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It was Leah Poole, Bryce Poole’s cousin, who brought the gang the treasure map. The fact that Leah was related to Bryce made Adam Freeman and Watch suspicious. Even though Adam and Watch had shared a couple of adventures with Bryce—one on the other side of the Secret Path, the other when prehistoric dinosaurs invaded Spooksville—the guys simply did not trust Bryce. The fact that he said he wanted to share a treasure with them made them trust him less.


Even the girls had their doubts. While fighting the invasion of dinosaurs, Bryce had made a few bad calls that Sally Wilcox had not forgiven. But to Sally’s credit—perhaps a credit to her greed—she was the one most interested in the treasure hunt. Cindy Makey, on the other hand, didn’t understand why Leah Poole would go to complete strangers and offer them half of a supposedly fabulous treasure in return for a little help. Cindy liked Bryce, but his cousin was another matter. Yet maybe Cindy’s distrust of Leah was partly because Leah was so pretty, with her sandy brown hair and pearl white teeth. Prettier, in fact, than Cindy.


At least that was what Sally later said.


They were in their favorite doughnut shop when Bryce walked in and hit them with the idea of the treasure hunt. Leah was outside for the moment, out of sight. Apparently Bryce wanted to soften them up on the idea first. But he hadn’t been talking long when they were all over him with questions.


“Where did this map come from?” Adam asked.


“Where did the treasure come from?” Watch asked.


“Where did Leah come from?” Sally asked.


“Yeah,” Cindy echoed.


Bryce shook his head. “One question at a time. First, my cousin was born in Spooksville but moved away five years ago. She’s seventeen now, so she left here with my uncle when she was our age. It was her father, Uncle Charlie, who gave her the map just before he died. That was only two months ago—she’s still getting over the loss of her dad. It was her dad’s dying wish that she return here and find the treasure. Uncle Charlie was flat broke when he died, and Leah has no way to support herself.”


“She has no mother?” Cindy asked sympathetically. Blond and cute, Cindy was the gentlest one in the group, except when it came to dealing with Sally.


“Her mother died when she was two,” Bryce said. “Anyway, she returned here with this map but . . .”


“Yes?” Adam asked when Bryce didn’t finish. Although the shortest and the newest to town, Adam usually led the group.


“It’s in code,” Bryce said reluctantly.


“And you can’t figure it out?” Sally asked. Sally had long brown hair, and liked to ask hard questions.


Bryce hesitated. “I am having some difficulties.”


“Wonders never cease,” Watch said, glancing at one of the four watches he always wore on his arms.


“Where did Leah’s father get the map?” Adam asked.


“I don’t know,” Bryce said. “But he grew up in Spooksville and lived most of his life here. He was adventurous when he was little. I’m not surprised that he found a treasure map.”


“But if he’s had the map for a while,” Watch said, “why didn’t he go for the treasure himself?”


“I’m not sure how long he had the map,” Bryce said. “I’m only guessing when he got it. He died before Leah could really ask him about it.”


Watch frowned. “Are you saying he gave it to her with his dying breath?”


“I wouldn’t go that far,” Bryce said. “I only know that Leah doesn’t know where the map came from.”


“Then how does she know it’s genuine?” Sally asked.


“Her father swore it was,” Bryce said. “I knew the guy. He was honest.”


“But we still don’t get the deal,” Adam said. “Why should Leah share half the treasure with us in exchange for our help? You’ll be able to decipher the code without us.”


Bryce sighed. “I’ve been studying the code for the last two weeks and haven’t been able crack it yet.”


“So it’s both a map and directions?” Watch asked.


“Yes,” Bryce said. “Leah’s outside with the map. She’s willing to show it to you, if you swear to keep it secret.”


The gang, the inner four, all looked at one another. Sally was the first to speak. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt,” she said.


“Maybe,” Adam answered carefully. “But I’ve got a funny feeling about this treasure map, even before I see it. Does it hint that there’s any danger in chasing after this treasure?”


Again Bryce hesitated. “Sort of. The instructions are weird. There is a hint of danger.”


“But why does Leah want us to help?” Watch asked. “We’re only kids.”


“I told her about you guys,” Bryce said. “When it comes to handling bizarre adventures, I said you’re the best.” He added, “I’m trying to help you, even though you’ve accused me in the past of acting like I could do everything myself.”


“Who accused you?” Adam asked. “Not me.”


“Your tone accused me,” Bryce said. “Besides, you told me you didn’t trust me.”


“I think you were the one who said that,” Adam said.


“It doesn’t matter,” Sally said, showing a rare ability to compromise. “We can see the map and then decide if we want to get involved. Who knows—even we may not be able to decode it.”


“But if we do decode it,” Watch said firmly, “the deal can’t change. We get half the treasure.”


Bryce nodded. “That’s fine with me. If Leah’s father was right, there should be so much treasure it won’t matter how many share it.” Bryce stood. “I’ll go get my cousin.”


While he was gone, the gang talked.


“Now that I think about it,” Watch said. “I do remember this Leah. She was tall, even as a little kid, and had a sharp mind. I’m surprised she hasn’t been able to decode the message.”


“Was she a nice person?” Cindy asked.


Watch shrugged. “I didn’t really know her.”


“Am I a nice person?” Sally asked Cindy with a trace of sarcasm.


Cindy looked her straight in the eye. “One or two days out of the month.”


“We only have a few days before school starts,” Watch said. “We might want to go on one last summer adventure—all together,” he added meaningfully.


Leah appeared a moment later. As Watch remembered, she was tall, with thick red lips and curly hair that seemed to change color as she turned her head in the bright sunlight pouring in through the window. But even though she was five years older, and very pretty, she seemed apprehensive to meet them. She stood stiffly while Bryce introduced her. It was Adam who had to suggest she take a seat. In her hands she carried a brown piece of parchment. As she settled down in the booth across from them, she clutched the paper close to her chest. Watch tried to put her at ease.


“We’re not going to steal it from you,” he joked. “At least not right away.”


Leah smiled thinly. “I haven’t told anyone about this map except Bryce. I’m sure you can understand why.”


Adam waved his hand. “We’re good at keeping secrets. We’ve had aliens and witches confide in us.”


“Not that we confided in them,” Sally muttered.


Bryce spoke to Leah. “I’d trust these guys with my life. In fact, they’ve saved my life. You can trust them with your inheritance.”


“Do you think of your treasure map as an inheritance?” Watch asked Leah. “That might not be such a good idea.”


“What Watch means is that we might not find anything,” Adam said quickly. “We don’t want you to be disappointed.”


Leah hesitated. “My father said if I could decipher the map, I would find wealth beyond imagination.”


“How come he failed to decipher the code?” Sally asked.


“It’s not easy,” Leah said. “But Bryce tells me you guys are all brilliant.”


“Three-quarters of us are,” Sally said, glancing at Cindy.


“Let’s see the map and we’ll show you how brilliant we are,” Watch said, obviously anxious to try his wits on the code. Once more Leah hesitated, but then slowly she laid the map down on the table. But it was Adam who spread it open.


The map was simple. On the left side was a series of triangles that seemed to represent mountains. Opposite the triangles was a set of wavy lines that appeared to be the ocean. In between was a bunch of stick trees and what looked like poorly drawn rocks. There was a large X in the middle of the triangles. That was it.


But the clues were bizarre, far from clear.


They were actually written as a poem.


When the morning and evening lady stands at her tallest.


The shadow of the white light of love shall falleth.


In a line of darkness on the door of the smallest.


In a hidden spot on the tallest.


Therein lie the jewels that speak in dreams.


The crystals that whisper words that are more than they seem.


But beware the ancient pet.


The fire that burns yet.


She who remembers old debts.


She whose breath melts every net.


“Nice rhymes,” Adam said as he finished reading it out loud. “But I haven’t a clue what any of it means.”


“Of course you don’t,” Watch said quickly, taking hold of the map. “We have to study it for a while. But one thing is clear to me. If this is a map of Spooksville, it’s reversed. See how the mountains are on the left side, the west side, when they should be on the east side.” Watch frowned. “They’re not only reversed. I think they’re inverted as well.”


“What do you mean?” Cindy asked. “Don’t reversed and inverted mean the same thing?”


“Not exactly,” Watch said. “I believe the map was drawn with the help of a mirror. That if we look at its reflection in a mirror we’ll see where the X is really supposed to be. Sally, do you know where we can get a mirror?”


“It’s not necessary,” Bryce said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a piece of notebook paper. “I’ve already redrawn the map while looking in a mirror.” He opened the folded paper and laid it on the table beside the old parchment. It was an exact copy of the original, but reversed. Bryce smiled. “Very good, Watch. It took me hours studying the map to realize it had been inverted.”


Sally wasn’t smiling. “Why didn’t you volunteer that information from the start?”


Bryce shrugged. “I wanted to see if one of you guys noticed it.”


“That’s not the way a team works,” Adam said in a flat tone. “If you know other things about the map, please tell us now so we don’t waste valuable time.”


Bryce shook his head. “That’s all I know.”


Watch continued to study the parchment and the notebook paper intently. He spoke to Bryce with his next question. “But you do know where the X is located?”


Bryce hesitated. “Only approximately.”


“Where?” Sally asked.


Watch pointed to the row of triangles. “This is back in the mountains, in a minor range of peaks called the Teeth.”


Cindy shuddered. “Why are they called that?”


“Because they’re really pointy peaks,” Bryce said. “And close together.”


“We assume that’s the reason,” Watch said darkly, staring at Bryce. “This map refers to an ancient pet. Do you have any idea what that means?”


“No,” Bryce said. “I haven’t been able to figure out the clues.”


“Yeah,” Sally said sarcastically. “And when you walked in here, you said you didn’t know the treasure was located back in the Teeth either.”


Bryce held her eye. “I brought Leah and this map to you guys because I trust you. Now gimme a break, will ya?”


“We’ll think about it,” Sally said.
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