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Framed

A prince is in River Heights. A prince! Granted, he’s from a relatively minor royal family, but still. This is big news.

The headlines get even bigger once the prince is found toting a painting for his family’s good friend Mrs. Mahoney—because within hours of his arrival, the federal authorities arrest him. They suspect he stole the painting from his family.

Dad and I aren’t buying it. We have a hunch there’s more to this—ahem—picture. But can we save the prince before he’s wrongfully crowned “criminal”?

[image: images]

Catch my next case:

Dangerous Plays
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A Royal Mess

“Prego! Prego!” a man’s voice said. “This is all a big mistake!”

We all turned toward the voice, and I heard Bess gasp. The man who had spoken looked like he should be in a movie. He was tall, dark, and handsome, immaculately dressed, and looked about Ned’s age—he’s my boyfriend. The only problem was this guy was surrounded by men and women who looked like more FBI agents.

“That’s Prince Carlo Falco,” Mrs. Mahoney said. “He’s the mystery.”

“What a mystery!” Bess said with a giggle.

George shushed her.

“The FBI was here when his private jet landed in River Heights,” Mrs. Mahoney continued. “They have arrested him for stealing a priceless painting.”
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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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The Mystery Prince

Nancy! Telephone!”

“Oh, that must be somebody I’ve not talked to yet,” I said to my two best friends, Bess Marvin and George Fayne.

Bess giggled. “Of course it’s somebody you’ve not talked to yet, Nancy,” she said. “You haven’t left the room.”

“I know that, Bess,” I told her. “What I mean is that I’m telling everybody to use my cell number . . . because, well,” I added in a whisper, “Hannah is forgetting to give me my telephone messages.”

George arched an eyebrow. “Really?” she said. “She never forgets anything! Is something wrong?”

I shrugged. “I’ve talked to Dad about it a couple of times, but he just thinks she’s worried about—”

“Nancy! It’s Mrs. Mahoney!” Hannah called me again. “She needs to talk to you right away!”

“Mrs. Mahoney!” I jumped up from the sofa and headed into the kitchen. “Why would she be calling me?”

“I’m sure you’ll find out in just a moment,” George called after me.

Mrs. Cornelius Mahoney is the wealthiest person in River Heights. I know her really well because she donates money to almost every charity project in town, and I try to help out at some of their events. But she usually didn’t call me at home.

Hannah’s flour-covered hand was holding out the receiver.

“Thanks,” I said.

“I hope my pie crust didn’t burn while I was waiting for you,” Hannah said.

“Sorry,” I told her.

Actually, I hoped it hadn’t burned, either. Hannah’s pies were the best, and I was looking forward to eating some of whatever she was baking.

“Hello, Mrs. Mahoney,” I said.

“What took you so long, Nancy?” Mrs. Mahoney inquired.

Before I could even respond, Mrs. Mahoney went on. “Never mind, dear! I have a mystery I need you to solve.”

Well, Mrs. Mahoney had said the magic word. That’s what I do better than anything else in life: solve mysteries. “What’s happened?” I asked.

“I don’t want to discuss it over the telephone, dear,” Mrs. Mahoney said. “You’ll need to come to the airport right away.”

“The airport?”

“Yes. The River Heights Regional Airport,” Mrs. Mahoney said. “Please hurry.”

There was a click on the other end before I could get an exact location. Our airport isn’t really all that huge, but it’s still big enough that I didn’t want to be running from gate to gate trying to find Mrs. Mahoney.

“Come on,” I said to Bess and George when I got back to the living room. “We’re going to see Mrs. Mahoney at the airport.”

“What is she doing at the airport?” George asked.

“I don’t know, but she says there’s a mystery she wants me to solve,” I said.

“Well, then, what are we waiting for?” Bess said. I shouted a good-bye to Hannah, and the three of us jumped into my car and headed out to the River Heights Regional Airport. A new highway got us there in under five minutes.

“This could be great,” George said as I turned into the entrance. “People flying off to exotic places—there’s something exciting about it.”

“Maybe there’s a jet waiting to take us to where the mystery is,” Bess added. “I wished I had packed a small bag.”

Up ahead I saw several official-looking cars. They were all black, except for one.

“I think you’re getting ahead of yourselves,” I told Bess and George. “Look. Chief McGinnis is here. The mystery must have happened in the airport terminal. I don’t think we’re going anywhere else.”

“Too bad,” Bess said with a sigh.

I pulled up behind Chief McGinnis’s patrol car, and the three of us got out.

“Miss! You can’t park here!” an attendant said. “It’s—oh, Nancy Drew! I didn’t recognize you.”

I smiled at the man. I had no idea who he was, but he obviously knew me, probably from all the times my picture has been in the local newspaper. That happens a lot because I have a pretty good track record for solving mysteries. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that James Nickerson, my boyfriend’s dad, is the publisher of the River Heights Bugle, either.

“Thanks! Mrs. Mahoney called me,” I told the man. “She needs our help.”

“Go right in. They’re all at Gate One, where the private jets arrive,” the man said, holding the door open for us. “Why don’t I just take you through security myself. That’ll save you some time.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. I glanced quickly at the name tag pinned to his shirt. “Thanks, John.”

John checked our bags and ran us through the scanner, and in a few minutes we reached Concourse A.

“You should be all right now,” John said. “Mrs. Mahoney is at Gate One with the FBI.”

I looked at Bess and George. George raised an eyebrow. This was getting more and more intriguing.

“You’ve been a great help,” I told John. “I appreciate it.”

“It’s a pleasure to help Nancy Drew.” He gave me a big grin. “You’ll catch the bad guys. You always do.”

The three of us waved John a good-bye and hurried down the concourse.

We passed Chief McGinnis and one of his deputies going the other way. He barely gave us a nod, so I knew he wasn’t happy to see me. He considers me a rival, which is totally ridiculous. But a lot of people in River Heights don’t think Chief McGinnis can find his way out of a paper bag when it comes to crime solving.

When we finally reached Gate 1, I saw Mrs. Mahoney talking to a couple of men who really did look like they were FBI agents.

“Mrs. Mahoney!” I called.

Mrs. Mahoney looked up. “Oh, Nancy! Thank goodness you’re here.”

The FBI agents turned and gave us a puzzled look.

When the three of us reached them, Mrs. Mahoney said, “Nancy, this is Agent Combs and this is Agent Wong. They are with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Gentlemen, this is Nancy Drew. She’ll make your lives easier, because she’s never failed to solve a case yet.”

Both men raised an eyebrow. I felt like I was blushing scarlet. I could only imagine what they must be thinking.

“Oh, well, I’ve been lucky, I guess,” I said, trying to diffuse an embarrassing situation, “but if there’s anything that I can do, then I most certainly—”

Bess cleared her throat, giving me a gentle poke in the back.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, realizing I hadn’t introduced them. “This is Bess Marvin and George Fayne, my two best friends.”

The agents nodded and smiled. Thank goodness, they seemed to be taking all of this in stride and weren’t bothered by what some people might think of as meddling.

“It’s a pleasure to meet all of you. And actually, Nancy, I know all about you,” Agent Combs said. “I met your father a couple of years ago in Washington, and we exchanged notes about our daughters.” He grinned. “Our Liz likes to write mysteries, so she does her crime solving on paper.”

“That’s cool!” I said.

“She hasn’t had anything published yet, but she’s had some interest,” Agent Combs added. “We’re keeping our fingers crossed.”

“Prego! Prego!” a man’s voice said. “This is all a big mistake!”

We all turned toward the voice, and I heard Bess gasp. The man who had spoken looked like he should be in a movie. He was tall, dark, and handsome, immaculately dressed, and looked about Ned’s age—he’s my boyfriend. The only problem was this guy was surrounded by men and women who looked like more FBI agents.

“That’s Prince Carlo Falco,” Mrs. Mahoney said. “He’s the mystery.”

“What a mystery!” Bess said with a giggle.

George shushed her.

“The FBI was here when his private jet landed in River Heights,” Mrs. Mahoney continued. “They have arrested him for stealing a priceless painting.”

“Really?” I said to Mrs. Mahoney.

Agent Wong nodded. “He had it with him on his jet.”

“Why would he be landing in River Heights with a stolen painting?” Bess asked.

“Maybe he had a buyer for it here,” George said.

I was thinking the same thing.

“No. Prince Carlo said that he was bringing it here to give to me,” Mrs. Mahoney said, “but I’ve never seen or even heard of Prince Carlo before, so that doesn’t make sense.”

I looked at Agents Combs and Wong. “If you think it might help, I’d be happy to talk to Prince Carlo on behalf of Mrs. Mahoney,” I said. Actually, I expected them to tell me that they had everything under control and that my help wouldn’t be necessary, but I was pleasantly surprised.

“We think that would be an excellent idea, Ms. Drew,” Agent Combs said. “Mrs. Mahoney specifically requested your involvement.”

“Of course,” I added, “if Prince Carlo reveals anything that might be—”

Agent Wong raised his hand to stop me. “We just want to get to the bottom of this, so that’s all we’re asking you to do,” he said.

Agent Combs looked around. “There doesn’t seem to be a flight coming into Gate Two for a couple of hours, so why don’t you speak with the prince there,” he said. “You should have plenty of privacy.”

Agent Wong walked over to where Prince Carlo was standing with the other agents, said a few words, then the two of them came back to us.

Prince Carlo looked even more handsome close up, if that was possible.

Agent Wong introduced everyone.

Prince Carlo was gracious, but I could see the confusion in his eyes. It isn’t something you usually see in a guilty person. If I had had to make a decision right then, I would have said this was all a big mistake, but I know better than to make snap judgments about crimes. Dad has trained me better than that. You have to make your decisions based on evidence, and I didn’t have any of that yet.

Agents Combs and Wong led us to Gate 2.

“How about those seats over there?” I suggested.

Prince Carlo nodded.

We walked to the far end of the waiting area and sat down in two seats that backed on a window where you could see the flights coming in and out. Now we were far enough away from both Agents Combs and Wong that we could talk in normal voices, without any fear of being overheard.

“Are you a lawyer, Ms. Drew?” Prince Carlo asked.

I shook my head. “My father is,” I said. “Actually, Mrs. Mahoney called me here, because I’m kind of a detective, and she said this was a mystery.”

Prince Carlo relaxed. “It certainly is,” he said.

“Would you like to tell me about it?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Prince Carlo said. “What if I say something that might work against me if this ever goes to trial?”

“The FBI say they just want to find out what is going on,” I said. “I trust them.”

Prince Carlo arched an eyebrow. “Really?” he said.

I nodded.

“Well, I want to trust you, so I guess I have to trust them,” Prince Carlo said. “My great-grandmother, Princess Teresa-Maria, asked me to deliver the painting in person to Mrs. Mahoney, here in River Heights, so I told her I would.”

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s a thank-you for what her family did for my family during World War Two,” Prince Carlo said.

I thought about that for a minute. “That was a long time ago,” I said. “Do you have any idea what it was Mrs. Mahoney’s family did to warrant such a gift?”

Prince Carlo shrugged. “Actually, when the reigning member of a royal family commands you to do something, Ms. Drew,” he said with a smile, “you don’t ask why, even if it is your great-grandmother.”

I smiled back. “I’ve never been in that situation before, but I think I understand,” I said.

“Princess Teresa-Maria hoped Mrs. Mahoney would eventually donate the painting to the art museum here in River Heights,” Prince Carlo said, “so anyone who wanted to could see it.”

“Prince Carlo, surely you can imagine how all of this sounds,” I said. “First of all, Mrs. Mahoney doesn’t know anything about this. She’s never heard of you or your family, and—”

“My great-grandmother said that she had contacted Mrs. Mahoney and that Mrs. Mahoney would be expecting me,” Prince Carlo said, interrupting me. “But until I arrived in River Heights, everything was supposed to be a secret because there are other members of our family who do not want this painting to be given away.”

“Should I assume, then, it’s worth a great deal of money?” I asked.

Prince Carlo nodded. “We may be royal, but we’re what are called ‘minor’ royals, and none of us are really very rich compared to the kings and queens of some of the other countries in Europe.”

Well, that was an incriminating comment, I thought. If Prince Carlo wasn’t very rich, then what better way to get some money than to steal one of his family’s paintings, sell it in the United States, then take the money back to Italy and not use it until he felt it was safe.

Was the prince telling the truth, I wondered, or was this just some incredible international scam?
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The Italian Connection

Suddenly the solution to this seemed obvious. It was simple. “I have an idea,” I said, standing up. “I think we can solve this right away.”

Prince Carlo got a strange look on his face. “What do you mean?” he asked. “What are you going to do?”
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