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          ONE
 
            SHADOWS AND SNAKES
 
            DROWNING CREEK crawled here and there through the sweet gums, the junipers, the cypresses.
            Drowning Creek writhed like a great, dark snake of water. Its coils looped far out to left and right of its course, wriggling between high trunks, heaps of fallen logs, jumbles of weeds and bushes, knotted spreadings of roots. Driftwood heaped its banks, thickets pressed it, and here and there the tricks of an ever-changing current had dug away the earth at water level to leave shelves of grassy mud hanging shakily over hidden depths.
            And into Drowning Creek drained countless smaller trickles and sloughs from both sides, watering the roots of still othei tree clumps and thickets, great and small, so that a wide, squashy-floored wilderness enclosed the stream for mile upon mile. Hardly anyone ever saw the creek, except occasional glimpses from the roads cut here and there through the timber and filled in with clay and gravel.
            On this early morning in September, fall would hang in the air up north. But here was lazy, bright warmth and thick, strong greenery, and no hint of even the mild winter of lower North Carolina. Along one of the country roads drove a yellow pickup truck, down toward where Moore County’s southern border was marked by Drowning Creek, and an ancient bridge of rusty-bolted iron and plank flooring crossed over. A solitary fisherman in old shirt and khaki pants, with a battered straw hat cocked on his head, sat on the bridge and looked up as the truck parked.
            Out hopped two healthy youngsters of sixteen, to lift from the truck an old canoe, recently repainted a bright green. The boys wore swimming trunks and moccasins, and presented a contrast in shape, size, and complexion. One was sturdy and ruddy-skinned, from belt to shock of sun-scalded fair hair. His taller, leaner companion was dark-haired, and every visible inch of his skin was deeply tanned.
            Hoisting the canoe by its ends, they lugged it carefully down the slope from the high-built road and set it by the smooth, dark waters at a point just downstream from the bridge.
            “Goin’ to fish from that, boys?” called the man on the rail. “Don’t scare away the ones that won’t bite.”
            “We won’t be here long, sir,” called back the stocky, fair-haired one.
            The fisherman studied them. “Hey, son,” he said, “aren’t you C. C. Markum’s boy, Jebs?”
            “That’s right, Sam,” said a man’s voice, and a tall, straight old gentleman emerged from the truck. He moved, with a slight limp, toward the bridge. “I’m Major Hunter. That’s Randy Hunter, my grandson, down there with Jebs Markum.”
            “I remember you, Major,” nodded the fisherman. “Known who you were since I wasn’t any older than the boys there.”
            “Randy, this is Mr. Sam Tolliver,” said Major Hunter as his tall, dark grandson scrambled up to road level, followed by Jebs.
            “Glad to meet you, Mr. Tolliver,” said Randy, his white teeth flashing a smile in his tanned face. “As Jebs said, we won’t bother your fish any longer than we can help.”
            And he and his heavier, blonder companion rummaged again in the truck, lifting out bundles and parcels. Major Hunter had strolled on to the bridge, favoring slightly the artificial foot that replaced the one he had left, in 1918, on a French battlefield.
            “Don’t be mystified, Sam,” he said. “Randy and Jebs are just going to float down the creek to Lumberton.”
            Sam Tolliver looked interested. “Float down the creek? I’ve heard tell how folks did that years back. But we had a better channel then, and the canoe club over where Camp Mackall Reservation is now. Nobody’s floated the creek since about when you went off to the First World War, Major.”
            “Talk about those old canoe trips has stirred up my grandson ever since he came to live here with me last spring,” the Major explained. He gazed at the two competent-looking young figures as they unloaded the truck. “They’ll paddle and drift along, and camp out nights. They can swim and cook and fish as well as anybody of any age. They’ll pass near a couple of towns, and at Lumberton they’ll get in touch with a friend of mine and phone for the truck to come for them and their canoe.”
            Sam Tolliver sighed. “I’ve only got daughters,” he said. “I reckon if I had a boy, he’d pester to go on that trip. Shucks, if I was a boy myself, I’d want to make it.”
            “And if I had more than a leg and a half, I’d be right with them,” nodded Major Hunter, grinning under his white moustache.
            The boys were carrying down their camping equipment, piece by piece, stowing it in the canoe. Their canvas bag of provisions they wedged snugly amidships, so that it would not work loose, even if the canoe turned over. Their two hammocks, each complete with awning and mosquito netting, they also wedged in and secured with cord running from thwart to thwart.
            “Got enough cooking utensils?” called down Major Hunter.
            Jebs turned up his square, ruddy face. “Shoo, Major, we could cook for a banquet,” he grinned. “Mess kits, two canteens, a kettle, and aluminum foil for open-fire roasting. Likewise fifty pounds of chow— ample.”
            Randy tossed in their extra clothing—a pair of old trousers and a waterproof jacket apiece. On their heads the boys cocked baseball-type hunting caps. Then they sloshed palmfuls of insect repellant from
small bottles on their naked skins. Jebs picked up two canoe paddles and Major Hunter put a hand on his grandson’s sinewy brown shoulder.
            “Randy,” he said soberly, “if I thought I had to warn you to look after yourself, I’d never have allowed you to go. But, anyway—look after yourself, my boy.”
            “I’ll do that, sir,” promised Randy. “You do the same.”
            They shook hands affectionately, and the boys climbed down to launch their craft. Jebs scrambled into the bow, and Randy took stern position. They waved their paddles as they slid away.
            “See you in about a week!” yelled Jebs. “Here we go!”
            “Bon voyager called Major Hunter.
            Almost at once the canoe was drifting around a tree-clustered curve, and in among the crowded thickets beyond.
            “Here we go, Randy,” said Jebs, and he sounded hushed, almost awed, as he peered ahead into the cloaking shadows. “One hundred miles or less, of canoe travel. We’ll make Lumberton about six days from now—we hope.”
            And he did not quite make a joke of it. The boys paddled in silence around another downstream curve westward, with trees thronging to the very lips of the banks. The gums looked like sinewy dark sentinels. The cypresses, larger and heavily gnarled, thrust out immense branches to shut away the sky, and their roots clutched down into the water like monstrous crooked claws. The creek, with its strong infusion of rotted vegetable matter, looked gloomier still in the massed shade.
            To right and left, it was hard to see through the closely marshalled stems. Overhead, a many-layered crisscross of branches and foliage roofed them in, and the filtered light was soft and green. Only to the rear, and up ahead for a little way, could the boys see for a distance of more than a few feet. It was like gliding along a tunnel into some unknown land of dreams— perhaps nightmares.
            “You sure we packed enough to eat, Randy?” said Jebs after some moments, and his voice sounded low and heavy and solemn.
            “You know what we packed,” replied Randy, and heard the same hushed quality in his own voice.
            “I know, but I just want to talk. I kind of argued with my daddy about putting in canned field peas. They eat good with me, but you know, Randy, some folks don’t relish ’em. I remember one old lady at daddy’s store, and she said, ‘where I come from, we wouldn’t feed those things to the hogs.’ ”
            “Neither would I,” chuckled Randy. “I’d eat them myself. I like field peas.”
            “I heard your granddaddy, the Major, say that General Robert E. Lee called field peas the best friend the Confederacy had during the old war years.”
            “I remember his saying that,” said Randy. “The Confederates ground them up to make bread. It doesn’t sound tasty to me, but from what I read about their rations in history, they must have been glad to get it.”
            “What was good enough for Robert E. Lee’s good enough for anybody,” said Jebs stoutly. “Even for Yankees.”
            “Don’t call me a Yankee,” spoke up Randy, for this was an old argument, half joke and half serious, between them. “I was born up north, but my father and grandfather and great-grandfather and great- great grandfather, all of them, were bom right here in Moore County.”
            “Who’s calling you a Yankee?” sniffed Jebs, turning his square face back to wink. “Don’t holler before you’re hurt. And when it comes to that, we’re not in Moore County, now. Just about here”—he waved his paddle as they swung around a wider, quieter curve of the shadowed stream—“we float out from between Moore and Richmond Counties. I figure we’ve got Hoke County on our left hand and Scotland County on our right. Kind of sailing away from home, huh?”
            “Kind of,” agreed Randy, solemn again.
            At least the insects did not bother them. The boys heard a constant buzz in the warm, hushed air, but the repellant compound smeared on face and body warned the pests away.
            “Well, anyway, we’ve got all we need to eat—” began Randy.
            Plop! Something dropped from a low branch just overhead and landed with a solid splash in the water, almost between their paddle blades.
            “What was that?” demanded Jebs.
            Randy saw, and jumped several inches free of his seat.
            “Snake!” he yelped. “There he goes, swimming away!”
            A long cable of dark-banded brownish gray slid toward the bank. Its high-lifted head was broad- jawed, low-skulled, with pallid lips.
=          “A cottonmouth,” said Jebs. “It almost jumped in here with us.”
            They gazed nervously left and right. At once they spied another snake, darkly blotched, coiled upon the knee of a cypress root almost at water level. Randy felt his dark hair stir, as though it wanted to stand up.
            “Let’s keep in midstream,” he suggested. “They seem to swarm up in the branches close to shore. I don’t want any snakes hitch-hiking a ride with us.”
            “And that’s for sure,” said Jebs. “Your motion’s carried, unanimously.”
            Studiously they employed their paddles to keep in the center of the current. They spied another snake, then still another, on low-lying branches. When yet one more came into view, draped among the leaves of a low bush that grew half into the creek, Jebs snorted with disgust and struck with the edge of his paddle blade. Knocked from its perch, the creature floundered in the water as they slid past.
            “This is kind of primitive,” said Randy. “Kind of like the old prehistoric swampy days, with dinosaurs. Or the Garden of Eden, complete with snakes.”
            “You’ll get used to them, a little bit, if you’re going to live in the south,” said Jebs. “We’ve got to figure on a snake population in this creek. Shouldn’t have come if we were—” he stopped and pointed. “Is that a bridge up ahead?”
            “It sure enough is,” said Randy, leaning forward to see. “And isn’t it a nice-looking one? Civilized and comforting.”
            Coming close, they saw that there were really two bridges, old but serviceable, close together. At that point a cleared roadway gave them sunlight overhead. They rounded curve after sweeping curve of the stream to approach the bridges.
            “Must be the road to Camp Mackall,” Jebs informed Randy. “Just below here’s where the old canoe club used to be.”
            The creek was wide and shallow beyond the twin bridges, and a flat-bottomed boat floated there with two fishermen in it. They greeted the boys with a friendly “Hey,” and watched as the canoe went on through this little cleared evidence of man’s busy ways into more twisting and twining water-wilderness beyond.
 



TWO
 
            THE STRANGE PADDLER
 
            RANDY and Jebs began to lose their earlier timidity, to become used to the creek and its cloaking stretches of woods. The next snakes they saw did not fill them with such unreasoning nervousness. At the approach of noon, they even felt ready to swim a little. At a point where the creek widened into a fair-sized basin, and no hostile serpents festooned the roots and branches, they tied to a shoreside stump and plunged in.
            The waters of Drowning Creek were as dark as strong tea, but not muddy. Lean, brown Randy and chunky, ruddy Jebs dived and paddled, achieved a churning sprint or two, then climbed back into the canoe to eat the sandwiches and apples they had brought for their first meal of the voyage. The first bites reminded them that they were healthily hungry with the exercise and elation of the adventure’s beginning.
            “Easy with the drinking water,” warned Randy as Jebs tilted a canteen to his thirsty mouth. “We dojn’t know where we’ll get more.”
            “I’m just washing out my gullet,” said Jebs. “Anyway, there are a few houses along this creek, I’ve heard tell, and a house means water supply. We’ll borrow some refills.”
            They finished their snack, and Randy produced a bottle of insect repellant.
            “Give me some bug-beater, too,” said Jebs. “We washed off our first touch when we went swimming. I can hear that task force humming ’round now, telling each other that the target’s in sight.”
            They anointed themselves afresh and began to paddle on downstream.
            They saw ducks in the water, and the ducks saw them, too, and rose frantically into flight. Once, at the end of a long straight segment of creek channel, they spied something white, slim and graceful. It stood tall and quiet at the waterside many yards ahead, then curved down its slender neck to snap something from the depths with its long dark bill. Randy tried to back water and make the canoe stop for a quiet observation; but his paddle splashed, and the white shape spread broad, angel-pale wings and soared away over the treetops.
            “A snowy,” muttered Jebs raptly. “Wasn’t it pretty?”
            “It was an egret,” said Randy.
            “We call ’em snowies. Used to be a right much of ’em, but they got scarced out by hunters. Shame, isn’t it?”
            “It is that,” Randy agreed.
            As they approached the spot from which the egret had risen, they saw that here was the narrow mouth of a smaller stream, half choked with juicy green weeds, that emptied into the larger channel. Beyond that, there seemed to be a wider and deeper main flow.
            “There’s a lot of creeks in this part of North Carolina, aren’t there, Jebs?” asked Randy.
            “A good much. Drowning Creek’s about the biggest. But we’ve likewise got Governor’s, Thaggard’s, Bear and Deer and Buffalo and Puppy.” Jebs paused to bring other names to memory. “Then there’s Herd and Suck and Wade, and Big Little and Little Little. Quewhiffle, too—Indian name. And I don’t know how many others.”
            “Where did they get names like that?”
            Jebs’ blond head wagged. “Can’t tell you, Randy, and probably nobody else can that’s alive today. Some of the names go back to the first settlers, which means about a hundred and fifty years back. Drowning Creek’s got several stories about its name. Some folks say that Cornwallis and his British army crossed at a deep spot, on the way to Yorktown up in Virginia, and some of the redcoats got drowned. Another man will tell you that it comes down from Indian days, which means back before the Revolution. And somebody else says it’s a newish name, because a hunter fell in and got washed under a place where the bank shelved out over the water, and was caught there till he drowned. You can get stories like that from Mr. Bill Shannon in Silver Springs, or Lawyer Talbot Johnson in Aberdeen, or the county historical society. Mayor Mills in Pinebluff collects all the different tales he can. He’ll give ’em to you, and tell you to pick out the explanation you like best.”
            Randy felt a trifle of returning nervousness as he thought of how it might feel to be washed under a shelf of earth by the current.
            “Where does Drowning Creek end up, Jebs?”
            “It sort of turns into Lumber River,” Jebs informed him. “As a matter of fact, Drowning Creek’s a name for the upper part of Lumber River, and it just grows bigger with all the extra water from little branches like that one, until—”
            He flourished his paddle at another contributing trickle, and a snake dropped from the leafless forked branch of a dead tree into the water.
            With the contributions of little streams to right and left, Drowning Creek widened and deepened still more. The trees thronged close to the banks, matted thickly between with vines and brush. Along the way sang legion after legion of frogs. As the canoe came close, each legion hushed its music discreetly; then, as the canoe passed, struck up again in full chorus.
            But then, even as Randy and Jebs congratulated themselves on the wider, easier water course, they came to a baffled stop. The two banks fell away to either side, and water seeped away right and left into marshy expanses from which dank shrubs and shiny- leafed trees sprouted in crammed profusion. Drowning Creek itself seemed half-choked by the woods, as though some of the trees had gone wading. There were gray, dead trunks, like frozen ghosts. Other trees were lushly healthy with the flow over and around their roots.
            The two boys backed water to study the situation.
            “It goes into a triple fork right here,” said Jebs from his forward position. “I see three channels, and any one of the three is apt to be the right one.”
            He leaned low and tried to peer along one channel and then another, but the crowding trees and tortuous bends ahead made it impossible to judge them. The main stream of Drowning Creek might flow right, left or straight ahead.
            “What do you think—” began Randy, then shut his mouth and listened.
            He heard stealthy noises behind him, smoother and quieter than splashes, but more like splashes than anything else. He looked over his shoulder.
            Into view from upstream came a craft that was neither boat nor canoe, but possessed features of both, and in its stern a single lean figure plied a whittled paddle.
            “Here comes somebody, Jebs,” he warned hoarsely.
            Jebs, too, looked around. The stranger’s craft was floating nearer.
            They could see that it was scooped and shaped from a single log of gum, for all the world like the dugouts of the first Indians. It was as long and wide as their own canoe, and its two ends tapered fore and aft to thin perpendicular edges, sharp as hatchets, so that the craft could move in either direction at the will of its paddler. Probably an axe had roughed out the first shape, but scraping and whittling had made the outer surface as smooth as though it had been planed. It was unpainted, and its color was the gray of the weathered wood of an old, paint-hungry shed. The figure in the stern sat on the hollowed-out bottom, without benefit of seat or cushion.
            “Hello,” ventured Randy.
            The paddler made a noise like a grunt, enough to show that his voice was young. He, too, backed water and let his dugout loaf along to a point in fine with their canoe, and not more than paddle-length away.
            Jebs and Randy saw that the stranger was no older than themselves, but of a quiet and deep solemnity, both as to expression and motion. He was built sparely, like Randy, but was not as tall, and his face looked like a long, sharp-chinned V, a little flushed as though not used to the outdoors. A scar traced thinly across that face, from side to side, slightly dinting the bridge of the short, straight nose. He looked at them levelly and enigmatically with dark eyes, slightly slanting, under straight black brows. He did not seem cheerful, he did not seem grouchy. His face was as blankly secret as the face of some old statue of a lost, mysterious people.
            He wore an old blue sport shirt, from the sleeves of which extended thin but wiry forearms. His trousers, what could be seen of them above the whittled thwarts of the dugout, were faded sun-tan, like old army summer slacks. And on his head was cocked aslant a cap such as neither Jebs nor Randy had ever seen outside of a motion picture.
            It was old, gray and battered, like the dugout. It was furnished with a trowel-like visor of smooth black leather that must once have gleamed but now looked cracked, dimmed, and incredibly ancient. Above the visor ran a brow strap, also of cracked leather, fastened at the temples with tarnished brass buttons. The flat crown of the cap was smaller in diameter than the sweat-band, and this difference in size drew the top forward above the V-shaped face. The whole effect was military, but military after the fashion of some army that had marched and fought long, long ago, an army that existed no more.
            In the waist of the dugout lay two small bundles of luggage, less in volume than a quarter of what Jebs and Randy had.
            “We’re Jebs Markum and Randy Hunter,” Jebs said briskly, by way of introduction. “We’re taking a kind of little float down-creek, but right now we don’t know which of these ways to follow.”
            “You don’t?” asked the stranger quietly.
            “No, we don’t.” Jebs peered into the central channel. “Middle way looks widest and clearest to me.”
            The gray-capped head dipped. A thin, sinewy hand shoved something down between the shabby knees, out- of sight. To Randy it looked like a folded and faded paper.
            “Right channel,” said the stranger definitely.
            Jebs and Randy both looked toward the right channel. It was the smallest of the three. There was barely space under the trees for the canoe to pass.
            “You sure of that, friend?” hesitated Jebs.
            “Yes.” Calm, quiet, enigmatic was the reply, but definite as before.
            “You reckon to go that way?” Jebs persisted.
            A nod of the gray cap. That was all.
            “Well,” Jebs finally broke the silence, “why don’t you?”
            “I’m just waiting for you. You’re ahead of me.”
            Randy made a sudden decision.
            “You probably know more about the creek than we do, but this central channel looks broad, and we’ll try it for the time being. Just to see what it’s like, you understand.”
            “If you want to.” And the straight, close mouth smiled. For just the quarter of a second it smiled, and then it straightened itself again, and Randy couldn’t really be sure that the smile had been there at all.
            “Let’s get going, Randy,” whispered Jebs, and dug in his paddle.
            They slid the canoe into the central channel. They paddled fast, as though they would be glad to get out of sight of the stranger in his dugout canoe and his strange, gray cap and his level gaze and his quiet, mysterious manner.
            “Shoo,” said Jebs, after a moment, “that was a creepy-acting guy, wasn’t he?”
            “Creepy may not be the exact word,” Randy grinned, “but it gives the idea.”
            Then they both shut up again, and quickly, for that adequate-seeming channel had suddenly narrowed, just around a sharp curve. Jebs had to stab with his paddle at the bank to the right, Randy at the bank to the left. A moment later, and they would have rammed into a jagged and crisscrossed jumble of logs and sticks that lay across the stream like the half-built framework of a very untidy dam.
            Carefully they drew up to the bank, where there was just enough room for Jebs, then Randy, to step ashore among thick-grown and muddy-rooted trees. They stood on tiptoe, craned their necks, and looked over the log jam. Water seeped and trickled audibly among the rotting timbers.
            “We’ll have to portage,” said Jebs.
            “How far?” asked Randy dolefully. “Do you—”
            “Wait, I heard something—somebody—moving. Look, there he comes!”
            Jebs pointed. A human figure was picking its way along the fabric of logs, just a little way ahead, a plump-bodied man.
            “I hope he’s not another mysterious stranger,” said Randy. “What’s he doing here in this jungle?”
            “We’ll ask him if he looks as if he’ll give us an answer,” replied Jebs, and the two hopped from log to shaky log, approaching the plump man.
            He stood straddling from one fallen trunk to another, and dipped a home-woven net into the water below the jam. His clothes looked rough and shabby, and he wore a wide black hat. Beneath it his face vas mild, heavy, and the color of an old saddle.
            “How you?” he said hospitably. “Kind of strange lere, ain’t you? Me, I’m dipping me some minnows dr bait.”
            “We’re campers,” said Jebs diffidently. “We’re trying to see how far we have to tote our canoe across these logs.”
            White teeth grinned in the brown face. “Why you vant to do that? The water makes a pond below here, md the way back into the creek’s all grown full of uniper. Boat won’t get you through. Right way’s the right way.” And the brown-faced man chuckled at his own pun.
            “You mean, the channel to the right of the three back there?” asked Randy. “The channel that odd character told us to take?”
            “Somebody told you to take it, he told you correct.” Again the brown face smiled. “I ought to know, I live on that right-hand channel, over yonder way,” and a brown hand gestured.
            Randy looked at his watch. “It’s past four, Jebs. We’d better get back to it, and start looking for a place to camp tonight.”
            “You boys can camp at my landing,” offered the brown man. “Couple miles, about, back down the other channel. I got it cleared nice.”
            “Might we draw some water?” asked Randy. “Sure, sure. Got a well. Help yourself. So you camping out on this creek? Ain’t scared of haunts?”
            “Haunts?” repeated Randy.
            “He means ghosts, Randy,” said Jebs. “Why?” he asked the man. “Are there ghost stories told about this creek?”
            “A many a story, boy. Lots of us think they’re true.”
            Jebs ruffled his blond hair. “I’ve heard some kind of whisper about a lost house, and money hid in it, and ghosts connected somehow.”
            “I’ve heard the same,” nodded the minnow-catcher. “Haunts is special thick around that old place, I’ve heard tell. Me, I wouldn’t go near there, even if I knew where it was.” He studied them with black, wise eyes. “Sure you ain’t afraid?”
            “No,” said Randy, wondering if that was quite the truth. If there was a ghost in all this world, this hushed, tree-hidden creek would be exactly the place for it to lurk.
            “Excuse me for asking,” said Jebs, “but aren’t you an Indian?”
            Again the smile of white teeth in the brown face. “I ain’t a Dutchman, boy. But I won’t scalp you.”
            They said a thankful goodbye and re-picked their way over the timber tangle to where their canoe waited.
            “So that’s an Indian,” said Randy. “Nice, wasn’t he? Are there lots of Indians around here?”
            “Up and down the creek, quite a few. You know, the town of Pembroke’s practically made up of Indians. The Drowning Creek ones trap and fish, and farm a little.”
            “He’s a noble red man, and let’s look for his landing,” said Randy. “Hoist the canoe around, end for end, and we’ll fight back to where we ought to be.”
            They paddled upstream to where the three channels branched, and this time took the right one. Almost at once it broadened into a watery travel-way.
            In less than an hour they sighted the landing. It was a rough pier, made from a strong pole lashed with wire across two living trees that grew out into the water. Back from this crosspiece slanted other timbers to rest on rocks on shore, and these timbers were floored over with heavy, rough-split slabs.
            “Looks just right to camp,” said Jebs.
            Randy peered past his friend. “Look, Jebs. That
            Indian has a dugout just like the one Mr. Mystery in the cap was using.”
            “No.” Jebs, at the bow, could see more clearly. “That dugout happens to be Mr. Mystery’s identical dugout.”
            As they paddled near, they saw that indeed it was the craft they had met with above the forks.
            And on the downstream side of the pier, against one of the main supporting trees, sat the stranger himself. His feet dangled above the water, and he had a knife in one hand and a half-cleaned fish in the other.
 



 
          THREE
 
            CAMP FOR THE NIGHT
            ABOUT the time they saw him, the stranger saw them. He shifted his body a trifle and watched them draw close to the pier. His gray cap hung on the short stub of a branch beside him, and they could see that his hair was as dark as Randy's, but cut shorter and closely curled. After gazing at them for a quiet moment, he went back to cleaning his fish. It was a middle-sized bream, and two more lay near by on the split slabs of the pier.
            ‘"Hey, there,” Jebs greeted, as he tied the canoe to the roots of a tree by a line at the bow.
            “So you got here,” said the stranger.
            “The Indian who owns this place directed us, and said we could camp here,” volunteered Randy. “Do you know him?”
            “No.”
            The stranger had finished cleaning the last of the bream. He rose and picked up all three of them, then walked along the pier to shore. Beyond the planking, the shore showed almost clear of brush, though trees still stood. Randy and Jebs saw a boat, tightly built of boards and turned upside down on two rocks. Beyond the boat ran a trail through the thicker woods.
            Randy and Jebs unloaded their camping equipment, wading ashore with load after load. The stranger knelt by his own possessions, and once he glanced from the scantiness of those possessions to the considerable volume of gear brought into view by his new camp neighbors. His glance might have meant disdain for such luxury, or envy of it, or just a glance.
            Then the stranger stood up. In his hand he had taken a machete, its blade curved like a short, heavy saber. Even at the distance of some paces, Randy and Jebs saw the brightness of its well-sharpened edge. The stranger stepped to where a jack-oak sapling grew. He looked the sapling up and down, then took hold of it and twitched it slantwise. Swipp!
            That machete was sharp as a razor and swift as a snake. With one slicing stroke, the stranger had provided himself with an oak pole nearly two inches through, and tapered to a slanting point. Quickly he pruned off twigs and the slender top.
            Randy, slinging his hammock between two trees, watched. The stranger pulled from one foot a big shoe, army-made like his old sun-tan slacks, and with its broad heel drove the stake upright, some seven or eight feet from a tree. Quickly he strung a length of stout cord from tree to stake, a yard or so above the ground. Over this he tossed an ancient canvas tarpaulin with loops of cord through the metal eyelets at the edges. With his machete he rapidly cut smaller pegs, and used these to fasten down the loops. Within a surprisingly short time he had completed the shaping of a makeshift tent, open at both ends.
            “Good work,” commented Jebs, still trying to be friendly.
            The V-shaped face looked briefly over the blue- shirted shoulder, and the smile appeared briefly.
            Jebs felt encouraged. “Say,” he elaborated, “if we’re going to camp here together, we ought to know each other’s names, huh? We told you ours, back up the creek. Call me Jebs, and this is Randy.”
            “I’m Driscoll Jordan.”
            As he spoke, Driscoll Jordan squatted beside a small fire, built in a gouged-out hole. He took one of the fish, ran it through lengthwise with a green switch, and drove the butt of the switch into the ground so that the fish hung at an angle above the fire, just at the proper roasting distance. With other switches he impaled and set the other two fish up for roasting.
            Meanwhile, Randy built a fire for himself and Jebs, between two convenient rocks near the shore of the creek. He started a tiny blaze with slivers, fed it larger with bits of wood, and larger still with chunks. He chose dead boughs of oak to break up for his fire, so as to make proper coals. Jebs, thumbs in the waistband of his swimming shorts, strolled to the pier and looked for a long time at the gray cap that hung on the stubby branch against the tree trunk.
            “That’s quite a headpiece you wear around, Driscoll,” he said after a moment.
            “I like it,” said Driscoll, his eyes on the fish.
            Jebs was of a good-humored mischievousness. He played pranks on those he liked, and he was quite ready to like Driscoll, despite those earlier rebuffs.
            “I don’t rightly know if I can say the same,” he tried to joke. “I mean, I don’t know whether I like the cap or not.”
            Driscoll straightened up beside his cooking fire. “You don’t have to like it,” he said, not harshly nor threateningly, but quite definitely. “It suits me.”
            Jebs was grinning. “That cap puts me in mind of what happened at school a couple of years back,” he announced. “A new kid came there, from out west somewhere, and he was wearing a kind of flower-patterned shirt. I remember he had to wrestle someone or other, to prove he had a right to wear that shirt. How was that for a deal, Driscoll?”
            “It ought to be all right,” said Driscoll, and as he spoke he flung himself upon Jebs.
            Jebs was bigger and stronger, but he never got set. Driscoll’s lean-corded arms snapped around Jebs’ thick waist, Driscoll’s heel hooked back of Jebs’ unready ankle, and down went Jebs like a sack of grain falling from a wagon. Randy jumped up and started swiftly toward the struggling pair, but Driscoll’s hands had clamped on Jebs’ broad shoulders and ground them briefly against the earth. Next moment Driscoll had sprung up and back, grinned again in his quick, camera-shutter way, and took the cap from where it hung. He set it at a jaunty slant on his head. “I guess I keep the cap,” he said.
            Randy strode toward Driscoll, fists clenched.
            “That wasn’t fair,” he accused. “You didn’t give Jebs a chance to get set for a wrestle.”
            “You sure enough didn’t,” added Jebs, struggling to his feet with his blond brows locked in a fighting frown.
            “Well,” said Driscoll evenly, “he outweighs me by about twenty pounds. I had to blitzkrieg him, or maybe he’d have thrown me, and I’d have had to get rid of my cap.”
            It was the longest speech he had yet offered, and he still seemed quietly cheerful. Randy felt that here was somebody who would never make any trouble for you unless you shoved your nose past where his began. But if you did that—
            “Who said you’d have to get rid of your cap?” challenged Randy. “Jebs was just talking about something that had happened in school. He hadn’t even said he wanted to wrestle.”
            “I just like the cap,” said Driscoll, tapping his forefinger on the ancient visor. “I’ve had it all my life, and my great-grandfather wore it about ninety years ago.”
            “So that’s what it is!” exclaimed Jebs, whose good humor had returned promptly, as it always did after a tussle. “Hey, I ought to have known that all the time. It’s a rebel cap—Confederate—from the War between the States.”
            “Of course,” agreed Randy.
            “It was my great-grandfather’s,” said Driscoll. “He gave it to my father, and my father left it to me.”
            “Why couldn’t you tell us all this?” asked Jebs.
            “You never asked me.”
            The situation had relaxed. Randy and Jebs went back to feed their fire again, and, while it burned down to the coals they wanted, they dived from the pier. Driscoll watched them quietly, now and then poking at his fish or doing something around his camp. After a brief, refreshing swim, Jebs and Randy climbed back up to their fireside.
            “Why don’t you go get us some water?” said Randy. “I’ll put chow on the fire.”
            “It’s a deal,” said Jebs.
            He picked up both their canteens and the coffee pot and the kettle. He trudged up the trail to where, beyond the edge of the creek, stood a cabin in the midst of a clearing. It was old and rickety-seeming, built like a tobacco barn, of plain vertical boards with narrow strips over the joinings. Its ancient shingles looked home-cut. At the back door yawned a hole rimmed with stones mortared together, and on a forked pole hung a bucket and rope. Jebs drew clear, cold water to fill the canteens and utensils, then returned to the camp.
            Randy was searing ham slices in their two mess kits. As Jebs joined him, he opened one of the cans of field peas and poured half of the contents into each kit, upon and around the ham. An appetizing smell rose, and Jebs sniffed his relish.
            “Smells good, Randy. What else are we having?”
            “Corn dodgers,” said Randy, indicating two metal-foil parcels thrust in among the coals. “Let’s get some coffee into that pot and set it boiling.”
            They finished their cooking swiftly, but Driscoll Jordan was eating before they were. As the sun set, he lounged beside his own fire, eating his grilled fish. He sliced away morsels with a clasp knife, drank coffee from a tin can, and munched crackers. Neither Jebs nor Randy suggested he join them at their fire. They were becoming used to his reserve, but were beginning to wonder if he wasn’t overdoing it.
            Mosquitoes appeared as the sun set, and for the third time that day Jebs and Randy patted insect repellant over their bodies. Randy offered the bottle to Driscoll, but he smiled and declined. With the last of the fading light their Indian host appeared, stepping along a bankside trail with surprising lightness for one of his plump bulk.
            “I see you’re settled in,” he said hospitably. “Had supper yet? Maybe you’ll join me up at my shack. I hate to eat alone all the time.”
            “We’ve eaten,” said Randy, “but sit down and have some coffee.”
            “And some fish,” offered Driscoll, strolling over from his own fire. He held out the last of the three bream, still spitted on its green twig.
            “Yes, and here’s some fresh-baked corn bread,” added Jebs, offering part of the dodger.
            “Well,” said the Indian, sitting down. “Thank you kindly, boys.” With relish he gnawed at the fish and broke off pieces of corn dodger with his fingers. “You still ain’t scared of the haunts?”
            “What haunts?” said Driscoll suddenly. He squatted on his heels, rather like an Indian himself.
            “Oh, just the haunts of Drowning Creek.” The Indian tossed fish bones into the fire and sipped coffee from a canteen cup. “I’ve lived here my whole life long, about, and I’ve heard about them so long back I’ve had time to partly forget. You get used to the idea.”
            “Are they Indian ghosts?” asked Driscoll.
            “No, white ones,” said Randy. “At least, from what I heard today, they hang around an old house, where the floors are made of gold or something.”
            “Is that a fact?” said Driscoll, and he sounded stern and grim.
            “Nobody can tell you for sure,” said the Indian. “It’s just a tale. Nobody knows how to get to the house.”
            “Then what gives people such an idea?” asked Driscoll.
            “Oh, folks talk about it from time to time,” the Indian replied. “From what I remember hearing, if anybody finds the place he never comes back.”
            “Why?” asked Jebs eagerly. “What happens to him?”
            “I reckon he turns into a haunt, too.” The Indian rose, smiling around on them. “Well, I’m obliged for the supper. You sure you’ll be all right here?”
            “Yes, but don’t hurry off,” said Jebs.
            “Got to look after my pig. Good night.”
            The Indian moved lightly away past the upturned boat and toward his cabin. They watched him go.
            “Shoo!” said Jebs at last. “I’ll wager you he believes in those haunts and that treasure.”
            “Do you?” inquired Driscoll.
            “Maybe later tonight I will, but not right now.” Jebs studied Driscoll’s gray cap. “Let’s change the subject. Driscoll, how about telling us all about your great-granddaddy, when he was in the Confederate army?”
            “That’s nothing special around here,” said Driscoll. “Didn’t you have Confederate ancestors?”
            “Sure enough. So did Randy. But—” Jebs hesitated, choosing words. “It’s just that we ought to have some kind of story, here by the fire.”
            “I was going to ask what you two are doing on the creek,” said Driscoll.
            “Just camping,” said Randy. “We heard about how people used to float down to Lumberton, twenty or thirty years ago, and we thought we’d try it ourselves, for fun.”
            Readily he told of their preparations, their launching, and the adventures of their first day on the waters of Drowning Creek. Driscoll listened with polite interest. It grew deeply dark outside the circle of firelight, and the woods vibrated with the stealthy noises of night creatures. At the end of Randy’s recital, Jebs yawned.
            “Getting tired,” he confessed. “I’m going to hit the sack—the hammock, anyway. Gentlemen, it’s a pleasure sitting with you all, but they tell me growing boys need lots of sleep.”
            Driscoll rose. “Good night,” he said, and moved back to where his own fire had died to the dimmest of rosy glows in its pit. They watched him creep into his tent.
            Randy and Jebs stowed away their mess kits and sought their hammocks, slung side by side. Jebs lifted the mosquito netting, but did not get in at once. “Say, Randy,” he muttered softly.
            “Say it.”
            “Our friend yonder was right interested in us. He asked us to tell all about what we’re doing. But, did you notice? He didn’t dish out a single syllable about what he himself is up to out here.”
            “You didn’t give him time,” said Randy. “You yawned and said you were going to get some sleep.”
            “I’ve got a sneaky notion he wouldn’t have told us anyway, even if we’d asked right out.”
            “Maybe he’ll loosen up tomorrow morning,” suggested Randy, and got into his own hammock.
            He did not think long about the day’s adventures, or Driscoll Jordan. He was asleep within moments.
 



 
          FOUR
 
            THE STOLEN CANOE
            IN THE NIGHT, Randy Hunter snapped wide awake to a strange noise, stealthy but unmistakably close at hand. He lay quiet, blinking his eyes fast to clear all drowsiness from them. There it was again— soft, not quite definable, and not more than a few yards away.
            Randy put his hand to the flashlight that lay beside him in the hammock, closed his fingers around it, and set his thumb on the switch. Then he quickly sat up, clawed the mosquito netting aside, and sent a beam of bright light stabbing out into the darkness.
            Something sizeable and shadowy moved close to the log beside which lay the luggage of Randy and Jebs. There was a gleam in the light, as of metal. Randy sprang out of the hammock, his heart pounding and his mouth dry. He focussed his light on what was beside the log.
            At once he saw that it was Driscoll Jordan. “What’s up?” challenged Randy sternly.
            Driscoll was stripped to the waist, his hair rumpled. In one hand he held that machete of his, and it glittered as it moved.
            “I heard—” Randy started to say.
            “So did I,” said Driscoll. “Out here by your stuff. It’s gone, whatever it was.”
            “Is it?” said Randy. “Is it really gone?” He walked across to join Driscoll.
            “Some wild animal, probably,” said Driscoll. “Maybe it wanted to claw into your food pack for the bacon, or maybe it was after that box of salt you left out.” Driscoll’s machete pointed to the box. “Anyway, it’s gone.”
            Randy turned his flashlight on the ground. “No tracks,” he said.
            “We’ll be better able to see them in the morning,” replied Driscoll.
            He turned on his bare heel and walked back to his little tent. Dropping down, he crawled into it on hands and knees, still with his machete in his grip. After a moment, Randy, too, turned away and went to his hammock and lay down. He made himself relax, thinking about the incident and about Driscoll Jordan. Finally he slept again.
            Bright light, filtering through the mosquito netting, wakened him in the morning. He sat up and looked out. It was full morning.
            “Jebs?” he called. “Hey, Jebs!”
            “Huh?” muttered Jebs drowsily from the hammock alongside.
            Randy hopped out on the ground. The morning was already warm, and the sun was swiftly disposing of a wispy tracing of fog among the surrounding trees.
            “Rise and shine,” Randy bade his friend, shoving with his bare foot against Jebs’ hammock to make it swing back and forth. “Swarm out of there, Jebs. Let’s start a fire and get breakfast. You didn’t even stir last night when we had all the excitement.”
            “Excitement?” repeated Jebs. He emerged slowly from his hammock, rubbing his eyes and yawning widely. “What excitement? Did I miss anything?”
            “Oh, I heard something. I got up and switched on the light. If there really was any animal prowling around, it was gone. Driscoll Jordan heard it, too. He was out patrolling around to find it.”
            “Driscoll Jordan? Our pal of last night?” Jebs was well in possession of his wakeaday faculties now. He peered past the hammocks. “Hey!”
            “Hey, what?” said Randy, turning his head.
            You’re raising sand about me being sleepy, but Driscoll’s still pounding his ear.”
            No sound or motion came from the little impromptu tent Driscoll Jordan had pitched the night before.
            “You say he woke up easy last night,” said Jebs. “You reckon he’s all right in there?”
            “Let’s see.” Randy walked swiftly across, stooped down and peered in.
            The tent was empty, save for a rumpled old quilt. Driscoll was gone. So was his pet machete.
            “He’s up pestering around somewhere in his mysterious way,” grunted Jebs. “Let’s gather some wood.” Dew still clung to the chunks of fuel they had heaped up the night before, but Randy moved among the jack oaks, quickly broke off two handfuls of brittle dead twigs. These he arranged carefully on the bed of ashes where they had built their supper fire, then produced a match and struck it. He held the flame carefully under the shredded, broken ends of the twigs. It caught and flamed up rosily. Jebs was ready with some larger bits, and as the fire made good its hold on those they were ready to add substantial pieces. Steamy vapors mingled with the smoke as the flame mastered the fuel.
            “Do we have water in the coffee pot?” said Randy, looking into it. “Yes, plenty.” He measured ground coffee into it and put the pot on the edge of the fire, while Jebs opened the waterproof food sack and took out mess kits and eggs.
            “Hold that until our coffee gets ahead start,” counseled Randy. “Don’t break the eggs yet. Dig out some bacon.”
            Jebs opened the bacon package, spread it on the log, and chose four slices, well streaked with lean. Randy put more wood on the fire and opened both mess kits, clamping their handles. He propped them on the stones above the fire and put two strips of bacon in each.
            “I’m still stretchy,” confessed Jebs, with another of his yawns.
            “All right, go hop into the creek and come out again,” advised Randy. “I’ll watch the cooking until you get back, then you take over and let me have a quick dip.”
            “That’s fair enough,” agreed Jebs, tramping off toward the pier. “You finish frizzling the bacon, and I’ll swim back in time to fry the eggs.”
            Randy knelt and poked the frying bacon with a fork. It was beginning to grow brown and savorylooking. He listened for the splash of his friend’s dive, but it did not come. Instead, he heard Jebs shout.
            “Hey! Our canoe’s gone!”
            Randy sprang up, dropping the fork. He ran toward the pier. Jebs danced up and down on it, pointing excitedly.
            “Driscoll’s taken his dugout and our canoe, too!”
            Randy rushed past Jebs and leaped into the water. He splashed to where the loop of line showed, still fast to the tree where they had moored the canoe. Rib-deep in water, he studied the loose end.
            “It’s been cut,” he said. “Look.”
            Jebs dropped to hands and knees on the pier to see.
            “If he left,” said Randy, “and took our canoe, why did he leave his tent and quilt?”
            “Because the canoe’s worth both of them several times over,” said Jebs.
            “And he was fooling around near our luggage in the dead of night, too,” remembered Randy. “A peculiar duck all around.”
            “Wait till I get my hands on him,” snorted Jebs balefully. “I’ll—I’ll smack him—”
            He broke off abruptly and ran back along the slabs. “The bacon!” he howled at Randy. “It’s burning!”
            Randy struggled up out of the water, gained the bank, and ran after Jebs toward the camp. Jebs had snatched the two mess kits from the fire, and Randy caught up the lids and clapped them on the kits to put out the flames.
            “It was only the grease flaming up,” said Randy. “There, it’s put out now. Those chunks of bacon are crisped up, but they didn’t burn. We can eat them.”
            “We won’t have time,” argued Jebs. “We’ve got to head after that canoe thief. He may be miles away.” He turned as if to start off at once.
            “Put on your moccasins,” said Randy quickly. “You can’t go galloping off through the brush barefoot. And let’s look where he camped.”
            Suiting the action to the word, Randy took a stick and poked at the remains of Driscoll Jordan’s fire. Earth had been scattered over it to put out all sparks, but smoke rose as he stirred. As he studied the ashes, he munched a strip of bacon and a piece of the corn bread from the previous evening’s meal.
            “Look, Jebs, the fire’s still warm. It has smoke in it yet. So Driscoll Jordan can’t have gone very far or very long from among us. Maybe not as much as half an hour.”
            Jebs, too, had grabbed bacon and corn pone, and was pouring coffee into a canteen cup. “Let’s fetch him back, then. We’ll head downstream.”
            “Why downstream?” inquired Randy.
            “He was heading that way when we found him, wasn’t he?”
            “Right,” said Randy, “but he came from upstream. He may have gone either way, so let’s split up. You search downstream, I’ll head upstream.”
            He slipped on his own footgear, picked up a stout oak limb that made a serviceable club, and began to thread his way along a trail that hugged the bank.
            “How’ll we keep in touch?” Jebs called after him.
            “If you get a glimpse of him, start a fire quick,” Randy yelled back. “Throw dry leaves on it to make a smoke. I’ll do the same if I see him. If one of us sees a smoke like that, he’ll double back and join the other, fast as he can run.”
            “Check,” said Jebs, and tramped away.
            Randy picked his way along the trail. It was well defined and easy to travel, no doubt worn into the bank by the feet of the Indian who had given them permission to camp at his landing, and by others like him. Randy kept his gaze fixed on the waters of the creek, alert for a glimpse of the canoe. His mind tried to assess the evidence, to establish a possible motive.
            If Driscoll Jordan had taken the canoe, why hadn’t he taken other things? Randy and Jebs had brought an abundance of gear into camp, and Driscoll, Randy remembered, had shown only the scantiest of possessions. Driscoll had seemed short even of provisions; he had made his supper on fish caught from the creek with a handful of dry crackers. If Driscoll wanted to take the canoe, why hadn’t he stolen materials for a meal or so? Or cooking utensils? As for the canoe itself, it was a craft little, if any, better than Driscoll’s own primitive but efficient dugout. It seemed to Randy that Driscoll’s single appropriation was of something he did not need. It didn’t make sense.
            Then, glancing back, Randy blinked. There it was —smoke rising in a cloud above the trees.
            Whipping around, Randy started at a loping run along the bank. The smoke seemed to rise close to the landing where their camp was. No—it rose from the landing itself. Randy quickened his pace, puffing and mystified.
            Jebs stood by the fire on which he had heaped leaves and rotten wood to make a quick, smoke-gushing blaze. He pointed toward the water.
            “There he is,” said Jebs, as mystified as Randy. “He’s bringing it back.”
            Driscoll Jordan, quiet and enigmatic as ever, sat tying his dugout to one of the trees that supported the pier. On his head slanted the Confederate army cap. And fastened to the stern of the dugout by its shortened rope was the lost canoe.
 



 
          FIVE
 
            A TALE OF TREASURE
            OF THE THREE, Driscoll was by far the most calm. He finished tying up his dugout, then scrambled up on the pier and walked toward Randy and Jebs. He raised a hand in a semi-salute, touching the brim of the cap.
            “Brought back your canoe,” he announced.
            “I reckon you got tired of it,” snapped Jebs, edging forward. “I reckon you didn’t like its color, or something like that. Why did you take it?”
            “I found it floating,” said Driscoll, with undisturbed coolness. “That is, a couple of other people in a boat cast it off. I’d followed them in the dugout, and I guess they thought I was chasing them, so they cast it loose and pulled ahead. I brought it back.” He looked at Jebs with steady slant eyes. “You don’t believe me, do you? I don’t like folks who don’t believe me.”
            “Don’t you?” Jebs’ sunburned skin grew a deeper red, and his own blue eyes snapped like fire. “Yesterday you jumped on me before I was set, and I let you get away with it, because we were just fooling.” He took a stride forward. “Well, I’m set now, and I’m not fooling, and—”
            “Wait,” interposed Randy, and hooked his hand under Jebs’ arm to hold him back. “Let’s hear what he has to say. Maybe he’s telling the truth.”
            “Maybe?” echoed Driscoll, turning toward Randy. “I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t brought your canoe back to you. Is this the way you treat anybody who does you a favor?”
            “Not always,” replied Randy, keeping his temper and again checking Jebs’ effort to rush at Driscoll, but youve got to admit that you’ve been playing the man of mystery. You sat all last night and figured on us as if you wondered when the shooting would begin. You asked a lot of prying questions about us, and told us nothing except that your greatgrandfather was a Confederate soldier. You can’t blame us for getting a little mistrustful, especially when we wake up and find you and our canoe both gone.”
            “I thought,” said Driscoll, “that you’d stolen something from me.”
            “How could we steal anything from you?” flung out Jebs angrily. “We just met you here on the creek, last evening.”
            “I didn’t mean on the creek. I meant at Wagram. The town of Wagram.”
            “We—I—haven’t been there,” said Jebs. “Not lately, anyway.”
            “I’ve never been there at all,” interrupted Randy. “I always thought Wagram was a place in Austria, where Napoleon won a big battle.”
            “It’s a place in North Carolina, too,” said Jebs. “Not far down the stream from here.” He eyed Driscoll. “What got stolen from ypu there, and what makes you think we took it?”
            “It was a map.”
            “A map?” said Randy. “But yesterday I saw some sort of old folded paper in your dugout. You shoved it out of sight when we met.”
            “I had two copies,” Driscoll informed them, “and one of them was stolen, by somebody who wants to steal something a lot bigger and more valuable. But,” he added, and at last he smiled, “I know now it wasn’t you two. Last night I got up and prowled through your stuff.”
            “That’s what you were doing when I woke up and saw you,” said Randy, opening his eyes wide.
            “That’s right. I dug through all your gear and put it back the way it was. You didn’t have my map.”
            “Shoo!” growled Jebs. “How could you be so sure? Maybe we stuck it in our hammocks. If you’re going to be suspicious, better be suspicious all the way. Right now I don’t care what you think.”
            “I looked in your hammocks first of all,” said Driscoll evenly. “I did that yesterday evening before supper, after you slung them to those trees yonder and then jumped into the creek for a swim. I knew you wouldn’t have the map in your pockets, because you don’t have pockets—just swimming trunks. Later, when you were both asleep, I had a look at your luggage. I had to be sure. After all, when I first ran into you up yonder where the three-way fork comes in the creek, you both acted strange.”
            “No stranger than you,” muttered Jebs, still unappeased.
            “Then,” went on Driscoll, “you came and camped here, right with me. Maybe it just happened you did that, but I couldn’t help wondering. When I found out you didn’t have my extra map, I knew somebody else must have taken it. In fact, it must have been the two men who tried to strand you here by towing your canoe away.”
            “What two men?” demanded Jebs. “I don’t get it.”
            “Anyway, I brought your canoe back again,” said Driscoll, “and that’s all of my part of the business.”
            “No it isn’t,” said Randy. “Sit down, Driscoll. Don’t you think you owe us more of your story than that? You suspected us of stealing something, and you know now that we didn’t steal anything. Maybe we can help you with—whatever you’re doing.”
            “Sure enough,” added Jebs sarcastically. “That is, if you think you can trust bad boys like us.”
            Driscoll sat down on the log, and Randy stirred up the dying fire. Now he put more bacon to fry. “Let’s all have a good breakfast,” he invited, “and you tell us about yourself. You owe it to us. We aren’t dangerous. We told you the whole truth. We’re just out for a little adventure on the creek.”
            “And I’m out for a big adventure,” said Driscoll. He drew a long breath. “Well, I’ll begin at the beginning.”
            “That’s a right handy place to begin,” remarked Jebs as he poured coffee for himself and the others, and chose eggs to break into the crackling fat in the mess kits.
            “I’m an orphan,” began Driscoll. “My father was killed in the war. Pacific Theater, summer of 1944.”
            Randy felt a wave of sympathy. His own father had died in action in France, but he did not say so. He listened.
            “My father was a North Carolinian, but his folks moved to Tennessee when he was just a kid, and I was born in Nashville. My mother had died before I was old enough to remember her. The war came and my father went to that. I lived with a grown-up cousin on my mother’s side.”
            Driscoll grimaced and his mouth tightened.
            “You didn’t like that grown-up cousin,” guessed Jebs.
            “I reckon he didn’t like me. He was a farmer, and he had two boys of his own, but he let them loaf. I was the one who had to pay for my keep, he always said. He worked me pretty hard.”
            “Rugged,” sympathized Jebs, his anger evaporated, as usual.
            “Yes, it was. But my father had a friend in the army—Ken Bailey. They were sergeants in the same outfit, and Ken Bailey came from North Carolina, too. When my father died, Ken promised he’d look me up and take care of me. He hunted me up at my cousin’s place in Tennessee a couple of years ago, and there was some trouble about getting custody of me. You see, my cousin would like to have control of the G. I. insurance my father left in my name. They went to court twice, and the second time Ken Bailey got himself appointed my guardian. He brought me home to his own place, in Lawson. He’s a deputy sheriff there, and we’ve been living together bachelor fashion.”
            “Go on,” said Jebs. “How come you showed up here on the face of the deep, long miles away from Lawson County?”
            “I’m looking for my home place,” said Driscoll. “I never saw it, my father never saw it, not even my grandfather ever saw it. But it’s where generations of Jordans were born and raised. It’s called Chimney Pot House, and it’s here on the creek somewhere.”
            “Do tell!” exclaimed Jebs.
            “It was my great-grandfather who left Chimney Pot while he was still a young man,” elaborated Driscoll. “The Reconstruction Acts were going on in North Carolina then, and they were tough on an ex-soldier of the Confederate Army. Likewise, there was a lot of swampiness seeping in from the creek and the other waters around the house and land, and no money to keep them drained away. Anyhow, he left the house, moved out somewhere around Asheville in the mountains west of here, and got married. The house just vanished. And with it,” said Driscoll, suddenly somber, “vanished a treasure.”
            “Like that ghost story the Indian told us?” asked Randy, dishing out scrambled eggs and bacon.
            “It’s no ghost story,” said Driscoll. “My greatgrandfather always said it happened, and he never told a lie in—”
            “Sure, sure, we know,” granted Jebs. “Go on.”
            “Gold was brought here, to Chimney Pot House. It was part of the gold belonging to the Confederate States of America.”
            “Confederate gold?” spoke up Randy, mystified. “I always thought the Confederates never had anything but paper money, and that wasn’t worth anything at the end of the war.”
            “They had half a million dollars in gold,” said Driscoll. “The Dixie version of Fort Knox. Poor old Dixie’s bottom dollar, as that old poem used to say, only the poem was about the beat-up army, not money. They packed the gold into wagons when Jefferson Davis and his cabinet retreated from Richmond, in 1865. Captain William Parker, of the Confederate Navy, had charge, with a guard of sixty cadets from the Confederate Naval Academy. Some of them were kids about our age, or not much older.”
            “And they carried all that gold to your Chimney Pot place and left it there?” asked Jebs excitedly.
            “Let me go ahead.” Driscoll Jordan was speaking more warmly and rapidly than either Randy or Jebs had thought possible. “They took those wagons down through Virginia and into North Carolina, by way of Charlotte, about a hundred miles west of here. After that, they hurried down through South Carolina, with Union cavalry chasing them, and in Georgia the whole bunch split up and scattered. Parker and his cadets crossed the Savannah River, back to Abbeville in South Carolina. They stored the gold in a warehouse, then they disbanded and went home, all over the South.”
            “I remember hearing something about this,” said Randy, lifting a forkful of egg. “It’s in the history books. Nobody knows what ever became of that half million dollars in gold.”
            “I know what happened to part of it,” said Driscoll.
            “Don’t tell me,” begged Jebs. “Let me guess. It’s at that Chimney Pot place of yours.”
            “That’s just where it is. My great-grandfather was riding with President Davis’ cavalry escort, and with him was his colored servant, who’d stuck with him all during the war. They put their heads together, and tried to decide what they could save for the Confederacy. All sorts of characters were starting to zero in on that Abbeville warehouse—deserters and stragglers and Union patrols. My great-grandfather and his servant slipped inside and took away what they could carry on their two horses. That was a bag of gold apiece, and each bag had $10,000 inside it and weighed about sixty pounds. All the extra weight a horse could carry, besides its rider.
            “Well, they got home to Chimney Pot with that $20,000. They meant to keep that much of the money for the use of the Confederacy. Only—”
            He fell silent. He looked grim. With that gray cap on his head, he might have been a young veteran of Dixie’s lost army.
            “Only,” Randy finished for him, “there wasn’t any Confederacy.”
            “No. My people left that house, the way I told you, and moved to western North Carolina, where my grandfather was born. My great-grandfather died young, and left behind him the story that the money was still hidden at Chimney Pot House. I used to hear about that, and there were two maps, showing where the house stood. Now, after all these years, nobody seems to think Chimney Pot House is anything but a ghost legend.”
            Once more he fell silent. This time Jebs and Randy ate, waiting for him to resume the story when he felt like it. Driscoll finished his own breakfast before he spoke again.
            “I told you it took quite a while after the war before Ken Bailey found me at my cousin’s and got himself appointed my guardian. I came to Lawson with him only year before last, and about all I brought from my cousin’s home was an envelope with those two maps. Ken Bailey’s my best friend, and my father’s friend before me, but he’s like you two— he takes his time about accepting old stories as being more than fairy tales. It wasn’t until just a few days ago that he agreed to bring me down here to see what we could find out. He has some business with the sheriff of the county, and he wrote to an old friend of his family who lives at Wagram—Judge Forman —and we stopped at Judge Forman’s house to see if we could find out anything about Chimney Pot House.”
            Driscoll took off his gray cap, stared into its worn interior, then put it back on.
            “We got to Wagram day before yesterday,” he said. “Judge Forman’s a nice old man. He knew a lot about the history of Drowning Creek and Lumber River, and he introduced us to some people who knew a lot more. One or two of them remembered something, but they talked about it the way they’d talk about Uncle Remus or the Three Bears. And Judge Forman said he’d written to the county seat, and word had come back that Chimney Pot isn’t mentioned in the county records. Anyway, they convinced Ken Bailey that we were on a wild-goose chase, and he started in to convince me.
            “But I lugged out my two maps and showed them to the folks. There were about half a dozen of them there—folks, I mean, not maps. We were eating in a little restaurant at Wagram. I showed them how old the maps were, and how on each one there was a mark to show where Chimney Pot House stood. The map showed—”
            Pausing, he looked with searching appraisal at Randy, then at Jebs.
            “Listen,” he offered suddenly, “I’m going to show you that map. I think you’re okay, and you’ve offered to help me.”
            “We’re just perishing to death to see that map,” Jebs admitted frankly.
            Driscoll drew it from the pocket of his blue shirt. It was folded small, and the paper looked yellow- brown with age. Some of the folds had cracked, and were mended with strips of transparent cellophane tape. Driscoll carefully unfolded it on his lap, and the other two boys sat on the log to his right and left, gazing with rapt interest.
            At first glance, the map looked like a picture of a writhing, blotchy snake, drawn in ink that through many decades had turned to the color of a dried coffee stain. Driscoll tapped it with his forefinger.
            “This is the map of Drowning Creek, or Lumber River or maybe some of both. Here,” he went on, sliding his fingertip to where a small square was drawn, in a bend of the pictured stream, “is Chimney Pot House. It’s on a sort of side creek, that nobody knows anything about. And you can see another faded little line there, to show where a road ran out, but everybody says there’s no road at that point, nothing but swamp and trees, and bushes and vines, grown up so thick that nobody could get in there even on foot, let alone in a car. And the ghost story bobbed up, about shadowy shapes guarding a house full of treasure. That’s what finished the idea for Ken Bailey.”
            “Finished the idea?” repeated Randy.
            “Yes. He argued to me that I’d gotten some old ghost yarn mixed into something or other my folks had said about Jordan family history. He was nice about it, but he’d made up his mind. He had me convinced, too, for a few minutes. Then, when we started away from the table, I knew all of a sudden that it wasn’t a ghost story.”
            “How do you mean?” asked Jebs.
            Driscoll widened his mouth tightly, without smiling. “One of my two maps was gone.”
            “Gone!” cried both Jebs and Randy at once.
            “I was talking to Judge Forman and Mrs. Forman; they’d been having noon dinner at the cafe with us. The other people were all drifting away. Ken Bailey had left, because he had this errand at the county seat. I forget the name of the town—”
            “Laurinburg,” supplied Jebs.
            “That’s right. As I said, Ken had gone, and wouldn’t be back until supper time, when I was supposed to meet him at the cafe. I folded up one map, the one I’ve got here. And I couldn’t find the other. It was gone. I hadn’t dropped it or lost it. I’d had them both on the table. It was stolen.”
            “Somebody else was sure it wasn’t any ghost story,” said Randy.
            “That’s for sure!” burst out Driscoll so fiercely that Randy and Jebs both started. “Somebody had heard all about Chimney Pot and the Confederate gold, except how to get there—and decided that map would lead him!”
            “What did you do?” Randy asked Driscoll. “What did you say?”
            “I didn’t say anything. I thought hard for about six seconds.”
            “Who did you pick out for the guilty one?” prompted Jebs.
            “I told you there were five or six of us together,” said Driscoll. “Judge Forman and his wife sat across the table from me. They couldn’t have taken the map even if they were that kind of folks. I’d have noticed it sliding away from me.”
            “It would be somebody to one side or the other of you,” agreed Randy. “How about the cafe man himself?”
            “He’d served us our dinner and gone back to his cash register. Ken Bailey’s out, of course. Even suppose he’d take anything of mine—and he wouldn’t do that, not for a million dollars—he’d had lots of chances to get that map before we ever talked of starting for Wagram and Drowning Creek. There were a couple of other people there, though. A fellow named Pullis, and a young friend of his, who was named Brose, or Ambrose.”
            “How did they get mixed into all this?” wondered Jebs.
            “Judge Forman had sent for them, because Mr. Pullis has a sort of little farm out in the direction where we thought Chimney Pot might stand. Judge Forman wanted to ask him if he’d heard anything about a house like Chimney Pot. Pullis said it was a ghost story. Anyway, he’d been there to eat with us, but he and that Ambrose fellow had left. Maybe he took the map. I couldn’t be sure.”
            “You were in a spot,” said Jebs.
            “I certainly was. Ken Bailey was gone, and wouldn’t be back for hours. Meanwhile, what about the map? I figured I’d better find out. So, after the Formans went home, I left a note for Ken with the cafe man, to say I was going to get my map back.”
            “That took nerve,” said Randy.
            “Maybe, but I didn’t stop to study much about that. I had money—Ken gives me an allowance from my dad’s insurance money, and he pays me for helping him keep his deputy sheriff records. I had about twenty dollars in all. I walked about a mile, down to the creek, and there I found an Indian cabin. The Indian sold me that gum-tree canoe, and the tarpaulin and a quilt, for my twenty dollars. He threw in a couple of things to eat that he happened to have on hand—a box of crackers, sardines, coffee.” “Where did you get that chopper you carry around with you?” inquired Jebs. “That machete?”
            Driscoll’s V-chinned, scarred face frowned, slightly but darkly. “My dad sent it to me from the Philippines. It was just about the only keepsake I had to remember him by, and I make a habit of bringing it wherever I go. It was in Ken Bailey’s car, and I’d taken it out to show to Judge Forman when Ken drove off. So I brought it with me, and maybe I’ll need it.”
            “Well,” said Randy, “you got a dugout, some camping stuff and so on. What then?”
            “Then I paddled up Drowning Creek to where I could see the three-fork way that shows on the map.” Driscoll pointed it out. “I took the fork for a reference point, to figure which way was downstream to Chimney Pot. You two came floating along, and I hid my dugout under some bushes near the bank to have a look at you. That’s the story up to where you came into it.”
            “And you figured we might have your map,” said Jebs.
            “That’s right. You might have been there in Wagram, and I might not have noticed you. Or somebody else might have given it to you and sent you to look for Chimney Pot. I was fairly well out of the idea when I couldn’t find the map among your stuff, and this morning when those fellows took your canoe, I figured they must be the map thieves, and that they figured your canoe was mine.”
            “You haven’t told us about the canoe part,” Randy prodded him.
            “Well, I was up just about daylight. You two were still asleep. I made myself a little breakfast, and was eating it, when I heard some sort of noise by the pier. At first I didn’t pay any attention, then I heard more noise—paddles dipping. I went out to the pier, and I saw a dugout with two men in it, towing your canoe away.”
            “Those water rats!” squealed Jebs. “Why didn’t you call us?”
            “I didn’t have time. I climbed down into my own dugout—they must have figured it for an Indian boat that belonged there—and I cast off and started after them. I followed them around a couple or three bends, and at last I came in sight of them and yelled. Maybe they thought there were several boats or several people chasing. Anyway, they turned the canoe loose and dug in and pulled away from me. They had two paddles to my one, and they looked grown-up to me, though I couldn’t be sure who they were. So I didn’t chase them. I towed your canoe back here.”
            “Too bad we weren’t along, to catch them,” said Randy.
            “Well,” finished Driscoll, “they’ve got the wrong map, at that.”
            “What?” snorted Jebs.
            “The map they took was drawn the plainest. I figure my great-grandfather, or somebody, must have made a copy of the older one. But it didn’t have the clue to the treasure.”
            “You know,” said Randy, from the depth of his thoughts, “that pair must have done what you did, Driscoll. Working from the map they had, they paddled up to the triple fork, for a reference point. Probably they passed this landing after we were here and had set up our camp. They may even have spent the night there. Then, knowing about the canoe tied to the pier, they slipped down at early dawn and sneaked away with it—”
            “Brilliant, Randy, but let Driscoll go on,” interrupted Jebs. “He says there’s a clue to the treasure. What is it?”
            Driscoll turned the map over on his knees. On its back were faded letters.
            “Read that,” said Driscoll, and they read:
 
            HIGH AND LOW AND HOT AND COLD,
            SET THE CROSS AND DIG THE GOLD.
 
            “What does it mean?” asked Randy.
            “We’ll find out when we get there,” replied Driscoll. “How about getting started?”



          SIX
 
            THE WAY TO CHIMNEY POT
 
            THE BOYS looked at each other, and all of a sudden the three of them grinned.
 
            They were excited. Each felt the excitement, in himself and in his comrades. For they had agreed to go on an adventure, with mystery and legend and danger and a whisper of golden treasure. This was the sort of thing you dreamed about, maybe read about, but very seldom did yourself.
            “How about getting started?” said Driscoll again. “When I first saw you yesterday, I figured I had the map stealers, so I hung around to see how to mess you up. Then, when those two men passed by with your canoe back of their boat, I felt guilty about suspecting you, and I followed them and brought your canoe back again instead of dogging along after them. We’ve lost a big heap of time. Here, let’s pack all this baggage you’ve got with you.”
            Stooping, he snatched up an empty mess kit and began to scrub it with a handful of pine straw. “You’ve got about a ton and a half of stuff,” he commented. “It must weigh nearly as much as that half million dollars in Confederate gold.”
            His energy fired the other two. They hurried at cleaning up the rest of the utensils and throwing dirt on the fire. They gathered and buried the breakfast scraps. Randy unhooked the hammocks while Jebs packed the canvas bags. It was not more than five minutes before everything was lowered into the recovered canoe and lashed in place.
            “Lead out, Driscoll,” called Randy. “This is your deal. We’ll follow along behind.”
            “Wait,” said Driscoll. He sat on the pier, and spread out his map again. “Look here. Help me decide about this.”
            They climbed back up to join him. “Decide what?” said Jebs.
            “Just how far we’ll have to go to reach Chimney Pot. I told you, I had to paddle upstream to the fork to be sure where I was. Now we’re heading back down. But how far do we go before we get to where we’re going?”
            There was no scale of miles on the map to help compute distances. It was only a picture of a long, snaky stretch of waterway, drawn in some detail, but with no clue to help decide how many miles were represented by an inch, or how many inches represented a mile.
            “I guess it isn’t a very special map,” ventured Randy.
            “No,” agreed Jebs. “What about the other one, the one they stole?”
            “I told you about it. It was clearer than this, a newer copy of this one. I figure that’s why they decided to steal it. But it didn’t have any scale of distances, either.”
            Randy bent close for a new study of the map. Chimney Pot House was plainly marked and labeled, but they had no notion of how far away it might be.
            “Look,” said Jebs, pointing. “You see this little side branch that runs right up to your Chimney Pot front yard, almost. All we need to do is peel our eyes for where that branch opens into the main stream.
            It’s on the right as we go down, see? Then we can turn up into it, and—”
            “No good, Jebs,” Randy cut him off. “We’ve passed several side streams on both the right and the left, and they aren’t on the map at all.”
            “That’s the way with my ideas,” mourned Jebs. “They’re swell until you speak up and show how sorry they are.”
            “But here’s a hunch,” went on Randy. “Look at this line, drawn straight across the stream.” And he pointed to it.
            “What is it, a bridge?” suggested Jebs.
            “I doubt it,” said Driscoll. “They didn’t have bridges to amount to much back in those days. Not around here, anyway.”
            “And probably it didn’t mean a bridge then,” said Randy cryptically. “But there’s a bridge now.”
            Both Driscoll and Jebs stared at him.
            “Hey, Randy, say that again,” coaxed Jebs. “Say it slow. I don’t get it.”
            Randy laughed at his friend’s puzzled grimace. “What I mean is, that mark probably means a ford —a shallow place, where men could wade across the creek, or take horses or wagons or cattle over. See how the mark reaches out on each side, like a road or a trail? Well, that road probably exists today, and if so, there’s a bridge there, to cross on.”
            “A road?” said Jebs. “Sure! And where would that road be going except to Wagram? Isn’t Wagram a sure-enough old town? I begin to get what you’re plugging at, Randy.”
            “So do I,” seconded Driscoll. “Let’s see, how far down are we from that three-way fork?”
            “Can’t say in miles,” said Jebs. “We paddled about an hour, coming from the forks to this landing.”
            “I paddled a lot more than an hour, coming up from the Wagram bridge,” said Driscoll. “But I was coming upstream, not downstream.”
            “Then let’s time ourselves as we go down,” suggested Randy. “That time, plus an hour, will be the time from the forks to the bridge. And how far from the bridge to the side branch, as Jebs calls it, that will lead us across to Chimney Pot?”
            “Maybe twice as much distance from the bridge to the branch as there is from the forks to the bridge,” said Jebs.
            Driscoll smiled his slight, close-lipped smile. “That’s what I call using your head, Randy,” he said.
            “Not quite,” demurred Randy modestly. “I might not have thought of it, except that those mystery map stealers were up above here. I just thought to myself, why didn’t they head straight down toward Chimney Pot? And the answer came to me, that they came up to some point—probably the forks—to check on their map. And they were checking not only direction, like Driscoll, but also distances. So I thought out the rest of it, and we can do what they’re doing.”
            “It’s still using your head,” insisted Jebs.
            “Well, you lead, Driscoll,” said Randy again, and Driscoll folded his map.
            He lowered himself into his dugout, quickly untied the line at the bow, took up his paddle, and slid the dugout into the center of the stream. Jebs took bow position in the canoe, as on the previous morning, and Randy sat in the stern. Silently they moved out into the water and followed Driscoll.
            They had time now to be aware of how wide were the brown waters, still densely thicketed and wooded along each shore, but open above, with the morning sun shining down through the space where leaves and branches did not meet. They felt as though they had known and traveled the stream for days. The splash of a snake dropping from a shoreside bush did not startle them. Even the buzzing insects seemed fewer and less bloodthirsty. A day and a night had made them sure of themselves upon this cloaked and hidden waterway.
            But up ahead, they could not help but think, lay the unknown, perhaps real danger. The whisper of gold, lost and hidden since the final days of the Confederacy, had stirred someone to the theft of one of Driscoll’s maps. Anyone who would steal a map might be violent, even deadly, if overtaken and accused.
            So ran the thoughts of Randy Hunter and Jebs Markum. But Driscoll, paddling quietly along in the lead, seemed completely calm and intent. His gray cap, legacy of a Southern soldier, remained slanted on his head with an air of nonchalance that had nothing in it of carelessness. He looked competent up there, and ready to face anything.
            It took them an hour to reach the bridge across the Wagram road, and Randy, looking at his wrist watch and calling out the time, computed two hours of paddling from where the creek forked. It was nine o’clock in the morning. Twice two hours were four hours— they might expect to find the mouth of the little tributary stream that indicated the way to Chimney Pot four hours later, at one o’clock in the afternoon; if indeed Chimney Pot House was a reality, and not only a dim legend that existed on an old, old map and nowhere else.
            The story of the lost gold of the Confederacy had thrilled both Jebs and Randy. As they paddled along in the wake of Driscoll’s dugout, they talked about it in hushed tones.
            “Seems to me I’ve heard about just such a thing right often,” said Jebs, “but now I’m beginning to wonder if it wasn’t some sort of echo about all this tale from the Drowning Creek country, carried up there into Moore County and dressed up by people telling it one to another and always adding to it. Maybe they borrowed that old yarn about Captain Kidd’s treasure, out on the Carolina coast.”
            “No, the treasure was real,” Randy assured his friend. “I’ve been digging back into my memory. The history books mention it, and there have been lots of interesting things written these last few years about the Civil War—”
            “The War between the States,” corrected Jebs hastily. “Better learn to say that.”
            “Well, the War for Southern Independence, if you want it that way,” chuckled Randy. “Anyhow, as I was saying, several books have mentioned that treasure trove. It was half a million dollars, as Driscoll said, and part of it was in bullion—bars of gold— and the rest in various kinds of coinage. There were United States pieces and others, from foreign countries. And half a million dollars’ worth of gold, the way they reckoned its value then, would weigh a lot.” “Would it? How much?” demanded Jebs, who liked figures.
            Randy pondered. “I think they valued gold at about sixteen dollars an ounce. Maybe a trifle more or less, but about that. Figure it out yourself.”
            “I’m trying.” Jebs paddled quietly for several moments. Then he said, “Fifty dollars in gold would figure out to three ounces and one-eighth, wouldn’t it? Five hundred dollars would be thirty-one ounces and a bit over—”
            “Call it three pounds,” suggested Randy. “Gold coins have a trifle of other metal mixed into them.”
            “Okay, three pounds. Half a million dollars’ worth —five hundred thousand dollars—would be a thousand times fifty. Three thousand pounds. A ton and a half of solid gold.” Jebs whistled softly at his own reckoning. “Shoo! That would be a load for a truck, not a horse-drawn wagon. They must have needed several wagons, traveling so far.”
            “And Driscoll thinks that that mess of money wound up at his old family home,” elaborated Randy. “Part of it, at least.”
            “I still find it right hard to swallow that idea, Randy.”
            “But the gold certainly vanished from history,” Randy argued. “If it vanished, it was still somewhere. Gold is one of the most durable things in nature.”
            “Sure enough?”
            “That’s one of the reasons why it’s been a standard of value for so many centuries. It doesn’t rust or tarnish away. Acids have a hard time making any impression on it. And it takes more than a thousand degrees of heat, centigrade, to melt gold. So that ton and a half of gold must exist today, and if it isn’t still in an Abbeville warehouse it must have been carried away, bag by bag, the way Driscoll says his greatgrandfather did with what two horses could handle. In fact, that’s the first sensible story I’ve ever heard that even tried to explain what finally happened to the Confederacy’s treasury.”
            “It’s sure enough too heavy to blow away,” agreed Jebs. “Well, I’m ready to be convinced, whenever anybody shows me the gold.”
            “There’s a couple of men who already believe in it,” said Randy.
            That sobered them again. They had halfway forgotten that a rival expedition was on the track of the lost treasure. And that rival expedition had already proved itself ready to steal—it might be ready to fight, too.
            In the boat ahead, Driscoll suddenly sat up straight and lifted his paddle above his head, holding it crosswise with both hands. That was the signal which, with military scouts, means “enemy in sight.” Jebs and Randy slowed the progress of their canoe, and came alongside of Driscoll.
            “What do you see?” whispered Jebs.
            Driscoll pointed toward the right bank where, on a low, shelf-like stretch, rose wisps of smoke.
            Quietly they let themselves drift closer, straining their eyes. No motion showed on the bank, no sign of a human figure. Finally they headed in, let the noses of canoe and dugout ride up on the soft mud, and sprang out.
            There lay the remains of a smouldering fire. Jebs grunted his disgust.
            “They don’t even have sense enough to put out their own fire,” he growled, and began to scrape damp earth with his foot, as though to quench the last remaining coals.
            “Hold it, Jebs; let’s not cover up any evidence,” warned Randy, kneeling to study the ground. “Look, this was a cooking fire, all right, and not too long ago somebody was eating breakfast here. There’s where they emptied the coffee pot.”
            He pointed to where a soggy spatter of grounds, still moist, lay beside the fire.
            “Who do you mean by they?” asked Jebs.
            “The map stealers, who else?” rejoined Driscoll.
            He and Jebs watched Randy expectantly, as though they trusted his powers of deduction. Randy still knelt by the fire, and his eyes traveled slowly and carefully over the ground on all sides.
            “There were two,” he said at length.
            “You mean the two that tried to steal your canoe,” nodded Driscoll.
            “You can see their tracks here,” added Randy.
            “I see lots more than two tracks,” Jebs spoke up.
            “Yes, because they tramped around, getting their fire started and so on. But the tracks come in two sizes. Here”—Randy pointed to some clear marks —“is a pretty big foot, in a heavy, blunt-toed shoe— a work shoe or a farmer’s shoe. And here’s somebody a shade smaller, in finer-made footgear.”
            “I can see that,” announced Driscoll.
            “Yep, after Randy explained to you,” scoffed Jebs.
            “Elementary,” quoted Randy. “I judge these two breakfast-eaters have been gone from here maybe an hour.”
            “They had that much start, maybe a little more, when we left that Indian’s landing,” said Driscoll.
            “They didn’t stay here long,” said Randy. He pointed to where a body had pressed down some grassy scrub toward the rise of the bank. “One of them lay down a little while. They must have made quick work of eating. I judge they didn’t wait to have breakfast this morning, they were in a big hurry to sneak away with what they thought was Driscoll’s canoe. But they can’t have been gone very long, or their bits of firewood would be all burned away to ashes.”
            “That figures, all right,” said Driscoll.
            Randy got to his feet. “If they’re only an hour ahead of us at this point, we’ll have to be careful. We want to get close to them, if possible, and yet we don’t want to get so close as to tangle with them. Because they may be armed.”
            “I’ve been thinking that same thing,” said Driscoll.
            “Then just what do we do when we find them?” Jebs asked, almost plaintively.
            “Spot them so we can recognize and identify them,” decided Driscoll. “Then see if they try to find the treasure, that should belong by rights to my family. And we can also prove whether they planned ahead of time to swindle me out of it, because we can head back to Wagram and see if the same men bought coffee and sandwiches and candy bars for the trip.”
            Randy shoved dirt over the last of the fire. Now he looked at his watch.
            “It s about a quarter past ten,” he said, “and we’ve been here maybe fifteen minutes. That means three hours, give or take a few minutes, until we come to that side stream that will guide us the rest of the way to Chimney Pot.”
            They drank from one of the canteens, pushed their two craft out into the stream, and started down again.
            The morning wore on, while dugout and canoe glided around curve after curve of the tree-ramparted, shadow-patched stream. Twice they paused for a brief rest, and to renew the daubing of insect repel- lant to discourage a myriad nibbling gnats and mosquitoes. Sharply they watched both banks, as well as the stream ahead of them, for signs of the two strangers they followed.
            Once or twice they came upon other boats, and their hearts pounded with excitement. But in each case these were swarthy fishermen. Indian dwellers of the creek, who nodded silent greetings and watched them pass.
            Noon came, and they redoubled their watchfulness. They all felt hungry, but they could not pause to cook a hot meal. Instead they idled under shady leaves at the side of the stream, opened a can of field peas and brought out a handful of dried fruit. Driscoll contributed the last of his box of crackers, and they drank water from the canteens to wash down this haphazard cold lunch. Between bites they studied the map once again.
            “What time is it?” asked Jebs.
            “One o'clock exactly,” replied Randy, “and we ought to be close to our turn-off.”
            “Right,” seconded Driscoll. “I know the stream is bound to have changed course over all these years, but look here.” He held out the map. “See this big smooth curve, just above the side branch? That’s probably stayed about where it was. And we've been on a curve that's a lot like it. I judge we've nearly floated all the way around.”
            They ate the last bites of food, and paddled on.
            Almost at once, Driscoll raised his paddle to signal, and pointed to the right. Randy and Jebs again came close to him.
            “See that little creek?” said Driscoll. “Floating out from between those trees.”
            “It looks right narrow,” commented Jebs. “I wonder if it’s the one we’re looking for.”
            “It’s the one, all right,” said Randy. “See what’s floating out of it.”
            Toward them emerged bits of leafy foliage. Randy scooped some of it close with his paddle and picked it up.
            “This was cut,” he announced. “They’re clearing a way up the stream. Do we follow them, or don’t we?”
            “We follow them,” said Jebs.
 



 
          SEVEN
 
            UNSEEN TERROR
            THEY had made up their minds, but still they paused. They looked at each other, and at the mouth of the side stream, half choked with reeds and crowded on either side with trees and bushes.
            “Do we take both boats?” asked Jebs.
            “I don’t think we’d better,” said Randy. “I think we ought to set this luggage ashore somewhere, and all get into the canoe together.”
            “Why go to the trouble of unloading your gear,” put in Driscoll. “This gum-tree dugout of mine is just as fast and just as easy.”
            “It doesn’t have any seats in it,” objected Jebs.
            “That’s a good point about it,” said Randy quickly. “Now then, suppose we’re up that little branch and meet our pals coming back? The way the seats are fixed here in the canoe, there’s only one end that can go forward. We’d be sort of mouse-trapped.”
            “Randy’s right, as he usually is,” approved Driscoll. “I don’t have any seats in my dugout. All we’d need to do is spin around on our heels and start paddling in the opposite direction.”
            “Okay, okay,” agreed Jebs. “But that talk about meeting up with that pair doesn’t sharpen me up any on wanting to go after them.” Belying his own words, he reached into the bottom of the canoe for the hand axe. “I’ll just take this along. I might be able to disgust somebody if he got rough.”
            Randy and Jebs paddled to the left side of the stream, where a low-drooping tree trailed its heavy- leafed branches to the very surface of the water. In the hollow behind this natural screen of foliage they tethered the canoe. Driscoll had followed close, and they transferred his tarpaulin and quilt to the canoe. From their food sack they took a tin of corned beef, the package of bacon, and some potatoes and corn meal, which they stowed in a brown paper sack. Driscoll picked up a flashlight as well, and Randy and Jebs put their canteens into the dugout.
            “That truck will have to do us if we stay past supper time,” Randy said. “We want to travel as light as possible.”
            “And as quiet as possible,” added Jebs.
            “Jump in, both of you,” said Driscoll. “It’ll be crowded, but we can all three ride in here.”
            “No,” objected Jebs. “We’d better not poke up that little branch without a scout up front. Randy, get in with Driscoll. I’ll slide ahead and be an advance guard.”
            Driscoll slid into the bow of the dugout and Randy, paddle in hand, assumed stem position. Jebs swam across from where the canoe was hidden, and raised his chunky body up in shallow water at the mouth of the tributary stream. He peered up its course, listened, then beckoned with a sweep of his sturdy arm. As the dugout approached, he waded up the smaller stream ahead of it.
            The new waterway was narrow—not much wider than a double bed, as Jebs muttered over his shoulder. But it was navigable. Plain on either side was the evidence that the thickest part of the matted and crisscrossed vegetation had been hacked away.
            “That's so they can tool their own boat up,” decided Driscoll. “Look how thick and swampy the country is grown up on both sides. The ground’s low and damp, and you couldn’t force your way through those woods without a bulldozer. If they’re clearing a passage along this stream, they’ll be slowed up a lot. They’ll save us the same kind of work.”
            “And we’d better not come up on them too fast,” advised Randy, almost in a whisper. “They weren’t more than, say, forty minutes ahead of us at the mouth of the branch. That’s my guess, anyway.” “But we’ll hear them hacking, and maybe talking,” contributed Jebs. “I’ll keep wading ahead for a while. Then one of you can spell me off if you want to.”
            Up the little water course they moved, Jebs in advance with the axe in his hand. Driscoll had cleared his machete from its sheath like a cutlass, and it lay beside his knee in the bottom of the dugout. They moved with the utmost of caution and silence, eyes and ears wide for indication of other human beings.
            Before they had traveled many yards, they came to where a log had fallen straight across their way. Coming up to it, they could see that several up-thrusting branches had been hacked away from the prone trunk, and with relative ease they hoisted their dug- out across and resumed paddling on the far side. Foliage met over their heads, shutting out the sky.
            “This is a nice, cosy, little tunnel for snakes to drop down on our necks,” observed Randy in a sober undertone.
            “Not too big a chance,” replied Driscoll. “Our fellow travelers up there ahead probably scared most of the snakes out of the branches.”
            “Not so loud, fellows,” begged Jebs from up ahead.
            The progress up this new, narrow stream continued to be slow and laborious. At one point the water dwindled to shallows no more than ankle deep, and the dugout had to be lifted and carried some distance beyond. Jebs replaced Driscoll at the bow, and Driscoll waded ahead for a while. Later, he traded places with Randy. It was Randy, moving carefully through knee-deep water, who heard a crashing, whacking sound in front of him.
            At once he turned, waded back several paces, and held up his hand to signal a halt. Driscoll and Jebs dug in their paddles and stopped the dugout. Their faces showed that they, too, had heard the noise. Even as they listened, it came to their ears again, mingled this time with the sound of a man’s grumbling voice.
            Randy leaned close to Driscoll in the bow. “There they are,” he said as softly as he could manage. “They can’t be very far from us. They’re cutting some brush, I think.”
            “We’d better slip forward and have a look,” said Driscoll at once.
            Randy crawled back along the dugout’s length and whispered to Jebs instructions to stay with the dugout. Driscoll stepped out into the water, his machete in hand. He and Randy moved forward, careful not to splash or slip as they rounded the bend.
            Just ahead of them the stream ran straight for fifty yards or so. The two boys squatted low in the water and peered through a matlike criss-crossing of coarse water weeds. They saw what they were looking for.
            Up ahead lay a dugout, something like Driscoll’s in design and size, but painted a drab gray. In it sat a man in a gaudy-figured sports shirt, such as vacationists wear at a beach. On his head was a solar helmet of the type issued to the army for summer wear. He had a paddle in his hand, thrust against a bank of the stream to keep the boat from drifting backward. Beyond him, in the stream itself, stood another man. This fellow was powerfully broad across the shoulders, and swung an axe with heavy strokes against a stout sapling that slanted out across the water. He wore old farm clothes—a battered felt hat, a khaki shirt, and dungaree pants rolled up to his brawny thighs to keep them from getting wet.
            As Driscoll and Randy watched, a final strong and skillful stroke of the axe brought the sapling down. The axe-man stooped, picked up the severed piece, and shoved it violently out of the way among the thick brush to one side. Then he turned back to replace the axe in the gray dugout.
            “I know who that lug is,” said Driscoll in Randy’s ear. “That’s that man Pullis, the one who was in the cafe with me at Wagram. It’s the way I figured—he took the map.”
            “How about his partner in the fancy shirt?” asked Randy.
            “I can’t see his face, but I reckon he’s that Ambrose fellow who was tagging along with Pullis. Quiet now, they’re moving again.”
            Pullis beckoned, and the one called Ambrose dug into the water with his paddle. The gray dugout slid forward, past the point where the obstructing sapling had grown, and Pullis got into the bow. They saw him move things in the bottom oi the craft. For a moment he lifted something shiny into view.
            “Looks as if they have a rifle with them,” observed Randy.
            “No, I think it’s a shotgun. I saw two barrels to it.” Pullis began to use a paddle, too. The gray boat moved on toward a higher stretch of the little channel, and out of sight around another upstream turn.
            Driscoll tapped Randy on the shoulder. “Look,” he said, “go back to Jebs. The two of you bring our boat up here, to this point. I’ll move ahead, as quiet and careful as I can manage to be. When you get to where we are now, stop and look upstream to where you can see me. I’ll signal whether to wait again or come along. Get the idea?”
            “Let me do the scouting,” offered Randy, but Driscoll shook his head emphatically.
            “No, I’m going to do it. This is my deal, and I want to take any raps that get rapped.”
            Randy hurried back downstream as swiftly as he could, and briefly related to Jebs all that had happened. They paddled along upstream to where Randy and Driscoll had paused to observe Pullis and Ambrose. Randy got out and stood up straight to see more clearly.
            Driscoll had moved well ahead, past the point where Pullis had chopped away the sapling. When he saw Randy he beckoned with his machete, and again waded along out of sight. Randy resumed his place in the dugout and helped Jebs paddle it along the straight, narrow stretch of water. As they approached Driscoll’s new position, they found him waiting. He gestured to a halt once more, and moved on around the next bend.
            Thus they proceeded in slow, cautious pursuit of Pullis and the younger man. Randy thought they might have gone a mile and a half up the creek. It was tedious work, for the stream curved here and there, sometimes almost doubling back upon itself, and it took more than two hours to progress so far. After their first minutes of worry and indecision, it became almost routine for all three of the boys; Driscoll would forge ahead for a number of yards, peer and listen, then wave for his friends to bring the dugout along. Twice they paused and listened to the sound of the axe, apparently chopping away brush or other growths that hampered the passage of the gray boat they followed.
            Finally Driscoll, appearing along the upstream channel, stood beckoning. At that moment the dug- out glided into a stretch of water where, to the left, a break came in the close phalanx of trees at the brink.
            At a distance, shadowed by tall and gnarly thickets all around it, they saw a house.
            Even in the shadows, it looked big, old, and tumbledown. The pillars in front meant a lofty porch, but the railings of that porch seemed all fallen away, and tangled up in brush and flowering vines. The roof, high up and flat, bore some sort of cupola arrangement. The branches and leafage that crowded around it were festooned with shreds and streamers of Spanish moss, waving gently, almost stealthily, in a puff of breeze.
            But the nearer ground was muddy and weed-tangled, and looked like a piece of treacherous bog. No approach from that point, at least no sensible approach.
            “Let’s churn on past here,” hissed Jebs nervously from behind Randy. “Anybody at that old owl incubator can see us.”
            “Okay.” Randy paddled, as swiftly as he could without splashing. They came up to where Driscoll stood, with more trees screening them from the house.
            “I guess we change trains here,” said Driscoll, in the soft undertone they had used so much that afternoon that it had become almost second nature. He waved the point of his machete toward where the gfhy dugout idled empty, in the water just ahead of him.
            “Did they go up to the house from here?” mumbled Jebs, stepping out of his rear position.
            “Yes, they must have. Did you two see it? Now do you believe that there’s a Chimney Pot House?” Driscoll nodded toward where the close-grown bushes showed evidence of bodies shoving violently through. “They must have found solid ground there, to make an approach on the place.”
            “And they must expect to have trouble of some kind,” added Randy, who had waded along to peer into the gray boat. “They’ve taken both their gun and the axe.”
            “What’ll we do with our own boat?” asked Jebs.
            Standing close together in the brown water, the three boys conferred in swift, solemn whispers. They decided to hoist their dugout to the bank, downstream from the enemy craft, and hide it there. That way, as Jebs pointed out, they could let Pullis and Ambrose head down without suspecting the near presence of watchers or, if Pullis and Ambrose discovered them ashore, they could hurry the boat into the water and start away. Randy and Driscoll lifted the dugout up and Jebs, the sturdily muscled one of the trio, pulled it on to the bank and thrust it benind some broad-leafed, tropical-looking shrubbery. A few branches broken and thrown on top completed the camouflage. Finally, they mounted the shore at the point where the bushes showed traces of human passage.
            In single file they moved, Driscoll again in the lead, then Jebs, then Randy. They did their best to keep quiet. Driscoll moved branches away from in front of them, and instead of letting them snap back he eased them into the hands of Jebs, who in turn eased them back into Randy’s grasp. Underfoot the ground was wet and slippery, the mud instep-deep in some places. But, before they had come many yards, Driscoll came to an abrupt halt. Jebs almost bumped into him, and Randy into Jebs.
            Driscoll had paused on the very edge of the great belt of bushes. Trees grew thickly beyond. Through the openwork pattern made by the stems, the boys could see part of the house.
            It looked dull, dirty gray, patched here and there with a decayed-looking black, like a house that had not been painted since the morning of time. The pillars at its front looked bigger than the tree trunks, but the roof and cupola could not be seen for the masses of upper leafage between the boys and the house. Shrubs, brush and sprawling vines obscured its general outline. It was like something in an old, gloomy illustration for some grim volume of murder stories.
            “That will be Chimney Pot, all right,” breathed Driscoll tautly.
            Just then, the silent, damp air of the swampy woods was rent with a deafening explosion, and another. At almost the same instant, two figures came racing back from the house, straight toward the bushes.
            Ambrose, younger and fighter than Pullis, was running like a rabbit. The loose tail of his gay shirt stood out behind him with the speed of his flight, like a wind-blown banner. Pullis, hurrying behind, carried the shotgun. Both were looking backward over their shoulders as they ran, or they might have seen Driscoll, who had moved almost clear of the cover.
            But, with a single lucky inspiration, all three boys hurled themselves flat on the ground and lay there in the mud among the bushes. Even as they did so, both men plunged in among the rattling branches and twigs, and paused there, so close that they seemed to stand almost within reach of the flattened listeners.
            “Wh-what was it?” Ambrose stammered. His voice sounded young and almost painfully frightened.
            “Don’t know,” replied Pullis, gruffly and shakily. “And I don’t think I want to find out.”
            “It—it was true all the time!” said Ambrose shakily. “That haunt yarn, I mean—only worse than anybody ever told!”
            Then came a click of metal. Pullis must have pulled open the breech of his shotgun to reload it.
            “Did you see the size of the thing?” quavered Ambrose. “Listen, I’m getting out of here. Clear out.”
            “Wait a second,” said Pullis, but Ambrose was already crashing away in the direction of the stream.
            “Wait,” called Pullis again, and moved after his companion.
 



 
          EIGHT
 
            THE RUINED HOUSE
            RANDY, rearmost of the three ground-hugging boys, lifted his head an inch or so and tried to look over his shoulder as he lay. Close to the ground, the twigs were not so thick on the bushes, and he could make out two pairs of fast-moving feet, hurrying away toward the stream where the gray dugout waited. They vanished. After a moment or two, Randy heard a busy, splashing sound. The men were getting into their boat and using the paddles, as fast as their arms could manage.
            Still the boys waited, motionless save for the somersaulting thud-thud of their hearts. They wanted Pullis and Ambrose to be well out of the vicinity.
            Randy counted sixty in his mind. Then he caught Jebs by a thick ankle and gave it a slight tug.
            “What’s up?” whispered Jebs.
            “I think we can get out of here now,” Randy replied. “Nudge Driscoll and tell him that. They’ve gone away downstream.”
            Jebs passed this suggestion on to Driscoll. All three of them rose and moved forward out of the bushes. Their naked chests were smeared with wet mud, and the tip of Jebs’ stubby nose looked brown and shiny, as though he had dipped it into fresh melted chocolate. But they spared no glances and grins for each other’s ludicrous appearance. They were looking at the house again.
            “Now,” Jebs was chattering, “I know what a gar- dinel must look like.”
            “Gardinel?” repeated Randy. “What’s that?”
            “Shoo, haven’t you heard those old gardinel stories? They’re supposed to be something alive that makes itself look like a house, and when anybody thinks it’s a house and walks in, he never comes out. The gardinel digests him, like a pitcher plant when it traps a fly.”
            “Welcome home, Driscoll Jordan,” said Randy. “So this is your ancestral mansion, is it?”
            “I reckon it is.” Driscoll had tucked his machete under his arm and was fishing the map out of his hip pocket. He unfolded it, glanced at it, then at the house, and back at the map again. “I likewise reckon that, as I said, this proves Chimney Pot exists. But what do you think those two men were yelling about?”
            “Something about a haunt story being true,” said Jebs. “But they pulled foot away from here so quick I hardly got a good look at them. ’
            “I did, from ground level,” said Randy. “I saw the big farm shoes on Pullis, and the slack shoes on Ambrose, to fit the tracks we spotted back yonder on the bank of Drowning Creek. Maybe they figured we were spying around, and wanted to scare us. Maybe they weren’t really running away at all.”
            “If you think that,” said Driscoll, “maybe we ought to go and see what finally became of them.” All of a sudden Driscoll’s idea sounded like a good one. Pullis and Ambrose, shotgun and all, seemed almost welcome company compared to whatever might lurk in the silent ruin in front of them. The three friends turned back and carefully, slowly, worked their way once more through the dense thicket of bushes. They gained the water, stooping low, and saw at once that the gray dugout had vanished from where it had lain.
            “They went sailing off, just like Wynken, Blynken and Nod, declared Randy. “Or maybe it’s just a gag-”
            No it isn’t,” said Jebs, and stooped to pick up something. “Here’s that sun helmet your friend Ambrose was wearing, Driscoll. The bushes must have yanked it off his head when he came bucking through, and he sure didn’t tarry by the wayside to pick it up and put it on again.”
            “Maybe he figures to come back for it,” suggested Driscoll.
            “Hush that kind of talk,” gulped Jebs, and dropped the sun helmet back on the ground.
            “It’s about four o’clock,” Randy informed him consulting his wrist watch. “Whatever we’re going to do, we’d better get to doing it. Driscoll, this is still your expedition, and we’re still your volunteer assistants. Make some kind of suggestion.”
            Driscoll waded across, mounted the bank where their own boat was hidden, and brought out the package of food and the flashlight.
            “My hunch is that we’ll be eating supper before we get away from here tonight,” he said bleakly, “so grab hold of some of this stuff. That is, if you want to go through with it. If you don’t want to, back out, right now.”
            “Hey, who said anything about backing out?” flung back Jebs fiercely. “Lead on, MacDriscoll, as the fellow says in Shakespeare. Take the place of honor at the head of the approach march. Randy and I will stay a step behind, so’s to have that much head start if we have to run like Pullis and Ambrose.”
            “Don’t worry about him, Driscoll,” supplied Randy. “Jebs may try to act like the comic relief in this little drama, but he’s not really easy to scare.”
            Once again they shoved clear of the tangled brush and back to within sight of the house.
            It looked the same; or did it? Was it crouching, gardinel fashion, like a great wild monster waiting for its prey to come close enough to be grabbed and gulped down? They studied the house narrowly and breathlessly as they approached it in a close-grouped, tense trio. Driscoll poised his machete at the ready, and both Jebs and Randy wished they had weapons like it. But there was no sound except the swish of their feet in wet weeds as they came into what must have been a yard, in the long ago before it had grown up into a veritable jungle.
            Their bare feet felt gravel that probably was the last vestige of a path. A tufty clump of fat-leafed pitcher plants sprouted close to the bottom step - again Randy remembered Jebs’ legend of the gardinel. That step had been cut out of stone in the distant past, and now it was cracked across, with a tendrilly vine sprawling up and out through the crack, like a snake crawling from its hole. Two higher steps led up to what had been a porch, but was now only a rack of pulpy splinters, grown over with grass and fungi. Now that they stood under the lofty porch roof they saw that it had ceased to be a roof. Its sheathing of slates had dropped away years ago, like autumn leaves. The pillars, once straight and tall and gleaming white, seemed to quiver on the point of collapse, like so many dead trees.
            “Look there at the door,” volunteered Jebs. “They forced it open. There’s the axe.”
            It was true. The axe lay on the crumbling threshold. The wide, dark door sagged inward on big, rust-caked hinges. Beyond it showed a pool of dense darkness, just the sort of darkness in which ghosts and goblins might well flourish.
            “Whatever they saw must have met them as they opened the door,” said Randy.
            “And it must have looked too rugged to hit with an axe,” added Driscoll.
            “Well,” said Jebs, and rumpled his bright hair with a shaky hand. “Do we go in?”
            “What do you say we make a tour of the outside first?” was Driscoll’s suggestion, and again Jebs and Randy nodded eagerly, seizing upon the notion as something, anything, to postpone an exploration of that forbidding old house.
            They laid down the parcel of provisions. Then, still closely grouped, they moved around the house, circling to the right.
            They could see that it was large and square and lofty. Above the ancient flat roof showed the ruined cupola. The height of the structure, as they took time to judge, was perhaps twenty feet at the roof, with eight feet more for the cupola—twenty-eight feet in all. The house had had windows once, tall on the ground floor and smaller up above, but they were shattered. Not a single pane, so far as they could see, remained whole. Behind the house they found a smaller detached structure, also on the verge of collapse, and the wreckage of a tumbledown gallery connected it with the rear door of the main building.
            “That’s the old kitchen,” announced Jebs. “Old-timers used to build themselves separate kitchens like that, tacked on with a sort of dog-trot passage, so the house wouldn t get too hotted up in summertime.”
            ‘Yes, I know about those separate kitchens,” said Randy as they continued their circuit of inspection.
            Roots of the closely huddled trees had extended here and there to the foundations of the house, hoisting some of its stones out of their ancient bed of mortar. The upper branches jutted here and there above the roof, as though to screen it from the sky. Probably not even a low-flying airplane could be sure that a house stood there. Everywhere about the immemorial manor of Chimney Pot House hung an atmosphere of age, destruction and desertion.
            They came all the way around, to stand at the left front corner. Randy and Driscoll gazed up at the sagging mass that seemed to quiver on the point of collapse, while Jebs wandered a step or so away, his blue eyes on the bushes from which they had first sighted Chimney Pot.
            “It’s like the House of Usher in Edgar Allan Poe,” said Driscoll.
            You flatter the place,” replied Randy, wagging his dark head. “Compared to this, the House of Usher would be a fancy modern palace. Right, Jebs?”
            Jebs took another step away. “If you mean— YEEOW!!”
            Randy and Driscoll whirled around just in time to see the weedy earth of the yard swallow his stocky form from sight.
            For one breath’s space of stunned horror, both Randy and Driscoll strained their eyes after their vanished comrade, then they ran toward the spot at which he had seemed to whip out of existence.
            “Get me out of here!” They heard his spluttering voice from among the weeds, and, looking downward, they made out his square, fear-strained face looking up at them. He had sunk in the muddy soil up to his very chin. His hands, still thrust out, clung frantically to the roots of scrubby bushes.
            Dropping his machete, Driscoll caught Jebs by one wrist. Randy seized the other.
            “Heave,” said Randy, and with a strong wrenching effort they pulled Jebs back into view. Then they looked wonderingly into the black, irregular hole from which he had been rescued.
            “Even the ground gives way under you around here,” Jebs half moaned. “Shoo! I thought I was on a non-stop tumble through to China.”
            Randy caught up a fragment of a fallen branch and tossed it into the hole. He heard it rattle as if on stone, then splash softly below.
            “That’s an old well,” said Driscoll, edging cautiously closer and prodding with the point of the machete. More of the weedy soil fell away in big chunks, exposing a larger cavity.
            Jebs and Randy peered down. They could see a section of rough, damp wall, made of rough stones, and a flaked-away matting of rotten trash that apparently had supported a deceitful layer of dirt and weeds.
            “It’s a well, all right,” repeated Driscoll. “Abandoned and forgotten.”
            “And I thought I was abandoned and forgotten, too,” said Jebs, recovering some of the natural gaiety that could never desert him for more than moments. “If I hadn’t managed to jam my toe in between a couple of those stones, and grab a handful of brush as I went down, I’d be taking a bath down at the bottom right now. You’d have had to let a rope down after me, and we don’t have any rope. Great day in the morning! It felt colder than a deep freeze down there.”
            “Let’s get away from it and stay away,” said Randy. “What do you say, Driscoll?”
            “I say it’s high time we took a look inside the house. We’ve been putting it off, and we nearly wound up one short. Come on.”
            They went back to the porch steps where their supplies lay in the coarse weeds. Carefully they picked their way across the fallen debris of what had been porch timbers so many years ago, and climbed upon a heap of ancient debris immediately in front of the big door. Jebs took the axe that had been dropped there. He used it to push against the door, and slowly, unwillingly, it moved the rest of the way inward. The huge, rusty hinges emitted a growling, grinding complaint as they yielded to the pressure.
            “Just like one of those plays on the radio, about werewolves and vampires,” commented Randy.
            “Well, as the fellow said, it would have been ten dollars in my pocket if I’d stayed home,” said Jebs. “But I’m in this thing over my shoes now, and I’m going in.” He craned his neck to look inside. “Darker in there than the bottom side of a ton of coal.”
            “That’s why I brought this,” announced Driscoll, and switched on the flashlight.
            He let its ray of radiance stab into the interior gloom. Then he raised one foot to the threshold and hoisted himself up and inside. Randy scrambled after him, and Jebs brought up the rear, the axe in his hands.
            They found themselves standing in a huge, crumbling hallway, that apparently ran all the way from front to back of the house. At the right, an arched opening led into a room from which crept dim, green- tinted light. At the left and immediately in front of them, a wide and ruinous stairway climbed to a landing above. The stair railing had fallen away in a heap, and the wood of the stair treads and risers looked ready to collapse into powder. Under their feet crunched the shattered plaster that had dropped in great patches from walls and ceiling. Randy prodded the door jamb. The wood felt spongy, as though decay had reigned in Chimney Pot House for eight centuries instead of eight decades.
            “The floor’s sound, anyway,” reported Jebs, stamping his sturdy foot. A hollow booming responded, with no creak in it, and Driscoll turned his flash beam down. The floor looked black, solid and level.
            It s made of tile, said Randy. “Tile, put together with plaster or good old-fashioned concrete of some sort. Steady as the rock of Gibraltar.”
            Driscoll directed his flash up the stairway. “Anybody want to visit the upstairs?” he invited.
            “Not me,” Jebs vowed hastily. “I did more than my duty, falling
halfway down that old well outside. Upstairs rooms are where ghosts are likely to hang out. And ghosts hop around here in the daytime, according to what Pullis and his friend yapped out as they went zooming past us.”
            “Even owls would hoot in the daytime here,” supplemented Randy. “But I thought you didn’t believe in ghosts, Jebs.”
            “You ask me about ghosts some time when we’re back in civilization, with lots of folks around, talking and laughing and playing brass bands,” said Jebs. “Talk about something else right now.”
            “You two quit knocking the ancestral mansion of the Jordans,” begged Driscoll. “You’d be old and shaky yourselves if you’d stood out here in the swamp since about 1866. Let’s go into this next room.”
            Again he led the way across the tiled floor, and through the archway.
            The chamber beyond was a big one, almost big enough for a ball room. The shattered windows to front and side gave light, filtered through the many layers of green leaves on the closely pressing trees, vines and bushes. It was like being in a room of a lost city sunken at the bottom of the green sea.
            They saw no furniture anywhere in the chamber. Overhead hung what must have been an elaborate chandelier in the days of Chimney Pot’s glory. A few tags of cut glass still hung to its metal work. Into one wall opened a fireplace, broad, high and deep, its hearth covered thickly with dirt and dust.
            “That fireplace is big enough to barbecue a whole hog,” pointed out Jebs, and he sounded hungry.
            “Well, we don’t have any tables or chairs,” said Driscoll, “but here’s a window seat where we can relax and hold a council. Help me brush these hunks of plaster away from it.”
            The broad ledge at the window proved big enough to accommodate all three, and they sat down. Driscoll, in the middle, once more produced his faded map. He spread it out on his knees.
            “Now,” he said, “let’s see what’s the quickest and easiest way to dig up that hundred and twenty pounds of gold coin my great-grandfather tucked away here.”
 







          NINE
 
            THE MONSTER IN THE CELLAR
 
            “YOU NEEDN’T go straining your eyes to read that little jingle in this light,” said Randy. “I’ve got it committed to memory.”
            HIGH AND LOW AND HOT AND COLD, SET THE CROSS AND DIG THE GOLD.
            “Correct down to the very syllable,” applauded Driscoll. “Now, all we need to do is find out just what it happens to mean.”
            “Why!” said Jebs at once. “It means to dig the gold up. All we have to figure out is how to set up the cross, and the cross has to be both high and low and hot and cold. Simple, huh?”
            “A heap too simple for me,” said Driscoll, “and I ve been studying it over for years, without ever making anything out of it.”
            That s because you never had us geniuses to help you, Jebs told him comfortingly. “I tell you, what we ve got to do first is find a cross. Look here, isn’t it usual for a cross to be set up over a grave? And didn’t ig old family places like this one generally run their own burying grounds? Well, maybe if we get out there and poke around in the bushes      ”
            “And go falling down into another ice-cold well is that the idea?” broke in Randy. “No, Jebs. I vote against your idea; you’re off the beam by a country mile. If there was a cross already in existence around here, it would say something like, ‘Find the cross.’ But what it says is, ‘Set the cross.’ I think that means we have to fix on the place where the cross must be and set it there ourselves.”
            “You’re only being brilliant,” sniffed Jebs.
            Driscoll backed up Randy. “It’s a brilliant idea, at that. We ve got the job of setting up a cross. Now then, what did they mean by a cross? I’ve studied that over, too, ever since I could spell out the words.”
            “Crosses can mean a right much of different things,” Jebs agreed.
            “I realized that long ago,” continued Driscoll, “and I used to make lists of different meanings. For instance, a cross on a map generally means a church.”
            “But we don’t have any cross on this map,” said Randy, looking at it.
            “No, we don’t. Maybe it makes sense what Randy says; we have to set up the cross ourselves. Well, a cross may also mean the number ten—an X.”
            “When it comes to that, a cross generally marks the spot where the murder was committed,” said Jebs. “Look here, folks, I don’t relish this kind of talk one little bit.”
            “You’re the one that mentioned murder,” Driscoll reminded him.
            “I keep thinking of the one good look I got at the face on that Pullis man,” Jebs confessed. “He looked as full of poison as a drug store. Looked like a real upper-class crook.”
            “We’re still a long way from figuring out what the cross means,” resumed Driscoll. “And the rest of it. ‘High and low and hot and cold’—all those words make out to say is a bunch of opposites.” He scowled down at the map, which was growing harder to see as the afternoon light became dimmer outside “All we know,” he said, “is that there’s gold somewhere near us at this moment. The gold is the only thing that s clearly mentioned in that riddle rhyme.” Treasure maps are always rough and rugged for oiks to make out,” Jebs reminded solemnly. “I reckon there’s something or other about hiding a big slug of treasure that makes a fellow think up all kinds of cute dodges and gags about where he hides it. Remember the map in Treasure Island, you two? Ever read that?”
            “Everybody’s read Treasure Island ,” said Driscoll impatiently, “but that’s about a story somewhere in the West Indies. Where do we get action on it in North Carolina?”
            “Wait a second. Jebs really has a hunch there ” mterposed Randy. “Jebs, do you remember that Treasure Island map? Think hard. How was it marked to show where the pirate gold was hidden?”
            Jebs pondered, frowning. “That’s not right clear m my mmd,” he said after a moment. “The main thing I remember is, they had to have a compass to locate it.”
            “Correct,} said Randy, suddenly emphatic. “There were two points from which they took bearings—laid out lines, by compass. And at the point where those lines crossed—”
            “That’s it!” cried Driscoll, excited in turn. “That’s what’s meant by the cross!”
            “We’re to set the cross by drawing two lines and seeing where they come together,” finished Randy.
            They looked at each other. Driscoll was jubilant, so was Randy. For once it was Jebs who spoke with pessimism.
            “Okay so far as we’ve gone. Now one of you master minds tell us where we start those two lines, and which way they run, and how do they cross each other.”
            “That’s what these two sets of opposites must mean,” said Randy, undashed by the problem. “From high to low, and from hot to cold.”
            “High to low,” repeated Jebs. “Hot to cold. What kind of fines are those? Excuse me for being just a cornbread-eating country boy, but I’m so stupid I figure we’re as bad off as we were when we started out.”
            “Hot and cold,” Driscoll was murmuring, slowly and thoughtfully. “Hot. Cold. Where’s hot and where’s cold?”
            “Maybe the North Pole and the Equator,” suggested Jebs with heavy irony. “Try them. There’s a nice long line to draw.”
            “I know,” said Randy suddenly, and sprang to his feet as though the inspiration came as an electric shock. The hot and cold points will be the hottest and coldest points right here on the spot. Now—out back—remember? We were talking about it. The old kitchen that they built as a separate little structure, because it would make the main house too hot in the summer time.”
            “That’s the honest truth,” said Jebs. “They could get up enough heat in a place like that to boil all the smoked meat in North Carolina.”
            “Well, that’s our hot point,” said Randy triumphantly.
            “If it is, I can give you all the cold point,” volunteered Jebs. “It’s that old well.” He wriggled at the memory. “I can still feel that icy air crawling up my back. It makes me shiver like a frog on a gig-fork.”
            Driscoll, too, had risen to his feet, and he grinned. “Hot kitchen, cold well!” he fairly whooped. “We draw a line from the kitchen to the well. Come on let’s do it.”            ’
            They literally raced out over the scattered plaster into the hall, and back to where the rear door was fallen from its rust-eaten hinges. Through this they could look out upon the wreckage of the fallen gallery and the outdoor kitchen.
            “Now,” said Randy, “how would a line extend from the kitchen door through here, to the well where Jebs nearly drowned himself?”
            “The well’s just opposite that front corner,” Jebs told him, pointing. “You think I’ll-ever forget that?”
            “Wait here,” bade Driscoll, and paced back toward the front door, keeping his strides in as straight a line as possible. He looked out of the front door. “Jebs has it exactly,” he called. “From where I stand, I can see where that well is. A line drawn to the inside of the front corner next to those stairs will extend on to where the well is.”
            “Move to the corner, Driscoll,” called back Randy. “Jebs, stay here, and get in line with Driscoll and the kitchen door. That’s right. Now I’ll mark the line.”
            He picked up a bit of the fallen plaster. It was crumbly, and when pressed to the dark tiling of the floor it made a decidedly chalk-like mark. Randy moved slowly along at a crouch, running his improvised crayon along the floor, and he made a fairly straight line between Driscoll and Jebs.
            “And now,” he said, straightening up and stretching his cramped back muscles, “since this line lies most of the way inside the house itself, it ought to make the rest of the thing easy to dope out. ‘High and low will mean the highest and lowest points of the house itself.”
            You think so?” said Jebs, peering up the crazy- Iookmg stairs. “Then it’s going to be up there. We figured the house to be about twenty-eight feet tall, including that little bird-cage cupola up on the roof. The mid-point will be fourteen feet up from the’ floor. Who wants to be a brave volunteer and climb up there and fall through?”
            Driscoll, too, gazed up the stairs, guessing at distances. “That second floor landing is about ten feet up from here,” he said at last, “and fourteen feet would put the treasure point four feet higher.”
            All right, you master minds, reckon that one,” challenged Jebs. “Do we find the treasure where ’Zekiel saw the wheel, ‘way up in the middle of the air?’ Come on, give us a tell.”
            “I don’t think we’re considering the real low point of this house,” said Randy. “The floor isn’t at ground level. Listen.”
            He stamped his foot. “Listen to that boom under the tiles. There’s more than an air space below us. There’s a cellar of some kind.”
            ‘"Probably,” said Driscoll. “Well, let's not hem or haw this time. Let’s find the cellar and go down.” They poked into comers, into the large room they had visited before, and into two smaller ones behind it. Finally Jebs discovered the way to the cellar, a rickety door set in deep shadows under the stairs. Driscoll turned his torch upon it, and Randy turned the knob. It opened easily wLen he pushed.
            “Who’s going to follow me down?” asked Randy, trying to speak with cheerful courage as he gazed into darkness below, as dense as though the cellar were filled with tar.
            “Let me lead the way down with this flash,” offered Driscoll.
            “No, you stay here at the top and shine your light down so I can see the stairs,” said Randy. “I’ll get down to the bottom and hail you from there.”
            Jebs sniffed, crinkling his nose. “What’s that smell from down there in the depths?”
            “I don’t smell anvthing,” said Driscoll.
            “Well I do,” persisted Jebs. “It’s a kind of an oily smell of some sort.”
            “Maybe the treasure’s an oil well,” Randy managed to joke. “Give me plenty of light, Driscoll. Here I go.”
            The beam of the electric light showed that the steps leading down were cut out of stone, like the ones at the front of the house, and strongly mortared together. Randy, walking slowly down, felt little brush-like sensations along his back and shoulders, as though the fingers of fear were twitching at him, but he disdained to betray any such a feeling.
            “What do you find?” Driscoll was asking from above.
            “There seems to be a great big cellar here, and Jebs is right about that perfumery of oil in the air,” Randy yelled back. But I can’t see the bottom step. Hold on a moment.”
            He produced a match and struck it on the flagstones of the cellar wall. Shading it with his hand, he coaxed it into a full flame, then held it aloft like a tiny torch.
            ; There’s the bottom step,” he informed his friends, “and that makes eighteen steps in all. Come on down, this place looks big enough to hold a square dance. Nice and dry, all walled and floored with stone, and some stone pillars to prop up the house underneath—and there’s even furniture!”
            “Furniture?” echoed Driscoll, the flashlight bobbing in his hand as he and Jebs followed Randy down the stairs.
            “Yes, right here in the center of the place. A table and a bench, great big ones.”
            The furniture was massively and roughly built. The legs of both table and bench were lengths of stout sapling, with the bark still on, and the topping was of split slabs. On the table stood an old lantern. Crossing the stone-paved floor, Randy picked up the lantern and shook it. It gave forth a sloshing, liquid sound.
            “What do you know?” he said over his shoulder as Jebs and Driscoll reached the cellar floor behind him. “There’s oil in this, all right, and it smells as if it’s been lighted recently.”
            “I told you all I smelled oil,” Jebs reminded them triumphantly.
            “But the size of the furniture!” said Randy. “Take a look at it. You’d think it was made for a giant.”
            He hoisted the glass chimney of the lantern and held the burned-down stub of his match to the wick. It readily kindled and cast new light into the previously shadow-filled space beyond the table.
            In that space something stirred, moved, rose. It seemed to hoist itself up from a crouching position, joint by massive joint, to a tremendous height.
            Randy, closest of the three to whatever it was, could see it plainly by the glow of the lantern he had just lighted. He made out an unthinkable immensity of shoulders, like the shoulders of some tremendous, living statue. Upon those shoulders was set a great shaggy head that seemed as large as a bushel basket, with big, burning eyes in the midst of its hairy face. And two hands, like spading forks, lifted themselves and spread their fingers.
            The height of the thing seemed to push up to the ancient joists of the cellar ceiling, its width seemed to reach from wall to wall. A mouth like a wolf trap moved open in the midst of a tangle of beard, and broad, blocky teeth gleamed in the lantern light. The monstrosity swayed forward.
            Randy found his voice.
            “Run!” he howled at the top of his lungs. “Turn around and run!”



          TEN
 
            Eeturn to Danger
 
            JEBS had paused on the lowest of the cellar steps, and Driscoll, just beyond, was standing on the cellar floor. Randy’s wild yell of warning acted upon them like the starter’s pistol at a foot race. They spun on their heels, as if they were tops whipped by strings, and ran.
            Jebs, shorter and heavier than Driscoll, was yet capable of a swift sprint. His powerful young legs carried him up those eighteen stone steps in tremendous upward lunges. As he sprang through the upper door he whirled away and around in the opposite direction, and ran toward the front of the house. From the threshold of the open front door he fairly sailed out among the wreckage of the porch and then into the overgrown yard. As he fled, trees seemed to rush at him from in front, like tacklers on a football field; and, like a broken-field runner with the ball, he broke left, then right, avoiding collision without slackening his pace by so much as a second to the mile.
            During the time they had spent inside the house, the rosy light of sunset had deepened into the gray of early twilight. Behind him, Jebs sensed rather than saw a bounding, bobbing glow of yellow light, that seemed to pursue him as he ran, and this spurred him to even more rapid retreat. He reached the thickly grown bushes that lined the small stream and felt their density of twigs whipping at his face and chest. Then his bare toe caught against a root or fallen stem, and he pitched headlong. He struck the ground with a violence that all but stunned him, and his eyes gave off sparks and his ears rang like fire gongs. But the galloping light was upon him from behind. Groggy but game, Jebs floundered up on to one knee and faced the unknown chaser with both fists doubled for battle.
            Take it easy, Jebs,” came the quick voice of Driscoll Jordan. “I’m right behind you.”
            “Oh, it’s you.” Jebs scrambled to his feet and shook his shaggy head from side to side to clear the throb out of it. “That flashlight you were packing looked like one of those Willy-wisps I used to hear about when I was a kid.”
            “I never stopped to turn loose of it, or my machete either,” said Driscoll, pausing and puffing among the bushes. “I wonder if I could have run a single bit faster without them. What’s happened to Randy?”
            “I thought he was back there with you. Maybe he went on past us. Randy can run like a champion. Jebs drew in his breath to shout for his friend.
            “Keep your voice down,” warned Driscoll hurriedly. “Do you want to give our position away to— to whatever it was we saw?”
            Jebs let his breath out again, with a long sigh of relief. “Oh,” he said thankfully, “so you saw it, too. It wasn’t just a nightmare.”
            “I saw a giant,” said Driscoll. “He was big enough and ugly enough to be the star performer in anybody’s nightmare.”
            “So did I. He was sure enough the large economy size. And so did Randy see him, because he yelled to us—but where is Randy? Let’s get with him.” They peered through the bushes toward the house.
            In the failing light they could see its broad, ramshackle front, its wide-open door, its inner blackness, its surrounding masses of trees and bush clumps! But there was no motion. Even the slight breeze had died down, and no leaf or weed or moss-tassel stirred. It was like a photograph, frozen stiffly on paper.
            “He doesn’t seem to be back in that direction,” said Jebs.
            “Maybe he’s yonder at the boat,” offered Driscoll, and they headed into and through the belt of bushes. At the waterside they paused again and looked and listened. Still no sound or motion in all the surrounding swamp.
            Randy? called Jebs softly, and his voice shook.
            No reply.
            Its Jebs, Randy! Where are you?”
            Silence. Then a frog trilled. That was all.
            Driscoll flashed his light around. It illuminated only the black, gently flowing water, the tussocks and banks of weeds, the larger trees. The two boys looked at each other, with the shadows of night thickening around them.
            “Say,” said Jebs after a moment. “D-do you reckon that Randy didn’t get away from that—from that—”
            “How could he have been caught by it?” interrupted Driscoll, but his voice,- too, trembled with worry. “He had that big heavy table between himself and the thing. He turned around to run—I think I saw him spin toward us—just as he yelled out.”
            “We ought to have waited a second more, to make sure he was coming along,” said Jebs miserably. “Fire in the mountains, Driscoll! You reckon we just ran off and left him by himself in a jam?”
            Driscoll’s widened eyes shone in the last of the light. “I’m beginning to be scared that that’s just what we did do. Me, I took one look at that giant thing, and ran. It looked like—like an ogre in a fairy tale, or maybe some kind of prehistoric monster!
            “I’m purely ashamed of myself,” Jebs informed him.
            Stooping beside the water, Jebs groped for something, and grunted in chill triumph as he seemed to find it. Finally he straightened up again, and faced bravely back the way he had come.
            “I’m going back there and find Randy,” he announced, and the tremble had disappeared from his limbs and his voice. He sounded steady and fierce.
            “What was that you picked up?” asked Driscoll.
            “This.” Jebs held it out in his right hand, a big jagged rock the size of a baseball. “And this handful of mud. He showed his left hand. “You can wait here if you want to. I’m going for Randy.”
            Purposefully Jebs shoved his way back through the bushes. Driscoll followed him with quick steps. “What’s the idea of that stone and that mud?” “I’ve heard about an old commando trick when you’re up against somebody bigger than you and you don’t have any gun or anything,” said Jebs, still crisply dangerous of speech and manner. “You fling the mud in his eyes to blind him, and then you clip him on the head with the rock. See you later.”
            “I’m coming with you,” said Driscoll. “If Randy’s still in that house, I wouldn’t leave him there without trying to save him. You know, Jebs, I thought you were as scared as I am.”
            “Scared?” repeated Jebs sharply. “Shoo, I’ve had a dose of scare big enough to outfit two grown men. But,” and he struggled clear of the last bushes, “Randy Hunter is my friend. I won’t turn my back on him.”
            “And I’m in this with you,” vowed Driscoll again, hefting the machete in his wiry hand. “Say, that house looks awful, doesn’t it. I don’t hanker to go inside again.”
            “Neither do I,” admitted Jebs with complete honesty. “But I’m going!”
            “Keep your voice down, then,” advised Driscoll practically. “Let’s make as little noise as we can while we’re sneaking up on the place.”
            They said no more, but each was glad of the other’s presence beside him as they closed in on the wide-flung front door. Jebs, clutching his rock and his handful of mud, took time to be amazed at how swiftly the black night was falling.
            They moved more slowly and carefully the last few steps, taking pains not to rustle weeds or leaves. On gingerly feet they made their way over the soggy wreckage of the old porch. Once, when they were almost within touching distance of the door-jamb, a sound came from somewhere beneath them, like a deep growl or snort. The two boys stood silent, breathless, blood racing and hearts thumping. But the sound, whatever it was, did not repeat itself. Driscoll put a knee up on the threshold, hoisted himself in, then extended a hand to catch Jebs by the elbow and help him up. Once more they stood in the gloom-filled, tile-floored old hallway of Chimney Pot House.
            Immediately Jebs nudged Driscoll and gestured.
            From behind the flight of stairs, where the cellar door was located, came a glimmer of soft light. And from that direction, too, rose the deep mutter of a man’s voice.
            Driscoll nodded, put his lips close to Jebs’ ear, and softly whispered, “The lantern’s still going.” Then he beckoned, and moved with the utmost care in the direction of the glow. Jebs kept at Driscoll’s heels, his crude weapons poised and ready.
            The cellar door was wide open, just as they had left it when they rushed up and out with such terrified swiftness. As they came to it, Jebs again nudged Driscoll and moved ahead into lead position. Driscoll scowled, but gave up his place in the van, remembering that Jebs was the close friend of Randy. He came along, his machete ready.
            The deep voice droned on below, and as Jebs put his foot down on the topmost of the stone steps, it suddenly raised itself in a thunderous burst of laughter, so loud and resonant as to seem amplified by a public-address system.
            Jebs froze where he was, though he did not turn to flee this time. Driscoll could see the sturdy boy’s body muscles bulge and grow tight, silhouetted against the light that beat up from the cellar.
            Then the great trumpetlike laughter was joined by another peal of merriment, young and clear and carefree. After a moment, the voice of Randy:
            “That’s a good one!”
            A final chuckle, that must have come from a chest as big as a barrel. And the great bass voice made reply:
            “Shucks, sonny, I heard a hundred jokes like that one when I was in the show business. ‘Samson Cohill, the Mountain That Walks Like a Man! That s how they used to advertise me in those days!
 



          ELEVEN
 
            THE BIG HERMIT
 
            JEBS relaxed his tight-strained muscles so suddenly and completely that he swayed, stumbled and almost fell downstairs.
            “Randy!” he called in a trembling voice. “Are you all right, boy?”
            “Is that you, Jebs?” Randy called back. “Sure I’m all right. Is Driscoll with you?”
            “I’m here, too,” said Driscoll.
            “Tell your friends to come on down,” seconded the strange booming voice. “There’s nothing here for them to be afraid of.”
            Jebs glanced back into Driscoll’s wonder-widened eyes, and shrugged his mystification. Then they both started to walk downstairs. Gaining the floor of the cellar, they stared.
            The big underground compartment, stone-walled, stone-floored, and set here and there with huge, rough-plastered pillars to support the heavy timbers of the house, was brilliantly illuminated by two oil lanterns, one on the table, the other hung by a nail to a pillar. Randy sat on the edge of the table, feet drawn up and hands clasped around his sun-browned knees. He looked no larger than a small child beside what sat beyond him on the bench; it was the fearsome Titan, from a single glimpse of which they had retreated in such headlong disorder.
            The shaggy head of the big stranger rose as high as Randy’s, though Randy sat a foot and a half higher from the ground. And the immense white teeth in the bearded face gleamed out like a row of piano keys, not in menace but in a friendly grin.
            “Well, pickle me for a pig’s foot!” exploded Jebs. “What goes on here? Randy, you ought to—to make some introductions or something.”
            “What’s that you’ve got in your hands, Jebs?” inquired Randy, and Jebs opened both his clenched fists. The rock fell with a thump, the mud with a slack plop. And yet again the deep-chested mirth of the giant rang out, shaking the solid walls of the cellar.
            “I take it your young friend with the yellow hair was all organized for armed action,” he observed genially to Randy.
            Relax, relax!” Randy bade his friends, and swung down from the table. “Jebs Markum, Driscoll Jordan, allow me to present Mr. Sam Cohill, who’s been living quietly and peaceably here until we so rudely disturbed his evening at home.”
            “Howdy,” managed Driscoll.
            “How are you?” said Jebs.
            The man-mountain called Sam Cohill rose ceremoniously to his huge feet. As when they had first seen him, his towering height and his broad bulk seemed to fill the entire lantern-lit cellar.
            They could see that he was dressed in a sort of loose shirt, apparently home-sewn of some striped material like bed-ticking, and trousers, also homemade, of stout blue cloth that looked as coarse as canvas. His vast middle was encircled by a strap of harness leather, which fastened in front with a big steel buckle the size of a can of sardines. His head was crowned with a great shaggy mass of hair, thick and tawny as the mane of a lion, and his enormous anvil-shaped chin sprouted a dense brown beard, trimmed to a blunt point. He had a nose large even for his dsantic bony face, with wide nostrils, like the muzzFes of a double-barreled shotgun. Under bristling brows were set two gleaming eyes of grayish blue, steady as searchlights. And, vast as he was, there didn't seem to be any extra flesh upon him. He was a generous extra helping of human muscle and bone.
            “That’s right, boys, don’t be afraid,” he grinned. “I won't bite you. I’m not the biting kind.”
            “Well—” said Driscoll, and paused.
            “I know what you’re trying to guess,” said Sam Cohill. “How big is this fellow—right? Well, I’m just exactly seven feet eleven inches tall in my big, bare feet. I measure an even yard across the shoulders, and my hand,” lifting a huge knuckly paw, out of proportion even to the great wrist and forearm— “is nine inches wide across the back. My weight—I try to keep it down and stay healthy—was four hundred and ten pounds last time I was on a scales, four years ago, and I don t think it s changed an awful lot.”
            Randy had walked into a dim comer, and now he came back with a tin dishpan full of water. "You can wash your hands in this, Jebs,” he said, grinning.
            Thanks, said Jebs, and plunged his muddy hands into the pan. “I was worried silly about you. You yelled for us to run, and I figured you’d be running, too. But you didn’t show up, and ”
            “I stopped just one-tenth of a second, to set down the lantern, Randy explained. “In that second I saw that Sam here he says to call him Sam—was pulling back away instead of chasing us. He said, ‘Please don’t think I want to hurt you,’ and he sounded worried and bashful instead of dangerous. So I didn’t run. I stayed, and we were getting acquainted when you came back.”
            “All I hope,” said Sam Cohill diffidently, “is that you boys won’t let the world know there’s a big freak of a giant out here, trying to live his own life in peace. I don’t want anything but to be left alone.
            I won t hurt anybody, and I stay in this swamp so that I won’t be stared at.”
            “Don’t think we’re here to stare at you,” Driscoll assured him.
            Oh, you re different,” said the giant. “I heard you talking. I know you own this place. Anyway, you seem all right. You’ve got good manners, and I hope you don’t broadcast my whereabouts.”
            “But where did you come from?” Driscoll pleaded, laying his machete on the table.
            “Originally,” said the huge fellow, lowering his bulk to the bench, “I came from Newton, Kansas.”
            “He was just about to tell me all about himself when you came in,” said Randy. “Go on, Sam. We’re listening.”
            “I was born on my father’s farm, just on the outskirts of Newton,” began Sam Cohill. “My father was six feet six—just a dwarf alongside of what I’ve become. His name was Elkanah Cohill, so when I was born he named me Samuel.”
            “How does that figure out?” wondered Driscoll.
            “It’s in the Bible. Elkanah was the father of Samuel. A better Bible name might have been Goliath.” The wide, bearded lips twitched in a wry grin. “By the time I was three years old, I stood five feet tall. When I started school, I was six feet. It was tough on a kid, I tell you; to be as big as a big man, but still just a kid in your heart and mind.” The big bass voice sounded mournful.
            “I sure enough see what you mean, Mr. Sam,” Jebs told him.
            “Just call me Sam, sonny, like your pal Randy. Well, my folks were worried over my growth. They took me to doctors, to see why I was sprouting up out of all reason. The doctors said it was because of my glands working too much and too fast. I had what they called an agromegalic condition: sort of like Primo Camera, the fighter, only I wasn’t tapering off to be a six-foot-seven runt, like Primo.”
            “There was nothing the doctors could do?” said Randy.
            “Nothing that worked. They could explain the why and wherefore, but that didn’t help me any when I was embarrassed at having to have a special school desk and chair. And the other boys, the ordinary-sized ones, never gave me any peace. They nicknamed me Sam Molehill, and I got razzed and laughed at, every second. You can imagine—all the wornout gags about how’s the air up there, and you’ll be a big help to your mother when you grow up. Some of the kids used to ambush me and throw stones and eggs and tomatoes.”
            “I’d think you’d grab six in one hand and half a dozen in the other, and beat their dumb heads together,” said Jebs.
            Sam Cohill sighed, like waves breaking on a beach. “Once I did that, just once. A boy about fourteen I was nine—began kicking my shins. I smacked him just once, open-handed, and he didn’t wake up for ten minutes. He had to have a doctor to see if he’d be all right. After that, I knew for sure that never, never, on any account, must I lift my big hand to anybody littler than I was—never hit anyone I didn’t want to squash like a spider. And everybody, practically, was littler than I was. Maybe if I’d been good at games they wouldn’t have been so rough on me. But I was slow and clumsy. I couldn’t catch or bat a ball. And they were scared to play football or wrestle with me. By the tune I was eleven years old, I was six feet ten inches tall, and everything I wore had to be specially made. And that cost money, particularly shoes.”
            He raised one of his enormous feet into view. It was clad in a moccasin as big as an overnight dressing case, made of deer skin tanned with the hair on.
            “About that time,” went on Sam Cohill, “some show people visited us. They wanted me to travel with them. They offered me a good salary and all my living expenses. They even agreed to see to my education—the kids traveling with that show had their own teacher. Since I was only a big expense to my father, I agreed, and so did my folks. I went with the show.”
            “Was it fun?” inquired Driscoll, and Sam Cohill grinned again, sadly.
            “You can’t imagine how miserable and homesick I was, going from one strange town to another. I was just eleven, remember, for all that big height. They had me dressed up in a Lord Fauntleroy costume, and teamed me with a married couple—midgets. According to the posters, that midget couple was my father and mother. We were billed as the Fantasy Family. Day after day, town after town, I was stared at and laughed at by big crowds of goggling, snick- cring people who’d come to make fun of the strange people—the freaks.”
            Sam Cohill fell silent for a moment, brooding and scowling, like a mountain pondering the woes of other mountains.
            That was tough,” Driscoll ventured.
            “It was, but can you guess how tough it was, boys? Maybe you 11 understand, a few years from now. Two of you three, and a forefinger as big as an ear of corn pointed first to Driscoll, then to Randy, “are probably going to be bigger than average—six feet, even an inch or two more than that, when you’re full grown. That’s not abnormal, boys, but it’s tall enough to be uncomfortable. The whole world is made for people of rfiedium size. You’ll find you have trouble fitting into theater seats that are too small and close together for your long legs, lying down in Pullman berths or hotel beds that are too short. You’ll have to duck down to get under low doorways, to keep from gashing your scalps on awnings. And that’s just a hint of what it’s like for a man like me.”
            “You make me glad I’m going to be no more than middling tall,” said Jebs.
            The big brilliant eyes fixed him. “How tall are you, Jebs, and how old?”
            “I’m going on seventeen, and I’m about five feet seven.”
            “When I was your age, I was considerably more than seven feet tall, and still growing so fast I almost blurred the publicity photographs. They made me into a show all by myself then, with high-heeled shoes and a silk hat, to fake my height up to eight feet. I traveled with carnivals. By the time I was twenty and had my full growth, I’d become enough of an attraction to get an offer from one of the biggest circuses of the country. Once, between seasons, I acted in a moving picture out in Hollywood. It was a serial, some fantastic thing about giants coming down here to conquer Earth from another planet.” “That sounds as if you must have made some money,” said Randy.
            “Oh, I made money, but what good was it to me? What could a giant freak spend money for? Just expensive specially tailored clothes, that used enough cloth and leather to outfit three or four average men, and quadruple meals—a four-pound steak, or half a ham and a dozen eggs. I bought books to read, and I spent some tune learning foreign languages from other show people that came from abroad. My pleasures had to be private pleasures, not to be shared with strangers. And never once, in all the years I was on show, did I stop wishing that I didn’t have to be stared at, grinned at, mocked at, by those audiences.”
            “We said we could understand that,” said Driscoll, “and we aren’t mocking you.”
            No, you aren’t.” Sam Cohill relaxed some of his fierce mood. “You’re gentlemen, all three of you.”
            “But how did you wind up here?” prompted Randy.
            “Well, I made friends with an Indian in the last show I was with. They called him Chief Thunder Horse, and he pounded the drum for a bunch of dancers in paint and feathers. He told me that he’d made enough money to retire to his old home—the shores of Drowning Creek in North Carolina. When he talked about the quiet, lonely woods around the creek, where you weren’t apt to see anybody except a few other Indians, I said I wished I could retire there, too. So we left the show together, at Raleigh. We rode here at night, in a truck we hired. Nobody had a chance to bug out his eyes at me. And he introduced me to other Indians along the creek, quiet, polite fellows who never giggled or pointed their fingers at me, who just accepted me as another human being, maybe fairer-complexioned and bigger- built than themselves. One of them told me a rumor about this old house, back here in the forgotten swampy forest.
            “I borrowed an axe and chopped myself a trail in here. I settled down in the cellar, which is sound and dry. The Indians understood my being anxious to be left alone. They’re wonderfully polite and thoughtful that way. They’ve helped me by telling everybody the old story of a ghost in the swamp country. Some foolish folks it scares. Others, more logical, decide any whispers about an old house are just legends, and don’t come prying.”
            “That explains a lot,” said Driscoll under his breath.
            “Old Chief Thunder Horse, though that’s only his circus name, has been my contact with the outside world. I had money enough saved up to get started right, and I’ve made more—not much, but all I need —by trapping muskrat and coon and a few mink. The Chief sells the skins for me, and buys the few things I need. I have a garden patch out behind the house, and farther off in the woods a pen with a few pigs. I catch all the fish I need, and some for my Indian friends. I snare rabbits and quail. Once in a while I get myself a deer.”
            “With a gun?” asked Randy, who could not imagine those big hands working a rifle.
            “No, son, firearms are too noisy. I hunt with this.”
            Sam Cohill extended a rafter-like arm into a corner and brought out a huge bow, full seven feet in length and strung with heavy twisted cord. To it was slung a canvas quiver, filled with arrows that looked like small javelins.
            “Look across the floor,” said Sam Cohill, “and you’ll see the fireplace I made for cooking, and my big bed, and so on.”
            “You said you liked to be lonesome,” spoke up Jebs, “but right now you’re talking to us as if you’re glad for company.”
            “Oh, once in a while some of the Indians look in on me. But mostly I’m contented to be alone. On the shelf yonder are some books that I read over and over.” He paused. “Now, boys, there’s a matter we’d better clear up right now.”
            “What?” asked Jebs.
            “Since you’ve come, are you going to run me off the place?”
            “Why should we do that?” Driscoll almost snapped.
            “Oh, I know what the situation is. When that other pair of men showed up, fired their gun off and ran away, I was up in the house. I came down cellar when I heard you outside, but after you got into the house I could hear every word you said. I know that Driscoll here is descended from the people who built this house. What is it you call it?”
            “Chimney Pot,” said Driscoll, “and, as far as I know, I’m the only living heir.”
            “Anyway,” wound up Sam Cohill, “according to law, I’m trespassing.”
            “I don’t have the slightest notion of telling you to go away, Sam,” Driscoll assured him at once.
            “You’re perfectly entitled to expect me to leave,” said the big man. “I can always pull deeper into the swamp and build myself a cabin there. I’ve learned to be pretty good with tools. I made this bench and table. And, as I said, I like to be all alone. If you say for me to get out—”
            “Just what kind of skunk do you think I am?” Driscoll demanded. “You haven’t hurt the place a bit by staying here. If anything, you’ve improved it. I wouldn’t want you to think I was running you off.” “Well, we can talk it over later, maybe,” said Sam Cohill. “But right now”—and once more he rose to his immense height—“I think I’ll go out for a little walk.”
            “At night?” said Jebs.
            “I can roam these swamp trails as well in the dark as at full noon. And I want to visit the Chief. He was going to buy me some things in town. Anyway, you boys ought to have a chance to talk over your own business in private.”
            He tramped to the door, heavily as an elephant, and with something of an elephant’s power and dignity of motion. Stooping his shaggy head low between his yard-wide shoulders, he mounted upward and out of sight to the house above.



          TWELVE
 
            “SET THE CROSS...”
 
            THREE pairs of eyes followed Sam Cohill’s mammoth figure out of sight. Then Jebs emitted a low whistle.                                                           ^
            “Who’d have ever thought that such a big guy had such a small amount of meanness in him? I think he acts as if he’s kind of in our league, huh? Glad we found him here, instead of those haunts everybody gasses about up and down the creek. He stretched his arms. “Me, I’m tired. I feel as if Id chopped two acres of cotton.”
            “It’s a good thing you are tired,” said Driscoll. “We’ll have to camp here tonight, and we didn’t bring any bed rolls.”
            “Could we borrow from Sam Cohill?” suggested Randy, lifting the lantern from the table and carrying it toward the rear of the cellar. “Look here, he’s pretty comfortably fixed.”
            Against one wall the giant had built himself a bed, rough but adequate. Four logs enclosed a rectangular space fully nine feet by six, and this space was closely filled in with tips of evergreen boughs, laid butt down and tightly packed, so as to form a primitive mattress more than a foot thick. Over the greenery lay huge coverlets, each made by sewing two ordinary blankets together, and there was a pillow made by stuffing a grain sack. k “Clever little cuss, this Sam Cohill,” said Driscoll. Here, on the other side—look at his cooking tackle.”
            A hearth had been fashioned by pulling out some of the stones that faced the cellar wall, hollowing away earth beyond to make a fireplace and chimney, and lining this recess with more stones and ancient bricks. Beside it was a stack of wood, neatly split and piled, with a well-whetted axe lying upon it. There were several kettles, two frying pans, some tin plates and half a dozen knives and forks. A five gallon can held oil. A set of shelves on the wall beside the hearth held supplies of provisions in cans, bags and boxes, also a row of books that looked worn ind well-thumbed. Everything was of the utmost ;implicity, but neat and practical.
            “Do you think he’d mind if we cooked up some of his stuff he’s got?” asked Jebs. “After all, he admitted this house was Driscoll’s property, and he sure stomped off and left us in possession.”
            “No, let’s not touch anything he has,” advised Randy. “We left some chow of our own at the front ioor. Let’s just borrow a frying pan and some plates and knives and forks.”
            Again he took the lantern and led the way upstairs. The house was silent. Randy moved to the front door and held the lantern at arm’s length into the night, now completely black, so as to give light while Jebs scrambled down and repossessed their package of food.
            “I’ll make a fire out here,” said Driscoll, and began to gather wood. When it was laid and set ablaze, Randy put bacon into the frying pan and put it to cook, while Jebs, with his pocket knife, swiftly peeled and sliced some potatoes to toss into the pan with the bacon. The mixture was stirred up and quickly fried and dished out. With the cold corned beef, it made a welcome supper for three hungry boys.
            “One thing’s sure,” said Randy. “Pullis and Ambrose weren’t faking that panic, the way we suspected. They got a look at Sam Cohill, and he scared them clear out of this part of the world.”
            “He scared me too, while you’re at it,” confessed Jebs. “After this, whenever anybody asks who’s that distinguished-looking old joker with the snow-white hair, you tell them it’s James Ewell Brown Markum, aged before his time by pure fright.”
            So saying, he forked bacon and potatoes into his mouth, chewed and swallowed. “Stuff sure has boiled up to happen to us, huh?” he went on. “Here we started out on just a plain old camping trip. We’ve met Driscoll, helped him find his old home in the heart of the Carolina version of the Everglades, run into Samson Cohill, the Mountain That Walks Like a Man—”
            “We’ve found the house, but not the money,” reminded Driscoll. “We’ve still got to set the cross and dig the gold.”
            “I’d almost forgotten about that money,” admitted Randy. “But as soon as we finish supper, we’ll go find that, too.”
            He spoke with confidence so strong as to sound almost reckless. But Driscoll shook his head slowly and seriously.
            “Speaking of Sam Cohillhe said, “he mentioned overhearing that I’m the owner, by inheritance, of Chimney Pot House. But he kept right still about something else he must have heard us mention. “Meaning the treasure,” added Randy.
            “Yes, meaning the treasure. He didn’t even comment on that. He just got up, said something about calling on his Indian friend, and walked out. Maybe he wants to get those nine-inch hands on that gold.”
            “You think so?” demanded Jebs hotly. "That would be the outdoingest trick I ever heard of!”
            “He talked about how money didn’t mean a lot to him,” Randy objected. “He could earn plenty by going back into show business.”
            “But money’s one thing, and treasure’s another,” argued Jebs. “Now me, 1 don’t particularly study myself silly over getting lots of money. It’s something you put in the bank, and there it melts away before you know what you wrote the checks for. But treasure—gold pieces, like the stuff pirates have—that’s something else a whole lot. It touches off anybody’s want bug. I’ll bet both of you all, that Sam Cohill, all eight feet of him lacking one inch, is dead bound and determined he’s going to pick up that money, and no draw fight about it.”
            “I reckon we oughtn’t condemn him without proving the fact,” hesitated Driscoll.
            “Well, anyhow,” said Jebs, “we’ll be better off if we find the gold ourselves first, and worry about him later.”
            “Second the motion,” said Randy, who had been scrubbing the pan and plates with handfuls of tough grass. “Let’s carry these things back down cellar, then finish on our figuring.”
            He raced inside, down the stairs, and returned the borrowed articles. When he returned, Jebs had taken the lantern and was pacing off the distance from the old well to the corner of the house in front, while Driscoll, at the back with the flashlight, was similarly measuring the space from the kitchen to the rear door.
            They re almost exactly the same distance away from the house,” computed Driscoll as they compared notes inside. “In other words, a mid-point on the way from hot to cold will be pretty close to a mid-point on this line Randy scratched out on the floor.”
            Swiftly Jebs paced it off. He stopped at last, directly beneath the edge of the shaky landing at the top of the staircase and close against the plastered partition that enclosed the stairs leading down to the cellar.
            “If your figures are right,” he said, “the swag is right here.” And he tapped the plaster with his thick knuckles.
            “That plaster seems to have stayed in place all these years,” Driscoll said. “Maybe it was laid on specially strong and solid, to hold and hide that twenty thousand bucks.”
            “Let’s find out,” said Jebs, picking up the axe.
            “Wait,” interposed Randy quickly. “We’d better establish the exact mid-point between high and low.”
            “We figured this first floor to be ten feet high,” remembered Driscoll, “and the second floor about eight feet, and that cupola above eight feet more. That makes twenty-six. How deep is the cellar, do you guess?”
            “I counted eighteen stone steps,” Randy said, “and the floor level makes nineteen. They’re good high steps, too, eight inches or so. That makes let s see —twelve or thirteen feet.”
            “Call it thirteen, and let’s hope it’s a lucky number,” said Jebs. “Thirteen plus twenty-six makes thirty-nine. Mid-point will be nineteen feet up from the cellar nineteen feet six inches. Minus thirteen feet makes six feet six inches.”
            Randy stood against the partition and lifted his hand to touch it. About there,” he said, and Driscoll made a cross mark with the point of his everpresent machete.
            “Alright, we’ve set our cross,” said Driscoll. “Make with the axe, Jebs, but be careful.”
            Thus cautioned, Jebs hacked gingerly at the plaster. It yielded and fell away before his attack, in big crumbling chunks. A layer of lath showed underneath, and Jebs’ lightly swung axe bounded back from the tough, springy old strips of wood.
            “Those laths are hickory,” he sniffed. “They’ve been seasoning in there for about a century, and they re really hard. Let me stand off and really take a bust at them.”
            He stepped backward a pace and swung the axe hard. The laths splintered loudly, and he used the axe blade to pry away broken pieces. A dark hole appeared, jagged and gaping.
            “Now let’s have a look,” said Driscoll, turning the flashlight into the opening. “I don’t see anything.”
            Randy stood on tiptoe and groped inside. “I don’t feel anything, either,” he said.
            “Let’s belt away more lath and plaster,” urged Jebs.
            Half a dozen sturdy strokes cleared away enough of the wall to reveal a space between two old, massive studding timbers. Randy inspected them by the light of the torch.
            “Not all of Chimney Pot’s gone to rot and ruin,” he reported. “Look at these uprights. Four by four, hand-cut from seasoned lumber. No termites, and no dry rot. I wonder who cut them out.”
            “Nobody alive today can tell that,” replied Driscoll.
            “Well, look out of the way and watch the glory of their coming down,” grunted Jebs, flexing his strong arms for another assault. “We haven’t found any gold yet.”
            “Hold it, Paul Bunyan, give me that chopper,” commanded Driscoll. “If we snake out those timbers, the whole top floor may fall in on us.”
            Taking the axe from Jebs, Driscoll carefully broke away another section of the plastered lathing, from the floor to the slanting line of the stairs overhead. This exposed recess was also empty.
            “Maybe they set the gold pieces right in the plaster,” hazarded Randy, and all three inspected the broken shards. But the plaster was only plaster.
            “Could be we stepped the thing off wrong,” Jebs speculated, hopefully. “Driscoll’s a little smidge longer in the leg than I am, and maybe we didn’t fix mid-point right. Let’s chew off another hunk.” Driscoll sliced away more of the wall, and more. The spaces between the studs were all empty of anything that resembled gold. Randy took the axe in his turn, and did not stop hacking until he had laid bare the entire row of timbers.
            And they found nothing. Randy shrugged his shoulders helplessly, and Driscoll cleared his throat with a harsh, disgusted sound.
            “Well,” said Jebs, “I can’t see how we can make good on the rest of that little poem. We’ve set the cross, but we didn’t dig any gold.”
            “We sure enough didn’t,” said Driscoll gloomily. “What do we do now?” appealed Jebs.
            “We get some sleep,” said Randy. “I’m worn out. I didn’t realize how tired I was until right now.”
            All of them were weary to the bone. They drooped with the exhaustion of labor, excitement and disappointment.
            “Me for that big giant-size bed down cellar,” spoke up Jebs.
            “No, let’s not,” said Driscoll. “When Sam Cohill trails in, he might get sore if he found somebody taking over his bed.”
            “And he’s right gigantic to have for somebody sored up at you,” nodded Jebs. “All right, v. “ere do we sack in? I could sleep on the floor.”
            “That’s what we’ll do,” said Randy. “Let’s bring in some evergreen boughs.”
            Promptly they did so, carrying this primitive bedding into the front room. Randy stooped down and peered up the old fireplace. Stars showed in a patch of sky high above him.
            “The chimney looks clear,” he said. “Now we’ll want plenty of wood to burn. It’s going to be chilly later on.”
            A fire on the huge hearth banished some of their despondency. The three boys lay down side by side on the strewn boughs, and none of them ever knew which was the first to fall into prompt, deep slumber, but it was a very close contest indeed.
 



 
          THIRTEEN
 
            “ . . • AND DIG THE GOLD”
 
            RANDY was the first to waken at dawn, with the first green light trickling through the leaves bunched outside the window.
            He sat up on the hard floor, only partially cushioned with the strewn evergreen boughs. He felt stiff, but his tough young body recovered swiftly as he twitched and flexed his muscles. His eyes sought his companions. Jebs lay close to the glowing coals in the big fireplace, his knees drawn up and one arm flung across his square face, his blond hair more tousled than ever. Driscoll stretched out flat on his back, the gray cap drawn over his eyes.
            Randy took a swallow of water from his canteen.
            Then, from the remains of last night’s supper, he took a morsel of corned beef and chewed it thoughtfully. It seemed a most inadequate breakfast, and he turned over various campfire recipes in his mind, then opened the stout canvas cover of the canteen. He drew out the big aluminum cup that nested there, and in it he carefully blended corn meal and water to a smooth, batter-like consistency. That, he knew, was the utterly simple mixture from which the folk of the old frontier made their johnny cake, but it seemed a dismal prospect to Randy, who liked eggs and milk in his corn bread.
            An inspiration came to him. He stirred up the coals of the fire, very quietly, lest he wake the others. Then, taking the remaining six slices of bacon from the package, he spitted them on two long twigs from the pile of kindling, and propped these above the coals. While he waited for the bacon to broil, he laid out three pieces of aluminum cooking foil, and on each poured a heap of the cornmeal batter. When the bacon began to emit the crackling whisper that showed it was lightly cooked, he took the twigs from the fire and knocked down two slices upon each heap of batter, patted the wet meal around and over the bacon, and finally tucked the foil into snug little packages. These he slid carefully in among the coals to bake.
            He had used the last water from his canteen to mix these makeshift corn dodgers, and he went outdoors to find Sam Cohill's water supply.
            The morning was cool, and the slight mist had begun to dissolve as the sun poked its upper rim above the horizon of the swampy woods. Randy walked around the house and passed the old kitchen. Beyond, he came upon a trail through the thickets and, following it, he emerged into a sizable clearing, in which grew rows of yellowing corn stalks and a patch of plump cabbages, beautifully hoed and tended. At the edge of this garden plot was the well Sam Cohill must have dug at the start of his residence here.
            The well curb was broad and stout, built to the height of Randy’s knee with rough, soot-patched bricks. A bucket hung by its coiled rope to the branch of a nearby tree.
            Quickly Randy dipped up cold water and filled his canteen. He turned to go, but suddenly stopped, gazing at the brickwork of the curb, at first curiously, then with a growing intentness and inspiration.
            Those bricks were recognizable as ancient. Their dusky, mellow red was smudged and stained with smoky blackness. Randy scraped at one brick with his fingertip, and examined the scrapings closely.
            “They came from a chimney,” he said aloud.
            But what chimney? He turned and looked through the trees toward the house. He could see no chimney, none at all—only the remains of the cupola. Then he pondered on the name of the house Chimney Pot. Why such a name without a chimney?
            How could it be without a chimney when it had that big fireplace beside which he had slept so cosily?
            “Hey!” cried Randy suddenly, all to himself. He went racing back toward Chimney Pot House.
            Among the trees that grew closest he selected one with low-growing stubs to help a climber, and higher, moss-festooned branches that projected strongly above the flat roof. Dropping his canteen at the root, Randy swarmed nimbly up, gained a high fork, and edged out on a sturdy horizontal branch. A moment later he was able to drop down upon the slates, and gazed at what he had expected to find up there.
            The shattered cupola occupied the center of the flat rectangular expanse of roof. Beside and against it stood the stubby, broken-off remains of a broad brick chimney. From its broken interior rose the smudge of the breakfast fire.
            At roof level, that chimney had been more than eight feet square, and its exposed interior was black and dubious-looking. Against the wall of the cupola showed traces of mortar, where the chimney had once reared itself. Around cupola and chimney-hole lay strewn the remains of that fallen upper portion, broken away during three generations of storms, winds and decay. The fallen bricks had smashed, and much of the rubble had crumbled to dust, then, mixing with the waters of many rains, had become a sunbaked mass of clay. Randy’s eyes snapped.
            “Hey, up there in the sky,” drifted the voice of Driscoll from below. “Aren’t you kind of getting above yourself?”
            Randy hurried to the edge of the roof and looked down. Jebs and Driscoll were out in the yard. In their hands they held the opened parcels of corn dodger with bacon, and were eating hungrily.
            “We’ve been checking up to see where Sam Cohill was,” Jebs said. “It appears to me he didn’t get home at all last night. Meanwhile—”
            “Meanwhile,” said Randy, “I’ve figured out that I’m the real brains of this bunch.”
            “We knew that, but how did you find out?” grinned Jebs.
            “I’ve been up here to find out why this place was called Chimney Pot. You can’t see it from down there, because it was broken off close to the roof. And that means—wait, I’m coming down again.”
            He swung back into his tree and slid to earth. Picking up his canteen, he made haste to join the other two.
            “This stuff you whipped up for breakfast is kind of crisp, but it eats right tasty,” Jebs praised, chewing away.
            “We’re wrong on our figures for high point of the house,” said Randy without any preface. “I’ve been up there, looking at what used to be a chimney. It was big enough for a Santa Claus the size of Sam Cohill to come down, and it must have stuck up sixteen feet above the roof.”
            “How do you figure the height if it’s fallen down?” demanded Driscoll.
            “Because of something I read about old-time architecture. Brick masons a century ago made chimneys half as wide at roof level as they wanted the chimney to stand up in the open air. And that chimney-hole was eight feet square. Come inside, and I’ll show you what I mean.”
            Randy hurried in at the back door of the house.
            He entered the front room, raked his parcel of breakfast out of the coals on the hearth and unwrapped it. He returned to the hall, munching, as Driscoll and Jebs entered.
            “If the chimney stuck up eight feet above the cupola, then mid-point will be four feet higher,” Randy was figuring. “That means about twelve feet and a half up from this floor.”
            Then it can’t be under the floor boards,” pointed out Jebs. “It has to be a couple or so feet above that, swinging in the breeze. Isn’t there enough mystery ransacking around here without you coupling on any additions?”
            “But it really is two feet above floor level,” insisted Randy. “Where’s that axe?”
            He snatched it up from the floor and started up the rickety stairs.
            “Wait,” warned Driscoll. “Those stairs look flimsier than a bunch of soda crackers.”
            “Nothing doing,” said Randy firmly. “It’s got to be risked.”
            The stairs creaked and quivered under his feet, but they did not collapse. Short seconds later he stood at the top of them, in a narrower hallway. Sagging doors along its wall indicated the location of rooms, sleeping quarters of Driscoll Jordan’s long-vanished forbears.
            “Now,” said Randy to his friends below, “just where’s the midpoint on the line we drew from hot to cold?”
            “Right here,” Jebs replied. “I’m standing on it.”
            “Good. And here above you is the upper newel post of the old staircase.” Randy tapped it with his axe. “See? About two and a half feet high.”
            “The gold’s in there?” Driscoll almost squalled.
            “We’ll know in a minute. Get away from below, I’m going to carve it open.”
            Randy hacked at the broad newel post. It was square, with a ball of wood to crown it. Two hard blows of the axe knocked the ball away, revealing a hollow space within the post. Randy squinted into this, then thrust his hand inside.
            “Yay!” he roared.
            “Did you get hurt?” asked Driscoll, moving toward the foot of the stairs.
            “No. Nobody’s hurt. Everybody’s all right. Look here!”
            And with a sudden effort, Randy hauled and tugged at something. It was heavy, for he had to use both hands to haul it clear of its hiding place. It looked like a huge bologna sausage, dark brown and mouldy. Randy lowered it carefully to the floor of the landing. His heart was beating like the long roll of a war-drum.
            “That’s it,” he panted. “No, wait, there’s another.”
            Again he heaved and tugged, and again he brought out a big sausage-like package. Then, with hands that shook and tingled, he picked up the axe and pried open the remains of the newel post.
            “That’s all,” he said. “Each of these things— they’re leather bags, dried out so hard they feel like tin—must have about sixty pounds of weight inside, and only gold would weigh like that.”
            Hustle em down,” crowed Jebs. “We’re aching to have a look.”
            “No, I nearly broke those steps in, without an extra pound of weight. Driscoll, you’re wearing a belt on those old pants of yours. Unfasten it and toss it up here.”
            When he had the belt in his hands, Randy fastened the stiff thongs that closed the mouth of one sack to the buckle and, lying full length in the dust of the landing, lowered the weight carefully into the grasp of Jebs and Driscoll. He repeated the performance with the second sack. Finally he descended the steps carefully and joined his friends in the lower hall.
            “Let’s carry them into the main room,” said Driscoll, and they lugged the sacks through the archway and to the window seat on which they had perched to hold their first council. Jebs produced a knife from his pocket and carefully cut the thong from one of the sacks. The dry old leather relaxed slowly, with brittle creakings, and out into the opening rolled half a dozen small yellow disks that gleamed dully.
            Jebs picked one up. “I don’t know whether this is a penny or a piece of eight,” said he.
            “This one’s an English sovereign,” decided Randy as he examined another coin. “See the lady’s face on it? That’s Queen Victoria.”
            “And here’s an old-fashioned American five-dollar gold piece,” added Driscoll, peering at yet another. “Jebs, take another look at what you’ve got there.” “I can’t read anything on it,” insisted Jebs. “It’s in some foreign language. These letters look like ‘doubloon,’ I guess, but they spell it wrong. Anyway, I thought doubloons were strictly from the old pirate days. What do you make of it, Randy?”
            Randy took the gold piece from Jebs. “It’s doblon,” he announced. “I’ve heard they used to coin gold doblons in Spain and South America, a century or so ago.”
            “And here’s more American money,” reported Driscoll, digging out another handful. “This is a ten- dollar piece, an eagle. And this one’s foreign— French, I think. What did the French call their gold coins?”
            “Let’s not stop to study over that now,” advised Jebs. “Let’s put it back into the sack and lug it on out of here.”
            “Yes,” said a rough, hoarse voice. “Let’s do that.”
            In upon them walked Pullis and Ambrose.



          FOURTEEN
 
            PRISONERS OF WAR
 
            DRISCOLL leaned a trifle back on the window seat. For once, his machete was on the floor, out of his reach. Randy and Jebs both sat up straighter, looking clearly for the first time at the rival seekers of the Confederate gold.
            Pullis was a man of forty or so. His thick chest and shoulders bespoke considerable physical strength, and his broad-jawed, narrow-browed head set solidly on a neck as thick and rugged as a slice of an oak post. Plainly he had not shaved for a day or so, and the dark stubble on his cheeks and chin was touched here and there with grizzled gray. His nose had once been long and lean, but some accident had broken it across the bridge, setting it crookedly back between high cheekbones. His eyes had the narrow, triangular look of a man more apt to use his muscles than his mind. His old work shirt and blue dungarees were caked with dried mud, and his felt hat, shoved back from that narrow brow of his, looked old and battered.
            Ambrose, his partner, might have been eighteen or nineteen years old, and of a taller and less muscular figure than Pullis. Apparently he had never found his lost sun helmet, and his dull black hair, cut long, straggled in lank locks around his thin, sharp face. His gay beach shirt looked rumpled and dirty, as though he had fallen in mud, and his cheeks, the bridge of his snub nose, his slim forearms, and his long thin neck, all were rosy from unaccustomed exposure to sunlight.
            Pullis held the shotgun the boys had seen in his hands the day before, while Ambrose poised a small automatic pistol in his right fist. Both of them were grinning and scowling at the same instant, as though they were not only glad to see the boys but also had unpleasant plans for them.
            Thanks a heap,” jeered Pullis. “Thanks for finding that big hunk of gold for us. Maybe you done us a favor by running us off this place yesterday evening, otherwise we’d have had to do all the figuring to find it for ourselves.”
            Jebs was the first to find words with which to reply. He met the threatening stare of Pullis with his own gaze, steady and plucky. Rugged and dangerous though Pullis might ordinarily look, he was of no more than average height; and after Jebs had met and talked with a gigantic creature like Sam Cohill, Pullis seemed almost a dwarf.
            “Don’t bother to be polite,” said Jebs, and don t count the money before you find out whether or not you can keep it. You’re out a mile as regards the law. This joint belongs to Driscoll here, and so does the money. You two are trespassing—you and your guns don’t rate a thing.”
            “Us two and our guns rate everything,” replied Ambrose, and paused to emit a sound that might be either a snarl or a giggle. “No use of you quoting the law when there ain’t a policeman or a court anywhere in hearing distance of this little pistol if it happens to go off.”
            “And that’s the truth,” added Pullis. “It’s quiet and light-settled out here in this swamp. Folks don’t have any trouble keeping out of each other’s way by miles and miles. Get up, all three of you, and move away from the cash.”
            “Now wait a minute—” Driscoll began.
            “Get up, I said,” barked Pullis, lifting the shotgun. “Do what I say, or I’ll show you what I mean, with this gunful of big hard bullets.”
            “We won’t argue the point just now,” said Randy, and rose from his place on the window seat.
            Driscoll followed his example. Jebs was the last to obey the order, but as he got to his feet he gave Ambrose a quick look up and down, his blue eyes probing and studying the thin youth’s body at the jaw, the nose and the pit of the stomach. His manner made Ambroses bright rosy color deepen by one shade, and Ambrose edged back.
            “No funny business,” warned Ambrose.
            “Excuse me,” said Jebs. “The business I’ve got in mind wouldn’t strike you as funny, not the least little bit.”
            “No wise-cracks either,” commanded Pullis. “This double-barreled shotgun of mine is loaded with number nine buckshot. If a mess of that hit you, boy, it would knock you clear out of the treasure-hunting business at a mighty early age.”
            “Get over against that wall, the whole bunch of you, and sit down,” added Ambrose, motioning with his pistol. “Quick, now.”
            “We mean it,” seconded Pullis balefully, and the trio moved obediently across the room and sat down, Driscoll in the middle, Randy at the left, Jebs at the right. Jebs dropped one hand, as if carelessly, on a large and jagged chunk of fallen plaster.
            “Drop that,” squealed Ambrose, and fired his pistol as he spoke.
            The bullet gashed the tiled floor within inches of Jebs’ hand, and Jebs let go of the plaster with a gasp.
            “It might just as well have been your ignorant yellow head,” commented Ambrose. “It so happens I can put a bullet from this gun just about anywhere I choose to aim it.”
            “I think all three of you better fold your hands together in your laps, like nice little boys, and keep ’em that way,” said Pullis.
            “Now what?” asked Randy. He was surprised to find that his voice did not shake, and he was grateful for the knowledge. He did not want to act like a terrified, helpless victim before these armed enemies.
            “You almost got clear away with the money, didn’t you?” said Pullis. “Well, we want some breakfast first, and then we’ll check it over. That was a smart caper you all pulled—that big-sized dummy you stuck up at the door to scare us away.”
            “You think that was a dummy?” said Driscoll. “You’d better not say that very loud. It’s a real giant, and if he heard you call him a dummy, he’d get mad.” Pullis laughed deeply. “Good joke, sonny.”
            “It s no joke,” Driscoll insisted, but Randy kicked him on the ankle and he stopped, scowling at his friend.
            “Better not try to kid them,” Randy said with an of surrender. “They know it was just a dummy we rigged up.”
            “Shoo!” muttered Jebs, but nobody paid any attention to his mystified air.
            “You said you wanted breakfast,” said Randy.
            “We sure do. We camped out last night without any much of a supper, and didn’t have a crumb this morning.” Pullis grinned. “Maybe if you dug us up some good chow, we might even let you go after we toted off the money.”
            “There’s plenty of food down cellar,” said Randy. “I’ll get it for you.” He paused. “I’ll even cook it for you.”
            “Sure you’ll cook it for us, and it better be good,” replied Pullis. “Go down there with him, Ambrose.”
            Ambrose possessed himself of the flashlight on the window seat. “C’mon, kid,” he told Randy. “And no monkey business, or I’ll sure bust you with a bullet.”
            Randy got up and walked out ahead of Ambrose’s gun. He felt the eyes of Jebs and Driscoll upon him, wondering and angry and protesting.
            He led Ambrose to the cellar, and walked down ahead. Ambrose turned the flash beam here and there.
            “Somebody lives here,” he said.
            “Looks that way, but he’s gone now,” said Randy, very truthfully so far as it went. “Now,” he continued, reaching up to one of Sam Cohill’s shelves, “do you think you and your friend would like pancakes?”
            “Lots of ’em, and coffee if you’ve got it.”
            “Here’s coffee,” said Randy, taking down a can.
            “Put it on the table right now,” ordered Ambrose harshly, leveling his pistol. “Try to throw anything and I’ll make you wish you hadn’t. You can mix the pancakes there, too.”
            “First I’ll have to make a fire,” said Randy, and put wood in Sam Cohill’s basement fireplace. He struck a match and started the flame, then found a pan in which he began to mix water and pancake flour. Ambrose examined the shelf and grunted with satisfaction over a jug of molasses.
            “About ready to start cooking,” announced Randy after a minute or so. “Wait, the fire had better be hotter than that.”
            He crossed to Sam Cohill’s bed, lifted the covers and pulled out two huge fistfuls of the evergreen mattress. Ambrose began to say something, but Randy stepped back to the hearth and threw the greenery in. At once it crackled and caught, sending huge steamy clouds of smoke up the improvised chimney.
            “Don’t you know how to build a fire, kid?” scolded Ambrose. “That green stuff will smoke up our flapjacks.”
            “I thought it was dry,” apologized Randy. “I guess we’d better cook upstairs.”
            “Yep, there’s a fireplace up there. I seen some fire in it. Well, load yourself with these things.” Ambrose motioned for Randy to take the pan of pancake batter, the molasses jug, the coffee pot, a skillet, and some plates and cups and forks. “Now, I’m going up the stairs, backwards. When I tell you to follow me up, come on, and not before, and don’t hang around after I speak.”
            “I won’t,” Randy promised. He felt a quiver of hopeful excitement. His plan—he had barely given it words in his mind—was partially a success.
            Ambrose moved up the stairs and barked for him to come up in turn. They returned to the front room, and Randy arranged his cooking materials by the fireplace.
            “He got the cellar all smoked up, so he’s goin’ to cook for us here,” Ambrose told Pullis.
            “All the better; we can both keep an eye on him,” approved Pullis. “Get to hashin’, kid. What’s the menu?”
            “Pancakes and coffee,” Randy told him, kneeling to build up the last remains of the fire.
            Ambrose sat down on the window seat beside the two bags of money. He laid down the flashlight, and fixed his close-set eyes on Jebs. “Hey, you,” he said. “Yep, the one who’s frownin’ there so hard and tough. How does it feel to go broke all of a sudden?”
            “You’ll find out right soon,” said Jebs. “I’ve always heard that a fool and his money are soon parted.”
            “Here a minute ago, you had all the gold you could lift,” said Ambrose. “Now we’ve got it. Don’t you wish you could trade places?”
            “Trade places with you?” repeated Jebs, with deep scorn. “Listen, I’d rather be myself, and poor as the shadow of last year’s cotton stalk, than you with all the gold in Fort Knox.”
            Randy smuggled several scraps of evergreen from the night’s bedding into his new fire.
            “Quit arguin’ with him, Ambrose,” ordered Pullis. “He’s got the jokes, we’ve got the money. From what I heard young Jordan sayin’ day before yesterday, there ought to be twenty grand here. If there ain’t, we’ll have to persuade these smart young jokesters to get up the rest of it for us.”
            “We can make ’em tell,” said Ambrose. “Hey, you doin’ the cookin’! You’re smokin’ up this fire, too! What’s the matter with you!”
            “I’m short on firewood, so I burned that stuff,” Randy said in a tone of apology. “Anyway, there’s plenty of room in the fireplace. I can cook on the edge of the fire.”
            He began to grease the skillet with a bacon rind.
            “Better not ruin our breakfast or maybe we’ll have to eat you,” said Pullis. “Let’s start countin’ this dough while we’re waitin’.”
            Ambrose leaned his narrow shoulders against the wall beside the window, his gun drooping but ready in his hand. Pullis laid his big shotgun across his knees, took a handful of gold, and began swiftly to build it into a stack.
            There s all kinds of money here I never seen before,” he said as he examined it, “but they’re mostly in sizes pretty close to old-fashioned American gold money, five and ten dollar pieces. We can figure them like that.”
            Ambrose picked up a few coins in his free hand. “You know what?” he said suddenly. “Probably a lot of these coins are worth more than what it says on them. You know, there’s a big crowd of coin-collecting hobby men, they’ll pay big for rare old coins.
            “Now, that's right likely the truth, Ambrose,” agreed Pullis heartily. “Good thing you thought of that. Maybe there’s two or three times the worth of twenty thousand dollars right here.’
            Randy had managed to smuggle some more smudgy-burning evergreen into his fire. “You re forgetting something,” he said as he set the coffee pot to boil.
            “And you’re forgettin’ to keep your trap shut,” warned Ambrose, twiddling his gun.
            “According to United States law,” Randy went on, unheeding, “all gold money has to be turned in to the Treasury Department."
            “Right interestin’,” laughed Pullis. “But who said anythin’ about turnin’ in the gold? We’ll get the best price for it from whoever will pay. You wouldn’t go around tellin’ anybody on us, would you?”
            “Nary a tell from them,” said Ambrose, his eyes bright. They traveled from Jebs to Driscoll, then to Randy beside the fire, then back to Jebs again. His mouth twitched in a loose smile that had nothing pleasant or reassuring about it.
            Randy began to heat his skillet, and stirred the pancake mixture once more. Pullis meanwhile was setting up stack after stack of dull-gleaming gold pieces. He arranged them side by side on the broad window seat.
            “Each of these is a hundred dollars, more or less, the way I figure it,” he said, more to himself than to Ambrose. “Now there’s five hundred.” He paused to stack more. “Nine, and there, that one makes a thousand. Enough money right there to pay most of what I owe around Wagram and over in Laurinburg.”
            I’m glad you’re going to pay your honest debts ” said Driscoll.
            Did I say I was goin’ to pay them?” demanded Pullis, starting to count a fresh handful of coins. “I’ll be long gone from here when I leave.”
            “Listen,” said Ambrose to Pullis, “why don’t you count up the next thousand over on this side of the window sill? The first thousand can be yours and the second thousand mine, and so on. Right?”
            “Quiet, I’m tryin’ to count,” grumbled Pullis. “Eleven hundred, twelve hundred here—”
            “I take half the risk, and I get half the money,” said Ambrose. “Just keep that clear in your mind.”
            “What’s the matter?” sniffed Pullis, counting away. “Don’t you trust me?”
            “That’s a silly question if I ever heard one,” said Jebs to Driscoll in a matter-of-fact tone. “You can just everlastingly bet Ambrose doesn’t trust Pullis any, and neither would I.”
            “Shut up!” barked Pullis, and Ambrose lifted the pistol as though to club Jebs with its barrel. Jebs subsided, his hands folded.
            “Wonder where all this money came from,” said Pullis.
            “We saw some from France,” said Randy pleasantly. “Some from England, and some from Spain.” He was turning the first batch of pancakes over in the griddle.
            “Why, fancy that,” drawled Pullis. “Hear what the kid says, Ambrose? Education’s sure enough a wonderful thing.”
            “It is, at that,” agreed Ambrose sarcastically. “These kids is so well educated they found the dough for us, and now we got it without havin’ to be educated ourselves.” He eyed Jebs and Driscoll with a maddening smirk.
            Pullis was gathering up the stacks of coins and sliding them back into the open bag. “Ambrose,” he said, I counted out what seems to be around three thousand bucks, more or less, and it took not quite a third of the dough in this old poke to make that much. So I figure ten thousand in each sack, making twenty grand in all. I guess it’s all here.”
            “Ain’t that chow ready yet, kid?” Ambrose snapped at Randy.
            “Just coming up,” said Randy.
            He brought two cups and the coffee pot to the window seat. The men watched him carefully.
            “Leave the pot here,” ordered Pullis. “If you got foolish and flung that in one of our faces, the other of us would have to plug you.”
            Randy returned to the fire and dished up two plates of pancakes.
            “What happens to us when you leave here?” he asked.
            “We’ll let you know. Hustle up the cakes, bub.”
            Randy brought the two plates. Pullis took one and put it on his knee. Ambrose sat down beside him on the window seat with the other.
            “Nice and polite, ain’t they, Ambrose?” said Pullis. “They give us the dough, and even dish us up a nice breakfast!”
            Both men laughed loudly.
            As their merriment rang out in a hoarse duet, a sudden shadow blackened the open window space behind them.
            In shot two enormous arms, long and thick as wagon tongues. Two great sinewy hands, each nine inches across the back, seized the necks of Ambrose and Pullis. A moment later, both men were whipped into the air and shaken back and forth like empty garments in a high wind.
 







          FIFTEEN
 
            CHANGE OF FORTUNE
            DESPITE the danger that had closed around them, the three boys almost burst into laughter at sight of the looks of blank surprise that showed on the faces of Pullis and Ambrose. Another fierce, violent shake of their dangling bodies, and then the two outsize hands that clutched the men slammed them heavily down on the window seat.
            Into the room between and above Ambrose and Pullis loomed the bearded face of Sam Cohill, and it smiled with fierce triumph.
            “Got your warning signal,” he said, “and here I am, just in time to entertain unexpected guests.” Twisting his head sidewise, Ambrose glanced up.
            “I told you that haunt yarn was true,” he groaned weakly.
            Randy jumped to grab the fallen shotgun. Pullis tried to twitch away from Sam Cohill, his hands outstretched to push Randy back from the weapon. But the giant whacked Pullis against the wall beside the window, with such force that pieces of broken plaster dropped from it. When Sam Cohill dragged him down again, Pullis sat in limp, groggy silence.
            “Keep quiet,” warned the giant grimly, “or I’ll spring your ribs loose from your backbone.”
            With a wide-flung shove of both arms, he sent the two men staggering into opposite corners of the room. Then he crooked one monstrous knee, shoved a moccasined foot through the window and over the seat, and dragged his great hulk of a body into the house.
            When he stood up straight on the tiled floor, his mane of tawny hair seemed almost to brush the lofty ceiling. With his big right hand he stroked his pointed beard, and he scowled down, first at Ambrose, then at Pullis. They trembled and shifted their eyes to avoid his gaze. It was like an old-fashioned caricature of a stern schoolmaster with two shame-faced boys caught in some act of mischief.
            Sam,” said Driscoll, “what’s that you said about a signal? You mean a distress signal, a warning?”
            “One of the oldest in the world, and I managed it right under these guys’ noses,” said Randy.
            “But what—” began Driscoll.
            “First let’s tie them up,” said Sam Cohill.
            “You won’t have to tie me,” Ambrose whined.
            “I’ll be the judge of that. Randy, Jebs, keep those guns ready. Driscoll, trot down cellar and look on my shelves. You’ll find a coil of leather cord. Fetch it back up here.”
            Driscoll hurried away. The coil he brought was made up of several lengths of buckskin thong, knotted together into a single strand of many feet. Driscoll tried to unfasten one of the knots, but it was tightly drawn and defied his finger nails.
            “Don’t bother to do that,” said Sam Cohill. “Give it here.”
            He unwound eight feet or so, and made two loops close together, around his big hands. Then he flexed his mighty muscles and tugged. The stout leather strand broke with an audible pop. Jebs gasped in admiration, and Ambrose looked paler than ever.
            “You’re strong as a mule,” praised Randy.
            Sam Cohill’s deep laugh made the room vibrate 194 like a roll of thunder. “As strong as a mule, and fairly half as smart.” He beckoned to Pullis. “Come here, you.”
            “But that stuff about the distress signal,” reminded Driscoll.
            “Oh, that,” said Randy. “I knew Sam would be somewhere near, within seeing distance of the sky over the house. So I got two smudgy smokes up in the air—the hunter’s signal for distress, or danger, or a call for help. Like showing a flag upside down.”
            “Double for trouble,” nodded Sam Cohill. “Yes, Randy, I was heading back.” With the length of cord he had broken off he commenced to tie Pullis, who held out his crossed wrists submissively.
            “I got down to Chief Thunder Horse’s cabin last night, and there were a couple of other Indians I know,” he said. “They had a whole bushel of fresh fish, and we pitched in and cleaned a mess of them, fried them up and ate them for supper. Then we sat talking until it got pretty late, and finally the Chief invited me to sleep there all night. When I started back at dawn, I saw Randy’s two smokes, and knew I’d better come close without making any noise. I could hear the talk that showed what was up, and acted accordingly.”
            Kneeling, he finished tying another shorter length of buckskin from one of Pullis’ ankles to the other, like a hobble rope. “Now you,” said Sam Cohill to Ambrose.
            Ambrose came in turn to be tied. “So that’s why you smoked up the fires, first the one down cellar and then the one here,” he mumbled to Randy.
            “Why didn’t you stop him, you dumb cluck?” snarled Pullis. “Everybody knows what that double smoke means.”
            “I didn’t,” Ambrose confessed woefully. “I don’t ever hunt anythin’.”
            “Nothing except other people’s money,” said Driscoll. “Randy, I want you to excuse me for what I was thinking. When you shut me up talking about Sam, and offered to cook for them, I thought you were turning yellow and quitting.”
            “Not me,” said Jebs. “I figured that Randy was up to some dodge, though I wasn’t sure just what.”
            “Two smokes,” said Sam Cohill again as he tied Ambrose’s wrists and then hobbled his ankles. “How’d you know it would work, Randy?”
            “I didn’t. But you’re a hunter, and I figured you would know what the smokes meant,” said Randy happily. “I had to depend on you, Sam.”
            The giant gestured with his spade-sized hand for Pullis and Ambrose to sit on the floor where Jebs and Driscoll had sat only a few minutes earlier. Silently and fearfully they obeyed.
            “You boys had better gather up that gold they were running so lovingly through their fingers,” advised Sam Cohill next. “But those leather bags look pretty old and brittle. They mightn’t stay together for a long, rough journey, with so much weight inside them. Keep an eye on our guests, I’m going downstairs.”
            He departed through the archway. His broad back seemed almost to fill it for the moment he was inside, and he had to duck low under its curved top. When he had vanished, Ambrose sighed in awe.
            “So you weren’t kiddin’, after all,” said Ambrose. “He really was a giant, not just a dummy you rigged up. Who is he, anyway?”
            “Just a growing boy, a friend of ours,” replied Jebs. “His name’s Sam Cohill. But you two had better call him Mr. Cohill. He might not like it if you acted disrespectful.”
            “Say, why can’t we just call this whole thing quits?” pleaded Pullis. “Nobody’s got hurt. You got the money, you got our guns. We won’t bother you again. Why not let us go and forget we were ever here?”
            “That would be against the law,” said Driscoll. “Letting criminals escape. We might get into trouble doing that.”
            “Right,” approved Randy. “First you stole our canoe, upstream on Drowning Creek. Then you fired at Sam Cohill if you hadn’t been so scared, you might have hit him. Then you tried to take the money at the point of your guns. It looks to me as if you’re under arrest for larceny, highway robbery, and assault with deadly weapons.”
            “Both guilty as charged,” finished Sam Cohill, returning.
            He had brought up two canvas bags, crudely but stoutly sewn with heavy linen thread.
            “Put the money in these,” he directed. “Then we’ll march our prisoners down to the boats, head to the main creek—”
            “We can pick up our canoe there,” put in Jebs.
            “Sam,” said Driscoll warmly, “we’ll never get through thanking you.”
            “What else could I do, Driscoll? You made a friend out of me last night, when I said I recognized your rights to this house, and you told me that I could stay here as long as I wanted to. That’s the kind of talk that makes friends, son, and I hope all this has proved it to you.”
            With that he held out his big hand, and Driscoll offered his. In Sam Cohill’s vast palm it looked like the hand of a baby. They shook.
 
            FORTY-EIGHT hours later, the group that had again gathered at Chimney Pot House seemed almost to have forgotten the nerve-tingling danger that had flavored the end of the treasure-seeking adventure.
            Nine people had arrived in the front yard of the ruined mansion, by various routes. From Moore County, summoned by telephone messages, Mr. Mar- kum and Major Hunter had traveled by automobile to Wagram. There they had met Randy and Jebs, listened with utter amazement to the story of the escapade, and then had allowed themselves to be carried by canoe and dugout down the creek, up the narrow side stream, and so to the final destination in the center of the swampy timberland. Young Deputy Sheriff Ken Bailey of Lawton County had first received custody of the captured Pullis and Ambrose, seen them safe into the county seat at Laurinburg, and then had followed the towering, woods-wise Sam Cohill along strange and almost imperceptible trails from near Wagram to the same spot. And Driscoll Jordan, greeting these guests at the half-fallen home of his ancestors, introduced them to two more guests - Chief Thunder Horse of the Drowning Creek Indians and his nephew.
            Chief Thunder Horse, despite his seersucker pants and striped T-shirt, looked every inch the noble old warrior of some frontier romance. He was tall and straight, with a brown face like a proud old hawk, and abundant black hair, generously streaked with silver. Grave and courteous he was, after the tradition of the Indian race, but articulate and even scholarly of speech. He informed his new acquaintances that Chief Thunder Horse was only his circus name, conferred upon him by a New York publicity man; he had been christened Tracy Locklear, had attended grammar and high school, and had gone for two years to Davidson College.
            His nephew proved to be the plump, friendly Indian who had extended to the boys the hospitality of his boat landing on their first night on the creek. His name was Ted Ballard, and for years he had known and kept the secret of Sam Cohill’s whereabouts.
            “I’m still dizzy with what happened,” said Ken Bailey. “First I return from the county seat at Laurin- burg with news for Driscoll—the reason Chimney Pot wasn’t recorded there was because Scotland County’s only about sixty years old, and it used to be part of Robeson County. I phoned to Lumberton in Robeson, they told me about old records of Chimney Pot, and I headed back to Wagram to find Driscoll gone. Then, day before yesterday noon, in trails the boy with two prisoners, two other boys, more than a hundredweight of gold—and Sam Cohill over-shadowing everything.”
            Sam Cohill grinned from beside the fire pit where he tended the ribs, chops and quarters of a well-conditioned young hog from his sty. These choice pieces slowly cooked upon a scaffolding of green poles, and from time to time the giant swabbed them with a makeshift brush made of wadded cloth on a stick, which he dipped into a simmering potful of his own barbecue sauce. That sauce was compounded of vinegar, mustard, walnut catsup, onions, garlic and several seasoning herbs.
            Most of the party sat in groups, on the stone steps of the fallen porch, on Sam Cohill’s big bench that had been carried up for their accommodation, and on Driscoll’s spread tarpaulin. They were already eating, for Sam Cohill had fetched various choice morsels from his larder for appetizers.
            “Too bad Judge Forman’s not with us,” said Driscoll.
            “He’s at Laurinburg, attending to your interests,” Ken Bailey told Driscoll. “He’s clearing the old records of Chimney Pot—got them from Lumberton.”
            “I think,” added Sam Cohill, “a drainage project can be worked out to make this land worth something for you again. And I’ve studied those house timbers. They can be used to frame a new house, not as big as the old one, but good enough for any young fellow to live in when he’s grown up and running his own place.”
            “And it’s all Driscoll’s, is it?” asked Randy. “The treasure, too?”
            “So Judge Forman believes,” said Major Hunter. “If the money was treasure-trove pure and simple, the government might take a long old time deciding who should have it. But, on the records, it seems to be a part of the Jordan estate. There’s no Confederate government to claim it, and the United States government is asking only income tax. Judge Forman says he’ll iron out the details and clarify your rights.”
            “Where’s the money now?” asked Jebs, sniffing the aroma of the nearly done barbecue.
            “When we took Pullis and Ambrose to the county jail, we put the money in the courthouse vault at Laurinburg,” Ken Bailey told him. “The government takes over all gold and pays you face value in legal tender.”
            “Twenty thousand dollars,” said Jebs dreamily. “Driscoll, if you aren’t too rich and high-toned to talk to poor boys, what do you figure on after you pay the taxes?”
            “You and Randy and Sam will have to pay part of those taxes,” replied Driscoll, nibbling at a piece of smoked fish. “We’re going to split that money. Ive talked it over with your father, and Ken, and the Major, and Judge Forman. They all agree with me that it’s fair.”
            “But it’s yours,” said Randy. “We didn’t expect—”
            “You rate it, all of you,” interrupted Driscoll stubbornly. “Who was it worked out that clue to ‘set the cross and dig the gold’ riddle? You and Jebs. I was pawing around the dark without you. And who got the money back after those thugs took it away? Sam Cohill. You’ve earned your share. I won’t hear any arguments about it.”
            “Tell them how you want to divide it, Driscoll,” prompted Ken Bailey.
            “Well,” said Driscoll, “the place here—old Chimney Pot—deserves some consideration and reconstruction. Judge Forman introduced me to a builder yesterday, and the builder thinks that for around eight thousand dollars a fairly decent house can be set here, for when we cut some timber, drain land, and start a farm. Later on, I want to live and work right here where my ancestors used to be.”
            “That leaves twelve thousand dollars,” computed Jebs excitedly.
            “I’ll divide that into four equal parts, three thousand dollars each. Even after taxes from three thousand dollars, there’ll be something like twenty-five or twenty-six hundred dollars in each share for you, Randy, and Sam. Randy, you and Jebs keep talking about how you want to go to the state university after you finish high school. That ought to take care of a good chunk of your expenses.”
            “What will I do with twenty-five hundred dollars?” said Sam Cohill, looming over the group as he stepped back from the barbecue pit. “I don’t need any money.”
            “You’ll have plenty of expenses,” said Jebs. “How about new clothes cut specially to your measure, and double barber fees for shaving those whiskers, and so on?”
            “Don’t forget,” chimed in Randy, “people know you’re living here. You’ll have to look your best for them.”
            “Maybe so,” admitted Sam Cohill. “Everybody I’ve met has been good to me. They’re interested in me—not as a side-show, but as a neighbor. Maybe I ought to look and act like an average citizen.”
            “That’s right,” said Ken Bailey, “and Driscoll and I want you to stay on this place as a kind of manager —keep an eye on the building activity, the timber cutting and so on, for part of the profits we’ll begin to get after a while.”
            “Do that thing for me, Sam,” begged Driscoll. “You see, I won’t be here myself. With my share of the cash, after the expenses of putting Chimney Pot back on the map, I reckon on going to the university along with Jebs and Randy.”
            “Well, if you want it that way,” consented Sam Cohill. “Now, you boys help me slice up this barbecue.”
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