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          Foreword
 
            THIS is the last book of a series about America’s fight for independence in the Catawba country of North Carolina.
            Except for Zack Harper and a few others, the names are those of real people who bore their share in that fight, and the story told here includes many things that actually happened.
            The independence won in those desperate days seems destined to last forever, and one reason why it will is that Americans today are as loyal patriots and brave fighters as the Americans who made America a nation.
            Manly Wade Wellman Chapel Hill, North Carolina
 
 



 
          1 Captain Zack Harper
 
            THERE they stood together in the clouding afternoon of a mild North Carolina February—eighteen American fighting men, with arms in their hands and defiance of British King George in their hearts. They stood in the yard of what had been a magnificent manor of the Catawba country, now falling to ruin among flames set by Tory plunderers. Half of them were from the nearby South Fork settlements, young i sons of farmers in homespun. The other half came from the rough, half-savage mountains to the west and wore buckskins and furs and beaded belts. They had rough manes of hair on their heads and rougher beards on their chins. To one side lay six silent bodies, the Tories of the raiding party who had not succeeded in getting away from the surprise attack. And every patriot’s eyes were turned expectantly on the tall, rugged youngster in their midst, Zack Harper, scout and veteran of half a dozen fierce battles with the British, who had just been chosen the captain of this new ranger band.
            “Come, Captain Zack Harper, we wait your orders,” urged Zack’s friend, Enoch Gilmer.
            “Aye, Cap’n, say the word and we’ll make it deed,” seconded broad, big-muscled Seth Mawks, chief of the mountain volunteers, and his red beard bristled. “You and me, we settled the question of who’s top wolf of this here pack by a fair wrestle-down, and ye’re best man to command us. By all that’s high and low, I’m next best man and I back ye to the hilt in all ye say or do! ”
            Zack shrugged his broad shoulders in his fringed buckskin shirt. His hat was off, and he swept back his long dark hair.
            “I thank you, Seth,” he said, trying to gain time. “And you, Enoch. Thanks to all of you. I trust every man to be brave and true. But for custom’s sake, we’ll take an oath here as American soldiers.”
            “Oath?” squeaked a tall mountaineer. “Ye mean, a cuss word?”
            “No, ye gawk, it’s like fer jury duty or bearing witness,” scolded another.
            “What’s today?” inquired Zack.
            “Today?” echoed Seth Mawks blankly, and stirred his thick fingers in his untidy red thatch. “Why now, I got it in mind it’s Wednesday or Thursday or some sech matter.”
            “Tuesday,” offered Enoch. “The day of the month is February 6, and the year, if you’ve forgotten that, too, is 178!, getting on to the fifth year of America’s independence.”
            “February 6, 1781,” repeated Zack. “Remember the date, all. Now, hold up your right hands with me.”
            He lifted his own big right hand, and up shot a whole thicket of hands.
            “Now,” said Zack, trying to be impressive, “we, and each of us, do solemnly pledge our lives to the cause of American liberty; we swear to abide together as honest men and loyal soldiers, to fight against the British who oppress and lay waste our home country; and particularly to fight the band of Tory thieves and blackguards who follow Captain Robinson Alspaye in this South Fork country.” He paused, summoning up more words. “We engage solemnly to defend the homes and lives of all true friends of liberty, and to fight Alspaye’s skulking band wheresoe’er we find it, and in all ways to uphold the cause of American freedom, until such time as the British are driven from our land.”
            Every eye was upon him, every face rapt and attentive.
            “And so say we all,” finished Zack. “In God’s name, amen.”
            “Amen! Amen!” cried voices around him.
            “By the black bear dog of Spillcorn, that there’s an elegant word to swear to,” vowed Seth Mawks. “Couldn’t have said it out better myself, Cap’n Zack. Now we’re sworn in, what next?”
            “We must organize,” replied Zack, more confidently. “We’re eighteen in all, and we’ll call ourselves a true military company, in two platoons. Seth, your mountain men shall be one platoon, and you lead it as lieutenant.”
            “Yahoo!” whooped Seth. “Hear that, ye ridge-running Western scalp hunters? From now on I’m Lootenant Mawks, and mind ye salute me proper or I’ll scalp the last of ye bald!”
            “And you of the South Fork,” went on Zack, looking at his own neighbors, “Cy Cole, Andy Berry, Billy Gilmer, Joe Rhyne, Steve Gallon, Johnny Starrett, you’re the other platoon, and your leader is Enoch Gilmer.”
            “Hurrah, for Lieutenant Gilmer!” yelled Cy Cole, and the others cheered in echo.
            “Bethink you, Zack,” objected Enoch, “you’ve got Godfrey Prothero here, and he was a captain himself—”
            “Captain of British volunteers and withdrawn from that false service,” said Godfrey Prothero, slim and grave in elegant riding coat and polished boots. He glared at the smouldering house. “They burned my home and wounded my father and insulted my sister Grace,” he said. “That quits me of any loyalty to such comrades in arms. But the platoon belongs to Enoch, who’s been a loyal patriot from the first.”
            “I’ve another office for you, Godfrey,” said Zack. “You understand accounts, matters of supply and record and report. Will you be second in command and take charge of executive matters? Friends, Captain Prothero ranks next to me for the time being.”
            “Uh—” grumbled Seth Mawks, half to himself.
            “Next to me,” repeated Zack, “until such time as I may be slain or captured or otherwise unable to lead. Then, and we’ll have fought more than once ere many days are gone, you’ll choose you another head of the company.”
            “Fair enough!” bawled Seth, and there was a chorus of assent.
            “I’ll give other orders quickly,” went on Zack. “We’re here to fight and win. But we’ll never do as Alspaye threatens, hang prisoners without reason or trial, and we’ll burn no Tory homes save by order and as honest return for evil done our side. Is it understood?”
            “Understood,” said Enoch, and the others agreed.
            “Let’s be off on the hunt,” cried Seth Mawks. “I’m hungry for Tory blood.”
            “You mountain men shall have your chance to show how you serve the enemy,” Zack told him. “But now, we’d best dig graves for those who lie yonder. Let half of each platoon dig and the other half keep watch. Captain Prothero, if the sheds still stand here at your home, perhaps you’ll help the digging party find spades and picks.”
            “Aye, Captain,” replied Godfrey, and saluted flawlessly, then led the men to find tools.
            As the digging party worked, Zack sat on a log near the horses. His own fine chestnut charger, Jonah, came and whinnied and poked Zack’s shoulder with an affectionate nose. Zack stroked Jonah’s mane absently as he pondered his situation.
            It was not simply that he was captain of the South Fork Rangers. He was not yet twenty years old, yet he had fought hard and well in the war with the British. His scouting had helped bring American victories at Ramsour’s Mill, at King’s Mountain, at the Cowpens down in South Carolina. He had played a useful part during General Greene’s retreat that had drawn Lord Cornwallis to pursue all the way to the Virginia line, many, many marches away from reenforcements and fresh supplies. All these things, well done with steady, cool assurance among dangers and surprises, had helped make Zack Harper a seasoned soldier, and Greene himself had appointed him to raise the ranger company. He did not despair of leading his bold comrades as they should be led.
            But that was only part of the matter. His small company’s task in the South Fork country was great. If he could beat Robinson Alspaye, then the greater British host under Cornwallis would face defeat without hope of support. If Zack lost, then Alspaye’s raiders could and would destroy all up and down the South Fork and farther to the west bank of the Catawba, enlisting Tories as well as doubtful-minded settlers in the British service and killing or cowing the patriots.
            The South Fork Rangers must win, Zack told himself. His own life could count only as it served his struggling people in their hope for independence. He must be bold as a lion one time, cautious as a fox another. Somehow he would accomplish that.
            Cy Cole and one of Seth Mawk’s hairy mountaineers came toward him, escorting a third man in a woolly sheepskin coat. Zack got up from the log. “Who’s this?” he asked.
            “ ’Pears like he ain’t ready for burying yet,” said the mountaineer. “We took hold on him, and he wiggled and sat up.”
            “Godfrey Prothero knocked him down in the fight,” added Cy.
            “But he’s able to walk and talk, eh?” said Zack, surveying the glum prisoner. “How is it with you, fellow?”
            “My head aches like a broken tooth,” was the bitter reply.
            “I’m past fighting with you. I’ll stand like a lamb among you, if you won’t hang or shoot me.”
            “We don’t hang or shoot prisoners for aught but good reason. Tell me now, where’s this hiding place of your Captain Robinson Alspaye?”
            “Nay, I won’t say that. True soldier duty is that a prisoner never betrays his friends.”
            The mountaineer scowled. “Let me take him off to the side, Cap’n,” he said, “and afore ye count fifty, I’ll have him squealing out any news we want.”
            “No,” Zack forbade him. “I’ve said we’ll be fair, and let’s hope it makes Alspaye fair, too. Hark you, prisoner, you are free.”
            “Free?” echoed Cy, mystified.
            “Aye,” said Zack. “Go seek that Tory burner and bully you call Captain, and give him this message from Zack Harper. If he’ll come into the open and fight us fair, we’ll settle once and for all whether King George or American liberty rules the South Fork. If he chooses to slink and hide, we’ll come search him out. But if he goes on as he has begun, burning and robbing and bringing fear upon the helpless— we’ll give him a double dose of his own medicine, and bitter will it be in his mouth.” He gazed sternly into the man’s eyes. “Do you hear me?”
            “Aye, sir, every word.”
            “Then begone to you. Your horse and gun we’ll keep, but you are free.”
            The man was gone at a clumsy run. Cy chuckled to see him flee, but the mountaineer made an unhappy snap of his tongue against his teeth and clutched his rifle as though he yearned to send a bullet after the departing back.
            The burial party had finished its labors, and again Zack summoned the men around him.
            “To march and campaign and fight, we must have food and weapons,” he said. “You from the mountains seem to have brought provision, but we others haven’t prepared as yet.”
            “And I don’t like this musket I took from a Hessian,” complained John Starrett. “It balances heavily. Would I had my own rifle from home.”
            “Then go get it,” Zack bade him. “Go you all, neighbors, and fetch your pet guns and horses, and what powder and food you can find for a week’s adventure or more. Make haste and report back, for it looks at the point of snowing. Enoch, you’re already mounted and furnished to your taste, stay here with Mawks’ platoon to keep a watch for Alspaye.”
            The other South Fork men were already hurrying away. Enoch looked a question at Zack, his usually merry face blank with mystification.
            “Stay here, you tell me?” he asked. “What about yourself?”
            “Godfrey and I will go to my father’s house, to see how matters go forward there, and perhaps get more provision. Here, help me gather up the guns we took from the Tories 5 we’ll store them there as an arsenal. Look for us back in an hour’s time.”
 
             A few flakes of snow settled through the leafless trees as Zack and Godfrey, each carrying several of the captured weapons, rode off across fields for the neighboring farm of Zack’s father, Alan Harper.
 



2 The Raid of Seth Mawks
 
 
            THE ride to the Harper place was swiftly accomplished, and Zack and Godfrey found both Alan Harper and John Prothero in the front yard. Mr. Prothero had somewhat rallied from the wound he had suffered earlier that day when his home was raided and set afire. With his bullet- pierced arm bandaged and in a sling, he gave crisp orders to several of his dark-faced servants.
            “Fetch the cattle and horses out of those thickets where you hid them,” Zack heard him say, “and start at once on the trail to South Carolina ahead of this coming snowstorm. Herd all stock to my lands on the Tiger River—there, at least, war and plunder seem to have moved away. Grace! Where’s Grace?”
            “In here, Father,” came his daughter’s clear voice through the half-open front door. “I am writing to your overseer on the Tiger as you bade me.”
            “Good,” said Prothero. “Tell him that he hath full charge there, and that we stay here with my good friend and neighbor, Mr. Alan Harper.” He looked up as Zack and Godfrey rode into the yard. “Ah, happily met again!” he cried. “What news, young men?”
            Swiftly they told of how the mountain volunteers had come, how the South Fork Rangers had been organized and how Zack, by throwing Seth Mawks in a wrestling bout, had clinched his captaincy. Both Prothero and the elder Harper applauded, and nodded their grave approval to the simple but steadfast agreement under which the company had organized itself.
            “A wise head on your young shoulders, Zack,” said Prothero, “and I hear with pride and pleasure that you are captain. As to your oath of enlistment, I think on what was written at the end of the Declaration of Independence, up yonder in Philadelphia nearly five years gone. You know how it reads?”
            “I think so, sir,” replied Zack, pausing to remember. Then he quoted:
            “ ‘And for the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes and our sacred honor.’ ”
            Solemnly the others heard him—Alan Harper, Prothero and Godfrey.
            “I’ve heard that the delegates to the signing of that Declaration are of our nation’s greatest men,” said Prothero. “What they pledged they meant. Their lives—and for the most part they are young in years, and life to the young is sweet; their fortunes—they are men of substance, with much to lose; and their sacred honor—sure they have as much of that as any body of men on earth.”
            “My own comrades are but few and simple,” confessed Zack.
            “But they, too, have lives, and fortunes of a sort, and their honor is sacred,” his father said. “I take leave to think that such pledges guarantee us our freedom and its fruits at last.”
            Zack felt confused and shy at such solemn compliments, and masked his feelings by taking from Jonah’s saddle the sheaf of muskets and the great gathering of powder, horns and bullet pouches gleaned after the flight of Alspaye’s band. Godfrey unslung his own horse’s burden and they bore these things into the house.
            Grace sat at a table with Mrs. Harper, writing the last of her father’s letter. At sight of Godfrey and Zack she sprang up with a cry of pleasure, and her blue eyes shone with a warm light as she heard of the South Fork Rangers.
            “So now it’s Captain Zack Harper,” she said. “Save us all, Zack, we must be careful in the presence of so high an officer, and make sure to address you with proper respect.”
            “Grace, you’ve never addressed me with less respect than I have deserved,” he replied to her rallying, “and I trust you’ll never think with less than kindness of one who himself respects you so greatly.”
            “La, hear the boy,” put in Mrs. Harper. “He sounds like a colonel at the least.”
            “And with stuffiness enough for a general,” laughed Godfrey, but Grace did not laugh.
            “Zack,” she said gently, and took his big brown hand in her slim white one, “I was merry only for pride in you. We played together as children, we are comrades now in these times of strife for truth and freedom. You have been through mighty perils and will go into others, you and Godfrey. Pll pray for you both, equally and often, that you may come back safe and sound to us.”
            Zack felt more embarrassed still. Grace saw his mood and said no more, but pressed his hand warmly and let it go.
            Prothero stepped out to give his foreman the letter for the overseer and bid the men again to move southward away from the coming storm. Returning, he joined Alan Harper in examining the captured guns.
            “A brave armament, this,” he said. “With it we could stand siege here in your house, Alan.”
            “We may have it to stand,” Mr. Harper observed, “for if Zack’s company serves in these parts, it must have headquarters and a rallying place. What better place than its captain’s own home?”
            Zack wanted to protest, but his father insisted. Mr. Prothero and Grace would stay with the Harpers for the time being. The Prothero butler Cassius and his wife Guinea, who was an accomplished cook, would also have quarters on the place. “With six guns, three men to wield them and three brave women to load in case of need, we shall not fear attack,” wound up Zack’s father.
            “Pd not have it otherwise,” put in Grace, “and if we are assailed, I can fire a gun as well as load it.”
            “Aye, lass, I myself taught you to aim true to the mark,” cried her father proudly. “Zack—Captain Harper, I’ll learn to call you—think of us as your home garrison while your company is in the field.”
            “And fetch your men hither, to have shelter and food while you prepare your campaign,” added Zack’s mother.
            Zack discussed that measure at some length. The Harpers had several sheds behind the main dwelling. They were disused but tightly built, and could give quarters to all of the Rangers. Hay from the Harper mows would make beds, and patriot farms all along the South Fork could be counted on to provide corn and meat to feed their defenders. To all this agreement was made, and Zack and Prothero went out to their horses. Grace followed them to the door.
            “Godfrey,” she said to her brother, “I never failed of pride in you when you felt your duty was with King George. But now I rest easier that you are a friend of liberty. And Zack,” she said, “as sure as I stand and speak to you, Pm certain that you’ll triumph over your enemies, come home safely with honor, and be a leader in peace as in war.”
            She kissed his cheek, and held the door open for them. They mounted and rode away.
            “Ha, Zack, you were melancholy about your new command before,” commented Godfrey. “Now you hold up your head like Washington himself.”
            “Nay, I am resolute,” Zack assured him. “I’ve stout friends to go with me into battle, Pve the confidence of my generals who sent me to this task, and at home Pve backing such as cannot fail me. But it draws toward night, and we’d best see that the men have a good supper and good beds. For tomorrow we seek out Robinson Alspaye and make him sick of his business here.”
            “Tomorrow?” echoed Godfrey, and glanced upward through the scatter of snowflakes at the gray sky. “It may be storming. Yonder clouds look heavy with snow.”
            Zack had been too busy with other thoughts to notice those clouds. Now he studied them. To the south, where the Prothero cattle were plodding away, the horizon was clear; but overhead the sky was gray and low and threatening. The air, mild earlier in the day, had taken on a chill.
            “The sooner we’re under roofs the better,” said Zack, and they quickened their pace to reach the Prothero yard again.
            But only seven comrades waited there, Enoch and the other South Fork volunteers. These had brought horses and rifles to the meeting place. Enoch hurried across as Zack dismounted.
            “Where’s that mountain platoon?” inquired Zack. “Have they had so much war already that they’ve gone home?”
            “They’ve not had half enough,” said Enoch. “No sooner had you ridden away than Seth Mawks summoned his leather jackets and said they’d go forth to deal with Alspaye. I was alone here of the other platoon, and said you’d expect all men to wait your return; but Seth yammered out that you’d told him he might go Tory-hunting, you’d said the mountain men might have their chance to show their mettle—”
            “Aye, Zack, you said something like that,” remembered Godfrey.
            “But I didn’t mean for him to wander off on his own whim,” groaned Zack. “Which way did they go?”
            “After Alspaye,” and Enoch pointed to the road up the South Fork. “Those wild hunters are famous trackers; they swore that Alspaye’s tracks were as plain to read as print. I couldn’t keep them here by myself, so perforce I let them depart, each bragging to his fellow that he’d eat Alspaye’s whole crew without salt or pepper.”
            “We must follow after them,” said Zack, his foot back in the stirrup. “Come, friends all, mount and make ready!” “No need for that,” said Godfrey. “Here they come again.”
            And indeed horsemen were approaching along the way where Seth Mawks had ridden after Alspaye.
            At another shouted order from Zack the men of Enoch’s platoon deployed across the yard with their rifles cocked and ready. But almost at once the riders could be recognized as their comrades from the mountains, with Seth at their head, moving at a slow, unhappy trot. Into the yard they came, and got heavily down from their saddles. But where nine had departed, only seven had come back.
            Zack strode across to Seth. “What foolishness have you been up to?” he demanded in a voice deepened with angry reproach.
            “Foolishness enough,” Seth almost moaned. “Foolishness too much, I reckon. Yet after all, Cap’n, ye did tell us they run, them Tory hog thieves—”
            “And for sure they did run,” put in another, whose head was tied up with a blood-spotted scarf. “But not far enough, Cap’n Harper, nowheres near far enough.”
            Zack glanced at the others of the platoon. Next to the one with the bandaged head stood a long-legged fellow with limp black whiskers, cherishing a wounded shoulder. Even those who were not hurt looked ashamed, like boys caught stealing apples.
            “I take it you were ambushed,” said Zack after a moment.
            “Ambushed?” cried the long-legged one with the hurt shoulder. “Dog bite me, we was rabbit-trapped and frog- trounced! ”
            “And all my fault, every bit,” confessed Seth wretchedly. “Pd plumb fergot my last grain of sense. Wanted to show my friends and yours, too, I was top dog of the hunt. So when we caught up with two of ’em, and they run like scared quail, we set after ’em on a gallop. But then the rest of ’em was a-waitin’ amongst trees beyond, and give us a fire of their guns that turned two of us under—Micajah Truver and Hosea Flynn, two of my choicest friends—and though we shot back we never knowed if we so much as nicked their bark.”
            Godfrey was patching the shoulder of the long-legged man. “You’ll be all right with a few days’ rest and clean bandages,” he said comfortingly as the fellow winced under his touch.
            “All the rest and bandagin’ on earth won’t never set me right again!” cried Seth in sudden self-accusation. “Boys, ye follered me like true men, and I failed ye like a rotten log over a mudhole. Harkee, all of ye, I ain’t to be lootenent of ye no more, I ain’t fit—”
            “Don’t take on like that, Seth,” implored the man with the bloody head. “Any man makes mistakes, I warrant ye.”
            “And I’m champion fer my mistake,” said Seth. He blinked and his mouth quivered in his red beard. With utter amazement, Zack saw tears on Seth’s heavy, hairy face.
            “Choose ye another to lead ye better,” he snuffled.
            “No, Seth, ye’re our chief,” vowed another of the party. “None amongst us could ha’ done better.”
            “Hark to your men speaking to you,” Zack bade Seth. “They say that you still head their platoon. Now take heart, Lieutenant Mawks, and profit by the mistake you own you made. I’m sorry for the men you have lost, and I mourn their loss to us and to their friends at home. Yet, Alspaye cannot claim that he has evened the odds, for he scored but two against us where we counted six against him.”
            Seth Mawks recovered somewhat, though he did not brighten. “Well, Cap’n, be it as ye order me. Lead us and I’ll fight my best to make up for this. But I’m done and past any wise notions of my own.”
            Zack held out his hand. As Seth shook it strongly, the white flakes of snow increased in the air about them.
            “Friends,” said Zack, “we can’t go looking for revenge just now. It’s coming on to storm, and we’ll lose their traces and maybe fall into another cunning trap. Come, follow me and we’ll have good shelter and warmth and food tonight. Another day is coming.”
 
             “Aye,” said Enoch, “and another fight.”
            “And it’ll turn out another sight different from that ’un I got ye into,” vowed Seth Mawks, “or I’ll lose my scalp and skin trying to square my charges!”
 



 
          3 The Gay Visitor
 
 
            SNOW fell fast and heavy by the time the South Fork Rangers gained the Harper dooryard. Great, soft white flakes spread the open clearings as with table linen, and powdered the evergreens and stuck to the leafless twigs of oaks and maples and sycamores. Alan Harper and John Prothero made the men welcome. While Mrs. Harper and the grave butler, Cassius, dressed the hurts of the two wounded men, others of the company hastily cut stacks of firewood and started blazes at the doors of the sheds where they would sleep.
            “This storm will shut Alspaye in his den as it shuts us up here,” suggested Godfrey to Zack.
            “But we’ll keep watch,” Zack decided. “Tell the men off in twos, each two to watch an hour during the night. You and I shall watch, too. We’ll pick partners from among the mountain lads, and know them better.”
            Supper was corn dodgers and salt beef, eaten around the fires with makeshift canopies of pine boughs to keep the snow from soaking the burning wood. Already the ground was thickly blanketed, and a cold wind piled drifts against the northern sides of house, stable and sheds. Zack went from group to group, seeing that all had plenty, that the men on guard moved alertly and that the two wounded were comfortable. At last he went to the house with Godfrey for supper.
            The big hall-like kitchen was filled with excited chatter. The Harpers, John Prothero and Grace were all gathered around a stranger in a splendid blue greatcoat, who stood close to the open fire and shook his silver-laced cocked hat above the flames to free it from wet and slush.
            “No apologies, sir,” Alan Harper was saying. “We welcome civil-spoken travellers. Here, suffer me to present my son—Captain Zack Harper of the South Fork Rangers.”
            He rolled out the name like a master of ceremonies at some great reception, and Zack offered the stranger his hand.
            “Yours to command, Captain,” said a pleasant drawling voice. “Pm Edmund Fenniver, and grateful to be taken in. Egad, my poor saddle horse was blinded and shivering like a lost puppy as he fetched me to your door.”
            “I’ll look to your horse,” said Zack at once.
            “Nay, Cassius hath already taken him to the stables, and the pack horse Mr. Fenniver led,” said John Prothero. “We were but waiting for you and Godfrey ere we sat down to meat.”
            Edmund Fenniver divested himself of that fine greatcoat. He was elegantly slender in buckskin breeches, polished boots and a snug, blue riding jacket with white facings. His powdered hair was neatly queued, his young face fine featured, his eyes darkly brilliant. Zack saw that Grace watched him with frank interest.
            “Mr. Fenniver, I trust your journey will be pleasant and profitable,” ventured Zack.
            “So trust I,” said Fenniver cheerfully. “Thus far it’s been diverting at least. I come from Philadelphia—I left there to avoid the fighting that seems to start on all hands. But even as I reach these Southern regions, the fighting follows me down.”
            “You are not with the army, sir,” observed Zack.
            “I did my service last year, and took camp fever from which I have but lately recovered,” Fenniver told him easily. “Though Pm not in fighting gear like your stalwart self, Pm yet a proper friend of liberty, and I seek kinsmen in South Carolina with whom I hope to serve against the British.”
            “The British, sir, are here in North Carolina,” declared Zack, bleak because Grace seemed to admire Fenniver so warmly.
            “Then tell me about fighting them,” said Fenniver, and all went to sit at the long table.
            After Alan Harper had said grace, Cassius and Guinea served them with platters of smoking turkey, stewed apples and corn bread, and again Fenniver urged Zack to tell of his service against the redcoats. Zack thawed as he talked, because Fenniver listened with such eager interest and asked such respectful questions. Then Fenniver told of his home in Philadelphia, and of seeing George Washington, of hearing Baron Von Steuben talk gutteral German and the Marquis de Lafayette talk graceful French.
            “I’m threefold in your debt,” said Fenniver as dinner ended, “for generous shelter, a delectable dinner and excellent company. Say now, have I not talked enough on my own small affairs. May we not have a song together, like good friends around the winter fire?”
            “Why, when it comes to that,” said John Prothero, “my daughter Grace hath as sweet a voice as any I’ve ever heard.”
            “Then pray her to sing, sir,” urged Fenniver, and took a pinch of snuff from a jewelled box.
            Mrs. Harper joined in the plea, and Grace stood up beside the fireplace, touching her fair hair as though she feared it was untidy. To Zack she had never looked lovelier, nor had he ever heard her sound sweeter as she sang, in her high, melodious voice, an old ballad that Zack knew was one of her favorites:
            Lord Lovel he stood at his castle gate, A-combing his milk-white steed,
            When along came Lady Nancy Belle To wish her true lover Godspee'd . . .
            All listened with pleasure, and in particular Edmund Fenniver. Loudly he applauded when Grace finished the sad, romantic song.
            “Wondrous tuneful, I vow, and so would any man on earth,” he declared. “Miss Grace, you’d be commended by the great Washington himself, and I hear he hath a pretty taste in music, and for all his soldierly gravity can tread the dance as gracefully as any.”
            “Will you not favor us with a song, Mr. Fenniver?” suggested Grace, and her cheeks were pink with pleasure at his hearty praise.
            “Any song of mine would sound dull by comparison,” said Fenniver, with a modest dip of his head. “But I have a small skill at effects of magic, and if you’d indulge me—”
            Rising, he fluttered a cambric handkerchief in the air, rolled it between his hands, and it seemed to vanish before their eyes. He then appeared to pluck it again from Grace’s golden hair, and spread it over his empty right hand. Whisking it away, he showed his jewelled snuff box there. He opened the box and offered it to Zack, who saw the box disappear like something in a dream. These illusions were warmly acclaimed, and Fenniver bowed gracefully.
            “Does not our tall young captain sing, too?” he inquired, his eyes on Zack.
            “Zack can raise a tune with any,” spoke up Godfrey loyally. “Oft have I heard him and Enoch Gilmer together, with Barney OyLinn.”
            “That’s but a rough backwoods song at best,” said Zack, trying not to growl, and rose from his chair. “In any case, I must crave your pardon and go. My men need looking to.”
            He took up his rifle and strode out, hoping he looked impressive, hoping the eyes he felt at his back were Grace’s admiring eyes. But as he closed the door behind him, he heard her ask Fenniver something about the gay towns of Boston, Philadelphia and New York.
            The snow in the back yard was mid-leg deep and still falling heavily as Zack visited the sleeping sheds. His South Fork Rangers had made themselves very much at home on their straw pallets. In one hut, Seth Mawks was telling Andy Berry and Cy Cole a hair-raising tale of a bear hunt, and in another Enoch Gilmer was teaching several mountaineers to sing Barney O’Linn.
            “That very song was called for at the house, even now,” said Zack. “The quality’s visiting us, a spruce stranger named Fenniver.”
            “Let’s go sing it to him,” said Enoch, but Zack shook his head.
            “I’ll visit the men on guard. Who are they?”
            “My brother William and a mountain man named Jud Rawlins.”
            The two guards prowled the woods toward the road to Armstrong’s Ford. The snow fell so thick that they could see but a few yards in the night, and they reported that they heard nothing but the whisper of falling flakes. Zack returned to the sheds.
            “I’ll sleep here,” he told Enoch. “My blanket’s still on my saddle in the barn, and I’ll steal half of your straw.”
            Enoch looked at him from the corner of one eye. “I take it that somehow this Fenniver stranger has put your nose out of joint.”
            “You can take it that I’ve no zest to sit warm in the house while my friends make a winter camp. I’ll just drag off my moccasins and take a wink of slumber. Wake me for my turn at guard.”
            At once Zack drifted off to sleep, for it had been a most eventful day, and a most wearying one.
            He woke in the dark hut, starting up on his bed of hay. From somewhere outside came a wild yell, like an Indian war cry.
            “A shot!” cried Enoch, outside by the fire. “Someone fired a gun out there among the trees.”
            Zack was up in a flash. Two quick tugs, and his moccasins were on his feet. He snatched up his rifle and raced off after Enoch.
            They saw two men among the tall pines near a side path.
            “No need for help, friends,” bellowed Seth Mawks. “One ball from my old shooting stick was ’nuff. Look where he lies!”
            “Who?” demanded Zack, and moved forward, Seth at his side. On the trail lay a fine buck with spreading horns, stone dead.
            “Wagh!” hooted Seth. “He was a-treading that there little trail yon, and we was still of foot and voice, but he looked our way. A tag of fire caught his eyes. I aimed between them, and there’s where I struck him.”
            “Seth Mawks, you eternal fool!” cried Zack. “The whole camp’s up and in arms, fearing attack. Back, Enoch, tell them to stand easy. Why did you let off that gun?”
            “Why, Cap’n, ain’t it nature for an honest hunter to knock a fine deer under on sight? See to him, he’ll butcher out to ’nuff venison to feed our company and save yer daddy’s beef and pork—”
            “ ’Twas sorrily ill done,” Zack broke in. “We load our guns to fight, not hunt. Go back to your quarters, Seth, I’ll stand your guard here and pray heaven I stand it better than you.”
            Seth departed, his big shoulders stooped unhappily. Seth’s companion came close. It was Andy Berry.
            “Why so hard on him, Zack?” inquired Andy. “He said the truth, that’s a splendid fat deer to make excellent eating.” “Then drag him off to the barnyard,” said Zack. “You talk as if you’d have shot him yourself had you seen him first.” “You’re in worse humor than the weather,” said Andy, and slung his rifle behind his shoulder. He caught the buck’s horns and dragged the carcass through the drifts. Left alone, Zack frowned to himself. True, he had been brusque, first in his own house, then out here with his comrades. It was all the fault of that self-assured dandy Edmund Fenniver, so charming and so much at ease near the bright fire and the brighter smile of Grace Prothero. Forget the fellow, Zack admonished himself. Fenniver had spoken airily about doing army service, but if he were worth a pinch of gunpowder— Someone approached from where the fires gleamed.
            “Who comes there?” called out Zack.
            “Friend of liberty,” came back a merry voice, and Edmund Fenniver, bundled to the ears in his fine greatcoat and wearing his modish cocked hat, waded toward Zack. He carried a rifle.
            “Captain Harper,” he said, “pray accept me for an hour’s space as a gentleman volunteer.”
            “Volunteer?” repeated Zack, and Fenniver chuckled.
            “Aye, ’tis the least I can do to repay your hospitality. I came out when that gun sounded. Then I heard ’twas but a chance bullet at a fine toothsome buck, and as your officer— that splendid buckskin fellow, Enoch Gilmer’s his name as I think—was choosing out a man to bear you company, I begged to be sent, with this borrowed firelock.”
            “But you’re our guest,” said Zack.
            “Yet I’ve stood guard ere this, and in colder snow up north. If I serve this hour, ’twill give one of your company a welcome chance at his warm blanket instead of shivering in this blizzard.”
            Zack relented. “You speak wisely and well, and I hear you with gratitude. I confess, once or twice tonight I suspected you—”
            “Suspected me?” broke in Fenniver sharply.
            “Suspected that you were better at doing jugglery and flattering ladies than at watching and fighting. But you wouldn’t have come into this bitter weather were you not as good a man at heart as any.”
            “Fie, Captain, no apologies,” said Fenniver heartily. “Let me confess, too. At first glimpse I thought you a mere backwoods clod, fitter to wade swamps and spear fish than command troops or sit with polite company. But I find you a true gentleman after all, and am happy you take me for an honest soldier. Now, for what do we watch?”
            Zack explained that he had no strong notion of Alspaye’s will to attack, but that he maintained a guard in case Alspaye would try a surprise under cover of the storm. Fenniver applauded this measure, and applied himself to patrolling among the trees as well as any of the South Fork Rangers. At last two more came to relieve them, and back in the yard Zack and Fenniver shook hands.
            “My thanks for your help, sir,” said Zack.
            “Nay, ’twas a pleasure to serve with you.”
            Fenniver made for the house, and Zack lay down again in the shed beside Enoch.
            He woke to find gray dawn struggling with grayer clouds. The snow had ceased, but the ground was thickly drifted and every twig bore a cottony heap of flakes. Seth Mawks reported bashfully that two of his platoon had butchered the deer by firelight, and it hung, in joints, from the branches of a big oak tree near the barn. Would Zack ask his mother to accept a choice haunch? Zack complimented the appearance of the fine meat, at which Seth cheered up and grinned in his red shock of beard.
            Godfrey had come out and was supervising the preparation of venison and corn cakes for the men’s breakfast. “Go you on to the house,” he said. “They’re serving up your ham and eggs.”
            “Is Mr. Fenniver risen yet?” inquired Zack.
            “He rose while yet it was night. When he saw that no more snow fell he ate hastily, thanked your mother, and rode off leading his baggage horse. Stout hearted, I say, to brave the drifted trail.”
            “And stout heartedly he bore me company on guard last night,” said Zack, heading for the kitchen door.
            Grace herself was setting the table for him, with steaming food and a mug of mulled cider to take off the chill of his night’s vigil.
            “Don’t you miss our mannerly guest of last night?” Zack could not help but ask her.
            “True, he was pleasant spoken,” said Grace, “yet the evening was far happier before you went out to your company, Zack.”
            He smiled with a happiness he could not conceal, and made a hearty breakfast. Back in the barnyard, he held a council with Godfrey, Enoch and Seth.
            An early morning reconnaisance by some of the mountain men had revealed no tracks in the nearby snow save those made by the night guards and the floundering trail of Fen- niver’s horses away toward Armstrong’s Ford. Plainly Alspaye had kept his own camp while the snow fell. Zack gave his attention to the establishment of a strong headquarters at his home.
            Seth, wise in the ways of a frontier beset by Indians, pointed out that the main house was strongly built and needed only shutters at the windows to make it a fort in case of need. Several of the men began to split logs into slabs, while others pegged the slabs together into shutters and gouged loopholes in them and cut up old harness to make leather hinges. Into the spacious larder of Mrs. Harper’s kitchen was borne most of the remaining venison, to be handy to a besieged garrison. There were weapons enough for both the Rangers and the families of Zack and Godfrey, but Seth and Zack shook their heads over the small quantity of powder and shot.
            “Ain’t got more’n what we fetched in our pouches and the little we took from them rascals at the scene of your tussle,” said Seth. “Now when it’s a siege, folks burns a mighty nation of powder, and quick. We got to git more, and that’s the whatever truth.”
            “We’ll find some,” declared Zack. “But look yonder, someone’s riding in to the front door.”
            He went into the house, and in the hall found his father welcoming an old friend and neighbor, Thomas Hanks.
            “I saw you up on the Yadkin some days back, with Samuel Martin’s company,” Zack greeted him. “What of General Greene’s army?”
            “All in quarters at Guilford Court House,” replied Hanks, “but I had a chill and a racking cough, and Captain Martin bade me come home and recover. I lay last night at Ezra Plovins’s home, else I’d have brought you Captain Martin’s message ere this.”
            “A message for me?” asked Zack.
            “Aye, and Captain Martin had it from General Greene himself. You’re to look sharp out for a spy in these regions.”
            “Doubt not but that we will,” Zack said confidently. “Who is this spy?”
            “As I hear tell from Captain Martin, he’s a prime shrewd Britisher from the North. He served there with that rampant scoundrel Walter Butler, to raise the Indians against honest settlers along the Mohawk. Then he came hither to join Cornwallis. It’s thought he’s on his way to join with Robinson Alspaye for mischief along the South Fork.”
            “What’s his name?” asked Alan Harper.
            “Why, nobody knows that for sure,” replied Hanks, “but it’s said that he crossed the Catawba under the name of Edmund Fenniver.”
 



 
          4 The Indian Camp
 
            EDMUND Fenniver,” said Alan Harper dully.
            “Edmund Fenniver,” repeated Grace Prothero, from the door to the kitchen. “But he seemed—”
            “I’ve no time to talk,” Zack said with sudden decision. “Father, good-bye. Grace, good-bye. Make my farewells to the others.”
            And he was gone, with great leaping strides, past Grace and out the back door. Within brief seconds he was among his friends again, telling them the news.
            Seth said something in a western Indian tongue that sounded impolite, and tugged his beard. “It’s noon,” he growled. “That British skunk has the start of us since early morn. Let’s take the whole war party—”
            “He’s too far ahead,” interrupted Zack. “ ’Twill take the best of horseflesh to follow him.”
            “Your Jonah,” said Enoch at once.
            “Aye, and that charger of yours, captured from Tarleton’s dragoons,” returned Zack. “You and I ride after Fenniver.”
            “I, too,” volunteered Godfrey, but Zack shook his head.
            “Stay here, command in my absence. And Seth, do you help Captain Prothero see to the strengthening of our base here. Fenniver is but one, and Enoch and I are two. If we can but catch him ere he joins Alspaye.”
            At once he and Enoch saddled and rode toward Arm- j strong’s Ford, following the plainly marked trail of Fenniver’s horses in the snow.
            It had warmed considerably, though the drifts did not melt with any readiness. They found Armstrong’s Ford unfrozen and swiftly running, and drew their feet from the stirrups lest the girth-deep water make them clammily wet. On the far side, they saw that boot tracks showed beside the marks of hoofs.
            “Friend Fenniver jumped down to run awhile and warm himself,” observed Enoch. “Belike he damped his fine boots. Let’s spur on and catch him up.”
            Just beyond the ford, at the snug cabin of a farmer named Milbanks, another line of hoof marks joined those left by Fenniver’s two horses. Zack and Enoch hailed Milbanks to his doorway and he answered their questions.
            “Aye, a fellow stayed the night with me,” he told them. “Deevor Plum—he lives up yonder on Dutchman’s Creek, and I’ve heard say he’d speak out on the Tory side if he dared. I don’t like him, but I’d not have refused shelter to a dog in last night’s snow. Plum was ever looking about the cabin, asking if I did not fear Alspaye’s band and did I have my valuables safely hid. I made answer that they were well hid indeed, and that I’d tell nobody where.”
            “And he’s gone now?” inquired Enoch.
            “Early today a fellow rode by on a fine black, leading a pack horse, and Plum hurried out after him.”
            “Thank you for your word,” said Zack, and he and Enoch pressed on.
            The name of Deevor Plum was known to both of them. They remembered the fellow as having stood trial before a justice of the peace on a charge of hog stealing, and also that Plum was reckoned a shrewd and not strictly honest gambler. Occasionally Plum had traded with Indians in South Carolina, but neither the Harpers nor the Gilmers were on such close terms with him as to know if he traded profitably.
            “If Plum rides with Fenniver, that stamps him as a certain spy,” mused Enoch. “Now they are two, and two are we. Go cautiously and beware of such an ambush as befell poor Seth Mawks.”
            Full fifteen miles they kept the road, which led to Crowder’s Creek and along its bank into South Carolina. Twice they stopped at houses to ask news. From both householders they heard of two men riding by with a laden pack horse, and at the second they got news of a camp of Indian hunters not far along the creek.
            “They are friendly Catawbas, and no war party,” said the settler. “I have no fear of them.”
            “Nor have I, nor has my friend here,” said Zack. “As boys we knew the Catawbas well, and learned from them how to shoot arrows and wrestle and swim. Come, Enoch, in that camp will be old acquaintances who may inform us of Fenniver and Plum.”
            Half an hour’s ride farther, while the gray skies grew dusky with evening’s approach, they came upon a young Indian in blanket and feathered headband. He walked beside his horse, across which lay the carcass of a deer, and in one hand he bore a string of fish. At Zack’s greeting in the . Catawba tongue he made friendly reply:
            “A ho, are you not Alan Harper’s son? And is this not Enoch Gilmer? Brothers, we were all boys together, I think, in the old days when the Catawbas hunted here.”
            “A ho, brother, that is true,” said Zack. “That was ten years ago, by my count. Will you let us come to your camp?”
            “Come,” said the Indian readily. “Our chief is Halougra, he will remember your fathers. Our hands are ready in friendship.”
            He led them from the road into a creekside trail, the snow beaten down by the hoofs of horses and the moccasins of men.
            “How many of your people are in camp?” Enoch asked.
            “Five tens, all warriors. We hunt for meat, because in our new country the white men made war and frightened away the deer and the turkey and the bear.” The Indian raised his voice to give the cawing cry of a crow, and it was answered from among the trees. “Come, we are at the camp. Others you know will have good hearts when they see your faces.”
            Beyond a curve of the trail they came among a throng of redskin hunters.
            The Catawba camp was well set up, with cone-shaped brush shelters like wigwams and small fires everywhere. Close to these sat the hunters, each hugging his small blaze Indian fashion with his blanket spread to catch all the warmth. Several knew Zack and Enoch, and lifted hands in greeting.
            “We come to find other white men,” Zack said. “Have any come among you?”
            “Aho,” said a warrior squatting at his fire. “When the sun behind the clouds was still high, two came. They are yonder,” and he pointed. “See, the big council fire, where Chief Halougra camps. They make talk with him there.”
            A full score of Indians gathered at the biggest fire in the camp. Among them showed a brief glimpse of dark blue.
            “That’s Fenniver’s fine coat,” said Zack, and he and Enoch dismounted and led their horses toward the group.
            The warriors saw them approach and drew back to right and left, revealing the council fire that blazed ten times as large and bright as the smaller individual fires. Near it was a great rock, swept clean of snow and draped with the skin of a black bear. Upon this sat the chief of the Catawba band, and near him stood Fenniver, with a smaller white man in fur cap and stout leather coat. Everyone stood still and watched as Zack and Enoch tied their horses to some small trees, then walked into the center of the gathering. Resolutely Zack kept his eyes from Fenniver, fixing them instead upon Chief Halougra and lifting his right hand, palm out, in token of peace and friendship.
            Chief Halougra was a stalwart man of middle age, wrapped in a robe of fine fox pelts sewn together. His long hair, its black plentifully threaded with gray, hung in braids upon his shoulders, and from a scarflike band of deerskin around his temples rose two eagle feathers, tufted with red wool. His face was broad and dark and strongly lined, with high cheekbones, a jutting chin, and burning black eyes set on either side of a high nose like the blade of a copper hatchet.
            “Aho,”  he greeted them. “Do you come as friends? What are your names?”
            “Chief, I am Zack Harper and this is Enoch Gilmer. When we were boys we saw you and knew you.”
            “Zack Harper,” the deep voice repeated. “Enoch Gilmer. Those names are known to me. In other times I knew men named Harper and Gilmer.”
            “Chief, they are our fathers,” said Zack. “We come in peace. But here with you,” and at last he looked full at Edmund Fenniver, “are white men who are enemies to us, who are on the side that makes war upon our fathers and us.”
            “Is this true?” asked Halougra of Fenniver.
            “Chief, it is true,” replied Fenniver’s companion in Catawba, and Zack took time to see that he was small and active seeming, with a sharp, crafty face like a fox. “We follow the great white chief of the British, the Redcoats, as we have told you. He is called King George. He is great and good, and he wishes to be your friend and father. These two white men are his disobedient sons, who have turned from him like bad children who do not hear their father’s voice.”
            “Is this true?” asked Halougra again, this time of Zack, and his great voice grew stern.
            All eyes were upon Zack again. Fenniver smiled at him, and took a pinch of snuff. Zack paused for several long-seeming moments before he made reply.
            “Chief it is only half true,” he said at last. “Once our fathers whom you know followed that white chief called King George 3 but King George sends warriors among us, to burn our homes and kill our young men. Chief, there is a Catawba custom. A chief is followed only while his people trust him and know that he is brave and good.”
            “That is a Catawba custom,” agreed Halougra.
            “Chief, these hunters with you follow you and obey your orders because they trust you. My people, here in this land, have turned from King George because his heart is bad. We want our own chiefs, who are wise and fair minded and good. King George says that we must obey him or he will kill us all. That is why there is war in the land, and brave, wise Catawbas will understand the reason.”
            “Aho” muttered a big warrior beside Zack, as though in approval. Others nodded and grunted, agreeing. But Ha- lougra’s strong brown face remained bleak.
            “In times far back, before you young men were born, the Catawbas made a treaty with the councillors sent by King George,” he said. “In those days, we promised friendship to his people. We said we would help them in their war against the Cherokees. A treaty is a treaty. A man’s word is a man’s word.”
            “Chief, that is good talk,” volunteered Deevor Plum smoothly. “To remind you of that old friendship with King George, my friend Fenniver and I came today and gave our friends the Catawbas gifts and pledges, as much as a horse could carry.” He pointed. “There yonder is the keg of gunpowder, the big pieces of lead to be made into bullets, that you may hunt well and conquer your enemies. You yourself have thanked Fenniver for the small guns he gave you.”
            “A ho, they are good,” said Halougra.
            He threw open his fox-skin robe, and Zack saw that he wore a gleaming military belt with a brass buckle. Two holsters hung from the belt, and from each holster jutted the handsome silver-mounted handle of a pistol.
            “To show that we are your friends and want your friendship, Fenniver will give you still more presents,” elaborated Plum. “Those small guns you wear must have their own bullets, and must be charged with better powder than the long hunting guns your warriors carry. See, he gives you a supply.”
            He whispered quickly to Fenniver, who stepped forward and from his big side pockets produced, first a silver-embossed steel powder flask, then a bullet mold, made like pincers, to contain and then release the lead poured in to form a ball. He offered these to Halougra, who took them, looked at them with grave admiration, but then set them on the bearskin beside him.
            “Mr. Fenniver, he doesn’t quite swallow all your fine talk,” said Zack in English. “He’s wiser than my own honest parents were last night, when you accepted our hospitality under false colors.”
            “Zounds, all’s fair in love and war,” replied Fenniver easily, and again produced his snuff box. “This isn’t a matter of love, Captain Harper.”
            And he carried a dainty pinch to his nostrils.
            “Hear me, white visitors,” boomed out Halougra. “First these two, then the other two, came here to our camp as guests. If your hearts are bad to each other, be silent in my hearing and act like men.”
            “Chief,” said Enoch, “we obey the good Catawba custom of peace in a peaceful camp. But give us leave, and my friend and I will go out of the camp. And we dare these two enemies to follow us and fight it out on ground away from the Catawbas.”
            “Do not talk about fighting until my own heart is made up,” Halougra bade him, “whether we are to do as these men ask: be friends and fighters on the side of their King George, or be friends and fighters on the side of you and your fathers, as you ask.”
            Plum scowled at that, and again whispered to Fenniver, who made him a muttered reply. Then Plum faced Halougra again.
            “Chief, we are your guests,” he said. “In your camp, we listen to your wisdom. But again we say, the Catawba tribe long ago swore friendship and help to King George.”
            “That is no lie,” agreed Halougra. “Yet Zack Harper says that some of King George’s warriors think he is not a good chief. They have said they do not trust him or follow him. If that has happened, there may be a good reason. We Catawbas must also decide whether to obey him or not. This is a deep matter, and will take time to understand before we know it and speak.”
            “A very deep matter,” seconded one of the older warriors.
            “If we had a medicine man, here, to speak to the wise spirits—”
            “Chief, Fenniver is a medicine man,” broke in Plum. “He speaks to spirits, and they answer him. By their help he can perform miracles and do wonders. These things he can show !
to you, that you may see that his wisdom is more than common.”
            “Miracles?” repeated Halougra. “Our eyes wait, our ears are open. Let him show his miracles, and maybe they will help us decide.”
            Plum’s sharp face was bright and happy as he conferred with Fenniver once again. Fenniver nodded and smiled. Then he moved forward and stood before the chief.
            Ceremoniously he drew back the broad loose sleeves of his greatcoat, and turned back the cuffs of his riding coat be- j neath, as though to demonstrate that he had nothing to conceal. He spread his hands wide, showing that they were empty. Then he stepped closer to Halougra, waved his right hand, and seemed to pluck a bright gold guinea from the chief’s very nose. The watching Indians muttered in admiration, and Enoch stared.
            “He was at these same mountebanking tricks with us last night,” whispered Zack.
            Almost the whole camp had gathered as Fenniver began his conjuring. His graceful right hand held the coin high, seemed to toss it into the other hand, and it vanished as though in midair. But Fenniver slapped his palms together, then held them out—each of them held several guineas.
            “You have seen, Chief,” lectured Plum. “This is King George’s money. His face is shown upon it. Among the white men it will buy many good things. Fenniver makes a gift of it to your people.”
            Halougra patted the bearskin. “Put it down here beside me,” he said, and Fenniver heaped the coins beside the powder flask and the bullet mold. Halougra stared expressionlessly. To Zack it seemed that the chief might have resented that near-tweak of his great bony nose.
            Next Fenniver doffed his cocked hat and held it toward this Indian, that Indian, finally toward Halougra, to show that it was empty. He then lifted it high, made swift fluttery passes with his free hand, and turned the hat over. Out of it fluttered a square of cloth, with one blue corner and red and white stripes—a flag such as was carried by American patriots. It fell upon the snow. Fenniver stepped forward and bent to pick it up. As he did so, he set his foot upon it.
            Zack snorted and made a quick move, almost a leap. Enoch caught his arm to restrain him.
            “Chief, you said that we were your guests,” reminded Zack angrily. “You told us to remember that guests have duties of good behavior. But this man insults my people, he treads on our flag.”
            Fenniver had picked up the flag by one corner. He ignored Zack as he showed the flag to Halougra, then to an Indian at his right, then to another at his left. He crumpled and wadded the striped cloth between his hands. He seemed to be making a ball of it. The Indians watched in silence. Suddenly he tossed the balled fabric up in the air, caught it as it came down and shook it out.
            It was the American flag no more but the Union Jack of England, with the double cross of St. George and St. Andrew on a blue field.
            “See, Catawba warriors!” cried out Plum in triumph. “The flag of King George’s disobedient sons has melted away. In its place is the flag that is carried by the good, brave white men who call King George their chief. There is a magic sign for you. It shows which side is right and which side is wrong.”
            Murmurs rose all around the group of onlookers. Plainly the warriors were impressed. Halougra alone sat graven and expressionless. At last his deep-set black eyes sought out Zack and Enoch.
            “What have our other guests to say or show for what they tell us is the true way?” he asked.
            “Chief, we say that this man plays tricks, such as are done among our people to make little children laugh,” said Zack hotly.
            “Is this true?” inquired Halougra. “Then, Zack Harper, do tricks like them. We sit here to be made to laugh.”
            Zack stifled a groan of baffled rage, but Enoch spoke up:
            “Chief, my friend and brother Zack Harper says the truth. This man Fenniver tries to deceive you with false tricks. They are insults to grown men and brave warriors. But I have true wonders to show, and there will make plain the difference between our people and Fenniver’s people.”
            “We wait to see,” said Halougra.
            Enoch approached the rock where Halougra sat. “Chief, will you let me look at the small guns our enemies gave you?”
            Halougra drew them and handed them over. Enoch took one in each hand and examined them carefully.
            “Have you made shots with these?” he asked.
            “I have shot with them,” replied Halougra. “They are good. They send bullets straight to the mark.”
            “Will they kill where they strike?” asked Enoch.
            Fenniver spoke up suddenly: “Give me one of those pistols loaded, and let either of these young woods-runners stand up in range. Fll show how good my presents are.”
            “Chief, he offers to bring down either of these boastful enemies with one shot of the small gun,” translated Plum.
            Halougra frowned. “I say that you cannot fight in my camp, and I do not want to have to say it again.”
            “Chief,” said Enoch, “I have a magic to destroy this enemy’s aim.”
            He handed the pistols back to Halougra.
            “But night has fallen,” he elaborated impressively. “I want time to say the proper magic words and make the proper prayers.”
            Halougra gazed straight into Enoch’s eyes for a moment.
            “Then be it so,” he granted. “We shall eat together as friends. In the morning you can show whether your magic is greater than the magic of these warriors of King George.”
 



 
          5 Magic Against Magic
 
 
            The meal that night was plentiful and savory—great chunks of smoking roast venison served out on slabs of bark, with parched corn piping hot and smeared with honey, and fish freshly speared in Crowder’s Creek and grilled over the coals. Chief Halougra made a ceremony of it, causing Zack and Enoch to sit on one side of him and Fenniver and Plum on the other, while he himself slashed their portions of meat from the great roast haunch. Afterward, he pointed out two brush lodges, set well apart in the camp, and told Zack and Enoch to take one, Fenniver and Plum the other.
            “At the rising of the sun, Enoch Gilmer will show the magic of which he tells us,” Halougra decreed.
            Enoch led the way to the hut. Their horses were ready tethered outside, and Zack shook out the saddle blankets to cover them. He went into the hut, where by the light of a small fire Enoch was fumbling in the buckskin wallet he had carried on his saddle.
            “I left it behind, I left it behind,” he half moaned. “Zack, did you bring a lump of beeswax?”
            “True enough I did,” said Zack, and opened his own pouch. “Here it is, with linen thread and needles I carry for mending.”
            “Give it to me,” and Enoch fairly snatched it. “Now, we are ready with our magic.”
            “What’s this magic you boast of?”
            Enoch grinned. “Leave it to me. Let me cozen you, along with everybody else. In any case, it’s been hard riding and fighting these past weeks. Stretch out on your blanket and get some rest.”
            Zack asked no more questions, but lay down wearily. Enoch sat by the fire with his back turned, bending busily over something while Zack drifted into grateful slumber.
            The next thing he knew, it was morning and someone was shaking him. “Up with you, Zack,” said Enoch. “Here, have a handful of parched corn. There’s light enough for what Halougra asks to see.”
            “Is he waiting for us?”
            “They all wait for us. The Indians, and Fenniver and that slinking little Deevor Plum. Come, watch me top Fenniver’s juggling of last evening.”
            “You seem mighty confident,” Zack commented.
            “And why seem other than confident at such a time?” said Enoch cheerfully as they went out.
            The morning was chilly but bright. Every Indian in the camp had turned out to gather around Halougra and Fenniver and Plum. Enoch came toward the group, and it opened for him. Smiling, he nodded to Fenniver as to a friend at a backwoods gathering. Fenniver, buttoned up in his big blue coat, smiled and nodded in response.
            “Chief,” Enoch addressed Halougra, “have you kept the small guns all night?”
            “I have kept them.”
            “Then let me load them. All can watch and see that I load them well. But for me to load them, with a prayer to the spirits, is big medicine, my big magic.”
            “What does he say?” Fenniver asked, and, when Plum had translated: “I want to watch, too.”
            “Watch, then.” Enoch took one of Halougra’s pistols and the flask of powder. Carefully he poured in a charge. “Mr. Fenniver, is that enough to shoot with?”
            “A-plenty,” said Fenniver, with a tight-lipped smile. “The bullet, then.” Enoch held up a round, dark ball between his fingers, then slid it into the muzzle and with the ramrod drove it strongly home. “There, Mr. Fenniver, is the loading to your taste?”
            “Aye, and if you dare to stand my fire—”
            “I dare.” Enoch handed the pistol to Fenniver, butt foremost. “But hold, I load the other.”
            Swiftly he poured powder into the second pistol, shoved in another ball and rammed it into place. “Shall it be ten paces, Mr. Fenniver?” he inquired.
            “I cannot miss you at that distance.” Fenniver spoke grimly, but he frowned as though mystified by Enoch’s assurance. Zack knew that he, too, frowned in worried suspense.
            “Chief,” said Enoch to Halougra, “let all stand to this side and that.”
            Halougra gestured. The Indians shifted obediently, clearing a lane and thronging its sides. Enoch stood at one end of the lane, his pistol hanging at his side.
            “Pm ready, sir,” he said to Fenniver. “But suffer me to sing the magic that will protect me.”
            And he began to chant under his breath. The Indians listened in rapt respect, for mystic chants were part of their own magic ritual. Close at hand, Zack caught some of the wordsj Enoch was singing the old South Fork favorite:
            Barney O’Linn had no breeches to wear,
            So he got him a sheepskin to make him a pair—
            Fenniver paced off ten steps, his boots moving flatly in the snow. Wheeling, he stood with his right side toward Enoch, his right foot pointing the way he would aim, the pistol lifted to the level of his eye, his thumb on the hammer. It was the pose of a duelist. “Give the word,” he snapped out.
            “Chief, we wait for your order,” said Plum to Halougra.
            Halougra stood tall and expressionless, his fur robe drawn close against the morning cold. He glanced at Enoch, then at Fenniver.
            “Now! ” he boomed.
            Fenniver caught his breath, extended his arm and leveled the pistol. It was as steady as a rock, as deadly as a snake. Zack watched, tingling all over. Fenniver squeezed the trigger.
            The gun barked, flat and fierce. Fire and smoke sprang from the muzzle. Zack felt himself jump sickly, and half moved toward Enoch. But Enoch laughed loudly, as at some great joke.
            Fenniver stood, the pistol smoking in his hand, his eyes wide and his face blank. “But I aimed straight at his heart! ” he flung out.
            “Chief, this enemy did something to spoil my friend’s aim,” Plum protested to Halougra.
            “I kept both little guns inside my blanket all night,” returned Halougra. “I guarded against false tricks. If he was not struck by the bullet, he turned it away by magic.”
            Enoch flung his arms wide, his own pistol dangling from his fingers. “Come and see,” he invited the Indians around him. “No wound upon me.”
            Several of them crowded near, looking at him from head to toe. They patted his sides and arms. One knelt on the snow to explore along his legs.
            “Chief, he is not hurt,” one reported to Halougra. i(Ahoy it was a strong magic.”
            “Gilmer, you’re a lucky fool!” burst out Fenniver. “Let me have the other pistol, and I’ll wager my head—”
            “Wager nothing you’d hate to lose,” Enoch advised him. Then, in Catawba: “Chief Halougra, I have shown how feeble is the magic and the truth of King George’s men. Let me prove my own truth.”
            “You will shoot at me?” asked Fenniver, alarmed, and again Enoch laughed.
            “See him, Catawba warriors,” he urged the onlookers. “He boasted and laughed last night. Now, when I have stood like a man while he shot at me, he fears to do the same. He knows he cannot turn my bullets away as I turned his.”
            “Chief, let this young warrior shoot at King George’s man,” urged a gray-haired Indian. “Let him show if he can overcome the King George magic.”
            “Aho! Aho!y) came a chorus of approval.
            “No, my brothers,” said Enoch. “Chief Halougra has forbidden any fighting. I agreed to let my enemy shoot at me, but he fears for me to shoot at him. I hold by Chief Hal- ougra’s word.”
            An Indian laughed scornfully.
            “King George’s man is afraid,” he sneered. “He trembles like a squaw because a bullet may hit him. He is not a brave man and a true guest of the Catawba.”
            Fenniver drew himself up with an effort and folded his arms.
            “Have your fun,” he growled at Enoch. “You’ll not make me crawl before these savages.”
            “Chief,” Enoch addressed Halougra, “I keep peace in your camp, for you said I must. Yet I give a sign that my shooting is better than his. More magic. See!”
            He fired his pistol into the snow in front of Fenniver’s braced feet.
            From both sides Indians started forward, gazing and pointing.
            (<Aho!\'7d> shouted one. “He aimed away from his enemy— but there is blood!”
            A great red splash stained the snow. Fenniver looked down too, and despite himself he sprang back and away, dropping the empty pistol from his hand. Loud rang the laughter of the Indians on all sides.
            Halougra strode forward. He stooped, touched a finger to the red stain, then straightened up and examined it.
            “It is blood,” he pronounced, and fixed his eyes upon Fenniver.
            “You asked our help on your side of this war among white men,” said the chief formally. “You made a claim of strong magic and great wisdom to prove the truth of your talk.”
            “What does he say?” Fenniver asked Plum.
            “Naught we hoped to hear,” Plum muttered.
            “We opened our ears to your words, we were ready for you to prove them,” elaborated Halougra. “A fair test was made of your magic against the magic of this young man, Enoch Gilmer. We have seen. Your magic and your word are weak. His are strong.”
            Zack stirred out of his amazement. “How did you do it?” he whispered to Enoch.
            “ ’Twas so simple you’ll be vexed to hear,” replied Enoch cheerfully. “But hold your peace, Chief Halougra is dismissing that pair of tricksters.”
            Halougra faced Zack and Enoch. “My heart is clear on this matter,” he informed them. “These men of King George asked us to help them fight. You asked us to keep peace. It shall be done as you say—the Catawbas will not fight on either side. My band will go back to our own place, and I give that word to all my people.”
            “We’ve lost our game,” Plum told Fenniver unhappily.
            “Go, then,” Halougra ordered Fenniver. “We will be peaceable to both sides. Four of my warriors will go with you and set you on your trail. These two other white men, your enemies, must stay with us in this camp until you have gone to a safe place. Then the Catawba hearts will be glad that no war has come where they can see it come.”
            Turning his back on Fenniver and Plum, he spoke again to Zack and Enoch:
            “My young brothers, go to the lodge where you slept last night. I, the chief, say that you must stay until your enemies have gone.”
            “Chief, we do what you say,” said Zack.
            He and Enoch retraced their steps to the hut. Squatting, Enoch stirred up the fire and put fuel upon it.
            “How did you do it?” Zack almost roared at him. “You had no chance to meddle with the pistols—”
            “Not the least chance, for Halougra kept them,” Enoch agreed. “But I got my hand on the bullet mold Fenniver gave him.” He rummaged it out of*his wallet. “Now Pll smuggle it back among Halougra’s things ere he misses it.”
            “I’m still at a loss,” prodded Zack. “You cast bullets? But you loaded both guns. How—”
            “Hold your jabber while I explain. I asked you for beeswax last night.”
            “Aye, and so you did. Were the bullets of wax, then?”
            Enoch chuckled. “I melted the wax and poured it in. Then, ere it had cooled except on the outside, I poured out the melted wax still at the center. That left but a shell, and I blackened it with charcoal from the fire to make it look like an honest leaden ball. You saw me load Fenniver’s pistol. As I rammed the hollow ball down, I pushed so hard it broke all to crumbs. He could not hurt me by so much as a feather.”
            Zack caught Enoch by the shoulder and shook him. “But that’s not all the story. You fired into the snow before Fenniver’s feet, and blood showed there.”
            “Aye, it did so,” Enoch grinned. “Was that not a mystic touch to clinch the respect of these Indians? Well, I cast a second hollow waxen bullet, a trifle thicker in the shell than the first. And by dark I stole out to where Halougra’s hunters had butchered that good venison we ate at supper. There was fresh blood still, and I filled my bullet and closed the place with another dab of wax. That one I rammed down but lightly, so that it would fly out whole at the shooting, and break where it struck.”
            Zack drew a deep breath of half-angry comprehension, and once again Enoch laughed.
            “Said I not that you’d be vexed at the simplicity of it?” he reminded. “Now, all we need do is put back the mold without Halougra’s notice.”
            Together they sat and waited. The sun was perhaps two hours high when a warrior came to summon them. They followed him to where Halougra sat on his bearskin-draped rock, as dignified as a king on a throne.
            “Young brothers,” said Halougra, “your enemies are gone. I sent them by a trail that leads to the west. You two must go back the way you came, to the northeast. I have said that the Catawbas will keep peace. We do not want to send you where blood will be shed.”
            “Chief, we will do as you ask,” said Zack.
            Halougra gazed at Enoch. “This young warrior would be a great medicine man among my people, perhaps,” he said slowly. “Yet I have lived a long time, and have seen much and now and then have guessed more. It is in my heart that perhaps some magic is only a trick, and seems to be magic.”
            “Chief, some magic is like that,” said Enoch diplomatically.
            “But I am no medicine man,” went on Halougra. “Their wisdom is theirs, and mine is mine. Now, my young brothers, I bid you good-bye in friendship. But first, I have a present for you.”
            “We ask no presents,” said Zack.
            “Hear my words,” commanded Halougra. “Those enemies of yours made us mighty presents. Because we refuse to help them in their war, we cannot keep those things. To the white man who could not shoot Enoch Gilmer, I returned his two small guns. I have lost the thing that makes bullets—”
            “Chief, it is here in the snow beside the rock,” said Enoch, reaching down quickly and then straightening up to offer the mold.
            “It must have fallen there last night,” said Halougra. “As for the rest of what they gave us, the keg of gunpowder, it is still here. Because we do not keep it, I give it to you.”
            “Chief, we give you thanks for it,” said Zack gratefully.
            Halougra rose, and held out his brown hand in friendship.
 



 
          6 Alspaye Strikes Again
 
 
            THE ride home was accomplished in mild weather, with the snow that had fallen so heavily beginning to melt away. Zack and Enoch fetched the keg of powder into the Harper house to add to their supply of munitions, and the whole Ranger company gathered and listened to their adventures.
            “Why didn’t ye ambush them?” asked Seth.
            “That’s just what Chief Halougra trusted us not to do,” reminded Zack. “Anyway, we were loaded down with that powder keg, and we wanted to fetch it back here dry and safe. It’s enough and to spare to stand that siege you talk of, Seth.”
            “Wagh and so ’tis, and it could fall out that a charge of that same powder’ll some day slap Fenniver flat for us. Alspaye, too. When do we go out a-searching for them gentry?”
            But the thaw was strongly set in after the blizzard, and the melted snow clogged roads and trail with soft slippery mud and made the streams run high, even at the fording places. Any expedition, whether afoot or on horseback, would be hampered and clumsy, might well blunder into a new ambush. Zack let Seth take his mountain men on a three- day scouting trip, admonishing them not to look for a fight but only to observe. These ranged far through wet woods and soggy fields, looking for trace or word of Alspaye.
            Meanwhile, Zack and the others in Enoch’s platoon improved the fortification of the Harper house. Enoch devised a wide fencing of upright poles, well driven into the ground and hard-tamped around, but spaced some five or six inches apart, in an oval course that enclosed the yard and outbuildings with but a single gateway that could be closed with horizontal bars. Any charge of an enemy, even in considerable numbers, would be halted by that fence. Meanwhile, the openwork pattern would allow defenders inside the house to shoot at close range with deadly effect. Alan Harper and the Protheros applauded with the utmost enthusiasm. But Seth, returning with his men from their rec- onnoitering expedition, hummed pessimistically in his throat as he paced slouchily along the hemming spread of poles.
            “Trouble is, that Alspaye’s a scoundrelly dog, and he’ll have the dog sense not to come rushing against such a fence,” he complained.
            “Indeed, we hope he never comes near us, Lieutenant Mawks,” said Grace.
            “Then how can we hope to finish him off?” demanded Seth unhappily. “He ain’t to be found nor yet heard tell on, out yonder. He’s gone and holed up, like a bear a-sleeping out the winter. And we’re plumb wore out with wishing to find and fight him.”
            He told them how even his master trackers had been unable to find a single mark that would betray the Tory guerrillas, and they had heard only one whisper from a farmer who had entertained them. That was of a rumor that Alspaye had headed upstream along the South Fork, into the thickest woods toward the juncture of Indian Creek. There the trees were tall, the undergrowth dense and the trails few and narrow and dubious.
            “Mark this, my boys, that rogue Alspaye’s got a den to hide in there,” wound up Seth. “It’ll be as strong set and ready for defense as this here snug fort you’ve made us. And to head in after him, along trails that’ll sink ye to your knee in mud and mire, would be a fair invite for his galley- baggers to shoot ye down. What’s orders now, Cap’n Harper?”
            “We’ll keep patrols ever on the watch,” said Zack. “Two at a time, each on a two-day hunt. Seth, you and Enoch and I will take our turns in those patrols. Let’s draw up our lists now, putting one shrewd woodsman to each pair.”
            In that watchful manner passed the remainder of February, then two weeks of March. Zack also allowed Seth’s men to prowl after deer, and their excellent mountain marksmanship accounted for plenty of meat to feed the company. Back to the South Fork settlers drifted word of another major battle in the eastern part of North Carolina.
            This was a deadly grapple at Guilford Court House, between Greene’s Continentals and the invaders under Lord Cornwallis. On the surface, the tale was melancholy hearing for upholders of America. It seemed that Cornwallis had advanced with all his sturdy infantry, and had swept Greene’s regiments from the field. Cornwallis had inflicted heavy casualties, had captured several cannon, including the two light guns called grasshoppers that Zack had seen taken from Tarleton’s command at the Cowpens. And in triumph the British had camped on the ground they had won, declaring themselves overwhelmingly victorious.
            But then Peter Wales, a sergeant of Martin’s cavalry volunteers, came home to the South Fork to recover from a wound in his arm. Soberly he made certain explanations at the fireside of the Harpers.
            “It was no whole victory for the British,” he said definitely, “nor could it have been, unless Cornwallis had utterly demolished our army. Natty Greene well knows what he doth in this war, he knows it every minute. Recall you, Zack, how first he fell back to the Yadkin from the Catawba, then to the Dan from the Yadkin, and so into Virginia?”
            “Aye, do I,” said Zack. “That was for drawing Cornwallis well away from his supply bases far down in South Carolina.” “That fight at Guilford Court House reaped the fruit of the earlier drawing away,” Peter Wales went on. “Aye, true enough, Cornwallis charged and we retreated, and so I suppose he was left master of the field. Yet take thought \ Greene fetched off most of his army in good condition. And in the fighting, Cornwallis burned a vast deal of his gunpowder that he cannot easily replace with more. He is gone so far, do you see, from where it’s stored. He lost many men, too, and he has none to fill the empty places in his ranks. Be of cheer, my good friends, for whichever army camped on Guilford field, ’twas Greene who profited and Cornwallis who suffered.”
            Zack told the sergeant some of his own dispositions in the South Fork country, the threat of Alspaye’s marauding ' Tory band, and various adventures of the Ranger company.
            “You’ve done mightily well thus far,” Wales praised him, “and I’ll warrant that you alone have kept Alspaye from founding here a base for the furnishing and relieving of Cornwallis’s needs. And that device of yours—Enoch Gilmer’s device, I should say—for keeping the Catawba Indians from rising on the side of the British—I say that ’twas a sovereign aid to our own friends. But take care and take thought, Zack, each hour and each moment. Like Greene, Alspaye seems to have his force whole and in hand. He may yet strike a blow to set up King George’s banner and might, here in our home place.”
            “Huh” grunted Seth Mawks, Indian fashion. “We’ve got to find and rizzle him well, and that ere long. The ground’s firmer after this thaw, and if we wait into the spring there’ll be leaves on the trees to hide him from us. Cap’n Harper, we look to ye for a true word of how ye’ll lead us at them Tory knaves, afore they start on their own work.”
            “It shall be done,” promised Zack.
            But the very next day found Alspaye out and busy, ahead of the South Fork Rangers.
            The two scouts on duty were Seth Mawks and Andy Berry. Questing along the Tuckaseege Ford Road west of the South Fork in the early morning, they saw two hurrying figures, a man and a woman. These proved to be Abel Starrett and his wife, the parents of John Starrett who served with the Rangers. Mrs. Starrett was trembling and in tears, her husband tense and bright eyed with fury. He clutched an old rifle in both hands as he stammered out his story.
            Alspaye’s band had swooped down on the Starrett home near Long Creek in the dawn, had kicked in the door, dragged out all food and any other things that seemed worth taking, had shot the horses and cows in the barn and the pigs in the pen. The Starretts had barely escaped through the back yard as a Hessian deserter in a greasy green uniform had applied a torch to their house.
            “We’ve just the clothes we stand up in, and this rifle I brought off,” said Abel Starrett in choking rage. “I tried a shot at Alspaye himself, strutting in his red coat, but I was so blind mad I missed him. Then they chased us and we had to hide in a muddy swale till they went poking off again. What’s to do, friends?”
            Seth and Andy mounted the two refugees on their horses and raced alongside, all the way back to Harper’s. Mrs. Harper made the Starretts welcome, while Zack mustered his company and ordered an immediate saddling and mounting. Within thirty minutes the South Fork Rangers were racing to the scene of the Tory raid.
            “Right fast, but ride watchful,” called Zack as they took the road to Armstrong’s Ford. “Here, Enoch, pass your platoon to the front. Every man of it knows this country as he knows his own bare hand. Let them string out, but be wary of a trap. Seth, keep your men together behind Enoch’s, and ready for battle.”
            “We’re ready each hour of day or night,” said Seth heartily.
            “Good,” said Zack. “Now, should the Tories fire on Enoch’s line and drive it back, hop off your horses and meet the charge. When the shooting begins, every man mark his target.”
            “Our bullets strike where they’re sent,” said a tall mountaineer harshly, “and we’ve a score to settle with Alspaye’s lads.”
            But no incident befell the cantering war party as it crossed the ford and cut northwest along a path that would join the Tuckaseege Road. An hour passed, another. They were approaching the Starrett home now, and they could see a gush of dark smoke rising above the leafless treetops. John Starrett rode back from Enoch’s advance line.
            “Yonder’s Alspaye’s battle flag,” he snarled, pointing to the dark cloud as it rolled upward.
            “He flies it, and with luck we’ll knock him from under it,” said Zack. “Hark you, Johnny, I have it in mind that the fields are open just beyond these trees ahead, but cover approaches close to your house at the south.”
            “Aye, close to where once my house was,” agreed John gruffly.
            “Then ride back and tell Lieutenant Gilmer to pull away from the road and to southward. In any case, if Alspaye’s still there, he’ll look for us to attack from here at the east. We’ll come upon him through that cover below.”
            Back loped the stern young rider, and Zack waved his arm to point Seth’s men in the new direction.
            The Rangers made a quick circuit of a pond among tall trees. Again Enoch, with his brother William and John Starrett and Andy Berry, scouted ahead to examine the ground and spy out, if possible, any near disposition of the enemy. Zack drew up the rest of his men on the edge of the pond and waited. Within minutes, Andy came back at a gallop.
            “They’re yonder, the whole swarm of them,” he reported quickly. “It’s as it was last month at Prothero’s— the house burning to ashes, and in the yard those Tory skulks are gathered to rejoice in their work.”
            “What are they doing?” asked Zack.
            “At present they are butchering the Starrett cows they shot, and are toasting great gobbets of beef at the edge of the fire.”
            “How many?” was Zack’s next question.
            “As well as we can count, between twenty-five and thirty,” replied Andy.
            “Then truly it’s their whole company. Saw you aught of Alspaye?”
            “Aye, swaggering in the very midst. Twice Enoch had to lay hands on Johnny Starrett to keep him from shooting at Alspaye. And with. Alspaye is another commander, in the finest blue coat. Enoch says it’s Fenniver, the spy.”
            “Alspaye and fenniver both,” exulted Zack. “Be it our good fortune, we’ll end their Tory works this very day. Here, dismount all. Godfrey and Seth, bring on the rest, but lead the horses and tie them up well back from where we see that smoke. We’ll fight on foot, every man sending his j shots straight. Come, Andy, I’ll ride with you.”
            They headed through young evergreens and came to where Enoch and John Starrett stood peering between the needles toward the cleared yard where once had stood the snug farmhouse of the Starretts.
            The scene was as Andy had described it, and plain to see from some hundred yards’ distance. From the low-growing branch of a maple in the yard hung great joints of red meat, and to one side lay stripped hides and offal. Several of the Tory band, clad variously in leather, stout homespun or bits of British uniform, stood near the smouldering ruins of the | house and held out slices of meat on long sticks to cook it. The horses of the band were herded together, with two j men to watch them. Others, with guns in their hands, gazed alertly out over the open fields to eastward.
            “ ’Twas as I said, they look for our approach from along the road,” said Zack. “Where have you seen Alspaye?” “Yonder he comes now,” gritted John Starrett. “See to him and his choice friend Fenniver, who cozened and fooled us so at your house, Zack. They were beyond the fire and smoke until now.”
            Two men had strolled into view, talking. Zack instantly recognized the broad form of Alspaye, in red uniform coat and cocked hat, and the slimmer figure of Fenniver in his blue greatcoat. Each was belted with a sword in a shiny sheath. Fenniver seemed quiet, perhaps serious, but Alspaye clapped him cheerfully on the shoulder as though in hearty good humor.
            “For what doth Alspaye cheer his friend?” wondered Enoch.
            Alspaye held something aloft. It gleamed bright in the spring sunshine.
            “ ’Tis my mother’s silver teapot,” choked out John. “Before her, ’twas her mother’s. Now a filching, creeping thief takes it for a prize! ”
            Before Zack or Enoch could prevent him, John Starrett flung up his rifle and fired.
            So hurriedly did he touch trigger, and with such glaring hatred, that his bullet did not go true. It struck neither Alspaye nor Fenniver, but the pot that flourished between them. That pot went sailing off like a silver bird, and both the officers cried out in startled amazement.
            “You fired too soon!” Enoch snapped at John. “Could you not wait for the others to come up? See, they face to us.”
            The men who had been guarding toward the east were all turning and forming a line toward the south instead, their guns at the ready. The roasters of meat dropped their wooden spits and scrambled for their muskets that lay on the ground. Alspaye shouted a command, and a long line of battle swiftly arranged itself.
            “Shoot, Enoch, you and your brother,” rapped out Zack. “Andy and I will hold our fire.”
            The two Gilmers steadied their pieces against the trunks of trees, aimed and pulled trigger. A crackling double explosion. A Tory in a fur-trimmed surcoat went head over heels backward.
            “Down, all!” cried Zack, and all five dropped flat, even as a storm of bullets whined over their heads. Up rose Zack on his knees and fired in turn. Andy’s rifle spoke beside him. Another of Alspaye’s men fell and lay motionless, while yet another sprang high in the air, then doubled over and yelled in pain.
            But Alspaye thundered more orders. His sword was out and he ran past his men, waving his bright blade toward the evergreens from which those surprise shots had come. The Tory line gave a great roar and advanced at a swift walk behind its leader.
            “He counted our shots, he knows how few we are,” groaned Andy. “Let’s move back, friends.”
            “I give orders here,” Zack reminded Andy. “Hold where you are, load again, and that swiftly.”
            John had rammed down another ball, and fired. Again he missed in his quivering rage, and the oncoming enemy howled in derision.
            But then more guns crashed in the trees to either side of them. The charging line reeled backward. Almost at Zack’s ear rose a wild battle yell:
            “Aroooo/” That was the great voice of Seth Mawks.
            “Huhuhuhu!” whooped another mountaineer, a quavering Indian war cry.
            And then the Tories ran back the way they came. Fenniver, who had come up behind, was swept along in their flight. Only Alspaye held his ground, and he did not advance. He waved his sword and wildly shouted for his men to return to the charge.
            But the South Fork Rangers burst from their masking trees in a wild counterrush. Zack sprinted among the foremost, and almost at once he came to close quarters with Alspaye.
            His old enemy’s eyes widened in deadly recognition, and the sword swept at Zack in a vicious slashing lunge. So low under the cut did Zack bow that he fell to a knee, and from that position he hurled his big body forward. His long arms flung themselves around Alspaye’s legs. At the same time he straightened with a mighty surging effort, lifting the Tory captain as he did so. Next moment he had hurled Alspaye backward over his shoulder.
            Down slammed Alspaye, while past them to either side the Rangers went racing in pursuit of the Tory partisans. Zack whirled toward his fallen foe, and with a hurried kick knocked the saber from Alspaye’s hand. Then, as Alspaye struggled to his feet, Zack Harper closed in upon him again.
 



7 Capture for Capture
 
 
            More than once in the past, Zack Harper and Robinson Alspaye had fought it out hand to hand. Zack knew his own strength and the value of the wrestling tricks taught him by Indian playmates. Alspaye could box like any bare-knuckle champion, and Zack had learned, by painful experience, that he could not compete at fisticuffs with his old enemy.
            Already Alspaye had knotted his hard fists, was poising them and advancing at a shuffle, intent on clubbing Zack’s head with a right and left. Zack sidled backward, pawing with an open hand. Then, as Alspaye stabbed out with his left, Zack ducked sidewise to avoid it. Alspaye’s right hit him on the temple, but only glancingly. Again Zack threw his whole weight in and got his arms around Alspaye’s body. And here the advantage was his.
            He hugged that thick struggling torso as a bear hugs, and brought forward a foot, hooking the heel behind Alspaye’s booted leg. With all his strength he surged forward. Tripping, Alspaye went down, and Zack on top of him.
            Somewhere else, far away it seemed, was a spatter of shots, a drum roll of the hoofs of horses, and then a wild yell of triumph, Indian fashion. Zack’s comrades were routing the Tories, but Zack did not take time to look up. He dragged himself astride Alspaye’s red-coated body and stayed there, despite Alspaye’s wallowing struggles, as he might stay astride a pitching horse. Alspaye struck up with his fist, and landed. Zack felt blood leap from his nose. Then Alspaye jabbed a thumb at Zack’s eye, but Zack caught the wrist, imprisoned it and forced it away. With his free hand, Zack snatched the hunting knife from his belt and quivered the point within an inch of Alspaye’s throat beneath the silver gorget.
            “Lie still or I’ll skewer you,” Zack warned, and Alspaye subsided, panting and glowering.
            Feet came pounding the earth all around them. Zack spared a glance. A dozen of the South Fork Rangers were closing in.
            “They’ve run,” he heard Godfrey Prothero say. “We took them so by surprise, and when their leader was down they lost heart. They got to their horses and sped off, leaving four of their number on the field.”
            “Aye, zookers,” added Seth, with savage elation. “Them Tory cringers is ’way up at burning of houses and stealing of hogs and scaring of old men and womenfolk 5 but let a war party come on ’em and they scuttle out of there like chickens from hawks. I see ye gobbled one of ’em, Cap’n Harper.”
            “ ’Tis Robinson Alspaye,” said Enoch Gilmer. “Is he alive?”
            “He is, but let him dare move,” replied Zack, knife poised.
            “Ahooo!” whooped Seth. “So that’s their cap’n man, huh? Lemme set fingers in his hair, and my knife’ll reap the scalplock off’n him, slick as a snake!”
            “No, he’s a prisoner.” Zack rose to his feet, caught Alspaye by the shoulder and dragged him up, too. “Their captain, as you say, Seth. And now we have him, the others will be that much easier to deal with.”
            “If we can come up with their flying feet,” grumbled Johnny Starrett. “Let’s get to our horses and after them. I’ve a long account to settle with the burners of this home of mine.”
            Alspaye laughed mirthlessly. “You took us by surprise,” he mouthed at them. “The shoe was on t’other foot these few weeks gone.” He grimaced at Seth. “That was when we surprised you, and you ran before us, leaving your dead in our hands.”
            “Ye mind me of that?” squealed Seth. “Shall I skin that there smile off the face of ye?”
            “You see you’re in trouble,” said Zack to Alspaye. “Aye, and that deeply.”
            “For once I’ll not argue the point with you, you rascal Rebel poltroon,” gritted Alspaye. “What’s it to be, then? A rope and a tree branch? You won’t see me quail or hear me beg.”
            “We hang no prisoners, save for special cause,” Godfrey informed him. “Zack, since he’s in our hands we may well scare those others into surrender. They’re left leaderless—”
            “Not quite leaderless, you traitor renegade from King George,” Alspaye spat at Godfrey. “I’m taken, but Lieutenant Fenniver is with them, and he’s as stout an officer as England needs to do her service in these parts. Roundly he tricked you once, and he’ll do so again. Be warned by me, he’ll wind up your Rebel affairs for you in swift order.” “Bold-babbling ye are, when we say we won’t hang ye,” said Jud Rawlins of Seth’s mountain platoon. “Hark’ee, Cap’n, ye say no hanging; but how if we slip a line round his neck and twitch him up till he’s half-hung? I’ll banter ye he’d speak us less sassy after sich a play-party.”
            “Amen to that,” seconded a comrade. “And right here I’ve got a line to do the trick with.”
            He held out a doubled length of buckskin thong. Despite himself, Alspaye flinched, and his flush of rage faded into pallor.
            “See to him, his face matches his coat less nicely,” growled John Starrett. “He looks blood-drawn.”
            “Blood-drawn I may be,” blurted out Alspaye, with a show of bold defiance, “and you may draw the rest, if you’re so cowardly with a helpless man. But more blood will be drawn ere the day’s out, and ’twill be blood of your own kin, you gay-grinning outlaw scum.”
            “I said, we are not hangmen,” Zack warned his men. “Use that cord to bind his hands, not his throat.”
            The man with the thong drew Alspaye’s wrists behind him and noosed them tightly together. The free end he drew through the captive’s elbows, made another loop and knotted it securely. Emboldened by Zack’s words, Alspaye twisted his lips in a savage smile.
            “You have me fast, what then will you do with me?” he challenged. “By heaven, Pve kept you all here, happily hooting over me, while my own men are off to their next place of call.”
            “Next place of call?” echoed Godfrey.
            “Aye, do you think we would content ourselves with but one burning of a Rebel roost today?”
            “Where do your men head?” Godfrey inquired.
            “And don’t you wish that I’d tell you?” taunted Alspaye. “Aye, dog’s-meat,” said Seth Mawks deep in his great chest. “Cap’n Harper says not to kill ye, ye bold-mouthed Tory, but we might make ye mightily sore to get news from ye.”
            Out flashed Seth’s long sharp knife as he spoke, and despite his sneering defiance Alspaye shrank back from it.
            “Where’s your pack of dogs bound for?” howled Seth. “Talk, man, while ye yet have a tongue to talk with!”
            His big hand clutched the front of Alspaye’s red coat. Zack moved quickly to pull them apart, but before he could interpose himself Alspaye was fairly shouting his protests: “I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you!” he cried frantically. “Hold that blade, you murdering wild savage. Captain Harper, you promised me fair treatment.”
            “I said to spare him, Lieutenant Mawks,” Zack growled, pushing Seth clear of Alspaye. “Now, Alspaye, you said you would talk, and for my part I think you’ll be wise to do so.” “And that swiftly,” added Seth crooningly, his knife still ready in his great hairy hand.
            Alspaye bowed low, with his hands trussed behind him.
            “First, Captain Harper, my frank and heartfelt thanks for your intervention on my behalf. ’Twas nobly and handsomely done, and worth the doing of a brave and honorable officer.”
            “Not so much jabber,” grated out John Starrett.
            “Nay, sirs,” said Alspaye smoothly, “but I must acknowledge the kindness of a generous foeman. Indeed, such exertions on Captain Harper’s part—”
            “Even now, you were for telling us where your men were headed, and on what errand,” broke in Zack impatiently.
            “And I’m coming to that,” Alspaye said plausibly. “Trust me, good sirs, Pm coming to it.”
            “We weary of your slow speech,” barked Enoch. “Speak, Alspaye, and to the point.”
            “Why, now,” protested Alspaye, “here’s a great vast plenty of hurry. I tried only to be grateful, when you, Captain Harper, said you’d not stand by and allow your friends to wreak vengeance upon me.”
            “I said that very thing,” Zack agreed, “but I feel that in exchange you have promised us an information, and that now you decline to give it.”
            “I decline?” said Alspaye. “Why, never. I but said first—”
            “Decline is what I say,” repeated Zack. “And if you hesitate and temporize further, I may just walk away from here, and sing myself three verses of Barney O’Linn. And you’ll be left here, with John Starrett at hand whose house you scurvily burnt, and with Seth Mawks, whose knife, I take note, is still drawn and a-thirst for your scalp. What then? With me and my promise departed, I won’t answer for how you’ll fare. Shall I go, sir?”
            Alspaye stared, and Zack turned upon his moccasined heel, as though to walk away. Seth uttered what was too fierce and eager to be a chuckle.
            “Stay, stay!” besought Alspaye hurriedly. “I’ll tell. Indeed, I wonder that you haven’t already guessed.”
            “Guessed what, sir?” Zack prodded him. “Speak, or I leave you in their hands.”
            “My men have fled, and far and fast, while we waited here. They are headed for that home of yours, Zack Harper.”
            “He tells the truth for once in his lying life!” cried out Cy Cole.
            “They are halfway there even now,” went on Alspaye. “They ride swift, and they’ll slay and destroy and burn. As it fell out here, so shall it fall out there. Count it as already done, you Rebel rascals.”
            With a wild murderous yell, Seth was upon him again, flinging him flat. Zack leaped swiftly, just in time to pin Seth’s knife with both of his hands. He had to strive desperately to drag the big mountain warrior away from his prey. At last he pried Seth free and shoved him four or five stumbling paces clear.
            “To horse!” cried Zack. “Come, every man of you. Fetch along this prisoner, and harm him no whit. His life may buy some friend of ours free and safe. Come, come! ”
            As he spoke, he was running to where Jonah stood tethered. Godfrey raced after him.
            “Zack, what are your orders?” Godfrey panted.
            “Take the trail of those raiding Tories,” Zack flung at him. “Nay, not too swiftly or carelessly, for they may be lying in wait. Fetch along Alspaye, and close in, but only as it is safe to do so. When you come up with them, take them from where they least expect you, and give them a sharp taste of trouble.”
            “They’ll have galloped miles while we waited here,” Godfrey said.
            “Aye, and I’ll go swift to eastward.” Zack had untied Jonah and was mounting. “My hope is that they will watch to rearward only for the whole company. If I make a shortcut across fields, I may reach the house ahead of the attack.”
            “Alone?”
            “I can alert our people there and direct the defense. We have several good shots, and guns and powder in plenty. But command the company, Godfrey, I must make haste!”
            With that, he drummed Jonah’s chestnut flanks with his heels and the horse sprang with instant speed off and away.
            Behind him rang cries and questions from his Rangers, but he paid no heed. He dashed away to eastward, avoiding the road where Alspaye’s band must be traveling toward their new adventure. A railed fence rose up before him, and a twitch of the bridle and a touch of Zack’s hand on Jonah’s shoulder urged the chestnut to a soaring leap. Coming down on the far side, Zack galloped along a trail made by cows from the meadow to a brook. Another springing stride cleared the water, and they thundered away over cleared fields beyond.
            Zack knew, as he flew along, that only this decision could possibly help his kinsmen and friends at home. He had had to make that decision on the instant. No doubt was in Zack’s mind but that the Rangers would overtake their foemen sooner or later and, in overtaking them, beat them in a fair fight. But the overtaking must be accomplished carefully and deliberately. It might come too late to save the house and the people at the Harper farm. Taken off guard by a sudden blow, these would be in dire peril. Could he but reach there in time, if only moments before the attackers—
            “On, Jonah!” he cried. “To it, boy! Bravely, bravely— aye, we’ll outrun them yet, and outfight them too!”
            Jonah seemed to hear, to understand and to agree. He increased his long-striding pace that ate up the distance. He whirled Zack along a curve of a trail, smashed his way through a clump of brittle undergrowth, and fled through a grassy meadow beyond.
            Bending low against the rush of air, Zack peered ahead. Yonder he saw the main road, and nobody upon it for a considerable stretch. Could he have come around the flank of the enemy so soon? He doubted it, but with no horsemen in sight he might dare venture upon the hard-packed thoroughfare. He reined Jonah toward the road and then upon it. Without a trice of hesitation, his good war horse sped along. Two miles were tossed behind them. Another.
            “You’re of the true grit, Jonah,” he said, leaning even farther to speak his praises close to the sharp ears. “Give us your last ounce, and we’ll be home ahead of them. You can rest safe there. More—you can watch while we meet those Tories with a straight volley and send them about their ill affairs.”
            On and on, and on. There ahead of him would be Armstrong’s Ford. How far behind him would come his Rangers? How far to the front would be Alspaye’s partisans, and how close to their quarry? He was accomplishing a tremendous feat of distance and speed—all the South Fork would wonder at this ride to the rescue. By heaven, he and Jonah would outflank the Tories yet. Once across the South Fork, he knew a whole network of trails for the accomplishment of shortcuts. Already he saw himself at home, with stout loopholed shutters, a whole arsenal of loaded muskets, and his father and the others to help face any approach, whether a sudden stampeding charge or a stealthy beleaguering.
            They were coming to the ford now. Zack checked Jonah’s speed, and they went into the water. It rushed and foamed around Jonah’s legs and to his saddle girth, and Zack drew his feet from the stirrups and held them high to avoid soaking them. Beyond was the tree-fringed road, and surely he would be close upon the Tories. Up he came from the river to dry land. To the right opened a half-hidden trail. He would go that way—
            Then, suddenly, a sharp cry, and out of the trail came a rider, swinging his horse flank on to block Zack’s way. The man wore a blue greatcoat.
            Edmund Fenniver it was, in his hand a long pistol, bigger and much more business-like than the pretty pair he had given to Chief Halougra.
            “Out of my way!” roared Zack, and drove Jonah at him.
            But beyond Fenniver appeared two more horsemen from among the roadside trees, each with a poised musket in his hand. And from each side came yet others. Fenniver leveled his pistol.
            “Sir, you’re my prisoner,” said Fenniver.
            And, because he must, Zack drew Jonah to a halt and sat there in sick, helpless discomfiture.
 



 
          8 The Siege of the Harper House
 
            Zack scowled, and Fenniver smiled wryly. “Welcome,” he said.
            “ ’Tis Zack Harper,” spoke up Deevor Plum, sitting his horse beside Jonah. “Here’s for him, the blackguardly young cur! ”
            Up came Plum’s rifle-muzzle, and its bore looked a foot wide to Zack.
            “Down with that gun!” Fenniver cried quickly. “They have our captain, and now we have theirs. Thrice welcome, Captain Harper. Say, is Captain Alspaye alive?”
            “Alive indeed,” Zack made reply, fighting to keep his voice calm. “We hold him safe bound.”
            “Then we’ll bind you,” declared Fenniver, and two men in grubby Hessian green, a big man and a little one, sidled their horses close to Jonah. Zack sat glumly silent while they tied his wrists in front of him and the big Hessian took the end of the cord to fasten to his saddle.
            “Now on we go,” Fenniver said. “I know this fellow’s horse for swift beyond any in these regions, and, judging by the way the poor beast blows, he has come far ahead of his friends. But they will follow anon, and ere they are at hand let’s make an end of that cozy farm that is their nest.”
            They took the road again. A party of watchful riders, each with gun ready in his free hand, led the way. Then came Fenniver, then Zack between the two Hessians, then the main body.
            “Now we put fire to your place,” the small Hessian said gutterally to Zack. “What you say to that?”
            “I say, be careful you don’t scorch your hands doing it,” Zack snorted, and Fenniver, riding just ahead, laughed.
            “Good advice, Harper,” he said over his shoulder. “We’ll mingle method with our daring. Forward at a trot, men, but ’ware any more surprises.”
            They rode from the ford, the short way to their objective. In the bright, mild afternoon, the smoke of the Harper chimney rose ahead of them. Fenniver halted his command and rode forward himself, then came back.
            “No stir there,” he reported. “I take it, Harper, that all your men rode gaily out to catch us at that other house. Forward again, brave lads. When I give the word, we ride in at them ere they can ask the reason.”
            They approached, within sight of the house. It was silent behind the open-work fringe of stakes, and Fenniver clicked his tongue as in triumph already achieved. He made a gesture, and the advance party quickened its trot to a canter. But as the foremost man came near the loosely barred main gate, a shot cracked in the quiet air, and smoke sprang from the loophole in a shutter.
            “Off the road, all!” cried Fenniver. “In among the trees!”
            “Heaven’s curse on all in there,” muttered Plum as he rode behind some sycamores. “They’re keeping watch.”
            “Aye, with finger on trigger,” said Zack. “I give you good-day, gentlemen, for some of you may never see the sun set.”
            The Tories were dismounting among the trees. At Fenniver’s directions, they formed for an approach under cover. The little Hessian stayed with Zack, holding the rope that bound Zack’s hands.
            “Ach, yah!” smiled his guard. “We see now, we see.”
            The other Tories had stolen forward through the woods, and Zack could see them no more. At the roadside he squatted and peered. The house was silent as before. No sound came from it, or from the cautiously approaching attackers. At length:
            “Up and at them!” cried Fenniver’s voice.
            With a wild deep cheer, the dismounted men rushed. Zack saw them burst into the open, farther down the road where it opened into cleared land next to the front yard.
            Instantly a clattering volley rang out from the house. A Tory fell, and another across him. The others pressed on, and Fenniver himself was in the forefront, drawn sword in hand. But then they had come against the fence, and stopped there perforce, trying to tug poles out of the ground. Tightly driven in their places, those poles resisted the effort to clear them. More shots rang out.
            Instantly two more men were down, and Fenniver was loudly ordering the others to fall back. As they retreated, yet more guns barked at them, chivvying them into a faster run.
            Then silence again. The little Hessian tugged Zack along by the tethering cord, and brought them to where Fenniver stood peering between two close-set trunks. The gaiety was all gone from Fenniver’s face and manner, and he frowned as he debated what to do.
            “And so you left a strong watch, after all,” he said to Zack.
            “Aye,” Zack fell in with the suggestion. “You’ll never take that house, sir. Best draw olf, ere my other men come up with you.”
            “If there’s a force within, then not so many came out after us,” argued Fenniver plausibly. “We’ll chance it. Take this place, then round on the others, who will be in smaller number. Ho, lads! Let the best shots of you go forward. Spread out and shoot upon those windows.”
            His men stole away to carry out the order. From various points within the thickets before the fenced house, their guns began to speak. Bullets rapped the stout timbers of the walls, the split logs of the shutters. But back came a resolute reply, gun after gun.
            “How many shot within there?” Fenniver asked the Tory in the sheepskin coat.
            “Nay, Lieutenant, I can’t count for certain,” was the reply. “We’ve seen smoke jump out at every loopholed window, aye, and at that front door, too.”
            Fenniver counted. “Three windows bear upon us from here, and the door makes four,” he summed up. “A stern rush, and we could overthrow that many.”
            “But they shoot fast and true,” argued the man in sheep-skin. “Sir, I have in mind that four are at the loopholes at once, and then while they load, another four is there ready to shoot.”
            “Eight, then,” said Fenniver, “and we number a score.” “A score of you, outside,” agreed Zack. “My friends are behind stout walls. A few minutes back, and you were twenty-four. Four of those are fallen, and I wager that not a man of mine has so much as a skinned nose.”
            “We’ll charge again,” declared Fenniver. “Make ready, my boys. Go, one of you, and tell the others to go forward at my call.”
            “You’ll lose another four as you come to that fence,” warned Zack, beginning to feel a fierce enjoyment of the situation. “That will leave you but sixteen to push on. Even if you gain the door, you’ll lose more ere you force it. Where’s that method you were mixing with your daring, Lieutenant Fenniver? You’ll lose heavily, your company will be destroyed.”
            “More loyal men are ready to join us,” Fenniver said. “Ten more are embodying, stout hearts all—”
            “But they haven’t joined you yet,” reminded Zack. “Nor will they, I hazard, when my command comes upon you and destroys you. Those stout hearts may quail.”
            “You talk trickery!” Fenniver accused.
            “He talks sense, sir,” ventured the sheepskin-clad Tory. “ ’Twill take lives if we rush that house again.”
            Fenniver glared at this subordinate, but did not speak.
            “I don’t warn you away,” Zack said, remembering how Alspaye had temporized with the Rangers to kill time. “Nay, I urge you to that charge. How many will come running back from it?”
            “ Tis sooth, sir, we’ll be caught between two fires,” seconded the sheepskinned one.
            “Silence, both of you!” Fenniver blazed.
            Again he thought, furiously frowning. Zack forebore to smile in happy hopefulness. As Alspaye had talked to let his men get away, so he himself talked to let his men draw near.
            “Time passes, Lieutenant Fenniver,” he said banteringly. “And I hear it said that a good leader is ever swift with his decisions.”
            “Another word from you and Pll have you shot,” warned Fenniver.
            The little Hessian brightened at that, but the man in sheepskin remained glum. “Sir, we boys never joined the company for such bloody trouble as this,” he persisted.
            “Aye, and ’tis well you wear that woolly coat, for you’ve a timid lamb’s heart inside it,” Fenniver snapped at him. “Did you join then for easy hours of barn-burning and horsestealing and pig-roasting? Well, today you’ll face guns, either of those Rebels or my own pistol if you shrink away.”
            “If we waited until dark—” began the fellow again.
            “My own friends will come ere that,” supplied Zack.
            “This Rebel speaks truth,” said Fenniver. “No more blathering, you faint-hearted complainer. I command here.”
            “At your orders, Lieutenant,” mumbled the man in sheepskin, plainly unhappy in saying it.
            “Attention to them, then. Have we axes?”
            “One’s tied to my saddle, yah,” spoke up the little Hessian.
            “Fetch it,” Fenniver directed him. “Who else brought one?”
            Three men unlashed axes from their gear and ranged themselves before Fenniver.
            “Now, you in sheepskin,” said Fenniver, “form me up the others as shooting parties. Three each to fire on those windows, swift as they can load and aim, and eke another three, the best shots of all, to shoot at the door. Strike the loopholes as best you can. That will keep those inside from looking out to try at us. Away, now! ”
            The man sped away through the trees on his errand. Soon guns began to boom, one after another.
            “Ha, Harper, you remember I have subtle tricks,” said Fenniver, more cheerfully.
            “You juggled before the Indians, and we bested you there, too.”
            “Aye, and when you and I have leisure I pray you tell me the way your cunning friend arranged his magic. But meanwhile, we’re keeping their heads down there within. Come with me, you axemen.”
            He led them away. Only one guard stayed with Zack, a pug-faced fellow with a bandaged arm. Zack watched along the road and listened to the gunfire.
            He saw Fenniver and the three with axes run into the open and at the fence. No defending shots greeted them. At Fenniver’s wide-armed gesture, the party chopped furiously at several poles close together. Within moments those poles were brought dov/n and pulled away, leaving a gap full six feet wide. Then Fenniver waved his sword, and there was another cheer as the Tories rushed.
            Zack’s heart sank as he saw them gain the gap in the fence and push through. But as they bunched closely for a moment, there came a concerted crash of gunfire from the house, four guns together. Loud cries answered it. The charge faltered, even as it came into the dooryard. Another volley, with a gun at every loophole, and Zack saw men falling. The others whirled and ran, fighting each other to be first through the gap again.
            Fenniver tried to hold them to their charge, as Alspaye had tried at Starrett’s. He fairly danced in fury, roaring for them to come back. Another shot rang out from the house, and Fenniver’s handsome cocked hat sailed from his head and away, like a leaf in a high wind. Then Fenniver ran, too, as swiftly as any. Whoops and jeers burst from the defenders of the house.
            The pug-faced Tory cursed unhappily. There was movement in the woods, and Fenniver fetched his men back to where Zack waited under guard. Roundly Fenniver scolded and rated the band for breaking and running so close to the house.
            “Another moment and we’d have broken in upon them!” he cried bitterly.
            “By your leave, sir, I wonder about that,” quavered Plum, stooping to tie a rag around a gashlike wound in his calf. “That door looked solid as a rock to me, and even had we forced it open they might have shot us like partridges on the threshold.”
            “Lead us again, Lieutenant,” urged the man in sheepskin, rage mastering his earlier timidity. “My heart went cold mad when they scorned us in our flight.” He looked at Zack. “How soon will those rascals of yours come hither?”
            “Your Lieutenant has said he’d have me shot if I spoke,” reminded Zack, in calm good humor.
            “Speak now, if you can tell us aught for our good,” Fenniver bade him roughly.
            “For your good, say you? Well, you lost three more in that rush, and have come away again. Now you have but seventeen left for another assault. Since you inquire of me, I would guess that each rush you make will but nibble away more men, until the last of you is down or fled back to your hiding-hole.”
            “We flee no more!” declared the big Hessian, and the others jabbered approval. Plainly the Tory partisans had stiffened their fighting spirit.
            Fenniver raked Zack with calculating eyes. At last he said: “You’re a mocker and a derider, but there is truth in your words. We need policy, cunning method, to get at them.”
            “Aye, and so you do,” agreed Zack, smiling. “Here’s no victory for you to pull out of your hat.”
            “My hat,” echoed Fenniver and lifted his hand to his bare head. “ ’Tis shot away. Ah, Harper, how if I took you out there with me? How if we walked right up to that house, yourself in front of me to shield me?”
            “Why, ’twould be the untimely end of us both,” said Zack promptly.
            “You would give me to think that your own folk would fire on you?”
            “They’d not know that ’twas I they fired on.”
            “How, not know?” cried Fenniver, mystified. “But they’d know you by your fur cap, your hunting shirt, your great hulking size—”
            “I’ll tell you what they would think,” offered Zack. “They would remember your trickeries, they would believe you had captured my clothes and then had dressed the tallest of your men, to deceive them. Seeing you beside or behind me—and they know you too, Lieutenant Fenniver, they had a long evening to hear and see you and wonder at your pleasant illusions—they’d scent some subtle device of yours to win close. And you’ve seen how true their guns strike to the mark. One would knock me down, and a second reap you like a beard of wheat, ere you could look to see from what loophole had fired the first.”
            Fenniver shook his head, like a teacher disappointed by an impudent scholar. “You speak as one who’d be taken to value his life at but a shilling’s purchase.”
            “In the cause of American liberty, I value my life at less than that,” Zack told him flatly. “Sir, I’ve seen Death so close ere this that I could count his grinning teeth. He’s no pleasant companion, but again he’s no novelty. I think that’s how a soldier must reckon his chances.”
            They all looked at him, the ring of Tory faces. Some scowled angrily, some were blank, one or two thoughtful. But Fenniver smiled in downright friendly admiration.
            “Egad, Captain Harper, you oblige me to say that I hear you with the utmost respect,” he said at last. “You speak bold words, and I cannot doubt but that they come from a bold heart, a heart worthy of a better cause.”
            “Better cause than my country’s freedom I cannot imagine,” said Zack.
            “Well, but we still have our work to do,” said Fenniver. “My men are stern to try your friends again. Now, lads, if one or two fire here to hold their attention at these front loopholes, while the rest circle and come at the house from behind—”
            “Friends, friends!” interrupted Deevor Plum suddenly. “See yonder to that Rebel stronghold!”
            They all looked along the road.
            Beyond the fence, the front door of the Harper house was opening. A rectangle of darkness showed, then a figure came into view within it.
            “A woman, yah,” said the big Hessian.
            That figure was slender and straight, in a green dress with a full skirt, with a brown cloak caught around the shoulders, with hair that gleamed like ripe wheat in the sunlight.
            “Grace,” said Zack under his breath.
            She came into the yard. Above her head she lifted a white cloth, and waved it at arm’s length, first to this side and then to that.
 



 
          9 Two Flags of Truce
 
 
            THE big Hessian caught his breath and lifted his long heavy musket. But a quick sweep of Fenniver’s forearm struck up the muzzle.
            “Would you fire upon women, you knave?” Fenniver barked. “Gad’s my life, think you thus to serve King George of England? And she shows a flag of truce, she seeks to make terms with us.”
            “Send us a woman for terms?” Deevor Plum wondered.
            “Aye, they trust your commander for a true gentleman,” Fenniver told him. “See, she comes forth from the yard, she’s at the road itself. I’ll go out and speak to her.”
            “Beware of a trick, sir,” cautioned the pug-faced Tory. “They may wish to draw you in range and shoot you down.”
            “Never that, if they send a white flag,” said Zack.
            “So do I judge,” approved Fenniver. “Yet we’ll just fetch Captain Harper along with us, in case someone inside there feels an itch to his trigger finger. Bring him along, Plum, and you too, you big German. Keep him betwixt you. If they fire from the house, let your first bullet drive into Harper’s skull.”
            “Yah,” approved the big Hessian, grinning like a mastiff.
            “Come, then.”
            Fenniver stepped into the open, his right hand lifted high to show no weapon in it. At a nudge from Plum’s gun butt, Zack followed into the road. His two guards moved with him, and they advanced behind Fenniver.
            Grace stood still in the road, waiting for them to come close. At sight of Zack, her blue eyes grew wide and her mouth quivered.
            “Have they caught you, then?” she cried out.
            “I stumbled into their hands like a silly fool,” confessed Zack ruefully.
            “Nay, Miss Prothero, ’twas none so bad as he tells,” put in Fenniver, bowing to her. “He was so zealous to come to your rescue, he let himself be taken. But you’ve come with that napkin for flag, and if you surrender to us you do well.”
            “Where’s your Captain Alspaye?” Grace asked.
            “Alas, he’s elsewhere on detaining business,” said Fenniver. “I command in his stead.”
            “We want the best of terms if we surrender,” she announced.
            “The best of terms, ma’am?” repeated Fenniver. “What terms?”
            “The men of our garrison will yield up the arms in their hands,” she said formally, “and will swear to fight you no more, if on your part you set them free without harm.”
            “Why, that can easily be agreed,” said Fenniver briskly. “Come you out, then, and we’ll march in.”
            “Pve said but what we engage and promise,” went on Grace. “There remains the matter of your promises. If we cease to fight, and the men who defended here give their sworn word to bear no further hand in this warfare—”
            “Good, good!” cried Fenniver. “If they swear to that, we spare them their lives, every one. My word on it, Miss Prothero.”
            “And further,” she elaborated, “if our garrison thus swears to keep the peace, then on your part do you agree and vow that no plunder will be wrought here, no burning of house or barn.”
            Deevor Plum groaned softly, as in protest.
            “Hear my man yonder,” said Fenniver. “He seems to mislike that part of your terms.”
            “I speak to you, not to him,” said Grace, again formally. “To just such agreement do we demand that you adhere.”
            “Demand, is it?” said Fenniver, more sourly. “Are you in case to demand of us?”
            “Why, so I believe,” she returned readily. “Thus far, we have not lost a single defender. We have beaten you off twice, and we count seven of you who will fight no more.”
            “The third assault may be the charm, my lady,” said Fenniver, scowling. “Freely I’ll own that you’ve had the best of it so far. Yet we’ve hardly yet made a true trial, and I give you assurance that if we return to the fighting there’ll be no more talk of terms or mercy or quarter to the vanquished.”
            Grace kept her eyes from Zack. She faced Fenniver, standing as straight and bold as though she herself commanded stark troops.
            “In such case,” she said evenly, “I’d best go back and tell my friends the truce was of no profit.”
            “Nay, wait,” said Fenniver. “As I apprehend your offer, you will cease to fight, and every man within yonder house will give up his gun and swear faithfully to bear no arms henceforth against the English flag and cause. On our part, we are to let them go free as under parole, and leave your house unburnt and unpillaged.”
            “That is the true way of it, sir,” agreed Grace. “And under that same parole, do you also set Captain Harper free.”
            Now she smiled at Zack, as though in happy triumph. But Zack shook his head vigorously.
            “I don’t give my parole, Grace,” he said.
            Fenniver turned a questioning gaze upon him. “Come, Captain, have sense and practicality,” he urged, in a friendly tone. “You’ll be well out of it, free to go as you will.”
            “Not to go as I will,” Zack demurred. “For I will to go in arms against you and all your British force in America. I cannot give a parole that swears me out of the fight.”
            “Od’s mercy, sir, I but seek to do you a favor. Here you bide, a captive in our hands—”
            “I’ve been in Tory hands ere this, and out again,” Zack interrupted without ceremony. “I count on escaping again.” Fenniver pursed his lips. “Now here’s a stubborn, brazen upriser against his rightful liege lord and ruler,” he said. “Come, won’t you hear this fair lady plead?”
            “Zack?” said Grace.
            He shook his head. “I say I give no parole, for I cannot accept freedom under such terms,” he said flatly. “Do not include me in your agreements.”
            “Well, Miss Prothero, he’s beyond fair words and assurances,” said Fenniver wearily. “To the rest of it—your garrison to hand us their guns and swear themselves out of their Rebel service, we to spare the house and march off— I’ll say ’tis a bargain on our part.”
            “Then,” said Grace, “I’ll ask your name signed to those articles.”
            And from under her cloak she produced a paper, a basswood inkstand and a pointed turkey quill. Fenniver stared at the things.
            “You don’t doubt my word as an officer and gentleman?” he asked, half-plaintively.
            “Sir, your pledge may be solemn, but when you’re gone there may come others of your side, ready with shot and steel and torch. We ask your word and hand, to discourage any such attentions.”
            “Zounds, ma’am, you’re a shrewd demander,” sighed Fenniver, “and one would think ’twas we who made submission, not you.”
            Taking the paper, he read it quickly. “You’ve penned out in substance just what you said were your terms. Aye, and written in a good round clerkly hand, too. Who drew up these articles?”
            “I did,” Grace informed him.
            “Ma’am, I give glad thanks you weren’t born a man to marshal troops against us, else the King’s cause would be in sorry plight.”
            Fenniver set a booted foot on a stump and spread the paper on his knee. Grace held the inkstand, and he dipped in the quill and signed his name with a flourish.
            “There, we make you sure of your part in this matter,” he said, handing the paper back. “Now summon forth your garrison to lay down its arms.”
            Grace walked quickly back toward the house, waving the napkin in one hand, the paper in the other. Again the front door opened, and out stepped Alan Harper, his rifle in his hands. He came into the yard, and after him John Prothero, then Abel Starrett, then the dusky butler Cassius. Each bore a gun, and in single file they marched to meet Fenniver.
            “How!” cried out Fenniver. “Where are the others of you?”
            “We here are all the men who fought you,” said Alan Harper shortly. He looked at Zack. “My boy, how came you here?”
            “Pm a captive of these British,” said Zack. “Take it not hard, sir, you’ve known that to be my case before.”
            “Sir, I prefer to say that your son is my guest, nor am I eager to bid him good-bye,” said Fenniver, not quite sarcastically. “Even now he refused parole and said he would escape3 and so we’ll keep a sharp double watch of him. But I see only four of you, and there were at least eight guns babbling at us but now.”
            “Four only,” spoke up John Prothero. “But we had a plenty of guns, and brave women within to load as we fired.”
            “Had we but known that—” complained Plum.
            “Had you but known that, still we’d have stood you off,” put in Abel Starrett coldly.
            Grace was coming back toward them. In her hand she bore the hat that had been peeled from Fenniver’s head.
            “Yours, sir, I think,” she said, and Fenniver took the hat and poked a rueful finger into the bullet hole.
            “An inch lower, and my business had been done,” he commented. “Who shot it off my pate?”
            “I did, sir,” said Grace, and he stared at her anew.
            “We go no further in this business unless you, too, make your parole to bear no arms against us,” he said, with no trace of humor.
            “Willingly,” nodded Grace. She held out a second paper. “Here, hold the inkstand while I put my name down with these four others, signed to an oath of neutrality.”
            While she wrote, Alan Harper leaned his gun against a tree. The others set their weapons next to it.
            “Stay,” said Fenniver, “you have other firelocks to give us.”
            “These terms you signed and accepted have provision that the men of our garrison yield up but the arms in their hands,” reminded Grace. “And so they have done, Lieutenant Fenniver.”
            “We’ll keep the others, lest some other Tory chooses to flout the terms made here,” added John Prothero.
            “Pink me, sirs,” said Fenniver earnestly, “but any who try their luck against you are fools, and deserve what hurt may befall them. Now, Captain Harper, yet once more; will you not swear to cease your rebellion and stay happy with your father and friends? See, Miss Grace Prothero longs for you to say yes. In your stead, Pd speak the word of peace, only to make her smile with joy.”
            Zack saw that Grace watched him closely, hopefully. But once more he shook his head.
            “Grace, I have made up my mind as I must,” he said. “Trust me, Pll see you soon, without giving parole.” “Until then, Godspeed,” she told him softly.
            “Come,” Fenniver urged him. “I must see if we can find, perhaps, a better field on which to face your other friends.” They walked away together. Zack tried not to look to where he knew that his father and Grace watched him go.
            “Captain Harper,” Fenniver was saying, “if ever I scorned or disliked you, I own my feelings altered. Would that our politics so ran that you were on my side, or I on yours. Since we are on different sides, I must say only that you’ve acted the brave man and stout soldier through this matter. You have my esteem, and my careful attention lest you slip away from me.”
            “I take your words to mean what they say,” replied Zack, with equal honesty. “Thus far you’ve been a generous enemy. When I leave you—and so I intend to do, ere long —’twill be with a trifle of sorrow.”
            “Plum, watch this prisoner well,” Fenniver bade his man. “If he hoodwinks you and runs off, you’ll bewail the day and hour.”
            Swiftly the Tories gathered up the bodies of their comrades, put them across horses, and formed for departure. They rode back toward the river, when the men in advance gave a sharp cry of warning.
            “Rebels, friends! Here come the Rebels!”
            “Do they so?” called back Fenniver. “Quick, lads, in among these trees. Dismount and form for battle. This time we aren’t surprised or tricked, we’ll give them as hot a sauce as—”
            Up ahead came cantering two mounted men, and one of them bore a pole from which fluttered a long white scarf.
 



 
          10 A Trade and a Respite
 
            FENNIVER leaned forward in his saddle and gazed fixedly at the two approaching horsemen. “Look at them, Harper,” he said. “Are they men of yours?”
            “Aye, so they are,” Zack told him. “He with the white flag is Captain Prothero, the man you met at my home. The other—true enough—’tis Lieutenant Mawks, who commands our fierce mountain volunteers.”
            “Bless my soul, I feared one of them would be your friend Enoch Gilmer. Still I ask myself how he bested me at conjuring tricks before those Indians, and still I cannot give myself an answer. Were he coming with that flag to make terms, Pd dread another such gulling as I suffered at the hands of Miss Grace Prothero less than an hour ago.” “Surely that was a fair bargain,” Zack argued, watching as Godfrey and Seth trotted closer.
            “Fair bargain, say you?” Fenniver cried out. “Lackaday, Captain Harper, here among your simple-seeming buckskin frontier folk are shrewder traders twice over than ever a Scots banker with an eye on your lands in pawn, or a gypsy rye with a lame horse to trade for your sound one, or a squint-eye packman hawking wooden nutmegs and glass rubies. I take oath to high heaven, I’d do better with surrendering mine own self and profiting thereby.”
            The two riders had come up to Fenniver’s advance line by now, and the man in command there hailed them and called on them to halt. They did so, and Fenniver motioned for Deevor Plum to ride out and escort them into the heart of the Tory position.
            “I give myself to doubt whether I should hold parley with your man Prothero, who was a King’s officer and deserted to your side,” said Fenniver to Zack as they waited together.
            “He changed sides because his home was burnt and he himself insolently threatened,” replied Zack. “Until then he was a paroled prisoner, and honorably he had observed his parole. There, sir, is an example of the broken faith and wanton destruction that is commonplace here, and of what it can mean to an honorable man, be his side what it is.”
            “You speak sense there,” said Fenniver seriously. “I can see why your fair friend, Prothero’s sister, would have my signed name to those written terms.”
            Plum brought Godfrey and Seth to them. The two reined in and sat on their horses. They nodded to Zack, and he nodded to them, without speaking. Godfrey looked stiffly formal, Seth grinned tigerishly in his unkempt thicket of red whiskers.
            “Give you good day, gentlemen,” Fenniver addressed them. “Have you come to surrender and take loyal oath to King George?”
            “Never that, sir,” replied Godfrey. “We but offer you a fair exchange. You hold our captain prisoner, and we hold yours. We say that we’ll release to you Robinson Alspaye if you’ll give us Zack Harper.”
            “If ye’d call that a fair exchange,” added Seth, and spat on the road.
            “ ’Tis fair,” elaborated Godfrey. “The two hold equal rank, they are both captains of companies. They command forces that are equal in number, more or less—”
            “But them forces won’t long be equal,” put in Seth. “Give us another hack at ye and we’ll cut down your numbers more than before.”
            Fenniver drew a long breath. “If this were ancient days of war, the times of Agincourt or Crecy or the Crusades, we might do well by setting our two captains on open ground between us, and let them fight it out. Then we’d abide in submission to which won the day.”
            “Huh!” grunted Seth. “There’d be a sorry time for ye, my gay friend. For Zack yonder has fit your Cap’n Alspaye these four or five times, and each time he’s tanned his hide fit to make moccasins out of. This very day it happened, and I seen it with these here eyes of mine.”
            “Moderate your language,” Fenniver tried to snub Seth. “You forget you address a superior.”
            “You my superior?” blared Seth. “I’m a Lootenant, and so are you, and that makes us even. Now, if ye think ye’re my equal as a man, why, let’s us do that fightin’ on open ground—”
            “Enough, enough,” interposed Godfrey. “We’re here to treat under truce, Seth, not to brawl or brabble. Well, Lieutenant Fenniver, do you want back your Captain Alspaye badly enough to give us Captain Harper in exchange for him?”
            “How shall we make such an exchange so that each man passes safely?” asked Fenniver. “If we’d let you take Harper back with you, and then you did not send on our Captain Alspaye—”
            “Zounds and zookers, he thinks we’d cheat him,” muttered Seth. “Cheating and lying’s been mostly on your side, my rooster.”
            “Hold,” spoke up Zack. “I’ve seen Lieutenant Fenniver conduct one treaty for terms, and he held honestly to the word he gave.”
            “Aye, even when my end of the bargain was the small end,” Fenniver agreed ruefully.
            “If you let Alspaye go, I’ll engage that Lieutenant Fenniver will let me go,” said Zack confidently. “The lieutenant’s somewhat nimble fingered at his juggling tricks, and he’ll fight us the best he knows, but his word given as an officer is a true word.”
            Godfrey Prothero smiled briefly at Seth. “You hear that?” he asked. “Now you understand soldierly trust, and why I made you ride here with me instead of Lieutenant Gilmer.”
            “Aye, facks,” growled Seth. “Cap’n Zack, the boys feared that if I was left back yonder in command I’d might want to cut Cap’n Alspaye open to see what color his haslet looked to be.”
            “And I’d have feared the same,” said Zack. “I say again, you may believe Lieutenant Fenniver’s promise as you’d believe my own.”
            There was a moment of silence. Godfrey and Seth glanced at each other. The dismounted Tories around them watched and waited expectantly. Then Godfrey spoke again:
            “Zack, I venture that you’re right about Fenniver’s faith and honor, but if we sent Alspaye here, he’d then be in command. And here and now, among these men of his who call him their captain, I’ll say that I wouldn’t value his word.” “Not if he kissed the Bible sound and smacky,” vowed Seth. “I say the same. Was Alspaye here, and ye still held, he’d never let ye go.” He shook his head at Fenniver. “No, no, Lootenant, ye can let us take our Cap’n back and we’ll send yours to ye right honest.”
            “ ’Ware this wild man, sir,” half-whispered Plum to Fenniver. “I’d sooner trust a hungry wolf or a sore-nosed bear.” “Ugh!” exploded Seth, and glared so fixedly at Plum that the little man reined his horse back and away.
            “Hark you,” said Zack, hoping to ease the tension. “If we are exchanging captain for captain here, be it understood that I take my horse to freedom with me, and Alspaye may keep his in return.”
            Fenniver eyed Jonah with calculating approval. “Sir, I had thought that I’d keep that fine chestnut as a memento of our acquaintanceship.”
            “Never,” Zack assured him stoutly. “If this exchange is made, then Jonah and I depart together. Say no, Fenniver, and I’ll refuse to be exchanged. Then Jonah and I will escape from you, and not the first time we’ve escaped from British hands.”
            “Nor the second or third time,” said Seth heartily. “Do ’ee hark to me, masters, whatever box Cap’n Harper gets into, he can get out of. We’ll swap cap’n for cap’n, horse for horse, even all ’round.”
            Fenniver sighed, almost moaning. “If it’s to be so, then give me one advantage. After the exchange is done, let there be a truce of twenty-four hours between us.”
            “Twenty-four hours,” echoed Seth, and glanced up at the sun. “It’s drawing on to end of day. That’d be more like a truce till morning after tomorrow.”
            “Since Captain Harper is so steadfast to keep his horse, I’ll be steadfast for the twenty-four hours of truce,” said Fenniver stubbornly.
            “Well, sir, done with you,” granted Godfrey. “Now, if we’re to see these prisoners pass safely each to his own men, let’s agree on how ’twill be done.”
            Fenniver puzzled a moment, then suggested that each main force hold its position. Godfrey and Seth would return to their own company and start back, escorting Alspaye. He himself would wait for ten minutes, then ride forward on the road with Zack and one other man. Thus the two parties would meet well between the lines, make the exchange and then each return.
            “And Captain Harper will explain to you that your fort yonder is no longer your fort,” Fenniver wound up. “It surrendered to us, and henceforth will be a neutral place, with only neutral men and women to dwell in it. Let me say that any of you who so much as visit there will be considered by us to have left fighting and sworn out of the service.”
            “That’s fairly said, and fairly we agree,” said Zack.
            Godfrey Prothero and Fenniver saluted each other. Then Godfrey and Seth rode off the way they had come, at a smart trot.
            “Be ready to ride with us,” Fenniver ordered the man in sheepskin. Then, to Zack: “Captain Harper, I congratulate you that you’ve so soon gained your freedom again.”
            “I beg you, congratulate Captain Alspaye,” Zack said.
            “Aye, and so I will. That hairy fellow in buckskin— Mawks is his name, eh?—he looked sunk in woe that he couldn’t take Alspaye’s scalp like any Indian on the warpath. But Alspaye keeps his hair, you keep that splendid horse, and let’s hope we can all come at last to peace and safety and good neighborly friendship.”
            “Amen to that, sir. Yet I conjecture that there’s plenty of this war to be fought, and many of us may not see its end.”
            “Alack that this war ever started,” said Fenniver earnestly. “Mayhap the King and his advisors at home could have fended it off had they treated you and your folk as you deserved—like honest Englishmen. I’ve learned a many truths since I began my campaigning in these colonies, and I dare hope I’ll be given long years of life to profit by them.”
            “I hope the same for myself,” Zack said.
            Fenniver looked at him calculatingly. “Is it your thought, perhaps, that I asked twenty-four hours’ truce for fear of a battle just now?”
            “I haven’t said so.”
            “Nor should you think so, Captain Harper. I’ll fight anyone, anywhere, on aught like fair terms. But I’d lief pleasure myself with some quiet hours to think on these very things I’ve been telling you. And, too, I want time to get back into a mood to consider you an enemy. One shouldn’t have to battle with friends.”
            “I think you mean that,” declared Zack.
            “And I think you appreciate it.”
            They were silent for some minutes. Then Fenniver nodded to the man in the sheepskin coat, who brought his horse up on Zack’s other side. The three of them rode together from among the marshalled Tories.
            They had not far to ride before they turned a sweeping bend of the road, and saw another trio of mounted men approaching them. Again Godfrey Prothero and Seth Mawks were recognizable, with between them the stout red-clad figure of Robinson Alspaye. The two parties met and reined in facing each other.
            “Go you on, Captain Alspaye,” said Prothero.
            “Good-bye, Zack Harper,” said Fenniver.
            Zack nudged Jonah’s flank with his heel and rode toward his friends. Alspaye walked his horse past. As they came opposite each other, Zack felt the impact of Alspaye’s bitterly searching gaze, saw the set of Alspaye’s jaw, the tightness of his mouth, the tense flare of his nostrils.
            “I count on a meeting soon,” said Zack, but Alspaye did not speak.
            They went away from each other, and in a moment Godfrey was wringing Zack’s hand and Seth was clapping his shoulder with a fist as heavy as a forge hammer. Then all three rode off, and Zack glanced back but once. Alspaye was riding close to Fenniver, talking swiftly and furiously. Fenniver gestured as though in argument or explanation.
            “Rob Alspaye didn’t like them terms, not a hooter,” commented Seth. “I dared him to break ’em, said I’d make it my business to cut him open if he did. Do ’ee hark at what I say, I just hope he does break word.”
            “I don’t,” said Zack, “but we’ll keep a stern watch nevertheless, every minute of those twenty-four hours of truce.” “Aye, and for every hour thereafter,” seconded Godfrey. They came to where the other Rangers waited. Loud cheers and greetings rang all around Zack. Enoch rode at him and caught him by the shoulders in a glad grip of welcome.
            “Safe and sound once more,” said Enoch happily. “Now, what orders? We’re here to listen.”
            In as few words as possible, Zack explained about the agreement under which the defenders of the Harper Farm had capitulated, and his friends howled with joy at Grace’s cunning and the discomfiture of the Tories.
            “That was as good fortune for our kinsmen as though they had won the battle outright,” declared John Starrett. “Now they may draw breath easily, and rest from vigil and attack.” “If so be these Tories keep their signed promise,” added Cy Cole.
            “Nay, they’ll do that while we’re in the South Fork country,” said Godfrey confidently. “And ’tis spring and mild. We’ll do better camping out and scouting the enemy day and night.”
            Zack led the company away toward the ford, and drew them up beside the waters to watch toward the road. Before long, the Tory band came into view and headed into the trees upstream. Alspaye rode sternly at the head. Among his men, the big Hessian glanced toward the watching Rangers and lifted a hand as though in friendly greeting, but none of the others spared so much as a glance in the direction of the river.
            When the last Tory had vanished, Zack spoke to his own men.
            “We’ll not follow,” he said. “Come with me back along the road, but we’ll stay clear of my father’s house. When it draws to sundown, we’ll camp where we can keep watch for any treachery on Alspaye’s part. If I know him, he’ll yearn to go with torch and gun to destroy where his men are pledged against it.”
            “And I hope he tries it,” said Seth Mawks again.
            They made camp on both sides of the road, well back from the ford. Supper was scanty, for few of the men had provisions, but what had been brought was shared out. Zack posted a guard to keep watch up the South Fork, and gave the others permission to water and graze their horses, then lie down and rest.
            But Zack himself sat by a small fire for long hours after sundown, consulting with Godfrey, Enoch and Seth about how they would wage war when the promised truce was at an end. And each of the four officers commanded a watch during the night, with the succession of patrols mustered against any stealthy advance by Alspaye.
            The Tories did not appear again, however, that night or during the whole of the following day. Whether for daunted prudence, glum acceptance of the truce agreement, or the necessity of making new plans of his own, Robinson Alspaye did not venture toward the Rangers or the Harper farm.



11 The Track of the Enemy
 
 
            THEN began a season of reconnoitering expeditions, ma- neuverings and light skirmishings between the South Fork Rangers and Alspaye’s guerrillas.
            Now that they could not shelter at the barricaded Harper farm, the Rangers camped in the open. They did not lie down at the same place for two nights in succession, though they had several favorite resting places, with convenient wood and water and natural protection of trees or rocks. Zack divided each of his platoons into two squads and kept one squad in the field at all times, scouting for news of Alspaye’s activities.
            Particularly enthusiastic and effective were the men from the mountains. With the coming of warm spring weather, the Rangers changed their furs and buckskins for shirts and pantaloons of home-woven linen, and various patriot homesteads were glad to supply these. But when Seth Mawks’ men were on duty, more than often they stripped to the waist and prowled the woods and fields like Indians. Several of them had even strung bows of winter-seasoned ash and hickory, with arrows made of hardwood shoots. These they winged with goose feathers and pointed with sharply honed bits of old iron.
            “Arrows is quieter than guns, and don’t burn up no powder,” declared Seth. “Fact, by zooks! Us ridge runners, we larnt bow-shooting when we was youngins at home amongst redskins. Let me have a clear bowshot at that Alspaye slink at a hundred yards, and I’ll lay ye I make him jump and hoot.”
            The Tories were hard to find, and for a while seemed to be adventuring well to the west, among settlements mostly friendly to them. But rumors drifted through the land of a stronghold, massively built and cunningly hidden, in the deepest part of the woods on the South Fork. It was reported to be among thickly grown trees and soggy swamps, not far from the head of Beaver Dam Creek, where several farmers loyal to King George made up a sort of community and could be counted on for supply and support of Alspaye’s band. Zack kept his men from careless probing into those woods.
            “We’ll not strike in until it’s time,” he said, “and when we strike we’ll strike home hard.”
            The Rangers needed bread and meat. The mountain archers felled both deer and turkey with their arrows, and the surplus venison was dried and smoked over campfires. John Starrett, Cy Cole and Andy Berry visited the ruins of the Starrett farm and brought back several horseloads of corn from a crib that had escaped the fire. The Rangers had no mill to grind meal, but they parched the corn Indian fashion, and sometimes stirred up the kernels with molasses or honey to make a hearty, tasty dish.
            The weeks went by, and news trickled in from the main field of conflict in eastern Carolina.
            As Sergeant Wales had declared, Cornwallis’s seeming victory at Guilford Court House had turned out to be no victory at all. Other South Fork militiamen, returning at the end of their brief tours of duty, told how the British had actually made a swift retreat from the battlefield on which they had briefly camped. They had been loaded down with wounded comrades, and suffered for lack of food, medicines, shoes and ammunition. Greene, who had seemed the loser in that fight, had rallied his forces and moved in pursuit. Only a determinedly swift march by Cornwallis, with a difficult crossing of a flooded stream, had kept the Americans from striking the British rear guard. After that, Cornwallis reached Wilmington, something like two hundred miles away on the North Carolina coast, where he could entrench himself and get supplies from a British fleet. And instead of pursuing to the outskirts of Wilmington and spending time, powder and blood in a siege, Greene had taken his forces into South Carolina, where he was joined with Sumter, Pickens and Marion. This increased American army threatened the British garrisons left here and there by Cornwallis.
            “By heaven, a redcoat is never so terrible when attacked as when he’s attacking,” said Enoch, hearing the latest news of Greene’s movements. “Now General Nat does in South Carolina what we do here—he holds the British there from bringing help to Cornwallis. Godfrey, you were in those parts last year. What forts will Greene find?”
            “Three strong ones, at Camden, Ninety Six and Georgetown,” replied Godfrey, “and several smaller ones close to Charleston. There are many troops in those garrisons, but I apprehend they are not good troops—My Lord Cornwallis fetched his best marchers and fighters on the campaign here. And General Greene can nibble off those garrisons, one by one, outnumbering each in turn.”
            The Rangers also heard that Alspaye had gained several new followers in the west, but the news of Cornwallis’s withdrawal to Wilmington and Greene’s feats in South Carolina seemed to make Alspaye furtive and withdrawn during April and on into May. That encouraged the patriots of the South Fork. Six more volunteers offered their services to the ranks of the Rangers, and Zack organized these as a third platoon under Godfrey Prothero. From the farms to the north came word that settlers who upheld the struggle for American freedom were forming a militia company of their own, ready to take the field at a word’s notice, and that Adam Reep, a good hunter and woodsman and a stout patriot, would be its captain.
            By July, more news came. The Catawba frontier heard that Cornwallis was in Virginia, and that he had been joined by more British troops that had been under the command of the traitor Benedict Arnold. These and other reenforcements gave Cornwallis an army of more than 7,000 men, as many as he had led before the battle of King’s Mountain 5 but from farther north Americans were on the move to fight him, and their chieftain was George Washington himself. Cornwallis headed eastward into the great Virginia peninsula between the broad streams of the York and the James, relaxing his threat to the interior. Meanwhile, Greene had overcome fort after fort in South Carolina, pushing the enemy there toward Charleston on the coast.
            These events had their result along the South Fork. Several of the most earnest adherents to the British cause were stampeded into joining Alspaye’s band; but others, who earlier had expressed mild approval of the old flag and the old government, now seemed to change their minds.
            Jubilantly Enoch Gilmer brought to the Ranger camp on the slope of Crowder’s Mountain the tale of Benjamin Rubsie, once a highly influential Tory sympathizer and a helper of Alspaye. Rubsie had invited to his home at the head of Indian Creek six other landowners whose politics had been similar to his. These men, said Enoch, had signed a document which bound them henceforth to neutrality in the conflict, and provided that they would neither bear arms nor furnish supplies to the forces of Tory or patriot.
            “Here’s a shrewd blow to Alspaye and those who still hold with him,” commented Godfrey as they gathered to hear Enoch’s report. “Seven farms where Alspaye had once counted on food and entertainment and such necessaries j where he counted, too, on hearing report of where we were. Now few homes indeed are left where he will be made welcome.”
            “And I’ll venture that others who once called themselves loyal to England will now turn neutral in their turn,” elaborated Zack.
            “Wagh!” snorted Seth, sharpening his knife on a bit of oiled stone. “I’d give a pretty to know how that Alspaye and his weasels will take this news.”
            How Alspaye took the news was revealed two days later, on the hot Monday morning of July 16.
            The Rangers had camped the night before near Beaver Dam Creek, and Zack’s sentries outside the camp stopped a dark-faced boy on a clattering horse and fetched him to Zack. Wide eyed, trembling, the boy said he was a servant on Benjamin Rubsie’s farm, and that he had seen the house afire in the dawn and heard guns booming.
            “Something awful happening,” he stammered.
            “We’ll see,” said Zack, and raised his voice. “Mount, all of you. Gilmer’s platoon to the fore. Move apace, but keep an eye out for ambushes.”
            It was but a few miles across fields to where Indian Creek flowed into the South Fork. Drawing near the Rubsie farm, the Rangers saw flames rising above the black remains of house, barn and sheds, a scatter of dead cows and horses and, as they rode in, a crouching woman dissolved in tears among the ruins.
            She was Mrs. Rubsie. Brokenly she told what had happened. Raiders had rushed in the gray dawn. Guns had volleyed, torches had been set to buildings. Her husband and her son had run into the yard, and at a thundered command had been shot down. Alspaye had sat his horse and proclaimed that there would be no more changing of sides. In signing the neutrality agreement, he had said, Benjamin Rubsie had become a deserter from his sworn loyalty, a worse crime by warfare’s rules than that of a frankly dens dared enemy. While his men loaded their horses with loot, Alspaye had told the grief-stricken widow that nobody of either side would shed a tear or lift a hand because of what had happened. Then he had ridden off, assuring her as he went that he had spared her life only that she might carry word of how he would treat all who abandoned the Tory cause.
            Even Seth Mawks looked drawn and shocked at this story, and muttered gutterally in an Indian tongue, as if he cursed.
            “Madam, Robinson Alspaye was wrong when he thought nobody would take note or seek vengeance,” said Zack, trying to comfort the frantic woman. “See, we’ve a spare horse, and here’s your faithful young servant who got away to bring us the tale. Ride, both of you, to the home of Christian Mauney, ever a true and brave friend of liberty and kind to those in sorrow and need. As for us, the South Fork Rangers, we can do naught to bring back the lives Alspaye has taken here—”
            “Nay, zooks, but we can send Alspaye to the place he’s long overdue!” burst out Seth Mawks with a great roar. “Hark ’ee, ma’am, I’m no fine gentleman, I don’t know how to talk mannerly nor yet how to comfort kindly; but I’ll swear ye true, I’ll not rest till I’ve paid this black debt for ye, and so say all my mates here with me! ”
            Two other mountain men had ranged across the fields toward the river, and swiftly picked up the tracks of Alspaye’s departing marauders. Zack saw Mrs. Rubsie and her servant off to westward on the road to Mauney’s, then he fairly barked out new orders.
            “Seth, go ahead, and take with you your three best trailers,” he directed. “Carry us forward on Alspaye’s path. Enoch, do you choose out three others—your best shots and coolest heads—and ride through the trees, staying to the right of Seth’s party. Godfrey, do you likewise, with three men at the left. We others will press close behind. If Alspaye should pause to give battle—”
            “Pray heaven he does!” broke Godfrey, cantering leftward to carry out Zack’s command.
            Grimly the Rangers followed the track of their foe. That track led into the woods that here cloaked the South Fork on both sides. The sharp eyes and the seasoned skill of Seth’s advance party sought it out among thickets and pools and clumps of brush. The hoofmarks pointed downstream from Indian Creek, past a stretch where the water ran swiftly over rocky shoals and a high, bare bluff stood like a sentinel on the opposite bank. Below this, Seth spied out the trail to the very side of the South Fork. Zack halted his main body and came to where Seth and his trio of trackers stood dismounted at the brink. All four mountaineers were stripped to the waist, with tomahawks and knives in their belts. Seth had bound back his shock of red hair with a buckskin thong and in it had stuck a turkey feather, Indian fashion. Indian fashion, too, were the marks like war paint on his face above the beard—red streaks of wet clay, black streaks of dampened gunpowder.
            “Looks to be a ford here, not a good one but crossable,” said Seth, pointing. “Ye can see how they rode in here, Cap’n. The water comes along right swift, and we’ll mayhap cross slow. ’Twould be a prime champeen place for them Tory skunks to lay in them woods yonder across and fire on us.”
            “But we must cross,” said Zack. “I’ll go first, and on the far bank I’ll signal if it’s safe to follow me.”
            “Hold hard, Cap’n, we can’t let ye be the first to draw fire,” Seth argued.
            “Nay, a captain can’t send his men into danger while he lags back,” said Zack, and urged Jonah toward the crossing.
            But even as he did so, Seth’s big hand caught a lock of Jonah’s mane to halt him. With his other hand, Seth pointed across the river.
            A figure had appeared there, a red-coated man on foot.
            “A ho, ’tis Alspaye himself,” sniffed one of the mountaineers, and lifted his rifle.
            “Hold your fire,” Zack ordered him quickly. “See to him, what’s he seeking to do?”
            The man in red gazed down into the water. He seemed to stand wearily for a moment. Then he shrugged his shoulders and stepped off the bank. A few wading paces and he was in the swift current up to his waist.
            “That’s not Alspaye, it looks like Edmund Fenniver,” said William Gilmer at Zack’s side. “Alspaye’s twice as thick through the body.”
            “Silence, all,” bade Zack. “Draw away to left and right, keep hidden. If this is some trick of theirs, we’ll smell it out ere we show ourselves.”
            They drew their horses into shelter among the trees. Zack and Seth came on foot to where they could watch unseen.
            Fenniver waded with difficulty, and once stumbled and almost went under. Striving slowly, he won into the shallower current on their side and mounted with soggy boots to the bank.
            “Hai-ya!” came Seth’s warcry, and he sprang to the open at Fenniver’s very shoulder, his tomahawk raised. Zack stepped to Fenniver’s other side, his rifle ready.
            Fenniver threw his hands up above his head. Four other Rangers had also appeared. Zack caught Fenniver’s shoulder and pushed him in among the men and Fenniver stood there, dripping from his journey across the ford. He scowled at Zack unhappily.
            “Give you good day, Captain Harper,” he said dully. “It’s a bad day for me. I yield myself your prisoner. I’d hand over my sword, but I broke it across my knee when I said my farewell to Robinson Alspaye, and said it with a curse on his black soul.”
            “What’s all this jabber?” demanded Seth, his streaked and bearded face drawn into a fearsome scowl. “Are ye trying to cozen us with pretenses?”
            “Nay, I make no pretenses,” replied Fenniver, still in that heavy, expressionless tone. “I speak flat honesty, sirs. I’ve told Alspaye that I’m done forever with his vile, cowardly deeds—the savage Indians could do no worse.”
            “What ill did he hold against Benjamin Rubsie?” Zack inquired.
            “None,” snapped out Fenniver. “None in the world, save that he knew Rubsie called himself neutral and so could look to none for aid or redress—”
            “We’ll redress Rubsie’s foul wrongs,” interrupted Zack. “But you, did you truly desert Alspaye?”
            “Aye, did I, and he called me traitor and renegade, said my life was forfeit. I dared him kill me as he killed those helpless folk yonder, but he laughed in my face and took my horse and bade me begone. I heard his rascals laugh behind me as I went. Egad, ’tis a poor notion of fun they have.” He fell silent. They saw his cheeks burn, his eyes flash. “Ye’ve done right well to turn away from Alspaye and his buzzard flock,” said Seth. “Now ye’ve joined our side, tell us how to find him.”
            Fenniver shook his head. “I haven’t joined you, I am your prisoner. And I’m not one to speak a word of betrayal.” “He’s within his rights, Lieutenant Mawks,” said Zack. “Fenniver, if you surrender, do you give your parole that you’ll no longer bear arms for King George?”
            “What I’ll give parole is that I’ll no longer bear arms for Robinson Alspaye,” replied Fenniver. “As to King George, I’m yet his true man, for he’d think as ill as I do of the things Alspaye does.”
            “That’s parole enough,” Zack announced. “In any case, we know that Alspaye’s trail lies beyond the South Fork, the same way that you came to us. We’ll cross to follow it in a moment. As for you, under that parole you’ve given, you may strike oflF yonder, along the creek. Follow it to its head, and you’ll come close to Christian Mauney’s house.”
            “I know where that house is,” nodded Fenniver. “ ’Tis some dozen or fifteen miles from here.”
            “Tell Mr. Mauney what you’ve told us, and say that I ask him to entertain you for the next few days,” said Zack. “And now, sir, good-bye.”
            They shook hands, and Fenniver went tramping away.
            “And so Robinson Alspaye’s force is lessened by one,” commented Godfrey Prothero.
            “Aye, and yonder goes a good man and a brave fighter,” said Seth. “I could come to like him, but for the color of his coat. What’s your will now, Cap’n Zack?”
            “Follow me across, and on after Alspaye,” said Zack, and rode Jonah out from under the trees and into the water.
 



 
          12 Hidden Fortress
 
 
            VIOLENTLY, swiftly, flowed the river, and at the middle Jonah sank to his very chest. But he kept his footing on the hard bed and braced against the push of the current. Straight across he made his way, to a narrow sloping path upward between rocks and in among the trees beyond.
            The woods were thick where Zack sprang from the saddle, his rifle poised to send a bullet or to whirl and deal a clubbing blow with the stock. He jumped in among bushes, circled a big tree. All the while he peered and listened.
            But quiet reigned. He raced back to the waterside and beckoned for his friends to come on.
            Seth rode into the river first, a powerful shaggy man on a powerful shaggy horse. After him came his mountaineers, bare chested, streaked with red clay and black powder, one or two of them with bows and quivers at their saddles as well as rifles. Gaining the bank where Zack stood, they dismounted and set to combing the nearby belts of trees. The other Rangers followed.
            “Here’s the mark of Alspaye’s crowd,” announced Seth, bending above hoof marks that pointed into the pines.
            “Perhaps not far ahead of us,” said Zack. “We’ll follow. Ha, Enoch, your platoon’s over. Bid your men dismount.”
            Godfrey brought up the rear, and ordered his men off their horses.
            “We move on foot,” said Zack, “and silently as cats after mice. Seth, I honor your men for their trailing skill. They are cunning as Indians, with eyes and ears sharp for signs. Do you move out ahead, in a wide-spaced line. Enoch, follow behind, not on Seth’s heels but close enough to support. It may be that Seth will miss a close-lying Tory who’ll rise to view behind him.”
            “Then my platoon comes?” prompted Godfrey eagerly.
            “Follow well back. Your men will lead all our horses.”
            “Nay, Captain, we never came to be horse-holders,” protested one of Godfrey’s platoon.
            “Your hearts are stout, but you are the newest of the Rangers,” said Zack. “The more seasoned men to the front, you behind them. Have no fear that there won’t be fighting enough for all.”
            “Enough and to spare,” agreed Seth with relish. “Ahi, my mountain boys, come ye along. Twice a tall man’s height betwixt each two of ye, and poke into any hiding that’d hold so much as a ’possum. Where a Tory’s least apt to lurk, that’s where he’s most apt to be.”
            The mountaineers moved out, with their usual knowing caution. Zack followed behind the center of Seth’s line, at a distance of a dozen paces. When he had taken a dozen paces himself, he motioned for Enoch to follow.
            Ahead of Zack, the trail-seekers made their way among trees and bushy clumps at a stealing crouch. They rustled no leaves, and no twigs snapped beneath their careful moccasins. Even though Zack knew where they were, he found it difficult to make them out at all times. They spoke no word to communicate. Now and then a man snapped his fingers to call attention to evidence of the enemy’s passing—a hoof- print driven deep into soft ground, a broken bush where a rider had wallowed through. Plainly Alspaye had tried to move without leaving any telltale record of his going, but Seth’s men barely paused as they spied out the tracks and followed them.
            Deeper led those tracks, into thick dubious woods, and deeper. The timber here was mostly pine, interspersed with stubborn oak and hickory and thorny briars that sprouted from soft, soggy ground. The hoofprints that the Rangers spied out turned this way and that to avoid denser thickets, but led on a course roughly parallel to the South Fork. An hour went by, while Seth’s trackers pointed the way through the wilderness. Another hour. They were some six miles from the crossing of the river, and still they found no indication of how near might be the foe they sought.
            Zack moved ever behind Seth’s line of observers, sometimes lagging back to make sure that Enoch kept his men in line of advance, sometimes pressing forward to watch how the creeping, slinking mountain men pursued their tracking assignment. Over his head the boughs of tall trees masked away the sky. It was hard to see how the sun moved westward to show passage of time and direction of movement. Zack kept himself alert, glancing here and there for telltale markings, straining his ears for strange noises. He prayed that they would not blunder into an ambush or betray themselves to Alspaye’s rear riders. He wanted to achieve a sure surprise, a decisive blow before his presence was guessed.
            Then, abruptly, the men up ahead ceased their stalking movement and swiftly bunched together. One hurried soundlessly back to Zack, finger to bearded lips and his other hand beckoning. Zack gestured to catch Enoch’s attention, then held up his palm to signal a halt. He saw Enoch’s men freeze in position, and he himself followed the scout.
            A few paces, and they both dropped to hands and knees, crawling forward like lizards. Zack saw Seth and another half-naked man lying at full length just ahead, almost against what seemeed to be a hedgelike mass of undergrowth. Seth glanced around, nodded and waved for Zack to come close.
            Zack wriggled his way to Seth’s side. Seth nodded and winked, then pointed to the dense leafage just in front of them. He wanted Zack to study it.
            Zack did so. With his nose no more than inches away he could see that the growth was unnaturally thick, almost unbelievably thick. No light showed through from beyond. Indeed, Zack could barely see into it. He squirmed forward until his face thrust in among the leaves.
            An instant later he fairly yanked his face out again, and his brow and cheeks and nose tingled. He stared at Seth, who grinned at him like a bear that has made a joke. For the first time, Zack saw scratches on Seth’s face where his red beard did not cover it. Zack nodded silently, as if to admit that the joke was on him. He put a gingerly hand into that matted mass of leaves, and felt the close-woven thorny stems just within.
            Seth clicked his tongue for attention, and showed Zack his own hands, the thick fingers crossed and laced. He meant i that the briars were deliberately arranged and woven. Again Zack nodded, to signify that he understood, and with the utmost care drew some of the broad outer leaves apart.
            He saw the tangled briars more plainly, and deep within them a stout stake, its end sharpened as though by slanting blows of a hatchet. It pointed outward, and next to it was another pointed stake, and next to that another. A whole row of sharpened poles were set deep in the thorny fabric, braced with logs laid along the ground behind them. If a man or horse tried to charge through the thorns, he would be impaled on those stakes like a beetle on pins.
            Again Seth clicked his tongue. He pointed into the press of growth, then brought his hands together with the fingers slanted and touching in the shape of a gabled roof. That was j the Indian sign for a lodge or a house, beyond the leaves and stakes and thorns. Seth touched his red-bearded cheek, then Zack’s shirt. Redcoat that meant.
            A fort of the redcoats—Alspaye’s den!
            Zack dragged himself away from that thick, sharp-fanged hedge, and Seth moved backward with him. They crept feet first around opposite sides of a broad sycamore and sat up behind it, looking at each other.
            “We must scout all the way around,” whispered Zack softly.
            “Two of my men already doing that/5 whispered Seth in reply.
            One of Seth5s party joined them, and Zack whispered again, to order this man back to inform Enoch and Godfrey of what had been found. Then Zack and Seth waited in silence.
            The two who had gone to scout the perimeter of the Tory fortress returned at length, so furtively that they almost reached the sheltering sycamore without being seen by Zack and Seth. The four crouched together, and held a muttered conference.
            The two scouts told how they had circled the Tory stronghold, one to right and one to left. They had crept like foxes, had come together on the far side, then had returned, each the way he had come. At Zack’s order, each traced with his knife point on the ground the course of his investigating tour. The two courses came together in a rough circle. All the way along each man’s path the great hedgelike barrier was solid, except at the very back. There, the scouts said, was an entrance—a gap in the fabric of growing trunks and bushes, twined briars and planted stakes. Two massive rough gates were set across. Beyond the gates could be seen a low square blockhouse of stout logs, pierced with loopholes. This stood in the center of a stretch of open, trampled ground, on which horses were standing. The whole outer defense of leafage and stakes was perhaps a hundred yards across.
            Seth heard all this, and crept out to investigate again. Back he came, scowling.
            “I’ll engage that a couple of good men with axes could chop through the hedge/5 he said, “but they’d be heard and they’d have bullets about ’em—in ’em, too. Then even if the way was cut, that ramping pack of thieves in the blockhouse could shoot us as we got in and at ’em. And the same at that double gate.”
            Enoch came stealing to the sycamore, and Zack informed him of how Alspaye’s defenses were arranged. Enoch’s and Seth’s men were ordered to form an open-order circle around the hedge, each man to seek cover and keep in touch with his neighbors on either hand while he watched for any possible sign from the enemy. Seth moved back to carry the news to Godfrey, who left three of his men with the horses and joined the others of his platoon into the circling formation.
            The movement was executed and completed in skilful silence. Enoch and Godfrey held posts of command on opposite sides of the ring of men, while Zack and Seth prowled to where they could look through the two stout gates into the inner yard where the blockhouse stood.
            “We’ve got Alspaye forted up, right enough, but how’ll we get at him?” wondered Seth plaintively. “I’ll lay ye he’s got almost as many men in yonder as we’ve got out here, or near to.”
            But even as Seth spoke, Andy Berry came to join them, with heartening news. Farther up the South Fork, Adam Reep had heard of the Tory depredations, had mustered his company and now had followed the Rangers into the woods to where they surrounded Alspaye’s hedged fortress. Seth and Zack slipped away to where Reep waited, and shook his hand with grins of welcome.
            “I’ve fetched thirty-two as stout lads as ever touched trigger,” Reep informed them. “Men of my own company, and several new volunteers. Aye, and Reuben Sloan—you know him, Zack, the ironmaster—is also on his way hither, with what may solve the matter for us.”
            “How will he solve it?” asked Zack.
            “You’ll recollect that he cast a cannon or so at his foundry, just too late to bring along for that fight at King’s Mountain?” reminded Reep. “Well, he and his furnacemen have loaded one cannon upon a big wagon, with good store of powder and some round lead balls of proper size, and even now they’re clearing a way with axes to drag it to us here.”
            Seth smote one great hand upon the other. “Hiya/” he exulted. “That’ll do their business, Cap’n Zack. We can fetch that big gun round, slam a heavy shot through both the gates, and another into the logs of their blockhouse.”
            Reep’s company was organized in two platoons, and at Zack’s word these two forces were mustered at opposite points behind the ring of Rangers, to be kept ready for use whenever needed. Every man was eager to begin the attack, but Zack told his lieutenants to forbid any firing unless the Tories emerged.
            “We must wait for that cannon,” he told Adam Reep.
            “It may not get here till tomorrow morning, maybe not then,” Reep objected. “I say that they must chop out a road for the wagon.”
            “We can afford to wait,” said Zack. “You fetched provisions with you, I think? Let them be shared out. We’ll hold our places and our watch, and strike when best the time suits us.”
            But it was not to be. Before another hour had gone, a patrol of Alspaye’s men mounted inside the hedge and started to open the double gate to ride out. A Ranger fired, wounding the leader. Back pulled the patrol, and within moments more shots were being exchanged through the hedge.
            Zack groaned and clenched his fists in near despair. But even as he cried out against this bad luck, he realized that it was his own faulty planning that had brought it on. The Tories would never have idled in their fastness for more than a few hours; he should have prepared for their coming into the open, with orders to let them through and then overwhelm them without warning.
            “It’s done,” he said to Reep. “Ah, yonder comes Seth Mawks. Where’s Enoch? Where’s Godfrey? Send after them, we must pass the word on how to prosper with this siege.”
            His lieutenants gathered to hear his directions. The men in the surrounding ring must use their fire judiciously, Zack said. He wanted to convince Alspaye of a solid line hemming in the fortress. Zack urged that no more powder be burnt than necessary, but let any movement or noise inside the hedge be saluted with a shot. Then the beleaguered party would not know which way to launch a sortie or probing movement.
            “And we cannot sleep this night,” Zack warned. “It’s then that those Tory rascals will seek to prowl out and do us a mischief. Seth, distribute those mountain hunters of yours all the way around. They’re prime watchers and listeners in the dark.”
            “Aye, Cap’n, and that’s well thought,” replied Seth. “But I’ve a notion of how to scorch that nest of snakes out where we can deal with their business. Some of us mountain boys fetched along bows and arrows, and we could send an arrow pointed with fire, Injun fashion, to set that blockhouse blazing.”
            “It might work,” said Adam Reep. “But who’s this, coming from outside?”
            A trio of figures moved among the trees from the direction where Zack had gathered the horses under guard. Zack recognized one of them, a man of Godfrey Prothero’s platoon by the name of Laban Rutledge.
            “Why have you left your post?” Zack called to him. “Your place is with the horses. If they were to stampede—”
            “One of us stayed with the horses,” said Rutledge. “We two felt we must come to you. We captured a creeping Tory, he was trying to take one of the horses and ride away.”
            The three came within plain sight. Two of them were armed Rangers. The third was a cowering, unhappy man of a small plump figure, dressed in a dirty red cavalry jacket and an untidy cocked hat.
            “ ’Tis one of Alspaye’s band, right enough,” said Adam Reep.
            “And I know him well,” seconded Enoch Gilmer. “Good day to you, Deevor Plum, and how did you slip out of that blockhouse yonder?”
 



 
 13 Deevor Plum Talks
 
 
            SWIFTLY Zack and his lieutenants gathered around Dee- vor Plum. The little Tory’s round face looked strangely pinched and troubled, and he did not meet any of the glares fixed burningly upon him.
            “Pm a prisoner of war,” he said unhappily. “You’re obliged to treat me fairly.”
            “Prisoner of war?” repeated Enoch scornfully. “The only war you know of is plundering and pilfering. Well, comrades, turn about’s the very jewel of fair play. Let’s search him.”
            He caught Plum by the lapel of his red coat and thrust his other hand into the inner breast pocket. “Ah,” said Enoch, and drew out a thick silver watch on a long chain.
            “That belonged to Mr. Rubsie, often I’ve seen it,” announced Adam Reep. “Ha, Plum, you dare not look a living enemy in the face but you’ll rob the dead. Buzzards would turn sick from your company, you little thief.”
            “Keep it, Adam, and see it returned to the Widow Rubsie,” said Enoch, holding out the watch. Reep took it. Again Enoch dug his hand into Plum’s pocket.
            “Another watch,” he declared, and fetched out a gold one. “Gad’s my life, Plum, you should know well the time of day.”
            “The time of his day’s near gone,” put in Seth darkly, and Plum winced.
            “Let me see that gold watch,” said Zack, holding out his hand for it. “Friends, I know it well. ’Twas worn by Mr. Starrett whose house was robbed and burnt down last March, remember you?”
            “Let’s call Johnny Starrett to take his father’s watch, and to pronounce judgment on the fellow who thieved it,” suggested Godfrey.
            “Hold, hold, comrades,” said Seth. “Hark’ee all, long Pve wanted to take a hostile scalp, and long ye’ve denied me. Never trouble to fetch Johnny. Just let me deal with our little weasel here.”
            Plum shrank in terror from Seth’s huge hairy face with its smudges of red clay and black powder. “Captain Harper, protect me,” he begged.
            Another spatter of shots from beyond the trees, where Rangers and Tories snipped at each other through the thorny hedge around the blockhouse.
            “Protect you?” said Zack. “You’re a convicted scrambler after booty in the houses of our friends, and you’re a traitor to your native earth of the Catawba country, trying to kill your neighbors.”
            “I fired not one shot just now,” Plum insisted tremulously. “As soon as the first gun spoke I—I slipped away. I’ve no stomach for shooting and fighting.”
            “Nay, you’ve stomach only for other folks’ rightful gear,” accused Reep, weighing Rubsie’s watch in his hand. “Captain Harper, this fellow’s long overdue on the gallows tree.”
            “A moment,” said Zack. “Plum, you say you left the block house when the first shots were fired.”
            “Aye, so I did,” said Plum hurriedly. “I didn’t even fetch my musket along. Isn’t that proof I’m no fighter?”
            “But ere the shooting started we hemmed your blockhouse about with men,” elaborated Zack. “How then did you get past them and here into the open?”
            “Fact, by the blue thunder!” Seth exclaimed. “He couldn’t slip between our Rangers, not a snake could have passed.”
            Zack gazed into Plum’s shifty eyes. “What is this mystery?” he demanded. “You ask for mercy and protection. If you hope for it, tell us your method.”
            Plum shook his head, and said nothing.
            “Give him to me,” urged Seth. From his belt he drew his long hunting knife and stroked its keen edge against the leathery heel of his hand. “Give him to me, I tell ye. I’ve thirsted for a scalp this long weary while.”
            He took a stride toward Plum and slapped the rumpled hat from Plum’s head. At sight of Plum’s tousled shock of hair, Seth’s red beard opened in an ugly grin of relish.
            “Will ye see to that, lads?” he whooped. “Scalplock enough for a whole war party. I’ll skin his whole head and cut it up to give around to my platoon!”
            “Nay, nay,” babbled Plum, and shrank back as though to hide between the two men who guarded him. “Captain Harper, Captain Reep, you others who are true gentlemen, save me from this—”
            “Aha, ye say I’m no gentleman?” burst out Seth, and his knife twinkled on high.
            “I cry mercy, I ask pardon,” chattered Plum. “Nay, sir, you’re as good a gentleman as any here.”
            “Now he slanders me,” interrupted Enoch, falling in with Seth’s fearsome clowning. “Seth, you wild, half-savage mountain rogue, he calls you as good a gentleman as I. Faith, I’ve a notion to scalp him myself.”
            His hand went to his own knife, and Plum swayed and quivered as though he would collapse.
            “Have done for the moment,” Zack bade his friends. “Now, Plum, you’ve talked both too much and too little. You say you escaped through our lines, but you won’t say how.”
            “ ’Twas not through your lines I came,” said Plum, licking his dry lips.
            “Next ye’ll swear ye flew over us like a bird,” Seth blustered. “What say we clip his wings against another flight, friends?”
            “Not over you, sirs,” said Plum. “Under you, I went under you.”
            Enoch and Seth looked at each other, at Reep, then at Zack.
            “Captain,” said Enoch, in a voice of cold judicial doom, “this Tory captive has gone stark mad from fear of us. ’Twould be a kindly deed, I trow, to end his misery.”
            “Wait, wait,” offered Seth. “Don’t finish him yet. Pve heard it told how Cherokees cure their befuddled friends with torture. They begin by notching the ears—”
            “Help me, save me!” wailed Plum. “Captain Harper, Pm trying to tell you the true word.”
            “The true word is strange in your mouth, it has a stumbling way of coming forth,” said Zack harshly. “Plum, Pm at hard labor to keep these angry men from your throat. And I like hard labor no more than the next man. Out with your secret, and that swiftly.”
            Plum’s face writhed and his eyes blinked. “I came by the tunnel.”
            “Tunnel?” repeated Enoch. “Another falsehood.”
            “ ’Twill be his last,” vowed Seth. “That fur thatch has stayed too long on his skull.”
            “Stay, gentlemen all,” interposed Reep. “He may speak sooth, for once in his scoundrel life. It stands not to reason that Alspaye has but a gateway out of his strong place.” Another crackle of shots from the direction of the blockhouse.
            “Aye, Adam, you may be right,” agreed Enoch. “Plum, tell us of this tunnel.”
            “I’ll do so, an you let me live,” said Plum. “ ’Twas made when we built the blockhouse. A spring flows inside the house, to give the company water, and it ran off in a stream. Captain Alspaye caused that stream to be widened and deepened for a tunnel of escape.”
            “That would be a mighty work,” commented Zack.
            “Aye, he had all of us dig with spade and mattock, for days. The channel is as deep cut as a man’s height, and wide enough for a single file to pass, with the water flowing at the bottom. Logs were laid over and earth put on, and brush and pine needles and all manner of trash to hide it, and plants set to grow thereon.”
            “Where’s the open end?” Godfrey asked.
            “ ’Twas Captain Alspaye’s thought that a time like this would come,” Plum continued. “Your band would hem him ’round, and he would defend until nightfall. Then he would lead his men out by the tunnel, while all your eyes and minds were fixed on the blockhouse. He might strike a surprise blow upon you then, or if you were too many he would flee.”
            “Egad, again I hazard that he speaks truly,” said Reep.
            “Where would you flee?” Zack demanded of Plum.
            “Oh, we have other hidings here and there, with store of food and powder and shot. Two or three are within short minutes’ journey of here. Now I’ve told you all, you won’t scalp me?”
            “We’ve not said so yet,” Seth fairly sang deep in his hairy throat, and again whetted his knife upon his tough palm.
            “I asked you, where does this tunnel open?” said Godfrey again. “Come, show us.”
            Plum opened his mouth as if to argue, but Seth leaned close, snarling. With a shrug of defeat, Plum turned to lead them away, his guards at his elbow. Zack and the others followed.
            “No sound above a whisper,” warned Zack. “Plum, that order goes double for you. No noise to warn any mate of yours in the tunnel.”
            “Not a sound will I make,” Plum promised. “Yonder, gentlemen, in that press of bushes.”
            He led them toward the spattering noise of gunfire. A considerable thicket sprang up, in a dip of ground within a hundred paces of the Tory hedge, and some of the Rangers took cover in its far reaches. The trees of the thicket were crammed between with lush-leafed shrubbery, and vines laced to and fro. At the side farthest from the blockhouse a stream trickled out and away, little wider than the span’s reach of Zack’s big hand.
            To that stream Deevor Plum pointed, and opened his mouth to speak to Zack behind him. But Zack gestured him to silence, and the whole group came to a halt. Zack moved forward lightly to the very side of the water, squatted on his heels, and peered into the thicket.
            It looked almost as closely matted as the hedge that enclosed the blockhouse j but, just where the stream emerged, a darkness showed among the greenery, as of a shadowed open space inside a thin veiling of vines. Zack flung himself on his chest and wriggled his way forward. Now he could see into the thicket.
            Sure enough, two bushes grew a man’s width apart there, and the water came out between them. Closer Zack crept, as he had crept to survey the hedge. It was black in there. He could sense depth, a true gap like the mouth of a cave. Zack put out a hand and cautiously twitched aside the frill of vines. He looked long and carefully, then he backed away, rose, and came toward his comrades. He gestured them well away.
            “I saw it,” he told them. “There’s a bank of earth in there, and it’s pierced with a hole into which a man could walk if he bent double. That must be the mouth of the tunnel.”
            “Aye, aye, it is so,” Plum made haste to assure him.
            “It’s a considerable walk underground to where the blockhouse is,” went on Zack. “And ’twould be as dark as the inside of a black bear.”
            “We’ve got the Tories by the scalplock now,” said Seth happily. “We can set our best men here to watch, every man’s piece loaded and primed, and then wait for Alspaye’s rascals to come wallowing forth. Let him fetch them into the clear tonight, and ’twill be like cutting down a field of corn.”
            “Amen to that, sirs,” said Adam Reep. “Seth Mawks has the right of it.”
            “But Plum can tell us much more,” said Zack. “Speak up, Plum, from what place does that tunnel lead thither?”
            “ ’Tis a cellar of a sort,” said Plum. “The spring rises in a low pit, and above that the blockhouse was built. It has a floor above, and in the cellar we store our—our supplies and our valuables.”
            “What ye mean is, ye store plunder there,” snorted Seth.
            “Who bides in that cellar?” was Zack’s next question.
            “With fighting to be done, all men are above at the loopholes. Only one guard at the tunnel door.”
            “Door?” echoed Enoch. “There’s a door to the tunnel?” “Aye, at the inner end,” said Plum.
            “What manner of door, sir?” Zack asked him.
            “ ’Tis made of stout poles, like the outer gates,” said Plum. “The poles are set upright and apart, so that a shot may be fired through them if need be, and crosspieces are bound on with rawhide. The hinges are rawhide, too.” “How is it closed?” Zack asked next.
            “By a great heavy bar within, put into big wooden hooks.” “A barred door of stout poles, and a man there to guard it,” Zack summed up. “Only one man, you tell us?”
            “Aye. ’Twas I who was on guard there, and I slipped out with none to mark my going.”
            “That has the sound of truth,” granted Reep.
            “But if you were to go back, and find a new guard posted there,” said Zack, “how then would you enter?”
            “Enter, Captain Harper?” said Plum stupidly. “How do you mean, enter?”
            “Have you a password?”
            “Why—” said Plum, and then he broke off.
            “Tell us the word that will let you enter,” said Zack. “Seth, he seems suddenly to have lost his tongue.”
            Seth rumbled a laugh, deep in his thick chest. His right hand lifted his knife. His left shot out and closed on Plum’s tumble of hair.
            “Mercy, I cry you mercy!” Plum whimpered. “Captain Harper, I’ll tell you all you ask, but keep me from that murdering wild man! ”
            “Then tell us the word that will let us through the door,” insisted Zack.
            Again Plum licked his lips. “You say ‘George’ for the sign, and the guard answers ‘King’ for the countersign.” Zack looked around at his companions.
            “We’ll not wait for Alspaye to come out,” he announced. “We’ll go in yonder to find him.”
            “Truly?” said Enoch, half comprehending.
            “I mean it,” and Zack nodded his head vigorously. “See to where the sun stands, it draws on to evening. We have not more than an hour or so of light left to us, and we know not at what time he may try a sortie upon us.”
            “Zounds, you South Fork Rangers have a rash leader,” said Reep.
            “It’s better to attack than to be attacked,” said Zack firmly. “I may be rash, but I’ll go into that tunnel yonder, with a few good friends, to make sure of the way in. Then more will follow close behind. We’ll strike at Alspaye both within and without.”
            “Boldly spoken,” said Reep, still seemingly awed. “Who do you command to go with you?”
            “I command nobody, I do but ask,” Zack told him. “Very well, friends, who’s for the tunnel and that cellar of the blockhouse at its far end?”
 



14 Underground
 
 
            ENOCH was the first to make reply. “You know what I’ll say to such asking, Zack. I’ll go with you, under the ground or over.”
            “And ye needn’t ask me at all,” said Seth quickly. “Do ye think ye could keep me back if ye go yonder to drag Alspaye out of his hidey-hole?”
            “I’m with you in this,” said Godfrey.
            “And I,” said Adam Reep.
            “Captain Harper,” spoke up Laban Rutledge, standing guard over Deevor Plum, “if you’ll let my mate and me speak, we want to go with you, too.”
            “Stop a moment,” said Zack. “Not all the officers can go. Lieutenant Prothero, and you, Captain Reep, must bide with our men outside.” He paused, thinking fast, while a shot or two cracked from where the blockhouse was besieged. Then: “Spread the men around the whole way, Captain Reep, and keep the Tories diverted with shooting. Godfrey, fetch back half the rest of the Rangers to where we are now. By the time you come, we others will be gone inside.”
            “Aye,” agreed Godfrey. “Then?”
            “Give us a quarter of an hour, and then lead the company in after us. We’ll have taken some sort of hold, or be past taking hold.”
            “And I?” asked Reep.
            “Hark at the sound of our blow from within, then rush the blockhouse from without.”
            “It shall be done,” promised Reep, and was gone. Godfrey waited only to shake hands with Zack, then with Enoch and Seth, he, too, hurried away.
            “Tie Plum’s hands behind him,” ordered Zack, and Rutledge produced a bit of buckskin whang and obeyed. “Now, he will go with us. If he has lied to us about aught that waits for us in the tunnel, then his lie will destroy him as well as us.”
            “I tell the pure truth,” swore Plum.
            “You’d best hope so,” Zack assured him, and handed his rifle to Rutledge. “I’ll enter first. Seth, do you follow behind me, and fetch Plum with you. Then Enoch, then the two others. Is it understood?”
            “Aye,” said Enoch, and the others nodded assent.
            “As for what we do beyond, I cannot say,” Zack told them frankly, “nor can I give more orders until I know ’tis safe to speak. Follow me, then, and be silent of foot and stout of heart.”
            He turned from them and again approached the thicket. Dropping to hands and knees, he crept under the vines and into the yawning black mouth within.
            A few feet of scrambling, and he was able to rise to his feet, bowing a trifle beneath a roof of logs in the blackness.
            He quested with his moccasin toes. The water flowed at the right of the tunnel, and Zack moved along at the left, his hand upon the rough dirt of the wall. He glanced back and saw the light obscured—his comrades were entering. Forward he moved, with a skilled hunter’s careful silence, his left hand guiding himself by a touch of the wall, his right hand drawing the tomahawk from his belt.
            Almost at once the sound of gunfire outside was muffled to a murmur. In the darkness of the tunnel was no hint of motion or noise. Zack knew that the others were behind but they, too, made no sound in the corridor. The little stream trickled stealthily beside them. Zack advanced, his feet ever questing ahead for a possible obstacle, his hand keeping the wall, and he counted to himself. Forty careful paces. Fifty. Had he estimated correctly, a hundred yards or so to the blockhouse? Fifty-five paces, fifty-six—
            He could see light ahead, a dim pale patch of it. He stopped, and Seth pulled up at his very shoulder, breathing slowly and softly. Zack nudged Seth with his elbow, and then dragged at his arm to make him look forward. Seth’s head came alongside, as if peering. Again Zack advanced, more slowly.
            The blackness became diluted ever so little. Dimly Zack could make out the tunnel’s earthern walls to left and right, with barely a yard between them. Below was the damp floor and the bed of the runlet, overhead the roofing of logs. And there ahead, coming closer with each gingerly step they made, was the patch of light.
            It looked yellow now, and it was rectangular, like a door.
            Closer still they came. It had bars, threadlike streaks in the yellow glow from top to bottom, the open-work fabric of poles Deevor Plum had described.
            Zack heard new muffled booms and rattles of shooting from the blockhouse to which they drew near. Then a voice, yelling from the direction of that open-work door:
            “Who goes there?”
            Close behind Zack, Seth was shaking Deevor Plum and whispering breathily.
            “George!” Plum gulped out.
            “King,” came back the countersign. “Who are you?”
            Again Seth shook Plum, who spoke quaveringly: “IPs Deevor Plum.”
            “Deevor, you graceless dog! Why have you left your post? Captain Alspaye will have you flogged for this. Come quick, man.”
            Zack squeezed himself close to the wall, and Seth hustled Plum past him, a great hand clutching the prisoner’s hair.
            “I—” Plum stammered. “I—”
            “Come inside,” the sentry urged, and a hailstorm of gunfire half drowned his words. “We need every man up at the loopholes. Stand guard here again; I’ll go up and tell Captain Alspaye you’ve returned to—” A fresh volley. Seth hustled Plum ahead of him, and Zack moved at Seth’s shoulder. Right up against the openwork of poles Seth pushed Plum.
            Inside was the pug-faced Tory who once had been a guard over Zack. He held his musket by the balance in one hand and with the other he dragged at a great crossbar of wood. It came from its clamps, and the door sagged inward.
            With a powerful shove, Seth fairly hurled Plum into the lamp-lit chamber beyond, and then he was in the chamber himself. His brawny right hand shot out at the pug-faced Tory’s throat and fastened there like a great set of tongs. With his other hand Seth seized the gun and wrenched it from the fellow’s grasp.
            Struggling, the locked pair moved across the floor, and Zack had room to spring in behind Seth. A moment later Enoch was inside, too, his rifle lifted and his finger on the trigger. He aimed at the cringing Plum.
            “Not a sound out of you,” warned Enoch in a deadly quiet voice, that nevertheless could be heard above the din of battle overhead.
            Zack sprang to help Seth, his tomahawk lifted, but Seth glanced back once and violently shook his bearded head. Both his hands throttled the sentry, and his muscles humped powerfully on his naked arms and shoulders. In vain the Tory clawed at Seth’s wrists, tried to pry Seth’s fingers loose. The fellow’s mouth gaped open, his face grew dark, his knees sagged. Within moments his arms drooped, and Seth pitched him against a wall like a sack of grain. The fellow fell and lay still. Above them rang and barked the guns of the defending garrison.
            “Is he done for?” asked Rutledge, also in the cellar.
            “Not him,” sniffed Seth. “But he’ll lay there where I flung him for the time. What now, Cap’n?”
            Zack’s eyes swiftly ranged around the compartment into which they had come. A crude lamp, made of an earthenware pot filled with oil and furnished with a wick of twisted flax, gave light. The floor was of hard-tramped dirt, the walls were faced all around with split logs. Overhead showed rough-hewn timbers that served as joists, and upon these were more split trunks that formed planks for the floor above them. In the very center of the floor flowed the spring, set around with stones like a curb and sending its trickle away toward the door that led to the tunnel.
            And around those roughly battened walls were gathered heaps and jumbles of goods—great rawhide-bound bales, lumpy sacks, old wooden chests and big iron pots brimming with odds and ends. In one corner lay heaped pewter cups and teapots and trays shining dully in the light of the lamp, plunder from a score of rifled homes. From pegs driven into the log sheathing hung coats, cloaks and fur wraps. In corners were stacked muskets and rifles. A great barrel of meal stood open, and from the joists overhead dangled smoked hams and shoulders.
            All these things Zack saw in one roving, probing glance of the eye. Meanwhile, Enoch pointed to the rough slabs in the very middle of the floor above them.
            “There’s our way up,” he said softly.
            Between two of the rough joists showed a hatchlike trapdoor, made of cleated planks and laid to cover an open space in the floor. As Zack looked up at it, he heard the movement of heavy feet over his head, and yet another prolonged spatter of gunfire.
            “Where’s the ladder?” Seth asked Plum.
            “It’s kept above,” mumbled the prisoner. “Captain Alspaye lets none down here save a guard for the tunnel door.” “We’ll mount without a ladder,” said Zack. “Here, we’ll drag those chests under the trap.” He laid hands to a heavy wooden case. “Help me, Enoch.”
            They hauled one chest across the floor, then another to set beside it. Seth seized a keg of powder and with a surging effort set it solidly upon the two chests. Crashing volleys above them drowned out the noise of this labor. Rutledge had turned and was peering into the dark tunnel.
            “I hear men coming,” he reported.
            “ ’Tis our own party,” guessed Zack, and a moment later Godfrey was coming into the cellar. Zack warned him to be quiet with finger on lips, and Godfrey signaled the same warning to the first men who followed. A dozen stout Rangers came into view, each with his rifle at the ready and his face tense and expectant.
            “I’m going up,” said Zack quietly. “Seth, come with me in case that trap needs strength to raise it. You others follow. Enoch first, then Godfrey, then the rest.”
            He took his rifle from Rutledge. He and Seth both found foothold on top of the powder keg, balancing there with their bowed shoulders beneath the trap. At that height, it was but four feet above them. They summoned their strength. Another great volley crashed out in the blockhouse.
            “Now!” said Zack.
            He and Seth surged upward with a quick, well-timed effort. A wild cry of alarm sounded. For a moment the hatch resisted their effort to lift it, then suddenly flew upward and clear. Zack clutched the edge of the opening and made a swift bound upward.
            He was in the blockhouse on one knee, a wide oblong chamber pierced all around with loopholes, its air full of rank powder smoke. Two men sprawled under the overturned hatch, plainly hoisted up and to one side by the grim heave of Zack and Seth. On all sides the Tories turned from their posts, their gun muzzles still thrust outward through the holes, to gape and stare as Zack came into view in their very midst.
            “ ’Tis that devil Harper!” bellowed Robinson Alspaye, and smote mightily with his broadsword.
            Zack dodged. Seth, clambering up beside him, swiftly interposed his rifle barrel. Alspaye’s blade struck the iron with a loud-ringing crack and snapped in two. Seth’s fierce thrust sent Alspaye reeling back, and Seth howled an Indian war cry at the top of his mighty lungs:
            “Hat—yahhhh!”
            It was answered from outside—“Hai-yah! Hai-yah!” Guns spoke and bullets whacked against the logs. Zack, in avoiding Alspaye’s cut, had blundered full against the big Hessian, who grappled him. Hooking his leg into a twining grip around the Hessian’s, Zack threw him, fell upon him. They rolled over and over.
            “Turn that Rebel hound on top,” snarled a Tory, raising his clubbed rifle.
            Just then, more yells resounded in the blockhouse as Enoch and Godfrey came up from below. Enoch fired, and the man who wanted to strike Zack went over like a tree blown down by a high wind. Others erupted through the hatch.
            It was so sudden and violent an inrush that the Tory defenders had barely time to leave their loopholes, much less bring their weapons into play, before the Rangers were upon them like wolves invading a sheepfold. Zack writhed and bucked and turned the Hessian over, slamming his fist into the fierce face and getting a knee upon the laboring chest.
            “Lie still or I’ll break your head,” Zack warned. Then, lifting his voice: “The door! Open the door, some of you!”
            Seth and Andy Berry had already fought their way to the big door, driving Tories from it and dragging at the great timber that served as a bar. The door sagged outward with a great creak, and a wild howl rose from just outside. Then the foremost of the mountain men burst in, and Adam Reep’s followers just behind, rifles pointing.
            The rest of the fight took so little time that Zack barely rose from the Hessian he had subdued and dragged him erect by the grubby collar of the green coat before it was over. One or two Tories who tried to resist were struck down at the threshold, and the others cowered away, unable to flee, and wildly cried out for quarter. Zack pushed his prisoner into a corner, and turned to survey the captured blockhouse.
            All around him the surviving Tory raiders of Robinson Alspaye’s band stood huddled, their weapons cast away, their hands lifted in submission. The only ones who did not beg for mercy from their enemies lay prone on the rough splintered planks of the floor, past begging for anything.
            “Spare any man who ceases to fight!” Zack warned, just as Seth Mawks clutched a scrawny Tory by the neck and flourished his scalping knife above a crop of gleaming brown locks drawn back into a neat queue.
            “I yield me, so it please your honor!” gurgled the wretched fellow, relaxing submissively in Seth’s clutch. “Nay, worthy sir, I haven’t so much hair as will profit you.” “Profit me?” roared Seth, and yanked at the queue. The scrawny man almost fell, and his hair came away from a pate as smooth and bald as a gourd.
            “Zooks, ’tis but a wig,” cried Seth in disgust, hurling it away. Everybody laughed, even the captured Tories.
            “And now,” said Zack, “as for Captain Alspaye—”
            He broke off, looking here, there, and everywhere. Alspaye was not to be seen among the prisoners.
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            Zack whirled himself around, gazing at all points of the captured fort. Above him was the stout roof, split blanks upon rafters. At the open doorway stood three of his men. The loopholes were big enough to let a gun muzzle through, but not a man.
            Enoch pointed suddenly to the open hatchway that led to the cavelike cellar. “There!” he cried. “He must have jumped down there!”
            Zack flung himself down on his hands and peered into the lamplight below. The sentinel who had been choked by Seth was partially recovered and sat limply on a bale of plunder. Deevor Plum cowered beside the stack of cases on which stood the powder keg.
            “Where did Alspaye go?” Zack yelled at Plum.
            “You’ll never get him,” quavered Plum. “Not Captain Alspaye, he must already be halfway—”
            Zack bounded erect again. “Godfrey, command here,” he ordered. “Enoch, Seth, follow me.”
            And he was out at the door in a great leap as if hurled from a catapult, and running for the gate. Behind him came Seth and Enoch racing like staghounds.
            Both the gates had been smashed to bits by the attackers from outside. Zack was through the opening in the hedge and doubling around, spurning the earth behind him. He headed toward the far end of the tunnel.
            All three runners were swift and in deadly earnest, but Enoch, long-shanked and of less bulk than Seth or Zack, wore his way a pace or so into the lead. He it was who cried out in warning:
            “The horses, he’s at them!”
            Among the trees the herd of horses shied and danced. A Ranger lay sprawled on the ground. Running, Zack remembered that three guards had been left but that Laban Rutledge and one other had come with him through the tunnel. Then Zack glimpsed two flashes of red, a bright one and a dark one.
            Alspaye, in his military jacket, held a pistol in one hand and dragged at the bridle of chestnut Jonah while he set a booted foot in the stirrup to mount.
            Zack came to a halt, and emitted a shrill whistle, that carried all the way to the horses.
            Jonah heard that whistle, knew it for a signal often rehearsed between his master and himself. Abruptly he reared high in the air, head back, mane tossing, front hooves pawing. Alspaye was jerked violently from his feet before he could let go the bridle and stagger backward. He saw the three approaching, lifted his pistol, fired, and missed. Then, as Zack raised his rifle, Alspaye spun and ran, his empty sword sheath dancing at his side. At a crouch he shot in among the trees.
            Racing their swiftest, the three gained the horse herd. The Ranger who had been left on guard got to his knees, then to his feet, and stood shakily. Blood trickled down from one eyebrow.
            “He ran at me with his hands up,” he said thickly.
            “I’ll serve him out,” panted Seth, and clutched at the bridle of his own rough-coated horse. With a bound like a big cat, he was on its back and off after Alspaye. Enoch steadied the half-stunned Ranger with a hand on his arm.
            “I thought he’d surrendered,” the man was saying unhappily. “But he came close and hit me with his pistol butt.”
            “Sit you down against this tree,” Enoch bade him. “You seem to have missed any great hurt. We’ll come again.”
            Zack had swung upon Jonah’s back, and Enoch mounted his own horse. They rode after Seth, and almost at once they found him, off his horse and bending to glare at the ground.
            “He dodged me among the bushes yonder, plague on him,” Seth said without looking up. “I lost sight. I’m prowling here for his prints.”
            “I’ll help,” said Enoch, springing down. Zack gathered in the bridles of both their mounts and drew the two horses along after Jonah. Within moments, Seth grunted in satisfaction and waved to where a clump of toadstools grew.
            “D’ye see yonder?” he cried. “He stomped among ’em and broke ’em all to smash. That shows which way he ran.”
            “Let’s be after him,” said Enoch, moving past the broken toadstools. His finger jabbed ahead of him, at a point where a violent struggling charge had driven between two bushes and broken some twigs. Seth made haste to follow, and Zack led the horses behind. On the far side of the bushes showed a creek, and along its bank went the plain-marked tracks of Alspaye’s boots.
            “A hi, look how he’s running!” whooped Seth. “Heading for the river yonder, I’ll bet ye my moccasins.”
            “No fear but that you’d win that bet,” said Enoch. “See to his footmarks, how far apart and how deep. He fled without looking where he trod.”
            “And he trod like a thief fleeing from a pigsty,” added Zack. “Forward, and keep your eyes sharp and your rifles ready.”
            “Never fear Alspaye,” rumbled Seth, fairly skipping along the muddy bank of the creek. “He’s got but a pistol, and he’s missed us with that.”
            They could travel at full speed, for the traces of their enemy’s passing were plain and strong. Seth, keeping a pace or two ahead of Enoch, crowed happily over a splattered evidence of Alspaye’s falling in the mud.
            “He tripped on yonder root and tumbled heels over ears,” exulted Seth. “I’ll warrant ye he’s mudded to the roots of that hair I mean to lift clean off his head.”
            “And here’s his pistol,” chimed in Enoch, stooping to pick it up. “It must have flown from his hand, and he spared no time to get it again.”
            “Without a shot to send at us, we can run him down and take him alive,” proposed Zack.
            “Alive?” repeated Seth unsympathetically. “Why that, when he’s already engaged to the high branch of a tree?”
            They were approaching the South Fork. Zack could hear its liquid voice. Almost at its edge, the creek spread over open swampy ground, with a rocky, tree-fringed height to either side. Here Seth suddenly planted his feet and glared to right, then to left.
            “Blast all, he’s gone from here,” he complained. “Belike he jumped into the river and swam for it. If we make haste—
            “No, no!” cried Zack. “We’ve run him to earth yonder!”
            He sprang off Jonah and pointed to where, among the piled rocks to the right, a jagged cleft the size of a man’s erect body opened into the rise of wooded ground.
            Both Enoch and Seth stared at the opening. Seth shook his head, but Enoch nodded.
            “Aye, Zack, ’tis the truth you speak. I mind me how Deevor Plum spoke of hiding places near here.”
            “And look to the mud on the grass leading thither,” pointed out Zack. “ ’Twas from his feet as he headed to hiding.”
            Enoch dropped to one knee behind a creekside hummock with weeds growing on it. “Take care, friends, he may fire upon us with a gun he picked up inside.”
            “I’ll fire on him,” vowed Seth. He too, took cover, sprawling on the far side of a big log tufted with shaggy dry moss. He raised his voice.
            “Hai-ya, ye big shammocking Tory craven! Come ye out of that rabbit burrow and give up to us, ere we send some lead in after ye!”
            “Come in and fetch me, you leather-headed Rebel lur- dane!” roared back Alspaye’s voice from within.
            Zack left the three horses with their bridles trailing, among willows beside the stream. He moved toward his friends.
            “Keep hid,” he warned them. “Plum said such refuges had store of food and arms.”
            So saying, he himself crouched behind a jagged stump and brought forward his rifle. “Alspaye,” he called, “we are three to your one. You have no least chance of slipping away.”
            “Think you I seek to slip away?” returned Alspaye. “Nay, Pm snug and safe here, and I invite you to come and be snug with me.”
            Seth shoved his rifle across the mossy log and fired. The bullet struck and clattered among the rocks that knobbed the entrance to Alspaye’s sheltering cave. Back rang Alspaye’s derisive laugh.
            “You waste good powder and shot,” he jeered. “You can’t mark me as a target. ’Tis dark in here—see, I’ll kindle you a light to see me by.”
            “What mad thing does he do?” wondered Enoch, peering cautiously from behind his tussocks of green weeds. “Beware all, he’s as full of tricks as ever a juggler at a fair.”
            They waited where they were. Zack kept his rifle trained on the mouth of the cave and listening to the voice of the South Fork, felt the warm wind upon his face. Alspaye broke the silence at last:
            “Now, Rebels, can you see to shoot?” he laughed at them.
            “Behold, I set a torch to guide your bullets in at me. That’s how low I esteem your marksmanship.”
            True enough, a warm red light danced inside the cave that had been so dark and mysterious. Seth snorted something that might have been an Indian curse, and again fired his rifle at the opening. Alspaye’s laugh came back like an echo.
            “You can never touch me with your balls. Nay, someone must dare to come and bring me out. What of Captain Zack Harper, that spying, lurking traitor? Did I not hear his voice just now? Or perhaps he has fled away from very dread.” “I’m here, Alspaye,” Zack said clearly. “Again, we demand that you surrender. You’ll be treated as a prisoner of war, courteously and fairly.”
            “Never that,” muttered Seth, tearing up great handfuls of the dry moss in his fury.
            “I’ve no gun or sword with me, Harper,” Alspaye was jeering again. “You’ve had some small triumph in our last encounter or two, but we’ve not been at grips for some months now. I’ve learned science of my own. Dare or care you to grapple with me now? I swear you by all that’s sacred I’ll not strike, with shot or steel.”
            The rosy light flickered inside the cave, as though Alspaye passed his torch from one hand to the other.
            “He means somehow to scorch us with that fire,” said Enoch. “Hold, Zack, what are you doing?”
            For Zack rose to his full height and stepped clear of the stump, in full view of the cavern’s mouth.
            “Alspaye! ” he cried out. “If you were a man of honor, to be trusted, I’d gladly come there to you and try a grip and fall.”
            “Ha, you insult me because you fear me.”
            Enoch had writhed across from his earthy shelter. “Down, Zack,” he urged, and tugged at his friend’s ankle. “You make a fair target to him.”
            “Nay, he’d have shot me already had he aught to shoot with,” replied Zack. Then, louder; “I never feared you, Alspaye. Step into the open and I’ll lay you low in a minute’s time, as more than once before.”
            “But I am your inviter,” demurred Alspaye, and again the light flickered in the cave. “Come in to me, and see if you can draw me forth.”
            Seth came to his knees beside the mossy log. “Cap’n, see ye not what he devises?” he asked. “Why, that little poltroon Deevor Plum as good as said—”
            Breaking off, he rolled quickly over, came to his feet, and sped toward the horses. Zack took a step in the direction of the cave, and Enoch, too, sprang up.
            “Zack, you must beware,” said Enoch earnestly, and caught Zack’s arm.
            “Aye, you fear me,” Alspaye’s scornful voice came to them. “You fear lest I get the better of you, you shambling, overgrown country fool. You dread the thought that I might conquer you. Aye, and if I did so I’d take that fine chestnut horse. He’s too fine for a scurvy rider like you.”
            “You can’t even sit on his back!” Zack yelled, his temper rising like a flame.
            “With you done for, I’d sit on his back. Then he’d be mine. And this also I say, Zack Harper. With you done for, Pd yet call to see Miss Grace Prothero, and tell her what she deserves to hear, that she’s the fairest and loveliest—”
            At that Zack made half a dozen steps toward the cave, dragging Enoch with him.
            “Ah!” rang Seth’s war shout behind them, and Zack glanced around.
            Seth was on one knee by the log. He had set a fire in the moss there, he seemed to be holding a twig in the blaze. Then Seth straightened up, and in his hand was his bow. He bent it.
            “Stand one side, friends!” Seth cried, and his arrow flew past Zack and Enoch with a purring yelp.
            At what seemed the same instant, a tremendous crashing roar deafened Zack, and he felt the ground fairly whipped from beneath his feet.
            He lay there, fuzzily relaxed and restful. Then he felt his wits returning, from wherever they had gone. Hands quested over him, a voice spoke his name. He sighed, opened his eyes, and raised himself on an elbow.
            “Glory be, he’s still alive,” said Seth’s voice, hoarsely thankful.
            “Did Alspaye shoot me?” Zack asked dully.
            “He doesn’t know yet,” said Enoch to Seth.
            “Why, Cap’n, he had that cave of his stuck full of gunpowder. Didn’t I tell ye to recall Deevor Plum’s word about it? Hiding holes, with food and powder—”
            “Aye,” and Zack sat up. “I was too angry to think on that.”
            “He kept railing at ye to make ye come in. Taunting ye, saying things ye wouldn’t stand off and hear.”
            “And he had the torch ready,” chimed in Enoch. “He must have known full well that his day was done, and he swore in his black heart to take you with him.”
            Zack made shift to rise. “I don’t know what struck me.” “The blast mowed the two of ye down,” said Seth. “Enoch fell on top of ye, but I hazard ye struck your head on a stone.”
            “But look yonder, where the cave was,” Enoch urged. Zack looked.
            There was no cave. The rocks had collapsed upon it, the earth had broken in, the trees were overthrown and shattered.
            “I sent a fire arrow,” explained Seth. “Ye know I wanted to send one at the blockhouse. I wrapped dry moss on the point, kindled it and sent it yonder. Aimed for the floor—I guessed that Alspaye would have poured his powder there, ready to put the torch to it.”
            Zack gazed at the place the cave had been.
            “And Alspaye?” he said. “Where do you think he is?” “No doubt but that he’s inside yonder,” answered Seth tonelessly. “With rocks and dirt and logs on him, enough to crush the strongest man ever lived. And there’s where he’ll bide forever.”
 



16 Report to George Washington
 
 
            It was warm for an October noonday on the peninsula of Virginia. Under a sunny sky of blue, a pleasant southwest breeze fluttered the autumn leaves. Zack held Jonah to an easy ambling walk; they were nearly at the end of their journey.
            He thought back on the past months. His labors had been hard, but triumphant. After the taking of the Tory blockhouse and Alspaye’s finish, there had remained the mopping up of small bands that still professed Tory loyalty and pilfered from patriot homes. Zack’s three platoons separated to pursue such gangs, in all directions from the freed South Fork. Enoch Gilmer had disposed of one troublesome handful near King’s Mountain. Godfrey Prothero had joined Adam Reep’s company in scattering a larger force far up the Catawba. Seth Mawks and his mountaineers had gone on to the outskirts of Gilbert Town and there had wiped out an unsavory crew of stragglers from the army of Cornwallis and the earlier expedition of Ferguson. Zack had ridden hard to supervise all of these campaigns.
            Toward the end of August, peace and victory had been recognized as assured on the South Fork, the Catawba, and for many miles around. The stores and plunder from Alspaye’s blockhouse and other Tory lairs were surveyed, and where possible, various articles were returned to those from whom they had been stolen. Other things were given to needy settlers. And Zack, who had toiled and fought so tirelessly as chief of the Rangers, found himself recognized as a sort of head of government.
            It was to the Harper home that Chief Halougra had sent dignified elders of the Catawba tribe to smoke a ceremonial pipe and declare that henceforth it was America, not Britain, to whom the Catawba people turned as friends and allies. Zack had made formal reply and commitment, in the name of the Continental Congress itself. It was Zack, too, who was obliged to receive erstwhile Tories who came to declare themselves Americans henceforth, by loyalty as well as by birth.
            But late in September the task seemed done. Lincoln County’s officials pursued their duties, and no whisper of a Tory threat could be heard to east or west. Then Zack had shaken hands with Seth Mawks and had seen him and his fellows ride away for their mountains. The other South Fork Rangers were mustered out, but Zack himself could not rest. By mutual agreement of both Rangers and citizens, he was dispatched to the American army in Virginia to make full report of the war’s successful end in his part of the world.
            Riding, he also remembered his journey, day upon day of it, and the days extending into weeks. He had seen country on this trip of which he had heard only reports. He had ridden through Hillsboro, where Cornwallis once had held headquarters and pleaded without avail for submission to the British crown. He had been entertained in Halifax County, at the beautiful plantation home of Willie Jones, and had heard the tale of British troops passing through, of Tarleton’s boasts and of the proud answer Jones’ wife had given him. He had entered Virginia, had been directed on to the Peninsula. He now headed Jonah toward the place where, everyone said, the combined American and French armies under George Washington had bottled Cornwallis up in massively fortified Yorktown.
            Only the night before—that was October 18—he had been welcomed in the town of Williamsburg, had been told by the host of a snug tavern that the townsfolk had listened for days to the thundering bombardment of Cornwallis’s works. But there had been no volleys of cannon that night, no volleys of cannon this morning. Zack felt ever so slightly disappointed. Had the fighting dwindled to a lull? Would he come upon a stalemate? Could not a decisive and happy ending be put to this long, bloody fight for American independence?
            He thought back to his farewells at home. Edmund Fenniver was there—Edmund Fenniver had declared he would found a home on the South Fork, be a good friend and neighbor among those he once had fought. He had lent Zack a fine cocked hat for his visit to Virginia. Fenniver was clever and industrious at learning how to farm, was buying land from John Prothero and, Zack noticed, showed frank, mannerly admiration for Grace Prothero. But Grace had been no more than courteous to this former adversary who now spoke to her so winningly.
            To Zack she had voiced soft, earnest farewell:
            “Go you and make your report, Zack. I know you will be thanked for what you’ve done. And however fast you hurry there, hurry back faster. I’ll think each day lonely until I see you ride into my sight once again.”
            And Zack had bowed to kiss her hand, as gracefully as might Fenniver himself, but Grace had drawn him to her and kissed him in warm, affectionate farewell. And she had stood with her father and the Harpers to watch him until he was out of sight.
            From his saddlebag Zack dug out the lunch a Williamsburg lady had given him—a great roll of white bread, split to hold a thick slice of dark red ham. Biting into it, he gazed at the fields on either side of the road. Tents were pitched in the distance, massed rows of them, enough to shelter thousands. Still his thoughts mused on the South Fork where the fighting was over, and on Grace Prothero’s farewell to him. Then he started in his saddle, and reined Jonah to a halt. Two men had sprung into the road, with lifted muskets.
            “Qui vive?” one shouted at him. They were foreign- looking men, in snug coats of green with red piping, and white breeches and gaiters.
            “Friend of liberty,” replied Zack, as he had responded to so many challengers. “I carry a message to army headquarters.”
            “Que veut dire cela?” demanded the other man sternly.
            They were Frenchmen, Zack saw. “I can’t speak French,” he told them.
            The first challenger shouted something, and from nearby trees hurried a third Frenchman, an officer girt with a sword. He questioned Zack in a flood of language. Zack smiled, and drew from inside his fringed shirt two folded papers.
            “General Greene wrote this order to give me a captaincy,” he said, slowly and carefully. “This other is a report of my labors.”
            The officer took them and studied them uncomprehendingly. Then, from the direction of the tents, trotted a horseman.
            “Que faites-vous, mes enfants?” asked this man. He, too, was an officer, middle aged and plump, with gold-laced coat and hat.
            “Cyest un homme mysterieux, mon colonelsaid the younger officer. “Un esfion Anglais, feut-etre—”
            The mounted man took the papers and looked at them. Then he handed them to Zack, smiling.
            “It is that they did not comprehend,” he said, in careful, accented English. “You are the Captain Harper, yes?”
            “Yes, sir,” replied Zack. “I’ve come a long way, with word from the west.”
            “Enchantey Captain. I am Colonel du Bac. But you have come into our lines, the French. Better that you go yonder.” A gesture. “Present yourself to headquarters. Come, allow me, I’ll set you on your way.”
            Zack rode past the sentries, and away with Colonel du Bac. “There’s no battle?” he asked.
            “A truce today. We have bid them give up, for they have no hope against us.”
            They reached a tent where several officers sat at a table and men held horses to one side. Colonel du Bac summoned one young man who hurried forward and saluted.
            “This is my aide, Lieutenant de Marriot,” the colonel told Zack. “He speaks English, he will conduct you.”
            Zack said his thanks, and rode with the young lieutenant past a field full of tents, toward a broad field where a great throng of men seemed to be marshalling. To the north, in the distance, showed roofs and what looked like ramparts.
            Zack asked about the troops and the town, but Lieutenant de Marriot spoke little English, after all. He only smiled and shrugged. “Bons camarades, non?” he said. “Good friend—amis—”
            “Good friends,” agreed Zack.
            He saw that the troops were forming into lines on opposite sides of the open field. They looked to Zack like swarms of insects that had learned to march and obey orders. As he and de Marriot approached, two American dragoons in blue halted them and asked questions. De Marriot had difficulty with his English again, and when Zack explained his errand one of the dragoons pointed toward the nearer edge of the field where the troops were mustering.
            “See yonder, at the trees?” he said. “See the officers there? You’d best go talk to them, Captain.”
            “If you’ll direct me to headquarters—”
            “That’s headquarters just now, sir,” said the dragoon.
            Zack thanked him, shook hands with de Marriot, and rode toward the trees. A dozen or so men sat their horses there. They wore shiny boots, fine blue coats belted with gleaming swords, and had plumes or cockades in their hats. One of them looked up as Zack approached. He was a grizzled man with a seamed face.
            “What do you here, fellow?” he snapped. “Join your regiment at once, or you’ll rue it.”
            “Pm not of any regiment here, sir,” said Zack.
            “Then why are you here at all?”
            “Pve ridden all the way from the Catawba country in North Carolina,” Zack informed him. “I carry a report of matters there.”
            “Of what report does he speak?” said another officer, and turned in his saddle to look at Zack.
            This man’s fine white horse was the largest of the party, and the man himself was longer legged and wider shouldered than any of his companions. His tailed coat of blue fitted his straight sinewy body like wax, and his white breeches and gleaming black boots were snug to powerfully muscled thighs and calves. Beneath the cock of his hat his face was ruddy, with a firm wide mouth, a great blade of a nose, and level, piercing eyes.
            “Your Excellency, I was asking him—” began the grayhaired officer.
            “Aye, sir, and let him tell us, for the time is scant,” said the tall man on the white horse. “Your name, sir,” he addressed Zack, “and your business.”
            Excellency, that other officer had said. Then this must be—
            “I await your word, sir,” said the tall man impatiently.
            “Sir, I am Captain Zack Harper, of the South Fork Rangers,” Zack ventured. “What word I bring is of small import, perhaps, but I was directed here as to headquarters.”
            “Where I am is headquarters,” said the other. “Come, Captain Harper, I command here, and I wait to receive your report.”
            “General Washington,” Zack began, but could say no more. He offered his papers, with a hand that trembled despite itself.
            George Washington took them, nodded, and quickly scanned them. “Hmmm,” he said. “I mind that General Greene once sent word of this very matter.” He looked up and smiled, with his lips almost fiercely tight.
            “Captain Harper,” he said, “I do thank you for coming so far with your good news.”
            “Your Excellency,” Zack managed to say, “ ’twas but a small affair out there in my country, compared to this siege.”
            “You kept it from being a great affair, one that might have advantaged and supported Lord Cornwallis,” said Washington. “Sir, I apprehend that you’ve done the nation’s business diligently where you were, kept the Tories from embodying to fall upon us from the rear.”
            “We but did our best, sir,” was all that Zack could say. He was aware of the eyes of all that were turned upon him, and felt embarrassed and daunted as never by the enemy in arms.
            “You did your best,” said Washington after him. “Aye, Captain, and we’ve done our best here, too. Even now we sit to meet the British army, that will march out and give up its arms.”
            “And here they come, Your Excellency,” volunteered an officer.
            They all glanced toward Yorktown, and Zack saw that it was true. The head of a column of men, led by a close-drawn party on horseback, was coming into view.
            “And in good time, too,” said Washington, in tones of deep satisfaction. “Captain, there is a matter to settle now. I’ll rely on you to make full report to me later. But now, if you would like to watch, join with my staff officers.”
            He touched the white horse’s flank with his spur and wheeled it to face the approaching column.
            Another of the party, a plump general in resplendent uniform, took his place at Washington’s side. The others quickly formed a line behind the two, and Zack put Jonah at one end of the formation.
            Silently they waited. Now Zack took time to see that to one side the Americans were drawn up, regiment upon regiment. They wore tattered blue uniforms or homespun greatcoats or fringed buckskin like his own garments. On the other side were the French lines, handsomely turned out in blue, in white, with rose and green facings.
            Between these rows of men, toward the point where Washington sat astride his great white charger, the British marched. The silence was broken by a growl of drums. Fifes began to squeal, a slow rhythm, like music for a funeral.
            “Know you that tune?” asked the gray-haired officer from where he held position beside Zack.
            “Not I, sir.”
            “I know it well. I heard it a year gone, when I was a prisoner of the British. *Tis an old air called ‘The World Turned Upside Down.5 ”
            “ ‘The World Turned Upside Down,’ ” repeated Zack under his breath.
            And that must be how the world looked to the beaten, down-hearted British soldiers, coming out of their battered defenses to make submission and bring the long war to its end. For a moment Zack felt a surge of sympathy for the conquered redcoats, every one of them from Cornwallis down to the boys beating those drums. They had fought their best for what they believed was right, and now it was over, it was lost, the world had been turned upside down for them.
            But the world was right side up for America. It was right side up for the patriots of the South Fork, and for Captain Zack Harper.
            After Cornwallis had surrendered, he would complete his business with General George Washington, take his leave, and go home again. What had Grace Prothero said to him?. . . . however fast you hurry there, hurry back faster. He would do that. It would be the last command he would obey in the war that had set America free.
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