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            . . . He yet remains; long may he bide To hold by liege and land;
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          STRANGER IN THE SANDHILLS
 
            The big diesel locomotive whooped and droned, so far up ahead of the car where Randy Hunter sat that it sounded like another train on another track. The wheels slowed their whir. A white-coated porter slipped along the aisle.
            "Aberdeen,” he called. "Aberdeen.”
            Randy rose and followed the porter, who swung down the steps as the train stopped, set Randy’s suitcase on cinder- sprinkled ground, and smilingly accepted half a dollar.
            "Good-by, sir,” said the porter, mounting the steps again.
            A man emerged from the car just ahead and happily greeted a woman and a little boy. Many cars beyond was the engine, idling opposite a station of red brick. Two workmen loaded a hand truck from the baggage car. Randy saw his own olive-colored foot locker come into sight.
            "All aboooooard!” rang a distant warning, and the train began to move away.
            Randy, left alone on a cinder path between the tracks and a cement curb, felt lonely despite his five feet ten inches of height and his sixteen years.
            So this was the North Carolina Sandhills country. Randy had heard it called the "knee-deep South.” Coming into Aberdeen, he had gazed with interest at groves and thickets of longleaf pine, tall straight trunks with shaggy tussocks of double-length needles, but here in Aberdeen were few such trees, and those in the distance. Several cars stood parked at the cement curb beside him. Beyond the cars was a paved street, and beyond the street a row of two-story business buildings. The town looked sleepy, and it looked strange. Hardly anybody moved on the streets, and nobody at all noticed him.
            Randy was a stranger, hundreds of miles from any person he ever remembered seeing. He squared his shoulders in the tweed jacket, shoved back the lock of dark hair from his brow. He told himself to act like a soldier. Wasn’t he the son of one regular army officer and the grandson of another? Anyway, somebody must be here to meet him. There was bound to be. He’d been told to come to this strange place that wasn’t like New Jersey or Philadelphia, or that earlier, less remembered army post in Oklahoma. He picked up his suitcase and began to walk toward the station where his foot locker had been unloaded.
            " ’Scuse me,” said a soft, deep voice from somewhere. ''Might you be Mist’ Randolph Hunter?”
            Randy stopped and looked for the voice’s owner. Just opposite him stood a dimmed but serviceable looking pickup truck of bright yellow, and leaning against the open door on the driver’s side was a middle-sized man in washed-out dungarees, tan shirt and old felt hat. The man’s face was broad, with a wide good-humored mouth and deep-set level eyes.
            "Yes,” said Randy. "I’m Randolph Hunter.”
            "Your grandpa — the Major — say you cornin’ on this train. You get in this truck and I’ll carry you home.”
            Randy liked that face on sight. It was creased with lines and wrinkles, like very old and dark harness leather. Randy smiled, and the wide mouth smiled in turn, showing a row of square white teeth. A big hand took his suitcase and set it in the rear of the truck.
            "We been lookin’ out to have you with us,” the gentle voice told him. "Me and your grandpa. My name’s Henry. I knew your papa when he was round about your age. He called me Uncle Henry.”
            "I’ve heard about you,” cried Randy, grateful for even a memory of old stories to start acquaintanceship. "Dad used to talk a lot about you before he —”
            Randy did not finish. His last recollection of his father, Colonel Joseph Hunter, went back to his own tenth year. That was good-by for him and his mother, and Colonel Hunter had taken his troops aboard ship and off to war, the war from which Colonel Hunter had never returned. After that, they’d lived on the insurance and on his mother’s salary as a lawyer’s secretary, and now his mother was dead, too.
            Then the telegram from Moore County, North Carolina, had come. Randy still had it, in the hip pocket of his gabardine slacks:
 
            COME HOME AS SOON AS YOU CAN VIA SEABOARD AIRLINES TRAIN TO ABERDEEN WIRE TIME OF ARRIVAL
 
            GRANDFATHER
 
            Randy did not remember his grandfather. He only knew that Major Martin Gary Hunter had been a second lieutenant on the slopes of San Juan Hill and had lost a leg commanding a battalion of the Eighteenth Infantry at Cantigny in 1918. What kind of grandfather would he be?
            Uncle Henry — Randy had decided to call him that — backed the truck from the curb.
            "Your grandpa’s right good off in health these days,” he observed, as though reading the boy’s mind. "Spring always chucks him up. He looking forward a right smart to seein’ you.”
            “And I’m looking forward to seeing him,” replied Randy. “Let’s stop at the station for my foot locker.”
            They drove there, and Randy presented his baggage check. Uncle Henry picked up the foot locker as though it were a box of crackers, and set it lightly in the truck beside the suitcase. Randy drew off his jacket, for the air was warm. Up in New Jersey, spring had just arrived, but here it seemed nearly summer. Of course, it was six hundred miles south of New Jersey, that meant ten degrees closer to the equator. What would August be like?
            The truck traveled along a side street, past a hardware store and a bank, then gained a highway on which cars sped swiftly. They ambled out of Aberdeen, and Uncle Henry speeded up.
            “You goin’ to have fun on your grandpa’s place,” he predicted, as he studied him sidelong. “The place needs a young chap on it. Your gran’pa calls it by the name of Laurels. We got plenty laurel bushes there.’’
            “Laurels,” Randy repeated the name with interest. “A real Southern plantation?”
            Uncle Henry laughed deeply. “You talks like Virginia and South Carolina folkses, Mist’ Randy. No, it's more a farm, like. Quite some cleared land your grandpa hires out, and quite some not-cleared land, too.”
            “Timber, like those longleaf pines I’ve been seeing along the road?”
            “A right smart of them, Mist’ Randy, and jack-oak some places. Myrtle, laurel, juniper. Likewise swampy places, full of brush and vines. Your grandpa got about eight hundred acres altogether.”
            “More than a square mile,” Randy said. “What animals live there?”
            Uncle Henry touched the brake as they went down a long slope of highway between ploughed fields. "Oh, we got three-four pigs, some chickens, one old mule—”
            "I mean wild animals in the timber, Uncle Henry.”
            Again Uncle Henry glanced at him sideways above the steering wheel. "Might as well tell you, your grandpa don’t favor no huntin’ on his place. He got it posted all round the edge, no huntin’ there. He says, don’t kill what you don’t fix to eat.”
            "Good for him,” approved Randy quickly. "I don’t mean to hunt, I’m just interested in wild animals. What kinds are there?”
            "Raccoon. ’Possum. A right few deer. Maybe some foxes. Quail, woodcock, lots of birds. Once in a while I see a wild turkey, though they’s plumb scarced out.”
            "Is that all?” Randy’s heart beat excitedly at the news of all this rich wild life.
            "Could be more things, back in deep timber. Nobody knows them thickets, Mist’ Randy.”
            Uncle Henry spoke almost mysteriously, and the thought of unknown wilderness brought the slightest of chills to Randy’s enthusiasm. They rode in temporary silence past a concentration of filling stations, small stores and dwelling houses among the tall, green pines.
            "That there’s Pinebluff,” Uncle Henry told him. "Our place where we do some shoppin’. Other things we generally buys at Mist’ Markum’s store, right close to Laurels. Down past here we makes a turnoff.”
            They left the paved highway for a road of pale packed sand, that curved among trees and patches of cleared ground. One or two small houses, no more than shanties, sailed past. Randy looked at the shabby brown shacks, wondering who lived in them. From the sand road Uncle Henry turned the truck upon another sand road, smaller and rougher and more winding still. Then, where two big pines rose like sentinels on duty, he spun them into a driveway and put on the brakes. The truck stopped beside a house.
            It was one story, made of long logs. The spaces between were filled with whitewashed plaster. Its front was a stoop and a broad door, in two halves like a Dutch door, but on this side a screened porch ran all the way from front to back. Behind the house, through a line of shrubs, Randy saw a shed, a barn, and what was probably a run for the chickens Uncle Henry had mentioned.
            "This is home, Mist’ Randy," smiled Uncle Henry, getting out and reaching into the rear of the truck for the suitcase.
            Someone emerged from the screen porch, an active, lean figure in a corduroy jacket, and strode toward them with the slightest of limps. Randy saw a smiling face, a high bald brow, a bristling gray moustache and a spike of beard.
            "Welcome, Randolph,” a ringing voice greeted him. "I’m your grandfather.”
 



 
          RANDY’S NEW HOME
 
            Randy’s hand was gripped with a vigorous strength that made him wince. Major Martin Gary Hunter was straight and sinewy, for all he must be seventy years old and past, and the beard-spiked face that smiled into Randy’s looked almost maddeningly familiar. After a moment Uncle Henry told them why.
            "I swear to goodness,” said Uncle Henry, lifting the foot locker out after the suitcase, "it’s like lookin’ at the same man twice, or seein’ somebody peekin’ into a mirror. You each the pattern of the other.”
            Randy saw that it was true. He and his grandfather had the same features, broad brow and wide mouth and three- cornered dark eyes. When they smiled, their jaws creased alike at the corners. Maybe in about fifty years, if Randy’s hair got gray and thin and he grew a moustache and a beard tuft, he’d be exactly like Major Hunter.
            "I’m glad to be here, sir,” Randy told his grandfather, and all of a sudden he forgot being strange and meant just what he said.
            “Come have breakfast, sonny,” his grandfather invited.
            “I had some on the train,” said Randy.
            “Then come watch me have mine.”
            The major led him into the porch, tapping its floor with the cane he carried. From that they entered a great square front room which seemed to serve all purposes without being cramped. Its walls were paneled halfway up in dark wood, and to one side opened a fireplace big enough to roast a sheep. There was a desk strewn with papers and a shelf of books that covered one entire wall.
            "I like the weather here,” said Randy.
            The major smiled and sat down at a table on which stood a coffeepot, a plate, a cup and silverware.
            "That’s right, you must always comment on weather in a new place. Spring’s been with us almost long enough to go, Randy. Sit down, son. Yes, it’s nearly June now. I’m going to start enjoying myself. Through my life I’ve noticed that whenever I manage to live through March and April, I know I’ll last the rest of the year.”
            Uncle Henry came from a rear door to the kitchen, carrying a plate of steaming flapjacks.
            "Those smell good, sir,” said Randy.
            "You can’t have eaten much on that train,” decided Major Hunter. "Uncle Henry, fetch a plate for my grandson.” Randy found himself eagerly devouring cakes and syrup, while his grandfather told him about Laurels.
            "Both you and your father were born on military posts, he in Texas, you in Oklahoma. But don’t forget that Laurels is the home of the Hunters, their only real home for more than a hundred years. When my leg came off in 1918, here’s where I came home to, and it was from here that your father went to West Point the year after that. Look yonder on the wall. That sword you see hanging there was carried by your great-grandfather in 1861, when he was a captain in the Bethel Regiment. I expect North Carolina tar to go easily on to your heel, and Sandhills sand to trickle easily into your shoes.” And a grin split the grizzled moustache away from the grizzled goatee.
            "I feel them both here already,” admitted Randy, finishing his flapjacks. "Where can I change my clothes, sir? I want to look all around this place.”
            At the Major’s direction, Uncle Henry led Randy to a rear bedroom, compact but adequate. There was an iron cot that looked like army surplus, made up with brown army blankets; an old walnut bureau, like the table in the front room, and a mirror hanging above it; walls of horizontal boards, painted cream color and hung with pictures. There was a photograph of a World War I company in spiral puttees and campaign hats, a copy of a Frederick Remington painting of Indian warriors, an engraving of Abraham Lincoln, and another of Robert E. Lee.
            "This used to be your papa’s room,” Uncle Henry said. "Those is his pictures. I’m goin’ work outside, maybe I see you later.”
            Randy swiftly changed into his oldest slacks, a pair of moccasins and a jersey. He walked out through the porch, where the Major sat with a magazine, and crossed the rear yard toward the barn. Uncle Henry gravely introduced him to three pigs, white-girdled over black skins, in the sty, and to a flock of speckled chickens in the run. Through the barnyard fence a brown mule named Dix looked calculatingly at Randy, as though to remember him in future. Gazing beyond, Randy tried to estimate the extent of the ploughed clearing between the outbuildings and the nearest belt of trees.
            "Ain’t so much as a full acre,” Uncle Henry answered his query. "We ourselfs don’t try to make much crops — small rations in the garden, potatoes, corn for the stock, and yonder we got a strawberry patch. Like I say, the most of our cleared land is rented out, over that-a-way,” and he pointed west.
            "Those trees look full of adventure,” commented Randy.
            "Any place is full of adventure,” put in Major Hunter, who had limped out to join them, cane in hand. "Uncle Henry, what do you figure to do on the place today?”
            "Beans,” replied Uncle Henry. "Don’t you think this is the right time —”
            "Don’t ask me what I think,” interrupted the Major, almost sharply. "You’ve forgotten more about farming and gardening in this part of the world than I ever knew, and you haven’t forgotten much at that. I leave it to you. Randy, what’s your program, or have you settled on one yet?”
            "I want to explore a little,” said Randy. "I see what looks like a trail leading into the woods. But,” and he looked down at his slacks, "maybe these clothes won’t take it. They’re city stuff, really.”
            "You need dungarees,” said his grandfather. "Everybody hereabouts needs dungarees, and when it’s hotter they need seersuckers. How would you like to hop into the truck and ride with me to Markum’s Store? You can get dungarees there, and just about everything else.”
            The Major drove carefully but competently, despite his artificial leg, into new stretches of farm land and pine thicket. Randy stared at one belt of trees after another, remembering that he had heard somewhere that a good half of North Carolina’s area was forest. Forest! The word suggested wild animals, hunters clad in buckskin, adventure and mystery. The truck reached a road surfaced with tar and gravel, and crossed an old metal bridge that rumbled under their wheels. Below the bridge flowed a clear, shadowed stream, its banks thronged with bushes and trunks, its central current roofed with thickly matted boughs.
            "A branch of Drowning Creek,” Major Hunter informed his grandson. "I saw you jump when you heard that name. Everybody does. They say the Indians named it. Another arm of it runs through our woods. Here we are at the store.” He halted the truck in front of a sprawling structure that stood where another sand road crossed the surfaced way. Plainly Marcum’s Store had begun as a small frame building, with later wing additions of concrete block masonry. Above the main door was painted in big letters:
 
            C. C. MARKUM
 
            And two other signs, one on either side of the door, read:
 
            Groceries
            Hay
 
            Meats
            Feed
 
            &c
            &c
 
 
            "Is this where we buy the dungarees?” asked Randy, sliding a hand into his pocket. "I’ve brought some money—”
            "You just keep it, Randy,” bade his grandfather. "I never had but one son, and you’re the only son he had. Let me buy those dungarees for you.”
            They smiled at each other as comrades, the tall old soldier and the tall young boy. Getting out of the truck, they entered the building side by side.
            Markum’s main store was crisscrossed with counters and tables in a mazelike pattern, and the volume and variety of goods on display surprised Randy. Shelves against one wall were stacked with brightly labeled canned foods, and shelves against the other offered small hardware and notions. A colored man completed a purchase and walked out past them. The proprietor looked at them and grinned in recognition.
            "Hey, Major. What can I do for you?” he asked.
            "Mr. Markum, I want you to meet my grandson, Randolph Hunter,” replied the Major, as ceremoniously as though Randy were of mature years and recognized importance. "Randy, this is Mr. C. C. Markum, my good friend.”
            Randy took the storekeeper’s hand. Mr. Markum was medium sized and squarely built, with a wide brow, high cheekbones and a pointed chin, the features combining to make his face look like a pentagon. He wore spectacles that flashed good-humoredly, and his apron stretched tight over a plump, round middle.
            "Glad to make your acquaintance, son," said Mr. Markum. "You here for long?"
            "He’s here to say," replied Major Hunter. "Just now he lacks dungaree pants."
            "You came to the right place," said Mr. Markum, and quickly sorted through a pile of blue jeans garments on a table. He held a pair against Randy’s belt line. "You’ll want ’em good sized," he commented, "so they won’t get too tight after being washed and shrunk. Take this pair," and he tossed it across Randy’s arm.
            "Two pairs," ordered the Major, and Mr. Markum selected another. "That’ll do my grandson for now. But I want to order some other stuff. Suppose I look around the store a little."
            "Do that, Major," said Mr. Markum, and Major Hunter began to limp along a line of counters.
            Randy turned toward the door, gazing at the inviting brightness outside. Strolling into the open, he tossed his dungarees upon the back of the truck seat, then walked past the front of the store. He came to another opening, inside of which sounded a soft bustle of motion. Peering in, he saw somebody taking cans from open packing cases and putting them on the floor.
            At first glance the stranger seemed to be an exceedingly active old man, inches shorter than Randy himself but sturdily built. Then Randy realized his mistake — it was the hair, naturally pale and bleached by sunlight until it was the color of raw rope. The face below the hair was rectangular, rosy and no older than Randy’s own. After a moment the face glanced up with pale blue eyes.
            "Hey,” said the sturdy youth.
            "Hello,” said Randy.
            "What can I do for you?”
            Randy shook his head. "Nothing. I was just watching.”
            "I noticed that,” replied the other. "You watch right sharp and careful. See anything green?”
            Randy smiled brightly. "I can’t be sure until I know you better.”
            The boy with the pale hair and eyes set down an armful of cans, rose and faced Randy. His face was a trifle darker. "You mean, maybe I’m green?”
            "People are quick-witted in these parts,” said Randy before he thought how it would sound.
            A long, deep sigh from the other boy. "Look, Yankee, I wasn’t doing anything to you. If you want to start trouble, it’s your own starting.”
            "I’m no Yankee,” said Randy with some heat. He knew that the word carried a slur in this part of the world, and he remembered his grandfather’s remark on the Hunter family’s long existence in North Carolina. "And I’m not starting any trouble, but I'm not running from any.”
            The boy moved out into the open, swiftly and lightly. Randy had only a moment to realize how broad were those shoulders, how sinewy the forearms that projected from rolled-up sleeves. Had this stranger looked less like a fighter, Randy might have said something to relax the tension, but his only thought was that he must not be afraid.
            "You don’t scare me a nickel’s worth,” said Randy. Next instant he had to duck quickly, while a doubled fist whizzed past his ear with a force that might have ended the trouble before it had well begun.
 



 
          FISTS AND FRIENDSHIP
 
            Randy knew how to box a little, from gym classes at school, and he ducked away from that punch almost without thinking. Falling back a couple of paces, he shaped up at once, left foot forward, weight on his toes, left fist out and his right drawn back and cocked — what his physical education teacher had called Boxer’s Position A.
            ‘'What’s the idea?” he demanded sharply.
            The other boy stood with feet wide apart, his square chin sunk on his deep chest, his fists tightly doubled and held low at his waist. The pose was not scientific, but it looked dangerous.
            "You came here looking for a fight,” he growled, “and you’re going to get one.”
            He stepped forward, heavily but swiftly, and swung roundabout at Randy’s face. Again Randy was able to duck clear, then weaved under the swing and quickly threw his own left, straight and hard, to the flushed face. The pale blue eyes blinked, but the head did not snap back nor the feet falter. Randy danced away, then as his opponent moved purposefully after him he jumped forward again, striking hard to head, body and head again, avoiding powerful but clumsy return punches. The two fell apart, glaring.
            "Your nose is bloody,” said Randy, feeling a little ashamed.
            "So’ll yours be,” promised the other, and charged.
            This time Randy was caught off guard and off balance. Sinewy arms locked around his ribs, a heel caught back of his, and he fell heavily, with a fighting weight on top of him. But before his enemy could pin him there, Randy wriggled away, rolled clear and got up, his fists poised.
            "You want to wrestle, do you?” snapped Randy. "Well, I want to box.”
            His blood was up, and as the other youth sprang up he closed in. The two traded blows swiftly. Randy landed three for one, but that one buffet caught him under the ear with such stunning force that he almost went to his knees. His ears rang and lightning seemed to flash blindingly in his eyes. Momentarily groggy, he fought back furiously, with intent to square accounts. He managed to get home, right and left, in the broad body, and exulted as he heard the wheeze of breath driven out. Return blows stung and staggered him again, but he kept his feet and his head, and unceasingly rained his blows, lighter but swifter, on head and body. At close quarters he planted another jab to the abdomen, pulled away to avoid more of the awkward but punishing swings, and scored to the bloody nose. He heard gusty, gulping pants and blowings — his opponent was winded. No, he was — no, they both were —
            "Time!” called a voice, sharp but good-humored, and he fell back from the conflict, glad of the interruption.
            At the corner of the store building stood his grandfather and Mr. Markum, watching with interest. They must have been at the ringside, so to speak, almost from the beginning.
            "Now, that was a good, hot, even scrap,” said Major Hunter quietly. "So far it’s been a pleasure to see, but if it goes on it might get really unpleasant.”
            "I agree with the Major,” added Mr. Markum. "Suppose he and I elect ourselves the referees and say it was a draw.”
            "And the two of you shake hands," put in the Major. "Do it right now, Randy. That’s an order."
            Surprisingly, Randy felt like shaking hands. His lips were puffy, but he grinned with them and held out his hand. The other boy took it and grinned back, mopping his reddened nose with his other wrist.
            "You know how to handle those fists," he said.
            "Some slugger yourself," replied Randy. "Say, things have been happening kind of fast. I’ve forgotten what it was about."
            The square face below the tumbled tow hair looked abashed. "Me too."
            Mr. Markum chuckled. "Then why don’t you leave it that way, for an unsolved mystery, boys? Randy Hunter, that’s my boy Jebs you’re shaking hands with. Jebs, Randy is the Major’s grandson. He’s come down here to live."
            The two pumped hands in complete good will. "Glad to know you, Jebs,” said Randy.
            "Give me my full name," urged the other. "It’s Jebs — ' J-E-B-S. I was named James Ewell Brown Stuart Markum, for the Confederate cavalry chief. And everybody shortens it down to Jebs. Want to wash up?"
            "There’s a basin right inside the storage shed there," Mr. Markum told them.
            The two ex-enemies went in together. Jebs washed his face first, then Randy, and Jebs handed him a towel.
            "I think that may have been a fortunate introduction after all, C. C," Randy heard his grandfather saying outside. "They’ll respect each other. Both of them fought hard and clean. They’re good boys."
            "And that’s the truth," Mr. Markum agreed heartily. "I remember my own young days. Seems to me that I sort of had a fight with your boy once, this boy’s daddy. And we were friends from then on. Best fighters make best friends.”
            Jebs heard, too, and grinned at Randy as he dipped more cold water on to his marred nose.
            "Get that, Randy?” he said. "Our folks are fixing it up for us. So let’s forget everything and start over. What are you doing, now you’re living here?”
            "Nothing so far,” confessed Randy. "I just got off the train this morning. I’m looking for something to do.”
            Jebs goggled a little, as in amazement. "On that big place of your granddaddy’s? All those woods and fields, and you can’t find anything to do. Boy, if it wasn’t posted, I’d be over there plenty.”
            "My grandfather doesn’t allow hunting there,” Randy warned him.
            "I don’t mean hunting with a gun. I just like to study things when they’re alive and scouring around in the wilds.” Randy was tenderly wiping his face. "Uncle Henry, my grandfather’s man on the place, says the woods are full of deer and raccoons and ’possums and birds.”
            "And beaver,” added Jebs, his light blue eyes shining at the thought.
            "Beaver?” echoed Randy in amazement. "Here in North Carolina? I thought they were all trapped out and exterminated long ago, about the time of Daniel Boone.”
            "Maybe they were, but they’re back again. The government put them in here, and they’ve increased and flourished. Come on out and ask my dad to tell you.”
            They emerged and joined Mr. Markum, who was putting a variety of supplies into the rear of the truck.
            "Randy’s interested in beavers,” said Jebs, and his father smiled.
            "That makes two nuts on the subject in this country, then,” he said. "Randy, when the government shipped in those first beaver settlers here, about ten or twelve years ago,
            Jebs went pure crazy over them. He’s always prowling and spying on them.”
            "Is that so, C. C.?” asked the Major from the other side of the truck. ”1 didn’t know Jebs had that interest. Uncle Henry tells me we have beaver back in the swamp on my place. I’m surprised Jebs hasn’t been around to check up on them.”
            "You never said I could come, sir,”- Jebs told him. # "I didn’t know you wanted to come. But consider yourself invited, as long as you only look and don’t try to trap or kill any.”
            Jebs grinned happily. "It’s a deal, Major Hunter. I’d like that a right smart. Now that school’s out, I’ve got to work the rest of the morning, unpacking and arranging, but maybe after dinner—”
            "Why don’t you come over then?” interrupted Randy hospitably. "Can you find a ride over?”
            "Ride?” echoed Jebs with scorn. "Shoo, it’s only a couple of miles. I’ll walk it in half an hour, on the short cuts through the brush. So long, Randy. See you this evening.” "I thought he was coming over after dinner,” Randy said to his grandfather as they drove away. "That means noon dinner, doesn’t it? But now it’s going to be evening. He must plan on eating a pretty heavy meal.”
            "You’ll have to get used to this Carolina talk, Randy,” said the major, a smile twitching his gray moustache. "Any time after noontime is evening. Likewise a creek is apt to be a branch, you chop weeds instead of hoeing them, and a cabin like that one,” he pointed as they drove past it, "is sometimes called a desrick, though that’s a mountain word.” Back at Laurels, Randy lounged out to the back yard. He learned from Uncle Henry the mysteries of blending feed for the hogs, helped to clean the stall of Dix the mule, and committed to memory the names of half a dozen birds that fluttered and chirped around the yard. He had never expected to be hungry again after his two breakfasts, but by noon he was ready to eat. He finished and carried the dishes out to the kitchen for Uncle Henry, then returned to his room to finish unpacking and arranging his possessions. He had barely completed this when his grandfather called to say that Jebs had arrived.
            Eagerly Randy emerged to greet his new friend in the yard. The two conferred briefly with Uncle Henry.
            "If you all really wants to find beaver, you’s got to head down to the swamp place,” said the old Negro. "Best way you do that is, push straight ahead through them pines yonder till you comes to a little path runnin’ acrossways in front of your direction. Follow it leftwards, and keep followin’ it. That takes you to the swamp, and roundabouts there is a stream the beavers fix they seifs up to live in.”
            "You mean they dammed it?” asked Randy. "Made a pond, and houses.”
            "They done jus’ that, Mist’ Randy. You and Mist’ Jebs go take a look for yourselfs.” They struck off among the trees.
            "What are you going to do when you get out of school?” Jebs asked Randy. "Think you’ll go into the army, like your father and granddaddy?”
            "Just now, I’m not so sure,” replied Randy soberly. "Dad was West Point and spent his life in the army, but almost the last letter he wrote to me from overseas made a big impression on me. Dad said that he hoped there’d be no more wars, and no more reason for them, but if there was to be a war, an American’s business was to be a soldier then, and a citizen in times of peace. As I say, it made me think. I’m not sure what I’m going to do. Once or twice I’ve thought about going into the newspaper business.”
            "I decided long ago," said Jebs, "and beavers helped make up my mind for me. I want to be an engineer. Wait till you see the kind of dam a beaver makes, Randy. Maybe you’ll decide on engineering, too, and we’ll wind up partners.
            "Maybe I’ll be a naturalist,” suggested Randy. "I liked nature study when I was in the Boy Scouts up north. Here, isn’t this our path?”
            They had come upon a way, narrow and winding but plainly marked, among the trees. They turned left on it as Uncle Henry had advised.
            "Boy Scouts,” Jebs echoed Randy. "This is kind of thin settled country, and I’m the only fellow my age for several miles around, until you came along. What’s Scouting like?”
            "It used to be fun, and sometimes it was exciting,” Randy told him. "I was sorry to leave the troop when I came down here, but maybe I can get in with the Scouts down here. Aren’t we getting near the swamp?”
            "We’re approaching it,” said Jebs. "Look how the land slopes down there ahead of us.”
            The woods around them were full of life. Birds flew and dipped overhead. A squirrel watched them from a tree, cautiously circling the trunk to keep it between himself and the two human beings. Once a rabbit leaped up from under their very feet and scurried away into some shrubbery. The path led them down slope, to where they were forced to skirt the first thick tangle of brush that showed the outer fringe of the swamp. After half a mile or so of this exploration, they came to the brink of a small stream. Jebs studied it.
            "This must be below the beaver dam,” he said. "Head upstream.”
            "Hadn’t we better be quiet about it?” suggested Randy.
            "We won’t see any beavers by daylight,” Jebs told his friend. "Night work’s their style. Come on.”
            He led the way, gazing intently ahead. Finally he motioned for Randy to pull away from the waterside and follow him up the bank to a small knoll among the trees. Jebs paused, one thick hand on each of two pines, and gazed with rapt delight into open space beyond.
            The little stream here bulged into a breadth of water that was virtually a lake. Its brown surface was quiet save for the slightest of current ripples. Here and there thrust up the trunks of water-killed trees and bits of dry, leafless brush. At the lower end, nearest the boys, was a sturdy, grass- grown ridge of earth that held back the volume of water.
            "Beaver dam," pronounced Jebs with relish, pointing to the ridge. "And you can see their houses. One, two, three—"
            A trio of dome-shaped islets, also shaggy with vegetation, were visible on the water’s surface. Jebs turned, peered, and pointed again.
            "A tree they’ve been chewing down," he announced. "Didn’t I say beavers were something? Almost human in their ways, except where their ways are smarter than human. Dam, houses, tree-cutting, and look yonder — it’s a canal!"
            He spoke so exultantly that Randy felt his own heart skip a beat. Jebs’ beaver enthusiasm was highly contagious. He looked at the little muddy watercourse that ran down to the lake. "Why do they dig canals, Jebs?"
            "To float down the logs they use for building or food." Jebs sat down, his back to one of the pine trunks. "We’ve got to name this thing, Randy. Let’s call it Beaver Lake. And, since your grandfather lets us come here and keeps almost everybody else out, let’s come here a lot and study things. Nobody I ever heard of had such an opportunity."
            "You mean, let’s have you teach me,” corrected Randy. He, too, sat down. "Tell me about beavers, from the beginning, the beaver Garden of Eden.”
 



 
          NATURE’S CHIEF ENGINEER
 
            Jebs had his eyes on the bright brown water, as though by simple concentrated staring he could make one of his beloved beavers come to the surface and greet him. He soaked in the atmosphere of the beaver lake, as a cat soaks in sunlight. Randy’s request seemed to trickle slowly into his ears and brain. After some seconds he looked up with such eager friendliness that it was hard for Randy to believe that this towheaded youth had been swapping blows with him only short hours before. Then Jebs smiled and shook his head.
            "That I can’t do,” he said, "because I don’t know the beaver story that well. They must be old on this earth, older than man. And what books I’ve read say that once the country was full of ’em, from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from Canada to Mexico, and that for a while they were wiped out almost as completely as the buffalo, because back in the early times everybody just pure had to have a tall beaver hat. Only the change of style, to silk hats, saved a few. Why,” and one of Jebs’ hands gestured toward the horizon, hidden by trees, "out yonder in Richmond County there’s a Beaver Dam Township, that was named that when the earliest settlers showed up hereabouts. There were beavers in Carolina then, and they got brought back in the Thirties. I was a little bit of a boy then, just as my daddy told you.
            But I got the beaver bug strong, and I’ve still got it. They’re my hobby.”
            He stared at the water and the hive-shaped lodges, with unwearied relish.
            “Ten years doesn’t seem long enough to give them a real foothold,” ventured Randy.
            “What do you mean? Shoo, that’s about ten beaver generations, as long a time for them as, well, as human time since John Smith and Pocahontas. Mr. Meadows, that’s the game warden, says there’s more than a hundred beavers he’s checked off on a kind of beaver census he’s kept in this region. I’ll bet that doesn’t include what we’ve got here in Beaver Lake. Three big houses may mean anywhere from twenty to forty beavers.”
            Jebs looked at Randy. “That’s about all I know, hammered down into a few words,” he said. “Suppose you talk. About Scouting.”
            “Well, where shall I begin?”
            “Give me all the dope,” said Jebs. “I start my knowledge I at nothing. I’ve just heard stuff, what anybody might hear trickle back into a place like this. Scouts have to be prepared and do a good turn daily, and that’s about the ticket on what I’ve gathered in.”
            “Let’s see.” Randy paused to think. “Scouts organize in - troops. Aren’t there any other fellows our age in this part I of the world?”
            “Not for a right far piece,” Jebs told him.
            “Then we could be Lone Scouts,” said Randy.
            “Lone Scouts,” Jebs repeated. “Sounds kind of bleak, huh? Like somebody in enemy country. Or like Indians miles from nowhere. Go on.”
            “No, that’s where I stop, too,” confessed Randy. “I don’t exactly know how a Lone Scout — that’s a Scout in a place where there aren’t enough for a whole troop — keeps up his work and activities. I was planning to write to national headquarters in New York and ask for information. Up in Jersey there were about thirty of us in the troop. I was a First Class Scout, a patrol leader, and ready to join an Explorer unit, Senior Scouting, when I moved down here. I rated a lot of merit badges, almost enough for Life Scout rank, too.”
            "Such as what badges?”
            "Camping,” said Randy. "Cooking, astronomy, civics, first aid, swimming, woodcraft, and some others.”
            "I wish I knew stuff like that,” muttered Jebs enviously. "It’s never too late to begin, Jebs. Probably you know plenty of it right now. You’d get promotion fast. I’ll help get you on the rolls as a Lone Scout. Who’s the Scout executive for this district?”
            "I just don’t know, Randy. See what I mean? I never even heard about these solo Scouts you’re talking about, or I might have given it a flutter before this.”
            "They’re Lone Scouts,” corrected Randy. "I said we could write to national headquarters. They’re at Number 2 Park Avenue, New York. Now, back to the beaver.”
            He, too, studied the dam. It was a solid structure. Even Randy could understand that knowledge and discipline had been invoked to build it. At the water’s edge a turtle was sunning itself. Randy tossed a scrap of dead wood, and the turtle slid into the water with a swift smoothness nobody would be apt to expect in a turtle.
            "Suppose,” went on Randy, "our beavers move out on us.” "Not much chance of that. They settle in a good place and stay there. Louis Agassiz, the scientist, judged one old beaver dam had been used, repaired and worked on for a thousand years.”
            "It ought to take at least that long to build a real dam," said Randy. "How could they make this one here, without bulldozers and scoop shovels and a chief engineer?"
            "No bulldozers," said Jebs, "and no scoop shovels, though sometimes they use their tails to slap or press. But a chief engineer—" he grinned in his own pleasure— "I reckon , they’ve got that. Nobody can be dead sure, but lots of beaver scientists are convinced that in every colony there’s one wise old beaver that sort of bosses the job. Tells or shows the others what to do."
            "Go on!" cried Randy.
            "No, I mean it. You ought to read a book called The Human Side of Animals, by Royal Allen. He says that evidence points to bosses or foremen among the beavers. Wise old chiefs, with years of experience."
             "How many years?"
            "Beavers live about as long as dogs do, say fourteen or fifteen years," said Jebs. "And they’re grown up at the end of their first year. Think of a dozen years of experience at making dams like that one," and Jebs nodded toward the structure.
            Randy, too, was studying the dam closely. At first glance it had looked like a simple, solid bank of earth, thatched with grass and scrubby brush. Now he could see that it was much more than that. It lay squarely across the direction of the current. At one end, where it joined the natural shore of the lake it helped to form, a narrow but swift rush of water spilled over. The earth there looked especially hard and firm, packed down by the running water, or perhaps by the furry engineers Jebs insisted on. Randy got up, walked to the dam and stepped upon it. It was as solid as a floor.
            "They built wood under that dirt," Jebs called to him. "They jam the butt-ends of sticks and branches into the bed of the stream, and let the water carry in earth and mud and silt. Then they keep working, strengthening, improving. Look on the inside of the dam. See those sticks pushed in. They know the dam has a slight weakness at that point, and they know what to do about it, too.”
            “Let’s sit still here and watch,” Randy suggested. “Maybe after a while they’ll come out and do a little hydraulic engineering.”
            But Jebs shook his head. “Not them. They operate on a night shift. Moonlight’s best.”
            “There’ll be a nearly full moon tonight,” said Randy.
            The two boys looked at each other, smiling.
            “Moonlight!” said Jebs again. “Say, Randy, will your grandfather mind if you come out?”
            “I doubt it. I’ve just moved in to Laurels, but he seems reasonable and glad to let me do what I like. Let’s go and make sure.”
            “It’s a deal!” cried Jebs, and impulsively they grasped hands to bind the bargain. “Come on, we’ll head back to your place and make sure.”
            Returning to Laurels, they were greeted by Major Hunter, who listened with grave interest to their account of the expedition to Beaver Lake.
            “So you want to watch them by moonlight, do you?” he said when they had finished. “Well, why not? Jebs, stay here to supper with us.”
            “Let me telephone my dad at the store,” said Jebs. He went to the telephone, turned a wheezy crank, called a number and talked with his father, then nodded happily to Randy and the Major. “It’s all right with dad, and thank you, sir.”
            The two boys went out into the yard. Uncle Henry was mending the wire fence around the extensive garden patch, and Jebs strolled into the stable, glanced here and there, then stopped in front of the rack of tools. After a moment he reached out and took one.
            "That looks like a kind of pickax," said Randy. "Are you thinking what I’m thinking?"
            "This thing’s a grubbing hoe," corrected Jebs, "but I reckon I’m thinking just exactly what you’re thinking."
            "We’ll need a shovel." Randy laid his hand on it.
            Again the boys traded a glance of mutual inspiration.
            "Kind of a mean trick on our beavers," said Jebs slowly.
            "But it’ll give us a chance to see them really at work,” insisted Randy. "When we go out there tonight, we’ll take the shovel and the what-you-call-it, the grubbing hoe."
            Supper that night was chicken and rice, and when the boys had finished they waited with almost jumpy eagerness for the sun to sink. The moon rose before twilight had faded. When they left the house, the great round disk gave them a truly brilliant light. Departing by way of the stable to pick up their tools, they sought the way through the trees to the swamp trail.
            To Randy, at least, it was a creepily different journey from the woodland walk in full daylight. Gladly he let Jebs lead the way, for the Carolina youth seemed to move almost as confidently as ever in the dimness. A flutter of wings in a thicket made Randy jump, and he had a sense — imagination, he hopefully told himself — of being watched from a dozen hidden points. As they reached the lake, the gray of twilight was entirely gone, and the soft pallor of the climbing moon came through the opening among the trees.
            "Get to work, quick," muttered Jebs. "Don’t talk, and don’t waste any time or motions."
            Suiting action to word, Jebs drove the shovel deep into the earth of the dam. Randy lifted the grubbing hoe and brought it down hard with all the strength of both his arms
            It struck deep into something tough and hard, and he pried. The stout blade was driven into a matted mass of sticks, and Randy had to apply all his young weight to gouge them out.
            Working swiftly and silently, the two boys deepened their cut, about a foot and a half across the full width of the dam. The water rushed in and impeded their labors, but they persevered, notching well down below the surface. Then, at a gesture from Jebs, they left the dam and dropped full length in some weeds, at a point on the shore where the slight breeze was toward them.
            Silence, broken only by the burble of the water flowing into the new spillway. To Randy it seemed that an hour passed, though he knew that he must be overestimating. The running water enlarged the break they had made, washing away the earth. There was a thud and a splash as a piece of wood loosened from the fabric of the dam and sailed away below. Then another. Then —
            Jeb nudged Randy. Something was moving on the moonlit sheet of water.
            Like a tiny low-lying motor boat it sped, so swiftly that a little ripple preceded it like a cowcatcher and a wake streamed out behind. Nearer it came, nearer, to within feet of where the boys held their silent point of observation. Randy made out an intent rounded head, like a big squirrel’s, and a back with plastered wet fur, plain to see in the moonlight. As though drawn by a magnet, the swimmer drove straight along to the cut in the dam, seemed to hover at the water’s edge as a bird hovers in the air. Its nose darted investigatingly. The water churned around it.
            Whack! Like the report of a pistol rang the signal slap of the broad flat tail.
            Across the lake from a dozen directions came comrades of the first investigating beaver, converging at the same place.







THE FACE IN THE DARKNESS
 
            The first beaver had scrambled up on the dam beside the notch. He looked as big and sturdy as a young pig, thought Randy, perhaps three feet and a half from his blunt, wide nose to the end of his flat, broad tail, and he might weigh thirty pounds. The fur of his body had been soaked into shaggy spikes, and looked dark. For a few seconds he seemed to watch as his mates came hurrying to him, shouldering each other out of the way as they eagerly poked and scrambled around the damaged spot in their water wall. Then the first beaver slid smoothly back into the water among them, and again his tail sounded an abrupt slap on the surface. He drove to the far shore, crashed among some bushes, and in a trice was returning to the brink, dragging something across his shoulder. It was a fallen branch, longer than himself and a clumsy burden with its trailing twigs, but he churned his way back to the hole, and bobbed out of sight.
            At once the others were heading shoreward in imitation. They slammed and rattled in the brush. Their motions were as bewilderingly swift as though they were actors in an accelerated motion picture. Back again they came, dragging pieces of wood, small and large, and towed them sturdily to the dam. There they went into new activity, roiling the water and beating it into foam. The boys could see a matted mass of twigs and sticks in the notch, a mass that was wedged
  there securely and would not wash away. The beavers were sagely and skilfully driving the butts of their sticks into the earth. And the first comer of them all, probably the chief engineer Jebs had mentioned, was everywhere at once — nudging, pushing, snatching bits of wood from others and jamming them into place.
            This chief engineer seemed to spend much of his time under water. Now his head popped into view, then his shoulders appeared, to surge strongly against the preliminary fabric of branches that partially clogged the break in the dam. Water soaked through that fabric now, it did not gush as before. And the moonlight showed shiny, sloppy layers of mud upon and around the sticks, brought up from the lake’s bed and thrust into place by a dozen wise paws and shoulders. Beyond all the turmoil of labor, Randy studied the surface of the water. It grew quiet, there was not the crease of running current toward the breach he and Jebs had made. The beavers were beginning to win their struggle.
            Then, as instantaneously as it had all begun, it stopped. Stopped with a great signal whack of a tail, undoubtedly the tail of the chief himself. Every beaver bobbed into the deep water and sank like a stone. Only ripples showed where they had been.
            Jebs rose to one knee. He looked reproachfully at Randy.
            “You made some kind of noise and scared ’em off before they’d finished,’’ he said. “I didn’t move.’’
            “I didn’t, either,’’ protested Randy. “I scarcely breathed.’’
            “Then who did make a noise? Or what made a noise?’’ Jebs demanded petulantly. He was on his feet, walking toward the dam. “They didn’t quite finish the job. But wasn’t it something to see?’’
            “Something to see, maybe,’’ said a stern voice behind them, “but hardly something to do.’’
            A flashlight drowned their eyes with glare, and a figure moved toward them.
            “I’m inclined to be ashamed of you both,” went on Major Hunter.
            "Grandfather!” cried Randy. "What do you mean, ashamed of us? We wanted to see them at work, that’s all. We didn’t do any harm.”
            "Suppose somebody wanted to see you work,” elaborated the Major, "and tore down your fences and your house and all your property. Your bustling around to repair them might be entertaining to whoever was lolling around and looking along, but you wouldn’t agree that no harm had been done. Well, Jebs, do you agree with me?”
            Jebs was quiet for a moment.
            "Yes, sir,” he then admitted frankly, "I guess I do. I didn’t think of it that way.” He peered at the partially mended dam. "They must have heard your footsteps, and rushed away.”
            "No, I’ve been here almost as long as you have,” Major Hunter said. "It wasn’t I who moved, and it wasn’t you two, either. But never mind that. Don’t you owe these beavers a little something? They were frightened off before they finished their patching up of your vandalism. The inference,” he added drily, "is obvious.”
            "What does that mean?” Jebs half whispered to Randy. "Big words kind of throw me.”
            "I guess he thinks we ought to finish filling up that hole,” replied Randy.
            "Correct, Randy. That’s just what I do think,” said the Major bleakly. Leaning on his stick, he turned the flash beam on the hole. "Get that shovel and grubbing hoe working.”
            Jebs had already begun to scoop earth back into place.
            Randy found and brought into use several big stones. Both of them worked hard, and within minutes they had strengthened and thickened the preliminary work of the beavers so that no water trickled through.
            "That’s probably stouter than it was before,” commented Jebs. "But I’m still wondering what scared those beavers down to the bottom of the lake.”
            "Do you think they know themselves?” asked Randy. "They may not,” agreed Major Hunter, returning to his usual good humor. "It’s the unknown that terrifies, with beasts or men.” He did not make the words grim, but they were impressive. Randy wondered if his grandfather were remembering some experience in one or other of the two wars he had seen. "But whatever it is,” continued the Major, "it must have come from across the lake yonder. There isn’t much breeze, but it blows this way, enough of it to bring the slightest sound or scent to the beavers.”
            "Let’s go see,” said Randy. "May I have that flash, sir?” His grandfather passed it to him, and he moved across the dam, Jebs close behind him. They paused on the far side, and Randy raked the surface of the water with his light. All was quiet and seemingly asleep — the lake, the fringes of reeds, the dead drowned trees, the domes of the beaver lodges.
            Randy moved a few steps along the shore, gazing here and there at the spaces his light illuminated among the pine trunks and bushes. Quiet reigned there, too, and sleepy darkness. But Randy felt, or perhaps imagined, the hint of an alien presence. He was glad for Jebs’ presence so close to him. Stepping in among the lakeside bushes, he swung the light from right to left, then focussed it on something a few feet directly in front of him.
            For one instant he gazed at a pale, luminous face, broad and heavy, with bright eyes glaring full at him, furious as the eyes of a cornered animal.
            Randy froze, as though every drop of blood had been turned to ice in his veins. Then the instant was gone, and with it the face. He heard a crash of twigs and branches, a heavy thud as though a large body had stumbled and regained its balance. Then silence.
            Randy found his voice. "J-Jebs!" he quavered. "Did you — or did I just think I saw —”
            "No, Randy." Jebs came up beside him. The Carolina boy still carried the shovel, and he held it half raised, as though to repel a danger. "You really saw it, and so did I. What was the thing? I saw just a face."
            "So did I," said Randy, "and that was all. A face, without a body, hanging there in the night."
            "Sorry to spoil your ghost story," came Major Hunter’s voice from behind them. Artificial leg and all, the old soldier had moved quickly across the dam to follow the boys. "Your light picked up and showed, very plainly, a human face. There was a body attached."
            "I didn’t see any body," said Randy, still nervous.
            "You could hear it, though," his grandfather said. "Probably it was wearing dark clothes that didn’t reflect your light."
            Randy recovered his nerve and turned his flash groundward. There before them was a print in damp earth, the print of a broad, coarse shoe. Jebs bent and looked.
            "Shoo!” he said. "It was just some fellow prowling around, like us."
            "Who?" Randy asked challengingly.
            "And why?” added Major Hunter.



          JEBS IS MYSTERIOUS
 
            "Why, Major?" he echoed. "We’ll find out why."
            He poised his shovel and took a step, slow but determined, as though to pursue.
            "We’ll go back to the house," said Major Hunter.
            "But if we don’t follow—" began Randy.
            "Back to the house," repeated the Major, in a voice suddenly authoritative, the kind of voice he must have used on parade grounds years before.
            Randy and Jebs turned back obediently, and Major Hunter took the flashlight and led the way to the path, then toward Laurels.
            "Come inside before I talk," he said, shutting off several attempts to question him.
            In the front room of the house, the two boys took chairs opposite the Major and waited expectantly.
            "I don’t believe in plat-eyes and boogies, like some of these hoecakers around these parts," ventured Jebs after a moment, "but the way you called us back from chasing that face made me wonder if you didn’t think Beaver Lake’s haunted."
            "It’s haunted, all right, and by a flesh-and-blood trespasser," replied the old soldier. "Somebody hanging around at night where he’s not supposed to be, and usually that kind of somebody is armed. If you’d pushed him too dose, Jebs, you might have been shot at.”
            "Shoo!” exdaimed Jebs.
            "Shoo yourself!” put in Randy. "You didn’t think of that, did you, Jebs? And here I came to the Sandhills thinking things would be quiet and lazy and sort of boresome.” "You’re sure he was trespassing, sir?” asked Jebs. "Somebody after our beavers, maybe?”
            "That’s exactly what I think,” replied Major Hunter. "Not many people even know about any beavers on my property. Jebs, you’re the beaver hobby fellow for this neighborhood, and it was news to you before today, wasn't it? Odd that somebody showed up uninvited on your first visit to the lake.”
            "Who heard you telling me about the beavers, Major?” persisted Jebs. "There wasn’t anybody listening except Randy and my dad, and neither of them would be apt to talk to anyone who wasn’t all right.”
            "I’m like my grandfather, I think somebody heard for the first time about them today, and sneaked over to have a look,” said Randy. "Beaver skins ought to be worth quite something these days.”
            "They’re worth a lot,” the major told him. "Good beaver pelts are worth almost as much per square inch as good mink. But down here they’re carefully protected, by stern laws. The government’s counting on those beavers to do what they used to do, all over the nation, for water control and land preservation. You know about that, Jebs, don’t you?”
            "I’ve read about it,” replied Jebs. "A hundred years ago, for instance, they had dams and lodges all over the western streams, from the Rio Grande to the Columbia. After the trappers and traders wiped them out, there weren’t any more little reservoirs and lakes of their making, and we began to have droughts and deserts.”
            "I'm going to find out who’s prowling around Beaver Lake, and see that he doesn’t do it any more,” announced Major Hunter grimly. I’ll notify the game warden and the sheriff. Well, Jebs, Uncle Henry will drive you home when you’re ready.”
            "I can walk,” said Jebs, but Major Hunter shook his gray head.
            ’It’s no trouble to send you. And here, maybe you’d like to read this book.”
            He limped to the shelf and selected a thick volume bound in dark blue cloth. "This is a scientific work on the animals of America, past and present. You’ll find out something about prehistoric beavers in it.”
            "Thank you, sir,” said Jebs eagerly, and departed with Uncle Henry.
            ”As for you, Randy,” went on the Major when Jebs had left, "you might like to look at this.” He held out a pamphlet. "It’s something the State Historical Association printed some years ago, a selection from John Lawton’s History of North Carolina. He was one of the state’s first explorers, and his book was published in 1714. This is the part that tells about the animals of the region.” He opened it and looked at one page, then another. "Here, read this.”
            Randy sat down and read:
            "Bevers are very numerous in Carolina, there being abundance of their Dams in all Parts of the Country where I have traveled. They are the moft induftrious and greateft Artificers (in building their Dams and Houfes) of any four footed Creatures in the World. Their Food is chiefly the Barks of Trees and Shrubs, viz: Safsafras, Ash, Sweet. Gum and feveral others. If you take them young they become very tame and domeftic, but are very mifchievous in fpoiling Orchards by breaking the Trees. . .
            Randy looked up. "Say, sir, did this John Lawton have a lisp or an impediment in his speech?"
            The Major chuckled. "The reprint followed the old style of type, including the Saxon S that looks like a small F,” he said. "Surely you’ve seen that before?"
            "Right, but the things that have been happening made me want to make some sort of joke. Do you know what it says here about young beavers making good pets?"
            "Just leave the young beavers in their own home, Randy," said the Major. "You can look, but you can’t touch. Try to catch any, and you’ll have trouble with the law and me."
            "Yes, sir," said Randy. He continued to read Lawton’s curious but informative account of wild life in Carolina two hundred and fifty years before. Finally he said: "I never heard of John Lawton until now. Whatever became of him?"
            "Killed by the Indians,” replied the Major. "This wasn’t a quiet, lazy boresome country then.”
            "And it isn’t now,” said Randy.
            He felt a return of his earlier apprehension. To shake it off he went to his room, found writing paper, and composed his inquiry about Lone Scout activity to mail to National Boy Scout Headquarters. He addressed the envelope, put a stamp on it, and brought it back into the living room. Several letters, ready stamped for mailing, leaned on the mantel above the fireplace, and Randy added his letter to them. Now he found himself yawning and stretching.
            "I'm going to bed,” he told his grandfather.
            "So am I, pretty soon," was the reply. "Good night, Randy."
            Randy undressed, put on pajamas, and sprawled on the comfortable cot. He had gone through a number of surprising experiences during this, his first day in North Carolina, but they had brought a healthy weariness of body as well as excitement. He was glad to relax, to let his eyes drop shut.
            . . . Then his eyes came open again, and it was morning.
            It took him a moment or two to remember where he was, and what had happened the day before. A sense of eager anticipation came to him. Quickly he donned dungarees, shirt and moccasins. Thorough washing helped waken him completely and he sought the kitchen, where Uncle Henry was pouring hot water for drip coffee.
            "You up kinda early, Mist’ Randy," said Uncle Henry. "The Major, he just stirrin’. I fix you some breakfast."
            "No, I’ll wait for my grandfather," said Randy. "I’ve got a little chore to do first. Uncle Henry, do we have any plaster of Paris?"
            "I don’t think so," said Uncle Henry, frowning in thought. "But we got some patch plaster, all ready-mix stuff in a package, out with the tools. What you goin’ do with it?"
            "I want just a little, enough to try an experiment," said Randy, and walked out into the yard.
            The morning sky was cloudy, but the air was warm. Randy found the package of plaster mixture on a shelf. He read the printed directions carefully, then opened the top and made an examination. It was a fine white powder, substantially what he wanted. He poured a handful or so into a clean tin can and struck out through the woods.
            A bustling of bird and insect life made itself heard all around him, but he felt a touch of the awed timidity that had beset him on the same trail the previous evening. As he approached Beaver Lake, this feeling persisted and grew. Randy found himself pausing to listen and peer, time after time. On the shore of the lake he studied the dam, the mended notch, the slient lodges. Then he scouted along to where Jebs and he had found the footprint only the night before.
            It was still there, plain and deep in the daylight, the clear- cut mark of a shoe fully an inch wider, and nearly two inches longer, than his own. He squatted down to study it and the firm, damp earth around it. Then he went below the dam, to the point where water poured over. Gingerly he caught a trickle inside his plaster can, stirred with a twig, caught more and then more a third time. Stirring and adding water, he finally achieved the consistency he wanted, a creamy blend of plaster and water as thick as rich gravy. Stirring hard, he returned to the footprint. With careful hand and intent eyes he slowly measured the plaster mixture into the heel print, then the sole print, until the entire depression had been filled to its very brim with smooth whiteness.
            Straightening up, Randy surveyed his work with satisfaction. He stepped aside to a fallen log, and carefully pried loose a large flake of bark, which he laid over the print and plaster, covering them entirely from view. Then he gladly hastened home again, for the uneasy feeling that hostile eyes watched his every move was strong upon him.
            When he reached Laurels, Major Hunter was awake, and had donned a light robe. Uncle Henry served Randy and the Major with scrambled eggs and toast, and these proved a sure charm against uneasy fancies. After breakfast, Randy looked up the number of Markum’s Store, and rang central. Jebs’s voice answered his call.
            "Jebs,” said Randy eagerly. "I’ve got something to tell you.”
            "Is it about what we’ve been doing?" asked Jebs at once.
            "Yes. Early this morning I —"
            "Not now, Randy. I’ll see you later."
            "Hang on and let me explain."
            "Not now, I said." Jebs’s young voice was almost darkly stubborn. "I’ve got to work until noon, that’s my deal with dad. After that —’’
            "Shall I come to the store?"
            "Head this way after you’ve had dinner," said Jebs.
            "But you’ll want to hear—’’ began Randy again.
            "No, let me hear it when I see you," interrupted Jebs, ' almost as authoritatively as a schoolteacher, and hung up. Randy frowned above the telephone, but hung up and went outside.
            A light, steady rain had begun to fall. It was enough to discourage any outdoor exploring. Randy trotted through the drizzle to the stable, where Uncle Henry sat on a bench, mending harness.
            "It’s old leather, but I make it good as new, maybe some better," Uncle Henry said to Randy.
            "Why do we need a mule to work no more than an acre of cleared land?” asked Randy.
            The old Negro grinned. "What make you think that old mule Dix doin’ any work, Mist’ Randy? Shucks, he kind of retired on pension, like your grandpa, the Major. He done plenty in his time, enough to earn hisself a good long rest. I put him to a light plow and cut up the ground some, fall and spring, but that’s no more’n somethin’ to make him think he makin’ his board and keep around here." Uncle Henry glanced to where Dix gazed intelligently at them from above the bars of his stall. "Don’t stand there cockin’ your ears at us, mule!" he scolded. "You ain’t supposed to listen what we talkin’ about your nohow."
            “Did my grandfather tell you anything about what happened at Beaver Lake last night, Uncle Henry?”
            "Ain’t say much except somebody prowlin’ round there where nobody ain’t been give the leave to come.”
            "What does he think he’ll do about it?”
            The wise eyes crinkled in the dark face. "I ain’t makin’ myself no worry guessin’ about that, Mist’ Randy. Your grandpa and me, we been keepin’ this place together for a right smart of time, and I always notice he don’t talk none ahead about what he goin’ to do about nothin’. He studies it out to hisself, then he does it. But,” added Uncle Henry, "whoever fix to have any trouble with Major Martin Gary Hunter, he better get up mighty early the night before if he figgers to take him in.”
            Thus, without attempting to suggest what policy Major Hunter might follow, Uncle Henry succeeded in giving Randy full confidence in his grandfather to handle the situation. The rain slackened to a foggy spray, and Randy helped carry feed to the pigs. Noon came, and dinner, and a banishing of the clouds from the sky. It was bright sunlight once more as Randy started his hike to meet Jebs.
            They came together almost at midpoint between Laurels and the store. Jebs was solemn in his greeting.
            "I’ve got it,” he announced at once.
            "Got what? The prowler we jumped up last night?”
            "No, the point where he fits in. That’s why I didn’t want you to talk about him over the phone. I think he listened in on me yesterday when I was telling dad about the beavers on your place, and he’s after them.”



          THE PERMANENT FOOTPRINT
 
 
            Randy stared at Jebs, trying to analyze the statement.
            “You did phone your father yesterday, at that, and said something about looking at Beaver Lake. You think the wires were tapped?”
            “Shoo, the wires are always tapped. Major Hunter’s on a four-party hookup, and at the store we have one other party on the same line. I could have been overheard on four different phones?”
            “Isn’t that illegal or something? Listening in on private conversations?”
            “If it is, and they try to enforce it,” said Jebs, “they’d have the jails chuck full around here. My mother was raised on a farm with the phone hooked onto a six-party line. When Dad was courting her, there was a farmer’s wife listening at every receiver. It must have been like being on the radio. Anyway, the phone’s the answer. Dad says he didn’t mention what I was doing, not to anybody. And nobody did at your house. Whoever heard about Beaver Lake must have heard my conversation, to happen over the same time you and I did.” Jebs knotted his blond brows. “If we hadn’t had that little rain this morning, the footprint might help us.”
            “We’ll have the footprint as long as we want it,” Randy informed him.
            "What?” Jebs opened his eyes wide. "What do you mean?”
            "Come home with me and I’ll show you. And tell me about those other four telephones and who might have overheard you.”
            The two boys strolled toward Laurels, talking earnestly.
            "Well,” said Jebs, "I listed them at home last night. On your granddaddy’s line there are three extra phones. First off, there’s old Miss Claybell. She’s a retired schoolteacher, and lives by herself. She likes gossip. I figured her as my top suspect.”
            "Cross her off,” said Randy. "That face last night was no schoolma’am.”
            "No, and neither was that footprint made by any woman, unless she wore a giant’s plow shoes,” added Jebs. "Miss Claybell lives alone. Unless she passed word to someone else, and I doubt if she had time, she’s out.”
            "Next suspect?”
            "Mr. Dave Donelson. He lives the far side of Laurels, farming the land he rents from Major Hunter. I don’t think he’d be apt to listen in, but he has three good-looking daughters.”
            "Better cross them off, too,” Randy said. "The party we saw last night was a double-ugly looker.”
            "If we’re to recognize him, he isn’t the last party on the line with you at all,” Jebs went on. "That’s Sim Nossaman, who works in a Pinebluff garage. He’s young and slim, and everybody likes him. Not very big either. He could get both his feet into that print we saw.”
            "Who’s the fourth one on these party lines?” asked Randy.
            "That’s the new subscriber that got put on the line with us. I don’t know him. Nobody seems to. He’s been here only a short time, and he does his shopping somewhere else than our store. Name of Bickram. He may be old or young, big or little, honest or crooked. I can’t tell you.”
            "Now there’s my top suspect,” said Randy. "Let’s go a little faster, I’ve got something to show you.”
            They reached Laurels, and Randy led Jebs in and to his room. From among his belongings he rummaged a box that had contained canvas sneakers.
            "Come on,” he said.
            The boys started out, walking purposefully away past the stables toward the now familiar trail to Beaver Lake.
            "What’s the box for?” demanded Jebs as he followed, growing excited and mystified. "You think you can carry back the footprint we found?”
            "That’s just what I’m going to carry back,” replied Randy.
            "How?”
            "Watch and see, tenderfoot,” said Randy, with a mocking grin. "You were being the mystery expert a while ago, full of secrets I didn’t know and couldn’t ask about. Now it’s my turn.”
            "Okay, Scoutmaster,” grumbled Jebs, "but let’s get strung out on it, I want the lowdown.”
            At the lake they surveyed the water surface, the mended dam, the tops of the quiet lodges. Jebs searched for the footprint.
            "I don’t see it anywhere,” he complained. "That rain did wash it away.”
            "Wrong again.” Randy stooped down. "The quickness of the hand deceives the eye. Sacramento, presto chango — and look!”
            Triumphantly he lifted the patch of bark. Jebs, too, bent down and gazed.
            "That white thing? Why, it looks like — Uncle Moses in the bulrushes, Randy, you put plaster in it for a cast!” He faced his friend with a grimace of admiration. "I never heard of such a thing, except in a mystery movie I saw once.”
            ”I probably saw the same movie,” replied Randy. “That’s what gave me the idea. Now, help me with it. I don’t think it’s entirely set and hardened, but I don’t want to leave it out here for another night, with Mr. Mysterious fooling around.”
            With a pocketknife he whittled the piece of bark into a crude trowel. Jebs improvised another from a split piece of wood. Industriously and carefully they scooped away the soggy soil around the print, gouged well under it, and finally levered it, still in its bed of mire, into the shoe box. Randy replaced the lid and took it cautiously under his arm.
            “Back home with the evidence,” he said.
            Returning from Beaver Lake, the two kept a heavy, stealthy silence. As they reached the last belt of trees before the barnyard at Laurels, Jebs sighed deeply.
            “I’m glad to be away from there for once,” he confessed. 'I had a feeling we were being watched every second, and not in a friendly way.”
            “Thanks for admitting it,” replied Randy. “I had the same feeling, and it’s not quite so lonesome when you have a pal to help you be nervous.”
            “Probably we’re just working our imaginations overtime,” suggested Jebs, as much for his own comfort as for Randy’s.
            “Probably,” said Randy, “but let’s keep a lookout. Better to have a defense you don’t need than to need a defense you don’t have.”
            “Hey, that’s smart-sounding,” said Jebs. “Did you think it up all by yourself?”
            “No. I think some other great mind hatched it out. Some president or general or governor —”
            “Or just somebody slipping scared-like through the woods, wondering what was hiding behind the next tree," contributed Jebs.
            They reached the yard at Laurels without mishap, and bore their prize into the stable. Carefully setting the box on the bench where Uncle Henry kept his boxes of nails and smaller tools, Randy lifted the lid. Apparently the plaster cast had survived the journey from the lake unharmed in the least degree.
            "We’d better not pry it loose yet," advised Jebs. "Let it set a day or so, then work it free and clean it up. Wait until the sheriff has a look at that. He’ll want to hire us as deputies."
            "Why give the sheriff a look at it?" demanded Randy suddenly.
            Jebs narrowed his eyes. "I’m commencing to figure you out, Randy. You put on that sharp, dark expression when you’re boiling up with some idea. What is it this time? You aren’t going to hold out on the law, are you?"
            "No," said Randy. "We’ll give the sheriff a look, all right, but not at just a cast of a footprint. We’ll turn the guilty party over to him."
            "How do we know who he is?"
            "We don’t, just yet. But from this cast, when it’s clean, we can start building our evidence. We can find out who made the track and observe him. So far, all we know is that somebody was at the lake last night. We can only guess that he meant to trap beaver or do something else really serious. But once we identify him, we can check up and find out."
            "What if he traps and skins our beaver first?" asked Jebs, his voice sharpening in anger at the possibility.
            "Then the sheriff comes in. But we’ll catch up with the prowler before then. Right now, as I guess, he’s going to wait until we stop worrying about him. You can bet he wants my grandfather to slack off on wondering who he is. We’ll have time to trace him. What do you say, Jebs? We can be detectives and deputies and game wardens, right on our own hook. Let’s try it for a week, anyway.”
            At the word detectives, Jebs’ eyes brightened. “Well, all right. You make it sound as if we could swing it. Now let’s put our plaster footprint where it will dry out.”
            Through one window in the stable the sun’s ray gleamed warmly. They set the box before this, propping it on a block of wood so as to get the full benefit of heat and light.
            “What next?” asked Randy as they turned away.
            “We’ll have to make a list of things to do. Want to go dancing Friday night?”
            “Dancing?” Randy looked puzzled. “I didn’t have you pegged for a prom trotter.”
            “Shoo, I’m not. What I mean is an old-style hoedown country dance. There’s an old building that used to be a schoolhouse. The folks around here sometimes use it for meetings and socials. Every other Friday night — day after tomorrow’s Friday — they get together and tune up the fiddle and guitar.” Jebs pronounced the last word ffg/Vtar.”
            “Does your father let you go?”
            “Shoo,” said Jebs, “he goes himself, and so does Mamma. You couldn’t keep that pair away from a good ladies-and- gentlemen’s square dance with a hoe handle.”
            “I’ll ask my grandfather.” Randy sought out the Major, who smiled and nodded to grant the request.
            “Go enjoy yourself, Randy. But don’t expect me to drag my timber leg there. Friday’s my favorite radio night.” Returning to Jebs, Randy completed arrangements to meet the Markums after the store closed on Friday night and ride with them to the dance.



          THE HOBNAIL CROSS
 
 
            Jeb had taken to reading Randy’s Boy Scout manual, with interest and profit.
            "I can pass these Tenderfoot tests,” he said, as he sat in Randy’s room the next day. "I was old enough to qualify years ago. The Scout Law and Oath are easy to remember, though a guy has to practice them as well as recite them, I reckon. The flag history and forms of respect we’ve had in school. The knots — I know the square knot and several others, but maybe not eight in all.”
            "You’ll find diagrams and directions in there,” said Randy, taking the book from Jebs’ hand.
            Studying the knot pictures, Jebs reached out for a piece of clothesline that had come in Randy’s foot locker along with many other casual possessions, and began to experiment with a bowline, then with a lariat loop. His fingers were naturally sure, and after a few tries he succeeded in forming both the loops.
            "You’ll pass the tests like a high wind whenever we can find someone qualified to review you,” said Randy. "A month as a Tenderfoot, and you can make Second Class rank. I’ll help coach you on first aid, signaling and so on. Two months more, and you go up against First Class. Can you swim?” "Ever since I was seven years old,” said Jebs.
            "Use an ax?”
            “Show me your cherry tree and I’ll imitate George Washington.”
            “Read a map?”
            “I’ll probably need coaching on that, too. What comes after First Class Scout?”
            “Star Scout, Life Scout and Eagle Scout,” replied Randy. “Those ranks take Merit Badges.” He turned to the Merit Badge section of the manual. “Probably you could win some of these right now, without studying at all.”
            Jebs leafed through page after page of Merit Badge requirements. “Agriculture, that ought to be simple. Angling — that’s fishing, isn’t it? — I’d take honors in. Animal industry would be up my alley.”
            “And athletics,” added Randy, looking over Jebs’ shoulder. “Bird study, could you swing that one? Civics, cooking—”
            “Cotton farming,” put in Jebs. “Any Carolinian is born knowing that. Farm home, farm layout, farm mechanics. Fingerprinting, no. If we could do that, we might corral our prowler. Gardening, hiking, pathfinding. Safety, I’d want to learn and qualify on that one. Scholarship, you’d have to ask my teachers if I rated that one. Skiing is out in this warm climate. Stalking I’ve done, and swimming I can do.” He looked up, smiling in his enthusiasm. “I feel like Mr. Eagle Scout already.”
            “Stalking,” harked back Randy. “That reminds me, we’ve got a kind of little stalking project of our own. Let’s go look at that plaster cast again.”
            They went out to the stable and set the box on the bench. The plaster cast proved dry and solid to their carefully probing fingers, and Randy pried it gingerly from its surrounding bed of earth. He and Jebs wiped away clinging crumbs and flakes of dirt, then drew a bucket of water at the hydrant and rinsed the cast, taking pains not to chip or scratch it. Finally they turned it upside down on a board and carried it into the sunlight to examine.
            "Except for size, it might be any common cowhide farm shoe,” said Jebs. "Thick, blunt leather sole, and a leather heel as I judge, with hobnails.”
            "That hobnail pattern looks funny,” said Randy. "The nail heads make a cross-shaped pattern in the center of the heel. What shoemaker around here does his work that way?”
            "There aren’t but a few in this region,” replied Jebs. "A couple in Aberdeen, a couple more up the road in Southern Pines. And that doesn’t look professional to me, anyway.” Uncle Henry ambled by, a rake on his shoulder. "What you two got there?” he asked curiously.
            Randy showed him the cast. "We made this with plaster in a footprint,” he explained, "and we were looking at this cross pattern of hobnails in the heel.”
            Uncle Henry studied the pattern, and his dusky brow creased with intent study. "Huh,” he said, half to himself, "I ain’t see that kind of business for a good long spell of years.”
            "You know what the cross means, then?”
            "It mean the man who wore that shoe was pure down ignorant,” Uncle Henry told them emphatically. "Some crazy-head that still believe in witches and ha’nts and that kind of fool stuff.”
            "Well, I want to know!” cried Jebs, fascinated.
            Uncle Henry’s brown forefinger tapped the plaster blobs that meant nail heads. " ’Way back before the Year One, some folkses has druv in nails in they shoe-heels to make a cross, on account they reckons that’ll keep witches from followin’ along after ’em and puttin’ a spell or a hoodoo on ’em. Well, that might be ’scusable back in the old ignorant days when nobody had the chance to learn any diff’ent, but when you show me a shoe nailed like that, I show you a fool and a gump and a witch-believer. Don’t you have no truck with nobody as gone gump as that, you hear?” And he walked away.
            Jebs and Randy looked at each other and kept silent for a moment. "Now that Uncle Henry’s explained it,” said Randy, "I know where I read about the same thing.”
            "A hobnail cross?”
            "Yes. In Huckleberry Finn. Huck’s father, the village bad man, nailed a cross pattern into his shoes to keep witches off.”
            "Shoo,” said Jebs. "I remember the book too. And Old Man Finn was a pretty bad character to monkey with. Kind of ready with guns and knives, wasn’t he?”
            "That’s right,” nodded Randy, his eyes on the cast. "And probably nowhere near as big as this mystery prowler is, if he fits his shoe size.”
            The two boys returned to the house, where Randy carefully wrapped the cast in newspaper and put it in a bottom bureau drawer.
            Jebs sighed deeply. "Suppose we change the subject,” he said. "Get on something beside the mystery. I’ve been reading that book your grandfather lent me, about the animals that used to live in America before human beings came along. There was a giant beaver in Ohio, as big as a black bear.”
            "How’d you like to see beaver that size building dams and lodges?” asked Randy.
            "They must have made the Great Lakes,” said Jebs. "I wonder if that stuff in Hiawatha about the king beaver — ten times larger than the others — might have been some old, old memory of giant beavers. Their lodges would be big enough for men to live in. Maybe the earliest Indians did. Maybe that’s where they learned to build their wigwams and earth houses.”
            “A beaver that size ought to take care of himself,” elaborated Randy. “Big as a bear, you said? Anybody wanting to trap-one of those would have to think twice about how he was going to catch hold.”
            “And prowlers like old Cross-Nails wouldn’t tramp around so free on the banks of a giant beaver lake,” said Jebs, and turned solemn. The mystery of the big-footed trackmaker oppressed the boys once again.
            But the weather was too bright and pleasant to allow the uneasy mood to prevail. Jebs and Randy spent the rest of the afternoon in discussing Merit Badges and other advancement items in Scouting. Then Jebs went home to supper, promising to return with his family to take Randy to the square dance.
            At a quarter to eight the Markum car drove into the yard of Laurels, and Randy, dressed in gray slacks, white shirt and sports jacket, went out to greet Mr. Markham and his wife.
            “Get in the back seat with Jebs,” bade Mr. Markum. “Are you any good at country dancing, Randy?”
            “I never tried it, sir,” replied Randy as the car started.
            In the back seat, Jebs surveyed his friend’s costume critically.
            “Shoo, Randy, shuck off that coat and that necktie. You want these people to think you’re too high-flung to associate with them? If they get the idea you’re some Yankee tourist dropping by to laugh at country ways, they might not have so much fun, nor you, either.”
            Randy obeyed. It was a four-mile drive to the old country schoolhouse, which proved to be a low square-built structure of white painted boards. There were lights inside, and a circle of parked cars outside, and inside the circle and outside the building were several little knots of people of various ages, talking and laughing. As Mr. Markum found a parking place and eased his own car into it, somewhere a fiddle struck up a shrill but harmonious tune.
            "Just in time,” said Jebs. "Get out, Randy, I want you to meet some folks I know.”
            Several boys and girls called out greetings.
            "This is Potter Harriman, Randy,” Jebs began his introductions. "Potter, shake hands with Randy Hunter, he’s the Major’s grandson and he’s going to live here. And this is Sam Sullivan, Randy, Davis Blaikie, and Mack MacDonald.” "You fixing to leave us out, Jebs?” challenged a merryfaced girl with lots of wavy black hair. She wore a peasant blouse and dark skirt, with saddle oxfords.
            "Not for more than a second. Meet Randy Hunter. Randy, this is Lucy Ann Clevenger. And here comes Rhoda May Stone, and Ellen Mary Texas Hobart.”
            "Let’s go in and help ’em start up,” suggested Potter Harriman, and the group turned to head for the door.
            Even as he reached the stoop, Randy felt the impact of a direct gaze from somewhere, as he might have felt the sudden touch of a hand. He looked that way, and into the face of a youth his own age, but taller and broader, who lounged against the door jamb.
            It was a heavy, half-frowning face, with untidy brown hair growing low on the forehead. Under thick brows the narrow dark eyes probed at him, as though to decide where they had seen Randy Hunter before. Randy had a feeling he had spied that face in the past — where?
            A moment later they were all inside the building, with music and chattering voices around them.
 



 
          THE TROUBLEMAKER
 
            The large room into which Randy followed his companions had walls and ceilings of narrow, light-painted boards, and was illuminated by kerosene lamps clamped in iron brackets. Chairs were set along the walls. At one end, on a sort of low platform or dais, probably intended for the teacher’s desk, sat three musicians with guitar, fiddle and accordion. They were elderly men, clad in old trousers, white shirts and heavy shoes. With nimble, good-humored skill, they were playing a quick, catchy tune in fast jig rhythm.
            On the open floor, several couples took positions for a dance. To Randy’s uninstructed eye, they seemed to have the knowledge and discipline of a unit of soldiers preparing to execute an intricate close-order drill.
            “I’m not up on this kind of dancing,” he confessed to Jebs. “I’ll sit this one out.”
            “Well, I won’t,” Jebs told him. “I’m going to dance. Come on, Lucy Ann.”
            The merry-faced girl joined Jebs and they took the last vacant place in the dance figure. A spry old gentleman had mounted the platform beside the musicians. He clapped his hands twice and the music stopped. To Randy the claps sounded as sharp as a pistol shot, or as the signal clap of a beaver’s tail on the water.
            "Ladies and gentlemen, Virginia reel, if you please,” the caller announced. "What will the tune be?” He eyed the fiddler over the top of his spectacles. "Make it old, and make it lively.”
            There was a hurried conference in undertones among the musicians. "Hey, Betty Martin,” the fiddler finally said.
            "Hey, Betty Martin,” repeated the caller. "Form with your partners. I see you’re ready. Music!”
            The dancers had drawn up in two lines, the men facing the women. The fiddler patted once, twice, three times with his foot. On the third pat the little orchestra began to play in the unique rhythm of the reel, and the dancers swung smoothly into the figures. To Randy it was hard to follow at first, then harder, and harder still. He saw Jebs dancing nimbly and expertly, his shoes clump-clumping with a vigor that did not lack grace. Mr. and Mrs. Markum were as active as their son, and even smoother in following the various swift figures of the reel. Randy despaired of ever learning such a routine well enough to follow it.
            Someone came close to his elbow.
            "Hi,” said a deep voice.
            "I’m a wallflower tonight,” said Randy, without turning to look at the stranger.
            "Those kind of dances is for old chawbacons who never learned any new steps since the Battle of Bentonville,” the reply came in a growl.
            Randy turned around. The speaker was the frowning youth who had stared at Randy outside. Seen at close quarters, he proved to be a full inch taller than even the upstanding Randy. His shoulders, chest and legs, clad in checked shirt and khaki pants, looked thick and strong. His hands were broad and meaty, and he wore coarse shoes. He might have been a year older than Randy, or more than that.
            "Ain’t you new around here?" he demanded. "Ain’t you living with Major Hunter?"
            "I’m Major Hunter’s grandson," replied Randy. "My name’s Randy Hunter."
            "I’m new around here, too." The frown creased the swarthy brow deeper. There was no suggestion of friendly . feeling in the announcement. "My name’s Bickram. Emory Bickram. Out there at the door, you was kind of gopping at me like you wondered who I was."
            Randy tried not to kindle to the strange hostility in Emory Bickram's words and manner. He remembered his violent l introduction to Jebs, and wondered if perhaps he had a bad habit of too curious staring.
            "Em!" called another voice, higher and even harsher than Emory Bickram’s growl.
            Emory Bickram looked around, then snorted and tramped away from Randy toward a youth who was older than he, perhaps fully twenty, and in build and face apparently his kinsman. This second stranger wore razor-pressed blue I slacks, narrow at the cuffs, and a slim-waisted, pad-shouldered coat of loud checked material, tailored in a fashion that Randy and his friends up North had called zoot. A white shirt and a flaring bow tie of bright-colored design jl completed the costume. Vastly different from Emory’s drab I unkempt thatch, was the carefully combed and parted hair.
            Something in the way the newcomer had spoken to Emory, and in the stern, insistent tone he now used, made Randy guess that he was Emory Bickram’s elder brother. His voice was pitched to a stealthy softness that prevented Randy from hearing the words, but Emory listened in surly acceptance.
            Randy turned back to watch the dancing. The reel was over, and another kind of figure dance was in progress, i Almost all those present in the hall had entered it. The
old gentleman on the platform beside the musicians was calling the figures, a constant high-pitched succession of commands and directions in rhythm with the music. To Randy, at least, those directions were little more understandable than so much Greek. He tried to guess what was meant by Sashay, Allemand and Address your partner. But the dancers knew, and their gyrations and measure treadings back and forth and in and out made a pattern that delighted even as it bewildered. Randy wished that he could dance such dances, and resolved that he would make Jebs or some of the other young people he had just met teach him.
            Again the music stopped, and the couples drifted from the dance space, talking and laughing. Jebs led Lucy Ann over to join Randy. After a moment, the caller clapped his hands for attention again, and loudly announced "Now the boys will play The Cuckoo Waltz.”
            "If it’s a waltz, I can do it,” said Randy. "Probably it’ll be my only chance tonight."
            "Go track out a waltz with him, Lucy Ann," urged Jebs.
            Lucy Ann moved out on the floor with Randy, as the music struck up in waltz time. Instead of calling the figures the caller from time to time sang a few lines:
 
            Fare thee well, my charming gal,
            Fare thee well, I’m gone,
            Fare thee well, my charming gal,
            With golden slippers on . . .
 
            "You dance right well for a Yankee," Lucy Ann praised him as they finished the waltz.
            "No more of this talk about my being a Yankee!" cried Randy, who within five days had come to think of himself as a loyal North Carolinian. "My folks have lived in this section for more than a century. Where’s Jebs Markum, he’ll tell you." Randy looked around. "Where’s Jebs?"
            “He just stepped outside with a fellow he’d had a couple of words with,’’ volunteered Davis Blaikie, hurrying past and toward the door. “Sounded like fighting words, too. I’m going to see.’’
            “Fighting words?’’ echoed Randy. “Excuse me, Lucy Ann.’’ He followed Davis Blaikie outside.
            In the yard in front of the door, half a dozen young men and boys were gathered to watch a struggling, straining, panting mass. The next moment Randy saw that it was made up of two figures, Jebs and someone a shade larger and heavier, locked in a fierce grapple.
            “Don’t let him get loose from you, Jebs!’’ someone warned excitedly. “He’s got longer arms than you, he’ll jab you silly with those big fists of his. Throw him!”
            Jebs’s opponent had the heel of his hand under Jebs’s chin and was trying to thrust clear of him. The light from the open doorway momentarily revealed that the opponent was Emory Bickram, his normal scowl increased into a distortion of his whole heavy face. But Jebs would not let go his own grim hold. He wriggled free of Emory’s shoving, grinding palm, hugged the bigger boy tight, and with a quick crooking of his leg behind Emory’s knee threw his weight forward. Down the two of them slammed, Jebs on top, hitting the ground so hard that the whole landscape seemed to quiver. For a moment Emory’s two big, heavy shod feet kicked high in the bright light from the door.
            Then that light was blotted away by a form hurrying from inside. Somebody in a checked coat thrust through the line of onlookers and stooped above the wrestlers, pulling and tugging at them.
            “Cut this out!” snapped someone, and Jebs released Emory and sprang up and away.
            The older youth in the checked coat dragged Emory to his feet as though the thick-set scowler was as light as a dummy of straw.
            ’'Didn’t I tell you not to get into any squabbles?” scolded the high harsh voice.
            "You let me go, Ferd,” spluttered Emory, struggling. "He can’t lick me, I’ll show him.”
            "No, but I can lick you if you keep acting like this. Come with me.”
            A moment later Emory was being dragged away across the yard by his captor, toward one of the parked cars.
            Jebs glared after them. His shirt was torn, and he breathed heavily. Randy put a hand on his shoulder.
            "What was it all about, Jebs?” he asked.
            "It happened right sudden,” replied Jebs. "That fellow spoke up inside and asked how the spy business was going with me. I took one look at him and said it went right lively, with suspicious characters like him ransacking around. When I said that, he up and replied —”
            "Come here.” Randy pulled Jebs to one side to speak privately. "You recognized him, did you?”
            "I might have,” said Jebs. "I thought he favored that face we saw by Beaver Lake the other night.”
            "That’s who he is,” Randy promptly assured his friend.
            "You’re positive of that?”
            "Positive.”
            "You recognized his face, huh?”
            "No,” said Randy. "Not his face. Not at first. It was his feet.”
            "His feet? Shoo!”
            "Shoo yourself. I mean it. When you tripped him and he fell, both his feet came up in the air.” Randy spoke quietly, but had a hard time keeping his excited voice steady. "I saw the soles of those big shoes he was wearing. On the heel of each one was a cross of hobnails.”



          THE BEAVER PATROL
 
            On the following two days, and during the early night of the second day, Randy and Jebs cautiously scouted around the shores of Beaver Lake. They moved as cautiously as possible, watching and listening in all directions at once and communicating only by the snapping of fingers, like native hunters in the African tropics. They saw one of the beavers crouching on the dam during their night expedition, but gathered no hint of any kind as to a fresh foray of Emory Bickram or any associates he might have.
            "I don’t get it,” said Randy on the following afternoon. "He recognized both you and me at the dance. He tagged us for his enemies. I think he started to pick a quarrel with me, when that zoot-suited relative of his interrupted, and later he picked one with you. It was like a declaration of war. But why, if he wras declaring war, hasn’t he been over here at Laurels again, trying to do whatever he plans to do?” "That fellow Ferd is the answer,” replied Jebs. I made a couple of inquiries this morning, and found out that Ferd and Emory are brothers. They live with Noll Bickram, who’s some kind of uncle or grown-up cousin. And you remember how Ferd pulled Emory loose from me and marched him away? Ferd is older than Emory and has better sense. He was sore because Emory might be giving away their scheme.” "Then you think Ferd’s in it, too.”
            "I’m convinced of it,” Jebs said slowly, as if thinking.
            This conversation took place in the side yard of Laurels, while the two boys were nailing a sort of circular bench around the trunk of a rough but shady jack oak, a real outsize specimen of its kind. Jebs drove a last nail and sat down on the planks he had fitted into place.
            "Hey, Randy, somebody’s driving up in front,” he said. "There he is getting out. Looks like a soldier.”
            Randy followed the line of Jebs’s gaze, then turned and started toward the visitor.
            "That’s no army uniform,” he told Jebs. "It’s a Scouter’s uniform. He’s a Scoutmaster, or commissioner, or executive.”
            The young man in khaki shirt and slacks smiled as Randy greeted him, then glanced at a folded paper in his hand.
            "Is this where Randolph Hunter lives?” he asked.
            "I’m Randy Hunter.”
            "And I’m James Chappell, the Scout executive assigned to the Moore County District.” Out came his hand, taking Randy’s in the three-fingered Scout grip. "I have a letter from New York about you, and a friend of yours named Jebs Markum. Didn’t you write to National Headquarters for information about Lone Scouting?”
            "I certainly did,” said Randy enthusiastically, "and apparently they answered me by way of informing you. Come over here to the tree and meet Jebs.”
            Jebs rose from the bench as Randy approached with the Scout executive.
            "How do we get to be Lone Scouts, Mr. Chappell?” he asked after Randy had made the introductions. "I’m pure ignorant about how to be a Scout, but I reckon I can learn, even by myself.”
            "But you aren’t by yourself,” Mr. Chappell corrected him pleasantly. “There’s a pair of you, Randy Hunter and Jebs Markum.”
            "That’s hardly enough for a troop,” Randy objected. "Not even enough for a patrol.”
            "It’s enough for what is called a Neighborhood Patrol,” elaborated Mr. Chappell. "Two is company, you know, though maybe not a crowd. Here,” and from an envelope he took a leaflet and passed it to Randy, "this is the Neighborhood Patrol plan, as offered by the National Director of Rural Scouting. To judge from what has been passed on to me, Randy, you’re already a Scout of considerable experience and advancement.”
            "I’ll bring down the average on my half of the setup,” said Jebs. "I’m not even a Tenderfoot yet.”
            "If you’re serious about joining the Scouts, you’ll be a Tenderfoot right now.” Mr. Chappell sat down on the bench. "This seat looks new. Did you boys make it?”
            "Jebs was the boss of the job,” said Randy.
            "He’ll be qualifying for a Merit Badge in carpentry,” said Mr. Chappell. He produced a Scout handbook and opened it. "If you’re ready to qualify as Tenderfoot, Jebs, there’s no time like the present.”
            And Jebs qualified. Readily and adequately he answered a series of questions on the Scout Law and Oath, the history and display of the American Flag. With a length of cord from the stable he demonstrated one knot after another until he had passed that part of the examination.
            Major Hunter came from his seat on the porch to join the group and meet the Scout executive. He listened with interest to the proposed plans for the Neighborhood Patrol.
            "Since you’re both past fifteen years of age, you can rank as Senior Scouts,” Mr. Chappell told the boys, "and this will be an Explorer Patrol. What will you name it?”
            "Beaver Patrol," said Jebs and Randy in the same breath, and both the Major and Mr. Chappell laughed.
            "That seems to make it unanimous. Now, who’s going to be your adult councilor? You’ll want one.”
            "I hardly know anybody in these parts,” confessed Randy. "I’ve lived here only a week. Jebs, who’s your nominee?” "Well,” said Jebs, "if he’d do it, the Major here.”
            Major Hunter looked piercingly at Jebs, then at his grandson. His lean old hands crossed on the head of his stick. Finally he bowed slightly.
            "Gentlemen, I’d be honored,” he said, with as much ceremony as though he had been offered a rare and choice honor decoration.
            A few moments later the four of them, two men and two boys, were sitting together on the tree bench, while Mr. Chappell filled out a form that confirmed Jebs as a Tenderfoot Scout. Jebs accepted it with a sort of groan.
            "Tenderfoot Scout,” he read aloud. "I ought to have been that four years ago, Randy tells me.”
            "But a month from now you can take your Second Class tests,” Randy reminded him. "You’ll pass them without any trouble. And two months more, before school starts again, you’ll be a First Class Scout.”
            Jebs had taken the manual and had turned to the First Class requirements. He read them through, then shook his head slowly.
            "How can I make First Class?” he demanded of the world in general. "Swimming, signaling, first aid, cooking, that kind of thing — I can handle them, I reckon. But how about this final requirement? Unlucky Number Thirteen. I have to recruit a new Scout, or train a Tenderfoot for Second Class requirements.”
            "Isn’t there another boy near by?” asked Mr. Chappell.
            ‘'Not within five or six miles,” said Jebs dolefully.
            "Wait,” put in the Major, in his grave, understanding fashion. “Gentlemen, I submit that this special First Class requirement, which so bothers Jebs in advance he’s at the point of despair, need worry him the least. He’s already achieved it.”
            “How do you mean, sir?” asked Jebs uncomprehendingly.
            “Your recruit,” said the Major, "is right here.” He laid a finger on the front of his shirt. “You seem to have forgotten already, but you did ask me if I’d be your councilor, and I accepted. That brings me into the Scout movement, and it was Jebs who recruited me. Isn’t that right, Mr. Chappell? And can’t the achievement be put on the shelf, so to speak, to be included among the requirements passed when Jebs takes his First Class examination?”
            Mr. Chappell considered the question a moment, smiling. “It’s a trifle irregular, Major Hunter. The book says, A boy as a Tenderfoot—”
            “Mr. Chappell, I hope that I have a few qualities of boyhood left in me after all these many years,” insisted Major Hunter in stately fashion. “As for my being a Tenderfoot, well, we can handle that, too. Suppose you examine me for Tenderfoot rank here and now. Where’s that cord you were using for your knots, Jebs?” The wise hands of the Major began to twine and loop it into knot after knot, with swift skill. “Are you following me, Mr. Chappell? Am I qualifying with these knots? Now, as to the Scout Law and other Scout matters, I took time to dip into Randy’s handbook several times lately. There were no Scouts when I was a boy, but I wish there were. Ask me your test questions, now, and see if I answer them correctly.”
            Jebs and Randy applauded, and Mr. Chappell at once began to question the Major. Before the afternoon sun had progressed far toward the horizon, the veteran was hailed as having passed his Tenderfoot requirements with flying colors.
            "Then the recruiting requirement for First Class rank has already been passed by Tenderfoot Scout Jebs Markum,” Major Hunter told Mr. Chappell. "What else bothers you, Jebs?”
            "Nothing else that I don’t think I can handle, sir,” replied Jebs. "Of course, what I’m anxious to do is some camping. I’ve never done any.”
            "Never done any?” cried Randy in surprise. "Out here, with wilderness all around you in every direction?”
            "Oh, that’s logical, Randy,” said Mr. Chappell. "Jebs has had nature on every side of him and he hasn’t felt impelled to camp, the way city boys are. But why not assign yourselves an overnight camp project? Randy, you ought to know how to conduct one.”
            "I’ve helped conduct a good few,” said Randy. "My Merit Badges include camping, cooking, forestry, hiking, pathfinding. I can build a fire without matches, make a camp bed—”
            "How about camping by Beaver Lake?” offered Jebs.
            Beaver Lake called for explanations to the interested Mr. Chappell, who was pleased to hear of the boys’ preliminary studies of the beaver colony there.
            "Go ahead, if Major Hunter gives you permission,” he said at last. "I want a full report on that camping activity. Well,” and he gathered up his papers, "I think we can call this Neighborhood Patrol fully organized. And it’s going to be a success for me as well as for you. I intend to talk a lot ^bout you for the purpose of organizing a couple of other Neighborhood Patrols elsewhere in this area.”
            Good-bys were said, and Mr. Chappell drove away.
            Major Hunter turned toward the stables. "Henry!” he called, and Uncle Henry emerged and came toward them.
            "Henry,” said the Major, with an air of submitting the question to a final court, "do you think we should let these lads go camping down there by that beaver colony?”
            "Well, Major,” replied Uncle Henry with an equal gravity of manner, "if they makes a camp you and me both says is fittin’, and watches out sharp for snakes and such things, and shows they knows they business, it oughta be a good thing for young folkses to do somethin’ like that.”
            "Passed favorably by the board,” announced Major Hunter. "When do you think you’ll do it, boys?”
            Randy studied the clear warm sky. "If the weather stays good, how about tomorrow night?”
            "I’ll have to fix it with my Dad, but I’m sure he’ll give his okay,” said Jebs. "How about coming over with me to ask him?”
            "Right with you,” said Randy, and strode away with Jebs. Uncle Henry and the Major stayed by the bench, following the boys with their eyes.
            "Them’s fine young gentlemens, Major,” said Uncle Henry. "You really thinks, sir, they gonta be all right out there in that timber? Maybe I might fix to camp somewheres near by and keep an eye an them without they knows about it.” But Major Hunter shook his grizzled head. "No, Henry,” he said. "They can handle it themselves.”



NOISES IN THE NIGHT
 
            By the middle of the next afternoon, Jebs appeared at Laurels with a well-filled gunny sack on his shoulder.
            "We can pay my dad the cost price of these provisions,” he told Randy. "It was kind of rugged, toting them all the way here from the store.”
            "And it will be just about as rugged toting them into the woods from Laurels,” pronounced Randy with something of lofty disdain, as Jebs opened the sack and began to produce his varied supplies. "You’ve freighted in enough chow there to keep us a week.”
            He picked up two cans. "Peaches and evaporated milk. We keep the milk, though we could make out with a can only half as big, and we leave the peaches. What’s this, oatmeal? Don’t need it on just an overnight hike. And a pound of bacon. A couple of slices each will be plenty. Eggs here, are they? It’s a wonder they didn’t get broken, jostling around during that two-mile portage you hiked. How many are in this bag?”
            "A dozen,” said Jebs. "I wanted us to have plenty.”
            "Uncle Henry’s already put out four fresh eggs for us,” said Randy. "Now, what else? A whole loaf of bread, a box of sugar cookies, fit to take along on a White House picnic, and two tins of corned beef hash. Enough canned frankfurters to freight a ship, about a peck of potatoes, coffee, half a pound of butter, a bunch of carrots, a package of — what?”
            "Stew beef,” said Jebs, somewhat plaintively. "Keep that, I love it.”
            "And what’s all this hardware down at the bottom of your sack?” Randy pulled out a coffeepot, a stew pan and a small kettle.
            "We’re going to have to cook all that truck, Randy. Shoo, you don’t want us to starve, do you?”
            "I don’t want us to founder, or to drop dead under a backbreaking load. Let’s cut down this stack of edibles.”
            Despite Jebs’s half-hearted protests, Randy firmly put aside the frankfurters, corned beef, canned peaches and oatmeal. He took only two big potatoes and as many carrots, and carried the stew beef to the kitchen where he opened the parcel and selected about half of the pieces. Then while Jebs watched, he scraped and sliced the vegetables he had taken, and found two onions in the kitchen bin. These he cut up and added. The mixed slicings he wrapped in a new parcel. Then he blended flour, salt and pepper, rubbed his mixture into the meat, and made a second parcel.
            "That’s for our hunter’s stew,” he announced to Jebs. "We’ll take a quarter of a pound of butter, and half the loaf of bread. That ought to be ample for supper and breakfast.”
            "But you want me to leave my pots and pans behind,” complained Jebs.
            "Come into my room and let me show you what I’ve got in the way of cooking tackle,” invited Randy, leading the way.
            On his cot he had laid out two mess kits, each with a clamped-down cover, and knife, fork and spoon inside.
            There were also two canteens, complete with fitted cups and covers of stoutly-lined olive-drab canvas.
            "Is that Scout stuff?” asked Jebs. "It looks more like army equipment.’’
            "It was army equipment, originally, replied Randy. “Dad gave me one set, and I borrowed the other from my grandfather. It dates back to the First World War. And here,” he reached into a corner, "are two regulation army packs. We can make our bedding into rolls that will fit in these and I’ve got one waterproof shelter half. I didn t bring a Scout ax into the Sandhills with me, but Uncle Henry will lend us a hatchet.
            "How’ll we make coffee?” asked Jebs. "We’ll have to bring along that pot of mine.”
            "No, here’s our coffee.” Randy held out his palm, on which lay several small, carefully sealed containers, no bigger than cartridges. "Soluble coffee, the kind G. I.’s carried with their emergency rations. It saves trouble and carrying.
            The boys returned to the kitchen. "We’re going to need dessert, though,” Jebs pleaded, picking up the can of peaches.
            "Okay, bring them along,” said Randy, with an air of granting a favor. "But never mind a can opener. I have a knife with a special can-opening blade. Let’s fill up these canteens of ours. They hold a quart apiece, and I’ll show you how to hang yours on your belt.
            Even after Randy’s reduction of the supply volume, the two packs proved taut and heavy when Jebs and Randy strapped them in place. Major Hunter walked with the boys into the woods, along the trail to Beaver Lake and to a point where Randy paused, looked carefully around, and finally nodded his head as though in confirmation of something.
            "We camp there,” decided Randy, and pointed.
            Jebs looked, then shook his head disapprovingly. "That’s one of the few spots in this part of the woods where there isn’t any shade,” he argued.
            ’That’s all to the good,” said Randy. 'The weather looks fine, but in case a storm should come up, we’re better off if we’re not under any trees. The branches will drip on us, and lightning is a lot more apt to hit a tall tree than to strike in the open. On top of that, the ground’s high and firm, and it’s down wind from Beaver Lake in case we want to study our beavers later tonight.”
            "Correct, Randy,” approved the Major. "Spoken like an expert. How do you intend to make your camp?”
            "Bed first,” said Randy. "We have plenty of time before we have to gather wood for the fire.” He looked around at the pines. "Fir tips make the best beds, but I thought some ends of longleaf pine branches might do.”
            "It’s worth trying,” Major Hunter said. He watched in silent interest as the two boys gathered several armfuls of shaggy twigs, taking care to injure no young trees that might not survive the plundering. Under Randy’s direction, a slight hollow was made big enough for two to lie in with plenty of room, and the bough ends were carefully spread to cushion the space. Over this Randy spread his waterproof sheet.
            "Looks like home already,” commented Jebs. "Now how about firewood?”
            "There’s plenty of it in sight from here, dead and dry,” said Randy.
            His grandfather smiled approvingly. "You’ve set up a good simple camp, boys. I won’t have any worries about you. See you in the morning.”
            He turned away toward the trail again. As he went out of sight among the trees, he paused and waved a farewell.
            As his grandfather vanished, Randy felt a return of the uneasy feeling that had possessed him again and again in the vicinity of Beaver Lake. Jebs guessed his mood, and attempted to joke him out of it.
            “Comb your hair back,” he said. “It’s standing up. What makes you feel we can’t spend the night out here all alone?” “What makes you think I think that?” Randy asked quickly. “Do you figure I have a case of the creeps?”
            “Yes. As a matter of fact, I’ve got a creep or two myself,” confessed Jebs. “But I came out here on purpose. What say we eat supper early, and then quietly observe? Maybe our Bickram beaver burglars will come sneaking around. If we’re quiet, we can surprise them.”
            “If they don’t surprise us,” said Randy. “Let’s get wood.” Jebs took the hatchet and cut some dead pine branches into kindling, then roamed farther for chunks of hard wood. Randy began to lay a fire, but Jebs returned and stopped operations with a dramatic gesture. Then he himself cleared away all trash from a slightly hollowed depression, and there laid a handful of dry twigs. On these he set a big pine cone. Near at hand he piled larger bits of pine, and beside him his hard wood chunks. Finally, wetting his finger, he tested for breeze, and produced a single match, struck it close to the windward side of the twigs and cone, and applied it. The twigs blazed up, then the dry, separated scales of the cone. Quickly Jebs laid smaller pine sticks across. When they caught and burned brightly, he added hard wood sparingly.
            Randy watched with admiration. “You country boys really know your firemaking,” he praised.
            “Shoo,” said Jebs, “I’ve been cracking that Scout handbook of yours. It tells how to make a fire with no more than two matches — Second Class Requirement Number Seven. I aim to pass that test a month from now.”
            “Good. Keep the fire small, for cooking.”
            Randy unwrapped the parcels of meat and vegetables. He opened the two mess kits, clamped their handles open, and shared the vegetables evenly among them, then added enough water to fill the kits halfway. At last he propped them carefully above the fire like frying pans, and added the chunks of meat.
            "Shouldn’t that stuff be put where it would heat up more?" asked Jebs.
            Randy shook his head.
            "No, let them simmer for about an hour and a quarter, and they’ll be ready."
            "So will I be ready," announced Jebs. "This camp-making has started my appetite to work early."
            They spread their bedding on the waterproof sheet, and cut more wood. Then they returned to the camp and sat watching the two kits of stew as they seethed and steamed. When it was pronounced done by Randy, the two boys produced bread and butter from the food pack and sat crosslegged, each with mess kit in hand, eating with a keen outdoor hunger. When the last scrap of stew had vanished, Randy took his knife with the can-opener blade and sliced the lid from the peach tin. He and Jebs spooned the dripping fruit halves onto the plate-like lids of the kits and quickly devoured them. As they finished scrubbing their kits and utensils in the sand, and rinsed them in the swift stream below Beaver Lake, it was nearly sunset.
            "Let’s quiet down a while," Jebs suggested.
            "The fire’s almost dead," said Randy, reaching toward the woodpile.
            "Let it quiet down, too. We don’t need it anyway. The night’s going to be pure down balmy, and there aren’t any dangerous wild animals."
            "Except maybe Bickrams," added Randy.
            ''Except maybe Bickrams. And fires wouldn’t scare them, it would only warn them.”
            "I get what you mean.” Randy sat with his back to a tree, watching Beaver Lake.
            There was a drowsy quiet everywhere, like a gently draped blanket. The sunlight kindled red splotches on the quiet waters. These splotches deepened into darkness as the sun slipped away below the trees. Finally the fire went out, as if it, too, were weary.
            "Peaceful,” said Randy after a while. "You’d think this was the beginning of time. I wouldn’t be surprised to see a good-humored, kindly old dinosaur stick his long neck up out of the water.”
            "A turtle would help,” commented Jebs, and again they lapsed into half-dreaming silence.
            Half a moon was rising to eastward. Randy sighed deeply. He had almost forgotten his earlier mood of menace lurking somewhere.
            The moon had climbed well above the lakeside treetops, and the voices of night insects were blending into a sort of soft rhythm, when Jebs put out a broad hand and nudged Randy.
            "Listen,” breathed Jebs, so faintly that Randy could barely hear.
            Down by the lake, where a considerable thicket of brush made deep blackness, sounded a stealthy movement.
            "Beavers,” Randy whispered back.
            Just then there was a noise that sounded like whup, and a slight splash, as though a heavy foot had slipped on the lakeside mud and driven into the shallow water. A grumbling exclamation followed, and a higher voice muttered, "Shut up!”
            "Those aren’t beavers,” said Jebs in Randy’s ear.



TRAPS!
 
            There was silence down by the lake, silence that lasted for long moments that seemed long hours. Plainly, whoever was there had made himself motionless and soundless, to learn whether any possible enemy had heard him and would come to investigate. Silent, too, were Randy and Jebs, sitting beside the dead fire at the camp.
            Eventually there came the stealthy sound of rustling brush, then another, as two bodies — big, cautious bodies — moved away from the lake. For a moment Randy thought they were heading straight toward the campsite, and his heart seemed to ram its way straight up his throat against the root of his tongue. But then two silhouettes emerged into an open stretch at the side of the water and paused close together, as if in consultation. They were upstanding human figures, and one of them carried a bunch of dangling objects like heavy plants on slack stems or creepers. When this figure moved, the dangling objects gave forth a muffled, metallic clink.
            Then the pair began to walk carefully along the shore toward the dam. They paused on the dam, and Randy could see one of them kneel down. Another muffled clink — something was being lowered into the water. The second figure stooped, as if to help arrange something. An electric torch flashed on for a moment or so, and a grunt of businesslike satisfaction floated back to the camp. Then another sound echoed through the lakeside thickets: 
 
             Thump. Thump.
Thump.
 
            Like the driving of a tent peg.
            “What are they doing, Jebs?” Randy dared to whisper, but Jebs pinched Randy’s arm hard to make him keep quiet.
            After another moment, Randy saw Jebs lower himself carefully until he was on all fours, his face almost at ground level. Then Jebs began to creep, like a big, furtive cat, down toward the dam.
            Thump. Thump. Thump.
            The peg-driving noises resounded from where the two unknown figures held their position on top of the dam. Jebs moved slowly and skilfully, employing the knowledge and experience of many a nature- study expedition in the woods. The pine needles that carpeted the ground over which he crawled lay like a thick, heavy mat, and did not betray him by the telltale rustle that might have come from fallen leaves. Shrewdly Jebs moved aside to keep from jostling a bush, and gained the deep shadows under a tree beyond, where Randy could not see him. Thump. Thump. The peg-driving stopped. The two figures straightened themselves, finished the crossing of the dam, and moved along the far shore of the lake.
            As soon as he could see and hear them no more, Randy rose and advanced at a crouch. Remembering all of his stalking lessons, he avoided making noise, setting down his heel first, then lowering the sole with care to give stray crackling leaves and murmuring grass stalks a chance to collapse silently under the weight of his shoe. As fast as this policy of caution would allow, he made his way to the tree under which Jebs had ducked. He found his friend standing up close to the trunk, peering after the departed strangers.
            “Quiet,” whispered Jebs. “Hark at that.”
            The driving sound was coming again, from a short distance. Thump. Thump. Thump.
            “I know what they’re doing,” Jebs told Randy softly.
            "What?”
            "Tell you that later. Come on.”
            As before, Jebs dropped close to the ground and crept forward, this time straight toward the dam. Randy followed him on all fours. Jebs paused in the dampness just where the dam joined the natural shore of Beaver Lake, and slowly lifted his head to see beyond. As Randy imitated him, the rhythmic beating, pounding noise came again, from a greater distance still. Thump. Thump. Thump.
            The two figures were returning now. They crossed an open space, on the far side of the lake, and for a moment Randy saw the moonlight, pale on a heavy, half-lowered face. Jebs caught his arm, and both boys dropped flat.
            Thus close to the ground level, Randy heard the fall of heavy feet upon the dam and along its length. A few paces, and the two night prowlers were passing directly above them, so close that had Randy lifted his hand he could have seized an ankle. The two voices, one a growl and the other high and harsh, conversed softly. As they came to the point below which Jebs and Randy lay, one of them said something that sounded like tomorrow night. Then they were gone.
            Again Jebs took charge, touching Randy’s elbow to warn him to get ready. As the noise of the departing feet died away, both boys rose from under the dam and retreated to the shade of the tree that was their earlier observation post. Then they moved along high ground, holding their breath and straining their ears in an effort to hear the dying noises of departure. Apparently the two trespassers moved with some knowledge of the ground, and were heading away up the stream that fed Beaver Lake, toward some base of operations considerably distant. Randy and Jebs returned to their own camp. "Shoo,” said Jebs.
            This, the first syllable he had spoken aloud for many minutes, rang so clearly and solemnly in the night that Randy jumped.
            "One of that pair was Emory Bickram,” volunteered Randy. "I recognized his voice.”
            "Yes, and the other was his brother Ferd. I was more than saying my prayers when they stomped along the dam just above our heads. Ferd was carrying an ax, and Emory had a pistol in his hand one time when I got a good close look at him. If they’d spotted us there, I’ll lay my Christmas spending money they’d have gone to work on us with that ax and gun so hard there wouldn’t have been enough left of us to make a funeral worthwhile.”
            "But what was that bunch of dangling, clanking things they were lugging around?” Randy wanted to know. "I saw it when they were on the dam yonder, but they didn’t have it when they came back.”
            "Because they’d left the things back along the lake edge,” said Jebs. "Shoo, Randy, didn’t you figure out what they were doing here? Setting traps, that’s what.”
            "For our beavers!” exclaimed Randy, and turned suddenly, as though to head after the Bickram brothers. Jebs caught him by the shoulder.
            "Now don’t you go stumbling and rattling around this timber to chase those boys,” he warned earnestly. "Trapping beavers is a right serious break of the law, and coming onto posted property, the way your granddaddy has posted these woods, makes it twice as serious. If you caught up with them, it might get more serious still. Fur thieves are right apt to be ugly customers when you crowd them the way you were aiming to do.”
            "I’m not going to let them catch our beavers in traps,” insisted Randy.
            "Me either. Look, they’ve gone a good piece away from here, having set out their trap line, and the situation being what it is they won’t be back —”
            "Not until tomorrow night,’’ added Randy. "They said so.’’ "At which time they figure to grab themselves off a few nice valuable pelts. Beaver’s better in winter time, of course, but they want to take their profits right now in the summer. And I don't aim to let them do it either. Come on.’’
            Jebs started for the lake shore, Randy at his heels. With some slow calculation, Jebs made his way to the brushy thicket clump where the accidental slip of a foot into the water had first brought the boys to the alert, with the realization that Beaver Lake was being prowled again. Jebs peered out over the water, thinking.
            "Give me that dry branch we just now kicked aside.” Randy turned and picked it up, a stick some ten feet long. Squatting beside the water, Jebs poked and stirred its surface, then probed for the bottom. After several attempts, he suddenly clicked his tongue happily and lifted the branch clear. To its ragged butt was clamped a steel trap, that was fastened to a chain. As Jebs brought it to shore the chain, too, lifted out of the water and proved to be moored to a short, strong piece of wood driven firmly into the mud at the very edge of Beaver Lake.
            "Take a look at that,” bade Jebs, hauling the trap close. "Double springs, and a pan that can be set as light as a hair trigger. And our beavers have all grown up hereabouts for years, without any experience with traps to warn them. Grabbing them would be as easy as shooting fish in a barrel.” "Why is that supposed to be so easy?” asked Randy. Then, putting out his hand for the trap, "Let’s carry that thing away and report it to the authorities.”
            "Hold your horses, Randy.” Jebs set the trap down on the ground, pushed down with a spring on either foot, and drew the branch loose from the relaxing jaws. "Let’s not be too hasty."
            "That wouldn’t be hasty. We saw them setting their traps. We can tell the sheriff and game warden we recognized the Bickrams."
            "Shoo, and the Bickrams can deny it. You can bet every cow there is in Texas that they’ve already got an alibi."
            "I recognized Emory’s voice, and you saw Ferd," reminded Randy.
            "In the night, just for a moment. Hard to swear to, with somebody else swearing the contrary." Jebs became rationally argumentative. "And even if we proved they were here, can we prove these traps are theirs?"
            "You know the traps are theirs, and so do I!"
            "That’s our judgment. Not good enough in a court," insisted Jebs. "Remember, the Bickrams would be innocent until proved guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Isn’t that the way the law reads? And if they had an alibi, and we couldn’t crack it, and couldn’t swear positively these traps were theirs and set by them, where would you and I be?”
            "All right, where?"
            "I’ll tell you. We’d look just like a couple of soreheaded young kids who were making the charge because of that trouble we had with Emory at the dance."
            "That’s just about what they would claim against us," admitted Randy.
            "Lawyer Brown, who handled some legal matters for my dad, said once that you must always figure every possible thing there is to be said on your opponent’s side," said Jebs. "I heard him, and I never forgot it. No, Randy, this isn’t evidence enough. We’ve got to get them in our hands, as well as their traps."
            "How can we manage that?" Randy objected. "Let’s think of a few points to be said on our side, now."
            Jebs tilted his head, and Randy saw him grin in the moonlight. "Shoo, if I knew how we’d manage it I’d tell you. We’ll have to study out a plan. And while we’re studying it out, we’ll just spring the rest of this line of traps and leave them right where they are, for those Bidcrams to come back and find sprung and empty."
            They headed for the dam where, after a brief search, they found the stake that had been driven to hold the chain of a second trap. This they drew up, sprang, and dropped back into the water. On they went to the far side, located the other two traps they had heard being moored in place with driven stakes, one next to a thicket of sassafras such as the beavers loved, the other at the mouth of the beaver canal. These, too, they sprang and left in the water.
            "Now what?" asked Randy as they left the last trap.
            "Now we sleep," said Jebs.
            "You really suggest that we can close our eyes tonight?" Randy almost squealed, but as he did so he realized that he was tired, and that Jebs’s cool suggestion was a good one.
            "Shoo, why not? We’ve been working and accomplishing, haven’t we? We’ve done the kind of good turn that the whole Scout setup ought to decorate us for. Merit Badge in trap-springing, huh? I figure we’ve earned a good night’s sleep. And let’s go get it."
            Back at the place where their bedding was spread, both boys found themselves content to stretch out. They talked quietly for a while about various possible ways to catch the beaver-poaching Bickrams redhanded. And it was Randy, the nervous one, who was the first of the two to close his eyes and sink into dreams that, by contrast with the adventures of the evening, were peaceful ones.



A TRAP FOR TRAPPERS
 
            Randy was amazed to find the vegetation at the shore of Beaver Lake so strongly and thickly grown. It was not really grass, as he had earlier thought, but reeds of almost the size and strength of tropical bamboo, matted and laced together. As he laboriously thrust and jammed his way through the tangled growth, the green tips of the reeds swayed and clung together above his head, shutting out sunlight and air. With every hard-fought step forward, he found himself moving deeper and deeper into a stuffy gloom. Why had he come here by himself? He found it hard to remember why. But he did not think of drawing back.
            At last, with almost his final ounce of strength, he was able to peer out between two of the biggest stalks. There was Beaver Lake, a quiet sheet of brown water. Then he watched, the surface of the lake stopped being quiet and calm. A ripple appeared in it, a wet, blunt, furred head thrust itself into view and moved slowly toward him.
            A beaver, in the daytime! He saw its wise, bright eyes, its flattened-down ears, the churning little waves made by the powerful thrusts of its legs. Closer it came, slowly and steadily, as though it did not see him. Randy felt his heart throbbing exultantly. To know an experience like this in the daytime, during the hours when beavers were always out of sight in their lodges or under water!
            The beaver was paddling straight to shore, was scrambling up in front of him. Randy had never for a moment expected to see such a big one. This specimen might well be some survivor of that giant breed of beavers that, according to Major Hunter’s book, had once dammed their pools and built their lodges in prehistoric Ohio. It made its crouching way up on land very close to Randy, then lifted its head, and sat up like a squirrel.
            Abruptly it flung out its forelegs, like two arms, and flung off its wet fur. Randy saw instantly that it was Emory Bickram, who had swum to shore clad in a masterly disguise. Amazed and horrified, Randy tried to shrink back and escape the way he had come, but the thickly matted stems and leaves held him fast. With an exultant snarl, Emory shot out his two big pawlike hands and grabbed Randy.
            "Come on, Randy,” said the poacher. "Come out of there.”
            With the boldness of desperation, Randy seized Emory’s thick wrists and summoned his strength to thrust his enemy back. Then he struck with all his angry force at the heavy, scowling face. Emory flung up crossed arms to block the blow. "Hey!” yelled Emory. "Cut that out!”
            "I’ll show you,” muttered Randy, and struck again.
            "Randy! Randy!” The voice of Emory was changing, becoming more familiar. "Stop trying to hit me. What’s the main idea?”
            Still trying to grapple and strike, Randy was aware that the lakeside scene of misty water and matted jungle was fading away like some reflected image on a screen. He still clung, struggling, to Emory, but it was not Emory after all. It was Jebs, who was warding off Randy’s attempted blows, and the hampering tangle of stems was turning into a scrambled mass of bedding.
            "What’s the idea?” protested Jebs again. "First you lie there sleeping as soundly as a black bear in winter, while I do all the morning chores. Then, when I try to wake you up to eat breakfast—”
            Randy was himself again, rubbing the sleepiness from his eyes. "Gee, what a dream!” he cried. "I’m sorry, Jebs, I thought you were—”
            "Whatever you thought I was, I’m glad I’m not,” interrupted Jebs in turn. "You were trying to punch my head out from between my ears. You said, l’ll show you, and, shoo! You just about did show me. Show me all the stars in the zodiac. What was your dream?”
            Randy was on his feet. "I’m not supposed to tell any bad dream before breakfast, or it’ll come true, they used to say when I was a kid. Or is it the other way around? Wait until I wash my face, anyway.”
            He headed for the stream below Beaver Lake, washed himself awake and alert in the cold trickle, then came back. Jebs had built a new fire, and had set one of the mess kits on it again as frying pan. He forked strips of bacon from the bubbling fat in the bottom of the kit and set them to drain on fresh broad leaves arranged beside the fire. He now broke the eggs, one after another, into the fat and stirred them with his fork.
            "Scrambled eggs for breakfast,” he announced. "You cooked for us last night, I cook for us this morning. Fair enough?”
            "Fair enough.” Randy watched while Jebs dished half of the eggs into the second mess kit, shared out the fried bacon, and passed a portion to him. Randy buttered slices of bread for them both, and dissolved the coffee solution in the canteen cups. "Well, since we don’t know whether I should tell my nightmares before or after breakfast, I’ll tell it during.”
            He did so, between mouthfuls of bacon and eggs, and Jebs listened with as much interested attention as though Randy were relating an actual adventure.
            “I don’t quite understand this dream psychology stuff,” finished Randy. "Early in the night I dreamed, but only calm, pleasant things. Then, just before I woke up, that sort of business.”
            "I shouldn’t have grabbed hold of you to shake you,” said Jebs. "Another way of looking at it is, you need time to be scared by what happens to you. For instance, last night when I was sneaking up on that pair of fur thieves, I wasn’t a bit afraid, just interested and anxious to get them dead to rights. It wasn’t until later, after they were gone and we'd come back here, that I stopped to think how close we were to being pretty badly hurt, maybe having our meters really shut off. Now that it’s daylight again, what’s our next move?”
            They finished breakfast, washed their kits and tableware, and began to pack their camping equipment.
            "The first thing we do,” said Randy, "is to tell my grandfather.”
            "I reckon you’re right there, though I’ve had the sneaking hope we could catch those Bickrams ourselves,” confessed Jebs. "We agreed earlier to try to work it out without help, but we can’t mess around and maybe muff it when it concerns the Major’s property and anti-trespassing rules.”
            "And when it concerns the beavers,” added Randy.
            "No, they’re our pals, and we’ve got to look after them,” Jebs agreed. "Let’s shove back for Laurels and put the facts in your granddaddy’s hands.”
            They completed their packs, and by common consent obliterated all signs of their camp, burying the ashes of the fire and the scraps of their cooking, and scattering the ends of longleaf pine boughs that had made up their mattress for the night. Then they sought the homeward trail, and within half an hour were on Major Hunter’s screened porch, telling their story to the proprietor of Laurels.
            Early in the recital he stopped them. "We’ll get this in writing,” he decreed. "Randy, step inside and bring a fountain pen and a pad of paper from my desk. Now,” he went on when the writing materials were brought to him, "begin again. Tell it simply and watch out about dressing anything to make it sound better than it was. When one of you thinks the other may be mistaken, say so, and arrive at the facts between you as well as you can.”
            Thus cautioned, the two boys described the adventures of the previous night, each checking and supplementing the other as they had been directed. Major Hunter stopped them at several points to ask questions, especially about the sound and recognition of the voices of both Ferd and Emory Bickram, the glimpse of the revolver in the hand of one of the Bickrams, and the pounding noises that had suggested the driving of stakes to fasten the chains of the beaver traps.
            "The two of you have done mighty well for boys, mighty well even for men,” he complimented them when they had finished. "Jebs, your judgment was especially good about leaving the traps where they were, after springing them. As you convinced Randy, the evidence at present probably isn’t quite good enough. Even if we could show that the Bickram brothers owned the string of traps, they could, and probably would, argue the traps had been stolen or borrowed from them, and set by someone else. People like that know and use every loophole and delaying trick the law allows. And you also did well not to show your own presence or try to chase them. If one of them had a revolver, that means that they would have fired at anybody who tried to close in on them. Rifles and shotguns are for shooting animals, revolvers are for shooting men.” This last statement the Major delivered with a frightening sternness. "Now, stay away from Beaver Lake until I tell you you can go back. I’ll take over this situation."
            "Are you going to telephone the sheriff?" asked Randy, and the Major shook his gray head.
            "Not from this house, since people of the neighborhood seem to listen in from time to time. I'll drive into town to make my calls, and then probably to Southern Pines and to Carthage. Let me depend on you two boys to say nothing about this to anybody — not even to your father, Jebs, or to Uncle Henry."
            "We promise you that, sir," said Jebs.
            The Major drove away in the light truck. He returned within an hour. With him was a brown-faced, middle-aged man who wore a military campaign hat, such as is issued to cavalrymen. Immediately behind the truck, a light sedan drew up in the yard. From it emerged a lanky, freckled man in a seersucker jacket and trousers, who conferred with the Major, then went into the screened porch with him and the brown-faced stranger. A further conference, and the Major called out for Jebs and Randy.
            "Boys, this is Mr. Meadows, the game warden," Major Hunter introduced the man in the campaign hat. "And this," he added, turning and gesturing toward the lanky one, "is Deputy Sheriff O’Brien. I want you to tell them the same story you told me, about your camping experiences last night."
            Randy and Jebs did so, each contributing part of the report. Both game warden and deputy sheriff made copious notes, and Major Hunter referred frequently to his own. When the boys had finished, the Major said, "That is substantially the way they told it to me, gentlemen."
            "Mmmm,” Deputy Sheriff O’Brien half-purred, in the manner of a cat, thinking hard. "Right now, if we should gather in these two trifling no-’count poachers, we could try ’em for trespass and attempted violation of the game laws.’’
            "That’s right,” agreed Mr. Meadows, shoving back his campaign hat. "As game warden, I’ll be right glad to cooperate and see they get what they deserve from the law.”
            "But there’s other things strike me,” went on the deputy sheriff. "The ways these kids tell it, Major, the Bickram boys — and I’d say we can be morally certain that they’re the ones, whatever a smart shyster lawyer might say about incomplete evidence — are a mite worse than plain poachers. That business about toting a pistol with them. As the Major points out, it shows they’re plumb ready to shoot, and maybe hurt, anybody who tries to take ’em.” The officers freckled face grew stern. "Fellows like that had better be handled carefully, and put away where they won’t do anything tragic for quite a smart spell. Now, can you be sure it was Emory Bickram you saw the first evening you were down by that beaver pond of yours?”
            "I can show you something that will tell us one way or the other,” said Randy.
            He went to his room and returned with the cast of the footprint. The deputy sheriff took it in his hands, studying it narrowly, while Randy described the way in which it had been made and how it seemed to match the cross-nailed sole of Emory Bickram’s shoe.
            "I declare, folks, this boy’s going to be sheriff himself in a few years from now,” said the deputy. "Making this cast, and connecting it up for evidence, is pure down good police work. It makes me feel all the more certain we’d better catch these Bickrams, be ready to prove their guilt on them, and all the guilt we can.”
            "You mean—” began Major Hunter.
            "I mean, if we could take them in for more than just attempt— catch them dead to rights with furs they’d taken, and show that they had illegally trapped those valuable furs on posted land, in violation of the game laws — then we could lay serious charges, and prove them, and put an end to their poaching."
            "You mean," asked Jebs unsteadily, "you want to let the Bickrams really catch a beaver?"
            "I don’t like that angle of it myself," said Major Hunter. "I’ve grown fond of those beavers. They’re living on my place, and I feel responsible. I wish we could handle it some other way."
            "So do I," added Mr. Meadows. "Beavers are good citizens."
            "What you say may be true, sir, but it’s harder to show attempt than to show actual commission of a crime," argued the deputy. "We can have a clear-cut case if we catch them hauling a beaver out of the trap in front of our eyes."
            "You insist on it, then?" asked the Major, still hesitating.
            "No, I won’t insist, but I sure recommend it."
            "Well," and the Major made a gesture of reluctant agreement, "we’ll do things as you recommend."
            Randy and Jebs stayed to hear no more. They went out into the yard and moved beyond earshot of the group on the porch.
            "You heard that, Randy?" asked Jebs. "They want to sacrifice a beaver, maybe several beavers, to convict these night trappers we’ve jumped up."
            "We won’t let that happen," said Randy with sudden determination. "We’ll get the Bickrams dead to rights and without losing a single beaver out of Beaver Lake."
            "How?" asked Jebs eagerly.



BEAVER PATROL TO THE RESCUE
 
 
            Randy made no immediate reply, but tramped purposefully away toward the stable. Jebs trotted after him.
            "How?” asked Jebs again. "How are we going to deliver those Bickrams to the law without losing a beaver?”
            "We’ll go scoop them in tonight,” announced Randy.
            "Now wait. As I figure the scheme that deputy was explaining, nobody goes to watch for any Bickrams tonight. They’re supposed to come and find their traps sprung, blame it on the beavers, and set the traps again, more carefully. Then, as I figure it, tomorrow night Deputy O’Brien and Warden Meadows will be in ambush. A beaver or so will be caught. When the Bickrams come back—”
            A voice from the porch hailed them. They went back obediently. The Major, Mr. Meadows and Deputy Sheriff O’Brien still sat together.
            "I want to deputize you two boys, temporarily,” the deputy greeted them.
            "Yes, sir?” said Jebs eagerly. "How do you mean, deputize us?”
            "You two seem to know the ground all around that lake where these poachers are operating,” Deputy O’Brien continued. "Tonight we expect them to come back and set their traps again. Tomorrow evening I’ll be here, with Mr. Meadows. I want the two of you here also, to guide us out there. We’ll spot the traps, but we won't disturb them. And at sundown, before our two bad boys come sneaking around to see what’s in the traps for them to skin, Mr. Meadows and I will go into hiding at some point we pick out. Then we can catch them, at the exact moment that's best for catching. Understand?”
            You want us to go out with you tomorrow night?” asked Randy, but the freckled deputy shook his head.
            No, son, you stay away from the showdown. It will be a dangerous little situation. There may be some fighting, maybe even some shooting.”
            “I’m not afraid of Emory Bickram,” spoke up Jebs.
            Neither am I, said Randy at once.
            O’Brien grinned, and so did Mr. Meadows.
            "All the more reason why we want the two of you to keep out of it tomorrow night,” said the game warden. "The poachers will probably be armed, and Mr. O’Brien and I could never come back and face Major Hunter here if either one of you got hurt, even the least bit. So you promise us you won’t go out there tomorrow night?”
            “I promise,” said Jebs, and Randy nodded slow agreement. “Then that means you won't ask again to go with us, and you won’t follow us after we’ve gone,” said Mr. O'Brien.
            "No, sir,” said Jebs, "we won't.”
            "Good enough. Now, as I said, the two of you are deputized. For the purpose of this one case, you’re special deputy sheriffs, under my legal appointment as senior peace officer on the scene. That means that you won’t talk to anybody else until we’ve caught our poachers, and the case is closed.” We agree to that,” Randy said. "Is that all, Mr. O'Brien?”
            “Yep, that’s all, you special deputies. You can go now.” Again Randy and Jebs departed, and again made for the stable. Once there, they faced each other.
            "So now we’re officers of the law," said Randy. ' Do you realize what that means, Jebs? We’re legally able to make our own arrests, make them tonight, if we can."
            "Tonight?" echoed Jebs blankly. "That deputy said we weren’t to go out there tonight, and we promised."
            "No," and Randy shook his head emphatically, "he said nothing of the kind. He told us that he wanted us to show him the lay of the land around Beaver Lake tomorrow, and that we weren’t to go out there tomorrow night with him and Mr. Meadows, or to follow them out there when they were gone. He said absolutely nothing about going out before they went."
            "But your grandfather —’’
            "He said nothing about it, except to show that he hated to agree about letting beavers be trapped and killed."
            As he studied Randy, Jebs rumpled his blond hair. "You sound polly-foxy," he said. "Like a lawyer dodging around the points of law."
            "Mr. O’Brien didn’t say not to go out tonight," said Randy. "And we’re going.”
            "Without telling my dad or the Major?"
            "The deputy specifically ordered us to keep quiet on the subject, until the case was closed," reminded Randy.
            Jebs cocked his head on one side and gazed at Randy with narrowed eyes. Then he tilted his head the other way and studied Randy again. He opened his mouth three times before words finally came out.
            "I swear, you’re the most lawyer-talking scudder I ever had any dealings with," he vowed at last. "You’ve talked me into it, Randy. But if we get into a jam, I hope you can talk us out again. I’ll leave all the talking to you.
            "You leave all the talking to me if that happens, and I’ll do it. But talking isn’t going to be our job tonight. We’re going to save our brother beavers. Beaver Patrol, you know, that’s us. The only beavers we don’t like are the eager variety, such as the Bickrams.”
            "You mean, trap them?”
            "While they’re doing their own trapping,” replied Randy, and reached to where a coil of rope, thin but strong, hung on the wall. He tugged at a length of it, to test it for toughness and suppleness.
            "Wait,” pleaded Jebs again. "Randy, I want to save whatever beavers I can, too, but that deputy sheriff man is pure down set on the Bickrams being caught with a beaver in their trap. He’s afraid they’ll alibi their way out of it otherwise.”
            "And they might, if they were taken together, and could tell their alibi together,” agreed Randy. "But what if only one of them is taken, and questioned alone? Then the second one picked up separately and questioned by himself, too? Their alibis won’t match then.”
            Randy hung the coil of rope on his shoulder and left the stable, heading for the trail to the lake.
            "Wait up!” called Jebs, hurrying to follow. "Didn’t I say I was with you?”
            "Quiet,” bade Randy sternly. "We aren’t supposed to talk to anybody about the case, especially not where they can overhear us on the porch and call us back to say nothing doing. Let’s not let them know what we’re up to.”
            "Not even I know what we’re up to,” complained Jebs.
            Without further conversation, the boys walked to the lake. Randy inspected one trap position after another, with an air of sober contemplation, and finally paused near the one at the canal the beavers had dug.
            "Here’s our spot,” he said, pointing. "Look, Jebs, there’s only one spot where you can set yourself to pull the trap out of the water. It’s fairly clear of brush and other stuff that might tangle a rope, but there’s enough of a growth of grass to hide a snare loop. And then,” he continued, turning and gazing at the trees up the bank, "I see some good springy saplings, that can make twitch-ups. Help me bend one of them down, Jebs.”
            A thicket of tall, tough young trees stood there, and Randy studied them one after another. Making a selection, he climbed it nimbly. The sapling swayed, but did not bend beneath his weight. "Help me, Jebs,” he called again.
            Holding on with both knees and one elbow, he fastened the end of his coil of rope to the top of the sapling with two half hitches, then dropped it so it unwound as it fell.
            "Grab hold of that,” he directed, "and let’s shove this thing down to ground level.”
            With Jebs pulling strongly on the rope from below and Randy applying his weight from above, the sapling bent until its top brushed the earth. Hanging on, the boys lashed it to a projecting curve of strong root, and cut away the rest of the rope. Straightening up, Jebs almost glared at him.
            "Now then, master mind, I’ve been playing stupid long enough. What are you going to do out here? Give us a tell.” "You ought to be able to guess by now.” Randy had picked up the rope and was forming a running noose with it. "Did you ever see a rabbit snare, made with a shoelace and a bent-down twig? This is the same thing, only to catch human beings instead of bunnies. Watch now.”
            He spread out the noose, widely and carefully, in the grass by the waterline, at the point where anyone trying to handle the trap must stand. Caught among the stems, the loop remained suspended an inch or so above the ground. Then Randy carried the loose end of the rope to the imprisoned top of the sapling and knotted it firmly.
            "I get it now!” cried Jebs suddenly. “He steps in that with his feet, and then it yanks him right up into the sky. But how does he spring the trap?”
            "I don’t know how to fix it so he’ll spring it. We’ll lie quietly here, and keep a knife ready. Brother Bickram steps into the loop, we cut the sapling loose from its moorings and let it waft him away —”
            “What about the other Brother Bickram all this time?” asked Jebs. “Aren’t you forgetting him?”
            “No. When one of them is swinging helpless by the hocks, the two of us run him, the untrapped one, out of here. We’ll be two against one. Maybe we could fire a gun in the air to help him get started fast.”
            “I haven’t got a gun,” said Jebs, “and if I try to borrow dad’s, he’ll ask questions. I do have a string of firecrackers somebody sent me up from Florida.”
            “Bring them along,” Randy directed. “If we set those off it will sound like a whole battalion of guns from ambush. Whichever Bickram is left in running order will run, all right. In any case, we’ll be two to one against him, as I said. And when he’s gone, we’ll come back and be two to one against the man we caught. We’ll handle the prisoner between us.”
            “It begins to shape up,” said Jebs. “When do we do this?” “Let’s figure that,” replied Randy. “They won’t come until moonrise, and that will be around nine-thirty or ten o’clock. I looked in the paper. We want to be here first, within knife-reach of our sapling twitch-up.”
            “Go to bed early tonight,” Jebs suggested. “So will I. And we can sneak out by the window or the door, without telling anybody, rendezvous behind the stable at Laurels, and make tracks for here.”
            They shook hands on it, and turned their faces homeward.



TRAPPED BEAVER —TRAPPED BICKRAM
 
 
            Conscience insisted on bothering Randy from time to time as he made ready for an extra early bedtime, but he reflected that what he and Jebs had agreed to do was given plenty of precedent in the adventures of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn. He turned out his light and lay on his cot, fully dressed except for his moccasins. Silently he listened until he heard the clock in the front room strike nine. Then rising softly, he wadded up a spare blanket, a pillow and one or two articles of clothing and made them into a rough dummy of his own size on the cot. He pulled a sheet over it, and nodded in satisfaction at the lifelike appearance it achieved. Into his pockets he slipped a flashlight and a small waterproof box of matches, and took his moccasins in one hand. Then he slid as noiselessly as he could out of the bedroom window and into the rear yard.
            Crouching below the sill in the shadows, he put on his moccasins. He tiptoed past the stable. A dark figure stirred, and Jebs’s voice challenged him. "Randy?”
            "Naturally. What if it had been somebody else?”
            "Shoo, then I’d be halfway back home by now. Come on, let’s go. Here, I brought some weapons.”
            He held two sticks, and passed one to his friend. It was a stout cudgel, three feet long, more than an inch through the butt, and tough and springy.
            "How much good would this stick be against a gun?” asked Randy.
            "I've heard it said that a stick’s better than a gun almost anywhere after dark, if the man with the stick has surprise on his side,” replied Jebs. "Come on, we’re past due on the shores of Beaver Lake.”
            "Let’s not get separated,” said Randy.
            "No. If we do that, we’ll each mark his trail so the other can pick it up.”
            They headed along the path toward Beaver Lake with an almost easy assurance; their frequent journeys made them familiar with it, even in the dim light. Randy, tramping along, made a grim and successful effort to conquer and banish his night nervousness, but he felt considerable relief when they reached the dam without any adventure.
            "Head for that place where we set our snare,” directed Jebs softly, and led the way. But before they had gone many paces, Jebs' came to an abrupt halt and held up his hand. "Listen!” he muttered.
            Randy listened. He heard a liquid floundering and splashing up ahead of them.
            "Be ready for anything,” whispered Jebs.
            He started quickly forward along the shore, stick ready and poised. Randy kept at Jebs’s very shoulder, wondering and mystified. The splashing sounds rose louder and louder as the boys approached. Then again Jebs stopped and pointed.
            "Look! Randy, it’s — I wish we had a light to make sure.”
            "Here’s a light.” Randy whipped it out of his pocket, pressed the switch, and sent a beam probing across the surface of the water toward where the splashing sounded.
            Under the glow, the water showed agitated and churned into pale foamy patches, just at the point where the canal joined the main lake. And in and out of view bobbed and thrashed something black and frantic and alive.
            "Beaver!” yelled Jebs, forgetting all reason for quiet and caution. "They must have set two traps at that point!”
            "Yes, and we found only one of them to spring!” snapped back Randy. "Hurry up, Jebs!”
            They ran, side by side, to the very brink of the shore beyond which the beaver thrashed and strove for freedom. In the light of Randy’s flash he looked a big, powerful animal, with gleaming eyes and bared front teeth like two yellow rake tines set close together. Jebs leaned forward, peering.
            "Shoo, no wonder we couldn’t find that second trap. It’s fastened to a peg or root or something right down under water. We’ll have to go right into the lake to get him loose from it.”
            Jebs splashed in without pausing even to tug off his shoes. At once the beaver ceased its hysterical and futile efforts to tug its foot loose from the trap, and drew backward, swimming, blunt head lifted, eyes fixed on Jebs. Its attitude was one of caution and defense, but not of abject fear. It would fight for its life if need be.
            Jebs waded toward it, but then retreated clumsily as the beaver hurled itself furiously after him, in a charging, scrambling onslaught that was brought to a halt by the chain of the trap pulling tight.
            "He thinks you’re after him,” called Randy.
            "Can’t blame him for that,” replied Jebs. "Get in here with me, Randy. Bring along a stick or something, get him to pay attention to you, while—”
            He did not finish, perhaps because he was not sure of what plan to follow. Randy sprang into the water after him, heading towards the beaver. It charged him at once, as it had charged Jebs. He held out the cudgel to ward it off, playing his light in its face with the other hand. As it came within arm’s length of him, he felt the stout stick almost knocked from his grip as the beaver’s strong forepaws struck and clawed it. The animal was wrestling the stick, hoisting its sturdy wet body halfway out of the water.
            But Jebs, unnoticed for the moment, had dropped flat and had slid under the surface. As Randy clung to his stick in a sort of clumsy tug of war with the beaver, he saw the animal go under, too, and for seconds he stood alone, up to his lower ribs in the water.
            Then more powerful splashings. The beaver reappeared, bounding like a trout, and churned away toward the center of the lake like a miniature steam packet trying to set a new record. It bobbed under once more, and was gone. Randy stared mutely after it, then turned his eyes back to the point where it had fought the prisoning trap. Jebs’ head rose into view, in a rather beaverlike fashion. Randy turned the beam of his flashlight on his soaked, triumphant friend.
            "Give me a hand to shore,’’ panted Jebs. "This mud’s trying to pull my legs right loose from me.”
            Randy put out a hand to help Jebs, and the two made their way to shore. There Jebs thrust a forearm into the glow of the flashlight. His sleeve was torn, exposing the skin. Scratches were visible, with blood oozing from them.
            "That beaver’s claws were like the teeth of a rake,” said Jebs. "When I swam down, I got hold of the chain close to where it moored onto the trap, and pulled him under. He tried to grab hold of me and open me up, but I got a foot down on each spring of the trap and kept hold of the chain and shoved. The springs went down, the jaws of the trap sort of sagged open, and Mr. Beaver was loose.”
            Randy turned off his flashlight. He laid it down and, stooping, wrung water from his soggy trouser legs.
            "He certainly didn’t tarry by the way to tell us thank you," he observed.
            "Shoo, he didn’t feel thankful. He thought we were after him. Right now he’s probably telling his friends all about how he was strong and brave enough to lick two human enemies and smart enough to spring the trap loose after it had him.’’
            Randy stared across the lake, its waters silent again. "He was a gallant fighter, at that, Jebs."
            "Shoo, wasn’t he?” chuckled Jebs. "Well, anyway, that’s one skin the Bickram boys won’t be collecting."
            "Go on, laugh about it," a harsh voice bade them. "Maybe it’s the last laugh anybody will ever hear out of you."
            Jebs and Randy started, and whirled to stare into the night. Three figures were closing in upon them, from three points in the lakeside brush.
            "All right, don’t make any bluff at running," said the high, ugly voice of Ferd Bickram. "We’ve got guns, and we’ll use ’em."
            What had Jebs said about sticks being better than guns in the night? But that was when the stick-holders had the advantage of surprise, and, anyway, Jebs and Randy had dropped their sticks while rescuing the beaver. Randy found his voice, stuck and jammed in his throat along with his heart. "You," he stammered, "you Bickrams, you’re under arrest."
            There was a triple chorus of laughter in which Randy and Jebs had no impulse to join, for it was neither hearty nor kindly. One voice was Ferd’s, another Emory’s. The third was the laugh of an older man that neither boy remembered hearing before.
            "Under arrest, he says,” spluttered Emory. "We kind of got the mule in the other stall on you, you two sneaking spies.”
            Jebs turned to face Emory, thrusting his head forward to glare through the night. "Nobody’s a sneak but you Bickrams,” said Jebs fiercely. "How about you and me finishing that fight we started at the square dance?”
            He took a couple of steps toward Emory, his wet shoes making a sinister sloshy noise on the ground. Emory moved back involuntarily, and gestured toward his brother Ferd. "Say, give me that pistol.”
            "You don’t get any pistols. You’re too ready to let ’em off,” said the older man who was unknown to Randy and Jebs. "Go on, Emory, fight him.”
            Emory recovered from his momentary timidity, and jumped back to face Jebs. There was a sudden rat-a-tat of blows exchanged, and Randy heard Emory grunt as if in angry pain. Ferd snarled encouragement to his brother. But Jebs was taking care of his end. Probably he was a little more angry than Emory and, though the smaller of the two, he was in the best condition. He scored again, with both fists, and Emory backtracked again, as if he did not relish the treatment.
            For an instant, as Emory retreated, the full attention of both Ferd and the older man was concentrated on the battle. Randy saw his chance and took it.
            He rushed toward the spot where he and Jebs had tied the sapling down. Darting his hand into his pocket, he snatched out his knife and fumbled it open.
            A glance at the fighters showed him that Jebs, by chance or by design, had hustled Emory straight to the spot where the noose of rope was spread. Emory’s feet must be inside the loop at this second. Stooping, Randy slashed.
            "What’s that other kid pulling off?" yelled the stranger Bickram, and Ferd sprang at Randy — too late! Randy’s knife edge had found the length of cord that held down the sapling to the root.
            There was a windy whoop of sound, almost like an explosion, as the stout stem whipped itself back to the perpendicular. It almost struck Ferd as it unexpectedly straightened before him, and he leaped back. At the same moment, two startled yells rang through the night, the yells of Jebs and Emory. Staring, Randy saw them snatched aloft as by the talons of some flying monster, upside down.
            Then the two remaining enemy were upon him. A grip fell upon his wrist, quick and crushing as the jaws of one of the beaver traps he had been springing. He dropped the knife with an involuntary howl. He struck with his other fist, and heard a gasp as he got home into somebody’s wind. He wrenched free from the hold on his wrist and ran in the only direction still clear, toward the lake.
            "Let him have it!" roared a voice behind him, and a gun went off, sounding as loud as a cannon in Randy’s ears. The bullet went whick over his head, and he threw himself forward in a diving leap, to get close to the ground and out of range. But he struck water, and seemed fairly to whizz through it and under it.
            As he struggled to free himself, Jebs saw it all. He and Emory, caught together in the noose, made a double weight that after the first upward spring of the sapling dragged the top down again, so that they both hung partially on the ground, floundering with arms and shoulders in the dirt while their feet were still pulled into the air. Now Ferd came hurrying toward him, groped to find the rope and the tightly drawn noose, and brought out his own knife to cut the prisoners free.
            Between them Emory and Ferd laid rough hands on Jebs and dragged him to his feet. They held him fast by the arms and faced toward their adult companion, who stood, revolver in hand, gazing out over the lake.
            '’Did you get him, Noll?” demanded Ferd.
            "Hmm, don’t know,” was the grumbled reply. "He didn’t come up out of the water again.”
            "Here’s a flashlight,” said Ferd, kicking something with his foot and stooping for it.
            It was Randy’s, dropped when the boys had come out of the lake after freeing the trapped beaver. Still holding Jebs with one hand, Ferd flashed the beam on and sent it hovering over the water. No ripple showed on its surface.
            "You must have drilled him, Noll,” suggested Emory, clinging to Jebs’s arm with both hands. Jebs, with a sinking heart, silently agreed.
            The man called Noll shook his head heavily.
            "Nope, don’t think so. If I’d hit him with that bullet, he’d have bobbed up to the top of the water, for a moment anyway. He didn’t bob.” Noll cleared his throat grimly. "I’d have seen him if he had.”
            "And if he’d seen you—” began Emory.
            "Shut up, Emory!” barked Noll. "I’m not going to be seen by anybody who’ll carry the news to the law. And you know why.”
            The weapon lifted in Noll’s hand, and Jebs felt a new coldness in his blood. Why was this man so ready to shoot, and shoot with intent to kill, over a crime no more serious than fur theft?
            "Maybe he got clear across to that point past the canal, where the bushes grow back from the water line,” offered Ferd. "He could have climbed out there, and slid away out of sight.”
            "I don’t think so,” demurred Noll again. "Hey, give me that flash, I’ll go and make sure.”
            Flashlight in one hand, revolver in the other, Noll walked to the point where the canal joined the lake, sprang powerfully across it, then waded along the shore line beyond to the point Ferd had called to his attention. Jebs could see Noll bending down and examining the muddy bank in the glare of the flash. Finally he turned and waded back, crossed the canal again, and rejoined them.
            "Not a mark or sign there,” he announced. "He’s still there in the lake.”
            "He couldn’t swim under water this long,” protested Ferd, and Noll chuckled, softly and cruelly.
            "No, Ferd, you sure up and spoke the truth there. He couldn’t stay under water — and live. He must have caught on a snag or something. And by now he couldn’t be saved, even if we tried.”
            Emory sniffed mockingly. "I’m not going to try, anyhow. You know, the beavers stick the bottoms of their lakes full of sticks and logs to eat the bark off of. Probably he got caught on one of them. Too bad, huh?”
            Jebs found his voice. "You’re talking about my friend,” he told Emory. "If you won’t dive after him, let me —” "Let you nothing,” put in Noll brutally. "You were fixing to take a prisoner tonight, it seems like. Well, you’ve been took prisoner yourself, young feller. Bring him along, boys.” He turned and led the way straight into the brush. Emory and Ferd hustled Jebs along after him.



THE BICKRAM LAIR
 
            Half a dozen steps were enough to take the three Bickrams and their captive deep into the lakeside woods, with leaves and branches thick all around and overhead to shut away the moonlight that had touched the open space by the water. But Noll Bickram, in the lead, moved as surely and swiftly as though he were walking along a corridor in a familiar building. Emory kept his hold on Jebs’s elbow and shoved him roughly along, and Ferd seemed to keep a rearguard position, carefully pushing branches and creepers into place again behind the travellers. That, decided Jebs, was so that there would be no sign of the way they had departed.
            “Here’s the first log,” called Noll softly from up ahead.
            A moment later Jebs found himself hoisted up to walk along a big fallen trunk. He managed to keep his balance on it, lest he fall into water or mire to either side. Keeping hold of him, Emory growled a warning to step to a second log. Here a trifle of moonlight filtered through the branches of a dead tree, and Jebs could see solid ground on either side of the log. Suddenly he understood — more care to avoid leaving a telltale record of their departure.
            At once he pretended to stumble, and threw himself sideways off of the log. He landed upon his knees among some brushy twigs that gave and snapped under his sudden weight. Emory snarled in surprised protest and blame, and jumped down beside him to hoist him back upon his feet. Ferd, coming along the log from behind, paused and peered.
            “What happened?” he demanded.
            “Old clumsyfoot here took himself a fall,” replied Emory ill-humoredly. “Get up, you, before I pull a chunk clear out of you.”
            He caught Jebs by the shoulders in both hands and pulled him erect. Jebs had managed to clutch weeds in both his own hands, and he kept hold of them as he continued once more along the log. When they left its far end, he felt hard clay under his feet, a well-traveled path, on which tracks would not register clearly.
            “Come on, come on,” called Noll from ahead of them. “Don't take all night. We’re almost at the turnoff.”
            Turnoff? Jebs had another inspiration. He kept the weeds grasped in his hands until Emory, hurrying him close up behind Noll, gave him a shove to make him change direction and follow the older Bickram along a smaller, less packed down pathway. At that point Jebs let his handfuls of torn leafage and stems drop to the ground.
            This Bickram trio, he decided, must be master woodsmen, even at night. Plainly they were fully experienced in threading the labyrinths of the woods beyond Laurels, and no easy job awaited those who might try to follow them. He, Jebs, would help mark this trail the Bickrams strove to leave unmarked. Stealthily he snatched at a bundle of twigs close beside him, let the leaves strip away in his hand so that new- trimmed switches were left. At a bend in the trail further on, he dropped the leaves. There was another clue for a search party to spot. Unconsciously, Jebs chuckled.
            “What have you got to laugh about?” challenged Emory, with his habitual bad temper.
            "I'm trying to keep my courage up,” said Jebs. “It’s spooky here in these woods.”
            "Now don’t get telling me about spooks!” snapped Emory. "I don’t like that kind of talk.”
            Silence fell for the moment. Jebs, prodded along, remembered the cross-pattern of nails Emory wore on his shoes to guard him against black magic. This overgrown young lout was superstitious. Jebs made another try.
            "All my life I’ve heard about the ghost that walks around in this patch of timber,” he improvised on the spur of the moment. "They say its head came off, and it carries the skull around in one hand, like a lantern — the eyes shine with a green light —”
            "Now you shut your trap!” blusterd Emory, almost crushing Jebs’ elbow in his hand.
            "Don’t let him scare you, Emory,” said Ferd from his position at the rear of the party. "I sure do wish you’d grow up and forget all those ghost stories.”
            "Yah, I’ve known you to be scared of ghosts yourself,” Emory defended himself. "You and Noll both.”
            "We’re not either,” growled Ferd, rather fiercely for one who meant what he said.
            Noll had paused up ahead once more. "We’re getting there,” he said softly as Emory guided Jebs up to a position beside him. "Drift out away from this path. We don’t want to wear any entry into our hideout. Let me slide down first, and signal you when to follow me in.”
            He handed his gun to Emory. "Take this. If our guest acts too anxious to leave early —” Noll paused significantly.
            Emory nudged Jebs in the side with the hard muzzle of the weapon. "Don’t make a move unless I tell you you can,” he warned. "Come on, head this way.”
            He pushed Jebs roughly away through a thicket of small, close-grown young trees, and through some thorny bushes just beyond. Jebs felt them prickle and scratch through his clothes, and managed to break more twigs.
            "Halt,” said Emory in his ear, and he found himself standing on the edge of moonlit open space, both ahead and below. Thus the two of them waited silently, while elsewhere Jebs could hear the muffled sounds of Noll and Ferd in among the trees. Finally there was a noise of scrambling, and more silence. Then the voice of Noll came from somewhere beneath his feet.
            "All clear here,” said Noll. "Where are you, Emory? Speak up.”
            "Right here,” Emory told him.
            Noll had apparently moved to a point almost directly under them. His voice, coming up, sounded balefully businesslike.
            "Let that fellow scramble down,” he said. "Now listen, boy. You thought you were just messing with some petty- larceny clowns, but you bumped into somebody with a good reason to stay clear of the law. And if I have to use a lump of lead to keep you quiet, I’ll do it. You hear me?”
            "I hear you,” said Jebs with helpless fury.
            "Down he comes, Emory,” commanded Noll. "I’ll be right here to take charge of him. You two follow him down.”
            "Down you go,” Emory commanded Jebs, who stooped and groped. He stood at the very edge of a root-matted drop, and managed to lower himself without mishap until he sat with his feet dangling into space. He found an earthy face with his heels, and he dug them into its almost perpendicular surface and slid cautiously down. It was a drop of six or seven feet, and as he landed on a less abrupt slope at the bottom, Noll’s hand closed upon his wrist.
            "I’ve got him, Emory,” said Noll. "You can follow.”
            Emory dropped heavily after Jebs, and Ferd came from somewhere else to join them. Straining his eyes, Jebs saw that they were in a gorgelike depression among the trees, its bottom sloping away toward some gloomy central point. As before, Noll took the lead and moved in the darkness with an assured quickness that showed his familiarity with the ground. They came to where a small trickle of water ran at the lowest point of the little ravine, and moved upstream along it to where Noll’s dim figure seemed to vanish suddenly. Emory shoved Jebs along again, and Jebs found himself stooping to enter a sort of hole in the steep bank. Ferd, coming along at the rear of the party as usual, busied himself with some kind of rustling vegetation.
            "Get the door covered, Ferd," said Noll.
            "Got it," replied Ferd.
            "Okay. Then strike a light."
            One of the three snapped a match on his thumbnail.
            Jebs looked curiously around him at what the flicker of light revealed. He and the three Bickrams stood inside an earth-walled, earth-floored chamber of irregular shape and considerable spaciousness. The match was in Ferd’s hand, and as he touched it to the wick of a kerosene lamp and carefully slid a glass chimney over it, the light rose more strongly and revealingly.
            This cave, Jebs decided, must have been a natural recess in the bank, perhaps the work of washing waters, possibly enlarged by the scratching claws of foxes. More recently it had been made into this parlor-sized refuge by spades and picks in the hands of men. Overhead, the ceiling was braced with planks set on rough poles cut in the woods. The walls were cut squarely, with nooks and recesses picked out here and there to serve for shelves and cupboards. The floor, leveled out by more work, was covered neatly and evenly with a layer of pine straw. Toward the rear of the cave lay pallet beds, made up of old quilts and blankets, three of them. Near the center stood a rustic table, of planks set upon stout poles driven into the floor. Two old boxes, an empty nail keg, and a stump-like section of log were arranged to serve as chairs. In some of the wall niches stood stacks of brightly labeled canned goods, and across pegs driven into the hard earth slanted a well-kept shotgun.
            The entrance to this hidden lair was by way of a door recess several feet deep. Outside it hung a profusion of branches and vines, apparently rooted in the bank outside, so cunningly and thickly matted, that they must obscure any light from inside.
            Ferd set the lamp on the table, and Noll turned to look at Jebs. His harsh face was deeply shadowed by the light that angled across his cheeks and chin.
            "Well, boy," said Noll, "we’ve got you."
            "You won’t have me long,” replied Jebs. "I’ll get away."
            "Better not try. You might get hurt trying. Maybe I’d better tell you a few facts, so you’ll see how it’ll pay you to keep quiet and do what you’re told."
            "Go ahead," said Jebs.
            Noll sighed, a long gentle sigh that somehow sounded ugly. "Well," he said, "I’ll be frank with you. If you happened to lead any policemen to me, they’d know me right quick. I’m wanted bad, boy. I was doing time in a prison out west of here and I got away. If I had to go back, it might be for more years than I care to do." He looked at Jebs, intently and expressionlessly, as a cat looks at a mouse under its paw. "You think that over, and you’ll see why I can’t let you go and carry any news about me."
            "You don’t make me want to stay here with that kind of talk," replied Jebs, as fiercely as Noll himself.
            “You’ll stay," said Noll confidently, "until we figure how we can turn you loose without anybody finding us. Just how we’ll arrange that, I can’t tell you now. But you’d better wait and see. Try to break loose from us, and you’ll never be heard from again, any more than your buddy who sank down under that beaver pond."
            At the thought of Randy, Jebs’s heart sank as though it, too, sought the bottom of some unknown deep. He fought hard within himself to give no sign, and when he replied his voice was steady and his tone was bold.
            "You’re the biggest fool in this bunch of fools," he said defiantly to Noll Bickram. "You’re going to be caught and locked up before you’re through bragging to each other about how smart you were, getting away."
            "Don’t you go calling us fools," spluttered Emory. He made as if to jump toward Jebs, but Ferd, who had seated himself on a box near the doorway, quickly put out a hand and caught his younger brother by the sleeve.
            "Quiet down, Emory," bade Ferd in a stern tone. "Now look here, Jebs Markum — that’s your name, isn’t it? — if you’re trying to comfort yourself that you’ll be followed by any search party, you’d better get wise. Nobody’s going to follow us here."
            "No," added Noll. "We broke our trail in half a dozen places. The paths that lead here are all hidden, over and over again. Even if they bring out bloodhounds, let them whiff the peppersauce we use to soak our shoes in, those hounds won’t nose along any other tracks for a right good spell."
            "And anyhow, who’s going to identify us?" demanded Ferd. "The only people who knew about us for sure were you and that stranger kid you had for a partner."
            Jebs half opened his mouth to explain about the cast of
            Emory’s footprint, complete with the cross of hobnails, but he closed it again. True, that information might shock his captors like a sudden application of electric current, but it might serve them as a warning.
            "And nobody ever heard of this cave," Noll took up the mocking explanation. "We’ve been gouging it out ourselves all spring, for a place to put our skins when we get them. Of course, when the hunting season begins next fall, somebody might blunder in here. But we’ll be gone before that, with all the beaver pelts we can lug away, for sale to the fur companies up north. And you’ll be gone, too."
            "No," said Jebs. "I’ll be found."
            All three Bickrams glowered at him. "Okay, who’ll find you?” demanded Emory in tones of deepest scorn. "Your pal, you think? Not him. He’s done for."
            "No," replied Jebs. "Randy’s alive."
            For suddenly he had become certain that he spoke the truth. Randy lived, planned and followed.
 







SUPERSTITION
 
            All three of the Bickrams now stared so fixedly at Jebs that he fancied he felt their eyes leaning against him, like heavy weights. Jebs stared back, from one to another. His captors were alike in a certain brutal thickness of feature and in their rough clothes; but each was different in his own personal quality of menace. Emory had the stupid, overgrown aspect with which Jebs was already familiar. Ferd, leaner, older and shrewder looking, was a sort of human fox in contrast to his brother’s character of a bad-tempered bull calf. Noll, oldest and biggest of the three, seemed also the wisest and coolest. Where Ferd and Emory looked amazed and protesting, Noll had more of an expression of unfriendly curiosity.
            "You can’t give us that stuff,” said Noll to Jebs. "If your friend had lived, he’d have come up out of the water again.” But, Jebs told himself again, that was all wrong. It was the other way around. Had Randy been killed by the bullet Noll sent after him, had he been even hurt seriously, he would have risen. Randy had stayed under water because he had swum deeply and on purpose. Maybe a snag had caught him? No, Jebs told himself yet once again. The water at that part of the lake couldn’t be so deep that some disturbance of the quiet upper reaches would not have been noticeable. Randy had dived, escaped to — to where?
            “We aren't going to trouble our minds about him," went on Noll coldly.
            “Then the sooner you start troubling them the better," replied Jebs. “Because he got away. Randy Hunter’s a boy who knows a thousand different tricks. At least nine hundred and ninety-nine of them are clear out of your class."
            “What kind of tricks does he know?" grunted Emory. “Look, make this wise guy tell us what he’s driving at."
            Jebs had a new inspiration. He fixed Emory’s eyes with his own. “Maybe my friend Randy knows some hoodoo stuff," he said. “Such as black magic, witchcraft—’’
            “You shut your mouth!" barked Ferd at Jebs.
            But Jebs kept his eyes on Emory. Emory had said nothing. He had shrunk back a little against the wall of the cave, and it seemed to Jebs that his thick jowls had grown a shade or so paler. Jebs congratulated himself on the success of his trial shot at psychological warfare. Emory was superstitious, as the cross-nail pattern on his shoes betrayed. The mention of black magic and witchcraft had frightened him.
            “Now, why do you tell me to shut my mouth?" Jebs asked Ferd reasonably. “A moment ago, you people wanted me to explain about Randy."
            Emory had recovered a little. “I’m protected against witches, anyway," he mumbled.
            Jebs succeeded in snickering, as if in scorn. “Shoo, Emory, there are different kinds of witches. They have a thousand dodges. What may slow up one of them won’t affect another even a little bit, it may even set an easier trail for that one to follow. For instance," and he made his voice slow and insinuating, “a pattern of hobnails on the heels of your shoes, I understand that sometimes —"
            “Hey!" bawled Emory.
            He sprang up and toward Jebs pointing the gun. But
            Noll spun around and snatched the weapon away.
            ’'Not so much yipping and yelling, you gump,” Noll scolded Emory. "No shooting, either. Not right now. We want to make sure that we aren’t overheard.”
            Score two for his psychological warfare, decided Jebs. Noll, too, was impressed with the suggestion that Randy might be near at hand.
            Emory fished out a dingy handkerchief and mopped his low forehead, now creased with worry.
            "What I want to know,” he whined, “is how he found out about those nail crosses I’m wearing.”
            "Oh, that?” said Jebs. "Randy told me about them.”
            This statement was quite true, but both Ferd and Emory seemed to be making a great deal out of it. They goggled at each other, at Noll, at Jebs, and back at each other again. "If he could find that out—” began Ferd.
            "Oh, lay off that crazy talk, the both of you,” exploded Noll angrily. He turned toward Jebs, the pistol in his hand, towering and assured. "Look here, boy, these two are brothers, and maybe they got reared to some funny beliefs. But I’m just their cousin, I got reared in a different home. I’ve been all around the country, and around lots of big towns, too. I don’t go for that talk about superstitious stuff.” Yet lots of people believe in what you call superstitious stuff, and if so many believe in it, there must be some truth to it,” argued Jebs. "Witchcraft, for instance.”
            As he spoke, he watched Emory out of the corner of his eye, and saw the big youth flinch again. Emory was impressed by that argument, whether Noll was or not. "And there’s that ghost story,” went on Jebs, "about the headless man carrying his head for a lantern, with the eyes gleaming.” Once more Emory flinched, and Jebs congratulated himself on making up so good a story on the spur of the moment.
            "Then there are plat-eye yarns,” he continued, "and curses, and planting crops by the full moon and so on.”
            "Now keep your feathers on,” said Noll. "You’ve got things kind of mixed up there. Planting by the full moon isn’t a superstition, it’s the sure-enough real thing.”
            "There’s a full moon tonight, isn’t there?” said Jebs. "Full, or nearly. You three Bickram boys have planted a crop of lawbreaking that you’re going to reap in a bumper harvest. Wait just a few hours, and see if I’m not telling you the truth.”
            "I’m going to knock that smart monkey talk out of you,” promised Emory, and again set himself as if to leap at Jebs.
            "Oh, you stand easy, Emory,” Noll withered him. "Ferd told me about the time you tangled with this kid at that square dance, and it didn’t sound to me as if you got anything but the short end of the rope.” Facing Jebs again, Noll spoke with quiet calm, as though discussing a matter of routine business. "You’re just wasting your breath, boy. Nobody’s going to trace us here, or you either. Make up your mind to that. We’re going to keep you for our guest for a few days.”
            "Guest?” repeated Jebs.
            "You’ll stay right here with us. Eat in here, sleep in here. You see,” said Noll, "we planned a nice profitable year in these parts, gathering in beaver fur and maybe one or two other worthwhile items. You and your smart buddy, what’s his name?”
            "Randy Hunter,” Jebs told him.
            "Well, you’ve fixed it so that there’ll be search parties combing everywhere after us, including up to our house. So we’re going to make a quick, fast haul of all the beaver we can get out of that lake, and then dust away out of this part of the country.” Noll fixed his hard gaze on Jebs again.
            "I’ve told you how I can’t afford to be arrested.”
            "Shoo,” cried Jebs, "are you dumb fool enough to go to Beaver Lake when they’ll be waiting for you there?”
            "No, we’re smart enough. After starting out at that point, the search parties will be pushing and prying around other places. They won’t waste time gopping at those beavers. After we’ve skinned as many beaver as we can manage in the next couple of days, we bid Moore County goodby forever. And you stay right here till we go.”
            "And what happens to me then?” asked Jebs.
            Emory scowled. "You’ll never live to tell anybody—” "Shut up!” Noll snapped at his cousin. "Jebs, you just take it easy-like and don’t study up ways to give us any extra trouble. When we leave, you can go, too. You’ll not know how to set anybody chasing us then. Now, sit down,” and Noll pointed to a box against the wall.
            Jebs sat down. He was inclined to think that he had talked himself out of an immediate destruction. Noll had told him earlier that he, Jebs, would never get back to his friends, "any more than your buddy who sank down under that beaver pond.” Now Noll was speaking as though Jebs would be set free after the Bickrams had fled from the Sandhills country. That meant Jebs’s talk about Randy’s probable escape had affected the chief of the Bickrams, had made him hesitate against firing a fatal shot.
            Noll’s cold voice broke in upon his meditations.
            "We’re going to stay here for tonight, anyway,” said Noll. "Early tomorrow we’re going to scout around, gather what stuff we may need from our house before anybody comes nosing up there. Then we’ll see about grabbing some beaver. Just now, we’d better get some sleep.”
            "Who’s going to stay awake and guard our little prisoner?” asked Emory.
            "I’ll do that,” offered Ferd. "We can divide the night into watches and I’ll take the first watch.”
            But Noll shook his head. "No, that wouldn’t work. Emory there would doze off on his watch, anyway. And I don’t think it will be necessary. Here, Ferd, keep watch over Jebs while I fix him so he won’t be going anywhere.”
            He handed Ferd the revolver, then took a coil of clothesline rope from a peg driven into the dirt wall, and stepped close to Jebs.
            "Are you going to leave me tied up all night?” asked Jebs.
            Noll grinned, but not in friendly fashion. "That won’t be necessary, either,” he said. "I’m just going to stake you out, so you won’t be leaving us without saying good-by. First off, are you carrying a knife?”
            He stooped and patted Jebs’s pockets, located the hard lump of a horn-handled pocketknife, and possessed himself of it.
            "All right now,” he said, and knelt.
            With quick skill he flung a loop of the line snugly around Jebs’s ankle and then produced a hank of fishline, with which he lashed the loop so as to hold the ankle snugly without squeezing it. Pausing, Noll rose and went to one of the shelflike niches, poked in it, and discovered a package with an outer wrapping of cellophane. He tore away a sizable chunk of this, returned, and carefully continued his lashing with the fishline, partially tying a big flake of cellophane into it. He cut the clothesline at the distance of some feet from the ankle loop, and lashed a similar confining loop around Jebs’s wrist, with the cellophane in the lashing as before.
            "Get me the ax,” Noll ordered Emory, took it in his hand as Emory brought it, and stepped to where several bits of loose wood lay in a heap, as if for a stock of kindling. He selected two stout billets, hacked them to points, and with the back of the ax drove them strongly into the floor at points near opposite walls.
            "Now move over here, Jebs,” said Noll, and when Jebs did so Noll tied the free ends of the lengths of clothesline tightly to the two stakes. Jebs could sit or lie on the pine straw between the two, not uncomfortably confined, but he was unable to move within reach of either stake because of his bonds.
            "See how that arrangement works?” said Noll to his cousins. "Without a knife, he can’t fling himself loose from those lines unless he rattles the cellophane a right smart.” Noll rattled a piece in his own hand by way of illustration. "Likewise, he’d have to thrash around in the pine straw, and that would make a lot of rustle, too. And,” Noll turned his eyes on Jebs, "I’m just about the lightest sleeper you ever met, boy. I wake up if a bird scratches its feathers a mile away.”
            He pulled out one pallet and made it up again, crosswise on the floor in such a position as to hem Jebs away from the door.
            "Give me back that shooting iron, Ferd,” he said. "Here’s where I’ll sack in tonight. You’d better lie quiet and rest easy, Jebs Marcum. If I wake up all of a sudden, I may start slapping a mess of lead over in your direction. Emory, Ferd, you can sleep closer to the door.”
            So saying, Noll cupped his hand around the top of the lamp chimney and blew quickly and strongly down into it. The light went out. Jebs, picketed in two directions like a half-broken horse, heard his captors seeking their couches. Then all was silent, until the snoring of one of the Bickrams, probably Emory, showed that slumber had come to the hidden den where he was held prisoner.
 



 
          UNEXPECTED VISITOR
 
            Jebs lay quietly, as Noll had commanded him. He was not the boy to court a volley of bullets by restless tossing and rustling. But, if his body remained motionless, his mind raced madly.
            He thought of his home, of the bed he had so light-heartedly deserted to sneak out upon the adventure that had suddenly taken this baleful turn. His father and mother must be asleep by now, or, if not, they would be certain that their son was safe and quiet between sheets. He wouldn’t be missed at home until breakfast time. Meanwhile, what would be happening to him?
            Randy had absented himself without leave, too. Major Hunter would not think to glance into Randy’s room, find an empty bed, and go searching. The officers of the law — Deputy Sheriff O’Brien and Mr. Meadows, the game warden — planned to scout the shores of Beaver Lake, but not until tomorrow night. Then they would find nothing. The Bickrams were setting no traps tonight, and would be watching out when next they visited the lake. No, not until Jebs’s father and Major Hunter raised the alarm in the morning would anyone come searching for him and Randy.
            Wait, Jebs told himself. He’d already decided that Randy was safe and free. Randy had to be safe and free. Jebs had argued that point successfully. But what if something unthinkable, unforeseeable, had happened, down there under the surface of the lake, and Randy was — gone? The Bickrams felt sure of that, and Jebs’s opinion was one alone against the three of theirs. Where was Randy? Was he really alive, or was he —
            Again Jebs refused to say the word, even in his thoughts. His free hand tugged his disordered hair, then it reached across and gropingly investigated the lashings that moored the loop of clothesline around his wrist. Noll had spoken the truth. That fishline was so tightly whipped around the larger cord, and so closely drawn and knotted, that nobody could loosen it without a knife. Jebs’s fingertips brushed the tag of brittle cellophane and it rustled drily. To Jebs’s ears it seemed an echoing rattle inside the cave, as though someone had shaken a great loose sheet of tin.
            "What are you up to, Jebs Markum?” came the instant sharp demand of Noll Bickram from the darkness a few feet away. "Speak up, boy, or this gun will start speaking, right now.”
            "Take it easy,” protested Jebs quickly. 'I was just wallowing, down here, to be more comfortable.”
            "Then stop wallowing,” said Noll. "Next time you start making a fuss like that, I’ll guarantee I’ll fix you so you’ll never worry about being comfortable again.”
            Jebs obediently subsided, his heart beating like an Indian dance drum. Noll Bickram had certainly spoken the truth about how lightly he slept. There was nothing for it but to lie here, wakeful and worried but dead quiet, hour after eternal hour.
            The next thing that Jebs knew, a light gleamed somewhere and voices murmured. The Bickrams were moving around and one of them had lighted the kerosene lamp. Jebs rose on his free elbow. Ferd saw him, and laughed shortly.
            "Looks like our star boarder’s waking up,” said Ferd to Emory, who also gazed at Jebs with his habitual unfriendly knotting of the eyebrows.
            "Yes, and it’s about time,” added Noll, who knelt near the foliage-draped doorway and touched a kindled match to the wick of a small kerosene stove. "The sun’s getting ready to show his face outside.”
            "Did I sleep all night?” yawned Jebs, wondering how he had managed it.
            "Boy, you sure did,” said Noll. "After I told you the one time that I wanted you to lie still, there wasn’t another sound or wiggle out of you from then on. Emory, go cast those lines off of the stakes, but leave the loops on his wrist and ankle so we can moor him back down when we need to. Breakfast is going to be ready in a few minutes now.”
            First a sooty coffeepot was brought to a boil on the kerosene stove, then a frying pan was set in its place and big thick slices of bacon tossed in. Ferd took a stack of tin plates and a bundle of knives and forks from one of the shelf niches. At Noll’s curt gesture, Jebs joined his three captors around the stove and all of them ate bacon, cold corn bread and canned jam, and drank strong black coffee without cream or sugar.
            "Now what do we do?” asked Ferd between mouthfuls, and Noll began to issue orders.
            "We’ll do just what I said last night,” he replied, with the air of a military leader. "We’ll head for the house and get whatever we may want to carry off, before any searchers get started this morning. Once we’ve got it stashed away out of reach — we’ll load up the car, and drive it some place where nobody’s apt to look —we’ll come back here, get some traps and watch our chance to set em in that beaver pool.” He pointed to a great bundle of traps, a dozen or more, hanging to a peg driven into the wall of the cave. "Ferd and I are going out to handle these things. Emory, stay here and keep an eye on Jebs until we get back.”
            "Hadn’t I better do the guarding?” offered Ferd, but Noll shook his head.
            "No, Ferd. You’re a sight better and quieter a hand in these woods, especially since we want to nose out whoever may be setting up a posse to follow us. Here, Emory, take the pistol.” He passed it over, then went and lifted the shotgun from its pegs, flipped open the breech and fed two red, brass-capped shells into it. "This will be artillery enough for us if we need it,” he announced grimly. "That’s Number Nine buckshot I put in, and it’ll stop a deputy sheriff just as quick and sudden as it’ll stop a deer.”
            Jebs did his best not to tremble or stare. Noll sounded coldly businesslike rather than murderous. That meant he was more dangerous than an eager, nervous killer.
            "Emory,” continued Noll, "keep between the door and this prisoner. Don’t let him come close enough to try to grab that gun away from you. And if he looks as if he wants to reach for the lamp, or for anything to throw, just up and shoot him loose from it.”
            "That would be a pleasure,” grinned Emory.
            "Well, remember, business before pleasure,” said Noll sharply. "I don’t want that gun to make so much as a whisper of noise unless it has to. Keep Jebs alive for us if you possibly can. And, Jebs,” added Noll to the captive, "you remember that it’s best to make no foolish moves. You want to stay alive and healthy, just as much as I want you to.”
            So saying, Noll pushed aside the branches at the door, peered out, then departed. Ferd followed at his heels. Emory picked up a bucket of water and set it on the oil stove, then squatted beside it, sourly watching Jebs. Jebs met Emory’s gaze in silence. Neither spoke nor moved for long minutes. Finally Emory looked into the water pail, from which steam was beginning to rise.
            "I reckon it’s hot enough now,” he announced, and lifted it carefully from the stove, then set it midway between himself and Jebs. He pointed to the stack made up of frying pan, tin plates, knives and forks that had served the party at breakfast. "All right, you,” he growled at Jebs. "Get busy. Wash them dishes up.”
            For a moment Jebs felt himself swelling with angry protest against such a dictatorial order to do menial labor. But he kept quiet, for a sudden hopeful plan sprang into his mind, quieting his anger like water poured on fire.
            "Where’s the soap?” he said.
            Emory’s thick forefinger pointed to a big half bar of yellow soap, and Jebs picked it up.
            "You know,” he said casually, "your cousin Noll is a good example of what happens to a man when he gets deep into crime. He has to be hiding, worrying, ready to kill —”
            "He’s not our cousin,” grumbled Emory. "Not close, anyway. Just third or fourth cousin.”
            "But you’re mixed up with him, and in bad with the police,” reminded Jebs, almost cheerfully. He began to clean the dishes camp-fashion. Pushing the pine straw right and left to expose a patch of the cave’s sandy floor, he thrust the knives and forks into it, and took handfuls of grit with which to rub and scour the frying pan and the plates. This done, he wiped out the grit with a wisp of pine straw, then he dipped the soap into the water pail and churned up a thick lather on the various utensils. Emory watched him, so closely that Jebs wondered if his plan was penetrating the guard’s thick skull, and he tried to make conversation, to take Emory’s attention from what he was doing.
            "That brother and cousin of yours are trying to talk you out of believing in witchcraft,” ventured Jebs.
            "Yah,” drawled Emory, as though half in contempt of his kinsmen. "They believe in it a right smart themselves.” "Sure, anybody with any sense believes in it,” Jebs made haste to add. "Didn’t I tell you that my buddy, Randy Hunter, knows lots of witchcraft stuff? You ought to see some of the smart things he’s taught himself to do.”
            "What kind of things?” asked Emory. He was plainly interested, without losing a single degree of hostility.
            "Oh,” said Jebs, remembering Randy’s sage instructions in the lore of Scouting, "he knows special ways of setting fires, and he can send you his thoughts without speaking them out loud. And —”
            "How about that stuff you said he could do about learning my secrets?” demanded Emory. "How about his finding out about the nail crosses on my shoes? Is that on the level?” "How else could I have learned it?” demanded Jebs in turn. "That’s Randy’s own special kind of magic. What would you say if I told you he had a pattern of those crosses, just like a real track of your foot, but something he can really pick up and show to the police?”
            "Huh,” was Emory’s ill-humored reply, "I’d just say you were the heavyweight champion liar of the country. How can anybody pick up a track that somebody else makes?” "Get Randy to show you sometime,” said Jebs, and forebore to grin over his memory of the plaster cast.
            He dipped the dishes and the frying pan into the bucket of hot water, rinsing away the grit and the lather. Emory tossed him a towel of floursacking to dry them, and Jebs stacked the things in a shelf niche, the ropes trailing from his wrist and ankle. Then he stepped back to the pail of dirty, soapy water, stooped and took it by the bail.
            "Hold everything,” said Emory. "Turn loose of that bucket. I’ll empty it.”
            "Why not let me?” Jebs still kept his hand on the bail.
            He looked at Emory, mentally gauging the distance he would have to throw that double gallon of hot, gritty suds into Emory’s face. If only he could blind Emory, for just one moment, perhaps —
            "No, I’ll empty the stuff,” announced Emory. "It wouldn’t be smart to let you step out into the open. Set it down, I said.”
            Jebs felt wretchedly disappointed. His stupid enemy hadn’t even guessed his plan to break for freedom, but was spoiling it anyway. He tried to save the chance.
            "I think somebody’s coming in here behind you,” he said suddenly.
            Emory sneered. "You think I’ll fall for that old-fashioned gag about somebody ready to jump me from in back? I said put down that bucket, or I’ll send a piece of lead to make you mind me.”
            CRASH!
            A flying body drove in through the leafy screen that covered the doorway. That body hurled itself upon Emory’s back and shoulders. An arm snapped up under Emory’s broad jaw and around his throat. A hand caught and pinned the wrist of Emory’s gun arm.
            "Quick, Jebs!” panted an excited young voice. "Help me take care of him!”
            It was Randy Hunter.



RANDY TAKES THE TRAIL
 
            When Randy Hunter dived under the waters of Beaver Lake, he had no plan of campaign whatsoever, beyond escaping that bullet from the gun in the hand of the biggest Bickram. While he was hurtling headfirst toward the surface, he gulped a great lungful of air, and held it as he splashed in and down. His hands, held together in front of him with thumbs together and palms flat, touched the lake’s soft bottom. At once he began swimming along that bottom, stubbornly keeping himself submerged though his inflated lungs seemed striving to hoist him up again. Like a frog he kicked and drove himself away from the point he had gone down, slowly exhaling.
            Years ago, when reading about Huckleberry Finn, Randy had been impressed by Huck’s ability to swim under water for a full minute, and by much practice and determination he had achieved that ability himself. Now he counted away the seconds as he glided along. In a minute’s time he would be a good distance away from the enemy, could thrust his head up for a moment, quickly suck in more air, and submerge again before they could make out his position and fire at him with the gun. Planning thus, he found his forward groping hand upon wet bottom that sloped steeply upward instead of gently downward.
            He had come to the bank somewhere across from the point at which he had dived, and perhaps he could break surface behind reeds or other waterside cover. He pulled himself as close as possible to the upward slope, and rose along and upon it until he felt his eyes, ears and nose lift upward into welcome air.
            His first impression was that the night had become much darker within the few moments he had swum under water. In fact, he could see absolutely nothing, lake or bank or sky above. Nor could he hear a sound, and surely the Bickrams and Jebs would be making noise. The air hung quiet and motionless about him, like the water from which he had raised his head. He put out a hand to feel for brush or reeds at the water’s edge, but found nothing. One of his elbows hooked itself over a flat, hard-packed ledge at about an inch’s height above the water line, and he began to hoist himself higher. A moment later he dropped back into the water, giving voice to an exclamation of surprise and pain despite himself. His other hand lifted wetly up to touch the crown of his head, where it had struck smartly against some solid surface like a roof, just above him.
            Mystified astonishment filled Randy’s mind so completely that he actually forgot the peril from which he had just now swum frantically away, and in which Jebs must still be trapped. To Randy it seemed as though he had blundered into some fourth dimension, into a new and total unknown world. Still mooring himself in position with one elbow hooked upon the ledge, he raised his other arm to examine his surroundings.
            About eighteen inches above the water’s surface was a solid, hard expanse of claylike earth, damp but firm. Behind him, more earth extended down to, then below, the water. Pushing himself out from the ledge, he felt and clutched in other directions. He seemed to have risen from under the lake into a pool between three and four feet in diameter, completely enclosed by walls and ceilings of hard earth, like a cramped and water-floored little prison cell. Was he trapped in it, doomed to suffocation? For a moment he felt an approach of unreasoning panic, and then sudden rational thought came to save him. This mysterious little dungeon couldn’t be completely closed in, or why did the air stay fresh as he gratefully breathed it? There must be some connection with the outer world.
            Not that the air was really fresh. It was full of a pungent, musky odor that stung Randy’s nostrils. He felt his way all around the enclosure, and his groping brought him back to the ledge. This was small, no more than eighteen inches wide, and less than five inches above water level. Dragging himself upon it, Randy crowded his body forward into new and even blacker unknown space.
            A little tunnel joined the ledge, and it was a tight squeeze. Had the sturdier Jebs been in Randy’s place, he might not have been able to struggle into and through it. But Randy fought down his sense of panic at the cramped quarters. He strove mightily and with determination, until he found his head and shoulders emerging into a roomier and blacker chamber beyond. Here the musky odor was even stronger and sharper. Randy fancied that it made water come into his eyes, wide open and straining to pierce the thick gloom. He dragged himself out of the tunnel.
            Here, too, his exploring hands defined walls and a ceiling that hemmed him in, but he was able to rise comfortably to his hands and knees. No use to try to see in the darkness, but even as he silently told himself that, he had the sensation of glimpsing a tiny spot of paleness, almost like feeble light. He blinked and stared. The spot stayed there, dim gray that hung steady as on a curtain of black. His hand stole toward it. For a moment he caught a ghostly shadowy glimpse of his outspread fingers.
            He snatched his hand back. He could not deny the cold chill of mystified fear, but he tightened his courage. Groping again at the earthy ceiling, he came upon an opening like a tiny chimney.
            "Where am I?” Randy muttered under his breath, and the half-spoken sound seemed to echo in the little chamber. "If I had a light, that flashlight. Shouldn’t have dropped it —”
            But he did have a light. Last night he had carried a match- safe, proof against damp. It would have kept out even the water through which he had dived to this unexpected and mysterious refuge. He felt in his soggy pocket and drew it out in the dark. It was a flat, oblong metal case that clamped tightly shut and could be opened only by pressing on a spring stud. Forcing the lid open, he fumbled out a match and scraped it on the roughness of the lid’s inner surface. A tiny glow sprang up, showing him the interior of his quarters.
            He half knelt, half crouched in a chamber shaped like the interior of a small dome. It was more than five feet in diameter and nearly three feet high. The floor on which he found himself was flat and hard, of mud that seemed well beaten down and nearly dry. And the domed roof had what at first glance seemed like very irregular rafters, spreading in all directions and giving strength and solidity to its curved shape. Such a shelter might have been built by a family of water goblins.
            The match flickered out, and Randy returned to feeling his way toward some solution of the mystery. His fingers, on the spreading streaks, informed him that these rafters were of wood, but covered with a fibery skin rather than bark. Small, supple little tags grew into the hard earth of the ceiling here and there, like fibers on roots.
            That was it. Roots. The shrewd hollower of the place had dug this dome-shaped refuge under the roots of a waterside tree, and between two of those roots had driven an adequate airhole up to the outside world. And the hollower was, of course, a beaver.
            Randy smiled in the darkness, and felt better for the smile. Here was a good deed paid back. He had come out tonight to defend the beavers for whose safety he felt friendly responsibility. He had blundered into danger on their account, and now he had found through good fortune a hiding place from danger, made by beavers.
            He judged that this was a bank burrow, such as beavers sometimes made in the early stages of their damming operations, and then deserted for the harder-to-build but more desirable lodges in the centers of the lakes and pools they created. A beaver, or several beavers, had gouged away mud from below the water line, then had made a submerged landing place and dug through to a wider refuge under the rafterlike roots. Afterward, they had made their lodges and moved away, leaving the burrow for the time a human friend would need it.
            "Good old beavers," whispered Randy. "I helped them, they’ve helped me. And I’ll go on helping them. So will Jebs — Jebs! What kind of mess is he in all this time?"
            He took time and thought to worry about his partner. He lifted his arms, and laid his ear close to the air hole to listen.
            Nothing but a muffled sighing of the wind above. Then, yes, an echoing of heavy feet and voices. He knew one of those voices. It was Mr. Meadows, the game warden, here for some mysterious but welcome reason. Help was arriving in the very nick of time.
            "Mr. Meadows!" he called loudly.
            He began to claw and tug at the hole with all his strength. A fingernail broke, but Randy did not stop to heed the twinge of pain. Shoving his hand into the enlarged opening, he fastened his grip on one of the roots and pulled hard and fiercely. It came loose, slightly, then more and more. With both hands he hauled and wrestled at the root, pulling it free and then dragging it bodily down into the burrow. A great shower of clods came down with it, and he found himself able to push his whole arm up and out. More struggles, while he panted and perspired. Then he burst clear through the ceiling of his prison, shoving two roots to left and right until he could force himself erect, rising free to the waist beside a tree on the bank of the lake.
            "Mr. Meadows!" he cried again.
            A flaring ray of light blinded him. Someone was picking him out with a beam from a flash.
            "Who’s that?" someone challenged. "Don’t move, or I’ll fire!"
            "I’m Randy Hunter," shouted back Randy. "I thought you weren’t coming until tomorrow night. Did you catch those Bickrams? Did you get Jebs away from them?"
            "That sounds like Major Hunter’s grandson," replied the voice of Deputy Sheriff O’Brien. "What are you doing there, Randy? From here it looks as if you were sprouting right out of the ground like a stalk of corn."
            With a final kick and struggle, Randy freed himself from the hole, and a moment later he was running along the bank. At the point where the Bickrams had appeared he now saw several figures with flashlights. Randy found a point along the canal where he could splash across.
            "Where’s Jebs?" he demanded.
            "Was Jebs Markum here too?" demanded Mr. Meadows.
            “I thought you two kids were told to keep out of this business.”
            "But, but—” Randy felt his voice trembling sickly. "We were just told not to come along with you tomorrow night, so we came here ahead of you, and —”
            Three men gathered around him. They were Mr. Meadows, Deputy Sheriff O’Brien, and a third man Randy had never met, evidently another deputy sheriff. Randy told his story shakily but quickly, and the three looked sternly at him, and at each other.
            "We decided to look the ground over by night, just twenty- four hours early,” said Deputy O’Brien when Randy had finished. "We were heading this way, when the sound of that shot brought us on the run. What happened to Jebs Markum, that partner of yours?”
            "He — he’s gone,” said Randy. "That Bickram bunch must have dragged him away when they left here.”
            Flashlight beams probed and quartered the trampled ground where the struggle had taken place.
            "No chance to find them or their tracks in all this darkness,” said Mr. Meadows. "I’m going to Major Hunter’s house and telephone for bloodhounds. And you,” he said severely to Randy, "you’re coming along with me.”
            Randy was glad to accompany the game warden to Laurels. There Major Hunter listened gravely to the reports of both boy and man. He let Mr. Meadows use the telephone to call for more help, and took Randy aside for a private lecture.
            "You’ve given us a fine example of what is meant by obeying the letter of the law, and no more,” the Major told his grandson. "As you seem very eager to point out, you didn’t really disobey orders. You didn’t go along with the officers, you went ahead of them. Well, maybe you get off without serious punishment this time, Randy, though I’ll say that you’ve acted the part of what the army used to call a guardhouse lawyer, hiding behind little technicalities in the way orders are given. Now I’m going to make my further orders clear. You haven’t anything more to contribute in the way of information than you’ve already given us, have you?
            "No, sir, I guess not,” said Randy dolefully. "I told them everything while I was out there by the lake, and I told it again in here.”
            "Then you’re of no real practical value in tracking those Bickrams,” said Major Hunter sternly. "In fact, if you do go back there, you’ll only get into more danger and more trouble. Therefore, being of no use at the point of action, you’ll stay here at Laurels until I give you further permission. Is that clear enough?”
            "Clear enough, sir,” agreed Randy.
            The Major put his hand on his grandson’s shoulder, and permitted a smile to touch his bearded lip.
            "I know you’ll obey me this time, Randy,” he said. "You’d better go and turn in. I’m driving over to Markum’s to tell about Jebs, and probably I’ll join the searchers myself after that.”
            Obediently Randy went to his room, undressed and lay down. The house grew still, but he tossed and worried. Finally, out of sheer helplessness as it seemed, he dozed away and slept. When he woke with a fitful start, the first hint of gray light was crawling in at his window and the clock in the parlor was striking four.
            Randy sprang from his bed and dressed in haste. He hurried out and to the door of his grandfather’s room. In the semi-darkness inside, he could see that the bed had not been slept in. Major Hunter had been up all night. Then Jebs must still be missing, the Bickrams uncaught.
            In the twilight before dawn, Randy groaned to himself. Hadn’t they secured those bloodhounds? If so, why hadn’t the bloodhounds smelled out and followed the trail? The trail must be there. Jebs would see to that.
            Of course! Randy felt a sudden elation, almost a joy. That was it, the trail. Jebs had said he’d mark it.
            For back into Randy’s mind had come memory of the conversation that had begun their adventure in Bickram trapping the night before. Suppose, Randy had asked, they got separated. Jebs had replied, "If we do that, we’ll each mark his trail so the other can pick it up.’’ Free or captured, Jebs would keep his word. Jebs could be depended on to keep his word on any matter.
            Randy had rushed out of the house and was heading for Beaver Lake without taking time to think of his grandfather’s earnest direction to stay at Laurels. He paused, reflecting. He had given his promise, but only because he and the Major agreed that he, Randy, could offer no help. It was different now. He could tell the searchers that Jebs must have marked a trail, a trail as yet unguessed. Maybe he was still being a guardhouse lawyer, but it was in a good cause. He would explain all that, apologize and make it right, even accept punishment, when he found the Major and the other searchers. Randy quickened his pace.
            But at the lake he found no searchers, only considerable evidence of trampling. He paused to listen, but not even a faint voice or rustle came to him. He half turned to go back, at the very point where the two of them had met the Bickrams. Then —
            He saw it, the way his enemies had gone. Probably nobody else of the pursuers had seen it in the night, with only flashlights. But there were rumpled leaves and branches at the very point where the thicket seemed most solid. He walked close, even as the sun lifted its edge to peer over his shoulder. Sure enough, beyond the foliage was a trail made by the passage of several bodies in single file. Two or three steps along it brought him to a fallen log, and he mounted this, walked along it for several more steps, then paused again.
            His eyes, questing to left and right, saw the fresh earth where a tussock of weedy grass had been pulled up. Stepping down to examine, Randy spied footprints. He knelt and, with sudden triumph, recognized a broad, coarse shoe- mark, with the traces of a hobnailed cross on the heavy heel. Back he mounted to the log, continued along it to where another log lay beyond. And at the end of that log the trail was strong and well traveled, so hard packed that no track showed in the early light.
            Had Randy not been watching closely now, with a good notion of what to expect, he might have blundered past the turnoff, but it was marked for him, by the handful of weeds that had been uprooted back there beside the log. They helped him locate a branching trail, more narrow and much more dimly marked. There, too, he followed, encouraged when he found clean stripped twigs to one side and, at a bend some yards ahead, the leaves from those twigs.
            "Good for Jebs,” said Randy to himself. "He’s not letting me lose the way. Any moment now —”



THE TRAP CLOSES
 
            Jebs had no time to wonder, guess or be thankful about Randy’s sudden explosion into view and action. He jumped in close himself and hurled the whole pailful of gritty suds, at an angle so that most of it would miss Randy, full into Emory’s angry face. Emory’s mouth had gaped open as if to howl, and a generous portion of the suds flew squarely into that big opening. As the overgrown youth spluttered and gasped, Jebs swung the empty bucket by its bail, bringing it down hard on Emory’s right fist. The metal side of the bucket made solid contact, and the gun fell from Emory’s fingers to the ground.
            Then Jebs dropped the pail and tackled Emory hard around the legs, football fashion. Locked together, the three boys fell heavily on the pine straw that covered the floor of the cave. As Emory shook his eyes clear of blinding suds, Jebs planted a hard knee upon Emory’s thick chest and made a fumbling grab for the bucket he had dropped. He flourished it over his head like a flail.
            "Don’t move, Emory Bickram,” he warned sternly, "or I’ll smack you right on top of the head. Don’t move or make a noise or —”
            "Here’s a better way to keep him quiet.” Rising, Randy ran to snatch up the fallen pistol. If he starts roaring, so will this gun. We've got to tie him up, Jebs.”
            "Let’s use these ropes.” Jebs held out his wrist to show the length of clothes line dangling from it. Randy produced and opened his knife, Jebs took it and freed himself from the bonds. Quickly he made a noose and drew Emory’s wrists snugly together behind his broad back.
            "How,” Emory managed to blubber at last, "how on earth —”
            "How did I get here?” Randy finished for him. "It was the trail that Jebs —”
            "It was part of my pal’s witchcraft I was telling you about,” broke in Jebs, leaning past Emory’s shoulder to grin into the scowling, mystified face. "Don’t you remember I said that he could find out all sorts of things without being told? You never had a chance from the first.”
            "You can knock off all that kind of talk,” growled Emory. "My brother and cousin will be back here before you get through laughing. Then you’ll laugh out of the other side of your silly-looking faces.”
            "He’s half right, at that,” said Jebs. "They left, Ferd and Noll Bickram, to go to their own house and gather supplies for a getaway from this part of the country. Then they’ll head back to this cave, get those traps you see hanging on the wall, and start after beaver.”
            "Which means they may be showing up here any minute,” acidly chimed in the trussed-up Emory. "Then we’ll see who it is looks good all tied around like a Christmas package.”
            "Nobody wants to find you in his stocking on Christmas morning,” said Jebs. "I can’t imagine even giving you away.”
            "I can,” put in Randy. "Deputy Sheriff O’Brien would love Emory for a gift. He’d keep him for a rare keepsake, all safe in a nice cell. He’d decorate him with charges of kidnaping, trespass, assault with deadly weapons, conspiracy —”
            "Aw, shut up and wipe the rest of this soap out of my eyes," Emory almost wailed. "It stings like the blazes."
            With the towel of floursacking, Jebs wiped the prisoner’s face.
            "Emory speaks the truth when he says his partners will be back soon," said Jebs to Randy again. "Let’s get going."
            "Okay." Randy hefted the pistol in his hand. "Get up on your feet," he commanded Emory. "Don’t think I won’t use this gun to back up my orders, either. When I came in, you were pointing it at Jebs."
            Emory rose, obediently but not cheerfully, and stood waiting. "Take a peek outside," Randy directed Jebs, and Jebs thrust his way through the thickly hanging arrangement of foliage at the doorway.
            The sun had risen to the tops of the trees, pouring early light into the ravine. Jebs saw the ground over which he had stumbled the night before. It was a sizable gash in the floor of the timber land, ten or twelve feet deep and thirty feet across, with the stream running along the lowest point of its bottom. On either lip stood the trees in thick, leafy belts. Jebs saw and heard nothing that seemed dangerous.
            "It's probably safe," he said to Randy behind him. "We’ll have to hope so, anyway."
            He led the way out. Randy, holding Emory by one tightly roped arm, followed him.
            "Head this way," said Randy, and guided Emory along the ravine to a point where the bank was slightly less steep than elsewhere. "Now, we climb up here. Go first, Jebs, and then lean down to give our friend Emory a helping hand. I ll boost him from below."
            It was done. After some resolute heaving and hoisting, the tethered captive was helped up the steep bank and in among the trees at the level above. Randy scrambled nimbly after him and moved into the lead position again. He pointed into the thick of the woods.
            ’There,” he said to Jebs. ’’That’s where we’ll head. It looks hidden, because the branches droop over and have to be shoved aside. But the foot path is clearly marked below, and it’s easy to follow.”
            Emory’s narrow eyes opened wide. He looked blankly foolish. "Now I know your partner’s a witchcrafter,” he told Jebs. "Nobody else—”
            "What’s all this witchcraft talk?” asked Randy, and Jebs chuckled as he explained his conversation with Emory and the big prisoner’s superstitious fears.
            "But you don’t have the idea quite right, Emory,” said Randy when Jebs had finished. "There was magic, all right, but Jebs was doing it, not me. You and your two buddies tried to hide this trail, you’ve been hiding it for days, maybe weeks. But Jebs fixed it so that I could follow him along as soon as there was enough light for me to see by. Mister, you and your kinfolks never had a chance in the world, from the very moment you began to monkey with Jebs here.” Emory glowered at Jebs. "We should have knocked you off down there by that beaver pond,” he said bitterly. "Knocked you off permanent, the way we —”
            Then he paused, transferring the glower to Randy. After a moment, he stopped glowering, and the blank, stupid look came back to his face. "Hey, look here now. We felt pure down certain you were finished when you sank down under that water. How in thunder—”
            "Oh, I was sunk,” said Randy enigmatically. "But I wasn’t finished. I wasn’t even hurt, and I wasn’t in danger, not in real danger, for more than a second or two. That’s one of the things I’ll take time to explain to you later. Come on, Jebs. We’ve got to head this rare captive specimen of Moore County wild life back to Laurels.”
            "You just lay off that kind of talk,” Emory protested.
            "We’d better all of us lay off of all kinds of talk,” advised Jebs. "We’d better keep completely quiet. Shoo, those other Bickram beaver-killers will be heading back toward their cave any moment, and fixing to follow us up. We don’t want them to hear us and make an easy job of the following.”
            Randy said no more, but nodded agreement. Jebs’ serious admonition had brought back into his mind the unpleasant picture of the other two Bickrams, smarter by far than the captured Emory, and more dangerous.
            "Are they armed?” he asked Jebs, very quietly.
            "They had a shotgun,” said Jebs, also lowering his voice, "and I sure reckon they’d be ready and glad to use it on us.”
            Randy wanted no reckoning with the Bickrams in these woods. With the pistol barrel he made a beckoning gesture, and began to lead them along the half-hidden pathway.
            It was no quick and easy task, even though Randy had previously traced the way for himself. Emory could have helped, of course, but he made no offer to do so. The three moved slowly along, Randy at the head of the procession, then Emory tramping ill-humoredly, then Jebs with a hand on Emory’s shoulder. Birds raised their song in the morning air above the trees. Once some small animal, probably a rabbit, startled them momentarily by leaping from under Randy’s very feet and scuttling away into the woods. As they trod past a swampy place, a spotted snake lifted its head where it lay on the ground before them. Randy came to a sudden halt, Emory and Jebs almost stumbling over him, and pointed his pistol. But then he saw that the snake’s head was a simple, lean-jawed spike no wider than the neck that bore it, and not the broad, heavy-jowled head that marks a poisonous variety. Stooping, Randy picked up a bit of dead wood and threw it. The snake went wriggling away out of their sight.
            "He wouldn’t hurt anything he couldn’t swallow, but I’m always jumpy about snakes,” confessed Randy.
            "When Noll and Ferd get their hands on you, you’ll be glad to settle for a bunch of copperheads,” muttered Emory.
            "You hush that fuss, prisoner,” commanded Jebs. "Keep going, Randy, we have worse snakes behind us than in front.”
            Thus urged, Randy resumed his tracing of the homeward journey. Twice he was forced to stop, poke and decide, but each time he found the trail again. At last, with a sense of triumphant relief, he came to a point from which he could see the butt of a great fallen log, first of the two along which the Bickrams had laid their hidden travel way. Beyond that point, as Randy remembered, the trail was more strongly defined, and the stealthy signs Jebs had left would help to define it for them. Within brief moments they would come to the shore of Beaver Lake, and there would be no trouble about getting beyond to the safe haven of Laurels. What would Major Hunter say when they appeared with a captive, taken redhanded and safely bound?
            Just then Jebs brushed quickly past Emory and caught Randy by the sleeve. "Listen,” said Jebs in a fierce whisper close against Randy’s ear, as he pulled his friend to a halt.
            Randy stood quietly, listening as Jebs had commanded him. The woods seemed tranquil, hushed. But then —
            Wheeeeet. It was a whistle somewhere among the trees, soft and stealthy. A moment later, it was repeated from beyond the thicket on the other side of where they had come to a halt. Wheeeeet. "That’s what I heard,” whispered Jebs.
            “It was a bird or something, perhaps,” offered Randy, whispering himself, but as he spoke he knew it was no bird.
            Behind them Emory snickered.
            At once Randy wheeled and sprang back toward the prisoner, the pistol raised in his hand.
            “Make a noise,” he told Emory, softly but earnestly. “Go on, just make a noise, and I’ll wrap the barrel of this gun around your head as if it was a wet towel.”
            Emory tightened his lips, and his meaty face grew a shade paler, for he saw that Randy meant what he said. Again Jebs was nudging Randy, and pointing silently backward along the way they had come.
            Randy nodded complete understanding. If Noll and Ferd had taken their trail and were moving parallel to them on opposite sides of the trail, ready to close in, the best countermove would be a surprise one, a retracing of their steps. Randy took the guard position beside Emory, pistol ready in his hand. Jebs became the leader, stooping low to keep from rustling the branches overhead, and moved quickly away. Randy shoved Emory along in Jebs’s wake. After some cautious steps Jebs paused again, his hand lifted shoulder high to signal a halt.
            Wheeeet, sounded the whistle, and Wheeeeet, it was answered. To Randy those two soft, menacing sounds seemed to come from very close together, as though their trailers had come almost to the point where he had first heard them. At any moment Ferd and Noll might burst into view.
            Emory shifted position as he stood. Glancing down, Randy saw Emory digging his cross-nailed heel deep into the earth of the trail. At once Randy kicked the big shoe warningly, and Emory turned a grinning face toward him, winking one narrow eye in bitter defiance. The prisoner was marking a way for his rescuers, as Jebs had done earlier.
 



 
          FLIGHT
 
            Jebs, too, plainly recognized the danger of being seen and trapped on that semi-open stretch of trail. He beckoned to Randy, pointed to one side among some of the most thickly growing trees, then plunged quickly into them. Randy prodded Emory into following. As they left the trail in turn, Jebs’s sturdy back and disordered tow-colored hair could be seen but dimly among the branches.
            "Hurry, you,” Randy ordered Emory. "I’m not letting go of you until I put you in the hands of —”
            At the moment they followed Jebs into the woods, a yell rang out on the trail they were quitting. They had not been seen, but some motion of their departure had been spotted!
            Emory made as though to turn back, but Randy jabbed him hard between his shoulders blades with the muzzle of the pistol and fairly rushed him after Jebs. The two caught up, and Jebs set his fingers in Emory’s collar and bodily hauled him off at an angle through thicker brush, and thicker. Back behind them, the voice that had yelled was speaking in an excited manner, and another voice answered it.
            "It’s Noll and Ferd,” said Jebs harshly. "Get down here, Emory. Lie flat on your face, quick.”
            Randy backed up this direction by waving the pistol under Emory’s nose, and the big fellow obeyed.
            “Gag him," said Jebs to Randy, then turned and began wrenching leafy branches from the trees to right and left, hurriedly collecting a great armful.
            Stooping down close to Emory’s prone form, Randy drew the bandanna handkerchief from Emory’s pocket and motioned for the heavy jaws to open. Into the gaping mouth he stuffed the bandanna, then whipped his own handkerchief from his pocket and pulled it tight around Emory’s face, then knotted it at the shaggy nape of Emory’s bull neck. Even as he finished this, Jebs threw branches and sprays of leaves upon the two of them, blanketing them from view. Finally Jebs himself crept in close, lying at Emory’s other side, and quickly draped the remainder of his armful of foliage over himself. The three lay breathlessly quiet.
            There was a crashing among the woods. To Randy it sounded as though a whole army of searchers was pushing its way here and there. He heard a voice muttering hoarsely, as though issuing orders. Then the crashing was resumed, quite near to them, and was answered by more crashing at a little distance. His ear lay flat to the ground, and Randy heard the thud-thud of approaching footsteps, seemingly as heavy as an elephant’s, bearing down upon them.
            He could hardly have seen through the screen of torn boughs had he dared to lift his head. He tightened his hand upon the pistol, and crooked his forefinger around the trigger. Jebs had said that the Bickrams were bringing a shotgun. Perhaps, if the hasty screen was found, Noll and Ferd would hesitate before firing at the boys lying so close to Emory. A scatter of shot might hurt friend as well as foe. In that case, Randy might be able to shoot first, at close range. Would he dare to send a bullet at a fellow human being? He would have to dare. It was literally a matter of life and death. All night and all morning, the Bickrams had been ready, even eager, to destroy him and Jebs.
            The mighty thudding footfalls were very near now. They paused. Were hostile eyes studying the fallen branches? Was the muzzle of a shotgun pointing at them even now? And if not, would not two or three more strides bring a broad boot right down upon him? But then, wheeeeet, the same whistle signal came from a distance. The owner of the heavy feet answered it, and with a mighty sensation of thanks Randy could hear those feet departing, thud-thud- thud. Bushes and twigs rattled somewhere, then farther off still. They had escaped once again.
            With the utmost caution Jebs pushed aside a spray of leaves, peered out into the open, then lifted his whole head clear for a better look. He shoved away from the rest of the branches that had concealed him and began to rake them off of Emory and Randy.
            "Quick now, before they come nosing around these parts again,” he whispered. "Let’s be getting far away from here.”
            "Where?” asked Randy, as softly as he could.
            "Back to the trail again. But first—”
            Jebs grasped Emory by a thick ankle. He fairly ripped open the untidy bow of Emory’s shoelace and yanked off one of the big shoes with the telltale cross of hobnails on its heel, then the other. He knotted them together by their laces and slung them around his neck. "Come on,” he said, and went trailward at a crouching run. Randy followed with Emory.
            Again on the trail, the boys retraced their steps toward the logs. Behind them they heard the continued movement of bodies among the timber, and yet again the wheeeeet- wheeeeeet of the whistle signals. The search was continuing, and might return to the trail at any moment.
            Eagerly Jebs made his way to the first log and walked nimbly along it. “Follow him,” said Randy to Emory, “and don’t go jumping down or marking the dirt to either side.”
            Emory growled wordlessly through his gag, but set his stockinged feet on the log. The party negotiated the first piece of prone timber and gained the second. Back along the way they had come echoed the noise of the searchers, comfortingly muffled.
            Those searchers might soon be following again, and Randy, in rearguard position, would be the logical point of attack; but Randy, to his own considerable surprise, found himself suddenly cool and confident. He still felt the grip of fear, the sense of mortal danger, but he knew, and knew with a great satisfaction to himself, that not once had he lost his head and cowered helplessly before the crisis.
            Could the most desperate situation be hopeless, reflected Randy, if one faced it with cool courage? Not anywhere in Moore County! And there was another surprise for him, that he felt himself so quickly a native of Moore County, a runner of almost invisible forest trails, a darer and deceiver of murderous perils.
            What would his former friends up North think of him now? Randy Hunter, a town boy, whose chief excitement had been football and baseball games, motion pictures, ice cream sodas, and carefully supervised hikes and camping trips? Randy Hunter, now living this hair-raising adventure that might have come straight out of the life of old Daniel Boone? But Boone, too, had lived in North Carolina, back in colonial days. In those same days, Randy’s own ancestors had lived here, the first American Hunters, in fact as well as in name.
            Randy picked his way, listening and watching. Maybe some sort of instinct worked in him, young Randy Hunter of Laurels and Beaver Lake. As a boy, his father had roamed these woods. So had Major Martin Gary Hunter, in his far-off youth before he marched away to two wars. So had the ancestor who had served the Confederacy and who had worn the sword hanging above the fireplace at Laurels. Before that Hunter had come others, in moccasins and fringed buckskin.
            To Randy came a comforting thought, that might not have been only fancy. He felt the presence of his own kinsmen stealing along at his side, a whole throng of them, foresters and fighters all, guiding him and siding with him against his enemies. It lent confidence to him as he guarded Emory Bickram, observed the thickets to left and right and held himself ready to face danger from any quarter.
            They finished the journey along the logs, and found the continuing stretch of trail beyond. Jebs paused there, a little undecided, and motioned from ahead for Randy to take the lead again. Randy passed him the revolver and Jebs took charge of Emory while Randy spied out their way.
            It was easier than before, and they were moving at a fair pace toward the familiar trees beyond which must be the shore of Beaver Lake, when from behind came the baleful noise of pursuit.
            Jebs snapped his fingers, as loudly as an exploding firecracker, and as Randy stopped, Jebs shoved Emory close between them, then pointed as before into the cover beside the trail. They would hide again, he meant, and hope that the foe would pass them by. Carefully Randy twitched the branches aside, and Jebs urged Emory through, as he would urge a rebellious steer or mule through a gate into a field the animal did not want to enter. Randy followed, and as carefully pulled the branches back together again. Jebs chose a spot between two sizable trees, forced Emory to stand there, and crouched beside him, the revolver in his hand. Randy dropped at full length among some ferny growth. Thus in silence the three of them waited.
            Their pursuers were coming closer along the trail just quitted. Apparently they moved deliberately, and with some attempt to be stealthy in their approach. Once more Randy heard that deadly signal whistle — wheeeeeet. It seemed to him that he had been retreating before the menace of that whistle for many hours. He felt tired, but undaunted. Glancing sidewise at Jebs, he saw that his friend was tense and motionless, close to the two trees where Emory stood. Jebs’ face was drawn and pale but determined. In Jebs’s hand the gun was ready. Noll and Ferd Bickram would have no simple, easy task to subdue Jebs Markum, nor yet to subdue Randy Hunter, heir to a long line of free rangers of Moore County’s woods and watersides. Let them come if they dared.
            They were coming. Randy had not realized how close to the trail Jebs had halted him and Emory. Those searchers must be directly opposite now, just beyond the thin screen of foliage, within easy toss of a soda cracker, passing by —
            But they weren’t passing by. The motion had ceased. There was a whisper of consultation somewhere. With a sinking heart, Randy realized that the eyes of the searchers had been on the tracks left by his feet, and the feet of Jebs and those big stocking-clad feet of Emory Bickram. And those three lines of tracks left the trail at this very point.
            Suddenly Emory made a noise. In some fashion of writhing struggle he had freed his face from the confining handkerchief, and now he spat out the bandanna.
            "Here!” he spluttered. "It’s me, Emory! Right here, come on —”
            Leaping up, Randy clutched Emory by the bound shoulders. With all his furious young strength he hurled the larger boy flat to the ground, and half set himself to hurl a knotted fist into that open bawling face, but he did not. He could not bring himself to strike a defenseless enemy, not even Emory Bickram.
            There was a great floundering charge at them from the direction of the trail. Jebs sprang up and began to run, but one of Emory’s unshod feet darted out and tripped him. Down went Jebs, sprawling. His head struck a tree stem and he dropped the pistol.
            Randy, too, had started to run, but he turned back to the aid of his friend. One of his hands caught up the gun, the other extended to help Jebs up.
            “Let’s fight them right here, Jebs,” he cried, and turned to meet that charge. “Come on, you Bickrams! Bring on your shotguns, your field artillery, bring on your atom bombs if you have any! Just show me those ugly faces and —”
            “Randy Hunter,” said the accusing voice of Major Martin Gray Hunter, “I thought I gave you specific orders to stay at Laurels until this business was all over with.”
            Into view had stepped the major, straight, active and assured despite the walking stick and the artificial leg. He carried an old army automatic at the ready. Shoulder to shoulder with him came Mr. Meadows, the game warden. From behind them peered the wise, dusky face of Uncle Henry.
 







TRAIL’S END
 
            Randy, who had trailed, fought, lurked and finally turned to bay with the shrewd wisdom and rugged courage of a wolf, suddenly felt faint, shaky-kneed, and dizzy. His hand sank down to his side, and his fingers let go of the pistol. He would have sat down on the ground, but a tree was near at hand. Leaning against it, he stared thankfully at his grim-faced grandfather.
            Jebs was getting up from where he had fallen, a hand to his bruised head. “Shoo, Major,” he stammered, “so that was you trying to find us all the time. We were hiding. We were dead certain you were the Bickram boys after us.” “The Bickram boys?” repeated Mr. Meadows. “Ferd and Noll Bickram? They’ve been arrested.”
            “Now, that’s a lie,” whined Emory Bickram, also struggling to rise. "You couldn’t catch Ferd and Noll in a thousand years. You’re trying to fool me.”
            “No, they were caught, and catching them was easy,” said Major Hunter. “After Randy came home last night and told what had happened up to that point, we could identify them as the troublemakers. And so those deputy sheriffs went to their house. Nobody was there, but the deputies waited right there until dawn, and the two Bickrams walked right into their hands.”
            “Now, I’ll bet that’s just what they did!” cried Jebs.
            “That’s what they were bound to do. They had everything planned just so, except what to do if they were known and some kind of a trap was set for them.”
            “I still don’t believe it,” insisted Emory, but he looked and sounded as if he were ready to cry.
            “When last I saw Ferd and Noll Bickram,” said Mr. Meadows, “they were confessing the whole thing, and Deputy Sheriff O’Brien was taking it all down in his notebook. But they wouldn’t tell where Jebs was being held prisoner by the third one. Apparently they thought that he could be used as a hostage, some sort of a deal could be made about turning him back to us. I take it that this is the third Bickram,” and he looked at Emory.
            Someone else came into view from the direction of the trail. It was Mr. Markum. His first eager glance was for his son. “Jebs!” he called. “Are you all right, boy?”
            “Yes, sir, I couldn’t be in better shape,” Jebs made haste to assure him. “I had a night’s lodging and a free breakfast with the Bickrams. And when Randy tracked me to their number two headquarters, Emory here was so friendly and neighborly he didn’t seem rightly able to refuse to come along with us and pay us a return visit.”
            “You lay off me,” Emory said to Jebs. “You stop that. You wouldn’t dare talk like that to me if I was turned loose.” “You can forget that possibility, Emory Bickram,” said Mr. Meadows. “Nobody’s going to turn you loose.”
            “And if anybody did,” added Randy, “Jebs could take him. I’ve seen it done. Better quiet down yourself, Emory. It’s easy to shoot off your mouth about what you’d do if you were free. You know you won’t get a chance to make good on your bluff.”
            “Let’s all go to Laurels and wait for the others to come along,” said Major Hunter. “Randy, I want you to walk with me. I’m heartily sorry that you disobeyed my orders about staying at home.”
            Randy felt embarrassed and wretched. He would almost have rather faced the whole Bickram family, shotgun and all.
            "I didn’t exactly disobey your orders, sir,” he pleaded. ”1 promised to stay out of things because I agreed at the time that I couldn’t help. But then, after you were gone and I was alone, I remembered something. It was just a remark Jebs had made, about marking trails if we got separated, and I figured that he’d find a way to leave clues. Since I couldn’t tell you about it, and I felt it was really important, I went—”
            "Randy’s right about that, Major,” Jebs seconded his friend loyally. "Please don’t think he was just disobeying. I did leave a trail marked, the way I’d said I would, and he followed it like an old bloodhound.”
            "No, not like a bloodhound,” agreed Mr. Meadows. "We had some bloodhounds, and they couldn’t find anything.”
            "That’s because the Bickrams peppersauced their shoes,” said Jebs.
            He held out Emory’s boots, and the game warden took them and sniffed at their soles. He wrinkled his nostrils.
            "They seem to have done that very thing,” he said. "Major, I’d say that this grandson of yours out-bloodhounded the whole pack.”
            "Tell us the rest of it, Jebs,” said Mr. Markum.
            Readily Jebs did so, painting the woodcraft wisdom and bravery of Randy in such brilliant colors that Randy found himself blushing in embarrassment and Emory glared with a new disgusted enmity. Mr. Markum listened with a smile, Mr. Meadows with concentrated interest, and Major Hunter with a detached attention, like a judge on the bench. When Jebs had finished, Mr. Markum spoke to Major Hunter.
            "Let me add my plea for Randy’s forgiveness, sir,” he said. "I’ll agree that he may have been a little out of line, going away from home that second time, but it’s a fact that he did it to save my boy. For all the combing we did in these woods, I doubt if we could have tracked up on that hidden cave they talk about, and Emory Bickram could have held Jebs there indefinitely. One way and another, it worked out pretty well to these boys’ advantage and their credit. How about you, Meadows, don’t you agree?”
            "I reckon I do,” said the game warden.
            "And me too,” added Uncle Henry.
            Major Hunter’s graven face relaxed in a smile. "Randy, the court martial seems to be turning in a majority vote for your acquittal. And, even if you were a guardhouse lawyer at first, you did a master job of reconnaissance and withdrawal later.” He drew a deep breath, and slapped Randy’s shoulder. "But I just hope that it won’t happen again.”
            "I hope so too, sir,” said Randy.
            There was a fish fry at Laurels.
            Uncle Henry had built a fire in a trench in the yard, and on this he set two huge rectangular pans of hot fat, in which he skilfully fried generous pieces of fish, together with "hush-puppies” made of cornmeal, beaten eggs, soda, buttermilk and chopped onion, cooked like fritters. These were dished out on paper plates and eaten with relish by Major Hunter, Mr. Markum, Mr. Meadows, Scout Executive Chappell and Jebs and Randy. The subject of conversation was, of course, the recent brush with the Bickrams.
            The three Bickrams, taken to jail at Carthage, had at first talked of engaging a lawyer and fighting the charges. But the testimony of Randy and Jebs, coupled with the partial confessions of Noll and Ferd to Deputy O’Brien, were too strongly against them. After some talk with the county solicitor, all three agreed to plead guilty and ask for the mercy of the court, and the menace to the inhabitants of Beaver Lake was removed.
            "I’ve heard from the sheriff," said Mr. Markum. "He wants j Jebs and Randy to come to his office and hear his own con- [ gratulations. And he says that that temporary deputizing of them ought to be permanent. He wishes they’d follow on with it, and maybe be sheriffs themselves."
            Mr. Meadows grinned. "I’ll give the sheriff an argument about that. I’d rather see them shape up into game wardens. I’ve made a report to the department of wild life."
            "What I have to contribute is a sort of an end to the Beaver Patrol as a neighborhood setup," added the Scout executive. "Ever since this thing was in the local papers, my office has been getting letters and calls. There’s quite a bunch of boys not many miles from here, the age of Jebs and Randy. At least six of them want to get into Scouting, and make a real Senior Scouting unit, not a neighborhood patrol, but a bona fide troop. And naturally they figure on Jebs and Randy as the leaders.”
            "That’ll be swell," said Randy. "Right, Jebs?"
            "Right," replied Jebs. "When can we start organizing?" 1
            "Why not tomorrow?" suggested the Major. "If Mr. Chappell wants to have his first meeting here, I’ll be more than glad to entertain."
            "Then it’s set for tomorrow," said Randy. He looked up into the evening sky. "Look, there’s still quite a piece of the moon left. Enough for the beavers to see by."
            "I get you," said Jebs. "You think we might slip quietly down and see what’s doing at the lake.”
            "Wait till I finish this last chunk of fish and we’ll get going," Randy told him.
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