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Chapter 1


A CABIN IN THE WOODS


As the tour bus pulled up outside the lodge, Frank and Joe Hardy could see the lake in the distance. Bucks Mountain, the tallest peak near their hometown, Bayport, was right behind it.


“You think we could hike all the way to the top?” Frank asked, turning to his younger brother.


“It’s probably too steep,” eight-year-old Joe replied. “Besides, don’t you want to spend all day out on the boat? That’s why I brought the skis.”


Nine-year-old Frank looked at the luggage rack above them. His brother’s new water skis were tied together on the luggage rack with a bright blue strap. Last summer Joe had started water-skiing at camp. In just a few weeks, he’d gotten really good. He even tried to ski for a few seconds on just one ski—even though he usually ended up in the water! Joe was so excited about waterskiing, this year their parents had bought him his very own set of skis for Christmas. And he was ready to break them in at  the third and fourth graders’ school trip to Lake Poketoe. This would be the very first time he used them.


“You’ll have to teach me,” Frank said. “I doubt I’ll be as good as you.”


Ellie Freeman’s head popped up over the seat in front of them. She was wearing her Bayport Bandits T-shirt. She was on their baseball team, and she liked wearing the uniform even when she didn’t have to. “You promised to teach me too,” she said, looking at Joe. “I want to learn how to do a flip!”
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Joe laughed. “Like the professionals do? That’s really hard. I don’t think I’m going to be able to do that for a while!”


Ellie hopped out of her seat and grabbed her duffel bag from the rack above. “I guess I can try. . . . Are you guys going to the barbecue tonight?”


“You bet,” Joe said. “Mr. Morton promised he’d make his famous smoked ribs.” Mr. Morton, their good friend Chet’s dad, was one of the parents who had come along on the school trip. Suzie Klein’s mother had also come, but as far as Joe knew, she didn’t make ribs as good as Mr. Morton’s.


Joe reached for the water skis on the rack above, and they came down with a clatter as he tried to take them down.


“Ow! Watch it, Hardys.”


Frank and Joe turned around to see Adam Ackerman in the seat behind them. Adam was in Frank’s grade at school. He was sitting with his friend Paul. Adam was on the aisle, and he kept rubbing the side of his head.


“You hit me with those stupid skis!” Adam complained. He stood up, yanking his bag down from the rack above. “You’re going to pay for that, Hardy.”


He pushed past them, nearly knocking Joe over. Paul followed close behind. He was a short boy with a large, round face. He always wore his brown baseball cap turned to the side. “Watch your back, Hardy,” he grumbled.
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“Just ignore them,” Frank said. “It’s not worth it.”


But Joe’s cheeks were hot. He felt like everyone on the bus was staring at him. “Let’s go,” he said, careful not to knock anyone else with the skis.


Adam was one of the biggest bullies at Bayport Elementary. He was taller than most of the kids and was always saying mean things or pushing people around. Frank and Joe tried to stay away from him, but even they had trouble with him sometimes.


The Hardys followed Ellie out of the bus, looking at the lake in front of them. A few kids had dropped their bags on the rocky beach. They crowded around Mrs. Jones, one of the parents who had come on the trip. She gave them directions as to which cabins were theirs. Frank and Joe found out they’d be staying in the lodge itself.


Just hearing the birds chirping put Joe in a better mood. The afternoon sun was out and the water looked cool and refreshing. A few yards away, a boat was zipping across the lake. A girl was in an inner tube behind it, screaming as it pulled her along.


“Frank and Joe Hardy! What a pleasant surprise!” Mrs. Rodriguez called out from the lodge. She’d been Joe’s second-grade teacher, and she was one of the adults who’d come on the other bus. It was funny to see her in plaid shorts and a pink T-shirt. Joe hadn’t ever seen her outside the classroom!


“This is the best!” Joe called out. “Glad we caught the last few hours of sunshine.”


“It’s good to have you here, just in case. . . . You never know what might happen!” Mrs. Rodriguez smiled. Just a few months ago Joe and Frank had helped her find a ring that she’d lost. She’d thought someone at school had stolen it, but the boys figured out that wasn’t true. They eventually found it in one of her desk drawers.


It wasn’t the first case they’d solved, though. Frank and Joe were known around Bayport for solving mysteries. Once it was a lost video game and another time it was a missing playbook. Their father, Fenton Hardy, was a private detective. He’d taught them everything they knew about investigating. He showed them how to interview suspects and search a crime scene for clues.


Joe dragged his water skis behind him. He was happy the path to the lodge wasn’t that long—the skis were getting heavy! They followed the rest of their group into the lodge. There was a huge living room with couches. A few deer heads were on the wall above the fireplace.


“Whoa,” Frank whispered. “That’s kind of creepy.”


“It’s like a real log cabin,” Joe said. He pointed to the ceiling, where you could see all the wood beams. It reminded him of the toys he and Frank played with when they were really little.


Frank looked out the back windows, toward the lake. There were a few small cabins there, hidden in the trees. He saw Adam and Paul go into one of them with their bags. A sign in the ground near the front said PINECONE CABIN.


Just then Chet Morton came down the hallway. “Did you guys pick your bunks yet?” he asked. “You should come check out our room! We left you a top and bottom bunk!”
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