
  Cover Page


  
    [image: ]

  


  Title Page


  


  Chased by the Jewel Thieves


  by Peter Reese Doyle


  [image: ]


  Copyright


  
    Chased by the Jewel Thieves


    Copyright © 1997 by Peter Reese Doyle. All rights reserved.


    International copyright secured.


    



    Published by Peter Reese Doyle, Opelika, Alabama


    



    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means - electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise - without prior permission of the copyright owner.


    



    This is a work of fiction, and any resemblance between the characters in this book and real persons is coincidental.


    



    11 / 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  


  Dedication


  
    For


    



    Kristin Thomas Doyle


    



    “A gracious woman attains honor.”


    - Proverbs 11:16

  


  Chapters


  1


  The Storm
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  “Get out!” the copilot screamed, tugging frantically at his seat belt. A brilliant flash of lightning blinded him momentarily, and the sound of thunder exploded overhead.


  “Too late!” the pilot yelled back. “We’ve got to take off before the whole place explodes!”


  “You’re crazy! We’ll never get off the ground! Let’s get out now!”


  The helicopter shook as mighty gusts of wind rocked it from side to side. Its whirling blades scattered the driving rain for yards in every direction, but the craft’s lights could do nothing to dispel the dreadful darkness and terror of the storm-driven winds and rain.


  Just as the pilot lifted the shuddering helicopter off the ground, a mighty blast of lightning struck the earth, smashing the helicopter base generator shed and exploding its fuel tanks. The shockwave hit the rising helicopter, almost turning it over, tilting it dangerously toward the ground as it struggled to lift off. Bits of shattered metal from the generator and fuel tanks flew through the air like shrapnel, some of it peppering the rising chopper.


  Desperately, the pilots used all their skill to pull the craft upward. Somehow they managed to climb higher and higher into the pummeling winds and rain, in spite of powerful downdrafts that drove them time after time back toward the ground. Every few seconds, terrible flashes of lightning pierced the black sky. But the helicopter kept rising into the incredible turmoil of wind and rain.


  What the pilots didn’t know was that flying metal from the blast had penetrated the external fuel tank, which was now leaking its precious fuel into the storm-driven night.


  The copilot, who had been staring blankly at the instrument panel, suddenly realized what he was seeing, and a wave of panic swept over him.


  “There’s no reading for our fuel tanks!” he yelled.


  The pilot looked grim as he glanced at the panel.


  “The temperature gauges are out, too!” he shouted back. “Our instrument cables must have been cut by the flying metal from the generator shed. But we know how far we can go. Don’t worry – we’ve got plenty of fuel. We’ll make it!”


  After a while the winds seemed to lose some of their power. They were still violent; still unpredictable and erratic, blowing the struggling craft from side to side at will. But they were not as strong. The rain slackened some, and the lightning was mostly behind them.


  “We’ve reached the edge of the storm,” the pilot said. “We’re almost out of the middle of this terrible system.”


  “I didn’t think we’d make it,” the copilot admitted.


  “Neither did I, but we did! We’re on our way! Let’s just hope there are no winds like these over the cathedral. We’d never be able to pick up Pedro from the tower in a storm like the one we just left.”


  “Tell me more about Pedro,” the copilot said. “I know he’s the one who planned the heist, but how has he managed to hide in the cathedral for three days without being found? You know they must have turned the place inside out, looking for those missing jewels - and the man who stole them!”


  The pilot smiled. “Pedro’s worked in the cathedral for years. One day he found a narrow chamber that must have been carved in the stone tower centuries ago. It had a panel that lifted out on hinges. Yet inside, in the back and top, it had holes that were clearly made to let in air. Someone devised that hiding place centuries ago – for what purpose, Pedro couldn’t explain. It was only by a fluke that he found it, it was so cleverly hid. That’s what gave him the idea of stealing some of the cathedral jewels and hiding inside that chamber where no one would think to look for him. He organized this plan with his brother, hired us, and stored some food and water in the stone chamber. Three days ago he pretended that he had to work late. That night he lifted the jewels and hid in the chamber. The chamber isn’t in any of the builders’ records, he says, so no one knows about it!”


  The copilot laughed. “Those guys must have gone nuts when they found the jewels missing the next morning!”


  “They did! But they didn’t believe anyone had taken them out past the guards at any of the doors. The police just can’t figure it out. It was a brilliant heist!


  “When we get near Toledo, we’ll call Pedro’s brother. He and another of Pedro’s men are waiting in a van for our call. Soon as they hear from us, they’ll call Pedro and tell him when to climb out on the tower spire. That’s where we come in. We’ll fly in, snatch him up, and whisk him away in the dark. No one will ever know what happened to him or the jewels!”


  The co-pilot smiled. ‘It’s a perfect crime, isn’t it!” But then his smile suddenly faded. “It’ll be tricky to pick him up from the tower.” He’d always been nervous about this part of the plan.


  “Not with me flying, it won’t be. We’ve practiced this in the dark for weeks now.”


  “Yeah, but we practiced with a wooden tower we built on top of a barn. We’re not heading for a barn now; we’re heading for a stone spire atop a stone cathedral in the middle of the city! And the scope seems to show that this storm is going our way. We sure can’t lift him out at night – without lights – in a thunderstorm!”


  “Stop worrying,” the pilot replied. “We’ll make it.”


  



  Pedro struggled out of the dark, coffin-like space inside the steeply slanting top section of the cathedral tower, and felt his way toward his special perch. Clutching desperately at the narrow stone rim that ringed this section of the tower, he moved slowly, foot by careful foot, until he found the wider stone that projected inward from the spire. Then he sat down. Pedro could handle being cooped up during the day, but he had to get out at night. And tonight they’d pick him up!


  The quiet buzzer on his cell phone sounded.


  Heart pounding, Pedro took the instrument out of his pocket and switched it on. “Yes?” he said eagerly, but quietly.


  “They’re on their way,” the voice replied. “Get out on the tower.”


  Pedro stuffed the phone into his pocket and began to work his way back to the chamber to pick up the pack with the jewels, as well as his own private theft - six choice gems he’d set aside from the cathedral’s ancient treasures.


  He laughed at the trick he was playing on Antonio’s men; they would share only part of the loot with his brother Carlos and his other helpers, but they wouldn’t know it.


  Pedro felt his way in pitch-black darkness to the hiding place. Reaching inside the chamber, he pulled out the pack with the jewels and slipped his arms through the straps, tightening them carefully. Then he took the small sack that held his own private collection of stolen gems and stuffed it into an empty pocket of his baggy trousers. He closed the small chamber door, which fit tightly into the stone surface. Let them find this chamber if they can! The air holes in the back of the chamber were not visible from the front. Again he wondered briefly who had designed the clever hiding place, and how many centuries ago. And for what purpose?


  Turning carefully, Pedro began to work his way toward the opening in the tower spire. It was slow and laborious work, moving hand over hand, reaching carefully with his feet for places on which to stand as he inched upward in the darkness. Soon he could see the circular opening in the side of the spire. A few moments later, he stretched forth his hand and gripped the edge.


  He concentrated on easing his body through the narrow opening without dislodging the pack of jewels from his back. With desperate concentration, he shifted his weight to his other foot. Then he grasped the stone rim of the opening with both hands. Slowly, he pulled his body upward. Inch by inch, he pulled himself through, reaching for handholds in the irregular stonework.


  At last he was out. He sat on the edge of the opening, his back against the sharp stone rim, his legs hanging down into the darkness.


  Although the worst of the storm had passed, it was still raining, and very quickly his clothes were drenched. At this height, Pedro felt the full power of the wind. The stone was wet and slick, dangerously so, he realized. Far below and all around the spire he saw lights from buildings and houses flickering through the downpour of rain. He rested for a few minutes. Then, carefully, he rose and began to work himself upward, climbing as high as he dared on the steeply slanting spire.


  Finally, he stopped, his feet braced precariously on a projecting stone. He turned his body slowly until he was facing outward, his back against the sharply angled slab. A gust of wind struck him, driving more rain into his already sodden clothes. Then, through the rain and the roar of the storm, he heard the helicopter.


  Rain continued to fall steadily, and sometimes the chopper was racked by sudden winds. This was the very thing the pilots had feared - having to lower a line for Pedro in the midst of irregular gusts of wind. One wrong move and the chopper would smash into the stone spire and explode.


  “There it is!” the pilot shouted. “I see the cathedral! Go back and get that line ready!”


  Hastily the copilot unstrapped himself, eased his body out of the cramped cockpit, and went to the midsection of the helicopter. A gust of wind struck the craft, and he was thrown into the fuselage. Cursing, he righted himself and moved to the side door. He strapped himself to the safety harness, grabbed the door handle, and brought the panel inward. Now the noise was deafening. Wind and rain poured into the midsection of the rocking helicopter.


  He hooked the door handle to the fuselage, then lay on his belly and gathered the harness and its cable in preparation to drop it into the darkness outside. The chopper moved swiftly through the storm of increasingly torrential rain toward the cathedral tower. Now the pilot could see Pedro’s dim form against the narrow spire. He flipped the switch that activated the signal light the copilot was watching. At once the co-pilot threw out of the open door the harness and line. With his right hand, the copilot grabbed for the switch that lowered or raised the harness and leaned his head out into the wind to catch sight of the man they’d come to rescue.


  Up front in the cabin, the pilot stared with awe at the man clinging to the wet stone tower in the midst of the hard slashing rain.


  A sudden blast of wind struck the helicopter, and Pedro almost panicked as the nose dipped directly toward him. But the pilot quickly brought the craft back on course. Then Pedro spotted the harness flying toward him, spinning and dancing wildly at the end of the cable.


  How can I grab that thing when it’s jerking all over the sky? he wondered. Now he was terrified. The pilot had to fly close enough for Pedro to grab the harness, but not so close that the long propeller blades might strike the spire and drive the chopper into the stone edifice with a consequent deadly explosion.


  Closer and closer the craft came, plummeting toward Pedro like a giant arrow through the darkness. Now the chopper was over him. The harness swung wildly past his hand, just out of reach, and the helicopter swept past with a thunderous noise.


  The pilot knew immediately that he’d missed. He hadn’t felt a jerk on the craft that meant a man’s body had been caught on the line. At once he put the chopper into a tight turn and prepared to try again.


  The pilot guided the helicopter into its second approach in a pattern that seemed to be on a collision course with the cathedral. At the last moment, he slowed the craft, hovered, and waited. The harness swept toward Pedro and hit his arm. He released his grip on the tower and risked everything on one desperate grab. Driving his free hand through the dancing harness, he wrapped his arm around the slender straps, and launched his body into the night.


  As soon as the copilot felt the weight of Pedro’s body at the end of the cable, he hit the controls of the winch. At once the wire began to reel in the man swinging wildly below the craft as the chopper soared away in the torrential rain and wind.


  Pedro spun uncontrollably, fighting a fit of nausea as he gripped the straps of the harness. But the winch was doing its job. Slowly, the helpless man was lifted through the rain-drenched darkness toward safety.


  Fifteen minutes later, Pedro was soaked to the skin but was now being warmed by the thermos of hot tea the copilot had pressed into his frozen hands. He knelt in the cabin between the pilots and shouted answers to their questions. Pedro told of his duty in the treasure room of the cathedral. He described the scheduled cleaning of the priceless ancient jewels - some brought back to Spain from the Holy Land in the great Crusades. He explained how he had locked up the room at the end of the day - three days ago now - and then hid as the other workers left the shops and offices in the grand building. Then he had returned to the security chamber, removed the jewels, and climbed up inside the cathedral spire to the narrow space carved out by an unknown stone mason so many centuries ago.


  “I’d discovered the chamber years before!” he told them. “From that time on, I’ve been working on this plan. I knew that if I could wait out the searchers, I could escape with a priceless treasure.”


  “What took you so long to pull it off?” the pilot asked.


  “I had no way of escaping from the cathedral until my brother Carlos found you men and your helicopter. You men are the key to the whole plan, and getting you was his idea!”


  “Well, your father must be proud of his two sons to pull off a theft like this,” the copilot said.


  “He called us geniuses when we explained it to him,” Pedro replied. “But you men are magnificent! I thought the whole plan had failed when this rain came. I never imagined you could pick me up under these conditions - and at night!”


  The pilot nodded at Pedro and smiled slightly. “Right now we have to concentrate on getting away from the city, and landing to meet the van. Then we’ll be on our way!”


  “And then,” the copilot gloated, “we’ll soon be spending our share from these jewels in the south of France!”


  “Have you got something I can drink? And eat?” Pedro asked. “I’ve been on thin rations!”


  “Of course,” the pilot replied. “We’ve got a two-week supply of food and drink for all of us. That’s how long we’re prepared to hide if we have to. Go to the back of the chopper, and you’ll find canned drinks and plenty of food. Help yourself.”


  “Bring me a bottle of mineral water,” the copilot called, as Pedro began to move to the rear of the chopper.


  Just then a piercing alarm sounded, jolting them, and a red light on the control panel flashed. Then the sound ceased, and the light went off.


  “What was that?” cried Pedro.


  “The fuel alarm,” the copilot said. “That tells us we’ve got a quarter of a tank … ”


  “Something’s wrong!” the pilot blurted. “That alarm connects to our internal tank. We’re using the external tank first. The internal tank should still be half full! That alarm shouldn’t be ringing now!”


  The copilot looked at him sharply. “Are you sure you’re using the external tank?”


  Then the pilot realized what must have happened. “Some flying metal must have hit the external tank when the generator shed exploded at takeoff. We’ve been using the internal tank all this time, and now we don’t have enough fuel to fly to our rendezvous with the van!”


  The copilot’s eyes widened in fear. “We’ve got to find a place to land this chopper until Antonio can bring us more fuel by truck!”


  “Get out the map,” the pilot snapped. “Hurry!”


  2


  Maria
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  “What an interesting city Toledo is!” Sixteen-year-old Penny’s eyes shone with pleasure as she glanced up at David. “It’s so different from Madrid!”


  David thought once again that Penny had rather pretty brown eyes. “Well, your mother’s told you and Mark so much about France, you didn’t know there was a lot to see in Spain!” he replied, grinning at her enthusiasm.


  David was seventeen, like Penny’s brother, Mark, and had come to visit Mark and Penny for the summer. While Mark was solidly built, with blond hair and blue eyes, David was lean, broad-shouldered, with brown eyes and dark brown hair.


  Mark and Penny Daring lived in East Africa, where their father owned and operated a mining company. Mr. Daring had taken the three teenagers with him on some business trips that summer, letting them help in his work, as well as enjoy traveling in the various countries as tourists. But in each place they’d visited, the three had been plunged into one dangerous adventure after another.


  Now, Mr. and Mrs. Daring had brought the three to Spain - “for a real vacation,” they’d told them. The trio had spent two fascinating days in Madrid, the nation’s capital, and were now in historic Toledo. Already they’d toured some of the marvelous museums and art galleries and had been delighted with the famous paintings and the weapons from ancient times that were on display.


  This morning, Mr. Jim Daring was meeting with some investors, his wife was visiting a friend she’d gone to school with many years before, and the three teens were exploring part of the famous city. They’d already spent a fascinating hour in the old winding streets with all their signs of ancient Moorish architecture. In a short while they planned to join Mrs. Daring at a restaurant with a friend from college days, and the friend’s teenage daughter, Maria.


  “The Spanish people seem so friendly,” Mark commented thoughtfully. “They look you in the eye - not like the Parisians! Those pretty girls, in fact, practically stared at David as he walked by!”


  “Just so he doesn’t stare back!” Penny said at once. She had her left arm linked in Mark’s. Now she reached out and put her right arm in David’s. “C’mon, David, just stick close. We’ll protect you from those bold creatures.”


  “They’re just friendly!” David protested. “I think they want to drop a handkerchief so Mark can pick it up.”


  “Let them pick up their own handkerchiefs!” Penny said, holding both boys’ arms firmly. “Now I know why Mom wouldn’t let you two out on the streets without me!”


  “Look at the organ grinder and the monkey!” Mark said, pointing to a man in a bright red cape who cranked a handheld organ. A small monkey, attached to the man by a slender cord, wore a cape of identical color.


  “How cute!” Penny said, laughing at the monkey’s antics.


  To their left, five men walked by dressed in Renaissance costumes, strumming guitars and mandolins. They sang in marvelous harmony and made a point of singing to Penny as they walked along beside the three Americans.


  “This is a wonderful city!” Penny exclaimed, smiling back at the men.


  David thought they were a bit friendlier than they needed to be. He relaxed when the men turned down a narrow lane.


  “We haven’t touched the surface of this city,” he said. “My guidebook’s filled with descriptions of things we should see here.”


  “But we won’t have much time if we’re going horseback riding this afternoon,” Mark reminded him. “Maybe we should stay here another day and skip the riding.”


  “We can’t, Mark,” Penny said. “Mom said that we’re to join her for lunch. She and her friend studied in Paris before either of them were married, and they’ve kept in touch ever since. Her name’s Senora Velazquez, and she’s got a daughter my age named Maria. Maria’s the one who’s planning to take us horseback riding this afternoon.”


  “Okay,” Mark agreed. “It’s been a while since we’ve been on horseback. But I’m not sure I want to have to baby-sit some girl,” he said with a straight face.


  “Oh, I don’t think you’ll mind,” Penny said with a laugh. “Mom told me a lot about her. I think we’ll all like her.”


  “Well, I hope she doesn’t slow us down,” David said. “After all, we’re used to a pretty fast pace.”


  Penny glanced at her wristwatch and was startled at the time. “How far are we from the restaurant?” she asked.


  “Not far,” David said. He opened the guidebook, unfolded the map inside, and took his bearings. Sticking his forefinger in the air, he tested the wind, then turned to the left and pointed. “We go that way!” he said decisively.


  Mark looked skeptical. “Oh, yeah? And did the wind tell you that, or the guidebook?”


  “It’s all the data combined, Mark,” David said, as if he were tutoring a small child. “You’ve got to take it all in, assimilate it correctly, then arrive at the right conclusion. Incidentally, that’s why Penny asked me the way to the restaurant, and not you.”


  “Oh, David, you’re just brilliant!” Penny said with a straight face.


  “True,” David admitted. “And yet, I can’t take all the credit for it. It’s a gift, really. Of course, I’ve worked hard to cultivate my incredible … ”


  “You’re too modest,” Mark interrupted. “But we’d better get a move on, or Mom will wonder what happened to us.”


  Penny laughed as the three turned and began to hurry in the direction David had indicated.


  They came to another corner and joined a group of pedestrians waiting for a chance to cross the busy street.


  “Keep your hands on your wallet,” Mark said quietly to David. “They say the pickpockets here are among the best in the world.”


  “I left my regular wallet at home,” David replied. “I’m using the one that hangs under my arm and inside my shirt.”


  “Good idea. They say this city, and Madrid, too, are amazingly safe, compared with U.S. cities, and there’s hardly any violence, but there are lots of thieves and pickpockets.”


  The three Americans walked briskly past a number of restaurants until they spotted the one where Carolyn Daring was sitting with another lady her age, and a teenage girl. When the three came up, Mrs. Daring greeted them warmly and then introduced them.


  “This is Señora Velazquez,” she said, “and this is Maria.”


  The three teens smiled at the friendly girl whose black hair fell to her shoulders. The Americans were fascinated with Maria’s English.


  “Where did you learn to speak English so perfectly?” Penny asked. “You have hardly any accent at all!”


  “Oh, I’m afraid I do have an accent,” Maria laughed modestly. “But I learned English in Madrid - in the American School. That’s a school where all the classes are taught in English, so I’ve been using your language every school day for every year I’ve been in school!”


  “Then the American School isn’t only for Americans?” Mark asked.


  “Oh, no, not at all. More than a third of the students are Spanish. And there are lots of people from all over the world whose parents either speak English or want their children to learn English. The school’s been in Madrid for at least 60 years.”


  “No wonder your English is flawless,” Penny said admiringly, “if you’ve done all your schoolwork in English all your life.”


  Maria blushed at the praise. After lunch, the teens said their good-byes to the adults and headed for a camera shop to buy spare batteries for their cameras before driving to the Velazquez country estate to ride horses. Maria led the trio to a shop and went in to help David make the purchase. Mark and Penny waited outside and watched the people of this fascinating old city.


  “I like Toledo,” Mark said matter-of-factly.


  “You mean you like Maria!” Penny replied, laughing at him.


  “Now, sis, you know what I mean. I like Toledo. Its history and monuments and statues and museums. You know - history, art, culture. All that stuff.”


  “Yes, and you like Mrs. Velazquez’s idea to volunteer Maria to take us riding this afternoon.”


  “Well, as to that, every chivalrous bone in my body responds to an opportunity to protect young maidens from bums and thugs in a foreign land. I’m glad David and I can guard you girls, and if it’s to be on horseback, why, so much closer to the style of the chivalrous knights of old!”


  “I believe you this time,” she said, grinning at him. “Mom’s kept up with Señora Velazquez all through the years, and she says that Maria’s a fine girl. They’re a serious Christian family, she told me, and very proud of Maria.”


  “We’ll see,” Mark said noncommittally. “She’s got to measure up to you, of course, and that will be hard to do.” He looked directly at her as he said this, with a very serious expression, and she realized he meant every word. He had told her things like this before.


  “Mark, you are so sweet! “ She didn’t know what else to say.


  “Here they come,!” he replied. as David and Maria came out of the shop.


  David was putting his camera back into the case on his belt. “Thanks for waiting,” he said. “Maria spoke to the man in his own language, and I got the batteries.”


  “David, you pronounced the words perfectly,” Maria said with a smile.


  “Well, thanks, but it you hadn’t told me what to say, I’d probably have bought motor oil or shaving cream. You should see what Mark has ordered for us to eat this summer when he’s practiced different languages!”


  “Hey,” Mark protested, “you know I’ve done a great job ordering our food in Portugal and Spain. Admit it, David.”


  “Maybe you stumbled on the right way to blurt out what we wanted - once or twice,” David acknowledged. “But Penny and I are sure breathing easier now that you’re here, Maria.”


  Maria laughed at their teasing banter. “Now, we’ll walk back to the restaurant and get the car,” she said. “My father wants one of you boys to drive, if you will.”


  The four walked briskly to the restaurant and then passed it to turn at the street corner where the Velazquez car was parked.


  “Go ahead, David,” Mark said, “you drive. You’re the one who needs practice.”


  David snorted scornfully but took the keys Maria handed him. The two girls got in back, and Mark sat beside David in front.


  Maria directed David out of the city. “Be careful when you come to the traffic circles,” she warned. “The cars in the circles always have the right of way.”


  David drove with great care, disliking the way in which cars swooped in from both sides, crowding ahead if they could, seeming to ignore the lanes in the road. But soon they had left Toledo behind and were driving into the country, heading toward the Velazquez estate some miles away.


  “There’s an old monastery I want to show you on our way to the farm,” Maria told them. “It’s built into the side of a hill, with connecting tunnels between the different rooms and watchtowers.”


  David and Mark exchanged quick glances. Mark spoke for both of them. “We should probably stay outside of tunnels, Maria. We had a few too many of those last week!”


  “What happened?” she asked, raising her dark eyebrows in surprise.


  “Well,” Penny said, “We - that is, the boys - decided we should explore a hole in the side of a cliff when we were on the beach in Portugal. So we did. And, well, we got lost and had a tough time getting out.”


  “Now, don’t scare her, Penny,” David said quickly. “You know we were in complete control of the situation at all times.”


  “You were? Well, you sure fooled me for a couple of hours. I somehow got the impression you both were lost!”


  “Now, sis,” Mark said, “we just wanted to give you a little thrill in the midst of that dull walk along the beach. David and I knew where we were - we were in a tunnel - and we knew we’d find the way out…which we did. Honestly, David,” Mark continued, rolling his eyes in disbelief, “when will she ever learn to trust us?”


  “You have to admit that we did get out, Penny,” David said.


  “I’ll admit that, all right. But if you two don’t repent of the slight misrepresentation of the facts you’re telling Maria, you’ll be guilty of breaking the ninth commandment - ‘You shall not bear false witness’. We all know we were lost!”


  “Anyway,” Mark said hastily, turning to look back into Maria’s puzzled face, “what Penny means is that we’d all prefer to be outside of tunnels for a while.”


  Maria realized the three were not telling her everything about their adventure, but she didn’t ask any more questions. “If the boys get lost too easily in tunnels,” she said to Penny, “we’ll keep them outside, above ground. That will be easy.”


  “Look how those girls stick together!” Mark said to David. “Maria believes Penny instead of us!”


  “The land looks red,” Penny observed, suddenly changing the subject. She’d already taken some pictures through the car window.


  “It does, and it is,” Maria agreed. “That’s what makes the farms and fruit orchards look like jewels in their settings. They form such a contrast to the red rocky land and the hills.”


  “Keep your eyes on the road, David!” Mark commanded. “We’ll do the sightseeing and tell you about it.”


  “I will, of course, because I always do,” David replied. “But actually I don’t have to watch the road. If Penny can shut her eyes and drive like a demon through the black of night in Italy, I figure I can look at the countryside in broad daylight while driving in Spain! You remember how she raced Mr. Bellini’s car down the mountain outside Rome!”


  “Wait a minute!” Penny said. “That’s not fair! I didn’t drive like a demon. And I didn’t close my eyes. I watched the road ahead…you know that, David!”


  “Well, it sure seemed like a wild ride to me,” David insisted.


  “Maria, he’s not telling the whole truth!” Penny said. “We were escaping from a villa outside of Rome, and Señor Bellini told me to drive fast, so I did. Honest, Maria, these guys have never let me hear the end of it.”


  “Don’t drive with her, Maria,” Mark said solemnly, turning back and looking at their new friend. “Penny’s a wonderful girl. But put her behind the wheel and something seems to slip in her mind. She just goes wild. I’ve never been so scared in my life!”


  “Maria, these boys are awful! I’ll tell you what really happened that night,” Penny said.


  She was halfway through the story of their adventures in Italy when David said quietly to Mark, “We’re being followed.”


  Mark glanced in the side mirror. A green van drove behind them, keeping a safe distance. “For how long?” he asked in a low tone.


  “Fifteen minutes or so. Other cars have passed, and I’ve given the van an opportunity to pass, too, but he doesn’t. He just keeps that same distance.”


  “Are you sure he’s following us?” Mark asked.


  “Yeah. When I’ve slowed down, he has, too. When I’ve speeded up, he’s speeded up. He just stays the same distance behind. Maybe I’m imagining things, but with all that’s happened to us this summer, I’m gun-shy.”


  “What are you two whispering about?’ Penny asked.


  “About how unworthy we are to be in the company of such distinguished and accomplished and lovely girls,” Mark said smoothly.


  “I bet you were!”


  “Well, Penny and I are talking about horses,” Maria said, “and you three promised to go riding with me.”


  “We sure did!” Mark agreed. “But, Maria, have you got a wagon or carriage for David? I’m not sure he can stay in a saddle if the horse starts moving.”


  “Stay in a saddle?’ David snorted. “Man, I ride quarter horses! Those animals spin on a dime! I can make turns that would leave you sprawled in the dust! Maria, let’s be kind and let Mark watch. I mean, he’s not really safe on a horse.”


  “We’ll see who’s safe on a horse!” Mark said. “I just hope you don’t get hurt when you fall off.”


  His smile faded when he glanced again in the mirror. That green van was still behind them, keeping the same distance as before.


  In the green van, Jose spoke to Juan. “Call Mario and Rodriguez. Tell ’em to get ready to spring the trap.”


  3


  The Trap
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  As if out of nowhere, a red car pulled out 60 yards ahead and blocked the road, causing David to hit the brakes.


  “What’s happening?” Penny cried out.


  “Car ahead!” David said, still pressing the brakes. “That crazy guy stopped right in front of me!” He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw than the green van was slowing down. They’re working together! He thought. It’s a trap!


  “Hold on!” David said. “This’ll be rough!”


  Two men with pistols in their hands now stood by the red sedan, one at the front of the car, the other at the rear, facing them.


  David slowed the car almost to a standstill. Then he hit the horn and pressed on the accelerator, causing the man at the front of the sedan to leap backward to safety.


  David swerved the car just past the nose of the red sedan and smashed through a row of landscaped bushes, scattering rocks and creating a cloud of dust from the reddish earth. Then he turned the wheel to the right, and the car lurched back onto the road. He stomped on the accelerator, and the car leaped ahead.


  Rodriguez got shakily to his feet as Carlos rushed around the back of the red sedan.


  “How did he pull around us like that?” Carlos yelled. “There shouldn’t have been enough room on the edge of the road!”


  “Well, whatever room there was, he found it!” Rodriguez said as he brushed the red dirt from his clothes. “We missed our chance.”


  “Antonio will explode when he hears this!” Carlos said. “The fuel truck can’t reach the Velazquez estate until evening, and Antonio told us to stop those kids from going out there this afternoon.”


  “How did he know what those kids were doing?”


  “The pilots captured one of the farm workers who told them the Velazquez daughter was bringing some friends out to ride horses. They phoned Antonio, and he called me with instructions to stop those kids and leave them stranded. We can’t have anyone on the grounds until the chopper gets fueled and takes off. What a mess!” he concluded.


  The green van stopped beside them, and Jose leaned out the window. “What happened?” he shouted.


  Carlos ignored the question, ran to the sedan to get his phone, and punched in Antonio’s number.


  



  The four teens sat in tense silence as they sped away from the attempted ambush.


  “Good driving!” Mark said, glancing in the side mirror to see what was happening behind them. He could see a man getting up from the ground and brushing himself off as another man ran around the car.


  David was gripping the steering wheel so hard that his knuckles were white. He relaxed his hands slightly. “Mark, that was a trap; the green van was working with the guys in the red car.”


  “Was that what you boys were whispering about earlier?” Penny asked.


  “Yes,” Mark said. “David told me he thought we were being followed.”


  David nodded. “The van stayed behind us, hanging back at the same distance. Others cars passed us, and I slowed down a couple of times in places where the van could have passed, but it slowed down, too. Mark, is anyone following us now?” David asked as he concentrated on the road ahead.


  “Not yet. Maybe they decided to let us go.”


  “Maybe,” David said. He hated to slow down, but the road sign indicated a curve ahead. As they came around the curve and saw no cars ahead, he hit the accelerator again. The car leaped with sudden power and steadily increased its speed.


  “But this is terrible!” Maria said, her eyes showing her alarm. “Why would anyone want to stop us?”


  “Did you recognize either of those vehicles, Maria?” David asked.


  “No, I didn’t.”


  Everyone was silent for a moment, sobered by the sudden threat from strangers in two vehicles they’d never seen before. Just then, the sun went behind a cloud, and the happy brightness of the day went with it.


  “How far to your place, Maria?” David asked.


  “Not far now,” she replied.


  “You girls okay?” Mark asked, twisting around to look at them.


  “We’re okay,” Penny said in a subdued voice. “But what are we going to do now?”


  “We’re going to call Maria’s father as soon as we get to her house,” David said grimly. “We’ll describe the car and the van, and he’ll alert the police.”


  Mark glanced at the speedometer - they were really moving! He looked again in the side mirror. “Still no sign of anyone behind,” he said.


  “Thank the Lord!” Penny said. “Mark, do you have the phone with you?”


  “No. Of all times not to bring it along! I didn’t think we’d need it.”


  The road climbed between broad, cultivated fields. Fruit orchards stretched to the left. Ahead of them, David saw another curve in the road and began to slow the car.


  Maria pointed ahead. “Here we are! That cluster of trees on the right marks our gate, David.”


  In a few moments, they saw the stone pillars on either side of the gateway and turned in. Trees lined the roadside as they followed a curving path to Maria’s home. They drove for over a hundred yards before coming to a circular drive in front of the large two-story house.


  The four jumped out and ran up the steps. Maria rang the bell and smiled happily at her new friends. As they waited, Mark turned and looked back down the driveway.


  “I don’t think they would dare come up to your home, Maria,” he said, “because they know we’ll be calling the police.”


  Maria rang the bell again. “Where’s Anna?” she asked herself out loud, worry beginning to show in her dark eyes.


  “Didn’t you say there would be servants here?” Penny asked.


  “Yes. Anna and Raoul should be here. Raoul could be anywhere on the farm, but Anna should be in the house.” Maria stepped back a few steps and glanced up at the windows. “Mama and Papa and I have been in the city for the whole week, but Raoul and Anna are here all the time. And they knew I was bringing you three back with me today. Mama spoke to them just last night!”


  “Let’s go to the back door,” David suggested. “What’s the quickest way?”


  Maria led them down the steps to the left and walked to an iron gate set in a stone wall. She led them through a garden that ran along the side of the house, then turned right. At the kitchen door she began ringing the bell and knocking at the same time.


  “Do you have a key?” Penny asked.


  “I’ve got a key to the stable, and there are house keys there.”


  “Let’s go!” Mark said. “We’ve got to call your parents at once - your dad will know which police station to call. We don’t know what those men who tried to stop us are up to, but we can’t wait around!”


  “Mark’s right,” David said. “Those men may have given up, but we don’t know that for sure, and we can’t take any chances.”


  “This way, then,” Maria said. She led them down several broad steps to a well-kept lawn behind the house. They walked swiftly between two rows of shrubs as they approached the stable. To the left of it, some distance away, was a house, and to the right was a larger building, a stable or barn, David guessed. Behind these were smaller sheds.


  “What’s in those other buildings?” David asked.


  “That two-story house is where Raoul and Anna live. They’ve been with my family since before I was born. Raoul cares for the horses and cattle and manages the hired workers. Anna runs the house.”


  Mark pointed to another structure. “Is that another barn or stable?”


  “Yes, that’s the barn. But this big stable is where we have the house keys.” They were almost to the door now.


  “Are there other servants?” David asked, glancing around hopefully.


  “There’s another family that manages the orchards,” Maria replied, “but they live on the far edge of the property.”


  The stable was a large, finely built stone structure with thick wooden doors. Maria led them to a small door in the side of the building and took out her key. Inside, she went directly to a closet and brought out a set of keys.


  “I just thought of something!” David said, frowning in concentration.


  “What’s that?” Mark asked.


  “One of us should have watched the road so we’d have some warning if those men actually came this far! I’ll do that now. Mark, you and the girls get back to the house through the kitchen and make those calls.”


  “Right,” Mark said. “Maria, let’s hurry!”


  Maria’s dark eyes showed her alarm. She’d never been in such a situation, but it was obvious that the three Americans had, and that they knew what to do.


  David dashed out the door and ran toward the house. Mark, Maria, and Penny followed more slowly along the path between the two rows of shrubs.


  When David reached the back porch, he veered left and cut through the garden, heading for the front of the house. What a fool I was not to guard the car! he thought as he ran.


  4


  “Where Have They Gone?”
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  Maria opened the back door and rushed through the house with Penny and Mark right behind her.


  “I’ll unlock the door for David and then call Mama,” she explained as she hurried to the front door and threw it open.


  David was standing beside the car, looking down the driveway. He turned at the sound of the door’s opening and joined the others on the porch.


  “No sign of those cars that chased us,” he said. “So far, we’re safe! But what about the house? Anyone here?”


  “We don’t know yet,” Penny said as Maria led her friends back into the house and locked the door behind them. “But we haven’t seen or heard anyone!”


  “Where could they have gone?” Maria asked.


  “No telling, Maria,” Mark said. “But call your parents right away and tell them what’s happened.”


  “All right, Mark.” She turned to a small table against the wall and picked up the phone just as it rang.


  Her alarmed expression turned into a smile of relief. “Oh, Mama,” she said, and burst into a torrent of Spanish. Then she listened for several moments.


  The Americans saw an expression of shock come over her face. Finally, she put down the receiver and stood perfectly still for a moment, staring at the phone.


  “What’s wrong?” Penny asked.


  “We don’t know. Anna called Mama earlier this morning from this house, and said that she and Raoul had heard a helicopter two days ago. It flew over the house at night. Raoul was worried about it and looked around the land yesterday, but he didn’t find anything. Then he went out earlier this morning to check in another field and didn’t come back for breakfast. Anna doesn’t know where he is.”


  “What about the other family who lives here?” Mark asked.


  “The Carillos? Anna said they left for a week’s vacation and that she and Raoul were the only ones on the farm right now. Mama asked Anna to call back in a little while and tell her if she’d learned anything, but Anna never called again! Mama called her and didn’t get an answer, and she hasn’t been able to reach Papa. She told me she would try to call him again, then call me back.”


  “They’ve got to tell the police about the men who tried to stop us on the road,” David said.


  “And that those men had pistols!” Mark added.


  Maria looked at Mark with a troubled expression. “I told that to Mama, and she said she’d keep trying to reach Papa.”


  Penny put her arm around Maria’s shoulder and led her to the sofa. “I know your father will get things straightened out soon,” she said.


  “Oh, I hope so! We wanted you to have such a nice time visiting us.”


  “I’m sure we will now,” Penny replied. “How about that ride you promised us? Your mom will call back soon, once she reaches your dad. They’ll clear up all this confusion.”


  Despite her cheerful words, David and Mark could see the doubt in Penny’s eyes as she glanced up at them.


  Maria, however, had brightened at Penny’s words and now said, “Of course! I’m sure my parents will figure things out. And then we’ll go riding! We’ve got wonderful fields to ride in and really fine horses.”


  David thought he should do his part to relieve Maria’s mind. “Well, Maria, as I said before, Penny and I are worried about Mark. Maybe you can find an old mare or a little pony for him. He’s a great guy, of course, and he’s got lots of skills. But as a horseman, you might say he’s hopeless. We’re responsible for him, sort of, and we just couldn’t bear to see him hurt himself.”


  Mark was about to protest when Penny broke in. “David’s right, Maria, but Mark’s too proud to admit it. You’ve got to help him!”


  “Maybe an old mare would be okay,” David said. “I mean, a really old mare.”


  “Or a gentle pony,” Penny said. “Maybe a pony could pull a cart for him to ride in.”


  Finally, Mark was able to put in a word. “Worry about yourselves!” he snorted indignantly. “I can handle any horse you’ve got on this place, Maria, but I prefer stallions with spirit.”


  Maria was trying not to laugh, but when Mark said “stallions with spirit,” she laughed out loud. The stable included some stallions the American boys were most definitely not experienced enough to handle. But there were other horses in the stable besides stallions, so she just said diplomatically, “Oh, I think we can find horses to suit everyone.”


  Just then the phone rang, and Maria rushed to pick it up. For a moment, they had all forgotten their problems and the danger they’d encountered on the road. The phone reminded them, and the smiles left their faces as they watched anxiously while Maria listened.


  In a few moments, the Spanish girl put down the phone and turned to her friends. “Everything’s all right!” she said, her eyes shining. “Mama reached Papa, and he called the police. They told him they would send planes and cars to search the highway right away. Papa says that whoever those men were, they know now that we’ve called the police. They won’t be troubling us anymore.”


  “But what about Anna and her husband?” Penny asked. “Has your mom reached them yet?”


  “Oh, yes!” Maria said happily. “Well, not exactly.” Her face showed some uncertainty, and she paused to sort out her thoughts.


  “What do you mean?” David asked quickly. He glanced at Penny and saw that she, too, was puzzled at Maria’s response.


  “Well,” Maria said slowly, “Mama hasn’t actually spoken with Anna, but she received a call from Anna’s cousin. The cousin said that Anna tried to reach Mama, but Mama’s line was busy. Anna wanted Mama to know that Raoul had returned, but they’d received news that Raoul’s nephew had been taken to the hospital in Segovia with acute appendicitis. Anna and Raoul went to the hospital to be with the family during the operation. They were sorry they had to leave without talking with my parents, the cousin said. But Raoul’s nephew is better now, and Anna and Raoul should return in two days.”


  “The cousin told all that to your mom?” David asked.


  “Yes.” Maria smiled, obviously satisfied with the explanation. The Americans, however, were not satisfied; they’d encountered too many dangers this summer to have their minds so easily put to rest.


  “But where had Raoul been?’ Penny asked. “Didn’t Anna tell your mom that he hadn’t come back from searching the farm, and that she didn’t know where he was. She told your mom she was worried about him.”


  “Oh, yes, that’s what she said the first time she called. But her cousin explained that Raoul had just been delayed, and now he and Anna were together with his nephew and family in the hospital. Anna asked her cousin to tell Mama she was sorry she’d gotten alarmed and had made her worry when Raoul hadn’t come home at once. Everything’s fine now.”


  The three Americans were silent as they digested this information.


  “I don’t want to worry you, Maria,” Penny said hesitantly, “but your mom really hasn’t talked with Anna or Raoul. I mean, she heard from a woman who said she was Anna’s cousin. Is your mom sure it really is a cousin, and that she’s got the right information?”


  “Oh, yes!” Maria said. “Everything’s all right now, Penny. I’m sure it is.”


  “Great!” David said, his lean face breaking into a smile. “Now that everything’s cleared up, how about getting on those horses?”


  “Stop thinking of yourself, David,” Mark said reprovingly. “We’ve got to think of these girls. Haven’t you noticed it’s almost snack time, and they’re probably starving? Surely you and I can wait a bit so they can fix themselves something to eat.”


  “But of course!” Maria said with a happy laugh. “And if you two generous men will permit me, I’ll make you something also. After all, you wouldn’t want Penny and me to eat alone.”


  “I see your point,” Mark said. “Well, I’m not hungry myself, but I know David is. I think we can submit to a bit of food. Let me give you a hand.”


  Maria laughed, and the two left the room.


  David glanced over at Penny, who was still seated on the sofa. He expected her to laugh at her brothers’ silliness, but she wasn’t smiling. In fact, she looked troubled.


  He walked over to sit beside her. “What’s the matter?’ he asked.


  “I don’t know,” she said hesitantly.


  “But something’s bothering you,” he insisted. “What is it?”


  “David, I’m just not sure!” Penny replied, and looked away for a moment.


  “You’re not satisfied with what Maria’s mom told her? That the police will get those men who tried to stop our car? And that Anna and Raoul are okay? Is that it, Penny?”


  She looked at him with deeply troubled eyes. “David, the police haven’t caught those men yet.”


  “Well, at least it’s a relief to know the police are aware of them and are searching for them.”


  “How can we be sure of that? And another thing; Maria’s mom hasn’t seen Anna and Raoul. She hasn’t even talked to them! She’s just listened to a strange voice over the phone that said she was Maria’s cousin! We don’t really know anything for sure!”


  “That’s true,” he acknowledged soberly. Sometimes he thought Penny made life more complicated than it was. But then again, he and Mark had reason to know that Penny’s precautions were often well justified.


  “Penny, if Maria’s mom and dad think things are okay, that’s pretty encouraging, don’t you think? I mean, they’re certainly not going to let their daughter remain in any danger. And if they thought things were unsafe, they’d sure tell us that and tell us what to do.”


  “I guess you’re right,” Penny said and then smiled. “Okay, I’ll stop worrying.”


  “Good!”


  A burst of laughter came from the kitchen, and David and Penny grinned at each other.


  “You know,” he said, “I think Mark and Maria are going to be good friends.”


  Penny’s eyes danced. “You know what? I think you’re right!”


  As they rose to walk toward the kitchen, Mark’s big laugh made them smile again.


  5


  “We Fly Out Tonight!”
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  A mile from Maria’s house, at the far edge of her father’s fruit orchard, Pedro and the two pilots stood talking by the helicopter. They’d stuck close to the craft for the past two days, living on the abundant rations of food and drink they always carried when they left the ground in the chopper.


  Just two nights ago, the pilot had landed skillfully behind a grove of fruit trees, forced down by lack of fuel. As soon as the pilot had cut the engines, he turned to the other two men and told them they’d have to cover the chopper.


  “You can’t cover those long blades!” Pedro had said in astonishment. “Any private plane flying over would spot them at once!”


  “No, but we can unhook them and lay them on the ground beside the chopper,” the pilot had replied. “Let’s get the camouflage netting.”


  Thus had begun a difficult hour as the men labored in the driving rain to conceal the helicopter. Using a ladder from the tail section, the copilot climbed up with a wrench and began to disconnect the long blades. After the blades were on the ground, the men unrolled sections of camouflage netting and tossed them over the body of the craft. They drove stakes into the ground and lashed the netting to the stakes, securing the sections from sudden gusts of wind.


  The rain beat down relentlessly, making their work even more difficult. Occasionally, they’d risked using flashlights. When they finished covering the craft with the netting, they climbed back inside, soaking wet and very tired.


  “We can only hope that no farm workers show up in the next couple of days,” the pilot had said.


  But no workers had come to that part of the estate. And for two days, the men had remained in or close to their craft. They had used their cell phone to call Antonio at the helicopter base, telling him of their emergency landing and directing him to send a truck at once to bring them more fuel.


  But the base, struck by lightning, had suffered other damage from the dreadful storm. “Our trucks were wrecked, too,” Antonio said.


  “When can you get another?” the pilot demanded. “We can’t hide here forever - someone’s bound to discover us!”


  “Two days,” Antonio replied.


  “That’s too long!” the pilot shouted.


  “It’s the best we can do, I tell you! It’ll take us that long to get a truck, fill it with fuel, and get it to you! We were wrecked by that lightning - everything here is torn to pieces! Two days will give us time to rent a small plane, find you on the map, fly over and see where you are, and plot a way for the truck to reach you by the day after tomorrow.”


  There was nothing the pilots and Pedro could do but wait. At least they could occupy themselves by scouting out a route through the vast estate for the fuel truck. They had been doing this in the late afternoons, taking care to avoid being seen by possible laborers on the farm.


  Pedro used the phone to call his brother, Carlos in Toledo, to tell him what had happened. He would have to wait for an opportunity to be alone to call Carlos again.


  Finally, he was alone with the phone. He told Carlos about the small sack of jewels he’d kept just for them. “The pilots don’t know about this,” he laughed, “but we’ll split it when I leave these guys. We’ll be rich! And that’s not all, Carlos! I’ve got another idea…listen!” He began to sketch out a plan he’d devised by which he and his brother and friends could cut Antonio’s gang and the pilots out of the loot!


  What Pedro didn’t know was that the pilot had returned to the chopper and overheard his conversation.


  The pilot stood perfectly still and listened, his face turning red with anger as he learned how Pedro and his gang planned to cheat them out of the jewels.


  He stiffened when he heard Pedro urge his brother and their accomplices to come early to the helicopter before the pilots’ gang could bring the fuel. “We’ll surprise them and take all the jewels!” he heard Pedro say. “Then we’ll leave them for the police! They’re waiting until a couple of hours after dark before bringing the fuel truck in. They think you’re just coming here to pick me up and get our share of the jewels before we all split in different directions. So get out here as soon as the sun sets.”


  Outraged at hearing Pedro explain his plan to betray them, the pilot moved away quickly from the helicopter when Pedro signed off. Later, while Pedro was napping, he told the copilot of Pedro’s betrayal.


  “What?” the copilot said. “You mean he and his brother plan to double-cross us?”


  “Looks like they already have. But don’t worry. Get Pedro away from the chopper on some excuse. I’ll call Antonio and tell him the whole story. We’ll just advance our schedule a few hours and have the truck here before Pedro’s gang arrives. Then we’ll fuel up, tie up Pedro, and take off! Once we’re in the sky, we’ll radio Antonio. He can call the police - anonymously, of course - and tip them off about Pedro and his gang. The police and Pedro’s men will probably arrive at the same time!”


  They both laughed at the thought of this: Pedro’s gang arriving to be met by police!


  “What do we do about Pedro now?” the copilot asked.


  “Nothing. Nothing at all. Antonio’s still talking to Carlos as if he trusts him, telling him and Rodriguez to drive out here and pick up Pedro after we fuel the helicopter.”


  The copilot smiled wickedly. “This will mean more money for us since we don’t have to share with Pedro and his gang!”


  The pilot smiled back. “No kidding?” he asked with an innocent expression. “But we can’t let on in any way that we know Pedro’s planning to betray us!”


  “You’re right,” the co-pilot agreed.


  On the morning of the third day, the pilot called Antonio while Pedro and the copilot were outside the craft. When he emerged from the helicopter, he filled them in on the conversation.


  “Antonio said the truck will get here after dark tonight. I’ve told him where we landed and gave him the compass bearings to pinpoint our position exactly. That small plane we saw fly over yesterday made a quick photo-reconnaissance of the estate and spotted the roads and paths. Now we’ve got to make sure the path he described to me is clear enough for the truck to use.”


  “Man, will I be glad to get out of here!” Pedro said.


  The other men grunted their agreement.


  The three had begun to walk through a row of trees when the copilot asked, “what if the truck stopped just off the road behind that hill we saw as we landed? We’ve got enough fuel to fly there, land, and fuel up. Then we could take off from there. That way, the truck won’t have to find its way through these trees in the dark. And we won’t have to break our backs clearing the route.”


  The pilot stopped and regarded him soberly. “That’s a good idea,” he said at last. “It would save us a lot of work.”


  “But are you sure no one driving by would see a truck and helicopter so near the road?” Pedro asked.


  “I think that hill is high enough to hide us,” the copilot said. “We can check it out right now to make sure.”


  A sharp sound caused the three men to stop in their tracks.


  “Sounded like a door,” Pedro said quietly. “Probably from that cabin we spotted yesterday.”


  The pilot and copilot drew their pistols.


  “I see it,” the pilot said. “There, between those trees! Spread out, and we’ll close in.”


  The three men advanced on the cabin and burst through the open door, catching Raoul by surprise as he replaced some tools in their racks. Swiftly, the pilots tied him to a chair and began questioning him.


  “Who else is on this estate now?”


  “Only my wife,” Raoul answered, frightened by the pistols but maintaining his dignity.


  “Is anyone else coming here today?”


  Raoul hesitated, then answered truthfully, “Yes. The Velazquezes’ daughter and her three friends are coming here to ride horses this afternoon.”


  “Where are they coming from?” the pilot demanded.


  “From Toledo.”


  The pilots and Pedro looked at each other. Pedro was the first to speak. “My men are coming from Toledo, too. Maybe they’d better capture this girl and her friends, bring them here, and lock them up. That way, no one can warn the police.”


  “Better yet,” the pilot said, “have them stop the kids on the road, take the keys, and leave them stranded. That way, the kids will have a long walk to a phone. That’ll give us an extra couple of hours, which is all we need.”


  They continued to question Raoul for a few more minutes and learned all they needed to know about the Velazquez family and their cars. Then they left the cabin, with Raoul tied securely to a chair.


  “He won’t get out of those ropes!” the copilot boasted.


  “The man says his wife is at the house,” the pilot reminded them. “We’ve got to capture her, too. Pedro, you and I will go to the house and bring her back here.”


  “What do you want me to do?” the copilot asked.


  “Go back to the chopper and call Antonio. Tell him everything’s under control here, and we’ll find a spot for the truck beside the road instead of making it drive all the way to the chopper.”


  As the copilot started toward the helicopter, Pedro stopped him. “Tell Antonio to call my brother and instruct him to stop those kids on the road, take their car, and leave them afoot.” Pedro smiled to himself. That’s a good excuse for Carlos, Rodriquez, and my other two men to get close to the Velazquez estate!


  The copilot agreed; he turned and hurried away.


  “What time will the truck come with the fuel?” Pedro asked as he and the pilot trudged through the orchard.


  “Ten o’clock,” the pilot lied. “But I’ve been thinking. We don’t want to wait too long to get the chopper ready to fly. So before it gets dark, we’ll throw off that netting and re-attach the propeller blades. That way we’ll be ready for the truck. They’ll find us easy enough. I’ll flash a light when they get near. We’ll be away from this blasted farm by ten-thirty.”


  “It won’t be too soon for me!” Pedro said.


  The pilot smiled to himself as he anticipated beating Pedro at his own game. Then he stopped suddenly and smacked his fist in his palm. “I just thought of something else! How could I have been so stupid?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “We’d better have that man’s wife call their boss and make some excuse why she and her husband won’t be at the house to answer the phone.” He cursed in his anger at almost forgetting such a vital point. “If her employers call while she’s supposed to be there, and she doesn’t answer, they might get alarmed and call the police!”


  “Better think this through,” Pedro said. “She might tip off her boss while she’s talking. It would be better to make her call a friend and have the friend relay the message for her.”


  “Better yet,” the pilot said, “We’ll make the woman call a relative. That will seem more believable.”


  With this plan in mind, the two men hurried toward the house to capture Anna.


  Their arrival was a complete surprise. With drawn guns, they told Anna what she needed to do. “Your husband is tied up in a cabin,” the pilot said, “so don’t try to warn your cousin. Do as we say and we’ll take you to him and leave you safely locked up with him. Do you understand?”


  The terrified woman nodded and made the call to her cousin, giving her the message for Señora Velazquez that she and Raoul would be gone for a few days.


  Then the two men walked her to the cabin, and tied her up in a chair beside her husband.


  “Don’t worry,” they told her. “You will not be hurt in any way. Just be patient, and you will be rescued later this evening.”


  This, of course, was a lie, and they knew it. They left the cabin and hurried to the helicopter, to prepare it for flying to meet the fuel truck.
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  “That’s a Helicopter!”
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  The magnificent stallion’s head towered above the stall door. “What a horse!” Mark said, admiration shining from his eyes.


  The Americans could see other stallions in nearby stalls.


  “Don’t get too close!” Maria warned. “He’s not gentle!”


  For all their joshing, Mark and David were well aware of the danger of being careless around horses. Neither had said anything as Maria led them past the stalls where the stallions were kept, and selected other horses for them to ride: grays for herself and Mark, a brown mount for David, and a palomino with a striking white mane and tail for Penny.


  “We haven’t ridden horses for the longest time!” Penny said as they gathered saddles from the racks on the wall.


  “Are you sure the boys know which end of the horse goes in front?” Maria asked with a straight face.


  David looked pained. “Maria, maybe with your help we can figure that out!”


  Maria led the way out of the stable, and everyone saddled and mounted their horses.


  “Which way?” Penny asked excitedly. A strong breeze was blowing, and Penny tightened the cord of her hat underneath her chin. Maria had loaned Penny the flat-topped, wide-brimmed hat as well as a classic Spanish riding outfit like the one she herself always wore - long-sleeved white blouse under a dark vest and long dark riding pants that flared above the boots. The girls had changed clothes in the house before leaving; the boys were planning to ride in what they already wore.


  Maria, with Penny beside her, led the group into the field. David leaned over towards Mark and asked in a low voice, “By the way, what were you and Maria laughing about in the kitchen? For a new friend, you sure found a lot to talk about for an hour!”


  “An hour nothing!” Mark said. “We’d just begun to talk when you and Penny barged in!”


  The girls were riding ahead and missed this interchange. When they came to a gate, Mark jumped down, opened it, then closed it again when they’d all passed through. Soon they reached the crest of a small hill.


  “Look at the view!” Penny said.


  Directly before them stretched great clusters of trees set in broad fields. To the right were cleared areas, bound by lines of trees. On the left were rows of fruit trees. The reddish-brown earth formed a fine setting for the green groves.


  “This is so beautiful, Maria!” Penny exclaimed.


  “We love it,” Maria said. “My family has owned this land for many years, and we all love to ride here.”


  She led them down the slope toward the fields of trees and put her horse to a trot. The others followed and soon had paired up with Mark to Maria’s left and David to Penny’s right.


  For over an hour, the four rode through the various fields of the Velazquez estate. Maria was pleased to discover that the Americans were good riders, and relieved to see that they were careful as well.


  Twice, the four teens dismounted and led their horses, giving the animals a break. Finally, they rode into a grove of trees that sheltered them from the afternoon sun. Here they stopped at a lively sparkling stream and let the horses drink. Then they dismounted and led the horses on foot through a winding path between the trees.


  When they stopped before a large wall of rock that towered some twenty feet above the ground, Maria said, “We’ll tie the horses to these trees and go up the path along the face of the cliff. I want to show you something.”


  They tethered their horses to the trees, then the three Americans followed Maria as she picked her way along a narrow ledge leading up the face of the rock wall. This took them all the way to the top. Climbing carefully, they came out and stood on level ground. Before them was a cluster of trees.


  When they turned to look back over the hill they’d just climbed, Maria pointed to the far distance, over the land through which they’d just been riding. “Look back there!” she said. “Isn’t it beautiful?”


  Spreading out before them were the fields and orchards they’d been exploring on horseback. Overhead, the sky was a brilliant blue dotted with white cumulus clouds. They could feel a strong breeze and hear birds singing in the woods behind them.


  “Oh, Maria!” Penny exclaimed, her eyes wide with delight. This is just lovely!”


  “I come here all the time,” Maria told them. “It’s a wonderful place to see the world and to read and to just think.” She turned and pointed back to the trees. “See, there’s the rock where I sit.”


  Penny turned with Maria, and the two girls began to walk toward the trees a few feet away.


  David had started after them when he noticed that Mark hadn’t moved. He was still looking off in the distance where Maria had first pointed, and he was frowning.


  “What do you see, Mark?” For some reason, David lowered his voice.


  “I’m not sure,” Mark said. He glanced at his friend and started to raise his arm to point, then dropped it suddenly. Instead he said, “Look straight ahead of us. See where the fruit trees begin?”


  “Yes…”


  “Now look to the left a bit.”


  David frowned in concentration and let his gaze move along the line of trees to the left.


  “See anything?” Mark asked.


  “Well, there’s a long dark shape just under the trees, right where the orchards begin,” David said. “Its part green, sort of mottled, but it’s sure not a tree. It looks like…. I can’t quite make out what it is.”


  “Neither can I,” Mark replied. “Got those compact binoculars with you?”


  “Sure do.” David took them out of his trousers pocket and raised them to his eyes. Instantly, Mark saw the muscles of his face tighten.


  “It’s a helicopter!” David kept his voice low. “I thought that’s what it looked like, but I couldn’t be sure. And it’s got camouflage netting covering it!”


  “That’s what I thought, too,” Mark said. “But what’s a helicopter doing there? And why is it covered with netting?”


  “Wait a minute!” Mark remembered, as he answered his own question. “Anna told Maria’s mom that she and her husband heard a helicopter fly over the farm a couple of nights ago. That’s why Raoul went searching the land.”


  “You’re right!” David replied, trying to keep the excitement out of his voice. He glanced


  at the girls, saw that they were out of earshot, then turned back to his friend and handed him the compact binoculars. “Mark, what do you make of all this?”


  “I don’t know! But that helicopter bothered Raoul enough to make him go out two mornings in a row to search the place.” Mark put the binoculars to his eyes and stared at the helicopter.


  “And he didn’t return this morning,” David said quickly, “at least not at first. Remember? Maria said Anna called Señora Velazquez to tell her that her husband hadn’t come back, and that she was worried!”


  Mark’s face showed his surprise: “That’s right! But then the cousin called and said he’d come back and he and Anna had gone to see their relative in the hospital.” He lifted David’s binoculars and focused them on the distant helicopter again.


  “Mark, this is strange. Who does that helicopter belong to? Raoul and Anna didn’t seem to know, so it’s not a part of their farming operation.”


  “Well,” Mark said, still looking through the binoculars, “it looks like someone’s using their farm without their knowledge. Obviously those people in the chopper don’t want to be seen.”


  David nodded in agreement. “They landed two days ago. That’s plenty of time for them to come for help if they’d had an emergency. So those people are hiding, using the Velazquez farm for their own purposes, and they don’t want anyone else to know.”


  “Do you think Raoul really came back?” Mark asked, handing the binoculars back to his friend. “Penny wondered about that. Remember, Señora Velazquez never actually talked with Anna. She just heard a voice on the phone that claimed to be Anna’s cousin.”


  David considered Mark’s question, then said, “You’re thinking that maybe those people in the helicopter found Raoul looking around and captured him?”


  “It sure would explain why he didn’t return the morning his wife called Señora Velazquez.”


  David lifted the binoculars to his eyes again and focused on the distant helicopter. Suddenly, he stiffened.


  “What’s up?” Mark asked quickly.


  “There are two men there, and they’re pulling the netting off the chopper! No, wait. There’s another man - I see three of them, and they’re in a hurry!”


  ”What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know, but … hey! There aren’t any propellers on the helicopter!”


  “What? Then how could they land it there?” Mark asked.


  “Beats me! Take a look.” David handed his friend the binoculars.


  As Mark put the glasses to his eyes, David took a deep breath and let it out slowly before saying, “We’ve got trouble, Mark!”


  7


  “Call Your Father!”
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  The pilots could feel the heat of the afternoon sun now as they talked quietly together, leaning against the chopper’s fuselage. Some fifteen yards away, Pedro lay sleeping on a poncho, his snores punctuating their conversation. Both men were getting increasingly frustrated with the failure of the fuel truck to arrive.


  Finally, the pilot tossed away his cigarette and stood erect. “There’s no sense waiting any longer! Let’s throw off the camouflage netting and start putting those propeller blades back on.”


  “Are you sure it’s safe?” the copilot asked. “Anyone flying over could spot us.”


  “No one’s flown over this place for the last two days except Antonio’s man. And I don’t want to chance being late,” the pilot looked meaningfully at the sleeping Pedro. Then he whispered, “We’ve got to be ready to get out of here in a hurry before his friends arrive. We can’t risk everything by being late!”


  “You’re right! Let’s wake the traitor up.”


  The copilot woke Pedro, and soon the three men were stripping away the camouflage netting from the helicopter. While Pedro gathered and rolled the different sections into bundles, the two pilots began reattaching the long propeller blades on the chopper. This was a real chore, and took some time.


  As Pedro rolled up one of the nets some distance from the pilots, the two took the opportunity to confer. The pilot grinned wickedly and said, “When our fuel truck comes earlier than that thief expects it to and we tie him up and leave him …”


  “Careful! Don’t let him overhear us!”


  “Okay,” the pilot whispered. “But it’s hard not to laugh when I think of Pedro and his gang being rounded up by the police as we fly away!”


  “Serves the double-crosser right!” the copilot agreed.


  “Of course, Pedro and his gang will try to avenge themselves on us by telling the police about our chopper. But we’ll be gone by then, the chopper will be dismantled and hidden, and the police won’t know where to look.”


  “Magnificent!” the copilot said. “And just think, the police will find out that Pedro’s the missing man they’ve been searching for ever since the cathedral was robbed. He’ll be the most hated man in the city - but we’ll have the jewels!”


  The two men worked quickly and efficiently and soon had two of the long blades firmly in place. They began to attach the third. Pedro continued to roll up the sections of netting and then pulled up the stakes that were used to hold the netting in place. He stowed the stakes in a canvas sack and put it in the tail section of the chopper.


  Suddenly, a seed of suspicion popped into his mind. Why are they getting the chopper ready this soon? he wondered.


  He voiced his thoughts aloud. “I thought we weren’t moving out of here until after dark. What’s the hurry?”


  The pilot answered easily enough. “We just want to make sure we’ve got this thing ready to fly in time. I thought we’d better start early, just in case the truck comes sooner that we expect. We’ve got to leave ourselves a cushion of time.”


  “Look at that tank!” the copilot said, trying to distract Pedro. He pointed to the external fuel tank where they could see gaping holes in the metal.


  “How did that happen?” Pedro asked. He had never quite understood why the pilots had run short of fuel so soon after picking him up, and he’d been too confused and shaken to comprehend the pilot’s shouted explanation when the alarm button first sounded.


  “The night we came to pick you up from the cathedral,” the pilot said, “there was a terrible thunderstorm over our base. We almost didn’t get off the ground. Just as we lifted off, a blast of lightning exploded our generator shed and blew up the fuel tanks inside. Some of the flying metal pieces must have punctured our tank. We’re lucky we weren’t killed!” He cursed bitterly.


  “Look at those other holes!” The copilot pointed to the side of the craft. “Man, some of that metal might have hit the engine as well as our cockpit!”


  The both began to tell Pedro of the storm, and of the terrible problem they had lifting off from the field that night.


  “Guess it could have been worse,” the pilot admitted grudgingly. “And, it doesn’t matter now. Antonio will send us more fuel tonight. We’ll fill up and take off before midnight, with no one the wiser.”


  “No one except that man and woman we locked in the shed,” Pedro reminded them.


  “They don’t know anything that matters,” the copilot said. “Besides, we’ll soon be far away, riding in a bus marked with the signs of that Portuguese rock group. No one will think of stopping us!” He and the pilot had concocted this story to fool Pedro as well as give him more false information to feed and mislead the police.


  “What’ll you do with the chopper?” Pedro asked.


  “We’re flying to a farm to the northwest of here,” the pilot said. “Our men will dismantle the chopper and store it in crates in the barn. It’ll never be found. Then we’ll get in that bus and take off. I tell you, this plan is perfect!”


  The pilot chuckled inwardly as he lied to Pedro. Actually, they planned to fly due east. And they weren’t getting into a bus with Portuguese markings. They were going to hide out for a week at that farm, wait for things to cool down a bit, then drive off in the cars they’d hidden there.


  



  Mark and David stood near the edge of the rock wall they’d climbed and discussed the implications of what they’d seen through the binoculars.


  “Mark, I think we should send the girls back to the house to call Señor Velazquez about this helicopter,” David said quietly. “And if he knows nothing about it, then he should call the police.”


  Mark lowered the binoculars and glanced sharply at his friend. “Think we should go take a look over there?”


  “Well, we’re on horseback. We could walk the horses most of the way, then tie them and sneak up to the helicopter. We might learn something.”


  “We sure don’t want to get caught!”


  “You’re right. But if Maria’s dad calls the police, they’ll be on their way already. We can just sneak up close enough to see what’s going on, then retreat to the horses and ride back to the house. And you know what? Those guys and the helicopter could be working for Señor Velazquez. This could all be perfectly legal. Maybe we’re just gun-shy, looking for trouble where there isn’t any.”


  “Well, if that’s the case,” Mark said, “Raoul could have been searching for the chopper because he expected it. Maybe he was worried because he didn’t find it at first. This is a big farm, after all.”


  David considered Mark’s words for a moment and then said, “Let’s ask the girls to ride back to the house and call Maria’s father. If those men are working for him, there’s no problem. But if they’re not, her dad can call the police.”


  The two walked over to Maria and Penny and began to explain what they’d seen and what they planned to do.


  “But, David, why don’t we all ride to the house?” Penny asked. “We can call from there and find out all we want to know!”


  Mark spoke first. “Penny, we’re not really sure about those guys and that helicopter. We don’t want to panic if there’s no reason to - maybe they’re working for Maria’s dad. But if they’re not, we might see something up close that will give us a hint. And we’ll be in the trees all the way. We’ll tie the horses some distance away. Those men won’t see us, and we just might learn something.”


  Finally, the girls agreed, and the four walked as quickly as they could down the narrow ledge to the ground below, untied their horses, and mounted.


  The two girls couldn’t keep the worry off their faces as they said good-bye.


  “Please be careful!” Penny said.


  “We promise!” both boys replied.


  “Hurry now,” Mark said. “You’ve got to call Maria’s dad right away. And if we see anything dangerous, we’ll sneak back to the horses and gallop home.”


  With that assurance, the girls turned their mounts and put them to a gallop.
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  “We’ve Got to Call the Police!”
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  David and Mark wheeled their horses and put them in a fast trot, heading toward the helicopter. They had plotted their course before descending the rock ledge and planned to mark their path by sighting on various trees. When they reached a particular tree, they would sight on another tree farther ahead. In this way, they could travel a straight line toward their destination.


  “The trees will thin out just before the orchards start,” David said. “That’s when we’ll have to dismount and continue on foot.”


  In some places, the trees were so thick that sunlight didn’t penetrate to the ground. “I didn’t think it would be so dark under these trees,” Mark said quietly as they rode side by side.


  Both boys were having second thoughts about this venture now, but neither wanted to admit it. They threaded their way through the trees at a fast trot until the brush became thicker. Then they slowed to a walk, and David took the lead.


  The ground sloped downward now, then dipped sharply, and they came to a narrow stream. Clambering up the other side, they halted for a moment.


  “How close do you think we are to that chopper?” David asked, turning back to look at Mark.


  “I’m not sure. Not close enough, though. Let’s ride a bit more.”


  They continued to walk their horses through the tress. When they’d gone another hundred yards, David pulled to a halt.


  “I think this is far enough,” he said. “The trees are thinner.”


  The boys dismounted and tied the reins around some low branches.


  “Let’s hope these horses don’t make any sudden noises,” David said nervously.


  The two walked quickly through the trees, taking care to avoid stepping on fallen twigs.


  Suddenly, David gripped Mark’s arm and pulled. “Down!” he whispered. Both boys dropped to a crouch, and David whispered again: “There’s a cabin ahead.”


  Mark leaned around the bush in front of him and peered through the branches. He could just barely make out the side of a wooden shed. “Man, we almost walked right into that!” he said. “How’d you spot it?”


  “I just barely did,” David admitted.


  “I didn’t see that through the binoculars,” Mark said.


  “Neither did I. It must have been hidden under the trees. I don’t know what we should do - go look that over, or keep heading toward the helicopter.”


  “Maybe we should try to see what’s inside the cabin,” Mark suggested.


  “But we don’t want to run into anybody. If we’re caught, we won’t learn anything about that helicopter.”


  “I know,” Mark said. He thought for a moment. “Let’s crawl around to the left - that’s away from the helicopter, I think - then close in from the other side. Then we can go on and look for the chopper.”


  “Okay,” David said.


  The boys began to crawl to their left, moving with great care and staying close to the ground to stay shielded from the view of anyone who might be in the small cabin. Soon they came to the other side of it and saw that a cluster of bushes would give them cover right up to the cabin wall.


  “There’s a window,” David whispered.


  They crawled closer until they were right under the window. David looked at Mark’s face, just a foot from his own. Boy! Wonder if he’s as scared as I am? he asked himself.


  Finally, David whispered, “I’ll stand and see what’s inside.” Carefully, he raised his body to a crouch and peered into the corner of the window. After a moment, he dropped to the ground again.


  “There’s a man and a woman inside, and they’re tied to chairs!” he whispered.


  “Could they be Anna and Raoul?”


  “I bet you’re right! That’s got to be who they are! That’s why Maria’s mom never spoke to them! I bet those guys captured Raoul first, when he went searching the grounds, then they captured Anna. Boy, is this a mess!”


  “Let’s get out of here!” Mark said. “We’ve got to get back and call the police.”


  Before they could move, they heard the sound of someone running toward the cabin. The boys froze.


  



  Meanwhile, the two girls ran into difficulties. Maria’s mount had begun to limp almost as soon as they’d crossed the stream. The limp worsened until finally the Spanish girl pulled up.


  “I’ve got to look at his hoof,” she said. “He may have a rock in it.”


  Penny didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Maria knew as well as Penny how vital it was to call Señor Velazquez about the helicopter.


  Dismounting, Maria lifted her horse’s front left hoof and examined it closely.


  Penny could see the anguish in her friend’s eyes as Maria looked up. “He’s got a cut,” she said. “I can’t ride him. We’ll have to ride double.”


  “But that will take longer!” Penny said. “We’ve got to call the police right away. The boys might be in danger!”


  Penny dismounted swiftly and handed the reins to Maria. “You ride back to the house; I’ll walk as fast as I can after you.”


  “I can’t leave you here without a horse to ride! Besides, it’s not wise for us to separate. Let’s ride double. We’ll make it in time.”


  Penny agreed, and climbed into the saddle, Maria climbed up behind her and pointed past her head. “See that hill just through the trees there? That’s the way. When we reach the hill, we’ll see another grove of fruit trees directly ahead of us. We’ll keep going that way, and soon we’ll see the stable.”


  “All right,” Penny said, trying to hide her anxiety. She urged the palomino into a trot.


  Maria glanced back at her lame animal, whose reins she’d looped over the saddle.


  “He’ll probably limp back to the barn in a little while,” she said, “as soon as he knows he doesn’t have to carry me. I don’t think his foot is hurt too badly. But as soon as I call Dad, we’ll come back and see how he is.”


  “I wonder what the boys have found,” Penny asked, with a worried frown on her face. “I hope they don’t run into any trouble!”


  “They’ll be very careful, I’m sure,” Maria replied. “But my father didn’t say anything about a helicopter coming to the farm. Surely he would have mentioned this to me when I told him we planned to go riding. I think these have got to be strangers who have no business on our property.”


  “I think you’re right,” Penny replied. “But it sure makes sense for us to contact your dad as soon as we can and tell him about them.”


  “This is so mysterious, Penny! I never dreamed we would run into anything like this!”


  “Maria, our whole summer has been mysterious! You wouldn’t believe some of the things we’ve run into!”


  Penny began to tell her new friend of some of their adventures.


  



  Back in Toledo, Mr. and Mrs. Daring prepared to go shopping with Señor and Señora Velazquez. Afterward they planned to have an early dinner at their hosts’ favorite restaurant.


  “Maria is very familiar with the road,” Señora Velazquez said with a smile. “She’ll have no trouble guiding them back to town.”


  “This is such a wonderful opportunity for them!” Carolyn Daring said. “We’re so pleased that our children have finally met Maria. We’ve told them about you and your family for years.”


  “And they sure love to ride horses,” Jim Daring said.


  “Well, there are lots of fields for them to explore,” Señor Velazquez added. “They should have a fine time.”


  The two couples walked out the door and got into the car.


  



  At the Velazquez country estate the girls came to the back of the house and dismounted. Maria tethered the horse to a rail by the kitchen steps, and the two rushed through the back door of the house.


  Maria picked up a phone by the kitchen door and punched in her dad’s number.


  She glanced at Penny, fear showing in her eyes. “Oh, Penny, no one is answering!”


  “I think Mom said they were going shopping,” Penny replied, her heart sinking. “I guess they’ve already left. Do you know what stores they were going to visit?”


  “Let me think…maybe I can guess.” Maria picked up the phone book, hurriedly scanning its pages. She found a number and punched it in.


  



  Back on the highway, the red sedan and the green van finally reached the edge of the Velazquez estate as the men recognized the stone pillar Antonio had told them to look for.


  “Call those guys behind us,” Carlos said to Rodriguez, as the two rode together in the sedan. “Tell them to follow us, then turn in at the entrance and go check the house. If the teenagers are there, tie them all up so they can’t get away and phone their parents. We’ll wait for them on this side of the long hill and hide the car under the trees so the helicopter won’t see us when it lands. Tell them to come back and join us When the chopper lands, he’ll call us; we can go surprise the crew, tie up those pilots, fill up with fuel and get away!”


  “With all the jewels!” Rodriguez said, reaching for the phone.


  As soon as he had passed on the message, the men in the van slowed to look for the entrance to the estate. Carlos roared on ahead, anxious now to hide the red sedan before the chopper arrived.


  “Maybe you’d better slow down a bit,” Rodriguez suggested.


  “I’ll slow down when we reach the hill,” Carlos retorted with a snarl “I don’t want to chance being seen by those guys in the chopper.”


  “But they’re not supposed to be here yet; we’ve got plenty of time,” Rodriguez replied. “They’re waiting till well after dark to rendezvous with the fuel truck.”


  “Yeah, but only fools take chances. We’re getting there in plenty of time to ambush those pilots.”


  



  At the far edge of the estate, Pedro and the copilot burst inside the cabin where Raoul and his wife were held captive. The pilot had sent the men to terrorize the couple into silence by threatening their lives if they tried to escape when they heard the chopper leave. Someone would be watching the cabin, and they’d better not even think about getting away.


  Mark and David pressed themselves flat to the ground outside the window, hardly daring to breathe, as they listened to a torrent of Spanish neither of them could understand. But the threatening tone was clear.


  They heard Raoul answer with quiet dignity. Then his questioner shouted at him again. After a few more minutes, the men rushed out of the cabin, slamming the door behind them.


  Sighing with relief, Mark glanced at David and had started to rise when he heard the men’s voices quite near. “They’re still on the other side of the cabin!” he whispered to David.


  “Then we can’t move yet!” David whispered back. “There’s no way we could get away without them hearing us.”


  “But if they come around the cabin, we’ll have to fight.”


  “That we will,” David replied.


  Suddenly, the men on the other side of the cabin stopped talking.


  David glanced at Mark with a stricken look on his face and both boys tensed, ready to leap to their feet.


  Then, they heard the men break into a run.


  “They’re running off!” David whispered.


  “Let’s go!” Mark said, rising to his feet.


  “We can’t leave Raoul and his wife tied up, can we?” David asked.


  The boys stood in thought for a minute and David answered his own question. “We’d better leave them,” he said reluctantly. “We’ve got to get back to the house and call the police first! The police can free Raoul and Anna later. At least they’ll be safe where they are.”


  “Right,” Mark said. “Let’s get out of here!”


  They walked quickly away from the cabin, then broke into a run.


  Mark put his hand on David’s arm when he spotted the tethered horses through a gap in the trees. “The last thing we need is to spook the horses!” he said.


  “Boy, I hadn’t thought of that!” David replied, slowing his pace.


  The boys spoke softly as they approached the high-strung animals and began untying the reins from the tree branches. The horses remained quiet as David and Mark swung into the saddles.


  Mark led this time, weaving through the trees and bushes.


  Suddenly, they heard the distinctive sound of a helicopter’s engines and propellers pounding the late afternoon air.


  “They’re taking off!” Mark shouted, glancing back at David, ducking just in time as his head almost hit a low branch. He pulled the horse to a halt. David swerved around the tree to the other side and pulled his mount beside Mark’s.


  “Where could they be heading? Let’s stay under these tree branches til we see which way they’re going,.” He shouted.


  The noise was deafening as the chopper flew right over the trees under which they were hiding. The horses pranced and stomped and the boys had to keep a firm grip on the reins to prevent them from moving out from under the cover.


  But the chopper roared away, toward the main road it seemed, and when the noise had diminished David said, “Let’s go.” They put the horses into a run.


  9


  “First, We’ll Get the Girls!”
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  “There it is,” Carlos said jubilantly as he spotted the edge of the long hill. “We made it!”


  He had driven the red sedan at a reckless pace, tearing up the road in his haste. Rodriguez had remonstrated with him the whole trip, urging him in vain to slow down before they both got killed. But Carlos had ignored him, driving as if he were being chased by demons.


  “Those trees will cover the car easily, and the van as well,” Rodriquez said, relieved that Carlos would have to end his reckless speeding.


  There goes the van!” Mario said, pointing to the other vehicle as it passed them. “They’ll head to the house. “We’ve got this end covered.”


  Suddenly he yelled. The road turned sharply before straightening again past the long hill. He hit the brakes in alarm. Don’t turn too fast or we’ll flip! he told himself, almost panicking. He yanked the wheel back to the right and steered the car off the road, bouncing along at great speed.


  Rodriguez shouted out in alarm. “You‘ve got to slow down!”


  



  The green van sped on its way to the Valasqez’s estate! Then Jose spotted the driveway to the home and he began to slow down. He slowed, turned, then stepped on the gas. The van leaped forward, racing toward to the big house at the end of the long drive.


  “There’s the house!” Juan said. “Pull up in front. We’ll try the front door first, then go around back if no one answers.”


  Slamming on the brakes he brought the van to a stop in a cloud of dust. Both men leaped out and hurried up the steps.


  Maria had just started to make another call when she heard the sound of the rapidly approaching van. Putting down the phone, she hurried down the hall to the front hall to peek through the curtain. Penny joined her, her eyes wide with fright.


  “It’s a green van!” Maria cried. “It must be the one the boys said followed us from the city!”


  “We can’t let them trap us in the house!” Penny said.


  As the frightened girls turned toward the kitchen, the front door bell rang insistently.


  The girls ran out the back door, down the steps, and straight for the rail where the palomino was tied.


  Maria mounted the startled horse and took the reins Penny handed up to her, then reached a hand to help Penny swing up behind. She turned the horse expertly and urged him to a gallop. “Hold on!” she told Penny.


  The two men stood on the front porch, still ringing the bell.


  “Let’s go round the house,” Jose said finally. “If we don’t see those kids there, we’ll go back and join Carlos and Rodriquez.”


  The two men rushed back into the van and drove around the garden.


  “Look! Two girls on a horse!” Juan yelled. “They’re heading toward that gate in the fence!”


  “Must have heard us ring,” Jose said, cursing. “Let’s head ’em off! We can’t let them get away to alert the police!”


  Jose whipped the steering wheel to the left and stepped on the gas. The van leaped ahead, aiming to intercept the palomino carrying the two girls.


  “This’ll scare ’em!” he said, hitting the horn.


  Penny’s head jerked around at the sound. “Oh, Maria, they’re coming right at us!” she cried.


  Maria gave the van a quick glance. “We’ll beat them to the gate!” she said. “Jump down and open it, then close it behind us. They’ll have to stop, and we’ll have a good head start toward the woods!”


  “But there’s another fence after this one!” Penny said.


  “We’ll still be ahead of them,” Maria said, as she bent low over the horse, urging him on.


  Maria pulled the palomino to a halt when they reached the gate, and Penny leaped down. She opened it just wide enough for the horse to get through, closed it, then the girls gripped wrists and Penny swung up behind her friend.


  Maria put the palomino to a gallop, and they headed for the next fence.


  “Aren’t you going to stop?” Juan asked.


  “Why bother?” Jose said grimly. “That gate’s too flimsy to stop us. We’re going through!”


  As the racing palomino neared the second fence, Penny prepared to leap down and open it. Looking back at their relentless pursuers she was just in time to see the van smash through the first gate without slowing down, sending pieces of wood flying in all directions.


  She cried out, startling the horse. Desperately, she pushed the gate closed, hooked it, then ran to Maria’s outstretched arm and swung up onto the horse. As Maria turned the animal to run again, the wildly honking van drove right up to the gate behind them and screeched to a halt.


  Juan jumped out, swearing, and fumbled for a moment with the hook, then threw open the gate. Jose drove through, raising a cloud of dust, and stopped just long enough for Juan to jump in. “We’ve got to catch them before they reach those trees!” Jose said as he pressed the gas pedal.


  Penny glanced back. “Oh, Maria! They’re still coming after us!”


  “Pray that we can reach the trees before they do!” Maria said. “At least they can’t go there! Hold on, Penny! I’ll try to fool them!”


  As Penny tightened her grip around Maria’s waist, the Spanish girl swerved the palomino to the left, then cut back right again, straight for the approaching trees.


  The driver swerved the van left also, then swore as he saw the horse cut to the right. He wrenched the wheel to the right and the racing van almost turned over, then steadied and headed after the fleeing horse. But Maria had thrown him off course just long enough to escape.


  “She’s in the trees!” Juan said in disgust. “We’ll never catch them now!”


  “She fooled me!” Jose snarled, hitting the brakes before the van crashed into the trees. The vehicle skidded to a stop in a cloud of red dust. Cursing viciously, he reversed the van, turned, and headed back toward the house.


  “Let’s join Carlos and Rodriguez!” he said. “Those girls aren’t going to cause any trouble; they’re running into the forest.”


  “Let’s hope they don’t come out somewhere else, find a phone, and call the police before that helicopter arrives!” Juan said. “They could ruin everything!”


  “Nothing’s going to ruin our plan,” Jose said. “They can’t get to a phone the way they’re headed! They’re just trying to escape us, and they sure won’t find any phones in the fields!”


  



  Meanwhile, from another direction, the fuel truck raced along the road and was now nearing the farm. “We’re almost there!” the driver said smugly. “We’ll soon have that chopper fueled up and out of here. And then…”


  “Then, my friend, we’ll be rich!” Manuel said with a smirk. He held an automatic rifle between his knees.


  “Antonio’s a genius!” the driver said. “He rounded up this truck, and got a man to rent a plane, spot where the helicopter was hiding, and map the place for us - I tell you, he’s a genius! Nothing can go wrong now! But you’d better keep your rifle, just in case.”


  Manuel checked the automatic rifle propped against his leg and slipped some extra magazines of ammo into his pockets. “We’d better move fast when we fuel that chopper,” he said. “We’ve got to get away before those thugs show up to rescue Pedro and double-cross us.”


  “Don’t worry,” the driver said. “After we tie up Pedro, I’ll handle the fueling while you find a place on the hill to watch for his gang.”


  “You don’t think they’ll come that early, do you?’


  “No, but only fools take things for granted. With you on the lookout, if they do happen to come early, you’ll drive ’em to the ground with a few rounds. That’ll keep ’em frozen until the chopper’s ready to take off. Then we’ll jump on board and leave the police this truck as a present.” He laughed.


  “There it is,” Manuel said, pointing ahead. “That’s the stone marker Antonio told us we’d see at the corner of the Velazquez place. And there’s the hill where the chopper’s gonna meet us.”


  The driver slowed the truck, and the men scanned the terrain ahead and to their left.


  “Look for the rough road that leads back to the fruit groves,” the driver said.


  “Is that it?’ Manuel asked, leaning forward to peer through the windshield.


  “Yes!” the driver said. “See that bunch of trees at the low end? That’s what they told us to look for. The other hill doesn’t have any, so this has to be it.”


  He turned the truck off the road, driving parallel with the hill. The vehicle bounced as it traversed the uneven ground, and the men inside were jostled about.


  “You sure we can’t be seen from the road?” Manuel asked.


  “Didn’t you see how long this hill is? And it’s certainly high enough. No one will see us!”


  The driver pulled the truck slowly around the near edge of the hill, then drove for 60 yards or so over rough terrain, hugging the edge of the rising ground.


  “That should do it,” he said finally, pulling to a stop. “I’ll get the hoses ready. You move along the hill toward the west where you can watch for the chopper and keep an eye out for Pedro’s gang. They’re coming from the city.”


  Manuel moved silently through the trees, rifle in hand, eyes searching in every direction. They wouldn’t be here yet, he thought to himself. But there was no sense in taking chances at this stage! He came to a group of rocks and positioned himself comfortably to wait.


  



  South of the fuel truck, Mark and David galloped their horses out of the trees and into a clearing before entering another grove of trees. Suddenly, David yelled and pointed to his left, then pulled his horse to a sliding stop. Mark did the same.


  “That’s Maria’s horse!” David said, as his own nervous mount snorted and wheeled. He reined in his agitated animal and stared at the big gray, just forty yards away.


  The gray lifted its head at their approach and began moving slowly in the direction of the stable.


  “Look, he’s limping!” Mark said.


  “Then where are the girls?” David asked in alarm.


  “I bet they’re doubled up on Penny’s horse.”


  “That means they won’t get to the house to make those calls as soon as we’d hoped,” David said. “Come on! We’ve got to move!”


  They galloped through a lane of trees, the horses’ pounding hooves sending soft earth flying. Suddenly, they heard the noise of a helicopter.


  “Back! Get back undercover!” David called as he wheeled his horse and moved under the shelter of thick branches, with Mark right behind. David’s horse snorted and reared, and he had to rein in the frightened animal with an iron grip.


  “There it is,” Mark said, “But what’s it doing?”


  The helicopter pulled around in a violent turn low over the grove of trees on the other side of the clearing.


  For a moment, David did not reply as he studied the circling helicopter. Then his expression changed. “Mark, they’ve seen us! I bet they’re coming to check us out. They tied up Raoul and Anna and left them in that cabin because they don’t want anyone to know they’ve been here!” His horse was very nervous now, and David kept him in a tight turn to prevent the horse from spooking.


  “Let’s get into the next grove of trees!” Mark said, goading his mount and leaning forward over the pommel. David did the same, and soon the two animals were racing madly for the group of trees some distance ahead.


  As the horses pounded over the open clearing, the boys prayed that the chopper wouldn’t reach them until they’d entered the woods. The thunderous sound, accompanied by the rush of dirt thrown up by the long whirling blades, was almost too much for the terrified horses. The boys had to use all their strength to avoid being tossed to the ground.


  The chopper swept over Mark and David, pulled up in a tight turn, and headed back.


  Inside the craft’s cabin, the pilots and Pedro cursed this intrusion into their plan.


  “Why waste time on those guys?” Pedro shouted as he crouched behind the two pilots.


  “Because Antonio said we can’t have witnesses!” the pilot shouted back. “We’ve got to capture those riders and take them with us until we’ve fueled and can fly out of here!”


  Even then, the pilot thought, we may have to take those boys with us so they can’t tell the police… and dump’em somewhere!”


  The low-flying chopper approached the boys again, raising a great cloud of dust and stinging pebbles. They rode under cover of the tree branches as the helicopter passed overhead.


  “I think they want more than just to scare us!” Mark called to David as he turned the horse in circles to keep it from breaking into a run.


  “I know! But they can’t land in these trees!”


  A heated debate was in progress inside the chopper. “We don’t have much fuel!” the copilot shouted.


  “I realize that,” the pilot yelled back. “But we’ve got to stop those kids from getting to the house before we can meet the truck and fill up!”


  “Call Antonio,” the copilot said. “Ask him if he can reach the truck by phone and learn where they are and when we can meet.”


  “First, I’m gonna fly low enough to panic those horses and make ’em throw their riders,” the pilot snarled.


  “But they’re under the trees!” Pedro shouted. “You can’t reach them!”


  “I can terrify those dumb horses!” the pilot yelled back as he turned the chopper and aimed it low over the tops of the branches. “We can at least panic their mounts and make them leave those guys on foot.”


  “Look!” the copilot shouted, pointing to the west. “There’s another horse! What’s going on?” He reached for his binoculars and focused on the approaching animal. “It’s got two girls! The ones the old man told us were coming to ride!”


  The pilot wrenched the controls, and the chopper swerved violently to the left. “I know what we can do: We’ll get the girls first – swoop low and make their horse throw them. That will make those boys ride to their rescue. Then we’ll get the boys when they come to help! If we can’t capture them all, we can at least drive their animals crazy so they throw their riders and gallop away! Those kids won’t dare approach the house until they know we’ve gone, and by that time we’ll be fueled and on our way. Even so, they’ve got a long walk ahead of them!”
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  “They Don’t Have a Chance!”
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  The palomino labored under the weight of two riders as it galloped into the open field.


  Maria glanced over her shoulder. “Do you see the van?”


  Penny turned her head to scan the trees they’d just left. “I thought you said they couldn’t come after us in the trees!”


  “They can’t, but there’s a road that runs beside the field. If they found that, they could drive there and catch us here in the open.”


  “What’s that noise?” Penny cried, turning her head quickly to face ahead.


  A low-flying chopper swerved in a turn some distance ahead of them. Sunlight flashed off the whirring blades.


  “A helicopter!” Maria said in alarm. “That must be what Mark and David saw through the binoculars!”


  Maria pulled on the reins, slowing the palomino to a walk. The loyal mount gulped deep breaths of air.


  As the pilot put the chopper into a tight turn, the sudden change of course threw Pedro against the pilot’s seat, gashing his forehead. Before he could recover his balance, the pilot turned the machine on its new course and Pedro fell backward, smashing his skull against the metal floor. Screaming with uncontrollable rage and pain, he shouted at the pilots to steady the chopper. But they ignored him: all their attention was directed on swooping low over the riders on the palomino.


  “They don’t have a chance,” the copilot yelled with grim satisfaction. “We’ll fly so close we’ll panic that horse, and they’ll soon be on the ground.”


  The craft was almost upon them before Maria realized the chopper’s intent. Crying out in alarm, she pulled the reins to the left. The chopper turned instantly to head her off. Seeing this, she pulled the horse sharply to the right and urged him forward.


  But the chopper was so close that the sight and sound of it threw the palomino into confusion. It reared on its hind legs, flailed the air with its front paws, neighed with terror, and threw Penny to the ground. Then the horse leaped to the side, almost throwing Maria, and broke for the trees.


  “One down!” the pilot yelled, as he pulled the chopper into a violent turn and prepared to zoom low over the fleeing palomino. “One more to go!”


  “The boys!” the copilot yelled pointing ahead and to their left.


  The pilot, his concentration broken, glanced left and swore. He yanked the chopper toward the two boys. “We’ll throw them,” he yelled, “then get that last girl on the palomino!”


  Heedless of the approaching chopper, Mark and David galloped furiously toward Penny. She was just beginning to sit up.


  “Let’s split up when the chopper gets close!” David yelled to Mark.


  The boys pulled their horses apart at the last moment, and the chopper pounded between them, raising a dreadful cloud of dust and pebbles. The horses neighed in terror as they were frightened by the dreadful noise and stung by dust and stones. They fought the reins, but the boys gripped with all the strength in their legs and lay low across the animals’ necks.


  Mark, undeterred by the danger from the air, and seeing that David was heading toward Penny who was closest to him, galloped after Maria.


  Penny groggily rose to her feet just as David brought the horse to a halt. “C’mon!” he called, reaching for her. “Let’s get to those trees before the chopper returns!”


  David pulled her up behind him, and she threw her arms around his waist and leaned against him. “Oh, David, thank God you’re safe!”


  “Thank God you’re safe!” he replied, wheeling the horse into a turn. Just as he was about to gallop again, he glanced up and saw the helicopter flying away to the north!


  



  “Look at that fuel gauge!” the copilot had screamed. “You fool! If you don’t stop chasing those kids, we’ll never be able to reach the truck; then we’ll never get away with the jewels!”


  The pilot stiffened in shock as he took in the copilot’s words and glanced at the gauge. They’d had a comfortable reserve when they’d taken off, but this kind of flying was using it up fast.


  “Those kids can’t damage our plans now!” the copilot yelled. “Unless they make you chase them some more!”


  “All right, all right!” The pilot cut the power and turned the chopper back toward their rendezvous.


  At that moment, the chopper’s radio burst into sound. While the pilot settled the craft on a low flight path to avoid being seen from the main road, the copilot picked up the mike. He spoke, listened for a few moments, and then laughed with total relief. He turned to the pilot with a broad grin. “The truck’s here.”


  “Already?”


  “They came early. They’re on this side of the hill. They’ll fuel us right away!”


  Pedro’s heart sank. Caarlos and his men wouldn’t be here yet! Obviously, Antonio had speeded up his plans. Why didn’t they tell me? he wondered. Breaking out in a cold sweat he realized at once that he’d have to go along with the pilots, pretending he was still on their side. Now he and his men would have no chance of grabbing all the loot for themselves. They would have to share it with the others. Intensely disappointed, he sat back against the metal side of the chopper and drew up his knees. He felt sick - not to mention that his head and face were bleeding.


  Back at the farmyard, the green van was speeding toward the shattered gatepost when Jose spotted a narrow road to his right. “Look at that!” he yelled. “Check the map Antonio faxed us. I think that road might parallel the way we want to go!” He slowed the van while his companion got out the map.


  “You’re right,” Juan finally said. “It goes east - just where we want to go. It passes on this side of the Velazquez house and heads directly toward the hill where the fuel truck will meet the chopper. We can make up the time we lost chasing those girls.”


  “Excellent!” Jose said, putting the van in motion again and turning onto the road. The two men lurched sideways as the vehicle swept into a tight turn and started down the dirt road that had suddenly appeared as a tunnel in a thick clump of trees.


  The van bounced madly on the rough road. Potholes from the recent rain threatened to blow the tires, and the men were jostled from side to side as Jose wove the vehicle skillfully along the twisting way. Suddenly, the van leaped upward, then crashed down again. Jose gripped the wheel with all his strength and concentrated on keeping the rocking vehicle on the path. He slowed to make a sudden sharp turn, and the van skidded, almost crashing into the nearby trees. As his companion screamed in alarm, Jose stomped the accelerator again. The van leaped ahead and barely made the turn as branches scraped paint from the side of the van.


  Maria finally managed to rein in her runaway palomino and intended to return to get Penny; then she saw Mark galloping toward her. She cried out joyfully and pulled her horse to a halt. Across the field, she saw Penny being pulled up behind David on his horse.


  “Oh, Mark! Where have you and David been?”


  “We investigated a cabin in the woods - Raoul and Anna are tied up there - and had to wait for some men to leave before we could get back to the horses. Then that helicopter tried to throw us off our horses when we came out of the woods.”


  “They did the same to us,” Maria said. “The horse reared and threw Penny, and then ran away. I just now got control.”


  Then David and Penny galloped up and pulled to a halt.


  “We’ve got to get back to the house and call the police!” David called. “Maria, those men captured Raoul and Anna and tied them up in a cabin in the woods.”


  “Mark just told me,” she replied. “But we can’t go back to the house. Penny and I almost got trapped there! The green van that followed us out of the city came to the front. Penny and I ran out the back and got on the horse, but the men in the van chased us to the woods. They might be there still!”


  “Then how can we call the police?” Penny asked.


  “I know,” Maria said suddenly. “We’ll ride to the Padillas’ estate, which is just next to ours. It’s over that next hill with the trees.” She pointed to the east.


  “Wait a minute!” Mark said, his blue eyes narrowed in concentration. “Is there another place we can call from? I mean, if we get stopped from reaching the Padillas, or if there’s no one there, we’ll be in a spot. But if we could split up and go for two phones, we’d have a better chance to find at least one phone to call the police.”


  “Good point,” David said. “What about it, Maria?”


  “Well, the Gonzalezes live across the road from us,” she said, pointing to the north. “Around that long hill, then across the road. Their gate is right across from the edge of the hill.”


  “David, you and Penny ride there,” Mark suggested. “The helicopter went off to the northeast, I think, and seems to be gone. I’ll ride with Maria to the Padillas’. Surely one of us should be able to get to a phone!”


  “We can call each other when we get to the houses,” Maria said.


  The sound of a car racing at full speed jerked their attention to the woods to their west, back in the direction of the Velazquez home. They watched in shock as a green van burst from the trees at terrific speed, slowed for a moment, then headed straight for them.


  “Let’s go!” Mark cried, turning his horse to the east as Maria did the same.


  “Vaya con Dios!” Maria called as she and Mark put their horses to a gallop and headed toward the trees that bordered the Padilla estate.


  David wheeled his mount to the north and kicked the big brown into a run. “Pray that Mark and Maria reach those trees!” he said to Penny, who gripped his waist tightly as the horse flew across the field.
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  “The Jewels Are Gone!”
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  “Watch it!” Rodriguez screamed.


  Carlos’s reckless driving had at last done them in. When the time came to leave the road, he thought he could just jam on the brakes and strike out across the ground bordering the western side of the long hill. But the red sedan bounced violently over the uneven surface as he wrenched the wheel in a desperate effort to avoid striking a group of large rocks.


  The car smashed into a low-lying rock, bounced and tilted on two wheels, then turned over and skidded for thirty yards, metal shrieking against stones, before coming to a stop in a clump of bushes.


  A heavy cloud of dust had settled over the battered, overturned vehicle as Carlos crawled out. “Get the guns!” he gasped as he collapsed on the ground. “And get the phone… we’ve got to call Jose and Juan in the van!”


  Rodriguez groped inside the overturned car and found their automatic rifles. But he couldn’t find the phone. Gear of all kinds lay strewn about the roof of the upside-down vehicle. He searched for a few minutes, then gave up. He was shaken and bruised, and his head was bleeding. He gathered bandoliers with extra clips of bullets and slowly crawled out a window, dragging the gear with him.


  “I couldn’t find the phone,” he said.


  “What?” Carlos had just sat up and now reached for a rifle and bandolier. “We’ve got to have … “ he broke off suddenly: “Do you smell gas?”


  The thought of gas dripping on the hot engine brought Rodriguez to full alert. “Let’s get out of here!” he said urgently. The two began to run up the hill. “We’ll see the van from up there. And if the fuel truck comes too soon, we’ll blast ’em and they’ll never know what hit ’em!”


  Carlos had barely said the words before a tremendous explosion threw them to the ground. They struggled to their hands and knees and glanced back. Flames and thick, greasy smoke shot up from the wrecked and burning car.


  “That smoke will be seen for miles!” Mario wailed. “Where’s our van? Those fools should be here by now!”


  The two men ran to a rock formation jutting from the side of the hill and dove for shelter. Scrambling to a sitting position, they sat back against the rock, stunned at this turn of events.


  “We’d better move toward the other end of this hill,” Carlos said finally. “Pedro told me that’s where the fuel truck planned to meet the chopper. We’ll wait for him there, tie up the pilots, and come back here to meet Jose and Juan in the van.”


  “All right,” Rodriguez said wearily.


  They picked up their automatic rifles and began moving along the south side of the hill, scrambling around bushes and outcroppings of rock, when they were shocked to hear the sound of an approaching chopper in the distance.


  In the rapidly approaching helicopter, the copilot was the first to spot the truck. “There’s the fuel truck!” he shouted jubilantly.


  “I can land right beside it to fill up,” the pilot said in relief.


  “What’s that smoke to the west?” Pedro pointed to the dark plume rising into the air.


  “I don’t know,” the pilot replied, “but we’ve got to move faster than I’d thought. Smoke is visible for miles, and we’ve got to get out before too many people spot it and call for help!”


  He settled the chopper down beside the fuel truck, the blades swirling up a cloud of dust and dirt and small stones. The driver had taken shelter behind the truck, but when the pilot cut the engines of the chopper, he ran out with a joyful yell and greeted the three men who emerged from the craft.


  “We’ve got to hurry!” he said. “I just heard an explosion to the west. Manuel’s on the hill, watching.” He glanced darkly at Pedro, then shot a questioning glance at the pilot.


  “What do you think it was?” Pedro asked.


  “I’ve no idea,” the driver said, uncoupling the hose from the truck and pulling it over to the chopper. “José will be here in a few minutes. Maybe he can tell us.”


  The driver jumped in the cab of the truck and turned on the engine, then switched on the pump. The copilot grabbed a second hose and unreeled it, crawling under the chopper to the other side. Soon gas from the truck was pouring into the chopper’s tanks from both sides.


  The pilots and the truck driver were completely engrossed in their tasks. Pedro decided it was now or never. He turned and re-entered the chopper.


  The driver looked up from his fueling when Pedro emerged again holding a sack close to his body.


  “Binoculars,” Pedro said quickly, pointing to the sack. I’ll join Manuel and help him keep watch. My brother and his men won’t be here until later; so anyone who comes before that is not with us!”


  The driver nodded, too preoccupied to consider why Pedro was carrying binoculars in such a large sack. Just so we know where you are, my friend, he thought to himself. Setting the hose handle mechanism to fuel automatically, he walked around the tail to talk to the pilot.


  Pedro quickly scrambled up the hillside toward a clump of low trees and was soon lost to view.


  “The tanks should be full in just a few minutes,” the driver said as he walked up to the pilots.


  The pilot grinned. “That’s music to my ears. We’ve been grounded for two days! All we could do was wait for you.”


  The driver nodded. “It took us longer to get here than we’d planned, and I wasn’t … ”


  “Wait a minute!” the pilot said, glancing around sharply. “Where’s Pedro?”


  “He went up the hill to keep watch with Manuel. I figure we know where he is; and he can’t get away.”


  “You let him go on the hill?” the pilot shouted. He wheeled and ran to the open door of the chopper. In a moment, he jumped out with an automatic rifle in his hands.


  “Pedro’s run off with the jewels!” he yelled.


  The copilot scurried under the chopper and leaped up in their midst. “What did you say?”


  “The jewels are gone!” the pilot shouted. “We’ve got to go after him. Put that hose on automatic and get a gun!”


  The copilot entered the chopper to retrieve his gun. The driver ran and got his rifle from the truck.


  “That’s the way he went!” the driver said, gesturing roughly with his hand. “I can’t believe I didn’t suspect him!” He too grabbed an automatic rifle from the chopper.


  The three men ran up the hill, spreading out as they ran. “Watch to both sides as well as ahead!” the pilot shouted. “We can’t let him get behind us!”


  



  Just south of the helicopter, David and Penny rode through a grove of trees, shielded from the approaching van. Finally, they came around a small, rounded hill. David hauled the brown horse to a sliding stop when he saw the helicopter. Frantically, he looked for signs of the chopper’s crew.


  “What’s that truck doing beside the helicopter?” Penny asked, holding on tightly to David as the big horse pranced and fidgeted.


  “It’s a fuel truck,” David said. “Maybe that’s why the chopper stopped chasing us. Maybe it was running out of fuel.”


  “Oh, look, David!” Penny said. “There are men running into the trees!”


  David scanned the area where she pointed and caught a glimpse of three men running up the hill. Then they vanished into the trees; they all carried rifles.


  “Look at that smoke!” he said, gazing at the pillar of greasy black smoke to their left.


  “Could that be from the big explosion we heard a minute ago?” Penny asked.


  “I don’t know, but I just had an idea! The chopper is refueling. When the crew gets back, they can take off and maybe attack us again before we reach the house on the other side of the road. Maria said it’s a mile from the gate, so those men could easily catch us in the open. I’ve got to damage that chopper so it can’t be used to chase us!”


  “Oh, don’t go any closer. They might capture you!”


  “Not the way they’re heading now!” he said. “They’re already out of sight in those trees. Here, you get in the saddle, take the horse and ride into that gully over there. Wait for me behind those trees. I’ll be right back!”


  He swung his right leg over the horse’s neck and dropped to the ground. The big animal snorted and moved as David handed the reins to Penny.


  “Hurry, Penny! Watch from behind those trees. Yell if you see them coming back, and I’ll run through the gully and join you.”


  “Be careful, David!”


  “Don’t worry,” he replied. “Keep a tight rein on the horse - he’s our only way out of here! I’ll be right back!”


  David ran to the helicopter and saw at once that the fuel hose was steadily pumping fuel into the tank of the craft. He ran around the tail of the chopper and saw that the other hose had also been put on automatic. Looking up at the hill, he saw no sign of those men.


  “They’re far away hunting someone else,” he said aloud to himself.


  He pulled out the hose and laid it on the ground under the chopper. Fuel gushed out in a powerful stream, and a pool of deadly fuel quickly ran under the body of the truck and spread out under the front of the machine. Then he ran back around the tail of the chopper to the other side and pulled out that hose as well. This, too, he laid on the ground, where it continued to pump fuel in a strong stream, directly under the body of the helicopter.


  That’s got to stop them! he thought to himself as he ran for the gully and the trees where Penny waited. They don’t dare start up the engine with fuel all over the ground!


  Meanwhile, Mark and Maria galloped their horses at full speed, racing to escape the pursuing van. They swept between two low mounds and continued at breakneck pace through the tall grass. Suddenly, Mark saw something to his right!


  “Go on, Maria!” he shouted. “I’ll come right after you!”


  He swerved sharply and ran his horse past the edge of the mound. Maria yelled a question, but he didn’t hear her; she galloped on as he’d told her to do.


  Jose, at the wheel of the van, yelled in triumph. “The fool thinks he’s being noble! He’s trying to draw us away from the girl!”


  “What’ll you do?” Juan asked.


  “I’m going to ride up to that guy’s horse and sideswipe him, then go after the girl and do the same to her. That’ll wreck both horses, and injure those kids as well. Then we won’t have to capture them.”


  “But Carlos and Rodriguez are waiting for us to set up the ambush!” Juan said.


  “We’ll head there just as soon as I bring down those horses,” Jose snapped.


  “The boy’s gone behind that hill,” Juan said.


  “We’ll see him in a second,” Jose replied.


  “And there he is!” he exulted as Mark’s big gray galloped from behind the low mound.


  The van bounced over the uneven ground, heading right toward Mark, who suddenly pulled his horse to a stop, then turned left, then right, in apparent confusion and terror.


  “He doesn’t know which way to go!” Juan said with a laugh.


  “There’s no place he can go,” Jose replied. There’s no way on earth he can get away from us now!”
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  “Ride, Maria, Ride!”
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  The van raced toward Mark as he continued to turn his horse left and then right, as if in confusion. But his eye was on the long, narrow gully that ran behind the two hills and was now between him and the van. He knew the men wouldn’t see it until they were right on top of it.


  Jose and Juan were jubilant.


  “We’ve got him!” Jose yelled.


  Suddenly, Mark wheeled his horse to the left and kicked him into motion.


  The van swerved and roared in pursuit.


  “Watch out!” Juan screamed.


  It was too late!


  Jose hit the brakes frantically as the van plunged into the shallow gully. Hitting the far side, it sheared off its front wheels, and skidded to the sound of tearing metal before flipping over. Two wheels flew off, flying in different directions; these whirled through the air, fell to earth, and bounced crazily along the ground.


  Mark’s horse almost bolted as Mark reined him away and kicked him into a gallop toward Maria.


  Maria gave a joyful cry as she saw Mark galloping toward her, leaving the van a crumpled wreck behind him. “Oh, thank you, Lord!” she cried aloud.


  “Ride, Maria, ride!” Mark called as he swept near on the big gray.


  She wheeled the palomino, and the two horses ran side by side toward the trees.


  Behind him, Juan and Manuel, bruised and bloody but intact, struggled to exit the shattered van. Groggily, they emerged through a window and staggered to their feet.


  Juan shook his head to clear it. “We’ve got to get to Carlos and Rodriquez before they drive off with Pedro and the jewels. That car’s our only way out of here now!”


  Manuel pointed to the left end of the hill ahead. “Something’s burning!”


  “Who cares? All I want is to reach our men… and their car. We’ve got to hurry!” They broke into a shambling run toward the long hill.


  On that same hill, Pedro rushed through the trees, carrying a sack in his arms. I’ve got the jewels! he gloated. All of them! Now I have to find my men before they come any closer to the chopper.


  He searched the trees for any sign of movement. They’re planning to join me at the other end of the hill. They won’t know I’m heading for them already! he realized.


  Suddenly, Pedro heard men running through the trees ahead of him. Startled, he crouched under a low bush and peered through the branches; then he gave a shout of joy!


  “Here!” he called excitedly. “It’s me!”


  Carlos and Rodriguez dove to the ground in fright. But as Pedro came toward them, they finally recognized him and got up.


  “I’ve got the jewels,” he told them. “Let’s get back to the car and get out of here.”


  “The car’s wrecked,” Carlos said. “We’ve got to wait for Jose and Juan in the van.”


  “What! This is terrible! Let’s go then!” Pedro said. “Those pilots will start looking for me soon. We’ve got to get out of here!”


  Pedro laughed and held up the sack. “We’re rich!”


  The once dispirited men now broke into smiles, realizing how close they were to getting away with all the loot! They quickly made their way through the trees toward the wrecked sedan to wait for the van.


  Behind the fleeing men, the two pilots and the driver of the fuel truck fought their way through the brush and found Manuel keeping watch toward the west.


  “Where’s Pedro?” the pilot snapped.


  “I don’t know,” Manuel replied. “I just heard someone running through the trees below, but no one has come from that direction yet. That’s what I’m watching for - someone coming from the west.”


  “You fool! Pedro ran right by you!”


  “What!”


  “Back to the chopper!” the copilot said. “We’ve got fuel enough now to get away. We’ll fly back to this end of the hill and catch Pedro. Then we’ll have the jewels!”


  



  David ran through the gully as fast as he could, away from the chopper, dodging rocks and praying that he’d be able to stay on his feet and not break an ankle. Then he saw Penny waiting on the big horse, and instantly slowed his pace.


  The horse snorted when David appeared through the trees and turned away, but Penny gripped the reins firmly and brought the animal back.


  “Oh, David!” Keeping hold of the reins, she climbed down from the saddle and threw one arm around his neck, gripping the reins firmly in the other.


  He gave her a big hug, then stepped back. “We’d better get away in a hurry, Penny! I turned those gas hoses loose on the ground. They’re pumping gallons of fuel all around the truck and the helicopter. The fumes could reach the hot engines any time now and blow up! Let’s get to the Gonzalez place and call the police!”


  He climbed into the saddle, reached down and grabbed her wrist; she grabbed his, and he pulled her up behind him. Then he put the horse into a trot and steered toward the road.


  



  Out of sight behind the trees and the hill, the pilot and copilot, with Manuel and the driver of the fuel truck, ran toward the helicopter. As soon as they got close to the truck, they splashed into the spreading pool of fuel. They stopped at once, horrified, realizing the danger they were in. Their shoes and the bottom of their trousers were already drenched with the flammable stuff!


  “Back!” the pilot cried in terror. “There’s fuel all over the ground!”


  “What happened?” José cried, too shocked to move.


  “We left the hoses pumping fuel into the chopper – but now they’re on the ground! Who could have done it? Get away before the fumes reach the hot engine!”


  The men ran for their lives.


  At once, a monstrous flame flashed out in all directions from under the chopper. Gushing rivers of fire shot from the hoses. The pools of fuel under the helicopter and the truck ignited, and both vehicles turned into fireballs. Ghastly roaring flames reached high above the chopper’s propellers and the truck, leaping toward the sky.


  When the helicopter blew up, bits of metal and fuselage flew in all directions, peppering the hill. Then the fuel truck itself exploded with a blast that made the ground shake, knocking the running men to the ground in terror.


  



  



  At the eastern border of the Velazquez estate, Mark and Maria galloped toward the home of the Padillas. Suddenly, Maria turned her horse onto a narrow path through a grove of trees.


  “Shortcut!” she yelled.


  Mark turned his horse after hers. The two mounts pounded through the narrow gap in the trees, their riders leaning low over the animals’ necks to avoid low-hanging branches.


  They splashed through a shallow stream in single file, then plunged again into a narrow path through the trees.


  Finally, they emerged from the grove and found themselves in a long, open field. Before them, a quarter of a mile away, was a large two-story house.


  “That’s it!” Maria called as she pulled her horse to a halt and Mark brought his alongside.


  “I hope someone’s there,” Mark said.


  “Oh, Mark, they’ve got to be there!”


  They urged their horses to a gallop again.


  Behind them, terrifying explosions shattered the late afternoon stillness. Their horses staggered with fright, then resumed their galloping.


  



  The three police helicopters spread out as they approached the airspace above the Velazquez estate. Raoul and Anna had escaped from the cabin, reached a phone, and called the police!


  Fire trucks were roaring down the road toward the blazing wreck of a sedan beside the road. And now, an immense billowing cloud of smoke climbed into the sky from the flaming wreckage of the chopper and fuel truck behind the long hill.


  “This looks like World War Three!” the pilot of the lead chopper said to his copilot.


  “Which fire do we look at first?” the copilot asked.


  “The real big one behind that hill. Man, look at that smoke! What blew up there? Looks like half the hillside’s still burning!”


  “The fire to the west is just a car, they told us,” the copilot said, looking down at the burning wreck.


  “Yeah, but that’s no car behind the hill!”


  



  Below and ahead of the approaching police helicopters, a big brown horse carrying two people crossed the road. David and Penny rode the tired horse down the long lane that led to the Gonzalez home. David was walking the animal now. Penny held on to his waist and leaned her weary head against his back.


  “How will the Gonzalezes believe what we tell them, David?” Penny asked. “After all, they don’t’ even know us.”


  “They’ll have to believe us!” he replied.
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  It was almost dark when Señor Gonzalez pulled his sedan to a stop in front of Maria’s home. Penny and David got out, expressed their thanks again to the gentle man, and ran quickly up the steps to the front door.


  Maria opened the door at their ring, and her tired face broke into a big smile as she threw her arms around Penny. “Thank God you’re safe!” she cried.


  Penny hugged her back and then rushed to hug her brother, who had followed Maria from the living room.


  Soon they were all standing in the large kitchen drinking a cool fruit drink while Anna and Maria made sandwiches. Anna told the teenagers how her husband, Raoul, had worked himself loose from the ropes that bound him just as soon as the pilots left the cabin. Then he untied his wife, and the two walked as quickly as they could to the big house. From there they had called the police even before Maria and Mark had reached the home of the Padillas.


  “I called my parents from the Padillas’ phone,” Maria told them. “And I called them again when Mark and I got home just a few moments ago. They were shocked at the danger we’ve been in. But they told me that the police were already on their way. A passing motorist had also seen a burning car and radioed for help. And the police just now called my parents and told them they’d captured the two gangs that caused all the trouble. It’s safe for us to drive home to Toledo now, so we should start back as soon as we can.”


  “But how did you get away from the van that was chasing you?” David asked.


  “Oh, Mark did that!” Maria said, her eyes shining with admiration as she looked at Mark. “The van was racing right for us, and we had a long way to go to reach the trees. Mark yelled to me to go on and then turned his horse between two low hills. Tell them what happened next, Mark!”


  “Well, I had spotted a gully that ran right across their path to me. They couldn’t see it because of the slight hill – not till they started down the hill . So I turned my horse to the left and then to the right, as if I didn’t know which way to go, staying in the same place so they’d come after me and hit that gulley. The men thought I was trapped and they changed course to run straight at me. When they got close to the gully, I turned and galloped away from them. They chased me, and didn’t see the gully in time to stop.”


  “What happened?” Penny asked eagerly.


  “The van hit the gully!” Maria said. “It slammed right into it and knocked off the front wheels; they bounced all over the place! Then the van skidded and skidded, and then it rolled over. Two men crawled out and scrambled to escape the wreck.”


  Mark picked up the story. “Then we rode to the Padillas’ and called the police and Maria’s parents. But what did you do when we left you?” he asked.


  “Well,” David began, “we rode the other direction, remember, and got to that hill you told us to look for. But we saw a helicopter on the ground, by a fuel truck, and some men running into the woods up the hill.”


  “That’s when David was so brave!” Penny broke in. “When he saw those men leave the truck, he left me in some trees with the horse and ran up to the helicopter. He took both hoses out of the helicopter’s tanks and laid them on the ground.”


  “Boy, the fuel was shooting out of those hoses like geysers!” David added. “As I ran back toward Penny, I could see big pools of the stuff spreading all over the place. I hoped the truck or the chopper would catch on fire, but I couldn’t be sure.”


  “Well, they caught on fire all right,” Penny continued, “but we didn’t see it. We turned and crossed the road onto the Gonzalez property. But we sure heard the explosions!”


  The phone rang and Maria picked it up and broke into a big smile. “It’s your mom, Penny!” she said.


  Penny ran to the phone and began telling her mother details that Mrs. Daring hadn’t yet learned from the police. Then Penny listened for a while. Suddenly, she looked over at the others in shocked surprise. “Do you mean it, Mom?” she cried. Finally, she hung up the phone and walked back to where the others sat watching her.


  “What’s up?” Mark asked, mystified at his sister’s expression.


  “You’ll never guess!” she replied with a strange expression on her face.


  “Then tell us!” David said.


  Penny hesitated. “Oh, you might not be interested. Mark probably won’t.” Penny sat down at the table and picked up the other half of her sandwich.


  “All right, sis,” Mark said. “Let’s have it. You’re just stringing this out to tantalize us.”


  “Oh, all right.” She took another bite from her sandwich.


  “Penny,” Mark said impatiently, “how can you tell us when you keep eating like that? C’mon, David. Let’s tickle-torture it out of her!”


  “No! I’ll talk! Mom says we’re all flying back home, back to Africa.”


  Mark couldn’t keep his disappointment from showing. “When?” he asked, glancing at Maria.


  “Day after tomorrow,” Penny said. “You’ve been saying you wanted to get back and show David that temple, Mark,” she continued, keeping her face expressionless. “I thought you’d be pleased. Mom also said…” She broke off. “Well, Maria might not want to,” she finished lamely.


  “Might not want to what?” Maria said. “Honestly, Penny, you’re straining our patience! Isn’t she, Mark?”


  “She sure is. Better spill the beans, Penny, or David and I will make you talk!”


  “Oh, all right,” Penny said. She looked at Maria. “But you don’t have to if you don’t want to, Maria,” she finished.


  “Don’t have to what?” Maria said. “Penny, you’ve got to tell me what you’re talking about.”


  “You don’t have to fly back to Africa with us for a visit if you don’t want to! After all, these boys have gotten you into so much danger, you might not want to see any of us again!”


  “Africa!” Maria cried. “My father says I can go back with you?”


  “Only if you really want to,” Penny said, trying hard to keep a straight face. Then she broke into a big smile. “Oh, please come with us, Maria. We’ll have a wonderful time if you come!”


  “That’s great!” David said, smiling. “Come with us and help us keep Mark out of trouble! You see how danger-prone the guy is! Penny and I need all the help we can get, Maria. You’ve got to come along and give us a hand!”


  “Oh,” Maria exclaimed, burying her face in her hands.


  “What does that mean?” Mark asked, utterly baffled.


  “Who can tell what girls mean!” David replied. “I think it means that she’s pleased, but you never can tell.”


  “Of course you can tell that she’s happy!” Penny insisted. “Why are boys so dense?”


  David grinned, then looked at Mark: “Now you’ve got to take me to see that temple you promised to show me so long ago! Man, the summer’s almost over and I don’t have too much time before I’ll have to fly back home to Alabama.”


  “Wow!” Mark exclaimed, “these weeks have sure flown by! I promise we’ll go look at that temple as soon as we get back home: assuming Dad’s permission, of course.”


  “But surely you’ll take Maria and me with you!” Penny exclaimed.


  Mark hesitated: “Penny, How can I say this so you’ll understand? David and I are serious explorers. You know how girls can get in the way of serious explorers. We’ll have to think long and hard about this. Do you agree, David?”


  “I sure do, Mark,” David replied with a straight face. “An old temple is not a safe place for young girls. Everyone knows that. How could we do serious exploring with helpless girls in tow? They would just be underfoot all the time, distracting us from serious exploring. They’re as sweet as they can be, of course. But I agree with you, Mark. It just wouldn’t work.”


  “What nonsense you boys speak!” Penny replied, in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s all settled, then. We’re going with you. Besides, you both know you’d get hopelessly lost without our help; the whole summer has proved that!” She turned to her new friend, “Oh Maria, this is wonderful! We’ll have a great time and I know you’ll be glad you came!”


  Maria remembered her duties as hostess: “My goodness! It’s almost eight o’clock! We’ve got some chocolate pie for dessert. Let’s have that real quick, then drive back to the city.”


  In a short while the young folks had finished their pie. They said their goodbyes to Anna and Raoul, thanking them again for calling the police, and left the house.


  “Sure you’re up to driving after all that exercise?” Mark asked David.


  “Quite sure, Mark. After the beating your bottom and your nerves must have taken on the horse you flopped around on so awkwardly, you’re clearly in no shape to drive these sweet girls back to the city. Only a man in really good shape would be up to that challenge. Of course, fortunately for everyone here, I am that man.” He tried to smile a modest smile, but failed, because he couldn’t keep a straight face.


  “Oh, brother,” Mark exclaimed, “spare us. Poke him awake if he falls asleep, Penny, and I’ll see that we all get back safely.”


  Changing the subject, David said, “You’ll really enjoy it, Maria. Their home is a wonderfully restful place; we swim, hike, canoe.” David paused, then added: “Of course, we also have to watch for crocodiles. But you get used to that.”


  “Crocodiles!” Maria exclaimed with a start. “You’re teasing me!”


  “Actually, he’s not,” Mark said, with a perfectly straight face. “But you girls won’t have to worry about that because David and I clear them out of the pool each morning before we swim.”


  Maria, not yet knowing these boys, didn’t really know how to interpret this new information. But she was beaming with happiness at the prospect ahead.


  As the car sped back to the city fabled of Toledo, Maria began to hear of some of the adventures Mark and Penny and David had experienced that summer – so far.


  David sought to reassure her. “Don’t worry, Maria. If these wild teens show the first signs of getting you into any danger, I promise I’ll get you out of there at once! Trust me!”


  Mark snorted.


  But Penny asked: “Mark, are you really sure that there’s no danger in exploring that temple in the jungle?”


  “Danger? In that old temple? Not a chance. If fact, what could be safer?”


  “But Mark, that’s what you’ve always say!” she replied with a laugh.


  For the rest of the way back to Toledo the three Americans described the Daring family’s delightful African home, and the fun their new friend would have there.


  “The danger’s all past now, Maria,” David emphasized. “Nothing could be safer. You’ll see.”


  



  She would indeed!
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