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Chapter 1



"GAME, LENZ AND OSTEEN."

The voice over the loudspeakers drowned out the sound of crashing breakers at the beach volleyball court on southern California's Laguna Beach.

"Match score one, Lenz and Osteen zero, Conlin and Donahue."

The crowd of approximately a thousand, which filled the bleachers on both sides of the court, erupted in raucous cheers. Joe Hardy, sitting in the center of the third row next to his brother, Frank, absently wiped the sweat trickling from his blond hair.

"What is it, a hundred and ten degrees out here?" he demanded.

"I told you to change clothes before we came to the games," Frank reminded him, sipping a jumbo-size Hi-Kick soda.

Frank, who at eighteen was a year older than his brother, looked cool in colorful surfer's shorts, tank top, and sunglasses, with a bicycle cap covering his dark hair. He glanced at Joe, who was so pink. He looked like uncooked steak in a polo shirt and long khaki pants.

"We were late," Joe protested. "It took me half an hour to sweet-talk two press passes from the hotel desk clerk. By the time she gave in, the tournament had already started. No way was I going to miss more of it to unpack!"

He grabbed Frank's soda and took a long sip.

"Ugh," he said. "Too sweet."

"It's all they're selling at the refreshment stand," Frank said wryly. "Could that be because the tournament's sponsored by the Frosty Company, manufacturers of Hi-Kick soda?"

"They'll never make money with a taste like this." Joe handed the cup back.

The brothers turned back to await the start of the second game of the tournament's first set.



Ever since the previous summer, when Joe had been introduced to the sport in Florida, he'd become a fanatic about beach volleyball. The regular game of six to a side he could take or leave, but beach volleyball with two to a side was fast and exciting — everything that appealed to him.



When Frank and Joe had arrived at the South Coast Surf Club that morning, Joe had immediately spotted the poster announcing the First Annual Hi-Kick Beach Volleyball Tournament.

"Now I can show you how the game's really played!" he'd said enthusiastically as he read off the list of players from a bulletin board in the hotel lobby.

"Wow, I've heard of these guys! Scooter Lenz and Peter Osteen from La Jolla. They're one of the top teams. Look, they're playing the U.S. champions this morning — Brad Con-lin and Mark Donahue." Still reading, Joe had whistled softly. "Frosty's put a hundred thousand dollars in prize money into this competition. Fifty thousand each to the winning men's and women's teams!"

"Very interesting," Frank had said with a yawn as he picked up his suitcase to go to their room. The brothers' parents had sprung this summer getaway on them as a surprise just a couple of days before, and Frank hadn't had a good night's sleep the past two nights because of packing for the trip and the overnight flight to California. "I'm going upstairs to take a shower. Then I'm going to hit the beach."



Well, they were on the beach, Frank reminded himself—bunched in with 998 other fans to watch four guys punch a volleyball back and forth over a net. The sun was so blindingly bright that Frank could hardly see the game even with sunglasses on. But in the distance, beyond the court, he could make out surfers gliding atop the Pacific breakers and closer in beautiful girls and body-builder guys sauntering along the crescent-shaped southern California beach. He was really tempted to make a break for it and join them. The Hardys hadn't been to California in a while, and Frank wanted to enjoy the beaches.



The sound of the referee's whistle interrupted Frank's thoughts as game two of the match began. While the referee climbed a ladder at one side of center court, Frank watched Mark Donahue cradle the ball in his right hand. Joe had told him that at six feet two inches Donahue was the shortest male player in the entire competition. The muscles that bulged on his arms and legs as he took a step away from the back line made it obvious why he was among the top beach volleyball contenders in the world.

His partner, Brad Conlin, had the leaner build and long blond hair of a surfer. His muscles were tensed like those of a weight lifter as Mark prepared to serve.

As Frank watched, Donahue charged forward, threw the ball high, then leapt about three feet off the sand to slam the ball with an overhead smash.

As the ball hummed over the net faster than a cruise missile, Frank decided there was no way for Lenz or Osteen to return the serve. Even as he was telling himself this, Frank saw Peter Osteen fling himself toward the ball to land full length on the sand. He got one hand under the ball and bumped it up to his partner. As Scooter Lenz tapped the ball straight up, Osteen sprang to his feet and slammed the ball down into the sand halfway between the opposing team.

"That was incredible!" Frank leapt to his feet as the crowd went wild. "Did you see the way he smashed that ball?"

"What'd I tell you?" Joe said over the noise of the loudspeakers. "These guys are amazing athletes! It takes muscle to make those moves on loose sand, and skill to maneuver with only one guy to back you up."

"Like a combination of pro tennis and regular volleyball," Frank agreed, impressed in spite of himself.

Frank watched Lenz and Osteen giving each other a high five.

Osteen, with his curly red hair and six-foot-six, heavily muscled build, looked like a Viking in surfing baggies, blue tank top and white Hi-Kick cap with the bill folded up.

Lenz was much darker but just as large, with black curls escaping from under his Hi-Kick cap and a determined set to his strong jaw.

Frank could see from the way they treated each other that the partners were good friends as well as teammates.

"These are permanent teams, right?" he asked his brother as the audience settled down and the next play began.

"Sure," Joe answered. "Men and women both. There're major bucks in this sport. Frank I read that Conlin and Donahue made about seventy-five thousand dollars each last year plus endorsements and stuff."

Frank nodded. "The Frosty Company's sure getting its advertising value out of sponsoring this contest." His eyes took in one of the six-foot-tall inflated mock-ups of Hi-Kick soft drink bottles that adorned each corner of the court and the table near the court covered with coolers and paper cups filled with Hi-Kick. Even the teenage ball-catchers who hovered behind each team wore Hi-Kick caps and T-shirts. There was no way the crews of TV news teams could avoid filming the Hi-Kick logo.

"Yeah, they'd better," replied Joe, fanning himself with a brochure, "if they expect to cut into SuperJuice's business. SuperJuice has always been number one in the sports drink market."

"Hey, wait," Frank said, interrupting as he peered at the huge scoreboard, also decorated with the blue-and-gold Hi-Kick logo. "The scoreboard says this game's tied at zero. I thought Osteen won the point."

"You have to be serving to get a point," Joe corrected. "Otherwise, it's just a 'side out.' The next serve switches to your side."

Frank nodded and turned back to watch Scooter Lenz serve. He stood just behind the back line and hit the ball underhand so that it soared over thirty feet in the air before coming down in the other court.

"All right, Scooter!" a fan yelled right in Frank's ear. "Dynamite high-ball!"

Trying to ignore the ringing in his ear, Frank watched as Conlin positioned himself under the serve and popped the ball to his partner, moving close to the net to await the setup. As Donahue hit it up in perfect position for a spike like the one Osteen had just made, Conlin jumped high. Across the net, Osteen leapt up, too, expecting the spike. But at the last second, Conlin only tapped the ball, causing it to arc over Osteen's outstretched arms and drop dead in the sand. Side out, Frank told himself, letting his breath out.

"Way to go, Marco! Fantastic dink!" called out a fan, making Frank's other ear buzz.

"Still zero-zero," Frank commented. "It could be a long time between points at this rate. A game's what, fifteen?"

"Fifteen points," Joe agreed. "And you have to win by at least two points."

"They're going to be totally wiped out," Frank said.

"In this heat, playing that hard—" "Whoever wants it most will win," Joe finished for him, wiping sweat from his face as he followed the action.

"Well, you were right about one thing. They earn their money."

As the match continued, Frank found himself captivated by the impressive jump serves, towering high-ball serves, perfectly timed blocks, and soft dink shots hit just out of reach. Because there were so many more side outs than points, the sun had climbed to the top of the sky and started to descend before the score evened up at two games to two.

"Next team to win a game wins the match."

Joe sat up taller in his seat as the exhausted players took a break in the shade of a Hi-Kick awning. "Osteen looks bad."

Frank peered at Osteen, who was resting on one knee under the awning and breathing heavily. His face was flushed and sweaty, and when he stood up, his legs looked a little shaky. Scooter Lenz, his teammate, muttered something to him. Osteen shook his head, then walked back out to start the next game.

"You're right," Frank said. "Looks like he has sunstroke or something."

He wondered privately whether the game would be called, but the referee didn't seem to notice Osteen's condition. He climbed the ladder to the top of the net and blew his whistle so play could begin.

"Way to go, Osteen!" Joe yelled. At least the rest of the crowd had quieted down somewhat, Frank thought thankfully. The heat seemed to have affected them as well.

"Set point!" announced the loudspeakers nearly an hour later. Frank snapped out of his heat-induced doldrums to see a score of 14-15, Conlin-Donahue, on the board. He looked at the court. All four players appeared ragged and were dripping with sweat, but Osteen was by far the worst off. Swaying a little on his feet, he signaled a pause and then trudged through the sand to the Hi-Kick table. As he grabbed a blue paper cup and gulped down the soda, the crowd supporting the current champions rumbled impatiently.

"Play ball," the referee called finally, and Osteen, looking a little revived, trudged back to the court.

When play resumed, Brad Conlin was serving. Osteen hit the serve first and passed the ball to Scooter Lenz in the middle of the court. Lenz bent at the knees, clasped his hands low, and tapped the ball straight up in a perfect set. Osteen leapt to spike the ball down at an angle that couldn't be returned.

His jump wasn't high enough, though. Frank yelled as Conlin, who was ready and waiting, smashed Osteen's shot back over the net.

Lenz saw the ball coming and made a desperate lunge to retrieve it. It landed inches from him, just inside the boundary of the court.

"Match to Conlin and Donahue!" Joe cried as the crowd cheered and rose in a standing ovation for all four players.

Frank watched the exhausted players—two triumphant and two destroyed—move toward the net to shake hands with their opponents. Scooter Lenz's head was hanging low on his chest. He was the perfect picture of defeat, Frank thought.

"Boy, what a game!" Joe said, forgetting all about the heat in his enthusiasm. "Did you see how Conlin — "

"Joe, look!" Frank interrupted, standing up and pointing at the court. As Joe followed his gaze, the older Hardy stared at Peter Osteen.

The redheaded player had crumpled to the sand and was lying there, his body twitching and his legs thrashing uncontrollably. His fellow players had turned toward him in shock.

"Osteen's down!" a fan screamed and suddenly there was a rush of spectators from the bleachers.

"Come on!" Frank shouted, moving down to the front of the bleachers. He pushed toward the edge of the court, where a group of players, coaches, and Hi-Kick officials huddled over the downed player. Several television crews had crowded around, too, their camera lenses aimed at Osteen. They backed off only after one of the officials agreed to give them an interview.

"Give him air!" A pair of medics with Hi-Kick patches on their white jackets ran toward Osteen. The fans moved closer, anyway, their curiosity overpowering their caution.

Frank and Joe broke through to the front ranks of the crowd. From where he was standing Frank could see that Osteen's face had turned a dangerous shade of green. As the medics bent over him, the spasms in the player's limbs were growing weaker. Staring at the stricken teen, Frank only heard Joe's voice.

"Frank," Joe was whispering, staring at the player in shock. "It looks like he's stopped breathing!"





















Chapter 2



"COME ON, OSTEEN. Breathe!" Joe clenched his fists, frustrated at not being able to help. Both Frank and Joe were experts at CPR, but Joe knew the tournament officials would never let a couple of teenagers near a player in trouble.

"The ambulance," someone in the crowd announced as the noise of a siren approached. The hundreds of fans who'd surrounded the court turned to watch as a team of paramedics leapt out of their ambulance and raced with a stretcher to the scene.

"Ladies and gentlemen," announced a voice on the loudspeakers, "we have a medical emergency. Repeat, a medical emergency. The remainder of today's tournament will be delayed until further notice. Those who desire ticket refunds should go to the tournament office at the Surf Club. Please avoid the court area as you leave."

"Okay, move back," Joe ordered the crowd, turning to push the fans gently backward. "Give the medics room to move."

Frank came to his aid. Several fans grumbled angrily, but gradually they either wandered away or returned to their seats to await word on Osteen's condition.

Then Joe heard more sirens and peered down the road. "Police," he said to Frank.

Joe stepped back as one of the tournament officials, a short, middle-aged man in white pants and a blue knit shirt with the Hi-Kick logo made his way to the stretcher. He seemed very tense and kept wiping his forehead with a soggy handkerchief. As soon as he heard the wailing of the sirens, the man froze midstep and frowned.

"Who called the cops?" he demanded.

"Uh, I did, sir." It was Osteen's partner, Scooter Lenz. Joe had noticed him following anxiously beside the official and had felt sorry for him. "We need the cops, right?"

"What for?" the little man shouted hoarsely, applying his handkerchief to his face again. "Because Peter keeled over from too much sun? That's illegal now?"

"Sir?" Joe Hardy stepped forward hesitantly, glancing down at Peter Osteen's inert body as the paramedics carried it past him. What he saw made his heart skip a beat. Peter's mouth hung open, his eyes were closed, and his body lay still. "Uh, is Peter still alive?"

"Alive? Alive!" The question seemed to send the official into a fit of rage. "Of course he's alive. Dead people don't play beach volleyball tournaments, young man."

"I was just wondering. Because if he had died, the police would have to ask questions and decide on the cause of death."

"Questions?" The nervous man glanced toward the ambulance, where the paramedics were just slamming the back doors shut.

"It's standard procedure," said Frank, backing up his brother. "Besides, you'll need help handling this crowd."

"Who are you guys?" the official demanded as the ambulance pulled away and two police cruisers pulled into its place. "You act like cops."

"Our dad was a cop," Joe explained quickly. "And we've done a lot of detective work ourselves. You might have read about us in the papers a while back when we solved a case for a movie studio in L.A. I'm Joe Hardy, and this is my brother, Frank."

The man's eyes bugged out, and his handkerchief hung forgotten from his fist. "You're the Hardy brothers?" Then slowly his eyes lit up. He looked like a condemned prisoner who'd just figured out how to escape, Joe thought.

"This could be a stroke of luck," the man said, lowering his voice. "I'm Richard Prindle, head of promotion for the Frosty Company. This tournament was my idea, and I have to make sure it generates great publicity for Hi-Kick or I'm in big trouble. Maybe we could — "

The sirens cut off abruptly. Three men in uniform and two in civilian clothes were climbing out of the cars. "Just what I need," Prindle moaned. "A sick volleyball champ and a scandal for the newspapers. Excuse me, boys. Might as well get this over with."

Prindle marched over to meet the officers. The other officials and players watched him go. Everyone was very upset, and one of the female players had begun crying.

"It wasn't the sun that did it," a voice said in Joe's ear.

Startled, Joe turned to find Scooter Lenz standing next to him. "It wasn't?" he said, taken off guard at having one of his favorite athletes speak to him. "What did do it, then?"

"Too much sugar." Scooter's eyes flicked from Joe to Frank. "Or too little. Osteen was a diabetic. Prindle didn't tell you 'cause he thinks any weakness in the players weakens the show."

"You're saying he had a diabetic reaction?" Frank said, taking a step closer. "Did you tell the paramedics? If they know, they may be able to save him."

"Sure I told them," Scooter said, offended. "What do you think, I'd let him die to keep Prindle happy?"

"Sorry," Frank said, embarrassed. "It's just — well, we flew in from the East Coast this morning and I guess we're pretty beat."

"Yeah, but you're detectives, right? I heard you talking to Prindle. Are you going to hang around for a while?"

"Yeah," said Joe. "We're staying at the Surf Club. Why?"

"Well," he said, kicking at the sand with one huge foot, "I'm sure what my partner had was one of those seizures, all right, but what I wonder is, how come? I mean, a diabetic's blood sugar level has to get either real high or real low to set off a reaction like that, and Osteen double-checks his blood sugar so many times during a tourney, it couldn't possibly have gotten out of hand."

"Then what do you think caused the attack?"

Scooter shrugged. "I don't know enough about it, I guess. But I do have a funny feeling about this, and I figure it can't hurt to know how to reach you guys."

While Frank gave Scooter their room number at the Surf Club, Joe noticed one of the plainclothes detectives, a burly redhead, approaching them across the sand.

"Scooter Lenz?" the man asked. He flashed a leather case with a gold badge inside. "Detective Sergeant Dan O'Boyle, Laguna Beach P.D. Could I have a word with you, please?"

"Sure," the volleyball champion said uneasily. "Uh, how is he?"

The detective closed his eyes and sucked in a lungful of hot air. "He died on the way to the hospital, I'm afraid. He went into a brief coma, then slipped away. I'm sorry." He hesitated, then said more gently, "Mr. Prindle tells me you were the last person to see him alone."

At the news that his partner was dead, Scooter had become deathly pale. Now he stammered as he tried to answer the detective without crying.

Joe felt as though he'd been hit with a sledgehammer. He'd been following Peter Osteen's career for months. He couldn't believe that the nineteen-year-old champ could actually die moments after playing so well.

"Excuse us," Frank said to the detective and Scooter, pulling Joe away. "I think Mr. Prindle wants to talk to us."

"I can't get over it," Joe kept saying as his older brother steered him over the firm, hard sand. "He looked great out there one instant. Then the next — "

"Here's what we're going to do," Frank said in a low breath, tightening his grip on his brother's arm. "We're going to find Prindle and offer to look into the situation for him. We'll convince Prindle that finding out what really happened to Osteen is better for the Frosty Company than everybody thinking it was careless about a player's health."

"What do you mean, 'what really happened to Osteen'?" Joe asked. "You think Scooter's right about something being fishy?"

"I think more than that," Frank said grimly. "Remember that volunteer stint I did at Bayport Hospital? We had diabetics come into the emergency room. People with hyperglycemic reactions don't usually jerk and twitch like Osteen did. They just slow down, like they're falling asleep, and quietly slip into a coma. People who twitch around a lot, then fall unconscious, are more likely to have been poisoned."

Joe stared at him. "How sure are you about this?" he demanded.

"It's only a hunch," Frank admitted, "but I definitely smell a rat. Besides," he added dryly, "we're here for two weeks, right? Two whole weeks with nothing to do."

"Yeah," Joe said as they continued their search for Prindle. "Nothing but surfing, swimming, lying around on the beach, talking to pretty girls — "

The loudspeakers announced just then that the tournament would close for the day—without mentioning Peter's death. Hundreds of grumbling fans began moving toward the parking lot as Joe and Frank found Prindle standing near the cruisers. They presented him with their offer. Prindle, looking haggard, merely nodded his head meekly.

"Meet me at the Surf Club in twenty minutes," he finally said. "Our tournament offices are in two large Winnebago trailers in the parking lot. The one closer to the clubhouse is mine."

"We'll be there," Frank agreed.

As Prindle hurried away, Joe asked his brother, "What now?"

"Let's find the other team — Brad Conlin and Mark Donahue," Frank said, leading the way back toward the court. "If we're looking for suspects, those two would have had a lot to lose, right?"

"Yeah, but they're all volleyball players, Frank," Joe protested. "You don't think — "  He paused midsentence, noticing that Detective O'Boyle was now interviewing the Hi-Kick film crew. He wanted to listen in on their conversation and said so to Frank. Joe filled his brother in when he returned. "He asked them if they'd noticed anything suspicious this morning. But the guy who spoke for them said no. He said something about just minding their business and getting the job done."

"Great," Frank said. "With friends like that, Osteen didn't need enemies. Look, there are Conlin and Donahue."

Joe followed Frank toward the two players, who were talking at the far end of the net with their backs to the Hardys.

Motioning to Joe to be quiet, Frank moved closer toward the two. But even Joe could hear Donahue when he erupted loudly, "A lot of nerve, asking those questions! Like we're criminals! I should have — "

"Take it easy," Joe heard Conlin answer. "Just keep cool, and don't blow it. You don't want to — "

Joe wasn't able to hear any more. Afraid the players would notice them, Frank had backed off and signaled to Joe to move off with him.

"Those two aren't in the mood for questions," Frank muttered to Joe. "It's time to go see Prindle anyway."

They walked the short distance down the beach to the Surf Club complex. Joe took in the beautiful curved beach with sunbathers settled in on blankets and a group of hotel guests tucked under identical yellow beach umbrellas. A boy and a girl were flying a kite while a German shepherd that had escaped from somewhere frolicked illegally in the waves. It looked exactly the way Joe had pictured it when his father had first told them about their trip. Now that they were here, though, all Joe could think about was a volleyball player's death and how he and Frank might have to solve another mystery. Joe sighed. He guessed the detecting urge was in the Hardy blood.

"Wow. Air conditioning!" Joe said as he and Frank entered Mr. Prindle's comfortable trailer office. "Does that feel good."

"Sit down, sit down." Prindle, still obviously distraught, was gesturing to two chairs facing his desk. "Make yourselves at home. Can I get you something to drink?"

Joe sat in the chair nearer the desk, noting the piles of manila folders, glossy photographs, and printed literature that cluttered every inch of available space. "Thanks," he said to Prindle. "What do you have?"

Prindle opened the door of a small refrigerator beside his desk and peered inside. "Frosty Cola, Frosty Orange, Frosty Lemon—and plenty of Hi-Kick."

Joe exchanged a glance  with his  brother. "Two orange sodas would be fine," he said.

As Prindle pulled out two cans, popped the tops, and handed them to the brothers, Joe noticed that the executive's hands were shaking. "I'm very worried," Prindle blurted out abruptly as he sat back down at his desk. "There's been some funny business going on around here. Now that Peter is dead — "  He hesitated, then said, "Sorry, I can't really believe it. But if you two think there might be something—irregular— about his death, the rest of what's happened might turn out to be more important than I'd thought. Or maybe there's no connection, after all. I hope not, but — "

Frank raised a hand in the air to stop Prindle's nervous chatter. "Just start from the top, sir."

"Sorry." Prindle cleared his throat. "First of all, this Hi-Kick assignment is my big break at the Frosty Company. We're trying to carve out a place for ourselves in the sports drink market, and using pro beach volleyball was my idea. This is a sport with a future. It gets lots of TV time already,  and the players are becoming known. But they are still a lot cheaper to sign for endorsements than pro football players. So you get value for your money."

Joe sipped his soda and nodded. Prindle was talking very fast. Either he was in shock, Joe decided, or he was trying to hide something. Or maybe both.

"It's been a lot of work so far," the promotion man continued. "Arranging to get the top players in the game and hiring a good filmmaker. A lot of work. But finally everything was coming together," Prindle went on. "And then we started getting letters."

"What letters?" asked Frank.

Prindle unlocked the middle drawer of his desk and pulled out a manila folder. "Someone's been trying to scare us out of holding the tournament," he explained. "We started getting threatening notes at our office headquarters." He opened the folder to let the brothers see. "Then a couple of players received anonymous phone calls telling them to drop out of the competition."

"Which players?" Joe asked, watching Frank page through the notes. The messages were made up of individual letters in all sizes and styles cut from magazines.

"Conlin and Donahue for certain. Maybe others who haven't told me. And now a player is dead. I knew Peter had diabetes, but I never knew a guy so careful about his physical health."

Joe read the letter Frank was looking at out loud.

"'The Frosty Company sells junk to its customers! The time has come to pay for your crimes! Stop the Hi-Kick tournament or else!' Sounds like a pretty extreme reaction to a soft drink," he joked to Prindle.

Prindle wasn't laughing. He had become silent and his gaze was fixed. "What's that?" he finally asked out loud, continuing to stare at the same spot.

The boys turned and saw a sheet of paper lying on the floor near the door. Joe stood up and moved over to pick up the paper. He wasn't surprised to see another message written from letters cut out of magazines.

Joe laid it on Prindle's desk.

Prindle read the short note silently, and a moan escaped his throat. "This one's really insane," he said, handing it to Frank.

"'Frosty can be dangerous to people's health!' " Frank read out loud. " 'Stop the games, or you'll regret it!'"





















Chapter 3



So THERE REALLY is something going on here! Frank thought grimly.

Prindle rested his forearms on his desk and leaned over them. "Listen," he said, quietly taking in both boys. "The tournament is scheduled to end here in four days, even with today's postponement. After that, we take the winners on a tour along the East and West coasts. I need to know that no more disasters are going to happen. If someone is after my players, I want that person stopped. Can I count on you to find out whatever's going on here?"

Before Frank or Joe could answer, the door swung open and a short, skinny man with slicked-back dark hair popped his head inside. "Great match, Prindle!" he said as Frank and Joe turned to gaze at him. He wore a flower-print shirt and bright red pants. "Shame about your player, Osteen, though. If there's anything I can do — "

"I don't need any help, Auerbach," Prindle growled. "And right now I'm busy."

"Don't let me interrupt," said the newcomer. "See you around."

"He sure seemed happy," Frank remarked after the man left. "Kind of inappropriate after the death of a player. Who was he?"

"Todd Auerbach," said Prindle angrily. "He's the public relations man for our biggest competitor, SuperJuice. They're based in Santa Ana, near here. He's been nosing around, offering endorsement contracts to some of the players. I saw him at the games this morning, so I'm not surprised that he stopped by to gloat. So—will you take this case?"

"You bet," said Joe. "We've already taken it, actually."

"Great." Prindle appeared to relax a little. "What can I do to help you?"

"You could use us as tournament workers," suggested Frank. "You know — say we're big volleyball fans and we've volunteered to help out. That way, maybe we can pick up information on the inside."

"No problem," said Prindle. "You can start tomorrow, first thing in the — "

Just then, the office door swung in again and an agitated-looking man strode in. Frank recognized the tall, thin man with the blond mustache as one of the Hi-Kick filmmakers who'd been talking to Detective O'Boyle earlier. He still wore his Hi-Kick T-shirt, but he'd switched his Hi-Kick cap for a regular baseball cap.

"Those cops confiscated every foot of film I shot today!" the man roared at Prindle before the executive could greet him. "They said it was evidence! I need that footage! I mean, I'm sorry Peter's dead, but it's not like they're going to find somebody taking a shot at him on my film."

"Hey, Ken, lighten up," said Prindle, smiling nervously. "I'm sure you'll get the film back and in good condition. We have to cooperate with the law, right?"

The blond man hesitated, then calmed down a little. "I guess so," he admitted. "But if they ruin one frame of that film — "

"Ken Chaplin, I want to you meet Frank and Joe Hardy," Prindle interrupted. "They love beach volleyball and have volunteered to work at the tournament. Can you use some help?"

Frank smiled to look friendly as Ken sized them up, his gripe already forgotten.

"Actually, I could use a couple of guys tomorrow. We're scheduled to shoot Chris Welles demonstrating the jump serve."

"Just tell us where to go, and we'll be there," said Joe.

"All right," said Chaplin with a nod. "Tomorrow morning, nine o'clock. Just ask for Chris Welles, and someone will show you where to go. See you then."

He started out the door, saying to Prindle, "Just do me a favor, okay? Could you push the cops to give back my film right away?"



***



That evening, after an early seafood dinner at the huge outdoor dining area on the beach, Frank and Joe relaxed on the terrace of their second-story hotel room. Right then, the boys were enjoying a perfect sunset while their feet were propped up on the railing.

But their minds weren't on the scenery.

"Maybe someone's trying to get some money out of the company," Joe suggested, shifting in his plastic chair. "Someone figures Frosty is a big, rich conglomerate with a reputation to protect. It might pay plenty to avoid trouble."

"But the notes haven't mentioned money. Not yet, anyway." Frank frowned, gazing out into the distance. "We'll have to find out if Osteen had any enemies. It's possible the letters and his death aren't even connected."

"I don't know, Frank. I have a feeling they are. And if they are, we're dealing with some rough customers."

Frank nodded. He thought about all the people he'd met who were connected with the Frosty Company. He recalled Conlin telling Donahue to "Keep cool, and don't blow it," and wondered what that meant. He thought about that weird-looking Todd Auerbach and wondered if he was capable of murder. And why, he asked himself, was Richard Prindle so nervous all the time? Was he hiding something — something that the Hardys needed to know?

"I wish Dad were here," he said to Joe. "I'd like to know his thoughts on this."

"I'll tell you his thoughts," Joe said with a short laugh. "Summed up in two words, 'Be careful.'"

The next morning the Hardys had breakfast in their room so they could join the tournament workers early. From the lobby, they followed a winding corridor to the opposite end of the rambling hotel complex, where an entire wing that housed a gym, locker rooms, saunas had been rented for the volleyball players' use.

"Let's check this out," Frank said at the entrance to the men's locker room. He and Joe entered the low-ceilinged room to find a small group of players huddled together near the showers. They were talking in low tones and ignored Frank and Joe. They all had downcast expressions, Frank noticed and wondered if they were discussing Osteen.

"Frank. Over here." Joe was motioning to him from a row of lockers partway across the room. Frank joined him, reading the players' names on strips of masking tape stuck to each locker. Joe stood beside a locker with a tape that read, 'Osteen.'

"It's unlocked," Joe whispered excitedly. He swung the door open and instantly saw that the locker had been cleared out.

"That must be his stuff." Frank nodded toward a stool near the locker. A pile of items was stacked on top of it.  "They must be getting ready to ship it back to his family." "How do you know it's Osteen's?"

"Look what's on top." Frank picked up a small black box with an LCD display window at the top and the word Glucograph in white block letters across the bottom. He turned it over to inspect the buttons and slot at one end and the hinged door in the bottom where batteries went. "I saw one of these once at the hospital. It's for monitoring blood sugar — "

"Can I help you guys?"

Frank stopped midsentence to stare up at the tallest volleyball player he'd seen so far. His incredible muscle tone was obvious even under his shirt, and the frown on his face was very threatening.

"Yes, you can," Joe said easily. "I'm Joe Hardy. This is my brother, Frank. We've just been hired on as general assistants for the tournament, and we're supposed to find Chris Welles. Do you know where he is?"

A flicker of amusement appeared on the player's face. "I'm not sure." He gazed over Joe's shoulder and called out, "Hey, George! This guy wants to know where Chris is."

Two powerful hands clamped down on Joe's shoulders and spun him around. Joe found himself staring up at a handsome, scowling face framed by curly, blond hair.

Frank figured the stranger was at least five inches taller than Joe, and even more muscular than the first guy.

"What do you want with Chris Welles?" the blond giant demanded.

The big hands remained clenched on Joe's shoulders. Frank stepped forward protectively. "Take it easy," he said to the athlete, and Joe pulled back a step to get loose.

The volleyball player named George didn't want to take it easy, though. He stepped forward, grabbed a handful of Frank's shirt, and pushed him back. Frank didn't have a chance to brace himself and was propelled straight through a swinging door that led to an outdoor lounge area. Before Joe could react, the giant had grabbed his shirt, too, and Joe was sailing through the swinging door after his brother.

As Frank and Joe struggled to regain their balance, the blond athlete strode out after them. Shaking a fist under Joe's nose, he growled, "Mess around with Chris and I'll bust your face for you! Understand?"





















Chapter 4



JOE DIDN'T UNDERSTAND, and it was clear from Frank's expression that he didn't either. Who was this guy, and why was he pulling this caveman routine? Joe swatted the hand away from his face and glared at his attacker.

"What's your problem?" he protested. "I was just — "

George bored in, sticking an index finger in Joe's chest. "I don't have a problem. You have a problem."

Joe felt the anger building inside. A voice in the back of his mind told him to be cool, but this dude was primed to fight, and Joe wasn't going to be pushed around any more.

"Listen, whoever you are, get out of my face! I won't tell you again!"

The stranger's scowl gave way to an ugly grin. "Okay. That's it. You asked for it."

As Joe braced himself for the guy's first move, a girl's voice shouted behind them. "George!" she cried, sounding very angry.

The volleyball player flinched, then backed away in confusion and embarrassment.

"What do you think you're doing?" demanded the voice.

Over the athlete's shoulder, Joe spotted a beautiful, blond girl. When she approached him, Joe saw that she was as tall as he was. He looked directly into her deep blue eyes. She glanced at Joe long enough to make him realize his mouth was hanging open. Then she turned to glare at George again.

"Uh, h - hi," George stammered, staring down at his feet. "I was just — I mean — this guy here — "  He stopped, not knowing what to say.

The girl's eyes shifted impatiently to Joe. "Are you okay?" she asked matter-of-factly. "I'm Chris Welles, this lunk's unofficial nursemaid."

Joe returned the smile. Then he realized what she'd said.

"Chris. You're Chris? Oh! Uh, I'm—Joe. Joe Hardy. This is my brother, Frank. We were supposed to find you this morning — that is, until this guy tried to stop us. We're assisting with the film shoot."

"Ah. My chance at the big screen," Chris joked, reaching out to shake Joe's hand. She smiled brightly at him, ignoring George's low growl. Joe glanced nervously at George, noting that his face had turned a bright, angry red.

"Don't worry, George, I'll introduce you," Chris said, and laughed. She released Joe's hand, saying, "The big clown with no manners is George Ritt. Go on, George, say hello, and try to smile."

George obviously didn't feel like smiling, but he forced his face into an almost pleasant expression and muttered something Joe couldn't decipher. Then he turned abruptly and reentered the men's locker room.

"Sorry about that," Chris said to Joe and Frank after he'd gone. "He has it in his head that I'm his property. I wish I knew where he got that idea. He has a habit of attacking any male who even mentions my name."

"Sounds like a nice guy," Frank said.

"You meet all types in this sport." Chris's expression suddenly brightened. "This film is going to be great. Wait till you see Tammy's serve. She's my partner. Let's go find her. The crew's probably setting up."

As the brothers followed her away from the clubhouse, Joe felt someone watching him. He glanced back to see that George had reappeared in the outdoor lounge area and was following their departure with a nasty expression on his face. Joe had the feeling there was going to be more trouble with the massive player sometime when Chris wasn't around.

Turning forward again, Joe saw that several volleyball courts had been set up on the beach behind the clubhouse. Ken Chaplin's helper was clearing the area of sunbathers and onlookers as Ken set up the equipment. Joe gave a low whistle, impressed with the quality of the cameras, lights, reflectors, and insulated film cases that lay in a pile on a plastic sheet.

A little to one side of the film crew, Joe saw a girl sitting on a beach chair, catching some sun. She spotted Chris and the Hardys coming and waved, smiling. As they walked across the court, she stood up—revealing that she was a couple of inches taller than Chris.

"This is my partner, Tammy Strauss," Chris said. "Tammy, meet Frank and Joe Hardy."

As Joe shook hands with Tammy, he marveled that two such good-looking and tall women could be partners. Tammy's light brown hair, cut very short, and her high cheekbones and friendly brown eyes, made her almost as attractive as Chris. He could tell from Frank's expression that he was thinking the same thing. Because of Frank's attachment to his girl, Callie Shaw, he barely noticed most other girls. These two were stunning, though. The fact that he had to look up to Tammy might have something to do with it, too, Joe thought slyly.

"Frank? Joe?" Chaplin, who was dressed in a Hi-Kick T-shirt and baseball cap as he had been the day before, motioned to them to join him. His helper — a muscular, older guy with wiry black hair going gray at the temples— looked up as the Hardys approached.

"I want to introduce you to my assistant before we start," Chaplin said. "Vern Elliott's my right-hand man — assistant director, cameraman, lighting expert, editor — you name it. There's nothing in the film business he hasn't done. Vern, Frank and Joe Hardy. They'll be our gofers for today's shoot."

Vern winked, then went back to work. Joe thought he had seen a coldness in the older man's eyes, but it had all happened too quick to tell for sure. He did notice the tattoos on both of Vern's arms as he reached for a reflector, though. One depicted a dragon devouring a snake. The other one looked like a wild dog with a knife held between its teeth.

Ken continued briskly, "We'll be using two cameras. Vern will be stationary here, using the tripod. I'll use a hand-held camera, to get shots from different angles. I need you guys to retrieve the balls as the girls serve them."

He pointed to a huge bag next to the net that bulged with volley balls. "Chris and Tammy will alternate, serving from opposite ends of the court, and you'll grab the balls and stuff them into these empty bags here, so we can keep filming without long breaks. We're on a tight schedule. They have a match this afternoon, and I promised their coach they wouldn't be out here too long. So stay on your toes. Understood?"

"No problem," Joe said, watching Chris warm up with a couple of stretching exercises.

"Isn't this net too low?" Frank asked Tammy.

"It's lower for women," she explained with a smile. "Seven and a half feet for us, eight and a half for men."

She was about to say more when Chaplin called, "Ready, girls? Crew? Frank, slate the cameras!"

Luckily, Frank had worked on small films before. He knew to pick up a set of clappers that was lying on the plastic sheet, hold it in front of Vern's camera and say, "A camera, mark!" Then he stuck the clappers in front of Chaplin's hand-held camera. "B camera, mark!" Then he ran back to his place opposite Tammy, ready to retrieve the balls.

"Okay, Chris," Chaplin shouted as he knelt and steadied the camera on his shoulder. "Let's see a monster serve, now."

Chris set herself five yards behind the end line and ran forward. Joe admired her coordination as she tossed the ball high and leapt up after it. Her body arched as her arm swung back, so that when the arm came forward all her strength was behind it.

Slamming the ball with an open palm, Chris sent it whizzing over the net, straight at Joe. Before he could bring up his hands to catch it, it caught him—hard, in the stomach.

"Are you all right?" called Chris. Joe looked up in time to catch a combination of concern and amusement on her face.

"Sure, fine," he insisted, refusing to rub his sore belly. "It surprised me, that's all." He stuffed the ball into the empty bag and decided to stand clear and just chase the balls wherever they rolled from then on. He wasn't crazy about being laughed at by beautiful girls.

Tammy's serve, Joe thought resentfully, wasn't quite so fast as Chris's, but since Tammy was so tall she was able to smash the ball at a steep angle. Joe watched as Frank ran helplessly after it and felt better.

The women alternated serves and Chaplin moved around them, sometimes kneeling, sometimes standing, and even lying on his back with the camera pointed straight up at the server.

When one of Tammy's serves bounced off the sand so hard that it rolled over to Joe's end of the court, Joe retrieved it for his brother.

Joe grabbed the runaway ball and trotted back with it, watching as Chris launched herself, preparing to strike the ball.

It was such a beautiful preparation that Joe felt like applauding. But before he could, Chris's hand struck the ball. To Joe's horror, instead of the expected thwack of hand against leather there was a sudden, blinding flash and a deafening explosion!





















Chapter 5



"CHRIS!"

Joe dropped the volleyball and raced toward the player. Tammy made it to Chris just as Joe had snatched Chris's hand to see if it was okay. By the time Vern and Chaplin had joined them, it was obvious that no major harm had been done.

"I'm okay," Chris said shakily, staring at her hand as if it didn't belong to her. It had several minor burn marks on it, but they were already fading. "I can't believe it didn't hurt more than it did. It was so loud." She smiled sheepishly at the small crowd of onlookers that had gathered. "What happened? Did the ball just—explode?"

Frank had been picking up the shreds of exploded volleyball that lay on the court. Now he joined Joe, holding the rubber bits in his hand.

"The shreds are scorched," he said. "Maybe nitrous oxide."

The athletes and the film crew stared at him. "You mean it was a — a bomb?" Tammy demanded.

Joe picked out one piece of rubber, turned it over to inspect the back, and nodded. "A kind of bomb — the kind that's meant to scare and not hurt."

"What do you mean?" asked Chaplin.

"Someone planted a booby-trapped ball in the bag," Joe explained. "All they had to do was inflate a volleyball with an explosive gas like nitrous oxide. Then they'd paint the outside of the ball with an ammonium tri-iodide solution or something like it. That would act like a trigger, and the first time something smacked against it, it would set off an explosion. Unfortunately, that something was Chris's hand."

"The explosion is really pretty minor," Frank added. "So there was no real danger of anyone getting hurt."

"You and your brother certainly know an awful lot about bombs," Chaplin said, eyeing Frank suspiciously.

Frank shrugged modestly. "We've read detective novels since we were little kids. You learn a lot that way."

"But who would do something like this?" Chris asked.

Tammy frowned. "Maybe it has something to do with that phone call."

"What call?" Joe glanced at Frank.

"We thought it was just a dumb joke," said Chris. "Tammy has a house here, and I'm staying with her during the tournament. A few nights ago some weirdo called and started saying we'd better quit the tournament or we'd be sorry."

"Was it a man or a woman?" Frank asked.

"I couldn't be sure," replied Tammy. "The voice was obviously disguised."

"Great," said Chaplin, disgusted. "So now the maniac's trying to sabotage us."

Joe eyed him curiously. "What do you mean?"

"You haven't heard?" Chaplin answered. "A bunch of players have gotten phone calls like Tammy's. Some of my equipment was damaged — one of my telephoto lenses was scratched up, and I had to send my best tape deck to the shop."

"Where did all this happen?" Frank asked.

"In our trailer, next to Prindle's. Someone picked the lock a couple of nights back. I've put in a security system since then, because people keep — "

He was interrupted by a gasp from Chris.

"Could Peter Osteen's death have any connection with this?"

"Whoa." Joe put a hand on Chris's shoulder. "As far as we know now, Osteen probably died of hypoglycemic shock. And as for this stuff, who can tell? It could be just coincidence. A practical joker who happens to like beach volleyball."

Chaplin smiled thinly. "Fat chance that they're not connected. Believe me, brother, if I didn't need the money, I wouldn't stick around."

Chris turned away abruptly.

"Are you okay?" Joe asked, moving over to her.

She nodded, swallowing hard. "Sorry. I was thinking about Peter Osteen. We dated last year." She smiled furtively. "He sent Nadia into incredible fits."

"Nadia?" echoed Joe.

"Nadia Galinova, our coach. She believes that mixing dating and sports is lethal. She told Peter to stay away from me, and he told her to mind her own business. She said he didn't care about my career, which was silly. But they got at each other so much that I finally stopped seeing Peter."

"You play a lot." Frank tactfully changed the subject.

"Three months is all this year," she answered, forcing a smile. "I start college this fall, so I won't play professionally again until next summer. This is the big event of the year for us. Unless they cancel it because of what's been happening." Chris was obviously unhappy at the thought.

"I doubt that they will," said Tammy. "They've put an awful lot of money into this event. I can't imagine the Frosty Company throwing away all of that unless we get some really ghastly publicity or some solid proof that something's wrong."

"Speaking of publicity," said Chaplin, "it's almost eleven o'clock, and we have all the shots we need. Besides, I don't want to risk another exploding volleyball. Let's pack up."

The small crowd of onlookers faded away as Frank joined in taking down the equipment, and Tammy collapsed onto a beach chair.

Joe steered Chris to a spot a short distance from the others. "Uh,   I   was   wondering,"   he   said   self-consciously, "do you think sports and dating mix?"

Chris laughed. "You bet. I don't go out that much, but not because I'm against it. Professional athletes don't usually have time for great social life. There's the traveling and the training — "

As she was talking, two of the men's team arrived to work out on one of the neighborin courts. Joe realized that one of them was George Ritt's team and that he was directing an angry scowl their way.

Chris saw him, too, and her words to Joe faded to a defeated sigh. "I don't know what to do about Junior." she admitted.

"Junior?"

"His full name is George Ritt, Jr. Most of them call him Junior—behind his back. He has no reason to act like I'm his personal property. We've never even gone out. He gets on my nerves, but I can't help feeling sorry for him sometimes.'

Joe stared in disbelief. "Sorry? Why?"

Chris grinned. "Wait till you meet George senior.   You   will,   if  you   stick   around   long enough."

Joe started to ask Chris what she meant, but their conversation was interrupted by a new voice. "Chris! Tammy!" A gray-haired woman strode across the sand toward them. She wore a gray sweatsuit, and a whistle hung from her neck. As she drew closer, Joe saw that the expression on her square face was very stern. He was glad when Frank walked over to join them.

"It's time for training now," the woman announced in a thick Eastern European accent. A volleyball from the men's court landed at her feet. She picked it up and expertly served it back to the players.

"Nadia," Chris said, a little flustered, "meet Joe Hardy and his brother, Frank. Guys, this is our trainer, Nadia Galinova."

Nadia nodded to each brother. Then she addressed the girls.

"Come. Now."

"But I want to take a swim."

Nadia fixed Tammy with a commanding stare. "There will be no swimming. You will be competing soon. Now come." Then she turned and rapidly strode back toward the clubhouse, paying no more attention to the group on the court. The girls reluctantly trailed along behind her. After a few steps Chris turned and waved mischievously to Joe.

"Tough lady," Frank commented, watching them go.

"You wouldn't believe how tough," agreed Chaplin as Joe and Frank helped him with his gear. "She was a top coach in regular volleyball in Czechoslovakia before she came here. Over there, her word was law, and it still is as far as she's concerned. You don't want to get on her bad side."

Joe stared after the three women. "What's so bad about mixing dating with sports?"

Chaplin smirked at Joe. "Interested in Chris, huh? Can't blame you. But watch out for Nadia. And Junior, too, while you're at it. He can be vicious, and his father is worse."

"Great," Joe remarked. "Nice bunch you have around here."

Frank straightened up from loading the larger camera into its hard case and wiped the sweat from his face with a towel. "Hey, Joe," he called, maintaining a casual expression. "Didn't Prindle tell us to check in for a new assignment after this?"

"Oh, right," Joe said, catching on immediately. "Okay if we go now, Ken?"

Ken gave his permission, and Joe followed Frank toward the far end of the surf club building. "What was that about?" he asked his brother as soon as they were out of earshot of the crew.

"We need to tell Prindle about the explosion," Frank explained. He took the incriminating pieces of rubber from his pocket. "It might give him some new ideas about who's doing this."

But when the boys found Prindle in his trailer and showed him the pieces of the exploded volleyball, the executive only turned a shade paler. "No one was hurt?" he repeated. "That's a break, anyway."

He then showed them a collection of fresh newspaper clippings piled on his desk. One of the headlines read, "Hi-Kick Contender Dies of Diabetic Attack."

"Whoever's doing this to the team must be planning to demand money before they'll stop— unless they're just plain crazy. I'm sure the company will pay—if it means no more trouble for the tour."

"But you can't pay someone when you don't know who or where they are," Frank pointed out. "Maybe there's a motive we don't know about yet."

"Yeah," said Joe. "And by the way, I was wondering if you could give us some background on Nadia Galinova. We ran into her today."

"She came here from Czechoslovakia twenty years ago," Prindle said, seemingly surprised at the switch in the conversation. "She used to coach regular volleyball, but when the beach version started getting popular, she was one of the first coaches to take it up. She coaches nearly all the top women players. Chris and Tammy, for instance—"

The phone on Prindle's desk rang, interrupting him.

"Prindle," he said into the receiver. Then his expression sharpened. "Yeah. Uh - huh. Oh, I - "

Frank and Joe watched as Prindle sat up straighter, his expression puzzled and upset. "B - but — "  he stammered. Then his expression flattened, and he sagged back in his chair. "Okay. Thanks. Right."

He hung up the phone and took a deep breath.

"What was that about?" Joe asked. "More trouble?"

"That was the police," Prindle said resignedly. They want me to know that they've almost concluded that the cause of Osteen's death was hypoglycemic shock. Tests showed that his blood sugar took a nose dive just half an hour before he died."

"Then it wasn't murder," Frank said, surprised and oddly uneasy. "That's good news, right?"

"Not really." Prindle stared at the papers on his desk. Then he looked up at the boys. "The doctors said his blood sugar dropped. A diabetic's blood sugar drops only when he doesn't get enough sugar. But Peter had about half a gallon of Hi-Kick soda several hours before his death. And that was all he had."

Joe stared at him. "So?"

"So," Prindle said with a sigh, "Hi-Kick is loaded with sugar. Low blood sugar couldn't have killed him.

"The police told me their forensic department will be doing a complete tox screen on Osteen — a detailed analysis of his blood—just as a formality.

"And?" Joe demanded.

"And," said Frank, leaning toward Prindle, "you think it will prove Osteen was poisoned!"





















Chapter 6



"You MEAN YOU can prove Osteen was poisoned?" Joe glanced at Frank for an explanation.

"Of course not!" Prindle ran a finger around the inside of his collar. "But I do know that Hi-Kick didn't kill him! Unfortunately, when this story comes out, everyone's going to believe our soda somehow killed him. It's a catastrophe!"

"What did kill him, then?" Frank asked. "Did someone put something in the drink? The police didn't find anything, though."

Prindle shook his head. "All they said was that the results of the tox screen would be ready tomorrow or the next day. Anyway, it doesn't matter. Even if the poor kid drank pure poison, people would still connect what happened with Hi-Kick. Believe me, I know. I've been in the promotion business over fifteen years."

"Maybe there's hope, though," Frank said, frowning. "After all, if Osteen was murdered, we need to know who did it and why. When the public finds out who did it and why, the bad press for Hi-Kick soda will have to die down."

Prindle appeared unconvinced. The three thought in silence for a moment until the office door opened and a burly man charged in. The reddish blond hair was receding on his head, but it grew thick on his powerful arms. His two small eyes were set close together, and his face was flushed with anger.

"Prindle, I want to talk to you!" he bellowed. Then he noticed Frank and Joe.

"Is one of you two named Hardy?" he demanded.

"Both of us are," Joe replied.

"Mr. Ritt," said Prindle, getting to his feet, "won't you come in?"

"Don't get smart with me," snarled the red-faced man. "These two young punks here — get rid of them, you hear me? Throw them out!"

"May I introduce George Ritt, Sr.," Prindle said to the Hardys. "George, Frank and Joe Hardy. Mr. Ritt's son is a player in the tournament, and George here takes a strong interest in his son's career."

"We met George junior this morning," said Frank.

"That's right, wise guy. He told me all about it." Mr. Ritt turned to Richard Prindle. "They were rifling through Peter Osteen's things, and when my son called them on it, they started getting fresh with one of the girls. George took them to task for it—and I want them out of here."

"Wait a second," said Joe, getting out of his chair. "That's not the way it was."

"Relax, Joe," said Prindle, also getting up and stepping between Joe and George senior. "I'm not getting rid of anyone. George, your son has had problems with a lot of people around here, and it never seems to be his fault."

Mr. Ritt's face turned red. "Are you calling me a liar?"

"No," Prindle shouted in disgust. "But I don't take orders from you, and Frank and Joe are my employees. If any female player has a complaint, she can come to me herself."

"But — "

"George, I'd like to get back to work." Prindle walked to his office door and gestured for Ritt to leave. The older man glared at the Hardys for a long moment before starting out.

"And, George?" added Prindle. Ritt stopped on the trailer steps.

"Knock next time, will you?"

Ritt slammed the door hard enough to shake the trailer.

Prindle took a deep breath and returned to his desk. "Ritt inherited a lot of money when he was young and used it to make a fortune in real estate. Now he's retired and devotes his entire life to nothing but making his son the number-one player in the country. Believe me, you get to know some pushy parents in this business, but Ritt beats them all."

"Is Junior number one?" asked Frank.

Prindle smiled wanly. "He's young, and he has talent. But volleyball is a team game. The best teams stay together, learn from each other. Junior can't keep a partner. He's had some good ones, but sooner or later his dad drives them away."

"Who's he with now?" Frank prodded.

"Buzz Maestren," Prindle replied. "He's young, too, and wants to get onto the pro circuit. But I'll bet anything George'll drive him out."

He shook his head. "Osteen and Lenz were the surest bets to take the trophy from Conlin and Donahue—if anyone could."

Joe's ears perked up at this. "So Osteen was standing between Junior and the championship, in a way?" he asked.

Prindle blinked. "Hard to say. The tournament has just started. George junior hasn't even played yet."

"What's happening to Scooter?" Frank wanted to know.

"He's still in the competition," Prindle said. "He's hoping to line up another partner and come back later in the tournament."

"So," mused Frank, "we have a bunch of people who could benefit from Osteen's death. The Ritts, who want Junior to win the tournament, Conlin and Donahue, who want to keep their place at the top — "

"And Nadia Galinova," Joe said, interrupting. "Chris said Nadia thought Osteen was a threat to Chris's career. Maybe Nadia would try to eliminate a threat like that."

"Now hold on a second," Prindle protested. "I never meant to imply for one second that Brad Conlin or Mark Donahue would — "

Joe held up a hand. "We're just going over people who might have motives. Besides, you'd be amazed how many murderers are 'wonderful people.' "

They heard a knock at the door just then and a voice calling, "Richard? Mark Donahue."

"Speak of the devil," Prindle murmured. Then he called, "Come in, Mark."

Mark and Brad Conlin walked in, saw the Hardys, and paused uncertainly. "Sorry," Mark said. "I didn't know you had company."

"That's okay, we're nearly finished here." Prindle motioned to Brad to close the door. At the appearance of the athletes, Prindle had become almost joyful. He seemed delighted to see the players and eager to know what was on their minds. Joe watched, amused. He knew that the promotion director's main job was to keep the competitors happy.

"Mark and Brad, meet Frank and Joe Hardy," Prindle said. They're volunteer workers. Now, what can I do for you guys?"

The players stared at Frank and Joe with more interest. "Didn't one of you have a run-in with Junior this morning?" Brad Conlin asked.

"That was me," Joe admitted sheepishly. "I was looking for Chris Welles," he explained, "and the guy just attacked me."

Mark Donahue grimaced. "You're not the first one he's done that to. The guy's a stick of dynamite with a very short fuse. You never know what's going to set him off."

"He's like that with you guys, too?" Joe asked innocently.

Conlin laughed. "He doesn't try much. A lot of us are stronger than him. He did lay into Peter Osteen once, though, right in the locker room after he'd lost a match."

"Oh, yeah, I remember that," Donahue said. "Santa Barbara, right? Junior said Peter had palmed the ball — carried it instead of hitting it," he explained to the Hardys. "Junior protested to the ref, but the ref allowed the play. So poor Junior lost the match. It was beautiful."

"You sound like you don't like Junior much," Frank remarked.

Both players hesitated. "Well," Conlin said carefully, "he's not that bad. He just has a tendency to spout off when he ought to keep quiet. That time, he and Osteen got in a fight. The tournament officials had to come in and break it up themselves. I can still remember it. They kept on yelling at each other even when they were in separate rooms. Junior swore he'd get even."

"Right," Donahue said. "He was yelling stuff like, 'Nobody messes with George Ritt! I'll get you for this, Osteen!' "

Voicing both brothers' thoughts, Joe said in a low voice, "Sounds like a maniac."





















Chapter 7



PRINDLE GLARED at the brothers. "Oh, come on," he said.

Ignoring him, Joe asked the athletes, "What happened then? Did Ritt and Osteen have any more problems?"

"Not that I know of," said Donahue. "Junior was put on probation for six months, but his dad got him out of it almost right away. After that, he and Osteen stayed away from each other." A funny expression fell over Donahue's face. "Why are we talking about this?" he asked. "Brad and I just came in to find out when we're doing the shoot for the Hi-Kick commercials."

"Yeah," said Conlin, only half-joking. "If Junior gets wind of what we've been saying, his dad'll have our necks."

"Don't worry." Joe made sure his laugh sounded casual. "I won't tell. I'm a fan."

Donahue grinned at Joe, then turned to Prindle. "So? When's the shoot?"

"Why don't you have a seat while I iron out a few details?" Prindle suggested. "We can go over the revised schedules, too. Oh, by the way, boys, take the rest of the day off. You deserve it."

Frank and Joe vacated their chairs. "Good luck in the games."

"Thanks," Donahue said. "The way this tournament's going, we can use all the luck we can get."

"Where to now?" Joe asked his brother as they stepped out of the trailer into the blinding sun.

"Our hotel room." Frank strode ahead across the parking lot. "I need to call Dad to ask him to check out George Ritt, Sr. I want to know if he has a record, or if anyone's ever sued him — that kind of thing."

"Good idea." Joe jogged to keep up with his brother. "Ask him to check out Nadia Galinova, too. She gives me the creeps."

Frank glanced at Joe. "That has nothing to do with Chris Welles, of course."

"I just want to cover all bases."

"Right." Frank couldn't resist teasing. "While I'm at it, maybe I should ask Dad to check whether Chris is married?"



Fifteen minutes after speaking to their dad, Frank and Joe left the hotel by the beach entrance to head for the surf's edge. In trunks and sandals, they'd walked about twenty yards when Joe held out an arm to stop his brother.

"Isn't that Mark Donahue out there?" Joe pointed toward the volleyball courts some distance to their right, where a tallish guy stood listening as a short, dark-haired man talked effusively with both hands and his mouth.

"Yeah. I recognize the other guy, too. He works for Frosty's competitors — uh, SuperJuice." Frank snapped his fingers. "Auerbach!"

"Right." Joe nodded. "Todd Auerbach."

As Joe spoke, Frank saw Auerbach glance in their direction, do a double take, and then abruptly shake Donahue's hand and walk off in the opposite direction toward the hotel parking lot.

"That was weird," said Joe. "Do you think he was trying to lure Donahue away from Frosty? So SuperJuice can sponsor Donahue instead?"

"It looks like it, doesn't it?" Frank agreed. "Maybe we should put Auerbach on our list of suspects."

"He stands to gain as much as the others if this tournament gets derailed," Joe agreed. He glanced over at the smooth, rolling waves. A blond male surfer was riding in on one of the crests, his legs bent perfectly and his board hardly moving. "But enough already," Joe added. "It's time to catch some rays."

As the brothers trudged past the gym area at the far end of the hotel, Joe glanced hopefully in the direction of the outdoor lounge. Chris Welles appeared just as he went by. She waved cheerfully at him.

"I thought you were warming up for your game," Joe called.

"We did." She strode across the sand toward him. "We just finished. Our match is at two o'clock this afternoon. Nadia wants us to jog on the beach, then go inside for a nap. Are you coming to the game?"

"You bet." Glancing over Chris's shoulder, Joe spotted Nadia Galinova watching them. He lowered his voice. "Maybe after the match I can take you for a victory dinner."

"What if we lose?" Chris asked, smiling.

"No problem," Frank chimed in. "Then he'll take you to a consolation dinner."

"Not that that's going to happen, of course," Joe assured her.

Chris laughed. "Sounds good," she said. "But it'll have to be early. I have a strict curfew."

"Great!" Joe's face brightened. "Are you going to run now? I'll walk you down the beach."

"You guys go ahead," Frank said. "I just remembered something I need to do at the hotel. Joe, I'll catch you later, either on the beach or at the hotel."

Joe barely glanced at his brother. "Ready, Chris?"

Chris winked mischievously at Frank, then set off with Joe. Frank could hear her chatting animatedly as the two of them crossed the sand to the water's edge. Smiling to himself, Frank heard a harsh voice just behind him.

"You. Tell your brother to mind his own business. Otherwise, there could be trouble."

Frank turned, already knowing he would see Nadia Galinova standing behind him. "What kind of trouble?" he demanded.

The coach didn't answer. She folded her arms across her chest, and her face grew even more stony and forbidding.

"Stay away from Chris and Tammy or you will be very, very sorry," she said forcefully. Then she turned back toward the gym.

Frank understood what Joe meant when he'd said that Galinova gave him the creeps.

Frank called his father again and added Todd Auerbach's name to the list of those he wanted investigated. Then he called Richard Prindle to describe the scene he and Joe had witnessed between Mark Donahue and Todd Auerbach.

"He's been sniffing around since we got set up here," Prindle said, annoyed. "He'd love to cause trouble."

"But you already have all the players under contract, right?" said Frank.

"Yes, but if the tournament is scrapped, the contracts are worthless, and Auerbach could sign up anyone he wants for endorsements. He's probably making sure they keep him in mind— just in case."

Prindle paused, then blurted out, "I sure hope you boys get this whole business straightened out soon. I'm getting worn out."

"Don't worry," Frank assured him. "We're looking forward to winding it up so we can start our vacation, too."



***



Meanwhile, Joe Hardy had finally found the perfect spot to lay out his towel — just above the high-water mark. He stripped off his T-shirt and walked the few feet to the water. The surf was low, and the water not very cold. Some small children were splashing and laughing in the shallower waves.

Joe had left Chris and Tammy to their jogging, but all he could think about was dinner with Chris as he waded out into the ocean. He was only waist-deep even after he'd walked more than fifty yards. The wet sand was firm under his feet, and the chill of the water contrasted perfectly with the heat from the sun.

Joe dived forward and began swimming farther out. Soon he could barely hear the laughter of the children playing. He rolled onto his back and closed his eyes against the sun. His mind wandered to the Osteen case and what they'd learned about Peter's death so far.

Plenty of people, it seemed, had a reason to wish Peter Osteen out of the picture. But were any of them capable of killing a person? Joe let the images of Nadia, George Ritt and his son, and Auerbach run through his mind. He really couldn't imagine any of them brutally ending a young man's life. Besides, whoever was causing the trouble seemed interested in more than Osteen. After all, the threatening phone calls had been made to plenty of people, and Chaplin's equipment had been vandalized.

It felt as if he'd been drifting a lifetime when Joe suddenly heard someone splash up beside him. It took Frank long enough to get here, he thought idly, not bothering to open his eyes.

An angry voice jarred him out of his pleasant mood.

"I warned you to stay away from Chris, and you came down to the beach with her. I guess I'm going to have to teach you a lesson."

It was Junior.

Instinctively, Joe swung around in the water to face his enemy. Glancing over Junior's shoulder, he realized Frank was nowhere in sight. But standing on the shore George senior was watching them.

"Okay, just a second—" Joe said, stalling.

Junior didn't feel like waiting. He looped one strong arm around Joe's throat and yanked hard. Joe was being pulled under!





















Chapter 8



DON'T PANIC, Joe told himself as Junior forced his head under. He thrashed helplessly, trying to pry Junior's hands loose from his throat. But he couldn't do it. Junior was too strong for him. Joe needed air—right then!

Think of something! he thought wildly as the pressure on his lungs grew more painful. But the athlete's grip remained tight on his throat. Joe started feeling dizzy, and his legs stopped kicking. Junior was going to kill him, he realized dimly. Gradually, unable to resist, Joe started to relax.

As his body began to go limp, Joe sensed that Junior was relaxing, too. He willed himself to stay awake and wait for an opening. Just when Junior seemed about to let go, Joe gathered his strength and exploded. Jabbing his elbow in Junior's stomach just below his rib cage, Joe pushed him down and away as hard as he could. Abruptly, the powerful arm loosened its grip, and Joe bobbed free to the surface to inhale a lungful of air. He was still gasping when Junior broke the surface nearby.

"You don't own her, Junior," Joe said hotly, treading water and glaring at his attacker.

The volleyball player's eyes popped wide open. "Don't call me that!" He took a slow-motion punch through the water at Joe's head. Joe easily avoided it.

"Watch out, George. You're out of your depth. I don't have my back turned now."

"I'll show you — "  Junior plunged toward Joe, but Joe was more maneuverable in the water and had no trouble staying out of reach. As Joe turned to swim back toward the beach, Junior grabbed hold of Joe's left ankle and twisted it. Joe went with the motion, and rolled over on his back. Kicking out with his free leg, he caught the athlete in the jaw with his heel. Junior fell back, stunned.

I should leave him here, Joe thought angrily. Even though he was sure Junior wouldn't do the same for him, Joe knew he'd have to save him from drowning. Joe threw an arm around Junior's chest and slowly pulled him toward shore. He let him go when he could stand, and the athlete staggered in behind him on his own rubbery legs.

It didn't surprise Joe to see George Ritt, Sr., storming toward him.

"You could have drowned my boy out there!" the older man was shouting. "I'll have you arrested for assault!"

Still trying to catch his breath, Joe glanced at Ritt and shook his head. "Your son started this," he said, checking for witnesses. A girl and two boys were watching them with expressions of alarm.

He turned back to Mr. Ritt. "I was just defending myself."

"Oh, yeah?" growled the elder Ritt. "We'll see what the police have to say about that. In any case, you'll be getting the bill for his hospital costs. And if he loses his match tomorrow, we'll sue!"

"What's going on here?" To Joe's great relief, Frank was approaching. He took in Junior, who was still gasping as he made his way to the shore.

"Don't tell me Junior's been acting up again," Frank said loudly. To Joe's satisfaction, Junior's jaw muscles tightened, and he glowered at Frank.

"Now you've done it," Joe commented. "If he tries to drown someone who only speaks to Chris Welles, who knows what he'd do to someone who calls him Junior."

"I wasn't trying to drown you," Junior growled. "Just knock some respect into you, that's all. I'm not a murderer, no matter what — "

"Shut your mouth!" Mr. Ritt's voice lashed out like a whip, and his son stopped in midsentence. "Come on, George. Time to go." But before they left, he gave Joe a long, cold stare.

"Don't think you've seen the last of us," he said. "Nobody messes with the Ritts."

Joe was looking from son to father, wondering what George had started to say before his father interrupted him. "Did Peter Osteen mess with the Ritts?" he asked abruptly. "Is that why he's dead now?"

Neither man answered. The older Ritt stared stonily at the Hardys, but Joe thought he noted a slight change in his expression.

Before anyone said anything more, Joe heard a dune buggy approaching. The group turned to see Vern Elliott, the assistant film director, and his boss, Ken Chaplin, approaching in a red buggy with a blue-and-gold Hi-Kick logo painted on the hood. Chaplin held a large camera on his lap, while Vern drove. Joe wondered if the dune buggy was a prop for a promotional film.

"What's going on, guys?" Chaplin shouted over the noise of the engine. "Is Ritt giving you a hard time?"

"Mind your own business, Chaplin," Ritt growled. "You want to keep your job, right? I know you need the money."

Vern cut the engine, and Chaplin deliberately set his camera on the floor of the vehicle and slowly climbed out onto the sand. "Are you threatening me, Ritt?" he asked, standing up to the retired magnate. "It's none of your business whether I need the money or how much I need. Richard Prindle pays my salary, not you. Or maybe you're trying to do to me what you did to Chuck Herrick last year."

George Ritt's face turned reddish purple. "That's slander, Chaplin!" he roared. "No one ever proved we did anything to Herrick. I'd take you to court for that, if you weren't such a loser that it wouldn't be worth it. How much do you owe for your gambling debts, anyway? I hear it's so much you'll be doing hack work for the rest of your life."

Chaplin's jaw was clenched, but he remained in tight control as Ritt collected his son and left without another word.

"You were sure right to warn me about Junior," Joe told Chaplin when the Ritts were out of earshot. "He attacked me out in the water because he saw me walking on the beach with Chris."

Chaplin nodded, acting very tired all of a sudden. "Yeah. Steer clear of the Ritts. That's still my advice."

"What happened between you two in the past?" Frank asked.

Chaplin shrugged ruefully. "I was hired to shoot a documentary last year for the Beach Volleyball Federation, to publicize the sport. Old man Ritt instantly started giving me grief over it. He accused me of not devoting enough film time to his son. He said that since Junior was going to be the game's top player, I owed him more exposure than the other players. It started to irritate me, so I finally told him that if he pestered me any more I'd cut his son out of the film altogether."

Joe gave a low whistle. "I bet that went over big," he said.

"Right." Chaplin backed up onto the sand as a wave lapped at his canvas shoe. "Next thing I knew, the federation called me on the carpet and told me I was through. They said they couldn't have people offending their major backers."

"What about this Chuck Herrick you mentioned?" Frank asked.

Chaplin seemed taken aback. "I'm not supposed to talk about this stuff. Anyway, we've got to get ready to shoot the women's match soon. Are you guys assigned to me again today?"

Ignoring the question, Frank assessed Chaplin's reaction. "You're still scared of Ritt, aren't you?"

Anger flickered across the filmmaker's face. "Sure I'm scared," he said. "The man has a very long, strong arm. Listen, some of us have work to do. See you two later at the court."

He climbed back in the buggy and was driven off. "Well, I don't know who's more suspicious of us now," Joe said, picking up his towel and briskly drying himself off.   "Ritt senior or Chaplin.  We haven't been acting much like lowly assistants lately."

"Maybe not," replied Frank. "But at least we're getting some information. I want to find out more about this Chuck Herrick. I wonder what Ritt did to him that was never proved."

"Maybe Chris knows about it," Joe suggested. "I could ask her at dinner."

Frank grinned. "Sure you don't want to be off duty tonight? She might not like being pumped for information. And you might make her suspicious."

"I don't like not being able to tell her who I really am. You think there's any chance of wrapping up this case before the tournament's over?"

"Only if we quit lazing around on the beach and get back to work." Frank grinned at his brother. "In fact, I'm going to skip my swim and go ask Prindle a few questions. Like what kind of gambling problems Chaplin has. And what he knows about Ritt getting Chaplin fired. Then we need to be at the court for Chris and Tammy's match."

As they talked, Frank and Joe started toward the hotel parking lot. "You think Chaplin was telling the truth about Ritt firing him?" Joe asked.

"Who knows? He hates Ritt enough to stretch the truth, that's obvious. By the way, I called Dad from the hotel and asked him to run a check on Todd Auerbach. And — oh, yes—I had a wonderful chat with Nadia Galinova."

"I'll bet that was fun," said Joe with a laugh. "Did she say she'd put a contract out on me if I didn't leave Chris alone?"

"Not in so many words," said Frank. "But I bet you're right — she is hiding something."

"Do you think she could have had something to do with Osteen's death?" Joe asked in surprise.

"The motive is really weak — you don't kill somebody just to keep your athletes from getting distracted."

"Not if you're sane. But judging from what Chaplin and Prindle have said about her, Galinova seems a little out of touch with reality. Like she's still in the old country, where she can crack the whip."

Frank nodded. "Let's see what Prindle can tell us," he said. "Then we'll have just enough time to grab some lunch before Chris and Tammy's match. Who are they playing, anyway?"

Joe shrugged. "It doesn't matter. Chris and Tammy will roll right over them. Like a machine."

Frank grinned at his brother. "Just don't go shouting advice to them from behind the court. That's all they need — some would-be boyfriend getting them disqualified."

"Don't worry." Joe's smile gleamed against his new layer of tan. "The last thing Chris needs is my advice."

When the brothers reached Prindle's trailer at the edge of the parking lot, Joe pushed the door open, forgetting to knock, and the two brothers stepped inside.

Prindle wasn't there. Someone else was sitting at his desk, leafing through stacks of papers. Todd Auerbach!





















Chapter 9



"WHAT ARE YOU doing here?" Frank asked, astounded.

"What do you mean?" Auerbach seemed to be puzzled. Then his face brightened. "Oh! You mean going through Richard's things! Don't worry, boys, he knows all about it. Can I help you with something? You need a work schedule or what?"

"Wait a minute," said Joe, stepping closer. "You work for SuperJuice, right? I don't think Mr. Prindle would want you poking around his desk. You'd better stop. Right now."

Auerbach glared disdainfully at Joe. "Why don't you take a hike?" he said smoothly. "Let the grown-ups do their jobs."

"Fine." Joe's voice shook with anger. "I'll take a hike. Straight to the police."

Auerbach's grin faded. "Look, boys," he said icily. "I don't like being threatened."

"Then why don't you leave?" said Frank, standing beside his brother and presenting an obvious threat to Auerbach.

Auerbach blinked several times. Then he stood up, backed around the desk chair, and edged toward the door. "Fine," he said. "No need to flex your muscles. But believe me — your boss will hear about the way you treat guests in his office!"

"You bet he'll hear about it," Joe called after Auerbach as he hustled out the door. "The minute we find him."

The door slammed, and the brothers glanced at each other, perplexed. "What was he looking for?"

"Beats me," Joe answered. "He's got a lot of nerve, though, just walking in when no one's around."

"There's a list of players' phone numbers and addresses here on top," Frank said, picking up a piece of paper. "And some contracts. Maybe he was looking for loopholes to get the athletes out of their agreements with Frosty. I bet SuperJuice wants to get into the beach volleyball business, too."

"He'll probably contact the players at home, in private," Joe agreed. "I wish we'd asked him a few questions while we had him here."

Frank shook his head. "A guy like that would have a reasonable answer for whatever we asked him. Anyway, he'd start wondering pretty quick why a couple of gofers wanted to know so much. He looks smart, even if he is slime."

"If he's so smart, why doesn't he come up with his own promotion idea? Why steal Frosty's?" Joe asked.

"Good question. Another thing I wonder, is he the kind of person who'd murder to get what he wanted?"

"While we're here, why don't you call Dad to see if he has the info on our suspects yet," Joe said.

It took only five minutes for Frank to listen to all the information his father had called up on his computer regarding the murder suspects.

"First of all, he says George Ritt did really well with his real estate business," Frank began telling Joe. "He's a major big shot in southern California. No arrest record, but he's been sued a few times for shoddy business practices. He has a reputation for being a very tough businessman."

"Big surprise," Joe commented dryly. "What about Auerbach?"

"Nothing on him yet. No federal record or anything. Nadia Galinova's a different story, though. Dad says she's still a registered alien after almost twenty years in this country. She's never applied for American citizenship, which is a little unusual but not unheard of. No criminal record for her, either."

"Great. That gives us just about nothing new to work on."  Joe sighed,  then said,  "I'm starved. Let's go eat. We can tell Prindle what happened when we see him at the tournament."

As the brothers left the office, they saw Vern hastily unlocking a padlock on the film trailer door. "Hi, Vern," Frank said in a friendly voice. "How's the setup going?"

"We're running late," the middle-aged man said gruffly. "And now, after opening this lock, I have to fiddle with this dumb security system."

"What's wrong with it?" Frank approached the film office, watching intently as Vern punched in a code on an expensive-looking switch box next to the door.

"Nothing's wrong with it," Vern grumbled absentmindedly. "I just have to remember the code every time I need a lousy roll of film. Chaplin tried to make the code something I'd always remember," he said. "But I still have to think before I punch it in."

Vern entered the office, and Frank noted that the security system Chaplin had bragged about consisted only of an alarm system and a single padlock.

"See you at the court this afternoon." Frank called up to Vern from the bottom of the steps. "I was hoping I could get a look at all your equipment. I'm kind of interested in film myself."

"You'll have to ask Chaplin." Vern's voice floated out of the trailer's dim interior. "Can't be too security minded around here."               



***



"Vern acted like he didn't quite trust us," Joe observed as he and Frank finished their sandwiches.

The restaurant was nearly empty. Frank figured nearly everyone had gone to watch the women's match. They'd have to hurry if they were going to get to work on time.

"They did have some equipment ruined. How can they be sure we didn't do it?"

As they left the snack bar and headed for the tournament down the beach, Frank glanced wistfully at the rolling waves. Two full days there and he hadn't been in the ocean once. It was getting ridiculous. He felt like jumping in and swimming out far enough to escape his frustrations.

"We're just in time," Joe said as they approached the near end of the court. Frank nodded. The bleachers were overflowing with people, and tense-looking tournament officials were rushing everywhere. The bad publicity of the day before hadn't hurt attendance any.
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