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Chapter 1



"Those raspberry pancakes were the best I ever had, Stan!" Joe Hardy said as Stan Shaw's four-by-four truck bounced down a narrow, tree- lined mountain road. "What a way to start the day."



"I start practically every day like that - when the berries are in season." Stan's weathered face split into a wide grin. "Thanks to the raspberry bushes in my backyard."



Joe smiled. Though Stan was over fifty years old, the tall, lean environmentalist had the manner and build of a man half his age.



"It wouldn't matter if they were cactus bushes," remarked Joe's eighteen-year-old brother, Frank, from the cramped backseat. "Joe's the breakfast king."



"And lunch," chimed in Callie Shaw, winking at Frank next to her. "And dinner. And - "



"Okay, already," Joe protested. "I was just trying to compliment our host. It's not every guy who'd let a couple of strangers camp out in his house."



"You're not strangers. You're Callie's friends," Stan said, slowing the truck as the road made a tight curve. To the right, the mountain fell off into a narrow valley in which Joe glimpsed a cluster of buildings - a tiny logging village.



"That's Crosscut, Oregon - not quite as big as New York City, but it's all we've got," Stan drawled.



Seventeen-year-old Joe smiled and glanced back at his brother. Joe's muscular build and blond hair were in strong contrast to Frank's slimmer physique and brown hair. The brothers knew each other so well that each could often guess what the other was thinking.



At the moment, Joe knew, they were both remembering what Callie had told them about her uncle Stan on their flight from the East. Stan had been stationed in Crosscut for nearly ten years as a field representative of the Save the Redwoods Alliance. The local mill owners had come to tolerate his lectures on preserving endangered plant species and protecting local wildlife. Stan had felt he was making progress in helping people make a living from the forests without destroying them.



In the past couple of years, though, ecology activists from other, less responsible organizations, and even interns sent to learn from Stan, had become more aggressive, and the loggers were reacting angrily. Now it was a cold war between the environmentalists, or "Greens," and the loggers, who believed that people like Stan were out to take away their jobs. During the past year fistfights had started breaking out between some of the loggers and a group of overeager Greens.



Though Stan had come up with several plans that offered timber to the mill owners as well as protection for animal and plant wildlife, the loggers were still convinced that he wanted to take away their jobs.



Callie decided to visit her uncle to see if she could help him, and had asked Frank and Joe to come along in case there was trouble.



Stan knew that the Hardys' father, Fenton, was a well-known private investigator, and that the boys were also amateur detectives. He probably figured that the Hardys weren't there just to hike and enjoy the scenery. But if he wanted to pretend that Joe and Frank were ordinary visitors, that was fine with them.



"Here we are," Stan announced as the truck reached the bottom of the mountain. The village of Crosscut swung into view once again. "I'll stop in at the general store. You kids can easily walk from there to the foot of Cascade Trail."



"Wow." Joe took in the three-block stretch of buildings set against the tree-covered mountains. "The town looks kind of lost with those giant mountains in the background."



Faded wooden signs indicated the Potbelly Café and Tichman's Grocery, which were separated by a shoe repair shop with a gaudy neon sign. On the other side of the street were the Crosscut General Store and the Sportsman's Pool Hall.



"We didn't get to see much on our way in from the airport last night. This looks like real backwoods territory," Joe said.



"Don't count on it," Stan said with tin edge to his voice. "Folks here are more savvy than you think." He parked the truck in front of the general store. "Looks like we've got a lot of laid-off loggers hanging around waiting to prove it, too."



"Laid off?" Joe and Stan climbed out of the truck, followed by Frank and Callie.



Stan nodded toward a mud-spattered red pickup sitting in a row of battered station wagons and four-wheel-drive vehicles. "See that pickup?" he asked. "It belongs to Buster Owens, owner of the Horizon Lumber Mill out on Highbridge Road. He's shut his mill down for two weeks, starting today. He says he can't afford to keep operating with his old equipment, so he's stopping all work while he rerigs the mill. He has the loggers on half pay in the meantime, and they're not happy about it."



"And when they're not happy," Callie added grimly, "they tend to take out their frustrations on guys like Uncle Stan."



Stan shrugged resignedly and started up the wooden steps. Joe and Frank and Callie followed close behind.



"Wow," Frank said as they entered the store. "Just like in the movies."



Joe looked around the room. It was a little like the set of a western film. One half of the large, warehouselike building was crammed full of shelves displaying everything from snack food to bolts of cloth. A short, wiry man in a worn corduroy jacket sat behind a cash register and appeared to be working on his accounts. The town post office, with its gleaming brass mailboxes, was set up along the back wall. To the right, a heavy set woman, who Joe guessed was married to the man in the corduroy jacket, rushed about refilling coffee cups for a collection of rough-looking men at the lunch counter. 



"Yeah, but this smells better than a movie," Joe said, inhaling the rich, greasy aroma of bacon and eggs. Joe eyed the men in their worn jeans, faded plaid shirts, and heavy boots. The men had noticed Stan and his guests, but so far they'd only glared and turned back to their coffee.



"Hey there, Will," Stan said, nodding to the man behind the cash register. Then he focused on the men eating breakfast and gave one of them a casual wave. "Buster! How's it going?"



Joe noted which of the men waved back. The mill owner was a big man - over six feet tall and could be over three hundred pounds. He wore a lime green cap with a purple-and-orange Horizon logo, jeans, and a flannel shirt, as most of the other men were, but hanging from his wide leather belt was the largest key ring Joe had ever seen.



"Uncle Stan thinks he's got Buster nearly ready to try some new logging methods," Callie murmured to Joe and Frank as they searched the shelves for trail mix. "But Buster still doesn't want to be friendly to him in public."



She was about to go on when the door was banged open. All three of them whirled around to see a short, balding man in a camouflage jacket race into the store. He had a brown beard and mustache and wild-looking blue eyes. "Shaw! I've been searching all over for you, man," the short man said to Callie's uncle Stan. "Let's go! We've got a major emergency!"



"Calm down, Vance," Stan said with a nervous chuckle. "What seems to be the trouble?"



"Some Horizon Lumber trucks are headed west to cut a stand of redwoods," the younger man announced excitedly, not even trying to keep his voice down. "We've got to stop them!"



Stan glanced toward the loggers with an embarrassed expression. Joe saw several of the lumber-men exchange sour looks over their food.



"Who is that guy?" Joe muttered to Callie.



"Vance Galen," Callie murmured back. "He's Uncle Stan's assistant from Save the Redwoods. Stan said he's the guy who started the fighting last summer."



Joe studied the angry, potbellied man and decided he looked a little ridiculous in his camouflage jacket. It was as though he was dressed for war when everyone else just wanted breakfast. No wonder the loggers disliked him.



"Horizon's shut down, Vance, remember?" Stan said to the room in general, trying to ease the very real tension. "Buster's right here. Why don't we ask him what's going on?"



"It's none of your business," shouted one of the loggers. He was a hefty man, a little shorter than average height, with a dark beard and mustache that covered half his face.



"Yeah!" piped up a skinny, long-haired man sitting next to him.



"We're sitting here out of work and you still treat us like the bad guys. I wish we were out there cutting down those trees!" the heftier man argued. 



"That's Mike Stavisky and Freddy Zackarias," Callie murmured to the Hardys. She remembered them from the last time she had visited. "Both of them were involved in the fights last summer."



"All right, that's enough," Buster said. He set his coffee cup down and got up from his stool. Immediately, the room fell silent. Frank decided anyone that big could quiet any room.



"First of all, Vance, those trucks are on their way to my equipment yard for maintenance, not to cut trees," Buster said to the angry activist. "You should know better than anyone that not only are those redwoods protected by the state of Oregon, but they're also on public land. The contract on that land has expired, and nobody's going to be cutting trees there until the Forest Service draws up a new contract."



"Since when are you so concerned about following regulations?" Vance Galen retorted. "You'd turn the state of Oregon into a parking lot if you could make a buck off it!"



"Hey, hey!" Stan shouted as the loggers began shouting insults again. "This isn't doing anyone any good. Vance here got a little over-excited, that's all, and we both apologize. We don't want any of you to lose your livelihood, you know that. We're just here to show you how you can harvest trees without destroying a national treasure."



"Trees are trees, Stan!" a logger shouted from the lunch counter.



"Maybe so," Stan replied. "But if you cut 'em all down without leaving any or at least replanting, you're going to wind up with no trees pretty quick. And then not only will the local wildlife be in big trouble, but your children, and their children, will be, too. How can they be loggers if there aren't any more trees?" 



"Not bad," Joe heard Frank whisper to Callie. Joe watched as Callie smiled proudly at her uncle.



"The Greens aren't your problem, anyway, boys." The voice came from a man leafing through some mail by the post office. He was a tall, thin, middle-aged man with craggy features, light, wispy hair, and piercing blue eyes. In his jeans and flannel shirt he looked more like a midwestern farmer than a logger.



"Bo Johnson!" Stan called with fake heartiness. "I didn't see you back there. So, what do you think the problem is?"



"Bo owns Johnson Lumber," Callie whispered even before the Hardys could ask. "Horizon's biggest competitor."



"The problem," Johnson said, stepping toward the lunch counter and pointing with his stack of mail at the loggers, "is Horizon Lumber's management. What kind of outfit lays off its entire staff just to put in a little equipment? If you boys worked for me, you'd be out there in the woods today making top dollar instead of arguing with the likes of him." 



Johnson gestured disdainfully toward Vance Galen. Galen turned red in the face and made a move toward the older man. "Why, you - "



"Hey!" Buster Owens put a hand up, stopping both Galen and Johnson in their tracks. Then he turned to Johnson. "What kind of trouble do you have in mind this morning, Bo? Want to start another fight? I can call in Sheriff Ferris to referee if you want."



"I didn't mean anything by it." Johnson, smiling, lifted his hands in mock surrender. His eyes slid back to the loggers, and he nodded. "I'm just saying that that Forest Service contract is going to be awarded to Johnson Lumber. And the minute we can move in to cut those trees, you fellas know where to come for work."



After giving the furious Buster a salute, Johnson strolled toward the door. "Oh, and, Stan," he added as he passed the Greens, "I may give the sheriff a call myself. Looks like your boy, Vance, needs restraining again."



***



"Some town," Joe commented half an hour later after he, Callie, and Frank had hit the wilderness trail. Already they were surrounded by lush, cool forest. "Is it my imagination, or were those folks incredibly uptight?"



"I warned you it wouldn't be a picnic," he heard Callie answer behind him. "It's understandable, really. Guys like Bo Johnson don't understand what Uncle Stan and the rest of the Greens are doing. And Greens like Vance Galen forget that the loggers are people who need to make a living."



"That Forest Service contract they were talking about," Frank said. "Why is it so important?"



"The private land is nearly logged out," Callie explained. "And the Greens have convinced the state government and the federal forestry people to think long and hard about the logging methods they'll allow on public land in their next contract. Stan's hoping they'll permanently forbid any cutting of redwoods and all clear-cutting."



"What's clear-cutting?" Frank asked.



"That's when loggers cut all the trees in a stand without leaving anything behind," Callie explained. "When they do that, the rain washes the topsoil away. The next thing you know, nothing can grow there. If the loggers would cut a little here, a little there, and plant a tree for every one cut down, the forests could be saved. The logging industry and the forests could go on for generations."



Joe led the way around another bend in the trail. The path was muddy from the rain the night before, and tiny streams of water trickled over the moss-covered boulders at the edge of the path and dripped down toward the valley below. Closing in on the other side of the hikers were lush ferns. From the tops of the pines, birds called loudly. It was a shame, Joe reflected, to think of these beautiful mountains stripped bare.



"If you want to see what a clear-cut field looks like, check out the view to your right," Callie cried a few minutes later, as though she'd been reading Joe's mind. They paused to peer through the trees at a large cleared area farther up on the mountainside.



"Come on, let's get a better look." Callie cut off the trail and started through the trees, Frank and Joe close behind.



Even though Callie had described what a clear-cut field was, Joe was shocked by the sight. The barren area was hundreds of yards across, littered with tree stumps and almost nothing else. No animals were in sight. Joe heard nothing but an eerie silence.



"It's like being on the moon," Frank said as they trudged across the huge expanse of wasteland.



"And this isn't the biggest strip," Callie muttered. She paused on the far side of the field. "That's Horizon Lumber down there." She pointed toward a collection of sheds, mammoth lumber piles, and heavy equipment beside a fast- moving river. "Buster Owens's mill. They carve a chunk this size out of forest every other week."



Joe peered at a lone vehicle sitting in the mill's parking lot. "Isn't that your uncle's truck?" he asked.



Callie said with surprise, "Yes, it is. I thought he had some more business to do in town. I wonder what he's doing over there?"



"Especially since the mill's shut down at the moment," Frank pointed out. "I don't see anyone moving around down there."



"And look," Joe exclaimed. "See that red truck pulled off the road behind those bushes? It looks somehow familiar."



Frank followed his brother's gaze down the river about a quarter of a mile from the factory. "It looks like Buster Owens's truck," he said. "Why would he park off the side of the road instead of at the mill?" He glanced at the others. "I think we should go see if either of them needs help."



Callie hesitated. She didn't want to ask too much of the Hardys, but she was worried about her uncle.



"Come on," Joe said. "There must be a way across the river."



"There's a path that leads to a bridge." Callie took the lead.



Callie started down the mountain at a brisk pace, but within a few steps the three of them broke out into a run. Then, only a few minutes after that, Joe heard the sound of an enormous explosion. The great force of the blast almost knocked him off his feet.



"What was that?" Callie cried after Joe helped her to her feet.



"I can't see anything down there now." Joe stared out over the river. "But it sounded like Buster Owens's mill just blew up!"





















Chapter 2



"Uncle Stan!" Before Frank could stop her, Callie had run past him toward the river. She stumbled over a tangle of roots as Frank and Joe ran after her.



"Hold on, Callie!" Frank cried, catching up with her as they broke through the trees at the edge of the river. He stopped dead in his tracks the instant he saw the mill directly across the river. Enormous flames were consuming the center of the large main building. It was the size of a football field - designed, Frank knew, to swallow trees at one end and spit lumber, plywood, and toothpicks out at the other. Surrounding it were a number of wooden warehouses, all as frighteningly flammable as the mill.



Through the thick, black smoke Frank could just see that the roof of the mill was about to cave in.



As they stared, another explosion rocked them. The flames shot even higher, and then one of the nearby warehouses burst into flame, too. They winced at the heat that reached them even across the river. "It's burning so fast! It looks like a chemical explosion, or dynamite maybe," he shouted over the roaring of the fire.



"Do you see anyone?" Callie demanded, trying to peer through the smoke. She called her uncle's name, but Frank was sure no one could hear her from where they were.



"We're at the wrong angle to see the parking lot," Frank pointed out. "There's no way to know if he's still there."



"Let's cross the river here and try to find him," said Joe. "That fire isn't getting any smaller."



"We can't cross without a bridge," Frank said. "The current's too strong to swim, and it's too deep to wade across."



"We don't have time to go to the bridge. Look, over there!" Callie pointed to what looked like a floating forest that ran from one bank of the river to the other. "That's a log raft. When the loggers cut trees down upriver they float the logs down to here. A chain strung across the river catches them and holds them like cattle in a pen."



"You want to cross on that? It seems like a great way to end up getting wet." Frank eyed the enormous logs floating in the coursing river. There were chains on bright red floats lashed to thick posts on either bank, but the logs themselves appeared to be slick and would be dangerous to step on in the fast current.



"It's our only chance," said Callie, flinging off her pack and starting on ahead of the Hardys. "Uncle Stan could be hurt!"



Frank glanced at his younger brother. Joe shrugged. "We'd better keep up," he said, "or she'll go without us."



The brothers tossed their packs down next to Callie's and hurried after her to the edge of the river. The logs bucked and tossed on top of the rushing water. "Uncle Stan showed me how to do this last summer. I'll go first," Callie shouted over the noise of the river. Before Frank could stop her, she had half-stepped, half-slid onto the first enormous, algae-covered log. For a terrible moment Frank watched as she lost her footing, but she instantly caught herself and jumped lightly to the next rearing log.



"The secret is to keep moving," she shouted back over her shoulder.



"I'm next," Joe announced, sliding recklessly down the riverbank and barely landing on a log. When Callie was halfway across the river with Joe a few feet behind her, Frank slid down the bank to land unsteadily on a log.



This is like dancing on ice, Frank thought.



Moments later, muddy and wet from the spray of river water, Frank joined the other two on the top of the far bank.



"Let's not waste time," Joe said. "The fire's bigger. And I still don't see Stan!"



As the three of them ran toward the blazing mill, they heard a siren approaching. A moment later they spotted a fire truck through the trees. Men in everyday clothes and yellow helmets were hanging on to the sides of the truck. They looked as though they'd dropped whatever they were doing to come to fight the fire.



As the teenagers neared the mill, the parking lot came into view. "Stan's truck is gone," Frank said, relieved. "He must have left before the explosion. But wouldn't he have heard it?"



"No time to worry about that now," Joe pointed out. "This is a volunteer fire department - just the local townspeople. They could probably use our help."



"There're more volunteers coming," Callie said, pointing down the road. "In a little town like this, everybody has to pitch in." Behind the fire truck were several cars with flashing red lights stuck on to their dashboards. The drivers and passengers were staring, awestruck, at the growing blaze.



As they jogged toward the parking lot to meet the fire truck, Frank could hear the siren wailing in Crosscut, far down the mountain. At the same time another siren sounded and Frank spotted a police car racing up the mountain from the opposite direction. He wondered whether it would be the Sheriff Ferris that Stan had mentioned at the general store.



The volunteer fire fighters had piled off the truck and were unwinding the enormous fire hose and heading toward the blaze with it. Frank approached one of the men, who was already sweating under his yellow helmet. "Anything we can do to help?" he shouted over the noise of the sheriffs siren.



"Sure. Line up and help move the hose," the man commanded. "Tell the others to do the same. We think somebody might still be in there."



Callie's face went pale in spite of the incredible heat from the blaze.



Frank put an arm around her. "Remember," he cautioned, "Stan's truck is gone. There's no reason to think it's him."



Before Callie could respond, another car pulled up beside the trio and a man and woman in jeans and T-shirts leapt out. "How can we help?" the woman demanded, her eyes switching from Frank to the enormous, frightening blaze.



"Help with the hose," Frank told her. "We'll need all the volunteers we can get."



By now the fire had spread throughout the mill. Two warehouses and one of the huge piles of lumber that lay at the edge of the property were also burning. More cars and trucks had arrived from town. The instant they stopped in the parking lot, loggers and other locals leapt out to help.



The sheriff was kept busy giving orders to the volunteers, Frank noticed as he fought to hold on to the bucking hose. The loggers were so organized, he had a feeling they'd been through all this before.



"They found someone!" Callie shouted just then. "Look! They're bringing him out now!"



The volunteers surged forward as three men emerged from the flaming mill carrying a blanket-covered body. Frank heard another siren over the noise of the crowd and swiveled around to see an ambulance arriving.



Almost instantly a pair of paramedics worked their way through the crowd with a stretcher and a portable oxygen tank. Frank strained to see who the victim was, but smoke and the crowd blocked his view. He knew Callie was even more anxious than he was.



Fifteen minutes later the paramedics passed through the crowd on their way back to their ambulance, this time carrying the body of a huge man, now completely covered with the blanket.



"It's Buster!" Frank heard everyone murmur as the stretcher passed by them. "Buster Owens! Burned in his own mill!"



"Oh, no." Frank turned to Callie. Her face revealed a mixture of horror at Owens's death and relief that it wasn't her uncle. Suddenly she began to cry. Frank put an arm around her.



"He must have died from smoke inhalation," Joe shouted to them, dazed. "I wonder what started the fire?"



Before anyone could answer, they were interrupted by Stan Shaw. "Callie!" he was shouting as he jogged toward them from the parking lot. "Are you okay?"



"Uncle Stan!" Callie broke free from Frank to run to hug her uncle. Stan Shaw looked perfectly fine, though he was obviously stunned and confused by all that was going on.



"I don't believe it," Stan said when Callie told him what had happened. "I was talking with Buster less than an hour ago. Poor guy."



Just then, another explosion sounded from the mill. Glass from several windows was blown out, and a few of the people near the front of the crowd cried out as shards dug into their skin.



"They've been cut!" someone shouted. "Stop the ambulance!"



The ambulance carrying Buster Owens had already disappeared up the road, though.



"Stan Shaw!" Freddy Zackarias, the skinny, loud-mouthed logger from the general store, shouted. "You've got a first-aid kit in your truck, don't you?"



"Right!" Stan turned to the teenagers. "Come on! I have some blankets, too. Let someone else take over that hose."



Frank, Joe, and Callie quickly transferred the hose to waiting hands and followed Stan at a fast jog to his truck on the edge of the lot.



"Hey, Stan," Frank called as he caught up with the older man. "I meant to ask you something. We saw your truck here earlier. What were you - "



"Yes?" Stan's hand froze as he opened the back of the truck. "What was I what, Frank?"



Frank leaned into the truck to pull blankets out. "What were you doing here? We thought maybe Buster Owens was - "  Frank's words died on his lips. The blanket he was holding had been partially concealing something.



Frank stared at what had been hidden beneath the blankets. There, beside a first-aid kit, was an open crate. In the crate lay more than a dozen sticks of dynamite!





















Chapter 3



"What's up?" Joe asked, reaching past his brother for the first-aid kit. When he saw what was inside he gasped out loud.



"Excuse me, Stan. What are you doing with a truck full of dynamite?"



"A what?" Callie demanded, peering around Frank and Joe. As she saw the dynamite and took in the situation her mouth dropped open. "Uncle Stan," she said in a deadly calm voice, "what's that doing there?"



"I don't know," her uncle said, sweat forming on his forehead. "I've never seen it before. I swear!"



"Your truck was here earlier," Joe said quietly, almost as though talking to himself. "We saw it. After the explosion we noticed it was gone."



He was interrupted by the screech of a walkie-talkie, and spun around to see a sheriff approaching with a radio in his hand.



"Uh, Sheriff  F - Ferris!" Stan stammered, turning his back on the truck. "Can I help you?"



"You sure can, Stan," the sheriff said, nodding briefly to Callie and the boys. "I heard you have some first-aid supplies we can use. My deputy took my kit out and forgot to replace it. They've got all the injured folks laid out in the parking lot right now, but the nearest ambulance is thirty miles away. Looks like we're going to have to fix 'em up ourselves."



"Right. Uh, you know my niece, Callie." As Joe watched, Stan pulled Callie in front of him and used her almost as a shield. "And these two boys are friends of hers from back East. Frank and Joe Hardy - their dad's a detective!"



"Pleased to meet you," the sheriff said hurriedly, touching his hat to the Hardys. He hesitated mid-gesture. "Your dad's not Fenton Hardy, is he? The guy who solved that big show- business case down in Los Angeles a few years back?"



"Yes, sir," Joe said.



"Well, well! It's a shame he's not here now to help investigate this catastrophe," the sheriff said. "There must be half a million dollars' worth of damage here so far, and that's just to the buildings alone. We can thank our stars the place was closed today."



He pulled out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. When he took it down it was black from soot and sweat. "I'd better get those supplies. You don't mind, do you?" he asked Stan as he edged past him to the truck.



Stan, Callie, and the Hardys watched helplessly as the sheriff leaned inside.



He froze. Behind him, Stan coughed.



"Stan," the sheriff said gravely, straightening up. "What's this dynamite doing in here?"



"I - I - I don't know, Sheriff. I've never seen it  b - before," Stan stammered, turning pale.



"Someone must have planted it on him," Callie defended her uncle. "They're trying to get him blamed for this fire."



The sheriff stepped away from the car, all of a sudden very professional and serious. "There are half a dozen sticks missing. Why?"



"He told you he doesn't know!" Joe broke in. "Anyway, you don't know that the fire was started by dynamite, do you?"



The sheriff shook his head. "I radioed the county seat for a couple of fire investigators. I admit I don't know much about fires, but I do know that this got started too fast and too loud to be anything natural. My guess is that an explosive of some kind had to be used. Also, the longer this mill's closed, the longer your trees stay up, right, Stan?"



Joe turned to Stan, wondering why he didn't speak up in his own defense. The conservationist had turned an unhealthy shade of gray and seemed to be too stunned to speak.



"How about if my brother and I take the first- aid supplies to the volunteers while you talk to Mr. Shaw?" Frank said, breaking the awkward silence.



"Good idea," the sheriff said, shooing them away.



"I'm staying," Callie insisted. "I know my uncle Stan couldn't have had anything to do with this."



"Fine." Joe lifted the heavy first-aid kit out while Frank grabbed some blankets. "We'll be back in a few minutes."



As soon as they were out of earshot, Joe said to his brother, "Okay, what gives? You were so eager to get away from there I could practically smell the rubber burning on your hiking boots."



"I might be wrong," Frank said as they hurried toward the group of injured people, "but Stan Shaw seems like a straightforward guy to me. If he says he doesn't know how that dynamite got in his truck, he doesn't. That means somebody planted it on him."



"But why didn't he even try to defend himself?" Joe asked. "He practically surrendered to the sheriff before the guy even suspected anything!"



"He must have panicked," Frank replied. "I mean, think about it. You live in a town where no one really likes you, and you're caught at an explosion with a bunch of dynamite. He must already be figuring how he'll come up with bail."



"But if he didn't do it - "  Joe said.



"Whoever did planted that dynamite in the last half hour," Frank interrupted. "Now the faster we start tracking down who did it, the better our chances are." 



"But who would do a thing like that?" Joe demanded. "Were they out to get Buster, or did he just happen to get caught in the blast?" 



"Finding that out," Frank answered, "is how we pay for those pancakes you ate. Here's the first-aid kit you asked for," Frank said to a volunteer standing with the injured. "We have blankets, too. Is there anything else you want or need?"



"We didn't ask for anything." A busy woman glanced up from where she was bandaging a young man's arm. "We used the supplies from the fire truck. I think everybody's just about taken care of now."



"But the sheriff said ... "  Joe's voice trailed off. He was puzzled.



"If anyone shows up with a case of soda, though, you can bring that right on over," the woman joked, turning back to her patient.



"Frank, what's that all about?" Joe asked as soon as the brothers had moved a short distance from the crowd. "Someone asked us and the sheriff for first-aid supplies nobody needed?" 



"Yeah, somebody who wanted that dynamite to be found in Stan's truck," Frank replied. "I'll bet it was the same somebody who planted it there."



"So you think someone's trying to frame Stan for this fire - and for Owens's murder?"



"It's all I can think if we believe Stan's innocent," Frank answered. "What we've got to find out, though, is what Stan was doing here before the explosion. He sure acted as if he was hiding something. Maybe whatever it is has something to do with why that dynamite turned up in his truck."



Joe had to stop to cough to clear some of the smoke from his lungs. Then he took off at a jog to catch up with his brother, who was heading back to Stan. As they approached the truck, Joe saw he wouldn't be able to question Stan in private. The sheriff was still with him.



"I'm sorry, Stan," the sheriff was saying as Joe and Frank joined them. "I've known you for almost ten years, but the law's the law. This truck has to be impounded so I can thoroughly search it, and you're going to have to come in for questioning."



"My uncle's not a criminal!" Callie exploded, pulling away from Frank, who was holding her to calm her down. "He was here about an hour ago. We all saw his truck. That must have been when somebody planted the dynamite in his truck. Stan couldn't have anything to do with it!"



The sheriff turned to Stan, who took a quick hop-step backward. "You were here earlier, Stan?" the sheriff demanded. "Before the explosion?"



"Well, sure, I - I - "  Stan stammered. He glanced at Callie, who clapped a hand over her mouth as she realized what she'd said. "I was just - "



"Don't say any more." The sheriff took him by the arm and steered him toward the patrol car. "You can tell me the rest in my office -  where I can read you your rights and we can get it all recorded. I think you'd better call a lawyer when we get back," he added as the two men walked away.



Callie, Joe, and Frank stared after the sheriff and Stan. Joe noticed that Stan didn't even glance back at them. It was as though he felt guilty.



Joe was lost in his thoughts and didn't hear the tall, athletic-looking young woman in khaki pants and T-shirt striding up to them. Her hair was long and blond and pulled back into a ponytail that was covered with oily soot from the fire.



"Ronnie," Callie was saying, "you won't believe what happened. This is my boyfriend, Frank Hardy, and his brother, Joe," she added hastily. To the Hardys she explained, "Ronnie Croft owns and edits Crosscut's weekly newspaper."



"The Crosscut Guardian," Ronnie said proudly, shaking the Hardys' hands. "What could possibly have happened that hasn't already gone on today?" she demanded of Callie. 



As Callie told her about her uncle Stan's arrest, Ronnie's jaw dropped. "I'm going to the station," she said. "You want to come along?"



"Definitely," Callie said. "Uncle Stan seems to be in shock about all this. I want to be there to help if I can. What about you?" she asked Frank and Joe.



"We'll hang around here a little longer," Frank said calmly. "We'll meet you at the sheriffs later, if that's okay."



"If I'm not there I'll be at the newspaper office," Callie agreed as she started off with Ronnie toward the newswoman's car. "Boy, am I glad you guys came with me this summer. I didn't know how much I'd need you."



"Hear that, Frank?" Joe couldn't resist teasing as Callie and Ronnie walked away. "She needs you. A mystery to solve and a girlfriend who needs you. What more can a guy ask for in a day?" 



"Answers, for a start," Frank said with a frown. "Let's head out to where we saw Buster's truck pulled off the road. I want to see if it's still there, and if we can tell anything from it. But first we should pick up our packs. My camera's in mine, and we might need it."



"Right, boss." Joe took off after his older brother. "Then we can catch a ride back to town for lunch. It's way past noon, and I'm starved."



Most of the onlookers were leaving now that the fire was in the smoldering stage. The fire fighters had to stay to douse any flare-ups.



"Hey, Joe," Frank said. "Look over there."



Joe followed Frank's gaze to a cluster of loggers standing next to a battered station wagon, talking in the far corner of the lot. He recognized several of them from the general store that morning. Mike Stavisky was easy to recognize, with his muscular build and heavy black beard. Skinny Freddy Zackarias stood beside him, nodding at everything Mike said.



"Let's wander by there," Frank said softly. "I want to hear what they're saying."



It didn't take long for Stan's name to come up in the conversation. "There was dynamite in Stan's truck," he heard Mike tell the others. "He must have heard that the Forest Service was going to let Horizon cut down his precious redwoods after all. Him and his assistant have been causing trouble around here for years. I knew sooner or later one of 'em would pull something like this."



"But Stan Shaw?" a short, baby-faced logger interrupted. "If it was Galen I'd understand. He's threatened to blow up every mill in the state. But Stan's kinda reasonable for a tree hugger."



"There's no such thing as a reasonable tree hugger!" Mike boomed. "What's bad for logging is bad for your wallet, Nat, and don't you forget it. Stan lost his patience, that's all, and now he's going to pay for it."



"What's his problem?" Joe whispered to Frank as the brothers moved away before they got spotted. 



"He probably believes what he's saying, but he's not making things any easier for anybody," Frank replied grimly. "The trouble is, the others are listening to him. Let's hurry up and get those packs. I want to get a look at Buster's truck."



"I'm not up to walking across those logs just now. What do you say we jog down to the bridge," Joe said.



The packs were right where they had left them. They shouldered theirs, and Frank carried Callie's as they made their way back across the bridge and along the riverbank toward the abandoned truck.



"There it is," Joe said after a short while, pointing through the trees. Where there was no mud the red paint gleamed in the afternoon sun. It was parked in the same spot where Callie and the boys had spotted it earlier. "It's at kind of a weird angle. Do you think Buster could have been forced off the road?"



"I don't know, but don't touch anything," Frank reminded him. "If Sheriff Ferris is such a by-the-book cop, we don't want to mess up any evidence for him."



"Don't worry," Joe replied. "I'll be sure and - Hey, look," he said, stopping abruptly near the driver's side. He pointed to the trampled muddy ground around the driver's door. "It looks like there was some kind of struggle here," he said. "See the tracks?"



Frank appeared beside him, inspecting the mess of footprints. "Men's feet, definitely. Look how big the prints are," he said. "It looks like they were wearing boots."



"Those hobnailed boots the loggers wear?" Joe ventured excitedly.



Frank nodded. "Maybe. It sure was good it rained last night."



As Frank knelt down to inspect the footprints more closely, Joe's gaze swung down the length of the truck. His eyes caught on a flash of bright lime green color a short distance away. "What's that?" he asked, walking toward the bushes.



"What?" Frank asked.



"It's a cap. Buster was wearing a cap just like this." Joe whipped out a handkerchief and picked the duck-billed cap off the bush. It had the orange-and-purple Horizon Lumber insignia on it.



"Yep, I bet this is it," he called to Frank as he walked back to join his brother. "Oh, wow. It's stained or something - "  Joe stopped dead in his tracks.



"What's the matter?" Frank asked, staring at him.



Joe held up the cap and slowly turned it to show his brother. "Blood!" was all he said.





















Chapter 4



"Let me see that." Frank reached for the cap. He took it, holding on to the handkerchief, and examined it more closely. The entire back of the lime-colored cap was dark with blood.



"Whoever wore this could have been slugged hard from behind," Frank remarked.



"There's a black hair here on the inside," said Joe. "Buster had black hair, right? This is his truck, so it's probably his cap, too."



"Or his attacker's," Frank pointed out. "Several guys were wearing these at the general store and at the fire." He handed the cap back to Joe and put down his pack. "I'm going to take some pictures of these footprints," he said. "There are a couple of clear impressions here. The sheriff might be able to use them."



"Let's just hope they're not Stan's," Joe said, and wandered off to search for more clues.



Frank had snapped half a dozen shots when he heard his brother cry out again. "Hey, Frank! Look over here!"



Frank joined his brother a short distance down the logging road. At Joe's feet was a different set of tire marks. From their depth it looked as if the vehicle had pulled out in a hurry.



"That's not all," Joe said. "Look at that."



Frank squatted down to inspect the ground surrounding the tire tracks. A pair of furrows were cut into the mud, flanked by a single bootprint on either side. "It looks like someone dragged something to the truck," he said slowly, "and probably loaded it into the vehicle here."



"What if it was a body they were dragging?" Joe asked, examining the furrows. "These marks could be made by the heels of someone's shoes. Someone could have loaded Buster into a car, driven back to the mill, then dumped his body in the main building. Then the guy set a few sticks of dynamite on fire with a long fuse."



"You think Buster was already dead when the explosion was set?" Frank asked.



"What difference does it make? Dead or just out cold, he wouldn't have a chance to save himself." Joe shook his head in disgust. "This is murder, Frank. I have a real gut feeling about it."



"I'm with you," Frank admitted. "But if we're right, the question is, why? I don't care how weird Stan was acting, he's not about to start murdering loggers. There have got to be other people who had grudges against Buster Owens - after all, he owned a mill and had to hire and fire people.



"We really don't know enough yet to make a list of suspects," Frank continued. "We'd better take this evidence to the sheriff. Maybe it'll help spring Stan, at least. But first let me finish my roll of film on these bootprints. This one over here is almost perfect."



"I'll take care of the hat." Joe produced a plastic bag from his backpack. "It can't hurt to keep any possible fingerprints clean."



"I'll tell you what," Frank said. "If the sheriff says you did a good job with the evidence, I'll buy you lunch."



"Yeah, right." Joe followed Frank onto the logging road. "It'll be dinnertime by the time we get back to town. Lunch won't even be a possibility."



***



Frank and Joe decided to go back to the mill to catch a ride into town. When they got there the fire appeared to be completely out. All that remained of the morning's crowd were a couple of fire fighters casually hosing down the jagged, black rubble - the remains of Horizon Lumber. Frank spotted two men in suits leaving the ruins for the parking lot. "Those must be the fire investigators the sheriff called," he said.



"Maybe we can hitch a ride with them," Joe replied.



The boys approached the edge of the burned central building where the strangers had stopped to talk to the two fire fighters. "There are still hot spots in there that want to burst into flames," Frank heard the taller of the two tell the volunteers. "The only way to make sure it's dead is to keep hosing it down."



The fire fighters agreed, and the investigators continued on toward the parking lot. As they stopped beside a car with an emblem on the door, Frank and Joe ran up to them.



"Excuse me, sir?" Frank caught up with the taller man just as he was opening the car door. "My name's Frank Hardy and this is my brother, Joe. We were helping fight the fire and seem to have missed our ride back to town. We were wondering if we could catch a ride with you."



"Sure, Frank," said the tall man as he dusted some ash off his pants. "I'm Jerry, and this is my partner, Ollie. If you boys helped fight this you earned a ride. But we have to hurry. We need to get a package ready for the state crime lab as soon as we can."



Frank and Joe climbed in the backseat as the two men got into the front.



As the car headed back for town, Frank spoke up. "Are you the guys sent to investigate the building?" They both nodded. "Did you find out how the fire started?"



"Well, we're not supposed to talk about it, but I guess you deserve an answer or two," Jerry said, glancing amiably at Frank in the rear-view mirror. "Unfortunately, the answer is yes and no. We found out where the fire started - close to a tangle of hydraulic lines by one of the big saws - and we could see that it spread fast, real fast. What we don't know yet is what caused it, and that's what the lab's going to tell us." 



"How?" asked Joe.



"Easy," Ollie replied. His voice was a husky bass that sounded as if all his high notes had been burned out. "You may not know this, but explosives manufacturers are required to include microscopic amounts of certain materials in their products. That means every explosive leaves behind a signature. All we have to do is scrape up some of the debris, analyze it for specific elements, and - ta-dah - we got you. If you ask me, we're going to find some explosives here. The hoses weren't worn out. They were blown off the rigging. And that spells explosives to me."



Frank glanced at his brother. The chances seemed excellent that the debris would match the dynamite in Stan's truck. That might be all the evidence the sheriff needed to file charges against the environmentalist.



"How long does it take to get the lab results back?" he asked Ollie, trying to sound calm.



"Four to five days, usually," Ollie replied. "We'll put a rush on this one, though, since there may be a murder involved. We should hear from the lab in seventy-two hours, max." Ollie turned toward Frank and Joe. "Why are you boys so curious?"



"No reason," Frank said lamely. He stared out the window and saw the town of Crosscut swing into view. "We can get out here," he told Jerry. "Thanks again for the ride."



"Anytime." Jerry stopped the car to let the boys out. "Don't play with matches now, hear?"



"What's that supposed to mean?" Joe asked, annoyed, as the brothers crossed the street toward the sheriffs office.



"I think it means quit asking questions because it makes us look suspicious," Frank replied. He eyed the modern exterior of the sheriffs office, set at the opposite end of Main Street from the general store. "If that's the case, Sheriff Ferris is going to be enormously suspicious in about five minutes," he added as they walked through the door.



Sheriff Ferris's desk was just inside the entrance. When Frank and Joe entered, the sheriff was talking quietly into the phone. A look of impatience flickered across his face when he saw the Hardys. He placed a hand over the mouthpiece. "May I help you boys?" he said. "I'm kind of busy right now."



"We have something you might be interested in," Joe said, holding up the plastic bag with the bloodstained cap inside. "We found Buster Owens's truck about a quarter mile from the mill. This was near it. We think he might have been in some kind of struggle."



Sheriff Ferris said something into the phone and hung up. Then he motioned the boys to sit down. "What makes you think that?" he asked brusquely as the boys removed their backpacks.



Joe set the bag with the cap on Ferris's desk. "It's bloodstained," he said. "We think it's Buster's."



"You moved a piece of evidence?" Ferris said angrily. "Don't you boys know I could have you arrested for that?"



Frank cleared his throat. "We wanted you to see this as soon as possible, because if that is Buster's blood, then he didn't just happen to be in his mill when it exploded. He could have been murdered. And, while you may think Stan Shaw started that fire, we think the real murderer may be getting away." 



"Oh, so you're sure it couldn't be Callie's uncle." Sheriff Ferris shook his head. "Look, boys," he said finally. "I know your father's a famous detective. But Crosscut is my town, and I'd appreciate it if you didn't mess around with my crime scenes. The job's tough enough as it is. You got that?"



Frank held his gaze steadily for a moment. Then he said reluctantly, "Yes, sir. But I think you should know, there were some prints around the truck. It looked like there'd been a scuffle, and one guy apparently dragged the other a short distance to another car. I took pictures of the prints in case you needed them."



"Then hand them over!" the sheriff snapped.



"I'd prefer to develop them myself," Frank said calmly. "Also, Joe and I would like to see Stan Shaw."



The sheriff stared at Frank in amazement, but finally he laughed. "All right, you win," he said. "I'll go check out the truck. You get me those prints by the end of the day. Eight by tens, understand? Stan is in a holding cell at the end of the hall. Ronnie Croft and Callie are with him."



Frank and Joe thanked the sheriff, picked up the backpacks, and headed toward the holding pens. "Not bad, Frank," Joe commented as they opened a heavy door with a wire-covered window. "I was sure we were going to get arrested in there."



"You just have to know how to talk to people, Joe," Frank said with a grin as they entered a room with a central hallway leading past a couple of empty cells. At the end of the hall stood Callie and Ronnie. They were talking to Stan, who was standing with his shoulders slumped forward and his head hanging, in the last cell.



"Frank!" Callie said. "We thought you'd never get here. Did you find out anything?"



"A little," Frank said with a nod to Ronnie and Stan. "Have you been charged with anything?" Frank asked Stan.



"Not yet," Callie answered for her uncle. "The sheriff has just questioned him. We don't think Ferris has enough evidence to make any formal charges. But someone from Save the Redwoods headquarters is on his way here to help out if necessary. Now, what about you?"



Frank and Joe brought the others up to date on what they had found on the mountain. Callie, Stan, and Ronnie reacted with surprise and shock. "Who would purposely murder Buster Owens?" Stan blurted out when Frank had finished. "Everyone in town liked Buster."



"I hate to say it, but right now you're the only suspect, Stan," Frank advised him.



"We'll do anything we can to help prove your innocence, but we'll need a lot more information - especially from you - first," Joe explained.



Stan nodded. "I know. Callie's told me what good detectives you two are." He grinned wearily. "What do you need to know?"



"Is there any way you would profit from Buster's death?" Frank asked bluntly.



Stan's eyes widened. "Just the opposite," he replied simply. "Buster and I were just starting to make progress on an agreement concerning some timberlands around Crosscut. It was important to me, because Buster had been so stubborn about conservation for years."



"Who else knew about the agreement?" Joe asked.



Stan thought for a moment. "Walter Ecks, Buster's foreman, knew. And maybe Millie, Buster's daughter. Buster wanted to keep it as hush-hush as possible until he got all the details worked out."



Frank nodded. "At least there are one or two witnesses," he said. "They can help prove you had no motive to kill Owens. Just one more question. What was your meeting with Buster about this afternoon?"



Stan drew back as though Frank had slapped him. "The meeting? That - that was a personal matter. It had nothing to do with what happened later. It's nothing that concerns you."



"It would help, though, if we knew more," Joe emphasized, watching him.



Stan shook his head. "No. I swore I wouldn't discuss it. Buster's dead now, and I don't believe I should - "  Unexpectedly, Stan's eyes teared up.



Frank glanced at Callie and cleared his throat. "Uh, we have some photographs to develop here," he said briskly. "Is there a darkroom in town?"



"There's one at the newspaper," Ronnie Croft volunteered. "If it'll help Stan, it's all yours. Are you guys hungry?" Frank and Joe nodded. "I'll order some sandwiches from the Potbelly and you can eat before you work. Okay?"



"I'll stay here with Uncle Stan," Callie said. "You guys go ahead."



***



The offices of the Crosscut Guardian were small but cozy, Frank discovered - tucked into a storefront on Main Street near the Potbelly Cafe. "Not a bad operation," he commented as he inspected Ronnie's printing equipment, police  scanner, computer, piles of paper, and other signs of an active and successful community newspaper. "It must be fun, running a paper, with no boss to tell you what to do."



"Yeah, I like it," Ronnie admitted, opening the door of a converted closet to show the Hardys her tiny darkroom. "Of course, when the fights over forest land get going I have to be careful to stay neutral. Otherwise," she added with a grimace, "I'm likely to lose half my subscribers. Oh well, I guess you can't please everybody."



Half an hour later the sandwiches were eaten, and Ronnie had started writing about the fire on her computer. As Frank and Joe were pouring chemicals into developing trays, they heard a commotion outside the darkroom. Frank stuck his head out of the room to see Ronnie standing at the front window, peering out at a mob scene in the street.



"What's going on?" Frank asked, stepping out of the darkroom. Joe followed him.



"A bunch of loggers are chasing Vance Galen down the street." Ronnie was very tense. "They're throwing things at him. They must think he's responsible for Buster's death."



"Come on. We'd better help him," Joe said.



"No need to hurry," Ronnie said grimly. "He's heading straight here."



Just then the door flew open and Galen ran in. He slammed the door behind him and leaned against it, panting. "Wow!" he shouted, wild-eyed. "Did you see that? I thought they were going to kill me! They're saying I burned Buster's mill down!"



Ronnie stared at him with obvious distaste. "Well," she said, "did you?" 



"Of course not!" Galen sputtered, glaring first at her, then at the Hardys. "And I didn't kill Buster Owens either, if that's what you're thinking. Not that I hadn't considered the idea more than once."



Frank stared out the window. Half a dozen men were standing in the street outside the newspaper, yelling threats at Galen. Frank recognized Mike Stavisky among them. A man he hadn't seen before - hawk-nosed, with a receding hairline and a muscular build - hung back from the rest of the crowd, watching calmly.



"They definitely believe you did more than consider it," Frank remarked to Galen. "What do they think - that you and Stan were accomplices?"



"Stan?" Galen stared at him, not comprehending. "What's he got to do with this?"



"He's in jail, Vance," Ronnie said acidly. "They found a crate of dynamite in his truck and now the sheriffs holding him for questioning. Where have you been?"



"Stan? I can't believe it!" Galen's expression was a combination of shock and relief. "It's a good thing they didn't find it in my car," he added, half to himself. "They'd probably have hanged me by now."



Frank could see that the loggers outside were growing impatient. "Vance Galen, come out here!" Stavisky yelled. "We want an explanation about where you were today!"



The other loggers roared their assent. Ronnie turned to Galen. "Go on," she said dryly. "Tell them where you were this morning - if you can.



Frank looked at Ronnie. Clearly, she had no sympathy for the overly dramatic Green. But did she think Galen really was capable of murdering Buster Owens?



"No way I'm going out there," Galen said. "I'm staying put until they get bored and go away."



Before Ronnie could object, Galen ducked behind the massive press. Frank shook his head, then turned his attention back to the loggers. With Stavisky urging them on, they were getting angrier by the second. "They're not going - "  Frank started to say.



He was cut off by a loud crash that filled the office. The front plate-glass window had shattered into a thousand pieces!





















Chapter 5



Frank instinctively leapt to one side, and the big shards of glass missed him by just inches. Joe had dived behind a stack of newspapers, but Ronnie hadn't taken cover at all. She was striding forward, red-faced, toward the window.



"Mike Stavisky!" she yelled. "You broke my window! I'm calling Sheriff Ferris!"



"Sorry, Ronnie." Stavisky's sheepish face appeared in the jagged opening made by the rock. "I got carried away - "



"I know you did!" Ronnie glared at him. "Who's going to pay for the damage?"



"We will, Ronnie."



Frank stood up in time to see one of the other loggers, a tall, thin man with an embarrassed expression, join Stavisky. "We didn't mean to break the window," he tried to explain. "It's just a lot of us lost our jobs because of that fire. Also Buster, who was a friend and a good boss. And then Galen - "



"Vance Galen is innocent until proven guilty, just like every one of you," Ronnie said evenly as Frank and Joe joined her on either side. "And so is Stan Shaw, for that matter. We've had enough trouble in this town, haven't we? Let's not start it up again."



"You're right," the tall logger said, though he looked more disgusted than convinced. Then he turned to the others in the group. Frank noticed that the hawk-nosed man in the back had disappeared.



"Go on, guys," the tall logger said. "Mike and I will get some boards and cover this window until we can get a new one cut."



"We'll what?" Mike gaped at his friend.



"You heard him," Ronnie said to Stavisky. "And while you're at it, you'll let Galen get out of here - in one piece."



The loggers obeyed Ronnie grudgingly. While Frank watched, amazed, Vance Galen stood up from behind the printing press and ventured outside. He skitted off down the middle of the road like a gunman in the Old West expecting gunfire at any minute.



"I never did like that man," Ronnie mused, turning her back on the street. "Well, I'm going to get a broom. I guess you two want to get back to the darkroom."



"Congratulations," Joe said as the Hardys headed toward their closet. "That was quick work."



Ronnie blushed. "Oh, those guys don't scare me," she said. "I grew up with most of 'em. I've been bossing them around since elementary school."



"Who was that guy standing at the back of the crowd?" Frank asked. "The older one with the receding hairline and the hawk nose? He didn't seem to belong with the others."



"That's Rafe Collins," Ronnie said. "He's the foreman at Johnson Lumber, and not a nice guy at all, if you ask me. I hear he really knocks heads together if the loggers don't make their quotas by the end of the month. That's how the company stays successful, though - or so Johnson says, anyway."



"I wonder what he was doing with that mob," Frank said.



Ronnie paused. "Well, for one thing, Johnson and Galen hate each other's guts," she told Frank. "Galen thinks Johnson's guilty of greed, mismanaging the environment, killing off endangered species, and all kinds of other evils. And Johnson honestly believes the Greens want to put him out of business. Collins probably wanted to find out what happened to Galen so he could report to Johnson later."



She sighed as she hunted up the broom in a corner closet. "I tell you, if it weren't for Stan Shaw, this town would have blown up years ago."



***



Less than an hour later Joe watched as Frank pulled the last of the second set of photographs from the shallow developing tray and hung them on a photo clamp to drain. Turning to Joe, he said, "Let's take the first set over to the sheriff. While he's looking them over, we can try to pry out of him anything he's uncovered."



"Good idea." Joe gathered up the set of photographs from the stack beside the print dryer. "Callie should still be there."



The Hardys said goodbye to Ronnie, who was supervising the loggers' window repair job, and headed out into the twilight for the sheriffs office. Main Street was empty, but Joe could hear music and laughter coming from the Potbelly Café and saw lights glowing in the Sportsman's Pool Hall.



At the far end of the three-block town, the sheriff's office blazed with lights as well. Several vehicles bearing the logos of various state and county law enforcement agencies had pulled up close to the front door.



"Looks like the sheriff is going to be up late tonight," Frank remarked as they entered the office.



The boys had to wait only five minutes before being ushered into a back office despite the confusion of a constantly ringing telephone and several uniformed people in conference in the front room.



"All right, boys," Ferris said as Frank and Joe sat down facing the desk. "What have you got for me?"



Joe handed Ferris the photographs while Frank said, "In some of the pictures you can see a bootprint clearly enough to tell it's from a typical logger's hobnailed boot. It's a good thing there was rain last night."



Ferris squared the stack of photos on his desk, then cleared his throat. "Thanks. These will help with our investigation. But I don't think-"



As soon as Joe sensed the sheriff was giving them the brush-off, he jumped in with a question. "Has anyone tested the blood on the cap we found yet, sir?" he asked.



Ferris turned to Joe with narrowed eyes. "I ordered a test. The results will be back tomorrow. The coroner called me, though. The autopsy's not complete yet, but he did confirm that Buster had a serious head injury before he died in the fire."



"Was he robbed?" Joe asked, eager to keep Ferris talking.



"Nope," Ferris replied. He pulled a large plastic bag from the desk drawer. Joe saw that it contained a worn leather wallet, a pocketknife, and a half-empty pack of gum.



"These are his things," Ferris said. "There was over two hundred dollars in his wallet, so I guess we can rule out robbery as a motive."



"But it was definitely murder," Joe said. "Buster didn't just happen to be in the mill when it exploded. He was dumped there."



Ferris's lips twitched irritably. "I'd appreciate it if you'd keep me posted on anything else you turn up while you're here."



Frank stood up, reaching out to shake Ferris's hand. "Is Callie still here?"



"She left an hour ago," he answered gruffly. "One of those Green fellows showed up from headquarters. She said to tell you they were going to pick up your rental car from Stan's place and bring it down here for you. They'll meet you back at the cabin later on."



"Mind if we see Stan?" Frank asked.



"Sorry. Visiting hours are over. He'll be here tomorrow morning. Now, if you'll excuse me, I've got a lot of details to attend to."



"Some attitude he has," Joe muttered to his brother as they left the building. "He wants all the information we can give him, as long as we stay officially outside the investigation."



"It makes sense," Frank said. "Look at all the other professionals crawling around this place. Ferris wants to impress them."



"Well, we don't have anyone to impress, so maybe we'll work faster," Joe remarked, gazing down the short street. "Did anything about Owens's belongings in that bag strike you as weird, Frank? I mean, like something was missing?"



Frank thought for a moment. "Nothing that I can think of. I only saw the man once, though. What did you have in mind?"



"Nothing, really." Joe frowned. "Just a feeling ... How about grabbing a snack before we meet up with Callie?" he suggested, heading toward the pool hall, which sported a small neon sign that read Good Eats. "Maybe we can pick up some gossip inside."



"Good idea," Frank agreed. "We can call Callie from there."



The Sportsman's Pool Hall was like an old- fashioned hunting lodge, Joe realized as he and Frank entered the large, square room. Stuffed deer, bear, and moose heads studded the rustic wooden walls, and a smoky haze hung over the three pool tables and collection of tables. While Joe sat down at one of the tables and ordered stew and biscuits for two, Frank went off in search of a phone booth to make a call to Callie.



Joe watched along with a few local people as two men shot some pool. They were talking about the day's tragedy, and didn't seem to notice that Joe was taking in every word they said.



"What I want to know is, who's going to take over Horizon Lumber," said the short, bowlegged man with a curly brown beard.



His tall, hefty companion frowned as he aimed at the cue ball. "Buster's daughter, Millie, most likely. She always wanted to run the place, but her dad wouldn't let her. They used to fight about it all the time."



"You think she'll pay us while they rebuild the mill?" asked the first man.



"I doubt it. Why should she?" his friend replied. "I don't know what we're going to do. I heard Johnson's not hiring."



"What'd you hear?" Frank took a seat next to Joe and spoke in a low voice. "Do they know anything we don't?"



Joe waited until the waitress had served their food. Then, as they ate, he told his brother, "They think Buster's daughter is going to run the mill. They say she and her dad used to fight a lot." His expression darkened as an idea came to him. "Do you think she could have had anything to do with his death?"



Frank frowned. "It seems unlikely. I doubt that the average female could have knocked a three-hundred-pound man over the head and dragged him into a car by herself. And remember, those footprints by the truck were all really big. Besides, she's his daughter - she'd stand to inherit the mill eventually anyway. Why wouldn't she just wait?"



He chewed thoughtfully for a moment. "Still, it wouldn't hurt to check her out," he added.



"I still think there's something about that bag of Owens's belongings," Joe said, annoyed with himself. "I can't put my finger on it, though."



"Don't worry about it," said Frank. "It'll come to you sooner or later. By the way, Callie begged us to go rescue her from that Save the Redwoods guy. It seems he's a real jerk - he's asking her so many questions about how Stan got into this mess that she wants to commit murder herself. I say we finish our stew and head up to Stan's right away."



It was fully dark by the time Frank and Joe stepped outside the Sportsman's Pool Hall. The street was deserted. A full moon had just topped the mountain in back of town, casting the road in a silvery light. Joe's gaze ran down the row of cars parked along Main Street until he spotted their rented jeep. Parked next to it was a flatbed truck loaded with several huge logs. It had a Horizon Lumber logo on its side.



"There it is," Joe announced, leading the way. When he reached the jeep, he poked his head inside and added, "The key's in the ignition."



"What an amazing place," Frank commented as he walked around to the passenger door. "Someone commits murder in broad daylight, but people still leave the keys in their cars."



"Good thing the rental agent insisted we get four-wheel drive," Joe commented to his brother. "That mountain road up to Stan's is going to be slippery."



"They probably don't rent anything else to people headed this way," Frank said. He opened the door of the jeep, but then hesitated.



"Did you hear that?" he asked Joe.



"What?"



Joe listened. In the silence he heard a loud, metallic pop. Then, to his surprise, an earsplitting screech followed, and after that an ominous rumble. 



"Frank!" Joe cried, his eyes wide as he stared at the logging truck behind his brother. "Watch out! Those logs - they're falling!"





















Chapter 6



Frank and Joe dove for cover - Frank beneath the flatbed truck itself and Joe beneath the car behind the rented jeep. An instant later Frank heard the first of the enormous logs crash onto the ground where he'd been standing. He glanced to his right in time to spot a pair of hobnailed boots land in the street and sprint away.



"Joe, are you okay?" Frank shouted as two more logs rolled off the truck, causing a noise like thunder. The door of the pool hall had swung open and half a dozen customers came out.



Joe's answer was a long time coming. When the logs finally stopped rolling, Frank heard him say shakily, "That was no accident. Let's get that guy!"



Joe must have seen him, too, Frank realized, rolling out from under the truck and rising to a crouch as he inspected the storefronts along Main Street.



There were a lot of people on the street now, and it would be impossible to identify their attacker. "Forget it, Joe," Frank said, his voice thick with disappointment.



"I guess you're right," Joe said, joining him. "But we can look in the truck. The creep split so fast he might have left something behind to identify him."



"You check the flatbed," Frank agreed. "I'll explain to the people on the street what happened."



Five minutes later, after Frank asked someone to call the sheriff about the fallen logs, he returned to the truck and called to Joe. "Find anything yet?" he asked.



"You bet." Joe emerged from the cab holding a large set of bolt cutters and a pair of work gloves. "These were on the flatbed," Joe explained. "They're probably what he used to break the chain. I guess the gloves mean there won't be any fingerprints. There's an open toolbox in the back of the cab, so I guess he stole them from there."



"Unless the guy was a Horizon employee and the toolbox was his," Frank pointed out grimly.



"But why go after us?" Joe protested. "Did someone see us hanging around Buster's truck? Are they trying to keep us from investigating Buster's murder?"



Frank shook his head, watching Sheriff Ferris stride angrily toward them from his offices up the street. "Who knows?" Frank said. "For now, let's just concentrate on getting through Ferris's interrogation. Then we can go home and sleep on it. Unbelievably, the logs just dented the jeep a little bit."



"I doubt if the rental company will see it that way," Joe pointed out. "It's a good thing we signed up for extra insurance."



***



Callie Shaw's cry of "Come and get it!" was the first thing Frank heard the next morning when he awoke. He sat up in bed and glanced out the window at the light rainfall, all the time inhaling the wonderful odor of raspberry pancakes.



At first Frank thought Stan must be cooking breakfast again. Then he remembered that Stan had spent the night in jail. He sat up in bed, rubbed his eyes, and looked at Joe asleep in the other twin bed. "Rise and shine," he grumbled good-naturedly. "Today's the day we figure out our case."



"Right." Joe sat up abruptly. "I dreamed we'd solved it already. Easy come, easy go."



When Frank and Joe entered the big, well- equipped kitchen in Stan's cozy cottage, they found Callie and Edgar Morrison, the representative from Save the Redwoods headquarters, just sitting down to breakfast.



"About time you guys wandered in," Callie scolded. "Edgar's been up since six o'clock."



"We had a hard day at the office yesterday," Joe kidded Callie. "Thanks for letting us get our beauty sleep."



"Hurry up and eat." Callie loaded pancakes onto their plates. "Stan will be here in about fifteen minutes."



"What? He's out of jail?" Joe asked through a mouthful of pancake.



"I got him out," Edgar said. "It wasn't all that easy. But working last night and this morning, I finally wore down the sheriff by pointing out that he didn't really have enough evidence to hold Stan. Finally the sheriff agreed to let him go if I stayed out of his face. All Stan had to do was promise to stay in town until the investigation's over."



"Wow." Joe took a more careful look at the young, well-dressed man. He looked the same as he had when Joe and Frank arrived the night before - small, bespectacled, and extremely serious. "When did all this happen?"



"This morning," Callie said briskly, "while you two were dreaming."



"So what's the plan for today?" Frank asked Edgar, reaching for the pitcher of orange juice.



"I assume you three will continue your investigation," Edgar said, "although that has nothing to do with me. My job was to get Stan out of jail and make sure our name hadn't been compromised. I'm done and returning to headquarters this morning. I'll come back, of course, if more trouble develops."



"Are you a lawyer or something?" Joe asked, squinting sleepily at the trim young man.



"A concerned citizen, that's all," Edgar said, "doing my best for the trees."



Frank grinned. He liked Edgar, even though he appeared a bit stuffy.



Just then they heard a noise at the front door.



"It's him!" Callie said, hurrying to greet her uncle.



A moment later Stan appeared in the kitchen doorway, his head just missing the top of the door frame. "Howdy, folks!" he said cheerily. "I see you've been celebrating my freedom. Think I'll join you."



He sat at the kitchen table and helped himself to pancakes and juice as the others bombarded him with questions. Then they brought him up to date on the investigation.



"Let me show you the photographs of the bootprints," Frank said at last, picking up the second set of prints from the kitchen counter. "They clearly show hobnailed boots, which you weren't wearing. If the sheriff buys our theory that whoever owns these boots killed Owens, then you'll have to be in the clear."



"The only problem," Callie added, "is that the sheriff isn't likely to pay much attention to the theories of Uncle Stan's friends."



While Joe and Callie removed the breakfast plates, Frank spread the photographs out over the kitchen table and began explaining them to Stan and Edgar. Then Joe gave a description of the "accident" with the logging truck.
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