Mystery of the Sassafras Chair
By Alexander Key

To the memory of a very special tree | knew, with curious leaves and scented roots

1
Inquiry

TIMOR, hurrying across the narrow mountain street to the courthouse, fdlt asif he was being drawn by
aninvisble string. Thiswas not an unusua fedling for Timor—his mind worked in odd ways, so thet one
part of it often made him do things before the other part was quite aware of the reasons. He had never
been in the courthouse before, and he hated to enter it now. The ugly old building repelled him likea
yawning trap. But theinvisible string tugged at him, pulled him up the worn steps, drew him past aknot of
farm-ersinthe hal, and left him dangling in adingy room on theright.

Now that he was here, speech and confidence sud-denly deserted him. It was hard enough to
face strangers, even when he knew what to say. And at the moment he didn't. Of the three people in the
room, not one gave him the assurance he needed.

Thetwo men at the nearer desk merely scowled at him, and went on talking asif he did not exi<t.
Thethird person, atall angular woman with abeaked nose, sudied him with cold eyesas he
approached, then turned as her telephone rang and snatched up the receiver. She was dressed like aman
in old corduroy trousers and jacket.

"Sheriff's office," she announced in aharsh voice.

"Yes, thisisMaggie McBane. What's your trouble? Umm . . . Stop shouting, Henry—I hear you.
Yes, I'll send somebody out.

She dammed down the receiver. "Brad," she ordered, "take arun over to Henry Shope's place
and check on histimber. Somebody's been stedling it."

The younger of thetwo men, astocky fellow with alarge jaw and a protruding chin, grunted
something as he reached for his hat and strode from the room.

Timor, feding like afrightened minnow out of water, was aware of the woman's stony blue eyes
studying him again. "Y ou want something?" she snapped.

"l—I just wanted to talk to the sheriff," he began hesitantly.

"My husband'ssick. I'm running the office for him. Anything wrong?"

"Not, exactly, ma am." Timor swalowed, searching for words. "lt—it was something that
happened here in the mountains last month, up on Blue Gap Road past the Forks. Y ou see, we have a
summer place up there. But weve just got in town, and all we know iswhat we read in the county paper.
We—we have it sent to us down on the coast.”

"Wdl?'

Timor suddenly wished he had sought information from anyone but this formidable woman.
"lt—it's about Wiley Pendergrass," he managed to say. "Helived near us, and took care of the cabin.”

"Oh, him," Mrs. McBane snorted. "What do you want to know about him?"

Timor fought down his resentment. "'Everything you can tel me, maam. Y ou see, we were
friends. He was one of the best friends | ever had.”

"He must have sold you ared hill of good, sonny.”

More than ever, Timor regretted his smallness. People treated him asif he were younger than he
actually was. He shook his head. "Old Wiley wasn't as bad as he seemed, maam.”

"He robbed Nat Battle and put him in the hospital!" she retorted. “Wouldn't you say that was
pretty bad?'

"Isthere any red proof?' he asked stubbornly. "I mean, did anyone ever find that little box they
say hetook?'

She frowned irritably Suddenly she said, "'If you read the paper, you ought to know the facts.



Why don't you face them? Nat caught the old skinflint in the back of his shop that night. Wiley broke his
head, and ran out to histruck. There were plenty of witnesses around, including two deputies who were
at the diner next door. They chased Wiley up the valley, and saw him throw the box from histruck just
before he crashed. What more proof do you need?

"Thebox, maam. With everything il init."

Her eyes sharpened upon him, then she shrugged. "We roped off the area and put men to
searching. Even had the forest rangers out. But everyone knew what Nathaniel Battle had in that box.
Next day the valley road up there was jammed. Y ou can guess what happened. Now, does that satisfy
you?”

Timor wet hislips. "No ma am. How can you he surewhat it wasthat Wiley threw away?"

"Two good men saw him," she flung back, her voicerisng. "Y ou trying to tell metwo
experienced deputies can't recognize a bright tin box at fifty feet when they're holding aspotlight right on
it?1 think, sonny, that you' d better run aong and forget about Wiley."

Timor wished he hadn't come here. "1—I'm sorry | bothered you," he muttered, and started to
turn away.

"Just aminute," she ordered. "What's your name?’

"It's Timor, maam, though I'm usualy cdled Tim. I—I'm Timor Hamilton.”

"Oh. Yourethat foreign kid Colond Hamilton adopted?"

"I'm not adopted, ma am. The colond ismy uncle,”

"You don't say! | thought he'd found you and your sister in the Philippines or some place.”

"No, ma am—and Odessaisn't my sster. She's my cousin, though we were raised together."

"Y ou were? Where?'

At her frank curiosity Timor smiled. Some of his resentment faded. She was till formidable, but
at least she was honest and human.

"Wewereraised in Maaya, maam. My parents worked in the Orient for the State Department.
When—when they were killed by the Communists, Odessa's father retired from the army, and we came
over heretolivewith him."

She grunted. " So that's how it was. What do you think of America?"

Timor swallowed. Secretly he gill found Americastrange and frightening, and he hated it. It was
50 big and rushing and cold, and no one had time for anyone e'se. No one except personslike Wiley,
whom others looked down upon. But he couldn't come out and say such things. One had to be
diplomatic.

"Everything is so—so different here," hereplied cautioudy. "It'shard to get used toiit al.”

"H'mm." She scowled at him. "Maybe that explainsit.”

"Mdam?'

"Theway you look and act."

"My mother was Indonesian—if that's what you mean.”

"So. That's partly it. I've heard your cousin, Odessa, isan artist. Are you one too?"

"I'mtryingtolearn.”

"Y ou're sure an odd one. And," she suddenly thrust a him, "you're thefirst person to comein
here and ask questions about Wiley. Why?'

"I explained why maam. Hewas my friend."

"| want a better answer than that,” she snapped. "1'm no fool—and you don't [ook like one,
though you may be. Y ou're pretty young.”

Timor clenched hissmdl handsin his jeans and glanced uneasily around. The remaining man at
the other desk was watching him, and dowly chewing a match. The man had pale eyesin aflat,
expressionless face. Something about the pale eyes brought a prick-ling at the back of his neck.

"When you know aperson well," hetold her, "you know there are certain things he won't do. It's
like knowing water won't run uphill."

She snorted. "If you're so sold on Wiley, you'd better go talk to Nathaniel Battle."

"Yes, maam. | intend to."



Again he started to leave, but she said, "Wait. Didn't you tell meyou'd just got in town?”

"Yes, maam.”

"Y ou haven't been to your cabin yet?'

"No maam. We had to shop first. Odessa's at the market now." He looked at her curioudly, but
she dismissed him with afrown and turned to her phone asit rang again.

Timor went out and crossed the street dowly, wondering what was in her mind. Something
wan't right.

Around the corner he caught the flash of Odessa's green dress. She was heading for their station
wagon with asack in each arm. He hastened to catch up with her, and took one of the sacks.

"Timmy!" she exclamed, seeing the look on hisface. "What in the world have you been doing?!

"Asking some questions.”

"And you got the wrong answers. Y ou look tida senang.

"l can't helpit. | fed tida senang—about everything

She wrinkled her nose a him, concerned. She dso wasasmall person, very dender and dark.
Though her mother had been French, she was so much like Timor in many ways that she might have been
his sister. No one would have guessed shewas half again hisage.

Without redlizing it, they began talking rapidly in the smple Maay they had learned before
English—discussing old Wiley, arguing about him, and going over what Tim had heard in the courthouse.
They were interrupted by Odessa's father, who appeared suddenly behind them and tossed a shopping
bag into the car beside her painting equipment.

"Will you two stop yapping that jargon and use English?' he grumbled. "Y ou'relike apair of
natives. Can't you ever remember you'rein America?' The sound of Malay, which he had never learned,
awaysirritated the colonel. He was a gaunt, gruff man, a professiona soldier who had spent more years
on distant firing linesthan a quiet posts of duty. Odessa, who hardly remembered her mother, was il
amog adranger to him.

"Yes, Daddy," she said meekly. "Did you get your trout flies and your license?'

He nodded and crawled into the wagon. “Let'sgo. I'd like to do alittle fishing before dark.”

They dipped into the front seat beside him. Odessasaid, ™Y ou may not have much time for
fishing. The place will be amess. Don't forget Wiley isn't there to have everything aired out and ready for
Us”

The colond grunted and started the motor. He drove dowly through town. "Weren't you
yammering about Wiley when | came up?' he asked. "1 thought | heard his name mentioned.”

"I wastelling Dessa about going to the sheriff's office," Timor admitted. "I—I was sort of hoping
they'd learned something new.”

"Areyou trying to make afool of yoursalf?" hisuncle grumbled. "Why can't you accept the truth
of what happened and forget about Wiley?!

"I can't help how | fed, Unclelra”

"Nonsense! Y ou can't go through lifejust feeling your way dong.”

"Timmy'slike Nani," said Odessa, speaking of Timor's mother. "She believed in her fedings. In
all the years she was taking care of me after Mother died, | never knew her to be wrong about
something.”

The colond shook hishead. "Y ou've lived in the East too long Good grief, everybody knows
what Wiley waslike! Inand out of jail on liquor charges. And light-fingered...”

"He never gole anything fromus,” Timor indsted.

"Hmp! He was aways borrowing money he never repaid. Talked me out of a hundred dollars
last fall beforewe left. I'll never seethat again.”

Timor hid hissmile. Old Wiley had certainly had atongue. "Oh, held have paid it back in some
way, if hed lived."

"Well, he's gone now," snapped hisuncle, "and it'sal over. So let'sforget it."

It wasimpossible for Timor to forget Wiley. And it wasn't over. He knew thiswith a certainty
that was beyond explanation. In hismind, old Wiley was il dive, and asfull of cackle and chaiter as



ever. Oh, the flesh and bones were dead, but, as Nani had often told him, thereal you isn't your flesh and
bones. Thered you never dies.

Beyond the town the station wagon gathered speed, and moved swiftly through awinding valey
walled with high blue mountains. They were a the Forks almost before Timor redized it.

Asthey crossed the bridge where two rushing streams came together, Timor |ooked quickly at the cluster
of buildings on hisright. There wasthe familiar old country store, with afilling sation on onesdeand a
diner on the other. Beyond the diner rose asmall new structure of carefully fitted logs that hadn't been
there last yesr.

Over the door of thelog building he glimpsed asign that read: GO TO BATTLE FOR GEMS. A
battered jeep was parked near the entrance, but no onewasin sght.

Timor wondered about Nathanidl Battle, whom held never met. "Folks call him Nat," old Wiley
had said. "But hisrea name's Nathaniel, which he likes better. Ain't nobody like him. Knows more about
gemsthan any feller in the Carolina mountains. Part Cherokee, same as me—only he'sgot more o' the
blood an' a heap more temper to go with it.”

The colond swung into asmdler road, and they began to climb. Crowding hemlocks met
overhead. Tangles of rhododendron hid the rocky stream that clattered below them. Timor shivered in
the gray mist that was now cregping through the trees.

It was up here somewhere, not far from their cabin, that Wiley's ancient truck had crashed. He
was watch-ing for the place when Odessas fingers pressed his

“Behind us," shewhispered. "That car—it's been following us dl the way from town.”

He looked back, suddenly uneasy. It was hard to see over the pile of luggage and suppliesin the
back of the wagon. But presently, rounding aturn far behind them, he made out ablack car with a
spot-light on the driver'sside.

The black car kept its distance until they dowed for the narrow private road that wound down to
the stream. Then it shot forward, followed them over thelittle bridge, and parked behind them when they
reached the cabin.

The colone got out, frowning. Timor stared as the driver of the black car strode up to them. It
was the man he had seen in the sheriff's office, the one with the pale eyes who had been chewing a
match.

The man was chewing amatch now, but he spat it out before he spoke. "Colond Hamilton,” he
began softly, displaying abadge, "1'm deputy Rance Gatlin from the sheriff's office.”

The colond raised hisbushy eyebrows. "Eh?Y es?'

“If you don't mind,” came the curioudy soft voice, "1'd like to have alook insde your place.”

The colond's eyebrows went a bit higher. "Why, may | ask?"'

"Want to check for afew things. Didn't Wiley Pendergrass have akey to your cabin?"

"Hedid. He wasthe caretaker."

"Wadll, there were no keys on him when he died, and there were no keys hidden in his shack.”

Timor, listening, remembered how Wiley was about locks and keys. Wiley didiked keysand
made trick locksfor nearly everything, even histruck. He started to say something, but remained silent as
he remem-bered how Mrs. McBane had questioned him.

The colond said, "What do you expect to find in our place? Surely not Wiley'skeys!™

"I don't know what to expect,” Rance Gatlin replied softly. "Late last night Mrs. McBane—she's
the sheriff'swife—was driving by here, and she saw alight in your cabin. She supposed you were back,
and thought nothing of it until this afternoon—that was when this boy of yours camein to ask some
questions. Then she found out you'd just reached town."

Timor caught asharp glance from hisuncle. The colonel drew hiskeysfrom his pocket, selected
one, and started grimly up the cabin steps.

"Wait amoment,” the deputy purred. "I think you'd better let megoinfirs."



Gift

TIMOR followed his uncle up to the porch, and peered about him with troubled eyes while the deputy
tested the door and inserted the key in the lock.

The sprawling cabin looked very different, with Wiley not hereto greet them. They had made
severa trips up herelast year, and each time they had found the grounds tended, the floors swegpt, the
rooms aired, the refrigerator working, and the water from the spring higher on the mountain turned on.
And Wiley had never failed to have afirelaid in the fireplace, and a bouquet of wild flowers on thetable.
Neglect showed everywhere now. In the cregping mist the place even seemed haunted.

The heavy door creaked open, But Rance Gatlin did not enter immediately. Timor saw him place
another match between histeeth, and begin chewing it thoughtfully while he studied the dim interior.
Findly hetook afew stepsinsde then beckoned to the colondl.

"See anything different in here?' he asked.

"Sofar as| cantell,” the colond answered, "noth-ing's been touched. The only things of valuewe
leave here are afew guns and fishing rods—but they arein that corner cabinet yonder, and it's ill
locked."

"Someonewasin herelast night,”" Rance Gatlin said. He pointed to vague muddy footprints
outlined in the dust on the cabin floor. "He camein after the dew had fallen, and he must have used
Wiley'skey."

Odessa, peering over Timor's shoulder, said curioudy, "if nothing's been stolen, why would
anyonewant to comein here?"

The deputy shrugged. "1 can think of one good reason. Please stay outside until 1've taken afew
shots of these footprints. I'd like to have them on file."

He went back to his car and returned quickly with asmall camera and some flashbulbs. When he
had snapped severd of the clearer prints, the colonel asked, “Wasn't Wiley mixed up in moonshining?”

"He's been caught withillegd liquor,” the deputy admitted. "And can you think of a better place
than thisto hide the Suff?'

The colond made an angry sound deep in histhroat. "That explainsit! Some rasca's been storing
liquor in here, and he camein last night to get it. He's prob-ably taken it al out, but we'd better search
the place.

They searched the cabin carefully, looking in closets and even under the beds. They found
nothing that did not belong there. And nothing, it seemed, had been disturbed. Y et Timor could not get
over thefeding that there was something about the place that wasn't quite asit had been.

"Confound it," muttered the colond. "I’ d like to know who wasin herelast night.”

"Sowould I," murmured the deputy, his pae eyes still roving about, curious and secretive. "Do
you know anyone Wiley might have lent hiskey to?"

The colond shook his head. "The old fellow was pretty dy. He must have had friends, but he
never talked about them—unlessit wasto Tim here. Tim, did Wiley ever mention the name of anyone he
might have had any dedingswith?'

"No, gr," Timor answered truthfully. He could have enlarged on this statement and given an exact
description of at least one person he had glimpsed at Wiley's shack. But something warned him to
dlence. AsWiley had once sad, "Ain't dwayswiseto tdl everything you know. It'slikeusin' up al your
ammunition before you track down your bar."

Timor, by now, was convinced that he had avery sizable b'ar to track down, and that he had
better proceed cautiously. He had learned little enough at the courthouse, but at least hisvisit had started
something—and he had met Rance Gatlin.

He was relieved when the deputy |eft. There was agreat dedl to be done before dark. The
colond said, "If you kidswill take care of things here, I'll go up to the spring and turn on the water.”

The colond departed up the misty dope with tools and aflashlight. While Odessa cleaned, Timor
con-nected the refrigerator and turned on the lights. The water heater, which had been drained for the



winter, would have to wait until it was safely filled before he plugged it in. He was closing the fuse box
when he noticed afresh smear across the dusty cover. It suddenly occurred to him that whoever had
turned on the lightslast night must know the cabin well—for the fuse box was hidden in acramped
cabinet where no one would have thought to look for it.

He was puzzling about this as he brought in then' luggage from the station wagon. Odessasaid,
"Do you think Mr. Gatlin wasright in believing someone stored liquor here?!

"No."

"Then why would anyone comein last night?"

"|—I don't know yet, but there€'s areason. Some thing's different here.”

"l don't see anything different.”

"Wel, somethingis.

She shook her head. "Honestly, Timmy, | don’t know what to make of you at times. Areyou sill
con-vinced that Wiley didn't have anything to do with what happened at the Forks?'

"I'm absolutdly sure hedidnt.”

She sighed. "It doesn't make sense, but | know you too well to say you'rewrong. If you fed a
thing, then that'sthat. Timmy, wasn't there something in the paper about Rance Gatlin?"

"Y es. HE's one of the deputies who chased Wiley that night. He drove the car.

"Oh. Wouldn't he be able to give you some information if you had atalk with him?"

He shook hishead. "That man wouldn't tell me anything.”

"Why not?'

"He'sthe kind that never sayswhat he sthinking.”

"How about the other deputy—what's his name?

"The sheriff'swife caled him Brad. | believe the paper said hislast name was James. | saw himin
the courthouse. He wouldn't be of any help—not to me, anyway. When you're a stranger, and sort of a
foreigner...”

"I know. Some people up here are friendly, but othersjust stare at you. It wasthat way when |
was shopping.”

She shivered in the growing chill. He said, "I'd better get afire going.”

It was nearly dark when he went outside for wood. He brought in several 1oads and soon had a
fire blaz-ing cheerfully in the big sonefireplace. It transformed the cabin.

"Water'son,” Odessaannounced. "I'll fix something to eat. It'll have to be out of cans—I'm too
tired to cook anything tonight.”

Timor et the table, then stood frowning at the chairs flanking the fireplace. "Dessa," he asked
sud-denly, "how many ladderback chairs do we have here?'

“Only two. Don't you remember? | bought them in Asheville when Daddy first brought usto the
cabin. One went to your room, and | put the other by the fireplace.”

"Well, weve got three now.”

"But that'simpossible!" She camein from the kitchen and looked quickly at thetwo chairs.
"Those are thetwo | bought. One of us must have brought your chair in here last fal. How do you make
three out of it?"

"Becausethereésachair in my room. | thought it was the one that had been in there dl the
time—until | noticed these"

He hurried down the hall, suddenly excited, and switched on the lightsin hisroom. The room was
too small to contain anything but a bed, a chest, atable and asingle chair. And there was the chair—a
polished ladderback, placed by the table where achair had ways been.

Timor stared. Earlier he hadn't looked at it, or he would have noticed how different it was, even
inthedim light. He had merely accepted it because it was there. Thisnew chair was lower, broader, and
made of amuch paler wood than the others. The wood had adeep golden gleam. In fact, it dmost
seemed to glow

“Tabe!” Odessaexclamed behind him. "What in the world-*

"Why—why, that’ sthe chair Wiley was making for me!" Timor burst out.



"Hewas making you achair?'

"Yes. Last fdl. Out of sassafras. See how yellow it is, and how it glows?"

"It's beautiful! But why sassafras? | mean, I ve never heard...”

"Wall, it's sort of agpecial wood. Y ou see, people up herewon't cut it for firewood, even when
it's dead—they think it's bad luck. Wiley had found asmall tree that had been knocked over when the
road was being fixed, and he hated to see it go to waste. Y ou know how hewas. Always making
something out of pieces of wood held saved.”

"I know," Odessasaid. "He was awonderful craftsman. He could make anything. But why a
chair for you—and out of sassafras?”

"It—it was just an idea he had. We were talking about woods one day, and how some kinds
have properties that others don't have. Sort of magic properties, | mean. Appleisone, if it'sold enough,
and hally isanother. Then there€'s hawthorn, and some kinds of willow. Witch hazd is very specid, and
S0 is sassafras. Wiley said achair made of sassafras ought to be redlly-"

Timor stopped. He had been so interested in the chair that he had failed to hear his uncle come
back into the house. Now he turned as Colonel Hamilton appeared in the doorway and said wearily, "If
supper's ready, how about eating? What's keeping you two?"'

Odessa pointed to the chair. Before she could explain about it, Timor saw something he had not
noticed before. It wasasmall |oop of rawhide on the back of the chair. He lifted it off and held it up. To
the loop was fastened a brass key.

"Look!" he exclamed. "It's Wiley's key to the front door!"

Odessatook it, frowning. "It isl Daddy, this explains how someone got in the cabin last night. He
used thiskey, and |ft it with the chair Wiley made.”

"Eh?What'sthis about achair?'

Timor explained. The colond stared at the chair and shook hishead. "I'll be doubly hanged,” he
muttered. “"Who on earth could have done that?"

They discussed the mystery while they ate supper. "It had to be one of Wiley'sfriends,” said the
colond. "Tim, didn't you ever meet anybody up at Wiley's place?'

"No, sir. Not exactly.”

“What do you mean by not exactly?' his uncle demanded. "Either you met someone or you
didnt."

"I—I never actualy met anyone, UncleIra. | do know he had visitors at times, though he never
told me who they were, or talked about them. | saw one leaving once, but Wiley said he was, one of
those seng huntersthat lived over the gap.”

"Eh? What'sa seng hunter?"

"Ginseng hunter. They cal it seng up herein the mountains. Y ou know, it'sthat little plant whose
roots are worth so much. Dessaand | have seen it for sale in the drug shops back home. The Chinese
pay awful pricesfor it."

"Oh," said the colond, "1 didn't know people still bothered to look for the stuff. Isn't it pretty
scarce?"

"It sureis. Sort of like gold, but twice ashard to find."

And those who hunted it, Timor knew, were secre-tive people who never told where they'd
found it, or how much. Old Wiley, he suddenly remembered, dways had bunches of ginseng roots
hanging in his shack to dry. Quitealot of it, in fact. At thirty dollars apound, Wiley should have had
plenty of extramoney without being forced to borrow from the colonel or do any of the other things
people said he did. Asfor trying to sedl Nathaniel Battleésgems...

When bedtime came Timor went eagerly to hisroom and closed the door. Slowly he approached
the new chair Wiley had made and stood looking at it wonder-ingly. It seemed to glow amogt asif it
weredive. If it had spoken to him at that moment, he would not have been surprised. Findly he sat down
init, and molded his hands over the polished wood.

For thefirst time heredized it had a pleasant, aromatic smell—the same smdll that had dways
been in Wiley's shack. The aroma of fresh sassafras roots and shavings. As he thought of the shack and



al hed seen there, questions crowded his mind.

Wasit the ginseng hunter who had brought the chair into the cabin last night, and |eft the key?
And why had Wiley borrowed a hundred dollars from the colonel when he could have sold his ginseng
for far more than that amount? What had happened to the roots? Were they ill in the shack?

Suddenly he wanted very much to see the shack again. There were secrets there, and perhaps he
could uncover something that would help explain the puzzle that everyone thought was solved. Not that
there seemed to be any connection between Nathaniel Battle'stin box and old Wiley's ginseng—but the
gin-seng itsdf wasapuzzle.

Last summer, when held first come to the moun-tains, everything had been so new and unknown
that held given little thought to the vaue of Wiley’ s gin-seng. The shack was dwaysfull of drying herbs
and roots, and in the beginning held supposed most of the roots were sassafras. Now he knew they were
not. Hed smelled only the sassafras. But ginseng has no aroma, and there had been pounds and pounds
of it. Strange. ..

Timor's head began to nod. With an effort he managed to get undressed, and crawled wearily
into bed. Hislast thought before deep poured over him was the wish that he could talk to old Wiley
again, if only for afew minutes.

3
Vigtor

SOME SMALI.L SOUND inthe night brought Timor awake. He lay motionless, listening, not at once
remembering where he was. For amoment every-thing seemed strange—the odd mustiness of the
bed-ding that hadn't been aired, the blackness of the room, the steady rushing outside that was like heavy
ran. Through hismind flashed avison of hishomein Mdaya, with the mynabirds chettering in the great
banyan tree shading the yard. But this was not the tropics—there were heavy blankets over him. He was
in America, and back in the mountains. The rushing he heard came from the wild stream bel ow the cabin.
What had awakened him? Surdly it wasn't the

stream. Thereld been something el se, something on the edge of consciousness he couldn't quite recall.

Vaguely uneasy, he raised up on an elbow and tried to identify the sounds around him. From
somewhere in the tangle up the dope came the cry of awhippoorwill. Nearer, in the surrounding
hemlocks, he made out the soft bubbling of an owl. Mice scam-pered through the cabin walls, and
crickets chirped beyond the window. Though the bedroom doors were closed, he was aware of the faint
snoring of hisuncle acrossthe hall. Odessa, in the next room, dept quietly.

Reassured, he settled back on the pillow and closed his eyes. He was drifting away on the edge
of deep when someone seemed to cal faintly from apoint near the window.

"Hey, Timmy! Can you hear me, boy?'

Thevoice, though very faint, was familiar. He had heard it many times beforein thisvery place, a
friendly congpiratoria voice that ways awakened him in the early hours when afishing trip was planned.
The best fishing came at daybreak—and only old Wiley Pendergrass knew the secret pools where the
biggest trout lay hidden.

To Timor, haf adeep, the voice was like amagnet. Without thinking, he rolled out of bed and
pressed hisface against the window screen. "Mr. Pendergrass,” he whispered, "are you there?"

There was no answer. Nor could he see anyonein the vague moonlight that dappled the rocks
between the trees and the creek.

Then Timor remembered. It couldn’t possibly have been old Wiley. He would never see Wiley
Pendergrass again. Unless, of course, people sometimes came back for some reason, as Nani had said
they did.

Troubled, and more than alittle upset, he crawled into bed again. Maybe he’ d only dreamed it.
But no it wasn't adream. He was sure held actualy heard old Wiley's voice. Could it be atrick of the



imaginartion? There had to be some explanation for it.

Timor sat up and turned on the light above the bed. His questioning eyes moved from the
window to the new chair beside the table, and he thought of the day last summer when hedd seen Wiley at
work on apiece of yelow wood in his shop.

Wiley had said, “Know what kind of tree this come from, young feller?’

"It—it smdls sort of like camphorwood,” hedd answered, sniffing the aromatic shavings on the
workbench, "but that'san Asian tree. | don't suppose it grows around here.”

He could fed again the stab of old Wiley's sharp blue eyes, which glittered like sapphires. Wiley
was alittle man with asmall foxy face, deeply lined, and a heavy thatch of dark hair that, in spite of his
age—hewasway past seventy—was only beginning to gray.

"Tain't camphorwood,” Wiley had told him. "I've heard tell of it, but it don't grow here. They say
it'sright specid—mbut it couldn't be half as specid asthis. Thisis really specid—more so than witch
hazdl. It's sassafras.”

" Sassafras? The same tree whose roots you use to make tea?!

"Thesame”

"Those roots sure make awonderful tea—but what's so special about the wood?!

"Hal D'you think the teald be worth drinkin’ if there wasn't ahegp of magic inthetreeitsdf?

"|—I hadn't thought of it that way. Still, there are trees back home, like the ilang-ilang and the
banyan, that have dl kinds of properties. So | guessyou'reright.”

“Course I'mright!" Wiley had said emphatically. "Near everything that grows hasalittle magicin
it, though some has a heap more than others. Take wild plum in bloom—it putsa spell onfolks at night.
An' witch hazel—everybody knows you can find water in the ground with it, an’ even gems. That is, if
you got the power. The same goes for willow, though it ain’t near as strong. Asfor hawthorn, it'sfull of
good luck—so long as you don't cut it. But sassafras, well, it'sthe most specid of dl. It'sgot lifeinit—a
sort of spirit mebbe.”

"It has?"

"By Dooley, you'l find out! I'm going to make achair out of this sassafras wood—and it'sgoin'
to beyour chair. You'll learn how specid it iswhen you start usin' it. But there€'sjust one thing you gotta
remember.”

"What'sthat?'

"All themagic in theworld don't do nothin' for the feller that don't believeinit. It' sredly beievin
inathing that doesthetrick."

"Oh, | bdieveinit," hed told Wiley. "In Maayaeverybody knowsthe truth of that.”

Now, inthe smal hours of the night, Timor looked curioudy at the finished chair, wondering what
gpe-cid propertiesit might have. There was something dmost magical in theway it seemed to glow.
Maybe, if he sat in it again and concentrated, it would help to solve some of the questions that were
puzzling him. The colond, of course, would say it was nonsense. Still
In the next ingtant he forgot the chair as his ears again caught the faint sound of his name.

"Timmy!" camethe familiar voice, pleading. "Can you hear me now?"

"I-1 hear you!" Timor exclaimed. "But just baredly Where—where are you?”'

"I'm right here, ding blatt it, shoutin' my head off. Can't you see me, Timmy?'

The voice did seem atrifle nearer, though it was very faint.

"|I—I cant seeyou at dl, sr, and | ill can't hear you well.”

"By Dooley, there must be someway! | gottamake myself plainto you. | just gottal” Therewas
apause, thenthefaint voice said, "Timmy, watch the chair. If | St down in it, mebbe the sassafras will
hdp."

Fascinated, Timor stared at the chair. The curious glow brightened, and avague form began to
take shapein it. Suddenly the shape becameredl, and there was Wiley Pendergrass sitting hunched
before him, gnarled hands clutched nervoudy together, sharp blue eyesintent upon him and glittering with
hope. The old man was wearing faded overdls and a patched jacket; he was wheezing alittle asif he
were out of breath, and hiswizened face was puckered with worry.



It was severa seconds before Timor could get over his astonishment and find histongue. Then he
burst out happily, "Mr. Pendergrass, you—you' ve come back!"

Old Wiley'sfingerstightened and he leaned for-ward. ™Y ou see me now?" he gasped between
wheezes. "Y ou hear me good?"

"| suredo! How-"

"Thank Pete an' bless Joe," the old man muttered, and sat back with asigh of relief. "1 near lost
my cackletrying to get here. | been shoutin' an' shoutin’, movin' from one sassafras tree to another tryin'
to make you hear me. If only 1'd thought of the chair earlie—lemme get my breath...”

Timor was bursting with questions. He started to speak, but Wiley held up his hand.

“| better do thetakin', son. | dunno how long | can keep mysdf visble tonight. It takes some
doin', an' | ain't rightly got the hang of it yet. Anyhow, | ain't got much time—only till the end of the week,
just three more days.”

"Three more days?" Timor repeated wonderingly.

"Yep. | got specid permission to come back—ypromised I'd give up my glory crown if they'd me
five days. Now two daysis gone dready, so we gottawork fast. Timmy, | need your help bad!"

"Of courseI'll hdp you!" Timor said quickly. "1 know you re innocent—and I'm going to prove
it

"You ain't gonnado nothin' of the kind!" Wiley exclamed. "Think 1'd go to so much bother for a
fool thing likethat? | didn't come back here to dap white-wash on ano-good reputation! Anyhow, | ain't
gottime"

"B-but don't you want your name cleared?’ Timor perssted, gaping a him. "Everybody's blaming
you for what happened to Mr. Battle."

Old Wiley pounded hisfist on the chair arm. "1 don't give afiddle-faddle what they think of me! It
an't important. The important thing isto find Nathaniel'stin box an' get it back to him fast. Y ou got no
ideathe trouble that box—* Wiley suddenly stopped and put afinger to hislips.

Timor heard footstepsin the hdl, then a soft tapping on hisdoor.

Odessa whispered, "Timmy? Is—isanything wrong?'

"lI—I'mdl right,” he managed to say.

She opened the door and peered in at him, her large dark eyes wide with concern and curiosity.
"l was sure | heard you talking to someone,” she said inalow voice. "Y our light was on, and | was afraid
maybe. . . Timmy, what are you doing sitting up in bed at this hour? It's after two in the morning. Did you
have anightmare?'

Timor glanced worriedly at Wiley, then hack at Odessa. He was expecting her to give an
incredulous gasp at the Sight of the chair's occupant, for now she was looking directly a Wiley. But she
seemed entirely unaware that athird person wasin the room. And there was Wiley as plain as day!
Couldn't she see him?

For amoment Timor hardly knew how to reply to her. Then he managed to ssammer, "1—I guess
I've been dreaming. Th-there's so much | don't understand. Everything is so—so strange. About the
chair, | mean.”

"Well, itisrather odd," she admitted, not understanding al that he meant. "But it's nothing to have
nightmares about. Put out your light and try to get some deep.”

Heturned hislight off and waited until Odessa had gone back to her room and closed the door.
Then bewhispered cautioudly in the dark, "Mr. Pendergrass, areyou il there?”

"Surel’m here, ding blatt it—but my juiceis gettin' low. Leavethelight off. Mebbe | cantak to
you longer."

"But—but why couldn't Odessa see you?"

"Because she's like most other folks—she ain't got the power. And you have. Y ou' re the only
person that can see an' hear me—which meansyou're the only one that can help me. But mind, Timmy;
don't let on to nobody about this, or they'll just say you’ re cuckoo an' batty in the head.”

"Odessawill understand,” hewhispered. "And I'll need her help.”

"Don't tell her too soon. Kindawork up to it first. Now, the main thing you gottado istalk to



Nathaniel, quick asyou can. The only way to find out what happened isto get everybody's side of it-"
"Don't you know what happened?' Timor burst out. ™Y ou were there!”
"Sh-h-h-h!" Wiley cautioned. "Keep your voice down, or you'll wake your uncle. Sure | was
there, Timmy, but | don't know what happened either.”
"Y ou must have seen something! Where were you before the deputies sarted chasing you?”
"W, itsthisway, Timmy," came Wiley'svoice from the chair. "I had some businesswith afeller
down at the Forks, so | drove there about dark an' parked my truck in them pines behind Nathanidl's
place an’ the diner. | didn't see asoul when | got out the truck. Near everybody was in Fritz Grosser's
store, an' their carswere dl out front. | dipped in the back of the store, found the feller | was lookin' for,
an' had aquick private talk with him. Didn't take but a minute—but that was the very minute Nathaniel
was being robbed. Y ou see-"
"Mr. Pendergrass,” Timor interrupted, "who was the man you were talking with?*
"Can't tell you, sonny. Wouldn't beright. What | meanis, theré's aheap of complicationsin this,
an' they don't have nothin' to do with the robbery.”
"But he could clear you!" Timor protested. “Y ou can't bein two places a the sametime, and if
you were talking to him when-"
“Sh-h-h-h!" said Wiley. "Y ou trying to wake folks up? Ding blatt it, | donetold you | ain't got
timeto get cleared. We gottafind that little box, an' find it quick!"”
"Well, if you only stayed aminute in the store, you must have started back to your truck at the
sametime Mr. Battle's robber ran out the back of his gem shop. Didn't you notice anything?!
"Timmy, | didn't see nobody till I got halfway back to thetruck. Then | heard afdler ydl out,
'Stop him! Stop him'." | didn't recognize the voice, it was so hoarse, but when | |ooked about quick |
seen one of them deputies comin’ round the Sde of the diner. So | started runnin’ fagter.”
"But—but why did you run, Mr. Pendergrass? Y ou werent guilty of anything, were you?"'
"Timmy, | had to get away from therefast. | had to. Likel said, theré's complications...”
Old Wiley's voice was getting weaker. Timor said, "Can you talk alittle louder? | can hardly hear
you."
"My juiceisrunnin’ low ... gottasign off till tomorrow night. Timmy, go see Nathanid ... firgt
thing. Remember... weonly got till the end of the week..." Wiley'svoice died.
"Mr. Pendergrass” Timor whispered urgently. "Where are you?"
Therewas no answer. He turned on the light and looked at the chair.
The sassafras chair was empty. Old Wiley had faded avay completely, leaving adozen important
guestions unanswered.

4

Nathanie

A SUDDEN DISCORD of gatic, voices, and twanging mountain music from the kitchen radio brought
Timor out of asound deep. Herolled over and raised up on one ebow, rubbing his eyeswhile he sniffed
the drifting aroma of breakfast bacon. Sun-light, danting through the window, touched the carved back of
the sassafras chair, making the yellow wood gleam like gold. The chair seemed dmogt dive. In fact it was
actudly glowing alittle

Timor sat up and sared at it. Had heredly talked to Wiley Pendergrass last night—or wasit
only adream? If it had happened back in Maaya, he redized, he wouldn't have questioned it. But this
wasn't Mdaya

"Timmy!" Odessacalled. "Aren't you ever going to get up? Breakfast isready.”

"Corning," he called back.

He spun out of bed, swiftly drew on his clothes, and hurried to the bathroom to splash water on



hisface and comb histhick unruly hair. It couldn't have been adream, hetold himsdlf. | realy saw him
and talked to him—and he was ditting right there in the chair when Odessa entered the room. ..

In the kitchen Odessa greeted him with acheerful “ Tabe,” and added, "are you going sketching
with me thismorning, Timmy? If you are, you'd better get amove on—or have you other plans?”

Sketching? It was one of the things he'd looked forward to al winter, an entire summer drawing
the tangled tree and rock shapesthat so fascinated him here. Odessa had majored in art at college, and
sheld had her first important exhibition during the winter. Odessa painted, and she was wonderful; but his
own interest was decoration and design. Everything in life had to be designed, and to learn design you
must start with nature. ..

"Sketching?' he repeated absently. "l—where sUncle Ira?!

"Daddy got up early and went fishing." Odessalooked a him curioudy. Suddenly she sad,
"Timmy, isanything wrong? Isit the—the dream you had last night?"

"l wasn't dreaming,” hereplied. "And I've got to see Mr. Battle. It—It'sterribly important.”

"What'sthe big rush? Can't it wait?"

He shook hishead. "We have only three days."

"Three daysfor what?'

"Tofind that box."

"Y ou mean the peti blik—Mr. Battlestin box?Who saysyou must find it so soon?"

"That'swhat Wiley—I mean, 1-"

He stopped, confused, conscious of asudden quietness in Odessa, a sharpening of the dark eyes
that were now intent upon him.

"Timmy," she said dowly, "haven't we always been close—like brother and sster? Y ou don't
have to keep anything from me. Last night | know you thought you were talking to Wiley Pendergrass,
because | heard you. Sit down and eat your breakfast and tell me about it. And don't worry about
Daddy—I packed alunch for him, and he won't be back till late this afternoon.”

"All right.”

He sat down and told her about Wiley and the chair. ™Y ou don't have to believe me," hefinished,
“but that's just how it was."

Almost in dow motion Odessatook her seat across the table from him. As he saw thelook in her
eyes, Timor’ sspiritsfell.

"Timmy," shesaid findly, "1 know you relike Nani; it's something you can't help. When we
werein the East, | never doubted her when shetold of happen-ings like that. But | was much younger
then, and things were different out there. Timmy, werein Americanow.”

He clenched his hands. "What difference does that make?"

"Please don't act hurt. Being in Americamakes alot of difference. Things are more, well, redl
here. It'smainly amatter of beliefs." She paused, and added quickly, "oh, | don't doubt that you thought
you saw Wiley inthe chair. But if the chair has anything specid about it, why didn't | see Wiley?If, as
you say, hewas gtting right there in front of mewhen | camein...”

He clenched his hands again, trying desperately to think of someway to explain. "Maybe," he
sad, "it'salittle like being able to find water with aforked stick. What's the word for it?'

“Dowsng," shetold him.

"Widl, you know some people can do it, and some can't. Remember last summer when Wiley cut
aforked witch hazd stick and showed us how to dowse? He said we could even find gemsthat way if
we had the power. And I—I found some.

"I remember. It didn't work for me, dthough it seemed to for you. Y ou did find afew sapphires
in the creek that way. But as Daddy said, it was probably just an accident. After al, the creek is, full of
little sapphires, and you can dwaysfind afew if you search hard enough.”

Helooked at her miserably. "Dessa, don't you want to help me?"

"Of course | want to help!™ she assured him, smiling suddenly. "I'm on your Side, dthough | may
not look at things the way you do. If you fed so strongly about Wiley, you certainly ought to do
something about it. You really want to talk to Mr. Battle?"



"Yes. Just as soon as possible.”

"All right. Finish your breskfast, and I'll drive you to the Forks."

They spoke little on the ride down the valley. At the Forks, Odessa parked the station wagon
near Grosser's store, and they sat aminute looking curioudy at the cluster of buildingsin front of them.
Timor fdt hisfirst misgivings. It had been amonth since the robbery. What if the thief had been some
stranger passing through? How could anyone possibly hope to locate him now? But no, reason told him;
it couldn't possibly have been done by astranger .

"It had to be aloca person,” he said, thinking aoud. " Someone who knew what was in the box,
and wheretofindit."

“I hopeyou'reright,” Odessatold him, "but be careful what you say to Mr. Battle. About Wiley
and the chair, | mean. Y ou don't want him to think you're alittle queer.”

"I'll watch it. Aren't you coming in with me?"

"Y ou'll do better without me. Anyway, | need anew broom for the cabin. While I'm shopping,
maybe | can get better acquainted with Mrs. Grosser and learn afew things.”

Timor, visudizing the burly and tight-lipped Mrs. Grosser, could not help smiling. Ask any of the
Gros-sers aquestion, old Fritz, young Sammy, or his mother, and al you ever got was a shrug or agrunt,
especidly if you were one of the summer people.

“Well, at least I'll try," said Odessa.

They got out. Timor watched her enter the store. Then he drew a deep breath and headed
nervoudy for the new log structure beyond the diner.

No onewasin thefront of thelittle shop when he entered, but he could hear a discouraged
pounding coming from the back room. At least to Timor’ searsit sounded discouraged. The place, he
saw, was il unfinished ingde. His glance took in the clutter of boxesfilled with mineral specimensand
souvenirs, the bare shelves, and the empty showcase. Was Nathaniel Battle packing up to leave? It
looked that way.

He cleared histhroat. "Mr. Battle?' he called.

The pounding stopped. A very lean, very brown, and very intense looking young man in rumpled
khakis appeared in the opening at the left of the showcase. Black eyesin afacelike an angry hawk's
looked down at him.

—

In spite of the eyes and the sharpness of the voice Timor's uncertainty vanished. Hefet akinship
with Nathaniel Battle. And because his mind worked in odd ways, he suddenly found himsdlf saying,
"Wiley told mealot about you. You're half Cherokee, aren't you?"'

It wasn't at al what he had intended to say, and he knew it was impolite. But the words were out
before he could stop them.

"l am," replied Nathaniel, dmost angrily. "What about it?"

"Thenwe' redmog dike," said Timor, smiling. "My mother was Indonesian.. I'm Timor
Hamilton."

"I'll bejiggered!" Nathaniel came from behind the showcase and extended alean brown hand.
"Pardon me for snapping at you. I'm haf Irish, you see, and thismorning the Irish has got me down." He
paused. " So your name' s Timor. H'mm. That's the Maay word for east.”

"How did you know?" Timor exclamed.

"Ought to. | was stationed out there with an army detachment. They spoke adifferent language
every-where | went, but | found if | learned alittle everyday Maday | could get dong al the way from
Singapore to New Guinea." Nathaniel paused again, and raised one eyebrow. He said quietly,
"Something tells me you came here to talk about Wiley."

"Yes, sir. Do—do you redly believe he robbed you?"

Nathanidl looked at him sharply. Slowly he shook hishead. "My eyestold me hedid. Other eyes
inssted he did. But this part of me,"-he placed afinger over his heart-"this part of me says hedidn't.
Wiley was my friend. He lent me money to help me get started here—sold dl hisginseng, and even
borrowed some extra; | suspect it was from your uncle. Anyway, how could afriend like that turn around



and rob me?'

"He couldn't. Not Wiley."

"I'm glad to hear you say that, Timor—or do they cal you Tim?"

"Nearly everyone calsme Tim."

"O.K., Tim. Anyway, I've been doing some thinking since it happened, keeping my eyes open
and my mouth shut. If | didn't have to be out of here next week..."

"Next week!"

"Yes—unless| canraisealot of money in ahurry, or find what was stolen. Nearly everything |
owned—and alot | didn't own—was inside that tin box. | suppose you know what it held.”

"The paper said it contained one of the most va u-able sgpphires ever found in the mountains, as
well asalot of other gems.”

"That'sright. The other stoneswere mine, but the sapphire wasn't. The owners—they're the
Connors who have that new mine south of here—the Connorsturned it over to meto cut, and then sl
for them."

"Y ou—you cut stones, Mr. Battle?"

"Of course. Y ou can't tell anything about asapphire until it's cut; thisone had astar. Tim, we
seem to betwo of akind, so why don't you call me Nathaniel?

Timor amiled. "Thank you. | will."

"As| wassaying, | had abuyer for that sgpphire, agem specidist I've sold alot of thingsto. He
wasdriving in that night to look at it." Nathaniel paused, and hislean jaws knotted. "If | don't pay for that
stone, other people are in trouble too. The Connors, mainly. They still owe for their property, and now |
they could loseit.”

"Then0O—then weve got to find your tin box," Timor said. "And | think we can.”

"What makes you so sure?’

"Because- Timor hesitated. "Because of something that's happened. I, well, for onething | know
that Wiley wasin the back of Grosser’ s store at the time you were being robbed.”

"How did you ever learn that?"

"Well, Wiley-" Timor stopped and bit hislip. Something made him ask, "Do you believein magic,
Mr. Battle—Nathaniel?'

Nathaniel Battle raised one eyebrow. "I can takeit or leaveit, athough I've seen some odd thingsin
these mountains. What kind of magic are you taking about?"

"Magic in woods. Sassafras especidly.”

"That's different. There are people around here who wouldn't cut a sassafrastree for anything.
I'm one. Wiley was another. Come to think of it, Wiley had a piece of sassafras held found somewhere;
hetold melast winter he was making achair out of it for afriend of his. Wasit for you?"

Timor nodded. For amoment they were silent. Then Nathaniel said softly, "That must bea
mighty specid chair, Tim.”

"Itis. I—I found it in our cabin last night after we arrived. It was put in my room the night before
by somebody who had Wiley's key to the place. We knew that because Mrs. McBane was driving by
that eve-ning and saw alight on, but she didn't think anything of it at the time because she thought we
werethere”

"Y ou'vetaked to the old battle-ax?'

“Yes. Firg thing when we reached town yesterday.” Hetold of hisinquiry at the sheriff's office,
and of discovering the chair after Rance Gatlin had |eft the cabin.

"Goon," Nathanid urged. "I know there’smore.

"Y ouwon't think I'm just—just tdling you atale?

"I won't know what to think till | hear it." Nathanidl looked a him earnestly. "Tim, if you weren't
Wiley'sfriend, | wouldn't be talking to you thisway. Sure, I'm educated and | held acommission in the
army; around here I'm supposed to be level-headed and straight-thinking. But when it comesto some
thingsI'll admit to you I'm pure Indian. So, what about this chair Wiley made?

"O.K." Timor drew adeep breath and plunged into the story of Wiley'svisit.



Nathaniel did not interrupt. He leaned over the showcase, resting on his elbows, hislong fingers
locked together and dowly tightening. " So," he mur-mured findly, "that's how it was.”

Timor nodded slently.

"And hetold you to come and see meright away?"

"Y es. He said the only way to find out what hap-pened isto get everybody's sde of it."

Nathaniel unclenched his hands, then clenched them again. He seemed deeply moved. "Blessold
Wiley! Why did | doubt him? He'strying his best to help—and right now | sure need it. He—hetold you
he'd be back tonight?’

"y es"

"Then maybe we'd better-" Nathaniel stopped abruptly, his eyes on the doorway. Timor glanced
quickly around.

In their absorption over Wiley and the chair they had been paying little attention to the occasiona
car that turned in at the Forks, nor had they been aware of approaching footsteps. But now there wasthe
crunch of gravel outsde, and someone moved past the window and swung up to the doorway. Timor
recogni zed the stocky deputy with the protruding chin he had seen briefly in the sheriff's office.

Brad James said casudly, "Mornin', Nat.' He came inside and leaned against the doorframe. His
hard marble-blue eyes fastened on Timor. He seemed amused. " So you're the young feller that found the
chair, en?'

Timor swallowed, suddenly uneasy and resentful. Had the deputy been listening outside before he
entered?

Nathaniel snapped, "What's on your mind, Brad?'

The deputy grinned. "Just wanted some information. | met Rance Gatlin over a Grosser'safew
minutes ago. Miss Hamilton, thiskid's cousin, wasthere. She wastellin' about the chair that was found
last night after Rance was out there. Y ou hear about it?"

"Timjugt told me”

"Widll, the Hamilton girl said it had old Wiley'skey onit. Mighty peculiar. Rance was wonderin' if
ether of you could have any ideawho put the chair in the cabin?'

Nathaniel shook his bead. "Tim doesn't know any more about it than |. What difference doesit
maeke?'

"Makes aheap of difference.” The deputy scratched his protruding chin with athick forefinger.
"Never seen anybody more dippery than that Wiley. He was runnin' likker for somebody, but we never
could make hirn talk, and we never caught him with nobody. But it stands to reason that the feller that
had his key to the Hamilton place isthe one we' re after.”

"Isthat good reasoning?' Nathanid said wryly. "What sort of person would bother to bring the
chair and leave the key?'

"Then why didn't he bring the chair openly if he had nothin' to hide? L ook, Nat, Rance hasiit
doped out that the feller who brought the chair may've been helpin' Wiley the night you was robbed. Get
what | mean?"

"I'mafraid not."

"Nat, you seen Wiley run that night, didn't you?'

| saw aman run after | was hit. But | wastoo dizzy to recognize who it was.”

"Widl, | seen'im. Drivin' off like mad in histruck. An' | seen your tin box when he throwed it out
later after we chased him. Rance an” me are both thinkin' that Wiley knowed just where to throw that
box—that there was afdller waitin' thereto get it. Seeit now? Help usfind the feller Wiley was dedin’
with, an' well find that box of stones."

Timor opened his mouth to speak, but closed it as he felt the warning pressure of Nathanidl's
hand on his shoulder.

"Brad," Nathaniel said, "1'd like to check over thiswhole thing with you if you havetime. Where's
Rance G4llin?'

"He had to go on over the Gap an serve asummons on someféeler. | just met him at Grosser'sto
give him the paper.”" The deputy cocked his head, and acorner of his mouth twitched. "What's got into



you, Nat? Thisboy been tdlin' you things?"

There was a sudden silence. Nathanidl's mouth hardened. "Tim's trying to help. HEs got me
thinking. Brad, | never had a chanceto talk to you about this. | passed out after you reached me that
night, and it was dl over before |eft the hospita. But something'swrong.”

The marble-blue eyes narrowed. "Y eah?’

"I'll show you how it was,” said Nathaniel. "L et's go into the back room.”

The small crowded room behind the partition con-tained aworkshop on one side, and living
quarters on the other. Timor's quick glance took in the barred window flanking adoor in the rear, then
followed Nathaniel's pointing finger to the bottom drawer of afiling cabinet. It was here that the tin box
had been hidden.

"l didn't have my safe here at thetime," Nathaniel was saying. "So | stuck the box in there behind
some papers, just before | went to the diner. I'd worked here most of the day getting the doors hung and
the locksfixed, and | had about an hour before my gem buyer was due to meet me. It was aclear night,
and before | hid the box | took alook out the back door to make sure no one was around, then locked
the door and turned off thelight.”

Brad James grunted. "1 remember how clear the night was. Funny you didn't spot Wiley when
you looked out, because he mustawatched you through the window right afterward.”

"Someone certainly watched me," Nathanid said quietly. "But therewasn't asoul in sght when |
looked out.”

"There were those gravel trucks parked out there. Wiley could have dipped behind one of ‘em.”

"How about the drivers of the gravel trucks?' Timor asked. "Where were they?

Nathanidl shrugged. "Home, | suppose, Tim. The road department was working up your way at
thetime; they always | eft the loaded trucks here at night so there wouldn't be any delay in the morning.
Anyway, heré'swhat I'm getting at: the box was too big for my coat pocket, and | didn't want to be seen
carrying it. That'swhy | Ieft it here. But when | went out, | found that | couldn't lock the front door. At
the moment | thought the lock wasjammed. | wasin ahurry to eat and get back and | didn't redizetill a
minute or two later, after 1'd gone into the diner, that | must have got the keys mixed up. Y ou see, the
keysfor both doors were supposed to be duplicates, but only one key would work both doors. So
hurried back to the shop to try the other key—and that was when | heard anoise in here by thefiling
cabinet.”

"So you cometearin' insde," said Brad James, "an' Wiley clobbersyou.”

"Somebody did, but it happened too fast to make out who it was. | saw only that my box was
gone, then something hit me and | blacked out for afew seconds. When | managed to get up, the back
door was open and | could see aman running outside.”

"Wiley," said the deputy.

"Yes," Nathaniel admitted. "Though | didn't recog-nize him at thetime. | wobbled after him,
ydling for help, and you and Rance Gatlin came. | managed to tell you I'd been robbed, then | blacked
out again and woke up in the hospital.”

The stocky deputy stood scowling amoment. "I know dl that. Rance an' mewasjust goin' in the
diner when we heard you yell. What's the catch?'

“I’'m coming to it. First, before you heard meydl, | want to know whom you saw, either in front
of my place or thediner."

"Didn't see nobody over thisway. Everybody was at Grosser’s”

"You sure?'

“’CourseI'msure! 1t wasabright night, an’ al the lights out front was on. Rance an’ me had
stopped by Grosser'sto have alook ‘round. Thought Wiley or somebody might betryin' to sneak in
some likker. While | went into the store, Rance checked the cars outside. We met in front of the diner
about aminute after you left, ‘cause | seen you leave it when | come out the store.”

"Who wasin the diner when you got there?"

"Just Mrs. O'Grady an' her girl—an' Sammy Gros-ser.”

"You didn't see Sammy enter?'



"Wasn't paying no mind to Sammy. But he'd just gonein. | remember he was closin' the door
when | got there an' met Rance.”

"Then where was Sammy before he went into the diner?!

"How should I know?Y ou accusin’ him of any-thing?"

"Certainly not. I'm trying to clear up something. Brad, | want you to describe what you saw
Wiley throw out of histruck when you and Rance were chasing him.”

The deputy was becoming irritated. "Why, it was just aplain tin box. Saw it for only a second
beforeit fell in the brush below the road, but it sure shone bright with thelight on it. What're you getting
a7

"That it wasn't my box you saw. | didn't redlize it before, but I'm dmost certain now that Wiley
wasn't carrying anything when | saw him running. And the box wastoo big tofit in his pocket."

Brad Jameswas plainly angry now. "If you wastoo dizzy to recognize Wiley right off, you sure
wouldn't a seen what he was carryin'. Anyway, what was he runnin’ from? To hear you tdl it, only three
people was near enough to have snagged your box—me, Rance Gatlin, or Sammy Grosser." He glared
at Nathanid, then demanded, "Which one of us are you accusn'?'

Nathaniel shook hishead. "None of you. I'm smply trying to find afew answers.”

"Phooey! Y ou want answers, mebbe this crazy foreign kid can get 'em from that talkin' chair he
found. That oughta give you some real answverd"

Brad James spat and stalked from the shop.

5

Second Vist

FOR LONG SECONDS after the stocky deputy had gone, Timor stood with his small hands clenched,
his mouth tight with fury. Suddenly he burst out, "He heard us talking about the chair! He came up and
stopped by the window, and heard every word!"

Nathaniel made a growling sound, then touched him reassuringly on the shoulder. "Dontt let it
worry you. Wefound out alot, Tim, and he didn't like it either. Y ou know, Brad' srelated to the
Grossars. Sammy's his nephew.”

"No wonder he was mad!" Timor drew a deep breath. "Do you think they had anything to do
with robbing you?'

"| doubt if Brad did—and it certainly wasn't Wiley. Let me show you something.”

Nathaniel rummaged through a packing crate. He found asmall carton, opened it, and drew out
an enameled tin box, half the sze of a shoe box. It was painted black and green, and had been carefully
rubbed to adull finish.

"No one knows| havethis, Tim. It'saduplicate of the box that was stolen. Do you think it would
shinebrightly with thelight onit?"

"lt—It couldn't.

"Widl, I'm sure Brad was tdlling the truth about what he saw. That would clear him. Y ou seg, if
he'd known what the box looked like, and wanted to blame it on Wiley, he wouldn't have described it the
way he did. He honestly believes Wiley was guilty.”

"Then that leaves Mr. Gatlin—and Sammy Grosser."

"Yes"

Timor had amomentary vison of Mrs. Grosser's burly son. Of the three Grossers, Sammy was
the biggest, and more secretive than even his mother.”

Nathanid frowned. "Rance Gatlin comes from atough family. They'll dl skinyouif they can.
They thought they had the Connors skinned on that mine ded, until . . . Sammy Grosser isanother
matter. Sammy was in the shop that afternoon; he wanted to look at the Connors gem, so | showed it to



him. Tim, did you ever see a bronze sapphire?’

"A bronze. one?| thought al sapphireswere blue!™

"A bronze sapphire, Tim, isone of the rarest gems on earth. They're found only in thisarea. Most
of our sapphires, you know, look like worthless pebbles until they're cut. This one was not only large, but
when | cut it, as| told you, it had astar. Bronze with astar! When Sammy got his big hands on that star
sapphire, he was so hypnotized he could hardly put it back in the box."

"So he knew what the box looked like. Did it have alock?!

"Oh, yes. | had the box on top of thefiling cabinet at the time. It was about the only piece of
furniturein here. Now herésthe strange thing:

"After | hid the box in the bottom drawer, and went to the diner and came back, hardly two
minutes had passed. Sammy wasn't in the diner when | wasthere. If hedd just gone in when Brad saw
him, he must have come from this direction, possibly from the back of the shop here. But, if hed stolen
the box, what did he do with it? There wasn't time to break it open or hide it—and he certainly wouldn't
have carried it into the diner.”

"He must have hidden it somewhere," Timor argued.

"Unless—unlessit wasnt Sammy.

"Then let'sput itauce Gatlin in his place. Y ou see? There's the same problem. What was done
with the box?"

Timor shook his head. "L et's go outside and—and sort of ook around.”

They went out the back door. Timor peered curi-oudy at the neat graveled area surrounding
both the shop and the diner. The diner, heredized, was afull sixty feet avay.

"If you'd just finished building," he said, "there must have been some scrap piles and things
around. Maybe-"

“No," said Nathaniel. "I'd cleaned the place up and had it graveled. It looked exactly asyou see
it now.”

"What about the trash call?" suggested Timor. ™Y our robber might have dropped it in there, and
picked it up later."

"No. Thetrash can wasinside, full of wood scraps for the stove. It was chilly, and | was keeping
the sove going."

Suddenly Timor remembered something. "What about the gravel trucks that were parked out
here?'

Nathaniel looked thoughtful. "1'd forgotten about those. H'mm. That may be the answer, Tim.
The trucks were parked close together, over near the diner, Anyone coming from the back of the shop
would have passed right by them. And of course everyone knew they wouldn't be moved till morning.”

"Then that'sit! The box wasthrown into one of the trucks.”

Nathaniel nodded dowly. "1t would have been safe there for hours. Only—who did it? And
where isthe box now?'

Timor wet hislips. "Maybe," he said quietly, "maybe Wiley can help usthere. Tonight I-1'll ask
him."

The black eyesmet his. "'l want to seethat chair. | wasthinking of driving up today to look t it,
but now I-1'd rather wait till tomorrow morning. Thanksfor coming here, Tim. | don't know wherethisis
going to lead, but you've restored my faithin alot of things."

Odessawas waiting impatiently when he returned to the station wagon.

"WdI!" she began. "Y ou should have been in the store! Did that deputy with the big chin—what's
hisname?-"

"Brad James. Y es, he came over to the shop and told us what Mr. Gatlin thought."

Odessa seyeswere bright. "It was redlly funny—abefore those deputies came, | mean. | couldn't
get athing out of the Grossers at first. Such people! They'd make a clam seem like a chatterbox. Mrs.
Grosser waited on me, and old Fritz and that big gpe of a Sammy sat in a corner and watched. Then |
mentioned the chair Wiley had made for you, and how strange it wasto find it in the cabin. It was asif I'd



dropped a bomb. Timmy, | wouldn't have believed it, but they're terribly supertitious. Mrs. Grosser
actudly asked meif | wasn't afraid to have achair like that in the house!”

Timor laughed. "If she could have seen Wiley-"

"Please, Timmy. Y ou don't haveto-*

"You ill don't believe me," he accused.

"Maybe| do. I—I don't know. Y ou didn't tell Mr. Battle, did you?'

"Yes, | did," he admitted.

"Timmy. | told you not to. What will he ever-"

"But he wanted to know, so | told him—and he didn't even question me. He was awfully low
when | went in, but hefelt alot better when | told him, and he said, 'Bless old Wiley!™

"I'm surprised. Just the same, | wish you hadn't let it out. | can't helpiit, but | fed tida senang
about it, asif something awful could happen.

Timor, remembering how Brad James had listened, felt equaly unhappy.

"Y ou weretelling me about Mrs. Grosser and the chair,” he said. "What happened next?

"Well, | looked around, and there was Deputy Gatlin, taking it dl in. | didn't even hear him come
inthe store. That man! He gives me the cregps, the way he standslooking a you and chewing on a
match. Anyway, | had to go over the story again for both deputies. Now, what do you think of Rance
Gatlin'sideathat another person wasinvolved, one of Wiley'sfriends?’

Timor wrinkled his nose and pinched it between his fingers "Thet's what | think of it. Nathaniel
proved that Wiley didnt do it. Weve figured out how it was done and we know it had to be either
Sammy Grosser or Mr. Galin himsdf."

"Timmy! You're not serioud”

"That'show it looks."

Odessa's mouth tightened as he told her about it. She was silent for amoment. Suddenly she
sad, "l don't likethis. Frankly, Timmy, | think we ought to tell Daddy about it.

"Not yet. You know how heis. Besdes, we—we don't redly know anything for sure.”

"But, Timmy, you've started something. From now on, you've got to he awfully careful. It isn't
Sammy Grosser I'm afraid of. He's just an overgrown lout—the dy kind. But Rance Gatlin. . . . Don't
you see? If that match-chewing deputy did it, it makesthings far worse. He not only injured Mr. Béttle
serioudy, but he pursued an innocent man afterward, which makes him responsible for his death. One
could dmogt call it murder.”

A little chill crept over Timor. He hadn't considered that Sde of it.

"So," sheadded, " believe it would be only wise to keep Daddy informed.” She turned on the
motor. "What do you want to do next?"

"l don't know. I—I've got to think things over.”

"Well, let's get back and have an early lunch. I'd like to get started on my painting.”

After lunch he helped Odessa carry her equipment down to the creek, and set up her folding
easd in an area of tumbled rocks below the bridge. Thiswastheir favorite spot and ordinarily he would
have been eager to spend the afternoon sketching with her. He did, in fact, attempt adrawing, but his
pencil refused to work. Questions played tag through hismind.

Presently Odessa, glancing at him, asked, “What's worrying you now, Timmy?’

"I don't know. |—I keep thinking about the chair." Aninvisible string was suddenly tugging a him
again. He got up and hurried back to the cabin and ran to hisroom.

The sun was on the other side of the cabin, leaving hisroom in shadow. Even so, the sassafras
chair ssemed to glow faintly inits corner asif it had alife of itsown. Timor stared & it, then whispered
hopefully, "Mr. Pendergrass? Are you there?'

There was no reply, though the chair did seem to glow abit brighter.

"Mr. Pendergrass?’ he caled. Then, louder, "Mr. Pendergrassl Can you hear me?'

Very faintly now, so faintly that he could barely makeit out, he became aware of the familiar
voice.

"Sure| hear you, Timmy! Ding blatt it, | followed you herel Can't you see me?"



"|—I can't seeyou at dl, Sr, and it's hard to hear you. But the chair's glowing."

"It'sthebest | can do in daylight. I'm plum' wore out from runnin' around, an' my juiceislow.
Timmy, ligento me: I'm afraid | done made amistake.”

“What'swrong, Mr. Pendergrass?’

"Everything. When | asked you to help, | didn't amto git you in no trouble. But it seemslikel
can't do nothin' right. Timmy, | waswaitin' there at Nathanidl's place when you comein, an' | been
hitchin' rides with people ever since. | just now madeit hack from town.”

Surprised, Timor exclaimed, "Y ou—you have to hitch ridesto get around?’

“’Coursel do! | sureain't growed no wingsyet; it hampers afeller something terrible. Timmy,
you' ve seen Nathaniel an' got things stirred up. Now | think you'd better lay low."

"But why? Did you find out who hasthetin box?'

"Timmy, ant nobody got that box. I'd 'a told you that last night if | hadn't run out o' juice. | been
follerin’ people around for days, lookin' everywhere. Sammy ain't got that box, an' Rance Gatlin ain't got
it. An' nobody else has got it. It's mighty queer. But after hearing Nathanid tell hisside of it, I'm gettin’
someidess. Only thing is, | need ahegp moreinformation.”

"Just tell mewhat you want, and I'll get it for you.”

"Timmy, go see Nathanid, an let him do the gettin’. Understand? From now on you gotta keep
out of it 'cept for passin' the word between us. There's more danger in thisthan | figgered an' you done
asked too many questions aready.”

Old Wiley's voice was becoming fainter. Timor said, "Can you talk alittle louder, Sir?"

"Ding blatt it, I’'m shoutin' my head off now Timmy, ask Nathanid to find out where Brad James
an' Rance Gatlin went after my accident that night, an' how long they was away. An' the samefor Sammy
Grosser. You got that?'

"Yes, gr.

“An’" have him find out what time Shorty Maone an’ his partner came to work the next mornin'’.”

"Who is Shorty Mdone?'

"Nathaniel knows him. Get back to his shop right away . . . got acouple errands myself . . .
dunnoif | cangetback ... Timmy ... gottawarnyou...”

Old Wiley'svoice wasfading "What did you say, | sir? Warn me about what?"

"Tomorrow ... paper...”

"W-what paper do you mean?| can't hear you! Mr. Pendergrass!...”

It was no use. Old Wiley had faded out completely. Timor looked despairingly at the chair. It till
seemed to glow alittle, though maybe that was the nature of it. What had Wiley tried to tell him?
Some-thing about paper...

He stood frowning a moment, then turned and hurried from the cabin and began running toward
the bridge. Maybe Odessawould take him back to the Forks.

The clatter of the creek drowned the sound or voices, and he did not know Odessawas no
longer done until he crawled down over the boulders and saw his uncle standing beside her. The colond,
gtill in fishing boots, was scowling at abroken rod tip.

Odessalooked upset. "Timmy," she said quickly, "l1—I've been telling Daddy about our trip to
the Forks thismorning. I'm afraid he doesn't quite agree-*

"I most certainly do not," the colond snapped irri-tably. "Y ou're both getting yoursel ves worked
up over nothing."

Timor swallowed. "But Mr. Béttle thinks-"

“I don't care what he thinks! The fellow has my sympathy, of course, but heisn't facing facts any
more than you are. Tim, | cautioned you yesterday about making afool of yoursdf.” The colone paused,
and hisface hardened. "Now | order you to drop the whole thing and forget about Wiley. Isthat clear?"

"But—but, Uncle Ira, you don't understand-"

"I understand well enough. The matter is closed, and confound it, | don't want to hear any more
about it!”

Timor's chin trembled. He fought back tearsthat had not come since hisfirst terrible wave of



homesi ckness when he and Odessa had arrived in Americato live with the colondl. He had aways been
at odds with hisuncle; this seemed the breaking point.

Suddenly he burst out rebellioudy, "I won't drop it! Wiley was my friend! He—he wasthe only
friend | had in this country and I'm not going to turn againgt him!"

Before the astonished colond could reply, Timor whirled away and went scrambling over the
rocks, then ran for the bridge.

It was not until he was across the bridge and well down the valley road that he beganto cadm a
little. He stopped, out of breath, and stood leaning against atree while he tried unhappily to decide what
to do next.

He couldn't go back and ask Odessato take him to the Forks. It would only cause more trouble
and make things difficult for her. Asfor hisuncle... The colonel was his guardian and he was supposed to
obey him. But how could he with things as they were?

Timor glanced down the shadowy road. It was nearly four milesto the Forks, and aready the
sun was below the western ridge. Could he make it by dark? He doubted it, and he had no desire to be
caught out in the blackness of amountain night with-out aflashlight. But he must see Nathaniel.

Resolutely he began to walk.

6
Sear cher

THE VALLEY narrowed afew hundred yards downstream, and the road began twisting tortuoudy
through awild area of nationd forest. Great trees crowded the dopes, shutting out the paling light from
overhead. The plunging creek could be glimpsed only occasionally below the tangles of laurel and
rhodo-dendron.

Timor shivered in the growing chill and wished that he had worn ajacket. He had forgotten how
quickly darkness comesin the mountains, and how the temperature can drop. It would be black night
long before he reached the Forks.

Once, a asmal sound behind him, he paused and glanced over his shoulder. Two deer, dimin
the eve-ning mist, had come down the dope and were crossing the road. They were so close he could
have tossed a pebble at them. In the cregping mist they vanished almost as soon as he saw them.

Thegght of themist brought hisfirst feding of unessiness. It was flowing dowly down the valley
like agray tide, obscuring everything it touched. He tried running for awhile, hoping to stay ahead of it.
The effort was wasted; he was soon forced to stop for bregth, and the chill gray tide crept over him.

Timor trudged on in the deepening grayness. He was trying to estimate how far he had walked
when he heard a car approaching. Suddenly fearful that it might be his uncle coming for him, he stepped
behind the nearest tree and stood waiting for it to pass.

It was not a car but atruck, as he soon realized by its rattle and the louder sound of its motor.
Probably some farmer from the other side of the Gap. Maybe the driver would give him aride. Hewas
on the point of leaving his hiding place when the swinging lights, appearing around a bend, glowed
through the mist and briefly illuminated the edge of the curving road ahead. Sudden shock went through
him.

He had only asecond's glimpse, but it was enough for him to make out the bulky figure of aman
flatten-ing againgt another tree hardly a dozen feet away.

Thetruck swept past. Itslights vanished around the next curve, and soon al sound of it waslost
inthe distance. Timor stood motionless, listening, not daring to move. In the gloom he could no longer
dis-tinguish the hiding figure, nor could he hear any stedlthy movement above the rushing of the creek.

Some returning fisherman? Surely not here, at thishour. And why bother to hide? He had not
seen the face clearly but the figure had seemed vaguely familiar. Those heavy shoulders—did they belong
to Brad James? Still, this had seemed to be amuch larger man than the deputy.

Timor had been briefly warmed by his short run, but now he was shaking with cold as the chilling mist bit



through his shirt. He couldn’t just stand here.

Carefully he began edging away from the protective tree, wondering if the man had seen him and
could possibly bewaiting for him to regppear. It was Timor'sintention to circle cautioudy asde before
going on, but as hel€eft the tree his eyes caught the vague gleam of aflashlight below the edge of the road
on hisright. The man had gone down the steep dope that fell away to the creek; now he seemed to be
stooped over, play-ing hislight along the rocks asif searching for some-thing.

Searching for what?

Suddenly it occurred to Timor that he must be very close to the spot where Old Wiley's truck
had crashed. Could the man be looking for the thing Wiley had thrown away?

Timor moved closer to the roads edge. Ashe did so, hisfoot struck aloose stone, and if did
downward over an area of fresh gravel that had spilled over the dope. Instantly the searcher's light went
out.

Timor crept stedthily away, then ran, thankful that the wild rushing of the stream masked his
footsteps. He did not expect to be followed, nor was he; but the experience had been unnerving. Why
would anyone be out looking for something at thistime of the eve-ning, and be so strangely secretive
about it?

The gloom had deepened; presently he could not even make out the trees near at hand. He kept
to the center of the road now, jogging aong to keep warm and judging direction by the fed of the gravel
under hisfeet. A car passed occasiondly, heading for the Forks. Each time he hid again, fearful not only
of hisuncle, but of the unknown searcher who undoubtedly had had some means of transportation
placed out of Sight in one of the timber trails.

It was agreat relief when he reached the lower valley; here the mist lay above the road, and soon
he was able to recognize the vague shape of afarm building close on hisleft, The Forkslay around the
next bend. Presently he saw the dim glow of lights at Grosser's store.

A few minutes later, shivering and nearly exhausted, he was huddled by the Sovein Nathaniel's
back room, soaking up the warmth of awood fire and sipping hot coffee from amug.

"Have you had anything to eat?' Nathaniel asked, Timor shook his head. "'|—there wasn't time.”

"Eat firg, then tell me about it. | know thisis pretty important, or you wouldn't have walked here
in the dark, and without ajacket."

A steaming plate of hash was set before him. Timor ateit gratefully. Finaly he sad, "'l talked to
Wiley again. Then—then | had trouble with my uncle.”

"Whét about?'

Timor told him. "But Wiley wanted me to see you thisevening, so | came anyway. He wantsyou
to find out where Brad James and Rance Gatlin went that night after the accident, and how long it took
them. Then he wants to know what Sammy Grosser did, and what time Shorty Malone and his partner
cameto work the next morning." He looked up curioudy. "Who is Shorty Maone?"

"Oh, asort of jack-of-al-trades. He usually drives atruck when he can get ajob.”

"Could—could he have been driving one of the gravel trucks parked by the diner that night?”

"Why, it's possible." Nathaniel got up, frowning. "That never occurred to me, but then | seldom
saw the drivers. They |eft the trucks here, loaded and ready to roll, and stopped by for them early the
next morning. But they did that only for afew days, when they were working up your way.

He found atelephone book, searched for anumber, and lifted the receiver of the wall phone
besdethefiling cabinet. "Pray thisthing till works. | haven't pad my last bill...”

The telephone was working, and presently Nathaniel was engaged in along and involved
conversation, most of which seemed to have nothing to do with the problem at hand. Timor, listening,
redlized Nathaniel was skillfully angling for information with-out ever asking adirect question.

Finaly he hung up and looked thoughtfully a Timor. " Shorty isataker, praise be. HEs given us
most of the answers. He and the other driver picked up ther trucks here at Six that morning.”

"lan't that sort of early?' Timor asked.

"Not when it gives them a chanceto get off early. That's how they want it." Nathaniel poured
himsalf amug of coffee and stood scowling at it. " Seems alot happened that night that | didn't hear



about, being in the hospital. There was ajailbreak over in Tennes-see, and our sheriff and hismen had to
set up road blocks and check dl the cars crossing the mountains. It was arough night for Rance Gatlin
and Brad. Since they were aready up on the Gap road because of Wiley, they were ordered to stay
there and keep watch till morning. Shorty passed them coming back to the Forks when he took hisfirst
load up.

Timor puzzled over this. It complicated everything. "If your box was thrown into one of the
trucks," he said, "Rance Gatlin didn't have a chanceto get it afterward—if he was the one who put it
there. But maybe Sammy got it."

"Or one of the drivers—depending on which truck it wasthrown in. If it was till inthe truck in
the morning, anyone would be bound to notice it the moment he opened the door. But somehow | don't
think it was Shorty. He's about as honest asthey come. Asfor the other man, Jackson...”

"But—but he hasn't got it," Timor said quickly. "Or Sammy, or anyone else. | just remembered.
Wiley said he's been following people around for days, and that no one has the box."

Nathaniel shook hishead. "I don't understand, Tim. If the box was tossed into one of the trucks,
someonetook it out. Evenif it fell on thefloor instead of the seet, you could hardly missseeing it.”

"Maybe it wasn't hidden in one of the trucks after all."

Nathaniel sat down, his brow furrowed. He sipped from his mug, and began tapping hislong
fingersonthetable. "Tim, just exactly what did Wiley tdll you about the box?"

"Well, | asked him if hedd found out who hasit, and he said: "Timmy, ain't nobody got that box.’
Then he told me held been following everyone around, and looking everywhere, and that it was mighty
queer. He was getting someidess, he said, only he needed more information right away.”

"l see. Anything e s=?"

"Only—only the questions he wanted you to cheek for him. Therewasalot | wanted to ask him,
but hisvoice faded again." He paused, and decided not to mention old Wiley'swarning. "Isthere any
way you can find out what Sammy Grosser did that night?!

Nathaniel made awry face. "Sammy will be aprob-lem, but I'll try. Everybody at Grosser's has
been talk-ing about your chair, so I'll go over and put in my two centsworth and see what | can dig up.
But first I’ d better take you home." He stood up and touched Timor on the shoulder. "I'm sorry about
thistrouble with your uncle, but it'll straighten out. Old army men are alittle tough at times, but you can
usudly count ontheminapinch.”

Timor said nothing. He dreaded going back and facing the colondl, nor had he any illusions about
the future. Y ou smply couldn't explain some matters to him. From now on, thingswere going to he
difficult.

Swaddled in an old hunting coat, he huddied in Nathanidl's battered jegp while it crept through
themist. The mist had settled like an impenetrable blanket in the lower valley. But miraculoudy, asthey
climbed higher, they broke out of it entirely and the road became clear ahead. Suddenly Timor
remembered what he had seen up here earlier.

"| forgot to tell you something,” he said quickly'. "I don't know exactly where | waswhen it
happened, but it couldn't have been very far from the place where Wiley's truck crashed.”

Nathaniel dowed, then stopped the jeep while Timor told about the hidden searcher. "I-I
couldn't seehisface" hesaid. "At firgt | thought it was Brad James, but he wastoo big.”

"Sounds like Sammy Grosser," Nathanid com-mented. " Sammy's the biggest fellow around
here

"But what would Sammy be looking for?"

"l don't know, Tim. It doesn't make sense. Of coursg, it could have been someone we don't
know about, someone who still thinks my tin box is up here and hasn't been found. Wasthe fellow
wearing acap or aha?'

“I believe he had on acap.”

"Then it must have been Sammy." Nathaniel shook his head, and drove on dowly. "'l dont
understand it and | don't likeit. I'm afraid we' ve overlooked some-thing. Tim, | don't trust either Sammy
or Gatlin, so | want you to be careful Y ou may not redlizeit, but most people up in these mountains are



rather super-ditious, even though they won't admit it. That includes scofferslike Brad James, and dmost
certainly the Gatlins”

"Not Brad James!"

“Yes. If he even suspected the truth about your chair, he'd be scared to degath of it. So you must
under-stand that the guilty person may possibly begin to believe that you know much more about him
than you actually do. And that could be dangerous.”

"|—I suppose s0.”

At the private road leading to the bridge, Nathanid said, "Would you like for meto comein and
talk to the colonel? Maybe | can easethingsabit.”

"Maybe you'd better not—he's probably in abad mood. Thanks anyway.” Timor got out, then
added, "1 don't know when I'll be able to see you again. If there's any more news, I'll have Odessatake
ittoyou."

A feding of lostness came over him as he watched Nathaniel drive away. Reluctantly he crossed
the bridge and approached the cabin.

The colond was seated by the fireplace, an unlighted pipe clenched between histeeth. He
looked up stonily as Timor entered, and Sowly placed the pipe on the table beside him.

Odessa, hurrying in from the kitchen, glanced worriedly a Timor, and said, "Daddy, please...”

“Keep out of this," the colonel told her shortly. And  to Timor, “Y ou took your time about
returning, young man. Where have you been?'

Timor swallowed. "|—I had to see Mr. Béttle, Sr."

"What about?"

It shard to explain, Sr. [—I just had to see him."

“If it sabout Wiley, you'vealot of explaining to do. Y ou ddiberately disobeyed me. I'll not have
that sort of thing."

Timor bit hislip, and remained sllent. The colond surveyed him, his gaunt jaws hardening.

"Tomorrow, when you've thought things over, well have alittle talk. In the meantime you're not
to leave this house without permission. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

"Yes gar.”

"Very wdl. Go to your room.”

7
Runaway

TIMOR dept little that night. He dozed and wakened, beset with worries, plagued by questions. Only
two more days remained, and Wiley's time would be up. How was he ever going to manage?
Once, long after the colonel had gone to bed, Odessa tapped softly on his door, opened it, and
whispered, "Timmy, are you awake?"

“Ves”

"l—I'm awfully sorry about what happened. It's my fault, redly. | shouldn't have told him about
our vigt to the Forks. But | was so afraid. Have you had anything to eat?’

"I'madl right. Nathaniel gave me something.”

"Oh. Did you have to see him again?'

"Y es. Wiley had amessage for him when | went back to the house, so | had to go.”

"l didn't realize." She paused, then whispered earn-estly, "Timmy, please don't be too upset over
Daddy. He doesn't understand, and he had a bad day—he dipped and broke his rod on the way home,
and lost hisbox of flies. Why don't you stay in bed in themorning, and it'll give me achanceto talk to
him."

"All right.”

After she had gone to her room he sat up and looked at the sassafras chair. In the darknessits



glow was so faint that he could barely make it out. Even so, he whispered hopefully, "Mr. Pendergrass?’

Wiley didn't answer. The old man was probably far away somewhere, trying to run down aclue.
And having trouble doing it, no doubt, considering he had to walk when he couldn't hitch aride. It wasall
S0 drange...

Wearily, Timor did hissmal body down under the covers and tried to deep.

Memory of the hidden watcher held him awake. A big man with heavy shoulders. . . It dmost
had to be Sammy Grosser. Only, if Sammy were the guilty one—It didn't make sense. As Nathaniel had
sad, they must have overlooked something. And it must be some-thing very important...

Seep findly came, but only in snatches. Twice more during the night he sat up, looking at the
chair, but its dim glow remained unchanged. When he dozed off for the last time the birds were beginning
to sing their dawn chorusin the hemlocks beyond the window.

Odessa awakened him late in the morning. He got up and dressed disconsolately, a growing
fedling of uneasiness cregping over him.

Ashewent into the living room Odessa said "'l've warmed up your breskfast. Y ou'd better eat it
before Daddy gets back.”

Timor blinked at the clock over thefireplace. It was after ten. "W—wherés Uncle Ira?'

"In town. He's been up for hours. He went to buy anew rod and some more flies. He—hetold
me to remind you that you were not to leave the house.”

He sat down and began picking at his breskfast. "Did—did you have achanceto talk to him
beforeleft?"

"I-" Odessa sat down on the other side of the She looked miserable. "I redly tried, but-" All at
once she clenched her hands angrily. "Oh, why does he have to be thisway? He's So unbending! But
maybeit's because he lived done so long. Timmy, what happened last evening after you left?"

He started to tell her, but his attention was suddenly diverted by the sight of a car coming over
the bridge. He frowned at it through the window. It was a yellow sports car with the top down.

"We're getting avigtor," he said, and wondered why the appearance of a strange car in the yard
should trouble him so.

The man who got out of it was dender, youngish in spite of hisgray hair, and he was wearing an
expen-sive ydlow jacket that matched the color of the car. He dung the strap of acameraover his
shoulder and strode lightly up to the porch. The word newspaper-man flashed through Timor's mind,
and hefdt asnk-ing sensation.

Odessa answered the stranger's knock.

"MissHamilton?'

To Timor, the voice was cdculatedly pleasant, as was the smile that went with it. Therewasa
falseness about it that added to his uneasiness,

"I'm Odessa Hamilton."

"I'm S LeGrande," the caller said, bowing dightly. "Festure writer for Southeastern News. I'm
sure you've noticed my articlesin some of the papers. You paint, | understand. In fact, | believe you had
avery notable exhibition in Washington recently.”

"| exhibited in Washington last winter," Odessa admitted.

"It isapleasure to meet such atdented painter,” Mr. LeGrande went on. "Sometime | must do a
specid feature on you. At present, however, I'm working on amountain series. Strange stories, legends,
that sort of thing. Y esterday 1 was visiting the editor of the local paper, and | wastold that one member
of y6ur family has comeinto possession of amost un-usua chair. Would you mind if | took a picture of
it?'

Odessa stood speechless for amoment. She glanced with stricken eyes at Timor, who was now
standing beside her. Timor felt asif the roof had falen upon him.

Suddenly Odessa smiled sweetly. "Why, Mr. Le-Grande, I’ ve no ideawhat you heard, but you
know how silly most gossip is. People can start with nothing whatever and build up the most ridiculous
taled" She managed avery convincing laugh. "Redlly, | wouldn't waste any time on Timmy's chair, if |
wereyou. It'sjust an ordinary chair.



"But made of sassafras,” Mr. LeGrande perssted, with adight tilt of hishead. "Ah, that makesa
differ-encel It isprobably the only sassafras chair in theworld. And even one in these parts knows that
sassafrasisan't like other woods. Furthermore, | understand it was made by one of the most disreputable
charactersin the mountains, and thet it arrived herein avery mysterious manner. Surely, Miss Hamilton,
you'll have to admit that we have here the ingredients of amost extraordinary fegture. It's something
everyone would enjoy reading, and of course no publicity ever hurt arisng painter.”

"|I—I'm afraid my father will have to be the judge of that," Odessa answered. "Here heisnow.”

Timor, glancing past Mr. LeGrande, saw the station wagon flash over the bridge and swing to a
quick stop beside the yellow sportster. The colond got out and stalked up to them with his head
outthrust.

Onelook a him, and Timor's spirits plummeted. Though it hardly showed on the surface, he
knew hisuncle was seething with fury.

Mr. LeGrande was not immediately aware of this as he introduced himsdlf to the colond, but he
soon redlized it when he began talking about the chair, and mentioned taking photographs.

"Request denied!" the colond snapped. "I’ll not have you or anyone el se taking pictures of that
confounded chair. | heard enough about it when | wasin town. Of dl theridiculoustales! How they ever
got garted!" He stopped, hiseyes going flintily to Timor, then he said coldly, "I'm sorry, Mr. LeGrande,
but I'll haveto ask you to leave. | have private businessto discuss with my family."

Mr. LeGrande shrugged, murmured his regrets, and departed with afaint smile on hisface.

In the cabin, Colonel Hamilton produced afolded newspaper and threw it on the table. "Read
that," he ordered in atight voice. "The Tattler's column.”

The paper was folded back to the familiar column in question. Timor reed it over Odessas
shoulder:

"Hereisajuicy bit that reached our desk just before press time. The story goes that a char made
of sassa-frasisreally loaded when it comes to magic. If you don't believe it, ask one of our young
summer resi-dents. Seems he found such a chair in his roomthe other evening, and it told him all
kinds of things we'd rather not repeat. Might be nice to have such a chair—were it not for the
doubtful characters one might find sitting in it at midnight.”

"Oh dear!" gasped Odessa, “How did that ever...”

"Thatisntdl," grated the colond. "Everywhere | went this morning, someone wastaking or
laughing about it. What | heard is past belief. Now | come home and find a prying newspaper hawk
camped on my doorstep.”

Heglared a Timor. ™Y oung man, you've some explaining to do. Let'shaveit.”

Timor wet hislips. Thiswas a showdown, and he could think of no way of escaping it.

“I—I guessit started with Brad James, he began. "He—he's one of the deputies at the sheriff's office.
Y esterday he overheard metelling Nathaniel Battle about the chair.”

"And what did you tell thisfellow Battle?"

Timor swalowed. Hefdt alittlesck. "Unclelra, | told himwhat | had to tell him. | mean, it was
only thetruth.”

"Thetruth about what?"

"The chair—and Wiley."

"Just what is the truth?' the colonel demanded. "Out with it!"

"Y ou—you wouldn't believe meif—if | told you," Timor stammered.

"Itisn't aquestion of what | believe! | know what | heard. Now | want the facts from you!™

Timor closed his eyes and gave asilent prayer. Then he drew a deep breath and straightened.
"The other night | thought | heard Wiley trying to call me, but | couldn’t see, or even hear him plainly till
he sat in the chair. There's something special about that chair, because when Wiley sat in it he became as
plain asday. He'strying to find Mr. Battl€'s box, and—and he wanted me to help him. So that's what
I've been doing.”



Colonel Hamilton stared at him in stark silence for long seconds. Then astrangling sound came
from histhroat. Suddenly he rasped, "Of dl the crazy nonsense! Thisis postively ridiculous! It'sthe most
utterly and completely ridiculousyarn I've ever heard! Tim, | thought you had a good head on your
shoulders but something's either wrong with it, or you've turned into aliar. | prefer to think you've had a
hallucination.”

Timor said stubbornly, "I can't help what you think, sir. | know what | heard and saw. Anyway,
what's wrong with Wiley trying to get meto hep him--espe-cidly if I'm the only person hel's abile to get
in touch with? Just because we' rein Americawhere people dont...”

"Stop it!" roared the colond. "I've heard enough! Not another word out of you about that rascal
Wiley or the chair.”

"But...”

"Takethat thing out of the house and get rid of it!”

"B-but it'smy chair! Wiley madeit for me. He-"

"You heard mel"

"Daddy, please," Odessapleaded. "It's Timmy'schair. It isn't right to make him-"

"Y ou keep out of this" the colone snapped. "'If Tim doesn't get rid of that chair thisminute, I'l1
takeit out mysdlf and break it up and burn it. Tim, I've given you an order. How long isit going to take
you to obey it?'

Trembling, Timor ran to hisroom. He picked up the sassafras chair and carried it outside. Blindly
he went sumbling away with it through the trees.

Once, far behind him, he heard Odessacall, but he did not stop. He plunged on, dragging or
carrying the precious chair through thickets and over rocks, hardly noticing or caring where he went so
long as he put distance between himsdlf and the cabin. A great dedl of distance.

When he hdlted at last, panting with exertion, he could hear only forest sounds around him. There
was no level placeto put the chair, so helet it lay where he had stopped, and dumped down besideit.

Now what should he do?

He couldn't leave the chair here in the woods, un-cared for. Asfor returning to the cabin and
facing hisuncle...

"I won't go back," he muttered. "I won't do it.

At least not today. Tomorrow, maybe, after held figured afew things out. If he got hungry, he
could find food in the woods. Old Wiley had taught him something about that. But how was he going to
man-age to stay in touch with Nathaniel ?

Suddenly Timor realized how foolish he had been. Instead of running away blindly, he should
have crossed the bridge and headed for the Forks. The proper place for the chair was at Nathaniel's
shop. It would be safe there, and he could stay with Nathanid till the box was found.

All a once he sat up, thinking of Wiley. Wiley'stime would be up tomorrow. How could they
possibly find the box so soon? But somehow it must be done. Tomorrow was Saturday, and in afew
more days—unlessthey could locate the box—Nathaniel would lose everything. Nathanidl, and the
Connorstoo. He had never met the Connors, but he felt sorry for them.

Timor got to hisfeet. The thing to do, he decided, would be to hide the chair at a convenient spot
near the road, then hike to the Forks. He and Nathaniel could pick up the chair later in the jeep.

Only, where was he now?

Heturned dowly around, trying to get his bearings. He couldn't be very far from the cabin,
perhaps only afew hundred yards. Had he gone upstream? No, he must have taken the path that led to
the spring, and left it somewhere when the going got too steep. The creek, surdly, would be down the
dopeonhisright.

Somewhere he could hear water running. Strangely though, the sound seemed to be coming from
hisleft.

Again heturned around. From where he stood the ground soped away in two directions, then
shot up on adl sdesto heights unseen through the dense forest growth. He could not recdl ever having
been in this spot before. But surely that must be the familiar creek he heard. He hoisted the chair upon his



back and began making hisway downward toward the sound.

A few minutes later he stopped, bewildered, blink-mg at asmall waterfal that came tumbling
over aledge. From it atiny stream gurgled away through a dark tangle of rhododendrons.

Hadn't Wiley once mentioned awaterfall some-where over beyond his shack? This must beit.
But where was Wiley's place from here?

It wasimpossible to guess. Thiswas such strange up-and-down country, full of hidden coves and
littletwigting valeysthat ran in every direction. Wiley had cautioned him about going on hikesand
dtraying too far from any familiar area. "Take the wrong turn,” had once said "an'
afdler can get himsdf lost in notime. 'Tain't like the flat lands down on the coast. Up here, once you lose
sght of themain valey, you an't got no roads or nothin' to guide you. It'smainly nationd forest, an' some
of itsmighty wild."

Thispart of it looked very wild, and it seemed incredible that he could be so near hisuncle's
place and not know where it was. In hisflight he must have taken too many turns and come farther than
he'd thought. He placed the chair on the edge of amossy log, so that it sat level, and looked &t it with
sudden hope.

"Mr. Pendergrass?' he called.

After afew minutes of caling and waiting, he knew it was no use. Anyway, how would Wiley
know where to find him? If the old man had to use shank's ponies and hitch ridesto get around, he was
probably miles away.

Timor sat down in the chair and tried to think. Wouldn't the sun give direction? He glanced up
through the green tangle, but al he could see was atiny patch of darkening sky. It looked likerain.

Wi, there was another solution. Water runs down-hill, and Wiley had said if you followed any
stream long enough you were bound to come out near aroad. And didn't al the streamsin thisarearun
into the same creek? Of course!

With the chair hoisted on his small shoulders, the back of it resting on his head, Timor began
following the curving stream. He had to stay on the dope wdll aboveit to avoid the tangles, and the going
was hard and painfully dow. Therewas no trail, and the ungainly chair was forever bumping into trees
and shrubs. More than once, asit became heavier with passing time, he considered leaving it under atree
and returning for it later. But that would never do. If helogt it, he might search for dayswithout finding it.

Timor did not have awatch and it was hard to judge the creeping hours, but findly there camea
moment of exhaustion when hefet he could go no farther. He dropped the chair and sank down beside
it, shivering in the drizzling rain that was beginning to fall. 1t had been chilly when he got up thismorning,
and fortu-nately he had put on aheavy shirt. Y et it waslittle protection againgt rain.

"Hari busuk!" he muttered, lapsing disconsolately into Maay with an expression he used only
when everything had gone wrong. Why hadn't he headed straight for Nathaniel's? How foolish held been!
It was getting late, and he would soon he soaked through. Where could he spend the night?

Then, above the dow patter of rain dripping from the leaves, he became aware of another sound.
A distant rushing...

Abruptly hewas on hisfeet again, tugging at the chair. Minutes later he went scrambling down
over ajumble of moss-covered boulders, dragging the chair behind him. The rain wasincreasing, but he
hardly noticed it. Before him was the creek, and directly on hisleft where the tiny stream entered it, was
anim-mense ydlow rock with alog acrossit.

Timor gaveasgh of relief. Thiswas aspot he remembered well, for held fished here often last
sum-mer. It wasal of amile from his uncl€'s place, though little more than a hundred yards from old
Wiley's shack.

Seng Hunter



WILEY'S SHACK was aone-room affair with asmall porch in front that faced the creek, and an open
shed on the side that had been used as awork-shop. So thick was the growth around the place that a
chance visitor could approach within ahundred feet of it and hardly suspect its presence.

Timor, ssumbling aong the overgrown path at the rear, reached the shed first and set his precious
burden down by the workbench. For amoment he stood |ean-ing wearily against the bench, so thankful
for having reached his haven that he was hardly aware of being soaked to the skin. Then a sudden fit of
shivering reminded him that the day—what was left of it—was turning colder by the minute. HEd better
getinddeand build afire.

From the shed a small door opened into a corner of the shack. He tried the latch, and found it
was securely barred on the insgde. He hurried around to the porch and tried the heavy front door. It too
was barred. For an instant he wondered how Rance Gatlin had entered—for surely the deputy had
broken in somehow. Hadn't Gatlin mentioned that, in searching for Wiley's keys, hed found noneinside
the place?

Timor shook his head, and began groping under the steps. Findlly his exploring fingers closed
upon ashort but heavy piece of wire with ahook at one end. On the porch again, he thrust the hook into
an al-but-hidden crack in thewadll, turned it carefully, and drew it out. The hook brought with it the end
of arawhidethong. A quick jerk of the thong, a pressure on the latch, and the stout door creaked open.

Histeeth were chattering with the chill as he sum-bled forward in the cabin's dimness and
crouched by the fireplace. Kindling and wood were dready in place, awaiting amatch—a circumstance
that seemed strange, though he wastoo tired to give it more than fleeting thought. His unsteady hand
found amatch in the wooden matchbox on the right, but it sputtered out in the rainwater that ran down
hisarms. He was more careful with the next match, and presently flames were legping up from the
kindling.

When the fire was blazing brightly he brought the sassafras chair inside, then closed and barred
both doors, stripped off his sodden clothing, and wrapped himself in ablanket from the foot of the bed.

Timor wastoo exhausted for thought as he dumped down before the fireplace. The chair wasn't
heavy, but hisarms ached from carrying it so long, and hiswhole body throbbed after the unaccustomed
exertion of scrambling over rough country.

Gradudly the fire'swarmth went through him and his head began to nod.

When he opened his eyes he found he was curled up by the hearth, with only hisface exposed in
the cocoon of the blanket. The fire had died to aglowing mass of embers. He got up tiffly, threw more
wood on the fire, then unbarred the front door and glanced out. It was black night outside. Therain had
stopped though moisture still dripped from the trees A few yards away the swollen creek rushed past
with aroaring.

Suddenly redlizing he was very hungry, Timor closed the door and lighted the old kerosene lamp
that wasin its accustomed place on the table. For thefirst time he peered about him curioudly.

The place, with its handmade furniture, and familiar herbs hanging from the rafters, looked exactly
asheld seenit last. But if Rance Gatlin had broken in to search through Wiley's things the room would
have been |eft in disorder. It was hard to imagine either of the deputies bothering to clean up their litter.

Y et the tiny cabin was as spotlesdy clean asif Wiley had just stepped out of it. The bed was carefully
made, the dishes were washed and stacked on the shelf, the floor had been swept recently, and al the
clothing put away in the corner cupboard. Even the woodbox was piled high with fresh wood and
kindling.

Who could have donedl this?

Timor glanced at the sassafras chair. The golden wood was glowing in the firelight. He watched it
in sudden hope, praying that Wiley would appear and tell him what had been going on. At the moment
nothing would have made him fed better than to see and talk to his old friend again. But the chair
remained empty, and the only sounds that could be heard were the steady roaring of the creek, the
crackling of thefire, and asmall noise asif some night creature were on the prowl outside.

Then Timor went rigid. Something was on the porch, something large, for it was heavy enough to
make one of the boards creak. Someone was out there, moving stealthily up to the door.



He stared at the door, and felt aquick stab of fright as he saw that held forgotten to dide the bar
inplace. A faint click drew hiseyesto the ancient latch. Terror mounted in him as he watched the latch
dowly risewith the pressure of the unknown hand on the other side.

It wastoo late to legp forward and thrust the bar into its dot. He snatched up the only weagpon in
reach—one of Wiley's old walking sticks standing beside the fireplace—and managed to cry out boldly,
"Who's there? What do you want?"

He heard a surprised grunt, and the door swung open. A gaunt figurein patched overals stood
on the threshold. The narrow face that stared uncertainly back a him from under a shapeless hat was
grim, youngish, unshaven, and somehow very familiar. Then herealized it was the ginseng hunter he had
glimpsed here last year.

"Oh—it'syou!" Timor said at last. "Y ou sort of scared me.”

"Didn’'t amto." The grim face relaxed atrifle. 'Y ou kinda had me worried. Y ou—you're that
Hamilton boy, an't you?'

"I'm Tim Hamilton."

"Y ou been herelong?"

"Sincejust before dark. Why?"

"That feller Battle at the Forks, he come up here lookin' for you. Reckon he just missed you.”

"Nathaniel? He was looking for me?"

"Y eah. Folks are saying you done run off an' got yourself lost. They're gettin' up a search party
down a the Hamilton place now.”

Timor's mouth fell open with shock. He should have redized thiswould happen. Hefdt alittle
sck.

The ginseng hunter was scowling a him. "Never figgered it wasyou in here. Reckon 1'd better go
back an' tell them people whereyou are.

"No!" Timor burst out. "Please don't! | can't go hometonight. | just can't.”

"How come?"

"|—I've something to do here. It'sterribly impor-tant.”

The hunter shrugged. "Well, | ain't exactly itchin’ to go back. | was on my way over the Gap, an'
| promised that Battle feller 1'd stop by an' have another 1ook..."

Sound died in the ginseng hunter sthroat. His widening eyes were fastened on the sassafras chair.
Timor had been standing in front of it, but as he stepped aside to replace Wiley's stick, the chair was
suddenly exposed to full view. The yellow wood glowed strangdly in thefirdlight.

The gaunt hunter gave astrangled gasp. ™Y -you brung it back herel™

Timor blinked a him. "Are you the one who I€eft it in my room the other night, with the key?"

"Yeah." The man had backed into the door; it dosed behind him and now heflattened againdt it,
hisgrim facetightening. "Ain't you afraid of it?"

"Of course not! Wiley was my friend. Why should | be afraid of achair he made for me?"

"B-but it glows—an' sometimesit glows ahegp too bright to be naturd.”

“Sure. Wiley aways said there was something specid in the wood—and thereis. HE's proved it.”

The hunter svallowed. "Then it'strue—all thetak that's goin' around? That you seen Wiley in the
chair —-an’ —an' he told you things?"

Timor nodded slently.

The man swalowed again. "I knowed it wastrue. | just knowed it. That chair waysworried
me. Then the other night it tarted glowin' terrible bright in the firdight. Sure gave me an awful turn.
Figgered Wiley was after me about what | done. | done himwrong, | reckon. Real wrong. | just couldn't
gand it, so | started to throw the chair in the creek—then | remembered Wiley sayin' held madeit for
you. So | took it over to your place an' left it." The hunter paused, and asked, "W-why did you bring it
back?'

"l had to." Timor explained while he spread his sodden clothes on a bench nearer thefire. "So
you see" he finished, "theré's nothing about the chair to be afraid of. Wiley'strying to help.”

"Mebbe heis, but it don't make me fed no better about it. Has—has Wiley told you anything



about me?'

"I-I'm not sure,” said Timor, thinking quickly. "What's your name?"
The gaunt man hesitated. "Folks around here, they call me Joey Jackson."”

Timor's heart skipped a beat. " Are you the Jackson that was working with Shorty Malone at the
time of the accident?"

"Yeah. Mean’ Shorty drovetrucksfor alittle while, haulin' gravel up thiswav. First job I'd had
inalong spdl. | hunt for seng, mainly, but you can't find it after it losesits leaves and berries.”

Timor, fill clutching his blanket about him, sat down on the edge of the bench. His hunger was
momentarily forgotten. Remembering the man's hesi-tation over his name, he asked, " Jackson isn't your
red name, isit?'

The ginseng hunter glanced uneasily’ at the chair and moistened hislips. "Jackson's part of it. The
wholething's Joey Jackson Pendergrass, but Wiley figgered I'd make out better gettin’ ajob it nobody
knowed | was hisrelation. Folksthink, because afeller'sa Pendergrass...”

Timor gaped a him. Then be exclaimed, "I didn't know Wiley had ardativel”

"Reckon I'm the onliest onel&ft," Joey mumbled. "Pa, he died last winter, so there'sjust me. He
wasWiley'scousin.”

"Oh." Timor congdered thisamoment, then continued, "'If you're Wiley's only relative, then this
place belongsto you.”

“Yesh Surewould liketo live here, but | can't clam it.”

""Too many things gone wrong.

"What things?"

“Just—jugt things."

"Y ou mean about the robbery and al?"

" egh"

"Why don't von tel me about it?" Timor urged. "It may help usboth." Helooked knowingly at the
chair. "There hasn't been timeto ask Wiley much about you...”

Joey stole asidelong glance at the chair and shifted hisfeet. Timor held his breath, amost
expecting the hunter to bolt into the night. As he watched the tight, unshaven face, he redlized Joey was
much younger than he appeared. Why, he's hardly as old as Odessa, Timor thought.

"|—I reckon if | don't tell you, Wiley will," Joey said at last. "But you gotta promise you won't et
on to them deputies. | don't trust 'em.”

"Of course | promise. | fed the same way about them.”

Joey drew adeep breath. "Thetroubleis, | waswith Wiley that night. H-héld do anything for a
feller. Even used to buy up seng from needy folks, an' pay more‘n he could sdll it for. Anyway, he took
me down to the Forks that night." Joey paused. He looked miserable.

Timor managed not to show his astonishment. "No one saw you a the Forks. Where were you?"

"l—I was hidin' back in them pineswhere Wiley parked histruck. Y ou see, it wasthisway: Pa,
he used to make likker when we couldn't find seng. When he died, there wasn't no money to pay for
things, an' al | had was some of hislikker; My car was broke down, so | got Wiley to haul the stuff to
the Forks. While | unloaded it, he went to see the feller that was buyin' it. The reason he come runnin'
back an' drove away so fast was to make them deputies chase him. If they hadn't chased him, they'd 'a
caught mewith that likker. Then I'd 'a lost thejob I'd just got, an' I'd bein jail now.”

Timor could only shake his head. He was beyond words.

Joey gulped. Suddenly he burst out defensively, "I know what you're thinkin—that | could 'a
saved Wiley from being blamed for that robbery. But what was aféller to doin my place?’

"I don't know. But if you were hiding in the pines when Mr. Battle was being robbed, you must
have seen...”

"But | did see, an' that’ sthe worst part.”

"Y ou—you know who did it?" Timor asked quickly.

"Sure | know. Leastways, | know it had to be one of two fellers—mebbe both of ‘em. If I'd been



watchin' more careful . . ., but | waswaitin' for Wiley, see, an wasn't payin' no mind to Battle's place.
But | noticed that Grosser feller—what's his name?"

"Y eah. That Sammy was out back there for aminute. Then the next time| looked | seen Deputy
Gatlin headin' for the gravel trucksthat Shorty Maone an' me had |eft near the diner.”

"Did you noticeif Mr. Gatlin threw anything in one of the trucks?'

Joey shook his head. "I was wonderin about Wiley, an' didn't have no notion somethin' was
wrong till somebody started shoutin' an’ Wiley come runnin'. | was scared to hang around after heleft, so
| walked down to Shorty's house where | had aroom at the time. I—I didn't hear about what happened
to Wiley till the next mornin', when Shorty an' me went to work." Joey paused, and swalowed, "It-it sure
shook me up bad. An' theworst of it was| couldn't tell nobody what | knowed. Who'd believe me?
Specidly if it was Gatlin that did it.”

Timor nodded dowly. "If it was Deputy Getlin...”

"l wouldn't have achance,” muttered Joey. "That feller, hed like as not kill meif he thought |
knowed. An' lemmetell you somethin': if he'sthe one, you ain't safe either. Everybody's sayin' that
Wiley's come back to tell you what happened at the Forks, so that you're bound to know the truth. If |
wasyou, | wouldn't be hidin" here plum' done. Y ou'd be better off at your uncle's place where there's
folksaround."

"No," said Timor. "I've got to Stay here with the chair.”

Joey shifted hisfeet nervoudy. “Well, if you're plum' bent on stayin', | reckon you'll bedl right till
mornin’. Y ou get hungry, there's some canned stuff on them shelves™" His hand groped for the door latch,
and he added, "If—if anybody comes, you better not put no trust in these doors. Them depuities, they
broke down the back door gettin' in. This place was a pure messwhen | come back here. Took me
three daysto repair thingsan' clean it up.”

Timor watched him open the door. A little chill crept through him at the prospect of being left
aone."You—you haveto go?'

Joey's eyes crept once more to the chair; he flinched and turned quickly away. "I—I'd better.
Got ajob over the Gap now, takin' care of them summer cabins

Heamost ran out into the night.

Timor barred the door and stood uncertainly by the hearth while hetried to get histhoughtsin
order. Through his mind flashed apicture of Nathaniel hunt-ing for him, of the search party being
organized, and of Odessal sworried face. He redlly ought to tell Odessawhere hewas hiding. If he could
manage to see her without the colond knowing. ..

Frowning, he examined his clothes, and rearranged them on the bench to dry better. Then hunger
drove him to the shelf where severa cans were stacked. He opened a can of black-eyed peas, warmed it
in the fireplace, and used a spoon to eat directly from the can. He was washing up in theicy spring water
piped to the sink when he heard his name called. He whirled. The sassafras chair was glowing, and old
Wiley, gasping and wheezing, wasjugt Stting downiniit.

"Thank Pete an’ bless Joe," Wiley muttered. "Thetime | had findin' you! Lemme get my
breeth...”

"Oh, I'm glad you're here," Timor began. "I .. .”

"If you had to run off, why in the blue thunderation didn't you go to Nathaniel's? Ain't you got no
sense, Timmy?'

"l—I wasn't thinking. Everything went wrong. | had more trouble with Uncle Ira, and he ordered
meto get rid of the chair. After | left | sort of got lost.”

"So | figgered. Ding blatt it, I been herefive timestoday."

"Fivetimes You must be awfully tired, Mr. Pendcr-grass.”

"Nope. I'm kinda getting the hang of things. Never had no trouble squeezin' past alocked door,
or seein’ inthe dark, but when afeller like me hasto hitch rides . . Anyway, I'm learnin” how to zip dong
alittle. Sure savesthe feet, but it's rough on the rest of me." He took along bregath, then wheezed out,
"Timmy, | just come from your uncles place. Y ou know what's happenin'?”



"The search party? Joey Jackson just told me about it.

"Eh? Joey's been here?" Wiley's gnarled hands clutched the chair arms. "Y ou get himto talk to
you?"

Timor nodded quickly. "He admitted he was at the Forks with you that night. HE's fill pretty
scared about it."

Old Wiley gruntcd. "Joey, he' sagood lad, but he scares easy. Thetrouble | had, making him
carry the chair over to your place! Timmy, |—I hated to tell you about that likker business. It ain't anice
thing to talk about, an' poor Joey, he wasin a pure pickle. Didn't know how we could get hisside of it,
him bein' astranger around here, an' not much for talk. Did—did hetell you if he seen anything that
night?'

Timor repested what Joey had told him.

Wiley's sapphire eyeswere glittering. "1'm gettin' close to something—mighty close. Now, |
missed on makin' it to Nathaniel's when you went back there. What did he learn?”

As Timor went over his second visit to the shop, the old man's wizened face began to pucker.
Suddenly he muttered, "By Dooley, there's something wrong. Sure as Simon, it was that Gatlin rasca
who robbed Nathaniel—he's as ornery as a bob-tailed weasdl, just like his brother. But, what's
happened to the box? He ain't got it, an his brother ain't got it either, or I'd ‘a found it for sure.”

"Maybe he put it in Joey'struck, and Joey found it the next morning before Mr. Gatlin got back
to the Forks. Do—do you think Joey could have hidden it somewhere, and is afraid to say anything
about it?'

"Nope," Wiley said emphatically. "Joey couldn't hide nothin' from me Anyway, if held found it, he
wouldn't 'a dept till he'd sneaked it back to Nathanidl. Theré's something else, but | can't quite put my
finger onit."

"What about the man | saw searching along the road? Wasit Sammy Grosser?'

"Y ep. HE's been out searchin near every' night. Sammy, he's pigheaded. | figger he'sfool enough
to think it was Nathaniel's box | throwed from the truck when Gatlin was after me, an' that it ain't never
been found."

Timor considered thisamoment, then shook his head. "Mr. Pendergrass, | think you're wrong
about Sammy. But first, what wasit you threw out of the truck?"

Old Wiley looked uncomfortable. "Pshaw, Timmy, it wasjust my cough medicine.”

"Y our cough medicing!”

"Y ep. My cough was bad that night, So | took the medicineaongin alittleglassjar, but |
couldn't afford to have them deputies catch me with it. Y ou see, it come out of one o' Joey'sjugs.”

"Oh!" Timor dmogt burgt out laughing. Findly he said thoughtfully, "Mr. Pendergrass, if Sammy
was sneaking around the back of Nathanidl's place that night, he'd know very well you didn't take the
box. What's more, if he didn't take it himself, he—he'd be bound to know who did. So, what isit he
keepslooking for dong the road?’

Wiley gaped at him. "Blessed if | know. If the box got lost on the road somehow, you'd think
Gatlin would belookin' for it too. But Gatlin ain't never been out searchin’. By Dooley', | know | ain't
figgered him wrong—but | sure done some wrong figgerin' some-where."

The old man sat scowling amoment while he dowly pounded onefist againgt the chair arm.
Abruptly hesaid, "Timespassin'. | better start trackin' this down fast, whilel still got my juice an cackle.”
He stood up, started to fade, then clutched the chair again. "Timmy, don't stay here tonight. Go back to
your uncles—it'd he a heap better, an' you don't want folksto worry.”

"BUL"

"Dolikel say. But before you go, you'd better hide the chair.”

"Hideit?Y ou redly think-*

"You'retootin' right | think it better be hidden. Joey, he ain't the only person scared of it by now.
The word's out that you got atalkin' chair that tells secrets an' there's plenty folks with a bad conscience
would liketo take an ax toit. By mornin' therell be some of ‘em lookin' for it here.”

"Doyouthink it'll be safein your barn?'



"Nope. Put it in them bushes behind my spring. Y ou'll need aflashlight—there oughtahC onein
thetable drawer. An', Timmy, you be mighty careful goin' home. Don't let nobody seeyou...”
Wiley faded suddenly away.

9
Sammy

FOR A MONIENT after Wiley had gone, Timor stood blinking unhappily at the chair. He sud-denly
dreaded the hours ahead. Return and stay at his uncle's place? No, he couldn't face the colonel again, at
least not tonight. Y et the search party ought to be stopped. He must dip back and manage somehow to
see Odessa

But firgt the chair must be hidden.

Hurriedly he began to dress. His shirt was gill too damp to wear; after aquick search inthe
cupboard he found a clean one of Wiley's, and an old jacket which he drew on over it. The jacket
swaddled him, though it was comfortable enough with the deevesrolled up.

Theflashlight wasin the table drawer. He tested it and found that the battery was still good.
Unbarring the back door, he opened it cautioudy and stood listen-ing to the night; findly he carried the
chair into the shed and closed the door behind him.

Wiley's spring lay severd hundred feet away, on the dope behind the tumbledown barn that had
not been used in years. With the chair balanced over his head, Timor set out warily through the dark,
following the overgrown path leading to the barn. Every movement of the light brought the shapes of
twisted treeslegp-ing into view, and unpleasant shadows that seemed to crawl threateningly al about
him. Fearful that the light might attract attention, he kept it at an angle and began using it sparingly. Near
the barn he paused. The path here was muddy from the rain. Mindful of telltale footprints, he circled
away from the barn and kept to the woods until he reached the dope. He found the spring at last, and
carefully thrust the chair into the rhododendron thicket aboveit.

Reieved, yet missing the comfort that the chair somehow gave him, he retraced his stepsto the
path. A few yards from the cabin he stopped, wondering which would be the best route to hisuncl€'s
place.

Directly on hisright, winding through the blackness on this sde of the creek;, lay the old wagon
trail, now overgrown with smal trees. It was the way he had usudly taken when visting Wiley, and it
would hardly be overlooked by anyone searching for him. Maybe it would be safer to crossthe
footbridge and use the road on the other side. He would have to hide from cars, but he doubted that
anyone would be watching for him in that direction.

Timor had reached the little bridge spanning the creek when he remembered that he had | eft
Wiley'slamp burning on the table, and the back door un-barred.

Heturned back, hurried through the shed, entered the rear door and did the bar in place. To
leave, he would have to use the front door, and manipulate the bar on the outside by means of thewire
hook and a second thong.

Timor found the hook, blew out the lamp, and un-barred the front door. He was on the point of
leaving when he thought of the blanket he had used earlier. He dipped the hook and flashlight into his
jacket pocket, rolled up the blanket quickly, and threw it across his shoulder as he headed for the door.

Too late he heard the stealthy tread on the front porch. He leaped for the bar, but a heavy hand
thrust the door open in hisface.

Timor staggered backward, staring with sudden terror at the hulking figure that nearly filled the
door-way. In the dim red glow from the fire the broad face under the cap was hardly recognizable as
belonging to Sammy Grosser.

"W-what do you want?' Timor stammered.

Sammy did not answer immediately. He moved inside, kicking the door closed behind him; his



mouth worked soundlesdy as hislittle eyes darted about the shadowed room. There were severd chairs
in the cabin, two of them graceful ladderbacks Wiley had made. Sammy's gaze fastened on one, newer
than the other.

“Isthat it?" he demanded, hisvoice oddly tight and hoarse. Without waiting for areply he
snatched up the chair, raised it high and smashed it against the floor. Then he legped upon it, stamping it
to pieces under his boots. Breathing rapidly, he backed away from the wreckage, alook of amost
frightened satis-faction twigting hisfeatures.

Timor glared a him, shaking with sudden fury and disgust. 'Y ou—you’ ve no right to destroy
other peopl€sthingd” he burst out.

"You'd kill asnake, wouldn't you?' Sammy mut-tered, "That thing'sworsen asnake, but it won't
betdlin' nomoretales”

"What are you so afraid of ?* Timor cried angrily. "Did you rob Nathaniel ?*

"No, | never robbed 'im! Who says| did?"

"Y ou were seen there that night.”

Sammy glowered at him, and licked hislips. "Who says he seen me?’

But the moment the words were out he gulped, and fright widened hislittle eyes. "Honet," he
pleaded. "I can't help what W-Wiley told you, but | swear | never took that box! | swear it!"

"But you wanted it, and you know who did takeit,” Timor ingsted. "And you know it wasn't
Wiley."

Sammy swallowed again, but he refused to speak.

Timor found himsalf asking, ""Does the man who took it know what you've been doing every
night? Y ou—you've been seen out dong theroad, searching....”

"No—no!" Sammy backed away, badly shaken. Hisfoot touched a splintered dat from the
broken chair and he kicked at it savagely. The dat flew across the hearth into the glowing coals Asit
caught firehe dared at it in asort of horror, asif suddenly redlizing the enormity of alowing this particular
bit of wood to bum. Abruptly he lunged to the fireplace and snatched the piece out.

Hisface went blank with surprise. Sowly hisjaws knotted. "Thisain't sassafras. It—it'sjust plain
hickory."

He hurled the fragment back into the fire and turned furiously on Timor. "Y ou tricked mel!
Wheréesthe chair Wiley made for you? What'd you do with it?"

Timor edged away, retreating behind the table.

"Whereisit?' Sammy ground out. “ Y ou tell me, or | I'll make you wish you was dead.”

Timor dodged the clutching fingers and raced around the table to the door. He managed to jerk it
open just as Sammy's big paw came down on his shoulder. He felt the blanket being jerked from him
then hewasfree and running blindly into the night.

Behind him alight swept the trees. Timor dropped to the ground and crawled to the nearest trunk
and crouched behind it, trembling. Asthelight moved closer hetried vainly to dow hisfrightened
breathing, which seemed loud enough to be heard above the clatter of the creek. The light stopped,
swung about, and began angling in what he guessed was the direc-tion of the bridge. Presently it vanished
in thethick growth.

Timor got up and began fedling hisway cautioudy through the blackness. It was reassuring to
hear the creek on hisleft. That meant he was heading down-stream, following the old wagon trail. It
would befoolish to turn back now and risk crossing the bridge. Sammy must have come that way if he
had driven up from the Forks, and would surely lie waiting some-where near the bridge, watching for him
to cross.

Timor drew out hisflashlight, but it was long minutes before he dared useit, and then only with
cautiousflickers. Savefor the dender young poplar trees that had grown up in thetrail, the route was
fairly easy, if winding. Asthe danger from behind lessened, he began puzzling over what he had learned.

He was sure now that Sammy hadn't taken the box. But if Sammy had seen Gatlin take it, why al
the searching for something aong the road? If the box was lost, wouldn't Deputy Gatlin and his brother
be looking for it too? What had happened to the box if neither of the Gatlinshad it?



Timor stopped, suddenly forgetful of the uncertain blackness pressing about him. In spite of what
Wiley thought—and Wiley had been wrong before—had they al made amistake about the deputy? Was
someone e seinvolved, someone they hadn't even thought of ? As Nathaniel had said, they'd certainly
overlooked something. Even Wiley admitted that. What could it be?

Somewherein the back of hismind Timor could feel the answer lurking. It waslike a hidden trout
in ashadowed pool. If he could only reach out and get closer toiit. . . He closed his eyes and tried hard
to bring the overlooked thing into view, but the effort only drove it farther away. Answers, held learned,
usualy cameto him unbidden. It didn't help to strain over them.

He opened his eyesto the redlity of the dark, and stiffened as alight swept through the trees ahead.

Timor crouched and scrambled quickly out of thetrail. Ingtinctively he had turned to hisright,
where the ground doped upward through heavy timber. Stedlthily he began crawling over the sodden legf
mold, groping in the blackness for a hiding place. His hand touched what seemed to beastump or a
dead tree, and he managed to squirm behind it just asthe exploring light flicked aong the dope.

Presently he heard the low murmur of voices, then the crunch of damp twigs near him on thetrail.
Two men were talking. One muttered, "He never come thisway. Reckon we ought to go on to Wiley's?"

"Wed better,” the other advised. "He |l cut over inthisdirectionif hean't lost."

"You don't believe heslog?!

"With that devilish chair? Don't ssem likely. | say he'shidin', but helll try to makeit to Wiley's
when he gets hungry an wants a place to deep.”

"But Sammy's kecping watch up there.

"Sammy ain't got no patience. If that kid ain't showed up by now, Sammy'sliableto leave. That
chair'sgot im mighty upst.

The man with the degper voice cursed. " Sure save us ahegp of troubleif that little varmint wasto
take afal an' get hisneck broke."

"I'd rather see the chair brokefirst. Look at that mark yonder—know what madeit?

"Can't tdl in these wet leaves. Wasn't no deer."

Timor chilled. He risked astedlthy glance around his hiding place and made out two figures
stooping to examine the ground. They were barely twenty feet away. He drew back quickly asthelight
swept up the dope toward him.

The man with the light grunted. " Someone's been through here tonight. Couldn't be nobody but
that boy."

"Which ways he headin?'

"l an't onefor readin' trail Sgn. If Rance Gatlin was here...”

"Glad heain't. Dunno how hefedsabout dl this."

"Hell never tdl you, but | know." The light probed upward. "Mighty thick up yonder. Don't seem
reason-able anybody would be goin' in that direction. Most likely he was comin' down, aimin’ for the old
road here an' Wiley's. These marks are recent. Bet that varmint ain't far ahead of us.”

The light went out. The other man said, "'Put it on—we got to catch 'im!™”

"No—he may see us comin'. Betoo easy for 'im to hide the chair an' take off. We'd best wait till
he getsto Wiley'san’ settlesdown.”

They were silent for awhile. Then the degper voice said, "They say the kid didn't take no light
when heleft. How can he seein the dark?"

"He'sgot the chair, ain't he? If the devilish thing can talk to 'im, it can do hisseain' for him."

"You bdlievethat, Fritz?"

"l don't know what to believe, but that ain't no ordinary chair, an' | ain't takin' no chances. Didn't
you hear Brad tell about it?"

"Yeah, but Brad, he actslike thelittle varmint'sjust crazy in the head.”

"Brad'sjust whistlin' in the dark. Hed be the first one to bust up that chair if he ever laid hands on
it. Mebbethekid iscrazy in the heed—but if heis, it'sthe samekind o' craziness old man Gatlin, Rance's
pa, had."

"l never knowed the old man.”



"Good thing. He had second sight, sort of. Y ou couldn't hide nothin' from the old rascd. That's
why Rance an' his brother Jake left home. Scared blue of their pa—but you'll never hear 'em admit it.
Rance, he's had schoolin', but it ain't changed him inside. He wouldn't burn sassafras no more n you
would."

Again they were dlent. Then the degper voice growled, "If that little varmint's got second sight...”

"l don't redlly think he has; | figger it'smainly the chair.”

"Better be. If it ever come out about our likker trades...”

"Wont, if we get the chair. That kid, he'sgot hismind on what happened at Nat's place.”

The other grunted. "That was aqueer thing. Y ou an me know Wiley never took that box ‘cause hewasin
the store making aded with uswhenit.”

“Y ou reckon it was Rance Gatlin himsdlf took it?”

"Couldn't 'a been, or Brad would 'a knowed about it. Can't figger it. All I know iswe better find
that kid before Nat Battle does. Did you hear Nat arguin’ with that Colondl Hamilton?"

"Heard part of it. Thought they was going to have a fight."

"Almost did. Each one seemed to be blamin'’ the other for the kid runnin’ off an’ gettin' lost. That
Nat, he's as sharp in the woods as Rance Gatlin; helll track the kid down for sure by mornin' if we don't
cach 'im tonight.”

"I think we've waited long enough. Let'sget onto Wiley's."

Thelight appeared again and began moving away. Timor waited until he could no longer seeit,
then crept clown to thetrail. At the thought of Nathaniel he began hurrying, plunging through the new
growth and rac-ing over the open stretches asfast as his small feet would carry him. His uncle's place
couldn't be much farther ahead. If he could get there in time to stop Nathanidl ...”

Long minutes later he broke through the grove of hemlocks behind the cabin and stood gasping
for breath while he studied the yard and the lighted windows.

All thelightsin the place were on, though he could see no one moving insde. He darted to the
side of the building, stole a cautious look through the kitchen window, and crawled on to the shrubbery at
the corner of the front porch. He could hear voices now, and when he raised his head he could seea
smal group standing by the steps—hisunclein jacket and boots, facing him asturdy figurein uniform
whom he recog-nized asthe loca game warden, and amuch smaler man in abusiness suit who wore
glasses. Neither Nathaniel nor Odessawasin sight.

Timor glanced despairingly around the yard. The bright lights from the porch shone on
Nathanid's jeep, parked just beyond the game warden'struck and agrey car with a press sticker on the
windshield. His uncle's station wagon was gone.

The man with glasses must have just arrived, for Timor heard him ask, "Exactly where are they
search-ing?’

"Nat Battlesgone up by Lost Fals," the warden told him. "That's the generd areathe boy seems
to have disgppeared in. Miss Hamilton is patrolling the road in her car, and the Grossersand Al Means
are covering the wagon trail—though | think that's al awaste of time. If the boy ever came down on this
side of the ridge and struck thetrail, hed know how to get home. Unless, of course, he's hurt. He hasn't
got alight.”

"Why didn't the others go along with Battle?' the smal man asked. " That would have made better

"Nat wanted to work aone," the warden grumbled. "Therée's nothing the rest of us can dotill
daylight.”

"How long has the boy been gone?"

"Since eeven o'clock thismorning,” the colonel growled. "1 know my daughter'sraised astorm
over this, but | don't believe Tim'slost. He's been acting like a stubborn fool over that confounded
char...”

"Colond Hamilton," the game warden interrupted, “in these mountains we can't take chances when aboy
goes off done and doesn't come back. It's past mid-night now. Y our nephew's been gone over thirteen
hours. A lot could have happened to himin that time. Thisiswild country.”



The smal man said, "I’ ve been hearing alot about hischair. | understand, Colond, there's
something about it that's convinced both your nephew and Nat Battle-“

"Plaguetakethechair!” the colond burst forth angrily. "If you alow any more nonsenseto be
printed asyou did in the Tattler's column, by heaven I'll sue you!"

"Colonel Hamilton," the small man persisted, "your nephew has stirred up something in this
county, and it'sturning into front page news. It's going to be printed, and it's better to have the facts.
When aman like Battle is convinced that aterrible mistake has been made about Wiley Pendergrass-"

"Wiley was arascd, and that Battleisafool," the colonel snapped. "Now, if you're through with
your questions-*

"I beg your pardon, g, but if you'll look up Nat Battle's army record, you'l find he's anything but
afool. Furthermore, it might pay usto look twice at this matter. Whether or not theré's anything unusua
about your nephew's chair, the fact remains that some people do have unusud abilities—and your
nephew may be such a person.”

The colond made a growling noise deep in histhroat, but the newspaperman went on, "Just
suppose your nephew actually has knowledge that another per-son wasreally guilty of that crime at
Battle's. If the boy has mentioned any names, it could be avery dangerous thing to know."

No one spoke for awhile. Then the colonel ground out, “Y ou can believe what you wish, but
I've heard enough nonsense for one day. If my nephew'slog, I’ll move heaven and earth to find him. But
I've afeding he'shiding, and that helll come dragging home in the morning when he gets hungry enough. If
that's the case, he's going to be given something hell never forget aslong ashelives.”

10
Manhunt

TIMOR' STROUBLED CONSCIENCE had been urging him to step forth from his hiding place and
attempt to explain what had happened. Surely, hedd thought, if he told everything he had learned the
colonel would bewilling to help. But hisuncle'slast satement waslike adoor being dammed in hisface.

In sudden despair he realized that the only pos-sihility of changing the colond's mind would be
the discovery of the box, and proof of who had taken it. At the moment such ahappy circumstance
seemed as far away as the moon.

Timor sank down on the ground, his hands clenched tightly. He had never felt so terribly done. If
only Odessawould come, and he could manage to attract her attention .

He debated dipping over to the road and watching for her, and decided it would be better to
remain here. Nathaniel might come back, and he badly needed Nathaniel's advice.

Beyond him he heard the newspaperman say he would return in the morning; presently there was
the sound of his car pulling away, followed by footsteps across the porch as the colond and the warden
entered the house.

The night was cold after the rain and Timor was beginning to fed the damp ground through his
cloth-ing. The chill had not bothered him while he was moving, but now aspasm of shivering gripped his
tired body. He got up, teeth clenched, trying to think of a better spot to wait. Suddenly he remembered
there was an opening under the cabin on the opposite side below hisroom. He crept around to it,
unlatched the little door, and squirmed inside between a pile of lumber scraps and bundles of old
newspapers.

Even with the door closed it seemed dmost colder here than it had outside, but the ground was
dry. Timor tried to make himsdalf comfortable by wrapping the too-large jacket about him, but thiswas
not enough for one who had been raised in the tropics. As his misery increased he thought longingly of
the blanket he had been forced to leave a Wiley's place. Then he recalled reading that homeless men
often wrapped newspapers about them to keep warm in the winter.

He sat up suddenly and turned hislight on the bundles of papers beside him. There were enough



here to keep a dozen men warm. With shaking hands he tore open the bundles, and as quietly as possible
began spreading papers on the ground and over his body. When he was covered with athick layer of
news-papers, he stretched out and drew Wiley's jacket over his ears.

Sowly his shaking stopped. Presently he became comfortably warm. He began to realize that he was
becoming entirely too comfortable, for it wasal he could do to stay awake and listen for Odessas

return.

For awhile he managed to fight off deep. Findly, when hefdt it cregping over him, hetried to it
up, but the effort was beyond him. Wesariness from hislong hours of exertion pressed upon him likea
great weight.

Perhaps, if hedept just alittle. . -

Vaguely, above the rushing of the creek, Timor became aware of the sound of motors and the
murmur of men’ svoices. He burrowed deeper into his paper bed, trying to shut out the sounds, but the
effort was painful. He opened his eyes, wondering why hefelt as he did. Memory returned in arush.

His eyes widened with shock as he realized the night had passed. It was bright daylight beyond
his hiding place. Abruptly he sat up, trying to peer through a space between the boards; the effort made
him gasp with pain and he sank back into the layers of paper.

Hefdt al right when helay ill, but the least movement brought a protest from strained muscles
that had carried the chair too long over rough country. "Hari busuk!" he muttered. "I'm just one big
ache"

What was he going to do now?

Once before he had fdit likethis. It was after hisfirst long tramp with Wiley; held never beenin
moun-tains like these, and he'd done entirely too much scrambling up and down for one who wasn't used
toit. Wiley had said afterward that the best medicine for sore muscleswasto get out and start using them
agan.

Hewould have to do that, but not immediately. Maybeif helay ill for awhile, some of the ache
would go away.

What was happening outside? His hiding place was near the rear of the cabin, and trees and
shrubbery cut off al view of the yard in front. From the sounds, the yard seemed to be full of carsand
people.

But surely, by thistime, it would be known that he wasn't redlly lost! Sammy Grosser knew it.
Wouldn't Sammy or hisfather tell the othersthat held been seen?

No, of course they wouldn't. Those secretive Gros-sers wouldn't breathe aword until they'd found the
chair.

At the thought of the chair, Timor forced himself to it up. The chair may have been safefor the
night, but it wouldn't remain safe during the day with so many peoplein the woods. He ought to be on his
way to it right now, for surdy Wiley would have newsfor him.

Timor crawled to the little door and eased it open. He could see no one within hisrange of vision.
There was shrubbery ahead, and if he stayed within it he could crawl around to the wagon trail without
being seen.

Ignoring his protesting muscles, he squirmed out of the opening, thrust the door shut, and crept to
the edge of the shrubbery. Painfully he began snaking through clumps of rhododendron and laurdl. The
trail was still some distance ahead when he found hisway blocked by alarge truck that had pulled into an
opening under the trees.

Timor raised his head worriedly and peered around. On hisright he could seethe yard for the
first time. It was jammed with cars and men moving about. A man in aForest Service uniform was
standing in front of the cabin, giving ordersto alarge group with packs on their backs. Timor watched a
moment, stricken, then tried to locate Nathanidl's jeep. He could not seeit, but in front of the truck he
noticed the yellow sports car belonging to S LeGrande.

Almost in panic he started to crawl away, when he heard voices by the truck. He paused,
suddenly sick at heart asit came to him why the truck was here. It was atelevison truck, and they were



getting ready to broadcast.

"Ready?' said aclear voice.

"Takeit, Ha."

There was ashort pause, and the clear voice began. "ThisisHal Grundy, your on-the-spot
newsman re-porting to you from the Hamilton summer place on Blue Gap Road, high in the Carolina
mountains. These remote highlands are now witnessing one of the strangest manhunts that has ever taken
place on our troubled planet. At this moment scores of searchers are combing a great stretch of
wildernessfor alost boy with ataking chair, who disappeared from this spot more than twenty-five
hoursago. Yes, | said atalking chair, for when young Tim Hamilton |eft home and entered the forest, he
took with him his most cherished possession, amysterious ladderback chair made of sassafras, whichis
widdy rumored to have the power of speech. Men have been looking for Tim Hamilton since early last
evening; they've searched dl night and al morning, but so far they' have found not atrace of either Tim or
hischair.

"Few people have actudly seen Tim Hamilton's chair, but everyone knows about it. It isathing
they discuss only in whispers. To help you understand how it has affected thisarea, | will turn the
microphone over to S LeGrande, well-known authority on moun-tain lore and legend, who will tell you
more about Tim and give you some of the background...”

Timor wastoo stunned to hear any more. The enormity of what he had brought about was dmost
past belief. Televison—scores of men searching—Nathanidl out al night—more men leaving now—the
yard full of curious people and reporters... He could amost see hisuncle raging. Never, aslong as he
lived, would the colond forgive him for what was going on.

Somehow he managed to creep away from the truck and gain the edge of the wagon trail. He got
to hisfeet and plunged onward alittle blindly, hismind in awhirl, his aches momentarily forgotten. Hefelt
curi-oudy week, and gradudly it came to him that he was not only thirsty but very hungry. He had eaten
little at breakfast yesterday, and only asmall can of peaslast night. Thiswas another day—Wiley’slast
day to hdp—and dready it was hdf over. How could he have dept so long?

Occasiona smal springs seeped from the dope on hisleft and trickled down to the creek. He
paused by one and drank deeply. It made him fed atrifle better though now he was more aware of his
pains and hunger. There wasfood a Wiley's place, if he could manage to enter it unseen. But the chair
was more important. Hemust go toiit first and talk to Wiley.

Hewent on warily, keeping watch behind aswell asin front. During the next half hour he saw no
one. Apparently the searchers had decided that he could not be on this side of theridge, and were
spreading through the wilder country beyond. Only the Grossers and the man named Al Means knew
better.

Thinking of the Grossers, Timor grew more cautious as he drew near Wiley's place. Hecircled
behind it, studying every bush and tree for a hidden watcher. Reassured at last, he went on past the barn
and approached the spring.

There was no sign that anyone had been here since hisvist last night. Creeping to the edge of the
rhodo-dendron thicket, he whispered hopefully, "Mr. Pender-grass?”

Therewas no answer, and he called again.

Why wasn't Wiley waiting for him? Surdly, by thistime...

In sudden worry he looked into the thicket, trying to see the chair. He must have hidden it better
than he'd redlized. It had to be here somewhere.

But it wasn't! The sassafras chair was gone.

Franticadly, Timor plunged through the thicket and into other thickets nearby. There was no Sgn
of the chair, not even abroken fragment. Whoever had taken it had not destroyed it here.

He sank down at last on the mossy ground. A dry sob broke from him. Suddenly, everything had come
to an end.

What could he possibly do without the chair?

Who could have taken it? Not Sammy, for Sammy would have destroyed it on the spot. So
would Fritz Grosser and the other man. Remembering Sammy'sfear of it, it seemed strange that anyone



who wanted to get rid of it would actudly carry it away.

Gnawing hunger findly drove him to hisfeet and on to the cabin.

He approached the cabin from the rear, forgetting that he had barred the back door until his hand
touched the latch. But the door swung open to histouch.

He entered dowly, suddenly watchful again. The cabin had been restored to order since his bout
with Sammy, for every piece of the broken hickory chair had been picked up and stacked negtly in the
wood box. Even the blanket he had dropped had been folded carefully and replaced on the bed. It was
hard to imagine Sammy or hisfather doing this.

Timor hurried to the back shelf and started to sdlect a can. Instantly he noticed something he did
not remember seeing before. One of the cans had a piece of white paper folded about it, covering the
label. On it was scrawled the word Wetan.

Hegared at it curioudy, then comprehension came. Wetan had the same meaning as timor, the
Mday word for east. The paper about the can must be a note addressed to him—only the writer of it
had cleverly used the synonym instead of hisreal name. If other eyes saw it the word would be
meaningless, for anyone glancing at the shelf would suppose that old Wiley himself had put it there, to
label some concoction of hisown.

Asthisflashed through Timor's mind in an instant, and he knew that the writer of the note had
placed it in the one spot where he would be bound to find it—in the middle of the shelf where food was
kept.

Only Nathaniel would have come here and thought of thisway of communicating.

Eagerly he snatched down the can and started to unwrap the paper. Then, without quite redlizing
why he did so, he quickly rewrapped the paper about the can and thrust it into hisjacket pocket. The
invigble string was tugging at him again, urging him across the room to the front door. He hesitated,
looking about him and listening. His ears could detect nothing un-usud or suspicious.

Then hiseyes, roving about the dim room, fastened upon something smal and white on the
hearth.

It was a match with a chewed end.

The dght of it brought asmall sharp icicle of fright stabbing through him. He gained the front
door, jerked it open, and ran. As he sped away he was amost certain he heard asmall sound in the
room behind him, asif the rear door were being opened. But he did not take time to look back.

11
Pur suit

TIMOR dodged through the trees along the creek, heading upstream. When he paused briefly to glance
behind him, the cabin was no longer in Sght, nor could he see anyone coming. But theinvisible string il
tugged a him. Without quite thinking what he was doing, he turned |ft a the tiny branching stream he
had followed so long yesterday, ran afew yardsto leave footprints by the edge, then stepped into the
water and waded carefully back to the creek.

It was atrick Wiley had told him about one day when they were discussing trailsand trail Signs,
though he did not conscioudly remember it now until he had waded up the creek to the huge yellow rock
that marked hisfavorite fishing spot.

Timor crept through the shallows to the back of the rock, and climbed up and crouched behind
the ancient chestnut log that had fallen across the top. From this vantage point he could easily make out
anyone gp-proaching without being seen. The can made a com-forting bulge in hisjacket pocket.
Perhaps he could open it later with hisknife...

With awatchful eye onthetrail, he fumbled in his pocket and unrolled the note.

The noteread: Saya pegang krosi. Tunggu buat saya sebrang jembatan. Saya kembali lekas.
Saya mengerti semua jadi sini. Ati ati orang sama korek api. N.



Nathanid's Maday wasn't perfect but, freely inter-preted, his meaning was clear: | have taken the chair.
Wait for me across the bridge. | will return quickly. | understand all that happened here. Beware
of the man with the match. Nathaniel.

Timor's spirits momentarily legped with the first line and dropped with the last. But his dready
high opinion of Nathaniel went up severa more notches He had no doubt that Nathaniel, on going back
to Wiley's place, had correctly read the signs he found there. Asfor the chair... He breathed a prayer of
thanks. If Nathaniel hadn't located it first, another skilled trail follower might have had hishandson it by
thistime.

Where was Nathanid now? He must have carried the chair away in the jeep, probably to the
shop. The note couldn't have been written long ago, for if Nathaniel had returned and not found his
passenger waiting, he would have gone on to the cabin to seeif the note had been taken.

For an ingtant Timor wondered if it had been Nathaniel he had run away from. Then reason told
him it wasn't. Nathaniel would have called out to him.

Timor thrust the note back into his pocket and peered cautioudly over thetop of thelog. He
could see no one, nor could he make out even a suspicious shadow or amovement in the brush to
indicate anyone was near. But someone was near. Of that he was sure. His skin prickled at the back of
his neck, and he could fed acoldnessthat ran dl the way down his spine.

He swalowed, and cautioudy began lowering himsdf from the rock. Somehow he must manage
to cross the creek unseen, and dip back through the brush on the other side and wait for Nathanidl.

The creek was not as high asit had been last night, though it till came rushing down with a
swiftnessthat could easily send him tumbling if he missed hisfooting. He studied it for afew seconds,
then waded up to a shalow areaand began picking hisway between the rocks to the other bank.

Theicy water tugged at him and threstened to throw him asit swept up past hisknees. He
dipped on thelast step and would have gone down but for an overhanging ader bush; he clutched it
franticaly, and drew himsdf to safety

Thick alder scrub bordered this side of the creek, offering perfect protection as he crept down
toward the bridge. Wiley had never bothered to enlarge the bridge so he could bring histruck over, but
had always parked in an open spot between the creek and the road. As Timor neared the opening he
watched hopefully for Nathanidl's jeep. The parking spot was empty.

While he waited on the edge of athicket, he pulled off his sneakers and socks, squeezed the water out,
and drew them back on. He was lacing his sneskers when he heard a car coming down the steep incline
from theroad. It must be Nathanid returning.

But it wasn't. Timor had just time to flatten under the shrubs before a blue car swung into the
parking place and stopped. With bitter disappointment he watched the driver get out and move dowly
and watchfully down the path leading to the bridge. The man was a stranger, but there was an odd
flatnessto hisface that made Timor think of Deputy Getlin. Could this be Rance Gatlin's brother Jake?

The man paused near the bridge, took something from his pocket, and held it to his month. Timor
had never seen anyone use aturkey cal before, but now he recognized the sound when it came. The man
wassgnding.

What was keeping Nathaniel? From here it was five milesto the Forks; surely it wouldn't take
more than ahalf hour to drive there, hide the chair in the shop, and come back.

Timor glanced worriedly in the direction of the bridge. He could not see it from where he lay, but
he could make out the stranger's head and shoulders near atree, and he glimpsed another man
approaching through the shrubbery. The newcomer’ s face was hidden, but in his mind he could see the
match thrust between the thin lips, and dmost fed the impact of the pae eyesin theflat expressonless
fece.

The two men stood together only a moment, then quietly separated, one vanishing upstream into
the alders, the other fading into the growth below the parking area.

Timor fdt likeasmall mousein atrgp. Heredlized histrick of wading hadn't worked. They knew
he was on this side of the creek. If he remained where hewas, it would be only amatter of minutes



before they found him.

Trembling, hetried to dide backward, deeper into the shadow of the protective shrubbery that
arched over hishead. The too-large jacket was an encum-brance. Weighed down by the can in one
pocket and the flashlight in the other, it caught on the twigs around him and refused to budge without
causing adisturbance. Hetried to dide out of it, but froze as he saw movement afew yards away.

The movement stopped, and through the screen of |eaves he made out the shape of aman
crouching, watching the dder tangle stretching upstream. The man was gripping something in hisright
hand. Wasit ashort piece of iron pipe?

It was.

Timor chilled. Even without the weapon, the stedlth and the deadly intentness of the watching
man were enough to tell him of his danger. These two hunting him were not like the Grossers.

The Grossers had wanted only to destroy the chair, but the Gatlins seemed determined to
destroy the chair's owner.

Why?Wasit because they thought he knew who had taken the box? Rance Gatlin had taken
it—there was no doubt of that now. But would they want to kill him merely because he knew? That
wasn't enough. Was it something about the box? That had to beit. The box—the peti blik, ashe dways
thought of it—was lost. The Gatlins hadn't bothered to look for it. Were they afraid the chair’ s owner
might find it?

The afternoon had turned warm, but Timor did not notice it. The can of food in his pocket was
forgotten with his hunger and his aches. He fought rising panic and clung to the ground, knowing hisonly
chance wasto play rabbit and remain absolutely motionless.

The seconds dragged. Why didn't Nathaniel come? From somewhere upstream, faintly, he heard
the sudden tauk, tauk, tauk of theturkey call. Wasthe fox announcing that the rabbit'strail had been
located? The crouching man rose, took along, dow look about him, and began moving soundlesdy into
the brush.

With his heart pounding, Timor crawled from his shelter, sped on tiptoe around the back of the
blue car and raced up the path to the road At this moment he would have welcomed the sight of anyone
on the road even hisuncle or the Grossers. The mountains were filled with men hunting him—~but the
road here was empty.

Helooked quickly backward and found that the blue car was now hidden by the trees. That
meant no one could see him, though the fact gave him no comfort. If the fox with the match had so easily
discovered that the rabbit had crossed the creek, it wouldn't be long before it was known that the fleeing
rabbit had taken to the road.

Timor raced down the rutted gravel, praying that someone, anyone, would come driving by and
givehim aride. If he could stay on the road long enough he would surely meet Nathanid. But how long
dare he stay? Despairingly he realized that every passing sec-ond added to his danger. He should be
seeking cover now.

Suddenly he heard a car gpproaching ahead. It must be Nathaniel.

He went sumbling on to meet it, gasping for breath. It was not ajeep that swung around the
bend, hut a battered vehicle he had never seen before. Timor waved both hands at it and the car braked
to astop beside him. Joey Jackson was driving.

Joey gawked at him as he scrambled into the back and crouched down behind the driver’ s sedt.
"Turn around!" he urged Joey. "hurry—they'll be coming after meinaminute!”

"Can't turn here," Joey said uncertainly. "Road'stoo narrow. | gotta keep goin'. W—who's after
you?'

"Some men in ablue ca—they're a Wiley's place. They—they'retrying to kill me, Joey. Maybe
we can get past before they come out, but you've got to hurry'."

"I'll try!" Joey sent the old machine forward with agrinding of gears.

Timor remained hidden until they were well past the danger area, then asked, "Did you notice
anyone when we went by?'

"Yeah. That Gatlin feller. He was stlandin' by the road—seemed like he was lookin' for your



footprints. He must figger you know al about himif heamsto kill you.”

Timor swalowed. "Y es. Joey, where are you going

"Back over the Gap. | come down to learn if you'd been found—stopped at Wiley's placefir,
but didn’t see nobody so | went on to your uncle's. Tim, you're plum' crazy to be hidin' like thiswhen
everybody intheworld...”

"l—I had to hide—and I've got to stay hidden until I've found Mr. Battle. He was supposed to
meet me but I'm afraid something's happened. Was he at my uncle's place?"

"Didn't notice 'im there”

"Then he must be a his shop. Joey, I've got to go there. Can you turn around somewhere and
take me to the Forks?"

Joey'sfacetightened. "I—I don't think we'd better. Not just yet. That Gatlin feller, he seen me go
by. He might get ideasiif | wasto come back too soon. An' that ain't al." Joey's hands clenched the
whed so hard his knuckles whitened.

"What' sthe matter?"

"Your tracks. If 1'd picked you up down by your uncl€'s bridge where the new gravel starts, your
tracks wouldn't show. But up here the clay's come through with therain. Look at your shoesan’ seeiif
they ain't got clay on‘em.”

Timor peered a his sneekers. "You'reright.”

Joey sent the old car forward asfast asit would go. "He waslookin' for your tracks, an' hell
foller 'em sure an’ see where you got in the car. Anybody could figger that out.”

Timor felt numb. "Joey, stop and let me go. If hefinds mewith you, hell...”

"Nothin doin' | ain't desertin you now. If | can get us over the Gap, therell befolks around an’ he
won't bother us. Pull up that rear seat an crawl back in the trunk. Heap of stuff in there, but anybody
small asyou oughta be able to squeezein.”

The lining behind the seat, Timor soon discovered, had long ago vanished and he had little trouble
crawl-ing through after he had pulled off hisjacket and thrust it in ahead of him. He tugged the seat back
in place and managed to wedge himsalf between it and amusty roll of canvasthat seemed to be atent.

The car was climbing flow, for the motor was labor-ing. Presently he heard Joey shift gearsand
he could fed the car lurching asit swung about the hairpin turns near the Gap. Timor tried not to think of
the way the mountain fell sharply away at the road's edge, with adrop of hundreds of feet to the valley
below.

Suddenly there was the sound of another car behind them, then a shout, an abrupt jolt, and the
rasp of tiresfighting loose gravel. The wild motion stopped and he heard Joey cry out in fright, "What are
you tryin' to do—run me off the road?"

A car door dammed, footsteps crunched beside them, and the rear door of Joey's car was
jerked open. Timor held his breath, trembling. He could fed the pale unseen eyes of thefox probing
about, searching for asign of the rabbit, wondering...

Thefox's curioudy soft voice demanded, "Just where do you think you're going?'

"C—casegy's Cabins," Joey sammered. "1—I work there."

"What's your name?'

"J—joey Jackson."

"S0. Y ou're the one who was hauling gravel with Shorty last month."

"Yessr."

"Did you stop down the road awhile ago?'

"Sure, | stopped. W—what'sthisall about?"

"Why did you sop?'

"l—I thought | seen somethin’ jump into the bushes."

"Something—or somebody?"

"I-1 dunno. I'd just been to the Hamilton place to seeif they'd found that lost boy everybody's
talkin' about. Reckon | had him on my mind."

"Let's have the keysto your trunk."



"L—Iloo =k, mister," Joey protested. "I ain't broke no law or nothin'. How come-*

There was the sound of another motor in the rear, and asqueal of brakes. A high-pitched
woman’ svoice caled out, "What's going on here, Joey?'

"l—I dunno, Mrs. Casey. Ask these fellerswhat they want. They won't tell me.”

The soft voice purred, "Thought he might have liquor in the car, Mrs. Casey. Someone's been-"

"Liquor!" the woman shrilled. "And you're picking on Joey? For Pete's sake, Rance Gatlin,
what's got into you? | thought you were supposed to be out hunting that lost Hamilton boy! Stop holding
up traffic and let Joey and me go home. I've got nine guests coining for dinner tonight and there’sno end
of work to do. Get going, Joey!"

Timor went limp. Then, asthe old car moved on over the Gap, hisfear returned. The fox hadn't
seen theingde of the trunk, but he must have guessed the rabbit was hidden iniit...

The car stopped presently, and he heard Joey get out. The other car stopped close by, and now
Mrs. Casey's voice snapped, Joey Jackson Pendergrass, | don't know what was going on back there,
but you'll keep no secrets from me. When | gave you ajob, you promised on your honor you'd never
fool around with liquor again. Have you broken your word?"

"N-no, maam! Honest, | . .”

Joey, I'd trust you amilefarther than | would that pussy-footing Gatlin, but you're up to
something. What isit?"

"Mrs. Casey, honest...”

“Don't lietome. Your cousin Wiley couldn't do it. He was more saint than rascal, if people only
knew it—but I'm not so sure of you. Y ou're up to something, Joey, and you're scared. Why?'

"Mrs. Casey, | got aright to be scared. Them fellers, they tried to run me off theroad. They're
out tokill us. They...”

“Us?” Mrs. Casey repeated sharply.

Timor had heard enough. He thrust the seat out of the way and crawled from his cramped hiding
place, then stood clutching hisjacket, blinking with some astonishment a the woman in blue jeans
gtanding in front of anew truck beside Joey. From her voice, which triumphed over al opposing sound,
he had expected to see a huge woman; but Mrs. Casey was smal, thin and red-headed, with a
no-nonsense face that was completely covered with freckles.

"Mrs. Casey," Timor began, with an uneasy glance around at the encircling evergreens, the row
of cabins, and the large building beside them, " Joey's tdlling the truth. |—I'd probably |)e dead now if he
hadn't helped. But | don't think 1'd better stand here—if Mr. Gatlin comes. . . and he will—he must have
guessed by now wherel was."

"Who areyou?'

"Tim Hamilton."

Mrs. Casey blinked. "Great skiesabove," she whis-pered. Suddenly shetugged at hisarm.
“Quick, into the office here."

She threw open the side door of the building next to them, and thrust him in ahead of her. She
kicked the door closed and darted behind the counter that cut the small room in half, reached under it,
and thumped something on the blotter in front of her. It wasapistol.

"Let him come," she snapped. "héll find out who can shoot straight. | dwaystold Maggie
McBane that Rance was aweasd, but she wouldn't believe me.”

She gtared hard at him, frowning. " Son, you look beat. Have you eaten today?"

He shook hishead. "Thereisn’'t timeto eat,” hetold her urgently. "I—I've got to find out what
happened to Mr. Battle. It—it'sterribly important Have you a tel ephone?!

"I have, but I'll do the calling while you egt. Joey, bring those sandwiches from the icebox and put
coffee on. Now, before| call Nathanidl, |et's have the truth about your talking chair.”" She paused, and
added quietly, "1s—is Wiley redly helping you to find out what happened at the Forks?'

"Yes, maam.”

She closed her evesamoment. "Blessthe old rascal!" she said fervently. "1 wastdling May
Connor thismorning held give up hisglory crown to come back and help hisfriends.”



With awatchful glance out of the window, she picked up the telephone behind her, searched for
anumber on acard pinned to thewall, and began diding.

12
Dowser

JOEY brought in aplatter of sandwiches and went back to tend the coffee. Mrs. Casey, with one eye
ever on the window, fretted with the telephone; findly she dammed down the receiver. " Always the busy
sgna,” shebit out. "That's the trouble with party lines. Nathaniel's on one, I'm on another. Well just have
towait. I'll keep trying, Tim, but you sit down and eat and tell me what happened.”

Between bites of thick beef sandwicheshetold it briefly from the beginning. Sheinterrupted him
with hurried questions until she had the story straight. Her eyes were blazing when hefinished. She
gtarted to say something, then her face suddenly hardened as her glance went again to the office window.

"Here he comes!" she whispered. " Sneaking up from the road to look at Joey's car. Keep out of
sght, Tim. I'll handlethe weasd."

She dipped the pistal into her pocket and stepped boldly outside. "I you're fill trying to pick on
Joey," she dhrilled, "I'll have your scalp and your hide to go with it! He told me how you tried to run him
off the mountain awhile ago. Have you completdly lost your mind?*

Timor could not hear the reply, but presently Mrs. Casey returned, “1 think | have them buffaloed for the
moment,” shesaid grimly. "Theway | seeit, they're not sure now whether Joey brought you here or let
you out somewhere on the road before he was stopped. Anyway, they've gone back down the valley.
Whatever we do, welll have to work fast.”

She snatched up the telephone and dided again. At last she put it down dowly and ran her hand
through her mass of red hair. Suddenly she cdled, "Joey, come here."

Joey came running. "Forget the coffeg,” shetold him. "I'm taking Tim down to the Forksto find
Nathanid. If that devil comes back, tell him if he hasn't a search warrant he can get out—but keep the
shotgun handy.”

"M—mrs. Casey," Joey stammered, "hadn't you bet-ter stay herewith Tim an' let me hunt Mr. Battle?"

"No, you've done your turn. Anyhow, it would take too long, and they may catch you and get
rough. | may be awidow, but they won't meddle with me. I've a brother who's alawyer and another
who'sajudge.”

"What about them folks you got comin’ for supper?'

"You and the cook will just haveto handlethem. Let'sgo, Tim."

They ran out to her truck. Ingde, she placed the pistol on the seat between them and said,
"Watch the road both ways, and duck down on the floor if you see anyone.

She sent the new truck roaring out of the driveway into theroad. In afew minutesthey had
climbed to the Gap and were twisting down into the long blue valley on the other side. Timor rolled up
the deaves of Wiley'stoo-long shirt and sat clutching the jacket, thinking of something Joey had told him
The gravel wasthe answer. The new gravel. Why hadn't heredized it earlier?

"I think | seethem,” Mrs. Casey said abruptly. "Theré's acar waiting at the edge of the road way
down by the next turn. Better duck.”

He did to the floor and pulled the jacket over his head. Mrs. Casey sped down the long grade,
leaned on the horn, and braked only dightly asthey made the turn.

"Those were our boys," she muttered. "They started to block the road, but | wasn't giving an
inch. Now the question iswhether they'll go back to worry Joey, or follow us.”

Presently she said, "They've decided to follow. They're only guessing, of course. They'retoo
smart to try anything; they'll just tag dong and keep usin sight.” She gave aharsh little laugh. "Thisisas
bad as an old-time movie, but the awful part of it isthat we can’t prove anything against them. Not one
snglething! If | told Maggie McBane they tried to kill you and run Joey off the road, sheld get on her



high horse and say | wasimagining it. She's as hardheaded asthat uncle of yours. Oh, I'd liketo give him
apiece of my mind!"

Timor thrust the jacket aside, but remained on thefloor. "If | could find that lost box, it would be
proof enough, wouldn' it?*

"It certainly ought to—if it had fingerprintsonit.”

"Would being buried in the ground ruin the prints?’

"Not too much, | understand. All they need isonelittle print. Have you any ideaat al wherethe
box is?'

"Yesbut I'll haveto talk it over with Nathanidl."

“Well, weredmost at Wiley'sroad, Nathanid may be there waiting.”

She dowed amost to astop, and leaned over Timor for aquick look down a Wiley's parking
space. Then her foot stabbed the gas pedd. "his jeep's not there. Better cover up again—well be passing
your unclés placeinaminute. It's swarming.”

Thetruck rushed on. "If only Nathaniel had thought to bring the chair to me!" shewailed. "Tim, if
he wrote that message to you at noon, it was hours ago. | can’'t help feding...”

She dowed once more as they neared his uncle's road, cregping dong until she had studied the
cars parked aong the road's shoulder and beyond the bridge. "No sign of him," she announced. "Pray
he's at the shop.”

The truck raced ahead, itstires making a different sound asit reached the newly graveled area
that stretched downstream. Timor listened to the sound, wondering if Nathaniel had guessed.

"Arethe Gatlins il behind us?' he asked.

"l don’t see them, Either they're up to something, or they were stopped by the highway patrol.
There'sa confab going on by your bridge—if Ranceis supposed to be out searching, they'd want to talk
tohim...”

Minuntes later she turned in at the Forks. Timor sat up. Nathaniel's jeep was at the back of the
shop. Mrs. Casey braked beside it, leaped out, and ran to the door.

The door was locked. She pounded upon it, then raced around to the front. She reappeared in
seconds her freckled face tight with worry.

"I knew something was wrong! Oh, what could have happened? Maybe somebody at the diner
cantdl me...”

She started away, then stopped as ataxi came speeding across the highway bridge from town. It
turned towards the shop and braked near the front. A very grim Nathaniel sprang out, thrust money at
the driver, and hastened to the truck. His eyes widened, hut he said nothing until the taxi was gone and he
had let them into the shop and locked the door.

"Praisebe!” he burst forth. "How in the world did you two get together?”

Mrs. Casey told him. "But for heaven's sake, what' s happened to you?'

The hawk face was unshaven and bruised. The khaki shirt and trousers on the snewy frame were
dirty and torn. The knuckles of the lean brown hands were bandaged. At her question, the black eyes
flashed.

"I'vebeeninjail, Lou. Your brother got me out.”

"Jal." shedhrilled. "Whet ever for!"

"Assault and battery. I'm sure Tim told you about running into Sammy last night. Well, the signs
wereclear. Thismorning | caught Sammy watching near Wiley's place and went to work on him.”

Lou Casey grinned. "Y ou heat up that big lunk? Whereis he now?"

"In bed," Nathaniel growled. "But he babbled before | put him there. | learned some things.
Trouble was, he's Brad James kin—and Brad came after me with awarrant just as| got here with the
chair-"

Timor gasped. "The char—isit safe?’

"I hiditintime. No one knowsit's here. Before | get it out, let's check and see where we stand. But I've
got to have coffee. Guesswe dl need it. Tim, whilel I'm making it, let's hear about you."

The coffee was ready when Timor finished. He sipped from his steaming cup, and asked, "Did



Sammy see Mr. Gatlin hide the box in one of the gravel trucks?"

Nathaniel shook hishead. "No, but he saw enough to figure it out. He made the same mistake we
did at first. He thought Rance had tossed it in front in one of the cabs. When he snesked back that night
to get it, it wasn't there. It wasn't till later that he realized the box had been hidden in the gravel—shoved
out of sght—and that Rance hadn't had time to come back and get it before it was dumped on the road.”

Mrs. Casey nearly dropped her cup. ™Y ou mean to say your box has been up therein the road
al thistime?'

"Y es. That'swhy Sammy was out searching every night.”

"But why wasn't Rance looking-" Then Mrs. Casey gasped. "Oh, the Connors! Their land was
the impor-tant thing."

Nathaniel nodded. "Sure, the box could wait. The Gatlins thought they'd skinned the Connorson
that land deal—until that bronze sapphire was found. No one ever dreamed . . .”

"Poor May Connor told me this morning they're mortgaged to the ears and can't borrow another
dime—and that the Gatlinswill probably get the land back."

"Exactly,” said Nathanidl. "Unless they finish pay-ing. So now the Gatlinsare worried. They're
afraid Tim can find the box. That one sapphireisworth enough . . .”

Lou Casey st her coffee cup down. “How can anybody find that box under amile of gravel?"

"Let'sask Wiley," Nathaniel said quietly.

He drew the curtains and began shifting boxes. Presently he brought forth the hidden chair. The
polished sassafras was glowing. Lou Casey stared &t it in awe. Nathanid blinked.

But Timor suddenly cried out happily, "Mr. Pender-grass!" For to him old Wiley had appeared
amogt ingtantly, his sharp eyes glittering with excitement.

"About time." Wiley cackled. "About time! Ding blatt it, | thought you was never—Mis Lou,
Nathanid, canyou dl see me?"

Mrs. Casey said nothing, but Nathaniel whispered, "Wiley, isthat you talking? | can't seeyou,

"Naw, ‘course you can't—only Timmy here haswhat it takes." Wiley pounded the chair arm
impatiently. "You'vegot it dl figgered out, o get goin'! Y ou want that box, don't you?'

"B-but how can wefind it?" Timor asked.

"I'll show you! Takethe chair dong, an' have Nathaniel cut you awitch hazd fork. Y ou know
how to dowse for gems. Nathaniel, Timmy's the best dowser | ever seen. But hurry before that meddlin’
mulethat put you injail-"

Wiley groaned as footsteps crunched on the gravel outside. There came an abrupt pounding on
the door.

"Open up!" demanded the voice of Brad James.

Nathaniel stood frozen amoment. His eves nar-rowed in quick decision; he let the deputy in.

Brad James stared at Timor. Then he glared accus-ingly at Nathanidl. "So Sammy was
right—you been hidin’ the kid while the whole world's out huntin' ‘im! What's the big idea?'

Nathaniel snapped, “I treid to tell you earlier he wasin danger, and you wouldn't believe me.
Rance and his brother tried twice to murder him today. They're somewhere up the valley now. Brad,
you're going with us and arrest them.”

Brad snorted derisively. "Areyou plum' crazy?'

"Youblindidiot," said Nathaniel, "you let that devil rob me practically under your nose that night!
The proof's up the valley. Now let's get up there!”

"Y ou've got rocksin the head. I'm takin' the kid home an' callin’ off the hunt, but you-*

Nathaniel grabbed him by the shirt front. Y ou'll come with us and do your duty, or I'll tear off
that badge and give you what | gave Sammy!"

"Youtryin' to threaten an officer?' Brad said hoarsdly. "I'll dap you back injail so fast-"

"Stopit!" Lou Casey cried. "Brad, we know what were talking about. Look— ook at the
chair!”

Brad James became aware of the chair for thefirst time. He stiffened, staring. The sassafras chair



was glowing brighter and brighter. The glow became more brilliant than Timor had ever seenit, asif
somehow old Wiley had managed to transfer dl his own energy into the golden wood. Timor couldn't see
Wiley now, but he could hear him chucklefaintly. "Takesaheap o' juice an' cackle, but this oughtafix
im!*

Brad swallowed. He backed away and managed to say feebll, "L et's—let's get movin'."

Ontheway up the valey they stopped once while Nathaniel cut adender forked switch from a
shrub. They passed the Gatlins blue car, parked near the entrance to the Hamilton road. It was empty.
Beyond it ahighway patrol officer momentarily barred the way, then waved them on with ashout that
was taken up by others as they crossed the bridge. With the cry that the boy had been found, aforest
ranger fired hispistol threetimesinto the air, and another began spesking rapidly into awalkie-takie.
There was sud-den excitement at the television truck and newsmen came running.

Timor shrank. Then he saw his uncle, stony-faced, hurrying down the cabin steps with Deputy
Gatlin a hiselbow. Timor clutched Mrs. Casey’sarm. What was the fox up to now? Wherewashis
brother?

Odessaraced past her father and darted through the crowd. "Timmy! Timmy—areyou al right?’

"He'sdl right,” Mrs.,, Casey said grimly, "But no thanksto those Gatlins. Brad,” she cried, “ get
Rance before he-"

Odessawhispered quickly, "He'stelling Daddy that Timmy’ssick and we musin't listen to any
wild story-* She stopped as the colond strode up, thrust-ing a man with a microphone out of the way.

"I'll take over.” the colond said firmly. "Thisboy needs medicd attention.”

"Just aminute,” Brad James began, and suddenly fatered as he faced the colond and the soft
speaking man beside him.

"Arrest him'." Lou Casey shrilled. "He and Jake tried to kill Tim! Wheré€'s Jake gone?

"Thisis ridiculous,” said the colonel. "Mr. Gatlin hastold me how Tim'sbeen acting. I'm sorry
you people have been taken in by histales. The boy isn't responsible. Come, Tim, into the house with
you."

"No!" said Timor. "Heslying and we can proveit."

Hejumped from Mrs. Casey’ struck, squirmed away from his uncle's grasp, and ran to
Nathanid's jeep. He had dreaded this return, and now he was badly shaken to find it so much worse than
he had ever expected. What if he couldn't find the box after al?

Men crowded about them, and one cried, "Wheré'sthat talking chair?'

"Right here," said Nathaniel. He jerked a canvas cover from the back of the jeep, lifted out the
chair and st it carefully on the ground. There was sudden silence as everyone stared &t it.

For amoment it seemed to be only another ladder-back chair of rather unusual color. Then the sun,
dip-ping behind the western ridge, cast afind ray upon it. The chair began to glow with an increasing
brightness.

With awed murmurs, the crowd fell back. Timor did not notice his uncle; his attention was on the
man beside him, who was chewing a match. As the man's pale eyes widened upon the chair, his mouth
fell open and the match dropped. All a once he whirled asif to run. Brad James caught him and disarmed
him; it therewas atusde, then aclick of handcuffs.

But the prisoner was by no means subdued. His soft voice was suddenly dangerous. "Y ou've
made abig mistake. This crazy boy has made fools of al of you! What are you charging me with?
Wherée's your proof?"

“The proof'sin theroad!" Lou Casey's shrill tones drowned all other sound. "Y ou people have
been wrong about Wiley Pendergrass—thisis the man who robbed Nathaniel. He hid the box in agravel
truck, and it was dumped on the road."

There were exclamations. Men asked, “How are you going to find it?'

"Tim canfindit,"” said Nathaniel, as he rapidly trimmed the forked switch he had cut eerlier. "He's
aborn dowser. He can find gems aswell aswater. Let's go over on the road.”

Timor took the witch hazel switch and followed Nathanidl, who carried the chair. Lou Casey and



the sllent colond came behind, with the excited crowd &t their hedls.

"Tim," the colond suddenly murmured, "Tim, it'shard for meto believein dl this. Is—isit true
about the box—isit redly in the road somewhere?’

"Yes, sr. Weknow it'sthere.”

"And you actudly think you can find it—by dows-ing?"

"l—I haven't had much experience, UncleIra, but I'll do my best. Wiley taught me how.”

On the road where the new gravel began, Nathanid set the chair down. Suddenly he shouted, and began
to run. Timor amost dropped the forked switch. Farther down near the blue car aman was digging
desperately in the loose gravel by the road's edge. It was Jake Gatlin. At the sight of the crowd he
dropped his shovel and raced to his car. Before Nathanid could reach him he was roaring away towards
the Forks.

Nathanid hurried back. "Forget him," he said. "Hell be caught. Was hedigging in theright place,
Tim?'

Timor looked &t the chair, and shook his head. The chair was glowing reassuringly, and faintly
from it old Wiley’ s voice was ordering, " Further down, Timmy—then get that switch to workin'! Them
Gatlinswasonly guessin'...”

Beyond the spot where Jake had been digging, Timor paused. He closed hiseyesin afervent
prayer, and held the forked switch upright in the way old Wiley had taught him. Sowly he paced
forward. Nathaniel came close behind him with the chair. The silent crowd followed.

The chair's glow was dimming, and Wiley's voi ce was becoming fainter. Once Timor stopped, uncertain,
j and old Wiley said urgently, 'Keep goin', Timmy! I'm near out o' cackle, but we're amost there ... to the
left . . . filled adeep washout...”

Wiley’ svoice faded, but Tim or hardly needed it now. Theinvisible string was suddenly tugging
a him, and the witch hazel fork was dowly twisting in his hands, pointing at adownward angle. Timor
drew along breath findly, and closed his eyes. He felt ready to drop.

Colond Hamilton hurried up to him. "Don't give up, son. I—I'm alittlelate, but I'm betting on you.”

"It'sdl right, Unclelra" he said weariy. "l think you're standing right onit.”

Shovelswere brought. Eager hands dug. Ten inches down, adightly battered but still-intact
enameled tin box was unearthed and carefully removed to preserveitstelltae fingerprints.

Late that night, when the valey had gone to rest after the excitement of the day, Timor awoketo the
sound of hisname. He sat up, and ingtantly forgot hisweariness. Over in its corner the sassafras chair
was glowing brightly, and old Wiley, eyes happy and intent upon him, sat waiting expectantly.

"Hated to wake you, Timmy, but, well, 1-"

Timor swalowed. "Don't tel mc your time's up aready!"

“Yep. A couple more minutes, an’ | gottabe goin'.”

"D-do you have to go?'

"By Dooley, Timmy, abargain’sabargain. But pshaw, don't worry about my glory crown.”
Wiley grinned. "A fdler with my reputation, why, | never had one comin' in thefirst place.”

"I wouldn't be too sure about that. Y our reputation has certainly changed lately. Couldn’t you
manage to—to come back oncein awhile?’

“That an't for meto say. Thingis, Timmy, d'you reckon you can get on amite better
from now on? | mean, | know how it’s been with you, comin’ to astrange place like Americaan’ al, an’
havin' to livewith your uncle...”

“Oh, | don't think Uncle Iraand | will ever have any more trouble. We—we' ve sort of got to
know each other. And now that | have friends like Nathaniel and Mrs. Casey...”

“That'sgood. Never judge the woods by theweasdsinit. Well, Timmy, | gotta skedaddle. |
won't say good-bye. Just keep your fingers crossed, ‘ cause you never cantdll...”

Thechair logt its brightness as Wiley vanished, but its soft glow remained. Timor looked at it a
long time before he went back to deep, finding its glow vastly comforting.



The sassafras chair ill glows—though maybe thisis only because of the golden wood, so
carefully polished by an understanding hand. And maybe dl that happened could have happened without
the chair, as certain people ing st upon saying. Maybe. But thosein the high mountains know better.
And so does Timor. There is magic in certain woods, and avery specid kind of magic in sassafras.



