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Chapter 1


SYBIL’S SUBTERRANEAN ADVENTURES


Dark den is this,


Witch-haunted, devil-built, and filled


With horrid shapes, but not of men or beasts,


Or aught with which the affrighted sense


Hath ever made acquaintance.


 


When Sybil recovered from her death-like

swoon, she felt herself being borne slowly on through what seemed a narrow, tortuous

underground passage; but the utter darkness, relieved only by a little gleaming

red taper that moved like a star before her, prevented her from seeing more.


A presentiment of impending destruction possessed her, and overwhelming

horror filled her soul and held her faculties. Though her life had depended upon

her speech, she could not have uttered a syllable. And no word was breathed by the

mysterious beings who bore her on. Dumb as mutes at a funeral, they marched. Silent,

breathless as one on the brink of death, Sybil held her senses fast and prayed.

And the little red spark moved through the darkness before her, like a malignant

star leading her to doom. And how long drawn out the dreadful way! minutes seemed

months, and hours ages. The awful forms that held her in their hands; their monotonous

tread as they bore her on; their utter silence; the deep darkness; thedamp, earthy,

stifling atmosphere; the agony of suspense; the horror of anticipation!—all these

must have sent her into another swoon, but that her vigilant mind still held her

senses alert, and she prayed.


Who were these beings? Why had they abducted her? What would

they do with her? She asked herself these questions but shrank appalled from any

possible answer. Death? dishonor worse than death? Oh that some miracle might save

her in this tremendous peril! She prayed. And what a tedious anguish of anxiety!

When would the end come?


At length a breath of fresh air as from the upper world was wafted

past her face. Welcome as a drop of cold water to a parched palate, was this breath

of fresh air to her fevered lungs. But it passed, and all was close and suffocating

again.


Next a faint gleam of pale light glanced through the darkness

far ahead, but it vanished, and all was blackness again, but for the little red

spark moving before her. All silent, suffocating, dark.


But presently there came another breath of air, together with

a faint, fair, blue light as of day, in the far distance. And soon the breath of

air became a breeze, and Sybil drew in refreshing draughts that, in renewing her

vitality almost restored her courage.


And now they moved on faster, for the path was freer. And now

also the dawning light enabled Sybil to see her captors; and if any circumstance

could have increased her horror, the looks of these men must have done so. They

were of almost gigantic height and shrouded from head to foot in long black gowns,

with hoods that were drawn over their heads, while their faces were entirely concealed

by black masks. A shudder ran through her frame, as she looked upon them.


But soon the changing aspect of the subterranean passage forced

itself upon her attention. It now seemed not so much a narrow passage as a succession

of small caverns, one opening into another, and every advanced one rather larger,

lighter, and more beautiful than the preceding; the walls, floor, and ceiling being

of bright red sandstone, and lighted here and there with sparkling stalactites.

At last, through a narrower and more tortuous winding than any they had yet passed,

they suddenly entered a spacious cavern of such exceeding beauty and splendor, that

for an instant Sybil lost sight of her terrors in her astonishment and admiration.


The walls and roofs of this dazzling place were completely covered

with the purest pearl-like spar, and lighted with pendant crystals and stalactites,

that, as they caught the stray sunbeams, glowed, burned, blazed, and sparkled like

a million of pendant diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. The floor was thickly

carpeted with living moss of the most brilliant hues of vivid green, soft grey,

delicate rose, and cerulean blue. Into this enchanting palace of nature, the light

entered from many almost imperceptible crevices.


All this Sybil saw at a glance, and then her eyes settled upon

a figure who seemed the sole occupant of the place.


This was a young girl, who, with her red cloak thrown mat-like

on the moss, was seated upon it cross-legged in the Turkish fashion. Her elfin face,

her malign eyes, her wild black hair and picturesque costume, were all so in keeping

with the aspect of the place, that one might have deemed her the spirit of the cavern.


Sybil had scarcely time to observe all this before her bearers

stood her immediately in front of the seated girl, and saying:


“There she is, Princess! So work your will upon her,” they withdrew.


Now the worst of Sybil’s terrors were over. Those dreadful men

were gone. Before her was only a woman, a girl, whom she certainly had no reason

to fear.


They looked at each other in silence for perhaps half a minute;

and then Sybil spoke:


“What place is this? Who are you? Why am I brought hither?”


“One question at a time,” answered the girl. “‘What place this

is’ concerns you little, ‘who I am’ concerns you less, ‘why you are brought here,’

ah! that concerns you very much! It concerns your liberty, and perhaps your life.”


“I do not believe it! You have had me torn away from my husband!

Where is he now?” haughtily demanded Mrs. Berners.


“He is likely in the hands of the constables, who are by this

time in possession of the Haunted Chapel. But fear nothing! Him they will release

again, for they have no right to detain him; but you they would have kept if they

had caught you. Come, lady, do not resent the rough manner in which you were saved.”


“I do not understand all this.”


“It is scarcely necessary that you should.”


“And my husband! When shall I see him?”


“When you can do so with safety to yourself, and to us.”


“When will that be?”


“How can I tell?”


“Oh, heaven! he will be half crazed with anxiety!”


“Better that he should be half crazed with anxiety, than wholly

crazed by despair. Lady, had we not removed you when we did, you would certainly

be in the hands of the constables before this day is over, probably before this

hour.”


“How do you know this?”


“From information brought in by our spies.”


“We came upon the Haunted Chapel by chance, in the dead of night.

No one could have known so soon that we were there.”


“No one did know it. The constables were coming there for us,

but they would have found you, had we not brought you away with us. That

was my doing. I made your removal the condition of my silence.”


“Girl, who are you? I ask again; and why do you take this interest

in me?”


“Lady, I am an outlaw like yourself, hunted like yourself, in

peril like yourself, guiltless like yourself; the daughter, sister, companion of

thieves. Yet, never will I become a thief, or the wife or the mother of one!”


“This is terrible!” said Sybil with a shudder. “But why should

this be so?”


“It is my fate.”


“And why do you care for me?”


“I thought I had answered that question in telling you all that

I have told about myself, for ‘a fellow feeling makes us wondrous kind;’ but if

you want another reason I can give it to you. I care for you because I know that

you are guiltless of the crime for which you are hunted through the world. And I

am resolved, come what may, that you shall not suffer for it.”


“In the name of heaven, what do you say?” exclaimed Sybil, in

strong excitement. “If you know me to be guiltless, you must know

who is guilty! Nay, you do know it! You can not only save my life but clear

my fame.”


“Hush! I know nothing, but that you are guiltless. I can do

nothing but save your life.”


“You took me away in the absence of my husband. Why could you

not have waited a little while until his return, and—”


“Ha! ha! ha!” laughed the girl, breaking in upon Sybil’s speech,

“waited until his return, and take two strangers, himself and his servant, into

our confidence! Moloch would have brained me, or Belial would have poisoned me if

I had done such a thing. We are knaves, but not fools, Mrs. Berners.”


“But when will you communicate with him, to relieve his dreadful

suspense?”


“As soon as it shall be safe to do so. Our first care must be

our own safety, but our second, will be yours.”


Sybil said no more at the moment; but sat looking at the speaker

and thinking of all that had befallen her in the Haunted Chapel. Could this bright,

warm, spirited creature possibly be the “damp girl” whose two nightly visitations

had appalled her so much? She put the question:


“Tell me; are you the one who came twice to my bed-side and lay

down beside me, or is there another?”


Her strange hostess laughed aloud and clapped her hands.


And there immediately appeared before them, as if it had dropped

from the sky, or risen out of the earth, a figure that caused Sybil to start and

utter a half-suppressed scream.


It was that of a small, thin girl, so bloodless that her complexion

was bluish white; her hair and eyes were also very light, and her dress was a faded

out blue calico, that clung close to her form; her whole aspect was cold, damp,

clammy, corpse-like, as she stood mutely with hanging hands before her summoner.


“For Heaven’s sake, who is she?” inquired Sybil, under her breath.


“We call her Proserpine because she was left from the upper world

and brought down here. She is my maid, my shadow, my wraith, my anything you like,

that never leaves me. She it was who visited you in idleness or curiosity, I suppose.

She bore the taper before you when you came through the underground passage. More

than this I cannot tell you of her since more I do not know myself. You may go now,

Proserpine. And tell old Hecate to hurry up the breakfast, as we have company this

morning. And do you come and let me know when it is ready.”


Sybil kept her eyes on the pallid girl to see where she would

go, and she saw her slip through an almost invisible opening in the side of the

rock. Then Sybil turned again to her strange entertainer, and said:


“There is something more I wish to know if you do not mind telling

me. Why were we drugged with opium that night?”


“Ha! ha! ha! We had some goods to remove from the vault. You

were all in our way. We were obliged either to kill you or to drug you. So we drugged

you,” laughed the girl.


“And nearly killed us, as well.”


“Yes; we had to make sure of your taking enough to put you to

sleep, so I poured the laudanum into your coffee-pot pretty freely, I tell you.”


At this moment the bloodless phantom appeared again, and in the

same thin, reed-like voice that sounded so far away, she announced that breakfast

was ready.


“Come, then; I know you must need nourishment,” said Sybil’s

wild hostess, rising to lead the way.


And now Sybil saw how it was that the pale girl had slipped through

the almost invisible aperture, like a spirit vanishing through a solid wall; for

the rocky partitions of this natural underground palace overlapped each other, leaving

a passage of about one foot in width and three feet in length between the walls.


Through this they passed into a smaller cavern, which, like the

larger one, had its roof and walls incrusted with pearly spars and hung with sparkling

stalactites, and its floor covered with living moss.


This cavern was not only beautiful, but comfortable. A large

charcoal furnace that stood in the middle of the floor agreeably warmed the

place, while the appetizing odor of hot coffee, broiled birds, and buckwheat cakes

filled the air.


But the furniture of the place was the most incongruous and amazing

that could be imagined. A wooden table of the rudest workmanship stood near the

furnace, but it was covered with a white damask table-cloth of the finest description

and adorned with a service of the purest silver plate. With this elegant and costly

array was intermingled crockery-ware of the coarsest pattern. Around the table were

placed two three-legged stools of the roughest manufacture, and one piano chair

of the most finished workmanship, of carved rosewood and cut velvet.


Waiting on this table stood the “damp girl” mentioned before,

and also a very small, dark, withered old woman, in a black gown, with a red handkerchief

tied over her head and under her chin.


“Come, Mrs. Berners, you are my guest, and I will give you the

seat of honor,” said Sybil’s nameless hostess, as she led her to the little piano

chair and put her on it.


Then for herself she took one of the three-legged stools, saying

to her handmaid:


“You may take the other two seats away. Moloch and Belial will

not be at breakfast with us this morning. They have gone back to the vault to lay

the train.”


“Dangerous,” muttered the old woman between her shut lips.


“Never you mind, Mother Hecate! Moloch’s courage and Belial’s

craft will enable them to take care of themselves,” said the girl, as she set a

cup of hot coffee before her guest and placed a broiled partridge and a buckwheat

cake upon her plate.


Sybil’s long ride of the night before, followed as it had been

by a refreshing sleep, had so restored her strength and appetite that, despite her

late fright and her present anxieties, she made a very good breakfast.


“And now,” said the young hostess, as they arose from the table,

“what will you do? Will you lie down on my bed in the next cavern and sleep; or

will you sit here where it is warm, and talk: or will you let me show you through

this net-work of caverns, that underlies all this mountain?”


“You are very kind, at all events, and I thank you much, and

I think I would like to look at this great natural curiosity, whose very existence

so near my home I never even suspected,” said Sybil; for she really wished to explore

the wonderful labyrinth, not only from motives of curiosity, but also of policy;

for she thought it would be well to know the ins and outs of this underground habitation,

in case she should find it necessary to make her escape.


So her hostess took her back into the splendid outer cavern,

saying:


“You do not wish to go back through any of those caverns you

passed in coming here, so we will go this way.”


And she passed behind another of those over-lapping partitions

of rock, and led Sybil into another small division, fitted up as a rude but clean

bed-chamber. In one corner was a pile of dried moss and leaves, covered with fine

white linen sheets and soft, warm, woolen blankets. On a ledge of rock stood a tin

wash-basin, in which stood a pure silver ewer. In a word, the appointments of this

apartment were as incongruous as those of the other had been found.


“This is my bed, and if you should be tired when we get back

from our tour through the caverns, or at any time, you can lie down here and sleep

in perfect safety,” said the girl.


“I thank you,” answered Sybil, as they passed out of that division

into another.


It was as the girl had told her, a net-work or cell-work of caverns,

occupying, as far as it had been explored, several acres under the mountain. All

these caverns bore a natural resemblance to each other. All had their roofs and

walls incrusted with pearly spars and hung with glittering stalactites, and their

floors covered with living moss; and all were connected by narrow passages, with

the walls lapping past each other.


But some of these caverns were large, and lighted by crevices

in the roof, and others were small and dark. Some of the passages between them were

also wide and free, and some narrow and impassable. And in some black inaccessible

holes was heard the fearful sound of subterranean waters. In one of the larger divisions

of the cavern there were boxes and bales of merchandise, and silver plate and jewels;

in another there was the complicated machinery of an underground distillery; and

in still another was a collection of burglars’ tools, counterfeiters’ instruments,

and firearms.


“I show you all! I do not fear to do so! You will never betray

us, even if you have a chance; but you will never have a chance,” said the guide.


“What! You would not keep me here forever?”


“No; for we shall not stay forever. Be comforted, lady!

No harm is intended you,” said the girl, as, having shown her guest all that was

to be seen of the caverns, she conducted her back to the bedroom.


“I am very much surprised at all that I have seen,” said Sybil.

“I had no idea that there was a cave of such extent and beauty so near our home.”


“I believe,” answered the girl, “that there are many caves in

the mountains, as there are many isles in the ocean, that have never been discovered.”


Sybil looked up in surprise. “You call yourself the companion

of thieves, yet you talk like a person of intelligence and refinement,” she said.


The girl laughed sardonically. “Of course people ‘of intelligence

and refinement’ are all and always honest and true. You should know Belial! He taught

me to read. I taught myself everything else. I have read Homer, Danté, Milton, and

Shakespeare. But now you are tired; you look so. Lie down on my bed of moss and

rest, and I will cover you up warm.”


“Thank you, I will do so,” answered Sybil, gladly stretching

her wearied limbs upon the soft couch.


Her wild hostess covered her carefully, and then left her, saying:


“Sleep in peace, lady, for here you are perfectly safe.”









Chapter 2


WHAT WAS SOUGHT, AND WHAT WAS FOUND


They sought her that night, and they sought her next day,


They sought her in vain till a week passed away.


The highest, the lowest, the loneliest spot,


Her husband sought wildly but found her not.


—The Mistletoe Bough


 


When Lyon Berners and his faithful servant

returned to the Haunted Chapel, after having comfortably disposed of their horses

for the rest of the night, the interior was still so dark that they did not at first

discover the absence of Sybil, especially as the covering lay heaped upon the mattress

so like a sleeping form, that even in a less murky darkness it might have been mistaken

for her.


As it was now very cold, Mr. Berners, who had found a tinder-box

and a coil of wax tapers among his other effects in the wagon, struck a light, with

the intention of kindling a fire.


Joe brought some broken sticks and dry brushwood from the far

corner where Lyon Berners had piled it up just before the flight from the chapel,

and between the master and man they soon kindled a cheerful blaze that lighted up

every nook and crevice of the old interior.


Then Mr. Berners turned toward the mattress to see how his wife

might be sleeping.


“Why, she is not here! She has waked up and walked out,” he exclaimed,

in some surprise and annoyance, but not in the least alarm, for he naturally supposed

that she had only left the chapel for a few minutes and would soon return.


“Hi! whar de debbil she took herself off to, all alone, dis onlawful

time o’ de night?” cried Joe, in dismay.


“Oh, not far! She will soon be back again,” answered Mr. Berners

cheerfully. And then he took one of the blankets from the mattress and folded it

up for a seat, and sat down upon it near the fire, and stretched his benumbed hands

over the blaze. Joe followed his example, stretching out his hands also, and staring

across the fire at his master—staring at such a rate that Mr. Berners, feeling somewhat

inconvenienced, sharply demanded:


“What the deuce do you mean by that, Joe?”


“I want to go and sarch for my mistess. I don’t feel satisfied

into my own mind about her.”


“Why, what are you afraid of, man?”


“Ghostesses.”


“Absurd!”


“Well, now, no it an’t, marster. I’ve knowed Miss Sybil longer’n

you have. I’ve knowed her ever since she was born, and I don’t believe as she’d

go out all alone by herself in the dead of night to the lonesome church-yard—that

I don’t. And I’s afeard as the ghostesses have spirited her away.”


“Preposterous, Joe! Have you lived in an intelligent family,

and in a Christian community all your life, to believe in ‘ghostesses,’ as you call

them? Are you such a big fool as all that, at your time of life?”


“Yes, marster, I’s jest sich a big fool as all that, at my time

of life. And I want to go out and sarch for my young mistess,” said Joe, in the

spirit of “dogged persistence,” as he began to gather himself up.


“Stop, stay where you are. If one of us must go, it must be myself,”

said Mr. Berners.


“Which would be a heap the most properest proceedings, any ways,”

muttered Joe, sulkily settling himself in his seat again, in a manner that seemed

to say, “And I wonder why you didn’t do it before.”


“She really ought to be back by this time, even if she went out

but the moment before we returned; and she may have gone out before that,” murmured

Mr. Berners, with some little vague uneasiness, as he arose and buttoned his overcoat,

and went into the church-yard.


The day was dawning, and the old tombstones gleamed faintly from

their bushes, in the pale gray light of early morning.


“She cannot have gone far; she would not venture; she must be

very near,” he said to himself, and he murmured softly:


“Sybil! Sybil! where are you, love?”


There was no answer, and he raised his voice a little.


“Sybil, Sybil, my darling!”


Still there was no response. His vague uneasiness became anxiety,

and he called aloud:


“Sybil! Sybil!”


But nothing came of it, and his anxiety grew to terror, and he

ran wildly about shouting her name till all the mountain rocks and glens echoed

and reechoed:


“Sybil! Sybil!”


And now he was joined by Joe, whose faithful and affectionate

heart was wrung with anxiety and distress for his beloved and missing young mistress.


“You can’t find her? Oh, Marster, where is she gone? What have

become of her? Oh, what shall we do?” he cried, wringing his hands in great trouble.


“We must search for her, Joe. This is very strange, and very

alarming,” said Mr. Berners, striking off into the path that led to the fountain,

and shouting her name at every step.


But only the mountain echoes answered. In an agony of anxiety

they beat about the woods and thickets and climbed the rocks and went down into

the glens, still shouting—always shouting her name.


Day broadened, the sun arose, and its first rays struck them

as they stood upon the heights behind the chapel, looking all over the wilderness.


“In the name of Heaven, now what are we to do?” exclaimed Lyon

Berners, speaking more to himself than to another.


Joe was standing, leaning upon his stick in an attitude of the

deepest despair. But suddenly he raised his head, and a gleam of light shot over

his dark face, as he said:


“I tell you what we can do, Marster: where she’s took to, we

can find out at all ewents. I say where she’s took to, for she never went of her

own accords.”


“Heaven help my poor darling! no; she never did. But how do you

think you can trace her, Joe?”


“This a-way! I’ll take the freshest of them horses, and ride

home as fast as I can for life and death; and I’ll snatch up her little dog as has

been pining away ever since she left, and I’ll bring it here and make it smell to

the bedclothes where she lay, and then put it on the scent, to lead us the way she

went.”


“Eureka, Joe! The instinct of faithful affection, in man or brute,

sometimes puts pure reason to the blush by its superior acumen,” exclaimed Mr. Berners.


“I don’t know no more ’n the dead what you’re a-talking about,

Marster; but that’s the way to find out where Miss Sybil was took,” answered practical

Joe.


“Come, then, we will go at once and look at the horses. I think,

Joe, that one of your cart horses would be better to take, as they have not been

so hard worked as ours,” said Mr. Berners, as they ran down the steep to the thicket

in the rear of the chapel, where they had left their horses.


In a very few minutes Joe had selected and saddled his horse

and stood ready to start.


“I needn’t tell you to be prudent, Joe, and to drop no hint of

your errand,” said Mr. Berners.


“Well, no, you needn’t take that there trouble, Marse Lyon, ’cause

you’d be a-cautioning of Joe, as is cautious enough a’ready. Good-morning, Marse

Lyon. I’ll be at Black Hall afore the fam’ly is well out of bed, and I’ll be back

here with the little dog afore you have time to get unpatient,” said Joe, climbing

into his saddle and riding away.


Mr. Berners returned to the chapel, where he found the fire smoldering

out, but everything else in the same condition in which he had left it when he went

in pursuit of Sybil.


Far too restless to keep still, he walked up and down the length

of the chapel, until he was fairly tired out. Then he went to the front door and

sat down, keeping his eyes upon the entrance of the little thicket path, by which

he knew that Joe must return. And although he knew it was much too early to expect

his messenger back, yet he still impatiently watched that path.


Presently the sound of approaching horsemen struck upon his listening

ear. They were coming up the path through the thicket, and presently they emerged

from it—not two or three, but couple after couple, until the old churchyard was

filled with sheriff’s officers and militia-men. Sheriff Benthwick himself was at

their head.


In great surprise, as if they had come in quest of him, Mr. Berners

went forward to receive the party.


Lyon Berners was known to have been the companion of his fugitive

wife, and therefore a sort of an outlaw; yet the sheriff took off his hat and accosted

him respectfully.


“Mr. Berners, I am greatly surprised to see you here,” he said.


“Not less than myself at seeing you,” answered Lyon.


“We are here to seek out a set of burglars whom we have reason

to believe have their lair in this chapel,” said Mr. Benthwick.


“Then your errand is not to me,” observed Lyon.


“Certainly not! Though, should I find Mrs. Berners here, as well

as yourself, as I think now highly probable, I shall have a most painful duty to

perform.”


“Ah, sir! within the last terrible month, I have become all too

much accustomed to the sight of friends with ‘painful duties to perform,’ as they

delicately put it. But you will be spared the pain. Mrs. Berners is not here with

me.”


“Not here with you? Then where is she?”


“Excuse me, Mr. Benthwick,” said Mr. Berners, gravely, “you certainly

forget yourself; you cannot possibly expect me to tell you—even if I knew myself,”

he added, in an undertone.


“No, I cannot, indeed,” admitted the sheriff. “Nor did I come

here to look for Mrs. Berners, having had neither information nor suspicion that

she was here; nevertheless, if I find her I shall be constrained to arrest her.

Were it not for my duty, I could almost pray that I might not find her.”


“I do not think you will,” said Mr. Berners, grimly.


And meanwhile the officers and the militia-men, at a sign from

the sheriff, had surrounded the chapel so that it would be impossible for anyone

who might be within its walls to escape from it.


“Now, Mr. Berners, as you assure me that your wife is not within

this building, perhaps you may have no objection to enter it with me,” said the

sheriff.


“Not the least in the world,” answered Lyon Berners, leading

the way into the chapel, as the sheriff dismounted from his horse, threw the bridle

to an attendant, and followed.


The interior was soon thoroughly searched, having nothing but

its bare walls and vacant windows, with the exception of Sybil’s forsaken bed near

the altar, the smoldering fire in what had once been the middle aisle, and the little

pile of brushwood in the corner.


“There is certainly no one here but yourself, Mr. Berners; yet

here are signs of human habitation,” said the sheriff significantly.


Lyon Berners laughed painfully. And then he thought it would

be safest to inform the sheriff of some part of the truth, rather than to leave

him to his own conjectures, which might cover the whole case. So he answered:


“I do not mind telling you, Mr. Benthwick, that myself and my

injured wife took refuge in this place immediately after the terrible tragedy that

so unjustly compromised her safety. We remained here several days, and then departed.

These things that you notice had been brought for our accommodation and were left

here when we went away.”


“So you were not at Pendleton’s?”


“Not for an hour.”


“That is strange. But how comes it that you are here now without

your wife, Mr. Berners?”


“Sir, I have told you all that I mean to tell, and now my lips

are sealed on the subject of my wife,” said Lyon Berners, firmly.


“I cannot and do not blame you in the least,” said the sheriff,

kindly.


“All that we have to do now, is to pursue our search for the

burglars, and if in the course of it we should come upon Mrs. Berners, we must do

our duty,” he concluded.


“To that proposition Mr. Berners assented with a silent bow and

bitterly compressed lips. The sheriff then went to the door of the vault, and stooping

down with his hands upon his knees, peered through the iron grating, more in curiosity

than in any hope of finding a clue to the robbers. And in fact he discovered nothing

but the head of that narrow staircase whose foot disappeared in the darkness below.


“Phew! what a damp, deadly air comes up from that foul pit! it

hasn’t been opened in half a century, I suppose,” exclaimed Mr. Benthwick, taking

hold of the rusty bars and trying to shake the grating; but finding it immovable,

he ceased his efforts and turned away.


Then he went to the chapel door, and called his men around him,

saying:


“There is no sign of the miscreants inside the ruin; we must

search for them outside.”


And he divided his party into four detachments; and one he sent

up the narrow path leading to the fountain, another he sent up on the heights, and

another down in the glen; while he himself led the fourth back upon the path leading

through the thicket. And they beat the woods in all directions without coming upon

the “trail” of the burglars. But Sheriff Benthwick, in going through the thicket

with his little party, met a harmless negro on a tired horse with a little dog before

him. The sheriff knew the negro and accosted him by name.


“Joe, what are you doing here, so far from your home?”


Joe was ready with his answer:


“If you please, marster, I am coming to fetch away some truck

left here by a picnic party from our house.”


“Ah! a picnic party! I know all about that picnic party! I have

been up to the old ruin and had a talk with your master, and he has told me of it,”

said the sheriff cunningly, hoping to betray the negro into some admissions that

might be of service to him in tracing Sybil.


But his cunning was no match for Joe’s.


“Well, marster,” he said, “if Marse Lyon telled you all

about that, you must be satisfied into your honorable mind, as I am a telling of

the truth, and does come after the truck left in the chapel, which you may see my

wagon a-standin’ out there on the road beyant for yourself.”


“Then if you have a wagon, why do you come on horseback?”


“Lor’s marster, I couldn’t no ways get a wagon through this here

thicket.”


The sheriff felt that that was true, and that he had been making

a fool of himself. He made a great many more inquiries but received no satisfaction

from astute Joe. He asked no question about the little dog, considering her of no

importance. And at length, having no pretext to stop the negro, he let him pass

and go on.


Joe, glad to be relieved, touched up his horse and trotted briskly

through the thicket, and through the graveyard, to the ruined door of the old chapel.

Here he dismounted, tied his horse to a tree, and put down the little Skye terrier,

who no sooner found herself at liberty, than she bounded into the church and ran

with joyous leaps and barks, and jumped upon her master, licking, or kissing, as

she understood kissing, his hands and face all over with her little tongue, and

assuring him how glad she was to see him.


“Nelly, Nelly, good Nelly, pretty Nelly,” said Mr. Berners, caressing

her soft, curly brown hair.


But Nelly grew fidgety; something was wanting—the best thing

of all was wanting—her mistress! So she jumped from her master’s lap, not forgetting

to kiss him good-by, by a direct lick upon his lips, and then she ran snuffing and

whining about the floor of the chapel until she came to the mattress and blankets,

where she began wildly to root and paw about, whining piteously all the while.


“Nelly, good dog,” said Mr. Berners, taking the blanket and holding

it to her nose. “Sybil, Sybil! seek her, seek her!”


The little Skye terrier looked up with a world of intelligence

and devotion in her brown eyes, and re-commenced her rooting and pawing and snuffing

around the bedding, and for some little time was at fault; but at length, with a

quick bark of delight, she struck a line of scent, and with her nose close to the

floor, cautiously followed it to the door of the vault, at which she stopped and

began to scratch and bark wildly, hysterically—running back to her master and whining,

and then running forward to the door, and barking and scratching with all her might

and main.


“There she is, Marster. Mistess is down in that vault, so sure’s

I’m a livin’ nigger,” exclaimed Joe, who now came up to the door.


“Good Heaven! she could not live there an hour; the very air

is death! But if there, with a breath of life remaining, she must hear and answer

us,” exclaimed Lyon Berners, in breathless haste, as he went to the door of the

vault; and putting his lips close to the bars, called loudly:


“Sybil, Sybil! my darling, are you there?”


But though he bent his ear and listened in the dead silence and

dread suspense, no breath of answer came. And little Nelly, who had ceased her noise,

began to whine again.


Lyon Berners soothed her into quietness and began to call again

and again; but still no breath of response from the dark and silent depths below.


“If she is there, she is dead!” groaned Lyon Berners, in a voice

of agony, as he thought of all Sybil had told him of the open vault and the mysterious

figures that had passed to and from it in the night, and which he had set down as

so many dreams and nightmares, reverted to his memory. Oh, if this chapel were indeed

the den of thieves; if they had some secret means of opening that vault; if they

had come upon his sleeping wife while she was left alone in the chapel and robbed

her of the money and jewels she had about her person, and then murdered her, and

taken her body down into the vault for concealment; or if, as was most likely, for

there was no mark of violence or stain of blood about the place—they had taken her

to the vault first and robbed and murdered her there.


Oh, if these horrible fears should be realized!


With the very thought Lyon Berners went pale and cold as marble

in an anguish such as he had never felt in the severest crisis of their sorely troubled

lives.


“Joe!” he cried, “go search the wagon for that crowbar belonging

to Captain Pendleton. It must be there somewhere. And I must break this vault door

open or break my heart-strings in the trial.”


“The crowbar is all right, Marster. And I’ll go and fetch it

as fast as I can. But we’ll nebber see Mistess alive again! Nebber, Marster, in

this world!” sobbed Joe, as he arose from his knees near the door and went upon

his errand.


Little Nelly renewed her passionate demonstrations of distress

and anxiety; now furiously barking and scratching at the door; now jumping upon

her master’s breast, and looking up into his face and whining, as if telling him

that her mistress was down there, imploring his human aid to free her, and wondering

why it was not given.


“I know it, my poor little dog! I know it all!” said Lyon, soothingly.


But little Nelly was incredulous and inconsolable, and continued

her hysterical deportment through the half hour which intervened between the departure

and the return of Joe.


“Ah, give me the tool!” eagerly exclaimed Mr. Berners, snatching

the crowbar from the negro as soon as he saw him.


And he went and applied it with all his force to the door, straining

his strong muscles until they knotted like cords, while Joe looked on in anxiety

and suspense, and little Nelly stood approvingly wagging her tail, as if to say:


“Now, at last, you are doing the right thing.”


But with all Lyon’s straining and wrenching, he failed to move

the impassable door one hair’s breadth.


Joe also took a turn at the crowbar; but with no more success.


They rested a while, and then united their efforts, and with

all their strength essayed to force the door; but without the slightest effect upon

its immovable bars.


“I might have known we could not do it this way, for neither

Pendleton nor myself could succeed in doing so. Joe, we must take down the altar

and take up the flagstones; but that will be a work of time and difficulty, and

you will have to go back home and bring the proper tools.”


“But the day is most gone, Marster, and it will take me most

all night to go to Black Hall and get the tools and come back here. And is my poor

mistress to stay down there into that dismal place all that time?” sobbed the negro.


“Joe! if she is there, as the little dog insists that she is,

you know that she must be dead. And it is her body that we are seeking,” groaned

Lyon Berners, in despair.


“I knows it, Marster—I knows it too well; but I can’t feel as

it is true, all de same. And oh! even to leave her dear body there so long!” said

Joe, bursting into a storm of tears and sobs.


“That cannot be helped, my poor fellow. Besides, I shall sit

at this door and watch till your return, and we can work down into the vault. She

shall not be quite alone, Joe.”


So persuaded, Joe, unmindful of fatigue, once more set out for

Black Hall. But on this occasion he took another horse, which was fresher. The sun

had now set, and the short winter twilight was darkening into night.









Chapter 3


THE EXPLOSION


There came a burst of thunder sound!


—Hemans


 


Lyon Berners, chilled to the heart with

the coldness of the night, half famished for want of food, and wearied with his

late violent exertions, and wishing to recruit his strength for the next day’s hard

work, kindled a fire, and made some coffee, and forced himself to eat and drink

a little, before he drew his mattress to the door of the vault, and stretched himself

down as near as he could possibly get to the place where he believed the dead body

of his beloved wife lay.


Poor little Nelly, abandoning her efforts either from exhaustion

or in despair, crept up and tried to squeeze herself between her master and the

door of the vault that she too thought held her mistress. Lyon made room for her

to curl herself up by his side, and he caressed her soft fur, while he waked and

watched.


It was now utterly dark in the chapel but for the dull red glow

of the fire, which was dying out. An hour passed by, and the last spark expired,

and the chapel was left in total darkness.


The agonies of that night who shall tell? They were extreme—they

seemed interminable.


At length the slow morning dawned. Lyon arose with the sun

and walked about the chapel in the restlessness of mental anguish. The little dog

followed at his heels, whining. Presently Lyon took up the crowbar and tried again

to force the iron door. He might as well have tried to move a mountain. He threw

away the crowbar in desperation, and then he stooped and peered through the iron

bars: all dark! all still in those dismal depths! He turned away and rekindled the

fire and prepared a little breakfast for himself and his dumb companion. He must

cherish his strength for the work that was before him.


After having eaten a morsel, and given his dog food, he signaled

to her to lie down at the door of the vault and watch, while he went out towards

the thicket to look for Joe, who might now soon be expected.


He went through the church-yard, and on to the entrance of the

thicket path; he even pursued that path until it led him out upon the river road.

He looked down the road for miles but saw no sign of Joe!


Then, not wishing longer to leave the spot where the body of

his murdered wife was supposed to lie unburied, he went back through thicket and

graveyard to the chapel, where at the door of the vault the faithful little Skye

terrier still watched.


He entered and threw himself down beside her, there to wait for

the return of his messenger.


But ah! this was destined to be a day of weary, weary waiting!

The morning advanced towards noon, and still Joe did not appear. Lyon arose and

walked restlessly about the chapel, stopping sometimes to peer down into the vault,

where nothing could be seen, or to call down where nothing could be heard, or he

took up the crowbar again, and renewed his frantic efforts to force the iron door

that nothing could move.


Noon passed; afternoon advanced.


“Something has happened to Joe,” said the desperate man to himself,

as once more he started out in the forlorn hope of meeting his messenger.


Again the weary way was traversed; again he went through the

church-yard and thicket, and came out upon the long river road, and strained his

gaze far along its length, but without seeing signs of the negro’s approach.


“Yes; some accident has befallen Joe. All goes wrong, all is

fatal, all is doomed!” He groaned in despair as he turned and retraced his steps

towards the old “Haunted Chapel.” As he drew near the building, he was startled

by the furious barking of his little deg.


“Poor little Nelly has worked herself up into hysterics again

at the door of that vault,” he said to himself, as he quickened his pace and entered

the building.


He found it in the possession of the constables, with the sheriff

at their head. Mr. Benthwick, with an expression on his face oddly made up of triumph

and compassion, advanced to meet him, saying:


“We are not at fault now, Mr. Berners. We returned today to resume

our search through these mountains, and late this afternoon, as we were returning

from our unsuccessful pursuit of the burglars, we were met here in the churchyard

by these men.”


And here the sheriff pointed to Purley and Munson, who were standing

at a short distance.


“They told us,” proceeded Mr. Benthwick, “that Mrs. Berners,

with your assistance, had escaped from their custody.”


“Right over my dead body, which I should say, my sleeping body,”

put in Purley.


“And that she was certainly concealed in this chapel, as they

had received unquestionable information to that effect,” added Mr. Benthwick.


“Well, sir, if you find her here, you will succeed in the search

far better than I have done,” replied Lyon Berners, grimly. “We have found you

here, and under very suspicious circumstances; so we will take leave to make a more

thorough search than we did yesterday,” replied the sheriff.


“Have you tried the vault?” inquired Purley.


“No; but we will try it now. She may be concealed within it,

after all,” said Mr. Benthwick. And seeing the crowbar, he took it up and went to

work upon that immovable door; but finding it so fast, he threw down the tool, saying:


“It is of no use to work at that door in that way, and it is

of no use either to look through the bars, for you can see nothing but black darkness.

But, Purley, I will tell you what to do. Do you go and cut the most resinous knot

that you can find on the nearest pine tree and bring it to me.”


Purley started off in a hurry, and soon returned with a pine

knot fairly soaked with turpentine.


“Now, then,” said Mr. Benthwick, as he took the torch from the

hand of his messenger. “I think this will throw some light into the darkness below!”


And he applied it first to the fire in the aisle, and then he

carried, it, flaming high, to the door of the vault, and putting it through the

iron bars, let it drop into the vault.


It was lighted up in an instant, and the sheriff and Purley bent

down to look through the grating to see what the interior illumination might show

them.


And Lyon Berners, whose anxiety was of course more intense than

that of any one present, elbowed his way through the crowd to get nearer the door

of the vault.


But before he could effect his purpose, a sound of thunder burst

upon the air; the solid floor upheaved; the walls of the old Haunted Chapel fell

in a heap of smoking ruins; and all the valley and the mountain tops were lighted

up with the flames of destruction.









Chapter 4


AFTER THE EXPLOSION


Horror wide extends


Her desolate domain!


—Thompson


 


The thunder of the explosion, when the

old Haunted Chapel was blown up, was heard for many miles around.


It burst upon the unsheltered wayfarers like the crack of doom!


It stunned the plantation negroes gathered around their cabin

fires!


It startled the planters’ families at their elegant tea-tables!


Travelers paused panic-stricken on the road!


Home-dwellers, high and low, rushed with one accord to doors

and windows to see what the dreadful matter might be!


Was it an earthquake?


Had some unsuspected volcano suddenly burst forth in the mountain?

Indeed it seemed so!


Volumes of black smoke ascended from a certain point of rocks,

filling all the evening air with the suffocating smell of sulphur.


There was a pause of astonishment among the people for about

one minute only; and then commenced a general stampede of all the able-bodied men

and boys from a circle of several miles in circumference to the center of attraction;

while the women and girls waited at home in dread suspense!


But the very first on the scene of the catastrophe was a lamed

negro.


Poor Joe! Just as his master had surmised, he had met with an

accident. He had, indeed, reached Black Hall unsafety, near the dawn of that day;

but being quite exhausted with twenty-four hours of watching, working, and fasting,

he succumbed to drowsiness, fatigue, and famine. In short, he ate, drank, and slept.


He did not mean, poor faithful creature, to do more than just

recruit sufficient strength to take him back, with the tools, to his master.


But when one, under such circumstances, surrenders to sleep,

he loses all control over himself for an indefinite period of time. Joe slept fast

and long, and never waked until he was rudely kicked up by a fellow-servant, who

demanded to know how he came to be sleeping on the hay in the barn, and if he meant

to sleep forever.


Joe started up, at first confused and delirious, but afterwards,

when he came to his senses and found that it was past noon, he was utterly wretched

and inconsolable. He did not even resent the rudeness of his comrade, in kicking

him up; but, on the contrary, meekly thanked him for his kindness in arousing him.


And then he went and gathered his tools together, and saddled

his horse, and without waiting for bite or sup, he told his mate that he had work

to do at a distance, and mounted and rode off towards the ferry, which he had to

cross to reach the river road on the other side, because, with, the weight of iron

tools he carried, he could not possibly get over the ford.


All this contributed so to delay Joe’s journey, that the sun

set while he was still upon the river road, and “the shades of night were falling

fast” when he reached the entrance of the thicket path leading to the Haunted Chapel.


He had not ridden more than a hundred yards up this path, before

the thunder of the explosion burst upon his appalled ears. And at the same instant

his affrighted horse, with a violent bound, threw him to the earth, jumped forward

and fled away.


Amazed, stunned, bewildered as he was, Joe did not entirely lose

his senses. When recovered a little from the shock, he felt himself all over to

see what bones were broken; and found to his great relief that all were sound.


Then he got upon his feet, and looked about him; but a dense,

heavy, black vapor was settling down upon the thicket, hiding all things from his

view, while the stifling fumes of brimstone took his breath away.


“I’m—!” Joe in his consternation swore a very profane oath, which

it is not necessary here to repeat, “ef I don’t b’leibe as de Debbil has blowed

de old Haunted Chapel! And oh! my Hebbenly Marster! ef so, what have become

o’ Miss Sybil and Marse Lyon, and Nelly?” he cried in a sudden pang of terror and

sorrow, as he tried to hurry towards the scene of the tragedy. He set off in a run

but was brought up short by a sharp severe pain in his right ancle.


“It’s sprained! Bress de Lord, ef it an’t sprained!” he cried,

drawing up and caressing his injured limb.


“It ain’t no use! I can’t put it to the ground no more!” he groaned.


Then standing upon his left foot and holding the other in his

hand, he looked around and saw the pick lying among the scattered tools, that had

fallen from his hold when the horse threw him. He cautiously bent down and took

up the pick, and reversed it, and using it as a crutch, he hobbled on through the

thicket towards the ruins of the old chapel. But his progress was so slow and painful

that it took him nearly an hour to reach the place.


When at length he emerged from the thicket and entered the old

churchyard, a scene of devastation met his view that appalled his soul.


“Oh, my Lord!” he said, stopping and leaning upon his pick-crutch,

as he gazed around, “what an awful sight! Joe, you are like—somebody among the ruins

of something,” he added, as a vague classic similitude about Scipio and Carthage

flitted through his half-dazed brain.


It was indeed a scene of horror deep enough to dismay the stoutest

heart! Nor was that horror less overwhelming for the obscurity that enveloped it.

The Haunted Chapel was gone; and in its place was a heap of blackened, burning,

and smoking ruins, with here and there the arm or leg of some crushed and mutilated

victim protruding from the mass. And in strange contrast to this appalling scene,

was a poor little Skye terrier, preserved from destruction, Heaven only knows how,

that ran snuffing and whining piteously around and around the wreck.


“Come, Nelly! pretty Nelly! good Nelly!” called Joe.


The Skye terrier left off circling around the smoldering ruins,

and bounded towards her dusky friend, and leaped upon him with a yelp of welcome

and a whine of sorrow.


“Oh, Nelly! Nelly! what has happened?” cried Joe.


The little dog howled dismally in answer.


“Yes, I know what you would say. I understand. The devil has

blown up the Haunted Chapel,” said Joe.


She lifted up her nose and her voice in a woe-begone howl of

assent.


“Just so; but oh! Nelly! Nelly Brown! where is the master and

the mistress?”


She answered by a cry of agony, and ran back to the ruins, and

re-commenced her pawing and whining.


“Ah, yes! just so; buried under all that there,” groaned Joe.


But Nelly ran back to him, barking emphatically, and then forward

to the ruins, and then, seeing that he still stood there, back to him again, with

the most eloquent barks, that seemed to assure him that her master and mistress

were under the mass, and at length to ask him what was the use of his being a man,

if he could not dig them out.


Never did man and dog understand each other better. Joe replied

to Nelly as if she had spoken in the best approved English.


“I know it, honey! I know they are; they are there!” he sobbed,

“but you see I’m crippled, and can’t do nothing.”


But the little Skye terrier could not comprehend such incompetency

in a human creature, and so she very irrationally and irritatingly continued her

appeals and her reproaches, until Joe hobbled up to the heap of smoking ruins to

take a nearer view.


The first thing that met his sight was the sole of a man’s boot,

belonging to a leg protruding from the mass.


“If it should be hizzen! Oh, good gracious! if it should be marster’s!

But no,” he continued, on a closer examination of the limb. “No! there is a spur

on the heel. It isn’t hizzen. No! thank goodness, it is Master Sheriff Benthwick’s,

and sarve him right too.”


While Joe was exulting, either wickedly over the destruction

of the sheriff, or piously over the possible preservation of his master, there was

a sound of crackling footsteps through the thicket, and the forerunners of the approaching

crowd appeared upon the scene.


Among them was Captain Pendleton, who, recognizing the figure

of Joe even in the obscure light, strode towards him, eagerly demanding:


“What is all this? How did it happen? Do you know?”


“Oh, marse Capping Pendulum, sir, I’s so glad you’se come!” cried

Joe, on the verge of tears.


“But how did this happen?” impatiently repeated the captain.


“Oh, sir, don’t you see as the debbil has blowed up the Haunted

Chapel and my young mistess and marster into it all this time,” sobbed the man.


“Good Heaven! You don’t mean that, Joe!” exclaimed Captain Pendleton.


“Yes, I do, sir; worse luck! which you can see for yourself,

as even poor little ignorant Nelly knows it,” wept Joe.


And the little Skye terrier, as if to confirm the negro’s words,

ran and leaped upon the captain, whining pathetically, and then ran backward and

forward between him and the heap of ruins, as if to impress upon his mind that her

dear master and mistress were really buried there, and to implore him to come to

their assistance.


But other people were now pouring rapidly in upon the scene of

the catastrophe.


Exclamations of horror and dismay were uttered; then pine knots

were sought and lighted, and everybody crowded around the ruins.


“There are human beings buried beneath this pile; for

Heaven’s sake, friends, lose no time; but disperse and find tools to dig this away!”

exclaimed Captain Pendleton, energetically.


Several of the by-standers started at once for the nearest farm-houses

to procure the needful tools.


Captain Pendleton turned to Joe.


“Tell me now,” he said, “how came Mr. and Mrs. Berners in this

place?”


Joe related all that he knew of their escape from the sheriff’s

officers, their accidental meeting with him, their arrival at the Haunted Chapel,

the mysterious disappearance of Sybil, the visit of the constables and militia-men

in search of the burglars; the means that his master and himself took to discover

traces of Sybil through the instinct of her little dog; the reasons they had, through

the behavior of the little Skye terrier, to believe that the lady had been taken

down into the vault and robbed and murdered; his own departure in search of tools

to take up the flagstones over the vault, and finally his return to the scene of

action to find the Haunted Chapel one mass of ruins.


“When I left marster he was sitting at the door of the vault,

where we thought the dead body of my poor murdered young mistess was hid; and when

I comed back I found this here!” sobbed Joe, pointing to the wreck.


“Good heaven! my man, this is a frightful story that you tell

me! Sit yourself down on the ground and give me that pick which you are using for

a crutch! I must go to work here,” exclaimed Captain Pendleton, taking the pick

from the negro and beginning to dig vigorously at the mass of fallen stone and mortar.


The men and boys who had gone after implements now came hurrying

back, with picks, spades, hoes, rakes, etc., over their shoulders.


They immediately fell to work with a zeal and energy inspired

by curiosity and terror; and while the boys held the lighted pine knots high above

their heads, the men dug away at the mass with all their might and main.


It was a wild scene, that deep glen; the heap of smoking ruins

in the midst, the affrighted crowd of workers around it, the flaming torches held

on high, the spectral gravestones gleaming here and there; the whole encircled by

dark, towering mountains, and canopied by a murky, midnight sky!


In almost dead silence the fearful work went on.


The first body exhumed was that of the unfortunate Sheriff Benthwick,

quite dead. It was borne tenderly off to some distance and laid down on a bed of

dried leaves beneath the shelter of an oak-tree.


Then four other bodies were dug out from the mass, among them

that of the bailiff Purley. And these were carried and laid beside that of the sheriff.


And now, though the workmen dug away at the ruins as vigorously

as ever, they found nothing but broken timbers, stone, and mortar. No sign of Lyon

or Sybil Berners was to be seen. A wild hope sprang up in the heart of Joe—a hope

that in some miraculous manner his young master and mistress had escaped this terrible

destruction—a hope that the little Skye terrier would by no means encourage, for

she continued to run around the ruins, and in and out among the legs of the workmen,

to the serious danger of her own life and limbs, and to bark and whine and paw,

and assert in every emphatic manner a little brute could use, that her master and

mistress were really under there and nowhere else.


“You’ll drive me to despair, you little devil of a dog! You’d

make ’em there, whether they’re there or not, and I tell you they ain’t there!”

cried Joe in desperation.


But Nelly held to her own opinion, and clamorously maintained

it.


She was soon justified. The workmen, in course of their digging,

removed quite a hill of plaster, stone, and broken timbers, and came upon a leaning

fragment of the back wall, inclined at an angle of about forty-five degrees, and

supported in its place by a portion of the altar and the iron door of the vault,

which had stood the shock of the explosion.


Under this leaning wall, and completely protected by it, lay

two men, scorched, bruised, stunned, insensible, but still living.


They were Lyon Berners and Robert Munson. Amid the surprise and

satisfaction of the crowd, they were carefully lifted out and laid upon the ground,

while every simple means at hand were used for their restoration, while the little

Skye terrier ran round and round with yelps of joy and triumph, which seemed to

say:


“I told you so! and next time you’ll believe me!”


“Friends,” said Captain Pendleton, addressing some of the men

who were still working away at the ruins, “there is no use in your digging longer!

You may see from the very position of that wall and the aspect of everything else

here, that there can be no more bodies among the ruins. You can do nothing to bring

the dead to life; but you can do much to save the living from death. Hurry some

of you to the nearest house and bring a couple of shutters, and narrow mattresses

also, if possible! These men must be taken to my house, which is nearest, to receive

medical attention.”


As the captain spoke, a dozen workmen threw down their tools

and started on the errand.


Old Joe hobbled up to the spot, where Captain Pendleton sat supporting

the head of Mr. Berners on his knee, while little Nelly jumped around, now in a

hysterical state between joy and fear; for she saw at last, that though her master

was rescued, he was not yet safe. On seeing Joe come up, she jumped upon him with

an eager bark which seemed to say:


“You see I was right! Here he is, sure enough!”


“Yes, Nelly, that’s all very well as far as it goes. But where’s

the young mistess, Nelly; where’s Miss Sybil?” sorrowfully inquired Joe.


The little dog looked up in his face with a bark of intelligence

and distress, and then broke away and ran in among the ruins.


“There still is she!” exclaimed Joe, and he hobbled after the

little Skye terrier to the place where the leaning fragment of the wall was supported

by the iron door of the vault.


“They must dig into that vault. I’ll never be contented until

they dig into that vault; and I’ll speak to Capping Pendulum about it,” said Joe,

and he hobbled back to the spot where that gentleman still sat supporting the head

of his wounded friend.


“Sir, Marse Capping,” said Joe, respectfully taking off his hat,

“you heerd what I tell you ’bout marster and me having of good reasons to s’pose

as my young mistress was robbed and murdered and hid into that vault?”


“Yes,” gravely assented the captain.


“Well, sir, Marse Capping, Nelly do stick to it as she is

down there. And, sir, I shall neber feel satisfied into my own mind, till the

men dig away all the rubbish and lay open ‘the secrets of that there prisin house.’”


“Joe, it shall be done, if only for the satisfaction of your

faithful heart,” said the captain.


“And for Nelly’s too, sir. See how she stands and looks up into

your face, waiting for you to ’cide, just as if she understood all that I was an

axing of you, which of course she do.”


“Not a doubt of it,” assented the captain.


At that moment the messengers who had been dispatched for shutters

and mattresses, returned with the articles, and set them down before Captain Pendleton.


“Now, my men,” said the captain, “arrange one of the mattresses

upon the shutter, and assist me to lay my wounded friend upon it.”


Ready hands obeyed this direction, and the faintly breathing

body of Lyon Berners was laid down in comparative ease.


The same service was performed for poor young Munson, who was

badly injured, and also quite unconscious.


“Now, my men, this poor negro has reason to believe that the

body of his mistress may be found in the bottom of that vault; I want you therefore

to go to work as fast as you can and remove all the rubbish that has fallen into

it, even down to the floor,” was the next order given by the captain.


And the men seized their picks and resumed their digging with

renewed energy.


“Joe, stay here by your master and this poor fellow; and occasionally

wet their lips with this brandy and water, while I go and see to the clearing out

of the vault,” said Captain Pendleton; and leaving Joe in charge of the wounded

men, he followed the workmen to the ruins to urge them to the greatest expedition,

adding as a reason for haste:


“It is time that Mr. Berners and Munson should be taken to my

house, and placed in bed, to receive proper medical attention. But I cannot consent

to leave this spot even to attend to them, until I find out whether the body of

Mrs. Berners is really under the ruins.”


Thus exhorted, the men worked with tremendous energy, and soon

dug away all the pile of rubbish, and laid the depths of the vault open to the torch

light. But there was nothing to be seen but the damp and slimy walls and floor,

and the little heaps of broken stones and fallen plaster in the corners.


“Not there! Well, then, I didn’t know whether I was a-hoping

or a fearing to find her there, or whether I’m glad or sorry now at not finding

her there,” said Joe, who in his excessive anxiety had at length deserted his post

beside the wounded men and hobbled up to the opened vault.


“You should be glad, for now you have no evidence of her death;

but, on the other hand, good reason to hope that she is somewhere alive and well,”

said Captain Pendleton.


“That’s so too, Marster Capping. But only see what a little story-teller

Nelly is!”


“It was her master she scented, and she found him.”


“Yes, but she tried to make me believe as her mistess was down

there also. And look how she sticks to the story! There she is down there still

running round and round like she was crazy, and a snuffing at all the corners!”
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