nary fac­ul­ty of know­ing ev­ery­thing. As far as I am able to judge, my grand­fa­ther, in his very in­san­i­ty, is a man of most pow­er­ful mind. He for­mer­ly used to talk to me on very lofty sub­jects. He taught me the ex­is­tence of God, and nev­er de­ceived me but on one point, which was—that he made me be­lieve that all men were base and per­fid­i­ous, be­cause he wished to in­spire me with his own ha­tred of all the hu­man race. When Har­ry brought me to the cot­tage, you thought I was sim­ply ig­no­rant of mankind, but, far be­yond that, I was in mor­tal fear of you all. Ah, for­give me! I as­sure you, for many days I be­lieved my­self in the pow­er of wicked wretch­es, and I longed to es­cape. You, Madge, first led me to per­ceive the truth, not by any­thing you said, but by the sight of your dai­ly life, for I saw that your hus­band and son loved and re­spect­ed you! Then all these good and hap­py work­men, who so re­vere and trust Mr. Starr, I used to think they were slaves; and when, for the first time, I saw the whole pop­u­la­tion of Aber­foyle come to church and kneel down to pray to God, and praise Him for His in­fi­nite good­ness, I said to my­self, ‘My grand­fa­ther has de­ceived me.’ But now, en­light­ened by all you have taught me, I am in­clined to think he him­self is de­ceived. I mean to re­turn to the se­cret pas­sages I for­mer­ly fre­quent­ed with him. He is cer­tain to be on the watch. I will call to him; he will hear me, and who knows but that, by re­turn­ing to him, I may be able to bring him to the knowl­edge of the truth?”

			The maid­en spoke with­out in­ter­rup­tion, for all felt that it was good for her to open her whole heart to her friends.

			But when, ex­haust­ed by emo­tion, and with eyes full of tears, she ceased speak­ing, Har­ry turned to old Madge and said, “Moth­er, what should you think of the man who could for­sake the no­ble girl whose words you have been lis­ten­ing to?”

			“I should think he was a base cow­ard,” said Madge, “and, were he my son, I should re­nounce and curse him.”

			“Nell, do you hear what our moth­er says?” re­sumed Har­ry. “Wher­ev­er you go I will fol­low you. If you per­sist in leav­ing us, we will go away to­geth­er.”

			“Har­ry! Har­ry!” cried Nell.

			Over­come by her feel­ings, the girl’s lips blanched, and she sank in­to the arms of Madge, who begged she might be left alone with her.

		
	
		
			
				XVIII

				Nell’s Wed­ding

			
			It was agreed that the in­hab­i­tants of the cot­tage must keep more on their guard than ev­er. The threats of old Sil­fax were too se­ri­ous to be dis­re­gard­ed. It was on­ly too pos­si­ble that he pos­sessed some ter­ri­ble means by which the whole of Aber­foyle might be an­ni­hi­lat­ed.

			Armed sen­tinels were post­ed at the var­i­ous en­trances to the mine, with or­ders to keep strict watch day and night. Any stranger en­ter­ing the mine was brought be­fore James Starr, that he might give an ac­count of him­self. There be­ing no fear of trea­son among the in­hab­i­tants of Coal Town, the threat­ened dan­ger to the sub­ter­ranean colony was made known to them. Nell was in­formed of all the pre­cau­tions tak­en, and be­came more tran­quil, al­though she was not free from un­easi­ness. Har­ry’s de­ter­mi­na­tion to fol­low her wher­ev­er she went com­pelled her to prom­ise not to es­cape from her friends.

			Dur­ing the week pre­ced­ing the wed­ding, no ac­ci­dent what­ev­er oc­curred in Aber­foyle. The sys­tem of watch­ing was care­ful­ly main­tained, but the min­ers be­gan to re­cov­er from the pan­ic, which had se­ri­ous­ly in­ter­rupt­ed the work of ex­ca­va­tion. James Starr con­tin­ued to look out for Sil­fax. The old man hav­ing vin­dic­tive­ly de­clared that Nell should nev­er mar­ry Si­mon’s son, it was nat­u­ral to sup­pose that he would not hes­i­tate to com­mit any vi­o­lent deed which would hin­der their union.

			The ex­am­i­na­tion of the mine was car­ried on minute­ly. Ev­ery pas­sage and gallery was searched, up to those high­er ranges which opened out among the ru­ins of Dun­don­ald Cas­tle. It was right­ly sup­posed that through this old build­ing Sil­fax passed out to ob­tain what was need­ful for the sup­port of his mis­er­able ex­is­tence (which he must have done, ei­ther by pur­chas­ing or thiev­ing).

			As to the “fire-maid­ens,” James Starr be­gan to think that ap­pear­ance must have been pro­duced by some jet of firedamp gas which, is­su­ing from that part of the pit, could be light­ed by Sil­fax. He was not far wrong; but all search for proof of this was fruit­less, and the con­tin­ued strain of anx­i­ety in this per­pet­u­al ef­fort to de­tect a ma­lig­nant and in­vis­i­ble be­ing ren­dered the en­gi­neer—out­ward­ly calm—an un­hap­py man.

			As the wed­ding-day ap­proached, his dread of some catas­tro­phe in­creased, and he could not but speak of it to the old over­man, whose un­easi­ness soon more than equaled his own. At length the day came. Sil­fax had giv­en no to­ken of ex­is­tence.

			By day­break the en­tire pop­u­la­tion of Coal Town was astir. Work was sus­pend­ed; over­seers and work­men alike de­sired to do hon­or to Si­mon Ford and his son. They all felt they owed a large debt of grat­i­tude to these bold and per­se­ver­ing men, by whose means the mine had been re­stored to its for­mer pros­per­i­ty. The cer­e­mo­ny was to take place at eleven o’clock, in St. Giles’s chapel, which stood on the shores of Loch Mal­colm.

			At the ap­point­ed time, Har­ry left the cot­tage, sup­port­ing his moth­er on his arm, while Si­mon led the bride. Fol­low­ing them came Starr, the en­gi­neer, com­posed in man­ner, but in re­al­i­ty nerved to ex­pect the worst, and Jack Ryan, step­ping su­perb in full High­land piper’s cos­tume. Then came the oth­er min­ing en­gi­neers, the prin­ci­pal peo­ple of Coal Town, the friends and com­rades of the old over­man—ev­ery mem­ber of this great fam­i­ly of min­ers form­ing the pop­u­la­tion of New Aber­foyle.

			In the out­er world, the day was one of the hottest of the month of Au­gust, pe­cu­liar­ly op­pres­sive in north­ern coun­tries. The sul­try air pen­e­trat­ed the depths of the coal mine, and el­e­vat­ed the tem­per­a­ture. The air which en­tered through the ven­ti­lat­ing shafts, and the great tun­nel of Loch Mal­colm, was charged with elec­tric­i­ty, and the barom­e­ter, it was af­ter­wards re­marked, had fall­en in a re­mark­able man­ner. There was, in­deed, ev­ery in­di­ca­tion that a storm might burst forth be­neath the rocky vault which formed the roof of the enor­mous crypt of the very mine it­self.

			But the in­hab­i­tants were not at that mo­ment trou­bling them­selves about the chances of at­mo­spher­ic dis­tur­bance above ground. Ev­ery­body, as a mat­ter of course, had put on his best clothes for the oc­ca­sion. Madge was dressed in the fash­ion of days gone by, wear­ing the “toy” and the “roke­lay,” or Tar­tan plaid, of ma­trons of the old­en time, old Si­mon wore a coat of which Bailie Nicol Jarvie him­self would have ap­proved.

			Nell had re­solved to show noth­ing of her men­tal ag­i­ta­tion; she for­bade her heart to beat, or her in­ward ter­rors to be­tray them­selves, and the brave girl ap­peared be­fore all with a calm and col­lect­ed as­pect. She had de­clined ev­ery or­na­ment of dress, and the very sim­plic­i­ty of her at­tire added to the charm­ing el­e­gance of her ap­pear­ance. Her hair was bound with the “snood,” the usu­al head­dress of Scot­tish maid­ens.

			All pro­ceed­ed to­wards St. Giles’s chapel, which had been hand­some­ly dec­o­rat­ed for the oc­ca­sion.

			The elec­tric discs of light which il­lu­mi­nat­ed Coal Town blazed like so many suns. A lu­mi­nous at­mos­phere per­vad­ed New Aber­foyle. In the chapel, elec­tric lamps shed a glow over the stained-glass win­dows, which shone like fiery kalei­do­scopes. At the porch of the chapel the min­is­ter await­ed the ar­rival of the wed­ding par­ty.

			It ap­proached, af­ter hav­ing passed in state­ly pro­ces­sion along the shore of Loch Mal­colm. Then the tones of the or­gan were heard, and, pre­ced­ed by the min­is­ter, the group ad­vanced in­to the chapel. The Di­vine bless­ing was first in­voked on all present. Then Har­ry and Nell re­mained alone be­fore the min­is­ter, who, hold­ing the sa­cred book in his hand, pro­ceed­ed to say, “Har­ry, will you take Nell to be your wife, and will you prom­ise to love her al­ways?”

			“I prom­ise,” an­swered the young man in a firm and steady voice.

			“And you, Nell,” con­tin­ued the min­is­ter, “will you take Har­ry to be your hus­band, and—”

			Be­fore he could fin­ish the sen­tence, a prodi­gious noise re­sound­ed from with­out. One of the enor­mous rocks, on which was formed the ter­race over­hang­ing the banks of Loch Mal­colm, had sud­den­ly giv­en way and opened with­out ex­plo­sion, dis­clos­ing a pro­found abyss, in­to which the wa­ters were now wild­ly plung­ing.

			In an­oth­er in­stant, among the shat­tered rocks and rush­ing waves ap­peared a ca­noe, which a vig­or­ous arm pro­pelled along the sur­face of the lake. In the ca­noe was seen the fig­ure of an old man stand­ing up­right. He was clothed in a dark man­tle, his hair was di­shev­elled, a long white beard fell over his breast, and in his hand he bore a light­ed Davy safe­ty lamp, the flame be­ing pro­tect­ed by the metal­lic gauze of the ap­pa­ra­tus.

			In a loud voice this old man shout­ed, “The firedamp is up­on you! Woe—woe be­tide ye all!”

			At the same mo­ment the slight smell pe­cu­liar to car­bu­ret­ted hy­dro­gen was per­cep­ti­bly dif­fused through the at­mos­phere. And, in truth, the fall of the rock had made a pas­sage of es­cape for an enor­mous quan­ti­ty of ex­plo­sive gas, ac­cu­mu­lat­ed in vast cav­i­ties, the open­ings to which had hith­er­to been blocked up.

			Jets and streams of the firedamp now rose up­ward in the vault­ed dome; and well did that fierce old man know that the con­se­quence of what he had done would be to ren­der ex­plo­sive the whole at­mos­phere of the mine.

			James Starr and sev­er­al oth­ers, hav­ing hasti­ly quit­ted the chapel, and per­ceived the im­mi­nence of the dan­ger, now rushed back, cry­ing out in ac­cents of the ut­most alarm, “Fly from the mine! Fly in­stant­ly from the mine!”

			“Now for the firedamp! Here comes the firedamp!” yelled the old man, urg­ing his ca­noe fur­ther along the lake.

			Har­ry with his bride, his fa­ther and his moth­er, left the chapel in haste and in ter­ror.

			“Fly! fly for your lives!” re­peat­ed James Starr. Alas! it was too late to fly! Old Sil­fax stood there, pre­pared to ful­fill his last dread­ful threat—pre­pared to stop the mar­riage of Nell and Har­ry by over­whelm­ing the en­tire pop­u­la­tion of the place be­neath the ru­ins of the coal mine.

			As he stood ready to ac­com­plish this act of vengeance, his enor­mous owl, whose white plumage was marked with black spots, was seen hov­er­ing di­rect­ly above his head.

			At that mo­ment a man flung him­self in­to the wa­ters of the lake, and swam vig­or­ous­ly to­wards the ca­noe.

			It was Jack Ryan, ful­ly de­ter­mined to reach the mad­man be­fore he could do the dread­ful deed of de­struc­tion.

			Sil­fax saw him com­ing. In­stant­ly he smashed the glass of his lamp, and, snatch­ing out the burn­ing wick, waved it in the air.

			Si­lence like death fell up­on the as­tound­ed mul­ti­tude. James Starr, in the calm­ness of de­spair, mar­velled that the in­evitable ex­plo­sion was even for a mo­ment de­layed.

			Sil­fax, gaz­ing up­wards with wild and con­tract­ed fea­tures, ap­peared to be­come aware that the gas, lighter than the low­er at­mos­phere, was ac­cu­mu­lat­ing far up un­der the dome; and at a sign from him the owl, seiz­ing in its claw the light­ed match, soared up­wards to the vault­ed roof, to­wards which the mad­man point­ed with out­stretched arm.

			An­oth­er sec­ond and New Aber­foyle would be no more.

			Sud­den­ly Nell sprang from Har­ry’s arms, and, with a bright look of in­spi­ra­tion, she ran to the very brink of the wa­ters of the lake. “Har­fang! Har­fang!” cried she in a clear voice; “here! come to me!”

			The faith­ful bird, sur­prised, ap­peared to hes­i­tate in its flight. Present­ly, rec­og­niz­ing Nell’s voice, it dropped the burn­ing match in­to the wa­ter, and, de­scrib­ing a wide cir­cle, flew down­wards, alight­ing at the maid­en’s feet.

			Then a ter­ri­ble cry echoed through the vault­ed roofs. It was the last sound ut­tered by old Sil­fax.

			Just as Jack Ryan laid his hand on the edge of the ca­noe, the old man, foiled in his pur­pose of re­venge, cast him­self head­long in­to the wa­ters of the lake.

			“Save him! oh, save him!” shrieked Nell in a voice of agony. Im­me­di­ate­ly Har­ry plunged in­to the wa­ter, and, swim­ming to­wards Jack Ryan, he dived re­peat­ed­ly.

			But his ef­forts were use­less. The wa­ters of Loch Mal­colm yield­ed not their prey: they closed for­ev­er over Sil­fax.
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				The Leg­end of Old Sil­fax

			
			Six months af­ter these events, the mar­riage, so strange­ly in­ter­rupt­ed, was fi­nal­ly cel­e­brat­ed in St. Giles’s chapel, and the young cou­ple, who still wore mourn­ing gar­ments, re­turned to the cot­tage. James Starr and Si­mon Ford, hence­forth free from the anx­i­eties which had so long dis­tressed them, joy­ous­ly presid­ed over the en­ter­tain­ment which fol­lowed the cer­e­mo­ny, and pro­longed it to the fol­low­ing day.

			On this mem­o­rable oc­ca­sion, Jack Ryan, in his fa­vorite char­ac­ter of piper, and in all the glo­ry of full dress, blew up his chanter, and as­ton­ished the com­pa­ny by the un­heard of achieve­ment of play­ing, singing, and danc­ing all at once.

			It is need­less to say that Har­ry and Nell were hap­py. These lov­ing hearts, af­ter the tri­als they had gone through found in their union the hap­pi­ness they de­served.

			As to Si­mon Ford, the ex-over­man of New Aber­foyle, he be­gan to talk of cel­e­brat­ing his gold­en wed­ding, af­ter fifty years of mar­riage with good old Madge, who liked the idea im­mense­ly her­self.

			“And af­ter that, why not gold­en wed­ding num­ber two?”

			“You would like a cou­ple of fifties, would you, Mr. Si­mon?” said Jack Ryan.

			“All right, my boy,” replied the over­man qui­et­ly, “I see noth­ing against it in this fine cli­mate of ours, and liv­ing far from the lux­u­ry and in­tem­per­ance of the out­er world.”

			Will the dwellers in Coal Town ev­er be called to wit­ness this sec­ond cer­e­mo­ny? Time will show. Cer­tain­ly the strange bird of old Sil­fax seemed des­tined to at­tain a won­der­ful longevi­ty. The Har­fang con­tin­ued to haunt the gloomy re­cess­es of the cave. Af­ter the old man’s death, Nell had at­tempt­ed to keep the owl, but in a very few days he flew away. He ev­i­dent­ly dis­liked hu­man so­ci­ety as much as his mas­ter had done, and, be­sides that, he ap­peared to have a par­tic­u­lar spite against Har­ry. The jeal­ous bird seemed to re­mem­ber and hate him for hav­ing car­ried off Nell from the deep abyss, not­with­stand­ing all he could do to pre­vent him. Still, at long in­ter­vals, Nell would see the crea­ture hov­er­ing above Loch Mal­colm.

			Could he pos­si­bly be watch­ing for his friend of yore? Did he strive to pierce, with keen eye, the depths which had en­gulfed his mas­ter?

			The his­to­ry of the Har­fang be­came leg­endary, and fur­nished Jack Ryan with many a tale and song. Thanks to him, the sto­ry of old Sil­fax and his bird will long be pre­served, and hand­ed down to fu­ture gen­er­a­tions of the Scot­tish peas­antry.
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