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CHAPTER I



Objects of Discussion

THE great passenger bus came to a quick stop and the driver raised himself from his seat with a deep breath of relief. "Willow Corners!" he shouted, giving his dozen or more passengers a fleeting glance. "Twenty-minute stop. We leave on the dot, so be back in twenty minutes." Before anyone in the long motor vehicle could raise a question he was gone, heading for the doorway of a low white shingled building that had the sign "Willow Tree Inn" above the door.

The inmates of the bus were not slow to follow his example. In an instant the droning quiet of the interior was broken by voices and the sound of scraping baggage and shuffling feet. Life took on a new interest.

The four boys midway in the bus welcomed the chance to move around a bit. They were on their way home from Frontier College and the trip to Cloverfield was a long one. Barry Garrison and Kent Marple had been talking in low voices for the last several miles, and Mac Ford had been dozing, his hat down over his eyes. His twin brother Tim folded up a magazine and tossed it onto a rack.

"Let's prowl around some," he invited, twisting his supple young body in an effort to limber up after the long period of inactivity.

"That suits me," nodded Barry Garrison. "I was surely getting sleepy."

"It's hot," Kent Marple declared, as they eased out into the aisle and made their way to the door. "Wish I could go swimming somewhere."

"You wouldn't have much of a swim in twenty minutes," Mac Ford grinned.

"As long as I'm wishing for the swim, I'll wish for an hour to do it in," said Kent, mopping his forehead with his handkerchief.

"Let's swim around a soda or two," proposed Barry. "I'll even be princely, and treat you fellows."

"He is princely," cheered Tim, thumping Barry's back. "Let's be kingly and accept the invitation."

"Just a bunch of royal nuts." Kent shook his head sadly. "Boy, this old ground feels good again after that bus ride."

They paused a moment beside the motor vehicle, while other passengers headed for the water fountain or the soft drink stand. Willow Corners was the type of village that could be taken in at a glance and few persons were to be seen on the single thoroughfare that made up the main street. Everything seemed asleep in the mid-afternoon sunshine.

The boys beside the bus were attractive young fellows and devoted chums. For years they had played and worked together in their home town of Cloverfield, sharing fun and adventure. Barry was naturally the leader, an earnest, fun-loving boy with frank eyes and a well-developed, athletic body that was at home in any sport. Kent Marple was very much like him in every respect, and the Ford twins completed the quartet which had lately become known as the Mystery Hunters. Mac Ford was short but rather stocky, with blond hair and the kind of a mouth that slid easily into a smile or a grin, and Tim resembled him in every way except that he was of dark complexion where his brother was fair.

These twins were popular in school and out, and were good students as well as all-around athletes.

A combination of circumstances had brought them in contact with some puzzling affairs at a hunting lodge on Lake Arrowtip, and as a result of having successfully solved the mystery of the phantom with the black gloves, the boys had become known as the Mystery Hunters. In the first volume of this series, THE MYSTERY HUNTERS AT THE HAUNTED LODGE, the details of that case will be found. The following summer an old opera house and the strange case of one of its players gave them absorbing material with which to test their skill, and in the second book of this series, THE MYSTERY HUNTERS AT LAKESIDE CAMP, the answer to this riddle will be found. And just a few short weeks previous to the present moment the boys from Cloverfield had cleared up the mystery surrounding an abandoned hospital across from the college, as fully related in THE MYSTERY HUNTERS AT OLD FRONTIER. Now they were on their way home for the summer vacation, convinced that they were through with mysteries for a while.

"I know I am," Barry had said, just before leaving the college for home. "I've got to work this summer, and won't have any time to go snooping around."

"The same, here," Tim agreed. "Our dad has a tough old time keeping us in school, and Mac and I are going to raise a little cash of our own and help out." The others were of the same conviction and they looked forward to the summer more as an opportunity for some real work on their part than as a time of general vacationing.

"Well, let's go get those sodas so generously offered by our friend with all the wealth," proposed Mac, with his ready grin.

"That sign says there are booths inside," Barry pointed out. "The stand looks too hot. Let's see what yon hostelry looks like inside."

The interior of the bus stop station was cool and inviting and they found that one side of the big main room contained a row of booths. Selecting one of these that looked particularly attractive, the boys sat down around a table and Barry presently gave the order for their ice cream sodas.

While they talked and awaited the coming of their drinks, others drifted into the station and wandered around or looked at post cards in the rack. Their attention was attracted to two men who were drinking orangeade at the counter.

"Those men are from our town," Kent asserted.

"Yes, the elderly man is Charles S. Winstead, the world traveller and art collector," Barry nodded. "The other one is his lawyer, James Kehoe. Probably they are going along on our bus."

"Winstead is a wealthy man and a good one," Mac observed. "He gave the new big wing on the Orphans' Home a few years ago. I don't know much about Kehoe."

"If he is a friend of Mr. Winstead, he must be all right," Tim felt sure. "They are looking for a booth, too. Guess they got tired of standing up."

The two men at the counter were indeed coming toward a booth and selected the one just beyond that occupied by the four boys. Just at that moment their sodas arrived and the boys went to work on them in earnest.

"We thank you," Kent murmured to Barry, after the first deep swallow.

"Yes, it surely hits the spot," Mac agreed.

Before Barry could acknowledge their remarks, some words from the other booth attracted their attention. Mr. Charles Winstead was speaking.

"Kehoe, I'm actually thinking of asking those boys they call the Mystery Hunters to investigate my case. They say that those fellows are sharp, and have handled some pretty hard mysteries. At present they are away at college."

In blank astonishment the four boys stared at each other, their sodas momentarily forgotten. In the next booth a foot was scraped as though impatiently.

"My dear Mr. Winstead, surely you are not serious!" came the voice of James Kehoe. "When some of the finest detectives money can hire haven't been able to find out who is taking pieces from your art collection! It is absurd."

"That's just the point," declared the art collector. "As long as the detectives are on guard, nothing happens, but as soon as my things are left without someone in the room with them, they mysteriously disappear from tables and cases. I can have doors and windows locked and barred and even watched, and still my treasures are missing. I declare, it is uncanny! I had heard of some of the mysteries that these boys have solved, and I had seriously considered asking them to help."

Cigarette smoke drifted over the partition before James Kehoe spoke again. "I understand that they have been very lucky on a few small cases," he said. "But it was just through a series of lucky breaks that came their way. You certainly don't need some young boys hanging around, Mr. Winstead. After that awful attack on you a few weeks ago, you need a bodyguard, and you should go armed."

"I hate a weapon or a bodyguard," objected Mr. Winstead. "Well, Kehoe, if you feel that these boys wouldn't be the right ones to turn to, I'll agree. I just thought that they might stumble across something that professional detectives hadn't picked up."

"They might have a little dumb luck, but I believe that they would just be in the way," Kehoe rejoined. "What we really need is a crack detective and if you'll agree, I'll pull the wires and get one. I don't mean the kind we have already had, but a really outstanding man. Well, sir, let's go out and have a bit of fresh air before the bus goes."

There was a sound of scraping chairs and then the men walked slowly across the floor, unconscious that four pairs of eyes were following every move of theirs. Charles Winstead was a white-haired man of striking appearance, several inches shorter than his lawyer, who was tall, dark and muscular, with quick-moving eyes and a moustache. They passed out into the sunshine, leaving the boys to ponder on their strange words.

"Well, that's a hot one!" Kent exclaimed.

"Talking about us!" Mac cried.

"We don't impress Mr. Kehoe very well!" Tim grinned. "Just dumb luck is what we have!"

"I'd like to know what that mystery is" Barry spoke up. "We haven't any time this summer to devote along those lines, but I'm curious just the same."

"Hurry up and down your sodas," Mac urged, looking at the clock. "Time is just about up and we can't afford to miss the bus."

As though to confirm his words, the driver thrust his head in the door. "All aboard!" he called, and the boys hastily emptied their glasses.



CHAPTER II



An Interesting Story

THE motor of the interstate bus was purring loudly as the four boys once more stood in the sunshine in front of the inn, glancing around them to see where Mr. Winstead and James Kehoe had gone. They fully expected to see them boarding their own bus, but in this they were mistaken. A smaller passenger vehicle, bound in the opposite direction, stood at a gasoline pump, and the two men were in the act of entering it.

"Not going our way, I see," Barry murmured.

"Too bad," Kent commented, as they went back to the seats which they had previously occupied. "We might have overheard something more."

"I'm not so sure," Tim shook his head. "It sounded to me as if they were through with that subject."

The bus was soon under way and the boys discussed the strange conversation, their own talk nearly drowned out in the steady hum of the

bus. For several miles they paid little or no attention to the attractive scenery that flashed by as the great motor vehicle pushed on into the winding hill country.

"We should be flattered that Mr. Winstead thought of us at all," Mac declared. "It shows us that somebody knows about the Mystery Hunters!"

"I've always thought of that title as being something of a joke," Barry said.

"Others don't," asserted Tim. "Mr. Winstead seemed to think it was all right, and was willing to use us in the case."

"But Kehoe didn't have the same opinion of us," Mac grinned. "He said that we were a bunch of kids and just had dumb luck."

"He wasn't altogether wrong," Kent acknowledged frankly. "We have had lucky breaks in all of our mystery cases. But as far as that goes, the greatest detectives have the same things. Cases are won by their own deductions plus some unexpected incidents, or lucky breaks, as we call them."

"I'd surely like to know what his mystery is all about," Barry said. "Did you notice that Mr.

Winstead said that his art treasures were disappearing out of his cases even when the doors and windows were locked?"

"Yes, and James Kehoe said something about an attack on Mr. Winstead," Kent remembered. "Looks as if there had been, a hot time in the old town while we were away!"

"Funny none of our people wrote us anything about it," Tim objected.

"Maybe not," said Barry. "They might have thought that we didn't know Mr. Winstead. As a matter of fact, we only know him by sight. We haven't had a town paper since we have been away, either."

"We'll see what we can find out about it all when we get home," Kent suggested, and with that they had to be content.

It was just after darkness had settled down that the bus arrived in Cloverfield and came to a halt at the big service station that did duty as Bus Depot. Carrying their suitcases, the four boys left the vehicle and started up the main street toward their homes, which were near by.

"Well, I don't know how much we'll see of each other this summer," Kent remarked, as they strode along. "I've got to work hard and won't have any time to play around much."

"The same here," Tim agreed. "But anyway, we can get together at night sometimes."

"Wouldn't it be fine if we could all get a job together?" cried Mac enthusiastically.

"Not a chance." Barry shook his head. "Cloverfield just hasn't much for a young fellow to do at any time. We have very few industries. As a matter of fact, we may have a tough time getting jobs at all."

"You're right about that," Kent said, seriously. "I, for one, am not going to be choicy about it, either. If it comes to digging ditches, and is honest work, I'll go for it."

"Here's where I turn off," Barry announced, as they came to a house with well-kept grounds around it. "I'll see you all again soon. Come on over tomorrow night."

"All right, we'll hop around," Mac promised for all of them and then Barry was entering the front door of his home, eager to see his parents and his sister once more.

All four of the boys were warmly welcomed back home and were content to spend the first evening with their families, relating incidents from school life, as well as telling in detail the facts of their last mystery case. On the day following their arrival they were busy seeing old friends, and it was not until the night meal was over that they got together in Barry's parlor.

"It's great to be back home," Kent said, as they sat around talking. "My mother surely treated me royally today."

"Doesn't she always do that?" Barry inquired mildly.

"Sure, but today it seemed as if she couldn't do enough for me. You fellows should have had a piece of the apple pie she baked."

"Just a great big softy," Tim jeered. "Wants waiting on, like some spoiled child. If--"

A suddenly active pillow descended on his face with considerable force and Tim went backwards, closely followed by Kent, who seemed bent on covering up his whole face in spite of his struggles. Barry's father picked that moment to walk into the room and the miniature battle came to an abrupt halt.

"Don't let me interrupt your exercise," Mr. Garrison grinned.

"I was just trying to put a fresh little boy in his place," Kent explained.

"Dad, what kind of a mystery has Mr. Winstead got up his sleeve?" Barry asked.

Mr. Garrison looked at them queerly. "Now, don't tell me that you boys are going to mix up in that case!" he exclaimed.

"Then there is a mystery to solve!" Barry cried. "No, Dad, we're not going to spend this summer in that kind of thing, but we're curious to know about it. And you'd be interested to learn that Mr. Winstead himself would be willing to use us as sort of detectives in the affair."

"He would?" Mr. Garrison asked, sitting down close to them. "Who said so?"

"Let me tell you what we overheard yesterday," Barry offered, and his parent listened with much interest as the story was related. "But we don't even know what the whole thing is about, and we'd like you to tell us."

"I'll tell you," promised Mr. Garrison. "Charles S. Winstead is a great collector of art treasures and a famous world traveler. He was the son of wealthy parents and was always able to do just what he wanted to. A great love of travel possessed him and I suppose there is hardly a corner of the earth that he hasn't visited. In the course of his journeys he has accumulated a valuable collection of art treasures and in his big country home at Mars Hill, a few miles out of town, he has a room full of cases and racks. I understand that he has ancient manuscripts worth a fortune, lamps and candle sticks of historic interest, weapons of all kinds, and many priceless rings. There are other things, too, which I can't name off-hand because I've never seen them. But from time to time, and article by article, these relics and pieces are being stolen."

"That's what we heard Mr. Winstead say," nodded Mac. "He said that they disappeared even when guards were on duty."

"Yes, that's what they say. Winstead is rather foolish to keep them out there in that big house, where he lives only a part of the year himself, but he has such a fine museum room that he hates to do away with it. The house is a splendid old home and he has owned it for the last few

He could gather up things and place them in a bank safe-deposit vault. He has even had thin steel doors put on at Mars Hill, but still his treasures keep disappearing."

"Must be an inside job," Barry commented.

"It seems that way, Barry, but Winstead claims not. Even when he has lived in the house himself and had good detectives on the place, objects were stolen. He says that the most baffling thing of all was the disappearance one night of a thin stiletto that he had been looking at. It was late at night and he had been alone in the art room, examining the weapon, which belonged at one time to the treacherous Medici family. He laid it down across the top of the fish bowl and walked over to the table to look up something in a book. When he turned around, the stiletto was gone!"

"And no one was in the room with him?" Tim asked breathlessly.

"He was alone. There had been no sound, but the weapon was unquestionably gone! He quickly went through the house to see if anyone was about. Mrs. Winstead was asleep and so was the butler. The caretaker was out in his room over the big garage, and a maid was on the third floor writing a letter. None of them could have taken it"

"Fellows, that's a real mystery!" Barry exclaimed, his eyes bright and thoughtful.

"It certainly is," Mac agreed. "So Mr. Winstead has had some good detectives on the job, I guess?"

"Yes, some keen men, but while two of them were on the job one night a valuable tile from the tomb of Mohammed was stolen. Winstead had gotten it by some uncanny means from Medina, the holy city of Hejaz, Arabia, where he had once visited the grave of the Prophet. He had it in a case and at a time when the detectives were out of the room, with every door locked, the tile was stolen."

"Are there any windows in the room?" Kent asked.

"One long window opening onto a back porch, and a skylight, if I remember correctly, and if there hasn't been any change in the place since I have been there. Years ago I visited a young fellow whose aunt lived in the house. That was before Winstead bought it and named it Mars Hill."

"But Dad, what about an attack on Mr. Winstead?" Barry inquired. "Something was mentioned about that."

Mr. Garrison looked grave. "Yes, there was a bad attack recently made upon Mr. Winstead, and a ring taken from an Egyptian tomb was forcibly taken away from him."

Barry whistled softly. "That is getting bad, when the unknown thief goes so far as to attack a man. Tell us about that, Dad."



CHAPTER III



A Trip of Inspection

IT HAPPENED about a month ago," Mr. Garrison began. "Winstead had come back from a trip to Egypt and it was generally understood that he had brought more art curios with him. The most valuable of all was a ring that had been recovered from a tomb that a certain university expedition had dug into. The ring was over three thousand years old and of priceless historical value."

"Did he keep that in the house?" Kent asked.

"No, he kept it in a safe-deposit vault in the bank, feeling that it was far too risky to have it in the house even while he was there himself. Of all his treasures, this was the most valuable and very few people ever saw the ring. But one night Winstead had a little gathering in his home and showed the relic to a small group of friends whom he could trust. After they had all left the house he was standing in the museum room looking at the ring, when there was a soft step back of him and before he could turn he was struck down and the ring taken from him. He declares that there had been no one in the room a moment before the attack!"

"Boy, that is a mystery!" Tim exclaimed.

"Everything happens in that art room, doesn't it?" Barry murmured thoughtfully.

"Yes, it does" answered Mr. Garrison. "Winstead claims that the attack on him was simply uncanny. The last guest had been gone for some time and he stood alone in the room. Everything was very quiet and then he heard one swift footstep. Before he could turn to see who was behind him, something crashed down on his head and all went black before his eyes. When he came to, the ring was gone."

"Did he come to himself, or did help come?" Mac asked.

"His butler looked in the room and saw him lying on the floor, face down. For a moment the man thought that he had been murdered and was scared to death. Police were sent for and an immediate search was set in motion, but it didn't do any good."

"Do you know how many had been there that night to see the ring?" Barry inquired.

"Yes, and I happen to know all of the men but one. George Kane, the banker, was there, and Emory Wells, quite a scholar himself, Chester Markley, a dreamy sort of man who loves anything that has historical value to it, and Solon Pinkney, a man who is somewhat of a gambler. The fifth man was named Cole and came over from Westbury. I don't know him at all. There were just those five."

"Any one of them might have turned back and attacked Mr. Winstead," observed Kent.

"Yes, that is true, but how could they get into the room so quickly?" demanded Mr. Garrison. "It looks to me as if someone who knows that house well did the job. Mr. Winstead says that doors and windows were locked all over the house, and every entrance except one door leading into the museum room was double locked. He was facing that very door at the time of the attack, so whoever hit him did not come in that way."

"It looks very much as if whoever did do it was hidden somewhere in the room and just waited for the others to go," Barry gave his opinion.

Mr. Garrison shrugged his shoulders. "It is a deep mystery, whichever way you look at it, and Winstead is certainly worried over the whole thing."

"How I'd like to take a hand in that business!" Barry said, with enthusiasm.

Mr. Garrison smiled. "I hope you boys aren't taking your mystery hunting too seriously," he said.

"No, but we might have a little dumb luck, as Mr. Kehoe said," Kent grinned.

"Kehoe just thought that it would be silly to have you boys looking around," said Mr. Garrison. "When some of the best detectives couldn't find anything, it is hardly possible that you fellows could. Kehoe is a smart man and very faithful to Mr. Winstead. He once accompanied his employer to Kentucky to inspect some Indian mounds that had been uncovered there, and they brought back arrowheads and pottery, from the graves."

They continued to discuss the affair for some time longer, but at last the time came to say goodnight and before long the boys had forgotten it temporarily in sleep. The next day was Sunday and after attending the old Sunday School class and morning worship, the boys were faced with the problem as to what to do with the long afternoon. They had drifted together again after the noon meal.

"If I had sat around all afternoon, I'd be asleep by this time," Kent yawned. "Let's go throw stones at somebody!"

"Nice way to talk, after going to Sunday School this morning." Mac shook his head, with mock despair. "Of course, if we have to follow your suggestion, let's throw them at Professor Norris. I never did like him when I was going to school in Cloverfield!"

"Just to keep you fellows from being thrown in the town lockup, I'm going to suggest that we take a ride out to see what that house of Mr. Winstead's looks like," Barry proposed. "I believe that Dad will let us have the car and we can go see what this Mars Hill place is."

"That's a good idea," Tim approved. "We used to hike past that house, but I have nearly forgotten where it is located. Let's go."

Barry obtained permission to use the car and before long they were driving out of town in a northerly direction, following a fairly good hard-surface road. They enjoyed the open country and after a journey of three miles came to the big house where the mysterious events had taken place.

"There is Mars Hill," Kent cried.

They stopped the car just outside the gates and looked through the high iron fence at the imposing looking building that crowned a slight hill. The Winstead mansion was indeed a splendid edifice, at present deserted looking and lonely, with all the windows protected by closed shutters. A chain and padlock were on the main gates and the front lawn needed some weeding, though the grass had been recently cut.

"Funny that a man like Winstead doesn't have a fine home in the city," Mac commented.

"This is a beautiful location, and he may enjoy the country better," Barry suggested.

Kent looked in the opposite direction, to where a small river wound along between low banks on the other side of the road. "Look down there," he said, pointing. "Someone has had a lot of sand dumped, and it is a regular bathing beach. And there is a little gasoline service station, and bath houses. I never saw all this before."

"It's something new," Barry answered, starting the car motor. "Let's go down and look at it closely."

He allowed the car to move slowly along the road until they were opposite the small service station, which stood on the river bank. Back of the brick building where the motor oils were kept stood two long bath houses, painted white. A diving board extended out over the water, but no one was in swimming. A man in dirty gray trousers and a shirt open at the neck sat tilted back on a chair in front of the gasoline station. A board nailed to a tree bore the sign "Winstead Beach."

"So Mr. Winstead owns this beach?" Barry inquired of the silent man.

"Yep," was the answer. "He runs it for poor kids that live around on the farms, and for the kids that come out from town. Don't allow no Sunday swimmin', though. This gas station is his, too. He says it's a help to the farmers passin' this way." The man relapsed into silence, frowning, much as though he felt that Mr. Winstead carried things too far.

"It's a dandy little beach," Tim said, as they looked with approval at the river pleasure resort. "He must have had a couple of carloads of sand dumped along here. We'll have to come out here some afternoon and take a swim."

"The little beach is right where he can see it from his front porch," Kent remarked, as Barry turned the car around to head back to town.

"Mr. Winstead has some quiet neighbors on his left," Mac smiled, as they once more passed the big estate and left the beach behind them. There was a large city cemetery close to the house on the hill.

"I guess that doesn't worry him any," said Barry. "Fellows, the mystery of that house just eats me up. I've got to go to work and won't have any time to fool away on it, but how I wish that we could investigate around a little!"



CHAPTER IV



Seeking Jobs

THAT night when Barry returned from a visit to Kent's house he found his father and mother reading in the library. Going to the nearby desk, the boy obtained a pad and pencil and seated himself after a moment of thought. Slowly he wrote down the names of Chester Markley, George Kane, Solon Pinkney and Emory Wells. Last of all he wrote the words "a man named Cole."

"How does Chester Markley live?" he asked his father.

Mr. Garrison lowered a book he was reading. "He has some investments that are not doing well. A dreamy, impractical man."

"He might need money, eh?"

Mr. Garrison laughed. "I am sure that he does. But I can't picture timid little Chester sneaking up behind a man as large as Winstead and hitting him over the head. That theory won't go, I'm afraid."

"All right," Barry nodded, making some notes after the name of the first man. "How about Mr. George Kane?"

"A man of spotless honor, president of the Farm and Land Bank, wealthy and above doing any such job."

"Solon Pinkney is a gambler," Barry went on. "How does it happen that Mr. Winstead has a friend like that?"

"They are old friends, and besides, Solon doesn't spend all his time gambling. I hardly think he would attack his old school chum. But he is a big and fearless fellow, who wouldn't be afraid to do anything like that."

"I see. Emory Wells used to teach history in a college, didn't he?"

"Yes, and he is a first-rate scholar. He and Winstead are deeply absorbed in the same - things. I can't possibly imagine him doing a thing like that."

"Finally, there was a man and his name was Cole," mused Barry, looking at his list. "I wish I knew more about him."

"You are going into it in a big way, aren't you?" Mrs. Garrison smiled.

"Not as big as I'd like to," Barry replied. "I've made up my mind not to spend my time on such things this summer, but to do some honest-to-goodness work. However, I just can't help thinking about that mystery and I'm going to keep some notes on it, anyway."

"If you keep on, you'll go to Scotland Yard some day," his mother predicted.

"To the Department of Justice in this country," Mr. Garrison corrected. "That is the arm of government1 that runs down the big criminals. Well, I wouldn't be a bit surprised if you fellows could find out something of value for Mr. Winstead, if you had the chance."

On the following morning Barry prepared to walk downtown with his father. "So now you are going to hunt a job, are you?" his parent asked, with a smile.

"Yes, I'm all set to become a business man," Barry grinned. "I guess, though, that it won't be an easy task to find a job. I only want a temporary position of some kind."

"It isn't going to be easy," Mr. Garrison agreed seriously. "We have our usual amount of unemployment in the town and besides that, Cloverfield hasn't much for men to turn to."

"I'll find something," Barry predicted hopefully. "I don't care what type of work it turns out to be, as long as it is honest. If I don't land anything in town, I'll try one of the farms out in the country. Wouldn't I look great milking a cow or two?"

All that morning Barry Garrison tramped the small town of Cloverfield looking for work. He tried business and express offices, as well as department stores, without success. After dinner he went out to the edge of town to see a man about some general work to be done on an old house, but the man had just hired a professional carpenter. Somewhat weary and a little dismayed, Barry walked back to the center of town and ran across Tim.

"You fellows have any luck?" he asked.

"Not so far." Tim shook his head. "But we have an uncle who has a farm twelve miles out and he may use us a little bit, if we can't land anything. How's it by you?"

Barry explained that he had had no luck and later on met Kent, who was sitting at an ice cream counter. His chum greeted him sluggishly.

"Hi. Come whip a soda."

Barry took a place beside him. "Fat chance you'll have of getting a job, sitting around sipping soda."

"It looks as if the chance isn't so fat whether I sip sodas or not. My feet are mighty tired just now. I made a half dollar trimming up a lawn over on Park Avenue, but that isn't a steady job."

"You've done better than most of us," Barry told him. "I haven't even had a promise. The twins may get some work on a farm. Looks like we'll have to go in business for ourselves."

"Yes, that's right. I guess we shouldn't expect to land jobs right the first day. I hope I get one before you do."

"Thanks, my very good friend! I hope you do, and then I'd like mighty well to be your boss and make you step around lively! Thanks for the soda. Let's call it a day and go home."

They walked up Main Street together and when Barry entered his home no one was around except his mother. Reporting his lack of success, he went upstairs and took a vigorous cold shower bath, finding that some of his mental discouragement vanished with the rush of the water. When he once more came downstairs things somehow seemed brighter.

"Maybe I'll have better luck tomorrow," he told himself.

Something thudded against the front door and he realized that it was the evening newspaper. He went to the porch and picked it up, scanning the headlines and the news of the day. Seated in a large chair in the library he began to look through the daily, and came at last to the page which contained advertisements and other general items.

"Guess I'll look and see if there are any ads. in the employment column," he reflected, glancing down the page. There was one offer of a job to any boy over twelve who would deliver meat from a butcher shop, and one or two dressmakers were needed. But it was the last item that caught his attention and held it.

"WANTED: Attendant at automobile service station, Winstead Beach on the Rockaway Road. Must be honest and reliable and able to furnish references. Apply Charles S. Winstead, Union Square Building."

Barry read the advertisement over twice and sudden hope welled up within him. "My, how I'd like to get that job!" he thought. "It would put me near that house and I might learn something more about the mystery. Maybe that man we saw at the gasoline station needs a helper. I'll go right after this the first thing in the morning."

It came to him that there would probably be several after the job and he read the item again to see that it did not call for an experienced man. "Must be honest and reliable," he read from the ad. "I can be that, all right. I must see to it that I am first at Mr. Winstead's door in the morning." He glanced at the clock and suddenly an idea came to him. "By George, what's to prevent me from going to see him right now? He will probably be in his office now, and the faster I move the better. I believe that I'll do it!"



CHAPTER V



A Talk with Mr. Winstead

BARRY stepped across the hall and his glance took in the telephone on the small table. He paused as a new idea came to him.

"I believe that I'll call Mr. Winstead on the phone and see if he is in. No use going clear down town if I don't have to."

In a few minutes he had called the number and waited anxiously for a response on the other end. At last there was a slight click and a woman's voice reached him.

"Mr. Winstead's office."

"Is Mr. Winstead in?" Barry asked.

"Just a moment." There was an interval of silence and then another receiver was lifted. "Yes, this is Mr. Winstead."

"Mr. Winstead, this is Barry Garrison calling. I don't want to be any inconvenience to you, but I saw your advertisement in the paper and I'm interested in that job at the service station. I'm home from college this summer and am looking for a place where I can earn some money toward my schooling this fall."

There was a moment of hesitation. "When can you come and see me?"

"Any time; right now, if that is not infringing on your time too much."

"I'll be here for the next half hour," was the answer.

"Then I'll come right down," Barry promised, thankful for the good luck he had had so far.

No reply was made to this proposition and the receiver at the other end clicked into place. Barry went to the kitchen, where his mother was preparing supper.

"Mother, I'm going to run down to Mr. Winstead's office in the Union Square Building. I saw an ad. of his in the paper tonight, and he says he'll see me about the job right now."

"All right, but hurry back, son," his mother nodded, and he was off with a hasty promise, his mind occupied with the coming interview.

He was not long in reaching the four-story Union Square Building and on the third floor he located the offices of Charles S. Winstead. In the outer office he encountered James Kehoe, who was seated behind a desk, a slight frown on his handsome face.

"What is it, boy?" the lawyer asked, glancing at him hastily.

"I want to see Mr. Winstead," Barry stated, as a young woman came out of an inner office and began to put on her hat.

"You can't see him now," Kehoe answered, turning back to his work. "It is time for Mr. Winstead to go home."

"He told me over the phone that he would see me," Barry began, when the young woman interrupted.

"It is all right, Mr. Kehoe. Mr. Winstead is expecting Mr. Garrison."

Kehoe looked even more unpleasant. "Go ahead, then," he said, with bad grace.

The young woman opened the door of the inside office and Barry went in. Charles Winstead sat at a big desk, an open dictionary before him and a writing pad close to his hand. He nodded shortly and then looked keenly at his visitor,

"You are Barry Garrison?"

"Yes, sir."

"I know your father well. Now, about this job that you saw advertised in the paper: I wanted someone who would keep it permanently. You say you only intend to work through the summer?"

"Yes, sir. I told you that because I wouldn't want to let you think anything that was false," Barry replied.

Mr. Winstead looked pleased. "Sit down, Barry." While Barry seated himself the traveler and explorer seemed to consider. "I already have a man down there named Handy Burke, but he hasn't proved satisfactory. He isn't straight and he drinks. I'd like to have someone young in his place, and I think you would fill the place."

"I'd certainly try to be honest and do my best," said Barry.

"I'm sure that you would. Business isn't very brisk and I don't operate the station for profit. Your salary would not be much, but at least it would be a job that would give you plenty of experience."

"I'd like to have it," Barry told him.

"I can pay you only seven dollars a week, plus a little commission for sales. How does that strike you?"

"I'll be glad to have that much," Barry declared. "Every little bit will help when I am ready to go back to college."

"I'm glad to see you have a spirit like that," Mr. Winstead approved. "Many boys are content to sit back and let their fathers pay the bills. Very well, you may go to work tomorrow morning. Mr. Burke will leave as soon as he shows you what to do. Feel free to call upon me, or Mr. Kehoe, my lawyer and secretary, at any time."

"Thank you, sir," Barry responded, rising. He hesitated a moment and then added: "My friends and I appreciated the fact that you had once thought of asking us to help you solve the mystery of Mars Hill. We surely would have been glad to."

Charles Winstead shot him a searching glance. "How did you know that I had considered you and your friends? Are you one of the boys they call the Mystery Hunters?"

"Yes, sir. It happens that we sat in a booth at the Willow Inn and heard you and Mr. Kehoe talking about us and about your problem in your museum room."

"Sit down again," Mr. Winstead invited, unexpectedly. He pushed a button on his desk and after a moment James Kehoe came to the door. "Jim, you go ahead any time you are ready. I'll be along a little later."

"Very well, Mr. Winstead." Kehoe's eyes rested for a moment on Barry and the boy knew that the man was filled with curiosity. Then the door was shut and they were alone again.

"I understand that the last mystery you boys solved was up at your college," Mr. Winstead said, as soon as they were free to resume the conversation. "Tell me about that, and exactly how you arrived at conclusions in the case." 

"Well, we heard Mr. Kehoe say something about dumb luck," Barry smiled. "And frankly, Mr. Winstead, we had some of that. Things happened that led us on."

"That always happens," the art collector said. "Go ahead with the whole story, please."

Barry told of the abandoned hospital and the two mysterious doctors who prowled the grounds and the empty building. Mr. Winstead listened intently, his head bowed. When the boy had finished, the man across the desk nodded slowly.

"Excellently done," he approved. "You and your friends took advantage of every opening and played the game well. How much do you know of my problem?"

"My father told me some of it," Barry explained, reaching into his back pocket for a piece of paper. "I made a few notes, especially about the men who were present on the night you showed the Egyptian ring. I know a little about each one of them except the man named Cole."

"Let me see what you have written, if you don't mind," Mr. Winstead requested, and Barry passed over the sheet of paper. The big man studied it closely for a moment.

"Were you going to do some work on the case?" he asked.

"No." Barry shook his head. "We had all made up our minds this summer that we were going to go to work, and wouldn't have time for it. But I am deeply interested and wanted to keep track of the mystery as much as I could on the outside."

"I appreciate your interest in the matter and I have a good notion to use you," said the man, tapping a pencil thoughtfully on the desk. Barry's face lighted up quickly.

"There is nothing I'd like better, Mr. Winstead. I was chiefly after the service station job because it would enable me to sort of watch the house a little bit."

"You would miss your friends, wouldn't you?" Winstead asked thoughtfully.

"Yes, I would. We have always worked on these mysteries together. But they have to find work this summer."

Winstead's eyes narrowed suddenly. "Wait a minute," he requested, looking at a small memorandum pad. "Do your particular chums swim?"

"Yes, they all do."

"But which one is the best swimmer?"

"Kent is. He has taken prizes for life saving."

"That is just what I wanted to know," said Mr. Winstead, with satisfaction. "I was about to hunt for some likely young fellow to be a life guard at the little beach in front of my place. Children go there to swim and I haven't any guard except Handy Burke, and there is always a danger that he might be selling gas to a motorist and wouldn't hear a call for help. I feel a great responsibility in the matter."

"I think it is fine of you to run that beach for the boys and girls," Barry told him.

Mr. Winstead waved his hand impatiently. "A man ought to do something useful with his money. I like to see people happy and healthy. I couldn't pay your friend a great deal, but if he doesn't get anything else, perhaps he would like to be life guard at the river beach."

"Oh, I'm sure that he would," Barry cried enthusiastically. "It would give us a chance to be together, and sometimes we could walk up around the house and see that everything was in order."

"One other matter: do those Ford twins know anything about gardening?" the art lover asked.

"I think that they do. They have a garden at their house."

"I'll tell you what I have in mind," Mr. Winstead said slowly. "There are some small trees on my estate that need transplanting. I was going to get some professional man to do it, but I was just wondering if those Ford boys couldn't do it? That would put all of you fellows together."

"Well, that is certainly great!" Barry exclaimed. "But it doesn't seem just fair to you, Mr. Winstead."

"I can manage," answered the man, with a slight smile. "If you boys were going to be permanent help, I couldn't very well do it, but the service station is the only place that requires a steady worker. The beach closes in September and there is no work to be done on my estate after the summer is over. The Ford boys would find plentv to do around my flower beds and one side of the fish pond needs rebuilding. I'll just hire you boys in place of the occasional help that I usually employ."

"That's great, and we'll do all we can to find any clues that might lead to the solving of the mystery," Barry promised.

"That's what I really want you boys on the job for," Mr. Winstead confessed. "I have one old caretaker on the place at present, but he is a gloomy old soul and getting slower every day. He wants to be relieved of the job, says he is afraid to stay in the house any longer. By the way, you boys will not be afraid to stay in the place, will you?"

"No, we won't be afraid." Barry shook his head. "So we are to live in the house?"

"Oh, yes, you must live in the house itself. My wife and I are not going to live there again until later in the summer, and in the meantime we will depend on you boys keeping a watchful eye on the museum room. You know, one of the most baffling things about the whole affair is that more of my art treasures have been stolen while someone was in or near the museum chamber than when it was left alone!"

"Then something may happen while we are in die house," Barry said thoughtfully.

"I rather expect that something will. And I am depending upon you boys to pick up some lively clues while you are in the place."



CHAPTER VI



A Complete Change of Plans

THE street lights were beginning to glow when Barry walked up the front steps of his house, eager to impart the news to his parents. He found them seated at the supper table with his sister.

"Sorry to be so late, Mother, but I got the job!" he greeted them.

"You got a job with Mr. Winstead?" his father inquired, while Mrs. Garrison went to get him some supper.

"Yes, and a chance to help him solve his mystery, if we have any luck," Barry replied. "Wait until I wash up and I'll tell you all about it."

He told them enthusiastically about his interview with the famous art collector and of the arrangements that had been made. "Wait until I tell the fellows that they have jobs," he concluded. "I can hardly wait to see them."

"You certainly have had good luck," his father commented. "I hope you can find out something of value for Mr. Winstead, but I don't expect you to really solve the mystery out there. It has been too baffling for experienced detectives. However, the summer will give you some business training and will be of great value to you."

"I just hope he'll keep out of danger," Mrs. Garrison said, somewhat anxiously.

"He can take care of himself, Mother," spoke up his sister, who was proud of her manly brother.

"Did you tell Mr. Winstead that you were making notes about his friends?" Mr. Garrison asked.

"Yes, and he told me more about that man Cole. His full name is Alonzo Cole, retired history professor from a southern college, lover of art and a devoted friend of Mr. Winstead's. Couldn't possibly have hit Mr. Winstead over the head like that," Barry replied.

"I wish you weren't going to have to live in that terrible house," Mrs. Garrison worried.

"We'll try to keep out of trouble," Barry promised. "I am glad that we are going to be in the place, so that we can keep an eye on things. Tomorrow afternoon Mr. Winstead is going to come out and take us through, and we are to sleep and live in one wing on the lower floor, close to the museum room. Well, I must get over and see the boys."

Fairly bursting with the news he had, Barry went over to Marple's, only to find that Kent was around the corner at the home of the twins. He found the three boys sitting on a bench under a tree.

"Took you a long time to eat your supper," Tim greeted him.

"He was all tired out from his job hunting," Kent grinned.

"We used to be the mystery hunters, but now we are just a bunch of job hunters," Mac said.

"Maybe it will interest you bright lads to know that I have a job," Barry said, seating himself on the bench.

"So have I!" declared Kent unexpectedly.

"You have? Where?"

"I met a fellow after I left you this afternoon and he told me he could use me to help him in his carpenter shop. Six dollars a week, boys. I guess I'm a money man."

"Call him up and tell him you don't want the job," ordered Barry.

"Like fish-hooks I will! What's the idea? Just as soon as I get a job, after walking my feet off, you want me to give it up."

"Yes, because I got you a job late this afternoon. You are going to be a life guard at Win- stead Beach!"

Kent glared at him suspiciously. "Listen, are you trifling with me, young fellow?"

"I'm not. I got a job as gas and oil dispenser at Mr. Winstead's service station and then I found out that he needed a stalwart, handsome life saver for his beach. I knew you were at least stalwart, so I begged the boss to let you have it. Seven dollars a week will be the financial return on that job."

"Say, that's fine!" Kent exclaimed. "We'll be able to work together, then. The work appeals to me more than carpentering. Maybe I can save a good-looking girl!"

"Only kids swim out there," Tim interjected discouragingly.

"So you are going to work for Mr. Win- stead?" Mac said. "We'll probably have to go out to Uncle Peter's farm and pitch hay all summer. You fellows are the lucky ones. Wish to goodness that we could do something like that."

"Listen a minute and I'll tell you something else," Barry went on. "Trouble with you fellows is that you don't give me a chance to finish my story. You just naturally haven't any manners. There is no end to my magic, because I got jobs for you twins, tool"

"You did? At Winstead's?" Mac asked eagerly.

"Yes, at Winstead's. You two fellows are to be gardeners, official caretakers of the grounds. There are some trees to transplant and a fish pond to rebuild. The gardens need care from expert hands like yours. What about it?"

"We'll take the job," Tim said promptly. "We can all work together this summer. Hurrah, that's fine!"

"Will we go back and forth each day?" Kent asked.

"No, sir, we are to live in the house itself!"

"Tell us how you did it," Mac begged. "It all sounds too good to be true."

Barry related the story in full^ and his companions listened attentively. When he had finished there were many comments to be made as they discussed it at length.

"Wouldn't it be great if we could find out some clue to the mystery?" Kent said.

"We can try mighty hard," Barry declared. "I think that we can pick up something. Some of us will be on the grounds all the time and can keep an eye on that museum room. I'll have to be at the station most of the time and Kent will be on the little beach all day, so it will be up to you Fords to watch the house."

"We'll do it," Mac promised. "Kent, can you back out on your other job without any trouble?"

"Yes, because the man who offered it to me told me that there were some others who wanted that work. I won't be playing him any mean trick, and I'll call him up tonight. Fellows, all this calls for a little celebration. How about ice cream cones all around?"

"Sodas go farther," Tim suggested mildly.

"My twenty cents covers only cones," Kent told him flatly. "It is that or nothing."

"I'd rather have cones than nothing," Tim hastened to assert.

"Then let's go get them," Kent cried, and they walked to the corner store and bought the ice cream cones. Kent made his phone call from there and then they started back toward the Ford home.

"Each day after Kent gets through his life saving he can come up to the house and we can go down for a swim," Mac said, as they walked slowly along.

"And while one of you watches the gas pumps, I can get mine in," Barry added. "We had better begin to think about how we are going to live at Mars Hill. Mr. Winstead isn't going to feed us and we have got to plan about our food and cooking. I understand that the kitchen is in the wing we are going to live in."

"We'll have to take bedding along too, I suppose," observed Kent.

"Tomorrow Mr. Winstead will take us through the house and we can see what we need," Barry pointed out. "We'll have the old car along with us and if we have forgotten anything, we can hop in the tin buggy and rattle into town for it. We can take our camp cooking outfit with us. We'll get along somehow."

They had paused at the gate outside the modest Ford house, finishing their ice cream cones. Someone was approaching from the direction of town and as the person passed under a street light they could see that it was Gertrude Ford, one of Mac and Tim's sisters.

"Here comes Gerty, from the telephone exchange," Mac said.

"Is she on the night shift all the time now?" Barry asked.

"She is taking her turn on the three in the afternoon until nine at night shift. There is a man operator the rest of the night."

Gerty Ford greeted them briskly. "Look at all the overgrown boys, eating ice cream cones!"

"We're celebrating, Gerty," Kent told her gravely.

"What is there to celebrate?" she asked.

"We have just become caretakers for Mr. Winstead, at his Mars Hill estate," Mac proclaimed.

For a moment Gerty Ford did not answer, and when she did, her voice was curious. "Caretakers at Mars Hill?" she asked.

"Yes," Tim nodded, finishing his cone. "Do you doubt our ability to care for the place?"

"I wasn't thinking about that," Gerty answered slowly. "I was just wishing you weren't going out there. Just before I left the switchboard, there was a call from Mars Hill to Mr. Winstead. It was such an insistent call that I listened in. The caretaker out there told Mr. Winstead to come at once, that something had happened. And the last thing he said was this, 'Mr. Winstead, I won't stay at this house another night'!"



CHAPTER VII



At Winstead Beach

SILENCE followed the startling statement of Gerty Ford, and there was no doubt that her words had made a deep impression. All feeling of joking vanished and the boys realized that they were face to face with a serious problem.

"So something has happened out there again?" Barry murmured.

"Yes, though the caretaker did not say what it was. He sounded as scared as he could be," the telephone girl stated. "Are you really going to work out at that place?"

"Yes, Barry is to have charge of the service station, Mac and Tim will be gardeners, and I am going to be life saver at the little beach there," Kent answered.

"I wish you weren't going to that house," Gerty said. "Something awful must have happened, because the caretaker said he wouldn't remain there another night."



"He is an old man, and afraid of the place," Barry remarked.

"I'd be afraid of it, too," Gerty shivered.

"Did Mr. Winstead say he'd go out?" Mac asked.

"Yes, he said he would get out there just as soon as he could."

"I wonder if we ought to drive out there?" Tim asked.

Barry shook his head. "I don't think so. It would look as if we were interfering too much in Mr. Winstead's affairs. We'll be out there tomorrow and maybe we will learn what happened tonight."

Gerty went on into the house and the boys discussed the event for a few minutes before separating. "I hope nothing has happened to Mr. Winstead out there," Barry worried. "Maybe he took someone along with him."

"He probably took Mr. Kehoe along," Kent suggested. "Do you think that this will spoil our jobs?"

"How do you mean?" Tim asked.

"Mr. Winstead may think that we won't be able to handle the situation, and get some older men."

\

"It all depends on what has happened out there," Barry replied. "I don't think he will go back on his promise now. Well, I'm off for bed. We ought to get out there by seven tomorrow morning. I'll pick you fellows up in the tin wagon. Don't have any nightmares!"

"We'll save them until we are sleeping in Mars Hill!" Mac grinned, as they parted.

Barry did not mention the latest event at home, not wishing to alarm his mother or cause her to worry needlessly. After all, it might amount to very little in the long run. He fell asleep as soon as he got into bed, and was up bright and early the next morning, eager to get to his new work.

"So now you are about to become a bread winner," his father smiled, as they had breakfast together.

"Yes, and I feel duly important," Barry responded.

As soon as the meal was over he backed the battered old car out of the barn and chugged around to the Ford home. Kent was there and they immediately loaded some camping equipment into the car.

"We won't get into the house until late this afternoon, so we'll have to eat a cold dinner," Mac said. "My mother made up sandwiches for us all."

"Hurray for your mother," Barry cheered. "I thought we might have to take a trip at noon to hunt some bread and meat, but now it won't be necessary."

"We will probably have to come into town a time or two and pick up some stuff," Tim remarked, as they all took seats in the car.

Mrs. Ford appeared in the doorway. She was a stout, hard-working woman with gray hair and a pleasant face, and she greeted Barry with a cheerful smile. Her last words to the twins were warning ones.

"If anything goes wrong, you ring Gerty on the switchboard," she called to her sons.

"All right, Mom, but nothing is going to go wrong," Tim answered her. "All we're going to do is to plant trees and repair fish ponds."

"Did you fellows have a hard time getting away?" Kent asked, as they drove off.

"Oh, not so hard," Mac answered. "But Gerty had told what she heard over the wire and it worried Pa and Ma some."

"I didn't say anything about it at home," Kent told them.

"Neither did I," Barry said. "It may turn out that nothing much happened."

The ride out to Winstead beach was a brief one, and in a few minutes they had arrived at the automobile filling station. The day was a clear one and the morning air cool, but there was every indication that it would warm up later. Barry drove the car in beside the service station, and the man Handy Burke came out to see if anyone wanted gasoline. Kent glanced out across the little river.

"No one to swim, this early in the morning," he murmured.

Mac looked up at the big house. "Looks the same as usual," he said.

The boys climbed out and Barry approached the man standing beside the two gas pumps. He could see that Burke was not a reliable employee, as his face bore every evidence of heavy drinking, and his eyes were shifty.

"Good morning," Barry greeted. "Are you Mr. Burke?"

"Yes, I am," was the reply.

"Mr. Winstead sent me out to take over the station," Barry told him. "My name is Garrison."

A dull red surged up in the man's face and his eyes narrowed. "Goin' in for kids, ain't he?" he sneered.

Barry decided to ignore the slur. "Mr. Winstead said that you would show me how to handle things," he said.

"There ain't much to show," Handy Burke grumbled. "Business don't amount to a whole lot around here. Come inside and I'll show you the reports and bills you got to make out."

Barry accompanied the man inside the little brick building and for the next half hour was busy looking over certain papers and forms that it would be necessary to keep. The interior of the station was small and not very well kept. The boy decided that his first job would be to clean up.

In the meantime Kent and the twins were inspecting the bath houses. These buildings were built down on the bank and one edge extended over the water. Although t they were neatly painted on the outside, the inside of both of them needed cleaning.

"Looks like that man Burke could have swept these bath houses out once in awhile," Kent remarked. "He must have had plenty of time to do it in."

"We can probably find a broom in the station, and sweep the houses out," Mac suggested. "I guess nobody will be here to swim this morning, and we'll have more than enough time on our hands. Let's inspect the spring board."

They found that the diving board was a good one and when they had finished looking around the place, Handy Burke was on the verge of departing. With his somewhat dirty coat over his arm he went up the road, muttering something to himself.

"He doesn't seem very happy," Kent said, as they joined Barry in the doorway of the service station.

"No, he is mad at Mr. Winstead and sore at me," Barry replied. "He said something to the effect that Mr. Winstead would be sorry. I don't

know whether that was a threat or an insult to me."

"Don't worry about it," Mac grinned. "You are the boss now."

"Is there a broom in here?" Kent asked. "The bath houses are filthy and we want to sweep them out. My beach has got to be a clean one."

"I'm going to go to work on the inside of this station, too," Barry said. "Look out, you fellows. Here comes my first business."

A somewhat noisy car was driven creakingly up to one of the pumps and the driver, a farmer, stepped out. "Put in three gallons, and be sure you drain the hose good," he commanded, and then looked closely at Barry. "Oh, you're a new feller, hey? What's become of Handy Burke?"

"He isn't working for Mr. Winstead any more," Barry replied, placing the gas hose in the tank of the car.

"I didn't think Mr. Winstead would put up with a man like Handy Burke long," the driver stated. "He wasn't no pleasant sort, nohow. Yes, take a look at the oil, if you have a mind to, but I don't want no new unless that is about all gone."

Barry felt some satisfaction after he had completed his first sale and it was two hours before another car stopped. Kent and the twins swept out the bath houses and pulled some weeds that had poked their way up through the sand on the river bank. All this time there had been no sign of life around the house on the hill.

"We're going in swimming and see what the bottom of the river is like," Kent said, when they had finished their work.

"Pretty soft, playing around while I have to work hard watching these pumps," Barry grinned.

The twins and Kent were soon in the water and pronounced the bottom of the river satisfactory. "Sand close to the shore, and mud further over," Tim stated, as he sat on the edge of the spring board. "Shallow in close to the bath houses and deep here by the diving board. It is a dandy swimming hole."

At noontime they ate their sandwiches, sitting in the shade of the tree just beyond the service station. Barry had removed what little furniture had been in the place and had washed the floor and the walls, feeling that the latter task was

necessary because Mr. Burke had been a tobacco chewer of careless aim and evidently not at all disturbed by dirt. The windows were very crusty with dust that had been rained on.

"Looks as if no one is at the house," Mac remarked, as they ate their lunch.

"I'm anxious to see Mr. Winstead and find aut what happened last night," Barry observed.

"Are you going to ask him?" Kent inquired.

"No. That would give Gerty away. If he wants to tell us, he'll do it."

"He'll surely tell us," Tim predicted. "It wouldn't be fair to allow us to live there without warning us of what is going on."

An hour after dinner Kent put on his bathing suit again and strutted on the beach. "Wish some swimmers would come along," he said. "I feel mighty important, and want to look official."

A number of boys and girls came during the afternoon and were soon in the water. Some freckled farm boys looked Kent over critically.

"He's a life saver," one boy said.

"What do we need one of them for?" said another boy scornfully. "We kin all swim. Betcha I can beat you in a race, mister."

"Never mind that," said Kent, with mock coldness. "I'm here to save you, not to race you. If you want my professional services, go on and start to drown!"

They were shy of him at first and the boys passed some remarks that might have roused someone less placid than Kent. But as the afternoon wore along they learned to respect him and he taught one small boy to swim and had requests from others. Kent realized that he was going to enjoy his work very much.

Barry and the twins looked on and every little while the new service station man was called upon to sell gas and oil. The people who stopped at the station looked at Barry frankly and decided that they liked him far better than the surly Handy Burke. Quite a crowd came to swim and the air was filled with the shouts of happy boys and girls.

"Mr. Winstead has done a fine thing by putting this beach here," Barry remarked to the twins.

"You're right," Mac nodded. He looked up the highway toward an approaching car. "Here comes a big car now. Perhaps it is Mr. Winstead."

The car continued to approach and drove out onto the sand of the beach, close to the station. There was a colored driver and Mr. Winstead sat in the back. The owner of the beach climbed out and approached the boys at the pumps, noting the happy crowd in the water. The boys saw that he looked a bit worn and tired.

"Well, right on the job, I see," he greeted.

"Yes, sir." Barry smiled. "We've been cleaning up a bit. The station and the bath houses weren't very clean."

"Burke wasn't a neat man," Mr. Winstead remarked. "Are these the Ford boys?"

"Yes, Mr. Winstead. That's Mac and his twin, Tim. Hey, Kent! Come here a minute."

Mr. Winstead shook hands with the twins and a moment later with Kent. "I'm glad to have you alert-looking young fellows around here," he told them. "We had a little tragedy up at the house last night."

"A tragedy?" Barry gasped.

"Yes, a fine police dog was shot by some prowler. Three weeks ago I gave Titus Jones, the caretaker, a police dog to keep him company. Last night he heard a shot and went out with a flashlight, to find that the big dog had been killed by an unknown marksman. It unnerved him so that he called me by phone and said he wouldn't stay in the place another night. I came out and spent the remainder of the night in the house. Nothing happened after that, as far as we could see."

"That's mighty bad." Barry shook his head seriously.

"You see what you boys are up against," the owner of the estate warned. "Do you still want to go through with our arrangement?"

"Oh, yes!" said Kent and Barry in chorus, while the twins nodded vigorously.

"I'm glad to hear you say it, and I hope nothing will happen that will make me regret the fact that I subjected you boys to danger. Suppose we go up to the house, Mac and Tim, and look the place over?"

"All right," Tim said at once. "We'll lug some of our equipment up."

"Just drive right to the house," Mr. Winstead directed. "My man Paul will open the gate for us." He climbed into the front seat of the "tin wagon."

The driver of the Winstead car crossed the road and opened the gates, while Mac took the wheel of Barry's old car. Barry and Kent stood and watched them drive up the roadway to the big house.

"Quite a difference between that car and the one Mr. Winstead arrived in," Kent chuckled.

"Mr. Winstead doesn't care," Barry replied. "He's a good sport. Well, Tim and Mac will see the inside of the house first. I wish I was with them, but we'll see it later on."

"Yes, and I can hardly wait to see that museum room. Now I must get back to my job of keeping an eagle eye on the swimmers. I'll be glad when it is time to go up to the house."



CHAPTER VIII



Settling on Mars Hill

WHEN Mac brought the old car to a stop in front of the Winstead front doors, the twins had their first close view of the big house. It had been built on the colonial type, with tall white pillars and generous clapboards that gave every appearance of strength and durability. The front door beyond the porch was wide and an iron lantern with an electric bulb could be seen above the step leading into the hall. Every window was closed with a heavy blind and it was impossible to guess what the interior looked like.

"We'll go in the front door," Mr. Winstead said, as he got out of the car. "I want you boys to live in that left-hand wing over there, but we'll go in the main way. Jones is somewhere around."

They mounted the steps and crossed the porch to the massive front doors. Mr. Winstead started to take a key from his pocket and then replaced  it. "I had better ring the bell," he smiled. "Titus might get nervous if we walked in on him too abruptly."

The owner of the estate pulled a knob beside the door and a bell tinkled with a muffled sound somewhere deep in the building. There was a period of silence, during which they turned to look down at the beach where the happy children were playing in the water.

"I like to sit here on a hot day and watch them swim," Mr. Winstead said. Further comment was cut short by the sound of a key being fitted into the lock.

"Who is it?" a voice inquired sharply.

"It is Winstead, Titus," answered the owner.

Without further delay the key was turned and the door swung open. A tall thin man with sunken eyes and thick lips appeared in the opening. He was dressed in black and wore a bow tie.

"Everything all right since I left here this morning^" Mr. Winstead asked, as they stepped into the hall.

"Yes, sir," answered the man, regarding the boys with mournful eyes.

"Mr. Jones, this is Mac and Tim Ford," the art collector introduced. "They are going to stay here and do some work on my place."

Mr. Jones bowed slightly and the boys murmured, "How do you do?" feeling somewhat depressed by the caretaker's gloomy manner.

"They are very young, Mr. Winstead," said Titus Jones doubtfully. "But it is none of my business, of course. My things are all packed up. I suppose I may go now that these boys are here?"

His tone sounded as if it carried a secret sneer, but Mr. Winstead seemed not to notice. "Yes, any time you want to, Titus. In fact, if you would like to, you may take your grip down to my car and go into town with me. I'll be glad to take you."

Titus Jones bowed again and walked down the hall to a door in the rear, through which he disappeared. The boys now had time to look around them. They were in a box-like, cool hall, from which opened three doors. To their right was a steel-sheeted door, and to the left a wooden one. At the end of the hall and under the stairs was a third opening, leading to the wing in which they were to live. A wide flight of steps curved upward to the second floor.

"This steel door leads to the museum room," Mr. Winstead explained. "And this door to the left permits you to enter the parlor. Come down the hall and I'll show you the quarters you will live in."

At the end of the hall they passed through the doorway into an older section of the house. "This place has been added to from time to time," the owner explained. "Now, this used to be the dining room, but another one was later added and this changed to a bedroom. You boys will sleep here." The room, which was directly back of the parlor, was large and airy, with two double beds near the windows. When they had looked around them with approval, Mr. Winstead led the way through another door toward the rear of the house.

"This is the kitchen," he explained. "You boys can cook in here until the summer is over. You can also eat your meals here."

"I'll say we can!" Tim murmured. "It is big enough to have a basketball game in!"

The kitchen was indeed a large apartment, with a range, sink, dish closets and a table near a window. "This will be great," Mac said.

"I think it will take care of you all," Mr. Winstead nodded, pleased with their ready acceptance of the place. "Our dining room is off to the right of the kitchen, and you boys can look the house over after I have gone. You won't need but these two rooms, and from this window you can see if anyone is at the service station, blowing the horn for gas. Garrison can sprint out the back door and down there in a few jumps. Sometimes drivers will come during meal times and want something, but hardly ever late at night. Now come look at the museum room and then I'll tell you what I want done on the grounds."

With eager anticipation the twins followed Mr. Winstead back along the hall to the steel door. From where they stood they could see Titus Jones going down the driveway to the car. Mr. Winstead fitted a key to the lock of the museum room door.

"I will leave this key with you boys," he told them, as he pushed the door open. "From time to time you will want to come in here and look around to see that everything is in order." Reaching out to the wall, he snapped on an electric- light button. "Here are my art treasures."

The room in which they now stood was a large one and had at one time been a reception and ballroom, Mr. Winstead later told them. A gallery ran around one end of it and there were many cases of curios along the walls. Overhead they could see a skylight, and one long window opened as a door to the side porch. There were two small windows in the front of the house, both of them high and protected with iron bars. The lights blazed from a chandelier high in the ceiling.

"I haven't time to tell you all about the things I have collected," Mr. Winstead explained. "Most of them are labelled and you boys can read the descriptions for yourselves. Up on the balcony I have some battle flags, stands of spears and pikes, old guns and such things. Down here t have pottery, manuscripts, armor, rare books and a lot of other things. Those bookcases along the wall there contain my own library, of which I am very proud."

"Where were you standing when you were attacked?" Mac asked.

Mr. Winstead took his position near the bookcases. "I was standing here. As you can readily see, no one could have slipped in the door, as I was facing it. My own theory is that some person had entered the room earlier and had hidden himself on the balcony up there. Then, when the others had gone and I was alone, he slipped down, crossed noiselessly on this thick carpet, and struck me down. No one could have entered the room any other way."

"No, there was no other way," Tim murmured.

"Well, let's get out on the lawn," Mr. Winstead suggested briskly. "My time is a little pressing today and I must get along. Here is the key to this room, and you can look around at leisure later on."

For the next twenty minutes Mr. Winstead piloted them over the extensive grounds and the twins saw that they had their work cut out for them. There were many things that the owner of Mars Hill wanted done and they realized that there would be plenty to keep their arms and minds occupied. But as both of the Ford boys liked to be active they looked forward to their work with anticipation rather than dread.

"We'll do our best to keep Mars Hill in good condition," Mac promised, as they walked down to the gate with Mr. Winstead.

"I'm sure that you will. Tell Garrison not to keep the station open too late at night and there will be no Sunday swimming at the beach. By the way, did you notice the telephone on the big center table in the museum room?"

"I did," Tim nodded.

"That phone has a small lever on the side, so that if you want to call the service station, or transfer a call to it, you can do so by means of that lever. A regular call to town may also be made on that instrument, and besides that one phone, there are two others, one out in the hall under the stairs and one in an upper bedroom. Do not hesitate to call Mr. Kehoe or me if there is any trouble."

"We'll remember that," Mac said, as they parted.

"Well, what's the program?" Tim asked, as Mr. Winstead drove off toward town.

 "I believe we ought to go right to work, Tim. Between now and sunset we can get in a little work."

"We can at least get our bearings," Tim  agreed. "We have some camping stuff in the old car that needs distributing, and we can look over the tools in that tool house that Mr. Winstead showed us."

The remainder of the afternoon quickly passed and at supper time Barry and Kent came up to the house. Everyone had left the beach and Kent was free.

"I wonder if I'm supposed to eat my supper down there?" Barry said, as he entered the big kitchen.

"No, Mr. Winstead said that you could see and hear anybody that blows for gas," Tim explained. "He said you could hot-foot it down the walk if anyone yells for you."

"That suits me," Barry declared, wandering off into the bedroom. "So you fellows have already seen the museum room?"

"Yes, and as soon as supper is over, we'll all go in," Mac promised.

When the meal was over they went into the museum room and turned on the light. Again their inspection was brief, because Barry had to get back to the service station. "I'll look at things closely sometime when I'm off duty," he said.

"We are to keep the front door locked at all times, and of course the museum room is always to be fastened," Tim instructed them. "The back door is our only way in and out of here."

Just as Barry was preparing to go back to the station, a low rumble was heard in the distance. The boys looked at each other questioningly.

"Thunder," said Kent.

"Maybe our first night in the house will be enlivened by a thunder and lightning storm," Mac grinned.

"Nothing we can do to stop it, I guess," Barry smiled. "Who is going down to the station with me?"

"Mac, you go ahead," Kent urged. "I'll help Tim wash up the dishes, and he can go down tomorrow night. Two of us ought to be here all of the time."

"Yes, or at least one," Barry agreed. "We'll make it a rule never to leave the house unguarded. Come on, Mac."

Mac went out the back door with Barry and they walked down a small side pathway to an iron gate that opened directly opposite the service station. Barry had locked the office up when he had left, and it took only a few seconds to open the door and windows again. For a long time they sat idly beside the pumps, waiting for business. One car stopped, and a boy came along with a kerosene can and purchased some oil for lamps.

The storm was approaching and the lightning became sharper and more blinding. Peals of thunder rolled out over the hills and the wind began to blow strongly.

"Look at those tombstones stand out when the lightning flashes," Mac remarked. "A night like this makes that house a mighty spooky place."

Barry began to close up the station. "Business is evidently over for the day," he said. "I believe that we are in for a bad storm, so we had better get on up to the house."

The two boys locked up and put out all lights, making sure that all gas in the pumps had been released to flow back into the underground tanks. Then they crossed the dark road and made their way to the house, aided by the frequent flashes of lightning. After a particularly sharp crash of thunder, the rain began to fall heavily. They ran up the back steps quickly.

"Just made it," Barry cried. "I'm glad to get in. Looks like this is going to be a bad storm."



CHAPTER IX



An Open Window

MAC opened the back door and they entered the kitchen, finding the electric lights burning but the room empty. A glance into the bedroom disclosed the fact that Kent and Tim were not there.

"They are off somewhere in the house," Barry said. Just then a door slammed and they heard footsteps in the hall. There was a streak of light from a flashlight, and then Tim and Kent entered the bedroom.

"We were looking the house over to make sure that nothing was open," Kent explained, turning off his electric torch.

"Everything as tight as a drum," Tim added. "Did you look in on the museum room, too?" Mac asked.

"Yes, we opened the door and flashed the light all around," Kent nodded, seating himself at the table. "Of course, nothing was open in there. We thought that the old caretaker might have opened a window somewhere."

"Did you see Mr. Titus Jones?" Mac asked.

"Yes, we saw him when he got into Mr. Winstead's car," Barry answered. "He is a gloomy looking old gentleman."

"Maybe we'll look like that by the time we get through with this job," Mac grinned.

"It's all right for us to talk," Tim pointed out. "There are four of us together, but that old fellow was alone. We'll have to be fair about it. How would any one of us like to be here alone right now?"

The boys were forced to admit that Tim had raised a real question. The lightning and thunder were vividly active and the rain came in torrents against the kitchen windows. At intervals, above the noise of the storm, they could hear the water spurting out of the rain pipe close to the back door.

"I'll confess that I wouldn't want to be here in the house alone tonight," Barry said honestly. "And I guess Mr. Jones is glad---Jiminy!"

A brilliant flash of lightning, followed instantly by a crash of thunder that seemed to rock the house, put all of the lights out and the boys found themselves in complete darkness. For an instant they sat motionless.

"Wow, that did the business!" Tim exclaimed.

"Do you believe it struck the house?" Mac asked.

"It struck somewhere close by," Barry gave his opinion. "I suppose we'll have no more light tonight."

"I put my flashlight somewhere here on the table," Kent spoke up. "I'll locate it in a minute. Here it is."

His groping fingers had at last encountered the electric torch and an instant later the comforting beam was flashing around the kitchen.

"Good thing we have that," Mac remarked.

"We had better carry our flashlights with us all the time at night," Kent suggested.

Barry pushed back his chair. "We can't use your light long," he said. "Let's see if we can locate some candles or a lamp somewhere."

Aided by the lone light they looked through the dish closet on the opposite side of the room, but were not successful until they searched a drawer in the bottom part of the cabinet. Then Barry uttered a cry of victory.

"Here are some candles! Now we'll be all right."

A half-dozen tall red candles were stored away in a long box and the boys took three of them out. "If we use them up, we'll pay for them," Kent declared, as they touched a match to the wicks of two of them. The yellow light flared up, causing many shadows to dance on the walls.

"They will save our flashlight batteries," Tim observed. They placed one candle in the center of the table and one. on the cabinet.

"It certainly is a heavy rain," Kent declared, as they once more sat around the table, content in the candle light.

"I'm just wondering if it will cause the river to overflow its banks," Barry said.

"It might," Mac thought. "If it does, there is a danger that the bath houses may be carried away."

"That would be too bad." Tim shook his head. "Kent would lose his job and we'd have to feed him!"

"If I could get it, I'd have to go back to that carpenter job I turned down," Kent grinned. "Or maybe Mr. Winstead would hire me to rebuild the bath houses."

"I'd hate to see them, after you finished the job," Tim grunted. "I'd be afraid they would fall in if somebody gave a healthy sneeze!"

"Oh\, is that so?" Kent cried. "I guess I could build one as good as any you could make."

"Well, that's still nothing to shout about," Tim laughed.

"It was mighty bad about that police dog being shot here last night," Barry said, after a moment of silence.

"That's right, it was only last night," Mac murmured. "But nothing else happened the rest of the night."

"Maybe it was just some hobo, prowling on the grounds," suggested Tim.

"Is it likely that a tramp carried a gun, all ready for use?" Barry asked curiously. "No, I'm of the opinion that whoever killed the dog was prepared to do it."

"Perhaps they planned to get the dog out of the way, and scare old Jones off of the property," Mac reasoned.

"We'll have to admit that Titus Jones had courage to go out in the back yard after hearing a shot," Kent said. "Knowing as he did that things were happening around here, he was brave to stay on alone. Somebody might have been watching him from outside, and it is possible that the same party is looking us over, too!"

"Nice talk, when the lights have gone out and a storm is raging!" Mac growled, shifting uneasily in his chair.

"I don't believe that anyone is sneaking around bushes tonight," smiled Barry. "It would mean a thorough soaking for whoever did."

The conversation gradually turned to other subjects and the storm began to abate somewhat. The candles burned steadily and without stirring, as the air in the house was hot and still.

"I'll be glad when it quits raining," Kent assured them. "It is stuffy in here. We'll be able to open a window or door soon."

A few minutes later, while they were talking about an experience at Frontier College, Barry turned his head and looked toward the bedroom. The rain had all but stopped and the thunder was rolling farther and farther away. The others noted his attitude and Tim stopped speaking.

"What's the matter?" Kent asked.

"Did you fellows hear anything?" Barry asked.

 They shook their heads. "I didn't," Mac declared. "What did it sound like?"

"Like someone dropping something."

"Oh, you have the imaginations," scoffed Kent.

"Possibly," admitted Barry. He got up from his chair and walked toward the bedroom, taking the candle from the kitchen cabinet. "I'm going to get my flashlight and look around some."

"Why not just take a candle?" Tim demanded.

"Because I like to have a light that can't be blown out," Barry flung back over his shoulder. In his camping outfit he located his flashlight and returned to the kitchen.

"We'll all take a look around," Kent suggested, and they made haste to equip themselves with their electric torches. Barry turned toward the dining room, to the left of the kitchen.

"We'll have a look in here first," he directed. "I have hardly even seen this room." A swinging door was the connecting link between the two big apartments and with his foot the boy pushed it open, playing the beam of light around the walls and over the furniture. A long table in the center of the room had been covered over and the surrounding chairs had a ghostly appearance, as each one of them was completely shrouded. The big china closet had also been carefully protected.

"Humph, here is one room you fellows didn't inspect before the storm," the leader accused.

"How do you know we didn't?" Tim challenged.

"Because there is a window open," was the startling answer.

"There can't be," Kent exclaimed, coming into the dining room hastily. "We looked this room over well before the storm."

Barry played the flashlight fully on one of the center windows that faced the back gardens of the estate. "There you are, wide open," he said simply.

"Then the floor must be soaking wet." Mac shook his head regretfully. "You know how the rain came down against the back windows."

Kent strode forward and examined the window sill and the floor swiftly. "Fellows," he said in a voice that trembled with excitement, "there isn't a drop of water on the floor or on the sill. Do you know what that means?"

"By George, it means that somebody opened that window after the rain stopped!" Tim gasped.

"And the rain has only been over for the last ten minutes or less," Mac remembered.

Uneasily they looked around the silent dining room. "Without a doubt, the person who opened this window is in the house right now!" was Barry's far from comforting remark.



CHAPTER X



Mr. Kehoe's Discovery

A FAINT peal of thunder sounded in the distance and the steady drip of rain from a water pipe could be heard. For a painful moment no one spoke as the significance of the open window impressed itself upon their minds. And the words which Barry had spoken were in all probability true.

For the first time the seriousness of their responsibility came to them with overwhelming force. Up to the present time they had regarded it lightly enough, but now there was no evading the issue. Someone had opened the window and slipped into the room within the last few minutes. There was a round glass window in the swinging door and whoever the unknown person was could easily have looked in at them as they had sat around the kitchen table. These were disturbing thoughts.

"He is either in the house, or he went out of this window a few minutes ago," Kent said, in a low voice. "Did that noise you heard seem to come from this room?"

"No, it came from upstairs," replied Barry.

"Then somebody may be upstairs," Mac suggested.

"We ought to go up and see," said Kent.

"Yes, that is what we are here for," Barry agreed. He reached up and pulled down the open window, locking it at the same time. "We'll just close this opening so that if anyone tries to make a run for it, they will have some delay that may make it possible for us to overtake them."

"I wish we were armed," Tim observed.

"The old caretaker was," said Barry. "But there are four of us and maybe we won't need any weapon. Let's go upstairs and look around."

The dining room opened, by way of a short passage, onto the main hall and in a very short time they stood at the bottom of the curving flight of stairs. Kent flashed his light on the steel- sheeted door.

"Hadn't we better take a look in here?"

"Just try the knob and see if it is still locked," was Barry's counsel. "We can look into it more fully when we come downstairs."

Kent tried the knob and found that the door to the museum room was firmly locked. Satisfied on this point, they mounted the staircase to the second floor, their footsteps muffled in the thick stair carpet. The upper reaches of the Mars Hill mansion were musty and dark, and the beams of the flashlights cut through solid walls of blackness.

"Let's look into every bedroom," the leader of the Mystery Hunters advised. "We can split up and each search a room. It won't take us long, that way."

There were four bedrooms and a large sitting room on the second floor. Each boy selected a bedroom and searched it, flashing the light from their torches under beds and in closets. Mac lingered in the apartment where he was looking around, but the other three chums inspected the combination sitting and sewing room. Upon coming out into the hall they found Mac, standing close to the foot of the smaller flight of stairs that led to the third floor. He held his flashlight in front of him, but with the beam turned off.

"What's the matter?" Tim asked.

"I think somebody tried to make a break down those stairs when you fellows went into the sitting room," was the answer, in a low tone. "Then they heard me coming and skipped back."

Barry raised his beam of illumination quickly and played it along the stairs. Like the downstairs flight, this group of steps ran up and terminated in a landing, from which a short hall led to the rooms of the servants and the storage apartments. The flashlight wavered in Barry's hand as a certain black object was disclosed.

"A shoe!" Kent whispered, and the boys instinctively crowded closer together. Although little else than the shoe could be seen, they knew that someone was standing in the denser shadows of the third-floor landing, looking down at them. The trembling shaft of light revealed a sleeve of a coat as Barry somehow managed to raise his torch higher.

As though realizing that he could no longer be hidden, the man on the third-floor landing turned slowly in their direction, with a motion so deliberate and silent that the boys were almost stampeded with panic. To their amazement and instant relief, they saw that it was the former caretaker.

"Mr. Jones!" Kent ejaculated.

In the glow of the flashlight the thin white face of Titus Jones looked ghostly. He wore a black hat and his eyes were like live coals in a white mask. He allowed a faint smile to spread over his face.

"I'm very sorry to have startled you boys this way," he said smoothly. "But I had left a package behind me and came to get it."

While the Mystery Hunters stood silent, uncertain as to what course to follow, the old servant walked composedly down the stairs until he had joined them. He was entirely at ease except for a certain restlessness in his eyes. In addition to his black suit and tie, he wore a black hat pulled low over his forehead.

"You came back for a package?" Barry asked, as his tense feeling began to subside.

"Yes, but nothing more valuable than a few old clothes," was the answer.

"Did you come in the back window?" Barry pressed, searching the man's face closely.

"Yes. I was unable to attract your attention with the front door bell. Possibly it is broken," replied Titus Jones. His face was well hidden  by the brim of the black hat and they could not make out his features, but had a feeling that he was watching them with keen eyes.

A rising tide of indignation and suspicion was gripping Barry. "But Mr. Jones, we were sitting in the kitchen, with plenty of light even when the electric current went off. How is it that you did not knock on the back door?"

"After pulling the front door bell I went around the opposite side of the house, remembering a window that I might have left unlocked. It was an easy matter to push it up and step into the dining room." Abruptly, the man turned to go downstairs. "Well, I'm very sorry I frightened you, but my package was very important, if I want to have clean linen."

As Kent afterward said, they stood like four wooden dummies and allowed Titus Jones to descend the main staircase without a further question. Just as he reached the lower hall Barry thought to flash his light enough for the man to see around him. Jones did not go to the rear of the house, but turned the key in the front door.

"I suppose it will not be necessary to go out the way I came in," the man stated, in his smooth voice. "Good night, boys."

"Good night," Kent and Tim said, rather flatly, but Barry and Mac stood silent, feeling a little foolish and yet not certain of what was best to do. Titus Jones opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch, closing the door softly behind him. They heard his footsteps as he crossed to the steps.

"Let's get back to the candles before we burn our flashlight batteries out," said Barry, rather shortly. When they had gained the lower hall Kent stepped to the door.

"Wait a minute," he directed. "Let me try something." He went outside and pulled the knob of the doorbell. Instantly a strong ringing sound came from the kitchen.

"That is lie number one," he said grimly, rejoining them.

"The whole business was a huge lie," Barry declared, as Kent locked the door and they returned to the kitchen. "Hang it all, I wonder if we should have let him go?"

"What could you really keep him for?" Mac wanted to know.

"For entering this house the way he did," Barry replied. "Fellows, there is surely something decidedly funny about this Titus Jones gentleman. He claims that he was scared to death when the police dog was shot and said he wouldn't stay here another night alone. But he wasn't a bit afraid to walk all round here in the dark."

"Yes, sir, there certainly is something loose somewhere," Tim said, sitting on the edge of the table. "He wasn't even wet, and that looks as if he came here in a car or something else with a top on it."

"He's slick as glass, too," Kent observed. "The way he talked to us admitted no comeback on our part. I felt like a little kid. He didn't give us any chance to question him much."

"He looks like a dangerous man to me," Mac advanced.

"I have the feeling that we have failed in something," Barry began, starting slightly as the electric lights suddenly flashed on. Tim blew out the candles. "I think we should have held him until Mr. Winstead came out."

"It is hard to tell what should have been done," Kent frowned. "Let's take a look in that museum room and see if everything is all right."

"A good idea," nodded Barry. "But I don't see how he could have gotten in there and out so quickly."

They switched on the lights in the art curio room and looked around them searchingly. Then Tim spoke with relief.

"Everything is in order here."

Satisfied on this important point, they went back to the kitchen and talked over the incident of the night. At last they prepared for bed, opening the windows and making a final tour of inspection on the lower floor.

"I believe that Jones left that window unlocked so that he could come back tonight and get in the house that way," Kent remarked.

"Even if he did come around the house on the other side, he could see the light from our candles through those portholes on the swinging doors," agreed Barry. "His whole story is fishy from end to end."

It took them sometime to fall asleep, but at last they did. The night passed without further incident and as soon as Barry had finished his breakfast he hurried to the filling station to begin the day's work. Mac and Tim were soon out on the side lawn, discussing plans for repairing the fish pond basin and Kent went to the beach as soon as the dishes had been stacked away.

At ten o'clock a car stopped in front of the house and James Kehoe leaned out. "Open the gate for me," he ordered, fixing his commanding glance on Barry. "I want to go up to the house and look at some things there. And I want the key to the museum room."

"I'll go up with His Majesty," said Kent, in a low tone to Barry, and he held the gate open while Kehoe drove through and up to the house. Kent followed as quickly as possible.

"We'll have to go in the back door," he told the lawyer. "I'll give you the keys to the art treasures room."

"All right; I'll not be long," James Kehoe promised. "How did you boys stand the storm last night?"

"Pretty well," replied Kent, admitting the man to the kitchen. "The lights went out and we had to use candles for awhile. Here is the key, Mr. Kehoe. I'll be out in the yard with Tim and Mac, unless you want me for anything."

"I don't think I will," said Mr. Winstead's secretary. He took the key and hurried off to the front room. Kent went out and answered the questions of the curious twins insofar as he was able to.

"I don't know just what he came for," he told them. "I guess Mr. Winstead sent him."

He had been talking to the new young gardeners for about ten minutes when the man from town appeared at the back door of the house and motioned to him. There was something urgent in the gesture and Kent hastened to the steps. He noted that the lawyer's face was tense.

"I wonder if we have done something outside the law?" he wondered. The man in the doorway did not give him a chance to speak.

"A very valuable curio has been stolen," said James Kehoe.



CHAPTER XI



A Fact of Importance

KENTS heart sank within him at the announcement made by Mr. Kehoe. The manner of the man said plainly that he did not put the boys themselves above suspicion.

"A curio stolen?" Kent echoed.

"Yes, and it was here two days ago," said Kehoe, opening the screen door to allow Kent passage. "I have a list of the things and I was checking up on them. It came to my notice that a pearl inlaid fan from China is missing from its case in the museum room."

"May I see the case?" Kent asked.

"Yes, just come this way." Mr. Kehoe led him through the bedroom and the hall to the museum room, where the door stood open. They crossed the thick carpet to a table with a glass top to it, and the lawyer pointed to an open space between a Japanese fan and a dainty lace-edged handkerchief. There was a slip of cardboard with the words "Pearl Inlaid Fan from China" but the art object itself was missing.

"I'd surely like to know when that disappeared," Kent murmured.

"Did Mr. Winstead show you around this room?" the lawyer asked.

"He showed Mac and Tim around. I was down at the beach."

"Then the fan has been taken between that time and now, because I am sure that Mr. Winstead would have noticed it. He has the location of everything here accurately stored up in his mind."

"How do you get into this table case?" asked Kent.

"Here is a little padlock on the end," Mr. Kehoe pointed out. "When it is unlocked, the glass slides back in grooves and any object can be picked up from the bottom of the case."

Kent shook the padlock. "Locked now, isn't it?"

"Yes, it is tightly locked, and there is no other way to get at the curios."

"As long as it is locked, and we haven't the key, that lets us out," declared Kent.

"It lets you out as far as taking the fan is concerned," retorted Mr. Kehoe sharply. "But the fact remains that the object disappeared while you boys were supposed to be guarding the place. I have told Mr. Winstead that I thought this arrangement of his was pure folly."

"Do you think that the former caretaker, Titus Jones, would have a key to these cases?" Kent inquired, ignoring the implication of the lawyer's last remark.

"He wouldn't have a key unless he had some made secretly. No one but Mr. Winstead has the keys to the exhibits."

"I want to tell you what happened here last night during the storm," declared Kent, and he proceeded to give a detailed account of their meeting with Jones. James Kehoe listened intently, a frown on his clear-cut face.

"That is queer," he murmured, when Kent had finished. "Titus Jones had no business here, and he certainly shouldn't have come in the dining- room window. You say he had a package with him when he left?"

"Yes, and I'm just wondering if the fan could have been in that."

"It could have been. I can't understand how anyone as scared as Jones seemed to be could come here and walk around the house that way. As soon as I get back to town I will have his rooms searched for the fan."

"Has anything else been taken? I hope there wasn't anything else."

"I'll know in a few minutes. There are three more cases and the gallery to look over."

Kent wandered restlessly around while James Kehoe checked over the contents of the show cases and then looked around the balcony. "Everything is in place except that fan," he finally reported.

"It is a funny thing to me why someone will steal an article at a time," Kent shook his head in bewilderment. "He could have cleaned out that whole case, but instead took only one object."	,

"That is the way it has been happening," stated Mr. Kehoe. "Well, I'll be getting on to town. If anything comes up about the fan, I'll let you know."

"Thanks," nodded Kent. "We'll be glad to hear from you, and we are sorry that it happened while we were here."

James Kehoe made no reply and a few minutes later was driving off toward town. Kent went to the service station, where he found the others talking.

"Anything wrong?" Tim asked. "We saw Mr. Kehoe give you the come-on signal and now you don't look very happy."

"A valuable inlaid Chinese fan has been lifted from a locked case in the museum room," was the dismaying answer. "And since we have been on the job, too."

Barry brought his tilted-back chair to the concrete with a bang. "Titus Jones!" he exclaimed.

"I suppose so," agreed Kent. "Mr. Kehoe is going to investigate and let us know."

"We shouldn't have allowed him to get away last night," Tim declared. "Or we should have demanded to see what was in his bundle."

"Some of us ought to get back to the house," said Kent. "We must not leave it alone for a minute."

"I'll go up," offered Mac. "It is nearly dinner time, anyway."

Mac and Tim went back to the house and in a short time Barry and Kent came up for dinner.

Just as they were about to sit down to the table, the phone rang and Barry answered it. The boys in the kitchen caught some of the conversation in snatches.

"This is Barry Garrison speaking. . . . You say you have seen Mr. Jones. . . . There is something wrong with that story, Mr. Kehoe. Four of us aren't mistaken. We could see last night that Mr. Jones was lying to us when he said the doorbell wouldn't ring, and it did. . . . I'm sorry, and we'll try to be more careful. Goodbye."

Barry's face was grim when he came back to the kitchen. "We're accused of having pipe dreams," he said. "Mr. Kehoe went to see Jones, and the old caretaker denies being here last night!"

"Some hot nerve he has!" Mac growled. "Four of us aren't goofy."

"I told Mr. Kehoe that. The landlady at Jones's also testifies that he went to bed with a sick headache last night and didn't leave his room."

"He probably left by a window and sneaked up here," Tim surmised. "Looks to me as if Titus Jones is the guilty party."

 "Let's make up our minds to one thing," proposed Kent. "Jones or anyone else is not going to get into the house and steal another curio."

"No sir, and if we have to, someone will sit in that museum room all night and even during a storm," Barry backed him up.

Late that afternoon, while Kent was in the water with the boys and girls, Barry sold gas to a farmer named Wilkins, a ruddy-faced man with a fund of good humor and a love for talking. The customer was in no hurry and the conversation was general. Mr. Wilkins remarked that the cemetery was too close to the Mars Hill house.

"I'd have built that house further over on the hill," he said. "But I guess the graveyard just growed up to it"

"Who lives in that little white house on the other side of the cemetery?" Barry asked.

"Jim and Mary Patterson did live there, but they moved away some time ago. Ain't no one in the house now. Jim got a job over at Leestown and is located there. Mary was just nacherly in a big hurry to move away because she says she saw somethin' downright spooky in the graveyard the night Mr. Winstead got knocked down in that house of his."

"What did she see?" asked Barry quickly.

Mr. Wilkins got slowly into his car. "She won't tell," was his discouraging answer. "Says folks would only laugh at her if she did. Likely she only thought she saw something around the tombstones. G'bye."

Barry stood staring after the departing car. "Maybe she did see something that night," he reflected. "I believe I'll take a trip to Leestown and ask her if she will tell me what she saw in the cemetery."



CHAPTER XII



Running Down a Clue

BARRY did considerable thinking about his plan to make a trip to Leestown and at supper time told the others of his intention.

"I thought that one of you could take my place at the station tomorrow morning for a little while," he concluded. "It isn't much of a journey over there and I should be able to get back by noon."

"I'll take your place," Mac offered. "Just lend me that service station hat of yours, so that I will look official."

Barry laughed. "It was left here by Handy Burke, so I guess you can have it. While I am in Leestown I can get some supplies for our kitchen, too."

"Do you think you can make the woman talk?" Kent asked.

"I don't know; she may not. And there is always the possibility that the whole thing will be a wild-goose chase, but I was struck with the fact that this Mary Patterson saw something strange in the cemetery on the same night that Mr. Winstead was attacked. One of these days I am going to stroll through the graveyard and see what the house looks like from that side."

"I wonder what Mr. Winstead is going to think about that trophy disappearing from right under our noses?" speculated Tim.

"I don't know, but fortunately we aren't the only ones who have ever had that experience in this old house," answered Barry. "That brings us to the subject of tonight. We have simply got to see to it that another curio is not taken, or that Titus Jones does not get into the house again."

"I'm of the opinion that Jones is dangerous," Kent declared. "Why not take turns being on watch tonight?"

"It's a good idea," approved Mac. "We'll make up a regular schedule and keep our ears open the whole night."

This was agreed to and then Barry went back to the station until it was time to close up. When he came back he found Mac and Kent playing checkers, while Tim was busy writing a letter.

They divided the night into watches and when this had been arranged, sought their beds, tired out from the activities of the day. Barry had first watch, and he placed a chair close to the open door of their bedroom. From his position he could see the blackness of the hall, and catch any sound in the house. They had previously inspected the museum room.

"I'm glad I got my assignment to duty first," Barry grinned, tilting the chair back against the frame. "I'll get through and sleep for the rest of the night, and you fellows will have to break into your slumbers."

"You always were the lucky one," Kent grunted.

The watches were faithfully changed but as far as they could perceive the night passed off without incident. Another look into the art treasures room showed that nothing there had been disturbed, at least to the outward eye.

Soon after breakfast Mac went down to the station and relieved Barry, who backed up his old car for some gas before starting on his trip to Leestown.

"It is about time you did some business with our firm," Mac told him, as he put the gasoline in the tank.

"I ought to get a discount because I'm such a good customer," grinned Barry.

He soon drove off down the highway toward town but a fork in the road took him off in the direction of Leestown and before long he was in that small village. There was an oak flooring mill in the town and he presumed that Jim Patterson had gotten a job there.

"I've got to ask where this Mary Patterson lives," he decided, running in low speed along the main street. "It may not be easy to find her because they haven't lived here long."

By asking several questions he finally located the Patterson home and at length brought the car to a stop in front of a small yellow house that sat back some distance from the broken sidewalk. In answer to his knock a young woman in an apron opened the door and looked at him somewhat critically.

"What is it?" she asked, in a tone that indicated her belief that he had something to sell.

"My name is Barry Garrison," the boy told her. "Are you Mrs. Jim Patterson?"

"Yes, I am."

"My home is in Cloverfield," Barry went on. "At present I am working for Mr. Winstead, whose home on Mars Hill is next to the house you formerly lived in. I'm trying hard to help Mr. Winstead clear up one or two mysterious matters and have come over here this morning to ask if you won't please tell me what you saw in the cemetery the night Mr. Winstead was attacked?"

An expression of real surprise showed on the face of Mrs. Patterson. "Oh, goodness, no, I wouldn't tell what I saw that night!" she exclaimed, shaking her head. "It would just sound too silly."

"Mrs. Patterson, this may be quite serious," Barry told her, afraid that he was about to lose out. "Perhaps the very thing that you saw had something to do with a lot that is going on in that house. I promise you that I will keep the information to myself if there is nothing to it all, and no one will have the opportunity of laughing at you."

"Well, I don't know." Mary Patterson wavered, looking down the street. "I'm afraid it is just nothing. Did Bud Wilkins tell you I saw something?"

"Yes, he mentioned it to me."

She laughed. "Bud tried mighty hard to get it out of me. You aren't going to tell him?"

"No, ma'am, as I said before, I'm just trying to help Mr. Winstead, who is a fine man."

"I know he is," the woman nodded. She slowly opened the screen door. "Come in for a few minutes and I'll tell you. But, really, I'm afraid	 Won't you sit down?"

Barry seated himself in a deep chair and Mrs. Patterson took a rocker opposite him, smoothing back her hair. "That same night that Mr. Winstead was knocked down, I sat up with my sick baby, rocking him while Jim was in town trying to find a job. Our side window faces the cemetery and I could look across to the Winstead house. There were lights in the windows and I knew that there was some kind of a party going on. Well, quite late and just before Jim got in, I saw a light in the Prentiss tomb!"

"A light in a tomb!" Barry cried.

"Yes; doesn't it sound silly? But it is the truth. From our window we could look across over the gravestones to a large mausoleum with the name Prentiss carved on the front of it. While I sat there just staring in that direction, I saw a small flame of light go up, and it was inside the tomb. I could see the glass and iron grille work plainly for a moment."

"Well, that is odd," Barry commented thoughtfully. "Had you seen anyone in the cemetery previously?"

"No, I hadn't. I forgot all about it when Jim came in, but the next morning we heard about Mr. Winstead and I made the remark that I had seen something spooky that same night. Jim said it was all nonsense and Bud Wilkins tried hard to make me tell what I had seen. I haven't any idea what it could mean."

"I haven't either," Barry confessed. "It might mean something or nothing. But I can't understand why there would be a light in a tomb. Those places are kept locked all the time, aren't they?"

"They are supposed to be. I don't know anything about the Prentiss family or what they could possibly be doing in the tomb close to midnight. Well, that is all I know, except that I didn't dream it, as Jim sometimes thinks."

After a few more words Barry thanked the woman and drove off, speculating upon the strange story that he had heard. On the surface it seemed rather fantastic and he was doubtful of it.

"Just as her husband says, maybe she did fall asleep and only dream it. On the other hand, she is pretty positive about it all. But what would a light in a tomb signify?"

He was unable to answer his own question and the mystery of it all fascinated him. At a small store he bought some groceries and continued on his way to Mars Hill. Just before noontime he was opposite the north gate of the cemetery, when a sudden idea took possession of him. With a jerk he brought the car to a stop.

"I believe I'll go in and look over that Prentiss tomb," he decided. "It won't take me more than a few minutes and I might find something of value. At least I can get the lay of the land."

The gate was open and he walked in, leaving the car out on the highway. He could see Mac sitting in front of the station, but neither of the other boys was in sight. The Prentiss mausoleum was prominent, a reddish stone tomb with an iron door, the upper half of which contained glass. Barry stopped before it and looked back at the cottage where the Pattersons had lived. From the living-room window it was easy to see the tomb, and the great mansion of Mars Hill.

Barry stepped up to the Prentiss mausoleum and looked in the glass, shading his eyes in order to see in. But the window was spotted and he was practically unable to make out what was inside. His hand slid to the knob on the door.

"I'd like mighty well to get inside there, but it is locked, of course. If there was a light in here one night, that means	Why, I do believe that this door is unlocked!"

The Mystery Hunter had been idly turning the iron knob on the door. To his surprise there was a distinct moving inward of the tomb portal.



CHAPTER XIII



Trouble at the Station

FOR a brief moment Barry stood motionless, the knob of the mausoleum door in his hand, too astonished to think clearly. A distinct smell of dead flowers came to him as the pent-up air of the tomb escaped. Instinctively, he glanced around to see if anyone was looking, and felt a sense of guilt. But the graveyard itself was empty of human life and the service station was hidden by a slight rise of ground. He could see the big house clearly, but no one was in sight.

"I feel as guilty as though I was about to rob this tomb," Barry reflected, as his moment of excitement died down. "But as long as the mausoleum is open, I'm going to look around inside of it."

He gave the heavy iron and glass door a determined push and it opened fully, allowing him free passage. He stepped into a small room that held a decayed fragrance of withered flowers. Light was admitted by a narrow rear window as well as the door glass and he could see clearly as he stood among the former Prentiss people.

"I wonder why that door is unlocked?" he mused, turning his attention to that matter first. A single glance furnished his answer without delay. The lock had been turned but the door had sunk away from the frame in such a way that the tomb could not be locked until some repair work had been done.

"That means that anybody can enter this tomb at any time," Barry reflected. "So somebody was in here the night of the attack on Mr. Winstead? Was their purpose to rob one of these vaults?"

He looked at the marble slabs closely. There were six vaults, three on each side, and five of the six were occupied by bodies, judging by the carved inscriptions. At the top, on his right-hand side he read the following words, "Joseph Winters Prentiss, born 1805, died 1895. 'Blessed are they that die in the Lord.' " Directly below it had been carved a cluster of fruit. Barry turned to the second burial niche. "Elizabeth Ann Fairfield Prentiss, beloved wife of Joseph Winters Prentiss, born 1807, died 1889. 'A woman that feareth the Lord, she shall be praised.'" The third vault contained the body of a child, and two of the niches on the left hand side were filled. But the bottom stone was blank and the vault apparently empty. All of them were locked and seemed not to have been disturbed.

Barry closed the door with about an inch to spare, sensing that it would not be wise to run any risk of having it wedge shut and make him a prisoner. No one knew where he was and he would be in a serious position if he became locked in the mausoleum. Standing just back of the door, he looked out of the front window glass, testing certain theories that he had in mind.

"I can see the side of the Patterson cottage plainly," he thought. "If there was a light in here, Mrs. Patterson would be able to spot it." He turned and glanced toward Mars Hill. "And you get a good view of the house from here, too. This tomb gets them both on an angle."

He stood thoughtful for a few minutes, forgetting about the passage of time in his interest. Then his eyes swept the floor quickly, carefully inspecting every inch of the marble. Perhaps there would be muddy footprints, or---

He bent swiftly to pick up something that showed in one corner. It was a cigarette stub and he examined it keenly, his mind working rapidly. The fact that it was in the burial vault was in itself a significant thing. People were not in the habit of smoking while a funeral was in progress, and the presence of the stub argued that some unauthorized person had been loitering there. It was a brand not commonly used and more expensive than the common run of cigarettes.

"Only partly smoked," Barry nodded. "Somebody nervous, and they tossed it quickly away. Let me see something." He took his place at the door and then threw the cigarette stub back of him with a sweeping motion. It landed almost in the same place where he had found it.

"That was it. The man tossed it away hastily, perhaps just before he left the mausoleum. There may be ashes on the floor."

He again bent down and searched the floor, finding that he was instantly rewarded. Besides ashes from the cigarette, he found a burned match. It differed in no way from the usual smoker's match, but the discovery of it pleased the Mystery Hunter.

"This explains what Mrs. Patterson saw," he concluded, as he examined the match. "Someone stood in here and lighted a cigarette. She witnessed the flare of the match. Then, after smoking awhile, the man impatiently threw the stub from him and went out. But which way did he go, and why?"

Another careful search around the tomb showed him that there were no additional clues, and when he had satisfied himself on this point, he drew open the door and stepped out into the sunshine, breathing deeply and gratefully of the fresh air. In his hand he carried the stub and match. After looking first at the cottage and then at the big house, he started toward Mars Hill, his mind filled with speculation.

"I'm going to operate on the theory that the man who attacked Mr. Winstead hid in that tomb, left it about the time that the party broke up, and went to the house, entering it someway and striking him down. How would he have walked from the tomb?"

He crossed the cemetery slowly, his eyes on the grass, and came at length to the wire fence that separated the graveyard from the estate.

This barrier was low and he was able to step over it easily. He was now in the yard of Mars Hill, in plain sight of the station, and he noted that no one was near the gas pumps.

"They are all at dinner," he thought. "Time has gotten away from me, but I don't care." He was standing among some small pine trees that grew close to the house, his eyes sweeping the ground. There was a porch on that side of the house and a barred window-door opened into the museum room.

"Anyone hiding in back of one of these trees could see what was going on in that room," Barry observed. Suddenly his glance fell upon a brown object and he quickly picked it up. It was a cigarette stub of the same brand as the one he had found in the mausoleum, but the difference was that it was brown and repulsive looking.

"This one has been in the rain," Barry decided, adding it to his collection. "Where do we go from here?"

There were no footprints to be found and he mounted the side porch to see if the mysterious criminal had left any evidences or clues there, but he was unable to locate anything further. He finally gave it up for the time being and went to the back door, thrusting his head in the kitchen and grinning at the three boys inside, who had just finished eating.

"How about a handout?" he inquired.

"How about explaining where you have been?" Kent retorted. "Where is the car?"

"Down in front of the main cemetery gate," Barry answered. He dropped into a chair and placed his stubs and match on the table.

"Hello, since when have you started smoking?" Mac asked.

"I don't intend to start," Barry answered. "But you fellows can't guess where I found these things."

"Well, if we can't, you had better tell us," Tina suggested.

"This stub and the match came from a tomb in the center of the cemetery," Barry told them.

"What's that!" Kent exclaimed. "From a tomb?"

"Yes, sir," Barry nodded. "From the Prentiss tomb. I have been in there and this is what I found. Listen while I tell you the whole story."

His chums listened with breathless interest until he had finished. "That's a real clue," Mac approved. "You could find out from Mr. Winstead which one of the men who were here that night smokes that brand of cigarettes."

"I'll do that, but I have an idea that some outsider was watching them and waiting for the gathering to break up. I thought that it might be a member of the Prentiss family, because they alone should have the key to the mausoleum, but when I found that anyone could walk into that tomb, I dropped that idea, though I shall try to learn all I can about the family."

"But supposing that all your reasoning is true, why did the attacker bother to stand inside the tomb awhile?" Kent asked.

"I don't know, but I have been wondering what kind of a night it was. I wish I had asked Mrs. Patterson, but I didn't. Suppose it was raining? That would give a man an excuse to seek the shelter of the dry burial vault."

"Someone who knows that cemetery well," Tim murmured.

"Exactly. Finally he tossed the cigarette away and approached the house, standing in that little grove of pines close to the side porch that runs along the museum room. Although that long door is barred, he could look in and see what Mr. Winstead and his friends were doing. He smoked another cigarette and threw a good part of it away. But the fact that this stub is all brown does not prove that it was a rainy night."

"No, because we have had a big rain since we have been here," Mac reasoned it out. "It is a wonder you saw that stub at all."

"It was lying close to the protruding root of a pine tree, and in plain sight. But I have discovered something else. Look at both stubs and tell me what you see."

"One of them just burned out, and the other was mashed out," Tim said, after a moment of study.

"Yes. The one in the tomb was simply tossed aside, but this other one had the fire pressed out of it. As though the man outside in the dark saw that the time had come to get busy."

"You are building a highly theoretical case," Kent said thoughtfully.

"It is the only one built, so far," Barry retorted. "And we'll have to set about finding out a few things from Mr. Winstead. I want to know what kind of cigarettes his friends smoke and what kind of a night it was."

"We had better check up on old Titus Jones, too," Mac pointed out. "For all his assumed terror, I believe that he is a deep rascal, and he certainly tells lies. Maybe he knows something about the graveyard and that open tomb over there."

"We have a lot of stuff to learn," nodded Barry, washing his hands as he prepared to eat. "I feel that we have made a pretty good start and perhaps the trail will grow hotter."

"Wouldn't that be great?" Tim exulted. "Suppose we could solve that mystery for Mr. Winstead! Boy, what a satisfaction that would be. Well, I'll go down to the station and bat for you until you come down, Barry."

"Thanks, Tim boy. You might drive the tin wagon up to the station, too, before someone runs off with our groceries."

That afternoon Kent was busy in the water. A large group of picnic-bound young people stopped at Winstead beach and enjoyed a swim, eating their supper later in the grove of trees just beyond the service station. It was dark by the time these visitors left, and about nine-thirty Barry locked the door of the little shelter and joined the others at the house. They slept soundly that night and the next morning started to their various tasks. Mac and Tim were on the side lawn at the fish pond when they heard Barry shout from the beach.

"What do you want?" Tim yelled back.

"Come down here," Barry called. "The service station has been robbed I"



CHAPTER XIV



A Discouraging Prospect

Mac looked at Tim incredulously. "What did he say?"

"He said that the service station had been robbed," Tim answered. He glanced over his shoulder and saw that Kent was emptying some garbage into the can close to the back door. "Hey, Kent! Come on down to the station. It has been robbed!"

Kent needed no urging. With an exclamation of surprise he dropped the sink strainer and joined the twins. All three of them raced down the path, through the gate and across the road to the station.

"What did they take?" Kent asked, as they crowded into the small room. "You didn't have much cash in the register, did you?"

"It isn't what they took that matters," answered Barry, in a repressed tone. "It is what they did to the place."

A single glance showed that an unusually mean piece of spite work had been performed. The interior of the gasoline service station was almost totally wrecked. The cash register had been beaten into a shapeless mass, and the water cooler was broken and scattered. Pictures and calendars had been taken from the walls and torn to bits. A large can of oil had been opened and the contents used to flood the floor. The electric light bulb had been beaten to fragments.

"This is no robbery," Mac said, as with compressed lips he surveyed the scene. "Just a low- down bit of spite work."

"Robbery entered into it," Barry declared, kicking the shattered cash register. "There isn't anything left in the money drawer."

"But I don't believe it was the main motive," Kent contended. "Ordinary robbers wouldn't have taken the time to litter up the room like this."

"If you ask me, I'd say Mr. Handy Burke got tanked up with liquor and did it," was Tim's opinion.

"That is the only solution I can think of," Barry nodded. "He muttered something about getting even the day he left here. Whoever did it is a scoundrel, and no mistake. Think of a man coming in here and tearing up property this way!"

"Just nasty mean," sighed Kent. "Well, I guess you'll have to call the police out to look at it."

"And call Mr. Winstead, too," Mac added.

"That is what worries me," confessed Barry. "Fellows, so far we haven't proved ourselves to be worth very much. We have allowed the house and the service station to be robbed. I don't know what Mr. Winstead is going to think about that."

"It is a wonder we didn't hear some sound," said Tim. "He must have made a powerful racket breaking some of these pieces of equipment."

"The house is a long way from here," pointed out Mac. "And we didn't lose any time going to sleep last night. With the door and windows closed here, we couldn't hear anything."

"We mustn't forget that no one is at the house now," warned Barry. The boys became aware of their responsibility at once.

"I'll go back just as soon as I have had a look at the bath houses," offered Kent. "Something may have happened to them."

"We'll get back up to the house right now," Mac said. "We don't want anything happening there while we are all here. You won't clean up anything now, will you?"

"No, I'll just wait until Mr. Winstead and the police come." Barry shook his head. "I want them to see what this place looks like. Fortunately, the pumps weren't fooled with."

"Maybe we are lucky that the bath houses weren't burned, and the tanks broken into," growled Kent. "I'm going to inspect the beach."

The twins went back to the house and Kent entered the nearest bathing beach shelter. Left alone, Barry tiptoed gingerly over the oil- flooded floor and tried the telephone. But he was unable to get any connection and had to wait until Kent came back.

"The bath houses are all right," the life guard reported. "I found the doors locked. By the way, how was this place entered? Was the lock broken?"

"No. It was apparently opened with a key. When I got here I didn't know that anything was wrong and I put my key in the lock. It turned as usual and then I saw the wreckage."

"Then I'll bet my football suit that Handy Burke has a key to this door. The police will ask him a few questions, I guess. I'll be down to help you when you are ready to clean up."

"Thanks. When you get up to the house, call Mr. Winstead on the phone and ask him if he can come out here. This telephone has been disconnected."

Kent nodded and went back to the house, where he met the twins in the kitchen. They reported that everything seemed to be in place in the museum room.

"I thought at first that the station wreck might be a ruse to draw us all away from the house," Mac said. "But I guess not."

Kent rang the town on the phone and got Mr. Winstead's office. The young woman who worked in the office answered.

"No, Mr. Winstead is not here at present," she told him. "Mr. Kehoe will be in shortly. Yes, I'll have him call you as soon as he comes back. Thank you."

Kent hung up the receiver, wishing that Mr. Winstead had been there at the time, and debating the question as to whether or not to call the owner of Mars Hill at his apartment. But as the man had said to call the office when anything was needed, he decided not to.

Less than a half hour later James Kehoe called and Kent again asked for Mr. Winstead. "Mr. Winstead is away," was the discouraging reply. "What is wanted?"

"Something has happened out here that we'd like you to see," Kent answered.

"More trouble, eh?" The man's voice was by no means pleasant. "All right, I'll come out in a few minutes."

Kent went down to the station to tell Barry that the lawyer was coming. "I wish it was Mr. Winstead," Barry murmured. "But Kehoe will do, I suppose."

James Kehoe arrived tin his speedy roadster and brought it to a stop with a jerk. "What did they get this time?" he asked, as he climbed out of his car.

"Nothing at the house was touched this time, Mr. Kehoe," answered Barry. "Look at the inside of this service station."

The lawyer surveyed the damage and used some bad language. "Somebody is going to jail for this," he promised savagely. "How much money was in the cash register?"

"Three dollars and seventy-six cents," replied Barry. "Do you think that robbery was the motive?"

"No, of course not. Didn't you young fellows hear anything last night?"

Kent and Barry shook their heads. "Didn't know a thing about it until this morning," the latter said.

Kehoe took out a cigarette and lighted it and the eyes of the two boys followed every movement with hawk-like intensity. Kent moved closer and stared hard at the cigarette. But the lawyer was so absorbed in his own thoughts that he did not notice the sudden interest of the boys.

"Well, I'll get the police to come and check up some. Don't touch anything until I get back with them. You boys have allowed two serious things to happen while you have been on the ground here, and we will have to make a change in the arrangements. Mr. Winstead is away, but as soon as he comes back I am going to tell him that he has simply got to turn you boys out and hire some more efficient help." He looked at the two crestfallen boys and his tone grew less harsh. "That's no reflection on you two, but look at the job you are up against! Experts couldn't solve the mystery, so how can you? We can't have things like this happening while four of you are right in the house and on the grounds."

"I know it," Barry admitted honestly. "We certainly haven't shown anything to be proud of yet. And we are sorry that this happened."

"I don't doubt that you are, but it doesn't help very much." Mr. Kehoe walked slowly back to the roadster, the two boys trailing in the rear. "I'll be back with the police soon."

"All right," Barry nodded. "I'll be glad of that, because I want to clean this place up. By the way, there is one question I would like to ask you, Mr. Kehoe. What kind of a night did Mr. Winstead have his party on? I mean, how was the weather?"

"Disagreeable," was the instant response. "Windy and rainy. Why do you ask?"

"I was just wondering. He said that he did not hear the one who hit him, and I thought that perhaps the storm drowned out sounds."

"That could be true; I don't know." And without any further comment, the secretary entered his car and drove away. The boys watched him go.

"Wrong on one point," Kent said, as the car passed on down the road. "He smokes a cheap brand of cigarettes."

"Oh, well, I hardly suspected him, but we'll just check up on everybody's smoking. Even so, Kehoe is our enemy on general principles. He thinks we are a bunch of kids and wants us out of here."

"Yes, and as soon as Mr. Winstead comes back from his trip, he will bring pressure to bear for our removal. Unless we accomplish something very soon, our future prospects are gloomy."



CHAPTER XV



The Cellar Window

THE police chief and one officer came out from Cloverfield and inspected the wrecked service station. The general impression was that Handy Burke had done the deed and his whereabouts at once sought. When it was found that he had disappeared from the country home in which he boarded, the fact seemed conclusive.

"We'll keep after him," the chief assured Mr. Kehoe, in the presence of the boys. "He can't stay away for ever and sooner or later we'll catch up with him and bring him to time."

"Now I can get to work and clean this place up," said Barry, relieved that it was all over with.

"You have a tough job on your hands," the chief sympathized.

It was indeed no easy job, even with the help that Barry had. Kent and Mac helped him and Tim remained up at the house. By this time the news of the affair had gotten around, and several were stopping to get gas, most of them for the direct purpose of staring and asking questions. Kent soon had to get into his bathing suit and Mac and Barry bore the brunt of the job.

"We won't get another cash register or water jar," Barry said, as they gathered up the broken pieces and threw them in a rubbish heap beyond the beach. "I didn't ask Mr. Kehoe for them, and he didn't offer to replace any of the equipment. I wouldn't mind asking Mr. Winstead, but don't like to request anything from that lawyer."

"You can keep the money in a cigar box," Mac suggested.

"Yes, and I'll take it up to the house each oight. Whenever I want a drink, I'll yell for one of you fellows!"

"If you do it too much, we'll run a hose down here for you to drink from!" Mac grinned.

It took all of that day to get the station anything like in order, but by nightfall it had been done, to a degree at least. The boys had a great deal to talk about that night before going to bed.

"Maybe we are fortunate that Mr. Winstead is away," Tim pointed out "Kehoe would have us out of jobs by now."

"That all depends on how much influence Mr. Kehoe has with his boss," said Barry.

"In the meantime, we have got to work like the dickens to find out something about the mystery," observed Kent. "I hope we don't lose our opportunity."

On the following morning Tim got the newspaper from a passing carrier and brought it to the others to read. "We are featured in the news," he told them drily. "Here is the whole story of the service station robbery, and just a general hint of our negligence. Listen to this: 'The four local young men who are responsible for the security of the Winstead property report that they heard no sounds from the party or parties who maliciously wrecked the roadside gasoline station. A short time previous to that, a valuable curio had been stolen from the house, vanishing in spite of their presence in the building.' "

"That makes a sorry case for us." Mac shook his head.

"Mr. Kehoe put that in the paper," Kent accused.

"It looks very much like it," Barry agreed. "Pretty strong insinuation there. A lot of people in town are going to see it and have the laugh on us."

"It will worry our parents, too," Tim feared. "They will feel responsible for us and will be wishing that we would come home."

"I feel as if we had failed on this job," sighed Barry.

"It isn't over with yet," declared Tim stoutly. "Maybe we'll get a break before we are asked to hunt other work!"

"I doubt that Mr. Winstead would fire us, as long as we are only summer help," Barry declared. "But I am afraid that he will turn us out of the house and place a good detective or two on the case. If there is any possible chance, I'd like to solve this mystery for him."

Barry was not very much surprised that morning to receive a visit from his father. The elder Garrison drove up in his car and blew the horn vigorously.

"A little service here!" he shouted, as Barry hastened from the station. "Looks as if a man has to wait a long time at this filling station!"

"I believe I ought to sell,you some oil, too!" Barry grinned, as he recognized his father. "You're getting over-heated and will need to cool off!"

"Son, tell me all about your latest experience," Mr. Garrison begged, after they had exchanged a few words. "Are you making it all right? Don't you believe that you ought to give this job up and take one with less responsibility?"

Father and son had a lengthy talk and at last Mr. Garrison left with the definite conviction that Barry intended to stick to his post. "All right, son," was Mr. Garrison's parting word, as he prepared to drive back to town. "You and your friends do your best for Mr. Winstead. But if there is any real danger, I hope you'll call me up in town and I'll come out as quickly as I can."

"I'll do that, Dad," Barry promised. "Don't worry about us."

"Good thing my folks don't have a car," Tim grinned, when Barry told the other of the conversation with his father. "My ma would be out here, telling Mac and me to come home! I'm expecting Gerty to call up sometime and give us that message."

Late that afternoon Mac went to the basement of the Mars Hill house to hunt up a piece of tin. He and Tim had been working on the fish pond and had it nearly completed. The task had been no light one and they had labored hard at it for the last few days. The old stones and cement had been picked up and rolled off in the wheelbarrow, the refuse dumped in a hole far down in the back garden, and the dead vegetation scraped from the bottom of the pond. Now they were ready to do a little cementing where the sides had crumbled away.

"If we had some thin boards or a good strip of tin, we could put it in position and pour a thin layer of cement behind it," Tim said.

"A board wouldn't do much good," Mac observed. "The pond walls curve and we need something that will bend to fit them. Tin would be best."

"I'll look down in this old junk house," proposed Tim. "Want to look around the cellar?"

"I will," Mac nodded, and went through the kitchen to the stairs that led to the basement. The boys had looked briefly into the cellar but had not examined it closely. Mac travelled swiftly down the broad stairs and reached the floor, peering about him in the dim light.

"This place is surely gloomy," he thought, glancing up at the windows. "The glass is dirty in every one of those windows. Let me see how many openings there are for light to come in. Two, four, six, eight; four windows on each side of the house. Now to see if I can find a strip of tin."

The cellar was littered with odds and ends and in a general storeroom he found two short strips of tin that would serve his purpose. When he had mounted the stairs, he discovered that Tim was in the kitchen, pouring water in the tea kettle.

"I'm going to start supper," his twin told him. "You did get the tin, eh?"

"Yes, these two strips will do. I guess we can get at the cementing in the morning, can't we?"

"Sure. It will soon be dark and we wouldn't get much done anyhow. If you want to fit the tin in place, that will be something done."

"I will," Mac nodded, going out the back door. He crossed the side lawn to the fish pond and stepped into the depression, now cleaned out and dry. Above the ragged edge of the broken cement he set the tin strips.

"Now, all we have to do is to pour the cement down behind this tin and it will set," he thought, as he placed two stout blocks of wood to hold the tin in place. "By tomorrow night we'll have this fish pond in working order and then we can get at some of the other work we are to do."

He sat on the edge of the cement basin, enjoying the sunset and looking around the spacious grounds of the Mars Hill estate. Idly his glance took in the dust and rain-splashed cellar windows.

"It would be a real service to wash those windows, and let a little light get into the cellar," he reflected. "It wouldn't take long; let's see, two, four, five windows. By George." He paused and counted the windows again. "Five of them. I'm almost positive that I counted only four from down cellar. And that one toward the rear of the house has a split pane, which I didn't notice from inside. But of course I just made a mistake when I was down there before."

But something within him kept urging him to make sure and at last he went back through the kitchen and down the cellar steps to the big basement, this time lighting the electric light. Then he counted the windows again, and found that there were only four on the side toward the fish pond.

"Now, that is odd," he thought, as the fact was brought home to him. "Four windows inside and five outside. Where does that other window open into? I can see the whole basement from here!"



CHAPTER XVI



Mac's Adventure

MAC walked slowly around the cellar of the old house, looking into the coal room and a storage compartment where fruit was kept. At last he gave it up, convinced that there was nothing unusual in the fact of the fifth window.

"This basement doesn't extend under the whole house," he decided. "That window probably leads to a dirt bank that has never been dug into. Guess I'll go upstairs and wash up."

The boys were ready to eat when he reached the kitchen. "Come on, snail," Kent commanded. "You'll be left out altogether if you don't shake a leg."

"He isn't a snail," Barry defended. "He is just an ambitious young man."

"A dirty one, you mean," Tim retorted. "What were you looking for in the cellar?"

"Just looking the place over," Mac replied. "My thoughts were on business, and not on my stomach, like a greedy glutton!"

"Let's eat everything up," suggested Kent. "His thoughts are so high and businesslike that he won't mind!"

Spurred on by this threat, Mac speedily joined the others and they ate their meal heartily, talking over the events of the day. After supper Barry went back to his post and Mac washed the dishes, while Kent and Tim dried.

"It's hot in here," Kent grumbled. "Me for some fresh air as soon as I can get out of this kitchen."

"Go ahead now," said Mac. "There are only a few pots and pans left and I'll do them up. Both of you go keep Barry company."

"You going to stay here alone?" Tim inquired.

"Yes. I found a dandy book in the library here and I'm going to read it as soon as I get through with the work. It is a thriller and I'm anxious to get into it."

"Don't let it scare you," Kent grinned. "Tim, I'll bet anything he comes down to the station looking for company in a little while!"

"I can't leave the house alone, so you fellows

will have to come up and join me," retorted Tim. "Don't worry about it."

"He'll have the nightmares tonight," Tim predicted, hanging up the dish cloth. "Come on, Kent. It will be my time of duty tomorrow night, Mac."

Mac nodded and the other two boys went out, glad to escape from the hot kitchen to the cooler air of the outside world. The boy at the sink finished washing the pots and pans, whistling cheerfully as he worked. Once, as he was drying the utensils, he glanced out of the kitchen window.

"Getting dark," he noted. "These days are getting a little shorter. I suppose the summer will just about fly by and we'll be going back to school again."

When everything had been replaced and the sink wiped clean of water and soap Mac went into the bedroom and found the book that he intended to read while keeping watch in the house. Just as he was about to leave the room, his eye fell on the flashlight on the bureau.

"I'll take that along, too," he decided. "If the lights should go out or anything else happen, I'd have it with me."

 Accordingly, he took the book and the flashlight back to the kitchen with him and seated himself at the table to read. Everything was quiet except for a slight drip from the cold water faucet.

"Now for a good old reading spell," he thought, as he settled himself in the chair. "There is a real mystery in this book and I want to see how it all works out. No extra cellar windows in it!"

For a moment he considered his discovery of the afternoon. "Tomorrow I'll just take a close look at that fifth window from the outside, though I'm sure that it leads to a blank part of the house foundation. I've seen houses like that, where a window led under a porch or under some other room. Let's see, that would mean that there is no cellar under this kitchen, because the way the cellar stairs run down, you are under the museum room, hall and parlor when you are down there. Fact is, I could go out with the flashlight and take a look in that place. But that would be silly."

He tried to dismiss it from his mind but the matter stuck. At last he got up and took the flashlight.

"I believe I will look. But I had better keep the light close to the house, or the boys at the station will take me for a burglar and hop on my neck!"

He went out the back screen door, taking care to close it softly back of him, and a few steps brought him around on the side of the house where he had counted the five windows. Opposite the last of these he stopped and flashed his light close in to the frame, crouching down beside the foundation.

"I don't think that the boys at the station can see what I'm doing. Now for a look that will satisfy my curiosity. Like as not, I'm wasting a lot of good time."

His attempt to make the light shine through the glass was a failure, because the dirt was thickly crusted. He tried scraping it, but the result was no more satisfying.

"Nothing doing on that," he thought. "I'll see if I can open it, but the chances are that it is nailed, and I'm certainly not going to do any hammering at this time of night!"

Placing the light on the sill, he was free to use both hands, and he pressed gently on the sides of the frame. The right-hand side yielded slightly, but there was no response on the left. Mac struck the frame with the palm of his hand and it moved back fully an inch on the one side.

"I can just about squeeze my flashlight in that opening and see what is in there," he reflected, and in a few moments he had worked the end of his electric torch into the aperture. The ray of light cut through the darkness and by dint of peering through a crack, Mac saw a small section of brick wall and cement floor.

"Now, that's funny," he thought, as his eyes made out these things. "There is something else down there besides just dirt." With a strong push he forced back the window, finding that it was on hinges and opened inward to his left

"Say, what is this! I'm going down in that place and see what it is!"

With extended arm Mac Ford swept the ray of the flashlight around so as to see what was beyond the mysterious window. He saw an old cellar, brick lined, with a crumbling floor and an abundance of spider webs.

"Hello, an old cellar, back of the main one! But why didn't they cut a door through into this room? Maybe they didn't care anything about it, because there is certainly enough of the front basement. I want to look around that place."

Mac wormed his way through the opening and dropped to the flooring, barely missing a box that stood along the wall. As the light of his torch took in this object, Mac suddenly noted an interesting fact.

"This box has never been in here for any length of time," was his conclusion, as he examined it. "Looks like somebody recently put it here." He raised his beam of light and looked at the cellar window, partly closing the opening. "Humph, that hinge is surprisingly new looking, and there is a piece of yellow shade tacked on this side of the frame. That means that no one could see in here at any time. This begins to look funny to me."

Turning, he played the light along the narrow cellar, perceiving that the old basement ran under the kitchen and dining room. Slowly he walked along the cracked flooring, flashing the light to right and left.

"Yes, sir, an old cellar that has been sealed up. There is where an outside door formerly was, but they have walled it up. The opening is now on the other side of the house. Let's see, that is the kitchen right above us and this extends under the dining room and--- Well, look at this!"

He had come upon a steep pair of stairs running upward, but a single flash of his light showed that the old staircase terminated abruptly at the end of seven steps. It was evident that a pair of back stairs had run up that way and connected with the main upper hall, but in the remodelling of the house these had been closed off and were no longer used. They ended against a blank wall and there was no door of any kind.

"I guess these stairs come up between the hall and one end of the museum room," Mac decided, mounting them slowly and finding that they were somewhat shaky. At the top of the steps he paused on a small platform and tapped on the wall toward the hall. "Solid walls now." He turned the illumination toward the other side of the closet-like landing and his fingers probed the wall there. "This side wall is made of a kind of plaster-board, and isn't as thick as the hall wall," he was deciding, when the piece of plaster board slid sideways silently, causing Mac to start violently.

"Now, what under the sun!" he gasped. The section of wall that had slipped back was fully four feet high and in the resulting opening he saw shelves of books facing him, but the titles of the volumes were not in his direction and the light from his flash, slipping over the tops of the books, penetrated to a room beyond. As certain things became clear to him, the heart of the Ford twin beat faster.

"Man alive, don't tell me that this old staircase opens into the museum room! Because if it does---!"

Close to the floor there was a hook firmly anchored in an eye staple. With fingers that shook Mac released the hook and pushed back on one of the shelves. The bookcase rolled away almost soundlessly and the boy stooped and wormed his way through and along the books, until he was free and could play the beam of his light around the room in which he stood.

There were the familiar cases, the gallery, the steel door. He was standing in the museum room.

For several seconds Mac Ford stood perfectly still while his breath came fast and his brain seemed to reel. Dimly there was beginning to dawn upon him the significance of the great discovery he had made.

"Oh, my goodness! Great guns! So this is the way that somebody robs the things from the cases, even while the doors are all locked and guards are around! This is the way that somebody reached through the bookcase and took that dagger off of the fish bowl while Mr. Winstead was alone in the room! What a discovery I have made! I can hardly believe it, and I'm going to get hold of the fellows right away and tell them. Won't they get a thrill!"

He quickly crossed the room to the steel door, but halted suddenly as he remembered that it was locked. Upon second thought he turned toward one of the small front windows and pulled up the shade, running it to the top of the roller.

"I believe I'll flash my light out of this window and give them a scare," he thought. "If they see a light coming from the museum room, they'll race up here. But I don't know as that would work, because of the trees in between here and the station. No, I'll have to go back the way I came and bring them here."

Having decided on this course, Mac went back of the bookcase, which had rolled out nearly a foot on one end. Before going back through the old cellar, he examined the whole proposition.

"This has all the ear-marks of being a well- laid scheme." He shook his head, as certain facts became clear to him. "The bookcase has a flat roller countersunk up into a bottom shelf, so that it can easily and noiselessly move out. The other end turns slightly, as if on a pivot. Somebody rigged this whole thing up and is going to strip Mr. Winstead of every treasure little by little. Who knows this house so thoroughly? Evidently, Mr. Winstead does not!"

He went back to the stair landing, pulling the bookcase back against the wall and sliding the panel of plaster board back in place. "I want to show the boys how this whole thing works, and then we'll call Mr. Winstead on the phone, wherever he is," Mac decided. "Wow, what a night we are going to have here! Looks like the old Mystery Hunters have scored again, though we may have a long way to go to find out who has done all this. I can't wait to see the boys!"

Mac descended the old staircase and went along the cellar to the window, placing the box in position to step upon it. He tossed the flashlight out on the grass and from the box top grasped the window frame and pulled himself up, struggling to pull himself through.

"Now for the fun," he was thinking. "Won't the fellows open their---"

Something very heavy descended on Mac Ford's head and lights seemed to flare out in every direction. His body sank limply over the window sill and he became still. From the dark shadows close to the house there came a slow, triumphant chuckle.

"Still safe!" murmured a voice that Mac didn't hear.





CHAPTER XVII



The Silent House

WHEN Tim and Kent left the kitchen it was with a distinct sense of relief and gratitude for the cool evening air. They hastened toward the service station, where they could see Barry putting gas in the tank of an old car that had stopped at the pump.

"A little business tonight," Tim remarked, as they went through the gate at the side of the road.

"A little is right," nodded Kent. "It is a dead cinch that Mr. Winstead doesn't run that station for profit."

"He's a good man," said Tim. "I wish he was home right now, and we could talk to him. This man Kehoe hasn't any time to give to us."

The car drove off and Barry replaced the hose on the hook. "Come help me hold down the work here," he grinned. "I'm just about swamped."

"That's what we thought," smiled Kent. "Tell your customers not to crowd 1"

Barry chuckled. "That man didn't want to crowd. He took one gallon of gas, and although I told him his oil was black and thin and he needed more, it was just no use. Said he wasn't a millionaire."

"Who thought he was?" inquired Tim, seating himself on the board bench in front of the little brick building.

"He was afraid we'd get the wrong impression of him," replied Barry, taking his seat beside the twin. "So Mac is sticking by the ship, eh?"

"Yes, he is up in the house," Kent nodded. "Reading a mystery thriller, too."

"That's a bad place to read books like that," declared Barry. "He'll be dreaming of spooks. I suppose it is safe for him to stay up there alone."

"Sure," said Tim. "I guess the biggest scare he'll get is out of the book he is reading. Well, what is our next line of attack in this mystery? Where do we go from here?"

"I'll admit I don't know," confessed Barry.

"What I would like to do is to find out what kind of cigarettes Mr. Winstead's friends smoke, and also to learn whether or not Titus Jones uses tobacco. I believe that if we knew these things, we'd be a long way toward solving a part of the mystery, but we need Mr. Winstead's help."

"We'll have to find out if Jones was caretaker of the estate then," Kent reminded them. "At that time Mr. Winstead was living in the house, and he had a butler. Perhaps this butler smokes expensive cigarettes!"

"But if he was already inside the house, why go hide out in the tomb?" Tim shook his head. "He had to hand out the guests' coats and hats when they went home."

"And their umbrellas, too, from what Mr. Kehoe has told me of the night," put in Barry. "No, that theory will hardly hold anything we can tie to. Possibly Jones was not in the employ of Mr. Winstead then, but he could have plotted against him just the same. I guess the best plan is to find out when Mr. Winstead is coming home and then lay all the facts before him."

"He'll give us good advice," Tim agreed. "That is the thing to do."

They talked for some time further about the problem before them, discussing the subject from various angles. A refreshing little breeze was blowing and they enjoyed the early night air. A wagon loaded with hay passed by and the boys exchanged some comments with the two farmers who were riding the load.

"Pretty soft for you fellers," grinned the man who was driving. "Wisht I didn't have nothin' else to do but set!"

"I wish I could ride on a load of hay," Barry called back. "You just close your eyes and the horses take you home. Talk about having it soft!"

"But don't never forgit that this here hay didn't jump and pile itself," said the second man. "I'd like mightily to git you boys in a hay field, with a fork in your hands. It'd sure learn you somethin'!" .

"We're on our vacation," Kent grinned. "Don't want to learn anything."

After the wagon had passed Kent got up. "Well, I'm going to the house," he announced. "Mac may be lonesome, or he may want to come down for a little while and get some fresh air before bedtime."

"You had better whistle as you approach the kitchen," Tim suggested. "You might scare him, and he'll heave something at you."

"I'll take a chance on it," smiled Kent. "I'll see you later."

He crossed the road and walked up the path to the house, guided partly by the light that streamed out of the side kitchen window. At the foot of the back steps he hailed.

"Hey, Mac! Don't be scared when I come in. It is just your little old friend Kent!"

No answer came back to him and he pulled open the screen door, entering the kitchen and looking around him. Mac was not in the room, and the book lay open on the table.

"Nobody home," murmured Kent. "Hello, Mac! Where are you?"

There was no answer to his inquiry and he wandered into the bedroom, turning on the light in that room. He thought for a moment that his chum might have become tired and sought his bed, but the Ford boy was not in that room. The hall door was closed, and Kent felt that it would have been open if Mac had gone into any other part of the house. He took his flashlight out of the bureau drawer.

"This is surely funny, He ought to be right here, or at least within sound of my voice. I'll look through the house for him. He may have heard something, and is investigating it."

Kent started for the hall door and then paused as another thought came to him. "I can soon tell whether or not Mac is in the museum room," he remembered. "If the keys are gone, that's where he is."

The keys to the museum room, together with some others for the front door and tool house, hung on a nail inside of the kitchen cabinet. It would be exceedingly difficult for anyone besides the boys to find the keys, as the place was well concealed. But a brief inspection showed Kent that they were there, in the usual place.

"So he didn't go to the curio room, eh? Well, I'll just take the keys along and have a look in there, anyway. This is beginning to look queer, and I don't like it."

Kent's first move was to look around the dining room, turning on the lights fully, but his friend was not in that room. From there he went to the parlor and finally to the upper floors, constantly on guard for any sudden development.

The absolute silence of the house worried him.

"Not a sound in the place," he thought, as he came down to the lower hall. "Why should Mac be missing in this way? It is possible that he is out on the grounds for some purpose, and will soon come in. I'm going to have a look in the museum room even if it is closed up, and if I don't see anything of him in there, I'm going to get the other boys to help me find him."

He unlocked the door of the room that contained the art treasures and switched on the electric lights, looking hastily around him. Then he entered, closing the door as he did so. Mac was not there and for the moment he was satisfied with his inspection of the room.

"Nothing doing here. Hardly could be, with the keys in the kitchen. Well, I guess--- Now,how did that shade get rolled up?"

Kent's attention had been attracted to the front window shade, which had been rolled to the top. He knew that this shade was always down, and the fact that its position had been changed was a significant one. Slowly he pulled it down, a conviction growing upon him.

"Something has been going on here tonight, and may still be going on. Someone has been in this room, and up to no good. I don't like the looks of things a bit. Where is Mac all this time? I wonder if any more curios have been taken? I believe I'll call the boys on the phone extension, and tell them to come up here at once."

Kent crossed the room to the center table, where the phone stood, surrounded by books and papers. There was a small black lever on the side of the instrument, and this was used to call the service station.

Kent's thumb closed over the lever and he pressed down, at the same time lifting the receiver off the hook. His purpose was to tell Barry to close the station and come to the house at once. But at the very moment he was drawing the phone toward him, the lights suddenly went owt, leaving him in inky darkness.



CHAPTER XVIII



A Mysterious Signal

AFTER Kent had gone up to the house to keep Mac company, Barry and Tim sat talking. It was not yet time to close up the service station and they were in no hurry to go indoors.

"A night like this makes you feel like camping out," Tim said, idly throwing stones out into the road.

"It surely does," Barry agreed. "I hope it won't be hot in the bedroom tonight. We could sleep out on the lawn somewhere, if we wanted to."

"That would leave the house unguarded, and we can't afford to do that," Tim pointed out. He yawned and stretched. "Do you know, I believe that if Mac comes down I'll go in swimming with him. I would sleep better if I had a cooling swim."

"So would I. After you fellows have your dip, one of you can stand guard over these pumps, and I'll go in for a splash or two."

"All right. We mustn't let any business get away from us!" Tim grinned.

Time drifted on and they talked of various things. Then Tim noticed something unusual at the house on the hill.

"Somebody is turning on the lights up there," he remarked. "I see one in the lower hall and in one of the second-floor bedrooms."

"That's right," acknowledged Barry. "The boys must be inspecting the house for some reason or other."

"Maybe they heard a noise," suggested Tim.

"Possibly they did. There goes the light in the second-floor sitting room. I guess they are looking into every corner of the place."

"I hope everything is all right," Tim murmured. "One more failure on our part is going to cook our goose with Mr. Kehoe."

"It is already cooked, but I certainly don't want anything more to disappear out of the house while we are in charge. Isn't that light from the third floor?"

"Yes, they are looking up there, too. Titus Jones may be in the house again."

"If he is, he won't get away this time," promised Barry grimly. "We'll hold him until Mr. Kehoe can come out and question him. There go the attic lights off. I guess the boys have completed their inspection."

"Here comes a truck down that lane below the house," Tim observed, as the sound of a motor came to them.

Barry glanced down the road to a point where a lane entered the main highway on the side of the Mars Hill estate farthest from town. A truck was lurching along this narrow road and a moment later it turned in their direction, gathering a brief burst of speed.

"I do believe that it is going to stop here," Barry murmured, as the truck swung in from the roadway.

"Yes, sir, we'll pick up a little last-minute business," nodded Tim.

The small truck came to a stop with a faint squealing of brakes and after a moment of hesitation a large man descended from the cab. The boys could see that there was a second man in the shadows of the driver's compartment, but as he sat well back from view, they were unable to make out what sort of a looking individual he might be.

"Good evening," Barry greeted, noting that the truck was a small covered vehicle such as the farmers used to take their produce to the near-by markets.

"Put in five gallons of gas," ordered the driver, paying no heed to the pleasant greeting he had received. Barry unscrewed the gas tank cap and placed the hose in the opening. The truck operator stood leaning up against the body of the motor vehicle and kept a wary eye on all of Barry's motions.

"It's a hot night," said Barry, hoping to get a word or two out of the man.

"Yep," was the extent of the answer he received. The boys were not deeply impressed with their visitors and Barry noticed that the driver glanced frequently at the station.

Tim stood back with his hands in his trouser pockets, looking on and wondering at the lack of friendliness on the part of the truckmen. At last he wandered slowly toward the back of the truck, intending to stroll completely around the motor car. But just as he reached one end of it, the man on the ground suddenly swung around.

"Get away from the back of that truck!" he snarled. Tim came to a surprised halt, and Barry slowly withdrew the gas hose, noting that the man inside the cab had leaned forward, as though to reach into a pocket of the truck door.

"I'm not going to hurt anything on your truck," said Tim, his temper rising under the sharp lash of the man's tone. "I'm just walking around it."

"I don't want nobody foolin' about the truck," stated the man, still keeping his eyes firmly fixed on the twin. "There's a load of watermelons I'm responsible for."

"Don't worry about them," retorted Tim, somewhat bitterly. "I'm not so wild about watermelons, and even if I was, I wouldn't help myself to what didn't belong to me."

"Want the oil checked?" Barry asked, hoping to create a diversion. He sensed a tense and even dangerous situation, and was eager to get rid of the unsociable night customers. "Tim, come see if he needs water added."

Tim came forward slowly, but the man took out some change and handed it to Barry. "I don't need any oil or water," he said, and without further waste of time he sprang up into the cab and started the motor. The two boys stood and watched the truck whirl out onto the main road, headed for town.

"Well, I'm just as happy to be rid of them," Barry declared emphatically.

"Some nerve that fellow had, accusing me of being a thief!" cried Tim angrily.

"That was all a blind, Tim. He wasn't afraid you'd steal a watermelon at all. The truth of the matter is that he has something in the back of that truck, and was afraid you'd see it."

"I guess that's right. A couple of bootleggers, eh?"

"I wouldn't be a bit surprised," Barry nodded. "But they were up to no good, whatever they are. Maybe they are running bootleg liquor inside of watermelons. All kinds of tricks are used in that trade."

"I know it. Well, I didn't like their looks, and when a man can't even give you a decent 'hello,' there is something wrong. We can be thankful that it wasn't a hold-up."

"That's what I was a little afraid of in the beginning. That can happen to us at any time, out here by ourselves."

"Yes, that is true. What could we do in a case like that?"

"Not much of anything. There isn't a whole lot of money here for us to worry about, so	"

Barry broke off abruptly and both boys started as a bell in the service station rang out sharply on the night air. They exchanged surprised glances.

"Now I wonder who is calling?" Barry murmured, entering the small station.

"Somebody from the house, I guess," was Tim's opinion.

"Maybe not. It may be a call from town." Barry took the receiver from the hook and held it to his ear. "Hello," he spoke into the mouthpiece.

There was no answer and he tried again. From the faint sound that came to him, he judged that there was an open wire somewhere. With a frown of perplexity he turned to his companion.

"That's funny. I don't get anybody, but I'm sure that there is a receiver down somewhere."

"Try the operator," suggested Tim. "She can tell you if anyone has buzzed here."

Barry jangled the hook up and down several times and at last a far-away voice reached him. "Number, please?"

"Has anyone called us here?" he asked.

"No, but there seems to be a receiver off the hook at Mr. Winstead's house," was the girl's answer. "Can you see to it that it is replaced?"

"Yes, I'll do that," Barry promised. With the girl's "thank you" still echoing in his ears he turned to Tim swiftly.

"Tim, we'll have to get up to the house on the double-quick. That signal came from the museum room and the receiver is off of the hook there! Big trouble afoot, I'm afraid. Let's go!"



CHAPTER XIX



A Thrilling Game of Hide and Seek

KE NT MARPLE stood in the darkness of the museum room as motionless as a statue, his thumb still on the button and his left hand still grasping the telephone. The suddenness with which the room had been plunged into blackness stunned him and he did not know what to do or think. There was no sound except the faint ticking of a large clock out in the front hall.

"Shucks, that scared me," Kent reflected, letting go of the telephone receiver. "But it is nothing to be alarmed about. I've got my flashlight, and that will be a big help."

He reached for his electric torch in his back pocket, but at that moment his ears caught- a slight scraping sound. Instantly his blood chilled, for there could be no mistaking the fact that someone was in the room with him. He stifled a wild impulse to run toward the door.

"There is somebody here in the room with me!" was the thought that raced through Kent's bewildered brain. "What shall I do? If only the lights would come on! I can't turn on my flashlight because it would make me a beautiful target for whoever is in here."

He had never felt so utterly helpless and baffled before. The knowledge that some other person was in the room, perhaps seeking to harm him, was enough in itself to stampede his reason. Momentarily he expected to hear breathing close to him, and he tensed himself for any sudden conflict. The sense of being totally unprotected weighed heavily upon him.

"I believe it would be a good idea to get under this table," he decided, as his brain worked swiftly. "Then if anybody comes this way, I could try tackling them. And if the lights come on, I'll be able to see before my enemy can."

Kent ducked down and slipped noiselessly under the stout center table, crouching there with his flashlight in his hand, ready for any emergency. Little by little his excitement was abating and he was beginning to think in less jerky fashion, gaining some control over his emotions and fears.

"This can't go on very long," he decided, straining his ears for any sound in the room. "Surely the bell rang in the service station, and Barry and Tim will come up to see what is the matter. I hope they get here in time. Mac has disappeared and---"

Something swished through the air and landed on top of the table with a crash that sent Kent's heart leaping furiously. Nervously, he gripped the flashlight more tightly, unable to determine what had happened.

"What in the world was that? Something hard hit the table and slid along it. That fellow is a mighty accurate thrower and maybe if I had still been standing there I'd have been hit. Gosh, if I knew he wasn't armed with a revolver, I'd turn the flash loose and go into a clinch with him. I might even work around so as to get one of those daggers off of the wall and use it if necessary, but I have a good idea that anyone breaking into a house this way is fully armed."

Seconds ticked off and still the boy waited, undecided as to what to do. The time seemed endless and at last his position under the table became unendurable.

"I could slip away toward the door, but may be he is in that direction. How did he get into the room, unless he was already hiding here when I came in? I wonder if I could sneak up into the gallery? There are two pair of stairs and I believe that I could creep along and get up there. From such a position I could turn my light on the whole room here, and if anyone tried to rush me, there are spears and pikes and an old gun with a bayonet on it. I believe I'll make a try for it."

With all his senses alert and fairly tingling with excitement, Rent crawled out from under the table and began to feel his way along toward the right-hand staircase that led to the gallery. He was profoundly thankful for the thick rug which covered the floor of the curio room, as it made his progress noiseless and easy. No sound came to him and he moved as quickly as he dared to, encountering only one exhibit on the way. This was a dog sled from Alaska and he barely touched it and passed by without making any sound. At last his groping hands came in contact with the first step of the flight that led to the gallery.

"Now for a little real action!" exulted Kent, and ran up the steps two at a time, his footsteps muffled by the thick stair carpet. Gaining the top, he faced the room below him, his flashlight in position to sweep the floor under the balcony. A feeling of gladness swept over him as he heard the back screen door slam.

Then Kent turned on his light and flashed it along the floor of the museum room. It instantly revealed the person of his attacker, close to the table where he had hidden himself before making his break for the gallery stairs. A man with a black handkerchief tied across his face and a black hat pulled low over his eyes was cautiously feeling about the center table. In one hand he held a black-jack ready for use. Kent noted that the prowler was poorly dressed and had on rubber gloves.

The slam of the back door and the sudden beam of light from Kent's torch disconcerted the phanton of the curio room, but only for a moment. Quick as a flash he reached into a side pocket and Kent switched off his light, ducking behind the wall of the gallery, holding himself tense for a shot. But no sound came, except a hail from Barry in the back of the house.

"Hey, Kent, Mac! Where are you fellows?"

Now the sound of running footsteps came from below and Kent sprang up, turning on his flash. He was just in time to see the man vanish through the door leading out into the hall. Kent had closed it behind him as he entered the room, but it had not been locked, and the man in black chose it as the means of escape.

"Barry, look out!" Kent yelled, realizing the danger that might threaten his friends if the desperate man opened fire on them. "He is armed with a pistol. Watch yourself!" Snatching a short curved Turkish sword from some holders on the wall, Kent dashed down the stairs after the escaping man.

Barry and Tim had hastened to the house as soon as they could close and lock the service station. They had found the kitchen empty of life and a single glance had disclosed the fact that the keys were gone. The door from the bedroom leading into the front hall stood open.

"Everything is mighty quiet," Tim murmured, as they paused momentarily to get their flashlights. It was then that Barry called and immediately someone ran from the museum room and turned up the stairs to the second floor, mounting speedily. Both boys heard Kent's warning cry and paused uncertainly, conscious of the fact that the unknown man was now in the upper hall.

Kent joined them, switching on the hall lights. His eyes were bright with excitement and he presented something of a picture with his flashlight in one hand and his sword in the other.

"Come on, we'd better get that fellow!" he cried. "Mac is missing and he tried to strike me down. Let's go!"

The other two needed no urging, now that they knew Mac was missing, and all three of them raced up the stairs to the second floor, their lights guiding the way. An unexpected draft of fresh air called their attention to an open window at the end of the hall toward the rear of the house.

"He went out that way!" exclaimed Barry, and they ran to the window, playing their lights along the low roof of the pantry, which was directly below. But it was at once evident that the man had made good his escape, dropping easily to the ground and vanishing in the bushes back of the big house.

"He has slipped us," Tim groaned, as their flashing lights failed to reveal any fleeing figure on the grounds.

"Yes, we've lost him," Barry nodded. "Kent, you say that Mac is missing?"

"He surely is, and I would have been, too, if this buzzard had had his way. I had a narrow escape of it. Come on down and see if Mac is anywhere around the museum room."

On the way back to the curio room Kent briefly outlined his experience and by that time they were in the room itself. A trial of the light button showed them that the current was still off.

"Maybe a fuse blew out," Tim suggested. "I'll go see. Mr. Winstead showed us where extra fuses were kept, and the box is right up in the cellar entry, just off the kitchen."

"Well, for Pete's sake, holler out if anything happens to you," Barry advised. "We've got to keep together and not get scattered."

"We've got to find Mac, above all things," Tim murmured, as he went to the kitchen. In a few moments he had located the fuses and a glance at the fuse box showed him that one of them needed to be replaced.

"The question is, how did that man manage to blow that fuse?" Tim wondered. When he joined the others, he found that the museum room lights had come on. Kent and Barry were looking with interest at a large stone hammer.

"Where did that come from?" Tim asked.

"The man threw it at me," Kent explained. "Look at the gash it made in the top of this center table. Thank goodness, I was under here when it hit. He certainly made an accurate toss, I'll say."

"Where did it come from?" Tim asked.

Barry pointed upward. "It came from that rack on the gallery. I noticed it there the other day. So your friend was on the balcony, Kent."

"That means that as he came down, I sneaked up there," Kent reasoned. "But the thing I want to know is this: how did he get the lights to go out just as I was pressing the telephone button?"

"That reminds me to hang up this receiver," Barry recalled, suiting action to his words. He looked up at the gallery. "There is a small electric lamp on a table up there. Let's investigate it."

They mounted the stairs to the gallery and

Barry examined the cord that ran from a wall plug to the lamp. "Here is the answer," he cried. "The man took a knife and cut through the wire until the current touched the blade and caused a short circuit, blowing the fuse."

Kent shivered slightly. "That means he was watching me for awhile. His purpose evidently was to knock me out and drag me away, as he must have done with Mac. He didn't shoot as that would have made too much noise."

"Let's look all around for Mac," suggested Tim, who was growing more and more uneasy as time went on. "Did you see any sign of him when you got back here, Kent?"

"Not a clue to his whereabouts," was the disappointing answer. "The keys were in place and he was nowhere around. One thing that struck me as being funny was the fact that a front window shade was rolled clear up to the top. I can't understand why that should be."

"I can't either." Barry shook his head. "Well, I don't like the looks of things. Maybe Mac was rolling up that shade to show us that there was something wrong here, and he may have been struck down as he did so."

"Let's get busy looking," said Tim restlessly.

The boys went to work in earnest, searching the big house thoroughly from top to bottom. Then they went over the grounds, flashing their lights under bushes and examining the tool sheds and even the hedges along the extreme back of the yard. They discovered that there was a rough road there and they followed it until it made a turn at the side of the estate toward the main road.

"Say, this is the road that the truck came out of!" cried Barry.

"Yes, and now I'm beginning to see something!" Tim exclaimed. "Remember how that truckman snapped at me for wanting to look in the back of the truck? Maybe Mac was in there, a prisoner!"

"By ginger, I'll bet anything you're right!" said Barry. "If that is true, there is quite a gang in this business. But where were they taking Mac? The truck went toward town."

"They didn't wait to get Rent and put him in the truck," Tim observed. "After all, we didn't know that Mac was on there, and he might not have been."

"No, but what would a truck be doing up this road at this time of night?" Kent demanded. "Where does the road lead to?"

"Let's find out," suggested Barry, and they turned back, exploring the road that skirted the hedge of the Mars Hill estate. Before long they found that it entered the end of the cemetery farthest from the highway.

"Their business was either in the cemetery or with Mac," Tim said conclusively.

"Let's get back in the house and call Mr. Kehoe on the phone at once," advised Barry. "We can't handle this situation any longer and we might as well admit it."

"There isn't any use hanging on when we know that Mr. Winstead's property is in danger, as well as our own lives," declared Kent.

"You are exactly right," nodded Barry. "We'd better not leave the house alone any longer, either."

"As soon as you finish putting in your call for Kehoe, get police headquarters and have them look for that truck," Tim requested.

"I'll do that," Barry agreed. In the museum room he quickly called Mr. Kehoe on the phone and asked him to come to the house at once.

"You were just going to bed?" Barry asked, over the phone. "I'm sorry to disturb you, sir, but things have gone wrong here tonight and one of our number is missing. . . . Yes, Mac Ford has disappeared. There was a truck in back of the house and we think he was carried off in that, a small covered truck like those used on farms. . . . All right, that will be fine. . . . No, I don't think that any of the art treasures have been removed, though we haven't looked very thoroughly. . . . Very well, we'll wait for you."

He hung up the receiver and faced the other two boys. "He'll be right up. He says he will have the police check up on every truck in the town and county right away. In the meantime, we will lock all doors and stand guard here until Mr. Kehoe comes."



CHAPTER XX



From the Frying Pan to the Fire

MAC FORD opened his eyes in a place that was totally dark and for a few moments his brain whirled dizzily. The surroundings in which he found himself were queer, black as night and alive with a jarring, heaving motion. His mouth seemed to be open and yet full of something, and his arms and legs were stiff and useless. A mysterious draft of air played on one cheek and something bumped against his knee.

Somewhere in front of him a voice spoke. "I'm goin' to stop at the gas station, Handy."

"Runnin' a big risk, ain't you?" said another voice.

"I guess not. I just want to size the place up, see what them other two kids look like. You've got a gun in the pocket there if anything goes wrong."

"All right, Lonny. What's the idea of all this?"

s "Hanged if I know, Handy. We're to hide this young one in the shack down the river, and stand by for further orders. Now, here we are. You stay in the shadows."

"O. K., boy," growled Handy Burke. "We fixed this station up properly the other night, but I guess they have it cleaned up by now."

Gradually his full powers were returning to Mac; and with them the realization of several things. He was bound and gagged in a truck and the men who were driving were taking him to some obscure hideout along the river. Someone had hit him over the head as he was emerging from the cellar in full possession of the secret of the old house. He had been gagged and bound and now in utter helplessness was being carried off to be kept as a prisoner until certain definite things happened at the Mars Hill mansion.

As these convictions came to him he began to strain at the ropes that bound him and to press his tongue against the mass in his mouth. His ropes gave the least bit and it seemed to him that the ball of cloth in his mouth moved slightly. At that moment they stopped at the station and Mac heard Barry's voice outside. It seemed good to be that near his friend and chum, but the knowledge that he was so helpless and powerless at the moment filled him with despair.

He heard the whole conversation between Tim and the man Lonny, and he well understood why the truckman did not want his brother to get a glimpse into the interior of the truck. In a fury of anguish Mac raised his feet and brought them down, hoping to arouse the curiosity of his comrades by repeated bumps, but something round and solid interfered with his kick and he discovered that there were watermelons in the vehicle. Before he could push them away and thump again, the truck was driven off,

"You got those kids riled," Handy Burke observed, as the truck gathered speed for its trip to town.

"They are a dangerous bunch," said Lonny, skillfully striking a match and lighting a cigarette while driving. "Best thing is to get them out of the way."

"That's right. They have already given us trouble a-plenty. But we'll have to work fast now that we have one of them on our hands."

Mac scarcely heard the last few words of the conversation because he was busy with the gag in his mouth. Lying flat on his face, he was pushing the handkerchief that had been tied around his jaws against a screw head that protruded from an iron band in the floor. It was hard work and his skin was scratched slightly by the action, but at last the handkerchief slipped down and with a push of his tongue he was free of the gag. Never had fresh air seemed so precious to him.

He was encouraged also about the bonds on his wrists. One strand of the rope had been passed over the top of the others and now he had managed to slip it down by dint of much scraping over the same friendly screw head. It was the hardest kind of work and his movements were painfully slow and difficult, but at last this top strand of rope worked loose and there was play in his bonds. Continued straining was doing the trick, and he felt like cheering when at last one hand came free with a rush.

For a moment he lay still, breathing rapidly and listening to the conversation of the men on the front seat. His hopes were now running high and he knew that he dared not fail at this critical moment. There was a small window in the driver's cab, but it was so crusted with dirt that there was little chance of the men glimpsing any movement on his part.

Mac sat up and gave his attention to the rope around his ankles. The knot had been pulled tight and he saw at once that it would take him too long to work it loose. His hand slid to his pocket and to his joy he discovered that his knife had not been taken from him. It did not take him long to free his feet and then he rubbed his- ankles vigorously, as they were somewhat numb.

Scraps of conversation reached him from the front of the truck, but his only interest now was to get away safely. Pushing the watermelons aside, he wormed along to the end of the truck and hung over the end, keeping a wary eye on the front of the vehicle. Then he let go and dropped into the road, landing on all fours on the hard highway and jarring himself considerably. But to his relief the truck kept on going and he knew that he had made a complete escape.

"Boy, wasn't I lucky!" he exulted, getting up and brushing off his hands. The handkerchief still hung around his neck and with a gesture of disgust Mac tossed it away from him. Somewhat gingerly, he rubbed his head.

"Golly, what a lam on the head I got!" he thought ruefully. "The least little shake I give the old think-box makes it ache like thunder. Well, where do we go from here, now that I have escaped the clutches of the villains?"

He was on a deserted part of the road, but his hopes grew as he noted the lights against the sky. Cloverfield was just ahead of him and the home-town glow looked mighty good to him just then.

"I'm almost in town. Looks as if I had better go on in and tell Barry's father all about it and have him come out. Maybe we can get Mr. Winstead by long distance and ask him to come back. Anyhow, I do want to call back to Mars Hill and tell Tim that I am all right."

The night air felt cool and good and Mac rejoiced to be alive. With a vigorous stride he was off for town, his strength and courage rising with every step. Now that he had time to think, his mind went back to the events immediately preceding the attack on himself.

"Wasn't I the lucky one, to stumble on that secret staircase!" he thought. "Either Mr. Win- stead knows nothing about it, or he has forgotten that it is in his house. I must hurry back and tell the others about it. But somebody else also knows all about that sliding bookcase, and they have made good use of it. I wonder if old Titus Jones tumbled on the secret while he was caretaker there? A fellow would have plenty of time to learn the secrets of a house if he was there day and night."

Mac kept his ears open for approaching cars, hoping that he might get a lift into town. At one place he left the road and went down a side path to a spring whose location he knew, to put some cold water on his aching head. While he was beside the spring, a car went by in the direction of town, traveling at high speed.

"Shucks, I missed that one," Mac lamented. "I suppose I'll have to hoof it all the way in."

Before long he was entering the outskirts of Cloverfield and while passing along a certain street an idea came to him. On the street corner he stopped and peered at the sign.

"Maple Avenue. This is the street that Mr. Kehoe lives on, I believe. I wonder if I ought to go to him, or if I should get Barry's father on the job? That lawyer doesn't like us very well, but he represents Mr. Winstead's interests and I suppose it would be wrong to just pass him up in the matter. He ought to know about that secret passageway and the attack on me. I guess I'll look him up and tell him the whole story, if he is still awake."

He had no idea which house the lawyer lived in, but on a venture he selected one with a light burning in a front room, and rang the doorbell. An elderly man answered and looked at him curiously.

"How do you do?" said Mac. "Sorry to disturb you at this time of night, but I would like to know where Mr. James Kehoe lives. It is somewhere on this street, isn't it?"

"Yes, Mr. Kehoe lives about the center of the next block, at number 460," was the reply.

"Thank you very much," responded Mac, and set off at once for the house that had been designated. Most of the houses on the succeeding block were dark, but lights burned in the windows of two residences. Mac went up the walk to the first one and squinted at the numbers on the step.

"Number 464," he murmured. "The next house is dark, but the one beyond that must be 460 and it has a light burning in the front room. I guess I'm in luck."

He went back to the main sidewalk and a moment later was at the porch of the house he felt sure was the home of the lawyer. As he mounted the steps to the veranda, he saw the numbers for which he was looking.

"Thank goodness, this is the place at last. Now to give Lawyer Kehoe the surprise of his life."

The front windows facing on the porch were open and just as Mac was about to ring the bell he saw that James Kehoe was telephoning. Not wishing to disturb him at the moment, the Ford twin waited, noting the luxurious furnishings of the Kehoe parlor. The lawyer himself sat at a desk, his back to the window nearest Mac. At last he spoke and every word was clear to the waiting boy.

"Hello, Blackie? Well, it is about time you answered the phone. I've been waiting long enough for you and this is the second time I've called. . . . Never mind all that now, I've got something important for you and Matt to do. . . . What? . . . Well, you shake him out of it in a hurry, do you hear? If you fellows expect to stay on the payroll you'd better leave the bottle alone and be ready for action. Now, listen: I'm having plenty of trouble from those kids up at the house. One of them just phoned me and told me that one of their bunch had disappeared and that somebody was in the house. I know all about it, because I took care of the boy that found our stairs. . . . Yes, the secret's out. Handy and Lonny are taking him for a trip to the shack on the river. I tried to knock over another kid there, but they made me leave the place in a hurry, from an upstairs window. So we're in a tight spot, get it? Now here is what I want you boys to do: hustle up there right away, go through the regular route and get all the curios you can lay your hands on. Then do a fade-away. I'll go up and look around, and when Mr. Winstead finds out what has happened in spite of those kids being there, he'll fire the whole bunch of them. We'll have to ship that one kid to Africa or somewhere, so as to go on with our work. . . . No, don't manhandle the kids, but get away with whatever you can. I'll take my time getting there. Meet me tomorrow afternoon at the shack."

James Kehoe gently replaced the receiver on the hook and stared straight ahead for a moment. Outside on the porch Mac Ford stood like one in a trance, staring unbelievingly at the man in the parlor. Then with infinite caution he turned and began a silent retreat, determined to get Barry's father and the police chief at once.

"So that's how the wind blows, is it? James Kehoe directs a gang that is stealing Mr. Win- stead's art treasures! But the game is up for you, big boy, in about two shakes of	"

His thought was never finished. An elderly man and woman were coming up the walk, and without being told Mac knew that it was Mr. and Mrs. Kehoe, parents of the criminal lawyer.

They had seen him and his escape was cut off in that direction.

"Of all the lowdown mean luck!" raged Mac inwardly. "Now I can't get away without Kehoe knowing I have been here. I just jumped out of the frying pan right smack into the fire!"



CHAPTER XXI



An Uncertain Situation

MAC FORD felt as if he had never been in a more trying situation in his life. It was of vital importance that he get away from the lawyer's house and carry word to the police and to Mr. Winstead. But by a cruel stroke of casual fate he was trapped beyond escape, and he could only imagine what James Kehoe would do when he discovered that his evil plans had been overheard.

"Who are you? What do you want?" asked the elder Mr. Kehoe, as Mac paused on the top step.

His tone was sharp and commanding, and although Mac rather resented it, he could well understand how suspicious his presence on the porch must look. Without a doubt the man and woman had seen him looking in the window and then trying to walk away undetected, and even the most generous person could not by any means discount the strange look that the whole thing had. Thinking rapidly, the twin decided to play his part as wisely as possible.

"Good evening," was his response to the man and woman who had halted at the foot of the porch steps. "I came to see Mr. James Kehoe, the lawyer who works for Mr. Winstead. I am one of the four boys who stay out at the Mars Hill house, and we have had some trouble there tonight. I could see Mr. Kehoe busy on the telephone and didn't want to disturb him."

Out of the corner of his eye Mac could see James Kehoe close to the window, listening alertly. There would be no pulling the wool over his eyes in the matter, but his explanation completely satisfied the elder Kehoes. They mounted the steps at once and Mrs. Kehoe held out a somewhat limp hand.

"Oh, how do you do? You are a native Clover- field boy, aren't you?"

"Yes, ma'am," Mac responded. "My name is Ford, and I live on Buffalo Street."

.The elder Kehoe also held out a white hand and allowed Mac to grasp it. "Come into the house," he invited. "My son will be glad to see you, I'm sure."

"I'm mighty sure I don't want to see him!" Mac reflected inwardly. But outwardly he put his best face on the matter and replied, "I'm sorry to disturb him at this hour, but I have some things to tell him."

At that moment James Kehoe came to the door and Mac steeled himself for the coming ordeal. He realized that it would be a game of wits and deceit, but it was highly important that he find some way to warn the boys and defeat the plans of the arch leader. How it would all turn out he had no idea, but he was face to face with a strong test of his skill and resourcefulness.

"Home at last, Mother and Father?" James Kehoe asked as he opened the door for them. "I began to think that the show was an all-night one." At that moment his eyes seemed to fall on Mac and he showed instant astonishment.

"Here is a young friend of yours, James," introduced Mrs. Kehoe. "We found him on the porch as we came up. He desires to see you on some business connected with Mr. Winstead's house."

"Why, yes!" exclaimed Kehoe. "This is one of those Ford boys who has been doing some work on the grounds. Come in, sir. No bad news from the house, I hope? Nothing beyond the fact that you had disappeared?"

Mac instantly saw the intended trap and got around it. "Oh, do you know that I disappeared?" he asked. "Have they called you up from Mars Hill?"

Kehoe's purpose had been to entice Mac into revealing whether or not he had heard the telephone conversation. The words of the twin made it appear that he had not.

"Yes, I have had a call from the house," the lawyer replied, leading the way into the spacious hall. "Young Garrison told me that you had vanished and that someone has been in the house. I was just about to make a flying trip out there and see what is the matter. What happened to you?"

"Wait a minute, James," commanded his mother. "Let us go sit in the parlor while you carry on the rest of your conversation. I want to hear it all at my leisure."

"All right, Mother, but we haven't much time to spend this way," said Kehoe, with every appearance of being in earnest. "I told those boys

I'd come right out and we'll have to go. What happened to you, Ford? Sit down, won't you?"

Mac sat down and the elder Kehoes surrounded him. Although he had as yet decided upon no certain plan, he knew that he must act as if he suspected nothing was wrong. James Kehoe was watching him like a hawk and measuring every word, and his chances of outwitting this shrewd criminal depended upon his playing a very careful game indeed.

"Mr. Kehoe, I'm going to tell you something that will be a big surprise to you. Earlier tonight I discovered a secret staircase that leads up behind the bookcases to the museum room on Mars Hill!"

"You did what!" exclaimed Kehoe, with an air of amazement, while his father and mother leaned forward in their interest. It was evident that they had no knowledge of their son's unlawful activities.

"Yes, sir, I really discovered such a place. Did you know that there is an old, sealed-up cellar under that house?"

"I certainly did not!" cried the lawyer. "This is news to me."

"That must have been the real cellar when the

Pegrams lived in the house," said Mrs. Kehoe. "You used to visit them when you were a little boy, James, and many times you have played in that house. Do you remember?"

"My memory of those days is rather hazy, Mother," was the somewhat sharp retort. "And it is hardly likely that I would recall the cellar of the place. But you say you found that secret staircase, Ford? Then what happened?"

"Somebody knocked me unconscious as I came out of the window," Mac answered, and disregarding the cries of amazement, he told the affair in detail. The father and son lighted cigarettes during the recital and Mrs. Kehoe exclaimed "Oh, mercy me!" several times.

"Well, that is truly astonishing," said James Kehoe, when Mac had finished. "I'm going upstairs to change my coat and then we'll go out there."

"All right," Mac agreed, not seeing any other way clear.

The lawyer quitted the room and Mac turned to the others. "May I use the phone a minute, to let my brother know that I am all right?" he asked.

"Certainly," nodded the elder Kehoe graciously. "I know that they will be glad to hear from you out at the house."

Mac quickly called the number and while he was waiting, wondered desperately how to get a warning message to the boys there. The parents of the lawyer would hear every word spoken and in all probability so would James Kehoe himself. Just as Barry answered from Mars Hill, a thought flashed into Mac's brain.

"Hello," came over the wire from the country estate.

"Barry, this is Mac speaking. . . . Yes, it is. . . . I'm all right, thanks. I'm in town, at Mr. Kehoe's house, and we are coming out there in a few minutes. . . . Oh, it is too long a story to tell you now, but I was tapped on the head and carried off in a truck. . . . What? . . . Yes, I was in that truck that stopped at the station for gas. I was bound and gagged and couldn't make a sound. How is everything out at the house? . . . That's good. Say, let me talk to Tim for a moment, will you?"

He could hear Barry speaking joyously to ' Tim, and at the same time he observed that

James Kehoe had paused in the shadows of the upper landing to catch what was said. Then his brother's voice came to him over the telephone wire.

"Mac, is that you? Are you all right?"

"Yes, I'm all right, Tim boy. Got a little headache, but I'll tell you about it when we get there. Say, listen. I discovered a secret way to get in the museum room, back of the bookcases. . . . Yes, I did." He could see James Kehoe's foot move up there on the landing, and knew that the man was furious. "Be a good thing to have Barry's father come out, don't you think? . . . Well, we're coming right out, so you call him. All right, old boy. Keep your head up, there are Indians on the left."

"What's that?" Tim's voice came back over the wire.

"Yes, that's it," Mac answered, and hung up the phone receiver. He had warned them as much as he dared to and the rest would be up to them. But his own position was anything but an easy one.

James Kehoe was coming down the stairs, and his father had gone into another room. Mrs.

Kehoe was patting the head of a small black dog, her attention momentarily off of her unexpected guest. Swiftly Mac leaned over the table on which the telephone stood, and took a cigarette from an open case. He managed to slip it into his pocket unobserved.

James Kehoe was back in the room and ready to go. "Come on, Ford," he said. "Let's get on out to that house."

Mr. Kehoe senior entered the room. "Shall I go along with you, son?"

"No, Father, there is no use in that," was the quick response. "It is late and you are probably tired. I'll see to it that you get a look at that secret staircase, however. Come on, Ford, we haven't any more time to lose."

"Goodnight," Mac said to the others, and after they had responded in kind, he left the room and followed the lawyer to his roadster, which was parked in the side drive. Mac suddenly remembered the car which had passed with so much speed while he was at the spring by the side of the road.

"I'll bet that was this rascal, coming in from the house," he thought, as he got in and Kehoe swiftly backed out into the highway. "Well, here I am, alone with him, and no way of knowing what he will do. It looks mighty bad that he wouldn't allow his daddy to come along with us."

Kehoe had little to say on the drive, and after about two miles they entered a wooded stretch of road. Mac, sitting tense, heard the motor slack off and the car roll to a stop. He had seen the man furtively cut off the switch.

"Well, what in the world is the matter with this bus?" growled Kehoe, getting out and raising the hood. Mac reached into a side pocket of the roadster and to his relief his groping hand came in contact with a fairly heavy wrench.

James Kehoe flashed his pocket light at the engine. He had been clever enough to take the key out of the ignition.

"I see what is wrong," he called cheerfully. "Just a minor detail. Will you come hold the flashlight for me, Ford, please?"

"Yes, sir," responded Mac, climbing out onto the deserted road.



CHAPTER XXII



Talk of Indians

IN THE museum room of the Mars Hill estate Barry, Kent and Tim stood watch, waiting for Mr. Kehoe to keep his promise and join them there. Kent had left the stone hammer on the table, just as it had landed.

"I want Mr. Kehoe to see how that thing was thrown at me," he said. "Golly, suppose it had hit me!"

"That would have been terrible." Barry shook his head. "Only a desperate criminal would have tried to bring you down in that way. Fellows, we are up against something big here."

Tim was wandering around restlessly. "I wish I knew what had become of Mac," he said, his brow wrinkled with worry. "He may be suffering, or being carried away in that truck to some unknown place."

"It will be all right," Kent reassured him. "Mr. Kehoe will have the police check up on every truck and they will probably find him. They can't down Mac for long."

"Maybe not, but the man who hurled a stone axe at you might do as much to Mac," sighed Tim. "I hate to stand around doing nothing."

"Then let's look these art treasures over and make sure that nothing has happened to any of them," Barry suggested. Glad to do anything, Tim joined him and all three of them began to check up on the objects in the cases and on the wall.

It was while they were looking at a collection of snuff boxes that the phone out in the hall rang suddenly. All three of them started nervously and looked at each other.

"The telephone!" Kent exclaimed.

"I can get it in here," Barry said, and went at once to the instrument on the center table. "Hello. . . . What, is that you Mac! Hooray, how are you? . . . Well, that's good, but what happened to you? ... Were you in that truck that stopped at the station for gas? . . . We thought so. . . . Everything is all right here, so far. . . . All right, old boy, you can talk to Tim."

Tim's face was alight with happiness as he came to the phone. "Mac, is that you? Are you all right? . . . What's that? You discovered a secret way into this room back of the bookcases? . . . Well, what do you know about that! Go ahead and call Barry's father. . . . We will, then. . . . What's that?"

Slowly Tim hung up the receiver, his eyes very thoughtful. "That's mighty funny," he mused.

"What did he say about a secret passage?" Kent asked eagerly.

"Is it behind the bookcases?" Barry inquired.

"Yes, but I'm not thinking about that just now. He told me that I should keep my head up, that there were Indians on the left!"

"He's kidding you," Barry returned briefly.

"He feels so good, he wants to play Indian," suggested Kent lightly.

"No, I think you are wrong. That is a warning to us!"

"A warning?" cried Barry. "How do you mean?"

"When Mac and I were kids, we used to play all kinds of games, and we rigged up a secret danger signal. It was that one about Indians on the left. I remember one time when my daddy was sneaking up on me to give me a good slap for tossing mud into the coal bin, Mac tipped me off with that signal. I got the paddling just the same, but that is our watch-word. Of course, we haven't used it for years and I hardly knew what he meant at first."

"Do you think he really meant to warn us of something?" Kent asked seriously.

"Yes, I do. And he was calling from Kehoe's house. Now, what can that mean?"

"If it is a danger signal, he just wants us to say as little as possible before the lawyer," was Barry's idea. "Well, we'll see about that at the time. He will be here with Mr. Kehoe, and maybe he'll give us a wink or something. But what about that secret passage he mentioned?"

Tim looked toward the bookcases. "He said it was back of the bookshelves. But they seem to be flat against the wall."

"Let's have a look," Kent advised, and they went at once to the shelves of books and began to examine them. Barry pulled out some of the volumes at the far end and tapped on the wall.

"Just some kind of plaster board," he announced. "Plenty of space back here—ah, here is a hook!"

He had discovered the hook that held the bookcases against the wall and when this had been released, the shelves swung out toward them, rolling on the tiny wheels provided for the purpose. The excitement of the Mystery Hunters knew no bounds.

"So this is what Mac tumbled on, and got knocked on the head for!" cried Barry, probing along the paneling.

"Now we have the secret of this place!" exulted Kent.

It did not take Barry long to push the wall boarding back and their trusty flashlights soon showed them the steps and led them into the old basement. The cellar window through which Mac had crawled was closed.

"I'd like to know where Mac was attacked, down here, or as he went back outside?" Tim mused.

"Perhaps up in the museum room," Kent pointed out. "Soon after it happened the same man or one of his friends tried to do for me."

"Let's get back upstairs," said Barry. "No telling when there may be another phone call or something."

Once back in the room they pushed the bookcases back in place and spent a few minutes talking over the unusual situation. Then Barry called up his father and held a brief conversation with him. When he had finished, he turned to his friends.

"Dad will be out in a little while, and guess what he told me? Mr. Winstead is in town!"

"He is?" Kent cried. "Then he'll come out here, won't he?"

"Yes, Dad is going to call him and bring him right out. Mr. Winstead came in late and is only here for the night, but we're lucky that he came back to town even for that short a time."

"We're not so apt to lose our jobs, now that we have made such an important find," Tim reminded them.

"This means an end to the steady theft of Mr. Winstead's treasures," Barry said happily.

After a few more moments spent in talking Tim again grew restless. "Fellows, I can't forget that talk of Mac's about Indians. I think I'll take the old car and go toward town looking for them."

"What good will that do?" Kent demanded. "Mac and Mr. Kehoe will be here any minute now. Better stay here."

Tim shook his head. "Maybe he meant there was danger to us, or to him. I don't know which, but I believe I'll go."

"Well, go ahead, if you want to," Barry agreed. "I can't see what harm could come to you, or what harm could come to Mac in Mr. Kehoe's company, but I know how you feel about it. For goodness sake, don't get into any mess that will complicate things."

"I won't," Tim promised, and left the house by the back door, going to the garage where they had been keeping the old car. Kent stood in the doorway of the kitchen until he was sure that Tim was safely on his way.

Once on the highway Tim made the old car step along at a fairly lively pace. "This may be all foolishness," he thought. "But I just had to be doing something. If nothing else, I will meet some of our reinforcements on the road."

About a mile from the house he came upon a parked car and at first thought that no one was near it. He slowed down to pass it, and then to his surprise saw that two figures were struggling furiously just beyond the beam of light from the headlamps.

"Oh, oh, a couple of fellows mixing it up!" he thought, when something familiar about one of the battling couple caught his attention. Instantly he brought the old car to a stop, swerving over to the left so that the somewhat feeble lights from Barry's car shone on the scene of conflict.

"By George, that's Mac, mixing it with somebody!" he gasped, tingling all over. "Don't tell me that he is fighting with Kehoe. Hold on, Mac, old boy, I'm right with you I"

Tim leaped from the car just as James Kehoe struck Mac on the chin and leaped away into the woods. Instead of pursuing him, Mac sprang into a shallow ditch and brought up something hard and black.

"It's all right, Tim. I've got his revolver. He'll keep on traveling now."

"What in the world happened?" Tim wanted to know, throwing his arm around his brother's shoulder.

"Tim, Kehoe is the leader of a gang that has been robbing Mr. Winstead. He knew that I overheard a conversation of his on the telephone tonight and I couldn't get away from him. On the way out here he pretended engine trouble with the car, but I had seen him cut off his own switch and was prepared. He asked me to come hold the flashlight for him, and I slipped a big wrench in my back pocket. Just as I got to him I let him have a clip with it, but I was excited and it was just a glancing blow. He tried to draw his gun, but I hit him on the shoulder and we went into a clinch. The revolver was knocked clear out of his hand and went into the ditch. You came along at the right time, because although he was a little dazed, he still had plenty of scrap left in him."

"Listen, here comes a car out from town, and traveling fast!" cried Tim. "I'm sure that it is Mr. Winstead and Mr. Garrison. Let's flag them down."

Both twins stood in the road and frantically waved their arms. Brakes were applied in the oncoming car, but even so, the vehicle passed them by several yards before it could be brought to a stop.

"It is our friends," rejoiced Tim. "Now everything is settled!"

"Don't you believe it," was Mac's discouraging rejoinder. "One fact that you don't know is that Kehoe sent two tough gangsters to the house to get all the curios possible before help could arrive. Our chums may be in a tight spot right now!"



CHAPTER XXIII



On Guard

KENT came from the rear of the house and joined Barry in the museum room. "Well, Tim is on his way."

"I don't think his trip will do him any good," commented Barry. "But he just had to do something while we were waiting. Did you lock the back door?"

"Yes, that is I hooked the screen door."

"I believe you had better close the inside door and lock it. We don't want anything to happen before Mr. Kehoe arrives."

"Right you are, buddy. By the way, we left that upstairs window open, didn't we?"

"Yes, we did. I'll go up and close it while you are locking the back door. Then we'll just stay in the art treasures room until they get here."

Kent departed for the kitchen and Barry went upstairs and closed the window in the upper hall, securely locking it. The house seemed unnaturally quiet and there was a somewhat heavy, musty smell about it.

"This place ought to be opened and aired out," Barry thought, as he descended the stairs. "If Mr. Winstead allows us to stay here, I'm going to ask him if we can't let in a little sunshine and fresh air."

Kent was in the curio room. "Everything is as tight as a drum," he proclaimed. "Nobody could get into the house."

"Mac surely made a great discovery when he ran across those hidden steps," Barry said, walking over to the bookcases. "What a surprise Mr. Winstead is going to get when he finds out about it."

"Maybe he knows there is an old staircase, but didn't suspect that anyone was using it. Somebody else didn't forget. I wonder why some of the detectives who have been on the job didn't run across them?"

"Perhaps because they weren't looking for anything like that. They probably had their own theories about inside jobs and all that sort of thing. Evidently Mac just stumbled across the place by dumb luck."

Before Kent could reply, there was a knock on the front door. The boys exchanged glances.

"They are here," Kent cried, starting for the door.

"Ask who it is before opening the door," advised Barry quickly.

"Hello, who is knocking on my door!" sang out Kent cheerfully. There was no reply and Kent's fingers dropped away from the lock.

"Who is knocking?" he called sharply. "You won't get in if you don't answer, whoever you are!"

Again there was no reply and Kent turned to Barry with a worried expression. "That's suspicious," he said. "No one will answer."

"Come on back in here," Barry suggested from the door of the museum room. "We had better stick close to this room. Something is going to happen."

Kent left the hall and entered the trophy room just as there was a heavy knock on the back door. Both boys stood rigid for a moment.

"Now they are around back!" Barry whispered.

"It couldn't possibly be Mac and Mr. Kehoe, could it?" Kent asked.

"Hardly. Why would they go around knocking? No, it is somebody else, up to no good as far as we are concerned."

"Shall I go through the kitchen and ask who it is? The light is out in there and no one could see me approach."

"Kent, I have an idea that someone is just trying to lure us away from this room," Barry told his comrade. "They want us to go chasing into the kitchen so as to get a free pass to this apartment. Don't forget that secret staircase!"

"That's so!" ejaculated Kent, startled at the possibilities. "Why, even now someone may be coming along that cellar below us!"

"Exactly." Barry quickly closed the door of the museum room and locked it on the inside. "We've got to stop them at all costs."

"But how?" Kent asked helplessly. "They are probably armed, and we are not."

Barry darted across the room to the stone hammer on the center table. "We haven't a revolver, but you can't say we aren't armed. I'm going to stand here by the end of the bookcases, and you beat it up to the gallery and get a good stout spear and bring me that Civil War gun with the bayonet on it. The one or ones who get in here will have to scrap for it!"

"That's the talk!" approved Kent, brightening at the prospect. Swiftly he ran across the room and mounted the stairs to the gallery, where many antiquated weapons hung in racks or were stacked in stands. He procured the gun for Barry and hesitated a moment, trying to decide between the curved Turkish sword and an African spear. He chose the spear.

"It is long and has a good thick shaft to it," he thought, as he took it from a stand of similar weapons. "I can use it to jab or to smack somebody over the head with, if I need to! Now to get back to the front-line trenches!"

When he joined Barry on the floor below, his chum signalled for silence. With his lips close to Kent's ear, Barry breathed a message.

"I heard somebody down in the cellar! Help me remove a few books from the shelf close to where that panel opens."

In a few seconds they had the books out on the floor and then they stood tensely, listening for the faintest sound. Barry grasped the long gun with the sharp bayonet on it, and Kent braced himself with the spear held before his body. The silence was unbroken and overhead the lights burned brightly. Barry looked at the two front windows and the long one that opened out onto the side porch. The shades were down and no one could see into the room.

Now there was a faint brushing sound and both boys stiffened, their hearts beating more quickly. They could see the panel move slightly, stealthily. Barry realized that it was time to act. If the panel flew wide open, they would be at the mercy of a man with a revolver.

"Don't open the panel!" he warned sharply. "We are armed with a bayonet and a spear, and the minute you slide back the wall or stick your hand in, we'll pin you hard and fast!"

Evidently his warning was heeded, for all was silent on the other side of the bookcase wall. Stiff as statues and ready for instant action, the two boys stood holding their protecting weapons, straining their ears to catch the least sound. After what seemed an age they heard softly retreating footsteps.

"He has gone!" Kent whispered, with a feeling of real relief.

"Yes, but we mustn't let him fool us," warned Barry, relaxing for a moment. "He might try another bluff."

"Do you believe that we ought to put out the lights?" Kent inquired.

"I hardly think so. With the lights burning, we can see everything that goes on all over the room. Gosh, doesn't it take our friends a long time to get here! I believe I'll call the town and see how long they have been on the way. You stand guard here."

Barry crossed to the telephone and lifted the receiver, waiting for the operator to request his number. But there was no sound in the instrument, only a curious deadness about it. Slowly Barry pushed the phone away.

"Gone dead?" Kent asked.

"Wires have been cut," answered Barry. "Kent, we're up against something mighty tough tonight. Somebody is out to get us in a big way."

"But this can't go on much longer," observed his friend. "Mac and Mr. Kehoe, and your father and Mr. Winstead, should be here any minute."

"It looks to me as if Kehoe and Mac should have been here long ago. Mac surely tried to warn us of something when he said that stuff about Indians. Was he trying to tip us off about this attack, or is there something crooked about Mr. Kehoe?"

"I don't know. It is all quite a mess, whichever way you look at it. I wonder what the next move will be?"

Barry shrugged his shoulders and both boys fell silent. Suddenly a soft clicking noise drew their attention to the long window-door that opened onto the side porch.

"The knob is turning!" Kent whispered.

Barry raced across the room. "I certainly hope that it is locked!" he thought, but there was nothing to worry about on that score. Although the knob turned slowly from side to side, the door remained firm. As Barry bent close to the frame, he heard softly retreating footsteps. Satisfied that that attempt had been a failure, he rejoined Kent on the other side of the room.

"Well, so far we're holding things pretty well," he said, with satisfaction.

"Yes, I guess they have just about shot their bolt," nodded Kent. "There isn't any other way to get in here, so they might just as well quit."

Scarcely were the words out of his mouth than there came an unexpected sound. Glass crashed somewhere above them, showering down upon the carpet. Startled beyond measure, they looked up, to see an arm come through the skylight, and this arm was preceded by a business-like looking automatic pistol.

"The skylight!" Barry exclaimed. "We forgot the skylight!"

A grim red face appeared in the opening and angry eyes glared down at the defeated boys. "Open a door down there!" commanded the man who had climbed the roof and smashed the skylight. "We've got you kids right where we want you!"



CHAPTER XXIV



The Looters

BARRY and Kent stood helplessly staring upward, powerless to put up any defence against this latest invasion. Their hearts sank within them and it was with a sense of the utmost bitterness that they realized how complete their defeat was.

"Go open that side door," said the bandit on the roof. "And make it snappy!"

"It is locked," Barry replied.

"You've got the key somewhere. Open it in a hurry, or you'll wish you had. We've wasted enough time on you kids now."

There was no help for it and Barry walked over to the door leading into the hallway, where the keys hung on a ring. He had locked the main door and left the bunch of them hanging from the key that was in the lock. The red-faced gunman kept a wary eye on his every movement.

"Don't pull any fast ones, kid! I'll let your partner have it if you try anything."

Barry had no idea of putting any desperate plan into operation. He took the key from the lock and crossed the room to the long door that opened on the porch. After three trials he found the right key and turned it. The bolt slipped back and he opened the door.

"You keep your company waiting a long time," said a voice close at hand, and a tall, thin man with a receding forehead and piercing black eyes pushed into the room, crowding Barry backward and closing the door behind him.

"I guess I can come down, eh, Blackie?" said the man at the skylight.

"Come down, Matt," nodded the leader. "We've got to work fast here. Bring in those burlap sacks with you."

"Want some rope for those kids?" the man on the roof asked.

"Oh, assuredly." The tall bandit spoke lazily and was evidently cultivating the art of being casual, but the boys realized that he was a dangerous man in every sense of the word.

"O.K., boss, I'm on my way," said Matt, withdrawing his pistol arm from the skylight.

"Take care coming down, Matt," advised the tall man. "Remember, you have been making too many bows to the bottle tonight. As the saying goes, make haste slowly." Matt disappeared from view with some muttered comment and Blackie surveyed the two boys, his hand sliding into his side pocket. "So, here we have the valiant guardians of the Winstead estate. One armed with an old gun and the other with a spear! You gave us plenty of trouble to get in."

"Well, we meant to," Barry told him. "We are trying to keep Mr. Winstead's things safe, and you have no right to come in here this way."

Blackie laughed, showing his very white and even teeth. "Giving me a little lesson in morals, eh? Sorry I haven't got time to take it all in." Abruptly his manner changed and became business-like. "Throw that gun and spear away."

There was no mistaking the sudden glint in his eyes or the edge on his voice and without protest Kent and Barry tossed the weapons across the carpet toward the bookcases. At that moment the man Matt entered the room, with two burlap sacks under his arm and a coil of rope in his hand.

"We got to work fast, Blackie," he said.

"Righto," agreed his companion, taking the rope from Matt's thick fingers. "You two boys sit down in those two chairs."

There were two straight-backed chairs in the room and the Mystery Hunters took their places in them as directed. They knew what would follow, but there was no help for it.

"Show them how you used to tie up the stock on the old home farm," Blackie commanded Matt, and the shorter of the two men approached Kent, tying his wrists behind him and binding his legs to the chair. It took only a few seconds to lash both boys securely to the chairs.

"Want to gag 'em?" Matt asked.

"Hardly necessary." Blackie shook his head. "Now, let's load the stuff and blow."

While Kent and Barry looked glumly on, the two men dipped into the cases and placed the stolen curios in the burlap bags. They seemed to be well equipped with keys for the sliding glass tops and Kent remembered that James Kehoe had said that no one except Mr. Winstead possessed keys to the exhibits.

"Did you lock that porch door after you?" Blackie asked his companion, pausing with a small brass whale-oil lamp in his hand.

"No. I thought we might have to beat it that way."

"Go lock it. We can't run the risk of somebody walking in on us. If it comes to a pinch, we can use the passage." Matt hastened across the room and turned the key.

"But the boss said that one of the kids had found the staircase. He is coming up here with the boss now."

Blackie shot a rapid glance at the listening boys and then spoke to his companion through his teeth. "Keep still, you fool! You're talking too much!"

"So Kehoe is your boss!" Kent exclaimed, as the truth dawned on him.

The man Matt seemed to cringe at the look Blackie now gave him. "That smart tongue of yours is going to fix you one of these days. Mr. Kehoe will set your clock for this."

"Aw, the boss was ready to blow the job anyhow," protested the man.

"Not yet, he wasn't." Blackie shook his head.

"He was coming here after we leave and let on like the whole thing shocked him. Then Winstead would fire these kids and after some more detectives had snooped around the house, we'd start snatching the art things again, one at a time. Don't you know that Kehoe's been selling these things to a guy from Europe?"

"I knew that was what he was doing," Matt replied. "This is only one of Kehoe's rackets. He's in soft with old man Winstead."

"Yes, Winstead trusts him." Blackie drew the mouth of the sack closed. "Come on, we've got to get out of here. We'll toss the stuff in the car and go."

"All right, I'm about ready. Guess these old books aren't any good." Matt held up some papers in a thick collection.

"That shows how dumb you are," sneered Blackie. "Those are some valuable manuscripts. Stick them in your bag and come on."

Matt stuffed the manuscript sheets down in the burlap bag. "Which way you goin'?" he asked, gathering up his sack.

"Out the side door. It is nearest the car." Blackie nodded mockingly to the bound boys.

"A pleasant goodnight, you fellows. We have enjoyed the evening greatly."

"Not so fast, gentlemen, not so fast!" said a very loud voice that seemed to come from the air. Barry and Kent were as startled as the two bandits, who looked around the room with alert glances, their hands on the guns in their pockets.

"Where did that voice come from?" Blackie snapped nervously, dropping the burlap sack and drawing his automatic.

"As sure as I'm a foot high, Blackie, it came out of the mouth of that stuffed tiger up on the gallery!" was the startling reply of the red- faced man.



CHAPTER XXV



Peace on Mars Hill

STRANGE as Matt's statement sounded, Barry and Kent were forced to agree with it. The loud, unexpected voice had apparently come from the mouth of a large stuffed tiger that stood on a base at the extreme end of the gallery.

"Something's loose around here!" cried Blackie, thrusting his chin forward in an ugly way.

The voice spoke again, this time from a point back of the bandits and the boys. The loud, unnatural sound seemed to jump out at them.

"So, you thought you could get away with it, gentlemen? You really aren't very clever. Ha! Ha! Ha!"

The boys twisted their necks around to see where this uncanny voice came from. In a wall niche between the two front windows stood a big monkey-faced owl, a specimen that Mr. Winstead had shot while hunting one fall in the Kentucky mountains. Out of this fierce- looking bird the sepulchral voice came.

"The place is haunted!" Matt cried. "I got to get out of here!"

"Haunted, nothing!" yelled Blackie, swinging toward the astonished boys bound to the chairs. "One of these kids is a ventriloquist, trying to put over something smart on us!"

"You are very much mistaken," Barry said quickly, seeing that Blackie was in a savage state of mind. "This is as much of a surprise to us as it is to you."

"I guess the jig is up, gentlemen," said the voice from the tiger. "Better lay down your guns and surrender peacefully," continued the voice, this time from the owl.

Matt lost his nerve and took a quick shot at the owl. The stuffed bird trembled violently but remained in its place.

"It just doesn't work," said the voice, proceeding from both places at once. "It is no use, men."

"Don't waste your shots like that again," said Blackie. "Shoot out the lights and make a break out the side door."

"Don't do that!" commanded a new voice, and one that sounded much more human. "We have the drop on you and we're equipped with a powerful flashlight. Put down your guns and hold your hands over your heads."

This commanding utterance came from the bookcases, and glancing in that direction, the occupants of the room saw that an arm was thrust out over the books, and a revolver trained steadily on the baffled gunmen. At the same moment a key rattled in the main door of the museum room, and then Barry's father, Mr. Winstead, Tim and a police officer walked in. Slowly and sullenly Blackie and Matt dropped their weapons and elevated their hands.

"Happy ending," Mr. Winstead smiled, while Tim picked up the automatics of the looters from the floor. "Come in and join us, chief."

Mr. Garrison was untying Barry's bonds when Chief Roberts and Mac pushed the bookcases forward and entered the room from the secret staircase. The other policeman securely handcuffed the crestfallen thieves.

"We're surely glad to see you all," Kent grinned. "But what in the world was that voice?"

Mr. Winstead laughed. "Just a little device of my own that I didn't tell you about, because I didn't think you would have any use for it. Sometime ago I rigged up a microphone from my bedroom to the mouth of that tiger and the owl, thinking that if necessary I could scare some dangerous criminal out of this room by that means. It enabled us to distract the attention of these men long enough for the police chief and Mac to come up the hidden stairs safely."

"It certainly was creepy," acknowledged Barry, rubbing his wrists and helping to unloose Kent. "How long have you been in the house?"

"Quite a little while," spoke up Mr. Garrison. "Just as we were approaching the front of the house, we heard glass break, and knew that something was very much wrong. Mr. Winstead has all the keys to the house, so we got in the front door and heard what these robbers were saying. It was while we were wondering just how to act that Mr. Winstead thought of the little microphone upstairs."

"It couldn't have been better," Barry said. "How can you make the voices go from one to the other?"

"There is a little switch on the microphone," Mr. Winstead explained. "And by placing this switch in a neutral position, my voice can come out of both places. I made a guess as to when to speak, and heard the shot at my stuffed owl." His voice became stern. "You've been doing a highly serious thing here, men."

"Yeah?" inquired Blackie sneeringly. "Well, we aren't the brains. Your man Kehoe is the high-up. He's the one slipped in here one night and hit you over the head."

"I guess you are right about that," Tim nodded, taking a cigarette out of his pocket. "Here is the kind of cigarette Kehoe smokes when he is at home. It tallies with the ones you found in the tomb and under the trees, Barry."

"I can hardly believe this of Jim Kehoe, but there isn't a doubt," Mr. Winstead murmured. "Chief, hadn't you better take these men to jail? You can use the boys' car, and have Kehoe's roadster towed in to the police garage."

Long after the police had taken Blackie and Matt back to the local jail, the boys and Mr. Winstead and Mr. Garrison talked over the whole amazing affair, all thoughts of sleep banished in the excitement of the night. A phone call had been made from the service station to Mrs. Garrison, informing her that Barry and his chums were safe. Sitting in the museum room, the happy group compared notes and told stories in full.

"But what part did Titus Jones play in this?" Kent asked. "We found him prowling the house the night of the storm."

"I don't know what he was up to." Mr. Winstead shook his head. "But we'll find out. It must have been some minor part."

"One thing that rather gave Mr. Kehoe away, as I think of it now," Barry remarked. "I asked him what kind of a night it was when Mr. Winstead was struck down. He said right away that it was disagreeable, rainy and windy. Of course he knew, as he had taken shelter in the mausoleum and later sneaked up to the house and saw that the gathering was almost over."

"When I went out in the hall to say goodnight to my guests, he had plenty of time to come through the old cellar and hide in the deep shadows of the bookcase corner," nodded the owner of the house. "I had only two lights on in the room that night, one table lamp and the light in the gallery. By George, what a scoundrel Kehoe was! I didn't even know those stairs were there."

"He had visited this house many times," Mac said. "He knew it well. I'm glad we were able to help you in your trouble, Mr. Winstead."

"It has been perfectly wonderful," acknowledged the art collector. "You fellows did a splendid job and brought peace to Mars Hill at last. But goodness, are we ever going to bed tonight?"

On the following day the skylight was repaired and Mr. Winstead made two trips to his estate. From him they learned that Titus Jones had been interested in solving the mystery and winning a reward for himself, and his purpose in entering the house on the night of the storm was to frighten the boys off so that Mr. Winstead would hire only one caretaker instead of four lively boys.

"I found out that he shot the police dog himself, and he hoped to induce me to give him an assistant," Mr. Winstead explained. "When I removed him and put you four boys in his place, he was angry and tried to frighten you off. He would have done much more to annoy you, but he was taken sick after that night here and has been laid up."

"Golly, what a lot of excitement we would have had between Jones and the gang!" Barry grinned. "But the fan was stolen that night, too. Did Kehoe get it?"

"Yes, he was undoubtedly in the house on the night of the storm also. By the way, the police have captured Handy Burke and Lonny. They are the ones who wrecked the service station. Well, I believe that things will settle down now. Mrs. Winstead and I are going to come and live in the house permanently."

The Winsteads moved to Mars Hill, and the boys retained their quarters in the house until fall, when they all returned to Old Frontier where further unsolved mysteries awaited them.



