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One


NED, HI!” NANCY DREW waved happily as she stepped out of the airplane and spotted her boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, waiting for her on the open balcony of the small airport.


Ned brushed his wavy brown hair off his forehead and blew her a kiss. “Welcome to Belize,” he called.


The tall, blond young man standing next to Ned waved to Nancy with enthusiasm. Nancy was fond of David Peck, who, as an exchange student, had stayed with Ned and his family the previous fall while he attended a semester at Ned’s college.


As Nancy hurried down the platform steps she felt the heavy, hot tropical air, sweet with the scent of flowers. She was glad she had changed on the plane from sweater and slacks into a light cotton dress.


Once inside the airport, she passed through immigration and customs, eager to be in Ned’s arms once again.


“Nancy!” Ned swept her up when she was free at last. He whirled her around and finished the greeting with an enthusiastic kiss. “I’m so glad you finally wrapped up your last case. I thought you’d never get here.”


Nancy laughed. “So did I.” Her shoulder-length reddish blond hair framed her pretty face. “Hi, David. It was so nice of you to invite us to visit.”


David shook her hand warmly. “Ned and I have been having a good time, but now that you’ve arrived, we’ll really celebrate.”


“Get ready, Nan,” Ned said as he loaded her luggage in the trunk of a red sports car. “David and his friends have parties planned day and night. It sounds like he’ll be introducing you to almost everyone in Central America.”


David opened the door and Nancy slipped into the soft leather passenger seat of his car. “And why not?” he said with a grin. “I can’t wait to show off such a charming and lovely girl.”


Nancy blushed slightly at the compliment, but had to admit she enjoyed David’s enthusiasm. His family, originally from England, had been one of the first to settle Belize when it was called British Honduras, but sometimes his style seemed more flamboyant Latin American than reserved British.


“It will be fun to meet your friends,” Nancy responded, smiling at him.


David waited for Ned to fold all of his six feet two inches into the tiny backseat of the sports car, then turned on the engine. “Tonight we’ll start slowly, since you might be tired from the trip. We’re having dinner with my best friend, Manny Mai, whom I’ve known since our first year in school.”


“You’ll like Manny,” Ned promised. “He’s a Mayan Indian, a really interesting guy.”


“Sounds great,” Nancy said. “The Mayan culture is fascinating, and I’d love to learn more about it.”


David laughed as he headed for the airport exit. “You’ll probably learn more about boats than about Mayans from Manny. He’s the proud owner of a twenty-footer that he uses to take tourists out fishing, or to Hol Chan for snorkeling.”


“Hol Chan is a marine park,” Ned explained. “It covers a mile of the reef, plus a huge chunk of lagoon and a lot of mangrove swamps. The Belizeans are trying to protect the natural beauty of the country.”


“I can’t wait to go snorkeling,” Nancy said. “Is it true that you have the second longest coral reef in the world?”


David nodded. “Only the Great Barrier Reef in Australia is longer. You’ll be amazed at the variety of coral and fish you’ll see. If you want, I’ll fly you out to our family’s island, Cay Casa, tomorrow. It’s right on the reef.”


Nancy noticed that he pronounced the name of the island “Key” Casa. “Great! Do you have your own plane?”


“Well, it belongs to the family,” David replied modestly.


Ned had told Nancy that David’s large family was prominent in Belize. They owned property all over the country, raising everything from sugarcane to oranges to cattle. In addition, his father and one of his uncles held important positions in the government.


After leaving the airport, David headed toward the coast. Nancy noticed the variety of houses lining the road: tiny cinder block bungalows, thatch-roofed huts on stilts, modern stuccos painted in pastel shades. Often a well-kept home, beautifully landscaped, would be flanked by wooden shacks with chickens, goats, or horses grazing in the yard.


She could see Belize City to the south as David turned into a narrow dirt lane that led across the flat savanna land to what appeared to be a grove of palm trees. As they drew nearer, she realized that under the shade of the palms was a large, pretty Spanish-style house with sprawling verandas and gardens.


“Welcome to Casa Playa,” David said.


“It’s lovely,” Nancy said. She caught a whiff of sea breeze, a welcome cooling tonic for her damp skin. Although it was only spring, it seemed like a hot August day back home in River Heights.


“My parents are away on business,” David said, “but they’ll return tomorrow.” He asked the housekeeper to show Nancy to her room. Marie, plump and cheerful, led Nancy to one of several guest rooms on the second floor. It was spacious, with French doors that opened onto a covered veranda.


Nancy stepped onto the balcony and took in the spectacular view. She saw a swimming pool surrounded by gardens of tropical flowers and the shallow, aqua blue sea beyond.


“It is not now the rainy season,” Marie said in a lilting Creole accent. “You can leave the doors open. The bugs have not yet come.”


“I may do that,” Nancy said, as she stepped back inside the room. “Is there a beach?”


“No, not here,” Marie said. “Only a sea wall. The beautiful beaches are to the south.”


After a quick shower, Nancy joined Ned and David on the lower veranda for a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice from the Peck orchards. Soon it was time to leave for dinner. They drove to a nearby village and parked in front of a small restaurant.


“It’s not very fancy,” David said as he led them inside, “but the food is first-rate. Good, there’s Manny.”


A well-built young man with a broad face and a mop of thick, straight dark hair jumped up from a table when they approached. As Nancy shook his hand she realized he wasn’t much taller than her five feet seven, but she could sense the power of his muscles rippling under his golden brown skin.


“Welcome to Belize, Ms. Drew,” Manny said, his dark eyes sparkling with humor. “How do you find our country so far?”


“A bit warm,” Nancy answered, laughing. “But fascinating. I’m looking forward to seeing all of it.”


“David must fly you to Ambergris Cay soon, so I can take you out on my boat.” Manny held her chair while Nancy sat down. “Do you like to scuba or snorkel?”


“I love both.”


“Later I will take you down to the Blue Hole for scuba, but first you must snorkel at Hol Chan.” Manny’s eyes shone with pride. “You’ll be amazed at what you’ll see.”


The waiter arrived, and Manny ordered for all of them. He charmingly refused to translate his choices for Nancy, saying he wanted to surprise her. When the food arrived, she was delighted with the delicious, unfamiliar flavors.


“This is wonderful fish,” Nancy said after tasting it. “What kind is it?”


“Yellowtail snapper,” Manny said. “I caught it myself this afternoon and gave it to the chef before you arrived.”


“It’s excellent.” She sampled another dish. “And what kind of meat is this?”


“Do you like it?” Manny exchanged a glance with David, trying to hide a smile.


“I do. The sauce is great.” Nancy caught the gleam of mischief in Manny’s eyes. “So what’s the secret?”


“Should I tell her, David?” Manny teased.


“No, let her enjoy her meal.” David played along with Manny’s game.


“Come on, ’fess up, guys,” Nancy said.


“If you’re sure . . .” Manny winked at David. “It’s eel.” He sat back to wait for her reaction.


“Is it?” Nancy said calmly. “I’ve had feel before, but it didn’t taste this good.”


A sudden silence followed. Nancy glanced at Manny. He was staring at her, astonished.


David burst into laughter. “She got you, Manny, and good. Come on, admit it.”


Manny shook his head, beginning to smile. “All right, you win. I can see she’s not like most of the tourists I deal with.”


“You’re right, she’s not.” Ned had been watching with great amusement. He knew that Nancy had eaten fried rattlesnake, alligator stew, and a number of other unusual dishes during her career as a detective. “She’s not like anyone you’ve ever met before, Manny.”


“Yes, I can see that.” Manny, still smiling, gazed at her with an unspoken emotion smoldering in his dark eyes.


Nancy wondered what he was thinking. She felt slightly uncomfortable but also strangely excited by the mystery hidden behind his handsome face.


“Hey, did you hear the news?” David asked Manny. “They think another yacht was attacked by pirates. It disappeared just off the coast.”


Manny gave David a sharp look. “You’re kidding. Here, near Belize?”


“That’s right,” David said. “This makes four yachts missing. From what the radio report said, it sounds like the same gang, although they changed their method of attack slightly.”


“Are you saying there are pirates operating in the Caribbean?” Nancy asked, her curiosity aroused.


“Yes, the first yacht was stolen near the Cayman Islands several months ago,” David told her. “It was anchored in an isolated cove overnight, and everyone was asleep. The pirates sailed up in a small boat and boarded the yacht so quietly the people on board were blindfolded before they knew what was happening. Ten minutes later they were cast adrift in a life raft, watching their yacht sail off without them.”


“It sounds like the same gang,” Manny said. “Each time it’s been so quick and smooth it’s over before anyone can react. The only thing that changes is the way the boats are boarded. The second time, near Jamaica, it happened in broad daylight. Everyone had heard about the first capture, so most yacht crews took turns standing guard each night.”


“No one expected them to attack during the day,” David explained. “This time they used a larger sailboat. The pirates were beating into the wind—you know, tacking back and forth.”


Nancy nodded. “Ned and I sail, so we know what you mean.”


“The target yacht was on a steady course, running wing and wing before the wind.”


“So the boats were headed toward each other?” Ned asked.


“That’s right,” David said. “The pirates crossed in front of the yacht, then suddenly tacked and cut behind the stern. There were only two people on board—a man and wife. He was dozing on the forward deck, and she was at the wheel. She screamed, but before she could turn the yacht, one of the pirates leapt on board with a line and tied the two boats together. By the time the man got back to the cockpit, the pirates had a gun pressed to his wife’s head, and all he could do was surrender.”


“That’s awful,” Ned said. “What about the third hijacking?”


“That was south of Haiti,” Manny answered. “This time the target was a big cabin cruiser. Since the first two captures were of sailboats, the crew wasn’t too worried. They were out fishing when they spotted an old wooden boat bouncing around on the waves, its sails flapping. They watched it for a while but couldn’t see anyone on board. Finally they decided to check it out, thinking maybe someone was hurt or had been swept overboard. The moment they tied up, the pirates swarmed out from below deck, and it’s the same story all over again.”


“Do you know any details about the yacht that disappeared near here?” Nancy asked David.


“Only that it was to arrive in Mexico. The wife of one of the men on board reported her husband missing. Apparently he always phones home the moment they make port so she won’t worry. When she didn’t hear from him, she called the Coast Guard.”


“Have they begun a search?” Nancy asked.


David nodded. “Yes, though they’re fairly sure the victims are all right. One good thing about these pirates is that they never hurt anyone, and they stock the life rafts with plenty of food and water before casting them adrift.”


“But that’s not the weirdest part,” Manny added, leaning forward. “Believe it or not, the pirates first go through a strange ritual. Each man on the yacht has his right ear pierced!”


“What?” Nancy blinked in surprise.


“Isn’t it incredible?” David said. “They may lose their boats, but they gain solid gold earrings.”


“Wow.” Ned touched his right earlobe as if he were protecting it from being pierced. “That’s really bizarre. Only the men? Not the women?”


“Just the men.” Manny leaned back, enjoying their reactions.


“You’re a detective, Nancy,” David said. “Can you figure it out?”


Nancy shook her head slowly. “No, but it’s a very intriguing story.”


“Maybe you should investigate,” Manny suggested.


Nancy laughed. “No, thanks. I’m here to enjoy Belize, not take on a new case.” She raised her glass of papaya juice. “Here’s a toast to your lovely country and to a visit full of just plain fun.”


“I’ll drink to that.” David clinked his glass against hers. “Fun it shall be.”


• • •


Early the next morning, David flew Nancy and Ned in his amphibious plane to Cay Casa. Manny couldn’t join them because he had a fishing charter to take out that day and had returned to his home on Ambergris Cay the night before.


David landed on the water and taxied up to the dock in front of the house, a rambling building with white walls and a red-tiled roof. Like Casa Playa, it was surrounded by lush tropical plants and flowers. A strong breeze blew steadily from the east, bending the coconut-laden palm trees.


“What’s the matter, David?” Nancy noticed his frown as he helped her up onto the dock.


He studied the water. “I’m afraid it won’t be a good day for snorkeling or scuba diving. This wind has the water all stirred up, and you won’t be able to see much.”


“That’s too bad.” Nancy was disappointed, but she wanted to save her first view of the coral reef for a day with good conditions. She noticed Ned looking at a sailboat tied up at the dock, and she walked over for a closer look. It was about eighteen feet long with an open cockpit and a small sail locker up in the bow.


“What a great little boat,” Nancy told David. “If we can’t snorkel, why don’t we go for a sail instead?”


“Good idea!” David seemed pleased that the day of fun he’d planned wasn’t going to be ruined. “I’ll ask our cook to pack us a picnic lunch, and we can take the Honeybee out beyond the reef.”


A short while later the three sailed off. Nancy took the tiller, and with David’s advice she skillfully guided the boat through a gap in the reef and headed out to the open waters of the Caribbean Sea.


It was a perfect day for sailing, with a steady, strong breeze and a bright sun in the cloudless sky. Eventually they opened the picnic basket and feasted on lobster salad sandwiches, mangoes, and icy-cold fresh orange juice.


Ned took the tiller after lunch, and Nancy was adjusting the angle of the sail to catch the wind when she noticed a tiny object on the horizon.


“David, do you have binoculars on board?” she asked.


“Sure.” He opened a locker and handed them to her. “See something?”


“Yes, but I’m not sure what.” She focused the lens and scanned the water. The seesawing movement of the Honeybee as it cut through the waves made it difficult to look, but she finally located the object.


“Ned, we have to come about at once!” Nancy shouted. “It’s a life raft, and I’m sure I saw at least one person in it.”


They quickly altered course and raced toward the raft. Nancy kept the binoculars trained on it, and as they drew nearer she reported, “I see two people. Both are men, I think.”


“The missing yacht had two men on board,” David said. “Do you think we’ve found the pirates’ latest victims?”


“I can’t tell yet.” Nancy studied the raft as they closed the distance. “They appear to be in good shape,” she said.


Just then something glittered in the sunlight. “Wait a minute!” Nancy cried. “It looks like one of the men is wearing an earring. David, you were right, I think we’ve found the men attacked by the pirates!”
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Two


HELLO!” THE LARGER OF the two men on the life raft called when Nancy, Ned, and David came within shouting distance. “We sure are glad to see you.”


“Are you all right?” Nancy called back.


“We’re fine now.” He whooped with joy.


Ned carefully steered the Honeybee up to the raft. The two men eagerly grabbed the line Nancy tossed them. They were sunburned and in need of a shave but seemed full of energy.


“Thanks,” the big man said as David helped him board the yacht. “I knew my wife would send help,” he told the smaller man. “Thank you, Beth.” He blew a kiss into the sky.


His friend, short and wiry, waved off David’s assistance and scrambled into the Honeybee’s cockpit. “My yacht is missing, all right,” he said. “That gang of miserable thieves hijacked the Windchime. I’d like to throttle their scrawny necks.”


“So you were attacked by the pirates,” Nancy said. “Please, sit down. Would you like some orange juice?” She opened the thermos.


“Thank you.” The larger man sank down on one of the cockpit cushions and sighed with pleasure. “Ah, civilization. How I missed it.”


David tied the raft to the Honeybee’s stern, then held out his hand. “I’m David Peck, and these are my friends, Nancy Drew and Ned Nickerson.”


“Joe Mason,” the big man said, shaking David’s hand. “And this is Robert Cutler.”


Cutler perched on the edge of his seat, watching as Ned turned the boat toward Cay Casa. He gave a brief nod. “Pleased to meet you. Thanks for the rescue.”


“Nancy’s the one who spotted you,” David said, adjusting the sails to the new course. “You can relax now. We’ll be back at the island in no time.”


“You must have quite a story to tell,” Nancy said as she handed them glasses of juice.


“Do we ever!” Joe Mason took a sip and sighed again in contentment. “This tastes fantastic.”


“Did the pirates leave you supplies, as they did with the other rafts?” Nancy asked.


“Yes. Wasn’t it kind of them?” Robert Cutler said sarcastically. “A few miserable rations in exchange for my Windchime.”


“Now, Rob, take it easy,” Joe Mason said. “They’ll be found sooner or later, and you’ll get your boat back.”
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