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1 Wolf!






“Double front flip with a jackknife!” Joe Hardy declared as he bounced on the diving board, tumbled forward one and a half times, and then crashed flat on his stomach in the cold water of Konawa Lake.


“Ow, that looked like it hurt,” Frank Hardy said, smiling at a group of teenage summer staff members sitting on the wooden dock that bordered the roped-off swimming area at Konawa Lake Inn.


Joe’s head bobbed to the surface, where he tossed back his wet blond hair and flashed his blue eyes at Katie Haskell, a pretty, young lifeguard with short red hair. “Hey, isn’t somebody supposed to jump in and save me?”


“Sorry, Joe, I’m off duty,” Katie replied.


Joe swam to the wooden ladder, climbed out of the water, and joined his friends. “It’s hard to tell when a lifeguard’s off duty, since all you do is sit around,” Joe joked.


“Yeah,” Frank agreed. “Now, the maintenance crew, that’s a real job. We can barely walk by the end of the day.”


“Don’t complain!” Chet Morton said as he trotted his hefty frame down the hill to the lakeside dock, holding a pie in his hands. “You could be stuck in that inferno they call a kitchen, washing dishes for three hundred people.”


“Or serving and clearing their food and dishes,” Phil Dietz, a waiter, complained.


“Try making their beds and cleaning their rooms,” Julia Tilford, a member of the housekeeping staff, shot back.


“We all work pretty hard,” Joe conceded.


“But for a seventeen- and an eighteen-year-old,” Frank added, referring to his younger brother and himself, “this is a pretty good gig.”


“Yeah,” Joe agreed. “Where else could you spend two months at a mountain resort in North Carolina and get paid for it?”


Frank smiled as he gazed across the still lake, which reflected the tall pines that ran along its shoreline. The sun had almost set, but above the tree line through a light mist, Frank could still see the outlines of distant mountains. “Better than flipping burgers back home in Bayport,” Frank remarked.


Chet nodded, going to work on his blackberry pie with a plastic fork. “My job even has fringe benefits,” he added.


“I don’t think your fringe is going to benefit,” Joe warned his stout friend. “What about your diet?”


“Are you kidding?” Chet replied through a mouthful of blackberry filling. “Slaving over that industrial dishwasher, I sweat off two pounds per meal.”


The others laughed, then grew quiet. Frank breathed in the sweet mountain air as a scream of fear broke the quiet.


“What was that?” Chet asked, nearly dropping his pie.


“A woman in trouble,” Frank replied, scrambling to his feet. As the scream echoed back across the lake, it was met by a different kind of scream.


“Sounds like she’s trying to scare someone off,” Frank guessed. “Come on!”


Frank and the others ran up the hillside, pausing at the base of the Konawa Lake Inn.


“Chet, you and Julia check the lobby and community rooms. Phil and Katie, check the main dining hall, and everyone else check outside the guest rooms,” Frank ordered, sending groups to each end of the C-shaped building. “Joe and I will check the cottages on the hillside.”


“There!” Joe shouted, pointing to a woman in a nightgown who was hurrying out of one of the rustic cottages.


“Wolf!” the woman shouted, stumbling down the wooden steps leading from the screened-in porch. “A wolf! It’s in the back bedroom,” the woman told Joe as he reached her.


Joe grabbed a walking stick outside the screen door. Frank took the lid off a metal trash can, and the brothers stepped together through the doorway onto the porch.


Joe heard panting from down the hall.


“We don’t want to corner a wolf,” Frank whispered. “It might attack.”


Joe nodded, cracking the walking stick on the floor. Frank followed suit, slapping the trash can lid with his hand.


Suddenly something leaped through a doorway at the end of the shadowy hallway, smacked open the back screen door, and raced off.


Joe and Frank pursued, catching a glimpse of the large animal as it disappeared up the mountainside.


“Joe! Frank!” a muscular man with sandy-colored hair shouted as he ran up the slope to the cottage.


“Back here!” Frank called to Sandy Jones, the head of the maintenance crew. Sandy was followed by Chet and several adult guests.


“It was a big gray wolf, Sandy,” the woman told him.


“Are you okay, Mrs. Gregory?” Sandy asked.


“Fine. The boys chased it off,” she said, more composed than before. “My family went to hear the bluegrass band down at the Konawa Pavilion, but I wasn’t feeling well and went to bed. I was awakened by this wolf out in the hallway, snarling at me.”


“Did you see anyone with the wolf?” Frank asked, flicking on the back porch light.


“No,” Mrs. Gregory replied. “Why?”


Frank knelt down, pointing to large boot prints on the landing outside the back door. “These don’t belong to Joe or me.”


“It looks like someone cut a hole in the screen and unhooked the latch,” Sandy said, stepping onto the small back porch with Frank.


“More like it was torn open,” Frank said, studying the jagged outline of the hole in the screen.


“You’re sure it was a plain old wolf?” Chet asked nervously.


“Did anyone else see it?” Sandy asked the others.


“It was wolflike,” Joe offered. “Maybe a big dog—we didn’t get a good look at it.”


“Certain breeds of dogs look like wolves,” Frank said. “German shepherds, huskies—”


“Doesn’t that man who lives up in the woods have himself some dogs?” a lean, muscular man in the crowd interrupted.


“Mr. Daniels? Yeah, two,” Sandy replied, “but those are Rhodesian ridgebacks. They’re reddish tan.”


“Mrs. Gregory had just been woken up, and it was probably dark. . . .” a young woman in the crowd suggested.


“I suppose that’s true,” Mrs. Gregory said.


“Because at about nineteen forty hours, or about seven minutes ago, I saw a reddish dog,” the lean man said. “It was running along the edge of the woods.”


“Who are you?” Sandy asked the man.


“Milo Flatts,” he responded. “From Gatlinburg. I’m staying in the inn.”


“We came face-to-face with that Daniels fellow and his dogs while we were hiking,” a balding man with glasses said. “He sure looked dangerous to me and Mrs. Tringle.”


“Why? ’Cause he’s big and has a beard?” Sandy asked gruffly. “I’m telling you, Rob is not crazy or dangerous.”


“Rob?” Mr. Tringle repeated. “Sounds like you’re his friend,” he said, then turned to Flatts. “Maybe you should tell the owner of the resort what you saw.”


“No need to bother Mr. Craven,” Sandy said. “I’ll hike up to Rob’s camp tonight and talk to him about the incident.”


“Mind if we join you, Sandy?” Joe asked.


“Well . . .” Sandy began.


“You’re the one who told us never to go hiking in the mountains alone,” Frank reminded him.


“Okay,” Sandy said, smiling. “I’ll get some flashlights.”


While Sandy went to the inn to get flashlights, the boys helped Mrs. Gregory check her cottage to see if anything had been stolen.


Joe noticed Chet fidgeting. “Something bothering you, Chet?”


“Did you know there’s a legend that a werewolf stalks Konawa Mountain?” Chet asked.


“Chet, that’s a ghost story,” Joe replied. “There’s also supposed to be a salamander-man living in the lake.”


“Yeah, but I know someone who’s seen the werewolf,” Chet said, lowering his voice.


“Who?” Joe asked.


“Remember those campers who stopped by to swim yesterday afternoon?” Chet replied. “One of them said he saw the werewolf up near the Timber Gap Asylum. He was seven feet tall, with hair all over his face.”


“Chet,” Joe said, biting his lip to stop himself from laughing, “those campers were eight-year-olds.”


“So, okay, he didn’t see a real werewolf,” Chet said, furrowing his brow, “but it makes you wonder.”


Joe and Chet met Frank outside the bathroom door. “That’s odd,” the boys heard. Frank looked through the bathroom door to where Mrs. Gregory was pointing. The cabinet beneath the sink was open, and the contents were in a jumble.


“I keep that cabinet neat. Now look at it,” Mrs. Gregory said, stooping to put her things back in place.


“Maybe the wolf—” Chet began.


Joe jumped in. “Or dog.”


“Or dog . . . was looking for food and smelled something in there,” Chet said, then shrugged, realizing that did not sound very probable.


A beam of light shot across the room from outside. “Frank? Joe? Chet?” Sandy’s voice called.


“Um, I really owe my sister, Iola, a letter,” Chet said, backing toward the front door. “Can I tell her anything from you, Joe?”


“Yeah,” Joe replied, grinning. “That I’m having a great time, except for the occasional lycanthrope—or wolfman to you.”


“I know what it means, Joe,” Chet snapped, letting the front screen door bang shut behind him.


•   •   •


Hiking up a path that wound gently through the pines behind the cottages, the Hardys and Sandy were making good time.


“We’ll have to cut off the path here,” Sandy instructed.


After about ten minutes of steep climbing, Frank saw Sandy moving farther ahead, his powerful legs accustomed to steep climbs and rough going. “Sandy!” Frank called.


“Almost there!” Sandy called back without slowing down.


“I took a hike with Sandy last week, Frank,” Joe said, sucking air. “He says ‘almost there’ no matter how far away you are.”


Suddenly Sandy stopped dead and motioned to the boys to remain still. In the distance, they heard a dog baying.


“Hear that?” Joe whispered.


“Yeah,” Frank whispered, “but the way sound carries and echoes, I can’t tell how far away or what direction—”


“I don’t mean that,” Joe broke in. “Listen.”


Frank listened and heard the crackle of leaves coming from somewhere behind them.


“Come on, boys,” Sandy called softly.


“Sandy, we heard something in the woods behind us,” Frank said quietly. They all listened now, but there was nothing but silence.


“Probably just a snake or a bear,” Sandy said. “I wouldn’t worry.”


The Hardys exchanged worried looks, took deep breaths, and hurried after Sandy, who continued relentlessly up the mountainside.


Frank and Joe were well behind the experienced hiker when they reached the plateau where Sandy was waiting. “This is Rob’s camp,” Sandy said, offering them some water from his canteen, “but there’s no sign of Rob.”


The campsite was on a ridge overlooking Konawa Valley. They could see the lights from the inn far below. Frank moved to the ashes of an old campfire, snapped one of the burnt sticks in half, and touched it with a finger. It was still hot.


“Check it out, Frank,” Joe said, shining his flashlight on a blanket covered with coarse, short reddish hairs laid out on the ground.


Just then the Hardys heard a low growling. As Frank shined his flashlight to his right, he saw the gleaming eyes of two huge reddish tan dogs, the hair on their backs raised on end. As Frank tried to rise to his feet, one of the dogs leaped toward his face, its teeth bared!





2 The Mountain Man






“Clem, no!” someone shouted from the woods. Both dogs cowered, tails between their legs, and trotted over to a dark figure.


Sandy aimed his flashlight at the figure, and Frank got his first look at Rob Daniels. Although not tall, he was broad and powerfully built, making him seem like a huge bear of a man. Above the heavy brown beard, his eyes looked wise and alert, but hard and untrusting as well.


“How do, Rob?” Sandy said. “Frank and Joe Hardy, this is Rob Daniels. And those are his dogs, Beauregard and Clementine.”


After a moment Daniels replied, “It’s late.”


“Yeah, sorry,” Sandy apologized. “We had some trouble down at the resort.”


“Resort?” Daniels huffed. “It’s a summer camp for grown-ups.”


“That’s probably closer to the truth,” Sandy replied, smiling. Sandy was acting timid and cautious around Daniels, Joe thought, considering the two were supposed to be friends.


“Someone with a wolf or a dog was prowling around in one of the guest cottages,” Sandy continued.


“Not me,” Daniels said after a moment.


“I didn’t think it was you,” Sandy said.


“Then why’d you come up here, Sandy?” Daniels asked.


“My job. Other folks think you’re dangerous,” Sandy explained. “Mr. Craven would have called Sheriff Lyle.”


Daniels didn’t respond for a moment. “I’ve heard baying the last few nights from farther up the mountain. I’d look up there.”


“Thank you, Rob,” Sandy said. “Maybe if you came down and talked this through with Mr. Craven—”


“I don’t see that happening,” Daniels interrupted.


“I’m warning you, Rob,” Sandy said more sternly, “Craven owns this whole mountain, and if he—”


“I don’t believe a man can own a part of the earth, let alone a whole mountain,” Daniels stated. “You’ve warned me, Sandy, now go home.”


•   •   •


Joe and Frank found the downhill climb harder than the uphill. They moved haltingly in the dark, a few steps at a time. Frank grabbed Joe’s arm and steadied him as he started to slide.


“Do you think Mr. Daniels is lying about breaking into Mrs. Gregory’s cottage?” Joe quietly asked Frank.


“He didn’t offer an alibi,” Frank pointed out. “He just denied the accusation, and Sandy seemed to buy it.”


“I bought it,” Sandy interjected, “because breaking and entering isn’t something Rob Daniels would do.”


“How do you know so much about him?” Frank wondered.


“Rob Daniels went to school with me,” Sandy replied.


Frank’s eyes opened wide. “You mean at college?”


“Right,” Sandy said, holding on to a small maple sapling in order to maneuver down a steep gully. “Rob studied agriculture at North Carolina A and T.”


“What went wrong?” Joe asked.


“Nothing,” Sandy replied. “He studied farming so that he could grow his own food. This is all Rob ever wanted, to be able to live off the earth without money.”


They heard a sound behind them. A metallic ching. “Does Rob own a gun?” Joe quietly asked Sandy.


“I’d step out here if you know what’s good for you!” Sandy called into the woods.


“Sandy, he may be armed,” Frank warned.


Sandy cautiously moved into the brush, and Joe and Frank fanned out on either side of him, searching for whatever had made the sound.


Frank’s nostrils flared as he detected the smell of cigarette smoke in the air. Shining his flashlight over the ground, he spotted a crushed cigarette still smoldering. “Over here!” he called to his companions.


“Looks like someone lit it, then stomped it out right away,” Joe said, holding the cigarette butt in front of his flashlight.


“That noise we heard sounded familiar,” Frank said. “Like someone striking an old-fashioned lighter.”


“Could be, Frank. Hmm . . . I’ve never seen this brand,” Sandy said, taking the cigarette butt from Joe and pointing to a gold emblem of a bear on the filter.


“Whoever it belongs to was following us,” Frank said.


“Maybe all the way from Konawa,” Joe added, reminding them of the sounds they had heard on their way up the mountain.


“It is very strange,” Sandy said, pocketing the cigarette butt. “You boys have an early day tomorrow. Let’s get home.”


“Home” for the teenage male staff was a long wooden building beyond the athletic field at the edge of the resort’s boundary. The place was nicknamed the Sweatbox. The rooms were very small; some had only tiny windows.


The Hardys had arrived early and staked a claim to a corner room with a good-size window. Chet had not been so lucky. The boys found him in bed, reading.


Joe read the book’s title aloud. “Creepy Tales From Konawa County. No wonder you have werewolf on the brain.”


“The story I’m reading now is more probable,” Chet explained. “About a lunatic who escaped from the Timber Gap Asylum and lurks high in trees, waiting to drop on lost campers.”


“Chet, you’re going to give yourself nightmares,” Frank warned, then added, “We had quite a hike.” Then the brothers told Chet about their adventure.


“Why would anyone want to follow you guys?” Chet wondered.


“We don’t know,” Joe said. “To see what we’d found out about the break-in, maybe.”


“Or to keep us from finding out about the break-in,” Frank added.


“To keep you from finding out what?” Chet wondered.


Joe shrugged, then turned to his brother. “Come on, Frank; let’s turn in.”


“I’m going to catch a quick shower first,” Frank said as they entered their corner room.


Putting on his bathrobe, Frank headed down the hall past the closed doors of the sleeping staffers to the common shower room.


After washing off the dirt and grime of the day, Frank shut off the shower. In that quiet moment, he heard something in the adjoining sink room. “Joe?” he called.
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