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Foreword
        

        

          
In the year 1866, as a result of its wars with the Maoris, the Government of New Zealand found itself with a large number of prisoners on its hands. Many of these were Hauhaus (pronounced How-howz), so called from their creed of Hauhauism, a strange, fanatical religion which had spread like wild-fire among the Maoris, banding the warring tribes together in a common cause against the white man, or 
pakeha, as they called him.

        
Te Kooti, a rebel chief, and a number of Hauhaus were sent to the Chathams, a small group of islands, several hundred miles distant from New Zealand. Two years later Te Kooti and his men seized a visiting schooner, the crew of which were forced to convey the outlaws back to New Zealand.

        
On reaching the mainland the Hauhaus were pursued by the settlers, and were forced to retire into the mountains of a wild region known as the Urewera country. Here Te Kooti proclaimed himself the saviour of his people, and the Maoris flocked to his standard. The subsequent happenings made up one of the darkest chapters in the history of New Zealand.
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Chapter I
          


          
The Warning
        

        

          
The tuis in the taraire-trees were voicing their welcome to a glorious day of spring when Ronald Cameron awakened and saw the reflection of the red sunrise on the window of his little room. Usually Ronald lingered in bed for a few moments; but on this particular morning he threw aside the bedclothes without a regret for the cosy warmth he left behind him.

        
In short, this ninth day of November, 1868, was a red-letter day in Ron's young life. There is nothing that so carries an appeal to splendid youth as an appreciation of the fact that one is worthy of trust; and the confidence which Ron's parents were about to place in him was such as to make his blue eyes sparkle with pride as he scrambled into his rough woollen dressing-gown.

        
For several weeks past his mother had been in very poor health. In the course of the last few days she had grown steadily worse. John Cameron, 

his father, therefore had decided that she must be taken where she could obtain the best medical advice that was procurable. To this end, all preparations had been made to remove her to Turanganui, the nearest township of any size.

        
Upon their arrival in New Zealand, several years previously, the Cameron family had taken up land in a very wild and rugged part of the Poverty Bay district. Here they had literally carved a home out of the wilderness, but already they had received promise of the reward of the incessant toil necessary to the courageous pioneers of the time. John Cameron had felled and burned part of the great forest which lay about them. Successive good seasons had smiled upon the corn he had planted and the seed he had sown, while the house he had built, mainly with his own sturdy hands, was already an attractive home, owing to the loving care with which his wife and children had tended the vines and flowering shrubs that he had planted about it.

        
The Camerons, then, were in a fair way toward becoming prosperous settlers when Mrs Cameron's illness had cast a gloom over the happiness of the little family. To all entreaties to journey to Turanganui she had returned the quiet but determined answer that she could not leave her 

children; but eventually, becoming worse, she had allowed herself to be persuaded by her husband's arguments, and had made preparations for departure.

        
Thus, to the care of Ron, himself not yet fifteen years of age, were to be left the younger members of the family—Isbel, the only girl, and Hughie, who was but a baby of two. Small wonder that, upon this memorable morning which was to witness the departure of his father and mother, Ronald Cameron bore himself as one to whom manhood had already come!

        
Whatever might have been his wife's misgivings on the subject of leaving so young a lad as Ron in charge, John Cameron was entirely satisfied. He considered that Ron was, in every way, a true son of the pioneers. He had tested the boy in many ways. Ron had worked beside him on the land, had hunted wild pigs in his company, had forded flooded rivers, and had braved the many dangers of the wild country in which they lived. Further, he was aware that in matters of bush-craft the lad had few equals. Ron knew the bush and loved it, and whenever any of the farm stock wandered it was invariably owing to Ron's sagacity and knowledge of the forest tracks that they were found and brought 

home again. Finally, the father felt sure that he could rely on his son's discretion in dealing with any untoward matters that might arise during his enforced absence.

        
Catching up his clothes, Ron hastened out into the kitchen, to find Isbel already bringing in wood for the stove. He stopped only long enough to assist her in getting the fire going, and then ran lightly down the path to the foot of the garden.

        
Here, through the beautiful native bush, which on this side of the house stretched away as far as the eye could reach, ran a creek some fifteen feet in width. In those days there were but few houses in the country that boasted a bathroom, and the Camerons were not among those few; so, in order to provide bathing facilities for his family, John Cameron had built a dam across the creek, thus forming a deep swimming-pool. In this pool Ron and Isbel had had their first lessons in swimming, an art in which, by this time, they were both highly proficient. Here, too, through many a still afternoon of midsummer, they had spent some wonderful hours, racing each other from side to side, and splashing the cool, sweet water about with noisy enjoyment.

        
On reaching the pool Ron was not long in throwing off his garments, and plunging in. 

After a few vigorous strokes he lay on his back and floated, revelling in the cold sting of the water, and listening for the different bird-calls that would tell him which of his little feathered friends of the bush were about.

        
Of the presence of the fantails he needed no song to inform him. They were about the pool, literally in dozens, flitting here and there with their friendly twittering. The deep 
ku-ku-ku of the native wood-pigeons sounded from up the creek, and Ron reflected that they were probably already busy with their morning feast among the berries of a noble cluster of miro-trees that grew along the banks two or three hundred yards upstream. He could hear, too, the voice of the "pipi-wha-rau-roa," as the Maoris called the shining cuckoo, that strange visitor from overseas; and, above all, the fluting of the tuis, who, not content with their own songs, appeared to be mimicking every other bird-song of the bush.

        
As Ron regained the bank, and proceeded to rub himself briskly with a rough towel, his eye, trained to quick perception in all matters of bushcraft, noted tracks down to the water's edge on the other side of the stream.

        
"O-ho, Mr Pig!" he said softly. "So you've got cheek enough to come drinking at my private 

swimming-hole! I guess it won't be long before I teach you better manners! I'll have a look for you this afternoon. Maybe Hori will go with me."

        
He referred to the only boy of his own age in the neighbourhood. Hori te Whiti was the son of a powerful chief, whose 
pa
          

1 was situated about a mile from the Camerons' home. He was a splendid specimen of courageous Maori youth, and a mutual regard for each other's good qualities, quite apart from any question of colour, had made the two lads firm friends.

        
A "coo-ee" from the house caused Ron to abandon his half-formed intention of crossing the creek to look more closely at the tracks. Instead, he finished dressing, and ran back to the house.

        
Inside the kitchen, Isbel had been busy. The kettle was singing merrily on the stove, and her hands were dipped in the basin wherein she was mixing scones.

        
Isbel Cameron was a sturdy girl of thirteen, whose eyes, of the same deep blue as Ron's, looked out upon the world no less fearlessly than his. While loving her parents, and being immensely proud of Ron, there was one person whom she adored with a fierce, and almost jealous 

            


1 A Maori fort. The Maoris built their 
pas on hills or other natural strongholds, and fortified them with extraordinary skill.

          


devotion—little Hughie, the baby. For him, at any time, would Isbel cheerfully have laid down her life, and Hughie returned her affection in no small measure.

        
"Hurry, Ron!" said Isbel, as her elder brother appeared at the door, his face all rosy, and his hair still wet from his dip. "Get through milking as quickly as you can. I want to get breakfast over early."

        
"How is Mother?" Ron asked, as he took up the milk-pail.

        
"A little better this morning," Isbel answered. "Dad thinks she will be able to stand the journey all right."

        
When Ron had finished milking he washed his hands at the pump and went back to the kitchen. He found the other members of the family at breakfast, Hughie sitting next Isbel, who was endeavouring to persuade him that porridge was the nicest food in the world.

        
"Want a neggie!" announced Hughie, pushing his plate away.

        
"You shall have some of Isbel's egg presently, dear!"

        
"Want neggie now!" declared Hughie firmly.

        
"Mother will give you some of her egg, darling," said Mrs Cameron, taking him on her knee. "No, 

let me spoil him this morning, John," she added, to her husband. "It will be some time before I see my baby again!"

        
She was already dressed for her arduous journey, and though pale maintained a show of good spirits. Both Ron and Isbel, however, were aware that she felt very keenly the impending separation from her loved ones.

        
A few minutes after the meal had concluded a peculiar whistle was heard.

        
"That's Jock!" cried Ron, rushing to the door.

        
Jock Abler was a big, muscular man, in age somewhere between forty and fifty, who had drifted into the district three years before. No one knew exactly whence he had come, and Jock had never been known to volunteer any information on the subject. He had bought a few acres of land, and had built himself a shack, where he lived with only his dog to keep him company. He made no effort to cultivate his land, beyond growing a little corn and a few vegetables, but seemed, rather, to take pleasure in giving his neighbours a hand with any work they required done. He was a splendid bushman, as handy with the axe as he was with his gun. Ron cherished a deep admiration for him; in fact, it was mainly owing to Jock's tuition that he had acquired so 

wonderful a knowledge of the bush. The man had often allowed the boy to accompany him on hunting expeditions, and last Christmas had brought him as a gift the beautiful little gun that was Ron's most treasured possession.

        
On this occasion Jock had come to assist with the task of carrying Mrs Cameron over the rough bush road to the main highway that ran between the settlements of Roro and Turanganui. Arrangements had been made to procure a buggy at that point in which to drive her into Turanganui. Jock had been over on the previous day, helping John Cameron fashion a rough though comfortable litter for the purpose.

        
Soon the farewells were taken, and Ron and Isbel, the latter holding Hughie in her arms, stood and watched the two men take up the litter. They waved until the little procession left the cleared land, and was lost to sight in the bush; and then they turned back to the house, Ron wondering, as they did so, why it was that now that he was actually about to prove himself worthy of the trust reposed in him he did not feel a greater sense of elation. Perhaps it was the last sight of his mother's strained white face that brought to him the sudden conviction that her illness was something far more serious than he had supposed, 

and the tears that Isbel was openly shedding did not serve to mend matters.

        
However, putting his own dejection aside, he comforted his sister; and, having helped her with one or two of the rougher tasks in the house, he went out to the wood-pile. Soon he was whistling cheerily as his axe flew, and the heap of chopped wood beside him grew in size. This, and the repairing of a broken fence, occupied him until noon.

        
After lunch, the call of a weka

1 from the other side of the creek announced a visitor, and presently Hori te Whiti appeared. While Isbel, who liked the young Maori no less than did her brother, busied herself with making a pot of fresh tea, Ron took Hori down to the pool, and showed him the wild pig's tracks.

        
When Ron proposed that they should hunt out the pig that afternoon he was astonished to observe Hori hesitate, then shake his head slowly. Usually Hori did not need pressing to join in any adventure that was afoot.

        
After a while Hori said, speaking in Maori, which language he had been teaching Ron and Isbel for the past few months: "We have been as brothers, you and I?"

        
"Indeed we have, Hori," responded Ron warmly.

        



1 A New Zealand bird with a monotonous two-noted call.

          



        
"Then, my brother," replied Hori, "my words to you are these. Where there is a trust to be fulfilled, see to that trust. Stay by the weaker ones within the house. Do not leave your home this day. There is danger!"

        
"But what danger could there possibly be in this quiet place?" asked Ron, bewildered.

        
"I do not know very much," answered Hori, "for my people, aware of my friendship for the 
pakeha, tell me very little. But I had eyes to see the messenger who arrived at the 
pa of my father this morning, and since then there has been a curious excitement in the air. The warriors are looking to their muskets, and I have heard the name of Te Kooti spoken more than once."

        
"But Te Kooti is away in the wild Urewera country, away on the other side of the Patutahi ford!" argued Ron.

        
The Maori shook his head again. "And is it impossible for Te Kooti to cross that ford suddenly and fall upon the 
pakehas before they are aware? Te Kooti is full of resource, daring, and he is desperate. Did he not overpower the guard they placed upon him at the Chatham Islands, seize a convenient ship, and escape? No, my brother, my words to you are those of a brother. There is danger about—I smell it! Be wary in guarding 

your home; but if at any time you should see a glare in the sky, as of a neighbour's house burning, take your sister and the small brother she loves and hide them in the place that only we three know of. I have spoken all I know."

        
Many and bewildering were the thoughts that surged through Ron's brain as he accompanied the Maori back to the house, and watched Isbel give him tea. He knew that Hori's warning was not to be regarded lightly, and the thought that Te Kooti might indeed, as Hori had suggested, come suddenly down from the Urewera country sent a thrill of horror down his spine.

        
" I'll go over to Johnston's, and warn them, to-morrow," he thought; "and Jock will carry the message to any others who live near here."

        
When milking-time came round Hori left. Isbel accompanied them out to the paddocks, so Ron had no opportunity of speaking further with Hori on the subject of Te Kooti, but he nodded in answer to the Maori's grave farewell gesture, and Hori departed, satisfied that Ron understood the import of the warning he had conveyed.

        
When tea was over Isbel put Hughie to bed, and then brought out her lesson-books, which she had promised not to neglect during her parents' absence. Ron also took up a book and made a 

pretence of reading, but all the time he was listening for any unusual sound from without. At the same time he made the resolution that he would not sleep that night.

        
"Jock should be here soon," remarked Isbel presently. "He promised that he would come in on his way back, and tell us how Mother got on."

        
Her remark provided Ron with the very excuse he was needing for going outside. "I'll go as far as the edge of the clearing and have a look for him," he said, and, opening the door, stepped out.

        
It was a dark, moonless night, and clouds were drifting over from the east, but Ron's eyes were nearly as good in the dark as they were in the daylight. He could see the dim track that led across the paddocks to the edge of the bush. But he did not take that track. Instead, after a moment's reflection, he turned at an abrupt angle and commenced the ascent of a little hill that stood on the other side of the clearing. This hill, from the view it commanded of the countryside was called by the children "the Look-out."

        
He never reached the top. Half-way up he paused, drawing in his breath sharply. For in the west a ruddy glare brightened the horizon, and the knowledge came to him that Hori's warning had indeed been a timely one.

        


        
"It's 'The Poplars'!" he said to himself. "They're burning Johnston's house! Oh, the wicked, cruel beasts, they have probably killed everybody in the place! And ours will be the next on their line of march! I must get Isbel and Hughie away at once!"

        
With his heart pounding against his ribs he turned and sped toward the house. Isbel sprang up as he burst in through the door.

        
"What's wrong, Ron?" she cried.

        
"Isbel," said Ron, trying to speak as calmly as possible, "go and dress Hughie, while I get my rifle and some food. Wrap him in a blanket, and put on your warm coat. We must leave here at once! The Hauhaus are coming!"
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Chapter II
          


          
The Flight
        

        

          
The Hauhaus! At the mention of those fanatical, prophet-deluded people, whose very name struck terror into the hearts of settlers in lonely places, Isbel grew pale, and stood as if turned to stone.

        
"Quick, Isbel!" commanded Ron sharply. "There is no time to waste! They have burned Johnston's place and will be here as soon as they can cover the three miles between!"

        
"How do you know?" Isbel asked.

        
"I saw the fire. Hori told me this afternoon there was a rumour that Te Kooti might come down to the Bay. We must hide in the cave! Quick, get Hughie!"

        
By this time the first shock of Ron's awful news had passed, and, snatching up a rug from the sofa, Isbel ran to the room wherein, but a short time ago, she had put Hughie to bed. The little fellow was very sleepy, but he put a drowsy arm round Isbel's neck as she slipped on his clothes. Wrapping him tightly in the rug, she 

carried him out to the kitchen. Ron had already taken down his gun, and was in the pantry selecting what food he judged they could carry. Then he filled a large bottle with milk for Hughie, and crammed the whole into a kitbag.

        
They went quickly down the path to the creek, and, crossing on the stepping-stones just above the pool, gained the opposite bank. A track led along by the water's edge, so narrow as to be almost imperceptible to anyone not accustomed to the bush. But the children knew every inch of the way. They could have found it blindfolded if need had been, for it led to their best-loved haunt, the place of which Hori had spoken as being known only to the three of them.

        
They journeyed as silently as possible, Ron carrying Hughie, for the sturdy baby was no light weight. Three-quarters of an hour's travelling brought them to a place where the creek narrowed into a little gorge, the cliffs rising abruptly from the water. The bush about was almost impenetrable; but the brother and sister were well acquainted not only with the path they now trod, but with several others in the vicinity, one of which led directly to the house that Ron had but lately seen in flames—"The Poplars," as the Johnstons' farm was called. The gorge was, in 

fact, considerably nearer to "The Poplars" than it was to the Camerons' own home. However, in bringing his charges into what would appear to be the very jaws of danger, Ron knew that he was acting wisely. He was certain that the conquering Hauhaus, even did they know the forest track, would keep to the well-marked road that connected the two homes rather than waste time in following an ill-defined path through thick bush. He argued, too, that once they had finished their ghastly work at "The Poplars" they would travel with all haste to the next farmhouse in their path—his own home—and that Isbel, Hughie, and himself would be considerably safer for the night, and perhaps for the succeeding day, in the vicinity of "The Poplars" than anywhere else. He told Isbel this in a low voice as they neared the objective of their journey; and Isbel, terrified though she was, answered that she agreed with him.

        
They struck to the left now, and came out on top of a cliff of 
papa,
          

1 thirty feet in height; and, holding Hughie carefully, Ron commenced an awkward though not perilous descent, Isbel following. At the bottom was a narrow ledge of 

rock, which they traversed for a few yards until they came to a thick wall of drooping ferns. These Ron pushed aside, and next moment all three were within the cave.

        
Ron and Hori had discovered this retreat some months previously, while out pigeon-snaring, and with the secrecy with which all children of the bush love to conceal their favourite haunts they had agreed to tell no one of it except Isbel. It was high of roof, dry, and very roomy, although narrow at the entrance. A more ideal hidingplace could not be imagined, for the ferns formed a curtain across the entrance, and anyone, even if standing on the cliff directly opposite, would never dream of its existence.

        
With his heart filled with thankfulness at their escape Ron was about to lay Hughie down on a bed of dried fern when Isbel uttered a sudden cry.

        
"Oh, Ron! We forgot the food-bag!"

        
Here was disaster undreamed of. Horrified, Ron remembered that he had put the bag down when first he took Hughie from his sister; and so scattered had been his thoughts at the time that he had forgotten to tell Isbel to pick it up. He remembered the very spot on which he had placed it—the bank of the creek just above the pool. Bitterly he blamed himself for his forgetfulness.

        


        
"Whatever shall we do?" wailed Isbel. "We wouldn't mind being hungry, you and I, and, anyway, we could always find some berries. But Hughie must have his food—he is only a baby!"

        
"I left it just above the pool, this side of the stepping-stones," said poor Ron Oh, Isbel, what a fool I was to forget it!" He was thinking hard as he spoke.

        
Isbel, who had borne herself bravely through their flight, commenced to cry before this terrible trouble. "Whatever shall we do about Hughie?" she sobbed.

        
"Look here, Isbel," said Ron slowly, "you are right. Hughie must have some food, and some-how we've got to get that bag. Would you mind being left for a while if I were to go back for it?"

        
"I'd hate it!" answered Isbel promptly. "And you might run right into the Hauhaus and get killed!"

        
"There's not much fear of that," said Ron.

        
"They will be on the other side of the creek, and if they have gone to our place they will be too busy burning up everything to see me in the bush. You and Hughie will be perfectly safe here, for to-night anyhow, and I'll be back in an hour."

        
As Isbel still demurred Ron urged: "It's only for Hughie's sake. Be brave, Isbel! Think of 

his waking up in the morning and wanting something to eat!"

        
"All right, Ron," answered Isbel, with a sigh. "I won't mind staying by myself for an hour or so; but do be as quick as you can, and whatever you do don't run any risks of being seen."

        
Kissing his sister fondly, Ron pushed aside the ferns and went out, and, sitting down beside Hughie, Isbel prepared to keep her lonely watch.

        
It was, of course, pitch-dark in the cave, but she was not afraid of darkness. She knew the bush so well that ordinarily it held no terrors for her. But just now she was, quite naturally, a little unstrung, and she started at any sudden sounds that at other times would not attract her notice. Several times she put out her hand and felt Hughie; and the warmth of the little slumbering body reassured her in some measure.

        
Presently her small brother stirred and seemed as though about to waken, so she lay down beside him in order to hush him if need be. She must have been lying thus for a long time when suddenly it occurred to her that more than an hour must have gone by since Ron had left her.

        
"But p'r'aps it's just because I'm so anxious," she thought bravely. "I'll try counting the seconds and then I'll know how the time is going."

        


        
She commenced counting slowly. One, two, three, four—sixty seconds to every minute; five minutes, then ten … twenty … half an hour…. Before she reached forty minutes Isbel fell asleep.

        
She was awakened by Hughie's little fists thrust into her face; and to her amazement it was already daylight. Her first impulse was to be conscience-stricken at having slept at her post, her second one of terror. Daylight, and Ron had not returned!

        
Had he fallen into the hands of the Hauhaus? Why, oh, why! had she ever consented to his going back for the food-bag? It would have been far better to have let Hughie go hungry than to have allowed her brave brother to sacrifice his life in a gallant attempt to rescue their food! Distractedly she picked Hughie up and replied as well as she was able to his questions as to what Hughie and Bel were doing in "dis place."

        
What was she to do now? Had it not been for the baby she could have gone back along the track in search of her elder brother, but that was impossible. Supposing that Ron were indeed safe, the fact that he had not returned probably meant that there were Hauhaus between him and the cave, and that alone made her shelter by no means secure. If, on the other hand, he had been killed 

or imprisoned by the natives, it would serve no good purpose to remain in the cave and perhaps starve to death ere help came. Unless by the merest accident, no one would come near the gorge but Hori; and Hori, because of his friendship for the Camerons, might be so well watched that he would not attempt to reach the cave for fear of betraying his friends.

        
While these thoughts ran through Isbel's brain Hughie began to ask for food.

        
"Want breakfuss, Bel, want breakfuss!" he demanded, tugging at her skirt.

        
"Hughie will get some breakfast presently," said poor Isbel, and she thought: "I'll wait until the 
[
gap —  
reason: damage] climbs up as far as the first branch of that kahikatea-tree on the other bank, and if Ron doesn't come by then, I'll go up near 'The Poplars' and see if I can't find some one who will help me."

        
By the time that the sun had reached the bough she had fixed upon Hughie was beginning to cry for some food. Still there was no sign of Ron, so, taking Hughie in her arms, Isbel made her way up the face of the cliff, pausing on one of the rough steps to scratch an arrow pointing in the direction of "The Poplars." She knew that Ron, were he still alive and capable of making his way 

back to the cave, would not fail to notice it; and then with a heavy heart she set out on her journey.

        
She made slow progress, for Hughie insisted on walking some of the way and wanted to sit down and pick what he called "pitty ferns" every now and then. He also kept asking plaintively for "breakfuss," and she was terrified lest he should commence to cry and thus discover their presence to any savage enemy who might be lurking in the bush.

        
At length, however, she reached the point where she must again cross the stream. There were plenty of big, flat boulders on which to cross, and Isbel breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the other side. She had now only a low, scrubcovered hill to ascend before she reached the clearing that surrounded "The Poplars."

        
The scrub was tall and thick, mostly manuka and high fern. Suddenly a crashing in the bushes made her crouch down behind a big clump of bush-lawyer.

        
"Play hide, Hughie! Quiet!" she whispered desperately to her brother, and the little fellow, thinking it a game, gave one little gurgle of delight, and thereafter remained as still as a mouse.

        
The crashing continued, and Isbel was appalled to find that, whatever or whoever it was, was 

coming in her direction. Summoning up all her courage, she ventured to peep round the edge of the bush-lawyer, to see before her the mild eyes of a very friendly-looking cow.

        
"Hughie's breakfast!" she gasped, in utter relief. "But what am I to do for a pail?"

        
Bidding Hughie keep still, the resourceful girl ran down to the creek again, and, picking three or four of the large leaves of a shrub that grew thickly along the bank, she quickly fashioned them into cups.

        
The cow had not been milked that morning; so she stood contentedly while Isbel, holding a leafcup in one hand, milked deftly with the other.

        
When Hughie had drunk his fill of the warm milk, and Isbel too had made her breakfast, she took up the little fellow again and started up the hill. When she reached the point where the track led directly out into the paddocks about "The Poplars" a melancholy sight met her eyes.

        
"The Poplars" had been the finest house in the neighbourhood. Now it lay a mass of smouldering ruins, witness to the spirit of savage destruction that had inspired Te Kooti's desperadoes. The stable had gone too, and of all the farm-buildings only a small woodshed remained standing. Isbel's eyes filled with tears as she gazed on 

the ruins of what yesterday, had been a happy, comfortable home.

        
"Oh, the poor, poor people!" she whispered. "What has happened to them all? Perhaps they had no warning and the Hauhatis came up and killed them before they knew what had happened!"

        
She was turning away, sick at heart, when a sudden movement in some flax-bushes that stood between her and the little woodshed attracted her attention. Quickly she shrank down so as to be concealed from observation, and peered out.

        
Presently the movement was repeated, and Isbel could hardly believe her eyes when she saw a small figure crawl out of the flax and make its way toward the shed.

        
"It's Tom Johnston!" she gasped. "He must have escaped by hiding in the flax. Oh, I wonder if any of the others are alive?"

        
By this time Hughie was getting sleepy, so she arranged a bed of fern for him, and, wrapping him in her coat, laid him down. Then she peered out again, and saw the small boy come out of the shed and go back to the flax-clumps. He seemed to be searching for something. Presently Isbel saw him emerge from the bushes, carrying something very carefully. Then light dawned on her.

        
"There's somebody in the shed," she thought; 

"somebody alive and perhaps so wounded that he can't move. little Tom has been looking for a hen's nest—those are eggs he's carrying."

        
Hughie was now fast asleep, so Isbel, with a regretful glance at the beloved little figure, left the shelter of the scrub and ran across the paddock to the shed. Pausing in the doorway, she met with a fearful sight.

        
Mrs Johnston lay on the floor, horribly wounded. She had been gashed in several places with a tomahawk, and was unable to move. She would have bled to death ere then had not her youngest boy, Tom, who, as Isbel had surmised, had managed to hide in the flax-bushes, heard her moans and, creeping forth and into the shed, found her, and contrived to bind up her wounds. He was kneeling beside her now, endeavouring to raise her head in order that she might derive some nourishment from one of the eggs that he had discovered. The little lad was but seven years old, and he was pale as a ghost from his terrifying experiences of the previous night. He uttered a little startled cry as Isbel's figure darkened the doorway.

        
"It's all right, Tom," said Isbel, speaking quickly and reassuringly. "I've come to see if I can help your mother. Oh, poor Mrs Johnston, what an awful time you must have had!"

        


        
The woman looked tip at her with agonized eyes. Isbel continued: "Where are Mr Johnston and Dick and Jim?"

        
Mrs Johnston's lips moved, and Isbel saw them frame the one word: "Killed!"

        
The horror of it all made Isbel feel faint. At first she could only hold the woman's hand and cry bitterly. But in a little while she pulled herself together and said: "I must get help to you somehow. I don't think the Hauhaus will come back this way, so you will be safe for a time, at least. Tom must stay beside you and do his best, and I will go up along the road and try to get into Roro. You'll be brave, won't you, Tom?" she concluded, putting her hand on the little boy's shoulder. "See that you give your mother plenty of water—she will need that more than food. And get some dried grass for a pillow to make her head more comfortable."

        
"I'll do what I can," said the boy valiantly.

        
''That's right,'' answered Isbel approvingly. ''It won't be long before I get help for you. Now, Mrs Johnston, is there anything I can do for you before I go?"

        
The pale lips formed two words: "Thanks … no …," and, looking down at the bloodless face, Isbel could not help but utter a silent prayer that 

help might arrive in time. Mrs Johnston appeared to be sinking fast.

        
With a cheery word of farewell Isbel turned and sped back across the paddocks.

        
"I'll have to wake Hughie at once," she thought as she made her way into the scrub. "He'll be cross, but I can't help that. We'll go up on to the road, and I'll surely meet some one before long. By this time they must know in Roro and Turanganui that the Hauhaus are on the warpath."

        
She reached the little cluster of fern behind which she had left the sleeping baby, and stood suddenly still, transfixed with horror.

        
Hughie had disappeared!

      

            


1 A kind of whitish-blue clay common in New Zealand river cliffs.
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Chapter III
          


          
A Night by the Pool
        

        

          
When Ron left Isbel and Hughie it was his intention to hasten back for the food-bag, and to return with corresponding speed to the friendly shelter of the cave. After ascending the cliff he stole along the path as quietly as possible. He made a much speedier journey than had been the case when he was carrying Hughie, and half an hour's travelling brought him to the stepping-stones.

        
He found the bag without trouble. As he picked it up his eyes sought to pierce the gloom of the thick bush that stood between him and the house, in order to ascertain whether the Hauhaus had arrived. All seemed quiet in that quarter. There was no sound except the ordinary ones of bush and running water. He decided that, if Te Kooti's savages were, about, they must have stolen up silently in order to take anyone within the house by surprise. He shuddered as he pictured what might have happened had Hori not come over that afternoon, and he felt thankful 

that his parents had left when they did, as the business of conveying his mother to the cave must necessarily have been an extremely difficult one.

        
Food-bag in hand, he was just about to retrace his steps when a peculiar whistle sounded from up near the house. He would have known that whistle in a hundred.

        
"It's Jock!" he exclaimed to himself. "I quite forgot that he was coming in on his way back from Roro. And he couldn't see the fire from the short cut, if he came that way, and wouldn't know that there was anything amiss!"

        
Quick as a flash he answered Jock's signal, only, instead of whistling once, he gave two short, sharp whistles. This was an old signal between the two. They had used it when out pig-hunting, and he knew that Jock would interpret it as "Danger!"

        
Ron's heart was racing as he waited by the creek. He reasoned that Jock's quick ear would pick up the direction whence the signal had come, and that he would make his way to the creek as swiftly as he was able.

        
"I'll take him up to the cave," thought the boy, proud to thus be the means possibly of saving the bushman's life.

        
At length, ears listening intently, he heard some one coming toward the creek. He was just 

about to whistle again, more softly this time, when the conviction seized him that it was no friendly ally who was approaching. He drew back behind a tree. As he did so the branches on the other side of the creek parted, and a Maori came out on to the bank. Ron could see him, standing with head bent, tomahawk in hand, alert for any further sound that might betray the whereabouts of the person who had whistled.

        
At the same moment a piercing scream sounded from somewhere in the vicinity of the house. Immediately it was answered by a chorus of savage yells. The Maori on the opposite bank grunted and disappeared into the bush.

        
"It was a Hauhau who screamed!" said Ron to himself. "Jock has accounted for one of them, at least. But now they will know that some one else beside themselves is about, and they will search the bush for him. Whatever happens now, I must contrive to find him and take him to the cave."

        
By now the noise on the hill was increasing in volume. Ron could hear the savages dashing through the various rooms, pulling the furniture about, searching for anyone who might be hiding in a corner, and uttering ferocious cries at finding themselves cheated of their victims.

        


        
The boy thought quickly. He was convinced that Jock, supposing he were unharmed, would manage somehow to reach the creek; but the spot whereon he was standing was badly placed to enable him to observe the approach of anyone, friend or foe. On the other hand, could he but get. to the pool below the stepping-stones, he would be able not only to see clearly what was happening up at the house, but also to distinguish anyone going either up or down on the other side of the stream.

        
Very cautiously and slowly he retreated further into the bush; and having made a 
détour he came out a few moments later on the bank above the pool. The bank here was undermined, and overgrown with drooping vines and ferns. Ron lay down, and worming his way to the edge looked up at the house. The savages, disappointed of the victims they anticipated, were already thrusting fire-sticks in through the windows, and ere long the wooden building began to crackle. Yelling, and calling rough jests to each other, the Maoris ran round the house like men possessed, stopping now and then to fire their rifles in through the windows.

        
The flames leaped higher and higher. Ron gritted his teeth as he saw his beloved home going 

up in fire, and the delicate vines of clematis and mingi-mingi he had cared for so faithfully drooping and wilting in the fierce heat. At the same time, it occurred to him that the bank whereon he now lay was too exposed to render him sufficient concealment if the Hauhaus should come searching the bush again.

        
After an instant's hesitation he slid carefully down the vines until his feet touched the water. Then he swung himself on to a comfortably wide ledge of 
papa underneath the bank and drew the greenery over his hiding-place. Here he felt safer, for while he could peer through the vines, there was little chance of anyone discovering him in his retreat.

        
The manœuvre was executed not a moment too soon. Almost immediately afterward he observed three of the Hauhaus stealing down the opposite slope. They went upstream and crossed by the stepping-stones, and presently he could hear them talking to each other on the bank above his head. They were so close that he had no difficulty in picking up their conversation.

        
"I tell you," said one of them, "there is no one about. How could they have known that Te Kooti was abroad?"

        
"What of the call I heard?" answered another. 

"Clearly and shrilly from the stream did some one whistle!"

        
"A bird," said the first speaker; "or perhaps one of our own brave warriors calling to another."

        
"Who, then, killed Pene Rota?" demanded a third voice. "Was it a bird, or yet one of our own warriors that sent him to Te Reinga

1 with a knife-thrust in his throat?"

        
So Jock had indeed killed a Hauhau! And, since the Maoris did not appear to know who was responsible for Pene's quick death, it stood to reason that Jock was alive, and somewhere in the surrounding bush. Ron's spirits began to rise.

        
Meanwhile the Hauhaus, after some further argument, moved away. By now the house was entirely enveloped in flames, and the yelling savages commenced to sing some kind of wild chant, whose frenzy chilled the blood in the veins of the watching lad.

        
Ron judged that the hour was late; and he began to wonder what poor Isbel, alone with Hughie in the dark cave, was thinking of his long absence. Of her safety he had no doubts whatever; else, leaving Jock to his own devices, he would have gone back ere this to afford her what 

protection he could. And he had no fear that she would attempt to follow him back to the pool as she would not dream him leaving Hughie. In any case, there were now at least three stealthy foes on the bank somewhere above him, which fact alone made impossible any attempt on his part to reach the cave for some time. So, resigning himself to the inevitable, he settled down more comfortably on the ledge and prepared to wait until he had some sign or token of Jock's whereabouts.

        
Many a time in the next few minutes he regretted that he had never mentioned the cave to his bushman friend. Jock would probably think that he had concealed Isbel and Hughie in the bush, and aware of the man's determination of character, was sensible that Jock would keep on searching about until he found them. But why did Jock not come down to the creek? Was it because he was cut off by enemies prowling between him and his objective? These and many other surmises Ron kept turning over in his mind while he watched the roof of his home fall in, and heard the frenzied chant of the murderous Hauhaus rise higher and louder.

        
There was one thought that puzzled him exceedingly. Why did the Maoris not leave his home as 

speedily as they had left "The Poplars"? He considered the matter until the answer came to him. Te Kooti's fiendish warriors knew that his mother and father were away. They knew, too, that they had only three children to account for, and they probably judged that Hughie, the baby, could not travel very far. So they had decided to remain in the neighbourhood until morning, and then, with the assistance of daylight, they meant to search the surrounding forest thoroughly.

        
"I must get Isbel and Hughie away before daylight," thought Ron. "But where on earth can I take them? Oh, I do wish Jock would come quickly—he would be able to suggest something. I don't see that I can wait for him much longer. And why have those three beauties who came over the creek not returned?"

        
Suddenly every muscle of his body stiffened, and he threw a startled glance across the water. Something or some one was in the pool below the opposite bank!

        
In another moment he was satisfied the thing was human; but friend or foe, which was it? Whoever it was, he must have slipped into the pool while Ron was looking up at the house. Could it possibly be Jock?

        
Almost afraid to breathe, Ron crouched 
be-

hind
            
           his ferny curtain and waited for some sign that would reveal the other's identity. Supposing the man should take it into his head to cross the pool, he must inevitably find Ron's place of concealment. On the other hand, if it was indeed Jock the sooner he acquainted him with the fact that he was near the better. They could then set out for the cave and could soon allay the anxiety that he knew Isbel must be experiencing.

        
But the trouble was that he dared give no sign of his own presence until he could be certain that he was making no mistake. He dared not leave his shelter under the bank in case the man opposite was a Hauhau. He knew, from report, that Te Kooti's braves were crafty in the extreme, and he feared a trap. Chafing at the delay thus caused, he kept rigid watch.

        
At last his patience was rewarded. The man in the pool dislodged a stone, which fell into the pool with a plop, and Ron heard a voice cursing softly in English. He waited no longer.

        
"Jock!" he called in a low voice, but one which he knew must carry over the pool. "It's I—Ron! I'm under the bank on the other side, behind the ferns. Can you swim over?"

        
The man commenced the crossing, swimming almost noiselessly, and a moment later Ron thrust 

out his hand and guided Jock to the ledge. Behind the friendly ferns the two clasped hands.

        
"This is a bad business, lad," said the bushman gravely. "Where are your sister and brother? God grant yonder fiends did not get them!"

        
On that point Ron quickly reassured his friend. "I've hidden them in a secret cave up the gorge," he said. He then recounted the loss of the food-bag, and explained how, on returning to get it, he had heard the whistle and had answered it.

        
"And well for Jock Abler that you did, my lad!" answered Jock. "I had no idea that there was devilment afoot, but when I heard your signal I made for cover. Just inside the bush I fell over a Hauhau who was creeping upon me with his tomahawk. I just managed to draw my knife in time. I've been looking for you ever since, but the murderous varmints have been hunting me the while. Did three of them go over the creek looking for me some while back?"

        
Ron assented, and Jock nodded in a satisfied manner. "I gave them the slip when I got into the pool. Well, lad, we'd better get out of this and away to your sister. What's the best way? You know these parts better than I do."

        
"We'll have to climb up the bank and crawl 

along until we strike the path," advised Ron. "I'll go first and guide you."

        
But even as he spoke Jock whispered "Hist!" There came a sound of footsteps, and the three Maoris came out on the bank above them. They were still arguing, and, seemingly, were undecided whether to rejoin the main party or to search further.

        
At length one of them recrossed the creek and went up the slope toward the house, while the other two sat down on the bank. The first Maori returned presently, bringing food and what appeared to be a bundle of rugs. He brought word also from their leader.

        
"It is Te Kooti's will that we stay here to-night," were his words to his companions. "He says this is a good place to keep watch, and when day comes we will hunt for those who have escaped us this night!"

        
All three proceeded to make a meal, with many ribald comments on their success of the night; while below them Ron and Jock, the latter wet to the skin from his sojourn in the pool, suffered much distress owing to the necessity of keeping as still as they could.

        
With the first light of dawn the Maoris were astir. More of them came over the creek, and 

soon a dozen different parties were at work methodically searching the bush. Ere the sun was far up in the sky Jock and Ron had had more than one narrow escape from detection. But their good luck stood by them, and at what they judged was about ten o'clock they heard a bugle blown, and the searchers began to wander back.

        
When it appeared that all had returned another bugle-note was sounded, and shortly afterward the Hauhaus departed and the bush relapsed into its wonted quietude.

        
The two friends waited long enough to make certain that there were no stragglers about, then clambered out of their refuge. Hurriedly they followed the track that led to the cave, Ron's heart aching with sympathy for Isbel in the night of anxiety she must have passed.

        
As they reached the foot of the cliff he gave Jock's peculiar whistle, in order to calm any fears that she might be entertaining. Quickly stepping along the ledge of rock, he lifted the curtain of greenery and looked within.

        
But the cave was empty.

      



1 According to the Maoris, the leaping-place of spirits.
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On a Lonely Road
        

        

          
Meanwhile, at about the same time as Ron and his companion were watching the Hauhaus depart, Isbel Cameron was running madly through the scrub on the hill below "The Poplars" in search of her baby brother. Her breath came in little sobbing gasps, and she wrung her hands distractedly. Gone was any thought of danger to herself, and fear of savage enemies who might be lurking on the hill. Her one impulse was to find Hughie.

        
After a time her frenzy left her. She leaned against a stout ngaio-tree and sought to recover her breath. But her thoughts were racing madly. What could have happened to her precious charge? Had he been snatched up by a party of marauding Maoris? Or had he suddenly wakened, and, finding himself alone in the scrub, toddled off in search of her? Over and over again she reproached herself for having left him; but he had been slumbering so peacefully that she had thought it better not to take him with her when she went across to the shed.

        


        
Her breath was coming more evenly now, and her knees did not feel so weak. So she started out on her search again, but in a more systematic fashion. First of all she went downhill toward the creek. It gave her some comfort to reflect that the water in this part was so shallow that even had Hughie gone this way, he could have been in no danger of drowning.

        
But the creek-bank gave no sign of him, nor was there any answer to the urgent calls she gave while standing there. Isbel therefore retraced her steps, and, calling the baby softly as she went, proceeded back to the place where she had laid him down, in order to see if she could find any marks that would inform her of the direction he had taken.

        
The coat was there, just as she had put it on the fern. There was no sign of any disturbance; neither, by scanning the adjacent ground, could she notice that any other than herself and her small brother had been there. Utterly exhausted, Isbel sank down on the coat.

        
"Oh, Hughie, Hughie," she sobbed, "where are you? And Ron too? I know that the Hauhaus have killed Ron! But Hughie must be somewhere near, lost in the bush; and if I have to stay here for days I must find him before I can get help to 

Mrs Johnston and Tom. Oh, heaven help me, what can I do?"

        
When she again felt calmer she rose, and picking up the coat started to search farther afield. This time she went uphill toward the road, reasoning that from the brow of the hill she would have a better chance of securing help for both Mrs Johnston and herself.

        
It was difficult travelling, for the scrub in this part was thickly intermingled with bush-lawyer that tore her dress and scratched her face and hands; but, resolute in purpose, she fought her way onward until she reached the top.

        
Here she sank down into the scrub and looked out along the road. Then, hardly daring to believe in her own eyes, she rose again and sped swiftly out after a very small figure that was wandering across the highway.

        
"Hughie!" gasped Isbel, catching him up to her breast and hugging him with all her strength. "Oh, Hughie, where have you been?"

        
"Went to get more milk for Bel," Hughie answered. "Chased pitty cow!" He gave her a loving embrace and added: "Naughty Bel leave Hughie in bush!"

        
"It was a naughty Isbel too," she agreed, commencing to carry him down the road. "But if 

ever Isbel has to leave Hughie again, he must just stay where she puts him and he mustn't move until she comes back. Does Hughie understand?"

        
"Ess. Stay still," replied the little fellow.

        
Evidently, thought Isbel, the cow, coming crashing through the scrub again, had wakened Hughie, and the baby had toddled along after it. She thanked God that his footsteps had been directed toward the road rather than into the bush, for had it been the deeper forest into which he had wandered she might have spent hours searching for him and even then, perhaps, she might have missed him altogether.

        
When she had been walking along for about an hour the road took a sudden turn to the right and ran through a considerable tract of high, gloomy forest. Beyond that, she knew, there was a bushman's 
whare,

1 and she was hopeful that if she could reach it she might find some food for Hughie, who was again complaining of hunger. But she did not think it wise to traverse the road just here. The bush might hold an ambush. She decided, therefore, to turn into the forest itself rather than risk the forbidding stretch of road. So, promising Hughie some food when they should 

reach the other side of the bush, she struck boldly into the gloomy depths, and, using as her guide such glimpses of the sun as she could obtain, made her way between the great trees.

        
Her arms fairly ached with the burden of the heavy baby, and it seemed to her that she was making mere snail's progress; but after an hour's travelling she saw a wall of light in front of her, and soon afterward she emerged into the open.

        
To her delight the 
whare was still standing. Either the Hauhaus had not noticed it, or else they had passed it by in their desire to obtain greater loot at the farmhouses further on. Nevertheless, she stood quite still and watched carefully for any signs of life about the place before she ventured to approach any nearer.

        
She found the 
whare deserted. The door was not barred, and opened easily at her touch. She put Hughie down on one of the bunks, and commenced ransacking the only cupboard for something to eat. Isbel herself was feeling faint with hunger, and Hughie was getting positively vociferous in his demands for food.

        
She was overjoyed to discover the better part of a loaf of home-made bread, a lump of cold boiled mutton, and a pot of melon jam. Before many minutes had passed Hughie was contentedly 

eating bread and jam, while she attacked the mutton ravenously.

        
When both had had all they wanted Isbel found an old newspaper, and carefully wrapped up the remains of the feast. She also took some oatmeal, a little sugar and a drinking-pannikin; and, rolling everything in her coat, she fastened it on her back by means of some flax-twine which she rummaged from a corner. Then, going outside, she selected a piece of charcoal from the open fireplace. With this she wrote across the rude table of the 
whare:

        
"Send help to Mrs Johnston at once. I am trying to reach Roro," and signed her name, "Isbel Cameron."

        
From the position of the sun she judged that by now it must be some time after noon; and as yet she had met no one. That meant that she could not hope to reach the settlement before nightfall. For an instant her courage forsook her at the thought that she might have to spend another night in the bush; but at the same time she tramped bravely on, doing her best to keep Hughie entertained. Needless to say, she was continually on the alert for any approaching danger.

        
The road now lay through an apparently endless tract of swampy country, overgrown with toe-toe, 

flax, and raupo. It was land such as made no appeal to the early settlers, owing to the difficulty of draining it. Consequently, for many miles about, there was no sign of cultivation, not even a roughly constructed hut being visible as far as the eye could reach. A lonely, desolate piece of country, this, and in the midst of it a winding road along which trudged a sturdy girl of thirteen carrying a heavy baby!

        
Just after sunset she came to a depression in the road through which ran a little creek. Here she rested, removing her shoes and stockings and bathing her tired feet in the cool, clear water. She undid her bundle, and mixing some of her oatmeal and sugar in the pannikin, moistened it, and gave it to Hughie. Forlorn though she was, she smiled at the wry face he made over the improvised porridge. Then they both ate what was left of the bread and jam, and had a drink of water; and, putting on her shoes again, Isbel wearily took up her burden and continued her journey.

        
It was after dark when she left the swamplands and came into bush country again, but now she was too utterly tired to forsake the road. She had but a vague recollection of this part of the district, for the Camerons were stay-at-home 

folk who seldom left their own fireside. She seemed, however, to remember dimly that about a mile farther on the road that she was now traversing met the main highway that ran from Roro to Turanganui. Toward reaching that spot she now bent every energy. It was becoming harder to walk with every moment; and Hughie, who had fallen asleep, was such a dead weight as almost to paralyse her arms.

        
The crossroads at last! Isbel dragged herself into the bush and laid Hughie down. Panting, she threw herself on the ground beside him and lay motionless, utterly exhausted.

        
A sudden sound of tramping feet made her start up and lean forward, heart beating rapidly. With eyes that filled quickly with terror she saw a dreadful procession coming along the road from the direction of Turanganui.

        
"The Hauhaus!" she shuddered. "Oh, heaven help me, what will I do if Hughie wakes up!"

        
There were, perhaps, two hundred of them, wild, fantastic figures, clearly revealed by the light of the torches they carried. Isbel noticed that in addition to their tomahawks most of them had rifles. They seemed mad with the frenzy of their horrible creed; and as they passed by her place of concealment some of them struck into a 

wild marching-song that conveyed to the terrified girl an impression of ferocious purpose:

        

          
"Kira


          
Wana


          
Tu


          
Tiri


          
Wha!


          
Teihana!"
        

        
If the noise should waken Hughie! Isbel crouched beside him and involuntarily one hand stole over his mouth in order to stifle the little cry which she knew he must utter on rousing. But he slumbered as peacefully as though he were in his own little cot at home, and the moment of danger passed.

        
When the last of the awful figures had gone by Isbel sent up a little prayer of thankfulness, and stood up in order to stretch her cramped limbs. But at the same time she thought she heard some one moving stealthily through the bush. Yes, there was no doubt of it. Some one was approaching, and what was more, was coming with apparently unerring footsteps toward the very spot on which she was standing!

        
She could bear no more. As the stranger came up to her Isbel Cameron gave a little moan and sank fainting at the feet of a Maori.

      



1 A hut or house.
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Chapter V
          


          
The Whare in the Scrub
        

        

          
Isbel's first sensation on reviving was surprise to find herself still alive. Her next was one of wild affright. Hughie? Not until she had put out her hand and felt him beside her did she venture to open her eyes. When at last she did so, she found herself gazing into the kind, grave face of Hori te Whiti.

        
"Hori!" she cried. "Oh, Hori, is it really you? I thought you were a Hauhau!"

        
A bitter smile crossed the Maori lad's face. "And am I not indeed of the Hauhaus? My father and my brothers are even now with Te Kooti's men. Where, then, should Hori be?"

        
"But I'm sure you wouldn't go about the country burning up houses and killing people!" declared Isbel positively.

        
"No," replied the Maori. "That thing will Hori te Whiti never be—the slayer of his 
pakeha friends. The cause of Te Kooti has, perhaps, justice. He may be, as the messages he is sending over the countryside say, the saviour of his 

people. But I do not like this slaying of women and children, and have sworn, by the gods of my fathers, and by your God to have no part in it."

        
"Then what are you doing here, so far from home?" asked Isbel, sitting up.

        
"I am one of Te Kooti's messengers. No," he added, "do not be reproachful, sister of my friend! The office of messenger gives me liberty to come and go. Thus, news of the war will be conveyed to more than one lonely settler, and in those homes at least there will be no children slain this night. But one question deserves another. Why are you and the little brother here, instead of being hidden, as I thought, in the cave? And where is Roni?"

        
Isbel then recounted her experiences, the Maori listening attentively, and a sympathetic grunt escaping him at various stages of her recital.

        
"I was right," he said in admiration, when she had finished. "I was right, and my father was wrong. The sister of my friend walked all those weary miles and kept the fire of her courage burning brightly the while. 
E! Te Kooti shall not prevail against such 
pakehas as these!"

        
"Do you think anything dreadful has happened to Ron?" Isbel asked fearfully.

        
Hori considered the question carefully before 

replying. "No," he said finally. "I think that wherever he is, he is unharmed. But there were probably enemies between him and you, and he was afraid to go back to the cave lest he should reveal your hiding-place."

        
"And what of poor Mrs Johnston? Oh, Hori, she was frightfully wounded—and that poor little Tom looked scared out of his wits!"

        
"We will try to get help to her as soon as we can," answered Hori. "It will not be long now before the news of her condition is abroad. In Turanganui the settlers are arming and redcoated soldiers have been sent for. I could not go to her to-night even if I could do anything for her. Hori's work is here!" and he glanced down at the still-slumbering baby.

        
"You mean—you will save Hughie?" faltered Isbel.

        
"And the sister of my friend as well. Do you feel strong enough to walk?"

        
A short time before, Isbel had been faint and exhausted. The promise of safety held out by Hori completely revived her. She stood up, eager to get away to any place of refuge the Maori boy might suggest.

        
Hori bent down and lifted up Hughie; and, motioning Isbel to follow him, turned away out 

of the bush. They crossed the Roro road and struck into some scrub that stood on the other side. Presently they came to a narrow creek, and along this Hori turned, Isbel keeping close at his heels.

        
"There is a house on the other side of the creek, close by here," Hori told her, as they reached a point where the creek became a mere trickle of water. "The people went away in time, and for some reason Te Kooti would not have the house burned. It is a big place, full of good chairs and paintings. Perhaps he thinks to live in it when he has, as he boasts he will, killed all the 
pakehas."
        

        
"But you are not taking us there?" queried Isbel, appalled at the idea of risking what looked like certain destruction.

        
"No," answered Hori. "I thought of it at first, but as yet the Hauhau bands are scattered, and I could not feel sure that you would be safe. So I have considered again, and have been able to remember a spot into which no Maori, Hauhau or otherwise, could be persuaded to set foot. We will come to it presently."

        
"What is it, Hori?"

        
"It is a 
whare that stands in a little grove of peach-trees about a mile farther on. The owner was one of my people who worked for the 
pakehas
          

of yonder house. One morning he was found dead inside his shelter, and since then no Maori will go near it. It is 
tapu.
          

1
        

        
Isbel, who knew something of the strict 
tapu laws of the natives, had heard that the Maoris shunned a house wherein anyone had died; and she agreed with Hori that the 
whare would afford her a fairly secure haven.

        
"But I wish that I could get to Roro or Turanganui straight away," she exclaimed wistfully.

        
"That is impossible for the present," answered Hori. "The band of Hauhaus that you saw was on its way to attack Roro to-night; and until the soldiers come the Turanganui road will be far from safe for you. Have trust in Hori, sister of my friend. He has spoken all he knows."

        
"But supposing that I have to stay in the 
whare for some time," argued the girl. "How and where am I to get food for Hughie?"

        
"I have thought of that too," Hori said patiently. "There are cows in the paddock near by. I will drive one down to the 
whare, and I will bring other food from the big house. There will be fresh water running by your door. I think you will approve the place when you see it."

        
His prophecy was fulfilled when they came out 

of the scrub and crossed the tiny clearing that surrounded the 
whare. The little hut stood in the midst of a peach-grove. Peeping in and examining it by the light of a stump of candle which Hori produced from his belt, Isbel was pleased to observe that it was clean and sweet-smelling. The floor was of clay, and there was a sackcloth bunk along one wall.

        
She reported this to Hori, who stood without while she explored.

        
"It is good," he said kindly. "Now, take the little brother, go inside, and sleep. I will go back and drive down your cow. The clearing that is round this place is well fenced, so once I put her in she will not wander. I will leave other food at the door, and I will bring a bucket for the milk. And have no fear, sister of my friend, either of to-night or of to-morrow. No Hauhau will come near this place. To-morrow, some time, I shall pass this way. When you hear the sudden cry of a weka three times look for Hori te Whiti!"

        
Isbel tried to thank him, but her tears began to flow, and she could only hold out her hand, which the Maori clasped ere he turned away.

        
Confident that she and Hughie were indeed safe at last, she went into the 
whare. She snuggled 

down on the bunk, and holding Hughie tightly in her arms, she fell asleep almost immediately.

        
She was awake at dawn, but she lay very still, enjoying the delicious sensation of being able to rest in security. When Hughie opened his eyes she got up and put on her shoes. Hughie's face expressed the utmost astonishment at this new home, and she could not help laughing at the puzzled wonder in his round, blue eyes.

        
"It's a game, darling!" she told him. "Isbel and Hughie are playing hide from Mummy and Ron!" Then, like a nightmare, the memory of the last two nights came sweeping over her, and she wondered frantically: "Oh, what has happened to Ron?"

        
"Will Hughie get breakfuss here?" demanded the practical little fellow.

        
"Indeed he will," replied his sister; and, opening the door of the 
whare, she found directly in front of it a box. On investigation this proved to contain a quantity of biscuits, two pots of jam, some butter, and about a dozen apples. There was also a clean, white pail for the milk, and oh, joy! two warm rugs. And there, before her, grazing contentedly, was the cow that Hori had promised her!

        
Hughie munched an apple while she set about 

the milking, and soon they were making a hearty breakfast. Isbel's terror had entirely passed; and if it had not been for her anxiety concerning Ron's probable fate and her pity for Mrs Johnston she felt that she would have begun actually to enjoy this strange adventure.

        
She spent the morning playing with Hughie beside the creek. In the afternoon she put him down for his sleep and sat by the door, listening for any signal from Hori. But no weka called three times from the scrub, so when Hughie wakened she took him on her knee and told him stories until milking-time came round again.

        
They had finished their tea when Isbel heard the signal for which she had been listening all day. It came, sudden and unmistakable—three weak-notes. Bidding Hughie lie down and go to sleep, Isbel left the 
whare, and shortly afterward Hori came down by the creek.

        
"All has been well?" was his greeting, to which Isbel thankfully replied.

        
"I have good news for you," the Maori said. "Good news on the one hand—on the other—none!"

        
"Ron?" faltered Isbel.

        
"It is of him I can hear nothing," explained Hori. "All I know is that he has not yet come 

out of the swamp road. But be of courage for I think that all is well with him. He may be on the road at this moment, travelling by night and hiding by day. And then the road winds, and it would be difficult to see a solitary traveller except from a high hill, and as you know there are none about here. Now for my good news—the soldiers are coming!"

        
"When?" cried Isbel excitedly.

        
"I have heard that they will be hereabouts by to-morrow morning," Hori replied. "They are marching from Turanganui to Roro."

        
"How do you know, Hori?" asked the girl, scarcely daring to credit the welcome news.

        
"My people have been watching them, and the word has been passed along."

        
"Has there been any fighting?"

        
"Not yet," answered Hori; "but blows may be exchanged at any time now. However, behind them are more soldiers and still more, so that by noon to-morrow the road to Turanganui will be safe to travel."

        
"Have you been able to send any help to Mrs Johnston?" Isbel queried.

        
Hori shook his head. "All I could do was to send a message to Roro. I have heard nothing since. No word has come down the swamp road."

        


        
"I am afraid, then, that she will be beyond help by now," murmured Isbel sadly. "Oh, Hon, how lucky Hughie and I have been! And we owe all our good fortune to you. I will never forget it!"

        
"I know that, sister of my friend," responded Hori softly. "Nor will I, on my part, ever fail to remember the courage I met with last night. But 
pakeha and Maori walk by different ways, and when this fighting is over you will be spoken of as a heroine, while Hori te Whiti will be execrated as one who fought on the side of Te Kooti!"

        
"But I will tell all the world what you have done for us!" protested the girl.

        
"And have my own people curse me for a traitor?" asked the Maori bitterly. "No, Hori te Whiti's life must be with his people. Therefore, none but you and I and perhaps Roni must know of the meeting last night by the Roro road. In any thanks you feel to me, promise to keep silent!"

        
Seeing that he was in deadly earnest, Isbel gave the promise he asked for.

        
"Now," said Hori, "it is getting dark. Go, then, into the 
whare and sleep until I call you in the morning. Then we will go back to the 
cross-

roads
            
           and meet the soldiers. I shall lie out underneath these trees for the night. Good night, sister of my friend!"

        
"Good night—but wait one moment, Hori!" exclaimed Isbel, and, darting into the 
whare, she brought him out one of the rugs.

        
He took it from her in silence. With another "Good night" Isbel returned to the 
whare.
        

        
They were astir before sunrise, and after drinking some of the milk they started on their journey, munching biscuits as they went. Arrived back at the crossroads, Hori made Isbel hide in the scrub while he went out to reconnoitre. He returned presently with the news that the soldiers were half an hour's march away.

        
"Shall we go along the road and meet them?" inquired Isbel eagerly.

        
"No, no. It is better to wait here," he advised. "Much might happen in half an hour. In any case, no one must know that Hori is about. Stay until I give the word, then take the little brother and walk out on the road. We will be patient."

        
Isbel, while reluctant to disregard Hori's advice, could not help being impatient at the delay. The half-hour seemed to drag by on feet of lead. She had difficulty, too, in keeping Hughie by her side; he was continually wanting to stray out to the road.

        


        

          

[image: She Caught Up Hughie and Ran to Meet the Soldiers]
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But at last Hori said "Hark!" Isbel could hear the tramp of marching feet, while her heart fluttered wildly. She had never felt more excited in her lifetime.

        
Tramp, tramp, tramp—they were coming, nearer, nearer! She saw the foremost of them, rounding a sharp turn of the road.

        
Then it was that Isbel could contain herself no longer. Careless of Hori's advice, regardless of her debt to him, forgetting everything save that her deliverers were coming, she caught up Hughie, and dashing out to the road, ran to meet the soldiers.

        
Almost at the same moment there came a sharp volley of musketry from the bush on the opposite side of the road, and a party of Hauhaus, emerging from the bush, charged wildly after her, tomahawks lifted.

      

            


1 Sacred.
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Chapter VI
          


          
Ron Makes a Decision
        

        

          
Gone!" Ronald Cameron's voice shook. "Jock, we're too late! Isbel and Hughie have gone!"

        
"Steady, lad!" The bushman spoke very quietly. "Let's get to the bottom of this."

        
"But Isbel promised she would stay here until I came back," almost moaned the boy.

        
"And how soon did you expect to get back?" asked Jock.

        
"In an hour," replied Ron.

        
"And you must have been away more than twelve. No, lad, don't think I'm blaming you," he added in answer to the reproachful look Ron threw him. "You couldn't help having to spend the night under yon bank any more than I could. I'm just trying to figure out why the lass isn't, here."

        
"Could the Hauhaus——?" began Ron, and stopped, shuddering at his own thought.

        
"Of one thing I'm certain," replied Jock slowly, "and that is that those murdering varmints have 

not passed this way. I marked every inch of the path we came by. There was your trail and hers, and yours going back to the pool. No, lad, nary a Hauhau came along that path; so take comfort, Ronald my man, and set your wits to work. Do you know of any reason that would make your sister leave this place. Would she be afraid of the dark?"

        
Ron shook his head. "She was a little bit nervous, but she is as much at home in the dark as I am."

        
"Then," declared Jock, "she must have thought, poor lass, that evil had overtaken you, and made only to save the little lad she had with her. She would think to get away toward the road to look for any help that was coming her way. Though," he added, looking out at the almost impenetrable wall of bush that crowned the opposite bank, "if she could find her way through that, she would be as strong a bushman as Jock Abler himself!"

        
"There is a track——" commenced Ron, and then he cried suddenly: "I have it! Hughie would be sure to be wanting food, and Isbel would have to go looking for something for him in case he should start crying. And she would go toward 'The Poplars.' I remember telling her last night 

that we would be safer in this direction than anywhere else, 'cause I didn't think the Hauhaus would double back on their own path."

        
"That's settled, then," Jock said, with a satisfied air. "No, lad, don't you get fashing yourself over the anxious time she's had—you weren't to blame. What we must do now is to set after her as quickly as we can. But for any sake get that food-bag open, and let us make a meal of sorts as we go!"

        
Ron hurriedly undid the bag, conscious for the first time that he also was ravenous. Eating as they went, they started to climb the rough 
papa steps.

        
When they were almost at the top Ron cried: "I was right. Jock! Isbel's gone toward 'The Poplars,'" and he pointed to the arrow that the girl had scratched on the clay.

        
"A thoughtful lassie!" was Jock's comment. "Let's push on, lad. These clothes grow no warmer by wear."

        
They pushed on, accordingly, with all the speed they could muster. Jock's clothing was indeed still very wet, but he scouted Ron's suggestion that he was suffering any discomfort.

        
"When we find the lass and your brother it will be time enough to think of Jock Abler's comfort!" he declared.

        


        
They followed the track, Jock striding along behind Ron, who suddenly stopped abruptly and pointed to the ground. They were now well above the 
papa gorge, and in places the ground was moist. Before them, clearly imprinted on the ground, was the mark of a tiny shoe.

        
"Hughie must have wanted to walk some of the way," Ron remarked. "It's just what Hughie would do. Poor old Isbel!"

        
"Now are you satisfied that they were unhurt when they came by here?" asked Jock, and Ron nodded and hastened on.

        
The winding path led them at last to the creek. They crossed and ascended the hill, to see before them the ruins of the Johnstons' house.

        
Jock Abler's eyes grew hard and he muttered a curse as he looked at the heap of embering timbers.

        
"God knows what dark work was done here last night!" he exclaimed. "We'll have a look round before we go up to the road. Do you feel man enough for any bad sights we may come upon?"

        
Ron thought of Mrs Johnston, with whom he had been a great favourite; of her husband, known far and wide as having been a gallant leader in the Waikato wars; of their three little boys; and he gulped: "I'll come with you, if you don't mind, Jock."

        


        
"Right!" said Jock briefly; and they crossed the paddock in silence.

        
The woodshed, the solitary building left standing, naturally drew them first. Jock, who saw into it first, muttered another curse; and behind him Ron set his teeth and prepared to face horror.

        
But the bushman was already on his knees beside the pitiful figure that lay on the floor. True to his promise, Tom Johnston had made a pillow of fern for his mother's head, and had brought her a pannikin of water; but of all this she had for some time been unconscious. The fearful nature of her wounds had told upon her, and she had fainted from weakness and loss of blood. Tom, at Jock's appearance, had been sitting by her head, vainly trying to revive her.

        
"Come in, Ron," said Jock, in a queer, hard voice, "and take the little lad outside while I look to this poor body's hurts."

        
Tom went gladly with Ron, who took him some distance away from the shed. And there they sat down on the grass, and Ron put his arm tenderly round Tom, who appeared to be too utterly stunned to speak, but gave vent, every now and then, to a little dry sob.

        
Presently Ron said gently: "Now, Tom, can you answer some questions?"

        


        
The boy nodded.

        
"Where is your father—and Jim—and Dick?"

        
"Killed!" gasped the boy, and broke into bitter weeping.

        
Ron let him cry, realizing that anything would be better than those horrible dry sobs. The boy had been tried beyond his powers of endurance. Ron knew this, as he knew that he himself had a hard lump in his throat that would not be gulped away. He sat there, with his arm about Tom, gazing blankly at the angry ruins of the house; and it seemed to him that the stillness that lay over the paddocks and the bush beyond was made the more uncanny by reason of the embers that dropped every now and then from the smouldering timbers.

        
Then Jock came out of the shed, and there was a terrible light in his eyes. Ron came to know that look well in the months that came after; but just now it was utterly strange to him, and it frightened him.

        
"Is she——?" he was about to say "dead," but he remembered the weeping boy beside him, and could not finish the sentence.

        
"Not dead, thank God," said Jock reverently. "But the fiends have nearly accounted for her. Ron, lad, here is work to do."

        


        
Ron stood up. "I'm ready, Jock. Give the word."

        
The bushman eyed him keenly. "You may have to pay a heavy price for it. I figure it out this way. That poor body in there is wounded nearly to death. She must be aided, and at once. Now, how? Here are we, searching for your sister, and we come on this—this——" Jock seemed to grope for words. "The question is, do we go on looking for your sister, or do we set about taking this poor body into Roro and save her life? Think over it well, lad!"

        
Ron looked at Jock, and then away at the bush. And the vision of the dauntless Isbel fighting her way with Hughie toward safety through country that might swarm with savage enemies came before his eyes, and he looked back at Jock again.

        
"I know, Ron," Jock said gently; "but think you work like this would have been put in our way if we were meant to do any other? In spite of the black work there has been here, I believe there is a God who keeps the feet of little children on safe paths, when He lets older and wiser folk stray to their destruction. Give me your mind, lad; time isn't standing still."

        
Meanwhile, Tom's sobs had ceased, and he was 

following Jock's words earnestly. He got up and put his hand in Ron's.

        
"Isbel is quite safe, Ronald," he said. "She has gone to Roro to send help to Mother."

        
"What's that?" cried Ron sharply, and Tom repeated the information.

        
"When did you see her?" Jock inquired.

        
"This morning, early. And she said that she would go and send help as soon as she could."

        
"Hurrah!" cried Ron. "Then we will overtake her on the road, and save Mrs Johnston's life as well!"

        
He looked eagerly at Jock, and was crestfallen when the bushman shook his head gravely.

        
"If she was here early, she has got a good start of us; and as I said, there's work to do. We must make a stretcher. That will take an hour or two. We may overtake her, but then, again, we may not. You see, we can't dare to go quickly lest we cause that poor woman in the shed further suffering and maybe set her wounds bleeding again. Now, lad, what are we to do?"

        
Ron faced his problem manfully. His heart seemed torn in two, but at last he said: "I'll stay and help. I see you think it's the right thing, and I seem to know it is too. But, oh, Jock, just think of Isbel and Hughie if the Hauhaus——"

        


        
He was weighed down with anxiety. But his mind was made up. Isbel, when last seen, was, at least, alive and well. On the other hand, Mrs Johnston would die unless she could be got away to Roro or Turanganui. He could not have her death on his conscience.

        
He and Jock shook hands silently.

        
All was bustle from that onward. Jock saw to it that Ron was kept busy, doubtless to keep his mind from uneasy speculations concerning Isbel and Hughie.

        
First of all under a big totara-tree a couch of fern was made for Mrs Johnston. She was carried out as tenderly as possible, and although she groaned a little, it was soon seen that the fresh air was reviving her in some measure.

        
Tom was despatched up to the brow of the hill to watch the road and give the alarm, should any enemies come prowling by. Meanwhile, Jock and Ron set about the manufacture of a stretcher.

        
Of tools to assist them in their labours they found none. The Hauhaus appeared to have stripped the place of anything they did not burn. But Ron discovered some nails, and under a pile of wood in the shed he lighted upon a bundle of strong sacks which Jock eyed with approval.

        
Jock's knife proved invaluable in cutting and 

shaping the poles, and flax, deftly plaited by Ron, went to strengthening their handiwork. When the stretcher was completed they looked at it proudly.

        
"Now," said Jock, who, like a wise general, knew the value of enforcing rest on his little army, "in two hours we start."

        
"In two hours?" repeated Ron blankly. "Why not at once?"

        
"Because," replied Jock, "you had no sleep last night; nor did I. Nor did the little lad on the hill yonder. And it's a weary road to Roro, and if we are to get there before to-morrow morn we must keep up strength. Give Mistress Johnston some more water while I whistle the boy back and feed him. Then I will keep watch while you have a nap."

        
Ron tried to protest, but his words were quickly overruled. In truth, he was dog-tired. So it happened that, in spite of all he had been through, in spite of his anxiety concerning his sister and brother, he lay down beside Tom and slumbered as one dead until Jock roused him.

        
"But aren't you going to sleep while I watch?" he asked the bushman.

        
Jock smiled quaintly. "I can do with little sleep, lad. I smoked my pipe and dried out my 

clothes, and I'm ready for the road. What about you?"

        
"I feel fine, thanks to you."

        
"Good! Now, to eat."

        
Between the three of them they finished what was left of their food.

        
Then Mrs Johnston was carefully laid upon the stretcher and covered over with their coats; and the two friends set off on their journey, Tom walking beside them.

        
They had, as Jock had foreseen, to go very carefully. The road was rough, and at the slightest jolt a little moan would escape their wounded burden. Nevertheless, in spite of the agony she was suffering, Mrs Johnston looked up at her rescuers gratefully from time to time, and once or twice she tried to smile at Tom.

        
The sun was setting when they came to the patch of bush through which Isbel had passed that morning, and just as darkness was beginning to fall they reached the 
whare that stood on the further side.

        
Here Jock called a halt for a few minutes. And here they found Isbel's message, which Jock carefully erased from the table before they quitted the place—"Just in case," he remarked, "any of those savages can read English."

        


        
"Thank heaven, Isbel was safe so far, anyway," Ron said fervently.

        
"Do you know, young man, I'm beginning to entertain a mighty respect for that sister of yours!" Jock exclaimed. "She's got courage and brains, and Jock Abler, for one, is willing to bet anyone that she gets through safely."

        
Ron sighed. "But she must be having an awful time, wherever she is. She'd most likely have to carry Hughie most of the way—and what is she doing for food?"

        
"She did herself pretty well in that 
whare," replied Jock, smiling. "Did you not note the crumbs on the floor?"

        
They took up the stretcher again, and passed into the swamplands. At a point about half a mile beyond the 
whare Jock stopped and pointed.

        
"There's a short cut to Roro from hereabouts," he told Ron. "Just a way of my own that I have used sometimes—a patch of firm land running across the swamp. It's rough going, but two men, taking all care, might make it and cut an hour or so off their journey. Will you risk my guiding, lad?"

        
And Ron, his heart uplifted by the use of that word "men," vowed to himself, there and then, that he would follow Jock to the end of the world.
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Chapter VII
          


          
The Forest Rangers
        

        

          
It was, as Jock Abler had prophesied, rough going; in places it was desperate. Now had Ron all his need of bushcraft to keep himself from stumbling, and again and again he felt thankful that he was sure-footed. As for Jock, that marvellous man—already a hero in Ron's eyes—never missed a step, never faltered for an instant as he led the way along the narrow ridge of dry ground between the raupo and toe-toe of the swamp.

        
And as he went he cheered his little party with words of comfort and encouragement.

        
"Feeling better, Mistress Johnston?" he would ask, and, never giving her a chance to reply, he would say cheerily: "That's good! We'll have you in Roro in no time!"

        
But as he himself had said, it was a weary way to Roro, and Tom Johnston was fairly whimpering with fatigue when they came at last to the end of the swamplands and struck into the scrub, only a short mile or so of which now separated them from the settlement.

        


        
They had hard work to cover that last mile, but eventually they emerged into a paddock and saw looming before them the dim shape of a house.

        
"Yon lives a family of my acquaintance," said Jock. "Beyond that is the doctor's. Well make towards there—— But stop!" he added, throwing a suspicious glance at the house before them. "There are no lights about. Either it's later than I make it, or else there is trouble abroad here."

        
They consulted with each other in low tones. The absence of any lights in the settlement augured no happy conclusion to their journey.

        
"You go forward, lad," said Jock finally. "You're quicker than I am, and a better scout. I'll bide here minding Mistress Johnston and the boy, and wait for word from you. We daren't carry the poor body into further perils."

        
"I'll leave you my gun, then," said Ron. "Give me your knife in exchange. If I run into anything that looks queer I'll give the danger whistle, and if you hear that, get back into the scrub. I'll look after myself."

        
Jock passed over the knife, and Ron set off, crawling across the paddock. When he came near the house he drew himself into a clump of punga ferns and listened intently. Hearing no sound, he stole up to the door and knocked.

        


        
His heart beat rapidly as he waited for some response. There was something eerie about this dark house, he felt, something foreboding in the fact that no answer came to repeated knocking. He decided to go onward and try the house Jock had said to be the doctor's.

        
But he got no answer there, nor at the next place he tried.

        
"P'r'aps every one has run away to Turanganui," he thought. "I'll try one more—that big place up on the hill."

        
He made up the hill, picking his way through a shrubbery that was evidently part of the garden attached to the house, and came out on a path which led upward in a gentle curve.

        
Suddenly a voice calling: "Halt! Who goes there?" caused his heart to bound excitedly, and he answered quickly:

        
"Friend! I am Ronald Cameron, from up the swamp road!"

        
"Come here, and let's have a look at you!" invited the voice, and Ron thankfully went up to the top of the path to be looked at.

        
The immediate result of the inspection was that ere long he was admitted to the house, and was deep in conversation with a tall, soldierly-looking man, who informed Ron that he was Captain 

Barry. And the boy, who had many times heard of Captain Barry, a well-known soldier-settler, and of his exploits in the native wars, looked with admiration and respect at the valiant soldier while he told him of Mrs Johnston's plight.

        
"Mrs Johnston wounded—in the scrub below—her husband and two of the boys killed!" Captain Barry repeated; and, turning abruptly to a man who stood beside him, he ordered: "Evans, get a couple of good men and go along with this boy, and bring her in as quickly as you can!" To Ron, he added: "I should like to know more of this when you get back."

        
In a few moments the men appeared, and soon the party was making its way across the paddocks, Ron telling them, as they went, of his and Jock's experiences. He also asked for news of Isbel, and his fears for her were renewed when the men replied that they did not think she was among the fugitives who had reached Roro.

        
"Didn't you come up from the crossroads?" Evans asked him.

        
"No, we came across the swamp by a path Jock Abler knew," replied Ron.

        
"And it's just as well that you did!" the man informed him. "We had a lively little scrap here a couple of hours back. A band of Hauhaus came 

along, thinking to surprise us. But Captain Barry had word of the rising yesterday, so we had everything ready to give them a warm reception. Instead of the settlers being scattered they were brought in, every man, woman, and child among them, and crammed into three of the biggest houses, and Captain Barry planted a big ambush by the road. So when the Hauhaus came along we gave them the scare of their lives, and they went back towards Turanganui leaving a few dead men behind them!"

        
"That was fine," Ron said listlessly. For all that he was a boy, and gloried in tales of fighting, his heart was heavy with apprehension and sorrow.

        
Was it possible that Isbel could have missed running into that very band? Hardly, he thought, for from what Evans had told him, the Turanganui-Roro road was completely in the hands of the Hauhaus.

        
When the party reached the first house at which he had knocked Ron whistled once, and a few moments thereafter he and the men were standing by Jock and his charges.

        
"Be gentle, friends," advised Jock, as two of the men raised the stretcher. To Ron he said: "What news of your sister?"

        
"None!" answered Ron hopelessly; and out of 

sympathy for the boy Jock said nothing further throughout the journey up to the house on the hill.

        
Arrived there, tender hands were speedily laid on Mrs Johnston. Mrs Barry herself was waiting to care for her, while the doctor had been summoned from the near-by house in which he and his family had taken refuge. All eagerly awaited his verdict.

        
When it was delivered there was a subdued cheer from the men, and Jock and Ron were warmly congratulated upon their work in succouring the poor woman.

        
"Another hour," the doctor said, "and I could have done nothing for her. As it is, she will live!"

        
"But the price!" thought Ron desperately. "The price!"

        
In the room that Captain Barry, as the appointed leader of the fugitives, occupied, the whole story of the Hauhau raid on "The Poplars" was recounted, and Ron told his own experiences and what of Isbel's doings he knew. When he came to the finding of the message on the table of the 
whare he broke down, and covered his face with his hands.

        
"Poor lad," said Captain Barry softly; and, looking round at the pitying faces of the men about him, he exclaimed: "I want six volunteers from this house, six from Loburn's, and another six 

from Pratt's. Three separate parties are required to go out in search of the bravest little girl I have ever heard of; and they will start at once!"

        
There was not a man there who did not cry to be allowed to go. But Captain Barry chose only six, remarking that the others must remain in order to guard the women and children who were within the house. Half an hour after messages had been sent to the other houses the three parties set forth on their quest.

        
Both Jock and Ron begged leave to accompany them, but this Captain Barry refused. He told them that they were in sore need of rest, and he personally saw to it that they were provided with mattresses and rugs, and given a quiet corner in which to sleep.

        
"No one knows what to-morrow may bring forth," he said in conclusion. "I may need every available man. I have sent a runner to Turanganui for news, but he has not returned; so I can't yet say whether this business is merely a local Hauhau rising, or whether all the Maoris will take up arms against us. It is well known that Te Kooti wields enormous influence among the tribes. The few natives who live about this settlement have made themselves scarce, so we must prepare to face the worst. From what you 

and others have told me, there must be several parties at work already. Well, it has been an evil day for the whites, but it will be a worse for that old villain Te Kooti when we catch him. Poor Johnston! He was my lifelong friend, and my comrade in many fights!"

        
He shook hands with the two friends, and left the room abruptly.

        
"Yon's a good man," said Jock, staring after him. "A good man to follow. I'm his man if there's any fighting to be done."

        
"Do you think he would take me too?" asked Ron.

        
The bushman shook his head. "You're too young, lad."

        
"Was I too young to save your life as you said I did last night, Jock?" asked the boy bitterly. "Or too young to stand by you to help save Mrs Johnston, when I might have gone after my own sister? Too young——" He could say no more. In bitter disappointment he threw himself down on his mattress.

        
"Now, now," said Jock. "I did you wrong, lad. See, I admit it. Jock Abler has never found a finer comrade. Come, cheer up, and I'll talk to yon Captain in the morning. We'll find work for you between us!"

        


        
But Ron did not answer. Weary and heart-sick, he lay on his mattress, and long after Jock was snoring peacefully he still tossed from side to side. And when at last he slept it was uneasy slumber, and beset with horrid dreams.

        
With the first grey light of the dawn he was aroused by the man Evans, who told him that Captain Barry wished to see him.

        
Could it possibly be news of Isbel? His heart-beats quickened as he rushed to Captain Barry's room.

        
The leader nodded reassuringly in answer to the mute question in Ron's eyes. His was not the nature to waste words. He handed the boy a piece of paper. And thereon Ron read, printed in rough lettering:

        

          
Isbel Cameron is safe. Send help to Johnston's.

        

        
Beneath the words there was the rudely drawn sketch of a weka.

        
Captain Barry watched the boy closely as he read the message. Then, as Ron looked up, eyes sparkling and mouth smiling, he said:

        
"I see you know who sent that message."

        
"Oh, yes," Ron answered, and he was just about to say: "It comes from Hori te Whiti—he has always signed any messages to me in that way," 

when a sudden thought struck him, and he stammered: "It is from a Maori friend of ours. He warned me in the first place that Te Kooti might come down from the Urewera country." But his heart was singing songs of joy, and he was saying to himself: "Hori has found Isbel. Thank God! Hori has found her. She is safe, safe, safe!"

        
"You evidently do not want to tell me the sender's name," remarked Captain Barry, smiling. "Well, doubtless you have a good reason, and I shall not pry into your secrets."

        
"May I ask how the message came?" asked Ron.

        
"In a most peculiar manner," Captain Barry answered. "One of the members of the foremost party that went out last night got away too far in advance of the others. Before he knew what had happened he felt himself clutched round the throat, while that paper was thrust into his hand. The whole affair happened so quickly that when he recovered his breath he found that whoever it was that had seized him had disappeared. I did not know what to make of it all; but your recognition of the sender of the message makes the matter a little bit clearer. I fancy that the Maori, whoever he is, is fighting for Te Kooti, and did not care to risk letting anyone know him again. Is that your idea?"

        


        
"I did think of it sir," admitted Ron frankly. "I know all his people are keen on Te Kooti."

        
"Well, let us be thankful that your anxiety is at an end," declared Captain Barry, with satisfaction. "I could wish that other fugitives at Roro could receive such good news of lost relatives. There were only too many, who like the Johnstons, received no warning at all. Now, tell me, how do you like being in a blockhouse?"

        
"Not very much," answered Ron promptly; and then summoning up all his courage, he ventured: "Will you let me go with you when you go out after the Hauhaus, sir?"

        
"What?" said Captain Barry in startled tones. "But you are only a boy. No, Ronald, the pursuit of Te Kooti will be men's work!"

        
Then Ron pleaded his case, and he pleaded it well. He considered that this was no time for the display of any modesty. So he told the soldier of his knowledge of the bush, of his skill in tracking, of his familiarity with Maori ways and the Maori language. And when he had finished, he said: "Ask Jock Abler—he will tell you whether I am speaking the truth!"

        
Jock, summoned to the room, after one keen glance at the two faces saw what was afoot.

        
"This lad, Abler," said Captain Barry, "tells me 

that he knows the bush and the Maoris, is a good scout, and is not afraid of anything. Can you induce me to believe all this?"

        
"I believe it myself," said Jock sturdily.

        
"He says that he is cool-headed," added the soldier.

        
"He saved my life by being so, two nights back," answered Jock. "And he saved his own and his brother's and his sister's as well!"

        
"You will persuade me, in spite of myself!" laughed Captain Barry.

        
"I hope so, sir," Jock replied solemnly. "And when I tell you of what he did yesterday, I think to persuade you altogether. Yesterday morn, Captain, I put to yon lad a choice from the making of which many an older man would have shrunk. I asked him to choose between going after his only sister and a babe, and staying to help bring into safety Mistress Johnston. And the lad looked his duty in the eye and never flinched. Search the country as you may, you'll not find a finer man, nor one more fitted to fight that demon Te Kooti than Ronald Cameron!" and the bushman smote the table with his fist to enforce his argument.

        
"Enough!" said Captain Barry. "I am more than persuaded. Ronald, you shall have your wish. To-day, if you will, I will enrol you in the 

company of the Forest Rangers I intend raising, though what your father, when he hears of it all, will say to me, I dare not think! And you, Abler," he added, turning to Jock, "I think you had better come along with the lad and take care of him!"

        
"That I will, and my thanks, sir," answered Jock. "I'm fair dying to get a crack at the murdering fiends!"

        
The soldier shook hands with them both. "There will be work for you, perhaps, by dawn to-morrow. I intend trying to clear the road to Turanganui." And with a few complimentary words he dismissed them.

        
"Jock, you old humbug," cried the delighted Ron, as the door closed on them. "Why did you make me so unhappy last night?"

        
The bushman grinned. "You are only a lad to me, Ron, and I'll tell you so to your face; but I'll not hear anyone else in the world say that you aren't as much of a man as any between here and the North Cape. And Jock Abler's your comrade through thick and thin!"

        
Captain Barry was right. There was work to be done. At dawn on the following morning he left a guard over his blockhouses, as he called them, and marched forth with forty men, among whom were Jock and Ron, along the road toward Turanganui.

        


        
Their march was a peaceful one. Not a sign of a native did they see, except the bodies of those Hauhaus who had perished in the ambush two nights before. A sharp look-out was maintained all the way, for the road wound between low, scrub-covered hills. Extra caution was observed as they neared the point where the swamp road ran into the main highway.

        
Then, sudden and sharp in their ears, sounded a volley of musketry. They quickened their pace. And, rounding the last bend that disclosed the junction of the two roads they met with an astounding sight.

        
Down the road, evidently to meet a party of men who were approaching from the direction of Turanganui, flew a young girl, carrying a little boy, while behind her charged a band of Hauhaus, brandishing tomahawks and uttering ferocious yells.

        
For a moment the Roro men held their breaths. No one dared fire for fear of hitting the girl. And so waiting, they saw her reach safety, saw the oncoming men form a protective square about her and await the savage onslaught, bayonets fixed.

        
Captain Barry shouted: "Forward, Forest Rangers! Take them in the rear!"

        
And the Rangers charged madly after the Hauhaus.
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Chapter VIII
          


          
Ron and Isbel Share a Secret
        

        

          
When, in after years, Ron thought over that first fight, it seemed to him to be utterly unreal. The whole thing came about with such startling suddenness. A moment before he had been marching along, proud to be of such a gallant company as Captain Barry's Rangers, dreaming of the brave deeds that he would accomplish when the pursuit of Te Kooti should begin in earnest. And then, crashing into his thoughts, came that volley of musketry, those hideous yells, and oh, horror! the figure of his sister dashing madly down the road, but a few yards, it seemed, in front of those murderous tomahawks!

        
And then he found himself running like one possessed, charging, with Jock beside him, into the sharp 
mêlée that followed; when the Hauhaus, finding themselves in their turn pursued, fought like rats at bay, until, pressed at last between the two bodies of 
pakehas, they scattered, and fled into the bush, leaving their dead and their wounded on the road.

        


        
The Rangers would have pursued them, but this Captain Barry would not permit. A trained bush-fighter himself, he was aware that very few of his men were used to the tactics of bush-fighting; and he did not wish to have any further casualties on his hands for the present. One of his men lay dead, and there were several who showed nasty wounds, while the ranks of the Turanganui men had suffered correspondingly.

        
So, while the dead and the wounded were carried to one side of the road, he warmly greeted the leader of the Turanganui men, an old friend of his, by name Major Blair, and the two exchanged notes and planned their movements of the immediate future.

        
Meanwhile, Ron pushed his way through the circle of men that surrounded his sister, plying her with questions. She seemed utterly dazed, and clutched Hughie fiercely, as though terrified that some one would attempt to take him from her.

        
"Ron!" she shrieked, as she caught sight of her brother. "Oh, Ron, I thought you must have been killed!" and she fairly launched herself into his arms.

        
Ron held her and patted her comfortingly until she grew calmer. Then, motioning to the men to allow them to pass, he drew her to the side of the 

road, hoping that an intervening patch of manuka would prevent her from seeing the still figures of those who had found quick death in the fight.

        
Then he had to relate all his adventures. When he told her the good news about Mrs Johnston she gave a little cry of delight.

        
"I was so unhappy about her and that poor little Tom," she exclaimed. "I think I worried more about them than I did about you, for from the time that I first met him Hori kept telling me that he was sure you were safe."

        
"And now tell me about Hori and how he came to find you," Ron requested. "And mind, Miss Muffet, don't you miss out a single thing!"

        
So Isbel told him everything, and missed out not one of her experiences.

        
"But where is Hori now?" Ron asked. "And however did he come to let you go out alone on to the road?"

        
Isbel hung her head. "It was all my own fault," she confessed. "Hori said I was to wait until he gave me the word to go, but I got so excited when I saw the soldiers coming that I just forgot everything and ran out to meet them."

        
"You poor kid," said Ron sympathetically. "I don't wonder that you lost your head after the rough time you had been through."

        


        
Isbel sighed. "I wouldn't have minded it so much if it hadn't been for Hughie. Oh, Ron, I never thought I'd live to see that day when I'd think him a nuisance; but really, when he got lost I nearly died of fright, and then he kept getting hungry, and when I wanted him to walk he wanted to be carried, and when I thought I could get on quicker if I carried him he insisted on walking. Just look at him now, the angel! He's making friends with the soldiers."

        
Hughie had toddled off, and was gravely responding to the advances of friendship made by the men who were not otherwise engaged; and Isbel looked after him, her whole loving, honest heart in her eyes.

        
"I wonder what happened to Hori," Ron speculated.

        
"I s'pose he got back into the scrub somewhere," Isbel answered. "Do you know, Ron, he made me promise not to tell anyone but you that he had saved me. Why would he do that? And just think, he said he was one of Te Kooti's messengers. What do you think he's up to?"

        
"Just what I thought when I heard that he'd got that message about you into Roro in such a queer way," Ron declared. "He doesn't want anyone to know that he is friendly to the 
pakehas.
          

Hori has told me a lot of his dreams. He hopes some day to be a leader of his tribe and his people and to guide them into our ways of living and thinking. And you see, he couldn't expect to do that if they should ever come to hear that he did not stick to them in this war. I'm doubly glad now that I didn't betray his name to Captain Barry. In gratitude to Hori we must both hold our tongues, and not say a word to anyone, even to Dad or Mother."

        
Major Blair and Captain Barry had by this time finished their conversation and were approaching the brother and sister. The children stood up, and Ron saluted respectfully.

        
"So this is the young lady who added a dozen grey hairs to my head this morning," laughed Major Blair, and Captain Barry, with a smile, followed him in shaking hands with Isbel.

        
"And George Barry is proud to shake the hand of such a little heroine!" he said in a courtly manner.

        
Whereat Isbel blushed, and Major Blair laughed his jolly laugh again.

        
"Well, now, young woman, suppose you give an account of yourself!" he exclaimed. "I am just the slightest bit curious to know how you came to be running along the road with a pack of yelling natives after you!"

        


        
Here was a poser for Isbel. Above all she could not mention Hori. So she began somewhat lamely: "I was hiding in the scrub——" and stopped dead. Deceit of any kind was utterly foreign to her nature.

        
Captain Barry looked quizzically at Ron.

        
"She was hiding in the scrub," Ron accordingly commenced, "and when she saw you coming she ran out to meet you——"

        
"I did not know there were any Hauhaus about," Isbel finished.

        
"Evidently not," agreed Major Blair. "How they didn't contrive to shoot you is yet a mystery to me. But how did you manage to get this far, in the first place? And how long have you been hiding about here? And what have you been doing in the meantime?"

        
"Finding food for Hughie," answered Isbel simply; and Major Blair went off into roars of laughter.

        
Observing that Isbel was getting uncomfortable under Major Blair's questioning, Captain Barry came to her rescue, much to Ron's relief and delight.

        
"Major," he said, "we must remember that this young lady has been under a terrible strain for the past few days and nights. So, I think, if you 

are agreeable, sir, we will defer hearing her story until she is more fully recovered." And bowing to Isbel, he led Major Blair away.

        
But he returned alone a few minutes later, and heard from Ron a great deal of what had befallen the girl. And he asked no questions, apparently being quite content with so much as Ron told him. Nevertheless, all the time his keen brain was working busily, and as he left the children again he said to himself: "I was right in enlisting that lad. He is going to be of enormous use to me. In the first place he knows how to hold his tongue. I must somehow obtain his father's permission to keep the boy by me. I feel, too, that this mysterious Maori friend of his is also going to be of value. He will probably see to it that Ronald Cameron is not allowed to walk into any ambush."

        
By this time the wounded had been attended to and were being placed in two carts which had made their appearance from the direction of Turanganui, and Jock Abler, who had been making himself useful in fashioning rough splints, now came up, carrying Hughie shoulder high. He was warmly greeted by Isbel.

        
"I hear that it has been arranged that you two and the babe are to be taken to your parents," he informed them.

        


        
Isbel clapped her hands joyously. "Hurrah! We'll be able to see Mother and Dad, Ron!"

        
But Ron's brow clouded. "Are all the Rangers going?" he demanded.

        
"Only Private Jock Abler, as far as I know," answered the bushman.

        
"But Captain Barry promised that I could go with him and hunt for Te Kooti!" cried Ron, bitterly disappointed.

        
"And what do you think I'm going with you for if it isn't to carry a message from Captain Barry begging your father to allow you to come to him as his special scout?" laughed Jock. "The Captain means to have you, lad, but he wants your father's word that he can have you."

        
"That's fine!" Ron exclaimed delightedly. "I think I can persuade Dad. I was afraid when I heard that I was to go to Turanganui that Captain Barry was putting me on the shelf!"

        
"Oh," cried Isbel, "do you think he'd let me come and fight Te Kooti, too?"

        
"That he would not!" rejoined Jock, with great decision; and some of the men who were standing near by laughed, and cheered the girl.

        
At Captain Barry's invitation they cheered her again before she left with the wounded and an adequate guard for Turanganui. The wounded 

men cheered her as loudly as any, and forgot their pain for the moment as they tried to obtain a glimpse of the girl whose life they had helped save. And Captain Barry said in farewell: "I hope to be able to arrange that you, Ronald, and you too, Abler, may rejoin me in a week's time."

        
It was a wonderful, a triumphal, journey for Isbel, that march into Turanganui. The men of the guard fought for the privilege of carrying Hughie, who, with the perversity of which Isbel had complained to Ron, kept maintaining stoutly that he preferred to walk. As for Isbel, she was treated like a queen, and Ron felt a clean pride in the men's recognition of his sister's courage. If they only knew all that he knew! But he told them little, and none of her adventures in which Hori te Whiti figured.

        
Now and again a silence fell upon the party as they passed the ruins of what had been smiling homesteads. It was the same tale everywhere; people caught unawares and cruelly massacred, homes burned, cattle driven off, all horses seized. And then, invariably, the talk would drift round to Te Kooti and his black deeds, and Ron was told things that sent an involuntary shudder through him.

        
It appeared, from the tales of the men, that 

Te Kooti had long threatened to attack Turanganui as 
utu
          

1 for his imprisonment at the Chatham Islands. When he landed in New Zealand he had made his escape into the Urewera country, and, according to all accounts, so mighty was his influence with the natives that recruits had come in rapidly to him.

        
Major Biggs, who was in command of the Turanganui district at the time, had placed nine men under lieutenant Gasgoine to watch the Te Reinga path—the main track into the wild Urewera lands.

        
"I shall have twenty-four hours' notice before anything further can happen," Major Biggs had said, in answer to the warning of an old settler that the Hauhaus were in the Patutahi Valley.

        
But the wily Te Kooti, apparently, had advanced by an old track, overgrown with fern and scrub, and for this reason not considered worthy of watching; and thus it was that, without any warning, he had been able to fall upon the settlers. And Major Biggs and his wife and child had been among the first to fall before the tomahawks of the Hauhaus.

        
"And beside tomahawks and bayonets they've got rifles and carbines, and heaps of ammunition," 

one of the men said. "They seized everything of that description that there was on the Chathams."

        
Of hairbreadth escapes there had been dozens. One woman with her family of eight children had been occupying a barn near to one of the settler's houses. She had heard shots in the dark, and looking out, had seen enough to convince her that the Hauhaus were in the Bay. So behaving with admirable coolness, she had collected her children, and dropping them down into the bed of a creek, had made them crawl along for more than a mile until they reached the shelter of the scrub, and eventually found safety. And there was a man who had ridden hither and thither to warn his fellow-settlers, and who must have passed right through the midst of the enemy. He had been instrumental in saving many lives.

        
Naturally, there were all sorts of wild rumours afloat, to some of which, although they related them, members of the guard themselves gave small credence. But one fact seemed already clearly established, and that was that the friendly Maoris would come to the help of the 
pakehas in quashing the rising. And then it was that Ron heard, for the first time, a name that afterward was sufficient to thrill him—Ropata, chief of the Ngatiporou tribe. The men seemed to think that 

Ropata would be certain to take up arms against Te Kooti.

        
"And may the powers of darkness help the murdering varmint if the Ngatiporou get to chasing him!" exclaimed Jock. "For a better set of men for bush-fighting you'd go far to see."

        
"They say they are very like the Ghurkas," one of the men volunteered. "All made of wire and indiarubber, so to speak."

        
"That they are, my lad," answered Jock. "I'd think it an honour, any time, to fight alongside one of the Ngatiporou!"

        
"They live up Bay of Plenty way, don't they?" Ron asked. "Have you been there, Jock?"

        
"There, and other places," answered the bushman; and assumed the expression that invariably came over his face when questioned as to any of his doings before he came to the Turanganui district.

        
"There's some mystery about Jock," thought Ron. "It's not that I'm very curious, but I'd like to find out some time just where he's been and what he did before I knew him. One thing I'm sure of—he hasn't been a bushman all his life. For one thing, he has had a good education, wherever he got it. It must have been at those 'other places' he spoke of just now."

        


        
But speculations as to Jock's origin were banished from Ron's brain by the fact that they were now approaching Turanganui. And soon they were actually marching up to the blockhouse itself.

        
What a wonderful reunion was that of the Cameron family!

        
"All safe, thank God, thank God!" cried Mrs Cameron, as she tried to enfold her three children in her arms, all at the same time. And then, over Hughie's curly little head, she burst into wild sobbing, and cried as she had not cried during the two days and nights of terrible anxiety through which she had passed.

        
And John Cameron, clasping Ron's hand, said but three words: "Well done, Ron!"

        
But he sighed as he spoke. For he saw that his son's boyhood was over, and that the experiences that he had undergone had thrust manhood on him ahead of his years.

      

            


1 Revenge.
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The Weka Calls Again
        

        

          
At the hour of sunset on a beautiful evening two weeks later, Ronald Cameron squatted beside a log in the midst of a clump of heavy bush, and listened to the desultory rifle-fire that sounded from the fern-clad ridge above him. He was awaiting a despatch which Captain Barry, who was seated upon the log not far from him, was at that moment writing; and his business was to carry it back to Turanganui as quickly as possible.

        
Ron had much to think about, for since that never-to-be-forgotten morning, but a few days back, when he had marched forth with the Forest Rangers and several hundred friendly natives to commence the pursuit of the arch-villain Te Kooti, events had moved rapidly.

        
With his comrades of the Rangers Ron was supremely satisfied. They appeared in his eyes to be as gallant a set of men as ever he could wish to see. Of distinctive uniform they had as yet none. Bach man wore the garments that appeared to 

him to be the most suited to his employment, and the result was, in some instances, rather comical. But they were splendid fellows, and out to catch Te Kooti, or perish in the attempt. Their unquestioning acceptance of Ron as a fellow-campaigner had delighted the boy, who secretly was a little bit ashamed of his own youth, as compared with the years of these bearded men.

        
But if he was interested in the Forest Rangers, he was even more intrigued by the Maori contingent. Their leaders were four well-known Hawke's Bay chiefs. There was that marvellous old man, Renata—upon whom, as a fighting-man of recognized valour and ability, Ron looked with great respect. Then there were Henare Tomoana, Tareha, and Karauria. With the last-named, a young man of kingly bearing and proud descent, Ron had struck up a firm friendship, the fact that the 
pakeha boy was a fair Maori scholar serving to prosper it. As Captain Barry's special scout, Ron naturally had a great deal of liberty in his comings and goings, and Captain Barry had encouraged him to spend a considerable portion of his time among the Maoris. The shrewd soldier had early formed the intention of making Ron "his eyes and his ears" on the campaign, and realizing the benefits that must accrue 

from having on every occasion the Maori viewpoint of affairs, had bade Ron be wide awake to any suggestions or hints that came from the natives.

        
And Ron revelled in his work, despite the fact that only yesterday, when the pursuers had come up with the enemy, he had been disappointed to learn that, for the present, at least, he was to take no part in the actual fighting.

        
The allies had reached the banks of the Makaretu river to find Te Kooti and his Hauhaus strongly entrenched on the opposite bank, close to the edge of some heavily timbered country. There had been fighting immediately. The Hauhaus had attacked in force, but had eventually been beaten off, and the Hawke's Bay natives, with a sprinkling of Rangers, had managed to obtain possession of a high ridge overlooking the Hauhaus' main position. Here they had contrived to entrench themselves after a fashion, by digging holes with sticks, bayonets, and knives; and they were hanging on grimly, despite the fact that food was getting low, and ammunition had to be used sparingly. It was weary, unadventurous fighting, and such as did not inspire the Hawke's Bay Maoris, who were anything but patient folk. Hence had arisen the necessity of sending a runner back toward 

Turanganui to ascertain whether fresh supplies were on their way.

        
Noting that Captain Barry had finished writing his despatch, Ron rose. The soldier gave it to him, and watched him slip it into an inside pocket.

        
"You are certain of the way?" he asked.

        
"Positive, sir," Ron answered. "I never forget country that I have once been over."

        
"Then I shall expect you back by to-morrow evening if all goes well," Captain Barry declared. "And I only hope that you will find the way clear. It would be a serious business for us should the enemy contrive to tamper with our line of communication."

        
"I'll get through somehow, sir," the boy answered. Then he started, and glanced quickly at Captain Barry.

        
For from the bottom of the hill, clearly and distinctly, a weka had called three times!

        
Had Captain Barry noticed the call? Furtively he tried to read the soldier's face; but it remained inscrutable, and its owner merely said casually: "Well, good-bye, Ronald. Take care that you are not too venturesome. You are only a lad, but I place great faith in you."

        
Without further words Ron saluted, and disappeared into the bush. Had he looked back he 

would have seen Captain Barry standing quite still, alert for any repetition of the weka call. And Captain Barry was saying to himself: "I do not remember ever before having heard a weka cry in that peculiar manner. And the lad recognized it as a signal. It is evidently the mysterious Maori again. At least, it satisfies me that all will be well with my runner."

        
But Ron did not look back. Quietly he made his way through the bush, past the sentries on this side, down the hill in the direction whence had come the call. He was filled with joy at the prospect of meeting Hori once more.

        
To his surprise he found no sign of his friend at the bottom of the hill. The bank opposite was clothed with nothing higher than big fern, and afforded but little cover. So, in case there might be any enemies about, he turned to the right and determined to travel along the gully until he struck the bed of a creek that he knew he must come upon within the next hundred yards.

        
At that moment he heard three sharp weka calls from the opposite direction.

        
He grinned. "Hori's guiding me!" he thought gleefully. "Perhaps right through the midst of the Hauhaus!" So he wheeled about and took the direction indicated by the signal.

        


        
Those signals, repeated at intervals, brought him safely over the next hill, and down into a ferny gully; and just as darkness was beginning to fall they led him along the dry bed of a watercourse, and eventually into high forest again. He kept wishing that Hori would disclose himself, for he longed for speech with the friend who had done so much for his loved ones. But he wisely concluded that Hori knew his own business best, and would have joined him long ere this had the coast been clear.

        
Suddenly the call came softly from almost beside him. He halted, and waited expectantly—and in another moment Hori te Whiti glided out of the shade of a drooping tree and the two lads clasped hands.

        
"Hori!" exclaimed Ron eagerly.

        
"Hush!" replied the Maori, in a low voice. "The bush is full of ears. Speak softly, my brother!"

        
"I've been simply thirsting to see you, Hori," Ron said, lowering his tones in accordance with the Maori's command. "I've wanted a chance to try to thank you for what you have done for us. But I will never be able to thank you enough, not if I try for years."

        
Hori raised his hand. "Do not speak of thanks," 

he said simply. "Have we not been as brothers, you and I? So my friend has not seen Hori of late? Yet last night I stood almost as near to you as I stand now, and when your captain gave the order that you should go to Turanganui I lay in some bush at hand and heard the very words!"

        
"I'm afraid that I'm not much of a scout at that rate!" complained Ron ruefully.

        
"There are very many of my race about your camp," smiled Hori. "It would be difficult to mark this or that one going or coming. So now you go to Turanganui?"

        
"Thanks to your safe guidance, yes," replied Ron.

        
"Well," said Hori, "go quickly, Roni. Keep on through this bush, and you will come out on the big track that leads to the ford. But also, go carefully, for I must go back ere I am missed."

        
"Are there Hauhaus about here?" asked Ron.

        
"I will tell you all I know," answered the Maori. "To-night Te Kooti sends forth a big party to capture the food and ammunition that is on its way for your people. They were to start with the fall of darkness, but they had scouts out in advance. The scouts I led you past, so I think now that your way is clear and that you will be in good time to give the warning, and so save the 

lives of those who are bringing up the food. Bid them go back again, for the Hauhaus are many and will give no quarter. Peka te Makarini leads the party."

        
"And who on earth may he be?" asked Ron.

        
"He is Baker McLean in your tongue," answered Hori, with deep disgust. "A half-caste—neither one thing nor the other. He is a bad Maori, and bad 
pakeha."

        
"By Jove, Hori, I wish I'd known of all this earlier!" exclaimed Ron. "Then I could have——"

        
"You could have told your captain, and he would have sent out men to ambush the Hatihaus?" interrupted the Maori, and then he added quietly: "My eldest brother is of Baker's party."

        
"Oh, I see," Ron said awkwardly. "Then I am doubly grateful to you for having told me at all, Hori. And I say, Isbel told me if I met you to tell you how sorry she was to have behaved so foolishly."

        
"She had gone through a lot," Hori responded. "I did not blame her, though she frightened me very much. No one could have foreseen what happened. Neither did my people foresee, when they came suddenly to the edge of the bush, that 

in pursuing her they were throwing themselves into a trap. I stayed only long enough to see that she was safe, and then I went away. No one but you two know that Hori te Whiti helped her?"

        
"No one," answered Ron, and Hori nodded in a satisfied manner.

        
"Now, go, my friend," he directed. "And when you go back to your captain tell him to be of good cheer. Bad news for Te Kooti is good news for the 
pakeha. The Ngatiporou are coming!"

        
"Hurrah!" cried Ron, almost dancing with excitement at the welcome news.

        
"Good-bye, Roni. We shall meet again!"

        
"Many times I hope, Hori!" replied Ron. "Good-bye, my best of friends."

        
The Maori turned away and glided into the bush.

        
Ron set out, making good progress, and presently came out on the track that he was to follow. He knew that the Hauhaus could travel quickly, but he considered that he could easily outstrip them. His anxiety was lest there should be no time in which to dispose of the food and ammunition which were so badly wanted back on the ridge above the Makaretu; but thinking it over carefully, he decided that serious though the loss would be, it would be better for the men to abandon the 

supplies rather than to court inevitable destruction. Ears pricked for any sound of the supplyparty he hoped to meet, he went rapidly on. And just then, behind him, he heard a twig snap.

        
Now, the sound of a dry twig snapping means that something or some one has trodden upon it, which was the reason that caused Ronald Cameron to wheel suddenly round to face what he knew for certain would be peril. And peril he saw, in the form of an almost naked Maori, who was stealing up behind him, tomahawk in hand.

        
Ron grasped his knife, and remained standing perfectly still. His heart was beating madly, but he managed to steady himself. It was, he saw, a question of life or death, and death did not look very pleasant to him just then, when the fun of chasing Te Kooti was only beginning. So he waited, trusting to his nerve and to his quickness of eye and hand to carry him through the most perilous situation he had ever faced.

        
Seeing his quarry awaiting him so quietly the Hauhau quickened his pace. He came up at a run, scenting an easy victory over this 
pakeha, who neither attempted to run away nor to fight. He raised his tomahawk slowly, the better to enjoy his massacre of the strange, still 
pakeha, who stood like a sheep awaiting slaughter.

        


        
But ere he delivered the blow an arm that seemed of steel shot up and gripped his own; and an instant later Ron's knife was thrust between his ribs, and the Hauhau went down with a sound that was something between a squeal and a groan.

        
Ron stood over his fallen adversary for a little. Had he killed a man? He felt himself trembling. Then quickly he pulled himself together, urged thereto by the fact that there might be other Hauhaus close at hand. Sparing only the time necessary to pull the apparently dead native to one side of the track, he sped onward as swiftly as he was able.

        
About a mile farther on he came up with the supply party; and he was not a moment too soon. Either the Hauhau raiders had set out ahead of Hori's reckoning, or else they had travelled with incredible speed, for hardly had the 
pakehas, at his warning, taken to the cover of the scrub than Baker McLean's men swooped down on the scene, with many savage outcries at finding their prey escaped them. Their disappointment, however, turned to joy when they discovered the value of the haul they had made, while the 
pakehas, retreating through the scrub, gnashed their teeth over the loss of the precious supplies.

        


        
"It isn't dacent," said one of them, a mournful-looking Irishman, "for whoite men to be hunted about loike this. Oi tell you, Oi'm fair achin' for the toime when Oi for one will be huntin' afther them Hauhaus for a change!"

        
"Well," said Ron to the leader of the party, when it seemed that they were finally out of danger, "I had better give you Captain Barry's despatch, sir. I was to have taken it into Turanganui, but Captain Barry did not then know you were on your way to him."

        
They were sheltering in a deep ravine at the moment, where it seemed safe to strike a match. And by the aid of a match Captain Barry's despatch was read. Then, entrusted with a verbal answer, which confirmed Hori's news that the Ngatiporou were coming, Ron bade the men good-bye and turned away in the direction of Makaretu.

        
He had to go carefully, but by avoiding the main track and keeping a strict look-out he ultimately satisfied himself that he had managed to work round in advance of McLean's party. As he neared his destination he had some difficulty in dodging one or two Hauhau scouts; but his bushcraft stood him in good stead, and before dawn he passed like a shadow up the hill whereon the 

Rangers and their allies were entrenched, and reported to Captain Barry what had befallen.

        
"Lieutenant Richards says he will do what he can, sir, and in the meantime he suggests that you try to keep the track clear. He has no men to spare for that purpose," said Ron, repeating the message word for word. And then he gave his officer the great news of the night: "The Ngatiporou are coming!"

        
"Good!" exclaimed Captain Barry heartily. "But I do not see," he added gravely, "how we are to hang on without supplies until they arrive Is there any word of when that will be?"

        
"Lieutenant Richards did not know, sir," answered Ron. "All he could say was that the chief Ropata had given his word."

        
"Then I must do what I can to keep the road clear," Captain Barry said. "But I confess, I do not like the position."

        
Nor did Ron like it, and neither did Jock, to whom, later in the day, Ron confided his experiences.

        
"We're short of everything," Jock told him.

        
"We've hardly enough ammunition left to take a good pop at yon rifle-pits, and by to-morrow we'll be living on fern-root!"

        
He was right. Rangers and Maoris alike made 

their meals next day on the root of the tall fern that grew in such luxuriance about their position. But meanwhile Captain Barry had been busy, and by sending back a strong party as escort, he managed by the day following to bring up a supply of biscuit and enough ammunition to enable them to keep going for a little while longer.

        
The daily toll of killed and wounded was taken, and one morning the allies were plunged into grief by the loss of one of their most intrepid leaders.

        
Karauria was killed. At first Ron refused to believe the dreadful news. He had come to love the young chief, and for several days he moped about inconsolably. He begged to be allowed to go up among the fighting-men and attempt to avenge Karauria's death.

        
"There are many among us who will live to avenge him," said old Renata, when he heard of the boy's request. "
E! Karauria was as the rare white heron. Such as he was is seen but once in a lifetime. But I will have 
utu for it! Never while Renata's eyes can see will I give up my pursuit of vengeance upon Te Kooti the murderer!"

        
And Renata kept his vow, as will be shown hereafter.
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Chapter X
          


          
The Fight at Makaretu
        

        

          
For several more weary days 
pakehas and friendly Maoris hung on grimly to the position they had won along the fern ridge over-looking the Makaretu.

        
And then Ropata came.

        
Captain Barry, apprised by his scouts that the Ngatiporou were approaching, took with him Ron and the Hawke's Bay chiefs, Tareha and Henare Tomoana, and went to meet them.

        
Ron was disappointed in his first glimpse of the man who afterward came to deserve the title of "the Lion of the Ngatiporou." Like most of his tribe, Ropata Waha Waha was short in stature, but conveyed an impression of wiry strength. His dark visage was framed by a short black beard, while his eyes were keen and penetrating. In the nondescript clothing he wore, he made a figure far from heroic; but Ron was to learn later that, in accord with all his people, Ropata literally stripped for action when there was fighting toward.

        


        
Ropata brought with him a contingent of warriors, who well merited the description Ron had heard given of them—all wire and indiarubber. Of tattooed faces among them there were few, the Ngatiporou being a tribe who set little value upon this form of facial adornment. Most of them were naked to the waist, a short 
piu-piu
          

1 shawl, or piece of blanket extending from waist to knees, comprising their only article of clothing. They had cartridge-belts strapped over their shoulders—some of them, indeed, wore two or three—and some of them carried revolvers in addition to the miscellaneous array of breech-loading rifles, carbines, and double-barrelled shotguns with which Ropata's contingent was armed.

        
When Captain Barry had greeted the Ngatiporou leader with all ceremony he said: "You bring many warriors with you, O friend."

        
"Some of them I know for good fighters," replied Ropata. "But many of them will run away."

        
"Tareha's men will support their brothers of the Ngatiporou," said Tareha courteously.

        
"It is well," responded Ropata, his expression betokening that he had small faith in the qualities of the Hawke's Bay Maoris as fighters. He turned 

abruptly to Captain Barry and inquired the dispositions of the units on the ridge.

        
Captain Barry explained, adding: "Te Kooti has his rifle-pits along the far bank of the river. They run thus and thus," and, taking a stick, he traced on the ground the exact positions of the pits.

        
"Then first we will seize his rifle-pits," declared the Maori. "I shall march against him on the right, while do you advance as well as you are able along the line of the river. Are you ready, friends?"

        
Tareha assented. "Ten minutes to get my men ready," said Captain Barry. They shook hands on it, and the three leaders, with Ron, hastened back up to the ridge, leaving Ropata already exhorting his men to valiant effort.

        
Ron was bidden carry the word to Renata, in order that the old chief's men might take their part in the assault.

        
"
E!" exclaimed Renata. "This is good news, my friend! Vengeance is about to be taken. Pity it is that Karauria, that brave canoe, is on his way to Te Reinga, the place of spirits, and can take no part in it!"

        
Left with a few moments to himself, Ron sought out Jock. He found that worthy lying flat among 

the fern that crowned the extreme brow of the bridge, squinting along his rifle.

        
"Keep down, lad!" he advised. "There's a rascally Hauhau been taking pops at me from over yonder for the last half-hour. I'm minded to pay his cheekiness back, with a little interest added."

        
Accordingly Ron crawled into the fern and lay down beside his friend. He could see well down the slope, and, gazing across the river, could easily distinguish the parapets of the enemy's pits.

        
"How soon do we go into it?" asked Jock. "Did you hear any word?"

        
"As soon as Ropata sends word to Captain Barry that he has come round on the Hauhaus' right," answered Ron. "Hark! He is advancing now!" For a quick burst of rifle-fire announced that Ropata and the Ngatiporou were indeed moving to the assault.

        
From the excellent view he had of the whole scene Ron could easily comprehend Ropata's tactics. By attacking on Te Kooti's right flank the Ngatiporou chief hoped to turn his rifle-pits, and by thus throwing the enemy into confusion prepare the way for the general attack.

        
And that is exactly what Ropata accomplished. 

Ron had scarcely quitted his position beside Jock, and made his way back to Captain Barry, ere the sharp notes of a bugle mingled with the rattle of musketry, and Rangers and friendly natives rose from their concealment and swept down the slope to the river.

        
The Hauhaus fought tenaciously. There was desperate hand-to-hand fighting along the bank, encounters, man against man in the dim recesses of the bush; but the Ngatiporou war-cry was rising triumphantly from the right, and so, giving ground slowly, the Hauhaus retreated farther into the bush, leaving their pits in the hands of the allies.

        
Captain Barry had bidden Ron keep close beside him; and Ron was delighted to obey his officer, since, when the fighting was at its fiercest, Captain Barry sought to be everywhere at once. At last it seemed clearly established that the Hauhaus had fled, and the Hawke's Bay natives began to tally their losses and to search among the Hauhau casualties for any known faces.

        
The Chief Renata came up to Captain Barry. "I have seen the faces of Kenu and Henara Parata among Te Kooti's dead," he declared. "And Nama, one of the most trusted leaders of the Hauhaus, is wounded and a prisoner. What next, my friend?"

        


        
"Enough for one day, Chief," said Captain Barry, smiling at the old man's eagerness. "I have now to communicate with Ropata. I desire to know if Te Kooti be among his prisoners."

        
By this time Tareha had joined the group. On hearing the soldier's remark he and Renata looked at each other significantly.

        
"Ropata Waha Waha will take no prisoners," said Tareha. "The Ngatiporou fight as did their ancestors. To-day they may have taken wounded men and captives, but ere the sun goes down they will have dead only, and no wounded and no captives!"

        
"But that will not do at all!" exclaimed Captain Barry. "Here, Ron, take this message to Ropata—no, I had better go myself," he added. "You may accompany me if you wish, and you Chiefs, perhaps you will go too, and help me persuade the Ngatiporou that they must not massacre their prisoners."

        
The two chiefs agreed, and the party made its way with all possible speed along the river-bed to meet Ropata.

        
They found the Ngatiporou chief urging on his warriors to a further search of the bush, in case any fugitives might be lurking in hiding. Ropata's eyes were alight with the flame of battle. He 

had discarded most of his clothing, and presented as wild a picture of a bush-fighter as could be imagined. Heavy revolver in one hand, and bloodstained tomahawk in the other, he was the very incarnation of savagery, and Ron could well understand why it was that Jock had said he pitied Te Kooti if the Ngatiporou set out to fight him.

        
Ropata was polite, very polite to Captain Barry. He did not think he had taken any prisoners, he said; but if any should come in he would certainly see that they should not live to murder any more 
pakehas.
        

        
"But that is not the British way, Ropata," urged Captain Barry. "A prisoner is a sacred thing, whose punishment should be fixed, not in the heat of battle, but when those who sentence him are cool and full of thought."

        
"Ropata Waha Waha does not understand 
pakeha fighting,'' answered the chief sturdily. ''Let the 
pakeha be responsible for any captives he takes. I will attend to mine own." The note of ferocity in his voice sent a thrill of horror down Ron's spine.

        
"Stay," said Renata, "we fight in the 
pakeha's cause, and for the good Queen Victoria. Let us then fight in the 
pakeha way, friend Ropata!"

        


        
"Chief of Hawke's Bay," said Ropata sternly, "I fight in the 
pakeha's cause, it is true; but I fight also to avenge those of my own race who perished on that dark night when Te Kooti came suddenly over the Patutahi ford, for no other reason than that they were friendly with the 
pakeha. Once has Te Kooti been a prisoner of the 
pakeha. The 
pakeha allowed him to escape, and that error caused the death of many 
pakehas and many of our own race. So! Should I have the fortune to take Te Kooti I will make no such mistake. Do you not know," he added, addressing Captain Barry, "that yonder, at this moment, escaping through the bush, goes Kereopa the Eye-eater, he who swallowed the eyes of a missionary at Opotiki not many moons ago? What would you do with him if you were to catch him?"

        
"Hang him!" said Captain Barry promptly.

        
"Perhaps," said Ropata calmly. "And perhaps you would send him to the Chatham Islands, so that some day he could come back to this land and kill some more missionaries. And suppose you were indeed to hang him—you would take him and shut him away for perhaps one week, perhaps two, more likely three, a wretched man counting the days until his doom. Now, were I to take Kereopa, I would shoot him as I would shoot 

a pig, but his end would be swift. If my way seem wrong to you, all I can say is that it is sometimes more merciful than yours."

        
Captain Barry remonstrated no further. A wise man, he knew the value of Ropata's services, knew, too, that if there were any people that the Hauhaus held in fear, it was the men of the Ngatiporou. Pending the arrival of the military forces that were certain to be sent in pursuit of Te Kooti, he could not afford to quarrel with this doughty little chieftain whose very name had served to hearten the not over-eager Hawke's Bay natives.

        
Ron too saw the force of Ropata's words. The Maori viewpoint was one that interested him keenly, and, in spite of the fact that the killing of a prisoner seemed to him an atrocious thing, he could not but concede the justice of Ropata's remark that it would be more merciful to kill outright such a one as Kereopa, than to put him through the workings of a code of laws that he could not understand.

        
The Ngatiporou warriors were beginning to straggle back to the river-bed. Captain Barry saluted Ropata, and with a word or two of farewell was about to turn away back to ascertain how the men of the Rangers had fared, when there was a 

sudden shout from behind them, and two of Ropata's men appeared marching along a youth who stared disdainfully about him.

        
"Hori!" The name sprang to Ron's lips, and he was about to spring toward his friend, when Hori's mouth tightened and he threw a warning glance at Ron.

        
Ron checked himself and waited.

        
"It is Hori te Whiti!" exclaimed Tareha. "Oh, miserable youth, what are you doing with Te Kooti's outlaws?"

        
"So Te Whiti is of Te Kooti's band," said Ropata. "Well, better the father than the son, but as we have not the father the son will die in his place!" He gripped his tomahawk meaningly.

        
"But," intercepted Captain Barry, "this is only a lad, Ropata."

        
"Young as he is, he is yet a spy," declared one of the warriors. "We fell over him, lying in the fern and overlooking our position. Who but a spy would be so employed when the others of his people are in flight?"

        
Ron had edged up to Ropata. He could contain himself no longer. Better break his promise to Hori than see his friend slain by the Ngatiporou.

        
"Ropata Waha Waha," he said desperately, 

"I know this youth. He is no spy, but a friend of mine. I ask his life of you on that count!"

        
But before Ropata could reply, Hori himself answered. "Who," he asked fiercely, "is this strange 
pakeha boy who would beg the life of Hori te Whiti? I do not know him. Hori has no friends among the 
pakehas. Bid him stand back!"

        
Ropata looked questioningly at Ron. "He who was a friend of the 
pakehas before Te Kooti crossed over the ford has love for them no longer," he suggested meaningly. "It is so with many. A moon ago they walked in peace with the 
pakehas and with my people. To-day they seek to destroy them!"

        
"But … but——" stammered Ron, and then he cried suddenly: "He could tell you himself that no one has done more for the 
pakehas than he!"

        
"I do not know what the 
pakeha boy means," said Hori calmly. "Go on with your work, men of the Ngatiporou. Hori te Whiti defies you!"

        
"Captain Barry!" cried Ron. "Don't let them kill him! Remember … remember——" He stopped suddenly, moved by the appeal in Hori's eyes.

        
"The 
pakeha boy is mad!" taunted Hori. "The smell of blood has made him as a woman."

        
"Hold, Ropata!" exclaimed Captain Barry. 

"I have reason to think that you will be committing a great error in harming this Maori youth. I beg of you, stay your hand yet a little longer,"

        
"I have wasted too much time over him already," replied the chief. "Stand him against yonder tree, men of the Ngatiporou!"

        
Suddenly an idea came to Ron.

        
"Renata!" he cried despairingly, turning to the old Hawke's Bay chief who had been viewing the scene with considerable astonishment. "We both loved Karauria. This youth was related to Karauria. Shall Karauria's near kinsman be slain by the Ngatiporou when Karauria's soul is yet on its way to Te Reinga?"

        
It was a desperate ruse, but it was successful. Tareha opened his mouth to deny that any known relationship existed between the dead chief and this rebel youth, but Captain Barry, quick to grasp Ron's point, checked him.

        
"
E! Were they related?" asked Renata, bending a pitying glance on Hori. "Then this youth is not only the dead Karauria's kinsman, but he is mine also. You shall not kill my kinsman, Ropata Waha Waha!"

        
Ropata looked from one to the other of them, a trifle scornfully. "It is only a youth," he said contemptuously. "A thing too slight for all this 

talk. Is it your will that I do not kill him?" he added, addressing Captain Barry.

        
"That is my earnest desire, Ropata," said the soldier gravely.

        
"Then I will spare his life for the present," declared Ropata. "No, I will not give him into your keeping, for it is my belief that he is a sly and treacherous foe whose friendship for the 
pakehas is assumed. The Ngatiporou will keep him, and if he tries to escape there will be quick death for him at the hands of Ropata Waha Waha!"

        
He turned and gave his men some hasty directions for the safe custody of Hori, who as he was dragged away threw Ron another warning glance.

      

            


1 A form of kilt generally made of flax.
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Chapter XI
          


          
Hori's Escape
        

        

          
Ron was moved to deep admiration by his Maori friend's dauntlessness of purpose. It was clear that Hori would meet death in preference to having his secret sympathy with the white people revealed; and it was evident, too, that he considered that the dream he cherished of being his tribe's leader would never be realized if it became known that he had assisted the 
pakehas when the hands of his father and his brothers were raised against them.

        
"And the news would get about," Ron reflected. "Maoris have an uncanny way of smelling out things. I must see what I can do for Hori—it frightens me to think of him in the hands of those bloodthirsty Ngatiporou."

        
The day wore on, and Ron was kept busy, going hither and thither with messages; but his way never led in the direction of the plateau whereon the Ngatiporou were making their encampment.

        
Dusk fell at last, soft and blue, and soon afterward the stars began to peep forth. The big 

camp-fires were lit, and the Rangers took their ease, smoking and exchanging experiences of the day. From the Maori lines came the sound of singing, soft baritone voices raised in 
waiata,
          

1 whose cadence had the poignant sadness that always seems to dwell in Maori music.

        
Ron's senses thrilled to the wild beauty of it all—the untamed country that lay around, the scent of the bush, the sound of running water, the line of camp-fires along the ridge, and the half-naked figures of the natives who squatted beside each blaze. He lay stretched at full length, not far from the spot where Captain Barry and the Hawke's Bay chiefs were questioning their prisoners, and listened to the talk between captor and captive.

        
Now and again he raised his head, the better to hear some especially interesting revelation. It was thus that he learned that Te Kooti had been wounded during those weary days before Ropata arrived. The rebel chief had nearly been captured too, during the actual skirmish; but a woman had carried him on her back out of danger, by way of the river-bed. Ron heard another fact that came as a surprise to him. Te Kooti and his men, when they came down from the hills on their murderous 

            


1 Songs.

          


errand, had been forced to it, literally by desperation. They had been starving in the mountain fastnesses to which they had been hunted by the settlers; and on their way down toward Turanganui some of them had been so famished that they had died on the road. Small wonder, thought the boy, that they had been like a pack of wolves.

        
And when the plunder they had collected at Turanganui was exhausted the Hauhaus would again be faced with starvation, while they would be hunted from peak to peak until they either died or surrendered. Hori too, had he not been taken, would have starved with his people, would have been hunted with them, perhaps would have died with them—and all for an ideal. More and more, Ron found himself marvelling at Hori.

        
His mind came back to Hori's present necessity. He was convinced that his friend would make some desperate move to escape, and in that case he would be certain to meet with speedy death at the hands of Ropata's warriors. Hori must be aided, in order to save him from himself. But how? He lay revolving various schemes over in his mind while—the questioning of the prisoners now being ended—Captain Barry discussed the position with Renata and Tareha and planned a further advance against the rebels.

        


        
When at last the lengthy conference was finished and the chiefs had departed Captain Barry called Ron over to where he sat.

        
"Well, what did you think of your first fight?" he asked.

        
"It was jolly good, sir," answered Ron shyly. "But there wasn't enough of it."

        
"Have patience, Ronald," said the soldier. "You will see enough fighting soon to more than gratify your thirst for adventure—and it won't be very pretty fighting, either," he added with a sigh.

        
"Do you mean Ropata's ideas about the prisoners?" asked Ron.

        
"That, and other things," replied Captain Barry gravely. "But I don't mean to talk about that now. I have called you to ask what it was you were going to say to me to-day when that Maori youth stopped you. You only got as far as the one word 'Remember!'"

        
"I am very sorry, sir," answered Ron slowly. "I was going to tell you something, but I thought of a promise I had made, and then I knew I couldn't finish what I was going to say."

        
"It is quite right to abide by your promises. But was this not a matter of life or death? The Ngatiporou would have killed that youth out of hand."

        


        
Ron was silent.

        
"You are still unwilling to tell me your secrets, I see," remarked Captain Barry at length. "Well, suppose I tell you what I have discovered for myself?"

        
Ron looked up quickly. There was a quizzical note in the soldier's voice, and his usually stern mouth was smiling a little.

        
"First," he said, "I know that some mysterious Maori who is known to his friends as the Weka sent a reassuring message into Roro about two lost children; then I know that this same Weka saved the lives of your brother and sister. I know, too, that a few nights back a weka called three times, and that afterwards you received the news that Te Kooti was going to surprise the supplyparty from Turanganui. And lastly—but, after all, I do not know, I only guess this—I think that some one to whom both you and I are indebted—perhaps a weka—is at present in the clutches of that fire-eating chief of the Ngatiporou—Ropata—and that I would give a great deal to see him safely liberated. Now, what do you think of my powers of guessing?"

        
"I think you are a wonder, sir!" exclaimed Ron, with boyish admiration.

        
Captain Barry laughed, then resumed his wonted 

gravity. "The one thing that I can't quite account for," he said, "is that this youth was caught spying out our position,"

        
"But I'm certain Hori wasn't spying!" exclaimed Ron eagerly. "For that matter, he knew all about our position. He——" and Ron stopped suddenly.

        
"Well?" inquired the soldier. "I might as well know everything now; it might make things easier for us all later on."

        
"He was in our camp lots of times, sir," said Ron. "He actually heard you give me the order to go to Turanganui about our supplies. I think that Hori must have been trying to see me when Ropata's men caught him."

        
"You think that?" asked Captain Barry.

        
"I am positive of it, sir," answered Ron decidedly.

        
Captain Barry sat apparently deep in thought for some seconds. Then he said: "Perhaps he had some important news for you."

        
"I have thought that he might have," admitted Ron.

        
"And news for you just now is news for me," mused Captain Barry. "News lying useless under guard of the Ngatiporou. What is this youth's idea in not allowing you to speak the truth about him?"

        


        
Ron told his officer all about Hori's dream of being the leader of his tribe, and Captain Barry nodded once or twice during the recital.

        
"I understand it all now," he said finally. "Your friend is very clever, Ronald—very clever and very courageous. We must do what we can for him. Come, we will go over to Ropata's camp. I have several matters to discuss with him. Ask Abler to go with us; and while I am with the chief you two make yourselves at home with his men. If you should see your friend pretend not to notice him; but keep your eyes open for the best means of getting into the camp later on when the warriors are asleep. No, don't thank me," he broke off. "From what I can see, this Weka is going to be as useful to me as he has been to you. Go, get Abler quickly."

        
Jock Abler, apprised by Ron of what was afoot, lent himself with zest to the adventure.

        
They found Ropata in an excellent humour. He was with his friend Hotene, whom he presented to Captain Barry as "a good man, a good fighter." Soon the three were deep in conversation, while Ron and Jock joined the warriors at the nearest fire and complimented them upon their prowess of the day.

        
Ron soon decided that the fierce Ngatiporou were 

very likeable fellows, and the warriors approved highly of Ron. Ere long he and Jock found themselves passed along from fire to fire, and shaking hands with the wild-looking men, whose brown bodies glinted in the light of the crackling fires, and whose faces, now that the fighting was over, shone with friendliness and goodwill.

        
Ron's eyes were continually on the alert for any sign of Hori; and at last he descried him, a slim figure, lying face downward, apparently well pinioned, and trussed to a stout sapling. For a dreadful instant it occurred to him that Hori was dead; but presently the figure stirred a little and Ron breathed a sigh of relief.

        
While keeping up their talk with the warriors he and Jock carefully reconnoitred the position. They were quick to observe that by good fortune Hori lay rather toward the edge of the camp, close to where the Ngatiporou fires ended and those of the Hawke's Bay men began. That meant that just hereabout there would be no sentries posted.

        
Ron had a plan fixed in his mind by the time that Captain Barry called Jock and himself, and leave was taken of the Ngatiporou.

        
"Well?" asked Captain Barry, when they were well clear.

        
"I am sure I could crawl in and cut his bonds, 

sir," Ron said. "But I can't go in these clothes. I must get hold of a 
piu-piu, and try to disguise myself as a Maori."

        
"A good idea," approved Jock. "But why can't I do the job, if I might be so bold as to suggest it?"

        
"You are too heavy, Abler," responded Captain Barry. "If it comes to that I would like nothing better than to attempt the adventure myself. But I do not doubt my slowness and weight would discover me, as yours would you. No, Ronald is the man for this particular bit of work, and if he cares to attempt it he has my approval."

        
"What about getting a 
piu-piu?" asked the practical Jock.

        
"Renata will lend me his," declared Ron. "And I know he won't ask any questions."

        
"Then slip over to him now," advised Captain Barry. "And in the meantime you, Abler, get back and watch the Ngatiporou camp, and bring word when everything is quiet there."

        
Jock saluted and turned away. Ron made his way to where Renata sat. By good fortune he found the old chief alone.

        
"Great Chief," he said tactfully, "this is a sad night. Here is Karauria's kinsman a prisoner of the Ngatiporou!"

        


        
"
E! that is so!" sighed Renata, sympathy working his fine old tattooed face. "And my kinsman also, remember. What will Ropata Waha Waha do with my kinsman?"

        
"Kill him, I fear," answered Ron sadly. "So I have made a plan that none but you and I must know of. By to-morrow morn I shall have freed Ropata's prisoner and your kinsman; but to do this I must look like a Maori. I desire then that you shall lend me your 
piu-piu."

        
"
E! You shall have it!" exclaimed Renata delightedly. "I have your promise that you shall free Karauria's kinsman?"

        
"I promise, Chief," answered Ron. He took the mat and stole away, leaving the old chief huddled in his blanket, gazing into the fire, chin almost on knees.

        
The evening passed slowly. In the tall trees on the other side of the river moreporks

1 hooted. The singing of the Maoris ceased, and the Rangers' voices were hushed. Gradually the fires died down, and silence lay over the camp.

        
Then Ron discarded his clothing and donned Renata's 
piu-piu. Evidently the Ngatiporou had kept late watch, for it was two hours past midnight 



1 The morepork is a small owl.

          


when Jock came up with the word that Ropata's camp was still.

        
The conspirators made their way thither cautiously, coming to a halt in a convenient patch of bush. Here the two elder men waited, while Ron, too warmed by excitement to heed the chill of the night air on his bared chest, went forward, knife in hand.

        
When he neared the embers of the first fire he put the knife in his belt and commenced crawling forward with all the caution he could muster. Before him lay the task of passing between two sleeping warriors, and he dared make but slow progress. It seemed to him years before he got past them; and just farther on he found a group of sleeping men, to go round whom he was forced to make a considerable 
détour. A man on the outside stirred as Ronald passed him; and the boy relaxed his tense muscles and feigned slumber for a few moments, until he was fairly certain that it was safe to proceed.

        
At last he found Hori. He was sure that his friend would not be sleeping. He would be lying awake, thought Ron, sizing up his chances of escape. Slowly, and with infinite care, Ron wormed his way up to the recumbent figure and lay beside it.

        


        
His surmise was correct. Hori was wide awake. His head was pillowed on his arms, but that he had been very alert to Ron's approach was proved by the fact that almost before the 
pakeha lad reached him he thrust out his pinioned hands and uttered a low grunt of satisfaction as he felt the bonds severed. To cut the ropes of flax about his feet and those that tied him to the sapling was the work of an instant; and Ron lay gathering up his strength for the arduous return journey.

        
Hori breathed into his ear, "My brother!" and Ron felt a glow of satisfaction at having been able to return in some measure the service that Hori had rendered him and his.

        
"I will not return with you," Hori whispered softly. "Two of us would be certain to be detected. Do you, my brother, go back by the way you came. I will lie still until you have had time to get past the fires. Then I will make my escape. Do not fear for me—I can easily elude these pigs. They are drunk with victory and will not think to look to my bonds until dawn. Go quickly, Roni."

        
But Ron demurred. "I'd like to see you safely out of Ropata's clutches, Hori."

        
"Because you think I was foolish to let myself be caught this morning, do you think I will do it 

again?" asked Hori. "My capture was no accident, Roni—I was lying there to draw off the Ngatiporou from the pursuit of my father. He was badly wounded, and I do not think that he can live; but because he was a chief and still alive Te Kooti's men carried him away with them, and I went back to cover up his trail."

        
"I thought you might be waiting to see me—that perhaps you had news," Ron whispered.

        
"In a manner, I have. But it is of little importance as yet, although you might be able to use it later. Listen, my brother!" and Hori bent forward and muttered a few words which caused Ron's eyes to shine delightedly.

        
"Now, go back," said Hori. "It will not be long before we meet again."

        
The two lads clasped hands for a second, and then Ron turned and commenced worming his way back toward the bush. He had to go with the utmost care. He passed the big group successfully and was just about to crawl between the two warriors who were lying by the fire nearest the bush, when he was horrified to see one of them sit up and look intently in his direction.

        
Ron's mind was instantly made up. He was positive that the man had observed him; and to lie calmly on the ground while the warrior had 

time to grasp his rifle and fire on him did not appeal to him. So, darting up as swiftly as an arrow, he shot forward and was past the fire before the man was aware what had happened. As he gained the shelter of the bush he heard a shot behind him, and in a few seconds the Ngatiporou camp was in a state of wild excitement. He heard the warrior urging on the pursuit; and in his haste, just then, he blundered into a thick clump of bush-lawyer, whose thorns caught at his 
piu-piu. Tearing himself free, he sped swiftly through the trees. Before the pursuit had reached the other side he was with Captain Barry and Jock on the outskirts of the Hawke's Bay natives' camp.

        
There was no time for any speech. The alarm had communicated itself to Tareha's men, who were running hither and thither, convinced that Te Kooti was upon them. In the sparse light of the dying fires Ron passed easily for one of themselves, and the appearance of Captain Barry and Jock Abler occasioned no surprise.

        
Leaving his officer to make what he could of the situation, Ron made his way back to where he had hidden his clothing. He dressed hurriedly, and, concealing the 
piu-piu beneath his coat, sought Renata.

        
He found the old chief still squatting by the 

embering fire. Evidently it took more than a few shots in the dark to alarm Renata.

        
"Here is your 
piu-piu, Chief," said Ron quietly. "I am afraid I tore it slightly in a prickly bush I ran into yonder."

        
"Is Karauria's kinsman free?" demanded the chief.

        
"I cut his bonds with my knife," replied Ron, evading the point. He was saying to himself: "Oh, I only hope that Hori managed to escape!"

        
Just then, from the thick bush on the other side of the river, a weka called mockingly, three times.
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Chapter XII
          


          
What Befell at Ngatapa
        

        

          
On the following morning Ropata, Captain Barry, Tareha, and Renata went out to reconnoitre; and from the top of one of the highest hills thereabout they descried Te Kooti's eyrie—the steep, forest-girt mountain of Ngatapa.

        
Greatly to his delight, Ron had been permitted to accompany the party, and so had his first glimpse of a Maori 
pa under conditions of war. Formidable as it appeared from the distance from which the allies regarded it, they were yet to learn that upon a close survey Ngatapa was all but impregnable. Indeed, with proper armaments and an adequate water-supply, this forest stronghold might have kept a large force at bay for many months.

        
"It is a well-built 
pa," said Ropata, regarding the peak critically. "But I think that brave men might capture it if they supported one another." He glanced defiantly at Tareha as he spoke, and the proud Hawke's Bay chief, quick to sense an insult, replied to his look with one of equal defiance and scorn.

        


        
"I do not doubt that Tareha's 
taua
          

1 will bear itself bravely in the assault!" he maintained stoutly.

        
"Perhaps the kinsman of the dead Karauria will also be of Tareha's 
taua!" sneered the Ngatiporou chief. "He that the men of Hawke's Bay freed last night!"

        
Tareha drew himself up haughtily. "No man of Tareha's 
taua even so much as approached your captive, Ropata Waha Waha!" he answered scornfully. "But if Hori te Whiti has escaped, I for one am glad of it, because the Ngatiporou had no right to keep one who was related to Karauria and Renata."

        
"I did not say it was one of Tareha's men," Ropata said darkly. "Doubtless Tareha's 
taua was sleeping, and doubtless, too, Tareha would be asleep with the rest. But it seems to me that already this morning have I seen a 
piu-piu, whose strings are similar to these!" and he brought from his cartridge-belt several pieces of curiously dyed flax, and held them forth accusingly.

        
Ron uttered a little gasp. He remembered well the clump of bush-lawyer wherein he had left those strings. But no one noticed his confusion; with one accord they were all looking at Renata, 

            


1 War-party.

          


the strings of whose 
piu-piu were identical with the fragments that Ropata held in his hand.

        
The old chief met Ropata's indignant eyes indifferently. "You had no right to detain my kinsman, Ropata Waha Waha!" he said, making no attempt to disclaim the tell-tale strings.

        
The little Ngatiporou chieftain spluttered with wrath. Tareha, who knew that Renata had not stirred from his fire throughout the evening, rolled his eyes in astonishment; while Captain Barry, unwilling to interfere, stood by in silence.

        
"Renata is just the finest old sport I've ever met!" thought Ron. "What a marvellous character he has!" He looked admiringly at the old chief, who stood leaning on his rifle, gazing meditatively toward the peak of Ngatapa, and apparently entirely indifferent as to what Ropata thought or said.

        
But Tareha, impatient of Ropata's arrogance, took up the cudgels on his friend's account, and a bitter quarrel raged between the two chiefs, there in sight of the rebel 
pa, to storm which they had come as allies.

        
"It is enough!" said Ropata at last hotly. "I thought in the beginning that I could count on little support from the Hawke's Bay men. The 

Ngatiporou will go forward alone against Te Kooti."

        
"That is not true!" retorted Tareha angrily. "I was here before the Ngatiporou! This very day will my 
taua move to the assault!"

        
"And the Forest Rangers will assist you too, Ropata and Tareha!" put in Captain Barry tactfully.

        
Ropata's expression became somewhat milder. "We will first see what Hotene says," he remarked. In the opinions of his friend Hotene, half-priest, half-warrior, Ropata had enormous faith.

        
So they betook them back to the Ngatiporou lines; and there Hotene made some incantations, and consulted the omens, to all of which business Ropata attended with the utmost respect. The 
pakehas too were profoundly interested, but Tareha looked on somewhat contemptuously. He remarked audibly to Ron, who stood by revelling in the savage mummery, that he was acquainted with many better 
tohungas
          

1 among his own people, and that he considered Hotene did not know much about the omens.

        
At last Hotene delivered the verdict. "The omens are unfavourable!" he declared. "Who 

            


1 A priest or wizard. 
Tohungas were deeply respected by the Maoris as teachers, scholars, and prophets.

          


goes out against Te Kooti this day shall not prevail against him. We will wait until to-morrow!"

        
This did not please Tareha. "I do not believe in Hotene's reading of the omens," he scoffed. "Tareha's men will move to the assault to-day!"

        
Ropata turned on him savagely. "Then Tareha's 
taua will move alone!" he shouted. "And when their bodies are strewn before Ngatapa, then will the Ngatiporou go up and do all the better without them!"

        
"I am insulted!" cried Tareha. "I will put up with no more of Ropata Waha Waha's insolence! Now indeed are the omens unfavourable! So! I will take my men home again, and Ropata may do as he may without them!"

        
Captain Barry strove to conciliate the angry chief, but Tareha strode off. After a whimsical look at Captain Barry and Ron Renata turned and followed his co-chief.

        
An hour later the Hawke's Bay men set off homeward. Tareha was somewhat mollified by Captain Barry's expressions of regret, but he could not be shifted in his purpose. It is recorded that he and his men later did splendid service in the pursuit of Te Kooti. Henare Tomoana also left a name that lives in the history of the times, while 

Renata's valour was such that the passing years have but added lustre to it.

        
The 
pa in which Te Kooti had established himself was one of those natural strongholds, the fortification of which marked the Maori race as among the most ingenious of military peoples. About two thousand feet above the level of the plains, it was perched on a plateau shaped like an isosceles triangle. The only approach to the apex was a narrow ridge with a bush-clad precipice on either side. No troops in the world could have attacked the 
pa from that angle. Similarly, along either side of the triangle were almost unscalable cliff-faces, likewise covered with bush. Thus Te Kooti's only vulnerable front was along the base of the triangle, and this was protected with triple lines of stony earthworks and deep trenches extending across the small plateau with both ends resting on a cliff.

        
The outer parapet was seven feet high, and each end of its flanks was bent back to prevent the attackers from turning the line. The inner parapet, twelve feet in height, was provided with sandbagged loopholes, while covered communication-ditches protected movement from line to line.

        
Ngatapa was a natural stronghold converted 

into a fortress. The only weakness was the absence of a water-supply; and Te Kooti was finally to discover, as all military commanders before and after him have done, that the supplying of troops with the simple necessities of food and water is the greatest military problem of all.

        
Outside the 
pa the remainder of the plateau, which was covered with branches and stumps of cleared bush, was never, at the extreme point, more than four hundred feet deep. It was evident, therefore, that only by first obtaining a foothold on the narrow platform, and then by increasing this foothold, could a successful attack on the 
pa be made.

        
On the morning of December 5, undaunted by the difficulties that the position presented, the Lion of the Ngatiporou moved up to Ngatapa. His supporters were few enough—his own men, the small band of the Rangers, the gallant Captain Preece, who in the meantime had brought up the Wairoa natives, and the Wairoa chief, Ihaka Whanga.

        
They crept through the bush to the foot of the cliff below the plateau; and, Ropata and Hotene leading the way, the ascent of the forest precipice was commenced.

        
Then, like a bolt from the blue, occurred an 

unforeseen piece of ill-luck. A gun went off accidentally. The answer was no less sudden; for from the 
pa above came a sharp volley, which, in spite of the wild remonstrances of Ropata, Ihaka, and the 
pakeha officers, created an immediate panic among the natives. Pell-mell they fled, throwing down guns and tomahawks as they sought to escape from the ferocious Hauhau devils whom they imagined to be upon them.

        
Ropata stormed in vain; but no words could stay that wild panic. He was left with the 
pakehas and but sixteen of his own followers who had stood their ground. Maori and 
pakeha leaders looked at each other.

        
"It is well," said Ropata briefly. "A handful of brave men is better than an army of cowards. We will go forward with what few men we have!" He continued his ascent of the cliff as calmly as though he had thousands behind him.

        
It was a difficult climb; but at last they reached the crest, where, taking such meagre cover as they could find, they began exchanging shots with the enemy. The chief Ihaka muttered something to which Ropata assented, and slid over the edge of the cliff.

        
"He has gone to stir up his men," explained Ropata. "He is bitterly ashamed of them!"

        


        
But neither Ihaka nor any of his men appeared. After an hour's desultory shooting Ropata asked: "Who will go back and bring up more men?"

        
Ron, who was lying close to the doughty little chief, immediately volunteered for the work. Having obtained the approval of both Ropata and Captain Barry, he started out on his errand. So while the brave little band hung on to the edge of the cliff they had won he made his way back toward Makaretu, in which direction he found most of the fugitives had fled.

        
He came upon them, engaged in wordy conference, many of those who were of the advance guard explaining at length to their fellows how valiantly they had fought when the Hauhaus had come upon them. But they fell silent at the boy's approach, and listened in shamed silence as he began to speak. For Ron spoke very much to the point, and he told them they had been cowards to desert their gallant leader.

        
In eloquent Maori, he urged their duty upon the sulky natives. "Come to the help of your chieftain, men of the Ngatiporou!" he cried finally. "Ropata has won a splendid hold near the 
pa. It is for you to assist him to capture the 
pa itself."

        
Very slowly, one by one, nine men detached themselves from the crowd.

        


        
"And no more?" asked Ron, in bitter disappointment. "Then is Ropata Waha Waha indeed shamed by his warriors!"

        
He paused for a reply, but none came. The nine warriors who had joined him looked fairly undecided themselves, Ron thought; so he judged it prudent to hold no further parley, but to take them instantly to Ropata's aid.

        
Ropata was furious at the small response to his appeal. "I shall go back myself!" he announced, with flashing eyes. "And if no more will come, I shall beat them as I would beat disobedient dogs!" He set out forthwith.

        
The fire from the Hauhau parapet was hourly increasing in volume. It was clear that Te Kooti had brought or had sent more and more men into the trenches.

        
"If they were to rush us now they'd sweep us clean over the cliff!" Jock Abler muttered to Ron. "Fire rapidly, lad, lest they guess how few of us there are!"

        
They fired volley after volley, until their ammunition was nearly exhausted.

        
"We can't hang on much longer, that is certain," Captain Barry decided at last. "Unless Ropata appears quickly we must get ready to retire."

        
But a moment afterward Ropata did appear, 

bringing with him thirty unwilling recruits, and a good supply of ammunition.

        
Then they set to in real earnest. Holes to serve as rifle-pits were scooped on the edge of the cliff with knives, a billhook, hands—anything that would serve. Having thus obtained some scanty cover, Ropata and his Maoris, at three o'clock stormed an outwork; and Ron was despatched back to report the success to Ihaka Whanga. The result was what the astute Ngatiporou chief had foreseen. Thirty more men came up, bringing more ammunition. By dusk they had won yet a little more of the plateau, and then their ammunition fell short again.

        
This time Captain Preece went back; and in Ropata Waha Warm's name he harangued the sulky main body, and entreated it to advance. But all in vain. The utmost he could do was to obtain ammunition for that gallant little band back on the plateau.

        
"Then we can do no more," said Ropata wearily, when he heard that his men still refused to come to his assistance. "We shall stay here, friends, until we have fired our last shot, and then we must give back to Te Kooti what we have won from him. 
E, my friends, it is hard! This is a bitter hour for Ropata Waha Waha!"

        


        
It was nearing dawn when their last round of ammunition was exhausted, and then in utter silence they regretfully abandoned their position, and cautiously commenced the descent of the cliff.

        
Now, what followed is a matter of history, wherefore as plain history let it be told.

        
When Ropata had fired his last shot he withdrew before dawn, and strode through the camp of the fugitives who had deserted him. Ropata's men looked not upon the deserters, but camped apart in silence. The shamed offenders feared to approach the chief. A British officer who was with them was deputed to intercede. Ropata gave him no heed for some time. At last he said: "My people have betrayed me. I will have nought to do with them. I will go back to Waiapu for others: and when I come back, if I find those cowards here, I will attack them for deserting me."

        
He marched toward Turanganui, and met Colonel Whitmore, who had just arrived by sea from Wanganui with Armed Constabulary, and was proceeding to Ngatapa. Whitmore begged him to return.

        
Ropata answered: "I never break my word. I have said I will go to Waiapu and I will go. I will come back with other men, and attack the people who abandoned me."

        
It was long before he consented not to attack 

the deserters; but he yielded at last, and as his journey to Waiapu could not be stayed Colonel Whitmore facilitated it by placing a steamer at his disposal.

        
Meantime, back in front of Ngatapa, nothing was doing. It was known that Colonel Whitmore and the Constabulary were advancing; so the Rangers, eager as they were to get to grips with Te Kooti, had perforce to contain themselves in patience.

        
But one morning, as they looked out upon Ngatapa, they beheld an astonishing sight. The 
pa was burning!

        
"That means that Te Kooti is retreating into the Urewera country," exclaimed Captain Barry. "Well, this part of the country is clear of him at least—but it means that our work for the present is finished. We can't venture into the Urewera lands without a guide, and the further pursuit of the Hauhaus will have to be properly organized into maybe a dozen separate parties."

        
Colonel Whitmore was of the same opinion. Accordingly Armed Constabulary and Rangers marched away from Ngatapa, while dense clouds of smoke darkened the hills about the rebel 
pa, which, at the right moment and with the proper support, might have been captured.
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Ronald Cameron was highly disgusted with the turn events had taken. He had gone out with the Rangers after Te Kooti athirst for adventure, dreaming of the thrill and the excitement of tracking the rebels through wild bush-paths to their mountain fastnesses. And here he was, marching pleasantly and placidly back toward civilization, when he had but touched upon the fringe of adventure's mantle!

        
He spoke his mind to Jock Abler as they marched along together.

        
"I shouldn't worry, lad," returned the bushman quietly. "I doubt but there'll be plenty for us to do yet. There are certain to be many different parties sent out against Te Kooti, perhaps right into the Urewera country."

        
"Do you think we'll be taken?" asked Ron eagerly.

        
"On the merits of the case, I should think you'd be sure of a place," the bushman returned quaintly.

        
Ron coloured. For all that he had pressed his 

claims to be enrolled among the Rangers, he was possessed of a simple modesty. Word of his having been the means of saving the lives of the supply-party had got abroad among his comrades, and he had achieved much distinction in their eyes. Ron, conscious of his extreme youth, was not a little shy about it all. He tried to laugh off Jock's remark.

        
"Well, if it's only for a short while I won't mind taking a holiday," he said. "I'd love to see Mother and Isbel again; and I'll be sure to see them, for they'll still be at Turanganui."

        
"That's if they haven't been shipped off to Hawke's Bay," Jock suggested. "I heard that lots of the folk who were burned out were sent to Napier."

        
The Rangers made Turanganui that evening, after a good march. As they neared the settlement they were surprised to see that some of the settlers were back on their farms again. In one case an optimistic pioneer had even started to rebuild his home, while his family camped beside it in a 
whare of raupo and flax.

        
"It isn't considered likely that Te Kooti will come down this way again," was the information given to the Rangers at Turanganui. "Nobody even troubles to sleep in the blockhouse nowadays."

        


        
Having obtained leave, Ron went hither and thither, eagerly seeking news of his family. At last he got it from Major Blair, who was just then in charge of the district.

        
"Why, your people are back on their farm," said Major Blair. "Stay, though—that isn't correct. Your father is there, but Mrs Cameron and the children have gone to stay with some friends up Arai Bush way. Your mother is not quite well yet, and she couldn't rough it while your father is building a new house. She has been gone two or three days."

        
"It would be Mrs Burgess that she has gone to stay with," said Ron. "She has been promising for years to visit her. They came out to New Zealand in the same ship."

        
He was bitterly disappointed. "It would be great to have one of Hughie's tight little hugs, and to see old Isbel bossing us round again," he thought. "Still, there's one comfort in it—Mother must be ever so much better, or they wouldn't have sent her up to Arai Bush. There's no chance of my getting up there, so I'll go out to the farm and get all the news from Dad."

        
Accordingly, before he turned in that night, he applied to Captain Barry for leave to visit his home.

        
"An excellent idea," approved the soldier. 

"You'd better get Abler to go along with you, and maybe you two will be able to help your father get things straightened out on the farm. I'll see that you get notice before we make the next move against Te Kooti."

        
The following morning just before sunrise the two friends, having managed to borrow a couple of horses, set out on their journey. The spring was passing rapidly, and on its heels was coming the summer. The early morning air was cool and sweet, and the dew still clung to the branches and silvered the short grass that grew on either side of the road. In occasional patches of bush the torches of the rata-blossoms were lighted, making blazes of scarlet against the sombre green of the trees.

        
Ron and Jock urged their horses along at a smart canter until they came to the crossroads and swung to the right up the weary road that Isbel had traversed on that dreadful day that already seemed such a long while back. Here the horses were brought to a walk, and they picked their way along the rough road enjoying the cool breeze that blew across the swamplands. The two friends spoke but little, for each was busy with his own thoughts. Ron wondered idly once or twice what Jock found to think over so deeply; 

for he had noticed that in moments of silence the bushman seemed to be beset with troublesome memories. He attempted to study Jock's face, but all his mental questionings were baffled by the inscrutable look in his friend's eyes.

        
They passed the 
whare upon whose table Isbel had scrawled her message, and half an hour later came in sight of "The Poplars."

        
Here Jock broke the silence. "I got word of Mistress Johnston yesterday," he announced, "She is much better, and is being cared for in Napier."

        
"Yes, I heard so too," answered Ron. "What an awful time she went through!"

        
"Yet, after all, she was one of the lucky ones," said Jock, and they fell silent again.

        
Ron could not subdue a feeling of elation as they neared his home. He knew the worst—that the house he had loved was gone, that the stock was probably driven off, that the garden was very likely trampled out of recognition. Yet there was something that thrilled him in the thought that they would start all over again, and rebuild their home on the ashes of the old. "After all, this is pioneering," he thought. "And I'm actually one of the pioneers. I wonder how many boys in this country fifty years hence will be able to say 

that they've fought Maoris and helped build the house they live in? I'm jolly glad I'm alive now, because I'd be missing a lot of fun."

        
The sound of an axe ringing out merrily through the bush interrupted his thoughts. "That'll be Dad!" he exclaimed, and quickened his horse's pace.

        
They dismounted at the edge of the clearing and turned the horses out; and then, guided by the sound of the axe, they made their way through some tall kahikateas.

        
"Ron!" exclaimed John Cameron, pausing in his work. "And Jock Abler too! What on earth are you two doing here, when I thought you miles away over the Ford?" Happiness beamed from his face as he clasped the hands of his son and the bushman.

        
"Have you got anything to eat, Dad?" inquired Ron when the excitement of the meeting had subsided. "I warn you I'm as hungry as a hunter. Come, let's go and get some food and we'll tell you all about our adventures over a damper."

        
Accordingly, while they set about preparing a meal over a camp-fire, close beside a little 
whare that the father had built as a shelter, Ron's tongue worked fast, and the events at Makaretu and Ngatapa were retailed.

        


        
"That's the trouble with the Maoris," John Cameron said, when he heard of Ropata's anger at the desertion of his men. "I've heard that Te Kooti's influence is so enormous that their fear of him is greater than their fear of their chieftain's wrath. What is this Ropata Waha Waha like? From what you say he must be a bonny fighter."

        
"He's all of that," replied Jock. "I doubt if ever I've laid eyes on a braver man. A bit ruthless, perhaps, but he fights like a Maori, and he's fighting a war of vengeance so he can't be judged by our standards. It was great fun, though, getting young Hori te Whiti out of his clutches. My, the chief was angry! You see, he thought Renata had done the job; and the old man was too proud to deny it, although if he'd liked he could easily have said it was Ron."

        
"But Renata promised he would not tell on me," argued Ron. "And he would never break a promise. I love old Renata," he added. "He has vowed that he will pursue Te Kooti while ever his eyes can see, and I bet he'll keep his word."

        
"He won't fight beside Ropata, though," remarked Jock.

        
"No, but he'll probably enlist his men as 
pupapas
          

1 with somebody else," Ron declared.
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After their meal the two men smoked, while Ron went down to the pool. Here everything was the same. Not a leaf nor a fern had moved. There were the same friendly fantails, the same well-remembered tui songs. Somewhere, deep in the bush on the other side of the creek, a bellbird was singing, and the boy listened breathlessly. It was like a chime of silver bells, rising and falling in an ecstasy of sweet sound.

        
Ron delighted in the sweet peace of it all. "This is the life for a man" he said to himself. "I wouldn't live in a town for anything. Now to help get some sort of a house together for Mother and Isbel and Co. when the come back. It's good to know that Mother's health is so much improved."

        
When Ron got back to the 
whare he found that Jock had disappeared. "He went over to his own shack to get a couple of axes," the father explained. "I've only the one here. Ron, old man, this business has just about ruined us. It will mean starting all over again. Are you ready to rough it for a year or so until we can get on to our feet?"

        
"Rather!" exclaimed Ron. "I was thinking it out as I came along the road. Don't worry, Dad, I'm ready to do my share, and I'm certain Isbel will do hers."

        


        
"She's a good girl," John Cameron replied; "and sensible, too. Anyone less balanced than Isbel would soon have had her head turned by all the nice things they said to her at Turanganui. By the way, I didn't tell you that Major Blair wrote a letter to the Governor about her. He says that she will get some sort of medal for her bravery, and the pluck with which she stuck to Hughie and got him into safety."

        
"Hurrah!" cried Ron. "Good old Miss Muffet—well, she deserves it if ever anyone did! Shell make the Camerons famous yet. I'm sorry she's not here; but she's probably managing the entire Burgess family by this time, and she will just be in her element." He was immensely proud of his gallant little sister.

        
Jock reappeared at the end of an hour, and soon three axes were ringing in the bush. By dusk they were all heartily weary, and enjoyed to the full their supper of eggs and bacon fried over the open fire. Jock had found his 
whore undisturbed, the Hauhaus having passed it by; and, in addition to the axes, he had brought over a good supply of stores, since John Cameron had carried from Turanganui only sufficient for his own needs.

        
The morning saw them at work early. They planned the house over and over again, each 
sug-

gesting
            
           improvements on the plan of the old. And every moment was a great joy to Ron, whose axe flew with such energy that Jock often begged him to take it more easily. "There'll be nothing of you left when we go out again after Te Kooti," he maintained. "And yon Captain told me to keep a good eye on you because he wanted you when the fun starts again"

        
But Ron, though he coloured, only laughed and swung his axe the harder.

        
Through the following days few people passed, and those who did had but small time to spare for a chat. They were all busied with their own concerns, the rebuilding of their own homes and the making of the fresh start that was inevitable if they were to pick up their fallen fortunes.

        
"Good men, all of them," said Jock. "All of them determined to succeed. There's nothing like having a stake in the country to make a man work. Ron, lad, take an older man's advice. In years to come many of the young people will be getting tired of the farms that bred and fed them, and will be drifting off to the cities to try their luck there. Stick to the land, and it will stick by you."

        
But he saw that his advice was beside the question. Ron's blue eyes were full of decision as he nodded his assent to the bushman's opinion. 

"I think I'd rather own my own bit of land than be Governor of New Zealand," he said quietly.

        
The weather gradually became warmer, and Christmas approached.

        
"It'll seem a strange Christmas away from Mother and Isbel," thought Ron one day, as they rested after lunch. Aloud, he said: "I wonder when Captain Barry will send for us, Jock? It's queer we have had no word yet."

        
"Listen!" said his father suddenly."I shouldn't wonder if your recall would be pretty sudden now. Can you hear hoof-beats out on the road?"

        
Ron listened. Sure enough, a horseman was approaching at a sharp pace for" the uneven nature of the road. All three rose and hastened across the clearing to meet the oncoming rider.

        
"It's Evans!" cried Jock as they obtained a clear view down the road. "Now I wonder what it is that sends him here in such a hurry."

        
They had not long to wait ere they knew. As the rider dismounted and came forward to greet them they saw that his face was grave, too grave for him to be the bearer of any good news.

        
At first Evans attempted to soften the blow, but Jock's impatient "Don't beat about the bush, 

man—we're all men here. Out with what you have to say!" seemed to decide him.

        
"Te Kooti was only burning scrub when we saw the fires on Ngatapa. He is still there, and has made the 
pa stronger than ever. Two days ago he raided down on the Arai Bush. His men killed two 
pakehas and a friendly Maori. But that isn't the worst of it. Your daughter, Mr Cameron, has been missing ever since the raid. It is feared that she fell into the hands of the Hauhaus, and that for some unknown reason Te Kooti has taken her as a prisoner to Ngatapa."

        
John Cameron staggered as if he had received a blow. Ron was stunned with horror. In silence they stared at Evans, who continued quickly: "Colonel Whitmore and the Constabulary have left for Ngatapa, with the Rangers following as soon as they can be got together. Ropata is bringing along a big contingent of Ngatiporou and Arawas. It has been decided to root Te Kooti out of the 
pa by one means or another. Captain Barry has sent me for Abler and the lad to join him as quickly as they can. There is not an instant to be lost!"

        
"This will just about kill your mother, Ron," said John Cameron soberly.

        
"I know, Dad," answered the boy, in little more 

than a whisper. "Oh, poor, poor Isbel—my own little sister!" He turned away lest the men should see the tears that stood in his eyes.

        
"What's to be done about it?" queried the father, in hopeless tones.

        
"This," said Jock slowly. He had been thinking rapidly. "Ron and I will set back at once. It's our plain duty to join up with our company, but in any case the place for us both is by Ngatapa. No, friend, you could do no good by coming—you know that leg of yours would not stand by you if you were to play any tricks with it. You make the best of your way up to Arai and comfort your wife. Heaven knows she will need all the comfort you can give her in this trial. If anything can be done to rescue the lassie you will be sure that Ron and I will do it."

        
"There isn't a man in the Rangers who wouldn't be proud to lay down his life if he thought that by doing it he could save Isbel Cameron," put in Evans huskily.

        
"Thanks, my friends," replied John Cameron brokenly. "It makes me very proud to hear you speak thus of my little daughter. I have faith that you will do everything that you can—if Isbel is still alive," he added, in low tones.

        
Ron lifted his head and spoke very steadily. 

"If Isbel is still alive and unharmed she can be got out of Ngatapa," he said.

        
The others looked at him in astonishment. Evans shook his head. "We know by what we saw that Ngatapa is all but impregnable," he said.

        
"I know that it is a very strong fortress," cried Ron; "but I have the key to it in my possession. I know of a secret entrance into the 
pa, and I know Te Kooti's password!"

      

            


1 Volunteers; Maoris serving on the side of the Government.
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The Secret Tunnel
        

        

          
Ron's boast that lie knew of a way into Ngatapa 
pa had been no idle one. It had been this piece of information that Hori had given him on the night when he had crept into Ropata's camp and cut the thongs that bound his Maori friend; and it had been the knowledge that he alone possessed the key to Te Kooti's stronghold that had made him so disgusted when the order had come for the Rangers to retire, for he had thought that the secret might have given him a chance to distinguish himself in the war with the rebels.

        
But if his knowledge had been important before it was of the most significant value now. If he could manage to gain access to Ngatapa he would in all probability be able to garner some news of Isbel's fate. He considered that there was more than a chance that his sister was still alive; the Hauhaus could have no reason for carrying away the bodies of any 
pakehas they had slain. Unless—unless—Ron thought of Kereopa the Bye-eater, 

and a shudder ran through him. Somehow, by hook or by crook, he must contrive to get into Ngatapa.

        
There was, of course, Hori to be considered. If Hori was still with the Hauhaus he could be relied upon to do all that he could to prevent any harm coming to Isbel. But Hori was only a youth, whose counsels would not carry much weight with Te Kooti, if, indeed, he dared advance any opinion at all. But Ron thought that if he could only see Hori somewhere he would at least be put out of the awful suspense of wondering whether Isbel were alive or dead. He scanned the deep forest between him and the Maori stronghold, as though endeavouring to pierce the gloom of the trees. Hori might at that moment be lurking somewhere in the underbrush, seeking an opportunity of conveying his news of Isbel. And Isbel, herself might be a prisoner within the palisades of that terrible mountain 
pa, stronghold of Te Kooti the ruthless!

        
The Constabulary, the Rangers, and Ropata's contingent had arrived before Ngatapa that morning. The force numbered roughly six hundred and seventy men. They were encamped on a ridge about a mile from the 
pa, and could look over rolling, ferny hills, right up to the eyrie of the 

rebel chief. Colonel Whitmore, Ropata, and other leaders had been holding a council of war, during which many plans for the attack had been discussed. Scouts were even now out in the bush.

        
While Ron moodily waited for Captain Barry to be free of the apparently interminable discussion that raged in Colonel Whitmore's tent he saw Jock Abler come out of the scrub. The bushman had been on a scouting expedition, in which Ron, much to his disappointment, had not been permitted to take part.

        
Ron stood up and moved to his friend. "Any news, Jock?" he called, as the bushman came up toward him.

        
"Not a sight of a Hauhau between here and Ngatapa," responded Jock. "Have you had word with the Captain yet?"

        
"I haven't seen him since he went into Colonel Whitmore's tent," Ron complained. "He told me to wait because he had something to say to me; and I've missed going out on scout duty while I've been waiting for him. It isn't much fun having to sit here kicking my heels when I don't know how things are with poor old Isbel."

        
"I know, lad," replied Jock. "Still, you can't make a move without the Captain's authority. And I guess he won't do anything until he has 

talked the matter over with Ropata. He thinks the world of that same little chief."

        
"I wonder if Ropata's men will stick by him this time?" Ron asked.

        
"I should say so" replied Jock. "He's brought nearly four hundred warriors with him, including some of the Arawa tribe, and I never laid eyes on a more determined set of fellows. Did you hear what happened between him and the Colonel?"

        
As Ron shook his head Jock continued. "Evans told me. When Ropata came back from Waiapu he was ill, and Colonel Whitmore started sending messages to hurry up his movements. At last he said he would take Ngapata by himself if Ropata shrank back."

        
"That sort of bluff wouldn't have much effect on Ropata, I should say," declared Ron.

        
"It didn't. Ropata only said: 'Be it so. I tried to take Ngapata. Now it is the 
pakehas' tried And he halted his men there and then!"

        
"Was that why Colonel Whitmore went to Ropata's camp yesterday morning?" asked Ron.

        
"Yes. 'Tis said he went to explain himself to the chief. Ropata asked him if he had taken Ngatapa. The Colonel said no, he hadn't, and that he wanted Ropata's help. Ropata told him 

that he would be with him at once. But mark me, Ron, that same Ngatiporou chief will take Ngatapa when and how he pleases. He won't be hurried into anything; and, after all, why should he? He's a Maori and knows more about Maori warfare than the whole of the rest of us put together. Of course, Captain Barry is on Ropata's side, but he won't have much say in things because the Rangers aren't in the regular Constabulary."

        
"It would be a dozen pities if the attack should fail because the leaders aren't able to agree," Ron remarked gloomily.

        
Jock nodded. "It won't fail," he declared confidently, "but Ropata will be the man to direct it, and the whites will just have to fall into line and knuckle down to his superior strategy."

        
As he spoke Captain Barry approached the two friends.

        
"Ah, Ronald," he said kindly, as the boy sprang up and saluted, "this is terrible news about your sister. I have been discussing it with Ropata, and he considers it more than likely that she is alive. But he thinks, too, that there is something very mysterious about the whole business. Have you thought of any clue that might assist us?"

        
Ron's face betokened that he had not.

        


        
"Well' resumed Captain Barry, "we have matured our plans for the attack on the 
pa. The assault will be made to-morrow. Now, in the meantime I am going to give you and Abler a roving commission. It is just possible that a certain weka might call this evening; and if you two are at liberty to come and go, it is possible that you might get some word of little Miss Isbel."

        
"Oh, thank you, sir." Ron's blue eyes shone with delight.

        
"Likely you'd tell the Captain now what you told us back at the farm," interposed Jock. "About the secret entrance to the 
pa."

        
"What's that?" cried Captain Barry sharply.

        
"It's quite true, sir," said Ron. "The night we released Hori he told me of a way he knew in and out of Ngatapa, and he gave me Te Kooti's password."

        
"And where is this secret entrance, and how is it that I haven't heard of it before?" asked Captain Barry.

        
Ron explained. "About half a mile to the left of the cliff that we climbed with Ropata there is a wall that looks like a precipice. There is a little tunnel runs into it, gradually going upward for about twenty yards. Then it comes out on a 

ledge of the cliff, screened by big bush. Nobody could climb the rest of the way because it's sheer cliff-face, but the Hauhaus have a rope fastened at the top that just reaches the ledge, and with the aid of that it would be easy to climb up and get right inside the 
pa itself. Hori told me that one, or even two, men might do it, but it would be impossible for more to get up that way because a sentry examines the rope every now and then. I didn't mention it to you before because I forgot it in the excitement that night, and then afterwards it didn't seem much use except for scouting purposes."

        
"I can see that," Captain Barry replied thoughtfully. "Well, Ronald, what do you propose to do? Have you any scheme in your mind?"

        
"I did think of trying to meet Hori, sir," admitted Ron. "He will tell me if Isbel is still unharmed, and I thought that between us we might try to rescue her."

        
"Then you two had better get off as soon as possible," Captain Barry exclaimed. "Would you care to take Evans along with you? What about inviting me to come too?"

        
Jock spoke slowly. "Ron and I have been in one or two tight places together before this. We know each other's ways and each other's 
bush-

craft
            
          . I think that if the lassie is to be rescued from the hands of yon fiends the fewer men engaged in the business the better. That's if you are agreeable, sir," he added, somewhat shyly.

        
"I can see plainly that you don't want me!" laughed Captain Barry. "And on the whole I think you are wise. If the two of you can't do the job then I don't believe that the whole of the attacking force would make a success of it. Be off with you then; and I will be very disappointed if I don't hear some good news of Miss Isbel before morning."

        
"We'd better make straight for the tunnel," advised Ron, when Captain Barry had departed.

        
But Jock, methodical in all matters, insisted that they first put up a small quantity of food. "The job might take longer than we expect," he said. "So we'd better be well prepared for it. If we start in half an hour's time we ought to strike the foot of Ngatapa just about dusk."

        
Accordingly they packed some biscuit and other provisions easy of transport; and, having seen to their knives and their rifles, they left the camp as quietly as possible.

        
They made their way through the bush in preference to taking the path that led to the 
pa. They reasoned that Hori, were he about, would 

more likely be concealed in the forest than venturing along any trodden path. Until they reached the base of Ngatapa Mountain there was small need for any caution, for Jock had been over the ground thoroughly some hours before, and, as he had said, had seen no sign of any Hauhau scouts.

        
But when they reached the cliff they stole along as carefully and as silently as they could. A stream tumbled over a rocky bed at the bottom of the precipice, where they expected to find the tunnel, and they followed the bank, providentially discovering a narrow ribbon of path through the tangled scrub that lined the banks of the creek.

        
Now and again Jock stopped and drew aside the masses of fern and creeping vines that hung down the wall of the cliff, seeking to find the entrance to the tunnel. At last he stopped with a muttered word of satisfaction, and, stealing up beside him, Ron saw him draw aside a tangle of bush-lawyer and supplejack that made a natural curtain across the cunningly devised entrance to the 
pa.
        

        
Having satisfied themselves that they could find the place again without trouble, Jock and Ron then crossed over the creek, and selecting a heavy clump of fern, settled themselves down comfortably to await any developments the next 

hour or two might bring forth. Ron could scarcely conceal his impatience. Nothing, he thought, but the importance of somehow contriving to communicate with Hori would have prevented his immediately setting about exploring the tunnel and finding the rope that was his sole and precious means of attempting to discover his sister's fate. His thoughts travelled to his mother, and he felt keenly with her in the agony of mind she must be enduring. His father would be with her now, endeavouring to comfort her, and Hughie … He thought of Isbel and her devotion to the small brother, and a lump rose in his throat.

        
An hour, two hours passed, and the night became darker. Would Hori never come? Once a weka called from the darkness of the bush, and Ron almost jumped. He and Jock listened keenly for any repetition of the call, but none came, and they were perforce compelled to believe that it was just an ordinary bird-call of the night.

        
At length Ron whispered: "I can't stand it any longer, Jock. Something must have happened to Hori, or I'm sure he would have appeared before this. I'm going to try to get up to the 
pa, and see if I can't find out something for myself."

        
The bushman demurred at first. But his sympathy for Ron's impatience was sincere, and at 

length he agreed. Between them they made their plans. Ron, who claimed it as his right, would go up through the tunnel, while Jock would remain at the bottom and give the danger whistle should anything untoward happen.

        
They crept to the mouth of the tunnel, and after clasping his friend's hand Ron pushed aside the curtain of greenery and began to crawl upward.

        
The tunnel was very narrow, and he had to go on his hands and knees for all of the distance. Also, it was pitch dark, and he was compelled to proceed with the utmost care, groping his way onward. Once the thought struck him that somebody might possibly be coming downward at the same time, and he half-giggled at the thought of what an unpleasant surprise the descending Hauhau would receive.

        
Suddenly he came to a place where the tunnel appeared to end. He felt carefully all round him. Hurrah! His hand came in contact with a ladder. In an instant he had set foot upon the lowest rung, and was climbing rapidly toward the top. Already he could feel the night air on his face, and, looking up, he saw the branches of tall trees against the starry sky.

        
He came out on the ledge, a little breathless. It was about six feet in width at this point, and 

was completely overshadowed by the thick branches of some trees. He felt a deep admiration for the brains that had contrived this cunning pathway to the 
pa, while he groped along the rocky wall for the rope.

        
Ah! there it was, stout enough to bear the weight of a heavy man, knotted at intervals to assist the climber.

        
"Now for it!" said Ron to himself.

        
He was just about to take hold of the rope and commence his arduous climb when he felt it jerked out of his hands!

        
Somebody was coming down! Could it be Hori? Quick as a flash, Ron retreated along the ledge, away from the mouth of the tunnel, and flattened himself against the wall. Scarcely daring to breathe, he waited there.

        
And now he could hear voices above him, and a pebble, dislodged from the cliff, fell past him and was lost in the bushes below.

        
Then a dim figure swung itself down on to the ledge, and by its size he knew that it was not Hori. The Hauhau uttered a low, peculiar cry and disappeared into the tunnel.

        
Ron's anxiety was now for Jock. Would the bushman be alert to the situation? He longed to give the warning whistle, but he dared not, for he 

was aware that another man was now coming down the cliff, and that behind him probably there were others.

        
It was as he had surmised. A second man appeared on the ledge, gave the same cry, and went into the tunnel; and then, flattened against the wall, Ron watched four more come down and disappear, one after the other.

        
He listened intently for any sounds of disturbance from below; but all was quiet, and he decided that Jock must have decided to make himself scarce until the danger should have passed.

        
Then Ron made up his mind quickly. He argued that no one would be watching the rope so soon after the Hauhaus had gone down. He must act now or never. He seized hold of the rope and began to draw himself up through the hardy bushes that clung to the wall of Te Kooti's stronghold.

        
It was hard work, that climb, and it was desperate work, for he knew not what might await him at the top. But anxiety for Isbel spurred him on, and so it came that at last, panting, he reached the summit of the cliff, and peered over the top before pulling himself into the scrub that grew thickly a little to one side.

        
He took rapid note of his surroundings. He was outside the palisade of the 
pa, but through 

the roughly bound together stakes he could see fires burning, and the sound of voices was borne to him now and again. There must be a gate into the 
pa on this side, he decided; but it would doubtless be strongly guarded, and although he was possessed of Te Kooti's password he could not expect to get through it in his present guise. If he had Renata's 
piu-piu now, he thought wistfully, he might make the attempt at once. But without proper disguise the idea was madness.

        
Suddenly he drew in his breath rapidly. Instinct warned him that somebody was approaching. He crouched in the scrub and remained motionless while he satisfied himself as to the direction from which the danger was coming. Then there was a sound or two from below him and he knew. A Hauhau was coming up into the 
pa by the rope. Doubtless, Ron thought, it was one of the party he had watched going down a short while before.

        
With a little scuffle the ascending man drew himself over the top. But he gave no cry, as the others had done, to inform anyone behind him that the rope was free. That circumstance was what made Ron strain his eyes to scrutinize the newcomer.

        
Then Ron gave vent to a little chuckle of joy.

        
"Hori!" he called, in a low but distinct tone. "Hori!"
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Chapter XV
          


          
News of Isbel
        

        

          
hori moved unerringly toward Ron. "There are six men behind me!" he whispered sharply. "
Lie hidden where you are until they have come up. Then go down by the rope and wait for me on the other side of the creek. I will follow you presently!"

        
He turned away abruptly and hastened toward the palisade.

        
With the greatest care Ron turned and wormed his way deeper into the scrub. He was not an instant too soon. One after another the six Hauhaus drew themselves up and disappeared into the 
pa.
        

        
Ron waited no longer. The descent was more difficult than the ascent had been, and the projecting rocks and branches scratched and tore at his hands and face. He was grateful enough to feel his feet upon the ledge once more. To go down the ladder and through the tunnel was the work of very few moments. He emerged from behind the vines and whistled softly for Jock.

        


        
The bushman appeared instantly. "Thank heaven you're back, lad!" he said fervently. "I've never liked any business so little in all my life. What with savages coming down and others going up my poor brain's fairly addled. I thought you said yon was a secret tunnel!"

        
Ron chuckled. "One of them was Hori," he said.

        
"Oh-o!" remarked Jock. "The plot's thickening! And the others—did you see them?"

        
"Rather! They passed me while I was on the ledge. What might their business have been?"

        
"Water-party," replied Jock briefly. "They filled gourds at the creek yonder. Well, what did the Weka have to say?"

        
"Very little. He seemed in a tearing hurry. But he's coming down soon. Let's get over the creek and wait for him."

        
They crossed the creek. Jock inquired whether Ron had heard anything of Isbel.

        
"No," answered Ron almost fiercely, "but, please heaven, we'll get word of her presently!"

        
Tingling with impatience they concealed themselves in the bush and awaited a sign from Hori.

        
It seemed an age before it came, three soft calls of a weka. Ron replied to the signal, and in a short time Hori approached their hiding-place. 

He seemed distressed on finding Jock in Ron's company.

        
"My secret is known?" he asked sadly.

        
"Only to the three people who snatched you from Ropata, Hori," responded Ron quickly. "And not one of us would reveal it did our very lives depend on it! Isn't that true, Jock?" he demanded, turning to the bushman.

        
"Indeed, it is!" exclaimed Jock warmly.

        
"Hori te Whiti is then fortunate in his friends," said the Maori youth. "I will trust in you, my brothers, as you will, never in vain, I hope, put trust in me! What is it you wish of me now? The same that took you into the dangers of Te Kooti's 
pa?"

        
"The same, Hori," replied Ron gravely. "I thought I might be able to learn something of what had befallen my sister."

        
"The sister of my friend!" exclaimed Hori, in deep astonishment. "What has the sister of my friend to do with Ngatapa? Is she not even now safe at Turanganui?"

        
Ron's heart sank. If Hori did not know anything of Isbel's fate his own chances of rescuing her from Ngatapa were slight indeed. More, it was not possible that she was alive.

        
His voice broke as he answered. "Oh, Hori, 

Haven't you seen her? Isn't she a prisonei in the 
pa? Or did the Hauhaus kill her?"

        
Jock here interposed. "Perhaps our friend's business has taken him away from the 
pa and he hasn't heard the news." He recounted briefly Te Kooti's raid on the Arai Bush.

        
"This is indeed fearful news!" muttered Hori, in great distress. "Yes, it is true. I have been away on a long journey. Te Kooti would have little cause to take a prisoner, with so many starving within his 
pa, unless—unless——"

        
"Unless what, Hori?" asked Ron, his voice trembling with emotion. He thought of Kereopa the Eye-eater, and he closed his eyes involuntarily.

        
"When I hid the sister of my friend in the 
whare in the peach-grove," said Hori slowly, "I was almost certain that no one would come near her hiding-place. I say I was almost certain, for in these unhappy times no one can be quite sure about anything. So in case the Hauhaus should find her, I told her of a way in which she might try to save herself and the little brother she loved so much. It is just possible that when the Hauhaus came upon her at Arai she might have remembered that way. So be of good cheer, Roni—it is possible that the sister of my friend yet 

lives. And you have been looking for Hori, to get news of her?"

        
"I could not think why it was you didn't come," Ron said.

        
"I have been to Taupo," responded Hori quietly. "I took messages to the King, Tawhaio, to Rewi Maniapoto, and to Te Heu Heu."

        
"That's grave news for us," exclaimed Jock. "If Te Kooti gets those great chiefs to join him the war will spread like wild-fire, and there's no telling where it will end."

        
"I do not think Tawhaio will lend Te Kooti his aid," said Hori decidedly. "He seems very angry about the Turanganui murders, and Te Heu Heu does not think much of Te Kooti's fighting qualities, so he will make no trouble. Rewi—yes, perhaps Rewi will be influenced by Te Kooti, but Rewi is of a turbulent, proud character, and he has not forgiven the 
pakeha for taking his lands after the battle of Orakau."

        
"Has Rewi many fighting-men?" asked Jock.

        
"About six hundred, I think," replied Hori. "But we waste time in talking thus. Now, I have made my plan. I will go up into Ngatapa, and see what I can discover. Do you, my friends, await me here. I will return as soon as I can without fear of discovery; and I pray, Roni, that 

I may be able to bring you the good news that the sister of my friend is unhurt."

        
He checked Ron's stumbling words of thanks, and glided away.

        
"Yon lad's pure gold," remarked Jock. "Now, Ron, comfort yourself. We're in for a weary wait, and it'll do you no good to get upsetting yourself before we know the truth."

        
The bushman saw that Ron's anxiety had reached fever point; and he endeavoured through the long hour of waiting to keep the talk moving. To this end he unburdened himself of many a curious incident of his roving life; and Ron, despite himself, began to fall beneath the fascination of his friend's conversation.

        
A chance remark let fall by Jock made him prick up his ears.

        
"And was your home really in Scotland, Jock?" he asked.

        
"It was, and it is," answered Jock grimly. "That's if I like to go back and claim it. But they needn't fear, any of the clan of them, that I'll ever set foot inside the door of Castle MacBean again."

        
"Castle MacBean!" exclaimed Ron. "That sounds very grand, Jock."

        
"It is a grand home," replied Jock. "There 

Isn't a prouder in the Highlands, nor is there a prouder clan than mine."

        
"Then your name isn't Abler at all?" queried the boy.

        
"No, lad. My true name is John Abler Mae-Bean, and you are the only other person but myself in this country who knows it."

        
"But why did you change it, Jock? And why did you leave your home?" Ron was becoming excited. He was actually learning Jock's secret after many months of speculating as to what it might be.

        
"I was accused of something I didn't do," answered Jock moodily. He relapsed into silence so dejected that Ron could not question him more.

        
And then Hori returned, a Hori who walked so gladly and whose mien was so joyful, that they knew he must be the bearer of good tidings.

        
"Isbel?" cried Ron.

        
"She lives."

        
Overcome by the splendid news, Ron sat down on the ground abruptly. Hori watched him silently for a second or two. Then seating himself beside his friend he imparted to him what he had learned in the 
pa.
        

        
"The Hauhaus raided down on Arai Bush because they were short of food," he explained. 

"They killed two 
pakehas, as you have no doubt heard. Te Kapu led the party. He is a chief, and a good fighter, and has much influence with Te Kooti. The sister of my friend came upon the Hauhaus quite suddenly. She tried to flee, but they surrounded her, and if she had not been such a good runner they would have killed her very soon. When she saw that she could not escape she did something very wise. She remembered what Hori te Whiti had told her and she ran straight toward Te Kapu. Ere he could prevent her she had seized hold of his mat, and made herself 
tapu. It is an old law of the Maoris that he who draws over him the mantle of a chief becomes sacred. Not a Hauhau among that wild and savage band would harm her. Te Kapu owes her protection while ever he remains alive."

        
"But supposing he were to be killed during the fighting, Hori?" asked Ron. "What would happen to Isbel then?"

        
"She would be killed also," replied Hori simply.

        
"That settles it," remarked Jock with decision. "We must somehow contrive to get the lassie out of Ngatapa before the assault is made."

        
"Oh, Hori, do you think there is a chance that she could escape?" cried Ron imploringly. "Couldn't you help us do something?"

        


        
"My brother has no need to ask that. I will do all that I can," answered Hori.

        
"Then could we make a plan?" asked Ron. "Perhaps we could manage to get into Ngatapa to-night!"

        
Hori shook his head. "There is no chance of that. I looked over the position when I went up to ascertain what had befallen the sister of my friend. She is with the women, who surround her like a flock of chattering tuis, and I saw that it would be impossible to exchange any words with her. To-morrow, perhaps, I may be able to speak with her, when the women are busied with their cooking-pots. No, my brother, until to-morrow night we can do nothing but have patience."

        
"It is easy for you to talk of patience," sighed Ron. "But the thought of my only sister up in Te Kooti's 
pa nearly drives me mad!"

        
Hori sighed. "I know, Roni," he said softly. "Believe Hori te Whiti when he says he knows all that you feel. Rather would he know that his bones would soon be whitening in a far valley of the Urewera, than have the sister of his friend away from the shelter of her home and her loved ones!"

        
The Maori put such feeling into his words that Ron looked at him sharply. "Why, Hori!" he exclaimed.

        


        
"It is, indeed, true," replied Hori. "The sister of my friend is as the precious Kahurangi, the richest greenstone which my people set at a value far above that of any other of their possessions. She will never dream, I hope, that she is the star whose white fire leads Hori onward, to brave the desperate doom of an outlaw in order that one day he may stand forth among his own people, and have her know that he did right."

        
"But … but——" stammered the bewildered Ron.

        
"Maori and 
pakeha walk by different ways." Hori seemed to interpret Ron's very thoughts. "But that shall not prevent the one having a silent love for the other—and mine will always be a silent love, Roni—you may be sure of that!"

        
Ron was struck dumb by Hori's unexpected revelation. The Maori youth went on: "Now, I have thought very deeply over the matter of setting the sister of my friend free. As I have said, we can do nothing to-night. But there is to-morrow, and to-morrow night at an hour after dark, if you will meet me in this place, I will bring you news, and we will decide upon our plan."

        
"Hori is right, Ron," said Jock. "We will leave the lassie to his care for the present, and 

pray that by to-morrow night we may be able to get her out of yon 
pa."

        
Impatient as he was, Ron could not but agree with these wise councils. Accordingly the two 
pakehas took their leave of Hori, who remained standing motionless until they were lost in the gloom.

        
They brought their news to Captain Barry, whose unfeigned gladness at the fact that Isbel was so far unharmed warmed Ron's heart. Soon the intelligence was spread through the camps, and a subdued cheer went up from the Rangers, Evans leading it. A runner who was going back to Turanganui was entrusted with a despatch for Major Blair, who was asked to have the news sent through to Mr and Mrs Cameron at Arai Bush as soon as was possible.

        
Captain Barry was exceedingly interested in the discoveries Ron had made in connexion with the secret tunnel. By the light of a camp-fire he worked out the approximate position of the entrance, and marked it down on a military map.

        
"Quite possibly that creek below the precipice has been Te Kooti's only water-supply," he exclaimed thoughtfully. "It was lucky that Abler saw the Hauhaus filling their gourds there. To cut off Te Kooti's only source of obtaining water 

would mean a big thing to us. Yet I dare not interfere with the tunnel until your sister is rescued, for the Hauhaus would immediately remove the rope, and our chance of getting her out of Te Kooti's clutches would vanish. No, the secret of the tunnel must be kept for a little while yet."

        
Then Ron mentioned Hori's visit to Taupo, and the messages that his friend had taken to Tawhaio and the two chiefs, Te Heu Heu and Rewi Mania-poto. Captain Barry looked grave.

        
"It is marvellous how strong Te Kooti's influence is," he remarked. "The Weka is no doubt right about Rewi. Rewi is becoming restless in his exile in the King country, and I should not be surprised if he joins up with Te Kooti. That is what makes it so important that we should take Ngatapa as soon as we are able. Once we either have captured Te Kooti, or have forced him out, and hunted him into the Urewera country, I for one will be able to breathe freely. As it is, the white population of this country is literally sitting upon the edge of a volcano. No one could foresee what might happen if Te Kooti should induce the hordes of Tawhaio and Te Heu Heu to come to his aid."

        
Presently Captain Barry dismissed Ron, remarking that he must carry the news from Taupo to 

Colonel Whitmore; and Ron went back to the fire at which he had left Jock.

        
The bushman was engaged in preparing supper. For the first time that night Ron realized that he was ravenous. Bacon and biscuit both tasted delicious, and there was a long draught of sweet creek water to finish the meal.

        
Jock then produced his pipe and lit it; and Ron, making himself a bed of scented bracken, lay-down before the fire. His whole mind was fixed upon the morrow.

        
Before he settled himself down for the night he looked yearningly up toward the peak of Ngatapa.

        
"Good night, Isbel dear!" he muttered softly. "To-morrow night Hori and I will come for you…."
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Chapter XVI
          


          
The Storming of Ngatapa
        

        

          
Next day the assault upon Ngatapa was commenced. Armed Constabulary, Rangers, and friendly Maoris moved up to the base of the forbidding mountain, upon whose peak Te Kooti had built his remarkable 
pa.
        

        
Ropata was still far from well. Captain Barry begged him not to go into action, pointing out to him that such a proceeding would be madness for one in his condition.

        
The doughty chief's reply was brief. "My tribe would be of little value without its chief!" he said; and forthwith placed himself at the head of his men.

        
Ron and Jock went forward with the Rangers. Their work was to be some of the most difficult and dangerous of the day. Captain Barry had orders to move up to the far side of the mountain, and to establish his men, if possible, on the precipitous cliffs near to the apex of the peak. It had been decided that, in case Te Kooti should be compelled to evacuate the 
pa, his only possible 

way of escape would lie in this direction; and this the Rangers were determined, at any cost, to prevent.

        
By three o'clock Ropata and his men were established on the edge of the plateau in front of the 
pa, and were already exchanging shots with the enemy. Their work was more difficult now than had been the case before, for the Hauhaus had burned a great deal of the scrub that had formerly afforded the attacking party its shelter.

        
Nevertheless, rifle-pits were soon contrived, and the Ngatiporou and Arawa settled down to a monotonous trench warfare, with little advantage on either side.

        
Meanwhile Captain Barry and the Rangers had managed to take up their perilous position on the cliffs.

        
"It's a case of hanging on by the eyebrows," Jock chuckled, as he straddled a narrow crag, and glanced down into the gully far below him. "Heaven grant that Te Kooti doesn't guess how few we are! A sortie from the 
pa would just about hurl us over the cliff!"

        
From his position beside Captain Barry Ron let his gaze wander over the mighty panorama of hill and valley and forest that lay before him. He was accustomed to wild and bush-clad country, 

but the rugged magnificence of the scene he now looked upon was such as to completely awe him. Stretching away to the north-east was range upon range of forest-clad mountains, the wild lands of the Urewera. The valleys were tangles of bush, so thick that it was nigh impenetrable. Small wonder, he thought, that there were parts of the Urewera country into which no white man had ever been able to make his way! It was forbidding land of crag and torrent, of pathless wilderness and secret valley. What wonders might it not reveal to the man who was adventurous enough to brave its dangers?

        
"Some day," thought Ron, "I'll go into the Urewera country and find out for myself what lies behind those terrible mountains."

        
Late in the afternoon Jock and Evans were instructed to make their way up toward the 
pa, and to take up their position as advance scouts. In order to do this it would be necessary for them to crawl on their hands and knees along the top of a jagged ridge of rock, since only on the extreme top of the wall was there any cover to be obtained.

        
Before Jock departed he and Ron exchanged a few words.

        
"Will you be wanting me to-night?" the bushman asked.

        


        
"I don't know," replied Ron. "I can't tell what will happen until I see Hori."

        
"Well, so long, lad. Keep up your courage!"

        
"So long, Jock. I'll be bound to see you before I go. I think, if Captain Barry can spare you, you had better come along with me. Even if we can get Isbel out of the 
pa it's going to be a difficult business to get her down that cliff."

        
Jock nodded, and, calling to Evans that he was ready, commenced leading the way across the narrow ridge toward the 
pa.
        

        
Ron rejoined Captain Barry, whom he found writing a despatch.

        
"I want you to get this to Colonel Whitmore as soon as possible," remarked the soldier. "If you start at once you should be able to put it into his hands before dusk. Then, on your way back, you will be able to meet your Maori friend. Let me know what he proposes to do before you engage on any desperate venture, and I will tell off Abler, and perhaps Evans, to assist if he thinks there is need for them. Now, be off with you, and I pray that you may get good news."

        
Ron took the despatch, and, saluting his officer, began a careful descent of the cliff.

        
He followed the rocky bed of the creek that ran along at the base of the mountain. He could 

hear the bursts of rifle-fire from the plateau in front of the 
pa, the sounds awakening dozens of echoes among the hills. Now and then he heard the well-remembered war-cry of the Ngatiporou, followed by a chorus of defiant yells from the Hauhaus.

        
He gave the despatch to Colonel Whitmore, who expressed satisfaction at Captain Barry's news.

        
"This is splendid, Falkinor," he remarked, turning to an officer who stood beside him. "Captain Barry reports that his men are well astride the ridge beyond the 
pa and——"

        
But he did not finish his sentence. From the plateau above came an indescribable tumult. Shouts, yells, and screams rang out, mingled with the rattle of musketry, while above all rose the voice of Ropata, shouting his commands to his men. Colonel Whitmore and the officer rushed toward the cliff.

        
But Ron was already ahead of them, climbing upward with the agility of a monkey, intent on discovering for himself what was happening on the plateau.

        
He heard the Ngatiporou war-cry rising triumphantly as he reached the top. He shouted to a man of the Constabulary, who was about to 

descend, the blood pouring from a wound in his arm, to know what had occurred.

        
"The Ngatiporou made a surprise attack on the Hauhaus' left!" the man yelled back. "They are establishing themselves in the outer trench!"

        
"Hurrah!" shouted Ron, literally dancing with excitement on the edge of the cliff.

        
A bullet winged past him, not a yard away. Ron judged it prudent to seek cover before giving way to any further expressions of joy. He threw himself into a rifle-pit near at hand, and peered over the edge. But to his disappointment the outer palisade of the 
pa prevented his seeing anything of what was going on in the trench.

        
The noise was now dying down. Evidently Ropata's assault had been successful. Cautiously Ron raised himself, and began worming his way along the ground in the direction of the palisade. When he was about a dozen yards from it he picked himself up and ran toward the palisade. He found a break in it, and squeezed himself through it.

        
The fighting was over for the moment. It must have been a desperate struggle, Ron thought, from the number of dead and wounded who lay on the ground. He dropped into the trench, stepping, to his horror, upon the body of a Hauhau.

        


        
The conquering Ngatiporou took small heed of him. Urged thereto by their valiant chief, they were already beginning to sap in the direction of the second palisade. Ropata stood, directing his men with a coolness made the more remarkable for the fact that bullets were literally flying around him. Evidently a strong reinforcement of Hauhaus had been sent to the second palisade, and they were spending ammunition ruthlessly in a fruitless attempt to drive the Ngatiporou from the trench they had won.

        
Meanwhile more men were pouring in to the support of Ropata. Others came to the succour of the wounded, who were removed as tenderly as was possible in that rough place. A horrible thought struck Ron. Quickly he seized hold of a Ngatiporou warrior by his bare arm.

        
"O my brother," he said, "I desire greatly to know if Te Kapu be among the Hauhaus' slain!" If Te Kapu had indeed fallen, what would be his sister's fate?

        
The warrior replied that he had not seen the face of Te Kapu anywhere in the fighting. But Ron was still uneasy. It was not until he had questioned several men that he felt satisfied that Te Kapu still lived.

        
"It's a ghastly thought that Isbel's safety 

should depend on the life or death of a scoundrelly Hauhau!" he thought bitterly. "Oh, I hope Hori has thought of some way in which we can rescue her to-night!"

        
There were two long hours to pass before he could see Hori. Having first satisfied himself that Colonel Whitmore had no message for Captain Barry, Ron helped as much as he could in making the wounded comfortable.

        
At dusk he made a hasty meal with some men of the Constabulary. Then, bidding them goodbye, he set out for the tunnel.

        
His impatience brought him to the meeting-place some time before he could expect Hori. The minutes seemed like hours, dragging by on leaden feet. But at last there came the weka's call, soft but distinct, and an instant later Hori appeared. Ron noticed that his friend carried a bundle.

        
"I have seen the sister of my friend!" were Hori's first words.

        
"Thank Heaven!" The words forced themselves out.

        
"I will tell you all I know," said the Maori. "Last night, as I warned you, I had no chance to speak with her. All day I waited about, hoping that she would see me, and that I could give her 

a signal; but there are many men in the 
pa and she did not look my way. At sunset the women who keep her went about their cooking—though they have little to cook now, so short is their food. Then I went over to where she was sitting. Having first warned her to behave as though she were shrinking from me, I told her how we were planning her escape. While I stood before her, as if taunting her, we made the plan. 
E! The sister of my friend is wonderful, Roni! She kept crying out for me to go away, behaving as though she were terrified; and at last she cried so hard that one of the women, who is more tender-hearted than some of them, came up and bade me begone!"

        
"Good old Miss Muffet!" cried Ron. "I'm glad she hasn't lost her courage!"

        
"The fire of that courage will never burn down!" Hori spoke softly, reverently.

        
"And what is the plan, Hori?"

        
"This," said the Maori. "She will lie awake to-night, watching and waiting until the 
pa is still. Then, when all within are sleeping, she will endeavour to steal toward the cliff-top. I will be somewhere near to guide her."

        
"But how are we to get her down the cliff?" Ron asked.

        
"I have thought of that," Hori said. "It will 

take three of us to manage the escape, Roni. You will have to come up into the 
pa, for if her absence is detected before she is safely at the bottom of the cliff it will need all of my wits to draw off the pursuit. You then will lower her by the rope. Your friend, the big man Abler, must stand on the ledge and catch her as she comes down."

        
"That's a good idea," Ron declared. "I will have to go and get Jock. He is with the Rangers up on the cliffs behind the 
pa."

        
"Go, then, at once, my brother," advised Hori. "But first take this bundle. It contains a 
piu-piu, which I want you to wear. Also within it you will find a bottle which contains a dye. Smear that well over your face and your body, and make yourself look as much like one of my race as you are able. It is a precaution only, in case you are seen.''

        
"What is the stain, Hori?" asked Ron curiously.

        
"It is made from the bark of a tree which my people used to prize greatly in dyeing their flax and feather mats. It will make you a rich brown colour, Roni—and it won't come off quickly. You will be a brown-face for many days!" Hori smiled.

        
"I don't mind that," declared Ron. "It will be rather a lark, going into Te Kooti's 
pa in disguise." He took the bundle.

        


        
"Now go," said Hori, "and return with your friend later. Do not come up the cliff until you have a signal from me. Be wary, for there will be more than one water-party coming down to the creek to-night!"

        
He turned away, and Ron, almost hugging his precious bundle, made his way to the Rangers' position.

        
The Rangers had bivouacked for the night in a gully below the ridge. They had a fire going, and those not on sentry or on scout duty were lying before it smoking and talking. Evidently, thought Ron, no danger from Te Kooti was apprehended in this quarter as yet.

        
Ron was made to recount all that he had seen of the fight on the plateau, and a cheer went round when he described how Ropata with the Ngatiporou and Arawa men had stormed the first palisade.

        
"It must have been a great fight!" remarked Evans.

        
"And you say Ropata stood up and urged the warriors on with the bullets flying round him?"

        
"I saw him myself," replied Ron. "He didn't carry a gun, either. He just had a stick in his hand, and he was flourishing it about as if he'd use it on any man who didn't hurry along with making the sap!"

        


        
"And he probably would have, too," declared Evans. There was a general laugh.

        
Captain Barry had been up on the ridge when Ron arrived. He appeared presently with Jock at his heels, and Ron repeated his story of the encounter on the plateau. He also informed the two of the result of his meeting with Hori.

        
Then the business of disguising Ron was begun. The staining of his skin was done by the light of the camp-fire. The men knew not on what desperate work he was engaged, but they guessed that it had something to do with the rescue of his sister. Several of them insisted on adding their touches, and one of them seized a charred stick and scrolled upon his chin some highly artistic representations of tattooing. When all was finished, and Ron stood before them, clothed only in his 
piu-piu, a cartridge-belt strapped round his shoulders and another round his waist, they agreed that in a dim light he would easily pass as a Hauhau. Ron obligingly rolled his eyes for his comrades, and even went so far as to attempt a 
haka
          

1 for their amusement.

        
Just before midnight he and Jock set out on their errand. They had to wait long and with what patience they could muster until they got 

Hori's signal. It came from close beside them, so close that Ron, keyed up as he was for the dangerous adventure, almost jumped. Hori gave an amused grunt at the sight of Ron. Then he turned toward the tunnel-mouth, Ron and Jock following him.

        
Emerging from the tunnel, they left Jock on the ledge. Then Hori went up by the rope, and Ron followed him with a beating heart. It seemed an age before he drew himself over the edge and rejoined his friend.

        
They made their way toward the 
pa, treading noiselessly. Presently Hori stopped.

        
"You wait here," he whispered. "I will go in and get the sister of my friend. Keep good watch and note carefully if anyone goes toward the rope."

        
He stole away, and Ron lay down in the low scrub, with his eyes fastened on the cliff-top.

        
Within the 
pa all seemed still. Now and then a shot sounded from the plateau, proof that Ropata's men were on the alert, anticipating any surprise attack that Te Kooti might make. Once a Hauhau approached the cliff-top and bent down.

        
"He's probably examining the rope," thought the waiting lad, remembering that Hori had once told him that a sentry looked at it every now and then.

        


        
The man passed him returning to the 
pa, entirely oblivions to the fact that one of the hated 
pakehas lay so near to him. "What an easy target he would make!" thought Ron regretfully.

        
Almost as soon as the Hauhau had disappeared Hori was back. And beside him was Isbel's sturdy figure, and Isbel's honest face, wreathed in smiles.

        
"Oh, Ron!" she whispered. "Ron!"

        
"Isbel, dear!" returned Ron with feeling, and brother and sister flew into each other's arms.

        
"We must be quick," interrupted Hori. "What of the rope, Roni?"

        
"A Hauhau went over to it for a moment," answered Ron. "I saw him bend down, but he went away again almost at once."

        
"Ah!" said Hori softly, and there was a note in his voice that made Ron glance at him quickly.

        
"What's wrong, Hori?" he demanded.

        
"We can but see," returned the Maori. "Quick to the rope!"

        
They hastened over to the top of the cliff. Hori bent down and groped about on the ground.

        
"It is as I feared," he muttered. "We are too late!"

        
"What do you mean, Hori?" asked Ron horrified.

        
"The rope is gone!"

      

            


1 War dance.
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The Escape from Ngatapa
        

        

          
Ron was stunned. He could not speak. He sought for words, but they would not come. Isbel too was mute. As for Hori, he stood still for a few seconds, apparently wrapped in thought.

        
Then abruptly he spoke. "I heard to-night that the rope was to be taken away. It is needed elsewhere. But I did not expect that it would be so soon."

        
''Can't we find another rope?" asked Isbel. "Surely there will be plenty within the 
pa?"

        
"Any ropes there are will be away over on the other side," answered Hori. "I will get one, but it will take some time—and there is not much time to spare before daylight comes upon us. See, I have thought it over. The sister of my friend must go back to her place among the sleeping women. You, Roni, must lie concealed until perhaps to-morrow night. It is the only way. The getting of a rope may take hours; I may have to watch my chance of stealing one, 

and then there is the matter of hiding it until I can manage to fasten it to the top of the cliff."

        
"I will have to tell Jock what has happened," said Ron.

        
Hori agreed. "While yon speak to him I will take the sister of my friend back into the 
pa."

        
Isbel, brave girl that she was, bade her brother adieu without a tremor in her voice. Then she obediently followed Hori back to captivity.

        
Ron leaned over the cliff and whistled. "Jock," he called, "can you hear me?"

        
"That I can," responded his friend.

        
"Somebody took the rope away while we were waiting for Isbel. We will have to stay in the 
pa until Hori can find another. Will you wait for us?"

        
"Until the world's end!" declared Jock emphatically.

        
"We mightn't be able to get out until to-morrow night. How will you manage for food?"

        
"Don't you worry about Jock Abler, lad!" was the response. "If the worst comes to the worst, there's always a bit of fern-root to be had. I'll stay about the ledge here, and you've only to whistle and I'll stand ready to catch the lassie 

as she comes down. Don't say any more just now—you never know but you might be overheard."

        
Accordingly Ron said no more. But his thoughts were racing. Poor old Isbel, he thought, to have had her freedom snatched from her, just as she was about to taste its sweetness! His own position was bad enough, too, but he thanked his lucky star that Hori had brought him the materials wherewith to disguise himself. Otherwise he would not have stood a chance for life in the 
pa of Ngatapa. As it was, he had a chance—just the hope that his disguise might save him.

        
"But blue-eyed Maoris aren't so common that I won't be questioned if anyone should spot me!" he reflected ruefully. "Anyway, Hori will know what it is best for me to do."

        
He squatted in the scrub until he heard Hori returning.

        
"What news?" he asked.

        
"No one discovered that the sister of my friend was missing," Hori told him. "She is back with the women now. Do not worry about her—she is quite safe, and will be so long as Te Kapu is not killed. Now, Roni, I have thought what you must do."

        
"And what is that, Hori? I will do anything you advise."

        


        
"I want you to go along the cliff toward the trench that Ropata Waha Waha and his warriors took from the Hauhaus. In that direction lie some dead men, warriors who were wounded in the fighting and dragged themselves off into the scrub to die. Lie down among them, and try to appear as one dead. No one will come near you—at least, I think not; but if anyone should discover that you are not of the killed, you must kill him swiftly, at once. Do you understand?"

        
Ron nodded.

        
"It will be a hard thing for you to do, my brother," said Hori, sighing. "To lie, perhaps all day, among Te Kooti's carrion. But upon it depends your safety, and that of your sister. Your friend will await us on the ledge?"

        
"He promised that he would stay there until we were safely down beside him," replied Ron.

        
"Farewell, then," said Hori. "I will go and see whether I can find a rope. Look, the dawn comes!"

        
Ron looked, and saw the first grey light of day beginning to steal into the sky. He turned and stole through the scrub toward the place to which Hori had directed him.

        
He found the dead men of whom Hori had spoken. They lay in all sorts of attitudes, and 

were no pretty sight. Nevertheless, conquering his aversion to lying beside them, Ron threw himself down, face to ground, his arms extended.

        
"I wonder if I look dead enough?" he thought. Then he remembered that the soles of his feet were not stained, and hastily thrust them out of sight under a bush.

        
And now the sun was beginning to send up beams of red and gold, and the day was coming in. What would it bring for Isbel and himself—release or death? Isbel's fate depended upon the safety of Te Kapu, his own on whether anyone would discover him. It seemed to Ron, in that moment, that both their lives hung literally by a hair.

        
A terrific din, away on the right of the plateau, made him long to look up. But he dared not; he lay there still as the dead themselves, and endeavoured to piece together what was happening.

        
"They are making another assault on the 
pa!" he said to himself excitedly. "That's the Ngatiporou war-cry! Oh, bravo, Ropata!"

        
The tumult went on for over an hour. Ron could visualize the whole scene: the desperate hand-to-hand fighting and the wild faces of the combatants as they thrust and hacked and struggled. What would he not give at that moment to be in it all?

        


        
Suddenly a voice almost beside him said "Roni!"

        
"Roni," said Hori's voice again, "be ready. I have fixed a rope where the other was. The sister of my friend is ready—I told her to edge her way over toward the cliff. There is a big fight going on down at the palisade, and many of the women are going down to urge on their menfolk. I think she will be able to get away unnoticed. Do you commence crawling, as though wounded, toward the rope. When you get there hide yourself in the scrub, and wait for your sister!"

        
When Ron cautiously raised his head Hori had already disappeared.

        
The boy commenced crawling along, keeping in cover as much as he was able. The journey seemed endless; but at last, with a little gasp of thankfulness, he came to the rope and threw himself down in the scrub. When his breath came back he leaned over the cliff and whistled softly for Jock.

        
Almost at the moment that he heard the answering signal, satisfying him that Jock was at his post, he saw Isbel come running swiftly toward the cliff.

        
He sprang up and caught her. "Steady, Miss Muffet!" he breathed. "Where's Hori?"

        


        
"Somewhere behind me!" gasped Isbel. "Oh, Ron, be quick! Where's the rope?"

        
"Just here," said Ron. "Now, Isbel, do you think you can go down without falling?"

        
"Of course I can!" answered Isbel promptly. "I was always good at climbing. Don't worry about me, Ron. I'll manage all right. I only want to get out of this dreadful place!"

        
"Then over you go! Jock is waiting for you on the ledge. Ask him to whistle when you get there, and I'll be down in a jiffy!"

        
He held Isbel firmly until he was satisfied that she had a firm hold of the rope. Then he released her, silently praying that all might go well. At that moment Hori appeared.

        
"Get over as soon as you can, Roni!" he commanded. "They are even now searching for the sister of my friend. Te Kapu has been slain at the palisade!"

        
"I'm waiting for Jock to signal," explained Ron.

        
"The rope will hold two, Quick, the Hauhaus come!"

        
Without further ado Ron swung himself over the edge. Scratched by the branches, torn by the sharp edges of the rock, he went down the rope pell-mell, only a few feet behind Isbel.

        
At last he heard Jock cry: "I've got the lassie, 

Ron. You're safe, Miss Isbel!" An instant later he felt the rope give, and he was flung on to the ledge. Only the fact that Jock helped to break his fall saved him from rolling off, and falling down the rest of the precipice.

        
"Somebody cut the rope!" he heard Jock exclaim, as he picked himself up. "Quick, lad, to the ladder!"

        
But ere they could reach it, a spatter of bullets came down the cliff. The Hauhaus were firing into the tunnel!

        
"Get along the ledge, Jock!" cried Ron. "See, where the bank's overhanging. Bullets can't reach us there!"

        
With Isbel between them they scrambled along the uneven surface, and crouched beneath the overhanging rocks.

        
A perfect hail of bullets was coming down the cliff by now. The fugitives could hear yells of rage and disappointment from the savages on the cliff-top.

        
"Yon was a narrow squeak," remarked Jock philosophically. "But we seem to have given the murdering fiends the slip. My, don't they seem angry about it?"

        
They did indeed seem angry. Isbel shuddered as she heard the threats that were hurled down by the Hauhaus.

        


        
Suddenly the firing ceased, and the voices above them died away.

        
"What's up now?" inquired Ron.

        
"Nothing that would induce me to put my head out of shelter," replied Jock. "See!" He put his cap on the barrel of his rifle, and held it out toward the entrance of the tunnel. Instantly a shower of bullets descended, and when the bushman examined the cap, it was to find it perforated in two places.

        
"Nothing doing, you varmints!" he called quaintly, and a yell of rage answered him from the cliff-top.

        
"Whatever will we do?" asked Isbel. "We can't stay on this ledge for always!"

        
"We'll have to stay for the present, at any rate," declared Jock. "Don't worry, lassie—we're quite safe here. The Hauhaus can't get at us, unless we venture into the open."

        
"Suppose they were to come down after us?" shuddered the girl.

        
"They could only come one at a time, and Ron and I could account for them as they arrived," replied Jock.

        
"Look out!" cried Ron suddenly. As he spoke a great boulder crashed down through the trees above them, and fell past the ledge into the creek 

with the noise of a thunderbolt. Another followed, and the Hauhaus also sent down a few bullets.

        
"Just by way of making sure of us!" Jock remarked, with a grin. His cheery optimism had its effect on Isbel, who laughed in spite of the terrors she was undergoing.

        
The day wore on, and the three on the ledge began to endure many discomforts. Not the least of these was the torment of thirst. There, below them, gurgled the creek. The sound of running water was continually in their ears, yet they could obtain not one drop of the precious liquid. Had it not been for the overhanging branches of the tree above them, they must have been in even greater distress, for by midday the sun was so strong that they felt they could scarcely breathe.

        
Time and time again Jock thrust forth his cap, always to have it shot at. The Hauhaus had not relaxed their vigilance. In spite of her suffering from lack of water Isbel fell asleep early in the afternoon.

        
"Poor old Miss Muffet!" said Ron pityingly, as he pillowed her head on his arm. "She had no sleep last night."

        
"She's a wonder to have kept up so long," answered Jock.

        


        
"What on earth are we going to do, Jock?" asked Ron. "Do you think there's any chance of our ever getting off this ledge?"

        
"I've been thinking of that," answered the bushman. "We might risk getting into the tunnel after dark, but it will be a weary wait for your sister, poor lassie. Ron lad, will you take a chance?"

        
"Rather! What have you thought of, Jock?" responded Ron.

        
"I've been thinking that that supplejack vine over yonder might be strong enough to swing you down the rest of the cliff. It wouldn't hold me, that's certain. But it might support you, and if you could get down by it and manage somehow to get hold of a rope, I could draw it up and fasten it so that the lassie could be got down. I've noted that bullets can't reach it—it's sheltered by the overhanging rocks."

        
"Why on earth didn't I think of that myself?" cried Ron. "Of course I'll try it, at once. Here goes!"

        
He laid Isbel's head tenderly on the coat which Jock rolled up for the purpose of a pillow.

        
The supplejack depended from the branches of a stout tree that grew on the extreme edge of the ledge, away from the tunnel. That it would not 

reach the entire distance down the cliff Ron thought highly probable. But by its aid he might manage to reach a point whence the rest of the descent would be possible.

        
"Put all your weight on it, Jock," he said, and, grasping the stout vine, he lowered himself over the cliff.

        
As he had thought, the supplejack carried him only half the way; but it brought him to a place where he could at least obtain foothold. Looking down, he saw, about twenty feet below him, a tree growing out of the cliff. Between him and that there was nothing but bare rock.

        
Ron made up his mind rapidly. He commenced drawing the flax strings out of his 
piu-piu and knotting them together. When he had contrived a line which he considered would be long and strong enough for his purpose he took off one of his cartridge-belts and fastened it on to one end. The other end of the line he affixed to the supplejack. Then he let the cartridge-belt, heavy with bullets, slide down the cliff. "Now for it!" muttered Ron, setting his teeth. He jumped for the tree below him, and caught at one of its boughs. Fortunately the branch, although a comparatively slender one, held, and Ron swung his way along it, until he was on the cliff 

again. From here, downward, the descent was easy.

        
Twenty minutes later he burst into the Rangers' camp, as wild a figure as any Hauhau. His tongue fairly tripped over itself with eagerness as he told Captain Barry the state of affairs back on the ledge.

        
The leader of the Rangers acted promptly. Three men, one of whom was Evans, were instantly detailed to accompany Ron down the gully. They paused only long enough to snatch up a length of strong rope, knotted at intervals. Then they dashed after Ron.

        
As he led the way Ron noticed that smoke was drifting up along the foot of the mountain. "Now, where is that coming from?" he wondered.

        
He pushed on rapidly, guiding the Rangers. Thicker and thicker became the clouds of smoke, denser the atmosphere. And now he could hear the cracking of bushes and the snapping of twigs in the dense heat of a forest conflagration.

        
Suddenly Ron stopped, and a cry of horror escaped him. As his companions came up with him he pointed to the cliff, which now, for the first time since leaving the Rangers' camp, was in full view.

        
The cliff above the ledge whereon Jock and Isbel were crouching was on fire from end to end!

        


        
There was no time to be lost. Ron could see Jock leaning over Isbel, endeavouring to shield her from the embers and blazing branches which fell from above them. The Hauhaus were still firing toward the entrance to the tunnel, so no way of escape lay in that direction.

        
The boy dashed toward the cartridge-belt that he knew lay on the creek-bank below the tree into whose kindly branches he had cast himself when coming down the cliff. Ah, there it was, still attached to the line he had contrived from the strings of his 
piu-piu! He snatched it up.

        
"Quick, Evans, the rope!" he screamed, and Evans and the two Rangers had it beside him in a second. To remove the cartridge-belt and to fasten the rope to the flax in its stead was the work of another instant, and then Ron shouted: "Haul away, Jock!"

        
Jock obeyed. In an agony of apprehension Ron watched the rope going upward, at what seemed to him to be a mere snail's pace. The roar of the fire sounded nearer, and the hot breath of the flames fanned Ron's face. What must it be like up on the ledge? Would Jock be able to get Isbel off the narrow platform and then come down himself before the flames were upon him?

        
Then came a shout from Jock, and Ron knew
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that Isbel must be coming down. He could see nothing of what was happening above, for neither he nor his companions dared venture out from directly under the base of the cliff. The Hauhaus had detected their presence, and were maintaining a raking fire over the gully.

        
"Stand ready!" cried Evans suddenly; and a moment after Ronald Cameron thanked heaven as he clasped his sister in his arms.

        
"Here comes Abler!" somebody shouted. Jock came crashing down the cliff with such speed that he must have had a severe fall at the foot of it, had not Evans and the other men caught him. His face was drawn with suffering. Nearly all his hair was burned away; but it was the same old Jock who, as soon as he had recovered himself, turned to Ron and remarked: "Well, lad, Te Kooti and his friends haven't got Jock Abler yet!"

        
Ron held out his hands to him wordlessly. But Jock merely spread out his palms for Ron to see. And Ron cried out sharply. Jock's hands were burned almost to the bone.
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The Reward of Valour
        

        

          
In spite of the fact that Ropata and his gallant warriors had made good progress in the assault on Ngatapa, the mountain fortress was still in the hands of Te Kooti. The Hauhaus defended the 
pa ferociously, tirelessly. Once, indeed, they made an attempt to escape from the beleaguered fortress by way of the cliffs at the apex. They found Captain Barry and his Forest Rangers blocking that one possible exit. There was a short but terrible battle, with no quarter given on either side. To be shot anywhere along those precipices meant to fall hundreds of feet into the gullies below; wherefore each combatant was impelled to kill lest he himself might be killed. Eventually the Hauhaus were driven back into the 
pa, while the assault upon their fortifications on the plateau was renewed.

        
Ron had rejoined the Rangers after he had seen Isbel and Jock safely on their way back toward Turanganui. Isbel went with thanksgiving and delight at being able to turn her back upon that 

gloomy fortress that had held her prisoner. How narrow had been her escape from death in the 
pa she never knew. Ron wisely had refrained from telling her of the frail thread upon which her fate had depended, for had Te Kapu been killed at the palisade before Hori had succeeded in obtaining the precious rope that had lowered her to the ledge her body might even now be lying at the foot of one of the great cliffs of Ngatapa.

        
So Isbel, having taken loving leave of her brother, went blithely toward home. Jock, on the other hand, went grumbling at his ill-luck. Not even the complimentary words that Colonel Whitmore had spoken, nor yet the mighty cheer of the Constabulary as they carried him shoulder-high out of camp, could requite him for the fact that he was about to miss any of the fighting. But he realized that without the use of his hands he would be of little value, so he obeyed orders and went, vowing that he would be back as soon as he could hold a gun.

        
And now the battle for Ngatapa went on in grim earnest. Colonel Whitmore would have attempted to storm the 
pa there and then, but for the prudent counsels of Ropata and Hotene. These two declared that they would not consent to the main assault being made until the time was 

ripe, and Colonel Whitmore perforce gave way to their superior knowledge of Maori warfare. It is even possible that Hotene consulted the omens in connexion with the attack, but if he did so history does not record the fact.

        
The knell of doom for the beleaguered garrison was sounded when a party of Ngatiporou made a surprise attack on the right of the front line. Ropata already was in possession of the left of the trench, and was holding it valorously, despite several desperate attempts to evict him. It is told of him that during this time he was marvellous for his attention to duty and discipline, and for the manner in which he heartened up his warriors.

        
At dusk on January 4, the whole of Te Kooti's front line was in the hands of the attacking force. Colonel Whitmore determined to order the main assault.

        
There was rejoicing in the allied lines that night. At last Te Kooti was to be brought to judgment. The eagle that had swooped down on Poverty Bay, killing all who fell beneath the shadow of his wings, was securely prisoned in his eyrie. Escape for him would seem impossible. By dawn, the men told each other, he would be a captive.

        
But they reckoned without the resource and cunning of the rebel chief. The morning saw the 

fall of Ngatapa, it is true; but the eagle was flown. Only then Ron realized what Hori had meant when he had said that the ropes were needed elsewhere. The Hauhaus had had them in readiness for escape. All through the night while 
pakehas and friendly Maoris rejoiced in the thought that Te Kooti would be their prisoner on the morrow, the Hauhaus had been escaping, lowering themselves down a cliff on the side of the 
pa opposite to that on which was the precipice down which Ron and Isbel had escaped.

        
And now Te Kooti was gone into the Urewera country again, fled to the hidden valleys and wild peaks of that formidable land. Had he had adequate provisions and a sure water-supply he might have defended Ngatapa for many months. As it was, he took with him a half-starved, weary band, who were to be hunted from crag to crag while they lived on berries, fern-root—anything they could forage.

        
The eagle had yielded up his eyrie, but his talons had not yet been drawn. Now he swooped down upon this settlement, now on that; and always he left behind him two or three victims, treacherously massacred.

        
Column after column went out after him. Now 

Colonel Whitmore with Armed Constabulary was in hot pursuit, now it was Henare Tomoana who took a 
taua against him. The pursuers often came up with him, but always, although it is recorded that he never won in pitched battle, the rebel chief eluded his pursuers, and was next heard of miles away from the place in which they were searching for him.

        
And now he was at Taupo, seeking the support of King Tawhaio, Te Heu Heu, and Rewi Maniapoto. The country anxiously awaited Tawhaio's decision, and breathed the more freely when it became known that Tawhaio would lend Te Kooti no aid, had, in fact, forbidden him the King country. Te Heu Heu likewise decided against him; but Rewi Maniapoto, he who had flung the undying defiance of the Maori in the face of 
the pakeha at the battle of Orakau—"We will fight on for ever and ever!"—turbulent Rewi of the Maniapoto followed him, smarting still under the loss of his lands.

        
However, Rewi, good fighter that he was, could not join cause with Te Kooti for long. It was the battle at Rotorua, when Te Kooti was defeated by Major Mair, that caused Rewi to take his men home again in disgust. In this fight fell the notorious half-caste bugler, Baker McLean.

        


        
At first the pursuit of the rebels was almost wholly conducted by the Constabulary and other Imperial troops. But the Maori wars were very distasteful to these men. Most of the regiments had come either from the Crimean War or the Indian Mutiny, and they were disgusted with the guerrilla bush-fighting of New Zealand. As they had not suffered by the rebellion they had nothing to avenge. They had had no hard-earned property destroyed, no homes broken up, no wives nor children slaughtered. Consequently they looked upon the Hauhaus as foemen unworthy of their steel. This feeling led to the withdrawal of the Imperial forces.

        
Then it was that the New Zealand Government fought the natives with New Zealanders—volunteers and friendly Maoris. And then it was that Ronald Cameron had his desire; he accompanied Captain Barry and a few picked men of the Rangers—Jock Abler among them—in their march across the Urewera country. Ron found out what lay beyond the wild mountains. The Rangers were attached to Ropata's column, and they saw the lion of the Ngatiporou make a name for himself that will live for ever in New Zealand history.

        
Ropata was fearless. On one occasion he and 

his men of the Ngatiporou were advancing up the bed of a creek exposed to a very harassing fire. The warriors became panic-stricken and showed a tendency to retreat. But Ropata, bent on his purpose, resolutely advanced, and, taking a stick, thrashed all those who felt inclined to run away. Again, he at one time actually took possession of the whole of the Urewera country. He was surrounded by rebellious tribes, sympathizers with Te Kooti. They asked him to retire, promising not to molest him. The odds were fearfully against him.

        
"As I have gone so far I will go right through the country!" replied the man of iron.

        
The little column was hotly pursued by the angry tribes. Ron knew what it was to be hungry, for their food was of the scantiest description. They were half freezing, too, when the snow fell, and they had to push their way through the wild lands with their clothing in tatters and their boots falling from their feet. But though they were often suffering great hardship, even though they had to go hungry, and were compelled to undergo privation, Ron gloried in the life. Over the camp-fires they built at night, whenever they dared, there hung the spirit of romance and of adventure. With the firelight striking bronze 

gleams on his face Ropata would raise his voice in Maori songs, the 
waiata of some great ancestor, and as he sang he would lift up the hearts of all who heard him, until they were ready to dare anything.

        
Te Kooti still eluded them. They hunted for him, killed many of his followers, captured his stores, and found the ammunition he concealed in the fastnesses of the bush. But they could not cage the eagle, flying from crag to crag in that savage country. They had to console themselves with the capture of one of his most terrible followers.

        
A mountain tribe had been sheltering Kereopa the Eye-eater. Ropata insisted that they should deliver him up. The tribe laughed at him.

        
"Very well," said Ropata, "I will come and build a great 
pa in the midst of your country!"

        
The tribe trembled. They knew Ropata, knew that he would keep his word. They gave up Kereopa. The missionary-slayer was taken to Napier, where he killed himself, knowing that he would surely be hanged.

        
Ron often thought wistfully of Hori. He would have given much to hear that well-remembered weka-call; but since that last morning on Ngatapa cliff he had heard nothing of the friend to whom he owed so much. Nevertheless, he felt sure that 

Hori still lived. He would cast his eyes longingly over the interminable stretches of forest, wondering where Hori was, and what he was doing.

        
"Some day," he said to himself confidently, "somewhere I shall meet Hori again. Some time, when his dream comes true, he and I will work together for the greater friendship of Maori and 
pakeha."

        
Renata too had been in pursuit of Te Kooti. He too had covered himself with glory. His performances would make a story of themselves, but this tale may deal only with his last exploit.

        
At Taupo his men encountered stiff hand-to-hand fighting with the Hauhaus. Being well in front, and having been separated from his own people, Renata found himself attacked by a powerful Hauhau. It became a trial of personal strength, each endeavouring to disarm the other.

        
While they struggled on the ground the Hauhau's wife, like an enraged tigress, sprang upon Renata and gouged out his right eye with her sharp talons. She would have had the other eye also, but Renata, whose hands were engaged with the Hauhau under his knees, seized the woman's fingers between his teeth, and, biting them to the bone, held her firmly as in a vice. Even so, 

matters would have gone badly with the gallant chief, had not a Ngatiporou warrior come up and shot the Hauhau.

        
Renata was taken to camp in an unconscious state. The woman who had maimed him was held prisoner. Only the presence of one or two Europeans saved her, for Renata's men would have killed her outright.

        
Presently Renata recovered. "
E!" he sighed. "Te Kooti has taken my sight. See that you do not harm the woman, men of Renata's 
taua!"

        
So Renata kept his vow.

        
And now even the tribes who had supported Te Kooti with their sympathy, if not with offers of fighting-men, were spurning him. Hemmed in on all sides, with but twenty followers left, he dragged out a miserable existence in the Urewera country. He was broken. It was needless to pursue him farther.

        
Ronald Cameron came back from his campaigning a man in everything but years. The keen air of the mountain-passes had filled him out. He was bronzed, strong as a young lion, and wore an air of quiet self-reliance that promised him a splendid manhood.

        
Mrs Cameron laughed and cried alternately as 

she embraced her wonderful son. Isbel cried over him too, and only let go of his hand when somebody shrieked out that Hughie was falling into the creek. At that she rushed forth wildly, and brought Hughie back to the house, struggling and kicking while she attempted to smack him.

        
Ron looked round the new house with deep content.

        
"You don't know how good it is to be home again, and to have everything the same," he exclaimed. "Nothing seems altered. I see that Miss Muffet still bosses everybody about!"

        
For Isbel, having set Hughie in a corner, was bidding them all to tea; and they sat down to a meal that tasted like a banquet to Ron, accustomed as he had grown to the rough, scanty food on the campaign.

        
The household was astir early next morning; and just after sunrise they set forth for Turanganui. Ron was filled with pride, but Isbel was curiously silent. She had reason enough for thought, for this was the day on which the Governor himself was to pin on her breast the decoration which the Queen was conferring on her for her bravery during the dark days after the Turanganui massacre.

        
"I'll never be able to stand up before all the 

people, Mother," she whispered to Mrs Cameron. Her mother, with a heart overflowing with joy, patted her hand lovingly. Isbel managed to conquer her shyness, though her heart beat fast and her knees trembled. For Hughie, seeing his beloved Bel standing by herself out in the midst of a great ring of people, toddled after her. He came, tugging at her skirt at the very moment when the Governor bent down to pin on the medal; and Isbel turned and snatched him up in her arms and buried her face on his little curly head.

        
The people cheered her then; and they laughed a little, but their laughter was very near to tears.

        
"I said that Isbel would make the Camerons famous!" whispered Ron to his father. "Good old Miss Muffet!"

        
Then suddenly he stiffened, and his face went scarlet. What was the Governor saying?

        
"I have to confer the New Zealand War Cross on Ronald Cameron, for conspicuous bravery…."

        
There was more of it, a short recital of his deeds at Ngatapa, of his courage and endurance on the campaign in the Urewera. Then, as one in a dream, he went forward to receive the coveted decoration. He felt himself shaking hands with the Governor, and amid the cheering that followed, he found 

himself walking back to his parents, to meet the outstretched hand of Jock.

        
"And the youngest that's ever had the New Zealand Cross!" cried Jock triumphantly. "Ron, lad, I always thought you would get it!"

        
There were several others decorated that day. Honours for Renata. A sword of honour, and the New Zealand Cross for Ropata, for both of whom Ron cheered until he was hoarse.

        
And then there was a splendid luncheon, provided by the good people of Turanganui, who could not make enough of the boy and the girl, whose exploits had for many months been the talk of the district.

        
Ron found himself explaining to a distinguished-looking man, a guest, he presumed, of the Governor, that he did not really deserve the honour that had been paid him.

        
"I really did nothing," he said. "It was Jock and—some one else. Some day everything will be known, and then you will see that I am telling the truth. Jock Abler could tell you if he would——"

        
"Did you say Jock Abler?" asked the man, a curious excitement in his voice.

        
"Yes, my chum, Jock Abler. That big man who is talking to my sister." Ron pointed him out. The man looked keenly at Jock, then left 

Ron abruptly, and hastened toward the bushman. Ron followed, sensing that something strange was about to happen.

        
"John!" said the stranger, pausing by Jock.

        
Jock wheeled round. "Duncan!" he exclaimed. "What do you here? It is a far way from Castle MacBean!"

        
"A far way, as you say, John," answered the man steadily. "But not too far to look for my only brother, and to tell him that his name is cleared at last!"

        
Jock seemed to stagger. Then he sat down, as though the news had been too much for him.

        
Presently he said: "I have grown old, and am rough in my ways, Duncan."

        
"The door of Castle MacBean stands open, John," replied the other. "I have spent three years searching for you, in strange lands."

        
"I have grown too rough!" muttered Jock again.

        
"The Iaird of MacBean may do as he will," answered his brother. "Will you not come back to the old place, John?"

        
And after some more talk Jock promised.

        
There were speeches after lunch. To his horror, Ron was asked to say a few words. At first he sat wondering what on earth he could find to say. Then suddenly an idea occurred to him. It took 

hold of him, and he felt that here and now, indeed, was the opportunity to make some repayment to Hori. So he rose, and spoke of the relation of Maori and 
pakeha.
        

        
"Some people will say," he said in conclusion, "that the Hauhaus are all bad. My friends, this is not so. I have fought them, and they have hunted me and mine. But I know that among them there are good men, who only need encouragement to become loyal subjects of the Queen. What would you say if I were to tell you that I know of one man who joined Te Kooti because his tribe were Te Kooti's allies, who fought with them, and was hunted with them, because he knew that by so doing he would one day be a leader among them, and so bring them into 
pakeha ways of living? I know of such a Maori. He has done so much for the 
pakehas that it is he that should be wearing this medal and not myself. I ask you to drink to the health of that Maori, and to join with me in praying that the day is not far distant when he will be permitted to come back to his own lands, and to realize the dream for which he has suffered!"

        
And the company rose and drank the health of Hori te Whiti.
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