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          ILLUSTRATIONS
 
 
 
            Sherlock ran for the trail that led to the road
            “Get out of my way!” blazed the stranger
            Sherlock, his sheet flapping, ran after Doc and Max
            Max and Sherlock dropped flat, peering through the bushes
            “Yieeee’heee!” Max whooped, high and clear
            The tracks led to where a log formed a makeshift bridge





  
 
 
              
   
              
 
                    

 A Boy Scouts’ Patrol Song
 
            For the innocent \nee-high grass,
            For the ditch that never tells,
            Look out! Look out ere you pass—
            And look out for everything else! =
            A sign misread as you run
            May turn retreat to a rout—
            For all things under the sun
 
            (Chorus) All Patrols look out!
 
 
              
  Rudyard Kipling
 



 
          SCOUTS IN A CELLAR
 
 
            Holmes (Sherlock) Hamilton ruffled his black curls in a tangle worse than usual under the desk light in his basement den. He jotted down notes furiously. Max Hinkel, gaunt and swarthy, reached a foot across and joggled his friend’s chair, as he polished his spectacles.
            “I know that you’re a First Class Scout, Sherlock,” he said with mock respect, “and a good ball player, with nine merit badges and the snows of sixteen winters on your head. But why not use a new Scout manual instead of that circa 1927 collectors’ item?”
            Sherlock laid down his pencil and thumped the desk. His father, head of the Millwood Police Department— a chief, two sergeants and six motor patrolmen—habitually did the same thing to emphasize what he said.
            “There’s good stuff in it, Max, stuff not in the new manual. Sergeant—Mr. Palmer—lent it to me for this meeting.” Sherlock furrowed his black brows. “Listen to what it says on page 84: ‘A Scout Patrol is a very close brotherhood.’ Into the Patrol, your Patrol, comes a new boy. You look him over and decide that he may not be the first prize among—”
            “Knocking our new Patrol pals before they’re here,” sighed Max, repolishing his lenses on his neckerchief. “Did you ask to be transferred from Troop Five to this new one, or were you exiled to it?”
            “Both. My dad’s the chairman of the new Troop committee. I want to help him. There’s a couple of patrols being organized, with a few transfers from Five, like you and me, to stiffen the new fellows. A good start, Max. I take the thing seriously.”
            “You take the thing hard,” corrected Max. “You’re a ha-a-rd man, Sherlock. But do I hear a knock at the side door? I do.” He raised his voice. “Come in!”
            The door creaked open, and two boys came downstairs out of the spring evening. Pete Criley and Harry McMurray peered at Sherlock’s wall decorations—crossed fencing foils, tacked-up certificates of Scout achievement, and two grim “Man Wanted” posters donated by Chief Hamilton.
            “Ah, two backward boys on the threshold of tender- footedness,” Max greeted them. “Know your knots, chums? Want to do a good turn right away? Then set Scout Hamilton, Sherlock to you, at ease. He’s nervous about presiding at the organization of this patrol.”
            “Chuck Schaefer’s right behind us,” volunteered Pete Criley, and Chuck knocked and entered. He was the youngest of the boys, but big for his age, almost as big as Sherlock. As junior of the group, he looked more timid than Pete or Harry, but he smiled recognition at Max and Sherlock, whom he knew at the local high school.
            “Only five for our new Patrol?” demanded Sherlock.
            “No, a new fellow moved into our block,” said Max. “He was a Scout out West, and Mr. Palmer told me he’d be here.”
            Another knock at the door. Max yelled, “Welcome, stranger!” and a chubby figure in weathered Scout slacks and shirt made its appearance. The newcomer’s buckskin hair was more tousled than Sherlock’s, and he grinned as if his face had grown that way.
            “The new inhabitant?” inquired Max. “Scout grip all ’round. Three fingers, you tenderfeet. I’m Maxwell Israel Hinkel, known as Max to the elite of Hillwood. The somber gent presiding is Holmes Hamilton. Since his father’s a police chief and he himself wants to be likewise some day, he’s naturally called Sherlock. You know your Conan Doyle, of course. These others are Pete Criley, Chuck Schaefer and Harry McMurray. Got a nickname, or do you dream you up one here and now?”
            “I’ll answer to Doc,” grinned the chubby one. “They called me that in my old troop because my father’s a medic.” He looked at his wrist watch. “I seem to be on time to the second for the meeting.”
            “And the meeting opens right now,” added Sherlock. “Max has the only good chair. Drag up the benches, and that box for—Doc, you call yourself? Okay, come to order.”
            He looked around impressively. “This,” he said, “is a meeting to organize one of the two Patrols that will make up a new Scout Troop, Troop Fifteen, of the town of Hillwood. I was asked by Scoutmaster Jack Palmer to preside. Get names and addresses of everybody, Max.” Max started a pencil and paper around. Sherlock cleared his throat.
            “You all know Mr. Palmer. He’s a police sergeant, and a good one. He was a sergeant somewhere else, too, with the Marines in the Pacific. Two or three tiers of campaign ribbons, battle stars, and a Purple Heart. Used to be Assistant Scoutmaster of Troop Five. Maybe, when my dad retires, he’ll be promoted to police chief.”
            “Point of order,” drawled Max, crossing his long legs. “We’re organizing a Patrol of Boy Scouts, not a police department.”
            “Sorry to be cop-conscious,” smiled Sherlock. “I’m pretty well steeped in it. I want to be F. B. I. some day, or a good special investigator. My badges are sort of prepolice, even—civics, safety, athletics, fingerprinting.”
            “Can you take fingerprints?” demanded Pete Criley eagerly.
            “Anybody can, if he studies it. There’s my equipment on the corner table.”
            “Back among the crime busters again,” put in Max. “Maybe we should be detective Scouts.”
            “That,” said the new boy called Doc, “is not a completely corny idea.” He leaned forward, his grin broader than before. “I’m no Sherlock, by name or nature, but I’m interested in detectives. Who isn’t?”
            “I read Ellery Queen,” offered Chuck Schaefer.
            “We all read detective stories,” added Pete.
            “Some day I’ll write them,” said Max. “My badges are journalism and things like that. I’m literary. You tender- feet need any badge training?”
            “I’m going to buck for a badge in photography,” said Harry McMurray. “Maybe I could start a rogue’s gallery for Sherlock.”
            Sherlock cleared his throat again, for want of a gavel. “What Doc says is not without what the Indians used to call tum-tum he said. “Max ribs me about being a sleuth in the raw, but he’s dying to be likewise. Right now he wishes somebody would shriek at the window or stalk in with a flopping black cloak.”
            “We’re all Hawkshaws at heart,” said Harry. “What say we trail a few fiends?”
            “I’ll be an armchair detective,” Max announced loftily. “Go ahead, knock yourselves out following mysterious trails. I’ll solve the cases sitting down.”
            “What I mean,” resumed Doc, “is that many Patrols and whole Troops have specialty programs. Look how sea study built into Sea Scouts, and hiking and pioneering into Explorers, and so on. What if we made this police sergeant Scoutmaster of ours teach us a little about detection?” he pointed to the chairman. “We’ve got a good start; a Sherlock in our midst.”
            “My first name is Holmes, after my mother’s family,” Sherlock explained. “The nickname was obvious, to anyone who ever read The Hound of the Bas\ervilles, as who hasn’t ? But how about Doc’s suggestion ? Anybody agree with him?”
            “I do,” said Chuck. “Issue me my star and nightstick.”
            “I’m for it,” chimed in Harry, “and so’s Pete, or I don’t know him after living next door to him for five years.”
            “Making it unanimous,” wound up Max. “Let me get it in writing.” He began to scribble.
            Sherlock squared his shoulders in elation at this enthusiasm for his own chief interest.
            “The Patrol ought to have a good name,” Max resumed.
            “Sleuth hounds,” said Chuck at once.
            “There was a Hound Patrol in my Troop back west,” nodded Doc. “They barked for a Patrol call—bowwowl”
            “Sounds like hydrophobia,” commented Max. “Sherlock, I move that this Patrol be named the Hounds. Second my motion, Pete, you don’t talk enough.”
            “All in favor say aye,” commanded Sherlock, and the name of Hounds was unanimously adopted. “Now for Patrol leader,” Sherlock went on. “Mr. Palmer wants us to pick our own, with no help from the committee or himself.”
            “Only one real choice here,” said Max definitely. “All kidding aside, Sherlock’s a First Class Scout, in every sense of the word, and he was an assistant Patrol leader in Five, and has plenty of savvy and merit badges. He’s the oldest of this bunch, too, unless Doc here tops sixteen.”
            “Sixteen last month,” Doc informed him, “but I’m fresh off the train in Hillwood, and I don’t figure. Me for Sherlock. He has a swell basement for Patrol meetings.”
            “Let’s make it a unanimous ballot,” added Chuck, and unanimous it was. They applauded, and Sherlock could not help inflating his chest proudly.
            “As for assistant Patrol leader,” he began again, “Max here—”
            “Max declines modestly,” said his friend. “I’m too lazy and dreamy. No natural leadership. But on Doc’s shirt I spy a First Class badge, and on this short acquaintance he seems to be a right guy. Let’s take a chance on him.”
            “Second to that?” asked Sherlock, and Harry seconded. “Other nominations? No? Then all in favor of Doc say Aye”
            It was the third unanimous vote of the evening.
            “You’re in, Doc,” said Sherlock, “and we’ve been moving too fast to get your full name.”
            Doc grinned more broadly than ever. “This is fate,” he said. “My full name’s John Watson. Marvelous, my dear Holmes.”
            “Elementary,” Sherlock quoted back. “Well, we have a Patrol, a name, leaders, and an idea for a special program. I declare a recess in favor of the cokes in that ice tub.”
            vThe members of the new Patrol sipped, talked and pottered. Max, who had enlisted Chuck himself, harangued his protege about merit badges and advancement toward Second Class rank. Under Sherlock’s direction, Harry and Pete made slovenly fingerprints with the ink and cards at the corner table, then watched respectfully while Sherlock showed them how to make clear ones and pointed out the characteristics of such marks that made them sure identification evidence. Doc examined the fencing foils on the wall and said something about musketeers and pirates. The group set its first meeting as a Patrol for the following week, and finally the boys began to drift out and away. Doc remained to the last.
            “I’m enthusiastic, Sherlock,” he said. “The idea of Scout detectives is brand new to me, but by tomorrow you and I ought to have about fifty-two swell ideas between us.”
            “Tomorrow’s Saturday. How about getting together ?” invited Sherlock. “You know Sig’s Soda Fountain, near the school grounds? It’s open at 9:00 a.m.”
            “I’ll be there,” promised Doc. “Good night.”
 



 
          THE CASE OF THE BEAN BURGLAR
 
            At exactly one minute before nine next morning, Sherlock approached Sig’s Soda Fountain. Doc met him within half a block of the place, and together they paused to gaze at Sig’s window display. A hollow chuckle sounded behind them.         '
            “I shadowed you here,” said the voice of Max Hinkel. “Great police training.”
            They turned and met his smile of good-natured mockery. “How did you know we were going to—” began Doc.
            “Oh, I was out of the basement, but I lurked,” explained Max. “More police training. And now I deduce that you’re going to spend some money and rate a guess on how many beans are in that quart jar in the window. How do I get so brilliant? By reading the sign over your shoulders.”
            “I made my guess long ago,” grinned Sherlock. “Sig has been putting one cent out of every purchase into a United States savings bond. He started months ago, Doc. It’ll run a hundred dollars maturity value. Every customer gets a guess. Closest to the number of beans wins the bond. Contest closes next month.”
            Doc squinted at the jarful of beans in the window. “He’s got all kinds in there—soup beans, kidney beans, garbanzos, limas. No way to compute or deduct. Logical winner is this man Sig himself.”
            “No, he’s honest,” said Max. “He had a public jarfilling. I was there. Four high school girls poured in from different bags. Then he fastened the lid on with sealing wax, air tight.” He turned away. “I’m working Saturdays on the Banner, the local weekly, Doc. Next stop, star reporter in the big town. Remember me if you two master minds make any news, I get only space rates.” He walked away.
            Sherlock turned to the door. “Let’s go in, Doc, and—” He paused. “Hey! Sig’s not open.”
            Doc came to his side and peered through the glass pane of the door. “I see Mr. Palmer in there.”
            Sherlock, too, gazed into the shop. Sig Poison, the proprietor, was talking and gesturing to Sergeant Jack Palmer. The sergeant, straight and tall and grave in his blue uniform, seemed to be asking questions and writing Sig’s answers in his notebook.
            “Somebody’s done something to Sig,” pronounced Sherlock at once.
            “Unless Sig did something to somebody,” suggested Doc, but Sherlock wagged his head.
            “No, wait till you get to know Sig Poison. You’ll realize he never made any trouble for any living creature since the day he took out his first citizenship papers. I think he’s been robbed, or something like that. But what did Sig have worth taking? I know for a fact he never keeps a very big sum of money in the shop at any time.”
            “Ice cream or candy?” offered Doc.
            “Only kids would do that, and no boy or girl in Hillwood wants to steal from Sig Poison. Maybe we decided to be sleuths just in time.”
            “Let’s offer our services.”
            “Better not complicate Mr. Palmer’s end of the job,” advised Sherlock. “I absorb enough police procedure from Dad to know that. Come along the alley.”
            Sig’s shop was in the front of a small building, with two rooms behind where Sig ate and slept. In those rear rooms were also the living quarters of Blucher, Sig’s fat and vastly good-humored old bulldog. Sherlock and Doc skirted the rear of the building without seeing anything to make them pause. On the other side, where a narrow strip of soft earth lay between Sig’s store and the filling station beyond.
            Sherlock suddenly knelt. “Ah,” he said.
            “Brilliant,” said Doc. “You were going to point out those broken bits of glass in front of us, and the broken window just here beside us. I saw it, too. That’s where the thief, or whatever he was, went in and out again.”
            “Elementary, Doc, so far as you’ve gone. Why don’t you beat me to the punch and point out that the glass broke outward and fell into the open, not inward, as it would have to break to l£t somebody in?”
            Sherlock took a handkerchief from his pocket, and into its folds coaxed a big fragment of glass. While Doc watched curiously, Sherlock produced a small vial of black powder, drew the cork with his teeth, and tilted a small portion upon the glass. Lipping the cork back in, Sherlock next fished out a stub-handled water-color brush and carefully dusted the black powder here and there over the surface of the glass.
            “That’s graphite,” he explained. “Ground pencil lead. I carry it around to take prints whenever I’m in the mood. I carry white talcum, too, for dark surfaces.” He blew the surplus graphite dust from the glass and studied the result. “No prints here.”
            “Try the other side,” suggested Doc, and Sherlock did so. No prints developed there, either.
            “Sig washes his windows constantly,” said Sherlock. “Whoever broke this one didn’t leave any prints, unless on another piece.” He selected more fragments, dusted, brushed, and blew. “Not a print,” he complained at last, disappointed.
            Sig thrust his heavy brown face out at the broken window. He wore no trace of his normal look of good humor.
            “Shop open pretty soon, fellas,” he said, and took his face away. Inside they heard Sergeant Palmer ask another question, and Sig’s doleful answer.
            “Trouble, all right,” decided Sherlock grimly. “And no fingerprints, or—”
            “Or Mr. Palmer would already know about them by now, and would be catching whoever made them,” finished Doc. “Well, we can deduce this much: It was a robbery or other violent caper. It happened some way from inside this window. Where do we go from here? Start earning your right to that Sherlock nickname.”
            “There should be tracks,” said Sherlock, studying the ground again. “And I see some.”
            “Only dog tracks, and a pretty sturdy dog,” nodded Doc.
            “Blucher’s,” said Sherlock. “I know Blucher well, one of Hillwood’s leading citizens. Sig’s only family. Hey!” Sherlock’s eyes brightened. “Blucher was running. Look at how he zigzagged, how far apart his tracks are! He jumped out of the window, broke the glass, to chase something!”
            They followed Blucher’s tracks to the front walk. Sergeant Palmer came out and got into his car, nodded to them briefly. They watched him drive away, then turned to where Sig had followed the sergeant to the door.
            “What’s up, Sig?” asked Sherlock.
            Sig shook his head slowly. “Don’t know yet. Ain’t to talk.”
            “Something stolen?” suggested Doc.
            “Don’t know,” repeated Sig. “If we know, maybe could do somethings. Is funny.”
            “Is certainly funny,” mused Sherlock, more to himself than to Sig. “If you don’t know whether anything was stolen, that means you checked and didn’t miss anything. Sig, how about Blucher? Did he come home again last night?”
            Sig stared. “How you know about Blucher? Yes, is back. Is asleep in room behind. Tired.”
            Doc had gone across the street. Now he raced back, swift for all his plumpness, and caught Sherlock’s elbow in an excited grip.
            “More tracks in the alley over there,” he said between gasps for breath. “Come on.”
            Sherlock raced with him to the mouth of the valley opposite.
            “Man tracks. Doc,” he said at once, pointing to the dirt. “Far apart, the toes dug in deep. That man was running, but fast. And here’s where Blucher caught up, but the man scrambled over that fence yonder.”
            They walked to the board fence. “Blucher got over by jumping on this ash can,” went on Sherlock. “Come on, let’s go where he went.”
            He vaulted over, and Doc followed, a little less athletically. Beyond the fence was a muddy creek, with a thicket of trees on its far side.
            “The man ran into that creek and splashed across,” said Doc, walking down to the brink.
            “And Blucher didn’t follow,” added Sherlock, gazing at more dog tracks. “Not very bulldoggy of him, was it ? He stopped here at the edge. He pawed into the stream. Why?”
            Kneeling, Sherlock rolled back the sleeve from his corded young forearm and rummaged in the muddy water. He touched something, clutched it and pulled it into view. It was a quart jar, the lid sealed on with red wax. Inside were beans, of various shapes and sizes. Doc exclaimed and stared, first at the jar, then at his companion.
            “See what I see?” he demanded. “Deduce what I deduce?”
            “I hope so,” said Sherlock. “I’m going back to Sig’s. Phone at the nearest house for Mr. Palmer to come there, then follow me.”
            The shop was open, and Sig was serving an old lady who was buying candied fruits. When she was gone, Sherlock came close to the counter.
            “Sig, I wouldn’t butt in if I didn’t know I could help,” he said earnestly. “Sergeant Palmer said for you not to talk, so just listen. I know pretty well what happened. Somebody got in here last night by forcing the lock on your front door.”
            “Had a key,” corrected Sig. “Skeleton key. Is old fashion lock, easy open. How you know, boy?”
            Sherlock pointed to the door that led to the rear rooms. “You were asleep in there, and your door was shut. He must have come in this way. You didn’t wake up when he began fumbling around, but Blucher did. When the man ran out with what he stole, Blucher jumped at the window, broke through it, and chased him. We saw the tracks, and Scouts know how to read them. Blucher stopped when the man dropped the—”
            “Was nothing stole,” insisted Sig. “I check. Nothing took.”
            Sherlock had been holding the jar beneath the counter. Now he lifted it up so that Sig could see it. Sig peered, stared and frowned in mystification.
            “No, I look there first thing.” Tramping to the front of the shop, Sig studied his window display. “Beans ain’t been took. You got some other jar there.”
            “That jar in the window’s a duplicate,” Sherlock announced. Doc came in and listened as Sherlock plunged ahead. “The thief took your jar and left his own, a jar he’d made for a substitute, with beans in it that he’d very carefully counted.”
            “I called Harry McMurray, the one who said he’s after a photography badge,” said Doc. “He’s on his way over with his camera, to photograph those footprints in the alley across the street.”
            Sig reached into the window and brought out the jar of beans. He grunted and muttered over it, then turned to gaze at the jar Sherlock had brought.
            “So ha,” he said. “Right, you got my jar. Look, I make that mark on wax. There is no mark on this other jar.”
            Somebody else came in, not the blue-uniformed police sergeant Sherlock hoped to see. This was a stranger, neatly but flashily dressed, with shoes that gleamed with recent and thorough polishing. Sig walked back of his counter, set the bean jar on a shelf and faced the customer, who grinned, showing a lot of teeth, and laid a fifty-cent piece on the counter.
            “I’m new in town,” he announced brightly, “but I saw your sign out there, and I’m a champion bean-guesser from ’way back. Gimme some kind of candy or stuff and let me make my guess.”
            Sig pushed a ruled sheet of paper toward the man. “Write down name and how many you think,” he said.
            Blucher began to bark behind the closed door to the rear. That decided Sherlock. His heart was racing and the roof of his mouth was dry, but he made his voice steady as he spoke:
            “Blucher recognizes somebody out here. Somebody he doesn’t like. Mister, did you really stop to look at that window display? Because Sig just took the jar of beans out.”
            “So he did, son,” said the stranger genially. “Now you speak of it, I see it on the shelf. I guess there’s maybe about—”
 

            He wrote something down. Sherlock pointed to his glittering shoes.
            “You cleaned off the mud this morning, but I think they’ll match some tracks in the alley across the street.”
           “What street?” The stranger turned around and looked down at Sherlock, his big teeth showing. “What alley?”
            Blucher was barking more loudly. “Listen to him in there,” Sherlock urged the man. “He only does that when he’s excited. It must be you who excite him. Because he knows you’re the one who came here last night and switched the bean jars.”
            Doc closed the door and set his stout young back to it. Sig came from behind the counter, his face solemn and a little embarrassed, but determined. The man started at Sig, then again at Sherlock.
            “I don’t get you,” he said. “I’m new in town, I say—”
            “Ha,” growled Sig. “Fine start for you in new town. You try to rob away prize. I don’t like.”
            “And I don’t like, either,” blazed the stranger. “Get out of my way and let me out of here.”
            Doc was opening the door, and Sergeant Palmer came in rapidly. At sight of him the man seemed to teeter on his feet, to shrink inside his gaudy clothes. He clicked his tongue and spread his hands as if to argue.
            “Look,” he said, “it wasn’t really anything but a gag. Anyway, you can’t say I really stole anything, only beans. Best you can do with the rest of the charge is only attempt.”
            Palmer gazed at him, with only slight comprehension.
            “This man is saving me a lot of trouble by confessing something,” he said to Sherlock. “What do you know about it?”
            “Nearly everything,” said Sherlock happily. “May Doc and I come and see you at the station after you’ve booked this man? We’ve a whole special patrol program to get your approval on.”
 



 
          MYSTERY COMES TO CAMP
 
            The bean burglar gave his name at police headquarters as Corey James, and telephoned at once to the county seat for a lawyer. On the same day he appeared before a judge, pleaded guilty to attempted fraud, and paid a fine. Jail sentence was pronounced, and then suspended. Before sundown he had packed his possessions, paid his rent at his rooming house, and left Hillwood.
            Max Hinkel, reporting for the Hillwood Weekly Banner with all the enthusiasm of a newcomer to the newspaper world, wrote a genuinely fascinating story about the case and the part played by Sherlock and Doc in its solution. In print as in conversation Max was a relentless joker, but he could not conceal his admiration . for his friends. Chief Hamilton, sitting in his favorite chair at home, read the story on the Banner s front page, then laid the paper aside and called Sherlock upstairs.
            “You’ve won yourself considerable publicity, son,” he remarked. “Let me ask you if you’re satisfied with it. Was it enough or too much?”
            Sherlock sat down opposite his father and rumpled his hair, as was his habit. “Why,” he ventured, “I suppose it’s bad for a detective to get too famous, or he can’t work well in secret.”
            “You want to be a detective very much, don’t you?” suggested the chief. “You feel that you’ve made a good start. I won’t talk about beginner’s luck, though you and your friend Doc will admit that you were lucky. As a matter of fact, you were level-headed and brave, and your Dad’s proud of you. But now what? How do you plan to get ready for a full-time career in crime investigation?”
            “I want to learn as much as I can from you and Sergeant Palmer,” Sherlock said at once, “and when I’m at the state university, I want to take the course in criminology.”
            “Good, good,” nodded the chief. “But that’s just the beginning. Even if you pass a police department’s test with high marks, you’ll begin as a rookie policeman, with lots of hard work for every step of promotion. Think of the hard side of the thing as well as the pleasant side.”
            “Didn’t you feel the same way about police work as I do, when you were my age?” asked Sherlock. “Don’t you think it’s a worthwhile line of work, and needs plenty of the best men?”
            “I thought so at your age,” his father told him, “and I think so now, or I wouldn’t stay in it. But I want you to be sure, son, and when you’re sure I’ll help you in any way I can. If you truly set your mind to it, you’ll be one of the best. But I say again, be sure of what you want.” Sherlock had no doubt of his own choice in the matter, the more so when his new companions of the Hound Patrol gathered at the next Patrol meeting and listened with rapt admiration to the story he and Doc told of the adventure. Max, who came in late from attending the organization meeting of the other Patrol, and had been appointed scribe for Troop Fifteen, achieved his usual chuckle.
            “Were going at this thing wrong,” he said. “Sherlock’s basement is so much like an outlaw hide-out we should play bandit instead of cop. Call him Sherwood instead of Sherlock. Meanwhile, I’ve got a message from the Scoutmaster. When school lets out next month, he wants to take us on a week’s outdoor camping. Let him know if you’ll be able to make it.”
            “Camp where?” asked Doc.
            “The Troop committee got permission for us to go to Lake Washington,” replied Max. “Far from the brutal city, with its thieves, confidence men and other prey for the daring detective. You and Sherlock need a rest before you score your next triumph.”
            “There may not be a next time,” Sherlock interposed, “and won’t Max be sad, with nothing to razz us about?”
            “The day I haven’t anything to razz you about,” rejoined Max, “you’ll ask what made me mad, because I’m so coldly polite. But shall I tell you about the other patrol ? It’s named itself the Eagles, figures itself the best Patrol ever scooped together. It wants to give us a challenge in camp on some sort of game or contest. Their Patrol Leader’s Ranny Ollinger, as big as you, Sherlock, and fairly half as stuck up. He wants to be a Junior Assistant Scoutmaster. As to who’ll be Senior Patrol Leader of you two, I think it’ll depend on which Patrol shows the best at camp.”
            “It’ll be no contest,” said Harry McMurray, who gave himself airs because his photograph of Corey James’s tracks had been praised at police headquarters. “We’ll do some challenging ourselves.” Troop Fifteen’s organization was now complete. Sergeant Palmer’s Assistant Scoutmaster was Mr. Brimmer, a young clerk at the Hillwood Post Office. One Junior Assistant had been named, eighteen-year-old Lew Sheehan, a Senior Scout who had transferred like Sherlock and Max from Troop Five. Most of the thirteen Scouts of the two Patrols eagerly signed for the week’s camp, and as the end of school approached they began to get equipment in order. Then, one evening, Sergeant Palmer dropped in at the Hamilton home for a conference with the chief. Later he looked in on Sherlock’s basement den.
            “They want me in two places at once,” said the sergeant. “I’ve applied for a week’s leave for the camp, but someone else knows I have a vacation, and is asking for my help.”
            “Police help or Scout help?” inquired Sherlock.
            “In a way, both,” and Sergeant Palmer smiled. “It’s Scout custom to do a favor when you can, isn’t it? The man I mean is Constable Gibbs, in Garroway Township in the next county. He was a friend of my father, and first interested me in police business, long ago. He has a problem, some auto thefts in his Township, and wants me to drop over and help him. It wouldn’t be too big a job, but Garroway Township and Lake Washington are pretty far apart.”
            “How are the camping grounds there?” asked Sherlock. “I’ve been in Garroway Township, and I remember seeing woods and swimming holes.”
            “There’s an idea,” said Sergeant Palmer eagerly. “We might hold our camp there instead of at the Lake. I’ll talk to the Troop committee.”
            The following Saturday Mr. Brimmer and Lew Sheehan, with two members of the committee, visited Garroway Township and secured permission from the owner of a large tract of timber to camp on his property. The site chosen was a wooded hill in the midst of a considerable stretch of tree-clothed land, which could be reached only by one dirt road, little used and winding. Near by was a stream, with a deep stretch for swimming. Sergeant Palmer again conferred with Sherlock.
            “It’s all set, and the camp site’s better, if anything, than Lake Washington. But Mr. Brimmer will be in charge when you pitch camp. I’ll be out of it the first day or so, and only you know why. I want to help Constable Gibbs, without anyone knowing that I’m in the thing with him. You understand why.”
            “Roger,” said Sherlock eagerly. “I’ll tell nobody.”
            School was over for the summer, and the campers gathered for their week’s adventure. Mr. Brimmer’s and Lew Sheehan’s cars made two trips apiece to bring the dozen Scouts and their equipment to the camp site. It was a cheerful slope, with bright skies overhead, shade enough but not too much, a gurgling spring and firewood at hand.
            The Hound Patrol went to work eagerly to set up its tents. Sherlock, Max and Doc, trained in many such outings, supervised the tenderfeet. When the three shelters were arranged in a row, ditched around in case of rain, and the Patrol flag with its rather stern hound’s head raised in front of the tent where Sherlock and Doc made their headquarters, cots were arranged inside and the bedding unrolled upon them. Mess kits and toilet articles were laid out for inspection by Mr. Brimmer, and midway in front of the tent row wood was collected for the dinner fire.
            “Pick up dry fallen branches,” Max cautioned Pete Criley, who was on the kindling detail. “Don’t cut any live trees. We want the owner of this little paradise to invite us back.” He turned to Sherlock. “Now, what’s all the mystery?”
            “Mystery?” repeated Sherlock. “Everything’s wide open.”
            “Sure, sure,” said Max, his glasses shining. “First we’re going to Lake Washington. Then Mr. Palmer arranges for the transfer of the camp to this place, nice place, too, I’m not kicking. But why isn’t he here to see his Scouts pitch tents?”
            “Ask him when he shows up,” said Sherlock.
            “When will that be?”
            Just then Ranny Ollinger, leader of the Eagle Patrol, came across from his own tent group, and Sherlock was grateful for his interruption.
            “Hiya, Hounds,” said Ranny. He was a tall, rugged boy, a former Assistant Patrol leader from Troop Five. “You look all set. We tied you, at least, for speed and efficiency in pitching camp. Maybe we’ll nose you out in something else.”
            “Try it,” urged Max eagerly. “We defy competition. How about athletics? Sherlock here will tackle anybody at Indian wrestling, high jumping or putting the shot.”
            “No, thanks,” said Ranny. “I’ve seen Sherlock in action. We’re more handicraft minded. We have one ax expert who’ll compete with any of you. Troop leaders to judge. If there’s water enough at the swimming hole, I myself will stump any of you to a fifty-yard race or competitive diving. Or maybe some of you think you’re speedy in wigwag—”
            “Your own choices, eh?” said Doc, strolling up. “Why don’t you decide on one challenge, and so will we, and both bring it up tomorrow morning.”
            “Good deal,” agreed Ranny, and returned to his own Patrol group. “He’d make a good Senior Patrol leader, Sherlock, but the Hounds have their heart set on you. We’ll hound you through, we hope.”
            “We hope,” echoed Doc fervently.
            Mr. Brimmer and Lew Sheehan came through on their inspection of the new camp, made one or two suggestions, and complimented the boys. At Mr. Brimmer’s request, Sherlock hunted out and cut a long dry sapling on which to hoist the Stars and Stripes in front of the Scoutmaster’s tent. It was near evening by now, and the boys felt the first hint of the universal camper’s appetite.
            “We all work on dinner,” said Sherlock. “Doc, you have a merit badge for cookery, don’t you ? And you’re the right weight for a judge of good cooking, too. How’d you like to run the detail?”
            “Sold,” said Doc. He consulted the sheet with the week’s menus, ready drawn up. “This looks like a good first-night dinner—hunter’s stew with vegetables, bread and butter, tomato juice, bananas roasted in the ashes for dessert. Start peeling spuds, two of you. Somebody fetch water. I’ll build the fire as it ought to be built.”
            Then everybody was busy helping Doc with the dinner, helping Doc serve it. Nobody needed any help to eat. After washing up, both patrols met at a common council fire. The Hounds sang, then the Eagles, then both. The singing was fairly tuneful, and undeniably loud. Mr. Brimmer told a story about Indians, and Lew Sheehan followed with a story about treasure hunting. Half a moon was. up, and everybody pleasantly tired, when the council broke up.
            “Nature hike tomorrow morning,” Mr. Brimmer told the boys as they separated to go to their tents.
            Sherlock, for one, did not lie awake long. His last thoughts before drifting into sound slumber were in the form of a debate: Was it more fun to be making your first camp, with everything new and expected, or to be a veteran Scout and able to relish many items of the week’s activity in advance ? He was too sleepy to decide.
            The morning sun was peeping into the tent when he woke. Max Hinkel, half-dressed and excited, was shaking the foot of his cot.
            “Wake up!” Max yelled. “You too, Doc! I thought detectives never closed their eyes!”
            “What’s the excitement?” demanded Sherlodk, alert in an instant.
            “Excitement, he asks me!” cried Max. “Plenty of excitement! Mr. Brimmer’s car disappeared during the night!”
 



 
          THE TRAIL THAT LED TO NOTHING
 
            The wooded slope where the camp had been pitched was probably as cheerfully bright in the morning sun as it had been yesterday. The trees were as green, the skies as blue, the gurgle of the spring as musical as ever. But every camper, man and boy, stared glumly at the place where Mr. Brimmer had parked his car the night before.
            It had been a new gray sedan, with new tires, and it had hauled half of the Scouts and their possessions the day before. Mr. Brimmer had carefully driven it up the rocky slope in high gear to place it near the tent which he and Lew Sheehan occupied. Lew’s car, several years older, and far dimmer, was still in place on the other side of the tent. Sherlock, hurrying to join the group, scowled at this remaining vehicle as if more surprised to see it there than the other vanished.
            “I’ll have to head for the nearest town and telephone in a report,” said Mr. Brimmer, gravely but with less visible excitement than any of the others.
            “And I’ll lend you my car,” offered Lew at once. “What I can’t see is how anyone could have driven yours away. You’d have heard it, or I would, or somebody.”
            “Wait,” said Sherlock suddenly. “Your tires were new, Mr. Brimmer. I noticed ’em myself, especially those rear ones. They had a zigzag pattern. Aren’t there any marks going anywhere?”
            “Not on this rocky downslope,” Max replied for Mr. Brimmer. “We already looked, without waiting for you or any other crime expert.”
            “How about on the road below?” Without waiting for a reply, Sherlock headed down toward it through the trees. Max followed, then Mr. Brimmer and Doc. At the edge of the road, Sherlock came to a halt, peering at the dusty surface.
            “Your rear tires did have a zigzag pattern, didn’t they?” he asked Mr. Brimmer.
            “They certainly did, and I can see traces of the marks they made yesterday on the way up here,” replied the Assistant Scoutmaster. He pointed to the road. “See them there? But several cars, Lew’s and others, ran over this stretch of the road since mine did. I don’t see any fresh marks of my tires this morning.”
            He was right. Sherlock explored, and so did Doc and Max. The freshest tracks were of tires worn so smooth as to be unidentifiable by make or original pattern. No zigzag track showed except the one Mr. Brimmer pointed out, nearly obliterated by later cars but still recognizable.
            “I’m going at once to report the theft,” said Mr. Brimmer.
            “And the thieves will be getting away in the meantime,” pleaded Sherlock. “Every minute means another mile they can put between us and themselves. If the marks aren’t on this road, they must be somewhere else.”
            The memory of the way Sherlock and Doc had unmasked the prowler at Sig Poison’s shop was still fresh in Mr. Brimmer’s mind, and he listened to Sherlock with special respect. “Somewhere else?” he repeated. “What theory?”
            “Theories may not be too good,” said Sherlock. “We have to look for evidence, and it’s apt to bob up in an unlikely place.”
            They hurried back up the slope together. Ranny Ollinger met them and conferred.
            “We’re farther along the slope than you Hounds,” he said. “One or two of the boys explored down beyond the swimming hole, and there’s another road there, better than the one we came on.”
            “Show me,” commanded Sherlock, and followed him away through the trees. Max and Doc followed at a little distance.
            “This is fantastic,” protested Max. “It’s impossible that the car ran on the dirt road back there, but how could it run away over this other direction ?”
            “How could it run away at all?” rejoined Doc. “Starting it would surely have wakened somebody. Mr. Brimmer said so.”                           '
            “As to starting it,” said Max, “the keys were on the camp chair beside Mr. Brimmer’s bed. Of course, cars can be started by someone who knows how to put the ignition wires together just right. But that’s pretty hard to do. Improbable, I’d call it.”
            “Improbable,” Doc repeated the word after him. “A minute ago you said it was impossible for the car to have left by that closer road. Well, eliminate the impossible and whatever remains, even if it’s improbable, must be the truth.”
            Max stared at him. “Where did you pick that up?”
            “The Sign of the Four,” Doc grinned. “My favorite of all Conan Doyle’s detective stories. Ever since I got acquainted with Sherlock—Sherlock Hamilton, I mean— I’ve been rereading all of Doyle’s stories about the original Sherlock. I’ll give you another quotation: ‘The more bizarre a thing is, the less mysterious it proves to be.’ ”
            “Let’s hurry, or we’ll lose Ranny and Sherlock.” Max quickened his pace, keeping their leaders in sight along the narrow trail Ranny had found. “While we’re going on about improbabilities and impossibilities, how about the angle of a car having to drive along this little pee- wee path? There’s not even room for you and me to go side by side, and the two of us are plenty narrower than a car.”
            “Maybe it’s not the only way,” suggested Doc. “There might even be a secret tunnel.”
            “Now you sound like something out of DraculaT broke in Max. “Stick to Conan Doyle. He’s rich enough for my blood.”
            The boys came to the narrowest part of the stream below the swimming hole and crossed on a fallen log. Beyond was some swampy ground, then another rise, and finally the road Ranny had promised. It had been well paved once, but the asphalt was worn and pitted.
            “How will you find tracks here, Sherlock?” challenged Max, catching up with the rest of the group.
            “I won’t, right here,” replied Sherlock, “but maybe I will there.” He pointed ahead, where the pavement came to an end, and hastened in that direction. The others kept pace with him, and at the juncture of pavement and a stretch of sand road Sherlock knelt, gesturing eagerly.
            “Look!” he bade them. “Zigzag tire markings, I mean the markings are zigzag, not the tires or the tracks. Mr. Brimmer’s!” He turned to Ranny. “Somebody go and find him.”
            But there was no need. A motor sounded on the damaged pavement behind them. They looked, and saw Lew Sheehan’s old car approaching. Mr. Brimmer was at the wheel. He stopped beside them and got out.
            “I found a long way around,” he announced. “Now, what do you seem to be finding?”
            For answer, Sherlock pointed. “Look at those tracks, Mr. Brimmer. Aren’t they your tires?”
            “I think you’re right, Sherlock.” The Assistant Scoutmaster gazed eagerly at the double ribbon of tire trail. “How could they have sneaked the car out this way, though?”
            “We can’t tell you, but apparently they did,” said Doc. “What I’m wondering is, which way did it go ?”
            “Straight ahead,” and Sherlock gestured onward. “These tracks are at the right side of the road as we stand facing this way.”
            Mr. Brimmer and the boys stared at Sherlock with undisguised respect. All but Max. He was polishing his spectacles.
            “Brilliant,” he muttered, “or elementary. Car thieves always obey traffic rules. They’re so-o-o-o law-abiding.”
            “Oh, I think Sherlock’s probably right,” said Doc. “Anybody who was driving a stolen car would abide by all the rules so as not to attract any attention, especially at night.” He grinned at Sherlock. “See? Your genius is catching.”
            Mr. Brimmer turned to where Pete Criley had caught up. Pete had brought his camera, and was carefully angling it to take a picture of the tire marks. “You’ll want some of these for evidence,” he began.
            “Go back to camp,” Mr. Brimmer directed him, “and tell Lew Sheehan he’s in charge for the next few hours. I’m going to go ahead on this trail at once.”
            “Let me go with you,” said Sherlock.
            “We’ll go,” added Max.
            “Not all of you,” decided Mr. Brimmer, shaking his head. “I want you veterans, or most of you, to be there with the new Scouts. Sherlock goes with me, and perhaps Max. Doc, you and Ranny head back to their Patrols.”
            They obeyed, not too cheerfully. Mr. Brimmer got back into the borrowed car. “Sit in the front with me,” he bade Sherlock. “You can keep your eyes on the trail while I drive. Max, you sit in the back seat. We’ll follow these tracks to where the car is.”
            Starting the motor, he shifted gears and moved slowly along the sandy road. Ahead of them the tracks showed plainly for a mile, another mile, a third. They approached a gathering of houses and stores.
            “This is Oatville,” said Mr. Brimmer, “second biggest  village in Garroway Township. And here we seem to leave the pavement. No more tracks, but some of the townspeople may be able to give us information.”
            They gained the short main street of Oatville, with cars parked on either side. Sherlock, leaning out of the window, suddenly lifted his hand.
            “Those tires,” he said.
            “Where?” Mr. Brimmer stepped on the brake. “I don’t see any car like mine.”
            “Those tires,” repeated Sherlock excitedly. “I’ve been looking at every tire as we go along. And there’s the zigzag pattern.”
            He got quickly out, and pointed to the rear tires of a car parked midway on the block. They bore the zigzag tread pattern that had shown itself on the sand.
            “Brillianter and brillianter,” said Max, joining him. “How Mr. Brimmer’s new car has changed! It’s aged ten years, turned its color from a bright gray to a dull black, and it’s a coupe instead of a sedan.”
            “Maybe it’s not the one we were following,” said Sherlock. He put his fingertip to the tread of a rear tire. “No, this is sand caught between the tread-faces, the same sand that’s on the road.”
            “What’s the fuss?” inquired an old man in farm clothes, strolling out of a store. One or two other passing pedestrians stopped to gaze and listen.
            “We were looking at this car,” said Mr. Brimmer. “Whose is it?”
            “Used to be mine,” volunteered another farmer, “up till about a month ago. I sold it to Riley’s used car lot when my new one came from the dealer. He gave me a dollar or so better than the trade-in offer. I don’t know who could have bought it from him.”
            Others of the Oatville citizenry inquired as to the cause of the excitement, and Max explained about the theft of Mr. Brimmer’s car and their attempt at trailing it. The first old man who had spoken wiped his brown face and smiled a little.
            “Maybe it’s the ghost up where you say you’re camping,” he suggested slyly.
            “Ghost?” repeated Max, and Sherlock pricked up his ears.
            “Sure thing. Don’t you know they say there’s a haunted house in them parts, about two miles down the dirt road from that slope you say you picked to camp on?” He smiled again. “Leastwise, so I’ve heard tell for years. Don’t pay much attention to such things, myself.”
            One or two of the listeners laughed. Mr. Brimmer turned to Sherlock, who looked abashed.
            “I’m sorry,” Sherlock began. “I guess I figured too much from too little.”
            “Anybody would have figured the way you did,” replied Mr. Brimmer. “We had to be sure the trail led to nothing before we went to look for another, didn’t we? Now I’ll do what I intended to do from the first, telephone a report to the county seat, and then drive over myself to see if I can help the investigating officers in any way. Do you two mind hiking back to camp on foot?”
            “Hiking’s a pleasure,” said Max.
            Mr. Brimmer drove away, and Sherlock and Max started along the sidewalk. The little crowd that had gathered began to chatter about the story the Scouts had told, and Sherlock glanced briefly at them, then paused, glanced again, then began to walk faster.
            “Wait up,” called Max, hurrying to draw alongside. “Don’t race your motor, we’ve got a good three miles to stroll.”
            “I didn’t want that man to see that I knew him,” said Sherlock in an undertone.
            “What man ? Who ?” demanded Max.
            “Don’t look back there. You wouldn’t know him anyway, you didn’t see him. It’s the man who tried to pull that fraud at Sig Poison’s, or anyway someone who looks like him.”
            “The bean burglar? Corey James? Are you sure?”
            “I said the man looks like him. He was grinning, and he had big blocky teeth like Corey James.”
            “But you aren’t sure?”
            Sherlock shook his head and rumpled his hair. “No, and I’m not going to go back and make sure. But if he’s here, maybe we’re closer to the right trail than we thought.”
 



 
          LET'S HAUNT A HOUSE!
 
            Sherlock and Max did not get back to camp until past ten o’clock, and they were ravenous, for they had gone on the chase without stopping for breakfast. They rekindled the cooking fire, fried themselves eggs and opened a bottle of milk, while Doc and others of the Hound Patrol gathered to consult with them.
            To Doc only did Sherlock speak of the man he had seen in Oatville and who had looked to him like Corey James. “But I can’t be sure,” he finished.
            “Max talked you into not being sure,” Doc said at once. “When Mr. Palmer comes to camp, tell him. James being here may not have anything to do with the car thefts reported in this part of the country, but I’m like you; I think it’s an angle not to be neglected.”
            Sherlock knit his black brows over his food, to denote a sense of duty bungled. His nickname, his detective hobby, the fact that his father was a chief of police, should have been enough to make a success of him. If they weren’t, his initial triumph in the Sig Poison bean burglary demanded another triumph in this more serious matter. He felt embarrassed and guilty without realizing just why.
            “No clues, no noises in the night, no tracks,” he said dolefully to Doc as he washed his dishes. “Maybe that old farmer at Oatville was right. Ghosts may have gobbled up Mr. Brimmer’s car.”
            “Is there really a haunted house around here?” asked Chuck Schaefer from in front of his pup tent, where he was lashing poles together into a rustic rack for the Patrol’s cooking utensils. “I’ve never seen one except in the movies.”
            “I wish Mr. Palmer would show up,” nodded Doc Watson. “He’s my idea of a really efficient police officer. He’d go to work on this case.”
            “And the first thing he’d do would be explode all the ghost theories,” interrupted Max Hinkel, strolling back from the pit where he had been burying some garbage. “Ghost stories—haunted houses. You sound middle-agey, Sherlock.”
            “I’m not middle-aged,” punned Sherlock, his good humor returning. “I was sixteen last birthday. I don’t believe in ghosts, anyway.”
            “I don’t, either,” chimed in Doc. “I’m just kind of afraid of them.”
            “Not me,” sniffed Max. “Let’s visit this alleged haunted house and rattle the skeletons a little.”
            Lew Sheehan, alone in charge of the camp and anxious to distract the attention of his charges from the mysterious loss of the car, had planned a hike for the afternoon. At Max’s suggestion, he willingly altered the route to come back along the winding road. They tramped for an hour along leaf-bordered trails, topped a backbone of wooded height, and finally approached the place where the haunted house was said to be.
            “Two miles along the road below our camp,” remembered Max, tramping just behind Lew. “Were about there. Yes, I see a trail branching off. That must be it.” The trail apparently served as a water course in rainy weather, for it was paved with a jumble of smooth- washed rocks of all sizes. Lew led them along it, under the shade of thick dark branches interlacing above them, and finally called a halt, holding up his hand.
            “Let’s not go any farther,” he said. “Just take a good look from this point, then back to camp. I don’t want any nightmares among you boys tonight.”
            “I can see the house down there, all right,” said Max, peering into a hollow full of tall, gloomy trees.
            A lofty old structure was visible among half-masking thickets. Sherlock, standing beside Max, could see that the house was two stories high, with a sizable basement, to judge from the foundation, and a full attic above. Its ancient roof, crowned with the ruins of a cupola, looked ready to fall apart and scatter its slates on the ground like so many dead leaves. Its paint had been weathered and faded to a sorrowful gray. No windowpane showed whole, and the blank spaces of the windows were covered with ancient planks, securely nailed to the sills. The wide porch was especially ruinous, its roof half broken in, several of its upright pillars down.
            Such a house had been impressive once, Sherlock mused. It must have been built for a large family, and a well-to-do one. Now it could have stood for the very symbol of decay and desertion. One or two of the younger boys shivered as the hikers turned away.
            “If ghosts were anywhere,” observed Sherlock, “they’d live in regiments at that place.”
            “I wouldn’t go there after dark,” sighed Chuck Schaefer, “not for the Congressional Medal of Honor.”
            “Medals are for heroes,” scoffed Max. “I’m collecting them. I’ve got half a dozen from different wars. I’d go back there for nothing, just to prove what it might prove. At night, I mean. I never saw a ghost in my life, and I won’t run until I see one.”
            The hikers returned to camp and headed by common consent for the swimming hole. It was big enough for all of them at once, and soon they were all splashing and paddling. From the gnarled roots of a big tree above the deepest point, Ranny Ollinger performed several dives, gracefully and with perfect timing. Sherlock and Doc watched with envy and admiration.
            “Let’s refuse any challenges for swimming and diving,” muttered Max, wading in behind them. “That Ranny’s like an otter, only he doesn’t have such a valuable coat of fur. What else does he want to challenge about, anyway?”
            “I’ll ask him,” said Sherlock, and slipped forward into the deeper water, stroking himself across to Ranny. Doc and Max came after to listen. But Ranny, turning on his back to float lazily, evaded the question.
            “Personally, I’d rather wait until Mr. Brimmer comes back with the news that his car’s been found and the thief punished,” he said. “We need plenty of Scoutmasters to judge things, anyway. Meanwhile, how about a special prize to whoever goes back to the haunted house and brings a ghost’s eyebrow for a souvenir?”
            “Why make the trip for nothing?” demanded Max, the skeptic. “There’s nothing there but a dark, empty house, not in very good repair even. It would be a waste of time.”
            “Sherlock,” said Doc, up to his plump chin in water, “I deduce that our colleague Max isn’t really anxious to visit Creep Castle, for all his scoffings.”
            Max lifted a hand to his ear, as though to remove and polish his spectacles, then remembered he had taken them off for the swim.
            “I read you carping critics like a very dull and uninteresting book,” he said. “You’re trying to dare me back there.”
            “Why not take the dare?” said Ranny. “Look, I’ve got a piece of blue chalk in my haversack. Take it with you after dark, Max, and write your name on the wall inside. Tomorrow we’ll all go there and see if you’re as nervy as you keep making off.”
            “A hike in the night, a trespassing on ground that’s pretty rough underfoot, and the literary effort of writing my name in the dark,” summed up Max scornfully. “What will it get me, besides something to heckle you about? As if I didn’t have enough material now to keep you heckled until you’re prematurely gray?”
            “Medals are for heroes,” Sherlock quoted Max’s own words. “You tell us you’re making a collection of such junk. Well, witness this promise, you other two. If Max will make good on his bluff—go there tonight after dark, with Ranny’s blue chalk, and write his name somewhere inside the house—I’ll give him an old medal I found years ago. It’s a Mexican War campaign medal. Probably belonged to Davy Crockett.”
            “That’s a deal,” said Max, and ducked under, catching Sherlock by a knee and tripping him so that he went sprawling to the bottom of the swimming hole.
            Spluttering angrily, Sherlock bobbed up again, got his sinewy hands on Max’s neck, and ducked him again and again in retaliation. Max broke away at last and swam for safety, coughing and blowing like a grampus. After a moment Sherlock and Doc also climbed out and walked toward the tree where their towels hung. Sherlock looked at his friend and winked.
            “You know my methods, Watson,” he said in an undertone. “I’d have given Max the medal anyway. This way I’ll make him earn it.”
            “Make him earn it?”
            “It’s a shame, isn’t it, for a fine upstanding young American like Max to sneer at time-honored beliefs like ghosts and haunted houses?” said Sherlock. “How about seeing that he changes his tune and believes in them.” “Right,” said Doc eagerly. “A healthy scare might stir up Max’s blood circulation and make him grow. What are you going to do, Sherlock? Whatever it is, count me in.”
 



 
          WHO SCARED WHO?”
 
 
            Sundown brought gloom to the campsite, and deeper gloom to the road below. The evening meal was eaten, garbage buried, dishes washed, and Max and Sherlock asked the Junior Assistant Scoutmaster for permission to stroll a short distance by the light of the halfmoon that was now rising above the treetops. Readily Lew Sheehan granted their request. Sherlock was relieved that no mention was made of Doc Watson’s petition for the same favor not fifteen minutes previously.
            The two boys picked their way downhill over the rock- strewn slope and reached the dirt road. It was Max who struck out confidently in the direction of the haunted house. Sherlock lagged a little.
            “You’re quiet, Sherlock,” Max observed. “Maybe you’re the one who ought to be demonstrating his nerve on this little adventure into ghostland.”
            “I didn’t ask for it at the top of my voice, the way you did,” rejoined Sherlock, “and what I’m thinking about just now isn’t ghosts.”
            “You’re harking back to the man you saw at Oatville, or anyway thought you saw,” suggested Max. “I deduced that, I’ve caught the habit from you. Why don’t you stop worrying about him? Even if it was Corey James, maybe he’s not causing trouble here. They suspended his sentence on condition that he left Hillwood, and he did. Perhaps he’s going straight. Maybe he’s going to be a respectable Garroway Township farmer, the kind of reformed criminal that everybody suspects in the detective stories and turns out to be a real right guy in the last chapter.”
            “Put it all down in that novel you say you’re going to write some day,” bade Sherlock. “Meanwhile, don’t try to dodge the present issue. You’ve got some ghosts to face down yonder within an hour’s time, Max.”
            “They’re going into my novel, too,” Max announced. “I need spook stuff for the climax of my book. I’m putting you in, too.”
            “For the detective?” asked Sherlock.
            “For the luckless victim of the unspeakable crime,” Max replied in a hollow voice. “Beware, Sherlock. It is later than you think.”
            “Not so late but that we haven’t time to see how much nerve goes along with all your oratory.” Sherlock strode along more quickly, watching for the mouth of the trail among the roadside trees. It took them half an hour to reach it, and Max was perhaps a little less confident. He talked as much and as defiantly, but with more staccato laughter than before. The two paused among the trees at the beginning of the trail, and very little moonlight filtered down through the branches.
            Sherlock turned on the flashlight he carried, and explored the way a moment. Then he switched it off.
            “Here’s where I leave you,” he said, borrowing from Max the trick of making his voice sound deep and sepulchral. “Or rather, here’s where you leave me.”
            “You’ll wait here until I get back?” demanded Max.
            “I promise nothing,” said Sherlock, and held out his hand. “Here, take Ranny’s blue chalk. Now get going.”
            Max put the chalk in his pocket, faced the trail and moved along it, his feet cautiously groping over the rough stony bed. Sherlock waited silently until Max could be seen and heard no more. Then he quickly unbuttoned his Scout shirt and drew from under it the tightly folded bundle he had successfully kept Max from noticing.
            It was a sheet from his cot, packed into a small compass. Shaking it out, Sherlock draped it cloak-fashion over him, with a fold to muffle his head like a hood. He wished for a mirror and a light to see how he looked as a ghost, and wondered if Doc, who had preceded them with a similar drapery, would be as impressive. Carefully Sherlock moved in Max’s wake. His canvas sneakers, donned for the adventure, made no noise among the stones. He held the sheet’s folds closely around his body to keep them from rustling, and avoided branches and brush that might rattle and betray him.
            He gained the other end of the trail and was in time to see Max moving among the trees toward the house in the hollow. The moon gave some light here, enough to show the ugly dark shape of the house, seemingly bigger and more ruinous than it had looked by daylight. Sherlock continued to follow Max, slipping from tree trunk to tree trunk to hide his white-wrapped figure in case Max should glance back. Sherlock kept not more than a dozen yards behind him and by the time Max had reached the weed-grown front yard of the old place, he was close in and still unobserved.
            At the edge of the’yard Max paused, reconnoitering, and Sherlock paused, too. The tumbledown porch did not give much obstruction to the moonlight, and Sherlock could see that the front door was open a little, Or that it seemed to be. Had that door been open when the Scouts stopped for a look during their afternoon hike? Sherlock found himself unable to remember, and mentally scolded himself. Such details should stick, he pondered silently, in the memory of a good detective.
            Now Max was approaching the house, along a path between clumps of weeds. He came to the front steps, put up his foot to try the first one. It creaked ominously, like something in a radio horror program. As though that noise were a signal, something moved in the darkest shadows of the porch and drifted forward into dim view. It was gray, deliberate, fluttery with fabric. Doc Watson had sagely chosen a light blanket instead of a sheet for his ghostly robe. Like Sherlock, he was wearing sneakers, and had apparently tested the boards of the porch in advance, for his feet made no noise upon them as he swept impressively forward to confront Max.
            “Ahhhhh!” the shape moaned, and waved two gray-swaddled arms.
            Max jumped back, but only one pace. He held his ground, cleared his throat, and Sherlock grinned to see, even in the feeble light, how tense Max’s gaunt frame had made itself.
 
               
Sherlock, his sheet flapping, ran after Doc and Max.
 
            “Come out of that kimono, Doc Watson,” challenged Max, not too tremulously.
            “Aaaaaahhhhhh!” was all that Doc Watson could think of to say in reply to this challenge, and he said it extremely well. Again he waved his draped arms. It seemed to Sherlock that their motion was somehow reflected inside the pool of darkness beyond the half-open front door. However Doc achieved that effect, decided Sherlock, it was good enough for the movies. Max himself retreated another step.
            “I know you, Doc,” he insisted. “Your pudgy outline’s a giveaway, even in that rig. If you were a ghost, I could see through you, anyway; and you’re too solid a citizen for that.”
            Doc descended to the uppermost of the front steps. Max’s eyes, braced wide open behind his glasses, were getting more used to the light.
            “I not only know you,” he said, “I know that bedding of yours. And I suppose that’s your pal Sherlock there in the doorway just behind you.”
            “I’m right here,” groaned Sherlock drearily, coming out of his hiding among the trees to a point on the path behind Max. Max jumped as if somebody had stuck him with a pin.
            “Then what’s coming out of the house behind Doc?”
            Something black stepped heavily across the threshold into view. It emitted a menacing growl. Doc turned to stare, and the shape reached for him. Max whirled and sprinted along the path. Behind him Doc, speedy for all his plumpness, sprang from the porch and raced after, his blanket flapping behind him like a banner. The two boys whizzed past Sherlock like leaves in a gale, and Sherlock himself spun and ran after them.
            In short seconds the three ran the length of the rocky trail and paused on the dirt road beyond. Close together, they held their breath and strained their ears. There was no sound, of pursuit or anything else.
            “Well, who got scared?” Max was able to demand of his two comrades.
            “I think it was a three-way tie,” said Doc. His hands trembled as he tried to fold up his blanket. Sherlock was taking time to breathe deeply and gratefully. Max studied one of them, then the other.
            “It’s easy to see that you’re both on the level,” he said. “Well, whoever—whatever that was up there at the house, it wasn’t any low accomplice of yours. All right, Sherlock the sleuth hound, any deductions?”
            “The obvious one,” replied Sherlock. “Somebody else had the same idea that Doc and I did. He came down here to give you the scare of the decade.”
            “Ranny Ollinger,” said Max. “He was the only one who heard anything about the idea.”
            Doc shook his head, his round face solemn. “That black thing was bigger than Ranny.”
            “Ranny’s a well-grown fellow,” argued Max. “Anyway, at that moment, he’d have looked twelve feet tall, nine feet wide, and seven feet thick to any unobstructed vision.” Max whistled. “I hope you two were both as badly scared as I was.”
            “We were,” Sherlock told him. “Nobody here has any reason to kid either of the other two.”
            “And do I hear a motion that we go back to the haunted house and check up on what haunts it?” said Max. “Because if I do, I’ll oppose it with every trick known to parliamentary law.”
            “Where I’m going is straight to camp,” said Doc, “to make a checkup of my own.”
            “On Ranny?” said Sherlock.
            “On Ranny. If he was the one, and we’re pretty sure he was, he’ll be short-cutting back to get there ahead of us. And then he’ll be lying on his bunk, pretending to sleep like a quiet, conscience-free young American, while he plans the hoorah he’ll raise on us tomorrow. But I can check up, I say, if I’m back there in time.”
            “How?” inquired Max eagerly.
            “Take his pulse. Dad showed me how to do it, long ago. If it’s fast at all, he’s been in action within minutes. Come on, let’s go.”
            They went, at a brisk trot. At camp, bedtime preparations were in progress. With elaborate unconcern, Sherlock and his two companions strolled over to the camp of the Eagle Patrol.
            “Ranny?” someone answered their query. “He’s tired tonight. The first into bed. Better not wake him up.” “We won’t if he’s asleep,” said Doc, with an eloquent glance at Sherlock and Max. He approached Ranny’s tent, peered at the quiet figure in the bunk, and stooped above it.
            “The second Doc gives us the high sign,” whispered Max in Sherlock’s ear, “here’s what we do. Move in quick.
            You get him around the legs, Doc, and I will pin his arms. Before any of his Eagle buddies understand what’s up and come swooping in to save him, we’ll have him lugged halfway to the swimming hole. From there it’ll be simple routine procedure to chuck him in.”
            Doc came back. At his gesture they drew a little apart. “Something’s wrong,” whispered Doc.
            “He’s awake?”
            “Asleep—sound as a black bear in winter. Pulse slow and sleepy, breathing regular. No fake, no wake. Whoever was there at the haunted house wasn’t Ranny.” “Then who,” stammered Max, “who scared who?” “Don’t you mean who scared whom?” asked Doc. “I thought you were literary.”
            Sherlock put one hand on Doc’s shoulder, the other on Max’s.
            “Don’t tell anybody anything,” he said quickly. “Come on down by the swimming hole. We three are going into conference.”
 



 
          THREE AGAINST THE GHOST
 
            In silence they turned away from the camp and toward the water. At the very brink, Sherlock peered across the quiet surface, then into the gloom of the surrounding trees, and listened for long moments. Finally he turned to his companions.
            “This is serious,” he said.
            “You can say that again,” sniffed Max.
            “All right, I will say it again. This is ser—”
            “Stop clowning, Sherlock,” begged Max. “I’m the one who’s supposed to make all the feeble wisecracks. Do you realize that we ought all to be going to bed, setting a good example to those tenderfeet? What if they find out what we’ve been up to and begin to conduct themselves likewise, thinking that’s the way to be topflight Scouts. I’m no prize deductive reasoner like you, but I can forecast that Mr. Palmer would have us all in for a lecture, and it would be hard for even you to deduce whether he was talking like a police sergeant or a Scoutmaster.”
            “Mr. Palmer isn’t to know about this,” said Sherlock sternly to the other boys. “Not yet. It’s up to us.”
            “Give him a chance to talk, Max,” said Doc. “There’s enough moonlight to show me that our master detective’s worried about something, and plenty.”
            “As if I’m not worried, too,” said Max, “not to say mystified. And without the slightest yen to go back there and solve the mystery. Whooo!” He blew out his breath dolefully. “I can see that big black thing right now, and hear it growling. Maybe,” and he paused to gulp nervously, “maybe it was a bear.”
            “Nonsense,” said Sherlock. “There’s not been a bear in this part of the country since my grandfather was in the first grade.”
            “If it wasn’t a bear,” said Doc, “I don’t want to know what it was. Any expedition back to Morbid Manor can include me out.”
            “There’s going to be an expedition back there,” announced Sherlock stubbornly, “and both of you are included in. I said it, and I meant it. This is up to us.” Max sat down on a gnarled root, and put his hands on his knees. “They stopped shaking, my knees, I mean, when we decided it was Ranny Ollinger. Now that we know it isn’t, they started again. Well, Sherlock, you can have the floor. Make a speech. Give with what’s on your mind.”
            Sherlock rumpled his hair solemnly. “Let’s agree on what we know so far,” he said slowly. “This ought to be an ordinary, pleasant adventure in camping, with no surprises except little ones we hunt up ourselves, birds and plants and things like that. But instead, all kinds of mystery and menace come right into camp and find us, such as stolen automobiles that leave no tracks and deserted houses that aren’t deserted.”
            “You want to tie up the car-stealing and the haunted house,” said Doc. “Amazing.”
            “Elementary,” flung back Sherlock, and the other two grinned with relief at finding him able to joke. “But there’s a third tie-in. Corey James, the man I saw at Oatville.”
            “I insist you can’t be sure it was Corey James,” said Max.
            “All right, I can’t be sure. But suppose it was, and it might be. Look what we have in this little farming community. A major crime, a mysterious old house, and a known thief and swindler. I can’t imagine all three things happening separately in such a place.”
            “Why do they happen here at all?” demanded Max. “Why don’t they happen in a big town, where there’s an underworld ?”
            “Because in a big town there’s also an adequate modern police department,” replied Sherlock, without waiting for Max to finish. “Let’s theorize a moment. Say that Corey James, and some partners of his, for it doesn’t make sense to me that one man could or would do what’s being done, took time to figure on a way to make some easy money. Automobiles are worth plenty these days. The new ones are just beginning to show up in something like good numbers, but there are still more customers for new cars than there are cars. Right?”
            “Right,” agreed Doc. “My father’s waiting for delivery on a new car, and he needs it badly. He’s a doctor.”
            “Now then,” went on Sherlock, “this is Garroway
            Township, with quite a few prosperous farmers. They’ve been getting their share of new cars. A car thief might figure on selling any new models he could grab very easily, and at a good price. Here in the country, with only small-town police and constables, that kind of loot would be quickly picked up and hard to trace.”
            “The haunted house,” reminded Max. “Where does that fit in?”
            “I’m coming to the haunted house,” said Sherlock. “Well, Mr. Palmer will be looking things over at Oatville, along with his friend the local minion of the law. But the haunted house is pretty remote, set back from a road that few people travel. The people around here have plenty of their own business to mind. Farming takes lots of time and energy. If they don’t have reason to pass the place, they don’t bother about it. Meanwhile, the few who do come there are scared away, the way we were.”
            “Where does it fit in?” repeated Max.
            “I don’t know,” and Sherlock drew a long breath, as if to brace his own determination. “We’re going back again to find out.”
            “Not me,” vowed Max quickly.
            “Nor me,” added Doc. “Let’s be sensible and turn the whole thing over to Mr. Palmer.”
            “We can’t, just yet. All we have so far is the beginnings of a theory about the house. We think it may fit in, but we’re not sure how.” Sherlock was talking like a lecturer. “Mr. Palmer is doing his own job along his own lines. I’ve learned, and I’ve explained to you before, that you can’t overdo the business of explaining to the police. Your ideas and clues may be stupid, and may only interfere and waste time. You must have something real to offer, and I say we’ll go back and find it—tomorrow night.”
            “I vote against it,” said Max. “Don’t you, Doc?”
            “You bet I vote against it,” Doc assured them. “That closes the meeting, Sherlock. The vote’s two to one for letting the police handle the thing without us.”
            “Hold on,” Sherlock almost snarled. “We came down here to talk the problem out, but nothing was said about a decision by majority vote. If you two are afraid—” “We’re afraid, all right,” Max admitted readily, “and so are you, or you’re even more meat-headed than I figure, which is considerable.”
            “If you’re afraid,” went on Sherlock, “just give me your word that you won’t say anything about it yet, and let it go at that. I’ll tackle the house alone.”
            “He means what he says,” Max told Doc, and Max’s voice was as solemn as Sherlock’s. “I know this Sherlock Holmes Hamilton of old. For him to get started on something is easy. But as for quitting, the quit talent’s left completely out of his makeup. Bulldogs are Easter bunnies compared to him.”
            “I’ve said all I’m going to,” said Sherlock, with an air of finality. “Do you promise to keep quiet until I get back tomorrow night? I’ll give you a full report.”
            Max took off his spectacles in the gloom and gropingly polished them on his neckerchief. “Now, just a darned supercharged minute,” he said suddenly.
            Sherlock had turned as if to go back to camp, but at Max’s voice he paused and faced around once more. “Well?”
            “You win. You don’t go up against that what-is-it alone. If you’re going to be bullheaded as well as meat-headed about it, okay, I’ll string along with you. All the way to Horror Hacienda and back, I hope.”
            “And so will I,” said Doc. He thrust out his hand. “Shake on it. Scout shake, and Scout honor.”
            They shook hands, and the hands were steady. Max put his spectacles back on and chuckled.
            “Sherlock knew all the time he could count on us, or he’s not the detective he thinks he is. Well, how about hitting the sack. Something whispers pretty loudly that we’re going to have an eventful day, and an eventful evening, tomorrow. We’ll need our sleep.”
            “Sleep?” echoed Doc. “Who’s going to do any sleeping? Not me, I’m afraid I’ll have dreams.”
            But the three boys slept, so soundly that they were almost late to the wake-up whistle of Mr. Brimmer, who had returned from the fruitless search for his car. There was a quick plunge in the pool, a breakfast of flapjacks, milk and fruit, and an assembly of both patrols.
            “The morning’s program is given over to friendly challenges,” announced Mr. Brimmer. “The Eagles pay their compliments to the Hounds, and offer to beat them in the following events:
            “First, a special swimming challenge. Each patrol will enter one contestant. The contestants will start at the edge of the water, dressed in shirt and trousers over swimming trunks, and will have on socks and shoes laced and tied. At the signal, they will strip to swimming trunks, dive in and swim fifty yards to opposite side of pool, return, and dress again to satisfaction of judges. First to complete dressing will win.
            “Second, fire with rubbing sticks. Each patrol to enter one contestant, who will provide his own fire sticks. At call of time, each to start fire-making. First to show a blaze in his tinder will win.
            “Third and fourth, athletics. The Hounds, as challenged party, to choose two events. These two events will make up a total of four contests. The Troop staff, myself and Lew Sheehan, will announce a fifth contest for this afternoon, and the patrol winning three events out of the five will be declared winner of the complete list of challenges.”
            Mr. Brimmer turned toward where the Hound Patrol stood in line, Sherlock one pace to the front as Patrol Leader. “How about it, Hounds? Do you accept?”
            “With pleasure,” said Sherlock. “May we have a few minutes to choose our men?”
            “Half an hour,” replied Mr. Brimmer. “We’ll begin, I suggest, with the fire-making. That will give your breakfast a chance to settle in the midriffs of the opposing swimmers. Any questions? No? Then fall out, and reassemble in thirty minutes.”
            Chattering, the formation broke up. Each patrol fairly whirled into a compact little mass for discussion. Max and Doc, standing together, gazed at the businesslike Sherlock in the midst of his patrol, then at each other.
            “This couldn’t be better,” said Doc in an undertone. “His mind’s off the haunted house, the car theft, everything but winning against the Eagles.”
            “Your ignorance about Sherlock is refreshing,” rejoined Max. “He has a brain all divided into compartments, separate offices, like some big business turning out a variety of goods. Certainly he’s set on winning. But that’s only in one office. There’s another office in the back of his head where the haunted house business is chugging away full blast, sixty minutes to the hour, twenty-four hours to the day. Let’s get in there and see if we can’t be the heroes of at least two of these events.”
 



 
          HOUNDS VERSUS EAGLES
 
            Sherlock crouched down in the center of the ring of Hounds, like a quarterback in a football huddle.
            “First,” he said, “let’s get set for the fire-making. Max, you and I have both done it and instructed in it Which is fastest?”
            “Maybe I’ll do,” spoke up Doc. “I’ve rubbed fire against time before, and it so happens that I’ve a set of fire sticks in my duffel bag. Brought ’em along just in case, you know.”
            “You’ll be better than either of us with your own sticks,” said Max. “Let’s appoint Doc to that event, gentlemen, and me to the undress-swim. I’m at least as good as the next of you at swimming, and I’ve a hunch about picking up a few seconds in the undressing part of it. Okay?”
            “Both our volunteers are accepted,” decided Sherlock, “and now for the athletic events. If you’ll let me, I’ll be arbitrary and choose the events and the entries too. Let’s ask for a fifty-yard dash, and enter Pete Criley. I’ve seen you in the gym and on the school track, Pete. You’re as fast a sprinter of your age as there is in Hillwood. Accept?”
            “I’ll do what I can,” said Pete, a little shyly.
            “Than which a jack rabbit couldn’t do more,” chimed in Max. “What’s the other event?”
            “Shot put,” said Sherlock. “And I’ll do my best, too, if you let me handle it. This is playing it low on Ranny Ollinger, who’s their best bet in that event. He and I were in the same physical ed. class in school this spring and last, and both times I outscored him. But he picked his events, and we can pick ours. Agreed?”
            “Agreed,” the others chorused, and Sherlock sought out the Troop leaders to announce his decisions.
            Ranny Ollinger joined them to hear and accept the new challenges. “About the shot—” he began.
            “It so happens,” said Sherlock, “that I brought an eight- pound shot with me.”
            “What I was going to say,” finished Ranny, “is that I brought one too. What will the event be, Mr. Brimmer, two out of three, or one trial?”
            “The best two out of three would be more conclusive,” said the Assistant Scoutmaster. “I take it, Ranny, that you’ll represent the Eagles in the shot put.”
            “I suppose I will,” said Ranny, “and now I’ll hurry back to help pick our dash man.”
            But he paused to survey Sherlock calculatingly, and Sherlock returned the long appraising look. The two realized, perhaps for the first time, that they were well matched in size and volume of muscle. And Sherlock, remembering their earlier efforts at shot putting, suddenly was aware that though he had won both times, it had not been by so great a margin.
            Then time was called, and the two patrols gathered again. Doc Watson submitted his homemade fire sticks for examination and approval. The Eagles’ entry, a spider-slim boy named Joe Davis, had a set of equipment purchased from a Scout supply house, and handled it with an air of knowing its use.
            “Contestants will take places facing each other,” announced Mr. Brimmer, “set up their equipment, and be ready to start at my word.”
            Doc and Joe knelt at opposite sides of a patch of hard level ground. Each put his notched hearth piece flat on the earth, and under the notch tucked dry tinder. Each set up the straight drill with its point in the notch, looped the thong of his bow around the drill, and fitted on his socket to hold the drill in place. Joe’s socket was of hard wood, with the hole that held the drill’s upper end well waxed. For a socket Doc used a small glass top from a coffee percolator.
            “Are you ready?” warned Mr. Brimmer. “Get set, then. Go!”
            At once the two fire-makers began to saw back and forth with their bows, using long, parallel, rhythmic strokes that twirled the drills back and forth in the notches of the hearth pieces. As they felt the drills bite grindingly into the wood of the hearths, they increased the speed of the bow-strokes and the pressure on the sockets. Faster and faster spun the drills.
            “Smoke!” cried Chuck Schaefer, watching, and threads of gray vapor rose from both hearths. A few more quick strokes, and both Doc and Joe had dropped bows and drills and lifted the hearths. The two wads of tinder were smoking, and at almost the same instant the fire-makers grabbed them. But Doc was a thought quicker in lifting his wad close to his face and blowing gently upon it.
            “Doc Watson, by a split second,” said Lew Sheehan, and Doc held up his flaming tinder-tuft amid applause from both patrols.
            “First score to the Hounds,” announced Mr. Brimmer. “Next, the swimming event. Who represents the Eagles?”
            “I am,” said Ranny Ollinger. “Who’s my adversus from the Hounds?”
            “Max Hinkel,” replied Sherlock. “Max! Where are you?”
            “Here,” called Max from his tent. “Go on to the pool, I’ll catch up.”
            The Scouts followed their leaders to the waterside. Mr. Brimmer paused at a firm earthy shelf where a dive could be properly performed, while Lew Sheehan trotted off to circle the pool and gain the opposite side.
            “At the point where Lew will station himself,” said Mr. Brimmer, “the distance across will be fifty yards, or close enough for our purpose. He will check there to see that each swimmer touches the bank with his hand before turning back. I’ll stand here to judge start and return. Now, where’s Max?”
            “Here and ready,” called Max, and came forward into view.
            All stared, then burst into loud laughter. Max had exchanged his own clothing for slacks and a shirt from the wardrobe of Doc Watson. The garments of the pudgy
            Doc hung on Max’s lean body and limbs like the fabric of a closed umbrella against the handle.
            “Hey, we protest,” gurgled Ranny Ollinger between whoops of merriment. “All Max has to do is shake himself and these things will fall off of him before I can undo my buttons.”
            “I protest against the protest,” rejoined Max stoutly. “Conditions of the contest said we must both start fully dressed. How can anybody be dressed any fuller than I am in these size-and-a-half hand-me-downs?”
            “I think Max has the technicalities on his side,” ruled Mr. Brimmer, smiling for the first time since he had lost his car. “He deserves some consideration for the idea, anyway. Take your places, both of you. Are you ready? Get set! Go!”
            As Ranny had foreseen, Max dropped his borrowed slacks and shirt with no more than one explosive, kicking struggle. Dropping to one bony knee, he hurried off one shoe, then the other, and flung his socks upon them. Before Ranny had progressed to unlacing his own shoes, Max, stripped to trunks, had leaped into the water.
            But Ranny, though delayed in diving after him, showed his superiority as a swimmer. Max’s swarthy head strove hard to maintain its start, and Ranny gradually shortened the distance between them. Max touched the bank at Lew Sheehan’s feet a scant yard ahead of Ranny, and on the way back Ranny forged to the front. Amid the concerted cheers and urgings of their partisans, the two churned their way back to the starting point. Ranny scrambled ashore well ahead and reached for his clothes. Max, climbing after him, also began to dress.
            “It’s 'sheer genius!” howled Doc in Sherlock’s ear, above the yells and laughter of the onlookers. “What Max loses in the water, he makes up in dressing. Look at him! He’s caught up with Ranny! He’s ahead! We’ll win this, too!” But he spoke too soon. Hurrying over his shoes, Max broke a lace. A moment later Ranny tied the last bow and stood up, fully clad. The second event was adjudged to the Eagles.
            The third event was the fifty-yard dash, and Pete Criley, his early diffidence gone, easily outran tall Dade Coleman, the swiftest of the Eagles. With the score two to one for the Hounds, Sherlock and Ranny came to the front for the shot put.
            “Best two out of three,” Mr. Brimmer said. “Just how do you two want to interpret that ? The longest distance among three trials for each of you? Or put against each other three times, the one who wins two out of three separate trials to win the whole event?”
            “Two out of three separate trials, I’d say,” volunteered Sherlock. “That will rule out any freak performance by either of us. Winner of two trials out of three to take the event.”
            “I’m for that,” said Ranny. “May the best man win.” “Thanks, Ranny,” called Max, kneeling to adjust his broken shoelace. “Sherlock will.”
            Mr. Brimmer and Lew Sheehan had produced a fifty- yard steel tape, and laid a fallen branch to mark the point from which the distances would be measured. At drawing of straws, Sherlock won first try. He peeled off his shirt, flexed his muscles calculatingly, and picked up the eight- pound shot. Turning so that his left foot was toward the branch, he doubled his arm so that his hand cupped the shot in the hollow of his neck and shoulder. His other arm lifted to balance and point his effort. Twice he half- crouched to gather all the power of his young body behind the cast, then made a sidling leap forward. His left toe came to earth just at the branch, and with a sudden mustering of all his strength he sent the shot flying up and forward. It struck the ground, hopped twice and rolled to a stop.
            Lew Sheehan had the tape to earth, measuring the distance to the first fall of the shot. “Thirty-six feet four inches!” he cried.
            Sherlock frowned and rumpled his hair. He had been overzealous, had made what was, for him, a poor cast. He stepped aside while Ranny, picking up the shot as Lew Sheehan rolled it back, took his place.
            Ranny was left-handed, and, as he set himself for the put, Sherlock judged that he had practised considerably in recent weeks. Perhaps Ranny had been galled at losing to Sherlock in the physical education class. Ranny took time to adjust and set himself for the effort, then with a grunt and a summoning of energy sent the shot away. It struck, so Sherlock thought, almost where his own try had reached. Lew Sheehan measured.
            “Almost a tie,” the Junior Scoutmaster announced. “Thirty-six feet nine inches.”
            The first of the three trials had gone to Ranny by the narrowest of margins. Sherlock returned to position, and all watched breathlessly. He borrowed a leaf from Ranny’s book, flexing himself more deliberately, relaxing several times and testing his balance. As he crouched again, there came to him the moment of awareness that he was ready for a mighty effort, and instantly he co-ordinated himself, jumped and whipped into the cast all his strength from the ankles upward. The shot soared like a bird, while the spectators yelled like Indians. Still poised in follow- through position, Sherlock saw Lew Sheehan run hurriedly sideways to avoid the cast, then run back to measure.
            “Forty-four feet eight inches!” Lew called out.
            Again yells and howls from the exultant Hounds. Max and Doc flung themselves upon Sherlock, pummeling him affectionately. The Eagles were suddenly quiet as their leader came soberly forward, stooping to catch the shot on its return roll.
            Sherlock was elated. His cast had outdone his previous puts at school. He watched while Ranny, slowly and somewhat glumly, set himself for his second put. As before, Ranny was methodical, and seemingly put all he had into the launching of the shot, but it fell far short of Sherlock’s try. Lew Sheehan measured, and made his report. “Thirty-four feet three inches!”
            “You’re ten feet better than he is,” crowed Max as Sherlock returned for the final trial. “It’s in the bag, Sherlock, in the bag!”
            Sherlock permitted himself to grin as he lifted the shot, poised it, and sent it away. It was nothing like his second fine score, but it was measured at thirty-eight feet ten inches, well past either of Ranny’s tries. Sherlock almost swaggered away while Ranny addressed himself for his own last chance. Ranny put the shot before Sherlock could turn to watch, and at once the air was rent by the triumphant yells of the Eagles.
            “Thirty-nine,” Lew Sheehan was trying to make himself heard above the clamor. “Thirty-nine feet two inches. Ranny Ollinger wins, two out of three!”
            Sherlock conquered his own disappointment and met Ranny with his hand out.
            “It was a trick, really,” said Ranny at once.
            “And a good one,” replied Sherlock generously, pumping Ranny’s arm up and down. “Your second put was a fake, wasn’t it? Thirty-four feet something. You purposely put short, you could have done lots better.”
            “But if I had, I couldn’t have beaten your second try,” reminded Ranny, “and you’d have come up the third time ready to throw that shot clear out of Garroway Township. So I called on what brains I have. You were—were—” “Overconfident’s the word,” admitted Sherlock. “I thought I could beat you without half trying. So I only half tried. Now the score between patrols is two even.” They separated. Doc and Max offered Sherlock their condolences.
            “Tough luck, Sherlock,” Doc ventured. “But—”
            “But it’s a key to at least the outer door of what we’re trying to do tonight,” said Sherlock at once. “I learned something, and not only about putting the shot. It matches something else that we can take from Max’s smart trick that almost worked against Ranny in the swimming event.”
            “My smart trick that didn’t work,” said Max.
            “That’s what I mean,” pursued Sherlock. “There’s a reason, and the same reason, why your scheme didn’t work, and Ranny’s did. I’ll tell you later, but let’s listen to what the final deciding contest is going to be.”
 



 
          BEHIND THE GHOST HOUSE
 
            Mr. Brimmer was blowing a whistle and signalling—hand up and revolved in a circle—for assembly . of all Scouts to hear the final arrangements for settling the rivalry between the Patrols. From two directions came the groups, Hounds and Eagles, to listen.
            “We’ll have noon dinner,” directed the Assistant Scoutmaster, “and wash dishes and spruce up camp afterward, to give the chow a chance to settle down. Then we settle this contest with a final event, a double hare-and-hounds race.”
            “Hare and hounds!” muttered Max behind Sherlock’s elbow. “We’re the Hounds. We’ll catch those Eagles by the hair and twist it into a braid.”'
            “Quiet, comedian,” said Sherlock out of the side of his mouth. “Let’s hear how it’s going to be worked.”
            Mr. Brimmer had paused, and now began fuller explanation. “You’ve played hare and hounds, most of you, and the rules as we’ve roughed them out are fairly simple. Two men chosen from one Patrol are the hares. They get a five-minute start, and a bag of grain. No paper scraps, we won’t leave any litter in these woods that the birds and squirrels can’t clean up for us within a day or so after we’ve finished. The hares trickle the grain behind them as they go, to leave a track for the pack of hounds, made up from among the Scouts of the other Patrol. One of the two hares will have a pedometer strapped to his knee, and the chase the hares work out for the hounds to follow, away from camp and back, must register no less than four thousand on the pedometer, or more than forty-five hundred. That will make the total run in the neighborhood of four miles. Does everybody understand?”
            “Not quite,” said one of the Eagle tenderfeet. “What’s a pedometer?”
            “We’ll show you one in a moment, and explain its workings,” replied Mr. Brimmer. “Now, here’s how the event will be won or lost: The two hares must stay within ten yards of each other, the bag of trail grain must remain in the possession of one of them, and the same one, at all times. They must complete their four-mile run, without crossing their trail at any time, because that will confuse the hounds too much. And they must return to their Patrol camp and touch the Patrol flagstaff, both of them, without being run down. If they do that, the hares win. But if either hare is overtaken by any one of the pursuing hounds, and that pursuing hound can catch him by the arm or leg or clothes and hold on long enough to say ‘Caught, caught, caught!’ the hounds win over the hares.” He paused. “Do you all understand these rules ?”
            “We do,” said Ranny Ollinger. “Which patrol furnishes the hares, and which the hounds? We Eagles will be glad to take either side of it.”
            “Both Patrols take both sides,” replied Mr. Brimmer. “Didn’t I say it was a double race? Each Patrol will choose, while eating, two hares. The rest of each Patrol will make up the hound pack to follow and try to catch the hares of the other Patrol. Junior Leader Lew Sheehan and I will place ourselves in a position where we can observe both finish points—the flags of the two Patrols— and judge any last-minute flurries. And the senior hare of each team will wear a wrist watch, the two wrist watches to be synchronized. Time of a hare being captured along the trail, if that should happen, will be noted by all concerned, and reported. When it’s all over, Lew and I will judge both chases on all points of performance, and name the winner. Is that clear, now ? Any questions about anything I’ve said?”
            There were several questions, and the Assistant Scoutmaster answered and explained to the satisfaction of all. Then Lew Sheehan handed him a round metal object like a watch, slung on a strap. Mr. Brimmer held it up for the Scouts to see.
            “This is a pedometer,” he announced, “the kind used in walking tests and measurements. The strap buckles tightly around the leg below the knee, like a garter. Whenever the foot of the leg wearing the pedometer strikes the ground, it jars the mechanism of the pedometer, which registers a click and moves up a point. The turning figures on the dial increase themselves by one, like a speedometer registering distance on an automobile. That means an increase of one on the dial for every forward movement of both feet, something around five feet, what the old Romans called a pace. Milia passuum. Remember your high school Latin, any of you? A thousand paces comes to approximately five thousand feet, a Roman mile. We have two of these pedometers that I brought along for just this type of contest.”
            “And here is the grain,” added Lew Sheehan, coming forward with two linen bags slung on broad shoulder- bands of cloth. “In this one,” and he pulled out a handful to exhibit, “is shelled corn. In the other,” and Lew Sheehan produced a sample from the second bag, “is dried beans. There won’t be any confusing of the two trails, will there?”
            “Not by the Eagles,” said Ranny for his following, and Sherlock added, “Any Hound that can’t tell them apart doesn’t know his succotash.”
            “As I said,” repeated Mr. Brimmer, “one hare of each team will start out, continue through the four miles or so, and return with the bag of trail grain. One grain at least will be dropped for each two steps along the way, a grain every five feet, or one click of the pedometer. Now, for the last time, any questions ? No ? I hope you’re all half as wide-awake and intelligent as you’re trying to look. Very well, we’ll have chow, clean up, and then report back for the start at my whistle. Dismiss!”
            The Scouts separated into their two Patrols and sought their cooking fires. Doc Watson again supervised the preparation of the meal for the Hounds. It consisted of grilled frankfurters, boiled canned sauerkraut, potatoes which had roasted all morning in the hot ashes, and bananas.
            “I’m going to have another refill,” said Max Hinkel. “That swimming I did streamlined me around the tummy.”
            “You’ve had two helpings,” spoke up Sherlock. “Take it easy, or you’ll founder halfway along the trail this afternoon. Don’t chew so loudly, you hungry Scouts. Let’s make our appointments for this hare team, and a leader for the leftovers that make up the hounds.” “You’ll naturally be the senior hare, Sherlock,” said Max, scraping his plate. “Your ears are just about the right length, and nearly fuzzy enough. What about it, fellow Hounds, am I right?”
            A murmur of approval went up, for Sherlock was by now the unquestioned leader of his Patrol. “And I think Pete Criley had better be the other hare,” added Max. “He can run like one. No hound the Eagles can produce will get close enough to him to hand him a roast apple.”
            “Wait a moment,” interposed Sherlock. “A fast runner is just as important, or more so, to our hound pack. Pete had better go into that part of the enterprise. Then, once the opposition hares are in sight, he’s almost a sure thing to run one of them down.”
            “That’s our great brain talking,” applauded Doc, peeling a banana. “How about letting Sherlock name his junior hare?”
            All looked expectantly at the Patrol Leader. Doc’s eyes shone with eagerness for the second hare assignment, but Sherlock made a quick decision otherwise.
            “Doc, as assistant Patrol leader, you command the hound pack. You’re a good trailer, as I found out at and around Sig Poison’s shop. Max runs with me, if he’ll keep quiet and not give away our position at the top of his voice.”
            “Me talk?” Max almost squealed in his protest. “Me, the dark, silent, mystery man of the Hound Patrol? I’m hurt, Sherlock. Anyhow, since I’m to be a hare, maybe you’ll tell me what kind of noise a hare makes.”
            “Something like the evening song of a clam, with a touch of sleeping angleworm,” Sherlock told him. “At least, for the purpose of this run.”
            They finished eating and washing dishes. Doc met Sherlock at the garbage disposal pit.
            “All right,” he said, “what did you mean this morning about learning a trick of mystery solving from those contests with Ranny Ollinger?”
            “Wait until we’re alone and have time to talk,” Sherlock urged as he scraped his plate into the hole.
            At Mr. Brimmer’s whistle, the two patrols assembled as before in front of the tent of the Leaders.
            “Hares for the Eagle Patrol reporting,” said Ranny, stepping forward. “Myself and Dade Coleman.”
            “Patrol Leader Hamilton and Scout Hinkel are hares for the Hounds,” said Sherlock in turn.
            Mr. Brimmer handed each Patrol Leader a pedometer and a bag, Sherlock drawing the dried corn. Ranny stooped and girded his left knee with the pedometer, while Dade assumed charge of the bag of beans. Sherlock turned to his companion, holding out both bag and pedometer.
            “Put these on, Max,” he directed.
            “Are you loading me down with everything?” complained Max. “I ought to write a letter to my Congressman.”
            “Put ’em on,” repeated Sherlock. “I have reasons. Doc, step aside here a moment and confer with Max and me.” The three made it a short conference. Sherlock did practically all of the brief talking.
            “We’ll lay a trail toward the haunted house,” he told Doc and Max. “I want a few free seconds to look at that joint again. I think we can afford to lag a bit at one point, because the Eagles have their two fastest men as hares and won’t press us too closely.” He tapped Doc’s sturdy arm. “You’re the best trailer of our pack, as I judge, so keep in the lead. Try to work things by quiet signals. If you get in sight of Ranny and Dade, don’t make any sound to show them how close you are. Wave for Pete Criley to lead the charge after them. Get it?”
            “Roger,” said Doc, air-force fashion.
            “Then here we go.”
            They turned back to Mr. Brimmer, and at his word Sherlock and Max returned to their patrol camp and stood by the Hound flag. With them came the Eagles who made up the pursuing pack, eager and a little nervous, but competent looking. Ranny and Dade took their starting positions by the Eagle flag, with Doc and his companions ready to follow. Midway between stood Mr. Brimmer and Lew Sheehan.
            “Both hare teams will start on the sound of my whistle,” Mr. Brimmer called out, in a voice loud enough for both groups to hear. “I’ll give them the five-minute start by my watch, then alert the two hound packs, and start them off with a second whistle blast. Ready, both you hare teams? On your marks! Get set!”
            The whistle sang shrilly in the bright air. Sherlock and Max slogged purposefully away in the direction of the haunted house. Fifty paces, twenty-five clicks on Max’s pedometer, took them out of sight among the trees.
            “Scout pace, Max,” said Sherlock. “Fifty at a trot, fifty more at a walk.”
            They began to jog, Sherlock leading by his own height, and Max listening to his pedometer and dropping a grain of corn at every click. Sherlock doubled around one big tree to the left, then around another to the right, stooped low to wriggle through brush so as not to disturb too plainly the higher, thicker foliage. When they had finished fifty trotting paces and resumed a walk, they conferred.
            “We’re staying off the road?” suggested Max.
            “And likewise out of any paths,” replied Sherlock. “Let those Eagles use their eyes and earn their Patrol designation. I want us to gain enough of a lead so that we can have a trifle of time to spend at the you-know- what.”
            “Then we’ll have to go pretty direct,” reminded Max. “It’s nearly two miles there, and we have to keep the round trip around four miles.”
            “Right. Now let’s save our breath.”
            Sherlock hurdled a log, and Max stooped as he followed, to drop the trail grain close to the log, where their pursuers might be delayed for a precious instant before spotting it. Ahead the two went, keeping to the mile-devouring Scout pace, but cannily doing what they could, within the spirit and letter of the rules, to make their trail baffling. Sherlock veered a trifle from the straight line to lead Max through a pine thicket where many seasons’ fall of needles made a carpet on the ground and the telltale grains of corn would be hard to see at first glance. Again, he snake-danced through some closely grown young birches, under which the ground was more than commonly hard and would take no clear footprints to supplement the line of kernels. In twelve minutes they had completed their first mile. Eight minutes more passed, and they came to a low wall of unmortared stone, partially tumbled down during years of neglect. Sherlock vaulted nimbly over, and Max after him.
 
 
             
Max and Sherlock dropped flat, peering through the bushes.
 
            “We’ve nearly used up our first two thousand clicks on this cement mixer I’m wearing,” Max warned his companion.
            “Let’s stop for a moment.” Sherlock leaped up and stood on the highest point of the stone wall. “Success, Max! This wall marks the property line of that bogeyman’s mansion. Come on forward a little. Look, we’re just behind the house.”
            They went a few paces, and Max stopped.
            “We’ve got barely enough clicks left to take us back,” he said. “If I go much farther, we won’t get home inside the forty-five hundred. And we’ll have to stop short of the flag and wait while they catch up and grab us.”
            Sherlock pulled a bush aside. “Look,” he said again. “Here’s a trail, and a wide one, leading right up there to the back of the house. I can see the way it’s built up —the house, I mean—from ground that isn’t so high as at the front. It has a basement that’s almost as high as a regular first story at the rear wall, and a big double door—closed.”
            “You said we were going to stay off of trails and paths,”
            Max reminded him. “And I’m not going to waste another pedometer click if it’s carrying me any nearer to Count Dracula’s week-end hide-out.”
            “Now hold on,” said Sherlock quickly. “Didn’t Mr. Brimmer tell us that the two hares must stay ten yards from each other?”
            “They can’t separate any more than that,” agreed Max.
            “But they can go at least that far apart. So stand where you are. I’m going the ten yards alone.”
            From Max’s side he paced it off, through the bush clump and to the trail beyond. He looked at the wide opening through the trees, and down at the ground. He saw something that made him exclaim and kneel down quickly.
            “Quiet, Sherlock,” called Max softly. “I heard somebody yelling on the trail behind us. Let’s get started back.”
            Sherlock rose from where he had knelt to look and hurried to rejoin his friend. He too could hear noise on the way they had come, a crashing among bushes where the Scouts of the Eagle pack were apparently pulling aside twigs and leafage to examine the trail. They had moved fast, those Eagles, faster than Sherlock and Max had expected them to move.
            Sherlock did not dare speak, for the human voice carries far. He only tapped Max, beckoned, and headed away, on a line toward the camp and parallel to their outward course at a distance of perhaps twenty yards. Crouching down, Max faithfully dropping his corn, they loped along until they came to a tangle of thorn bushes. Here, at Sherlock’s gesture, they both dropped flat, peering through beneath the bushes in the direction of their former path.
            The Eagles made noise enough to betray themselves as they came hotly along the trail. They paused for a moment directly opposite the two ground-hugging fugitives. For the space of a worried breath Sherlock thought that some doubly sharp eye had seen him and Max in their skimpy hiding place; but the pursuit had paused only to study a confused point on the way. After another moment, the pack moved ahead and past, and out of sight.
            At once the two hares were up, running fast toward camp. Not until both of them were puffing did Sherlock signal a slowdown of their clip to a walk. They headed for two huge trees, with barely enough space between for a boy to squeeze through. Sherlock managed it, then Max, and they went on side by side.
            “Now come on and give,” Max at last caught enough of his breath to say. “What did you see back there that made you gobble and goggle like that?”
            “It’s only a woodland trail leading to the back door,” replied Sherlock. “Hardly ever used, I’d say, but it’s wide enough and hard enough for a car to pass along it.” “So?” Max prompted him.
            “So I saw automobile tracks on it.”
            “All right, our ghost is motorized. He’s rubber-tired.” “Rubber-tired is just the word,” said Sherlock emphatically. “The tires left a pattern, a zigzag pattern. The same zigzag pattern that was left by the tires on the car that was stolen from Mr. Brimmer.”
 



 
          HARE AND HOUNDS
 
 
            It seemed to Sherlock that Max’s neck stretched a foot and thrust Max’s face close to his.
            “That doesn’t mean a thing,” Max protested. “We traced tires with that identical mark to another car.”
            “Not so loud,” cut in Sherlock. “In fact, save all of your breath. Those Eagles will be hot on our back trail, and we’d better not be seen or heard, either one. Keep dropping that corn, and stay as close to me as you can.” Ducking his head low, Sherlock scrambled through some berry bushes that bristled with raking thorns. It was a stern measure, but even the usually vocal Max forebore to comment until they had gained the other side. Then he said with the air of a philosopher, “After all, there are only two of us, and there are four ,of those Eagles to get all chopped up. Where away now?” Sherlock pointed a little to the left, and led the way into a clearing where scrubby weeds grew, making the trail of corn harder to follow. After leaving the weeds, on they went in a fairly straight line for camp, for they had not enough distance left on Max’s pedometer for any extensive detours or zigzags. For live minutes they kept up the Scout pace, alternately trotting and trudging. For six minutes. Seven. Eight. Finally, up ahead showed a ridge. Sherlock gestured for Max to drop low against the ground, and he himself scrambled across on all fours to keep from making a silhouette against the scantily timbered skyline. Max, following, disturbed something that squirmed and wriggled away from in front of him.
            “Yike!” howled Max. “It’s a snake, as big as a blanket roll!”
            Startled out of all caution, he jumped up and for a second—only a second—stood erect on the very highest and barest point of the ridge.
            “Get down, knuckle-head,” Sherlock snapped at him in a frantic whisper, and Max, recovering, ducked again. But it was too late. He had been seen.
            Back on the trail they had left, and none too far back at that, came a cry. “There they are!” one of the Eagles was telling his comrades. Away campward dashed Sherlock, Max a jump behind him. To the rear sounded a mighty disturbance and breaking of underbrush as the whole pack of pursuers broke into a run.
            - Neither Sherlock nor Max was a Pete Criley, but both were in good physical condition, sound of wind and sinewy of leg. They could have held their lead had not Max had the assignment of dropping grain. The constant dip into the sack for more disturbed the rhythm of his racing body, and he was forced to slow down, while Sherlock, who might have forged ahead, was obliged by the rules to stay within ten yards of his comrade. The Scouts of Eagle pack, on the other hand, could now take their eyes from the trail and run their fastest. The lightest- footed of the four had Max and Sherlock in sight, and kept them there. The gap between hunters and hunted grew narrower, and narrower again.
            “Don’t give up,” Sherlock panted over his shoulder at Max. “Keep going. I see the flags at camp.”
            But that swiftest Eagle, now well in advance of his fellows, had pluckily gained and was almost upon him. Sherlock and Max could hear, or thought they could, his own wheezes for breath as he labored to overtake them. Up ahead was an excited cry as Lew Sheehan, on high ground between the Patrol camps, spotted the close running battle.
            A few more leaps, and the foremost Eagle was beside Max. He reached out an arm as he ran, catching Max by the elbow. He ran thus for another pace or so, getting enough breath into his laboring lungs to make himself heard, according to the rules.
            “Caught,” he gurgled happily. “Caught—”
            But Sherlock, without slowing his own headlong clip by so much as an inch a second, had shot back his own strong young hand. He fastened it in Max’s shirt and by a sudden powerful pull yanked his lighter friend bodily out of the captor’s grip before the third and final “caught” could be spoken. Off balance, the Eagle runner stumbled and fell. Then Sherlock and Max ran with the last few ounces of breath left in them for their Patrol flag.
            Even as they reached it, they saw the drama at the Eagle camp across from them. Ranny Ollinger and Dade Coleman racing for safety as they themselves had raced, with Pete Criley, the star runner of the Hounds, cutting down their lead to almost tackling distance. There was barely a yard to spare as the Eagle’s hare team reached and touched their home flag.
            Minutes, long minutes, passed before any of the contestants in either race regained the energy and inclination to move, speak, or do anything but gulp in fresh air, blow it out again, and gulp more. Sherlock played host at the Hound camp to his late pursuers, sagely cautioning them to drink sparingly from the canteen he passed around. Finally, when the slowest runners of both groups had staggered in and relaxed thankfully, there was another assembly before Mr. Brimmer. The Assistant Scoutmaster looked a trifle apologetic.
            “We seem to have had our run for nothing, or next to nothing,” he said. “Everybody got plenty of exercise, and at least the place is quiet for once, with all of you tired out. But both runs were so closely contested, finished so near to the same moment, and in each case the hare team got home safely by so narrow a margin, that it’s hard to name a winner. I didn’t think the event could possibly be a tie, but what can I do but call it one?”
            Ranny Ollinger had recovered enough to say something. “How can we pick the boss Patrol, then?” he asked.
            Sherlock, who had been mopping his streaming face with a towel, paused for a moment. “Let’s not pick a boss Patrol just now,” he suggested. “Let’s call it a tie until later.”
            Mr. Brimmer looked at Sherlock, as though surprised at the suggestion. “After all,” he said, “this new Troop is choosing a senior Patrol Leader, and athletic supremacy, while it isn’t everything, will be a big factor in the choice of a leader.”
            “I suggest,” went on Sherlock, “that Ranny and I act as senior on alternate days. Sort of like co-captains on a football team, when they take over from each other as each game comes up. Then we can have some final event later to decide thk Patrol rivalry.”
            “Not a bad idea,” approved Ranny. “I’m lucky to get a draw out of it so far.”
            “Correction, please,” said Sherlock quickly. “I’m the lucky one, it seems to me. After all, Ranny won two of these five events singlehanded, the undress-swim from Max, and the shot put from me, and bossed the Eagles in getting a draw in the hare and hounds race.”
            “Which makes the rest of my Eagles sound kind of helpless,” Ranny half-complained.
            “All right, all right,” laughed Lew Sheehan. “I’m enjoying this politeness act you two are putting on, but the fact remains that we’ll have to make the decision sooner or later. Mr. Palmer is due back here some time tonight, and perhaps we’ll leave it to him.”
            “A good idea,” nodded Mr. Brimmer. “Now let’s all rest up. It was almost as much of an ordeal watching those two hare teams come boiling in as it must have been to run with them. I even forgot that evaporated car of mine. Dismiss!”
            Each Patrol turned toward its own clump of tents. Doc Watson, whose well-fed person had perspired the most in the chase of the Eagle’s hare team, caught Sherlock’s wrist and drew him a little away from the others.
            “I’m beginning to understand that you don’t do anything without your reasons,” he said, “but why did you try to talk yourself out of the S. P. L. spot in this Troop? Personally, I think you rate it over Ranny Ollinger. You’re older than he is, have more merit badges, you shape up as more of a natural leader—”
            “I don’t say I wouldn’t like the S. P. L. spot,” Sherlock interrupted his friend, “but I’m too busy right now. Maybe I’d be flattered in a few days if they’d offer it to me, but I’m dodging it today and tonight.”
            Doc’s eyes widened owlishly. “You’re tying this up with that haunted house business,” he guessed, “but just why and how I don’t catch.”
            “A Senior Patrol Leader, and especially one who’s just appointed, is pretty busy,” explained Sherlock. “Special duties, conferences with the Troop leaders, and so on. I want these next few hours as free as I can manage, to do some deducting that isn’t exactly routine Scouting.”
            “But Mr. Palmer will be here tonight some time, in person,” reminded Doc. “Mr. Brimmer said so.”
            “That’s one of my reasons for what I’m doing,” Sherlock told him. “He’s not only my Scoutmaster, but he’s a police officer, active in the very investigation we’re worked up about. It would be my duty, as Scout and as citizen, to tell him all I know and most of what I guess. So I want to go into action before he arrives. Knock off now, the rest of the bunch is looking this way and wondering what we’ve found to mumble about.”
            The Hounds, still jaded by their woodland race, switched from Scout uniform to swimming trunks and headed for the pond. Already the Eagles were there,
            washing away the dust of their exertions. Ranny Ollinger slid grinning through the water toward where Sherlock came to the edge and poised for a dive.
            “How about a final challenge coming from you and your mob?” he invited. “We’ll take you on in anything you name—spelling bee, bathing beauty contest or just who can bake the best cocoanut cream pie.”
            “Don’t mention cocoanut cream pie,” pleaded Doc over Sherlock’s shoulder. “That’s my favorite dessert, and I’ve traveled four hungry miles since dinner at noon.”
            “A little hunger might improve you,” said Max, coming up in turn and measuring Doc’s ample figure with his eye. “Look, Ranny, you Big Chief Eagle Patrol Leader, I say we’ll challenge you to—”
            “Silence for six seconds,” Sherlock bade Max. “Ranny, give us an afternoon and evening to pull ourselves back together. Then we’ll dream up something to settle this tie.”
            “Afternoon and evening off?” Ranny repeated, and then gurgled a bit, for water had trickled into his open mouth as he paddled. “You can’t take it, huh? Well, suit yourselves. We’ll listen to any challenge at any time.” And he turned on his side, swimming away with lazy skill.
            Sherlock dived in, Doc followed with a splash like a giant frog, and Max came in two seconds behind him. The three paddled idly to a stretch of bank where the other Scouts did not follow, and Sherlock turned in the water so that his head was close to the heads of Doc and Max.
            “As soon as it’s bedtime,” he said softly, “with everybody else soundly corked off, we go back to visit our ghost.”
            “Oh me!” groaned Max. “After our second call, whatever it is will feel socially obligated and start coming here. Can’t we just sneak up and look and listen, without being spotted?”
            “I want us to be spotted,” said Sherlock firmly. “I want the whatever-it-is, as Max calls it, to know we’re poking around its happy little refuge. I want it to do something about us.”
            “But not do something to us,” pleaded Max. “I want to grow up and be a writer, not stop right here and be a ghost’s victim. Look, I’ve often heard creepy stories around campfires, and didn’t believe them any more than the next guy. I don’t want anybody to tell a true story about me, and wind up by saying my body was never found.”
            “I know what Sherlock’s driving at, Max,” put in Doc Watson confidently. “It’s going to be like one of those scientific experiments. There’s an organism of some sort to be identified, usually. You give it a certain treatment, a stimulus, that’s the word. The organism does something about the stimulus, a reaction, they call it. And the type of reaction shows the kind of organism, alive or dead, animal or vegetable. Right, Sherlock?”
            “Right, Watson, and not so elementary at that.”
            “It’s far from being elementary,” agreed Max. “It sounds like teacher’s pet reciting in sophomore biology.”
            “Well,” said Doc modestly, “I am studying to be a doctor like my dad, and I do pay attention to things like that, though I don’t figure on doing any school work on vacation, least of all in camp.”
            “We’re getting off the beam,” said Sherlock. “Are you in, Max?”
            “I’m in,” said Max with an air of surrender, “chiefly because I don’t see my way out. With you two so hot about chumming with the spirit world, I’ll have to tag along. But the kind of scientific experiment I like is one with little bits of friendly organisms, moored down to a glass slide under a microscope. And speaking of science,” he turned to a new line of thought, “what if the tenant of the haunted house is a scientist himself ? A mad scientist, with clawlike hands and grinning teeth and eyes that shine in the dark like phosphorus? While we’re talking about one kind of experiment, he may be planning another kind, with us as the subjects. Probably he’ll shoot us full of some kind of fiendish drug that will turn us into monkeys.”
            “He wouldn’t waste that kind of drug on you,” Doc snubbed him, and Max’s smile came back, the kind that wreathed his face when he was at his favorite sport of mock-scornful repartee.
            “Score one for you, Doc. You’ve been hanging around me long enough to get the ribbing habit. They say it’s contagious. Doc’s an apt pupil, Sherlock. Now what?”
            “When we start,” said Sherlock, “we’ll dress for the occasion, but not with robes or sheets this time. They show up in the dark, and they catch on thorns and twigs if we have to leave in a hurry. Wear your darkest, closest-fitting stuff. I’ve got a lightweight black sweater with long sleeves.”
            “So have I,” said Doc eagerly, his round face gleaming with excited anticipation.
            “I’ve got a dark blue jersey, but it’s sleeveless,” said Max. “Not quite so good.”
            “We can make it as good,” Sherlock promised him. “Smear burnt cork on the hands and arms and face, commando style. We’ve got corks, haven’t we? I put one in a little glass jug of syrup I brought along for flapjacks. We can scare up one or two more, and that’ll be enough.”
            “And burn ’em by daylight,” contributed Doc. “No matches after dark, or the whole camp will sit up and wonder out loud what we’re doing.”
            “Go to the head of the class, Doc,” applauded Max. “The best time to burn our corks is at the fire while we’re cooking supper. And speaking of supper, what’s it going to be?”
            Doc, by now the official supervisor of the Patrol’s cooking arrangements, thought a moment. “Hamburger steaks,” he said. “Potatoes and onions fried together. Bread and butter. For dessert there’ll be pie, furnished to the whole troop by Lew Sheehan. He’s baking up a bunch in some kind of camp oven he made himself and feels specially proud about working.”
            “That sounds good,” said Sherlock, and lifted his mouth an inch higher above the water so as to smack his lips in safety. “I’m like you, Doc; the afternoon’s exercise has starved me down to a skeleton.”
            “Skeleton!” breathed Max, and shuddered. “How can you use words like that when we’re going where we’re going tonight?”
 



 
          RETURN TO THE MYSTERY
 
            Night and the time for bed seemed to take a long time in coming, at least to the three eager ghost hunters.
            Finally, after both Patrols had eaten heartily, washed dishes, and broken up the evening s session of song and stunt at the campfire, the tired Scouts found themselves ready for sleep. But Sherlock and Doc, though tired, had their prospects of adventure to keep their eyes open. They lay on their cots until all was still in the neighboring tents, and then crept away down the hill toward the road. Max was there before them.
            As Sherlock had advised, each had worn his darkest clothes, and each had put on rubber-soled shoes for greater quietness of movement. At a point where a gap among the roadside trees gave the moon a chance to shine down and give them light, they carefully blackened their exposed faces, necks and arms with the charred tips of the burnt corks.
            “You two look like end men in a minstrel show,” pronounced Max, studying his friends. “Where’s your banjo, Sherlock?”
            “If I had one, I’d play you a song called Silence Is Golden ” said the Patrol Leader. “Max, I don’t suppose you can take off your glasses in this dim light, so keep your head down and let’s not have any moonshiny reflections from them. Now, we’ll hold our last verbal conference right here, get so we all understand what we’re going to do, and then move on to the house without any more talk.”
            “No more talk?” echoed Max sadly.
            “I know that’s what the Bill of Rights calls a cruel and unusual punishment for you,” Sherlock told him, “but this is a cruel and unusual situation.”
            “Let me ask something,” said Doc. “Sherlock, you claim to have learned something from how Ranny Ollinger won those two events from us this morning. You promised to tell us. So tell, or were you only shadowboxing?”
            “I’ve got time and privacy to tell you now,” said Sherlock. “First of all, Max had a bright idea about gaining time on the undressing part of his event, but he lost anyway.”
            “Only because Ranny’s related to the fish family,” said Max. “He simply outswam me. I couldn’t do anything about the swimming end of the business, Ranny was too far out of my class.”
            “And I’m out of his class, a little, in shot-putting,” rejoined Sherlock. “I mean, all things being equal, I can put the shot farther than he can. But Ranny smarted me out of that event, too, remember? He succeeded in
            smarting me out of it, though Max failed to smart him out of the undress-swim race. Ranny pretended to be weaker than he really is on the second try, so as to make me get overconfident and slack off on the third, and after I’d made a half-baked effort, he stepped in and put all he had back of the shot, and pulled victory out of the bag.”
            “Which adds up to what where the haunted house is concerned?” demanded Doc.
            “Think of it like this: We’ll have a sort of series of tests against the ghost, or what we call the ghost, at that house. Our first trial was last night, when we got surprised.”
            “Now, be honest,” urged Max. “We got scared, but plenty.”
            “All right, we got scared. Anyway, we ran. Suppose we show up again tonight.”
            “That will just be history repeating itself,” replied Doc. “We won’t mystify the ghost a bit. Probably he’s been waiting for another spying expedition against him.”
            “He had a peaceful night of it after we ran away last night,” said Sherlock. “If he sees visitors again tonight, and they run, he’ll count on another quiet night. Like me, underestimating Ranny.”
            “He’ll be thinking the truth if he thinks I’ve run away,” said Max candidly.
            “All right, Max, you run,” agreed Sherlock. “Both you and Doc. That’s part of my plan. As I say, he’ll think we got scared off again. But me, I’m going to stay there, out of his sight and hearing, and—”
            “You won’t stay if I can prevent it, you double-dipped dope,” Max began to argue heatedly. “It’s too big a risk.”
            “But you can’t prevent it,” replied Sherlock. “I’m bigger than you, and I’m your Patrol Leader, and I’m the chief of this detective syndicate we seem to have formed. Now, here’s my thought about how we’ll work things at the house. We move together as far as the entrance to the private lane at the road’s edge. From there I go ahead alone.”
            “Our hero!” chuckled Max. “You can have that assignment.”
            “And you two give me five minutes’ start, just like at hare and hounds. Doc, I think you have an illuminated dial on your wrist watch.”
            “Right,” and Doc held out his chubby forearm to show. “My uncle brought it back from the army, and gave it to me for a souvenir.”
            “Then time me, and give me five minutes’ start. And when the five minutes are up, come on after me, both of you together.”
            “I was afraid of that,” said Max, gloomy again.
            “I say come on after me,” repeated Sherlock. “And do just about what we did last night. In other words, come close to the front porch. When you’re there, start making a noise.”
            “What kind of noise?” asked Doc.
            “Any kind, but make it loud. Hoot like owls, howl like dogs, sing like crickets.”
            “The cricket act will be easy for me,” volunteered Max. “The crickets sing by rubbing their hind legs together. My hind legs are rubbing together, all right. My knees are knocking, anyway.”
            “And what about when someone comes out to see who’s responsible for the serenade?” Doc wanted to know.
            “Run like crazy,” Sherlock bade him.
            “Need you tell us to do that?” said Max.
            “Probably not,” replied Sherlock. “Now, I’ll sound like a Scoutmaster. Is everything clear? Yes? Do either of you have questions ? No ? All right, we’re through talking. Let’s start walking.”
            They started, in single file on the side of the road where the trees were thickest and the shadows darkest. Sherlock led, Doc was close at his heels, and Max brought up the rear. Their soft shoes made little or no sound in the earth at the roadside, and Sherlock’s insistence that there be no talking was taken as an order to be obeyed rigidly.
            But the wood itself, to right and left, seemed strangely full of noise. Some night bird twittered, and it sounded like the snarl of a large and angry beast. Up ahead of them something scuttled away with a rattle of twigs and leaves. Perhaps it was a rabbit or a squirrel, but to the nervous ears of the three night adventurers it seemed something as big, and perhaps as dangerous, as a grizzly bear. At one point, where the road dipped low through an area of swampy ground, a pallid something bobbed into view ahead of them, and the three stopped abruptly and stared. Sherlock shrank back against Doc, and Max tried to make himself small and unseen behind the two larger boys. The pallid thing was shapeless, or was it taking on a shape, grotesque and horrible? Sherlock stooped quickly, caught up a stone at his feet, and hurled it viciously. The stone sang right through the thing that barred their way, and Sherlock breathed deeply and with relief. The frightening apparition had been only a stray tag of mist from the swamp vapors that condensed in the growing cool of the night.
            Sherlock lifted his cork-blackened hand to signal a continuation of the march, and hoped that the hand did not tremble, but he knew that it did.
            Still quiet, still nervous, still imagining every stir or whisper around them to be a dark danger, the three Scouts approached the point where the trail led off to the house. Gaining that point, they came close together. Sherlock peered at the smudged faces of his companions; they were solemn in the dimness, and their eyes looked wide and scared. He smiled to reassure them, his teeth flashing rather fiercely in his own cork-smeared face.
            To be sure that they understood, he caught Doc by the wrist, tapped the illuminated dial of the watch and then held up his hand with all five fingers spread and pointing upward. Finally he clasped his two hands together, boxer fashion, in a gesture of determination and comradeship, and moved away along the trail.
            As on the night before, he found the stones underfoot loose and shaky. He picked his way with caution, followed the trail around a bend and out of sight of Doc and Max. For a moment he thought of how much comfort their nearness had given him, and wondered if his own departure caused them to turn jumpy. At least they had each other. He hoped that Max would refrain from talking, and that neither would falter or hesitate at following and making the commotion on schedule.
            Again he came into the hollow with its trees, and the moonlight revealed the strange outline of the house beyond. Sherlock moistened his dry lips with a tongue that was itself almost dry. Just now, that house seemed to be a living thing, gigantic and powerful, that crouched and waited for a careless prey to venture close. He reached the trees, but decided not to move in the darkness they created. He skirted them, came to a curving side trail that was partially grown up with weeds and grass. Several steps more he ventured, setting down a foot heel first to bear his weight, then lowering sole and toe with deliberate care to avoid stirring vegetation or breaking twigs, then moving up his other foot in the same manner. There was enough moonlight on the trail to show him the way ahead; it would also be enough, he realized, to show any possible watcher his own moving shape. After advancing several yards, Sherlock lowered himself to hands and knees and proceeded at a crawl.
            As the curve of the trail brought him closer to the house, the vegetation grew thinner and lower, so that Sherlock was forced to move even closer to the ground than before. Finally his chest dragged on the soil, and he writhed himself forward with his elbows and one flat-lying knee. It took more time than simple crawling on hands and knees, and considerably more energy. By lifting his head a cautious inch or so from ground level, he could see the house, but he worked hard and slowly to approach it. Perspiration made moist rivulets in the burnt cork on his face and hands, and soaked the fabric of his sweater. Patiently he followed the disused trail toward the side of the ramshackle porch, where once additional steps had led down, steps that by now had rotted or fallen away. At that point the shadows cast by the broken ruin of the roof were deepest, and Sherlock permitted himself a smile of satisfaction. That, at least, was favorable to his plan.
            He gained at last a tufty little bush next to the place from which the side steps had vanished, and paused beside it to rest. A low-lying nest had been built there by birds, and the sleepers in it woke at his nearness, cheeping grumpily. Sherlock lay still, barely breathing lest he startle the birds into a flutter, and so betray himself ahead of time to—to whatever the house might hold in the way of occupants. It seemed an age before the bush was quiet again, and Sherlock continued to worm forward toward the porch itself.
            He lifted a hand, testing the planks. They were old and a little loose, but he decided they would bear his weight. He raised himself to his knees, then to his feet, keeping his body in a crouched position. As gingerly as a hunting cat, he mounted the porch on all fours. Ahead of him, was the front door.
            It was closed.
            Sherlock remembered the previous night, remembered all too vividly for his own calm comfort. When he and Doc and Max had approached before, with no more than a creepy practical joke in prospect for the three of them, the door had been open a trifle, until the moment when it came open all the way to show them a horrible moving shape. Now it was closed. Who, what had closed it?
            Sherlock remained quiet, huddled in the shadows of the porch. For the first time since the whole adventure of Mr. Brimmer’s missing car had begun, he found himself wishing heartily that he had not assigned himself this particular piece of detective work. His earlier success at mystery-solving, that little matter of the stolen bean jar at Sig Poison’s shop, had never been really dangerous; not even when he and Doc and Sig came face to face with Corey James. That had been in broad daylight, with plenty of citizens of a wide awake town within call if help had been needed. But here, now, night had never seemed darker, woodlands more lonely, and peril closer.
            Should he try to drop back, join the others, and call the whole thing off? Sherlock was willing to stake everything he owned that both Doc and Max would be even readier than he to retire from the spot, return to camp and wait for Mr. Palmer to arrive, complete with police authority and police training for handling such a matter. Of course, if they did retreat at Sherlock’s word, Max would bob up next day with jokes and jeers, about boy detectives so bright that they knew when to let mysteries alone. That might be hard to take with good humor, especially with the rest of the campers listening and perhaps chiming in with gibes of their own.
            After a moment, Sherlock shifted a knee on the porch planks, shifted it backward. A little careful maneuvering, and he would be off of the porch again.
            But as he moved, he heard a noise, a creak of boards. Had he carelessly betrayed his presence? But no, the creak came from inside. A window was close ahead and above him; Sherlock could see the boards that sealed it up from within. Whatever made the creak was in the house, at just about that point. There, another creak.
            A heavy one. Whoever made the floor give and groan like that must be a giant. Not a ghost, a real, flesh-and- blood giant.
            There was still time to get away from there. But, even as Sherlock pondered a way to do this, the time ran out.
            Into view on the main trail through the trees, close to the front steps of the porch, moved the dark-clad, sooty-faced figures of Doc and Max.
 



 
          DOC AND MAX DO ' THEIR PART
 
            As Sherlock vanished into the gloomy trail that led from the road to the house of mystery, Doc and Max felt the chilly nature of the enterprise at least twice as much as before. After all, Sherlock had been the most confident of the party, and he had succeeded in transferring some of his confidence to his friends. Now that he moved ahead and left them alone, it took less than two seconds for them to miss his leadership, example and company.
            They looked at each other. Max, forbidden to exercise his habitual use of quip and repartee to stiffen his courage, tried to draw something of comfort from the thought that Doc was a husky comrade to have along on an expedition that might turn into a scuffle. Doc, for his part, reflected silently that Max seemed calm and resolute. He decided to be at least as brave as Max seemed to be.
            Doc held up his wrist with the watch on it, and both bent close to look at the dial, that gleamed with a sort of ghastly dimness in the night. At first both of them wondered if the watch had stopped; then they could see that the minute hand crawled slowly around, more slowly than anyone would have ever thought possible. To make it even harder to wait in the darkness without speaking or moving, the leaves on the branches around them began a sort of stealthy whispering campaign, alarmingly lifelike; first it seemed that one voice addressed silent companions, then several would join in a sinister chorus, then would fall a deep, dead silence. After more moments, the whispering would begin again. The imagination of Max, long self-trained toward a future career as a writer of thrilling fiction, was especially keen to make out what sounded almost like words. And none of the words, he was sure, would be comforting.
            Three minutes passed like three centuries. Then a fourth. And suddenly the fifth and last minute seemed to hurry to spend itself, just as Doc and Max found themselves wishing they did not have to move at once upon their part of the expedition.
            If they had only known it, they began with the same thought in both their minds. The first step was the hardest, though the second step and those that followed it would not be easy by any standard of comparison. Max, intently modest in situations like these, which could not be passed off with a laugh, cheerfully allowed Doc to take the lead. Doc did so, though for his part he had no inclination to demand that position of honor and peril.
            Far more than at their carefree pranking of the night before, they were aware of their trail and its possible difficulties under the inky shadows cast by the trees of the hollow. Doc knelt several times to feel with his hands. The footing on the trail was firm and bare, no grass or weeds had grown up in this sunless path. Even at noontide this must be a gloomy spot. Doc remembered a snatch of a Virginia hillmen’s song, once heard on the radio:
 
            In the pines, in the pines,
            Where the sun never shines . . .
 
            That must be the way it looked here. And how did the rest of the song go?
 
            . . . His body lay upon the ground,
            His head they never found!
 
            Doc tried to forget the song at once. If the first two lines sounded like accurate description, the next two were strangely like a baleful prophecy.
            The way was so narrow that any night adventurer, and in particular any night adventurer as broad from side to side as Doc Watson, must be careful to stay in its middle and not start a telltale rustle in the brush and branches that walled in the sides.
            Carefully they picked their way along. It was like the waiting for time to eat up the five minutes of head start Sherlock had asked for. Despite the seeming slowness of the beginning of the trip, the end was coming toward them fast enough. Both boys remembered their previous threading of the path, and both knew that they must be approaching the haunted house. Doc, still in his uncoveted advance position, paused to grope again on the path in front of them, then to left and right, and his hand touched something broad and rough, the bark- covered surface of a fallen trunk. He felt along its length. It seemed to be a section of log some eight inches through, and five or six feet long. Inspiration came into his mind, inspiration worthy of Sherlock himself. Doc put his hand back, touched Max, and drew him close to grope also.
            Without talking, the two understood each other at once. With Doc at one end of the log and Max at the other, they carefully lifted it, and more carefully still moved it to lie directly across the path. Then Doc tapped Max again, holding his hand close before Max’s nose, with the fingers and thumb closed tightly down. Doc took a step, and straightened a finger. Another step, and straightened another. A third step—
            Max understood, and caught Doc’s other hand and shook it to signal his understanding. The two were to count their steps from where the log was to where they would pause in front of the house. Then, on their way back, they could count again and know when to expect the log, and so cross it without mishap. On the other hand, if anything followed them in furious, blind pursuit, it would blunder into the log and fall heavily, perhaps injuring itself.
            Feeling a trifle better, they came to the thinner belt of trees next to the yard, and paused within this shelter to reconnoiter with their eyes the weed-covered open space. A gentle puif of wind stirred the tops of some mulleins, making just such a ripple among the stalks as might be made by the wriggling passage of a tremendous snake. Doc stepped back from his position of leadership to one beside and close to Max, resolutely telling himself that a snake big enough to create that disturbance would be an anaconda, and not to be found anywhere but in the tropical jungles. For some seconds the boys remained quiet, combing the scene with their eyes. The house could be seen, quiet, huge and with no suggestion of light at any opening. The front door was shut. Enough moonlight filtered through the broken roof of the porch to make them sure of that. As for Sherlock, who had gone ahead of them, there was neither sight nor sound of him.
 

            Because they were obligated by the terms of the conspiracy to do so, Doc and Max moved forward at last, into the weed-grown open and with gingerly steps toward the porch. They reached the first step, and still no challenge or threat had come to them.
            “Now’s the time,” thought Doc, and opened his mouth to yell. Nothing came out, despite his efforts, and he nudged Max frantically. Max, at least, could never be paralyzed as to vocal chords, and he responded famously.
            “Hey!” yelled Max at the top of his lungs. “Hey, in there! Come on out! It isn’t polite to keep guests waiting!”
            Doc’s own powers of speech returned to him. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” he yodelled.
            Max, drawing in his breath, achieved a rebel yell. “Yieeee-heee!” he whooped, high and clear, and the hollow rang and quavered with the echoes.
            The closed front door was torn open, revealing a great rectangle of blackness, like a monstrous pool of ink. That was enough for the two serenaders, who spun on their heels as though pulled around by a spring, and raced back the way they had come. Doc, for all his bulk, Doc got away fast, gaining the path of retreat a pace ahead of Max. Max, glancing back, was slow in following, and that glance showed him a figure he remembered only too well, a figure gigantic, dark and dreadful. The figure had a voice, too. It roared at them, something deep- pitched and furious. Then it lifted its big dark right arm. Red fire sprang from the end of the arm, a report sounded in the night, and something passed over the heads of the two fleeing Scouts, snapping like a whiplash in passing.
            A bullet! They were being fired on by the dweller in the house!
            Max looked back no more. He had not the time, for he heard the thud of great feet behind him as the giant thing sprang down from the porch and gave chase. Quickening his own pace, Max caught up to the slower Doc in a dozen swift leaps, though Doc himself was probably running faster than ever before in his life.
            “Thirteen—” Max heard Doc pant as he ran. “Fourteen—fifteen—sixteen—”
            Doc was counting the paces back to the log. Max had momentarily forgotten to do that, and thankfully ran close behind his comrade. From behind came the noise of the heavy-footed pursuit. It seemed to shake the earth, like the swift foot-slogging of a charging bull elephant. Big and heavy as their enemy was, it was not slow. Max was sure it was gaining on them, for all their efforts.
            Then, just ahead of Max, Doc seemed to soar into the air like a plump partridge. He was hurdling the log.
            Max leaped in turn, clearing the obstruction, and with a new burst of speed flashed past Doc and ahead on the narrow path. Bare seconds later they heard a sudden cry of shocked surprise, then a heavy crashing fall among leafage. The gun spoke again, though this time no bullet sang murderously past. Their pursuer had fallen over the log, and had discharged his pistol in falling.
            There were more yells behind them, words that neither Scout felt any safer for hearing addressed to himself. They did not stay their pace for the privilege of hearing more. On they ran, out of the hollow, along the rock- paved open stretch that gave upon the road, and then turned and headed in the direction of camp. Doc glanced back once, saw no chasing shape of a giant, and sprang into the thickest brush at the roadside. Max was after him like a homing rabbit. The two lay still, trying not to breathe any louder than necessary, and neither stirred for a full minute.
            But nothing followed or searched. Finally Doc squirmed back to the edge of the road, pulled aside a spray of leaves, and thrust his head out to study the open. He saw nothing, and crept into the clear. Max and he headed quietly down the road toward their camp. A good half mile lay between them and the trail to the haunted house before they paused and at last found the courage to discuss what had happened.
            “That gun,” Doc murmured in awe. “He was certainly ready on the trigger, though he was big enough to hunt lions with his bare fists. I’m glad he didn’t have light enough to aim by.”
            “He aimed quite close enough as it is,” replied Max, with equal solemnity. “That bullet zipped by close enough to knock my glasses off, almost.” He took the glasses from his cork-blackened nose and wiped them tenderly, as if to congratulate them on their escape from such a fate.
            Max, the irrepressibly gay-natured, quickly recovered enough of his normal temperament to emit a chuckle. “What a fall the big buffalo took, and how he hated it! Did you hear him yipping about it? He said a couple of things I’ll bet he wouldn’t want to have written down as his last words. One thing’s certain, he was solid enough, judging by the heavy footsteps and the way he tumbled and sloshed around, to be human, heavyweight human, and not a ghost.”
            “We did a trifle of yelling ourselves,” rejoined Doc, his own spirits rising. “We must have sounded like one of those old-fashioned country shivarees I’ve heard about. Sherlock can’t beef any about our not cooperating.”
            He broke off and stopped dead, facing back the way they had come.
            “Sherlock!” he repeated. “Listen, Max, we didn’t wait for him!”
            “No more we did.” Max’s high humor vanished at once. “He didn’t say what he was up to back there, what he was going to do, not anything.”
            “What has become of Sherlock?” demanded Doc.
            The quiet night gave him no answer.
 



 
          WHAT BECAME OF SHERLOCK
 
            To the boy in the dark jersey and sooty-black face, crouching in the deepest patch of shadow on the porch, the whole incident of the gun-bearing ghost was at least twice as exciting as it was to Max and Doc.
            As the door burst open and the huge figure emerged to rush at the two noisemakers, Sherlock rose silently but quickly to his feet. A moment later the chase along the trail had begun, punctuated by the first shot from the pistol, like a starter’s gun at a race. Sherlock immediately ran along the creaking, complaining boards to the still-open door, and popped inside like a rabbit into a burrow. The room into which he passed was black even by comparison with the outer night. All he could guess was that it was big. He paused for a moment, just inside and to the right of the open doorway of the house.
            His expectation had been that the mysterious dweller in the house would harry his comrades for some moments, giving him time to make a quick examination of the house, or part of it, without discovery. Ready in his hip pocket was a flashlight, and he was reaching for it at the very moment when the big stranger tripped over the log so sagely arranged across the trail by Doc and Max. Sherlock heard the accidental shot, the clumsy flounderings, and the roars of startled anger. His own quick mind half-supplied what had happened out there on the trail, and he smiled in the black interior of the house. Then the smile vanished, without anyone having seen it.
            For he heard noise farther in the house, and above the point where he stood. There were stairs at the back of the big front room, and feet were coming down them, feet lighter and surer than those of the giant who had run outside.
            The haunted house, then, was inhabited by more than one creature of mystery!
            The feet of the newcomer had reached the floor of the room where Sherlock stood trembling. They raced across that floor in the direction of the door. For a sickening instant Sherlock thought that he had been discovered, and was being rushed. He tensed his muscles to give what battle he could manage. The rush was not for him, but for the open door scant inches away. In the gray dimness of the opening a body showed briefly on the way through. Then, out on the porch, a voice:
            “Hefty! What happened?”
            Sherlock thought he had known the sound of that voice somewhere. But three brief, shouted words were not enough to tell him where or when.
            From farther away came a deep, harsh reply: “Yeh, here I am! Fell down over sumpin’, caught myself in these brambles. Ow! They’re sticking into me!”
            The lighter feet went down the porch steps, with the swift confidence of good physical coordination. Sherlock wondered if this smaller man might not be more dangerous, when all was said, than the giant called Hefty. Up the trail sounded the two voices, questioning and replying. More rustlings, more exclamations of pain. The second comer was helping his big companion untangle himself. Sherlock moved gingerly toward the door, bent on escape. But already he was too late. The voices, still discussing, were coming back, and their owners would be able to see any figure come out of the house. And the moonlight there was strong enough to shoot by. Sherlock stifled a groan of concern, and stayed where he was.
            “Hefty,” said the voice Sherlock had half-recognized, “you’ve got nerve, you’ve got muscles, you’ve got weight. But I can’t say you’ve got brains.”
            Now Sherlock knew who was speaking—Corey James, the would-be swindler who stole the beans at Sig Poison’s, the man he had glimpsed at the end of the false trail of zigzag tire tracks in Oatville!
            Corey James was continuing his scornful remarks: “Whatever gave you the idea to shoot first and think second? Many and many a good man’s gunsmoked himself right into a nice jam that wound up in the state prison, with a sledge hammer in his hand and years of dividing big rocks by two and then by four and then by eight.”
            “Well,” grumbled the deep voice of the giant called
            Hefty, “what would you have done if you’d been downstairs in my place?”
            “I’d have looked out and seen who they were and what they were trying to do.”
            “Oh, I know that,” said Hefty. “They were kids, the same kids that were around here last night, playing they were ghosts. I’ll bet they’re through playing ghosts anywhere near here.”
            “Maybe they are,” conceded Corey Jarnes as the two came to the porch steps and paused there. “But I’ll bet you right back that they aren’t in any frame of mind to keep quiet about it. Tomorrow they’ll talk to some pals, grown-up pals, or I miss my guess, and before sundown tomorrow night there’ll be a visit of those pals here. Maybe even by police.”
            “If any cop comes nosing around me—” began Hefty truculently.
            “Don’t finish that silly remark,” interrupted Corey Jarnes sternly. “I know exactly what you’re going to say. You think you’d like to wait right here and shoot it out. That’s the worst possible thing we can do. If any cop comes nosing around, as you put it, he won’t find us here to be nosed. As soon as it’s dawn and we can see our way clear without headlights, we’re going to get out of here.”
            “With everything?” demanded Hefty.
            “With everything.”
            There was a heavy creak, as Hefty sat down on the porch steps outside. Sherlock kept his frozen silence next to the door. He had to. His mind, however, was furiously working. “With everything,” Corey Jarnes had said. What did “everything” mean? What other frightening secrets did this old house contain ?
            “It would have to be a kid that would mess things up for us,” Hefty was mourning. “The farmers around here have plenty of hard work to keep them busy. And I figured that the ghost stories about the place would scare kids out. I never figured any ’teen-ager would butt in, especially at night.”
            “Give those lads credit,” rejoined Corey Jarnes. “They had nerve, all right, and plenty of it. I heard them come right up on the porch.”
            “Not them,” objected Hefty. “They were in the yard when they started that blubbering and yellings. I was sitting right inside the door, and looked out and saw them. Neither one was on the porch.”
            “This was before they yelled,” Corey Jarnes told him. “I was lying on the cot in the front room upstairs. I could hear the boards creak, and figured it was you on the porch, maybe a little lighter on your tootsies than usual. But you say you were inside. So it was the kids, I tell you, up here and maybe trying to peek in at a crack.”
            Sherlock, for all his taut worry, still had the Scout sense to blame himself. That noise on the porch Corey Jarnes was telling about had been his own movement, that he had thought to be so noiseless and stealthy.
            “Think they saw anything?” Hefty asked.
            “How could they? Not a ray of light inside, unless you disobeyed orders and struck a match.”
            “I didn’t,” said Hefty quickly.
            “Well, come on back into the house, and keep quiet.
            I tell you those kids have got plenty of nerve. Maybe even enough for one or other of them to sneak back and see if he could find out anything.”
            The two mounted the porch. The noise their feet made on the boards covered Sherlock’s own soft footfalls as he backed quickly along the wall away from the door. He narrowly avoided a collision with an old straight-backed chair. Skirting that danger, he came to a corner, and slid close to the other wall to a point where his hand touched the jamb of a door that must lead to some inner room.
            Then he stopped again.
            The two men entered. Hefty spoke in his grouchy rumble:
            “Got any tobacco, Corey? I left my pouch upstairs in my pocket.”
            “I’ve got plenty of tobacco, but don’t you light any pipes down here,” warned Corey. “How often do I have to repeat that? Didn’t I say that maybe one or both of the kids might come part way back to spy? A match struck in here would light us up like a Christmas tree for him to see.”
            “That’s easy fixed,” argued Hefty. “I’ll just close the door, and—”
            “No pipes, I tell you.” The rasp in Corey James’s voice showed plainly that he was the boss in the haunted house. “The boards at the windows aren’t set anywhere near tight enough. Light would shine through the cracks. You smoke too much, anyway. Your nerves are bad. Look how you started shooting about an hour before you could possibly start thinking.”
            “Aw, knock off,” snarled Hefty, almost rebelliously. “If I’m so dumb, why did you team up with me?”
            “Maybe because you’ve got one little monkey-sized brain that tells you I give the orders.”
            Hefty moved across the room and sat heavily on the chair which Sherlock had nearly stumbled over a few seconds earlier.
            “That’s right, at least,” he admitted, still in a bad humor. “You sure do give the orders. And I do the work. Most of it, anyway.”
            “The physical work,” said Corey Jarnes. “You’ve got the muscles for that. But now and then I have to remind you that muscles are all you’ve got, or you’d try to start thinking for yourself. I can’t explain to you just how and why thinking is harder work than muscling, and so I won’t try. Just take my word that it is. As it is, we fit fine together, my brains and your beef. We’ve already started to get rich.”
            Sherlock, still standing beside the inner door, continued to explore it with his groping hand. He found that it was closed, and that the knob was within reach of his present position. It wasn’t a knob, really, but the handle of an old-fashioned latch. Closing his fingers around the latch-handle, he froze again, waiting for an opportunity to carry out the new plan that formed in his mind.
            Hefty dragged his chair nearer to the open front door, cleared his throat raspily, and spit out on the porch. “We started to get rich,” he echoed. “Yeh. Sure. This was a perfect setup, a quiet place away from everywhere, with plenty of room inside to do what we want to do, and no neighbors at hand, only a bunch of hayseeds on farms farther away, that know from nothing. I hate to give it up, Corey.”
            “But we have to give it up,” replied Corey Jarnes. “Remember that I’ve got one strike against me, over in Hill- wood. I don’t want to be arrested and dragged up before the same judge, or any other judge who’ll check with him. Because then I’d be sent up for double time, even if I beat this rap. Anyway,” and Sherlock heard him yawn, “we’ve made a good start on a bankroll. We can finish building it somewhere else. Bring what we have here with us, we can slide along back country roads to another district I’m acquainted with, about two days west of here. I know the right guys operating there, and they’ll let us come in with them when they see what we’ve done and can do.”
            “But we’ve got four cars on hand,” objected Hefty. “And we can’t take but two, you driving one and me the other.”
            “Then we’ll take the two best. The others we’ll tear apart and keep the tires, the best parts and so on, and load up the two we drive. Second-hand parts are worth a mint these days.”
            To Sherlock this exchange of conversation was half mystifying, half informative. Even in his grave situation of danger, he found himself trying to fill in gaps between the things he began to understand. It was like a jigsaw puzzle with some of the pieces left out. What the “work” of the pair was began to be apparent. It had to do with automobiles, for had not Corey Jarnes spoken of stripping all cars except their “two best” for parts that would be “worth a mint” ? And this business promised to make them rich, and had to be conducted in grimly secret surroundings. That convinced him of what he needed little conviction, that Corey Jarnes and his big friend Hefty were criminals. Beyond that, how could he find out more? By escaping, first of all.
            Under cover of the talk, Sherlock had stealthily pressed down the latch of the door, so that the panel swung noiselessly inward for several inches. At once he put his other hand through the open space and took hold of the latch on the other side. Waiting a moment for the voices to resume and so cover what sound he might make, he pushed the door still wider, until there was enough of a gap for his body to slide through edgewise. He moved into blackness still deeper than the front room, even as the front room was darker than the outer night. Perhaps, he took time to think, he was entering a closet or a windowless storeroom. With the same painful care and silence he had been able to practice from the first of this adventure, Sherlock slowly swung the door shut, and let the latch fall into its slot.
            And the latch clicked against the iron of the slot, a click that, to Sherlock, sounded like the ringing blow of a hammer.
            “What was that?” demanded Hefty at once, from the front room. “Strike a light, Corey.”
            “No lights,” Corey Jarnes said again, starting to lose his temper. “How often do I have to repeat that? I told you there might be spies.”
            “I tell you I heard something,” said Hefty.
            “Probably me.”
            “No, here on the other side of me. Not your direction at all. I think there’s something in here with us. Say what you want to, Corey, I’m going to have a look.” “Wait a second,” snapped Corey Jarnes. “Get the front door shut, at least.” Sherlock heard the slam of the heavy portal. “Now go ahead. No, wait! Don’t turn on that flashlight yet!”
            “Well, what do you want me to do, master mind?” growled Hefty.
            “Hand it over and I’ll show you better than I can tell you. Watch me. See? I turn it on after I put my fingers over the business end. The light filters through them.” “It shines mighty dim and pink,” complained Hefty. “But there’s enough light to show us the room without being bright enough to shine out through any chinks to give us away to a possible sneak outside, unless he’s pretty close to the house. You can make out anything in this room, at least anything big enough to be trouble. Look when I turn it over toward the stairs. You can see them, can’t you? Or that old fireplace, or the chair you were sitting on. Okay, take over with the light. Keep your hand on it to filter it, and see if you can pick out whatever it was that bothered you.”
            Hefty’s feet sounded on the floor, slowly and ponderous. “It came from over yonder somewhere,” he said, and his voice came closer and closer to the door beyond which Sherlock stood. “A kind of iron sound, clinking. Like a chain, maybe, or a frying pan. Wait!” Hefty raised his voice sharply. “Get your gun out, Corey.”
            “You’ve got yours out already,” said Corey Jarnes. “All set to play wild West again, are you ?”
            “I’m going to look in here.” A heart-stopping thump sounded on the panel of Sherlock’s door. Hefty must be striking it with the muzzle of his pistol. “Stand ready to cover me, I say. I want to put my gun away, and open—” A hand fumbled at the latch. Sherlock, frozen with terror, wished he could dwindle to the size of a mouse.
            “Now grow up, Hefty!” commanded Corey James’s disgusted voice. “How could anybody get in here that way. The door below’s fastened from this side, and the double doors are padlocked so nobody could get in without a sledge hammer and enough noise to wake the whole county. You remind me of a little boy who’s been scared by wild stories, and hears some danger every time his ears flap. You probably think this house is really haunted.” To Sherlock’s intense relief, Hefty let go of the door and plodded away in the direction of Corey James’s scornful voice.
            “That’s better,” said Corey Jarnes. “Turn off that light and give it to me. We’re going to sit still now, for the next hour at least, and wait for any more fresh guys who may want to come and see how ghosts act when strangers drop in without being invited.”
            “I’m keeping my gun handy,” said Hefty.
            “So am I,” rejoined Corey Jarnes, “but this time don’t shoot at anything until I give the word, or I’ll shoot myself, and my first shot will knock a piece right out of the rim of your ear.”
            “You couldn’t shoot that good in this dark,” said Hefty. “Probably not, but don’t let it comfort you,” said his companion. “I might try to clip your ear, and put a bullet right where some people keep their brains.”
            “Cut out that kind of talk!” begged Hefty.
            “We’d better cut out every kind of talk, and spend our time listening,” agreed Corey Jarnes.
            Silence in the front room. Sherlock turned over in his mind what he had heard them say about other doors, apparently leading to the place where he had taken refuge, and being locked “from this side.” He would search for those doors, unfasten them, and make his escape.
            More cautious even than before, he lifted one rubber- soled foot and reached it back to set on the floor beyond.
            But there was no floor beyond.
 



 
          UNDERGROUND
 
            Only the deliberate care that Sherlock had been practicing, until indeed it had become almost a set habit during the eternity-long hour of fear and stealth just passed, kept him now from losing balance and toppling backward into whatever awful abyss was waiting there in the dark for him.
            He shot out a frantic hand to grab the latch and hang on, and in the same instant remembered that he must not touch that bit of iron, lest it rattle again and bring his enemies searching a second time, with their guns and lights. And so he tottered there on one foot, the other reaching into emptiness behind him, his arms flung outward to keep him poised.
            He must look like a dancer posing in a tableau, thought Sherlock. It was a good thing that Max was not present, to see him and to laugh; but Max would not be able to see in this darkness, and Max would never have the courage to emit even a chuckle, with danger so near. Carefully Sherlock drew his dangling foot forward again, encountered the floor with his toe and once more stood solid and safe.
            “Like I was just saying,” Hefty remarked outside the door, in a heavily doleful voice, “or maybe it was you said it, Corey, one of us, anyway, I hate to leave here so quick and sudden.”
            “Yes, it was a good setup,” agreed Corey Jarnes rather sadly.
            “Though I was starting to find it lonesome,” continued Hefty. “Night after night in this spook hole, and I was getting to feel spooky myself.”
            “The local yokels expect spooks,” reminded Corey Jarnes. “That’s why we were here. The racket has its drawbacks, but it’s better than working, don’t you think?”
            Sherlock, with the utmost care, smoothness and silence, did a full-knee bend, as he had often done in physical education class. Squatting on his heels, he could grope with both hands along the floor boards.
            “Yep,” Hefty was saying, his good humor restored. “And you can’t beat the hours. We didn’t do so bad hereabouts for a starter. We picked up one three nights ago, another night before last, and you say you spotted another we could have got tonight if it wasn’t for those kids messing up our plans. Three, and every one a hunk of ready money. What we can’t fix so nobody will recognize it, we can take a wrench and pull to pieces. And garages all over the country are so far behind on the parts they need, they’ll push and .scramble and battle each other for a chance to pay whatever fancy price we ask.”
            All this was along the line of the earlier strange talk about the pair’s profession. Sherlock felt that it was beginning to make sense, but only beginning. Just now, however, he had other things on his mind than eavesdropping. His hands had found the edge of the floor over which he had almost fallen, and that edge extended no more than two feet beyond the closed door. He swivelled around on his toes, still painfully cautious, and put his hand down below that edge. His fingers stirred to and fro, at first encountering nothing but emptiness. Then, as he lowered them more and more, they came upon a lower surface a few inches down, flat and hard as stone.
            At once Sherlock knew what that apparent jumping- off place was. The door through which he had crept led, not to a room, but to a stairway that led down to a basement.
            Corey Jarnes and Hefty were still talking, loudly enough to give Sherlock a feeling of comparative safety. He slid along until he could sit on the shelf of flooring, with his feet on the step below. After a moment he slid again, lowering himself to sit on the top step, with his feet on the next. Those steps were of solid concrete, and he knew they would make no echoing sound if he walked upon them. He summoned his courage, therefore, to rise and walk down them, his hand on the side wall for support.
            Like another Sherlock, the immortal Holmes for whom he was nicknamed, he remembered to count the steps. There were five that went down to a broad landing, which itself would reckon as a sixth step, and ten more below that. Sixteen in all, and the distance down from the floor level would make the total seventeen. The exact number, Sherlock remembered as he .paused in a close narrow hall at the bottom, that the other Sherlock had counted the first time he went up to his rooms at 221-B Baker Street. Was it an omen of good luck? In any case, he estimated that each step was seven inches high. Seven ' times seventeen made a hundred and nineteen inches, just one inch short of ten feet. The basement of the haunted house was a deep one.
            Still keeping one hand on the wall, he extended the other in front of him and inched cautiously ahead on the cement floor. At no more than two paces’ distance he came to another door, undoubtedly the “door below” that Corey Jarnes had mentioned. What else had Corey Jarnes said about the door? That it was fastened “from this side,” and, sure enough, the boy’s exploring hands rested on the knob, and moved below it to find a key ready in the lock.
            Once again Sherlock waited, one hand on the knob, the other on the key, listening. Finally Hefty said something that set both men laughing, not loudly, but loudly enough to deafen them for the moment to lesser sounds.
            At once Sherlock turned the key and heard the lock grate softly as it drew back. With his other hand he opened the door, stole through, and quickly shut the door again behind him.
            Now at last he felt far enough away from the men in the upper room, with two doors closed between himself and their menace, to allow a hearty sigh to rise from his lungs. It was not a sigh of complete relief, but at least it betokened his thankfulness that he had come so far undiscovered.
            And he decided, too, that he could and would dare another thing. From his hip pocket he drew the flashlight he had almost forgotten. Remembering the advice Corey Jarnes had given Hefty, he put his hand across the glass lens of it before he pressed the switch. Through the flesh of his fingers the light filtered, a dim rosiness that no more than tinted the dark. Sherlock spread his fingers a trifle, letting more light through. That was better, and he could see, though dimly, where he was.
            He stood in a great rectangular chamber, wide and long and high enough for a gymnasium, walled with cement that once had been whitewashed, an old, old basement, but still tight and solid, undoubtedly the best part left of that ruinous old house. Along the walls, set as high up as a man could reach, were narrow windows, tight shut and covered tightly with black tar paper nailed to the frames. At the far end of the rectangle, the end toward which Sherlock found himself facing, showed heavy double doors. These, Sherlock guessed, were the same doors he had seen from outside the day before during the hare-and-hounds race, and would open toward the lower ground at the back of the house.
            The basement itself was furnished with a long bench of dark-stained wood that extended almost the entire length of one wall. Upon this bench were wooden boxes of various sizes, and underneath it showed a row of larger crates, also several kegs, such as Sherlock had seen in hardware stores for keeping various sizes of nails. Nearer the double doors showed a jumble of big, irregular shapes, apparently covered with fabric, that almost filled that half of the basement. Still keeping his light dimmed with his fingers, Sherlock tiptoed gingerly toward where the bench stood.
            He reached it, and with his free hand groped into one of the boxes on top. From it he lifted a metallic something, bright and irregular, and saw that it was an ornamental cap for the radiator of an automobile. He put it back, and felt in the box again. It seemed to contain a number of other things, spark plugs, from the shape of them. He took a step along the bench and investigated another box. It held another collection of small parts for an automobile. No, that was not correct. More than enough of such parts for a single automobile.
            Back into Sherlock’s mind came the conversation he had only half-heard and half-understood while he was managing his retreat downstairs. Hefty had spoken mysteriously of parts—he undoubtedly had meant automobile parts—and garages. Was this basement a garage? But if it were, why should the two men be running a garage in this out-of-the-way place that had such a grim legend of haunting? And why hide at all, if their business was honest ?
            Their talk had plainly betokened stealth and crime. Here in the basement would be the answer to the question of exactly what kind of crime.
            As Sherlock made his way along the bench, his sneaker- clad toe touched one of the large crates beneath, and he stooped to explore that, turning his finger-diluted flash beam into the crate’s interior. It held cylinder heads, several of them. Beyond the crate were axle rods, neatly stacked together, of several sizes and makes. Turning from the bench, he continued on to the double doors through which he now had hopes of making his escape. He remembered the trail that led away, and was sure that he could follow it to a point where by groping memory of the hare-and-hounds trail he could make his way once more to camp. By now Mr. Palmer would surely be there, Mr. Brimmer had said something like that; and Mr. Palmer, as a policeman, would return to speak with Corey Jarnes and the giant Hefty in language they would understand and respect, the stern language of law and order.
            But as he reached the doors, he found they were fastened shut. A heavy chain had been threaded through their stout grips, and a big patent padlock snapped upon the chain. This time there was no key. Sherlock’s only way out would be back through the basement, up the stairs, and through the room where his enemies kept guard, with their ready guns and readier determination to be rough with strangers.
            Sherlock snapped off his flashlight and pondered his plight. The dark that again enveloped him was no thicker and blacker than his mood. To escape now through the front room was an impossibility. As for staying here, Corey Jarnes had decreed that he and Hefty would leave at dawn, driving cars. Undoubtedly those cars were the shapes he had half made out beneath the draperies near the double doors. They would be coming through this basement, sooner or later. He would have to hide.
            He moved toward the covered heaps, again turning on his flashlight. The nearest pile was smallish, and he turned back a corner of the old canvas that shrouded it.
            He saw several detached fenders, and no dents or breaks showed in them. They were certainly not here for repair. That showed, once for all, that Corey Jarnes and Hefty were not operating a garage. Next he uncovered a stack of tires, still on their metal rims. He prodded the uppermost, remembering his fruitless tracking of the zigzag tread-pattern to Oatville. Perhaps, but though these tires were all new, or nearly so, none had that telltale tread design. Finally he looked at three larger shapes under tarpaulins, plainly automobiles parked in this spacious basement. He peeled back the fabric that hung over the radiator of the nearest
            His first glance was at the front tires, and then he went to the rear of the car to look at their mates. He puckered his lips, and checked just in time a whistle of excitement. Those rear tires had the zigzag tread.
            Higher he hoisted the tarpaulin. He had seen this car before. It was the dimmed black coupe which he and Max had trailed into Oatville, thinking it was Mr. Brimmer’s. Sherlock’s suspicions on that occasion, laughed away by his friends because of no evidence to support them, had had some soundness, after all. This car was part of the mystery activity of the two pistol carriers upstairs. And the tires, though to be sure they were not on Mr. Brimmer’s car after all—
            “Wait!” Sherlock muttered to himself. True, they weren’t on Mr. Brimmer’s car. Not now, anyway. But before now?
            He rearranged the covering of the coupe, moved quietly past it and lifted the cloaking tarpaulin of the next.
            It was a gray sedan. A gray sedan that Sherlock knew.
            To be sure, its tires were worn and smooth, just such tires as might leave the tracks seen and disregarded on the road below camp on the morning that Mr. Brimmer’s car had vanished. But the car itself was Mr. Brimmer’s stolen property.
            Now it was all fitting together in Sherlock’s mind, the jigsaw puzzle of evidence in which such maddening gaps had existed before. For the moment he forgot his own perilous problem of safety, for a swelling sense of triumph quickened the beat of his heart as fear had never quickened it.
            He must get out of here, and at once. He must tell Mr. Brimmer and Mr. Palmer and bring them back, before Hefty and Corey Jarnes could slip away in the dawn and leave a new and more difficult task of finding them. Sherlock took half a dozen paces across the floor.
            He thought he was moving clear of that stack of tires, and he was. But the tarpaulin that covered it trailed across the floor. Sherlock’s toe caught in a fold, and twitched it ever so slightly. That slight twitch was enough, and more than enough.
            Sherlock sprang away just in time to avoid the falling stack of tires on their rims, the tumbling tires that clattered and thumped on the cement floor, filling the whole cellar with an echoing sound almost as loud as exploding gunpowder.
 



 
          THE SHOWDOWN
 
 
            After that clattering confusion of sound died away, there was silence, downstairs and upstairs, but not for long.
            Corey Jarnes and his friend Hefty had stopped talking to listen. Sherlock, frozen in place on the cement floor below them, turned off his flashlight. After a moment he heard the men get to their feet. He heard the creaking of the floor boards. Two pairs of feet—the heavy feet of Hefty and the surer, lighter feet of Corey Jarnes—began to move, cautiously but purposefully, toward the door that led to the basement stairs.
            Caught, Sherlock told himself wretchedly. In the very moment of solving the dark heart of the mystery, he was caught, by his own ill luck and carelessness. There were only two ways out of this box-trap of a basement, one of them chained and padlocked shut, the other cut off even now by the men who were after him. He heard Hefty fiddling with the latch, heard Corey Jarnes’ hissed command to hurry up and get the door open. Even if Sherlock hid, under a tarpaulin or behind a crate, they knew he was here. They would search and search, guns in hand, until they found him. He must think of something brilliant and decisive, and at once, something that would affirm his right to the nickname of Sherlock, or within brief seconds he would be—
            Sherlock! Of course, it was all set out for him in Sherlock Holmes!
            Not in the stories, but in the stage play. He himself had never seen William Gillette perform as the great detective, but his father, the police chief, had seen the revival of the play and had often told him about it. The climactic scene of the play was especially vivid in the boy’s imagination. It took place in the dark room, into which came murderous villains, just as was about to happen now, and Sherlock Holmes had misdirected their attack with no more complex an apparatus than the glow of a lighted cigar in the dark.
            Sherlock snapped on his flashlight hurriedly, ran to the bench, and set it there so that its unobstructed beam made a halo of radiance at and around the doorway to the stairs. The light must have seeped through the cracks of the door, for the two men, halfway down, paused suddenly.
            “Have that peashooter of yours ready, Hefty,” Sherlock heard the command of Corey Jarnes. “He’s turned on the light in the basement.”
            “I’m ready,” grunted Hefty. “Ready, willing and anxious.”
            Heart racing and lip caught between his teeth, Sherlock tiptoed swiftly to the door and placed himself against the wall beside it, at the place where it was hinged to its jamb. There was a moment of sickening suspense as the two pairs of feet tramped down to basement level. Then a hand found the door knob on the other side, rattled it, and turned it. The door was thrown quickly open, almost upon Sherlock, screening him behind it from the rest of the cellar.
            “There he is, flashing that light on us!” yelled Corey Jarnes furiously. “Slap him full of lead!”
            Revolver shots rang in the old cellar like a bombardment. Both Corey Jarnes and Hefty were snarling and shouting as they charged like mad buffalo behind the volley of shots their weapons spat out. As they moved clear of the door’s threshold, Sherlock whipped himself from behind the shelter of the back-flung panel, spun around it like a halfback reversing his field, and got through the doorway and was darting up the stairs.
            A voice behind him roared out a command to halt, but it only quickened the scamper of his feet. He tripped on the top step and almost fell, but recovered and stayed on his feet, running into the front room. Four inspired leaps carried him across the floor to the front door. It was still closed, but he found it, got hold of the knob, and with a wrench had the door open. Another mighty spring carried him clear across and past the porch, and he landed in the yard. Next moment he was running as Max and Doc had run, making for the trail that led through the hollow to the road.
            He had the presence of mind to feel thankful as he gained the shadows of the trees. More by instinct than otherwise he kept his galloping feet on the trail. He remembered, too, Hefty’s stumbling fall on that trail, and so he was able to watch out for the log that Doc had pulled across, and leaped over it when he came to it. Beyond he gained the footing of loose stones that showed how near the road was, and spurned them behind him in a fresh burst of speed. But then he came to a sudden halt, his heart going cold and sick and desperate within him.
            For a car had been parked squarely across the head of the trail where it joined the road, and from that car figures were moving toward him. Were they allies of Corey Jarnes and Hefty, cutting off his escape? Sherlock tried to turn and leap into the woods, but bumped hard against a tree, filling his eyes with stars. Despite himself, he cried out.
            “That’s Sherlock!” said the excited voice of Doc Watson. “Sherlock, it’s all right. We—”
            “Take it easy there, and keep that voice down,” said someone else, more calmly than Doc. A tall figure came to the front, and Sherlock, still dizzy from his impact against the tree and trembling with tense, worried emotion, recognized his Scoutmaster. Mr. Palmer was Sergeant Palmer now, dressed in his uniform with the three stripes on its sleeves. He pushed close, his normally pleasant face wearing a grim expression in the dim filtered wash of moonlight through the foliage.
            “Yes,” Sherlock managed to say, though his breath seemed to be drained clear out of him, as by a double hare-and-hounds race, “keep your voices down. There’s a couple of criminals back there in the hollow. They’ll be along in a minute.”
            Others were gathering around, peering at Sherlock eagerly. He could see Mr. Brimmer, and with him a broadbodied stranger who wore on the front of his shirt a bright badge, shaped like a star, that identified him as the township constable. Max and Doc were there, too, looking wide-eyed at their friend.
            “Say, we’ve been worried silly about you,” said Max. “When that big gorilla tore loose with his gun from the porch, we made it back here to camp in about eight jumps. Mr. Brimmer was there, and so were Mr. Palmer and the constable here. We all drove back down to find out if—”
            “It’s all solved,” Sherlock interrupted hurriedly, and again his triumph overshadowed his worry and fatigue. “I’ve been down in the cellar of the haunted house and found out everything.”
            “You got by that giant with the gun?” demanded Max.
            “There are two of them,” Sherlock elaborated. “The other one’s Corey Jarnes, remember, Mr. Palmer? The man who tried to swindle that bean-guessing contest at Sig Poison’s? And they’re stealing cars in this neighborhood.”
            “Car theft is a serious charge to make against anyone,” said Mr. Brimmer. “I hope you aren’t drawing on your imagination, just because I lost my car.”
            “I’ve seen your car, Mr. Brimmer,” Sherlock told him. “I tell you that I’ve been in the cellar. It’s all fitted up as a shop. Some of the cars they plan to paint over and sell second-hand, to judge by what I heard them say, and they’ve been stripping down others to get parts to sell to garages.”
            “You’ve located my car?” exclaimed the Assistant Scoutmaster. “You’re sure it’s mine? But how, I still wonder, could they get it away from camp, without our hearing the motor start or finding the marks of my tires?”
            “I’ve figured that out, too,” said Sherlock. “They switched smooth-worn tires to your wheels, so that we couldn’t see any familiar tracks to follow, and they must have rolled the car downhill without trying to start it. That would make no noise at all. Your tires are on another car, the same one we followed to Oatville.”
            Sergeant Palmer moved past the group, and along the trail. “Save your explanations until later, Sherlock,” he said. “Just now I’m going to make a full investigation.”
            “Careful,” Sherlock warned him softly. “They both have guns. They shot at Max and Doc, and down in the cellar they shot at me, too, that is, they shot at the place where I made them think I was.”
            “I said, save the rest of your information until later,” the sergeant cautioned him again. “I want everybody to keep quiet. You three boys stay here with Mr. Brimmer. Constable, you and I are going to head up this trail, one of us on each side.”
            As he spoke he slid in among the trees to the right of the trail. The constable said nothing, but imitated him at the left, and both stole in the direction of the house, while their companions obediently stood still, watching. The two officers had not gone a score of paces before the sound of feet—one pair as heavy and slow as the hoofs of an ox, the other light and sure—came toward them from the hollow where the house stood.
            Sergeant Palmer stopped at once, behind a trunk that would turn any bullet, and from his holster drew a police revolver. His other hand flashed a light along the trail. Its ray fell upon two figures, and they stopped suddenly, blinking helplessly in the glare. The biggest of the two figures started to bring up a hand the size of an outfielder’s glove, a hand that dwarfed the revolver it held.
            “You’re under arrest,” snapped the sergeant at them. “Drop those guns.”
            Hefty fired with his revolver toward the sound of the voice, and his bullet thudded into the bark of the tree behind which Sergeant Palmer was sheltered. At once the sergeant’s gun replied, and its surer-aimed bullet went to the mark. Hefty yelled and dropped his weapon, wringing his hand.
            “I just skinned your knuckles,” called Sergeant Palmer, “but I could hit closer to center than that if I wanted to.”
            “And so could I,” chimed in the constable from across the trail. “Both of you are covered.”
            Corey Jarnes dropped his pistol, too, and both pairs of hands went up in token of surrender.
            “Okay, you win, copper,” snarled Corey Jarnes. “If you didn’t have us surrounded, we might make something out of it.”
            The constable and Sergeant Palmer stepped into sight and closed in. While Sergeant Palmer held his light on the two captives, the constable stooped and snatched up the revolvers they had dropped, then expertly patted their chests, flanks and hips to see if they had any other firearms. The others came closer to watch. Sherlock had a good look at his enemies for the first time since the adventure had begun. Corey Jarnes was much as Sherlock remembered him from the attempted fraud at Sig Poison’s, scowling and showing big teeth. Now he was roughly dressed and unshaven. Hefty, seen close at hand in the light, proved to be a hulk of a man, taller even than Sergeant Palmer and so broad and beefy that he would have looked short and stubby at a distance. He had a flat, stupid face and his nose had been broken in some long-ago fight or accident. Both men gazed mournfully at their captors.
            “Surrounded?” Sergeant Palmer took time to repeat. “What do you mean ? Here, Mr. Brimmer, hold this flashlight for me.”
            “Sure, surrounded,” said Corey Jarnes. He looked up at the sergeant, so that the light gave them a good view of his unhappy face under the wide brim of the old black hat he wore. “Back there at the house, how in thunder did your pal manage to slip into the basement when we had it locked up? We could hear him down there, and we shot his flashlight full of holes, but we didn’t get him. If he’s still back there, coming up behind us, yell out to him that we’ve called it quits. I don’t want any perforations in my back.”
            The constable had brought a pair of handcuffs from his hip pocket, and was shackling Hefty’s immense hairy wrists together. Sergeant Palmer, still standing guard over the glum Corey Jarnes, relaxed enough to emit a chuckle.
            “I have only half the story so far,” he told his prisoner, “but we didn’t have anybody there, no other police officers, at least. It was this boy,” and with the hand that did not hold his gun he reached out and clapped Sherlock on the shoulder, “who found out where you were, and what you were doing, and scared you into thinking you were surrounded.”
            Hefty and Corey Jarnes glared at Sherlock. “I know that kid,” grumbled the latter after a moment. “Let’s see, I met him at—”
            “You met him at Sig Poison’s in Hillwood,” finished Doc Watson for him. “He showed up your plan to swindle that prize bond for yourself, remember?”
            “I remember, all right.” Corey Jarnes kept his eyes fixed on Sherlock. “What’s his name?”
            “You can call him Sherlock for short,” said Max.
            “And in the meantime, hold out your wrists,” added Sergeant Palmer, bringing out his own handcuffs. “You’re going back to jail, Jarnes. You’re already convicted of one offense and out under parole. This second charge—” As he held out the open handcuffs toward Corey Jarnes, he momentarily let his revolver muzzle sway out of line. It was enough for Corey Jarnes. At mention of the double penalty waiting for him, he exploded into action.
            “Not me!” he yelled suddenly. Desperately he whirled and ran into the woods.
            Sergeant Palmer fired after him, and ran in pursuit, while Mr. Brimmer followed, flashing a light. After a moment the sergeant called out in angry chagrin.
            “I think I hit him,” he said, returning, “but not hard enough to stop him, or even slow him up much. It’s impossible to find him in these woods again at night, but I’m going to try. Constable, take this other man to jail. Watch that he doesn’t try to run, too.”
            “Don’t worry,” said Hefty, in a voice that seemed dead tired. “I haven’t got the wind left to run anywhere.”
 



 
          WHERE IS COREY JARNES?
 
            The constable marched his huge but docile captive away to jail in near-by Oatville. Sergeant Palmer continued to strain his eyes in the night for some clue to the vanished Corey Jarnes. And Mr. Brimmer shepherded the three adventuring Scouts, now sated with excitement, back to camp. Once there, he called Sherlock alone to his tent and spoke to him briefly and plainly.
            “You really ought to be penalized for leaving camp after the time for lights out,” said Mr. Brimmer. “While it wasn’t much of a defiance of rules, still, you’re a Patrol Leader, and we depend on you to be an example to the others. But I know you did it to expose a crime, and in particular you were trying to get back my stolen car for me.”
            “I did get it back,” Sherlock reminded him.
            “Besides which,” went on Mr. Brimmer, “you’re tired and shaken up by your experience. Any punishment Mr. Palmer or I might decree would be a sort of anticlimax, wouldn’t it? And so I’ll sentence you to—go to bed and get some sleep. You look as if you need it badly.”
            “Thank you,” said Sherlock, and returned to his own tent, where he was amazed to find out how weary he was. Not even the excitement of the afternoon and early night could keep his eyelids propped open. He and Doc crept out of their clothes, washed the streaky black of the burnt cork from their faces and hands, and fairly collapsed upon their cots.
            It seemed to them that they had lain down for only moments before the bright morning and the buzz of breakfast-preparation told them that they had slept the night through without so much as turning from one side to the other. Emerging into the open, Sherlock found himself the object of such hero-worshipping attention as would have thrilled and embarrassed any boy on earth. Even Max Hinkel shelved his usually sardonic manner to hail his Patrol Leader as worthy of the name of Sherlock, and described to the assembled audience of Hounds and Eagles the adventure of the previous evening, with heavy emphasis on Sherlock’s coolness, wit and courage. Mr. Brimmer, at his own corner of the camp, was gazing with almost rapt joy at his returned sedan, to the wheels of which the tires with the zigzag tread had been fitted once more.
            “For a while,” said the Assistant Scoutmaster, strolling over to Sherlock, “there was some talk of leaving me still afoot. They wanted my car to hold as evidence in the case. But that giant stooge of Corey Jarnes—”
            “You mean Hefty?”
            “Yes, that’s what they call him. He spent most of the night dictating a full confession, and signed it. With his word in the matter, there’s no real need for evidence. All they have to do is catch the brains of the car-stealing firm, Corey Jarnes himself.”
            “And isn’t there any trace of him?” demanded Sherlock.
            “Trace enough,” replied Mr. Brimmer. “Mr. Palmer and deputies of the sheriff’s office combed the woods for hours. Finally one of them found something by the steps of the house. There was the mark where someone had fallen and lain for a while, bending the grass stems. They saw blood on the grass, and a big spot of it on the lowest step.”
            “In other words,” elaborated Sherlock, deductive as usual, “Mr. Palmer’s bullet wounded Corey Jarnes, and hurt him badly enough to make him fall down and shed blood.”
            “That’s right,” nodded Mr. Brimmer, “and right where the grassblades were bent by the fall, a pocketknife was found. Hefty, in jail at Oatville, identified it as belonging to his partner. Apparently it dropped out of the man’s pocket when he fell.”
            “But he got up again, didn’t he?” pursued Sherlock at once. “Where did he go from there?”
            “That’s just what the police and the sheriff’s deputies are trying their best to find out,” said Mr. Brimmer. “As for you, you’re already the hero of the case. Why don’t you rest from your crime-busting career? You’re lucky to have come out of it unhurt so far, and your luck may not hold up forever.”
            “I believe you’re right, sir,” agreed Sherlock. “Thank you,” and he went to breakfast.
            But he had barely finished eating, and was washing his dishes, when a buzz of excitement ran through the camp and made him glance toward the Scoutmasters' tents.
            At once he spied a familiar figure, his father, the police chief of Hillwood, getting out of an official car and speaking earnestly to Mr. Brimmer and Lew Sheehan.
            The two Troop Leaders listened to the chief's words with eager interest, and Sherlock could see the vigorous nodding of Mr. Brimmer's head, as if in agreement with some point. After several minutes of conversation, Chief Hamilton turned and combed the scene with his eyes, apparently looking for his son. Sherlock quickly stacked his dishes and hurried to join his father. The chief saw and recognized him and walked to meet him. As they came face to face, out came the chief's big hand, and Sherlock gripped it gladly.
            "You've been conducting yourself on the reckless side, son," began Chief Hamilton. "I agree with your Scoutmasters, you're fortunate that you have a whole skin this morning. I've heard all about you and what you did, from Sergeant Palmer. You're also fortunate that you didn't live about fifty years ago, because in those days fathers were apt to teach caution and good sense with a shingle in the woodshed."
            "There aren't any shingles out in this wilderness," said Sherlock hastily, "and no woodsheds, either."
            "The least I should do is deliver a long lecture on the subject of safety first," continued the father, "one that would make your ears tingle and discourage you from any further detective work until you were big enough, and tough and experienced enough, to handle your end of whatever danger your investigations led you to stir up. But,” and a proud grin forced itself into view, “I can’t do that, when you’ve apparently done such a good job of investigation and of fooling your opposition. I’m vain enough to call you a chip of the old block. If you were any other boy in Hillwood and had done what you did, I’d recommend you for an honorary commission in the Hillwood Police Department. As it is, I can’t. I’d sound too much like a super-proud dad, which is what I am.”
            “I’d rather hear you say that, Dad, than get the Congressional Medal of Honor,” said Sherlock happily, and again the crime-fighting Hamiltons, father and son, clasped hands in comradely joy.
            “Don’t qualify for any Purple Heart medal, for being hurt in action,” warned Chief Hamilton. “However, I’m up here for more than visiting you. We, the law enforcement setup in this region, need you, and these Scouts, and lots of others. You see,” he paused, “your Assistant Scoutmaster is making a signal for an assembly. I’ll leave it to him to give you your instructions. Goodbye for now, son, and I’ll be seeing you before the hour is up.”
            He left and walked toward his car, while Sherlock joined others of the Hound Patrol, who moved wonderingly to obey Mr. Brimmer’s gesture for an immediate assembly.
            “Scouts,” said Mr. Brimmer when both Patrols had gathered, “it’s just as well that we happen to be together in camp, and that we’ve had a little practice in trailing and searching. Because we’re being assigned to something more difficult and important than a hare-and-hounds game, a search for an injured man who is lost. If you’re all through with breakfast, hurry to put your tents and
            Patrol areas in order, and then report back here on the double.”
            The Scouts buzzed in chorus with questions, but Mr. Brimmer resolutely urged them to obey orders, and at once. Flying at the task, they ordered the camp and returned.
            “First of all,” resumed Mr. Brimmer when they had reassembled, “I want to report that this camp ground will remain under guard of some local farmers, who have volunteered to look after our belongings for us while we go ahead with what all Scouts know how to do a trifle better than the average American, the searching. And every second counts. We’ll cram ourselves together into my car and Lew Sheehan’s. That’s a tight fit for fourteen, but you can sit on each other, I suppose. Now, does everyone have good walking shoes ? Does everybody have a hat? A canteen? Yes? Good! No more questions, now. We’re off.”
            The two cars were loaded to capacity, and away they drove, Mr. Brimmer leading the way. Doc and Sherlock sat beside Chuck Schaefer in the back seat, with Max Hinkel perched monkeylike on Doc’s substantial knee. “What’s this all about?” demanded Max. “Our delightful two weeks of relaxation and sport is turning into something that grinds you down like basic training with the Marines.”
            “It’s about Corey James,” said Doc. “I picked that much, when I listened in on what Mr. Brimmer and Chief Hamilton were saying. He’s the one who’s hurt, and they think he may be in pretty desperate shape, in some swamps north of here.”
            “And we’re going to help him?” demanded Pete Criley from the front seat. “After he—”
            “Go back to your Scout manual, Pete,” bade Sherlock, wondering if he sounded too much the Patrol Leader. “If the man’s hurt and needs help, that’s one of the reasons we’re Scouting.”
            The two cars sailed at a fast clip along the dirt road, and then for some minutes on pavement. After that, it turned off on another country road, narrow, muddy and rutted, between thick clumps of brush and timber. Ahead of them they could see other cars, and behind them still more. And each of these stranger cars seemed as crowded and hurried as their own.
            “I spot a Scout hat in that jalopy back there,” said Max, craning his neck to see. “Are we going to have a camporee?”
            “No,” replied Lew Sheehan from the driver’s seat, “nothing that festive. But you’ll find out pretty soon. I see Mr. Brimmer parking his car up ahead. We probably go on from here afoot.”
            At one point the road’s narrow bed was augmented by a sandy strip some yards wide, and here several cars were already parked. Lew Sheehan braked to a halt beside Mr. Brimmer’s sedan, and the Scouts of Troop Fifteen piled out. Mr. Brimmer quickly formed the two Patrols in marching order and led them up the road, which beyond this point became so narrow and rough that any heavily laden car might have bogged down. As they marched, the boys could see other Scout units to front and rear, some recognizable as Troops they knew in neighboring communities, others made up of strangers.
            They marched in the rough road for some ten minutes, and then came into a spacious grassy clearing, once cut away for a field or pasture and since abandoned. It was flanked around by thick, swampy timber, and was large enough to contain the throngs of boys and men who were gathering there. The road itself narrowed here to the width of a mere trail, and ran down to a small bridge of rough logs across a muddy little creek. At this point was parked the dirt-spattered car of Chief Hamilton, and beside it were gathered six competent-looking men.
            Sherlock recognized the chief himself, and Sergeant Palmer, both seriously conferring with men who wore pistols and holsters and were undoubtedly deputies from the sheriff’s office. The constable who had helped with the arrest of Hefty was also there, as well as a tall lean man in khaki shirt and slacks, wearing a Scouter’s sombrero. Any Scout of the District would instantly recognize this man as Abel Dawson, the District Executive, but for the first time Sherlock saw Mr. Dawson without his habitual smile.
            Led by their Scoutmasters, the groups of boys quickly came into a circle at close order around the car. The Scouts of Troop Fifteen looked to right and left from their own position. They saw Troops and parts of Troops, big Scouts, small Scouts, Tenderfeet and Second-Class and First-Class Scouts, in full uniform, partly in uniform, in rough knockabout clothes that suggested that their wearers had come directly to the summons from chores or play. But they were all alike in that they stood at attention and were ready to listen solemnly and intelligently.
            “This part of the country never saw so many Scouts and adult Scouters together at one time before,” muttered Max, from where he stood close behind Sherlock. “Some of these outfits come from other Districts, I’ll bet. How many are there?”
            “Four hundred, at least, is my guess,” replied Doc. “Maybe more than that. Knock off, now, were going to hear what it’s all about.”
            Up on the running board of the car sprang Abel Dawson, so that all present could see his tall form. He lifted his hand high above his head for silence, and at once he got it. Then he began to speak, in clear, emphatic tones that carried to his most remote listeners.
            “Scouts,” he began, “you’ve been gathered here on the briefest of notices, very early in the morning, and you’ve responded with promptness and cheerfulness that I wish to commend. Some of you may have heard part of the reason you were needed. Now I’ll give you the full reason.
            “Last night a man named Corey James, accused of car theft, escaped from peace officers who were trying to place him under arrest. He was shot and wounded, slightly, it was thought at first, but now the evidence points to a bad injury. He ran from the officers and came in this direction. Here where this car now stands was found definite proof of the pain and danger which now beset him. He is no longer to be considered a dangerous criminal, but a fellow human being in trouble and in need of help. I am going to step down for a moment and ask Sergeant Palmer of the Hillwood Police Department to tell you about that proof, from what he knows from his own investigation.”
            He dropped back to the ground, and Palmer’s sinewy figure, in its trim uniform, took his place.
            “We officers hunted for James all night,” he said. “I myself fired at him as he ran, and apparently wounded him more severely than I intended. Near the place where the escape occurred were signs that he was bleeding pretty freely, and having trouble to move.”
            “He means at the haunted house,” whispered Max. “Remember what Mr. Brimmer told you, Sherlock? About the blood at the step, and the knife lying there?” Sherlock waved Max into silence, and they listened to Sergeant Palmer.
            “Officers have been searching all night,” he was continuing. “And just at dawn one of them found definite traces here. At the side of this creek, near the bridge, lay Corey James’ hat.” He held it up in his hand, and Sherlock, for one, recognized the broad-brimmed black felt that Corey James had been wearing when stopped by the officers the night before. “He had lain there and apparently twitched and writhed in pain. There was a considerable amount of blood, too.” Sergeant Palmer paused for a moment. Though he had fired in the performance of his duty, he plainly did not like the thought of having hurt a man, even a criminal. “A doctor has looked at the traces, and gives it as his opinion that Corey James has bled so freely as to put him in serious danger. Though he managed to get up from where he fell and stagger away, he must be faint and weak. If he isn’t found, according to the doctor, he won’t get the medical care he needs badly and at once. Apparently he is lost in these swamps, and the law is asking you to find him.”
            Down got Sergeant Palmer, and again Mr. Dawson took his place on the running board that did duty for speaker’s platform.
            “As you have heard,” he said, “we are talking about someone who last night was a criminal and a defier of the law, and who this morning is a critically injured man who must be found quickly and given help. At the request of the authorities, we are going to search for Corey James according to the proved and efficient manner of a mass search. Even this dense and swampy stretch of country won’t keep us from finding him. Let me hear if you all agree with me.”
            He paused, and there was a thundering chorus of reply, hundreds of throats whooping and yelling an enthusiastic approval of the District Executive’s proposal. The noise seemed to flutter the distant trees, to shake the grassy ground underfoot, to ripple the murky water of the creek. Again Mr. Dawson lifted his hand, and again silence fell.
            “Now, attention to orders, and we’ll start operations, because every second may count. We will operate as Troops and Patrols, with smaller divisions roughly organized as units of four. From this position, as our center of operations, we will move outward in all directions, covering every square yard of ground. As we extend our circle and our line becomes thin, segments will be assigned by your adult Leaders for the units of four to cover. Keep in touch by signals, as directed by your Leaders. Inside the circle as it widens will move peace officers—police, local constables, and sheriff’s deputies.
            “If the wounded man is found, or any trace of what has happened to him, the finder will at once build two signal smoke-fires, far enough apart to be seen from a distance as two rising columns of smoke. And for reassembly at this point at any later time, a single smoke- fire will be built.”
            Mr. Dawson paused, sweeping the crowd with his eye. “Are there any questions from Troop Leaders? If not, let’s get started.”
 



INTO THE SWAMP
 
            As rapidly as possible, the great gathering of Scouts and Scouters was put into the designated formation, and got ready to start the search. They were marshaled into a big tight circle, several boys deep all around, elbows touching and faces turned outward. To achieve this formation took minutes, and Sergeant Palmer, who had joined his troop again, spoke quickly and seriously.
            “Both Assistant Scoutmaster Brimmer and Junior Scoutmaster Sheehan are being lent to other Troops, that showed up here without enough leadership,” he told the boys. “Were a small group, and as a Troop we’re new, but we’re on our toes and ready to show results. I’m going to split up these two Patrols into three groups of four each. Sherlock, you with Max, Pete and Chuck are at the right of our position. You other two Hounds, Doc Watson and Harry McMurray, join forces with these two from the Eagles,” and he quickly tapped the shoulders of the nearest two Scouts of the other Patrol. “I’m putting Doc in command of this mixed four. Ranny Ollinger, with the rest of his Patrol, makes up the third four and takes the left of our position.”
            “What is our position?” demanded Ranny, eager to be away on the hunt.
            “There are three hundred and sixty Scouts, approximately, in this whole circle of search,” explained the sergeant. “That means the twelve of you will cover twelve degrees of the circle, one thirtieth of the whole circumference. As the circle widens to search the territory, your chunk of ground will grow. Look ahead,” and he pointed. “There’s our objective. When we’ve gone forward half a mile, we’ll be responsible for a front of about four hundred and twenty feet. At a mile’s distance from the center, twice that, almost a thousand feet. And at two miles, there’ll be more than a quarter of a mile for myself and the twelve of you to comb over and search.” Sherlock peered ahead from under the brim of his hat. “It looks to me as if they’ve given us twelve degrees of the thickest and wettest swamp land to search,” he ventured.
            “That’s right,” replied his Scoutmaster at once. “They did give us what seems to be the toughest arc of the circle. Because I asked for it.”
            “Naturally you asked for it,” crowed Max, whose high spirits could never be sobered for long at a time. “We’re the sleuths of this whole Scout District, aren’t we? We’ve proved that, at the haunted house and at other places.” “Yes, and I brought up that very point when I asked for this segment of the search circle,” Sergeant Palmer nodded. “But it’s more than that. You see, I’m being a little selfish in picking my part of the field.”
            “Selfish?” echoed Doc, and all of them stared.
            “I feel the responsibility for this situation as it’s worked out so far,” went on the sergeant. “It was a bullet from my gun that wounded and injured James. Nobody blames me for that fact, except myself. If any of you Scouts were in my shoes, you’d understand, though. I want to find him again and get him into the hands of a doctor. My conscience won’t rest easy until he’s out of danger. And I figure that, hurt and desperate as he is, he’ll have headed for the thickest and most difficult part of the swamp, with what strength he had left.”
            “I was thinking that very thing,” put in Sherlock, and for the first time during the day Sergeant Palmer managed a smile.
            “Now I feel safe in going ahead this way,” he said, “since the gilt-edged deductive mind of the whole District backs up my hunch. And now, before this movement starts and we commence going into open order, let me give you your reference points.”
            Standing beside Sherlock, he motioned straight ahead. “Do you see that little spurlike hill with a big dead tree on top, poking up above the woods on the horizon? Keep your four headed toward that as the central point of your part of our sector, and at the same time let yourselves spread out and keep touch to left and right. Doc,” he continued, moving to the leader of the central four, “a little to the left of the dead tree you can see a lake. A patch of it shines bright and blue through the trees. That’s the central point for you. And Ranny, you can see another hill still more to the left, like a big bald knob, for yours. Has every leader of a four got a compass?”
            Ranny had, but neither Sherlock nor Doc was so equipped, and their Scoutmaster hurried off to the central command point, then returned with borrowed compasses for them. “I think everybody’s about ready at last,” he said. “I’ll be at mid-point behind you, and as the circle widens other peace officers will come inside it, to form a smaller circle inside the lines of searchers.”
            The organization was at last complete, and the command came from within to start. Leaders of the Troops repeated it. Away moved the Scouts. Sherlock and his companions splashed through a dull, scum-covered pool and in among the trees that bordered the cleared field. Pete Criley yelled out in startled surprise as a big turtle lumbered away from in front of his approaching shoes. Beyond them as they entered the timber was mossy mud, grown up with dense willow brush.
            “I certainly don’t see any signs of a trail,” spoke up Max Hinkel, who held the place at Sherlock’s left. “If Corey James had gone this way, he’d have left tracks a foot deep in this mush. Personally, I think we’ve drawn a blank.”
            “As I remember Corey James, he was smart enough to hide a bunch of stolen cars,” returned Sherlock. “He’s certainly smart enough to hide a trail.”
            “I agree with that,” added Mr. Palmer, from his position behind and to the center of his Troop. “James would have picked his way where his trail would show the dimmest, and then would angle back into the thick of the swamp. Don’t slack off on us, Max. Keep those feet moving and those eyes open.”
            “If only I can keep from getting my eyes as muddy as my feet,” replied Max, kicking great soggy cakes of mud from his shoes.
            Within ten minutes the Scouts of Troop Fifteen had so extended their small arc of the circle that they were almost ten yards apart. To right and left of their position they could hear other Scouts at all times, calling back and forth to maintain touch, but the thickets and clumps of brush and weeds generally obscured their view of each other and of adjoining units. They waded through more shallow, muddy pools, and fought off clouds of buzzing gnats and mosquitoes. Max Hinkel tripped over a root hidden in mud and water, and splashed himself liberally from foot to shoulder. His spectacles misted over like the windshield of an automobile in a rainstorm, and Doc Watson’s apple-dumpling figure began to swim in sweat. Even the athletic Sherlock, probably in the best condition of his entire Patrol, felt himself beginning to tire on the toilsome march. With eyes ready for any possible sign of the wounded man they sought, his brain was busy with a thousand disturbing meditations.
            Sergeant Palmer had already confessed a feeling of personal responsibility for the condition of Corey James and for the necessity of finding him. Yet he, Sherlock, was fully as responsible, or even more so. Had it not been his own guesswork, luck and activity that had revealed what Corey James and the giant Hefty were doing at the haunted house? Had not Sherlock’s own personal investigation brought that pair to a showdown with the officers of the law? Then could not Sherlock blame himself if a man was in pain and peril? His young face grew as long as a meat platter and glumness spread through him as these thoughts presented themselves.
            But another line of mental argument made him feel better. If he had not done the things he had done, what would have happened? A success in crime, perhaps, for Corey James and Hefty, a tidy profit to be shown by thieves from property of honest citizens, a victory on the part of criminals, and perhaps others tempted by that victory to take up a life of swindling and stealing. Sherlock, the son of a police officer and self-determined to follow the career of a detective, decided at once that this would have been the greater of two evils. He swore to himself to do what he could to find Corey James.
            As the Scouts continued their advance, each constantly quartered his part of the line from left to right and back again, covering every inch of it as the circle widened and ever widened. Sherlock kept peering ahead at the hill and the dead tree that had been given him for his reference point, and repeatedly called to his companions to do likewise. Greater and greater grew the space between them as they increased the distance from the central point of the search circle.
            The ground over which Troop Fifteen toiled grew, if anything, more difficult. The rich, soggy earth gave special strength and luxuriance to the bushes and trees, and the foliage was so thick as to seem like a tropical jungle, while the mud underfoot became like a sheet of glue inches deep. Sherlock fancied that the swamp was a deadly and intelligent personality that had arrayed itself on the side of the fugitive Corey James, and that it had hands under the mud to clutch and hold the feet of the searchers. A mile of weary trudging and diligent searching brought them at last to the top of a little ridge, free for the moment from the swamp muck, but with even denser and damper wilderness showing just ahead. Here Mr. Palmer blew a blast on his whistle, summoning them all to a conference.
            “Right now, our three hundred and sixty Scouts are strung out on the rim of a circle two miles across and a little more than six miles around,” he informed them. “We’ve thinned out to where the space between each two Scouts is almost thirty yards. If Corey James was able to cripple along as far as that, hurt and bleeding as the doctor says he was, he won’t be too far beyond the circle now. But I’m going to give new orders.”
            “Divide command?” suggested Sherlock.
            “Right. I’m not able to call to you all at once. Each leader of a group of four will take charge, and I’ll stay at the center of the troop’s position, generally behind Doc Watson’s four. Go back to where you were before I assembled you, and keep slogging ahead.”
            Leading his own unit back to the left of the sector, Sherlock quickly decided on a policy and issued orders. “I’ll keep the extreme right,” he announced, hoping he did not sound too self-important. “I’m doing that to be sure of keeping contact with the Scouts of the Troop to the right of us. Max, you stay next to me. Chuck Schaefer, on the left of Max, and Pete beyond Chuck. Keep your ears open for any word that Doc Watson’s four may pass along, either from Mr. Palmer or from the center of operations. And don’t forget to keep singing out as you move, so that we know where we all are with reference to each other.”
            “You still insist that Corey James has dragged himself into that miniature Everglades?” said Max, peering into the thick tangle that showed ahead of them. “I wouldn’t be surprised to find that a crocodile had swallowed him whole, that or a man-eating dinosaur. If any prehistoric monster had survived to the present day, this little paradise of fever pools and mosquitoes would be an ideal cozy nest for it to relax in.”
            “The only thing prehistoric around here is your halfbrained idea of humor,” Sherlock snubbed him bleakly. “Shall we ignore the interruption and move ahead, gentlemen? Time’s awasting, and Max is the one who’s wasting most of it, as usual.”
            “What a born leader of men!” rejoined Max. “If I said what I really think of our Patrol Leader, I’d probably be court-martialed and banished to Siberia. Not that it wouldn’t be a better place than this swamp. Pass out the water wings, Sherlock, and let’s swim bravely on. Let’s go!”
            Again they headed into bog and brush, more difficult than before. The way was as soggy and sweaty as ever, and the task of searching it, square yard by square yard, and of keeping in touch with the Scouts to left and right of them made their progress far slower. At length another laborious mile had been accomplished. Glancing through a space among the thick, wet branches toward the sun overhead, Sherlock judged that it was nearly noon. By now there was a good sixty yards between Scouts, a big gap even for firm, level footing and an unobstructed view. The constant calling back and forth to maintain contact took a yell at the top of one’s lungs, and used up all the breath and energy left from the hard marching. Sherlock, for all the hails of his comrades, felt like a lone jungle wanderer as he fought stubbornly through a vine-tangled thicket, with roots in mud so sticky and deep that for a moment he thought his shoes would be pulled bodily off his feet. He won his way to a little clearing beyond, and paused to catch his breath, shin deep in water. He had time to realize how bad the mosquitoes were at this point, and to wonder if they were not even worse around the wounded and weakened Corey James.
            Just then he heard a wild yell from his left. That would be Max Hinkel.
            “Hey, Max!” he yelled back. “What is it?”
            A moment of silence, then the crash of brush and weed-stalks. Max was working his way across to Sherlock, as fast as he could. Sherlock took a few steps in the direction of the noise, and called out again. Max answered, and after another struggle came floundering and gesticulating into sight.
            “I—I—” he panted.
            “Catch your breath, bother brother, and speak up so that a civilized person can understand you,” said Sherlock, determined for once to get the start in any exchange of repartee. “What seems to be the trouble this time? A harmless little mite of a garter snake? A poor innocent grasshopper flying in front of you? Or have you simply gone jungle-jolly, the way troops used to go temporarily in the wilds of New Guinea?”
            “I’m not kidding this time, Sherlock,” said Max, beckoning furiously. “I—come on, I’ll show you.”
 
             He turned and headed back the sloppy way he had come.
            Sherlock frowned, but hurried after him. “Don’t tell me you’ve found Corey James!” he yelled after his friend.
            “Maybe,” was all that Max could say. “Come and look.”
            “Maybe, he says!” groaned Sherlock and, exerting his tired muscles, caught up to a position close behind the other Scout. Together they slipped and scrambled through the mud and undergrowth, into a clump of the thickest and dankest timber of all. Max stopped and pointed.
            Sherlock saw a footprint. A man’s footprint. The print of a slim middle-sized foot, just the kind of print that Corey James would make.
 



 
          THE TRAIL THAT WENT BACKWARD
 
            “Well,” Sherlock said. “So you weren’t fooling, after all.”
            He stooped down and gazed intently at the print. It had been driven deep into the mud, just below a long, thick branch of a big tree. But, deep though the print was, the water that filtered in from the damp soil surrounding it had not yet filled it. That meant it must be a fresh track, perhaps no more than minutes old. And beyond it showed another track, and another. They led into a narrow sedge-rimmed path that went on ahead and out of sight.
            “Let’s go and rally the rest of the bunch around,” suggested Max, regaining some of his lost wind. But Sherlock took off his Scout hat, mopped his brow and gave a quick negative shake of his black-thatched head. The gesture disturbed a cloudy veil of humming, stinging insects.
            “No,” he decided, putting on the hat again. “Don’t you remember what Mr. Palmer said? He may have angled off anywhere. It’s best for everybody to keep moving straight ahead, including us. We’ll follow on this trail until we learn more. Anyway, if these tracks mean Corey James—and who else could they mean ?—he’s near here, and in bad need of help. First aid, and water. Got a first aid kit?”
 

            “I have,” said Max. “An old army one. And a canteen, too.”
            “Then let’s go.”
            So saying, Sherlock took the lead along the path. “Look how close together these tracks are,” he said. “Corey James must have been staggering. He’s ordinarily pretty spry, from what I saw of him, and he’d take a fair stride.”
            “Ah, the brilliant boy detective,” breathed Max in mock deference. “Lead on, master mind. Your humble stooge will follow.”
            Sherlock was too intent on the tracks to reply, scornfully or otherwise. He saved his own breath and followed them along the path. They led straight and plain for a few yards, then around a curve to a new stretch of trail that gave the boys a clear glimpse of a stream. As they approached they could hear the current. It ran fast and probably deep, full of mud that made it opaquely brown. The tracks led to where a log lay across the water, forming a makeshift bridge.
            Sherlock hesitated, prodding the end of the log with his toe, to test its firmness. Then he hopped up on the log. It stirred and teetered beneath his weight, and he was sickeningly aware of how slippery the swamp journey had made the soles of his shoes, but he kept his balance and successfully inched his way across the log.
            “Coming?” he called to Max from the other side.
            Max shook his head emphatically. “Not me,” he called back. “I’m no tight-wire artist like you. I’d fall off and never be heard of again.”
            Sherlock stepped down from the log to the muddy far bank, and peered thoughtfully at the trail that resumed its run beyond through more dripping vegetation. His characteristic frown of mystification popped out on his face at what he saw, or what he did not see. Carefully he examined the leaves and reeds to left and right of the path.
            “What’s the matter?” Max wanted to know. “Have you lost touch with the tracks?”
            “I seem to have done just that,” said Sherlock slowly. He faced Max across the swift-running water. “There aren’t any tracks at all over here.”
            Max’s eyes widened almost to the size of saucers. He studied the shaky log that did duty for a bridge. “Sherlock! Do you think—”
            Sherlock lifted a quick hand to keep him from finishing. “Let’s not stop here and make guesses. Get going to the left of here. Pass the word along as soon as you can make the others hear you. Get hold of Mr. Palmer and any others you can, and tell them what we’ve found. It may be the end of Corey James’ trail, right here in this muddy ditch.”
            Max opened his mouth to make another comment, but, surprisingly for him, closed it again without speaking. He turned and pushed his way through the thicket that bordered the trail, as fast as his mud-covered shoes would allow him. Sherlock, standing and listening, heard him call out after a short while, then again at a greater distance. It would take Max a struggling journey of many yards to make contact, Sherlock realized. Then more time and energy would be spent in making a report to Mr. Palmer and other adult leaders, and more time on top of that to lead them back. Meanwhile, the fate of Corey James might depend on what could be done at once.
            Alone, with what looked like a tale of tragedy half- told by the signs around him, Sherlock felt nervous. His first impulse was to strip off shoes and outer clothing and enter the stream, searching for what might be there. But his Scout training told him that this might well be the worst of follies on his part. He was solitary. The waters were narrow, but swift and murky. He could not tell where the bottom was, or whether there were possible snags or other natural snares. After a moment he mounted the log once again and recrossed it, slowly and carefully, and at the other side stared as before at the tracks that had led him there.
            Close together, deep and clumsy. What had forced Corey James, lost and injured and weak, to dare the precarious log-bridge ?
            Yet again he could hear Max calling, this time faint and far off. It was maddening to wait and do nothing. Sherlock knelt in the mud beside the track that was nearest to the log. Water filled it to brimming fulness, and no more could drain in from the surrounding muck. Sherlock’s habitual wonder and self-question made him poke a hand into it.
            At once he pulled the hand out, as though something had stung it.
            “Impossible!” he chided himself aloud. After a moment he groped into the water-filled track again, more carefully this time.
            His fingers explored with alert movements, just as they had explored for him in the haunted house during the darkness of the previous terror-filled night. His first impression, that he had condemned as impossible, had been true. The toe of the track was deeper driven than the heel.
            Sherlock scrambled, regardless of the eternal mud that stuck to the knees of his trousers, to the next water- filled track on, the back trail. This, too, he examined with his fingers. He exclaimed softly as he found what the water hid, and then he moved to the track beyond. Here, again, the toe of the track was deeper sunk into the mud than the heel.
            Rising, Sherlock straightened to his full height, muddy and tired, but tingling with new and greater excitement. A deep toeprint meant—yes, running. Once before he had examined the tracks of Corey James, and had pointed out to Doc Watson that the deep toemarks had meant running. That was at the alley across the street from Sig Poison’s. But this time, was Corey James running? If so, why? And if he had run, why were his tracks so close together. If he had had the strength left in his wounded body to run—
            “But did he run?” demanded Sherlock of himself, speaking out loud again. “Maybe—maybe—
            “Of course!”
            He hurried back along the line of tracks to where they began, under the big tree. “Why didn’t I stop to think this all out?” he scolded himself. “I guess I’m still a Tenderfoot at heart, no matter how well I passed my First-Class tests, no matter how many merit badges I have!”
            He paused by the first track, the one that Max had spotted and called him to look at. Carefully he eyed it, then turned his gaze upward into the branches of the tree above him. It was a maple, and one of its stouted branches projected almost horizontally overhead. Then again he studied the track. It was not yet full of water.
            “That’s it! That’s everything?'
            Sherlock flexed all the muscles in his young body and sprang upward, as high as his unsteady footing and mud- clotted shoes would let him. His fingers caught and clasped the big branch. With another effort he swung himself into the tree, crouched a moment and studied the other branches. Usually one big limb meant another one somewhere on the same trunk; yes, Sherlock saw one, thrusting straight out in another direction, fully a dozen feet long.
            Scrambling, Sherlock made his way to it, hooked his hands around it near the base, and let himself hang down at full length. Then he began to swing along underhand, like a monkey. Foot by foot he made his way toward the outer end of the branch, which sagged further and further beneath his weight, lowering him groundward. Almost at the end of it, he had pulled the branch down so far that his toes stirred the dense tangle of weeds and grass below. He let go and dropped to earth. The branch, relieved of his considerable poundage, sprang back up to its normal position. As it did so, the twigs at its end caught his hat and snatched it away. But Sherlock was in no mood to pause and climb back after his property. Already his eyes were probing here and there after what he expected to find, what he must find.
            Then he saw it. Another track, and still another beyond it, made by the same shoes that had made the tracks on the path. The water that had trickled into them was even shallower than that in the tracks he had just quitted beside the maple trunk.
            He followed them, forward this time, into the thick clumps of brush where they led.
            Sherlock’s mind was blotted clean of all things except the evident nearness of the trail’s end. Pushing his way through a matted belt of dwarfed trees and prickly bushes, he trod on a patch of extra-slippery mud, lost his balance and fell sprawling.
            “Okay, Scout boy,” said a voice that was at once soft and deadly. “Take it easy. You can get up, but get up slowly, and when you’re up, stand still. Don’t move without my leave, or this gun will go off at you.”
            Sherlock obeyed, and stood facing the speaker.
            “I know you,” went on the voice. “Somebody said to call you Sherlock for short.”
            “Hello, Mr. Corey James,” said Sherlock.
 



 
          COMPLIMENTS FROM A CRIMINAL
 
            They stood face to face, the man and the boy, in the heart of the thicket. Corey James grinned, but only with his mouth and oversized teeth. His eyes were as bright and hard and staring as the muzzle of the revolver he pointed at Sherlock.
            “What’s got you so surprised, Sherlock?” he sneered. “This gun? I know your pal the cop took one away from me, but I kept another in a hollow log near that house hide-out of mine. Being automobile-minded, I know how smart it is to have a spare handy.”
            “It’s not the gun,” said Sherlock slowly. That revolver- muzzle looked as big as a cave, the sort of cave that might hold a hungry beast of prey ready to spring out and destroy its victim. But he did his best to keep from trembling and to hold his voice steady as he spoke. Somehow he knew that he must keep Corey James talking.
            “Not the gun,” he repeated, “but you. You don’t look hurt or in trouble at all.”
            It was true. Corey James’ clothing was muddy and rumpled from traveling in the swamp, but he stood steadily on his feet, and his grinning face was neither drawn nor pale, as the face of a wounded man would be. Corey James chuckled.
            “So even you were fooled? That makes me feel better, one way and another, I figured you for as smart, or smarter even, than any grown-up copper that might be hunting me. I wanted ’em to think I was hurt and easy to get, so as to make ’em careless. I took time in the night to wallow in front of the house. I stuck my finger with a knife and squeezed out as much blood as I could, to look like I’d lain there wounded. Then I wiped off the knife and left it for a sure clue to make ’em think it was me who’d fallen there. But I wasn’t hit. That bullet passed whole inches away from me. If I have to plug you, I’ll not miss anywhere near like that.”
            “You wouldn’t dare shoot me,” said Sherlock.
            “I wouldn’t dare not to,” flung back Corey James. “If you tried to raise some kind of Scout boy howl for your nosey pals to come this way, I’d drop my first hunk of lead into you, and then open fire on them.”
            “My nosey pals, as you call them, are due here any moment,” Sherlock told him. “More of them than you can fight off with one gun.
            “Oh, no. I know what happened, I saw you. You sent off your one buddy when you were by the stream, and you were all alone when you backtracked me to here. How did you manage to find out what I’d done?”
            He was willing to talk, and Sherlock was willing to keep him talking. “I figured you’d walked backwards to make a false trail,” said Sherlock at once.
            “Say, Sherlock,” and Corey James’ grin above the revolver grew broader and uglier, “they teach you Scouts lots of cute stuff, don’t they ? And you’re ’specially smart. You’re so smart that you’ve gotten yourself into an awful jam. No, I told you to stand still.”
            The gun waggled warningly, and Sherlock stood still as he was commanded. He managed to keep talking, and not to sound desperate.
            “Your toes went deeper than your heels, into that soft mud,” he explained. “Ordinarily, tracks left in walking have deep heelprints, because the heel comes down first, and takes the weight of the body. When a man runs, his toes hit first and dig in—”
            “Yeah? How did you figure my tracks weren’t made by running?”
            “Because,” said Sherlock, “those last tracks we found, next to that log across the stream, had more water in them than the first. So I knew the tracks by the stream were the oldest. I backtrailed you to where you’d left what would look like the trail’s beginning. Since there were no more tracks beyond, I figured that you’d climbed into that big maple.”
            “Sure,” agreed Corey James readily, “I was up in it, listening, when you and your talky little pal passed underneath. I could hear and see you all the way to the stream and the log. You did some good guesswork, Sherlock.”
            “Something else took the guesswork out of it,” went on Sherlock. “Your tracks were so close together. A man takes a shorter stride backward than forward.”
            “Like I said before, I’m glad it was you came on me here,” said Corey James. “I doubt if any other Scout boy, or any other Scout man either, would figure out things as smart as you did. So I’m safe and sound, with you quiet and helpless in front of this pea-shooter I’m holding right at your solar plexus.”
            “Are you going to shoot me?” asked Sherlock, and his voice shook in spite of himself.
            “Not if you’re friendly and helpful. Now then, those tracks of mine will point to the stream. Everybody thinks I’m almost dead in this swamp. I dropped my hat, and managed to kill a squirrel and shed so much blood back yonder from here that they’ll think I was barely able to crawl. I’ve been watching this blanket search they made for me, and it’s moved on past. You and I are together behind the line of searchers. Your pals will be led back to the log at the stream, and they’ll figure what you figured at first, that I fell in and maybe drowned, right? They’ll waste the rest of the day trying to find me.”
            “And trying to find me,” added Sherlock confidently, secure in the knowledge that a search would be made.
            “Sure, sure. But you and I are back here, in a place they’ve already combed over. If they don’t find us in the water, they’ll keep heading outward. Once they’re spread out so far that they can’t watch everywhere at once, you and I will slip through by a path I know—”
            “We?” repeated Sherlock.
            “Didn’t I say you were going along with me? Well, you are, and I’m going to keep the nose of this gun right in your ribs, ready and with my finger dancing on the trigger. If you make a noise, the gun will make another noise, and that’ll be all, Scout boy.”
            “Where are you going to take me?” Sherlock asked. “Quite a ways from here. I know a right guy who’ll hide us both tonight, and by tomorrow we’ll be more than a hundred miles off.”
            “And after that?”
            “After that, you and I will be pals. Real pals. You’ll have helped me get away. That makes you my accomplice, as guilty as I am. That’s law, Sherlock.”
            Sherlock had studied law for his merit badge in civics. Corey Jarnes’s explanation sounded false, but he did not argue the point with that gun threatening him.
            “Maybe,” said Corey James, “a smart kid like you would make a hand in my little automobile business. Hefty was strong and willing, but he was stupid. Ypu’re ten times as smart as he ever was, and in a few years you’ll be as strong. I kind of think you’re going to throw in with me, Sherlock.”
            Sherlock tried not to look at the gun. “I won’t do it.” “You’d better.”
            “I won’t.”
            As he said it, he felt more alone than he had ever felt in his life.
            “Look here, Scout boy,” said Corey James, “I’m not asking you, I’m telling you.” His thumb drew back the hammer with a cold clicking sound.
            “Let me quote you something that you yourself said,” argued Sherlock. “Many and many a good guy’s gun- smoked himself right into a jam—”
            “You heard that, too? You’ve been just about everywhere. But if I finished you right here, I’d hide you when I left. And you wouldn’t be found for days, weeks, maybe never. Understand ? Now I’m giving you ten seconds to change your mind. One—two—three—”
            There was a deafening crash of breaking twigs as a figure bounded in upon them.
            Corey James turned and his gun went off. Then Sergeant Palmer had an armlock on him, grimly applying scientific pressure. The criminal yelled loudly in pain, and his weapon dropped into the mud.
 



 
          THE CASE IS CLOSED
 
            “Are you all right, Sherlock?” demanded the sergeant, still clamping his prisoner’s arm but turning his anxious eyes on the Scout.
            “I am now,” said Sherlock thankfully. There were more noises in the foliage, and Doc appeared, then Max.
            “Hey, have a heart!” Corey James was pleading in a voice that had changed to a pitiful whine. “Ease up on that arm you’ve got hold of or you’ll break it.”
            “I heard most of what you were saying,” Sergeant Palmer told him coldly, “and I’d half welcome an excuse to break your arm clear off. You’re pretty brave in your own mind, aren’t you, James? With a gun in your hand you have all the courage in the world to threaten and insult a boy. But now you’re in the hands of a man.” Letting go with one hand, he produced his handcuffs and snapped them upon Corey James’s wrists. Then he stooped, picked up the revolver that his captive had dropped and slid it into his own waistband.
            Sherlock looked at Doc and Max. “We’ve got a job to do, too. Remember the smoke signals they ordered back at central command point? Help me get some dry firewood; nothing off the ground, it’ll be as soggy as wood from the bottom of a pond. Here,” and he broke a branch from a dead tree. “Get stuff like this, up high enough to stay dry.”
            “We were just in the nick of time,” said Doc.
            “But I was counting on you, even when he was counting on me, counting away ten seconds for me to change my mind,” said Sherlock. “I knew you’d show up. You must have seen the same thing about the tracks that I did.”
            “We figured out nothing,” said Max. “It was your hat that led us here.”
            “My hat?” repeated Sherlock, staring blankly.
            “Right,” and Max held out the Scout hat. “You’d stuck it up in the tree to give us a clue to—”
            “That was chance,” said Sherlock. “Just plain chance. Anyway,” and he sighed thankfully, “it was a chance that worked out all right.”
            Doc heaped an armful of gathered wood on an open space that was a trifle less watery than the surrounding territory. “We can build one fire here,” he said, “and the other yonder. After they’re going, we’ll throw on wet leaves and weeds.”
            “And talk about the business later,” added Sherlock. “Just now I feel my teeth chattering a little.”
            It was night again, at Troop Fifteen’s woodland camp under the trees. A bright, rosy council fire burned cheerfully and cast ruddy lights on the two assembled patrols, their Leaders, and a whole host of visitors. There were parents from Hillwood, eager youngsters who had come to see the Scouts who had undergone such ordeals and achieved such victories, and a considerable representation of local farmers from the Oatville neighborhood. Just now the sturdy figure of Police Chief Hamilton stood by the fire, in the midst of speaking to the assembly.
            “I could go on forever about law and order and how well these Scouts have helped as they should,” he summed up, “but I’m going to stop talking in my official capacity, and speak as chairman of the committee of Troop Fifteen.
            “The town of Hillwood has been buzzing all day with the news of how our search in the swamp ended. The most remarkable thing, and yet I don’t find it so remarkable, is that boys, one boy after another who hadn’t thought seriously about Scouting, seem to have decided suddenly and emphatically to apply for admittance and training with Troop Fifteen. We have enough applications to fill out both our present Patrols to full strength, and also to form another Patrol. I’m glad to welcome such new Scouts into the movement, and now I’ll stop talking. Because here’s someone else who wants to talk.”
            He waited for applause to die away, then motioned for one of the men of the locality to step into the firelight. “Let me present Mr. Ezra Rickerby,” he said. “That’s all I’ll say. He’ll say the rest.”
            Mr. Ezra Rickerby was a middle-aged farmer, broadshouldered and sunburned. He grinned at his neighbors, at the visiting adults, and at the group of Scouts who sat near by.
            “I own this piece of woods where you boys are camping,” he said. “When first I gave your Scoutmasters permission to bring you here, I thought I was doing you a favor. Now,” and he chuckled deeply, “I realize it was the other way ’round. I was doing myself and my neighbors a favor. You rooted a dirty crime plot right out of the heart of our home township. I want to say that when I was young there wasn’t any Scouting hereabouts. Now I wish there had been. I’d like to have been a Scout myself, and enjoyed the advantages and benefits that come from Scout training.
            “I can’t do much to show my appreciation besides saying that you or any other Scouts can come and camp on my land, any time and for as long as you want. I speak for the town of Oatville and for the neighboring farmers and landholders when I say that we’re glad to have you for friends, and I want this to be only the first of our long friendship.”
            He stepped back into the shadows, among more hand clapping and cheers. His place was taken by Mr. Palmer, no longer the grim-faced police sergeant on the trail of a fleeing criminal, but again a Scoutmaster, proud of his young charges.
            “It’s my time to make introductions,” he announced. “First, one of our Patrol Leaders has asked to make a public statement. Here he is, from the Eagle Patrol, Ranny Ollinger.”
            Up bobbed Ranny, a little diffident in facing so many hearers, but determined and serious.
            “What I say may not need to be said,” he began. “When this camp was first set up, there seemed to be a question as to who should be Senior Patrol Leader of the new Troop. Well, as far as I’m concerned, there isn’t any question any more. I was the only suggestion other than Sherlock Hamilton of the Hounds, and here and now I want to announce that I’m not a candidate for the post. Not that I think I’d have any chance, but why beat around the bush any more? There’s nobody else in sight or hearing or thought who’s better fitted to be Senior Patrol Leader than Sherlock Holmes Hamilton, and I move he gets the nod right here and now!” Applause started, but Ranny lifted his hand. “Wait. I’m going to sit down, and I think Sherlock himself ought to get up and say something.”
            The night was rent and shaken with yells, cheers, whistles and hand clapping. Sherlock found himself struggling in the grip of hands, Doc on one side of him, Max on the other. They pushed him bodily out from where he sat, and he found himself upright in the light of the fire, being cheered from all sides.
            “Yay, Sherlock!”
            “The prize crime-buster of the country!”
            “Speech! Speech!”
            “Say something, Sherlock,” urged Mr. Palmer. “They want to hear you. How do you feel about all this?” Sherlock swallowed and gazed around.
            “I feel dead lucky,” he said. “And likewise dead tired.”
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