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          Foreword
 
 
            This is fiction, but it is founded on historical fact.
            So far as I can find out, things were very much this way along the South Fork of the Catawba in North Carolina, about June of 1870, when neighbors enlisted to fight for American freedom or for British royalty, and found themselves face to face in battle. All the people in the story really lived, except for the Harpers and the Protheros and Robinson Alspaye; along the South Fork today you can find Gilmers, Berrys, Dicksons, Martins, McKissicks, and others, whose ancestors did the very deeds I try to tell about here.
            The America of the Revolution was a desperate young nation, and young Americans often found themselves forced to do desperate things. But their heirs and descendants today can love freedom as greatly and, if necessary, can fight for it as bravely.
            Manly Wade Wellman
 
 
            Chapel Hill, North Carolina
 



 
 

          1 War News and Fisticuffs
 
 
            May was bright and warm and richly green, and the noon sun rode the cloudless blue sky above the South Fork of the Catawba River. Mr. Blythe’s Latin school was over for the year, and out of the one-room log shed trooped a dozen big boys in buckskin and rough cloth, all whooping and jabbering at once.
            “No more Latin, no more Greek!”
            “We know that, Cy, but it’s good to hear it said.”
            Only farm work to do, all summer long—wondrous thought!
            Eighteen-year-old Zack Harper, lengthy and dark-haired and sinewy in his fringed leggings and homespun hunting shirt, was first into the open. Outside, he grinned all across his brown face in appreciation of the weather. All around the little school shed were trees shaggy with spring leaves, and straight before him flowed the South Fork, with more green trees on the far side. Zack’s mother and father said that there were no Mays like this in Virginia or Pennsylvania or England or Scotland. Zack had never been anywhere but here in North Carolina on the banks of the South Fork, but he felt sure that his father and mother were right. It was good to live here, to learn from the books under Mr. Blythe’s grave direction, and now to be free for the summer. To be sure, there was that war with England, but the war was far away. Let George Washington and Lord Cornwallis fight it. Zack flung out his long arms and stretched with joyful vigor.
            “Hark!” he yelled to his mates. “Our parents won’t make us work today. What if we fetch back food from our homes, eat together here, and then—”
            Shouts and cheers greeted the proposal.
            “Egad, I’ve waited for this since school began last October,” vowed brown-haired Will Caldwell, a short, spry youth who hoped to be a lawyer. “I vote with Zack for a feast, then fishing or swimming or what else may best please us.”
            “I vote the same,” seconded Bob Henry, who at fifteen was the youngest of these advanced Latin scholars. “I’ve had more than enough of how all Gaul was divided into three parts when Caesar was alive.”
            Last of the scholars to emerge was Andy Berry. He wore backwoods leggings and shirt like the others, but he was slender and solemn. Zack knew that Andy wrote verses and watched the stars at night. He knew also that Andy did not parade his imaginative studiousness, was as good a hunter and woods-runner as any of his South Fork friends.
            “What say you, Andy?” called Zack. “Surely your people will grant you the rest of today for sport.”
            “Aye,” said Andy slowly. “Yet, Mr. Blythe tells me grave news.”
            From behind Andy appeared Mr. Blythe, an opened letter in his hand. The schoolmaster was smaller than most of these advanced students. His hair was queued and tied with a dark ribbon, and he wore a neat, tailed coat and knee breeches of dark cloth, a white shirt, and steel-buckled shoes. For all their groans about lessons, the scholars liked Mr. Blythe. They knew the depth of his learning, his knowledge of the world outside these South Fork backwoods. Hadn’t his prize student, Captain Alex McLean’s son William, gone on from the little school to study medicine, so that, at the war’s outbreak four years back in 1776, he had been commissioned surgeon’s mate in the Continental Army? Zack and the others remembered those days of 1776, when they had mourned because they were too young to march away to strife and adventure with the young men of the South Fork. . . .
            “A letter came to me this morning,” the schoolmaster said gravely, “but I opened it only now, as you were leaving. I spoke to Andy Berry of what that letter contained—grim news, I fear. You should all hear it and meet it.”
            “News, sir?” echoed Zack. “About the war?”
            “Aye.” Blythe nodded. “We’ve had four years of war by now, young friends, but only afar off. Now, I apprehend, it comes this way.”
            They gathered to listen, staring and wondering.
            “You knew the British besieged Charleston, down on the South Carolina coast,” went on Blythe. “Now a courier brings word that Charleston fell on May twelve, and five thousand of our soldiers are taken.”
            “Then John McLean—” began Hugh Ewing. They knew John, brother of William McLean the surgeon’s mate, and that he had been in the Charleston garrison.
            “Taken, too,” added Blythe. “All who were in Charleston.”
            And Captain Billy Chronicle’s company?” demanded Will Caldwell. His brother Sam had volunteered for that company, led by a neighbor.
            “Captain Chronicle’s company was marching to Charleston when it heard of the capture, and turned back. Indeed, one of the company rode here with the news. But Cornwallis, with his redcoats, will march up into North Carolina.” Blythe folded the letter and put it away. “So says this warning. We must play the man, young friends, for we are apt to see war close at hand.”
            They were silent a moment. Rob Henry broke the silence.
            “I hear hoofs. See, there come two riders.”
            A pair of horsemen trotted into view from the trail that emerged out of the riverside trees. Zack knew one horse at once, a trim golden-yellow hunter. It belonged to John Prothero, a wealthy neighbor of the Harpers, who lived in a brick house with pillars instead of a log cabin or house of whipsawed planks. The rider was John Prothero’s son Godfrey, twenty years old and elegant, who had graduated from Mr. Blythe’s school two years earlier. The other horse, a sturdy bay, carried a broad-shouldered man in a linen coat and a cocked hat. The two swung out of their saddles close to the group of youths.
            “What long faces!” cried Godfrey Prothero. He wore clothes like a fine gentleman of the eastern settlements, a snug blue riding coat, a frilled shirt, a hat most elegantly cocked, breeches of white, polished buckskin and shiny top boots. His tawny hair looked curled and puffed, and it was dubbed behind far more nattily than Mr. Blythe’s hair. He lad a fine strong jaw and shining blue eyes, and knew very tvell how handsome and smart he looked.
            “Zack Harper,” he said grandly. “Young Will Caldwell. Yh, Bob Henry. Mr. Blythe, your obedient humble. I came to let these likely young men know Mr. Robinson Alspaye here, my valued friend from down South Carolina way.”
            “Aye, aye,” said Mr. Robinson Alspaye, his cocked hat in his hand. His brow was bald, and his gingery hair cut square behind, like a backwoodsman’s. He looked about thirty, both hard and heavy of muscle, tie grinned, r ed-faced and ingratiating.
            “Splendid lads all,” he said to Godfrey Prothero. “Every one the pattern of a good soldier and a true loyal hero.”
            “Good soldier?” repeated young Bob.
            “Aye,” said Alspaye. “What, you have not heard the news? The British come here in thousands, to set free your South Fork lands.”
            “Set them free?” cried Cy Cole. “They are free already, by resolve of the citizens and by action of the Continental Congress.”
            Alspaye bared his teeth in a grin. “Say you so, boy? What continent does that Continental Congress of rebels hold? Its raw troops flee before King George’s men, and I am here to urge you to stand strong and true for King George, bless him—”
            “Treason!” snapped out Andy Berry, his thin, pale face flushing.
            Alspaye glanced at Godfrey Prothero. “Egad, you’ve led me into a bunch of rebels. I thought you said these were friends.”
            “And they are,” vowed Godfrey. “I marvel to hear them talk as they do. But yonder’s Zack Harper, whose father served with Braddock in ’55, and a loyal King’s man he was. If Cy Cole and Andy Berry play the fool’s part, these others are wise.”
            “I know not how you count wisdom,” put in Will Caldwell, but my brother Sam is with Chronicle’s company this moment—”
            “The more fool, he,” broke in Godfrey Prothero, “and the more fool you, Sam, for thinking as he does.”
            “All those rebels are fleeing before Cornwallis,” elaborated Alspaye. He looked from one face to another. “I am here to give you a chance at joining the winning side.”
            “Cornwallis is not on the winning side yet,” said Will sharply.
            Alspaye lifted a big red hand. “Give me leave to speak? The King’s side is rising here, under Colonel John Moore. We are hundreds of true men taking arms hereabouts. If you think—”
            “Sir,” said Mr. Blythe evenly, “I must ask you to leave my property, and at once.”
            “Aye,” chimed in Will Caldwell. “We waste no time with gallows-bird Tories.”
            Alspaye looked at him in mock diffidence. “You’re the lad whose brother even now flees like a hare with that Captain Chronicle. Belike he’s outrun his pay in worthless Continental paper money. See, here’s the pay drawn by true King’s men.”
            He fished in a pocket of his coat and held out his broad palm with two glittering golden coins on it. “And there’s more for any youngster who has the sense to join—”
            Angrily Will Caldwell struck the coins from Alspaye’s hand.
            “So my brother would do,” he snapped.
            “Would he so?” inquired Alspaye. “Here, young loudmouth, is a message to fetch your bold brother.”
            His left hand became a fist. He made an incredibly swift stride, almost a leap, and Zack heard the thud of his fist on Will’s face. It was followed by Alspaye’s big right fist, and Will staggered back, almost falling.
            There was a sudden concerted yell from the others, and Godfrey Prothero snatched a long silver-mounted pistol from under his neat coat.
            “No mobbing of Mr. Alspaye!” he warned quickly. “He fears no single one of you, but if you all rush, this bullet will strike at least one of you down.”
            Zack had sprung to Will’s side, supporting him. Will’s lip was bleeding, and his face was pale.
            “That was a coward’s blow,” said Zack to Alspaye. “He’s half your size.”
            “Are you big enough to stand the mate to it?” flung back Alspaye.
            “No, Zack,” came Mr. Blythe’s warning, but Zack had already rounded on Alspaye.
            “I’m big enough to stand whatever buffet you strike,” he replied.
            “Wait, all of you,” said Godfrey. “I hold this pistol to make sure of fair play. Zack fights Alspaye, and Zack alone.”
            “No pistol needed to see fair play here,” Zack told him shortly.
            “Loudly crowed, lad,” snickered Alspaye, and prepared to fight.
            Zack appraised him quickly. Alspaye was shorter than he, and might weigh fifteen or twenty pounds more. Yet a thickness of waist hinted at a shortness of breath. Zack had never looked for fights, but he had never fled from one, and in most of his tussles, friendly or otherwise, had been the winner.
            “Come, then,” he said, and moved forward, half-crouched for a grapple.
            The next instant he reeled back before a solid, brain-rattling punch between the eyes. Alspaye had struck skillfully and strongly, and would have landed his other fist had not Zack caught his forearms and pushed him violently away.
            “How does it taste, boy?” Alspaye grinned, and came in again.
            “I forbid,” Mr. Blythe tried to say, but none paid attention. All watched Alspaye, moving knowledgeably with left fist lifted, right drawn back like a stone ready to throw. This was better boxing than the backwoods knew, Zack told himself, as he dodged the darting left, and then the right struck his ear and staggered him again.
            He flung himself in, threw his arms around Alspaye’s thick body, and tried to lock heels for a throw. Another punch knocked him loose. He floundered down to one knee, even as Alspaye pressed in close, and half by instinct caught Alspaye around the legs. A quick heave and Zack was up, throwing his enemy. Then he flung himself on the prone, struggling body.
            A wild yell of joy went up from the others. Zack writhed aside to avoid a thumb that darted for his eye. He clamped both hands on Alspaye’s red neck and pounded Alspaye’s head on the ground.
            “Surrender!” he commanded. “Say you’ve had enough.”
            Alspaye bucked and strove, but Zack pinned him with a knee on his chest. “Surrender,” he said again.
            “He has a knife, Zack!” squealed Cy Cole.
            It was true. Alspaye had snatched a straight, bright blade :rom his boot top. Zack leaped up and away, and as Alspaye scrambled to his feet Zack seized his knife wrist in both his lands.
            An Indian wrestling trick, taught him in boyhood by a Catawba playmate, flashed into Zack’s mind. He quickly turned his back to Alspaye, dragged the imprisoned arm across his shoulder, and bent forward swiftly and powerfully. The heavy body whirled through the air above him, and as Zack let go, slammed head first to the ground. Alspaye lay there, quivering and senseless, and Zack’s moccasin kicked the knife away. Stooping, he caught it up.
            “Drop that!”
            Godfrey Prothero’s face was crimson with fury, his hand leveled the pistol. Zack glared back, too angry to be afraid.
            “He drew on me when I used only my bare hands,” he growled. “Now you draw on me. Shoot if you dare, Godfrey.”
            “If he fires, we’ll tear him to pieces!” yelled little Bob Henry.
            Prothero lowered the pistol muzzle. The red in his face faded. He stared in confusion at the tense knot of South Fork boys.
            “Let’s have no more fighting,” said Mr. Blythe sternly.
            “Amen to that,” said Zack. “Put up your weapon, Godfrey, and I’ll put up mine.”
            Godfrey slid the pistol under his coat, and Zack flung the knife into a thicket. Alspaye stirred, muttered, and slowly rose. He rubbed his head.
            “Zounds!” he grumbled, and blinked at Zack. “You’ll be remembered for assailing a King’s man.”
            “And you’ll be remembered for a sneaking blow to a smaller enemy,” replied Zack. “Get on your horse and get out of here.”
            Alspaye walked heavily to his horse, put on his hat askew, and climbed into the saddle. “I’ll remember you,” he told Zack again. “Come, Mr. Prothero.”
            Godfrey too had mounted. The pair of them rode back to the trail and out of sight.
 
              



 
          2 There Is No Peace
 
 
            It was a two-mile walk to Zack’s home. He made the journey swiftly, with long, ground-eating strides. The earlier thought of a holiday along the river was gone, driven away by the talk of approaching war and that grapple with Robinson Alspaye.
            Rounding a bend of the tree-bordered trail, Zack saw his father’s house in the clearing beyond the foliage. It consisted of two square log structures, sturdy as blockhouses, joined by a roof that left an open porchlike space between. The windows had small glass panes; the doors were of sturdy whipsawed planks deated together. On the bench by the main door sat Zack’s father, a jumble of harness in his lap, but he was not working on it. Before him stood the plump, cock-hatted figure of John Prothero.
            As Zack came into full view, Alan Harper rose and beckoned his son with a full-armed wave. He was as tall and lean as Zack, with long gray hair and a square jaw. He wore buckskin leggings and a wool waistcoat. Zack trotted across the clearing toward the two men.
            “What is this I hear of your fighting, my son?” demande Alan Harper sternly.
            “Does bad news travel so fast, Father?”
            “Aye, Zack, lad, it’s bad news indeed when neighbors lik yourself and Godfrey have fighting words,” said Protherc “Godfrey rode in, even now, to tell of it. And I’m here to make peace with my neighbors ere they turn to war, as have America and England.”
            “Zack, we’d be obliged for your own account,” said Alai Harper.
            Zack told what had happened in front of the school shed, as briefly and calmly as he knew how. The two older men heard him out in silence, and when he had done John
            Prothero put a plump hand on Alan Harper’s lean, square shoulder.
            “What are we to do, old friend?” he appealed. “You and I have seen something of war, and are sure we want to see no more of it. Yet our two sons are ready for blows and defiances and—”
            He broke off, shaking his head again. Zack knew that Mr. Prothero, like his own father, had served against the French and Indians a quarter of a century earlier, and that he had spoken as a quiet neutral ever since 1775, the year when America and Great Britain began to fight.
            “Mr. Prothero, I’m sorry for what happened,” Zack ventured to say. “Yet I do protest it was none of my doing. That man Alspaye struck Will Caldwell a craven blow without warning, and I could not but speak against it. And when he dared me to fight him, I fought.”
            “I do not blame you, Zack,” Prothero assured him frankly. “If I could but believe things would stop where they are. You rid Godfrey never fell out before, but now—”
            A sudden clatter of hoofs, and a rider was upon them. He ecognized Grace Prothero, Godfrey’s sister. She was slender in her brown riding habit, her honey-gold hair was disordered, and her blue eyes were wide and tearful.
            “Father,” she quavered. “Godfrey—he’s—”
            “He’s what, child?” demanded Prothero sharply.
            Grace Prothero gulped and blinked. “When you told him he’d played the hothead, and then you rode here, Godfrey vas furious,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “He rowed he’d not be scolded like a child, or be lectured as to where his duty lies, when his King calls upon all true subjects. He rode off with that man—Mr. Alspaye—and called back to me that he would join Colonel Moore’s Tory volunteers—” She faced Zack, and now her eyes and voice were steady. “And you,” she accused. “ ’Twas you who began this fisticuffing that has sent my brother into the ranks of the British.”
            “Grace, I—”
            Zack could say no more. Grace Prothero daunted him. Once they had been gay and comradely, as children wading in the shallows of the South Fork or hunting through the woods for grapes or strawberries or birds’ nests. Of recent years, however, Grace had grown grand and stately and formal. Zack, in his buckskins, had become embarrassed before her silks and satins, her disturbing gravities, and her more disturbing smiles. Now, indicted as a bringer of ill fortune to her and her family, he could think of nothing to offer in his own defense. It was her father who spoke for him.
             “Moderate your words, Grace,” said Mr. Prothero. “It wasn’t Zack’s doing. He did not fight with Godfrey at all, but with—”
              “He threatened Godfrey,” interrupted Grace. Her slirr gloved hand tightened upon her gold-handled riding whip
            “Not I,” protested Zack at once. “Godfrey drew a pistol or me, and I dared him to shoot. He did not do so.”
            “Because your friends were there in great number,” Grace flung back. “Had he fired on you, he would have been helpless in their hands.”
            “Then heaven be thanked that they were there,” pronounced Mr. Prothero heartily. “Grace, child, I seek to compose differences here. And you seek to aggravate them. Are you, like Godfrey, a Tory?”
            “Not I! ” she blazed out. “I stand for the Continental Congress and for blue and buff against red coats. If I say that, can’t you wonder that I am wounded when my brother is driven to join the enemy?”
            “It was not I who drove him to that, Grace,” Zack insisted. She turned from him without replying, and mounted her horse. A flick of the handsome whip, and she was gone. Mr. Prothero breathed deeply. It was almost a groan.
            “Alan, my friend,” he said to Zack’s father, “I must go and see what I can do about my two willful children. One for the King, one for the Congress, and myself midway between. This will be nothing to make enemies of the two of us?”
            “Naught in the least, John,” Mr. Harper assured him, and the two shook hands. Zack bowed to Mr. Prothero, who mounted and rode away on the trail his daughter had taken. Alan Harper clicked his tongue mournfully. “I grieve for that man, Zack,” he confessed. “Money he has, and lands, and a fine house, and many valuables beside, but neither of is two children obeys him. I hope—”
            Breaking off, he looked searchingly at his son. “I hope,” he began again, “that you do not mean to go on fighting as you did this day.”
            “Only if a fight is forced on me, Father.”
            Alan Harper sat down on the bench. He picked up the arness again, took an awl and a leather thong, and began to aend it.
            “Your two brothers are far away,” he said. “Benjamin in the mountains with his wife and children, at Sycamore Shoals, and Steve off somewhere in the Tennessee country with those rappers. Yet I trust them both for true and honest men, leither swift to get into folly nor slow to take their own part. And, Zack,” his voice grew slow and serious, “neither of them has as yet taken arms in this sorry strife with old England.”
            “No,” agreed Zack, and sat beside his father.
            “I know not how matters will turn out,” went on Alan Harper, “whether America will go free, or will return kindly o English rule. But, my boy, what I do know is that I’ve seen somewhat of war, and it was more terrible to see than my tongue can tell. I don’t want you to see it as I did.”
            He waited. Zack said nothing. His father had always stopped short of telling how Braddock was defeated up in Pennsylvania.
            “Well?” prompted Alan Harper at last.
            “I don’t know how to answer you, Father. I heard today that Colonel John Moore was assembling Tory volunteers—”
            “Aye, he was doing that more than a year ago,” reminded Mr. Harper quickly. “You heard that from our friends were of here. He had two hundred and more to take up arms an follow him, and he seized the horses of old Timothy Rigg and the saddle and gun of Abe Clark. Moore was raising a army of about two thousand to fight for King George in thes parts, but then he went to South Carolina, and his follower melted away.”
            “Colonel Moore is back now,” Zack said. “And this time he claims to have the true hand and help of England.”
            “You believe that, my son?”
            “This man Alspaye showed us a whole fistful of golden sovereigns,” said Zack. “I told you that, did I not? Gold coin of British money, not those worthless Continental notes that aren’t worth the ink used to print them.”
            “So,” said Alan Harper heavily. “Zack, you have a quick eye and a wise head to put such thoughts together. Gold money means British backing, sure enough. But—”
            He made a gesture with the awl.
            “You know how I went with Braddock into Pennsylvania,” he said. “I have not told that matter to you or your brothers or your mother. It’s nothing to please the ear, Zack. You know not what war is, bloody war, with the noise of guns and the war-cries of enemies, and your choice friends and comrades falling at your side. I pray heaven you don’t ever find out.”
            “Aren’t you two hungry for your noon meat?” cried the voice of Zack’s mother. She came into the open space under the central roof, a pleasant-faced, vigorous woman, with gray streaks in her heavy dark hair. “There’s venison stew,” she said, “with blueberry conserves for the corn dodgers.”
            They rose at her summons. “No word of this just now,” whispered Alan Harper, and Zack nodded agreement.
            The dinner was a good one, savory smoked venison in -avy and stacks of hot corn cakes, but neither Zack nor his ther spoke many words as they ate. Mrs. Harper looked from one to the other, in deep mystification. “I declare,” she said, “if we had a cat, I’d say it had both your tongues. Was Mr. Prothero’s visit so stunning an event?” Her husband drank from his copper mug of spruce beer, and wiped his mouth. “Nell,” he said portentously, “I can no longer conceal from you—”
            He broke off in mid-sentence. The hoofs of a horse sounded plain, before the very door, and then a loud voice: “Whoa, boy! Hello, the house!”
            Zack and his father both sprang up from their stools. Toother they strode swiftly to the door, and Zack, reaching , there a pace the quicker, pulled up the latch, and opened it. As he did so, he heard a heavy clank of metal as Alan Harper fized the long rifle from the deer horns on the wall beside the jamb.
            Outside was Andy Berry, astride his father’s roan-gray orse. He waved a hand in greeting.
            “More tidings, Zack,” he cried. “Will Rankin—you know his family, their home is north of here on Dutchman’s Creek, is back from South Carolina. ’Twas he brought that news of Charleston. Now Will seeks volunteers for Captain McKissick’s new company. We’re meeting at Mr. Blythe’s, all of us.” He made a beckoning gesture. “Ask your father for that rifle, and come with me.”
            Alan Harper dropped the rifle butt to the puncheon floor.
            It struck like a mighty drum-beat. His other hand seized his son’s shoulder in a steel-trap grip. “No, Zack,” he said in a husky whisper.
            “Not now, Andy,” said Zack obediently.
            Andy’s young face fell. “But they want you, Zack. All are asking for you. After you struck down that Tory boaster— “Not now, Andy,” Zack said again. “I must not be hasty.” 
            “We still pray for peace in this part of the land,” added Mr. Harper.
            “Peace?” echoed Andy. “Why, sir, there is no peace.” He leaned from his saddle. “I am no seasoned veteran,” said emphatically, “but I can read a track on the trail or tell the float of a stick in a stream with the best. The British are coming in their thousands, and the folk here who follow King George are rising to welcome them. Mr. Harper, every man and boy who can march and hold a gun will be constrained to choose England or America, freedom or the crown.”
            “I must think,” Zack insisted.
            Andy gathered up his reins. “Think, then,” he replied “but don’t think long. There is scant time. We’ll watch and hope for you at the muster at Mr. Blythe’s.”
            He kicked his horse’s flank and raced off among the trees The two Harpers watched him go, the father’s powerful grin still fastened on the son’s shoulder.
            “You say you choose neither side, Father,” said Zack. “Does that mean you still hold by King George?”
            “Alas, Zack, how can I hold by the King? I was born in England. I was the King’s subject in the old country and in this new one, and once I fought for the King. But now, when he sends his soldiers among our homes and fields—Zack, I cannot say that I am still loyal.”
            “Nor can I, Father. What must we do?”
            “Wait for the nonce. Do not go to that enlistment of volunteers. We can but pray for peace.”
            “Pray?”
            That was Mrs. Harper. She had joined them at the open door.
            “Alan,” she said, “I heard what Andy Berry said before he rode off. Peace is past praying for, I doubt, for there is no peace.”
 
              



 
          3 Tory Rendezvous
 
 
            THE muster from which Zack stayed away did not result in any immediate marching. Some twenty-five neighbors of the Harpers including most of Zack’s older schoolmates, signed their names to a company enlistment roll offered by Captain Daniel McKissick, then were ordered to return to their homes and wait a summons in case of any invasion danger.
            Invasion did not come that May. Zack, loosening earth around the sprouting corn in the patch behind the Harper home on the last day of the month, heard his name called. Two figures stood at the trail side. One was Will Caldwell, and the other Enoch Gilmer, a middle-sized man in his twenties. Gilmer had a local reputation for pranks, but just now he looked serious.
            ”You seem busy enough,” said Will, leaning on the rail fence and twiddling the staff he carried.
            “Aye,” agreed Zack, raking out a stone with the blade of his hoe. “What is the news of your rifle company?”
            “Very little indeed,” Will told him. “Once or twice Captain McKissick has called us out to drill.”
            “And we drill mighty awkwardly,” added Enoch Gilmer.
            “So I can believe,” nodded Zack. “I would think you’d do better to practice shooting at a mark.”
            “Why that?” demanded Gilmer, chuckling. “Captain McKissick knows that every man jack of us can knock a squirrel out of a tree at seventy-five paces. No, Zack, I doubt if we prosper much standing in line, marching here and marching there, sloping and shouldering and grounding firelocks at the word. If the British come, I’m for fighting them Indian fashion—hide behind trees and stones, fire when and where they least look for us. That has driven redcoats ere this.”
            “So I have heard,” said Zack, remembering what little his father had told him of Braddock’s disaster.
            “In any case,” went on Will, “word comes that Cornwallis will never move hither except in the autumn, when harvest is done and his army can feed itself from our cribs and its horses from our haystacks. That is still a long way ahead.”
            Zack looked from one of his friends to the other. “Tell me frankly, does anyone blame me for not joining the company?”
            Will shook his head, and Gilmer laughed aloud. “None who count,” said Gilmer. “We know that when there’s true reason for a muster you’ll be there.”
            “Aye,” seconded Will, “and up front in the fighting.” When his friends had gone, Zack hoed more slowly and thoughtfully. His mates trusted him, expected his help in case of need. Yet there had been the word to his father, who continued to hope and pray for peace.
            Cornwallis and his British regulars still tarried far away in South Carolina. But there were settlers of this very region, American-born for the most part, who remained loyal to England. Such men were gathering, he had heard again and again, at the call of Colonel John Moore. Hadn’t Robinson Alspaye preached Moore’s gospel? If Tory volunteers were mustering here, then they meant to prepare the way for Cornwallis to march to the very shores of the South Fork.
            Cornwallis. Zack had heard about him from men who had heard other men describe the noble-born commander from England. Lord Charles Cornwallis, lieutenant-general in the armies of His Britannic Majesty, George the Third, was overwhelming and invincible, red-coated, gold-braided, and powder-wigged, a giant figure on a huge horse, followed by fierce, glittering hordes of soldiers. Who could stand against such a conquering warrior?
            Another vision came to Zack. That was of a tall, powerfully-limbed man with big features and a coat of blue, George Washington. His father had spoken of Washington as a young colonel of Virginia militia in Braddock’s force, and had praised him for courage and leadership. Now, as Zack knew, Washington was the hope of the American patriots, a leader who had survived terrible defeats to score considerable victories. It would be Cornwallis against Washington, and thousands of British against thousands of Americans. Perhaps the decisive battle would happen here, right in the Harper corn patch within sight of the Harper house.
            Zack snorted fiercely to himself and swung the hoe with all his strength, then stepped back, embarrassed. He had chopped several young blades of corn out of the ground in the excitement of his imaginings.
            “Good day to you, Zack,” said a clear voice.
            It was Grace Prothero. She had ridden up softly, without his knowing, and sat her sidesaddle, looking across the rails at him with something like apprehension. Her riding skirt and jacket were dark, and so was her round hat and the veil on it. She looked as though she were in mourning, both as to costume and mood.
            “Grace,” said Zack, and leaned upon his hoe. With his linen shirt sleeve he wiped his damp brow. “How do you fare, and your father?”
            “I am worried, Zack. And Father—he’s troubled. About Godfrey.”
            “What do you hear of him?”
            She shook her head. “We hear naught, ever since he rode away with his friend, that man Alspaye. Not even a rumor from up yonder on Indian Creek, where Colonel Moore is said to have his quarters.”
            “Indian Creek,” said Zack after her. That was a stream that ran into the South Fork a good twenty miles or so to the northwest. “Is Godfrey there with Moore?”
            Another shake of her head. The sunlight glinted in her hair.
            “We don’t know that, Zack. If Godfrey is there, he could easily send word home, but—” She hesitated. “Well, maybe he has gone to South Carolina. He may even have joined Cornwallis, as other young men of good family are said to have done. My poor father is sick from wondering and puzzling, and I am sick from worry for my father.”
            “I wish I might do something, Grace.”
            “Do you wish that?” she said eagerly. “If you mean your words, Zack, I might ask—”
            “Ask it, Grace,” he urged her at once, and came forward, hoe in hand, to the fence. “I was sorry when we parted bad friends the other day. I’d like to make amends.”
            “It is I who should make amends,” she said. “Taking out my fear and anger upon you, as I did, was a naughty child’s trick. But you say you will help.”
            She slid down from her saddle, and came to the rail, holding the reins. “You can help,” she said, looking into his eyes.
            “Can I so?” he said, looking down at the blade of the hoe.
            “We do not see you so often as in the past,” Grace said gently.
            “That’s no strange thing,” he decided to say. “You live on a plantation, I live on a farm. Your pleasures are balls and music parties, mine are hunts and barn-raisings.”
            “Zack!” Grace pleaded. “But you and I were friends as children.”
            “And not enemies now, as I hope. You said I could help you.”
            She studied him, and at last she smiled, briefly and tremulously. “You can help me and my father,” she said at last, “by bringing us news of Godfrey.”
            He shook his head and again wiped his face. “But I know nothing of him.”
            “But you can find out. Zack, I have heard that you are as good a huntsman and woodsman as any on the South Fork. And up yonder—” she waved her whip off toward the headwaters of the river “—up there, this man Moore has his camp. You could steal close without anybody knowing, and find out if Godfrey is there.”
            “I might do so,” he conceded, shifting the hoe and leaning on it again. “Indian Creek is no far journey. And I might see Godfrey, if he was among the volunteers there.”
            “And come back and tell my father? If Father knew where his son is, if he could send him a message, a plea—”
            “Aye,” Zack agreed, and tucked the hoe under his arm. “Grace, I’ll do it if I can.”
            “Thank you, Zack.”
            Quickly she peeled the glove from her right hand and held it out to him. It was a slim, soft hand in his broad, sunburnt one.
            “Thank you, my friend,” she said again.
            “But no word of this,” he warned quickly. “If I’m to go a-spying, better that nobody hears of it.”
            “You are right.” She smiled as she mounted. “ ’Twill be a secret between us, then.”
            Watching her ride away, he asked himself if he had been foolish, easily persuaded. Grace Prothero had been so grand lately, and at their last meeting she had been proud and accusing. Now, he was ready to go sneaking and spying at her first word. He might even find himself in danger if he prowled around that nest of Tories.
            “Huh!” he grunted aloud, like a Catawba Indian.
            No, it wasn’t like that. He welcomed the idea of excitement and adventure. The trip wouldn’t violate his oath of neutrality to his father, and as a neutral the Tories surely would offer him no harm. Meanwhile, it had been a pleasure to listen to the pleading of Grace Prothero, to be in a position to grant her plea.
            Zack had no difficulty gaining his parents’ permission to be gone a couple of days. He would hunt, he told them. Smoked venison and salt pork were growing monotonous as features of the Harpers’ diet, and game was scarce in the neighborhood.
            If he made a long stroll, he said, he might bring back something toothsome, perhaps a wild turkey or two brace of partridges.
            “Well thought of, Zack,” applauded his father. “Already you shoot as well as I—even better, perhaps. And surely your legs are longer and younger, you can roam a score of miles without being weary.”
            Zack’s mother made him up a small package of corn pone and dried meat for his journey, and he took his own long rifle, a handful of bullets, a horn of powder, a keen hunting knife, and a light tomahawk with a narrow iron blade. He left at early dawn of the first of June, and headed up the South Fork.
            Indian Creek entered the South Fork from the westward, and Zack decided to seek a ford early to take him to that side. Not Armstrong’s Ford, close to his home—too many neighbors lived near there. A friend might see him on a hunting jaunt and ask to go along. He avoided the approach to Armstrong’s and went five miles upstream to Cathey’s Ford, where the wagon road from Tuckaseege Crossing of the Catawba ran almost straight westward to the big house of Christian Mauney, where the county court met. Doffing his moccasins and tucking up his leggings, Zack waded across the shallows.
            The sun, climbing the eastern sky, made the bright leaves greener and danced on the slope of Spencer Mountain yonder to the right of the ford as Zack strode westward. He kept not upon the road but at its edge, ready to duck into the trees at the first approach of anyone who might hinder him with questions about his journey. Once or twice he heard the stir of motion in the brush—perhaps game bird or beast to shoot and fetch home. He decided against finding out. There would be plenty of time to shoot meat on the way back.
            By noon he had gone something like a dozen miles past the ford, and stopped by a trickling little stream to eat some bread and meat. At midafternoon he came to Long Creek, and crossed on a fallen log that made a precarious little bridge. A couple of hours later, long before sundown, he approached the house of Christian Mauney, a broad one-story structure of timbers with shade trees in the rail-fenced yard.
            Mr. Mauney, a wiry middle-aged man with pepper-and- salt hair and a seamed, shrewd face, was sitting on a bench in front of his house and rose to greet Zack. He wore knee breeches of woollen cloth and a vest of spotted cowskin.
            “It’s young Harper, is it not?” he asked, peering. “I know your father well. What brings you here?”
            “I’m on a hunt, sir,” replied Zack. He looked at the house. One of the windows was heavily barred, and Zack knew that the room beyond was sometimes used as a jail by the county officers. “And I’m trying to find things out,” he decided to elaborate.
            “What things, young man?”
            “Down there in the Point settlements, where the South Fork comes to the Catawba, we hear talk about a camp of Tory volunteers.”
            “Then you hear true talk,” said Mr. Mauney. He pointed toward the north. “Up yonder, six or eight miles away or so, on Indian Creek, there they squat and plan their deviltries.”
            Mr. Christian Mauney would be bound to ascribe deviltries to any Tory. Zack remembered that various chief men of the region had met at Mauney’s five years earlier, to sign their names to a resolution upholding the Continental Congress and defying England. McLeans, Mauneys, and Hambrights were among those who had signed. Alan Harper had not gone to that meeting, nor had Mr. Prothero—then, as now, they had hoped for friendly settlement. But Moses Moore, father of Colonel John Moore of Tory volunteers, had been there and had signed, too.
            “How many are there, sir?” asked Zack.
            A shake of Mr. Mauney’s broad head. “I myself have not gone out to count them. One man tells me that there are scores. Another, that there are hundreds. Whoever is right, there are still too many.”
            “Perhaps I’ll go look,” said Zack.
            Mr. Mauney eyed him narrowly. “You’re never planning to join that rascal crew?”
            “No, sir, not I. It’s only that I’m curious.”
            Zack declined, with thanks, a friendly invitation to stay for supper, and departed northward. He had tramped long that day, more than twenty miles, but he was not weary and the sun still stood well above the western horizon. Perhaps he could view the camp of John Moore’s followers before that sun had set, perhaps even see Godfrey Prothero among the Tories. As he walked, Zack munched a strip of dried meat and a chunk of cold pone. He came to Beaver Dam Creek, listened carefully, and then squatted to scoop handfuls of water to quench his thirst. A flying leap took him across a narrow stretch of the stream, and he continued northward for five or six miles.
            The sun had fallen close to the treetops to the westward when Zack came to the brink of Indian Creek. From that point, as he decided from Mr. Mauney’s words, the Tory camp lay upstream. He moved furtively along the water’s edge, taking advantage of all cover and avoiding any careless breaking of twigs or rustling of leaves.
            Then he heard a murmur, which grew as he approached. Human voices, he could tell after a moment. Someone shouted, as though in command. Zack smelled the faint pungency of wood smoke. Crouching low, he stole through a thicket of mixed pine and cedar, then climbed a bushy rise. It was crowned with a juniper thicket, and he pushed through with gingerly care, to a point where he could gaze out beyond.
            He found himself looking into a wide clearing beside Indian Creek, and it was thronged with men.
            They lounged singly or in groups, some beside fires, others fetching kettles of water from the stream for cooking supper. Near at hand a pair of them smoked short pipes and chatted. Zack heard a snatch of conversation:
            “I heard that the colonel says we must wait for more men first.”
            “More come in each day. The report is that a hundred are on the way.”
            A hundred more, thought Zack, and tried to estimate the number of those already encamped. At least a hundred, he judged after some study. They were dressed in deerskin, like hunters, or rough homespun, like farmers, but each wore a plumelike sprig of pine needles in his hat. Most of them had long-barreled rifles or short, heavier muskets, each man carrying his gun in the hollow of his arm or, if he sat, slanting it across his knees.
            On the far side of the clearing Zack could see a cluster of huts, made of poles and thatch. Near it stood a knot of men in better dress than their comrades, apparently leaders of the camp. All of them listened intently to a tall figure in a red coat and a smart cocked hat, who was gesturing importantly.
            That red-coated one surely must be Colonel Moore, Zack told himself. Among the listeners was an elegant man, in a spruce blue riding coat, whom Zack thought he recognized. Godfrey Prothero? Zack laid his rifle on the ground and rose silently to his knees for a better view.
            “Stir not a muscle further, young rooster,” said a triumphant voice at his very ear, “or you’ll have a ball from this pistol through your head.”
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            ZACK froze where he was, aghast and miserable. A soft stir of movement behind him, and a clink of metal at his side—a hand had snatched up his rifle. Then:
            “All right, young rebel sneak, unfasten your belt and drop it.”
            Zack did so, and his tomahawk, knife, and pouch fell to earth.
            “Now rise and turn around.”
            Zack obeyed. He looked full into the heavy, mocking face of Robinson Alspaye. The Tory was dressed in a brown hunting shirt with fringe, and in his cocked hat stood a brushy plume of pine needles. In his right hand he held a long brass- mounted pistol. Under his left arm he cradled Zack s rifle.
            “Why, it’s the young schoolboy wrestler!” cried Alspaye. “Let me perish, but this is a welcome prize. I owe you somewhat, youngster, for that foul grapple two weeks or so past.
            “It was a fair grip and a fair throw,” Zack said grumpily. “Do you care to try another?”
            “Not while I hold the guns and you don’t. What’s your name, boy? Ah, I mind me, ’tis Harper. Turn around once more, Harper, and walk into camp, with your hands high. Some of our lads have rude ways with surprise visitors, and they might shoot at you.”
            Zack turned because he must. He heard Alspaye stoop quickly for his belt with its weapons, and the rifle nudged Zack between the shoulders. Together they walked into the open, Zack holding his hands aloft, Alspaye chuckling behind him.
            The nearest group of campers spied them and hurried forward, babbling excited questions.
            “ ’Tis a rebel spy,” Alspaye announced importantly. “His neck may soon show the prettier for a stretching. Give us walking room, friends. Colonel Moore must see this tender partridge I’ve netted.”
            A dozen men walked along with them, clamoring and talking. Zack and Alspaye approached the group of leaders next to the huts. One of the men ran ahead, saluting clumsily and reporting. The man in the gold-laced coat turned and listened, then faced around and waited for Zack to come up. His companions, too, gazed. They seemed to have crude marks of rank, one wearing a sword belted around his waist, another with a sash, others with rough epaulettes sewed to the shoulders of their coats. The man in green was recognizable as Godfrey Prothero.
            “Zack Harper!” cried Godfrey in amazement. “What do you here, Zack?”
            “He was lurking and spying, Captain Prothero,” said Alspaye. “Colonel Moore, I know this prisoner. He forced a fight on me not many days gone, when I was seeking recruits down the South Fork.”
            “You forced that fight,” snapped out Zack. “You started it, and I finished it.”
            “Silence,” growled the one addressed as Colonel Moore. He was a straight, sturdy man of about thirty, with gray- streaked red hair neatly clubbed, and a silver gorget at his throat. He had an aggressively heavy jaw and a short, wide nose with a scar across its bridge. His eyes, green as a cat’s, blazed into Zack’s.
            “So you’re a spy,” he said. “Have you aught to say for yourself?”
            “Only that I’m no spy,” replied Zack, as levelly as he could manage.
            “He was crouching in a thicket like any red Indian!” accused Alspaye.
            “Suffer him to say his say, Sergeant,” said Colonel Moore. “If you’re no spy, young sir, what are you?”
            “I brought a message for Mr. Prothero here,” said Zack. “Ha!” exclaimed another officer, a stringy man in a bluefaced red coat not as fine as Colonel Moore’s. “Is this true, Captain Prothero? Do you traffic with these buckskin traitors hereabout?”
            “Not I, Major Welch,” said Godfrey, scowling at Zack. “I do not know what message he means.”
            “Your kinsmen asked me to find you, Godfrey, ’ said Zack. “They are worried, with no news of you ”
            “Silence,” ordered Colonel Moore again. “Speak when I speak to you. And keep a civil tongue, and lie no more than your nature demands of you.”
            Zack felt the eyes of all the officers upon him, and was conscious of others gathered to watch and listen. “Sir,” he said, “I have never been uncivil when civility was warranted, and I scorn to lie to anyone.”
            “Burn me,” said Major Welch, “the fellow speaks boldly.”
            “Aye,” added the officer next to Welch. Prothero, if you are acquainted with this prisoner, desire him to tell his true errand.”
            “Well, Zack?” challenged Godfrey.
            “You ve heard my true errand, Godfrey. If you and these others won’t believe it, I’ll just hold my peace.”
            “You’ll speak when you’re bidden,” Alspaye blustered.
            Colonel Moore, see the arms he bore. Tomahawk, knife, this long gun. “Are these a peaceful man’s belongings?”
            “Harper, if that’s your name, you’re in sore trouble,”
            Colonel Moore said. “I give you one more chance to clear yourself.”
            “Colonel Moore,” rejoined Zack, “there’s no point in my speaking if nobody here has the wit to recognize the truth when I tell it.”
            “Take him away,” ordered the colonel. “See that he is put within four stout walls, and let him think on his plight for an hour’s space. Then bring him to me again, and if he talks not to the point and the profit, we’ll give him cause to rue it.”
            “Come, you gallow’s meat,” growled Alspaye, and poked Zack into motion again. “Over yonder with you, to the log hut. That’s our guardhouse.”
            The throng watched Alspaye herd Zack toward a low- roofed shed built of stout poles daubed and plastered between with great chunks of clay. A lolling sentry in homespun opened a door of cleated planks, and Alspaye pushed Zack roughly inside. Zack heard the door slam shut, and a stout wooden latch fell into place with a clatter.
            Alone in his dim prison, Zack stood in the middle of the hard-tramped dirt floor and looked around. Apparently this was one of two rooms in the shed, and it was perhaps eight feet by ten. There was no window, only a two-inch strip of open space where the clay chinking had been picked from between two of the horizontal logs. Overhead were stout, roughly hewn rafters, and upon them lay slabs which, Zack’s prodding hands told him, were weighted down with a heavy layer of earth. He doubted if a bear could smash its way out of the place, even if that sentry did not wait outside. There was no furniture, only a pallet-like heap of dried grass and beside it a gourd which, when Zack shook it, resounded splashingly with the water inside.
            Outside, the evening was dimming into dusk. Zack heard voices near and far and, when he peeped out at the slit, saw fires where men sat eating or lounging. He drew a long, unhappy sigh, as much in disgust at being trapped as in woe at being held.
            Alspaye had sneered at him, calling him a netted partridge , Zack thought that he had been taken more like a snared rabbit, with no chance to show sense or fight. He squatted on his moccasin heels in a corner, his face to the barred door. This came of doing the wish of pretty Grace Prothero, of trying to give neighborly help and perhaps to make peace between Godfrey and his father and sister. There had been talk of treason and punishment, and Alspaye had called Zack gallow’s meat. Would these rough Tory irregulars hang him to prove their loyalty to King George?
            There came a rattle at the door, and he got quickly to his feet. The door opened and a dark figure appeared there.
            “Your supper, prisoner,” said the man gruffly. “Sentry,, stand ready if he turns foolish.”
            “Come in without fear,” Zack bade the man, who set a wooden bowl on the floor. It was full of smoking-hot stew, with a pewter spoon in it, and gave off a savory smell. Left alone again, Zack carried the bowl to the chink for what light he could get to eat by. He surprised himself by eating heartily. Perhaps he was not sunk in despair after all.
            When he had cleaned the bowl, he pried at the clay of the walls with the stout spoon handle and made the chink longer by a good two feet; but the wooden poles above and below were stout, and could never be moved without a hatchet or crowbar. Night had fallen outside, and only the nearby fires gave him light. He sat down again, nodding drowsily. Then he roused, for the door opened again and someone stood there with a gleaming lantern in his hand.
            “Out here with you, Harper!” bawled Robinson Alspaye. “Colonel Moore has time to judge your case. And think yourself lucky if you do not finish with the traitor hide stripped from your carcass.”
            Zack could think of no scornful retort, so he came out silently. Two men with ready guns ranged themselves at Zack’s sides. “March!” barked Alspaye, and they set off together.
            In front of one of the larger huts were gathered the officers.
            Among them Zack recognized Godfrey Prothero. A rough table was set on the grass, and a candle burned there, stuck in its own grease. On a stool behind the table sat Colonel Moore, very stern and grim, and beside him was an epau- letted officer with an open book, an ink-stand, and a quill pen. At a gesture from Moore, Alspaye set the lantern on the table to augment the light. The rays struck gleaming patches on Moore’s jaw and jowls and touched his eyes to cold sparks. Zack stood before him, the two guards at his elbows.
            “Master Harper,” said the colonel without preliminary, “I hope you’ve come to a sensible frame of mind.”
            “And I hope my frame of mind is ever sensible,” replied Zack, “though I stand here falsely accused and unlawfully imprisoned.”
            “You tell us that you’re loyal to King George?” challenged Moore.
            “I have been loyal ever, and my father before me. Yet I dare say that King George is ignorant of what sorry things are done here in his colonies. I dare say that such injustice as this is the explanation for the rebellion against his rule.”
            “Sink me, Prothero,” muttered Major Welch among the listening officers, “this acquaintance of yours speaks like a lawyer.”
            “A canting Whiggish lawyer,” rejoined another. “We want none of that kidney here.”
            Colonel Moore studied Zack a long moment in the lantern light.
            “Well, every man must prove his loyalty these days,” he said at last. “If you’re a true King’s subject, you should be in our ranks.”
            “I serve neither in these ranks, nor in the ranks of the North Carolina militia that drills in my district,” replied Zack.
            “Ha!” cried Moore. “We’ve heard of that rebel company. You know the men in it?”
            “He does, Colonel, no doubt that he does,” volunteered Alspaye. “I myself heard his friends speak of joining it, and he was there at the time. Belike he’s as arrant a traitor as any of them, and a member of that company to boot.”
            “Have done, Sergeant Alspaye,” snapped Moore. “Harper, I asked if you know the men of that company.”
            “Some of them, sir,” admitted Zack.
            “Name them, then. Captain Cumberland, take down the names as he gives them.”
            But Zack stood silent, feeling expectant eyes upon him from all sides.
            “Name them, I say,” ordered Colonel Moore again. “Begin with their captain.”
            “Colonel Moore,” said Zack, “I have said I did not come to spy upon you. Neither did I come to carry tales to you. I am a spy for neither side.”
            Another silence around Zack, chill and baleful. It seemed to last an hour.
            “My young friend,” said Moore, “you do not seem to realize that you stand here in peril of your life.”
            “I realize it very well, sir,” returned Zack. “But I shall not say anything I do not want to say, at your bidding or the bidding of any man on earth.”
            “Said I not he was an insolent rebel?” cried Alspaye.
            “Colonel Moore, we waste our time hearkening to his impudence,” spoke up the officer who was making notes. “I vote that he be hanged before he may see another sun’s rising.”
            “D’ye hear that, Harper?” asked Moore, with a harsh smile. “Believe me, your refusal to help us convicts you of rebellion against your King. One last chance to speak the information we want.”
            “Tell us what we ask you, Zack,” said Godfrey Prothero suddenly. “Cease this playing the scoundrel—”
            “I'll not be called a scoundrel by you, Godfrey,” blazed Zack, losing his temper. “You’re the scoundrel, grieving your father and sister by renegading to these outlaws!”
            “Outlaws,” echoed Moore coldly. “Outlaws, he calls us. Well, gentlemen, all seven of you sit here with me as chosen officers of this volunteer force. Captain Cumberland speaks for hanging this prisoner. How do you others vote on the matter, yea or nay? Captain Warlick?”
            “Yea,” said a squat man in a dark coat with a sash around it. “Captain Murray?”
            “Yea,” said the next officer.
            “Captain Carpenter?”
            “Yea.”
            “Captain Prothero?”
            “Nay! ” cried out Godfrey Prothero. “This is an old neighbor and playfellow of mine, and I’d mourn to see—”
            “You’ve voted, Captain Prothero,” Moore cut him off. “What says Captain Simpson?”
            “Yea.”
            “And Major Welch?”
            “Yea,” said the major.
            “Which sounds to me like an overwhelming vote for a rope to this rebel’s neck,” summed up Moore. “So be it ordered. Write it down, Captain Cumberland. Half an hour before sunrise, when there is light sufficient to hang him by, he shall be hoisted, and the whole command paraded to see how resolutely we stand by our loyalties. Lock him up again. What other matter before the council?”
            As Zack turned away between his two guards, he heard Major Welch speak.
            “That recruit, Colonel. The one who came vaporing of his wish to join us. I apprehend he is too far soaked in brandy to speak properly when sworn.”
            “Then let him be put in the guardhouse with Harper,” said Moore. “Take his weapons, and let him sleep and sober up.”
            As Zack’s guards brought him to the prison hut, a blubbering of protest and a half-bellowed snatch of song rose behind them. Two more men came, supporting a third between them. He stumbled and sagged in their arms.
            “Fling him inside,” directed the sentry. “A night in our jail, with only this rebel for company, will help him to better wit and better manners.”
            One of the guards shoved Zack inside. A moment later the staggering stranger followed, and fell heavily on the dirt floor. The door slammed shut, and the big latch fell in place.
            Zack knelt beside the fallen man. “Are you hurt?” he asked.
            “Softly, lad,” came back a whisper.
            “What?”
            “Softly, I say. I play this part to help you.”
            It was the unmistakable voice of Enoch Gilmer, the prankster of the South Fork.
 



5 Godfrey Prothero’s Offer
 
              So amazed was Zack that he might have cried out had not Gilmer’s quick palm clamped itself tight across his mouth.
            “Quiet, Zack, for both our lives,” begged Gilmer in a whisper. “The night out yonder is full of prowling Tories.”
            Zack shoved Gilmer’s hand away. “How came you here, Enoch?” he demanded softly.
            “How and why but to set you free? Come over to this corner, it’s away from the door and that slit in the wall. Now, hark you.”
            They sat side by side in the corner. Gilmer cupped his hand to Zack’s ear.
            “I saw you leave home this morning,” he said in the quietest of undertones. “I’d come to bid you go hunting, and when I saw you go I followed. But ere I could catch you up, I saw you moving so stealthily that I wondered at your business, and for sport’s sake slipped along behind.”
            “And I didn’t know of your following,” said Zack, embarrassed. “A sorry woods-runner I’ve proved this day.”
            “Never sorry, Zack. It’s only that perhaps I’m a mite better. You were well intent on your errand, in any case. But you went for miles, ever furtive, and my curiosity was enough to bring me miles after you. When you stopped at Mr. Mauney’s I stole close enough to hear him tell you of the Tory camp, and I was not far off when that sneaking fellow Alspaye captured you.”
            “Again my woodsmanship was poor.”
            “Yes, you were careless then. And I watched you taken to this lockup, and then wandered around outside the camp, pondering how to free you. When I saw them fetch you out for questioning, I hit upon the device. I feigned both Toryism and tipsiness, and they did as I hoped—put me in here with you.”
            “So you have ruined yourself,” mourned Zack. “They took your weapons, and the door is barred, with an armed watcher outside.”
            “Be of cheer. Each trick I have is worth two of theirs. But tell me, Zack, are you still of the notion that King George is rightful ruler of America?”
            Zack could have groaned again. There it came, that question of what was true loyalty, and in this perilous plight.
            “I cannot answer that,” he whispered back after a moment. “My father tells me that he hopes only for peace, not for triumph by either side in this war.”
            “It’s a vain hope he has, lad. For there is no peace, but war. And one side or other must triumph.”
            “Perhaps,” admitted Zack, “perhaps. But what am I to decide? My father came from England and fought for the King. We are all British, by nation and by blood—”
            “The British themselves seem to hold otherwise. What says Tom Paine, he who upholds Washington? I can give you ,hrs words, Zack. Hark while I whisper: ‘Britain, with an army to enforce her tyranny, has declared that she has a right not only to tax, but to bind us in all cases whatsoever, and if being bound in that manner is not slavery, then there is not such a thing as slavery upon the earth.’ ”
            Zack recognized the words. “So he writes in The American Crisis ” he said, nodding in the thick darkness. “Mr. Blythe showed me a copy. I have heard say that Thomas Paine is a scoffing unbeliever.”
            “That I won’t agree. Here’s more of what he says.” Gilmer paused, as though calling up his memory. “Aye, thus goes the passage: ‘I have as little superstition in me as any man living, but my secret opinion has ever been, and still is, that God Almighty will not give up a people to military destruction, or leave them unsupportedly to perish, who have so earnestly and so repeatedly sought to avoid the calamities of war, by every decent method which wisdom could invent.’ ”
            Gilmer had quoted the words with as impressive a solemnity as Mr. Blythe himself might have used. Again Zack reflected on Gilmer’s gift for mimicry and impersonation.
            “You may be right, Enoch,” he admitted. “There s no sound of the infidel there.”
            “And the words are still more to the point where you re concerned,” pursued Gilmer, emphatic for all his lowered voice. “Have you not earnestly and repeatedly sought to avoid war? Have you not striven to follow your father’s teachings and remain neutral? Yet here you are, captive andi condemned. I heard the word gallows spoken to you, and more than once.”
            It was true, but Zack scowled to himself in the black night, as though to dismiss the argument.
            “What perplexes me more, Enoch, is how you think to get out of this trap for foxes. They left neither of us so much as a knife to whittle with.”
            “No more they did,” agreed Gilmer. “They took my knife and yours. But earlier I saw a carpenter by one of the fires, at the edge of this encampment, and made it my business to snap up a tool lying there. Here it is—I hid it in my legging, and they found it not. Mind your fingers, lad.”
            He thrust something into Zack’s hands. It was a small saw. Again Zack might have exclaimed, this time in triumph, but for his friend’s warning nudge.
            “That fellow on guard outside walks all the way around this prison hut several times in the hour,” muttered Gilmer. “We’ll be wise to work on the inner wall, lest he come upon us with a hole half made. There’s another chamber beyond this, and the door to that stands open. I saw as much ere I came staggering and hiccuping in among these Tories.”
            Zack groped along the partition with his free hand. He felt rough slabs, apparently split from logs, and these were fastened with wooden pegs to rough upright timbers on the other side.
            “We can put the saw in at this space,” he reported to Gilmer. “But it will make noise.”
            “Saw away without fear, Zack. I’ll make some noise myself.”
            And Gilmer burst into a raucous song about Barney O’Lynn.
            So loudly did Gilmer bawl his song that the scratch and scrape of the saw teeth through the rough wood was utterly drowned out. Verse after verse of the old ballad Gilmer sang while Zack cut through one plank, then another.
            “Sing on, Enoch,” he urged happily. “Another cut the same width over here, and we’ll have space enough to squirm through.”
            Just then there was a noise at the door. At once Gilmer flung himself in a slumping sag against the place where Zack had been sawing.
            “Barney O’Lynn! ” he gurgled thickly. “Barney O’Lynn! ”
            “What sort of squalling is this?” demanded a gruff voice, and the door opened, showing a man with a lighted lantern in his hand. “Must we give this toper more drink to silence him? Let Harper stand forth.”
            Zack laid the saw down quietly, and rose and walked to the door. “What’s your wish with me?” he asked.
            uNever question us, rebel. Come outside.”
            Zack stepped into the open. At once the man who had summoned him drew a tin slide over the face of the lantern to mask its light. The sentry stood with musket slanted at the ready. He spoke grumpily.
            “If I turn this prisoner over to you I’ll fare ill with my officers,” he said.
            “Tut, man, my captain is your officer,” flung back the one with the lantern. “He engages that the prisoner will be returned after questioning. Do you disbelieve the captain?”
            “Not I,” said the sentry. “But if that rogue escapes, remember that you and your captain are in the same trouble that I am.”
            "Hold my lantern,” bade the other. “Now, where’s that buckskin cord? I’ll bind the fellow’s hands, and bring him back again safe bound.”
            Swiftly he drew Zack’s wrists together behind his back and threw a loop of cord around them. Pulling it tight, he made several secure knots.
            “So,” he pronounced, “he is helpless. How far could he run in the night, trussed and tethered? The lantern again, by your leave. Walk before me, prisoner. No, ask me nothing. I’ll warrant you that the captain will have much to ask you, and your replies had best be straight ones.”
            With his hand on Zack’s shoulder, he started away. Behind them could be heard the muffled singing of Enoch Gilmer in the guard cabin.
            Zack’s conductor marching him among the trees in the night, avoided several fires, and at last approached a rough shelter of branches and thatch almost at the rim of the camp. Another man stood there, slenderly elegant and watchful.
            “Ah, Rufton, did you bring him? Aye, it’s Zack Harper, right enough.”
            “Godfrey!” exclaimed Zack. “Godfrey Prothero!”
            “Keep your voice down, Zack. I’ve had you brought here for your own good. Now, Rufton, tie the other end of that line to this tree.”
            “As you say, Captain Prothero,” replied the man with the lantern, and wound the free end of the cord around the trunk. “So, he’s safe now.”
            “Go you apart now,” directed Godfrey, “and let me question him privately, but be within my call.”
            The man departed among some brushy thickets. Godfrey Prothero came close. He wore the green riding coat, with a scarf tucked around his neck, and his cocked hat was drawn over his eyes. Standing before Zack, he set his clenched fists lightly on his hips.
            “I’ll speak briefly, Zack,” he said. “You are condemned to a sorry death at dawn. But I voted against it, and I can give you life.”
            “That’s vastly neighborly of you, Godfrey,” responded Zack.
            He spoke mockingly and without much cordiality, for the buckskin thong cut into his wrists, and he was weary and angry from the treatment he had received at the hands of the Tories.
            “I will explain,” Godfrey was saying.
            “Pray do so. Begin by explaining why I am insulted and sentenced by these friends of yours.”
            “Zack, I alone believe the story you told.” Godfrey’s voice was friendly. “I know you and your father. I know he is a neutral and, at heart, loyal.”
            “Think you he’d be neutral and loyal if he knew how his son fared here?”
            “Have patience, Zack. Hear me out. I say I am your friend.”
            “And you hitch me to a tree like a haltered beast,” growled Zack, his temper growing hot. “There’s a fine proof of friendship.”
            “I say that I believe you,” said Godfrey, in earnest appeal.
            “I believe that you came to find me, to serve the wish of my family. Believing that, I will save your life if only you help me make it possible.”
            “I wait to hear how I can do that.”
            “I’m no coward,” went on Godfrey, “but I shrink at shedding the blood of old friends, or of seeing it shed. I keep yow bound only so that you will stand safe and hear my words; as we speak in private. Now, first of all, you may live if you agree to be one of us.”
            “Agree to be one of you?” echoed Zack sharply. “After being thus penned and tied? I am not likely to agree.”
            “If you don’t, there is the rope and the scaffold. Be wise in time, Zack. You can make your fortune by agreeing. We are several hundred here together, more than all the rebel volunteers in this part of the country. Another week’s time, and we’ll be several thousand. And Cornwallis will bring British regulars from South Carolina. This whole land will be taken and held for King George, and short will be the shrift of the traitor against him.”
            “Why then should my own enlistment be important to Colonel Moore?” Zack inquired, still too angry to hear of bis own danger. “I am but one, and you say you will have thousands.”
            As Zack spoke, he had drawn close to the tree trunk around which his imprisoning line had been looped. Suddenly he felt a touch of something cold and hard against his arm—a steel knife was sliding between flesh and snug leather bond. He controlled himself and craned his neck toward Godfrey.
            “Once I swear to Colonel Moore that you have changed your tune and will join us,” Godfrey insisted, “he will welcome you. You shall be one of my own company. Then I’ll send you on a scouting mission, and you can go home again.”
            Stealthily the knife was working at the leather. “Can I so, indeed?” Zack temporized.
            “You will bear a letter to my father, saying that I am well and prosperous and that the cause I follow will prevail. He will be won over. Your own father needs only persuasion to do likewise. Those two households will be strong points for the loyal men of the country to hold to. Then, returning here, you can bring news of the rebels—that company that has been formed, and what plans it makes for resistance.”
            The offer was of spy service, such as Zack had heard from Moore and had hotly refused. But he fought down his rage, for that knife kept twitching and tugging to sever the tight loop at his wrists.
            “Do you think,” he asked, “that the folk along the South Fork will trust me among them?”
            “Why not, Zack? My father will not give information against me, nor will your father betray you. Indeed, you might even pretend to join that rebel company, and sound out many who might welcome a chance to muster with us. Depend upon it, Zack, King George will win back his colonies. And if you help us, you help him. You will profit greatly by it.”
            “You speak as one who reads the future,” said Zack, trying to gain time.
            Even as he said the words, he felt the cramping leather loop fall from his wrists. He kept his hands behind him, and the hilt of the knife pressed itself into his right palm. He closed his fingers tightly upon it.
            “I read the future plain, and I offer you a chance to grow, great in it,” Godfrey said.
            He had come within arm’s length now. Zack felt a moment of indecision. The time had come for him to redeem himself' for those two disgraceful slips, one when tricked by hrs; friend Enoch Gilmer, the other when captured by his enemy Alspaye. Whoever had freed and armed him had given him the opportunity to surprise and overwhelm Godfrey Prothero.
            “Give me your word that you’re with us, Zack,” Godfrey pressed him. “Then our ancient friendship will be—”
            Out shot Zack’s big left hand and clutched Godfrey by the scarf around his neck, so swiftly and powerfully as to draw that scarf tight and shut off any cry. His right hand brought forward the knife, pressing its point against Godfrey’s chest.
            “Stand silent, Godfrey,” he commanded. “I do not want to hurt you, so make no sound or motion that forces me to drive this steel into your heart.”
 



 
          6 We Flight
 
 
            “Handsomely done, Zack,” applauded Enoch Gilmer from behind the tree where Zack had been tied. “Oh, handsomely done indeed. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”
            He stepped into view. In his hands was a long rifle, leveled from his hip, straight at Godfrey’s head.
            “You can let go of his throat,” Enoch said to Zack. “I’ll fire if he so much as opens his lips or lifts a hand. Now then, reach inside his coat. I’ll engage there’s a pistol there.”
            Zack drew forth the pistol. It was the graceful silver- worked weapon that Godfrey had drawn that noon in Mr. Blythe’s schoolyard.
            “Excellent,” said Enoch. “Now I’ll take this scarf of his.”
            Still pointing the rifle with one hand, he snatched the strip of fine cloth from Godfrey’s neck.
            “Now, Captain Prothero,” he said, “you may tell us what you think of all this.”
            Godfrey opened his mouth, and instantly Enoch jammed a great wad of the scarf into it.
            “What a mouth he has!” chuckled Enoch. “There’s barely enough of this cloth left to bind around and gag him. But we: manage, thus and thus. So, and now he couldn’t raise a cry if he dared. Back him to that tree where you were hitched, Zack. Pull his arms back and around the stem.”
            Zack did so, and Enoch tied Godfrey’s wrists together behind the tree with the remainder of the cord that had served to bind Zack.
            “We’ll leave you for your friends to find, Captain Prothero,” announced Enoch.
            “Zack, I brought you a rifle, too—the best I could find in the dark as I came out through the store chamber next to their prison room. It’s leaning here behind the tree, and a powder horn and bullet pouch with it.”
            Zack shoved the captured pistol into his belt and stooped for the rifle. Then he hurried on quiet moccasins after Enoch.
            They stole past a dying fire, around which lay a dozen blanket-draped figures that snored in various keys. They skirted a clump of bushes beyond, and headed for an open field.
            “Halt!” came a sudden sharp challenge. “Who goes there?”
            Zack felt his heart turn over, but Enoch made instant reply.
            “Keep your voice down, sentry. Do you want all the rebels in North Carolina to hear you braying?”
            “Advance, one of you, and give the countersign,” the sentry ordered. Enoch’s hand on Zack’s shoulder signaled silence. Then Enoch walked forward confidently.
            “Quiet, I say,” he scolded. “Never mind countersigns now, the whole place swarms with prowling rebels. Were you not told?”
            “Told what? I was told nothing.”
            “Then hark, but keep a sharp eye to the night,” growled Enoch. “That spy we took tonight—”
            “Yes, yes, I saw him brought in,” said the sentry. “Colonel Moore ordered him hanged tomorrow.”
            “And that opened his cowardly mouth,” said Enoch, plausibly as ever. “He’s confessed what his errand was. He was scouting for a great band of murdering rebel raiders from across the Catawba, stealing close to attack us at dawn.”
            “Now heaven protect us! ” gasped the sentry.
            “Keep your voice down, I say. You’ll fetch them about our ears. My mate and I were ordered to slip out and find how close they had pushed. Stand ready to cover us as we go ahead, and if you hear a noise—a cry or a shot—bawl your loudest to rouse the camp.”
            “Rouse the camp?” the sentry repeated. “Is it not aroused?”
            “A picked hundred of our best men have been alerted and stand ready, but we have not alarmed the others,” said Enoch. “Now, stand you ready as we go.”
            Enoch waved for Zack, who advanced. The sentry peered at him. A round pale moon was rising above the trees to eastward.
            “Who are you two?” demanded the sentry suspiciously. “I see no pine needles in your hats, and every man in camp wears those.”
            “Would you have the rebels know us in this moonlight for King George’s men?” snapped Enoch with a fine show of scorn. “For the last time, close your mouth and open your eyes.”
            He and Zack moved swiftly past the sentry and into the open field ahead. Suddenly the sentry raised his voice behind them.
            “Wait! That fellow with you— Aye, it’s the very prisoner they brought in tonight! Halt, or I fire!”
            “Run!” cried Enoch, and he and Zack ran for their lives.
            Zack heard the roar of a rifle behind them, heard a bullet whine murderously above him. The sentry howled at the top of his lungs:
            “Corporal of the guard! To me! Rebels escaping!”
            “Pick up your feet, Zack,” yelled Enoch. “They’ll be after us! ”
            But even as he spoke, Enoch’s foot caught in a grass- covered hole and he fell sprawling on his face. Zack whirled in the middle of a leaping stride and caught Enoch’s arm, dragging him to his feet. Behind them rose a bellowing chorus of voices, and above all the yell of the sentry:
            “Rebels escaping! This way, this way!”
            Enoch sprang forward again, but stumbled and fell to one knee.
            “My cursed ankle,” he gasped. “I turned it.”
            “Come,” said Zack.
            “No, I can’t run. Leave me here, lad, and save yourself.”
            “Come,” said Zack again. He helped Enoch to stand, supported him with an arm around the waist, and helped him forward into a hobbling trot. They were almost across the field by now. Zack heard the whisper of a stream, and saw sheltering trees beyond. He fairly boosted Enoch across the little watercourse, and dragged him into the center of a clump of pine scrub.
            “Quiet,” Zack whispered in the dark shadows. “Be still as a mouse.”
            “I see them coming,” Enoch muttered.
            In the blaze of light from the moon, a line of men advanced from the direction of the camp. They carried muskets and rifles, and the voices of leaders rose here and there.
            “Across, across!” blustered one, and Zack thought it sounded like Alspaye. “In among the trees yonder, and quick’s the word. Listen for the least crackle of twigs, poke into every thicket.”
            “They’ll catch us,” said Zack between his teeth, and quickly rammed powder and ball into his rifle. “One, at least, will be sorry he came,” he said, priming the pan.
            “Hold your fire, lad,” Enoch warned. “My ankle’s sprained, but never my head.”
            As he spoke, Enoch tore a great sprig of needles from a low branch and thrust them into the upcocked brim of his hat. The line of men was close now, and to right and left of the hiding place came the rustling of explorations among the trees. One man came straight at the clump where Enoch and Zack crouched.
            “Leave this to me,” said Enoch softly, and suddenly rose and stepped into the open.
            “There, there!” he bawled out at the top of his lungs. “There they go!”
            “Where?” shouted back the approaching Tory.
            “I flushed them out of this nest!”
            Enoch pointed his rifle into the thick of the trees beyond and fired. The flash of the exploding powder streaked red I through the night.
            “See them yonder, how they run!” he roared. “After them, friends!”
            At that loud summons the whole line whooped and rushed past the clump of pines. Enoch stood on his one sound foot,, peering after them.
            “They’re gone,” he said under his breath. “We have some moments ere they come back. Your arm again—help me downstream while we have time.”
            “Downstream leads northward,” objected Zack, again bracing Enoch with a strong grasp around the waist. “We live to the southwest.”
            “Aye, and Godfrey Prothero knows that,” replied his friend. “He’ll set the whole camp to search for us in that region, as soon as they come back from dashing here and there.”
            “You’re right again,” said Zack, “and here’s to give them a wrong lead.”
            From his belt he took Godfrey’s elegant pistol and, facing to southward, pitched it as far as his arm could send it. He heard it strike on the back of the little run.
            “Good, good,” Enoch praised him. “They’ll find it and follow it south. You’re catching wisdom from me, Zack.”
            They walked northward, Enoch leaning on Zack’s shoulder and supported by Zack’s arm. They came to the shore of Indian Creek, and Zack hoisted Enoch bodily and waded across. On the far shore they paused and listened. Voices called aloud to each other, back along the way they had come.
            “By now they’ve lost us entirely,” said Enoch. “Sit down here in the shadows. I’ve time to tell my part of tonight’s story.”
            He did so, in brief sentences, pausing now and then to peer and listen.
            When Zack had been led out to undergo that final questioning by Godfrey, Enoch had sawed swiftly through the inner wall of the prison chamber, singing at the top of his voice about Barney O’Lynn to drown the noise. Making a hole through which he could crawl, he squeezed through and paused in the next chamber to let the sentry walk past the open door. Then, picking up a knife and two rifles with their powder horns and bullet pouches, he ventured out to follow Zack and his captor.
            “I stole right up behind that tree they lashed you to,” he said, “and cutting you free was no trick. You played your own part nobly and well.”
            “I still have that knife you gave me,” said Zack. “Now to make a good employment of it.”
            He felt around among nearby saplings. He found one as thick as his wrist and examined its length with his fingers to find where it forked. Then he put all the strength of his young arms into whittling it in two above the roots, and in lopping off the upper branches above the fork. Finally he trimmed off the twigs and tested it for spring and sturdiness. It was about five feet long.
            “Here,” and he handed the staff to Enoch. “You’ll not admire the work for smoothness, but ’twill serve you as a crutch.”
            Enoch took the rough support joyfully. “Thanks and thanks!” he cried. “Now, why did I not think of making a crutch? Come, we’ll tarry no longer.”
            Zack carried both rifles, while Enoch, with the crutch under his arm, stumped bravely away.
            “We can count on a friend not too far from here,” he said. “Say five miles, and it’s not too far past midnight as I judge.”
            “What friend, Enoch?”
            “You may not know him, but I’ve hunted with him in these parts. He’s Adam Reep, who lives this side of the South Fork, near Ramsour’s Mill beyond. I’ve judged him for a true friend to freedom.”
            They traveled in the moonlight, slowly but steadily, for half an hour or so, then paused for the laboring Enoch to rest. Several such determined surges of stumping, crutch-propped progress covered considerable ground, but Enoch was forced to rest for long periods between.
            “Had we not best camp and see your friend Reep tomorrow?” asked Zack as they sat beside the trail, but Enoch shook his head vigorously in the moonlight.
            “We’re leaving a plain trail with my one stamping foot and this crutch you whittled me,” he said. “Dawn will be early, and at the first peep of the sun those Tory friends of King George and Godfrey Prothero will be after us, belike on horseback. We’d best be hidden, and safely hidden, by then.”
            They followed a woodland trail to where it joined a broader road, marked by the ruts of cart wheels. Enoch grunted in satisfaction.
            “This is the road that goes across Reep’s Ford to Sherrill’s on the Catawba,” he told Zack. “Bear with me, boy, and we’ll be under cover soon.”
            But it was many hours before they came to a field at one side of the tree-fringed road. The eastern sky was pale with the promise of the early June dawn as they looked beyond the field to a low ridge, and under the ridge’s shoulder spotted a small cabin. Enoch clicked his tongue in happy triumph.
            “There’s where we’re headed,” he vowed, and, fagged though he was, hobbled swiftly forward.
            Zack kept at his elbow, supporting him. As they approached the little dwelling of clay-plastered logs, they saw I a light inside the front window. The door swung open, and out on the stoop of big flat stones came a square-built figure.
            “I know that big box of a body,” announced Enoch. “Good morrow, Adam Reep! ” he called loudly.
            “Who’s that?” came back a ringing, good-humored voice, 1 and Adam Reep strode down from the stoop toward them. Zack saw that he wore a coarse shirt of checked home-woven linen, with loose pantaloons and deerskin moccasins. His shaggy bare head was tawny in the first light of day, and he carried a wooden pail.
            “Enoch Gilmer, as I live!” said Adam Reep heartily. “Who’s your friend, Enoch?”
            “This is Zack Harper, from down at the Point of the South Fork. And the two of us are in sore trouble, Adam.”
            Reep pointed at Enoch’s crutch. “You’re wounded?”
            “Only lamed by my own clumsiness. You know of those Tory campers on Indian Creek? They’re after us, Adam, thirsting for our blood as though ’twas the only right drink in North Carolina.”
            “After you? The Tories?” Reep’s smile stretched even wider across his face. “But they’re not after me.”
            “Sure now, friend Adam, you’re on the right side,” argued Enoch. “Your father, Jacob, was my friend and my father’s friend. And he was born in Germany, not England.” Persuasively Enoch leaned forward, supporting himself on his crutch. “You have no reason to side with England’s King against us.”
            “Hmmm,” Reep answered. “It’s in my mind that George of England is also George of Hanover. He’s the son of a German, even as I am.”
            “We’ll be crawling along, Zack,” Enoch groaned. “Adam here takes part against us.”
            But Reep chuckled deeply. “Howbeit,” he went on, with a fine burlesque of weighty discourse, “my father left Germany so that no son of his need serve a German ruler in a German army. Let that dispose of any loyalty to King George, and come in, the two of you.”
            “I’ll come in, truly,” said Enoch. “I don’t know that this stick is a good enough horse to carry me another score of paces.”



 
          7 Home Again
 
 
            Enoch spoke the truth. He had been going on sheer stubborn will, but now he seemed able to get no farther than the massive stone stoop of the cabin. There he sat down, and sighed wearily. In the early light his face was pale with fatigue.
            “Here I’ll rest,” he announced. “If I don’t get the moccasin off this howling left foot of mine, it must be peeled off with a knife, like the skin of a fat rabbit.”
            Crossing his leg over his knee, he plucked the moccasin away. His foot and ankle were swollen, and looked bruised and black. He winced as Zack felt the injury with careful fingers.
            “No bone broken, I thank heaven,” Zack decided. “Mr. Reep, have you any tallow to rub on this swelling?”
            “I’ve bear fat, and I’ll tell my wife to fetch breakfast out here for the three of us,” replied Reep. He mounted the stoop and pushed the door open. “Hello, my dear! We’ve early visitors today. What can you feed them?”
            “Hot hoecakes and bacon,” called back a woman’s merry voice.
            “Good enough for a king,” said Zack, hungry at once.
            “Nay, better than that,” amended Enoch. “Good enough for a patriot.”
            Reep fetched the bear fat, and carefully rubbed it into the blackened swelling himself. Then out came Adam Reep’s wife, a tall woman with braids of dark hair and a round, pleasant face. She was laden with plates and mugs, and set these down to go back and bring out knives and spoons.
            “And I’ll fetch a cloak for Enoch,” she offered, returning to the house yet again. She appeared with a great hooded cape of home-woven wool.
            “That’s a ladylike garment for me to wear,” observed Enoch, biting into his hoecake.
            “Yet wear it,” Mrs. Reep insisted. “A man who is tired and hurt might catch cold sitting on that stone, even in this warm weather.”
            She flung it over Enoch’s shoulders, and held out a blue- checked handkerchief. “And here’s to bind up your hurt foot,” she said.
            But Enoch was leaning forward to listen. “Hark!” he said suddenly. “I hear the sound of hoofs—riders, and several of them, coming this way.”
            “The Tories,” said Reep at once. “You must fly.”
            “Not a step can I go, nor shall I,” announced Enoch, and pointed to a little haystack standing beside the house. “Zack, carry our muskets yonder to hiding. As for me, I’ll continue eating my breakfast, nor shall the fiercest Tory in the Caro- linas stop me.”
            Zack raced for the haystack. “But how—” Mrs. Reep began as Zack burrowed into the hay.
            “Trust Enoch,” her husband bade her. “He can trick the birds from the trees, or the fish up on the dry land. All we need do is say nothing that will betray him.”
            Zack crept deep into the hay, dragging the two guns with him. He pulled handfuls of dry stems in front of him and peeped out cautiously.
            Enoch was shaking down his long hair to conceal part of his face, and quickly he tied the handkerchief around his head, like a bonnet. Then he drew Mrs. Reep’s ample cape close around him to hide his buckskins, and tucked his feet up and out of sight. Into view from the trail appeared a horseman with a red coat. Zack recognized Major Welch at once. Another rider followed the major, then half a dozen more together. In their hats they wore the sprigs of pine needles that marked them as belonging to Moore’s Tory band, and all carried guns across the pommels of their saddles.
            “Good day!” called out one of them. “This is Adam Reep’s house, as I think.”
            “Aye, neighbor,” replied Reep. “Do you come on a visit to me?”
            “We seek to visit other men than you, and with grim reward,” announced Major Welch darkly, and rode his horse into the yard. “Thus far we have trailed two desperate and villainous men, sir. Saw you aught of any travelers on this road in the last hour?”
            “Not I, sir,” Reep told him.
            “How can you say that, my son?” spoke up Enoch Gilmer, his voice cracked high and shrill, like the voice of an ill-tempered old woman. “Do you not mind the two who went past here just at dawn?”
            “What two were those, Mother?” Reep instantly took the cue. “No, I saw nobody. I but now came into the front yard, and you were sitting here early.”
            “Aye, aye,” shrilled Enoch, so that Zack could swear a sour old dame was speaking. “I was sitting out here, and you were away somewhere on what fool's errand I know not. They came past, one of them limping and leaning heavily on a staff—”
            “The very fellows!” cried a rider from the group behind Major Welch. “I've seen the marks of that staff on the ground.”
            The major doffed his cocked hat and bowed from his saddle. “You saw them, then, my good woman? And whither did they go?”
            “One was a tall young rogue with dark hair and a long chin—”
            “That would be the spy taken yesterday in camp,” volunteered another of the party.
            “Silence,” Major Welch ordered sternly. “I want to hear which way they went. Pray go on, madam. Whither did they fare?”
            “And the young man was helping his lame friend, and he asked me if the way went to Sherrill's Ford on the Catawba,” whined Enoch in his old-woman voice. “I told them 'twas yonder, to eastward, leading across the South Fork, and they went on their way.”
            “How long ago?” asked Major Welch.
            “Oh, ’twas just at peep of dawn. I think an hour at most.”
            Welch gathered up his reins. “You hear?” he said to his companions. “They’ll have gone no more than three miles. Ride fast, and we’ll take them up ere many minutes.” Again he bowed and flourished his hat. “My thanks, madam, for your help.”
            “No thanks to me, sir,” Enoch replied readily. “I but sat here as they went by.”
            “Forward!” commanded the major, and the riders shook their bridles and rode away eastward at a canter.
            Reep watched them go, and sighed in relief. “What did I say, wife?” he asked. “Is Enoch not as good as a play?”
            “Faith, I myself believed he was your mother,” said Mrs. Reep, but with the gaiety gone from her voice and manner. “I could not speak or move, I could only pray. What’s now for you to do, Enoch?”
            “It’s for Zack and me to be gone from here,” said Enoch. “Those fellows will go no farther than Ramsour’s Mill beyond here, and will be told there we were not seen passing. Then they’ll turn back to look this way for us once again.”
            Reep had trotted up the ridge to peer after Welsh’s party. Now he came back. “They’re across the ford,” he reported.
            “Come out, Zack,” called Enoch, and pulled the kerchief from his head. “We must take to the road again.”
            Zack stood up, shook the hay from his clothes, and dragged the rifles after him. “But you can barely stand, much less walk,” he objected.
            “I’ll help you there,” offered Reep. “I’ve a horse to lend you, and I wish ’twas two.”
            “That will leave you unmounted,” said Enoch, but Reep shook his head and laughed.
            “Hark you, I’ve been told how some of those Tories were recruited. They were told to enlist or stand plunder. When Moore sends men here to make me that fair offer and I beg off from joining them, I want no horse to be taken in my stead. You can return it in good time, Enoch, when all is quiet again. I trust you, and I relished the sport you made with those hunters after true men.”
            The horse, a small but strong bay, was hastily saddled and bridled and led to the front stoop. With Zack’s help, Enoch scrambled up on its back. With hurried good-bys, the fugitives departed, Zack walking beside the horse. Enoch pointed them to westward.
            “Since we got out of that camp and went east, Moore’s men will seek us through all that part of the country,” he judged. “So we ride away until we come near the head of Indian Creek. There we can cross and slip behind the camp where we had such sport.”
            His advice was good. There was no mishap on the eight or ten miles to the crossing, nor on the ten miles they made by obscure trails southward and to west of the Tory stronghold until they came to the home of Christian Mauney. Mauney welcomed them at noon, heard their story with approving interest, and entertained them at his dinner table. Then he sent a farm servant to saddle another horse.
            “This mount is for you, young sir,” he said to Zack. “Fetch it home to me when it is safe and convenient. Now, there are no Tories prying hereabout, else they would have come to my house before this. Ride southeast, you two, this side of Sloan’s Furnace and across Long Creek, as far as Crowder’s Mountain. That will put you close to your own home places.”
            It was a twenty-mile ride, but along good woodland roads and trails, and without challenge. Zack and Enoch crossed Armstrong’s Ford long before sundown, and separated there to seek their homes.
            As Zack dismounted at his own door, both his parents started out to greet him.
            “Zack!” cried Alan Harper. “Where did you get that horse? And that is not your rifle you carry.”
            “We looked for you to come back laden with turkeys and squirrels,” added Zack’s mother.
            “I’m laden with news,” Zack told them, “and it is grave news.”
            “Is it so?” said Alan Harper, and looked at his son narrowly. “Then come in and tell it.”
            Zack tied up his borrowed horse and entered. His mother brought him food, and he ate it as he talked. Alan Harper listened to the story of the journey to the Tory camp, Zack’s capture there, and his escape with Enoch Gilmer.
            “By heaven, this sounds like romance,” said Alan Harper when Zack had finished. “Yet I know that you never lied in your life, my son, nor even greatly colored a tale in the telling.” He rose from where he sat. “Come, there’s yet some riding for you to do.”
            “Where do we go, Father?” Zack asked him.
            “To the Prothero plantation. My old friend and his daughter will be as amazed at this business as am I, and must hear of Godfrey. Help me saddle up to go with you.”
            In the last light of day, father and son dismounted before the home of John Prothero. It was a great square house, two stories high, built of red brick, made by Prothero’s slaves, and decorated in front with tall whitewashed pillars. A dignified brown butler answered their knock at the front door, and John Prothero appeared in the inner hall to welcome them in.
            “Happy I am to see you, neighbors,” he said, though his face looked long and grave. “Come in, come in.”
            Walking ahead through the front hall, he conducted them into his drawing room. It was pleasantly furnished, and on the wall hung a painting of Sir Markham Prothero, the gentleman who had come from England to Jamestown a century and a half earlier to found the American Prothero family. A man rose from where he sat, bowing. Beyond him, on a sofa, sat Grace Prothero, pale and tense.
            “Friend Alan and young Zack, you both know Lieutenant Sam Martin,” said Prothero. “He came but half an hour before you.”
            “Aye, Sam’s our neighbor on the far side of Armstrong Ford,” said Alan Harper. “Are things well with you, Sam?”
            Lieutenant Sam Martin was a lean, well-knit man with a tanned face, in his forties. He wore the blue coat of a Continental officer, stained with service, and his military cocked hat lay on a table beside his chair.
            “I dare hope things will be better soon,” he answered Harper. “Better with all of us; for they are in sorry case now.”
            “He speaks of matters in South Carolina,” said Grace, in a dull, worried voice.
            “And gravely those matters have fallen out,” added Prothero. “Sit down, sit down, all of you. Sam, tell the story again.”
            Soberly the lieutenant did so, and it was a baleful story tp hear.
            Martin had been with Captain William Chronicle’s company of South Fork volunteers that had marched with the North Carolina forces to help the garrison of Charleston. When they had turned back at news that Charleston had fallen, Martin and others had left the main body to scout the advance of the British Army. He had heard of sweeping moves to occupy the back country, and he himself had watched from hiding as the Royal Dragoons of Colonel Ban- astre Tarleton butchered the survivors of Buford’s Virginia command who had surrendered. Patrick Ferguson, another British colonel, was gathering Tory volunteers to his standard. Everywhere, said Martin, the only way to avoid plunder and prison, even death, was to swear loyalty to King George and to take up arms for him.
            “Woe for the folk of South Carolina,” breathed Grace. “Does nobody oppose these British?”
            “Only scattered bands, like Chronicle’s,” Martin told her. “Francis Marion lies hidden in the swamps, with a broken leg. Sumter is trying to raise a fighting company. I know of no others to the south of us.”
            “North Carolina goes free so far,” observed Prothero hopefully.
            “Only for the time,” Martin said gloomily. “The word is that Lord Cornwallis waits but for the harvest to be taken in, and then he will bring his army hither to devour all that we have.” He looked at Alan Harper. “What news of matters here?”
            Zack opened his mouth, but closed it again. “I dread to say,” he confessed.
            “Speak, Zack,” Prothero bade him. “Tell us aught you know of what moves here. We’re all close friends together.”
            “Have you brought us news of Godfrey?” Grace asked.
            Zack recounted all that had befallen him, from the time when Grace had asked him to go searching for her brother. They heard him with the deepest attention. Martin and Prothero interrupted now and then with questions. But when Zack made an end there were some moments of gloomy silence.
            “And so,” said Prothero bitterly, at last, “Godfrey makes one of that horde of Tory robbers on Indian Creek.”
            “Godfrey is no robber,” protested Grace at once.
            “No more is he,” Zack seconded her. “I told you, sir, that your son spoke against all his brother officers to save me from hanging, and the word I bring from him is the word he wished me to bring.”
            Somberly Prothero shook his head. “My prayers for peace have availed nothing. It’s past the time for prayer. Alas, friends, what must we do?”
            “I know what I must do,” said Martin stoutly. “I returned but this morning, and tomorrow I go seeking at every friend’s home for men willing to take up their rifles and stand together against Cornwallis and all Tories for the sake of freedom and right.”
            “Let me be your first volunteer,” said Zack suddenly.
 
              



 
          8 Captain Martin’s Company
 
 
            Zack’s father fairly sprang from where he sat, and Prothero leaned forward in his chair and gaped. Beyond Lieutenant Martin, Grace put a hand to her mouth, and her eyes above it were wide.
            Had Zack’s words been so stunning as all that? But he had said them, and he had meant them, despite the insistent talk of neutrality.
            All the while Martin had been telling of the desperate situation in South Carolina and the approach of British forces to the border, Zack had been thinking of his home, the stout log farmhouse. It was more elegant than Adam Reep’s snug little cabin, it was less so than this two-story brick house in which he now sat, but it was home.
            Zack’s life revolved around that home of his. He had been born there, he had played there as a child, worked there as a growing boy. His first studies in reading and writing and ciphering had been carried on there, with his mother for teacher. With his father he had worked in the fields, had felled trees for lumber or fuel, had smoked meat, had harvested corn. He had helped make stools and tables, had helped build sheds. That home was partly of his own fashioning.
            “I mean what I say,” he told them all. “Father, perhaps you think that I should be sorry—”
            “No, Zack, I do not think that. But when did you decide?” “I can’t say for certain. Maybe this moment, maybe up yonder when I lay captive in Colonel Moore’s camp, with a noosed rope waiting for me. But Lieutenant Martin’s talk of plundered and burned houses in South Carolina, and what Adam Reep said of how the Tories would have him in arms beside them or take his property—that made me speak now. Father, I cannot hold for neutrality, as do you and Mr. Prothero.”
            “Nor can I hold for neutrality any longer,” Alan Harper said deeply. “Not from this moment forth. Peace and good will have fled from our land. A man may wish to hold clear, but he cannot. He must choose the one side or the other, if he is a man. And I am like my son. I choose the American side, though once I fought for King George.”
            “So did I fight for him, twenty-five years gone,” spoke up Martin. “I felt he was in the right then, and I ventured my life in his service. But now he is in the wrong, and my life is ventured against him.” He glanced at Mr. Prothero. “Sir, I crave pardon for speaking thus against the flag your son has chosen.”
            “Alack, Godfrey made up his own mind,” said Prothero miserably. “He thought he did right, I am certain of that, for he is my son. But, friends, he was misled. I, too, make my choice here and now.”
            He rose to his feet.
            “I am for American independence.”
            Silently Alan Harper held out his hand, and Prothero took it. Grace, too, had risen.
            “Gentlemen, pray excuse me,” she said. “I—I must go and think apart.”
            They watched her as she walked to the door, then turned and faced them again. She was as pale as ashes, but steady.
            “My heart’s sore for Godfrey,” she said. “But, sore or not, it must be true to this land and to this land’s hope and struggle for liberty.”
            And she was gone.
            “Yonder’s a brave girl,” pronounced Martin. “Many a tall man she’d put to shame. Now, Zack, you are my first recruit.”
            “Shall I be your second?” offered Alan Harper, but Martin shook his head.
            “Not yet, old friend. That would leave your homestead without a man to guard it, and homes must be guarded and fields tended and crops harvested—for the right side, lest the wrong side devour them. And I say the same to Mr. Prothero. Sir, you and Alan here both know what war is. But I counsel you not to take the field as yet.”
            “You speak true, Sam,” nodded Prothero. “And I would dread to find myself fighting my own son among the Tories.”
            “Pray heaven that does not come,” said Martin, and clapped Zack’s tall shoulder. “This volunteer I accept. Zack, I hear that Captain McKissick had enlisted many young men hereabouts. I’ll try to glean those who are left.”
            “When do we muster?” Zack asked.
            “Today is Friday, June second. Let us wait over the Sabbath, and meet at noon on Monday the fifth. Suppose we say Armstrong’s Ford.”
            “I’ll be there,” promised Zack.
            “Come armed, and wear clothes for summer woods- running. Have you a horse? Aye, and fetch two days’ supply of food. It’s my thought to make a scout toward that Tory camp where you were, and I’ll need you to lead us thither.”
            “Good night,” Alan Harper was saying to Prothero. “Come, Zack, your mother must hear this thing you will do.”
            Noon of the fifth day of June, and the sun was bright and hot above the trees that grew on either side of the approach to the ford. Zack was there as early as any.
            He wore a low-crowned felt hat, its broad brim cocked up in front. His knee-length hunting shirt was of stout linen weave, dyed with walnut bark, and his loose pantaloons of the same material were bound at the knees with strips of blue cloth. In his belt were knife and tomahawk, and he carried the fine rifle Enoch had stolen for him from the Tories. In his haversack were corn bread, smoked pork, a flask of powder, some extra bullets, spare moccasins, and flint and steel. He rode the horse lent him by Christian Mauney.
            Other recruits rode in, dismounted, and lounged against the tree trunks or squatted like Indians in the shade. Some fifteen or sixteen had gathered to Martin’s call. They included the Campbell brothers, Andy Berry, Cy Cole, Matthew Leeper, Peter Smith, and others Zack knew. They Wore cloth hunting shirts and felt hats or homemade cloth caps. One or two bound their hair back with buckskin thongs. Their rifles were mostly of the popular Pennsylvania make that threw a bullet far and true, but some were of home manufacture, plain barrels with roughly whittled stocks but serviceable for all that. Martin had appeared in hunting clothes instead of his blue uniform, with rifle and tomahawk.
            Martin waved them near him. As they clustered around, he looked from face to face.
            “Some of you are very young,” he said, “but I’ll warrant you all stout-hearted.”
            “Aye, sir, we are,” volunteered one of the Campbells, “and as wishful to face a British redcoat as to eat a plum.”
            “It’s not quite the same business,” Martin said soberly. “Wait till you’ve heard a hundred guns fire, and seen your friends fall like leaves. That lowers the highest spirit. Now, I’ve brought paper and pen and inkhorn. At the top I’ve written that this is a company of neighbors sworn to fight for liberty. All who agree will sign their names.”
            He knelt beside a smooth rock at the ford’s edge, spread the paper on it, and dipped the pen in the ink. “There,” and he wrote swiftly. “My own name’s down to begin with. Who’s next?”
            Quickly they crowded to sign. Zack felt a surge of excitement as he wrote Zachariah Harfer. When the last name was down, Martin counted swiftly.
            “I make it seventeen,” he announced. “Not a host to make the earth tremble with its marching, but something for Tories to reckon with. Now, by custom we choose a captain.”
            “But you’re our captain, sir,” said Zack.
            “Choose,” said Martin. “Let every man say.”
            “Samuel Martin for captain!” cried Zack loudly, and a chorus of voices echoed the name.
            “Who else?” demanded Martin, but no other name was spoken.
            “You’re our captain,” said Cy Cole at last. “This is Captain Martin’s company.”
            They proceeded to elect a lieutenant. Cy nominated Zack, but Zack argued that he would be a scout, mostly away from the company. They chose Isaac Freeland for the office, and for sergeants, Amos Campbell and John Latner.
            “And now,” said Martin, “I must speak a few words, and hope I need do so but once. You have named your own officers, and you must be ready to obey them. My word is the highest, but when you are with one or other of these— Lieutenant Freeland, Sergeant Campbell and Sergeant Latner—their orders are your law.”
            He looked around the little company, stern and serious.
            “There will be no stealing and no skulking. No man fires his gun without orders, on the march, or in face of the enemy. None will be tardy in doing what his officers tell him. In the British Army, disobedient men are flogged or locked up • but I could not bring myself to flog one of you, and all of us are too much needed to be shut away. Yet let me promise you, any man who is slow to mind, or otherwise not a true member of the company, will find I have a short way of making him rue it.”
            He split the little company into two squads, one under qach sergeant. Zack was named to neither squad, but kept as scout and aide to the captain.
            “And we’ll learn no marchings and paradings,” summed up Martin. “No time for that; as to handling your guns, I’ll engage you know that science without more teaching. True soldiers would never call us soldiers—we are more like Indian warriors. And now, whose horse is swiftest? Matthew Leeper, ride to Colonel Dickson’s, up the Catawba. Take this note that says we are a small company ready to serve. Come back with any orders he may have. The rest of us will cook our noon meal—eat sparingly, friends, and save food for tonight and tomorrow.”
            After Zack had finished, he was summoned to Martin’s fireside, along with Lieutenant Freeland and the two sergeants. There, they heard that McKissick’s company had ventured southward across the border into South Carolina, seeking news of the approaching British. Martin proposed to move his own little command toward the Tory camp on Indian Creek. They would go Indian fashion, riding on the march but fighting on foot, every fourth man holding the horses. Martin set up a simple code of signals, the gobbles of turkeys, the whirring cries of partridges and other woods’ noises to order an advance or retreat or other movement.
            “Teach these signs to your men,” ordered Martin. “I give but a few—many would be hard to remember. But now, gentlemen, let Zack Harper tell of that Tory camp, its place and people.”
            Zack did his best to remember everything as he described the location of the camp, its surrounding groves and fields, the rough shelters. He estimated the number of the volunteers at about five hundred, and added what he had heard of: another hundred expected. He named Moore as commander1 and Welch as second in command. The captains, too, he could call by name as they had answered to the vote on whether to hang him: Cumberland, Warlick, Murray, Carpenter, Simpson, and Godfrey Prothero.
            “Well,” said Martin when Zack had finished, “if it comes to fighting we’ll try to give as good as we’re given. Now, what of the roads in that quarter? Let’s map them here in the dust, to consider how we may approach.”
            The little conference broke up as Matthew Leeper rode back to the ford with his report. Colonel Dickson expressed pleasure at news of the company’s formation. The Colonel added that patriot volunteers were pouring into his camp, and he desired that Captain Martin learn more of that Tory concentration to northwestward and bring back the news. Then the patriots would know how to plan for a battle to decide who should rule in the South Fork region.
            “That’s good enough for us,” pronounced Martin, “and we have been beforehand with Colonel Dickson in our plans. We’ll even go spy out yonder Tories, as he asks. Sergeants, order your squads to horse. Zack Harper will ride with me at the head, and Lieutenant Freeland will take the rear of the column.”
            Martin directed them, not to the main road along the eastern back of the South Fork, but to a less-traveled trail that ran parallel to it. The mounted party was forced to ride single file. Zack kept well ahead of the main body, and Martin sent riders to the right to make sure that the march was not being observed by possible enemies. Again and again he called a halt, by the cry of the partridge twice repeated, while Zack, Cy Cole, and others crossed the South Fork to , explore the woods and fields there. Three times they left the trail to avoid the passing of a farmer’s dooryard.
            “It’s not that I wholly mistrust these neighbors of ours,” said Martin, “but I want nobody to prattle of our heading this way. Let us be known at the time we ourselves choose for it.”
            So slowly and carefully did they move that they accomplished no more than a dozen miles upstream before Cap, tain Martin called a final halt for the day.
            “ ‘Tis four o clock past,” he announced, looking at a massive silver watch the size of one of Mrs. Harper’s biscuits. “We are now past the head of Long Creek where it flows into the South Fork yonder opposite us, and just above here is a shallow stretch of the water, firm underfoot and a proper place to cross if we choose. From there, as I judge, we are fifteen miles or so from where Colonel Moore’s Tory rabble is thick.”
            He ordered the horses unsaddled and set to graze, and told his men to cook their suppers before sunset. The fires, he said emphatically, must not burn in the night lest they betray their position to possible lurking enemy observers. He then divided the company into three watches, the first under Lieutenant Freeland, the others under the two sergeants, and said that guard must be kept, alert and in force, the whole night long. Meanwhile, at his direction, lines with baited hooks were dropped into the river and fastened to branches, in hopes of catching breakfast.
            Zack, Cy, and Andy Berry were in the second watch, and ate supper together under some hickory trees. Then they* raked earth over their fire and went with tomahawks to cut evergreen boughs to make beds for themselves. Zack: was weary from his recent adventures, and fell asleep before: sundown. Sergeant Campbell roused him in the night.
            “ ’Tis nearly nine, and we must watch till one of the clock,” said the sergeant. “Go you to the west there, where you can watch that crossing you heard Captain Martin telh of. The password for tonight is duck, and the reply to it is drake—the countersign. Call on any who come near for the password.”
            Zack moved away to the riverbank and sent back the man on guard there. He stood in dark shadow beneath the low- drooping branches of a broad sycamore and watched the blaze of moonlight on the water.
            Strongly into his mind came a picture of the home he had left. He tried to banish it, but he could not. He could see the . very pattern of the hooked rug on the floor, could hear ' the voices of his father and mother, seemed to sit again at the table and eat dinner. Angrily he fought the empty loneliness that twitched at him.
            Was this the way for a fighting man to dream and hope? Hadn’t he faced death up there on Indian Creek, a shameful hanging death at that, and defied the Tories who had sentenced him? To go through that, to survive and escape, and now to sink into this melancholy . . . well, Zack hoped his comrades never found out how homesick he was.
            A noise in the woods, and he whirled toward it, his rifle coming up in his hands. “Who goes there?” he challenged.
            “Duck,” said a low voice.
            “Drake,” Zack gave back the countersign, and Captain Martin’s wiry form moved toward him, half-revealed by the patchy moonlight that soaked through the foliage.
            “I cannot sleep, and I am making a tour of the sentries,” said the captain, now close to Zack. “Is that Harper? How is it with you? Are your spirits good?”
            Zack was grateful for the night that masked his flush of embarrassment. “I hope so, sir. I—was thinking of the war.” Then, because he felt he must say it: “And thinking of home, too.”
            “So am I thinking of home,” replied Martin. “I cannot put the thought from my mind, or the wish that I was there again, safe and happy with my good dame. Well, I doubt that any man who is a man can be free from homesickness.” He was gone among the trees again, and Zack’s spirits rose like a soaring hawk.
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            THE night passed without alarm, and at dawn the campers found that the baited hooks they had left dangling in the water had lured plenty of fish for breakfast. Zack, Andy, and Cy toasted the best of their own catch on green twigs over coals of the morning fire. As Zack finished the last mouthful of firm white flesh, Sergeant Campbell strolled past to say that Captain Martin wanted him.
            At once Zack reported to his captain. Martin sat on a log, with Lieutenant Freeland squatting under a nearby tree, sharpening a knife on a morsel of whetstone. Zack saluted, clumsily, he felt sure, and Martin touched his own hand to his brow.
            “If we are to approach these Tories, we must do so with all care and sense,” said Martin. “Therefore the company will camp near here.” He pointed into the woods. “Yonder is a grassy clearing among the trees, where our horses may graze. Some of us will gather supplies, and we will learn more of marching and serving together as a body. But a few of us must scout at once, to make sure of the lay of the land ind the Tories abroad in it.”
            “Aye, Captain, that is true,” Zack agreed.
            “You’ve been to that stronghold of Colonel Moore,” went Martin. “It must be your task to go again and learn what you can of it, then bring back the report. I can spare you two men. Which will you take?”
            “My two messmates,” replied Zack. “Cy Cole has hunted in those parts. And Andy Berry is thoughtful and coolheaded, and wise on the trail. Both of them have good horses, too.”
            “Cole, Berry! ” called the captain loudly, and the two came Expectantly to his summons.
            “You will go with Harper, at once,” ordered Martin. “He is your captain for a spell of scouting. Have you food for two days, perhaps? That should be sufficient, and I’ll expect you back with news by tomorrow night, or the morning 'after. We’ll camp here for at least three days. Is it understood? Are there questions?”
            “None, sir,” said Zack, and “None, sir,” echoed Andy and Cy.
            “Then go, and luck go with you.”
            They saluted, and went to saddle their horses. Each took his rifle, slung bullet pouch and powder horn over his shoulder, and belted himself with knife and tomahawk. Then the three of them led their horses to the shallows and paused there, cautiously reconnoitering. After a moment Zack rode across while his comrades waited with rifles cocked. On the far side Zack made a swift survey among the trees to be sure that nobody was lurking, then beckoned the others with a sweep of his fringe-sleeved arm. They, too, splashed through, the water and joined him.
            “Where away, Captain Harper?” inquired Cy with an expectant grin.
            “I’m no captain, just the leader of this scout. We ride due west from here, up Long Creek until we pass Sloan’s Furnace. From there we strike northwest, beyond Christian Mauney’s, and try to come up behind the Tory den. That will be a thirty-mile ride, and we can do it in good time to finish our spying by daylight.”
            They swiftly agreed on a code of signals, somewhat different from Captain Martin’s. They would rely on the cries of birds, the crow by day and the owl by night.
            “One call means to come ahead,” summed up Zack. “Two means danger or the enemy at hand—double for trouble. Three means fall back. That’s enough for us. Now let’s ride.”
            They headed in single file along the bank of Long Creek, Zack in the lead. He glanced sharply to the right into the trees, then across the water to the left. A thrill of pleasant excitement went through him. Though he had shrugged away Cy’s attempt to call him captain, he felt the triumphant responsibility of leadership.
            As Martin had done with the company the day before, Zack practiced extreme caution. When he approached a farm clearing, he led his companions around its edge under cover of trees. A dog barked from somewhere, but nobody challenged them. They came to the road from Mauney’s to Tuckaseege Ford, and carefully scouted both ways before crossing it on the creek-side trail. It was nearly noon when they approached Sloan’s Furnace, a good twenty miles from where they had begun their journey.
            They reined in under the shelter of a dense thicket of 1 green willows. aHark,” said Andy, “I hear voices.”
            “And so do I,” said Zack. “Dismount.”
            They dropped to earth and peered through the leaves toward the little cluster of buildings that housed the furnace at the creek’s bank. Several men seemed to be there.
            “Keep the horses here,” Zack directed, “and I’ll go forward to see what’s happening.”
            He fell to his hands and knees, scrambled forward under the low-hanging boughs, and came to a place where he could see clearly.
            Sloan’s Iron Works consisted of a square dwelling house, a low shed containing the blacksmith shop, and two rounded furnaces of brick, like beehives. A water wheel provided power to work the trip hammer that pounded iron ore into workable condition and to blow the trompe bellows that fanned the charcoal flame. In front of the smithy some horses were gathered, their bridles held by two men. Half a dozen dismounted riders leaned on rifles by the door, and one of their number hoarsely harangued a sturdy leather-aproned man. Zack recognized the figure as Reuben Sloan, owner of the iron works, who once had made iron tires for Alan Harper’s wagon. Sloan faced his visitors defiantly, with feet planted wide apart and knuckles on his hips. Zack saw him shake his head vigorously, as though in refusal of some demand.
            Between the willows and the furnace grew brushy grass and weeds, on a field once planted to grain but now disused. Zack threw himself down and wriggled forward, stealthy as a snake, his rifle in his hand. After a few moments he could make out words.
            “Sir, I have no wish to do what you say,” he heard Sloan blurt out.
            “Sir, what you wish does not concern us,” rejoined another voice, and Zack felt that he recognized it. “I am here as a captain of men loyal to King George, and I speak to you for my commander, aye, and for the King himself. He who is not with us in these times of war must be counted against us. We need your iron and your skill at working it, and we mean to have them both.”
            “What if the Continental Congress needs my iron and my skill?” inquired Sloan boldly.
            “I have no doubt but that that mob of rebels needs them too,” was the reply. “Yet I am not concerned with what the Congress needs, for I am its enemy. If you do not agree to do what we ask, and take the good pay we offer, I’ll assure you on the word of Captain Robinson Alspaye that your house and furnace will go up in fire and be of no help to either side.”
            Alspaye—that was the man who spoke. And he called himself captain. Promotion in the ranks of the Tories then; it argued that Colonel Moore’s force was growing larger.
            “And now, Mr. Sloan,” Alspaye was prodding, “what choice do you make?”
            “If you burn me out, there’s an end to my furnace and my living,” said Sloan unhappily. “Let me make a promise of my own, and upon my own word which has been as good as gold hereabouts for long years. Destroy my home and my work, and you’d best kill me while you’re about it. Otherwise I’ll make it my one task and study in life to kill you, Captain Alspaye.”
            “Say the word, Captain, and he dies with that threat in his mouth,” volunteered one of the listening party.
            But Alspaye laughed loudly. To Zack, at least, his laughter sounded a trifle strained.
            “No, no,” he said, “we have time, and we can offer this man of iron a little of it in which to make up his mind. Mr. Sloan, you’ve heard what we want of you, and you know that we mean to have it. Yet you’ve heard it only these few minutes ago. Suppose we give you until dawn tomorrow to make up your mind. We’ll be back then, ready to present you with yellow gold or red fire.”
            “I see,” growled Sloan.
            “And the choice will be yours to make, and we’ll see that you get one or the other in good quantity. Mount, men, and let’s ride back to camp.”
            Zack cautiously parted a tuft of weeds and watched as the Tory party got into the saddle. Alspaye was the last to mount his horse, and he leaned down, grinning at Sloan. Zack’s hand tightened on his rifle. A single quick lining of his sights, a touch of the trigger, and Alspaye would have grinned his last. But Zack stayed motionless, watching the patrol as it trotted northward along the road that led to Mauney’s, and vanished into the trees. Then he crept forward, until his voice could be heard as far as the smithy.
            “Mr. Sloan!” he said. “Mr. Reuben Sloan!”
            Sloan had stood glaring at the spot where Alspaye’s men had vanished. He swung around at Zack’s hail, swift as a cat for all his powerful bulk. “Who’s that?” he barked out.
            Zack rose to a knee. “Zack Harper, from down the South Fork. You know my father. I crept close and heard what Captain Alspaye demanded of you.”
            “Captain Alspaye!” The name seemed to taste bitter in the furnaceman’s mouth. “He rode in here like a great lord on his own lands, telling me what I must do and how I must do it.” Again he craned his thick neck to glower after the departed riders. “They’re gone, youngster. Come now and tell me why you sneak and listen like a gleaner of gossip.”
            “I’m a scout for the patriot militia,” Zack decided to tell him. “I’m of Samuel Martin’s company. Other companies are gathering to the east, along the Catawba and the South Fork, to fight that band Colonel Moore is bringing together.”
            “You’ll need many,” said Sloan. “It’s said that Moore has nearly a thousand. Faint hearts join him daily, for the news is that Cornwallis is at hand. Yesterday, so a neighbor brought me word, Moore fought some men from the mountains west of here, a force under Major Joseph McDowell, and drove them for miles. Are there enough true men to meet this force Moore has gathered?”
            “We must hope so,” said Zack. “Now, sir, I make bold to ask you what Captain Alspaye wanted of you?”
            “He brought a command to cast cannon for those Tory skulks,” said Sloan between tight-set teeth. “Two cannon, he said, with balls for them to fire. He said I would be given plans by which to work, and good pay. And if I refused, I must see my home and my furnace wrecked.”
            “I heard that part of it,” Zack told him.
            Sloan hiked his shoulders powerfully. “I;m three-quarters of the notion to burn my own house and shops, and then lie out in the woods to await Alspaye’s return. I might pick him off with my rifle, and if I loaded quickly, I might get two or three of those rascals who ride with him.”
            “No, there’s a better way,” said Zack.
            The furnaceman stared. “What better way is that?”
            Into Zack’s mind had come the memory of Colonel Dickson’s message to Martin. Volunteers were being brought itogether to make a force that could confront and fight Moore’s numbers. It would happen soon, very soon, if it happened at all. And Zack had an inspiration—somewhat desperate, but still an inspiration.
            “Say to Alspaye that you accept his terms,” he urged. “Say you will make the cannon.”
            “Make the cannon?” Sloan’s wide eyes grew wider and harder. “You tell me to make cannon for Moore to use against the friends of liberty? Then you aren’t on the honest side, after all. I tell you, boy, I have no love for Moore’s Tories, and no regard for anyone who does love them.”
            “I am as patriotic as yourself,” assured Zack. “But take thought. If you seem ready to make cannon the Tories will spare your home and will give you those plans to show how such guns are cast.”
            “Aye, but what then?”
            “Say you’ll do it. Then work slowly, appear to be unsure at such new tasks. Meanwhile, remember this much that I can tell you. If Moore has many men to fight for King George, many other men make ready to fight against him. We’ll strike Moore, destroy him, ere you can finish the guns.. Then those guns will be of use to our own side.”
              Sloan raised big knuckles to rub his big chin. “And if Moore destroys you?” he inquired.
            “He won’t,” Zack said fiercely. “He must not. He can-“
            “Egad, young Zack Harper, I believe you when you speak so roundly. Well, what you say has its grain of sense. I will seem to agree, then, and gain time that way. Now, will you stop and eat the noon meal with me?”
            But Zack declined with thanks, and returned to his comrades among the willows. They rode off around the furnace- man’s property, while Zack told what he had heard and what Sloan had agreed to do.
            Both Cy and Andy listened raptly as Zack relayed the information Sloan had given, and rather cautiously approved Zack’s advice to the furnaceman to make the cannon. But Andy, the thoughtful, seized on one item of news.
            “I told you that the Tories were a thousand in number, Zack,” said Andy. “For this part of the frontier, that is a true army. Our friends have no chance to gather as many.”
            “Andy’s right,” seconded Cy. “Many have gone already to fight in the east and in South Carolina. We are outnumbered. Why, Captain Martin’s company is nothing. Moore would brush it out of his way as a man brushes away a wasp.”
            “Aye, but a man may be stung if he tries to brush at a wasp,” returned Zack, swinging around in his saddle to speak. “Remember another thing that Mr. Sloan told me— that the faint hearts are joining Moore because they think his is surely the winning side. If Moore’s side appears doubtful of winning, those faint hearts may run, and leave the numbers something more even.”
            “Boldly said!” applauded Andy. “Zack, you speak like a colonel yourself. It is true that ten brave men are better than a hundred cowards for the ten will drive the hundred like rabbits.”
            Somewhat more encouraged, the three rode on for an hour, then dismounted to let the horses rest and crop grass while they themselves ate a lunch of cold meat and corn bread. Zack waited wrhile the sun slid an hour’s distance westward, then ordered them back to the trail. It was a narrow trail, poorly marked among clumps of trees and brush, and they followed it well to the west of Christian Mauney’s property and then into the region where they might expect to find Tories.
            Here Cy Cole proved his worth on the expedition. Like Enoch Gilmer, he had frequently hunted that part of the woods, and Zack and Andy waited in a hidden hollow with the horses while Cy went on a brief visit to the cabin of some people he knew and trusted. He returned with important news.
            Moore had sent a force of one hundred fighting men, un! der Captain Warlick, to pursue the smaller party of patriots under Joseph McDowell. The retreat had been made toward the western mountains, and the attention of the main Tory camp was chiefly turned in that direction. That meant that the three scouts would be in great danger if they approached from the quarter they had originally planned.
            “And Reuben Sloan’s guess was a good one,” finished Cy. “There seem to be full nine hundred gathered to Moore.
            His captains are bringing in yet others, and they boast that shortly they will be given arms by Cornwallis himself.” “But they have not been given those arms yet,” said Zack at once. “They wait for them. Hark you both, I’ll tell you what we do before we go back to Captain Martin.”
 



 
          10 The Bad News
 
 
            CY and Andy both turned eager, questioning eyes on Zack. “You talk like somebody with a plan,” said Andy.
            “Moore’s Tories wait for weapons from Cornwallis,” Zack said. “Which way is Cornwallis from here?”
            “Why, southward and a little to the east,” Cy told him, pointing.
            “And if a supply of guns and powder, enough for a thousand, was coming from there, it would need wagons to fetch it,” wrent on Zack. “We and our friends would know of such a supply ere this.”
            “Aye,” agreed Andy. “The country would buzz with it.”
            “Therefore it is not at hand,” Zack said confidently. “Now, if a messenger were to ride into Moore’s camp, with word that sounded important—if he said that the arms were delayed for some reason—he would be trusted and accepted. He could easily spy out the whole condition and number of Moore’s men.”
            “True, by heaven!” Cy almost whooped in his excitement.. “One of us could go there, playing the part of a friend to the Tory cause.”
            “Which of us, though?” broke in Andy suddenly. “We are known, all three of us, to Godfrey Prothero.”
            “Andy is right,” said Cy, grave again. “They know you well in that camp, Zack, and once vowed to hang you. As for Andy and me, we are less known, but we would be in danger. Either Godfrey or that bullying friend of his, Alspaye, would suspect us.”
            “If one of us but had the gift of Enoch Gilmer to fool people,” mourned Andy.
            “Since Enoch is not here, I’ll try it,” volunteered Cy. “If they suspect me, I’ll say I have deserted the patriot cause. Help me think of things to say that will convince them.”
            They agreed that Cy would go to the camp. Zack instructed him carefully. He must approach openly, and when challenged, he would ask to be taken to Colonel Moore. Carefully he and Cy rehearsed a plausible story, of meeting a Tory officer who asked that news be taken about the bringers of arms in difficulty among patriots barring their way.
            “Be bold in your talk,” Zack urged. “Make them take you as you seem to be. Since you tell them what they dislike to hear, ’twill seem the more believable. Tell Colonel Moore you were promised pay for bringing the message, and belike he’ll give you one of those gold coins he carries and shows so proudly.”
            The three sat together by their horses and strove seriously to prepare Cy with his false story. Zack and Andy played the parts of questioners, and Cy replied to their prodding queries.
            At last he declared himself letter-perfect in the role, and stood up.
            “I’ll leave my gun here with you,” he said, and leaned it against a tree. “Say a prayer for my good luck, and Pll find my way back when I can. Listen for the owl cry as a signal.”
            He mounted and was gone. Zack gazed after him, his face dark with worry. “ ’Twas I who should have been able to go,” he said to Andy. “I am the leader.”
            “No, Cy is of good sense and courage, and not so apt to be recognized. As for us, what shall we do while we wait here?”
            They employed themselves at cleaning their rifles, sharpening their knives and tomahawks, testing all their gear. Then it was suppertime, or nearly, to judge by the fall of the sun toward the trees above the western horizon. Zack built a fire, a very small one, and mixed some meal with water to bake into johnnycakes on a flat stone tilted toward the flames. Andy climbed a tall poplar, half for the pleasure of doing so, half for a look at the surrounding country.
            Zack had just turned the cakes over when Andy came fairly tumbling down from the top branches of the tree.
            “Hark!” he said as he struck the ground. “I think someone’s coming.”
            “Which way, Andy?”
            “From westward, through the berry bushes yonder. When I was up there, I could see the bushes moving.”
            Zack snatched up his rifle and cocked it. A glance showed him that the pan was primed.
            “How many, do you think?” he demanded.
            “Only one, as I judge.”
            “Get back up that poplar, and take your gun with you,” Zack ordered. “Put yourself in that lowest fork, it’s a good height from which to command and cover anyone who comes here. I’ll move forward, and when you hear me speak be ready to back me up with bullet or word.”
            “Aye,” said Andy, and caught up his own weapon. Like a squirrel he mounted the poplar again.
            Zack stole forward to the west. He paused beside a big trunk beyond the poplar, his rifle held by its balance in his left hand, his right hand on the rough bark. He listened and stared. His ear caught the soft rustle of twigs, then he saw a stir among the bushes directly in front of him. He crouched and moved forward to where a fallen log gave cover. Dropping behind this, he rested his rifle barrel on it.
            From that position near the ground he could see, below the leaves, a pair of legs moving. Holding his breath to listen, he judged that the approaching man was alone. He crooked his finger around the trigger. The legs moved nearer, nearer. Now they were no more than a dozen paces away.
            “Halt, there!” cried Zack sharply. “Stand where you are, or I fire!”
            The legs stopped. “Who’s that?” gasped a shaky voice.
            “Never mind,” said Zack sternly. “There are more than one of us here, and we’re armed and ready. Do as you’re told, as you value your life. Now, put up your hands and come into the open.”
            “Yes, sir,” said the voice unhappily, and the bushes parted. A man stepped into view, hands lifted above his head. Zack rose to his knee, rifle leveled.
            “Now come here to me,” he commanded. “No false move, or it is your last. Andy, stay where you are and watch to see if he has friends with him. Come close, I say.”
            The man walked slowly toward the log, and Zack came to his feet.
            He saw a shabby, slender figure, with a line-creased old face, his lifted hands as brown as molasses. The bare feet were dark brown, too. Above the frightened face was tilted a battered hat of home-woven wheat straw. Round eyes stared widely at Zack.
            “Don't shoot me, sir,” begged the man. “Pm not doing any hurt to anybody.”
            “Who are you?” Zack asked.
            “My name's Fesso, sir. I belong to Mr. Tom Shannon— did belong to him, I mean. I work—worked—on his place, I mean I did work on—what used to be his place. . . .”
            The stammering voice died away and fell silent. The slender old man seemed weary, bowed down with trouble. Zack relaxed.
            “All right, Fesso, come back this way with me. Andy!”
            “Here,” Andy called back from above them.
            “Keep a sharp lookout while I talk to this fellow. Come along, Fesso.”
            The melancholy dark man accompanied him submissively, and Zack led him back to the cooking fire. Still holding his hands aloft, Fesso looked with plaintive eyes at the toasting johnnycakes. Zack came up behind him, took his left hand from the rifle, and patted him around the waist and sides.
            “You don't have any weapons,” said Zack, “not even a knife. All right, Fesso, sit down by the fire. That's the way. Now tell me, what are you doing here if you belong on Mr. Tom Shannon’s place?”
            The straw-hatted head dropped wearily. “Ain’t no place left there, young sir. It’s done been burnt out. Set afire.”
            “Where?”
            “Back yonder, the way I was coming, maybe three or four miles. I ran till I was tired.”
            Zack squatted on his heels, his rifle across his knees and his finger still on the trigger. “Begin at the beginning, Fesso. Who burned your master’s place?”
            Eyes rolled beneath the ragged hatbrim. “Reckon it’s the men that belong to King George across the ocean.”
            “Tories?”
            “Yes, sir. That’s what they said when they rode in. Thank the good Lord, Mis’ Shannon and the girls was away, visiting her folks, the Rutledges, that lives off south. Only Mr. Tom and his oldest boy and me was there.”
            “And what happened?”
            “The King’s men made some mighty mean talk, sir,” Fesso took up his story. “Said Mr. Tom was obliged to go with them and fight on their side. He said back he was on the side of the freedom people, and they told him he was arrested, him and young Mr. Tom both. Then they busted into the house, they took all the meat and all the meal and tied it on their saddles. They put fire to the house and the stable. They drove off Mr. Tom’s cows and his horse and mule, and they took him and young Mr. Tom with them. They never paid me much mind, and when I saw my chance I slipped away and ran. I didn’t stop running till right now.” Zack gazed into the unhappy eyes. Old Fesso was telling a true story, and no sensible man could believe otherwise. “Did they follow you, Fesso?” asked Zack.
            “A little while they did. I heard ’em shouting after me. But I headed off south and lost ’em among some swampy land, then I doubled this way. I got off from the last one, but what I’ll do now—”
            “Come on down, Andy, and advise us,” called Zack, and Andy slid down from the forks of the poplar.
            Fesso looked again at the johnnycakes. They were nicely browned, and Fesso’s eyes were hungry. “Take one,” Zack invited him.
            “Yes, sir!”
            Fesso caught up a splinter of pine and pried a cake loose. “I thank you mightily for this bread,” he said as he bit into it. “I ain’t had a bite since morning.”
            “Here’s some meat to go with it,” and Zack sliced off a piece of smoked pork with his knife. “Now, we’ll all have supper, and you can give us the whole story.”
            Between hungry mouthfuls, Fesso told them in fuller detail of the visit of the Tories, their demand that the Shannons join their forces, and their quick, violent reaction to Shannon’s refusal.
            “And that’s gone on with several other folks’ places around here,” finished the old man. “We heard of it, but we didn’t really believe it, not till it happened to us.”
            “What will you do now?” asked Andy.
            Fesso took off his straw hat and slowly rubbed his gray wool. He shook his head unhappily.
            “Don’t know what I’ll do,” he confessed. “I belonged to Mr. Tom’s father before him, up in Virginia. I always been with the Shannons. They’re my folks, and they’ve been kind to me. Without ’em, I feel just lost in these wild woods.”
            “Somebody ought to shoot about a dozen Tories,” said Andy bitterly, and Fesso looked up.
            “That’s about the right word of it, young sir,” he said. “If I had a gun, I’d go shooting at them myself, taking Mr. Tom and his son like two bad men fit for hanging. I can aim a gun and pull a trigger, I’m sure in the eye—”
            “Wait, maybe we can help you,” said Zack. “Do you know a man named Adam Reep?”
            Fesso crinkled his dark brow. “Yes, sir, I know Mr. Adam. He lives up yonder on the ford that we cross to get to Ramsour’s Mill. I’ve passed there, time and again, with grain for grinding.”
            “Then go there,” said Zack. “Adam Reep is a true man and an enemy of those Tories who took your master away. If you can get to him safely and tell him your story, I daresay he’ll take care of you.”
            Carefully Zack explained the great camp of the Tories, and Fesso nodded his comprehension and talked about ways to skirt it without being discovered.
            “And how can I thank you two young gentlemen for helping me?” he asked, more cheerful at last.
            “By sticking to what you told us,” Zack said. “By helping the side that’s fighting for American liberty against the Tories.”
            “I’d do that anyway, young sir.”
            “If you were able to give that bunch of raiders the slip, you could be a good scout yourself,” suggested Andy.
            “Aye,” agreed Zack. “Now, when you get to Mr. Adam Reep’s, tell him what happened, and tell him my name. I am Zack Harper, and I was at his house with Enoch Gilmer. He’ll remember me. Tell him that before long we may come to ask his help, and your help, too. Because there will be fighting in this part of the world.”
            “I’ll do my part in that fighting,” vowed Fesso, his mood of despair melting with every moment. “I’ll do what I can to help those that’s helped me.”
            “And now, suppose we stay here tonight and wait for Cy Cole,” went on Zack. “We’ll all three take turns watching. Fesso can borrow Cy’s gun and stand a watch for part of the night. We’ll douse the fire when the sun sets, and keep quiet.”
            Night came. Andy volunteered to take the first tour of guard duty. Zack lay down and slept soundly on a carpetlike heap of pine needles. He woke to the touch of a hand, and heard Fesso’s soft voice.
            “Somebody coming, sir,” said Fesso. “I heard a noise like an owl, but it’s different from a real owl.”
            Zack sat up. He listened. A long-drawn hooting cry sounded in the distance.
            “Wake up, Andy,” Zack said, nudging his friend with a moccasined foot. “I think Cy’s coming in.”
            The three waited, rifles in hand. Yet again came the owl call, skillfully done. Fesso’s ear must be good, and his knowledge of wild sounds great, to suspect it. Zack raised his own voice, hooting in response.
            Then came the plodding sound of hoofs. Cy was riding in and dismounting.
            “You’re safe,” Zack said happily, and reached for Cy’s hand in the darkness.
            “Safe for the time being, yes. But I fear things are in sorry case for our people.”
            “What happened?”
            They sat around the ashes of the fire, and Cy told them.
            He had come to the Tory camp without mishap, and had been challenged and taken to Colonel Moore. His story of bringing a message from the detail with the British arms had been accepted. The Tories had given him a good supper of beef stew and white bread, said Cy, and added that apparently Moore’s men were well supplied with food.
            “Taken from patriots nearby,” judged Zack sourly. “What about Moore’s numbers?”
            Cy had been able to make a good estimate. He thought that fully eight hundred men had eaten in camp that evening, and he had heard that the hundred pursuing McDowell still remained absent, as well as several other groups. In all, Moore’s boasted goal of a thousand had been reached, as Cy judged.
            “They were hospitable to me,” he went on. “There was talk of what a brave soldier I’d make for the King, and what rewards I’d win. Then, suddenly, there came a challenge, and after that there was excitement out on the edge of things. And into camp rolled three wagons, with mounted men guarding them.”
            “The arms,” exclaimed Andy.
            “Aye, the arms. Colonel Moore came to examine them, and said that there were enough for all his men who had not brought their own guns. I heard him say that he would look forward to sweeping over the country in two weeks and snaking every rebel—and how he sneered out that word! — sick of rebellion. Then he asked somebody to find him that man who had brought false news of the delay of the wagons.”
            “He meant you,” said Zack.
            “True enough, he meant me. But I knocked one man down with a stick of firewood, and shoved another one away from my horse, and jumped on and rode away. Three shot at me, but it was dark and they missed. And here I am.”
            Zack knit his brows in the night. “This news must go to Captain Martin,” he said soberly. “Bad as it is, he must have it and pass it on. But one of us will have to stay and watch—”
            “Alack,” interrupted Andy, “now they know Cy, and if I stay they will be suspicious of me. What shall we do?”
            “Young sirs,” said Fesso, strongly and confidently, and they turned toward him.
            “They won’t pay mind to me,” he said. “I’ll do your spying.”
            “What about those who burned your master’s house?” argued Zack. “They’ll remember you.”
            “No,” insisted Fesso. “Didn’t I say they barely noticed me? They never notice my sort of folk. All the better for spying on them.”
            “I think he’s right, Zack,” judged Andy.
            “I’m not a fool, young sirs,” Fesso said earnestly. “My old master, Mr. Tom’s father, taught me to read and write and cipher. I can hunt and follow tracks in the woods. I’ll do your spying for you, and you can send to ask my news at Mr. Adam Reep’s.”
            “Agreed,” said Zack, and his young hand caught Fesso’s old one.
            “We’d better leave at dawn,” said Cy.
            “No, we leave now,” amended Zack. “There’s still half a moon up, enough to start us on our way. We’ll lead our horses until it’s light enough to ride. But first, let’s share our rations with Fesso here, he has not a crumb to eat while he seeks out Adam Reep’s home.”
            They produced their little bundles of food and made up a package for Fesso. Again Zack shook the old man’s hand.
            “We part now, and soon I hope to hear what you learn about the Tories,” said Zack. “Freedom, Fesso. That’s what we’re working and fighting for.”
            “Freedom,” repeated Fesso. “It’s a word with a good sound, young sir. I can’t tell you how good it sounds in my ears.”



11 Flag of the Free
 
 
            Zack and his comrades reached their company once more, not long after noon. They found that Captain Martin had added five recruits to his roll, and that the men were parching dried corn over their fires in preparation for new adventures in the field.
            “Parched corn may seem to defy the teeth, but the Indians thrive on it and so shall we,” said Lieutenant Freeland, as he greeted Zack. “With a bit of sweetness it sustains a man for days as he fights or hunts, and even now some of the boys say they have found a bee tree. You can help rob that tree, but first Captain Martin waits yonder for your report.”
            Martin beckoned Zack, who joined him and saluted. They walked apart from the others, and Zack told his story of the scouting trip and its results.
            “This is grave intelligence, Harper,” said Martin, when Zack had finished, “but you have been both wise and brave in what you have said and done. I am pleased in particular with what you persuaded Mr. Reuben Sloan to do.”
            “He fears that he may have the cannon finished and ready for the British to take ere we move against them,” said Zack.
            “Then he must finish those cannon before the month is gone,” was the captain’s reply. “If Moore is recruiting, so are we. Today is Wednesday, the seventh of June, and General Rutherford, who prepares to march from Charlotte to join us, will go looking for Moore in good time before Cornwallis makes his way hither. Now sit while I take ink and pen and write down your words to send on to Colonel Dickson.”
            Martin knelt beside a square-cut stump, which served for a desk. Zack repeated again the figures and other details he had gathered, and the names of those who had given the information.
            “Do not forget Fesso, who will be our scout in those parts while we gather strength,” Zack ventured.
            Martin glanced up from his writing. “You seem to set great store by this Fesso,” he said. “Yet, as you tell me, he is but an old homeless slave, without master or habitation or aught on which he may rely.”
            “He relies on himself, Captain,” was Zack’s prompt reply. “His heart is strong and wise. He is loyal to his master, and to us. He knows that he fights for freedom.”
            “Then he deserves to win it. Come, I want Freeland and the sergeants to hear your tale, too.”
            For the third time Zack repeated his adventures to Martin’s subordinates, and then he was told that he need do no guard duty that day or the next. He strolled with Matthew Leeper and Andy Berry to where the bee tree had been found. It was a broad-trunked beech with a great dark hollow some twelve feet up, and several others of the company stood around it, peering at the hollow. As Zack came close he could hear the humming of bees within.
            “There must be a whole nation of sweetening inside,” said one of the group. “We started to chop it down, but the bees came out like a regiment of Tarleton’s horse with drawn swords, and we got stung for our pains.”
            “Smoke them out first,” said Andy.
            “Aye, but how?” challenged another. “Who is so hardy as to climb up there with a smudge fire?”
            “I’ll get the fire up to them,” Andy promised. “Where’s a tall lean sapling? Yonder, one of those young persimmons will do. Lend me your tomahawk, Zack, it’s better edged than mine.”
            Swiftly Andy felled and trimmed the persimmon pole, and to its tip lashed a big bundle of dried grass and flakes of bark. From several of his comrades he borrowed tobacco, and crumbled handfuls of it in among the folds of the grass.
            “This will do to begin with,” he said.
            “To begin with?” repeated Zack. “I think I see your method, Andy. Let’s make another to finish with.”
            “Exactly,” Andy approved, and they cut another sapling and generously tufted its end with more grass and bark, mingled with tobacco. Then Andy took the first pile and stood close to the tree beneath the hollow. He held the grass-clumped end toward Matthew Leeper.
            “Set fire to it,” he said, and Matthew scraped away with flint and steel. The grass blazed up, sending off clouds of rank smoke, and instantly Andy raised it and thrust it into the hollow.
            The hum within grew loud and furious. “Be ready with the other!” cried Andy, and Zack poised the second stick, while Matthew prepared to ignite it on order. Up above them a dancing scurry of bees made off through the churning fumes..
            “Now!” said Andy, and Matthew struck sparks into Zack’s torch. It, too, blazed up and was lifted to send more smudge into the den of the bees, while Andy lowered his own sapling and quickly loaded its end with a new bale of grass. By the time Zack’s fire had burned out, Andy wasr ready to apply yet another. The humming grew softer inside the trunk, and faded away.
            “We’ve sent them to sleep,” announced Andy triumphantly. “Now, cut down the tree ere they awaken and punish us.”
            There were two axes, bigger and heavier than the light tomahawks, and a pair of sturdy-muscled choppers fairly blazed into action. The tree was cut from its roots and went toppling, and the honey hunters hurried to pry the hollow apart. Inside showed great dark combs, gleaming richly. In, triumph the party dragged out the dripping spoils, loaded. them on platter-like pieces of bark, and returned to camp amid whoops of delight.
            That evening Captain Martin’s company made its supper on corn parched to crunchy crispness and dipped in wild honey pressed from the combs. It was sticky eating, but delicious.
            “Don’t gorge yourselves,” Martin called out to his men. “Tomorrow may find us fighting or traveling, and I want no sorry stomachs among us.”
            He had sent a messenger riding to Colonel Dickson’s headquarters, and the messenger returned after sundown with a written communication. Martin read it by the light of a fire, and then summoned his men to hear new orders.
            “The work we have made contract to do is all but ready to our hands,55 he announced. “General Rutherford will move from Charlotte to Tuckaseege Ford, and Colonel Dickson bids us come to join the muster at his home by day after tomorrow. My friends, I will not hold from you the news that the enemy is numerous—perhaps greater in numbers than any force we can bring against him. Yet I have trust in your relish for a fight and the steadiness of your hearts, your eyes, and your hands.”
            A cheer went up at that, and Martin lifted his hand to quiet it.
            “I do thank you for that spirit, yet keep your voices down. We want no listeners from the Tory side to hear what we will do and how we relish doing it. Colonel Dickson bids us also to bring at least a week’s rations, and we have corn and honey, but we need meat. A good friend and neighbor of ours, loyal to the cause of liberty, has sent word that we can come to him tomorrow for supplies of beef.55
            “Who, Captain?” asked Lieutenant Freeland.
            “Mr. John Prothero.”
            Zack started, ever so slightly, at the name.
            “Therefore we march tomorrow morning early, and turn aside to the Prothero plantation. We stop there for the meat, and then on to Tuckaseege.”
            Next morning the men mounted and fell into column for the march. Freeland commanded it, and Martin rode ahead with Sergeant Campbell to the Prothero home.
            By midmorning they rode up to the yard in front of the great pillared house. Martin stood on the porch beside Prothero, and Campbell met the company, directing the men to dismount and tie up their horses. Then: “Come forward and form two lines, one behind the other,” ordered Campbell.
            They did so. Zack stood at one end of the first line, with Andy Berry next to him. They looked up expectantly at Captain Martin and John Prothero. To Zack, it seemed that the owner of the estate had a worn and worried look, but was determined. Martin smiled at the men. Prothero did not.
            “My friends,” said Martin, “I have already thanked Mr. Prothero for his hospitality, and have asked him to speak to you.” He turned toward his companion. “Will you do so, sir?”
            Prothero put his hands behind his tail-coated back, and looked along the line. His eyes came to rest on Zack.
            “There is but one word for you,” he began, “and that word is welcome. These are grim days that have befallen us, and we must offer our lives in defense of our rights. England and England’s ruler must be fought. England’s power and might are tremendous. But it is America that is fighting, and America has fought and won against England ere this. Up north, the Americans under Washington have beaten the English under Howe and Burgoyne, and now they move this way to beat the English under Cornwallis.
            “But before Washington can reach here to meet Cornwallis, I fear that we must meet Cornwallis ourselves. Your company is small, but it is brave, and it is one of many companies. I will go bail that every man of fighting age in our whole land has chosen one side or the other. And I believe that a battle will be fought here, or near here, that may well decide the war in the Southern States. Pray heaven that it is decided in our favor.”
            “Amen,” said Martin solemnly, and, “Amen,” repeated someone behind Zack.
            “I will give what I can,” continued Prothero. “There are ten cattle in my pens which I have been fattening for the market. They are yours, my friends, to take with you to the rendezvous of your army for provisions. And an eleventh has been slaughtered and is now roasting, behind this house, for your dinner. There is also another gift, if you will accept it.”
            He walked to the front door and opened it. He looked into the hall within. “Grace, my dear?” he said.
            Grace Prothero came out and stood beside him. She wore a full-skirted, snug-sleeved dress of blue silk, and in her hands she bore a flag on a staff. It was striped white and red, with blue in the upper corner. At her father’s gesture, she stepped forward to the steps.
            “I offer you the flag of our country,” she said, and her voice, though quiet, carried to every man in the two lines. “I fear it is but poorly made. I sewed it myself, and would not let our servants help. I dare say it is the first American flag to be seen here on the South Fork. Can you all see it?”
            Holding the staff in one hand, she caught the edge of the flag and spread it out. Zack had heard of the flag that Washington had caused to be made three years earlier, but he had only imagined how it might look.
            “You see thirteen stripes, white and red, for our thirteen states,” Grace was saying. “And here, in the blue field, are thirteen stars for those same thirteen states.”
            The stars were arranged in a circle of twelve, with the thirteenth in the center. Grace pointed to that central star.
            “This,” she said, “is what I like to think of as our own state, North Carolina.”
            “Will Zack Harper step forward to receive the flag?” spoke up Martin.
            Zack handed his rifle to Andy and walked silently toward the porch. Grace came down the steps and stood before him.
            “Carry it with honor, Zack,” she said, so softly that only he could hear, and put it in his hands.
            He gripped the staff. “I venture to speak for my friends as for myself,” he said slowly. “We will follow this flag, and defend it so long as one of us is left alive to stand upon the field of battle.”
            Turning, he walked back to his place at the end of the line. Then a cheer rose, loud and joyous, that fluttered the leaves of the trees. But Zack watched Grace, still standing at the bottom of the steps. She looked at him, then up at the flag he carried, then at him again. At last she smiled.
            It was a sad smile. Zack thought that she was remembering her brother. But it was better than no smile at all.
            They ate a hearty, savory dinner of hot roast beef served them by the Prothero servants, with floury sweet potatoes baked in the ashes. After that, the company made sport, with the Protheros and their retainers for an applauding audience. When wrestlers were called for, none wanted to compete with Zack, whose long hard limbs were the strongest and surest of all the company, but Sergeant Campbell and his brother staged a straining grapple, friendly but desperate, and the sergeant won. At last Martin ordered his company to horse. Zack, the flag in his hand, found time to speak a word aside with Grace.
            “I have never had proper chance to thank you for seeking my brother and giving him my message,” she said. “Now let me bid you good luck as you go to battle. Please come back safely.”
            “Surely you can say such things with only half a heart, Grace,” suggested Zack.
            “No, my heart is wholly for American liberty,” she assured him. “I cannot wish, even for a moment, that Godfrey’s side wins. All I can wish is that he, too, lives through the fighting.”
            “I wish the same,” Zack said earnestly. “I promise you that he’ll come to no harm through me.”
            “I will pray that you and he do not come face to face in the war.”
            He bowed, and went to mount his horse. He carried the flag beside Captain Martin at the head of the company. Others herded the ten cattle that were John Prothero’s gift.
            In the evening they reached the muster grounds at Dickson’s estate. A dozen companies were there already, camped in the open air or under rough shelters of boughs and thatch. Colonel Dickson came in person to welcome them. He wore the blue and buff of a Continental officer, and he shook hands vigorously with Captain Martin.
            “I see that you bring men with rifles and horses,” said the Colonel, “and glad we are for them. Glad we are, too, for those fat cattle, because we will need meat for the army we gather. But we are gladder yet for another thing, that flag your tall companion carries.”
            “ ’Twas sewn for us by a lovely lady, with a true patriot’s heart,” Martin informed him.
            “Which makes it the more precious. Yours shall be our color company. Let the flag be planted yonder in front of my house for our standard, and it shall rally us and lead us in these trying days to come.”
 



 
          12 General Rutherford
 
 
            For the next six days, the volunteers camped at Dickson’s plantation made what preparations they could for success in battle.
            Martin’s company found itself one of a number recruited from the regions on both sides of the Catawba. Some companies were larger than Martin’s, one or two slightly smaller. The men wore cloth hunting shirts and leggings or loose pantaloons, with moccasins on their feet. Their arms were rifles, knives, and tomahawks brought from their homes. Few had as much as a blanket or cloak on which to lie at night, and no more than half had built rude brush shelters. The others slept comfortably on beds of pine straw in the warm June darkness.
            Dickson heard with grave attention Martin’s report of Zack Harper’s observation of the Tories under Moore. The gathered patriot companies numbered few more than two hundred men, and Dickson worked tirelessly to get them ready for action. He procured lead somewhere, and details from the various companies melted this over hardwood fires and cast heaps of bullets of various sizes to fit the different makes of rifle. Gunpowder was still harder to get, but Dickson had found a supply of that, too. The bullets he distributed, but he kept the powder locked up in his house.
            “I’ll serve it out when we go into the fight,” he announced. “Kept safe as it is, it won’t get damp or dribble away or be lost. And marksmen like these do not need it for target practice.”
            For rations, Dickson placed his corn cribs at the disposal of the companies, and each captain sent a man to draw supplies and grind meal in a little gristmill on a creek behind the house. Meat was less plentiful. The ten cattle John Prothero had sent with Martin’s company were turned over to the general commissary, and were slaughtered one after the other to be cut up and dealt out to the men.
            For the rest, there was daily drill in marching and handling of arms by most of the companies. Martin’s men, being mounted, were kept by Dickson as a detail of couriers and aides, and on the morning of June fifteenth Zack was summoned to the colonel’s porch for orders.
            Zack approached, leading the horse Christian Mauney had lent him. Dickson returned Zack’s salute. “I’m sending you to Old Griff’s lair,” he said.
            “Old Griff?” repeated Zack.
            “Aye, that’s what General Griffith Rutherford is called by his friends. That or the Old Huntsman. Old Griff has spent his life in the fields and woods, chasing bears and turkeys, fighting Indians, and, these recent years, fighting British. I’ll engage that you’ll find him bluff of manner and rough of aspect he’s ever been more at home in buckskin than in broadcloth, and I doubt if he’d shine at a ball of fine ladies and slender beaux. But he’s brave in war, and wise as well. Not Cornwallis himself would be so hardy as to welcome a clash with Old Griff on equal terms.”
            “And I am to carry him a message, sir?” asked Zack.
            “I sent word of your findings out yonder on Indian Creek, and last night came an express from him to send you in person to tell your story. His camp is south of Charlotte, say fifteen miles east of the ford yonder. Here’s a note for him, and you will lead a horse from my stables as a present to Old Griff. It’s a big charger, such as may carry a man of his pounds and inches. Have you had breakfast? Then go at once.”
            A servant brought out the horse, big and powerful, but clean-limbed and spirited. Zack tucked Dickson’s letter into the front of his shirt, swung into his own saddle, and took the halter of the big horse. Away he rode out of camp, toward Tuckaseege Ford on the Catawba.
            The river was fully a mile wide with a vigorous current, but the waters proved shallow with a firm bottom. The two horses waded bravely across, and Zack headed along the road toward Charlotte. Well before noon he reached the outskirts of the town. A friendly farmer directed him to a side road that would take him to the field where Rutherford’s men camped, and a quarter of an hour later he was halted by a sentry.
            “Who goes there?” called the sentry.
            “Friend of liberty,” Zack gave the usual countersign, and offered Colonel Dickson’s letter. The sentry called a sergeant, who told Zack to dismount and lead both horses after Kim.
            They moved across a pleasant meadow, among groups of armed men and cooking fires, to where, at the center of things, several figures were grouped. One of these was huge, seemingly a head taller than his companions and considerably thicker in chest and shoulders. He was talking emphatically, but broke off as the sergeant approached with Zack.
            “Who’s this fellow?” inquired the giant gruffly, gazing at him, and Zack returned the gaze. The man was middle-aged, but plainly vigorous and fairly heaped with muscles. The others of the party were dressed in neat hunting shirts, with dark blue facings at neck and wrists, and their hats were cocked in smart military style j but the big man wore a shirt of fringed deerskin, worn and smoky, laced up his deep chest with a crisscrossed thong. He wore no hat at all on his long grizzled hair, only a scarf of blue cloth bound around his temples Indian fashion. His square face was lined deeply and his eyes were narrow and slightly slanting—the eyes of a fighter.
            “I bring a message for General Rutherford,” said Zack.
            “Then give it to me. I’m General Rutherford.”
            A hand as big as a spade took the letter and opened it. Rutherford’s lips moved slowly, as though he read with some difficulty.
            “Zookers!” he boomed out at last. “So Joe Dickson sends me a horse. Is that the one? Looks stout enough in the backbone. I hope his heart’s stout too, for I’ll ride him where the fight is thickest and loudest.” Again the narrow eyes studied Zack. “And you’re the one who’s been into that Tory nest and out again, are you? You look young for man’s work.”
            “I grow older every passing hour, sir,” replied Zack, and one or two of the others stared and frowned, as though he had been impudent. But General Griffith Rutherford chuckled deeply.
            “He’s ready of tongue,” observed the general, smiling ; fiercely, “and if he’s spied out those robbers for us he deserves to be. Sergeant, bring that horse back within the hour, saddled and bridled. I’ll try if he’s horse enough to carry me. By your leave, you others, I want to talk to this scout alone.”
            Obediently the officers moved away. Rutherford sat down on a log and gestured Zack to do likewise.
            “No need to stand before me,” he rumbled. “I’m no fussy lass in a parlor, with fan and kerchief. Now, I judge that you know as much as any man about this Moore and his rascal band. Tell me all.”
            Yet again Zack described his expeditions, and Rutherford interrupted with several searching questions. When Zack had done, the big man nodded grimly.
            “You guess a thousand Tories in that band? How many are in my camp, think you?”
            Zack gazed here and there, computing. Then: “Perhaps six hundred, General.”
            “Ha, boy, your eye for numbers is good. Then you don’t guess more Tories than there truly are.” Rutherford beckoned a passing man. “Tell the cook to fetch enough dinner for two. Harper, you’ll have a bite with me, and I’ll write a note to Joe Dickson for you to take back. I would I could carry the news myself, my hand’s better to the rifle than to the pen.”
            “You won’t be coming to join us, sir?”
            Again a shake of the huge scarf-bound head. “I must bide here and see what those British under Lord Rawdon will do at Hanging Rock, to south of here. Had I my wish, ’twould be that thieving Banastre Tarleton at hand instead of Rawdon. Twice I’ve challenged Tarleton to fight me, his sword against my hunting knife.”
            “Did you so, sir? And what did he reply?”
            An angry snort. “Back came a letter that in his eyes I’d not the standing of a gentleman, so he’d not notice my challenge.” The general knotted a fist like a war club. “Let him come within my reach and I’ll gentleman him—I’ll skin off his hide and hang it on the fence! ”
            The food was brought, big bowls of greens cooked with chunks of bacon and a stack of hard-boiled eggs, with mugs of spruce beer. General Rutherford ate with an appetite to match his mighty body. Between bites he asked Zack more questions about Moore’s men and the country in which they lurked. Finishing his last spoonful, the general bawled to an aide to bring pen and paper and hear dictation.
            “Put this down,” ordered Rutherford. “Say that a thousand Tory skulks and more are on the South Fork, thirty miles west of Tuckaseege, and that all true men must gather under their officers, ready to march and flog those hounds from their kennels. Have you got that? Then send copies to Colonel Locke, up in Rowan County—he’s a good, sound fighter, he’ll muster a fine force—and to his neighbors Captain Falls and Captain Brandon, and Major David Wilson here in Mecklenburg. Within forty-eight hours we’ll know which way Rawdon moves at Hanging Rock and how many we can spare for Moore.”
            The aide bustled away to write the letters. The sergeant came, leading the big horse Zack had brought, ready saddled. Rutherford surveyed the animal, grunted in satisfaction, and with a sudden swift leap was astride it.
            “He seems to carry me well,” said Rutherford. “Harper, convey my thanks to Joe Dickson. And wait, I’ve a present to give in exchange for this one. Sergeant, where’s the other horse that groans at carrying me?”
            “Grazing, sir,” was the reply.
            “Fetch him at once.”
            The sergeant raced off and came back leading a fine tall chestnut.
            “Harper, I captured this beast with my own hands in South Carolina, where we fought Tarleton’s knavish dragoons. A rascal British captain jumped off him and fled like a rusty lizard, else I’d have caught him too. Take him along.”
            “For Colonel Dickson, General Rutherford?”
            “No, no, what needs Joe Dickson of more horses than he has champing hay in his stables? This horse is yours, a better mount than that nag that brought you here. No thanks, lad. You’ll do more scouting, and you’ll need a mount that carries you well.”
            Joyfully Zack transferred saddle and bridle from Mauney’s horse to the chestnut. Rutherford dismounted and beckoned for the aide again.
            “If you’re ready to go back, I’ll scribble a few words for your commander. That horse is named Jonah. I named him for an old friend of mine with a long horsy face.”
            Within ten minutes, Zack was on his way toward the Catawba again. The fine chestnut, Jonah, carried him splendidly, and was spirited but manageable. Before many miles had been passed, Zack and Jonah were the best of friends. They were back at Dickson’s while the sun was yet three hours above the horizon, and Dickson greeted Zack and read Rutherford’s note.
            “Old Griff has sent orders to bring together all possible troops, and he himself will march when he is certain that he has nothing to fear from Rawdon. He agrees that Moore must be fought and beaten, and that soon. Where did you get that fine horse, Harper?”
            “General Rutherford himself made me a gift of Jonah, sir.”
            “Egad, he has taken a liking to you. His note says as much.”
            Dickson studied Jonah’s lines with relish. “I’ll give you a bay mare for him and, though gold coins are scarce in these times, I’ll give you twenty guineas to boot.”
            “Colonel, there’s not enough money in North Carolina to buy Jonah from me,” said Zack honestly. “General Rutherford said that I’ll need such a horse in the scouting I must do.”
            “Old Griff is right, Harper. He wants you to spy out Moore’s position for us yet again. Rest well tonight, and be ready to go tomorrow.”
            At Dickson’s direction, Zack drew three days’ rations from the quartermaster. The beef and bacon he cooked over the fire he shared with Andy Berry and Cy Cole. Of the three quarts of corn, he gave a good half to Jonah, and parched the rest.
 



 
          13 The Making of a Map
 
 
            Eating supper with Andy and Cy that night, Zack soberly discussed his new lone scouting assignment. Cy, who had hunted in the Indian Creek neighborhood, gave some helpful information.
            “There are true men there to whom you can trust your life,” said Cy. “Adam Reep you know. Another who’s strong for liberty, and I think shrewd as well, is Christian Reinhardt. He lives on the north fork of the road from here to Ramsour’s Mill; he has a blacksmith shop there.”
            “You told me that Christian Reinhardt’s wife was born a Warlick,” objected Andy. “Is not a Captain Warlick with Moore?”
            “Aye, that must be her brother,” replied Cy. “Yet Mrs. Reinhardt is as steadfast to our side as her husband. There are many such families.”
            “That’s true,” agreed Zack, thinking of the Protheros.
            Darkness fell, with bright tags of campfires. The three friends sat on their pine-straw beds and listened to comrades talking in the night around them. One man sang, in a clear and tuneful voice, a song of war and defiance:
 
            “A fig for the English, and Hessians to boot,
            Who are sick half the time with eating of kraut,
            But bacon and greens and Indian corn bread
            Make a buckskin jump up, though he seems to be dead! ”
 
            “Ha, that’s us,” said Cy, delighted. “The buckskins.”
            “General Rutherford and I ate bacon and greens together this very day,” remembered Zack.
            “To hear talk of Old Griff,” put in Andy, “you’d think three bears would be but a morsel to him, and the whole Catawba his drink to wash them down. Zack, you speak as if he’s but a man like the rest of us.”
            “A big man, and a fighting one,” Zack told them.
            They slept at last, by the dying fire. Zack was awake in the gray dawn, as usual. He quickly ate a light breakfast, then bridled and saddled Jonah. He put his roast meat and parched corn in the saddle pockets, and tied his rifle before him. He rode out of camp as the sun came up.
            Reaching the right fork of the road, he headed northwest along it. He knew the owners of the houses on this part of his journey. A man named Plevins lived not far along the way, and beyond him Mr. Alexander Lowe. Zack had heard nothing about the loyalties of these men to one side or the other, and took care to leave the road and circle out of sight among the trees opposite each door.
            But as the sun rose high and he found himself approaching the quarter where Tories might be found, he reined in at the edge of a cornfield and spoke to a pudgy old farmer with a hoe. The farmer answered his questions readily.
            “Chris Reinhardt lives off the road, an hour’s ride ahead,” he said. “But if I was you, my young friend, I’d cut away from this Tuckaseege Road a mile this side of Ramsour’s Mill, and take the path leftward to Dellinger’s Tavern, and then on to Reinhardt’s, through the swampy ground.”
            “Why do that?” asked Zack.
            “Because of the King’s men at the mill,” was the answer. “I don’t take great stock in one side or the other, and anyhow, I’m too old to fight. But the Tories would likely seize a man your age and swear him into their ranks or make him rue the day. That fine horse would tempt them, too.”
            Zack thanked him and rode on. Tories at the mill—then they were between him and Adam Reep’s cabin across the South Fork. He approached more cautiously, ready to dart into the woods at the first sight of any strangers.
            But he reached the trail of which the farmer had spoken, a sort of bridle path through thick woods to the south of the road. He headed in among the trees and crossed a narrow, muddy stream to find the trail beyond leading through muddy, brush-covered land. A mile or so brought him out upon a side road, where a square building of hand-sawed planks stood, with a sign that proclaimed it a tavern. A man on a bench in front put up a hand in greeting, but said nothing. Back along the road to northward Zack rode, recrossing the small stream and skirting the slope of a hill that had been cleared as a field. He saw a group of buildings ahead of him to the right. There was a sturdy dwelling house with a front of mortared stone, a barn, and a storage shed. On the other side of the road was a hutlike structure, and Zack heard the loud clang of iron under the hammer.
            He rode up to the door of the hut, and a lean, bare-armed man in a sooty leather apron looked out.
            “I am looking for Mr. Christian Reinhardt,” said Zack.
            “I am he.” A hint of German accent. “How can I serve you?”
            “My name’s Zack Harper. I was told by Cy Cole to look for you.”
            Zack got down. Reinhardt studied him cannily. “Cy Cole,” he repeated. “Is he the son of old Mr. Cole who lives down in the Point?”
            “The same.” Zack decided against further evasion. “Cy says that you’re a true friend of liberty and one who defies King George. Sir, I need your help.”
            “Tie up your horse behind the shop,” said Reinhardt. “Then come in where we may speak privately.”
            Zack led Jonah around the little building, made the bridle fast to a cedar, and took his rifle. Then he entered at a back door.
            The small interior was furnished with a forge which glowed with a charcoal fire, a homemade deerskin bellows that worked with a foot pedal, and an anvil. Reinhardt held a heavy pair of tongs.
            “So,” said Reinhardt, “you’re a rebel.”
            “The British call my friends and me rebels,” said Zack, “and we glory in the name, Mr. Reinhardt.”
            “Lean your rifle in the corner and sit on this box. You said your name is Harper.”
            “Yes.”
            The smith stepped close to him. His lean limbs looked powerful, and those big tongs could be a mighty weapon. Zack wished he had kept hold of his rifle.
            “If you’re a rebel,” said Reinhardt, “what if I took you up to Ramsour’s Mill? The King’s men are there. They’d thank me for giving you to them. You are no friend to the King’s cause?”
            Reinhardt looked hard and dangerous, but Zack faced him.
            “I’ll not take a lie into my mouth,” said Zack. “I’m a true patriot and a soldier of the army of liberty.”
            As he spoke, he tensed himself to snatch the tomahawk from his girdle. Just then the rear door opened and another man stood there.
            “This young gentleman’s all right, Mr. Reinhardt,” said a soft voice Zack knew.
            “Fesso!” he cried.
            “You know Fesso?” cried Reinhardt.
            “He knows me and I know him, sir,” said Fesso, coming into the shop. “I heard you talking, and Mr. Zack Harper says the truth, Mr. Reinhardt. He’s as strong for freedom as you or me.”
            The smith relaxed and smiled. “I had to be sure, young man. Those Tories suspect me. They might have sent you to sound me out.”
            Zack nodded his understanding. Fesso then told him of coming to the home of Adam Reep, who had sent him on to stay with Reinhardt. Fesso had been to Ramsour’s Mill, and seen that Moore had stationed two companies of his followers there, to guard a store of arms and powder.
            “I carried grain to grind for Mr. Reinhardt,” said Fesso. “They didn’t pay me any attention. I saw boxes of guns, the lids pulled off so that they could be grabbed at a word.”
            “How many guns?” asked Zack.
            “Can’t say certainly, young sir, but plenty. Some of ’em’s got stabbers on them.”
            “Stabbers?” repeated Zack. “Oh, you mean bayonets. Those are the arms Cornwallis sent. Now, how about the number of men?”
            Reinhardt told him that they had heard of fully thirteen hundred Tories. Some were harvesting the crops for storage to supply Cornwallis’ army when it came. But they could be summoned on a few hours’ notice.
            Zack went with Reinhardt to the house across the road. There Reinhardt’s chubby, good-humored wife served them dinner. Zack walked from window to window afterward, studying the surrounding country.
            “You think this is where a battle will be fought,” guessed Reinhardt. “You want the lay of the land.”
            “As much as I can make out,” Zack told him. “I should go and survey it.”
            “You need not take the risk,” said Reinhardt. “Fesso and I can tell you how things are, the streams, roads, and trees.”
            Fesso was summoned into the kitchen, and he and Reinhardt took turns describing the country around the Tory position at Ramsour’s Mill.
            Reinhardt’s shops and house made a point of reference almost midway between the South Fork and the Tuckaseege Ford Road, within a few hundred yards of where the road crossed Clark’s Creek, which ran southward to the river. At that point a wooden bridge crossed the creek and the mill was built there, with a dam above the bridge to make a pond and a race to turn the great wheel. Woods and swamps lay all about, except for the cleared slope of the hill that Zack had seen as he approached Reinhardt’s. That hill had its crest at the very edge of the Tuckaseege Ford Road, and often Tory pickets came to that crest to look down the slope as if watching for possible danger.
            “I half understand all this,” Zack said, after some hours of talking and questioning. “Had I but a map to take back to my friends, I’d have done my work well.”
            “We could make one,” offered Fesso in his soft, deep voice. “Aye, so we could,” agreed Reinhardt. “Wife, have we paper and pen and ink?”
            Mrs. Reinhardt fetched a sheet of paper, but regretfully reported that the ink stand was dried up.
            “We can use this,” said Zack, and produced a bullet from his pouch. “It is lead, and it will draw like a piece of charcoal. Even better. Which of you will make the map for me?” “Let Fesso try,” said Reinhardt. “He writes a better hand than I do, and I don’t doubt that he draws better, too.”
            “I’ll do what I can,” said Fesso, and sat himself between them at the table. Taking the bullet, he carefully sketched the South Fork as a double curving line on the paper. A smaller double line showed Clark’s Creek flowing in from northward.
            “The main road’s like this,” Fesso explained and drew it, a fairly straight line that approached both streams at an angle from the right, crossed Clark’s Creek and then the South Fork. “And here,” he added, making a black blotch at juncture of creek and road, “is where the bridge is. The mill is here, on the west side of the creek.”
            He drew a square to represent it.
            “Where’s this house, where we now sit?” asked Zack.
            “Down here.” Fesso drew more squares, almost directly below the bridge. “This is the house, and this is the barn, and down here is the smithy. The side road comes up between the shop and the house, like this.”
            He put in details with more speed and confidence, as though he was learning the job of map making with every moment. At Zack’s bidding he also indicated the tavern and the bridle path that came down from the Tuckaseege Ford Road a mile from the mill. The smaller stream, that ran parallel to the main road and flowed into Clark’s Creek, he put in next. He indicated woods and swamp with shading lines.
            “I fear that’s the best I can do,” he said at last.
            “It’s splendid,” Zack praised him. “Now, to mark the names.”
            “Suffer me,” said Fesso, and wrote in big letters here and there. ROAD, he put in the proper place, and SOUTH FORK and MILL and INN.
            “You haven’t shown the millpond,” observed Reinhardt.
            “It’s like this, above the bridge.” Fesso carefully drew a great oval. “Now, what else?”
            “I can ask for naught else.” Zack folded the paper carefully and stowed it in the crown of his hat. “Fesso, you are as valuable a fighter for our side as I can name, and I’ll engage that General Rutherford and Colonel Dickson will say like wise. Now, tell me more about those Tories at the mill. Two companies, you said?”
            “Aye, two,” said Fesso.
            “Did you hear which companies?”
            The lines in Fesso’s wise, dark face deepened in thought. “I heard the names of the captains, yes, sir. One was a man I’d heard of, the same that took away my master and burned his house.”
            “Alspaye?” prompted Zack.
            “Aye, that’s who. And the other, his name is Captain Path—no, Broth—”
            “Prothero?” asked Zack. “Captain Godfrey Prothero?”
            “Yes, sir,” nodded Fesso.
            Reinhardt eyed Zack shrewdly. “I take it you know those two Tory captains.”
            “I know them both, and well.”
            Reinhardt got up from the table. “We’ve used up the day with this talking and map-drawing, and it’s near suppertime,” he said. “Harper, maybe you’ll stay here tonight, and ride back to your friends early tomorrow.”
            “I’ll be vastly obliged to you for a place to stay tonight,” said Zack, “but tomorrow, ere I ride back, I’ll visit Ramsour’s Mill myself.”
            “Why, we drew this map to save you the trouble.”
            “I must go there, and see and hear these Tories at close hand,” Zack insisted.
 



14 Scouting in the Water
 
 
            ZACK slept that night in a cavelike cellar under the floor of the Reinhardt kitchen. The entrance was by a trap door cut in the rough planks and hinged with leather, usually hidden by a spotted oxhide spread out like a rug. Mrs. Reinhardt lent him blankets to make up a bed on the earthen floor, and also gave him a home-dipped tallow candle, a gourd of water, and a handful of corn dodgers.
            “That’s in case you have to spend a long time down there,” she told him. “Who knows? Some of those Tory hounds may come sniffing on your trail. If there is no danger tomorrow morning, we’ll open the trap and call you to breakfast.”
            Zack made himself as comfortable as he could. It was the first night of many he had spent without the starry sky visible above him. For a long time he lay awake, thinking and wondering about his next problem of scouting the enemy. But at last he drowsed, then slept soundly.
            He woke to hear the clatter of the trap door lifting and sat up, looking at the square of gray light opened above him.
            “All’s well,” said Reinhardt’s voice from up in the kitchen. “Come on out.”
            Gratefully Zack scrambled into the open and went out on the back stoop to wash his hands and face in a tin pan. “I’d better go across the road and look after my horse Jonah,” he said.
            “No need for that, Fesso’s taking care of him in the little ; cedar grove past the smithy,” Reinhardt informed him. “That’s to save you showing yourself to some prowling Tory on the road. Come and eat.”
            He sat with the Reinhardts and breakfasted on hot biscuits, i pork, and fresh milk. While he munched, he studied once again the map that Fesso had drawn.
            “I’m going to study this country for myself today,” he told his host.
            “How, if you walk into the arms of Moore’s scoundrels?” asked Reinhardt.
            “I think I can stay clear of them. Here,” and Zack’s finger touched the map, “on the slope of the hill next your house, is the only clear ground in the neighborhood. Let me but once get across the road to the smithy and into the woods behind it. Then I can steal through that marshy cover to east- » ward, and back the way I came. Through the trees, I can reach the main road. Crossing it into the woods beyond will be my only danger, and the map shows more woods north of | the road, all the way to the millpond.”
            “So?” grunted Reinhardt. “And when you get to the millpond, what then?”
            “I’ll find my way to the mill itself. I want a close look at the guard there, and if possible, I will hear them talking.”
            Reinhardt shrugged. “Wife, this youngster has cunning along with his recklessness,” he said. “I suppose this adventure is what you came to try, woods-runner. Luck go with you.”
            Zack took his rifle and hat and the map. He looked out the windows on all sides, then emerged and crossed the road to the smithy. Behind it he found Jonah tied among sheltering cedars, eating corn while Fesso watched.
            “You are going, young sir?” asked Fesso.
            “I’m going to look at the mill, and I’ll be back. Here, I’ll leave most of what I have.”
            He tucked the map into a saddle pocket. Then he leaned his rifle against a tree, set his hat on its muzzle, and unfastened his belt. He doffed his shirt, folded it, and put it on the ground beside the gun, then stood stripped to the waist. With a thong from his pouch he bound back his hair.
            “I’ll do my scouting Indian fashion,” he said, and fastened his knife at his hip. “Now, Fesso, hark you. Are you still of a mind to help the friends of liberty?”
            “More than ever,” said Fesso.
            “Good. I’ll take your fist on that.” They shook hands solemnly. “Fesso, I’ll try to go close to the mill where the Tories are mustered. I want to bring back all possible news to give my officers. But if I do not come back by nightfall, then probably I will not come back at all.”
            “And if you do not come back, young sir?” prompted Fesso gravely.
            “Take this horse of mine and ride back along the road to Tuckaseege Ford. If any Tories chase you, I think Jonah can outrun them. Go to Joseph Dickson’s, where my comrades are waiting. Ask for Captain Martin.”
            “Captain Martin,” repeated Fesso.
            “In his company are Cy Cole and Andy Berry, who were with me when first you and I met. They’ll know you and vouch for your being of the right side. Then give Captain Martin that map you drew, and tell him all that we did here.”
            “I promise I’ll do those things,” said Fesso. “Let me wish you luck, young sir.”
            “Thanks.”
            Zack slipped off into the woods, found the branch that he remembered from his journey to Reinhardt’s, and followed it cautiously. It brought him to the side road again, and then into the bog beyond. His moccasins were clotted with mud in a few strides, but he stayed under cover and avoided the open ground at the foot of the hill. At last he came to where a great row of felled trees extended northward.
            Those would be the trunks cleared from the hill’s slope, Zack judged. On the far side the woods grew, and he moved up between the wall-like mass of logs and the living trees until he could see the main road beyond.
            Now it was up to him. He must be doubly careful—no, triply careful. He dropped to all fours and crept as close to the road as he could manage without venturing into the sunlit open. There he paused, peering sharply this way along the track, then that.
            Directly opposite grew a great tuft of leafy shoots where a tree had been cut down and had sent up sprouts from its stump. Zack poised himself on hands and drawn-up feet to spring across and into the scrub, when he heard hoofs and I dropped flat again to hide himself. He waited until threes armed horsemen trotted past, and listened while the hoofbeats died away. Then he rose again, darted across the roadij to the other side, and plunged in among the trees there.
            Gingerly he bore to leftward as he went north, moving: his muddy feet with the utmost care. He avoided twigs and leaves that might rustle and betray him. Slowly as a snail,, stealthily as a mink, he advanced. Again and again he paused1' for long minutes, straining his ears to listen for the possible:' noise of others in that belt of trees. It took more than a full hour, he judged, to come to where he could look through: foliage and see the brown water of the millpond.
            Again he threw himself flat and crawled forward. A great clump of cattails grew at the very brink, and to this he made his way. At last he reached a place from which he could see,;
but first he turned, raised himself on an elbow, and stared back along the way he had come. There would be no stupid: carelessness this time to betray him into enemy hands. He had learned much since the first time he had scouted Moore’s camp and Alspaye had sneaked up on him.
            He made sure that he was alone and unobserved, and then gingerly parted the cattail stems in front of him and looked
through.
            The pond was formed by damming Clark’s Creek below,, and it filled a broad natural hollow to make a pleasant expanse of water some eighty yards across by fully three hundred long. The current moved slowly to southward in the bright June sunlight, and Zack turned to look in that direction. He saw the square, gable-roofed mill on the far side, with a broad wooden wheel turning creakily in the water. Below the wheel was the bridge that crossed at the main road.
            And around the mill moved men, ten or a dozen of them. Several walked back and forth with shouldered guns, as though on guard duty. Others lounged easily in a group. Plainly the mill was heavily garrisoned.
            What had Fesso said—two companies? That meant as many as two hundred men, surely no fewer than a hundred. And where was Moore’s main force? That was something for Zack to find out. But how?
            Lying among the reeds, he gazed across the pond. A matted mass of leaves floated by. He watched it, idly, then with sudden inspiration. Those leaves would follow the current right down to the mill race. If they had eyes and ears . . .
            “I’ll give them eyes and ears,” said Zack under his breath.
            He rose on his hands and knees, as though to throw himself into the water. But already the floating clump was well beyond him. He would have to make another.
            Back he crept along the shore, to a spot where ragweed and coarse grass grew. With his knife he reaped a big armful, stem by stem. Then he stole upstream with it to some willows at the very edge of the pond, and began to cut branches.
            He laid those branches side by side in a quiet shallow, and upon them strewed the weeds, making a little raft. He cut more branches and wove the whole lightly together into a matlike fabric, as long as himself. Then he sheathed his knife and slid into the pond like an otter. It was pleasantly cool. He ducked and came up under the floating mass. A careful shove; on the bottom with his feet, and he glided out on the openi surface of the pond, the leafage above him.
            He let the current carry him and his little raft out to the center, then floated headfirst down the stream. He relaxed! under the shelter of the green leaves, turned on his back, and! lay there. Slowly, slowly, he drifted toward the mill.
            It took a long time, a maddeningly long time. Again and again Zack asked himself if he had been an utter fool to attempt this approach by water. Each time he answered in his nervous heart that, if so, it was too late to be wise now. He was out there in the open water, with only a few wet leaves to hide him. Closer he drifted, with his raft for a screen. Closer. He lifted his head a trifle to bring an ear above the surface, and he heard voices.
            “See yonder to that little floating haycock, boys!” cried one.
            “Just the length of a man,” added another.
            “The length of a skulking rebel, or Pm no judge,” put in a third. “Let’s try these new rifles Lord Cornwallis sent us. See who can hit closest to the center.”
            Zack’s heart sank as though it wanted to dive to the bottom of the pond.
            “Let Micah Suggs shoot first, he brags of his keen eye.”
            “I’ll even do so. Watch, you enviers.”
            A gun boomed. A bullet plopped in the water just beside Zack’s elbow. Laughter from the direction of the mill.
            “Micah missed—a rebel would have gone untouched. I’ll do better than that.”
            “I’ll wager my hat against yours you don’t.”
            “Done, Micah.”
            Another shot rang out. The bullet rustled the twisted leaves above Zack’s very nose.
            “Micah, your hat is mine. Now let Hank try—”
            “Cease that firing, you fools!” broke in a voice of stern authority.
            Embarrassed murmurs. “Why, Captain,” said the one called Micah, “we but thought we’d practice our shooting.”
            “The King’s powder is none so plentiful that we can bang it away at floating trash,” said the stern one. “The next man who fires without leave shall chop firewood for both companies. I’ll not speak of this again.”
            Zack knew whose orders saved him from further bombardment. Godfrey Prothero was at the mill, sure enough.
            There was silence for a while as Zack drifted. Then the voices of the men began to chatter as before. Greatly daring, Zack raised his head to peer through the leaves.
            The current had brought him close to the mill itself, and he headed straight for the turning, creaking wheel. He must quit his swimming shelter or go over the race. He took a deep breath, dived deeply, then slowly paddled under water, straight toward the mill.
            The sun overhead struck through the brown current. In front of him hung darkness like a cavern. He swam toward that, and dared to rise toward the surface. He came up under a rough walkway of logs, built out over the water like a little wharf. Clinging to a support, Zack listened. Feet walked above him, and paused not far away.
            “Zounds, Godfrey, you’re surly to the men,” said someone, and the someone was Robinson Alspaye.
            “I’ll have discipline here,” replied Godfrey. “There’s no sense in burning the powder we may need in battle.”
            “Think you the rebels will dare face us?” inquired Alspaye scornfully. “We could drive twice our number of those
cowards.”
            “Yet I wish Colonel Moore would stay here,” said God- I frey. “Lord Cornwallis says to gather the grain, that he will bring his army by autumn.”
            “We’ll be sure of the early harvest in a week’s time,” said Alspaye. “Then why wait timidly for Cornwallis? We can1 ' go out over the country without him, make every rebel householder sick of his rebellion. That’s what Colonel Moore wants, to show Lord Cornwallis not only harvested corn but a beaten country.”
            “You’d enjoy that, I take it,” said Godfrey, not very pleasantly, and Alspaye laughed.
            “I would indeed. That’s the conqueror’s reward, to destroy and plunder the goods of the enemy.”
            “Enemy,” repeated Godfrey. “Yet these folk are my old friends and neighbors. I value them, and you do not.”
            “I value none save your good self, who had the sense to join the winning side. Oh, and perhaps one other.”
            “What one other, sir?”
            A laugh. “Why, Godfrey, who but your fair sister?”
            Zack started, almost splashing the water. His hand reached for his submerged knife. There was silence above him for a moment. Then Godfrey spoke, with cold anger in his tone. “Sir, I’ll have no such mocking use of Grace’s name.”
            “Now, now, who mocks? I speak seriously, in admiration. After all, Godfrey, I’m a captain of the King’s men, and a gentleman.”
            “Captain, perhaps, by Moore’s assignment. Gentleman— no, Alspaye!”
            “I’ll not take such sneers from you,” said Alspaye, angry in turn.
            “My sister’s not for you,” said Godfrey. “If you’re disposed to resent what I say, I’m very much at your service.”
            Godfrey spoke fiercely. The very logs above Zack’s head seemed to vibrate with tense feeling.
            “You mean a duel? ” inquired Alspaye with heavy mockery. “You’ve heard the colonel on the subject of private duels. No brawling or fighting amongst ourselves until we’ve settled the rebel threat.”
            Godfrey’s feet shifted on the walkway. “When that threat is settled, we’ll settle this,” he promised.
            “When the threat is settled, Miss Grace Prothero may not look unkindly on a captain of the triumphant army,” returned Alspaye.
            “Sir,” said Godfrey, “I’ll hear not a word more from you about this.”
            “Have it so. I’ll speak my words to your sister.”
            Another quick movement of Godfrey’s booted feet, and the sound of a slap, sharp as a pistol shot.
            “You struck me!” cried Alspaye, in startled anger.
            “Aye, so I did. Resent it if you dare.”
            Zack waited no longer to hear the two captains quarrel. He swam noiselessly under the walkway to the very brink of the dam. The wheel creaked there, and a masking slope of boards extended beside it to the creek below.
            He screwed up his courage, scrambled out upon the dam, then slid down the muddy face of it under the boards. At the bottom he dropped into the creek and, lying almost against its bed, swam away to where the bridge would give him hiding.
            Now he must find his way out of there, for there was still much to see and learn.
 



 
          15 Battle Orders
 
 
            JONAH whinnied gently as Zack fairly crept into the grove behind Reinhardt’s smithy in the late afternoon.
            “You know me, Jonah?” Zack said in a husky, tired voice. “It’s good to see you again, too.”
            Zack drooped with fatigue. His hair trickled water and his i pantaloons and moccasins were wringing wet and caked with mud. He looked and felt very little like a hero of the American Revolution.
            After his stealthy escape over the dam and down Clark’s Creek, he had continued his scouting toward Moore’s old camp on Indian Creek. For hours he had crept, hidden, and peered. He found the road across the South Fork near Reep’s cabin thronged with Tory troops, armed with rifles and muskets, and wearing evergreen sprigs in their hats for uniform. The whole force was on its way from the earlier stopping place to Ramsour’s Mill.
            Zack had scouted that force more thoroughly. Again and again, flanking parties had all but stumbled upon him. Once he had been forced to climb a great oak while half a dozen t enemy soldiers moved beneath him on a trail. Another time he had escaped discovery only by wallowing in a boggy pond. and covering himself with mud. Not all of that mud was, washed off yet. But, he told himself, he had done his work well. He had been able to compute the moving Tories as more than a thousand strong, not counting those two companies at the mill. And they were well armed, with wagonloads of supplies, and fully two hundred were mounted as cavalry, with pistols and sabers at their belts.
            Kneeling by his saddle in the grove, Zack opened his ration sack and brought out the food he had been issued at Dickson’s. He had not needed much of it so far, what with Reinhardt’s hospitality, but now he ate heartily of parched corn and roast beef. As he finished his meal, he saw Fesso at the rear door of the smithy.
            “Psst!” Zack hissed stealthily, and Fesso glanced toward him, then walked in among the trees. “I’m back again, and safe so far,” said Zack. “Where’s Mr. Reinhardt?”
            “Yonder he comes,” replied Fesso, and Zack saw Reinhardt emerge from the door. In a moment the smith had joined them, grinning in pleasure as he recognized Zack.
            “I’ve been through the country west of here,” announced Zack.
            “So? And you seem to have brought a deal of it sticking to you. Come into the shop. Fesso will bring a bucket of water for you to wash with, and there’s someone there who knows I you.”
            Zack followed Reinhardt into the smithy. Against the wall lounged the stocky body of Adam Reep, who happily shook hands. As Zack washed the mud from his face, arms, and fchest, he told of his adventures and discoveries.
            “It’s no news to me that they make ready to march and rob,” growled Reep when Zack had done. “What’s to do how?”
            “I must carry the word to Tuckaseege Ford, and at once,” feplied Zack.
            “I’ll give you moccasins for those you wear,” offered :Reinhardt, and took a pair from a shelf near the front door. “You and I are of a size in the foot, and those wet ones will dry out hard as wood if you do not work them with oil. But others beside your Tuckaseege friends should be warned.”
            “That is true,” agreed Zack. “Could somebody ride west of here, into Rowan County up the Catawba, and warn Colonel Locke? General Rutherford sent orders for him to embody iwhat troops he could there.”
            “I’ve a neighbor who knows Locke well, and who can be trusted as we trust our own hands,” said Reinhardt. “I’ll go tell him at once.”
            “And another messenger might ride to the Point,” went on Zack. “Captain McKissick’s company is there, ready to fight iwhen called.”
            “I’ll go to him myself,” said Reep eagerly. “I know Enoch Gilmer of McKissick’s men, and he’ll vouch that I bring true information.”
            There were pleas that Zack stay and rest overnight, but he was not to be persuaded. He cleaned his soggy pantaloons iof most of the mud, put on his dry shirt and borrowed moccasins, and tucked the precious map into the crown of his hat once more. Then he mounted Jonah and rode off the way he had come, via the side road to Dellinger’s Tavern, them by the curving trail through the bogs and woods to the maim road.
            He made good speed toward the east. Jonah, without being forced, traveled swiftly and well. The sun went dowm before Zack stopped beside a creek on Alexander Low’s land, to let Jonah rest and drink. Zack gave Jonah all the parched ' corn, and ate the last of the meat he had brought. Then he rode on in the night, with only a scrawny new moon to guide him.
            He remembered his first trip to Moore’s camp. On the night of his capture by Alspaye, that moon had been full. Since then, it had waned to nothing, and only now was showing its white rim again. Tonight was the night of June 17, barely two weeks since Zack had escaped imprisonment and the threat of hanging. It seemed almost a lifetime.
            He reached Dickson’s in the deep night, and stopped at the challenge of the sentry. Lieutenant Freeland came to question him, then Captain Martin, and Zack was brought to Colonel Dickson’s front door. Roused from sleep, Dickson appeared with a blanket wrapped around him. By candlelight he studied the map Fesso had drawn, while Zack explained.
            “Once more you’ve done splendidly,” said the colonel at last. “Those Tories number upward of a thousand, you say?”
            “Closer to thirteen or fourteen hundred,” said Zack.
            “And they talk of marching against us in a week’s time,, you told me. Maybe we will have numbers to dare them, and save them the trouble of marching.”
            “Save them the trouble?” echoed Zack, uncomprehending.
            Dickson grinned harshly at Captain Martin. “This lad of yours will be busy in our service, and we may trust him with what’s in the doing,” said the colonel. “Harper, General Rutherford finds that those other Tories fall away to the south from Hanging Rock. Therefore Old Griff will leave but a small part of his force at Charlotte and fetch the rest here. His advance guard is already here in bivouac. He himself comes tomorrow, and he’ll have a ready ear, I doubt not, for all you can tell him.”
            Zack departed, exhausted but joyous at the praise and attention he had received. He unsaddled Jonah and saw to his comfort, then sought out the coals of the fire where his friends Andy and Cy slept. He himself was half-asleep even as he lay down, and within seconds he was fairly drowned in deep, dreamless slumber.
            In the morning he did not rouse for once, but lay motionless until Cy and Andy shook him awake to share a breakfast of hot cakes made with eggs and corn meal. Afterward he went to look after Jonah, who was picketed next to Christian Mauney’s horse. Both cropped grass contentedly. He found a wooden pail to bring water, and met Captain Martin looking after his own mount.
            “Suppose you turn that Mauney horse over to me,” said the captain. “I’ll see to it that he’s returned to his owner. As for you, you’re wanted at the house yonder. General Rutherford has just ridden in and is at breakfast with Colonel Dickson. They scowl over that map of yours and ask help in reading it.”
            “I’ll go at once, Captain.”
            At the house, a servant ushered Zack into the morning room. Dickson and Rutherford sat at a table, eating fried ham and hot rolls. The big leather-clad general glanced up, saw Zack, and fairly howled a greeting.
            “Here’s that young fox who prowls under Moore’s very hand to sniff out Tory secrets!” cried Rutherford. “They say you’ve fetched back a new fardel of intelligence, lad, but I’m no sure eye at reading a map. Sit by me while I eat, and tell me what these marks mean.”
            Zack did so, running his finger from point to point of Fesso’s chart, and explaining. Rutherford listened closely, and finally he struck his great fist on the table, so heavily that the dishes danced.
            “We’ll gobble them up at that mill,” he vowed. “They’ll come forth to plunder and conquer, will they? We’ll show them two sides of that plank. Harper, you’ve served your friends well. What reward do you ask of me?”
            “Only that you let me into the front of the fighting, General,” said Zack earnestly. “I’ve a score to settle with one of Moore’s captains.”
            “Not Godfrey Prothero?” suggested Dickson.
            “No, I’ve sworn not to hurt him. It’s Robinson Alspaye I pray to meet face to face.”
            “Aye, aye, the man you say has his eye on Prothero’s sister,” said Dickson. “Did she not make us our flag? You saw that flag, General Rutherford. I don’t think the hand that sewed it should be bestowed on a Tory thief.”
            “I’m ambitious to let young Harper settle him,” quoth the general. “Very good, Harper, I’ll engage you have your chance. But we have some numbering and planning to do ere we march.”
            Zack stayed with the big general the rest of the day, watching new and ever new bodies of men as they arrived across Tuckaseege Ford. Half a dozen companies were mounted and armed as cavalry, with swords and horse pistols, but Rutherford insisted that to each saddle must be tied a rifle or musket.
            “We won’t be dragoons, like those imps of Satan who follow Butcher Tarleton,” he said. “Horses will take us swiftly to where the enemy waits, but there we’ll jump to earth and open fire. A bullet strikes harder than the finest blade ever forged.”
            And there were wagons heaped high with pones of corn- bread stacked like cords of wood, with joints of meat and great baskets of potatoes and turnips. Mountains of food were needed to provision the hundreds of men.
            By afternoon, an aide brought Rutherford a listing of the troops on hand. Of Rutherford’s force that had marched from below Charlotte, fully six hundred had arrived. With Dickson’s men, there were eight hundred in all. Rutherford rocked his big head so that the ends of his scarf fluttered.
            “I’ll not say that eight hundred American patriots are too few for the twelve hundred Tory thieves,” he said, “yet I want all the muskets we can bring against them. I sent an express to Colonel Locke three days gone, and if I know him, he has gathered many up in Rowan County. Where did we hear Locke is posted?”
            “This side the Catawba, opposite the head of Mallard’s Creek,” replied the aide.
            “That’s twenty miles hence, as the crow flies,” decided
            Rutherford. “Say twenty-five miles by the road. Harper, how like you that horse Jonah I gave you?”
            “He’ll run and make distance with any horse I ever saw,” replied Zack.
            “Is he rested after those things you did around Ramsour’s Mill? Then I’ll send you on to Locke, to fetch him and his men down to j oin us. He can reach there tomorrow, and we’ll then have a thousand or more. With so many, I’ll dare face all the yapping curs Moore can whistle to his Tory banner.”
            Rutherford himself scribbled a message for Colonel Locke, and Zack departed northward with it, in the middle of the afternoon.
            Again he found himself riding into the warm June night, along a road between stretches of trees, with occasional dark blotches of farm buildings. He crossed a creek called Dutchman’s, passed a fine house that must belong to a man named Abernathy and another that, as he had heard, was the home of a Colonel Forney. Once he stopped to rest by a spring, where Jonah drank gratefully while Zack ate a few mouthfuls of bread he had been given by Colonel Dickson. Then he resumed his journey. As he approached a crossroad in the dark, he heard the hoofs of another horse approaching.
            At once Zack’s hand snatched loose the thongs that held his rifle to his saddle. Dropping the bridle on Jonah’s neck, he lifted the weapon. “Who goes there?” he shouted loudly.
            “A friend of liberty! ” came back the answering cry.
            “So am I,” declared Zack, and a moment later the two riders came close and paused, side by side. The other man leaned across as though trying to make out Zack’s features in the dark.
            “Where are you from?” he asked.
            “From General Rutherford,” said Zack, keeping his rifle poised. “And you?”
            “I ride to General Rutherford with word from Colonel Locke. Don’t be nervous, friend, no Tory dares show his nose in these parts. I am Colonel Johnson.”
            “Colonel Johnson?” Zack had heard of him. “My name is Harper, sir, and I am a common soldier. Colonel Locke uses express riders of high rank.”
            “Mine was the best horse in his command,” said Johnson, “and my news is great enough to warrant carrying by a man of any rank. Harper, you said? Zack Harper, by any chance? The name was brought us in an express from Ramsour’s Mill.” “I was there yesterday, sir.”
            The colonel checked his eager, sidling horse. “There was word of a Tory army there, a thousand and more, ready to venture out and lay waste the land. Colonel Locke sends to General Rutherford, saying that he is moving toward Ramsour’s Mill with two hundred men and hopeful of gathering more to give battle.”
            “But General Rutherford desires Colonel Locke to join him at Tuckaseege Ford!” exclaimed Zack.
            “Then let us waste no more time in gossip. I’ll ride on to inform your general. Go you on to tell Colonel Locke your news. See this crossroad, that bears to the west? Follow it. You will find Colonel Locke camping somewhere along the way. When he hears your dispatch, he will act accordingly.” They separated, and Zack turned Jonah toward the west, where Colonel Locke waited, and beyond Colonel Locke, the Tories at Ramsour’s Mill.
 



 
          16 Closing In
 
 
            Away rode Zack, Jonah loping as though he had just begun the journey. Trees grew darkly, gloomily, on either side of the way. Overhead were the stars. A dog barked in front of a farmhouse, but there was no light, no movement.
            He was in Rowan County now, as he judged, westward and slightly northward of that Tory-thronged mill. According to Colonel Johnson, the troops under Locke had intended to reach this road on which Zack traveled and make camp on it. Here ran the nearest way to the mill—and to conflict. But if Zack rode too fast, he might miss Locke entirely and pass on westward to the very outposts of Moore.
            He reined in and dismounted. Jonah whinnied thanks for the respite, and Zack loosened the saddle girth. He sat down by the roadside, weary but not sleepy, and gazed at the stars above him. When he judged that they had moved an hour on their course through the sky, he tightened the cinch and rode on. It was well past midnight by now. Before morning he would surely find Colonel Locke and deliver Rutherford’s message.
            Another hour went by, and another, while he kept to the road. Had he moved too swiftly, after all? Had he better turn back? If—
            “Halt!” rang a stern challenge in front of him. “Stand where you are, and name yourself.”
            Zack checked Jonah. “Friend of liberty,” he said.
            “How may I be sure of that? How many of you are there?”
            “I’m alone, riding with a message.”
            “Get off that horse and come forward so that we may look at you.”
            Zack jumped down and led Jonah along the road. From either side a man with a rifle closed in.
            “At least you come from eastward, where our friends are thick,” said one.
            “But he might be a spy, hastening toward that snake nest of Tories,” said the other. “Call the corporal.”
            A corporal came, and Zack followed him through the trees into a hollow, where fires burned like a constellation of rosy stars come to earth. An officer in a blue-faced hunting shirt and cocked hat questioned Zack, then told the corporal to take charge of Jonah and Zack’s rifle.
            “Come with me,” the officer told Zack, and led him into the camp. Moments later, Zack stood at a fireside, beyond which sat a slim, neat man in a blue military coat, with his dark hair tied in a queue.
            “This fellow claims to have a dispatch for you, Colonel Locke,” said the officer.
            The slim man held out his hand, and Zack gave him Rutherford’s note. Bending close to the fire, Colonel Locke read it.
            “This is genuine,” he said. “I’d know Old Griff’s scrawl among all the scrawls ever scrawled.” He glanced up. “What is your name, young man?”
            “Zack Harper, sir.”
            “Ha, is it so? Then you’re the same bold fellow who scouted Moore at Ramsour’s Mill. We’ve heard of you by express from those parts, and you shall guide us there tomorrow.”
            “Sir, General Rutherford looks for you to join him at Tuckaseege Ford,” Zack made bold to say.
            “But Tuckaseege is many miles away,” said Locke. “It would be two full days’ march for my infantry. And I have sent him a messenger to say that we are moving on Ramsour’s Mill. I’ll engage that he will move at once to follow us, and perhaps we’ll all be together for the attack. Now, Captain, see that this young rider is given refreshment and a place to sleep.”
            At another fireside Zack was served a most welcome bowl of hot soup, and he slept near the tree where Jonah was tethered. In the morning he wakened, to be told that Colonel Locke desired his presence at a council.
            Four other officers were there. Locke nodded gravely to Zack and introduced him to the others. At Locke’s bidding, Zack described the strength and disposition of the garrison near Ramsour’s Mill, and told something of the nature of the surrounding country.
            He finished, and there was a heavy, thoughtful silence. At last Locke spoke. “How many do we number here, Captain Brandon?” he asked. “And of those, how many are mounted?”
            “I make it four hundred of us in all, Colonel,” replied Brandon. “We have three companies of horse. Sixty ride in my company, forty in Captain Falls’ company, and but twenty-five with Major McDowell from the western settlements.”
            “A hundred and twenty-five cavalry,” summed up Locke. “The rest of us march on foot. Now, Harper, how far do we sit from Ramsour’s Mill?”
            “I would call it some sixteen miles, sir,” answered Zack.
            “And they’ll know of us ere many hours pass,” said another officer. “They’ll come after us. Even with the recruits we’ve found on our way here, the Tories are thrice our number.”
            “Had we not better fall back, Colonel?” asked yet another. “If we go to Tuckaseege Ford and join General Rutherford, the numbers will be more even.”
            But Locke’s lean face had set itself stubbornly, and he shook his head.
            “Take thought, gentlemen. A retrograde movement will dishearten our men, and at the same time embolden those Tories. They would follow us on, and strike us even as we fall back.”
            “Aye,” agreed a wiry captain who sat with a sword across his knees. “Remember, too, that we have gathered a number of friends to us from this side of the Catawba. If we retreat, their homes will be left defenseless to Moore’s plundering. For my part, I say continue to march on them.”
            “Boldly said, Falls,” cried his neighbor. “My lads are from the west, and cannot get home save by fighting their way past Moore. If others are fainthearted, my own company is ready to take the forefront of the approach.”
            “Do you call me fainthearted, Major McDowell?” demanded the officer who had wanted to turn back and join Rutherford. “I but offered a prudent action. But if others are for advance, I’ll never hang back at the rear.”
            “Suppose we vote, gentlemen,” suggested Locke. “All who are for marching on Ramsour’s Mill, say aye.”
            “Aye!” cried Major McDowell, and, “Aye!” echoed Falls.
            “Aye! Aye!” chimed in the others.
            “And those who wish to retreat?” prompted Locke, glancing around, but nobody spoke.
            “Then we’ll move,” said Locke. “Not at once, for we marched most of last night, and those who had only feet to carry them are weary. Too, we can best approach them by darkness. Major McDowell, since your men have been both sides of that mill where the Tories wait, suppose you scout in that direction. Keep from being seen, and send back news of any move of the enemy in the country. Captain Falls, cover the road to eastward, and let nobody through who might carry warning to Moore.”
            McDowell and Falls were up in an instant and tramped away. Zack heard them shouting commands for their men to saddle and mount. Locke spoke again.
            “Harper, we’ve heard talk of a map you and your friends made of Ramsour’s Mill. Make one for us, here in the dirt.”
            “If I can, Colonel,” agreed Zack.
            Kneeling, he used the point of his knife to mark roads, streams, and fields. He put down pebbles to mark the location of the mill, the tavern, and Reinhardt’s home, and sprinkled pine needles to show where woods grew. Locke and the others clustered around to watch and to hear his explanations.
            “And this,” Zack concluded, drawing a long line with his knife, “is, I am sure, the road where your men now camp. I have not traveled along it beyond the fork that goes down to Tuckaseege.”
            “Then let me complete the map.” Locke knelt beside Zack, and pointed with his lean forefinger. “See, gentlemen, this road joins the one to Tuckaseege, just to our side of the path that Harper took to approach the mill from below. Right, Harper?”
            “Yes, sir, and at that point the mill is a mile to westward.”
            “Then between the path’s head and the mill we can look for a swarm of Tory pickets,” offered one of the others.
            “We must not let them learn of us,” said Locke firmly. “Gentlemen, a surprise attack is our chief hope. We’ll land the first blow—aye, and the second, third, and fourth.”
            He dismissed his other officers, with directions to see to the arms and equipment of the infantry. Zack turned to depart, but Locke called for him to remain.
            “You’re young, but you’ve shown yourself bold and prudent,” said Locke. “I need your help, and I’ll confide in you.”
            “Whatever you say, Colonel.”
            “By now, perhaps, Old Griff Rutherford knows I’m moving against Moore. It’s my strong hope that Old Griff is moving himself. If he arrives close behind me as I open the battle, Moore’s men will have more grist than that mill of theirs can grind. Now tell me, how about this path you followed from the main road and so around? Will it bear mounted troops?”
            “I rode on it,” said Zack, “but I was alone. I don’t think that it is wide or hard enough to fetch many horses through, what with the swamp an either side.”
            “I see. Then I must send my cavalry straight against Moore from the west, while my infantry takes that path of yours and circles to strike Moore’s flank.” Locke was silent a moment, scowling. “I know that we are not trained regulars,” he said then. “All I can do is make a plan, acquaint my officers, and leave the fighting to them.”
            He let Zack go, and Zack strolled through the camp. Suddenly he heard shouts and hails of greeting.
            “Zack Harper! We’re here to march with you—McKissick’s South Fork company!”
            “Zack! Come this way!”
            A compact body of riflemen had just appeared at the edge of the road. Zack recognized faces in the foremost ranks. There was Captain Daniel McKissick, and there were Will Caldwell and Enoch Gilmer, grinning happily at Zack, with sprigs of laurel blossoms in their hats. Beside Captain McKissick stood the square-built form of Adam Reep.
            Zack hurried to shake hands. “How came you here?” he asked.
            “When I brought the news to Captain McKissick, he made me stay until he had assembled all his company,” said Reep. “Then I guided them northward, and here we are.” “If you knew we were on this road, Moore will know the same thing,” offered Zack unhappily.
            “I think not,” said Reep. “I told these lads that Locke was north and east of them, with a strong force and a bold heart. We marched to meet him, and he met us halfway, that is all. Now, what’s the word? Is it fight or run?” McKissick had hurried off to report to Colonel Locke. Zack moved from one friend to another, greeting them. There were fully forty, a heartening reinforcement, and several gave him news of his parents. Zack himself answered questions on all hands, but forebore to say anything of Locke’s battle plan.
            “Since you’re here, you must march and fight with us,” vowed Enoch Gilmer. “Here, take half my laurel to wear, that’s our uniform instead of that Tory pine sprig. I see you still carry the rifle we stole from Moore’s arsenal. I carry its mate. Tory bullets for Tory targets, eh?”
            Back came McKissick, and ordered his men to sit down and rest. “There’s another march ahead of us tonight,” he informed them, “and no sleep then, as I think. Tomorrow there will be battle.”
            The men cheered at that.
            “I trust you find somewhat to cheer about when the battle’s over,” said their captain gruffly.
            The rest of the day saw the various companies resting as they could, and Locke held several conferences with his officers. At sunset he formed for the advance. The three mounted units, under McDowell, Falls, and Brandon, led the way, with the infantry marching in column behind them. Locke himself, with Zack at one side and Major McDowell at the other, was at the very front.
            Yet again there was a journey in the darkness, this time with the mettlesome Jonah held to a slow walk. Again and again Locke passed word back for a halt, to allow the infantry to catch up, while picked riders went ahead to reconnoiter. At midnight, Locke halted the whole command and fetched his officers together for a new conference.
            “We draw near,” Locke began, “and so far there is no hint that they dream of our presence. Here, then, is what I propose.”
            He explained the plan of dividing his cavalry and infantry. The mounted companies would go straight forward on the main road, while the infantry moved to the left. All troops would seek to come into position before dawn. Zack he ordered to show the cavalry the way, and to halt them at the point where the infantry would leave the road. There, said Locke, the cavalry would wait for the first hint of coming dawn before advancing, which would give the infantry time to come toward the mill from the southward.
            “And now,” finished Locke, “let every captain take sheets of paper, tear them into pieces, and order each of his men to fasten a piece to his hat. That is how we can recognize our friends in the dark, and afterward in battle. Remember, the Tories wear pine needles. Has any of you a question? Then forward we go once more. Harper, when you have found the point where we separate, leave the cavalry and come to guide the infantry.”
            The advance was resumed. Zack rode some twenty paces ahead of McDowell’s foremost men, and neither saw nor heard horse or man on the road ahead of him. At last he led the column past the fork of the road that marked the joining of the way to Tuckaseege Ford, and beyond there he reined Jonah in and turned him sideways to halt the others.
            Swiftly McDowell ordered men to dismount and take positions among the trees to both sides, ready for defense. Then he himself moved stealthily ahead. He came back to say that there seemed to be a group of riflemen some distance to westward, sitting around a fire and talking.
            “A careless guard, as I live,” he said scornfully.
            “We may be sure we’re not suspected,” added Locke, joining them. “Major McDowell, hold yourself ready to advance in the first light. Sweep out of your way any opposition and ride for the mill. We others, on foot, will be ready to come up from below as soon as we hear you open the fight.” He and McDowell shook hands. “Come lead us, Harper.”
            The journey along the path through the swampy woods was necessarily slow and difficult. Zack, Locke, and others on horseback were forced to get down and lead their horses. Again and again some of the infantry strayed in the dark and mired themselves in slimy mud to one side or other of the trail. But at last Zack brought them out near Dellinger’s Tavern. Officers entered the building, to make sure that no alarm went from there to Moore’s camp, and Locke called half a dozen companies to march along the side road to the foot of the slope beyond.
            There they halted yet again in the dark. McKissick’s company was part of the advance, and he sent Enoch Gilmer and Will Caldwell sneaking uphill to look for the enemy. They returned to say that a large number of men were camped along the main road above, with sleepy sentries on duty.
            “How far does the slope extend?” asked Locke.
            “Two hundred yards, as I judge,” said Enoch.
            “Then we will advance half that far. Gentlemen, form your companies in line of battle a hundred yards hence. Pll go to arrange a second line to support you. Hold your fire till the cavalry strikes.”
            “What orders for me, Colonel?” asked Zack.
            “No orders, Harper. The time’s at hand for fighting, and all I can bid you do is shoot your straightest and stand your boldest.”
            Zack tied Jonah behind the tavern. Then he hurried back and followed the troops up the hill. He found McKissick’s company at the right of the line, each man with rifle poised.
            “Fall in here, Zack,” said Enoch Gilmer, and Zack took his stand beside his friend. He cocked his rifle and primed the pan as best he could in the dark. There was silent waiting.
            Then at last, from the road above, a hubbub of wild yells and a spatter of shots.
            “Our cavalry’s driving in their pickets!” cried Zack.
            “Stand to your arms, men!” thundered McKissick.
            The sun came up.
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            The first light of morning showed men at the top of the slope, less than a hundred yards away. Zack saw them, half hidden in grass and bushes. Even as rifles cocked all along the line where he stood, a cloud of gray smoke burst out to hide those men above them. Shots rattled as though a giant were popping corn.
            “Give it to them!” he heard McKissick yell, and Enoch and his other comrades whipped their rifles to their shoulders and fired a deafening volley. He smelled the burning powder, and smoke hid his view of the slope. More shots from above. Someone near at hand gave a grunt and slammed down on his face. Another man spun around and sprawled uncouthly on the ground.
            “Back, back and load again!” That was McKissick. Zack’s friends were retreating, but kept their line.
            Zack had not come so far to retreat. He had not fired his rifle, and now he flung himself flat, between two motionless forms. He lay half-hidden in some sweet-smelling green grass. Stealthily he peered upward. The Tories were standing up, cheering and yelling exultantly above him.
            Behind Zack more voices rang out. His comrades had halted at the foot of the slope. A rifle cracked, a bullet hummed through the warm morning air above him. He kept himself from flinching. He hoped the Tories would think he had fallen to their volley, and so would refrain from shooting at him. He stole another look up the slope. He was looking for Robinson Alspaye.
            Sturdily the enemy was advancing, into the open at the top of the incline. He could not see Alspaye, but an officer moved in advance of his men, flourishing a sword. Then a crash of gunfire sounded from the lower ground behind Zack, and there were wild war whoops as his friends returned the volley.
            Even as the shots rang out, Zack gave himself new orders. Not far to his right were the tumbled logs that had been felled and dragged aside to clear the slope, and he sprang up suddenly and made for that shelter.
            Instantly the Tories yelled at him, and bullets buzzed around him like wasps. But the men at the foot of the slope were countercharging, with chorused shouts of their own, and the fire of the defense turned on Moore’s men in an effort to check them. Zack reached the logs, vaulted over, and knelt behind them, peering through a triangular opening between two stems.
            He saw a string of motionless bodies lying where they had fallen under the Tory fire, and up to that line so bleakly marked, the counterattack was advancing. Behind it pressed another rank of men. As the first line stopped at its earlier position, the second joined it and strengthened it, and fired uphill with deadly aim. More of Locke’s men dropped, but the others stood fast, reloading to fire again.
            Zack waited no longer. Alspaye was the man he wanted to find, Robinson Alspaye with whom he had fought long ago at Mr. Blythe’s school, who had captured him, who had boasted of his determination to lay waste the South Fork country and woo and win Grace Prothero. Zack headed uphill under the cover of the trees, over ground he had explored in his adventure four days earlier. Once at the top of the hill, he’d make his way around the flank of the Tory line. Alspaye must be somewhere, and when Alspaye was found . . .
            The battle din was earsplitting as he approached the main road. Volleys rang out, again and again, with spatters of single shots between, and Zack could hear roars, curses, and commands shouted at the top of lusty lungs. Now he was almost jat the road, and there was gunfire ahead of him, too.
            A man appeared, gliding from one tree to another toward ithe west. Zack’s rifle rose to cover him, but then Zack saw a tag of white paper in the fellow’s hat.
            “How goes the fight, friend?” called Zack.
            “Hush!” hissed the other. He stole toward the jumble of felled logs, and Zack made haste to his side.
            “What’s your company?”
            “McDowell’s,” replied the other. “We struck their pickets and made them run like deer. Captain Falls was slain in the first moment, but we drove close to their camp and got oflf our horses. We’re hitting them from here, as your friends hit them from below.”
            He poked his rifle through a space between the logs, and fired.
            “Ha!” he cried. “I made a Tory jump.”
            He fell to reloading. Zack moved past him, to the road.
            More men, the dismounted cavalrymen Locke had sent to strike along the main road, were there, firing from behind bushes and trees. The left of the Tory line was crumpling away before them. It fell back to westward, almost at right angles to its former commanding position. And from below, the patriot infantry was approaching. Zack peered at the enemy. Still he did not see the man he sought.
            A great leap carried him across the road before a marksman could aim at him, and now he was in the woods to the north. He ran forward in the direction of the mill, past the slowly advancing patriot attackers. He crouched low as he moved from tree to tree, from one clump of lower leafage to another.
            He felt a moment of gloomy bad conscience because he was not helping to batter that Tory defense on the road; but plainly his help was not greatly needed. As he moved toward the mill, so did the earsplitting sound of battle. Whatever the Tory advantage in numbers, it had been met and balanced by the completeness and vigor of Locke’s attack from two directions. Zack increased his pace, recklessly striving to get beyond the flank of the enemy.
            He must be nearly to the shore of the millpond by now, he told himself. Then there were shouts in the direction of the road.
            “Forward, forward!” bawled a furious voice. “Help your friends hold their ground against those rebel knaves! ”
            He knew who that was, and stole quickly to where he could see. The bridge below the mill was in sight, and across it hurried men with pine-sprigged hats, rifles held high in their hands as they ran. At the bridge itself stood Robinson Alspaye, feet planted wide, waving a great sword. He wore a red coat and a sash.
            “Ahai!” howled Zack, Indian fashion. Even as the last of the reinforcements rushed toward the sound of the firing, Zack knelt, aimed, and fired.
            But as he touched trigger, Alspaye turned as though to follow his men. The bullet meant for his head swept away his cocked hat. At once he whirled and glared into the trees.
            “Who did that?” he bawled. “You fool, you nearly shot your own captain! ”
            He ran toward the place where Zack, still kneeling, rammed another charge into his rifle.
            As Alspaye came in among the trees, Zack rose before him, pulling his ramrod clear of the muzzle. Alspaye’s furious grimace disappeared, and blank surprise dawned on his face. He made a sweeping cut at Zack, who parried with his rifle barrel.
            “Harper the spy, is it?” snarled Alspaye. “I’ve long hoped to—”
            Again he slashed, and again Zack turned the blow, and swung his rifle butt up and forward. It smote Alspaye’s shoulder and sent him staggering, almost falling. At once Zack aimed, but he did not fire.
            “I can’t kill a helpless man,” he said. “Surrender.”
            “You’re surrounded, you triple fool,” Alspaye gritted, but dropped his sword and held up his hands. “You won’t long hold me captive.”
            “Come back through these woods,” ordered Zack, moving deeper into cover. But Alspaye suddenly flung himself full length on the ground, rolled off among thorny bushes, and yelped in angry pain as the prickles raked him. Zack fired at the sound. Alspaye laughed.
            “You missed me!” he cried. “Help! This way! I’ve cornered a rebel!”
            He was up, a pistol in his hand. Zack dropped his empty rifle and ducked behind a tree, drawing his tomahawk. Alspaye came toward him, less than thirty feet away. Zack drew back his arm and threw his weapon.
            Straight at Alspaye’s face the bright blade flew. Up went Alspaye’s pistol hand, and he cried out as the tomahawk struck it. The pistol dropped and bounded on the earth, and Alspaye staggered back against a sapling, his other hand clutching his bleeding wrist.
            “You’re my prisoner,” Zack started to say, but into the woods crashed a horseman in a blue coat. The man sprang down from his saddle, pistol in hand.
            “What—?” he asked Alspaye, and then Zack charged, clutched the newcomer, and grappled him close.
            Panting, straining, they stumbled this way and that. Zack’s left hand caught his opponent’s pistol arm, Zack’s chin hooked on the blue-clad shoulder, Zack’s right arm clamped the slender waist. Beyond them, Alspaye grabbed the horse’s bridle, dragged himself astride, and went riding away.
            “I still have you,” gritted Zack, furious at Alspaye’s escape. With a surge of sudden effort he lifted his adversary from the ground and threw him, falling heavily upon him. A wheezing gasp—the Tory’s wind was driven out. Zack wrenched away the pistol and rose, a knee on the fellow’s chest. At last Zack had a good look at him.
            “Godfrey!” he cried.
            “Zack Harper,” Godfrey Prothero managed to gurgle. “I can fight no more.”
            Zack got to his feet, and pulled Godfrey up. “Hark,” he said, “the battle comes this way.”
            “Your side wins,” panted Godfrey, still out of breath. “Well—if I had it to do again, I’d still follow my King.”
            Zack clutched him by the shoulder. He spun Godfrey bodily around. “Go,” he said roughly.
            “What?”
            “Get out of here,” ordered Zack. “You did your best to save me once, and I vowed I’d not hurt you. Escape while you can. Alspaye took your horse get another and ride.”
            Godfrey looked around. He held out a hand as if to shake Zack’s.
            “No time, no time!” Zack insisted. “We can shake hands I when this war is over! ”
            The noise of the battle rose in the air behind them like an approaching hailstorm. Zack gave Godfrey a mighty shove, and Godfrey went running back toward the road and the bridge.
            Then men came in sight from eastward. Zack stooped to seize his own rifle, and again rammed down a charge. As the first of the attackers came up with him, he pressed forward : with them.
            “Harper! Zack Harper!”
            It was an officer, catching up. “Colonel Locke commands 1 your presence at once, on the road!”
            Zack headed off as the others pushed on, firing. He came into the open, where Locke and two other officers sat their horses.
            “What of the ground immediately past the mill yonder?” cried the colonel, loudly enough to be heard above the gunfire.
            “The South Fork slants there,” yelled back Zack. “ ’Twill be hard for the Tories to get across it if they are pressed hard.”
            “Then needs must they stand and fight, and Old Griff’s men are not yet up to help us,” said Locke. “See, they rally yonder.”
            It was true. Zack saw a Tory line building up on the far side of the bridge.
            “Major,” said Locke to an officer beside him, “ride out to bid our men hold their fire. Captain Thomas, take a flag of truce—here, this kerchief on your sword blade—and go command the Tories to surrender in ten minutes’ time or be wiped out to the last man.”
            Both officers galloped away. Locke gazed down at Zack, and sighed wearily.
            “I trust the trick serves,” he said, “for you and I know ’tis but a trick. We’ve done famously so far, we’ve slain forty of them and wounded up to a hundred, but still they have twice our number did they but know it. Come, let’s go forward.”
            Zack trotted along beside Locke’s horse. He was awrare of the bright sun, the warm air, the tense silence as the battle lulled. They came to the very front of the patriot position, where men stood with poised rifles, watching the Tories on the other side of the creek. Enoch Gilmer hailed Zack.
            “Where were you when we had all that fun on the hill?” Enoch demanded.
            “Having fun of my own,” said Zack. “How fares the company?”
            “We’ve suffered. Captain McKissick is sorely wounded, and five or six others are down. Yet we more than evened the score against those dogs yonder. Did you bag your game, Zack?”
            “I wounded Alspaye with my tomahawk,” said Zack. “And I caught Godfrey Prothero, but I let him go. I would not wish to see him hurt.”
            “Nor would I,” said Enoch heartily. “Look, here comes back our flag of truce.”
            The captain galloped back across the bridge. “They yield!” he was shouting. “Those who did not flee are surrendering!”
            It was true.
            On the far side of Clark’s Creek, the Tories had thrown down their weapons, and they came marching across the bridge, shamefaced and submissive. The victorious followers of Locke crowded around them, asking questions, now and then greeting friends and neighbors who had chosen the Tory side. It was not an ill-humored meeting. An officer made a quick count of the prisoners.
            “By heaven, they number no more than fifty,” Zack heard him say. “The others have melted like snow in the sun.”
            “Then more than a thousand have fled,” replied Locke. “Poor fellows, I dare hope that most of them will want to fight no more. Appoint details to see to the wounded, gather up the arms, and scout after those who ran.”
            Zack went to look at the prisoners, then to search among the fallen. With a strong sense of relief, he made sure tha'a Godfrey Prothero was not to be listed with either. Nor was Alspaye. Nor was Colonel Moore.
            A messenger galloped into the lines, his horse lathered with effort. “Colonel Locke!” he cried. “General Rutherforcc is at hand, with all his men.”
            “By heaven’s grace, we have not needed them to win here,” replied Locke.
            “Aye, and that is what has put General Rutherford into a fury. I vow that the whole country is scorched with his wrath that he did not get here in time to do the hottest of the fighting!”
            The victors made camp around Ramsour’s Mill. Food captured from the abandoned commissary of the Tories was cooked to make a hearty meal. In the early afternoon, thee! head of Rutherford’s column approached from the east, and' fluttering above it was the flag that Grace Prothero had sewd and given.



18 Freedom on the South Fork
 
            THE volunteer companies of Samuel Martin and Daniel McKissick were mustered out of active service on the plantation of John Prothero, on the first of July. Captain McKissick, still weak from his wound, sat on the porch with Prothero and Grace, and a crowd of neighbors and kinsmen stood by while Captain Martin drew the two companies into line and said a formal farewell.
            “The war’s not done yet,” said Martin, “but we have borne our part in driving it from this part of our country.” He paused, looking along the ranks.
            “We can thank heaven for our good luck in that surprise at Ramsour’s Mill,” he continued. “Except that we fought and beat thrice our numbers, I make no doubt but that Moore would have roamed through all the South Fork lands with sword and fire, and perhaps those of us who had died in battle would be the luckiest. Now Moore has fled, and no more than thirty of his men with him, and British George’s cause is not spoken above a whisper hereabouts. Nor will Lord Cornwallis enjoy the harvesting of our fields.”
            A murmur of happy applause.
            “When I say return to your homes,” wound up Martin, “it is with the warning to be ready to take arms again, on a)! moment’s notice or less. We may have to beat the Tories; again, and show them that we are as sour-rinded and straightshooting as they found us in this campaign. And now, untill the call comes again, you are dismissed.”
            He walked along the line, shaking hands with each mam and bidding him good-by. Then rose John Prothero’s cheery voice, inviting all to gather and partake of the feast spread: on outdoor tables by his servants.
            Zack joined his father and mother, who helped him to food and drink. Adam Reep was there, with news from the Ramsour’s Mill neighborhood.
            “Mr. Sloan began those guns for the Tories ere the battle was fought,” said Reep. “Now he finishes them for us. And Fesso asks that you be told his master was freed from prison at Moore’s camp, and that Fesso was rewarded with freedom, too. He’ll work on the Shannon farm, but as a trusted helper, not a slave.”
            “Carry my greeting back both to Mr. Sloan and Fesso,” said Zack.
            He had received other messages. Both General Rutherford and Colonel Locke had praised him freely, had said that much of the Ramsour’s Mill victory was due to young Zack Harper. But he would not boast of it now. Later he might tell his father and mother. Aye, and also . . .
            There she came toward him, smiling and holding out her hand. “Zack,” she said, “I’ll thank you every day of my life for the way you acted with my brother.”
            “How did you hear, Grace? I did very little.”
            “A letter came.” She put it in his hand. “ ’Twas brought by some stealthy messenger, who stuck it under our door. Read it, Zack.”
 
            Dear Father and Sister:
 
            I have an opportunity to send you word that I am well and safe after that disaster at Ramsour’s Mill. I now serve with Major Ferguson in South Carolina. I am proud no longer, only determined that no gentleman changes sides.
            If you see our neighbor, Zack Harper, tell him that I remember, and hope for, what he promised of shaking hands someday when wars are done. It was Zack who enabled me to escape capture or death. He showed himself a true and noble friend, a brave soldier, and a generous adversary.
            Until a happier, more peaceful time, I sign myself
 
            Godfrey
 
            “I am forever in your debt,” Grace said softly.
            Zack bowed. “I was ever happy to serve you,” he said.
            “And now that the fighting’s over, my father has an offer to make.”
            “An offer?” Zack echoed.
            “Zack, he feels ... I feel . . . such gratitude, such faith in you. My father speaks of sending you to college, away in the North. Don’t stare, Zack, it’s not fantastic. You have shown such sense and gift, he says, that you should be prepared to take a leader’s place here—”
            Enoch Gilmer joined them. “You two are looking at a letter?” he asked. “I have come to show you a letter of my own, Zack. It’s from Captain Chronicle, down on the Wateree River.”
 
             Again Zack read:
 
            To Enoch Gilmer:
 
            Hearing that your company is disbanded for the time, I urge you to join my command, which is embodied for scouting the enemy in South Carolina. Bring with you any other good trailers and scouts if possible, bring Zack Harper. The fame of his deeds at Ramsour’s Mill has echoed even to here, and I would be proud to have him with me.
            If you can come, you know where to meet a guide who will bring you to my camp.
            Yours, my friend, from
 
            William Chronicle Captain
 
            Zack handed the letter to Grace. “You see,” he said, “the war is over only for a little space, here. There’s more of it to fight. Not sport or pleasure, but danger and duty. I must thank your father and say I cannot take his offer yet.” He turned to Enoch. “When do we depart?”
            “Why, tomorrow morning,” said Enoch.
            “Good fortune go with you,” said Grace Prothero.
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