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Trails of Treachery


My friend George is competing in a grueling three-day mountain-bike race in Costa Rica, and her cousin Bess and I will be there as her support team. But when I find out someone’s taking dangerous steps to make sure top U.S. cyclist Derek Woodhall doesn’t win, I realize George may not be the only rider I need to help.


Could last year’s winner be the culprit? He was freaking out when Derek took an early lead. Or maybe Derek’s publicist? she seems a little too psyched about the press her client’s misfortune is generating.


I’ve got a lot on my plate, and not much time to sort it all out. But I know how to keep my eye on the prize. Whoever the culprit is, they picked the wrong race to sabotage!
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Catch my next case:


Fishing for Clues
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Killer Competition


“Maybe you should tell them, Derek,” Sharine said under her breath. “Nancy solves mysteries. She might be able to help.”


You can bet that got my attention. “Tell us what?” I asked.


Derek stared moodily down at his feet before answering. “This isn’t the first time I’ve been the target of this kind of trick,” he began. “Up until now, it’s just been notes. I got the first one about a year ago. Someone slipped it in with my gear during a race in Colorado.”


“What did it say?” I asked.


Derek shrugged uncomfortably. “Something about watching my back. I didn’t take it seriously,” he said. With a sigh, he began putting his things back into his race bag. “I figured someone was just trying to break my concentration. But then last month I got another one.”


“Derek didn’t want to say anything, but I got pretty scared when he showed it to me,” Sharine added. “I actually saved it. I guess I figured we might want it in case anything else happened.”


She reached inside her own race bag, pulled out a nylon wallet, and took a crumpled piece of paper from it. She unfolded it and held it out to me.


A crude drawing of a stick figure hanging from a noose filled the top of the page. Below it, in heavy black marker, someone had written, I’ll get you when you least expect it.
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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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Prerace Jitters


Can you believe we’re actually here?” My friend George Fayne dropped her backpack and gazed around the sandy clearing where she stood with me and Bess Marvin. “Check it out. These bikes are amazing!”


The three of us had just walked from our hotel down a sloping path to the beach. George nodded at the shiny aluminum bicycles that dotted the ground in front of us, people bent over the frames with their tool kits at hand. Bess and I looked at each other and exchanged a grin, amused by the totally fascinated way George stared at them.


Maybe I should mention that Bess and George and I have been best friends practically since we learned to walk. When you’ve known one another for that long, a single glance can say a lot. I had a pretty good idea of what Bess was thinking before she even opened her mouth.


“George, we’re in Costa Rica,” she said. Bess waved a hand toward the deep-blue Pacific Ocean, which stretched out endlessly beyond the sandy cove. Sunlight sparkled off the surf, and waves broke on a perfect crescent of beach. Palm trees, orchids, and hanging vines edged the shore, and the terra cotta roofs of buildings peeked out from the trees behind us. The raucous calls of parrots echoed in the steamy afternoon air. There were even a couple of white-faced monkeys staring down at us from the branches of some nearby trees.


“We flew halfway across the continent to one of the most exotic tropical destinations in Central America—maybe even in the world,” Bess went on. “And you notice the bikes?”


George just shrugged. “Mountain-biking is the whole reason we’re here, right?” she said. “It isn’t every day that I get to compete against top cyclists. Can you blame me for having bikes on the brain?”


I guess you could say George is something of a sports nut, and it definitely shows in her style. She has a closet full of shorts, T-shirts, and running shoes, and she keeps her dark hair short and simple. She might have a few dresses and skirts—but that’s mostly Bess’s influence. As for me, I guess I’m somewhere in the middle. I like to dress up sometimes, but I don’t have the same kind of flair for fashion that Bess has. She could wear a garbage bag and still look amazing.


“The race crosses the whole country, from here to the Atlantic coast,” George went on. “We’ll head through rain forests, over a volcano, through coffee and banana plantations. . . . Competing in La Ruta will be a great way to see Costa Rica.”


La Ruta was short for La Ruta de los Conquistadores. George had been talking about the mountain-biking race ever since she signed up for it six months ago, so I knew some of the details. In English, La Ruta de los Conquistadores means “The Route of the Conquistadors.” The race retraced the same path some Spanish explorers had taken way back in the 1500s. Except that back then the Spanish had taken a couple of years to make the trip, with horses and heavy metal armor. George and the other mountain bikers had different kinds of gear—polypropylene cycling suits and titanium-alloy bikes. Not to mention that they would cover the same territory in just three days—starting bright and early the next morning.


“You’ve got a point. I bet we’ll see parts of the country we’d never get to if you weren’t in the race,” Bess said, brightening. “And Nancy and I don’t even have to pedal a single mile to see it all.”


Bess and I had come along as George’s support team. We had rented a Jeep so we could follow her progress and make sure she had first-aid supplies, spare brake pads and cables, extra clothes . . . and plenty of cheerleading. According to the race pamphlet, some parts of the trail were so remote and rough that cars and jeeps couldn’t go on them. Whenever support teams like ours hit one of those spots, they would take alternate routes and meet up with the riders at checkpoints later on.


“My Spanish isn’t great, but didn’t the guy at the hotel desk say I should get my number and race kit here?” George asked.


She bit her lip and looked around. The beach where we stood was part of the coastal resort town of Punta Leona. We had taken a bus there after flying to the capital, San Jose. We hadn’t had a chance to see much of the resort yet. But as we’d walked to the beach from our room—in one of the villas that overlooked the ocean—we’d spotted a couple of pools, an open-air restaurant with a thatched roof, and a sign for a nature preserve.


“The registration area for the race should be here somewhere,” I said. Down the beach to the left I saw surfboards and sailboats. To the right, beneath a canopy of leafy trees and vines, a line of people snaked toward a tented area. A sign next to the tent read Recepción. “There,” I said. “That must be where you sign in.”


“I hope I trained hard enough,” George said, scanning the crowd as she hoisted her backpack onto her shoulder and headed toward the tent. “I’ve heard La Ruta can be brutal. It’s got incredibly rocky trails, verticle climbs, extreme heat and humidity. . . . It’s supposed to be the ultimate challenge.”


I was surprised by the hint of nervousness I heard in her voice. George is usually a pretty confident person. “No one could be more ready than you are,” I said truthfully. “You’ve gone on rides almost every day for the last six months. Not to mention all the long-distance runs, weight training, upper-body work-outs. . . . You’ll probably breeze through.”


“Professional mountain bikers from around the world ride in La Ruta, and even some of them drop out,” George said. She kicked up a cloud of sand with her sandal, then gave a determined smile. “But I’m going to give it my best shot. I’m not expecting to take first place or anything, but I really want to at least finish.”


“That makes two of us,” a voice chirped from behind us.


We turned to see a young woman with chocolate-brown skin. She wore cycling shorts and a tank top and gazed at us with sparkling amber eyes. “Hi, I’m Sharine,” she said. “My boyfriend and I flew in from San Francisco to compete. That’s Derek over there.”


Sharine nodded at a dark-skinned guy wearing cycling shorts and a short-sleeve shirt that showed his muscular build. He was resting his mountain bike against one of the poles that supported the reception tent.


“Derek? You mean Derek McDaniel?” George asked, peering at him with interest. “The guy who won the Rocky Mountain Challenge last month?”


“That’s him.” Sharine placed her nylon sports bag on the sand and began digging inside it.


“Wow,” George said, letting out a whistle. She shot another glance in Derek’s direction, but he was talking to someone and didn’t seem to notice us. “I read about him. He’s the one to beat on the mountain-biking circuit these days.”


Sharine straightened up from her bag holding a water bottle; she took a long drink. “Derek’s definitely on a winning streak. Some people think he’s one of the top contenders to win La Ruta,” she said. “I’m a decent biker, but I know Derek’s going to leave me in the dust. I’m not even going to try to compete with him. Like you say, I’ll be happy if I finish.”


There was something so friendly and easygoing about Sharine that I couldn’t help liking her. Bess, George, and I introduced ourselves.


“I don’t know about Derek leaving you in the dust—there could be more mud than anything else,” I said. “I read in my guidebook that the rainy season here doesn’t end for another couple of weeks.”


“Don’t remind me,” George said, groaning.


Sharine laughed. “Well, whether we’re in dust or mud, I wouldn’t mind pacing myself with another racer. Maybe we can ride together, George.”


“Sure, I’d like that,” George answered. She was grinning now, and the nervousness was gone from her voice. “Why don’t we have dinner, too? All of us,” she added, waving to include Derek, Bess, and me. “There’s a prerace meeting at six, to go over rules and answer questions. We can head to dinner after that.”


 


“Boy, you weren’t kidding when you said La Ruta can be brutal, George,” Bess said a few hours later. “That guy made it sound like it’s tougher than climbing Mount Everest.”


The prerace meeting was just breaking up. People were getting up from benches that had been set up on the sand inside the reception tent. We were all sweating—though I wasn’t sure whether it was because of the steamy air or the vivid way the La Ruta official had described the race. As we filed out of the tent, I saw a lot of dazed faces, including George’s.


“Rickety suspension bridges, crocodile-infested rivers, monkeys throwing coconuts from trees . . .” George murmured.


“Sounds more like a safari than a bike race,” I added.


“It’ll be an adventure, anyway,” George said, laughing. “A race isn’t worth riding if it’s too easy, right?”


She smiled over her shoulder at Sharine and Derek, who were right behind us. Derek was a few years older than us—maybe in his early twenties. He was at least a head taller than Sharine, and everything about him was long and lean—his face, his arms, his incredibly muscled legs. The one soft spot he seemed to have was in his eyes. They were alert and held a shining warmth as he smiled back at us.


“You know what they say. No pain, no gain,” Derek joked.


“I hope so,” George said. She turned to Bess and me. “Just promise me you’ll cheer me on no matter what. I don’t care how tough La Ruta is. I want to be sure I get to the finish line.”


“You’ll do great, George,” I assured her. “You’ve entered tons of sports competitions. There hasn’t been a challenge yet that’s gotten the best of you.”


“Just like there hasn’t been a mystery yet that’s gotten the best of you,” she shot back.


“Really?” Sharine asked, looking curiously at me.


“Sure,” Bess answered for me. “Back home, Nancy has solved crimes even the police couldn’t figure out.”


I guess I do have a reputation for solving mysteries back in River Heights. But mysteries weren’t a part of the picture at the moment.


The sun was low in the sky. It sent a shimmering, rosy glow over the darkening trees. Lanterns lit up the path we followed through the dense trees and vines, past some villas and over a footbridge to a terraced, open-air restaurant. Dozens of tables had been set up beneath a woven thatched roof. At one end was a long buffet with dishes of steaming shrimp, fried fish, grilled vegetables, and more noodle, rice, and pasta dishes than I could count. All the incredible, yummy smells made me realize how hungry I was.


“Looks like the press is here,” George said under her breath. She nodded at a young man who stood near the entrance. A digital camera hid most of his face, but I saw bleached blond hair pulled back in a ponytail, a Hawaiian shirt, and a tag marked “Prensa” that hung from his neck by a nylon cord. I figured it had to be some kind of press pass. It banged against his shirt as he swung around to take half a dozen shots of Derek.


“Kind of makes you feel like a movie star, doesn’t it?” Bess said, as the photographer moved on to someone else.


“Derek is always getting bombarded by the press since he’s one of the top riders,” Sharine told us. “Reporters for the big biking magazines have been trying to guess who’s going to take first place.”


“You’re definitely one of the most favored to win, right, Derek?” George said.


Derek shrugged. “One of them, but not the only one,” he said. “Ticos have the home turf advantage in this race, you know.”


“Ticos?” Bess asked.


“That’s what Costa Ricans call themselves,” Derek explained. “Since they live here, they’re used to the terrain and climate. That gives them an edge over the rest of us. See that guy with the yellow shirt?”


He nodded at a table near the buffet. Three young men sat there. One of them, a guy with dark hair, broad cheekbones, and muscular arms, wore a yellow polo shirt. They had just finished eating, and their plates were empty except for some fish bones, shrimp shells, and bits of rice. The three of them chattered in rapid-fire Spanish punctuated by laughter.
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