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   Part one: 
The Beginning

1

November, 1777
It was a dark and stormy night. Cold mist swirled through the 

valley where a small regiment of British troops camped among the 
trees. A single watchman stood above them on a rock jutting out 
over the valley. He gripped his rifle, shoulders hunched against the 
icy rain, and listened . . . listened through the wind, the rain, and 
the creaking branches for any sound of the enemy. It was a miser-
able night.

In the damp shelter of a tent, an army captain bent over his 
desk. In the flickering light of a lantern, the captain traced a path 
on the hand-drawn map laid out before him. Under the cot beside 
him rested a wooden chest with an iron lock. In it were coins of 
silver and gold—a month’s worth of pay for the British soldiers 
fighting to keep control of the American colonies.

“Permission to enter, sir!” came a loud voice from outside.
“Aye!” said the captain. A tall soldier ducked into the tent, 

bringing with him a cold gust of wind. His cape dripped dark 



2

puddles onto the plank floor, and his boots glistened with mud. 
He stood at attention.

“At ease, soldier,” the captain said, turning to face him. “What 
news do you bring? Good news, I hope.”

“Colonists approaching from the north, sir,” the young man told 
him. He handed the captain the packet he carried. “A message 
from Colonel Shelby. He requires an immediate reply, sir.”

The captain opened the packet and unfolded the parchment pa-
per that was inside. The rain beat down on the tent with fresh fury 
as he read the message. His face was grim.

“Colonel Shelby is unable to come to our assistance,” he re-
marked. A flash of lightning lit up the night, and thunder shook the 
ground under the tent before clattering away over the pine trees.

“How close are the colonists?” the captain asked the soldier.
“About ten miles, sir,” the young man answered. “They are trav-

eling by night,” he added.
The captain shook his head slowly. “Our best hope is to hold our 

position in this valley and fight until it’s over,” he said. He rubbed 
his chin with a large hand and looked again at the map. There 
would be no rest this night.

Quickly the captain wrote a message and handed it to the wait-
ing soldier.

“Take this back to Colonel Shelby,” he instructed. The soldier 
put the message in his satchel and saluted the captain. For the first 
time, the captain noticed the bloodied bandage on the young man’s 
arm and the weariness in his eyes. 

“Can no one else go for you?” he asked.
The soldier straightened his shoulders. “I know the way, sir,” he 

replied.
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“Very well,” said the captain. “May God be with you.”
When the young man had gone, the captain called for his first 

lieutenant.
“Colonel Shelby has been delayed,” he told his lieutenant. “The 

colonists are ten miles to the north and will arrive before dawn. 
We must ready the troops for a battle—perhaps we can hold them 
off until Shelby and his men arrive.”

“You plan to defend our position here in this valley?” asked the 
lieutenant with a frown. “The colonists are well armed, sir. We are 
few . . . .” His voice trailed away.

The captain sighed. “I know what you are thinking, friend. We 
haven’t a chance against them. But our position is more secure in 
this valley than if we tried to flee; and so we shall stay and face 
them here.”

 “What about the chest of money?” asked the lieutenant.
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 “That is why I sent for you,” answered the captain. “Without 
fail, the chest must disappear. And we have no time to lose.” 

“I understand,” said the lieutenant.
Turning back to his desk, the captain quickly wrote another 

note. Then, with the lieutenant’s help, he slid the heavy chest out 
from its hiding place and unlocked it. Slowly he lifted the lid and 
gazed at the bags of coins inside. Then, with a quiet sigh, he placed 
the note on top of the coins, closed the chest, and locked it once 
more. He stood to face his lieutenant.

“You I trust to hide this chest. It must be hidden well so the col-
onists find it never! But leave clues behind—clues that only we will 
understand. God willing, we will return—or Shelby will come—
and the money will be recovered.”

“As you wish,” the lieutenant replied. Then he grasped the han-
dles of the chest and heaved it to his shoulder. With a nod to his 
captain, he disappeared into the black of the night.

The captain sat again at his desk. He folded the map and put it 
neatly away. He had no more use for it—perhaps ever again. What 
would the morning bring? The captain felt that he knew, and he 
bowed his head. Come what may, the chest of coins bearing his 
note would carry their story into the future—the story of a small 
group of courageous men, giving their lives for their country and 
their king.
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Michael Thomas leaned forward on his desk, propping his 
chin on his knuckles. It was the last class of the day, and 

Michael was tired of school—a depressing thought, considering 
that this was only the first week of the school year. Summer had 
flown by too fast, and Michael was not yet ready for homework, 
tests, and dull lectures like the one Mrs. Trenton was giving right 
now about the Revolutionary War. History was definitely one of 
Michael’s worst subjects. But then again, he couldn’t think of any 
class that he particularly enjoyed—besides P.E. Yes, P.E. was his 
best subject, he decided to himself. He loved every kind of sport 
there was, and he played many well. Put him in a classroom, 
however, and he was miserable.

Mrs. Trenton’s voice droned on in the back of Michael’s mind, 
and the board behind her seemed to waver and slip toward the 
floor. Michael realized with a start that he was falling asleep. 
Shifting in his seat, he tried to stretch his legs without hitting the 
feet of the person in front of him. He was unsuccessful. Emily 
Johnson turned around and glared at him.
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“Keep your big feet to yourself!” she whispered, flinging a 
thick honey-colored braid over her shoulder. It seemed that ev-
eryone was in a bad mood.

Squinting his eyes at the board, Michael made a brave effort 
to listen to what Mrs. Trenton was saying.

“During the Revolutionary war, many battles were fought be-
tween the British and the colonists,” she was telling them. “One 
small battle in particular was fought just down the road from 
here, in our own Willow Valley.”

Michael perked up. This sounded interesting.
“Of course,” continued Mrs. Trenton, “our town didn’t exist 

then. But records show that a small regiment of British soldiers 
was transporting a chest of gold to the front lines when colo-
nists attacked. The British were badly outnumbered, and none 
survived the battle.” Mrs. Trenton paused, letting her students 
absorb this new information. Then she leaned forward with a 
mysterious smile.

“As far as historians can tell,” she said, “no one has yet discov-
ered what happened to that chest filled with gold.” The sleepy 
classroom now buzzed with excited energy.

Two rows over, Heidi Bellows raised her hand. “Has anyone 
looked for the treasure?” she asked shyly.

“Many have looked, but there are no reports that it was ever 
found,” replied Mrs. Trenton. “It’s possible that the British smug-
gled the money out of the valley before the colonists attacked—
however, most historians believe the British buried the chest 
somewhere in Willow Valley, hoping to come back and recover 
it later.”

In front of Michael, Emily bent low over her desk, writing 
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frantically in her notebook. Michael sighed. No doubt Emily 
would turn this into yet another one of her drama-filled stories. 

However, the idea of a local stash of gold intrigued Michael 
as well. His house backed right up to the edge of Willow Valley 
where the battle supposedly took place. Could there really be a 
treasure hidden there?

Terence Conner, the smartest boy in school, had a question. 
“If the gold were located,” he said slowly, “to whom would it 

belong?” Terence always spoke with perfect grammar.
“That’s a very good question, Terence,” Mrs. Trenton said, 

pleased that for once her students were showing genuine inter-
est in one of her lectures. “I believe that in our state, found trea-
sures belong to the person who owns the property on which it 
is found.”

Michael glanced over to see how Heidi was taking this news. 
Her father was president of the local bank, and Willow Valley 
belonged to him. Heidi ducked her head, but Michael saw her 
cheeks were turning pink. She and Emily exchanged a glance full 
of promises. They were best friends.

Mrs. Trenton had one final thing to say before the class ended. 
“If any of you choose to do further research and write a report 
about the battle of Willow Valley, I will give extra credit.”

Terence snatched up his fancy pen and wrote a note in his 
leather-bound planner. Michael sighed. I’m the one who really 
needs the extra points, he thought.

The last bell of the day rang, and noise erupted in the class-
room and hall. Michael made a beeline for the door. Emily and 
Heidi were close behind, talking excitedly to each other about 
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the treasure. Terence stayed behind to talk to Mrs. Trenton (was 
he really planning to write an extra credit report?).

After a short bike ride down the hill and around a long curve, 
Michael passed the red brick church that was as familiar to him 
as his own house. Green pitched roofs arched above stained glass 
windows, and a tall bell tower in one corner seemed to anchor 
the entire building to the ground. Out behind the church, shad-
ed by huge oaks, a small cemetery dozed inside a black wrought-
iron fence, silently waiting for the resurrection. Willow Valley 
Bible Church was one of the oldest buildings around.

For all its significance, Michael barely gave it a glance as he 
pedaled by, steering into the driveway beyond the church that 
led to his matching brick house. He tossed his backpack inside 
the door and took the steps two at a time. Quickly he changed 
into jeans and scrounged through the messy drawers of his old 
wooden desk until he found a small notebook and pencil. Whis-
tling for Bobo, his golden retriever, he headed back downstairs.

“Do you have homework to do?” his mother called from the 
kitchen.

“I’m working on it now,” he answered as the screen door 
slammed behind him. Whistling through his teeth, Michael 
strode quickly down a worn path alongside the garage and 
shouldered between tall bushes into the shadowy parkland that 
was Willow Valley.

He, Michael Edward Thomas, was going to find that treasure!
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Michael’s feet thudded hard on the steep path that slanted 
sharply down the hillside into Willow Valley. Bobo was 

already far down the path in front of him, tail waving above the 
scrubby bushes that lined the trail. In a way, entering Willow Val-
ley felt like stepping into an ancient cathedral. Trees stood like 
pillars on every side, and their branches spread high overhead, 
filtering the sunlight into ever-changing colors like stained glass. 
The breeze and rushing stream joined voices like the whispering 
chant of a boys’ choir, peppered with the bright call of birds from 
corner to corner, high and low, like small words dropping from a 
distant lofty pulpit. Willow Valley was a world to itself, completely 
separate from the busy course of life that counted hours, months, 
and years in the streets of the surrounding town.

When Michael reached the floor of the valley, the path dis-
appeared in a tangle of grass near the wide, rushing stream. He 
stopped walking and turned slowly, taking in the view from ev-
ery side. 

3
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Where would a soldier hide a chest of gold? Perhaps in the 
shadow of the huge flat stone jutting out over the treetops on the 
far end of the valley? Or maybe at the foot of the tallest tree in 
the valley, a giant pine that surely was the oldest tree around. Mi-
chael squinted downstream toward the pond, and beyond that to 
the cluster of willow trees.

Suddenly a stick snapped behind him and the bushes rustled 
loudly.

Michael spun around, paused to listen, and then summoned 
his best British accent. “Who goes there, pray tell?”

The bushes shook violently before the bottoms of two grubby 
shoes appeared, followed by the husky frame of Michael’s class-
mate, Buddy Sullivan.

Buddy twisted to face Michael. “I found it!” he whispered 
loudly.

Michael froze. Then he realized Buddy was joking. 
“No, you didn’t!” 
 “I know—but for a second I had you fooled, didn’t I?” Buddy 

stood up, looking ridiculous with leaves and twigs poking out of 
his bristly hair.

Before Michael could reply, the two boys heard voices ap-
proaching. Heidi and Emily appeared, coming from the pond. 
When they saw the boys, they stopped short.

“What are you doing here?” Emily demanded.
“I’m doing research for extra credit,” Michael told her, pulling 

out his notebook and holding it up as proof.
“Me too,” said Buddy, stepping over to stand next to Michael. 

“I’m with him.”
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Emily snorted. “And I suppose Terence is poking around here 
too,” she said.

It was a funny coincidence that Terence came sliding down 
the path at that moment and stood looking at them in blank 
surprise.

“Oh, hi,” he said. “What’s going on?”
“Evidently we all had the same idea,” said Michael. “But I was 

here first.”
Emily linked her arm through Heidi’s. “But this is private 

property!” she said. “And Heidi invited me to come here with 
her.” She raised her chin and glared at the boys. Heidi nodded 
firmly and tried rather unsuccessfully to look fierce.

Terence cleared his throat and adjusted the pencil that was 
stuck behind one ear.

“Heidi, would your father be opposed to a few serious stu-
dents using his property to promote their educational advance-
ment?” he asked.

Heidi blinked, overwhelmed by his vocabulary.
“I don’t suppose so . . .” she faltered.
“You really should get permission in person,” Emily declared.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa—hold on,” said Buddy. He scratched his 

head and frowned. “Do you girls really think you can handle 
a treasure hunt all by yourselves? I mean, this is serious work 
we’re talking about—digging holes, moving rocks, and even . . . 
getting dirty!”

Michael smirked. “Yeah, look how dirty Buddy already is, and 
he’s just getting started!”

“Exactly!” said Buddy, leaning his elbow on Michael’s shoulder.
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Emily shook her head scornfully. “If you’re trying to say we 
can’t do this because we’re girls, you’re absolutely wrong, Buddy 
Sullivan! Heidi and I can do anything you boys can do—and be-
sides, we have something you’ll never have.” 

“What would that be?” asked Michael, trying not to laugh.
Emily tossed her head. “For one thing, we have permission,” 

she said. “But more than that—way more than that—we have 
imagination! You’ll see. We don’t need help from anyone—espe-
cially not from you!” 

With that, Emily turned and headed back the way she had 
come, pulling Heidi along with her.

“Well, gentlemen,” said Terence when they had gone. “I rec-
ommend that we go see Mr. Bellows at the bank. He is a good 
friend of my father’s, and I don’t believe he will withhold permis-
sion from us.”

“Good idea,” said Michael, relieved that he wouldn’t have to 
face Heidi’s father by himself.

“I’m with you guys,” said Buddy. “I’m pretty sure the three of 
us can handle about anything if we just stick together.”

“That’s true, Buddy,” Michael said slowly. An idea was form-
ing in his mind. “You know, we should make this a club or some-
thing. Terence, you have the brains—and the computer. Buddy, 
you and I have the muscle. I bet the three of us really could find 
that treasure. What do you think, Terence?”

Terence nodded. “I agree,” he said. “But if we’re going to be a 
club, we ought to have a club meeting and make it official.”

“What about Sunday, after Sunday school?” suggested Mi-
chael. Then he remembered that Buddy did not go to their 
church—or to any church that Michael knew of.
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“Could you meet then?” Terence asked Buddy. “You can ride 
with us if you need to—we go right past your house on the way 
to church.”

Buddy looked uncertain. “Well . . . actually, guys . . . I’ve never 
even been to church before.”

“What?” exclaimed Michael, his voice squeaking. “Never? 
Wow. I was practically born in church.”

“You really should go to Willow Valley Bible Church at least 
once,” Terence told Buddy. “You know it’s on the National Regis-
ter of Historic Places. Besides, Michael’s dad is the pastor there.”

Buddy grinned. “I guess a little church never hurt anybody. 
My mom will probably let me. What time should I be ready?”

“We’ll pick you up at nine o’clock,” Terence told him. “And 
maybe brush the leaves out of your hair sometime between now 
and then.”

The chirp of crickets and deepening shadows told the boys 
it was time to get home. As Michael followed Bobo back up the 
trail, his mind was filled with jumbled thoughts and feelings. He 
was excited and a little nervous about Buddy coming to church 
on Sunday. He also felt guilty that he hadn’t thought to invite 
Buddy before. Going to church was kind of like brushing his 
teeth—something he just always did but never thought much 
about.

But Buddy had never even been to church before. Michael 
wondered if he even had a Bible. Sunday would be interesting 
for sure. 
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Like every Sunday morning (except for special Sundays like 
Easter), Michael went out the kitchen door of his house and 

walked under the trees, alongside the small cemetery, and end-
ed up at one of the side doors of the brick church building. He 
could have gone out his front door, walked along the sidewalk 
by the road, and entered the front doors of the church, but go-
ing the back way was more interesting, especially because of the 
cemetery. So Michael took the back way. 

He was halfway along this journey when he suddenly remem-
bered. Buddy Sullivan was coming to church today. Michael 
tried to think of everything he knew about Buddy.

Buddy had gone to school with Michael for as long as he 
could remember—which was pretty much since kindergarten. 
However, they had never been the sort of friends that invited 
each other to birthday parties and sleepovers. Michael knew that 
Buddy had only a mother and that she worked a full-time job. 
He didn’t know what had happened to Buddy’s father. 
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And now Michael knew something else: that Buddy had nev-
er been to church before. That was about to change.

Michael trekked up three flights of stairs and came out in a 
hallway where his Sunday school class met. Buddy was already 
there, looking rather uncomfortable wearing an obviously new 
shirt and tie and sitting next to Terence. Michael grinned and 
slid into the chair on the other side of Buddy.

“Well? How does it feel?” he asked.
Buddy looked around at the high ceiling and large old win-

dows. “It feels very . . . unusual,” he answered. “So what do we 
do in this room?”

“It’s kind of like school,” Terence told him. “But not so strict. 
Mr. Ring is our teacher, and he teaches us things from the Bible.”

Buddy glanced around at the other children there and real-
ized everyone else had brought a Bible. “I didn’t bring a Bible,” 
he said. Then he leaned in close to Michael. “I don’t even have 
one,” he whispered.

“That’s okay, I’ll share mine,” said Michael. Just then Heidi 
and Emily came in, wearing their Sunday best.

“They come here too?” Buddy said to his friends. The two 
girls looked at him curiously as they went to their seats behind 
the boys.

Mr. Ring arrived, and the class began. The lesson that week 
was on salvation. Michael knew better than to assume it was a 
coincidence. In God’s world there are no such things.

“God the Father created each of you in order for you to be 
in a relationship with Him,” Mr. Ring explained to the class. 
“If you belong to God, He is your heavenly Father. He adopts 
you and commits all of His resources toward loving you and 
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taking care of you. However, if you do not belong to Him, God 
is your Judge. He will hold you completely accountable for all 
your wrongdoing, and you will be destroyed.” Mr. Ring paused 
and looked around at his students.

“Now, today we’re going to talk about what makes the dif-
ference between these two relationships. How does a person go 
from having God as his Judge to having God as his Father?”

During the next 45 minutes, Mr. Ring used his Bible and ex-
plained in simple language how Jesus bridges the gap between 
a sinful person and the holy God. By the end of the class time, 
even Michael had a better understanding of salvation.

“I know most of you—if not all of you—have already trusted 
in Jesus to save you,” Mr. Ring told them. “But if any of you have 
questions, or aren’t completely sure that you are God’s child, 
please talk to me after class.”

After he prayed, the children stood up to leave.
“We’ll need to hurry, if we’re going to have our meeting,” said 

Terence. “The worship service starts in fifteen minutes.”
“Hang on,” Buddy said, shuffling his feet nervously. “Would 

you guys mind if I didn’t come to your meeting?”
“What?” said Michael, confused.
“Well, I want to be in your club and all,” Buddy said. “But . . . 

I’d really like to stay here and talk to Mr. Ring. I—I have a couple 
questions to ask him. You know, about the lesson today.”

Suddenly the light dawned in the minds of Michael and Ter-
ence.

“Oh! Of course!” said Michael. “Sure—take your time.”
“That’s right,” added Terence. “We can have a meeting any old 

time. We’ll wait for you, Buddy. No worries!”
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The two of them waited for Buddy at the top of the stairs that 
led down to the sanctuary.

“We’re going to be late to the service,” said Terence.
“That’s okay,” Michael replied. “My dad will understand when 

I explain.”
As the sounds of the first hymn floated up through the stair-

well, the Sunday school room door opened and Buddy came out, 
followed by Mr. Ring.

“Boys, I’m glad you brought your friend to church this morn-
ing,” Mr. Ring said. “He heard some things that he’s never heard 
before.”

Buddy grinned at his friends. “Guess what?” he said. “I be-
lieve it! I believe it all, right here.” He patted his chest. “Mr. Ring 
helped me talk to God, and now I’m His child—same as you. 
Isn’t that great? I just wish you had told me about this sooner!” 
Buddy shook his head, looking slightly dazed.

“That’s great, Buddy!” said Terence. Michael thumped Bud-
dy’s shoulder and grinned.

“There’s so much to learn now!” Buddy exclaimed. “I don’t 
even know where to begin. You guys will have to bring me up to 
speed, if you know what I mean.”

“We’ll do our best,” said Michael. “First of all, we have to get 
you your own Bible. I have one at my house that I can give you.”

“I’ll see if I can come to your house after church,” Terence said 
to Michael. “We can just have our meeting there—if that’s okay 
with your parents.”

“I’m sure it will be okay,” said Michael. He knew his mother 
usually prepared to have unexpected guests on Sunday. “We’d 
better get downstairs to church now.”
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After church, the three boys walked the back way to Michael’s 
house. As they passed the small cemetery, Buddy stopped and 
leaned over the black iron fence.

“Hey all you church folks!” he called. “I’m in your family now, 
and I’ll see you some day.” Terence and Michael laughed. Mi-
chael couldn’t wait to tell his parents what had happened with 
Buddy, but Buddy told Pastor Thomas as soon as they walked 
through the door. Buddy was telling everyone.

After lunch, the boys headed down the path into Willow 
Valley to conduct their official club meeting. Michael led them 
down the stream where the three willow trees stood, their long 
strands of leaves drifting in the afternoon breeze. Terence called 
the meeting to order by rapping a stick on a large stone. He ex-
plained that he had gotten permission from Mr. Bellows for the 
boys to look for the treasure in Willow Valley.

“So where should we begin looking?” asked Buddy.
Just then Emily and Heidi appeared, walking toward them on 

the far side of the pond.
“Not again!” groaned Michael. “I was hoping they had forgot-

ten about the treasure by now.”
The girls had spotted them and were now walking toward 

them with purpose. The boys braced themselves for Emily’s ver-
bal attack as she arrived. She stood without smiling, her chin 
raised in the air. Heidi stood behind her.

“I was wrong,” Emily said, crossing her arms. “I told you that 
Heidi and I didn’t need your help. But that’s not true.”

Terence dropped the stick he was holding in his hand.  
Michael’s eyes grew big, and Buddy’s mouth fell open. The boys 
could not believe that Emily was admitting to being wrong.
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“Heidi and I will need your help,” Emily continued. “I’ve 
thought a great deal about this, and I believe the treasure must 
be hidden here in Willow Valley. So we have come to ask you 
boys to help us find it. But you must understand, whatever we 
find belongs to Heidi and her father. Will you agree to help us?”

For a moment the boys were too stunned to reply. Then Ter-
ence called a huddle, and Michael and Buddy joined him a few 
yards away from where the girls stood.

“It sounds like a trap,” Michael said.
“I don’t know,” said Terence, pushing his glasses up on his nose. 

“Emily usually doesn’t admit to being wrong about anything.”
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“Oh, come on, guys,” Buddy told them. “We can always back 
out if they get too pushy. Besides—” He paused and a smile 
slowly came to his face. “Isn’t it the right thing to do—you know, 
be kind to them, and all that?”

Michael’s grin was on his mouth where it belonged, but he felt 
it all the way down to his toes. Buddy was a Christian—he was 
truly saved. And now he wanted to do the right thing!

“That’s true, Buddy,” Michael said. “Let’s go tell them.”
Terence, acting as the spokesman for the boys, informed the 

girls of their decision. He reached out his hand to shake Emily’s.
“Michael, Buddy, and I are at your service,” he said in his best 

grown-up voice.
For a moment the children stood grinning at each other.
“Okay, then,” said Emily, smiling brightly. “Let’s get started 

right now! I have some ideas . . . .” She reached into her backpack 
and pulled out her notebook.

And so it began.




