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It was a sharp morning a few weeks after the advent of the New Year,
and the frosty air was filled with the strident screams of the steam
whistles, or 'buzzers,' at the neighbouring collieries, announcing to
all whom it concerned that the hour of half-past five a.m. had arrived.

Early as was the time, the broad, old-fashioned market square of
Ashlynton showed unmistakable evidence of activity. From the various
courts, alleys, and thoroughfares leading to and from the square, men
and women, youths and maidens, of all ages, from the lowest teens to
the period of senility almost, were issuing, to journey in various ways
to their various occupations.

Each and all of those early wayfarers were slaves of the bell. Six days
out of the seven a steam-whistle with its hoarse, ear-piercing note,
or a big bell with its deep-throated clangour, called upon all these
units of the 'masses' to shoulder their share of the world's work; and
willingly or sullenly, alertly or slowly, they had to respond to the
call, or bear the pangs of those who are poor and will not or cannot
labour.

Hither and thither in the chill morning air miners and their 'drawers'
hurried; their 'Davy' lamps slung on their coat-collars, can in hand,
and a pick thrust in a crooked arm. Some of them were cheery as
crickets; humming a snatch of a song, or whistling a bar or two of a
popular air; others were moody and slunk along in silence, and the
thick, heavily-ironed clogs of all rang sharply upon the cold pavement.

Women and lasses, with their heads and faces shrouded in bright,
many-coloured shawls, paced along the streets more leisurely. Those
were mill-girls—neatly-attired weavers and spinners—and others more
roughly dressed who followed less cleanly occupations. And here and
there among the knots of females were men and lads, and the fragments
of white fluffy material clinging to their caps and jackets denoted
that they were cotton operatives also. But the sight that would have
appealed most strongly to a stranger was that presented by certain
weird hybrid figures visible occasionally among the throng. These were
pit-brow girls; but at a hasty glance their sex could not have been
declared, so strange was their garb.

These maids and matrons of the pit-bank were all similarly clothed. A
soft bonnet or cap covered brow, hair, and ears, and hung to the nape
of the neck; each wore a short jacket, probably the cast-off garment
of some male; under the jacket was girded a short, strong petticoat,
looped up in front over the cord trousers which reached almost to the
ankles.

But if the attire of these women-kind of the pits was unattractive, in
spite of its picturesque character, there was little fault to find with
either their figures or their faces. Most of them were strong, lithe,
well-developed creatures, clear of eye and alert of foot; and if all
the faces were bronzed to a brown, healthy tone by constant exposure in
the open air, many of them were comely, even passing fair.

As the clock in the tower of the parish church of Ashlynton, which
stood on one side of the market square, told the half-hour between five
and six, a man came out of one of the side streets and walked at a fair
pace across the wide space. As he passed by the 'big lamp' which stood
in the centre of the 'place,' and cast its bright light around, a voice
cried:

'Hello, Paul! Good morning.'

It was a woman's voice, low and pleasantly modulated, and one he knew
well. Even the sound of the voice stirred his pulses pleasurably, and
with a flushed face and a pleasant light in his eyes, he stopped at
once and faced the speaker.

'Good morning, Mary!' he murmured lowly, but in glad accents, as he
held out his hand. 'I was busy with my thoughts, and I really didn't
notice you.'

'You're not too big already, I hope, Paul,' was the half sarcastic,
half serious response, 'to either ignore or forget your old friends?'

There was a mischievous glitter in the girl's eyes as she made that
thrust at him, but his face was grave and his tone composed, as he
replied,

'I shall never either ignore or forgot you, Mary Stanley!'

'Oh, won't you? I thought the fact that you had been made under-manager
at the Myreland Collieries had something to do with it. My word, Paul;
you won't be speaking to anyone so commonplace as a mere factory wench
now!'

There was a half-jibe running still in the undercurrent of her soft
voice, and it appeared to displease him, for his rejoinder was curt,
almost angry:

'Nonsense, Mary! And you know it is nonsense to say so. You know—you
must know,' he cried lowly, as his face was bent suddenly towards her,
'that there is one handsome factory girl in this town that I like to
talk to—one that I wish to talk to nobody else!'

'How unselfish you are, to be sure, Paul,' was the saucy retort; 'and
yet you would have gone by without even a "Good morning, Mary," eh?'

'But that was only because I didn't see you,' he retorted. 'Besides you
are very early, are you not? See!' and he pointed to the illuminated
face of the parish church clock, 'it wants twenty-five minutes to six
yet.'

'Yes, I know. I suppose that ramshackle old clock of ours is fast
again!' the girl replied in accents of real petulance now. 'Some
mornings it has us all up half an hour too soon; another, it makes us
too late for work, and then the old chap, my father, swears till he's
black and blue. It is just a nuisance, that's what it is, Paul, that
anyone should be forced to get up every day at a certain time, and go
out to work well or ill, rain or shine.'

'"What can't be cured must be endured," Mary,' he said,
philosophically. 'We are all, I suppose, slaves of the bell. Poor
people must work if they want to live and eat. You and I are alike,
Mary; you have thoughts and aspirations above your station in life.'

'I don't know anything about that,' she replied with quiet sullenness;
'but I do know that it's very nasty to get up on a frosty morning like
this and tramp to the mill. What do you say?'

'Things might be worse for us both.'

'Oh, might they? Well, I'll be off now. Good morning, Mr. Under-manager
Massilon, and if you can ever do a good turn for my sharp-tempered old
father, Job Stanley, who is one of your workmen now, perhaps you'll do
it to oblige me.'

'I would do much to oblige you, Mary,' he said, impressively.

'Well, do; good morning, Paul.'

'Good—but a moment, Mary!'

He laid his hand upon her shoulder in his eagerness, and she turned
suddenly.

'What is it now?'

'Will you meet me to-night?' he asked, in a tone that betrayed some
emotion.

'Meet you! Why should I meet you?' she asked, with her bright eyes on
his face.

'I have something to tell you—something I wish to ask you!' he said,
with a tongue that faltered through excess of feeling.

'Can't you say it now?'

'Here? No. Besides I have not time now if I am to get to the colliery
before the six o'clock whistle blows. Will you meet me, Mary?'

'Where?'

'On the side of the River Douglas, near the weir, at seven o'clock.'

'I may!' was the girl's purposely evasive rejoinder.

'No! Promise!' he demanded, hotly.

'Shan't. I may be there—but I may not. Good morning.'

She ran from him with a merry laugh, and he stared after the graceful
retreating figure for a moment or two in silence. Then he turned away
also, with a deep breath that was almost a sigh, and quickening his
former pace he repaired to Myrelands' colliery.
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THE COLLIERIES worked and owned by Mr. Jonathan Myrelands were situated
in the suburbs of Ashlynton, and consist of some half-dozen pits, by
means of which four or five different seams of coal were wrought.
Altogether nearly half a dozen hundreds of men and youths, women and
wenches, were employed in or about the different mines, and it was,
therefore, one of the most considerable of the mining concerns in the
neighbourhood.

When Paul Massilon gained the brow of the White Crow pit, which he had
arranged to descend that morning, he found on glancing at his watch
that it still wanted a few minutes to six of the clock.

Reaching the bank he seated himself on the edge of on empty tub (small
pit waggon), and waited. That was the first morning he had ever
appeared in harness as an under-manager of a series of mines, hence the
situation was not devoid of some sense of strangeness, although he had
worked in the mines for the better half of his seven and twenty years.

Near the gaping mouth of the shaft a huge fire was glowing in a great
iron cresset, which stood upon a metal tripod, and the flare of the
burning coals threw a vivid light across the length and breadth of the
brow, shining on the frosty 'landing-plates' and narrow lines of rails,
and casting the shadow of the towering headgear far across the tall
engine-house to the stack of coal lying beyond.

Half a dozen 'datallers' and 'galloway' drivers were lounging about the
pit top, waiting for the up-coming cage in which they were to descend
to their daily toil, the banksman was at his post with his hand upon
the lever, which controls the 'catches,' and a few pit-brow girls were
standing inside the cabin, ready to spring out when the 'buzzer' cried
out the hour of six.

Presently there was a loud rattle as the cage came gliding to the
surface and fell back upon the 'catches,' eight miners stepped out upon
the brow, the others took their places, and then when the brow-man
cried 'Let down,' the huge iron structure and its living freight
disappeared in the shaft's unlit depths.

A minute later, when the stridulous screams of half a dozen steam
whistles were filling the air with their clangour at every point of
the compass, and when Paul was stepping into the cage to descend, Mark
Baldwin, the chief manager, came hurriedly upon the brow, and seeing
the waiting cage, took his place by his subordinate's side.

'I'm glad I've seen you, Massilon,' the head official began, as they
were plunged almost noiselessly along the lightless vertical tunnel. 'I
wanted to see you, and I was afraid you might have gone down some of
the other pits.'

'But don't you recollect, Mr. Baldwin,' Paul replied, 'that you told me
yesterday that I was to pay special attention to the White Crow pit for
a few days?'

'So I did; but I wanted to see you so that I could tell you something
I could hardly say yesterday in Mr. Myrelands' presence. I'll tell you
all about it when we get below.'

'All right, sir,' was Paul's nonchalant response.

A few moments later they alighted at the bottom of the shaft, and
emerging from the cage, found themselves in the highly vaulted, far
stretching arch called the pit eye. Here flaring red torches were hung
from the walls, and the hooker-on and his assistants were getting the
full waggons of coal ready for sending up the pit.

At his superior's heels Massilon went towards the office—a small
chamber about a dozen feet square excavated in the rock—and here they
found a knot of miners, comprising the under-looker, Josiah Simm, a
fireman, and several day wage men.

In the course of ten minutes Baldwin and his subordinate were left
alone, all the others having departed to fulfil their various duties.

'And now, Massilon,' the chief manager of the Myrelands collieries
began, as he pushed from him the reports of the officials of the mine,
which he had been reading, and fixed Paul with his keen eyes, 'tell me
honestly and frankly what you think of your new position.'

'I scarcely know what to think yet, Mr. Baldwin,' the younger miner
made answer somewhat hesitatingly.

'You don't know what to think when you have worked about these pits for
a good ten years? You must know, my lad; but I can understand that you
don't wish to tell me yet. That's it, Massilon, eh?'

'I have worked here a goodish bit, Mr. Baldwin,' was the answer, 'but
not as an official, you must remember. I am new to my duties as yet,
and cannot say with honesty what I do think of my position.'

'Oh, that's it, is it?' said the other, with a dry laugh. 'But, my man,
you know all the mines well—very well indeed—or I should never have
thought of advising Mr. Myrelands to place the under-managership at
your disposal.'

'Yes, I know all the mines fairly well, Mr. Baldwin,' Paul answered, as
he thought of the years he had spent in them.

'And you know me as well as the mines, I think, Paul?' the other
interrogated with a chuckle.

'Quite as well, sir,' Massilon exclaimed readily, as he glanced with
admiring gaze upon his burly, white-bearded old friend.

'Nor can you plead ignorance respecting our worthy employer, Mr.
Jonathan Myrelands, the Hon. Member for the loyal and ancient borough
of Ashlynton. All these things you know well, Paul'—here Baldwin's
hand was laid almost paternally upon the young miner's shoulder. 'And
yet I know, as if you had told me in so many words, that you are not
satisfied—quite—with your appointment.'

Paul made a deprecatory gesture, but the old miner waved it aside.

'Don't prevaricate, Paul. I am telling you the truth because I am fond
of you, and because I'd stake my life on your honesty and ability. Tell
me why you are not quite satisfied. When I was your age I should have
thought it a godsend to drop into the position of an under-manager at a
comfortable screw of three pound ten a week.'

'Oh, the salary is all right!' Paul said firmly.

'And am I not all right also?' the chief demanded, with a mock grimace.

'Of course you are! If I had all the mining world to choose from, Mr.
Baldwin, you are the man I should select as my chief.'

'Thank you, Paul; but you have not yet said what is the exact cause of
your dissatisfaction.'

'I have not said I am disappointed,' the young man said quietly, as his
eyes dropped before the other's clear gaze.

'No, but you showed it clearly enough. Why, our master was delighted
with the idea of putting you in Burton's place; but you were scarcely
thankful to accept it. And I used to think you were ambitious, too.'

'It wasn't that I was not glad to get the appointment,' Paul cried,
'for I was. And I make no secret of my ambition, Mr. Baldwin. If I can
rise in the world I mean to spare myself no pains and labour.'

'Yet, now when your chance comes you feel half inclined to resent it.'

'Not the chance, Mr. Baldwin.'

'What then?'

'I hardly care to tell you the reason. You have invariably been so kind
to me all these years that I do not wish to utter one word that would
offend you. And I cannot speak my honest opinion without doing so.'

'You may speak, Paul.'

'Well, I like you very much, and I like the mines in a way, but I do
not like our employer or his methods. That is the whole truth, sir.'

'What fault have you to find with the Hon. Member for Ashlynton?'
Baldwin queried in a cynical manner.

'To enumerate all his shortcomings would take too long, sir. Even to
mention a few of them, if I am overheard by some sneak, may cost me my
place.'

'No one will overhear what you have to say, Paul. Go on, please. Let
me know all Mr. Jonathan Myrelands' sins, whether of commission or
omission.'

'Our employer's sins are chiefly sins of the latter kind. He has left
undone many things he ought to have done—and could have done very
easily.'

'For instance,' said Baldwin, suavely.

'Well, he is a wealthy man, and has amassed all his thousands out of
the blood and sweat, and perhaps the lives of his workmen. He began
life poorer than either of us and now he is said to be worth half a
million!' Massilon went on with some heat.

'I do not blame him for being successful, Paul,' the chief manager
retorted.

'Nor I. But what of his qualities, and the shady methods he has adopted
all his life in order to accumulate a fortune? He is a member of the
House of Commons, and in Parliament is looked upon as a great authority
on all mining questions. But I wonder what the opinion of the House
would be if the honourable gentlemen composing it had only an inkling
of our employer's true character. If——'

'More quietly, lad!' Baldwin interrupted as he raised his hand; 'unless
you wish to get both of us sent to the devil!'

'I was going to say,' Massilon went on in a lower key, 'that if the
world knew what we know about him he would be loathed and abominated,
instead of being honoured in the highest degree as an exemplar of all
that a man can be!'

'The world is composed of so many millions, mostly fools, you know,
Paul!' the elder man broke in with a shrug of his heavy shoulders.

'But the world does not know this master of ours or it would not honour
him!' Paul retorted lowly, but passionately. 'If men were aware that
men who worked at these pits had been crushed to death through falls of
roof, which might have been avoided had they been provided with timber,
would they regard this man as anything but a grinding, heartless
money-grabber?'

'Probably not, but the man who told them would soon be in gaol. It
isn't safe to tell the truth nowadays, my lad!'

'Perhaps not; but if Parliament knew that a certain Hon. Member's mines
were scandalously neglected, because he refuses to supply his officials
with the necessary funds, would they look up to him as at present? Of
course, not. You know, Mr. Baldwin, that this very mine is one of the
most gaseous in Lancashire—that the air-ways are nearly choked up, that
firedamp is in every place, and that an explosion may happen at any
moment!'

'The lives of miners are always in the hands of God, Paul!' Mr. Baldwin
answered, reverently. 'We are only poor creatures after all, doomed to
burrow in the earth.'

'But no man has a right to endanger our lives recklessly in order to
enrich himself. I believe with Robert Browning that God's in heaven and
all's right with the world; but the very devil himself must be down
below here!' Paul cried, as he rose to his feet and paced about the
narrow cabin.

'There would be the devil to play with us both, Paul, if somebody heard
you. I hardly expected this when I began talking to you.'

'I have felt it a long time and I am glad it is out!' Paul answered
grimly. 'But you know that all I have said is true.'

'I cannot serve two masters, and as Mr. Myrelands pays me my wages I
prefer to hold my peace!' retorted the chief.

'Well, you know how I feel!' said Massilon. 'I have often wondered how
it was that you stayed here so long when you knew how rotten everything
was about the place.'

'I have given hostages to fortune, my lad, and I prefer good wages and
a bit of danger to idleness and—perhaps worse!' was the gravely spoken
rejoinder.

'I understand!' said Paul quietly.

'But I don't understand you!' was the unexpected reply. 'You are a
young man, Massilon, able and ambitious, and have all the world to
wander in. If you knew the White Crow pit was so dangerous why remain
here so long?'

'Well, I was getting plenty of money, and—and there was something in
the town that kept me in it.'

As the young miner spoke his thoughts reverted to the fair factory girl
he had encountered that morning. For her sake he had run the gauntlet
and hoarded his money, counting the danger as little.

'Well, come along,' said Baldwin, after a momentary silence, as he rose
to quit the office. 'After all, Paul, things are not in such a bad
state as you make out. So far we have had no really serious calamity,
and with God's help we may escape one!'

'I earnestly echo your sentiments, Mr. Baldwin,' Massilon rejoined as
he followed his superior from the place. 'But I have heard it said that
God helps those who help themselves!'

'Then we must help ourselves. But never a word of all this to any other
man about the colliery. Besides, Paul, our master, the member for
Ashlynton, has promised to spend a lot of money on improving all the
pits.'

'That is good news, sir!'

'Yes. And again, Paul, we mustn't overlook one thing.'

'What is that, Mr. Baldwin?' Massilon asked eagerly.

'If we were not here, somebody else would be, and probably some persons
less careful than ourselves. Knowing the dangers of the mine as we do
we are in a sense forearmed against them.'

'To some extent that is so,' Paul was compelled to admit.

Then they pressed forward towards the working places of some colliers
in the higher parts of the seam, wherein, during the last few days, a
somewhat alarming outburst of 'firedamp' had taken place.
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A FEW minutes after the time named by Paul Massilon, Mary Stanley made
her way at a quiet pace along the wide unpaved footpath which ran
alongside the river Douglas. She was going in the direction of the weir
which the miner had named as their meeting place, and although she was
purposely late she was not afraid that Paul would not be awaiting her
coming.

She knew that Massilon was in love with her—had been in love with her
for many months, and, although her dearest affections and aspirations
were fixed upon another man, Paul Massilon was not aware of it, nor had
she any intention of telling him now.

Mary Stanley was perhaps the handsomest of the many handsome girls in
Ashlynton. She was a blonde of the most pronounced type, with a clear,
creamy complexion, big grayish-blue eyes, soft masses of reddish-gold
hair which curled naturally about her wide, white brow, and pretty pink
ears; she had pouting red lips that seemed made for kissing, a finely
cut nose, and a tall, shapely figure moulded on voluptuously flowing
lines.

For the rest she was a little over twenty-two and a born coquette, and
never so happy as when she had some of the handsomest and most eligible
young fops of the town hanging about her. She was fully aware of her
loveliness, and meant to turn it to her own profit in the end.

She was ambitious to marry well and leave her dull, laborious, and
somewhat sordid existence behind her. During the past year or two she
had had the refusal of many an honest working fellow who had succumbed
easily to her rare beauty, but to one and all her answer had been 'No;'
and it had been spoken very emphatically.

She was too shrewd a creature to resign her freedom for the sake of
becoming the wife of a mere toiler; when she did accept an offer and
submit herself to marital bondage her cage must be a gilded one.

But somehow, hitherto the fish she desired to catch had refused to
swallow the bait her beauty dangled before their noses. The eligible
young swells of Ashlynton—the gilded sons of mine-owners, cotton
spinners, brewers, and rich traders—had refrained from asking the
question she cared for them to ask.

She was a fine, dashing girl, you know, and no end of fun to flirt
with, but not the sort exactly that one cared to marry. Beautiful as
Mary Stanley was, she was but a factory lass, after all. That was how
the gilded youth of the thriving Lancashire town spoke of the girl to
one another in confidence.

The pretty wench was too cunning not to have an intuition of this, and
still she did not despair of effecting her purpose some day, and ere
long. Even now, she thought as she walked measuredly along the river
path, one of the smartest young fellows in the town was in love with
her—had asked her to meet him, in all likelihood to ask her to become
his wife.

But if Paul Massilon was good-looking and clever, he lacked the riches
for which the heart of the girl craved. He had yet to fight for
fortune, and she had no over-mastering desire to share his struggles.
Perhaps, lacking any better offer, she might accept his hand and heart
and home.

'Mary, I thought you were not coming.'

The speaker was the man of whom the girl had been thinking. Turning
a corner of the wall which divided the river walk from the adjoining
fields, Paul had almost collided with the slowly sauntering figure
before he recognised who it was.

'Coming where, Paul?' she queried, in a tone, and with a face which
betrayed a mild astonishment. 'I am not aware that I promised to come
anywhere.'

'But you have come!' he cried gladly. 'Forgive me for being impatient.
I ought to have known that you would come when I impressed upon you so
strongly that I had something I wished to tell you, Mary.'

'I remember now, Paul,' she said, airily, 'but I had quite forgotten
all about it,' she added, with ready mendacity. 'The fact is that I
shouldn't be here at all only I have to see Maggie Rutter, who lives in
the houses further up the river beside the old forge.'

'Is that true?' he asked, gravely, a solemn aspect on his fine, dark
face, and a fire glowing in his black eyes.

'Of course it is!' she snapped out.

For a couple of moments they stood there, face to face, in silence, the
dark shallow stream flowing silently by on one hand, the brown sodden
upland stretching out on the other, countless stars scintillating
overhead, and a silvery slice of moon climbing the southern sky.

'Well,' he said at last, with an evident effort, 'in that case I will
say good night to you.'

'But if you wish so much to tell me something, why not tell me now as I
happen to be here?' she demanded, her voice softening suddenly as her
face was thrust a little towards him as if in eagerness to know his
message.

'May I walk with you as far as Forge Cottages?' he asked quietly.

'Of course you may, if you wish to,' was her alert response, and as she
spoke she put her hand upon his arm, and they turned towards the place
where he had asked her to meet him a quarter of an hour earlier.

'You must know, Mary,' he began presently, 'that I have always been
fond of you since we were almost children together.'

'Of course, Paul; and didn't I always like you as well?' she responded.

'For the last two or three years my liking, Mary, has changed into
something very different. You know that, too, I think?'

'What do you mean, Paul?'

'I mean that I love you now, and that I want you to be my dear wife
some day. During the last few years I have always thought of you when
I was studying and preparing myself for the higher and better position
I mean to fill some day. I have succeeded to a certain extent already,
Mary, as you know. I have earned a mine manager's certificate, and am
already an under-manager. But I have done more. I have won a little
distinction in another and even a more difficult field. Some of the
little mining tales and sketches I have written have appeared in the
London magazines and have been very favourably noticed. Some day,
before long, I think I may reasonably look forward to making a name
for myself in literature. What I have done has been done for your
sake, almost more than my own. Will you help me to succeed further by
becoming my wife?'

He had delivered himself of this long speech in a quiet dispassionate
way, after the manner of one who is simply stating a scientific truth
or philosophic theory; but in the deep undercurrents of his sternly
repressed tones she could read all that was in his heart—could almost
feel the throb and surge of his strong-willed passionate nature in his
carefully syllabled words.

'Paul!' she answered very lowly and tenderly, 'I'm sorry—very sorry,
and yet glad.'

'Sorry, yet glad! What do you mean? If you are sorry you do not love
me! If glad, why?'

'I do not love you. I like you very much; still, I am glad to know that
you love me, Paul!' she cried, and her slim fingers closed tightly upon
his arm. 'It may seem selfish—no, it is selfish!' she went on with
great frankness, 'but I can't help it. I don't love you, I think—but I
am pleased to know that you love me!'

He stared at her mutely for a moment, and his face attested his wonder.
She did not love him, and yet was glad that his heart and hopes were
centred in her. What could it mean?

'I almost expected this, Mary!' he said in a space with a voice that
audibly trembled. 'You are so beautiful, and there are so many in the
town who admire, perhaps love, you too. I cannot blame you even if you
love some——'

'I love no one, Paul,' she cried warmly. 'I like you very much, but
liking is'nt love.'

'You are sure, Mary, that your heart is given to no other man?' he
asked eagerly, the ray of hope that was burning now in his heart
glowing now in his face.

'I like no one so much as you, Paul! Honestly and truly, I don't,' she
cried very earnestly.

'Yet you refuse to be my wife,' he said, without the least tinge of
bitterness in his tone.

'Because I shouldn't be true to myself,' she retorted; 'if I promised
to become your wife when I am not sure that I love you. It would be
wrong, Paul, to do that!'

Her slim fingers tightened again upon his sleeve, and her gloriously
fair face was turned appealingly to his own. His heart leapt, his
pulses throbbed at her clamant utterance and tender look; and he was
satisfied, for he felt that his battle was more than half won.

'Yes, Mary,' he answered, pleasantly, 'if you are not quite sure of
your feelings it is better, most assuredly, to say so.'

'But you are not vexed with me, Paul, are you, because I could not give
you another and a clearer answer, to your proposal?' she pleaded again
with her voice and face.

'I should be a fool if I were!' he cried with deliberation. 'I respect,
admire, and love you a hundred times more, Mary, on account of your
sincerity. Besides, your answer satisfies me that you do love me
although you are not aware of the fact yourself.'

'Don't be too sure of that, Paul,' was her arch retort, and a fair,
saucy face was held invitingly up to him as if the pouting red lips
were seeking to be caressed.

Probably she would not have been annoyed had he kissed her and pressed
her in his strong arms, but he made no attempt upon her maidenly
reserve. Paul was a man of serious temperament, and to him love was the
holiest of mundane things. A maiden's caresses were too sacred to be
stolen by any living being save the man she had voluntarily enshrined
in the inmost temple of her soul.

'I am satisfied to wait, Mary,' he resumed, 'until the state of your
own mind is no longer a secret to you. And till that time I shall go on
working and striving to make myself worthy of the incomparably lovely
woman I hope some day, before long, to call by the sacred name of
wife!' he said proudly.

'But if after all I do not learn to love you, Paul?' she asked with a
mischievous and gratified look in her eyes.

'Don't speak of that, Mary,' he added quickly, and with a thrill of
passion in his tones. 'I have said I am satisfied to wait! We will let
it end there for the present.' Then he added in an altered voice, 'By
the way, Mary, I have managed to do something already for your father
and your brother.'

'What is it? They were going to work as I came to meet you,' she cried.

'You were coming to meet me after all then?' he exclaimed, with a
little burst of glad mirth. 'You pretty rogue! And you wanted to make
me believe that you were only coming this way to visit you friend
Maggie!'

'So I am, Paul. Wait here a minute until I come back. Ha! ha! ha!'

She slipped, through his outstretched arms like a lithe snake, and
laughing merrily bounded towards the row of houses which stood a score
of yards away; and he awaited her return, feeling absolutely assured
now, that Mary Stanley's love was won.

When Mary came back after an interval of some minutes' duration a
pretty workmate of hers was at her side. Even at that moment the
handsome and ambitious factory lassie could not resist the temptation
of showing her friend that the new under-manager of Myrelands'
collieries was at her beck and call.

A little later Paul and Mary were retracing their steps along the
riverside, and he was telling her what he had done that day to further
the interests of her father and brother.

On making their way in the morning through a number of places which
gave off a considerable amount of firedamp, the chief manager, Mr.
Baldwin, had determined to cut a new gallery in order to ventilate
in a more effectual manner that portion of the mine. He had told his
subordinate to select suitable men for the work and push on with it
night and day. Afterwards he, Paul, had sought out Job and Ben Stanley,
and offered them the contract of cutting the new gallery at a good
price. They had jumped at his offer, and had gone to work that night as
she had told him.

'Oh, Paul!' the delighted girl cried in her pleasure, 'how good of you
to do it. I don't know how to thank you sufficiently!'

'You are pleased, Mary,' he answered proudly, 'and that is sufficient
reward!'

'I do hope that father and Ben will justify your choice, Paul,' she
said in a manner that implied her doubt. 'They drink sometimes, you
know, neglect their work; and then——'

'I believe they will do justice to themselves, and to me as well, on
this occasion, Mary,' Paul replied with a smile. 'I know them both
fairly well, I think, and their ways are not unfamiliar to me. After
all they are only like other pitmen! They work hard, live hard, and
drink hard when they've money. But I told them straight how things
stood, and they promised never to touch a drop or lose a shift until
the job is finished. After they carry out this job satisfactorily I
shall be able to put something good in their way, Mary.'

Again she thanked him with honest and very evident sincerity; and so
talking and chatting they gained the street and bridge under which
the river ran right through the town. Here they stayed for some time,
for neither of them seemed in a hurry to repair homeward, and when at
length they were shaking hands and saying good-night they were both a
trifle startled to see a miner come tearing along the street.

The man was running past when the light of the street lamp fell on his
face, enabling Paul to recognise him.

'Hello! Shannon!' Paul cried out loudly. 'What the mischief's the
matter that you are running like that?'

The runner paused as if shot, and drew up hot and gasping beside Paul
and the girl, crying excitedly:

'Yo're wanted, Mester Mass'lon at once. Ah were gooin' to yore heawse
for yo'!'

'What's up, and where am I wanted?'

'At th' pit—at th' pit!' the man gasped out. 'The White Crow has
fired!'

'My God!' Paul exclaimed, with a leaping heart and white face. 'And the
men, Shannon, the men! Are they saved?'

'There's nobody saved yet! And the pit is blocked up,' was the solemn
answer.

'Run back and say I am coming!' said Paul, and then as the miner sped
back he turned to Mary Stanley, who was clinging mutely to his arm.

'Cheer up, Mary,' he said soothingly, as his arm wound itself
protectingly around the half-fainting girl's waist. 'Perhaps it is not
so bad as it looks.'

'The White Crow, he said, didn't he, Paul?' she asked, with wide
fear-filled eyes. 'Oh, Paul! Paul! that is where my father and brother
are to-night. What shall I do? What shall I do?'

'Calm yourself, dear!' he urged her, tenderly. 'There is reason to hope
for the best yet. Cling to my arm, Mary, and I will see you home.'

'No, no!' she cried firmly, and her limp figure grew suddenly rigid.
'Go to the pit—you are wanted there! But, oh, Paul! do save them if
you can. Now kiss me and go!'

He kissed her white cheek with his dry lips, and then hurried away,
leaving Mary standing there wide-eyed and commanding.




CHAPTER IV.—FIGHTING THE FIENDS OF THE PIT.
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BY the time Paul Massilon gained the brow of the exploded mine he found
that the mouth of the White Crow shaft was surrounded by an excited
crowd of people numbering at the least some two or three thousand,
drawn thither from the town and the adjacent villages by the evil and
swift travelling tidings of the explosion.

With difficulty the under-manager got the excited throng to part and
permit him to pass through it, but when he was recognised by someone
the folks fell asunder readily enough. On all hands, as he fought
his way towards the mouth of the pit, he could hear the perturbed
bystanders mutter comments upon the dread disaster, its character,
cause, and consequences.

Many of the crowd were miners, not a few of whom had worked at the
White Crow pit previously, or were working there still, and the rude
comments they made respecting the seam and its dangerous nature,
although couched in the rough terse vernacular of the neighbourhood,
struck the young under-manager as being very near the truth.

One burly pitman vowed with a strange string of oaths that the mine was
a veritable gasometer, and that it had been so for many years; another
in equally vigorous terminology swore that little or nothing had been
done to make the seam safe, and that he had left in consequence; others
still asseverated that it would all come out at the inquiry, and that
somebody would be lucky if they did not get sent to prison over the job.

In vain Paul attempted to shut his ears to those running comments upon
the very statements he had made early that morning, and to add to the
confusion and augment his trouble, the distracted exclamations of those
who had relatives down the ill-fated pit rung in the air shrilly,
clamantly.

At length he forced his way to the mouth of the shaft, up which a thick
sulphurous column of smoke was still belching, as if it were the outlet
of some gigantic furnace that burned in the nether regions.

Even on the verge of the yawning gulf the confusion was paramount.
Hither and thither the muttering, awe-filled masses of people swayed;
old men and lads, shrieking women also, some with children in their
arms, eddied to and fro, and the great fire which burnt redly in the
tall cresset threw a strange, weird glare over the surging multitude of
passion-marked faces.

Sick at heart, and almost on the verge of desperation, he paused
for an instant within a pace of the fire, and prayed for a giant's
irresistible strength that he might sweep the pit-top clear of the
howling host, end the confusion, and make some effort to save the
unfortunate beings underground.

Just then someone tapped him sharply on the shoulder. Turning quickly
he found himself standing face to face with Joss Simm, the under-looker
of the exploded seam.

'What is it, Simm?'

'Come in't th' engine-heawse, Mester Paul,' the man cried, as he thrust
his bearded jowl against Massilon's cheek. 'Th' boss is theer, an' he's
bin axin' for yo'.'

With a nod Paul sprang to the man's side, and they elbowed a path
mercilessly through the blatant mob to the door of the engine-house,
which opened at Simm's cry. Inside Paul found Mr. Baldwin, the
engine-man, and two or three other miners all attired in their off-work
clothes, save the engineer.

The chief manager was sitting on a narrow form against the white-washed
wall, and a single glance showed Paul how terribly the explosion had
affected his superior. The old man's face was white, and drawn about
the eyes and nose, his teeth were continually nipping his nether lip,
and his gaze, ordinarily so bright and open, was that of one who was
half distracted.

'I am glad you have come, Paul!' Mr. Baldwin began. 'My God! isn't this
awful after what you were saying this morning? I only hope——'

'What has been done?' Paul asked, hastening to interrupt his chief,
upon whose mind it was evident the under-manager's deliverances of the
morning were preying.

'Done! Nothing!' Baldwin cried in impotent passion. 'What can we do?
What can anybody do with that awful mob pressing round the shaft, and
that infernal current of sulphur coming up it?'

'Something must be done, and at once!' Paul said, in a quiet
authoritative manner. 'We must clear the pit top at any cost, and
I mean to clear it. You stay here, Mr. Baldwin. This calamity has
upset you, and you will perhaps allow me to take your place under the
circumstances?'

'Heaven knows,' the old pitman exclaimed feebly, 'that this disaster
has nearly unhinged my mind. Do what you think best, lad. I shall be
better soon.'

'Someone ought to fetch the police to keep the brow clear. Unless——'

'I have sent to the chief constable of Ashlynton for a dozen
constables, Paul!' the chief broke in. 'They may arrive any moment now.'

'That is better,' Massilon answered more cheerfully. 'When they do come
we will soon clear the crowd back so as to give us some elbow room.
And, now, how long is it since the explosion occurred?'

'I heard the report,' the engine-tenter observed, 'at a quarter-past 8
exactly.'

'And it is now a few minutes after 9,' Paul remarked as he glanced at
his watch. 'And since you heard the report of the explosion have you
heard any knocking from below, Barlow?'

'No, sir,' said the engine-man, sadly, 'not a single knock.'

'All lost, Paul! All lost! God help them!' Baldwin muttered brokenly.

'Perhaps not!' Massilon cried, still speaking in a cheery way that
gave no truthful index to his feelings. 'Anyhow, we must hope for the
best, and do our best also, when the moment for work comes. Don't you
remember, Mr. Baldwin, that you told me this morning that "the lives of
miners are always in the hands of God"?'

The distracted chief-manager groaned in response, and his subordinate
turned to the under-looker.

'What time did the night shift men go down, Simm?'

'Between 6 an' 7, Mester Paul.'

'How many of them were there all told—colliers, drawers, and
datallers?'

'Three an' twenty, sir.'

'Three and twenty down below, and never a single knock yet from the
pit-eye to show that one is alive! But even yet,' cried Paul, doggedly,
'I will not resign all hope. All sorts of things may have happened to
keep the men back from the shaft. A fall may have blocked up the way to
the pit-eye; the bell rope is perhaps broken.'

Paul paused, and then turning to Barlow, the engine-tenter, asked: 'Are
the cages all right, do you know?'

'They are—or seem to be,' was the quick response. 'Mr. Baldwin told me
when he came to try the cages, and I run 'em up and down the pit two or
three times.'

'And you didn't notice that they stuck or collided with anything at any
point?' Paul added.

'Not the least, sir.'

'Thank heaven for that!' Massilon said fervently. Then he exclaimed
angrily, 'I wonder if those police from the town are ever going to
come; or are we to waste the whole night here—and all those poor
fellows below. You will go down, Joss, I suppose?'

'What else? An' there's plenty o' chaps eawt theer ont' brow as'll goo
deawn too,' the under-looker said warmly.

'Good! Go on the brow now, Simm, and pick out a dozen of the strongest
and most reliable men you can find. If you can get men who know the
seam and work in it, don't accept strangers as volunteers. We want
helpers in this business, and not men to hamper us. But I need not tell
you, Joss; you understand.'

'Ay, ay! ah do. It's not th' first tahme 'at ah've bin in a pit what's
fired.'

'Then go and get ready; I'll be with you shortly.'

The under-looker went forth with another miner at his side, and
without more ado Massilon began to strip himself for the fray upon
which he knew it was absolutely necessary he and others should enter
if a solitary one of those twenty-three beings down the pit was to be
brought forth alive.

Hanging his hat on a peg in the wall he drew off his coat and vest and
placed them under his headgear, then he unfastened his collar and tie
and put them away also, borrowed the 'winder's' belt and cap, and was
ready for the struggle that lay before him.

Standing there in his scanty attire Paul Massilon presented a striking
picture of young, strong, virile manhood. He was three years or so
under thirty; was tall, deep-chested, and powerfully-limbed. His strong
jaw betokened more than ordinary self-will, his clear, sparkling, dark
eyes bespoke his intelligence, while his finely-shaped head, with its
closely-cropped black hair, well-moulded throat, olive complexion, and
heavy moustache of raven hue, denoted one who was not only fitted to
lead men in a crisis such as the present, but a man also of whom any
mother might have been proud—a lover whom any woman might have done
honour to her taste by loving.

Baldwin glanced up as Paul strode towards the door, and the old miner's
eyes glowed with sudden fire.

'By——, Paul I will go with you!' the chief cried as he jumped to his
feet. 'I cannot sit here while you all risk life and limb below!'

'You will do nothing of the kind, Mr. Baldwin!' Paul cried firmly,
and his voice had an autocratic ring now. 'Your place is here on
the surface, and you will be able to see to things that none of us
understand. Let us go to the pit mouth together.'

The manager bent his head submissively, as if he and his subordinate
had suddenly changed places, and then they went towards the redly
flaming cresset, to find that a sergeant and half a dozen constables
had just appeared upon the scene, and were already sweeping back the
crowd from the mouth of the luckless shaft.

Ten minutes later Paul Massilon, Joss Simm, two of the day-shift
firemen, and four other miners stepped into the cage, each bearing in
his hand a lighted 'Davy.' Then the word was given to lower them into
the dubious depths, and as the great cage and the rescue party vanished
from sight a loud cheer rolled up to the dark sky from the throats of
the soul-stirred crowd.

Slowly the iron structure sank into the bowels of the earth, and each
man in it gripped the crossbars with a grim face and set teeth. To say
those eight men carried their lives in their hands would not be stating
the truth. Had their existence been in their own keeping it would have
been tolerably safe, for each was cool, resolute, daring.

But the fate of them all hung upon a thread, and that thread was beyond
their ken. In some remote, unknown, perhaps unreachable corner of the
mine the forces of nature—tremendous, terrible, half-known—might at
that very moment be acting and interacting upon each other, with the
result that a second explosion might ensue unexpectedly and hurl them
into eternity, unprepared and unshriven.

Fathom after fathom the black hole soared past them, and still the cage
glided along the 'conductors,' easily and freely, without the least
perceptible jolt. This was in itself a good sign, and as the bottom of
the shaft was approached each man breathed less constrainedly.

It was something to know that when they were venturing into that hell
of unknown horrors and dangers their retreat was not cut off. In case
they were confronted in the mine with any fresh and insurmountable
peril it would be possible for them to rush back to the sanctuary the
upper world afforded.

When the cage alighted on the pit bottom Paul Massilon was the first
man to step upon the iron 'landing-plates,' being immediately followed
by his companions, when a hurried survey of the pit-eye was made.

First of all the under-manager ran to the signalling lever, and finding
it intact and uninjured he pulled it five times to notify to those on
the surface that the rescue party had arrived at the bottom in safety.
Then the men scattered at Paul's command and made a hasty examination
of all the adjoining galleries.

In five minutes the eight men were gathered together again. No one of
them had anything of importance to relate. Each of the main galleries
close to the shaft had been traversed, for the distance of a hundred
yards, and no sign of anyone, living or dead, had been seen. Everywhere
on all hands there was nothing to be seen or heard save dense
blackness, intense stillness.

Then Paul called a council of war, and as he began to speak the cage in
which they had descended rose slowly in the air and disappeared. It was
apparent that others were coming down to join them, in all probability
another set of volunteers which Mr. Baldwin had organised.

'The air current seems all right, Simm,' Paul remarked, as he held
his Davy lamp out and watched the deflection of the flame produced by
the atmospheric stream that was flowing steadily up the shaft, which
happened to be the upcast.

'So it does,' the under-looker replied promptly. 'The fan is working all
right, for me an' Mester Ba'din looked at that fust o' a'.'

'And there is no smoke perceptible now, nor even any considerable
traces of "choke-damp,"' Massilon continued. 'Those are good signs, my
lad, and I think we may save some or all of them yet. As soon as those
men now coming down join us we must scatter right and left and search
the mine thoroughly. I daresay, Simm, you know where most of the men
were working?'

'Ten of 'em were in th' deawn-brow, three or four were on't north
level, and th' rest are up th' jig-brow.'

'Well, I'll lead three or four men to explore the jig-brow, Simm; you
with three or four others can search the down-brow, and two or three
may take the level. We must leave one or two at the pit-eye here, in
case anything happens. You understand?'

'Ay, ay, sir!'

As Simm spoke the rattle of the descending cage was heard in the shaft,
and in another minute eight more men were standing with the others
in the shelter of the vast archway. Every one of the newcomers was
attached in different capacities to one or another of the Myrelands
pits, and knowing them all more or less intimately, Massilon divided
them quickly into three gangs of five men each, leaving only one to
take care of the bottom, as other volunteers were expected soon.

With a few whispered instructions to the leaders of the other gangs,
in case of emergencies, Paul called cheerily to his own comrades, and
they set off at a good pace in the direction of the jig-brow, the
under-manager in front, while the other four followed one by one in his
wake.

For a number of reasons Paul had elected to take the jig-brow as his
portion of the exploded mine. It was there that he and Mr. Baldwin had
decided upon constructing the new air-way, and consequently there where
old Job Stanley and his son Ben had been set to work that very evening.
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