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Good news or bad news first?

Here’s the bad: The animal shelter where I volunteer just burned down, which left a lot of displaced orphaned animals. It also means a big case for me, because I just don’t buy the story that it was the result of “bad wires.”

The good news is that my friends and I are working on a concert to raise funds to rebuild the shelter—and it’s going to rock. Strange people keep joining the volunteer staff and someone’s trying to foil our plans, but all I can say is they picked the wrong gal to mess with. The animal shelter is close to my heart—and so is putting criminals behind bars.
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Let me introduce myself. I’m Nancy Drew.

My friends call me Nancy. My enemies call me a lot of other things, like “that girl who cooked my goose.” They actually sometimes speak like that, but what can you expect from criminals? See, I’m a detective. Well, not really. I mean, I don’t have a license or anything. I don’t carry a badge or a gun, in part because I wouldn’t touch a gun even if I could, and also because I’m just not old enough. But I am old enough to know when something isn’t right, when somebody’s getting an unfair deal, when someone’s done something they shouldn’t do. And I know how to stop them, catch them, and get them into the hands of the law, where they belong. I take those things seriously, and I’m almost never wrong.

My best friends, Bess and George, might not totally agree with me. They tell me I’m wrong a lot, and that they have to cover for me all of the time just to make me look good. Bess would tell you I dress badly. I call it casual. George would tell you I’m not focused. By that she’d mean that once again I forgot to fill my car with gas or bring enough money to buy lunch. But they both know I’m always focused when it comes to crime. Always.

Nancy Drew


 

Something fishy this way burns. . . .

“That’s horrible,” I cried. “Dad, you can’t let this happen.”

“Settle down, Nancy,” said my dad. “You know I’m going to do everything that I can.” Turning to Justine, he added, “I’ll take another look at the zoning laws, but right now I have to tell you, it sounds as if the law is on their side. Justine, if you can’t come up with the money to rebuild, then you can’t hold on to the land.”

If I was suspicious before, now I was sure there was something fishy going on. “ Isn’t it a little too convenient?” I asked. “I mean, that the fire just happened to burn down the building when Rackham has been trying to buy the land for years?”

“It is strange,” said my dad. “At the very least, I would say it’s extremely lucky for them.”

“Luck, or sabotage,” I mumbled to myself.
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Getting Burned


1

The Creepy Cloaked Thief

Ned and I ran through the streets of downtown River Heights. Our footsteps pounded in my ears like violent drumbeats.

“I think he went this way,” I called as I turned left down Sixth Street.

“Right behind you,” Ned replied.

As I searched I cursed myself for falling asleep while staking out Olde River Jewelers. If the sound of shattering glass hadn’t woken me up a few minutes before, I might have missed the thief completely. Now the slimeball had a lead, but I wasn’t about to let him get away. He couldn’t have gotten far. I still heard his raspy breathing, after all.

Following the sound, we looped around a large, old warehouse and ended up back on River Street where we’d started—except that now all the buildings were draped in a cool and foggy mist. I glanced at my watch and saw that it was twelve o’clock. This struck me as odd. It didn’t seem like noon or midnight. Looking more closely, I realized that the hands were frozen. My watch had stopped, leaving me with no idea of the time. Through the eerie half-light I could tell that the shops on River Street were closed. I figured it was pretty early in the morning.

With the entire world asleep, it was almost peaceful. It would have been romantic, too, if Ned and I weren’t chasing a violent criminal.

Let me back up and explain. My name is Nancy Drew, and I’m an amateur detective. I solve mysteries here in my hometown of River Heights, and sometimes beyond. I would call myself a detective, plain and simple, but it’s not like I’m licensed or anything. I’m just the type of person who likes helping others out whenever I can. And since I happen to live in a town where corruption grows faster than the weeds, my help usually involves solving mysteries. I’m very good at it too—maybe because I’m a natural, or maybe because I get so much practice. It’s probably a combination of those two factors. The how and why doesn’t really matter, I suppose. Solving mysteries is just what I do.

This particular slimeball had been on a crime spree for months, breaking into places all over town. He’d already robbed four homes on Bluff Street, the First Bank of River Heights, and two antique stores, making off with lots of cash and some valuable old silver. He’d even broken into my friend Harold Safer’s cheese shop and taken an entire shipment of award-winning French Brie. (I know. I was thinking the same thing: awards for cheese? Apparently they do exist, though.)

I had a hunch that he’d be striking the jewelry store next, so I was on a stakeout. My boyfriend insisted on tagging along, not that I minded. Ned Nickerson is the greatest—smart, sweet, and supportive. We’ve been together since practically forever, and he’s always there for me when I need him. Plus, he’s got beautiful, twinkling brown eyes, soft, floppy dark hair, and a smile that makes my knees go weak—figuratively speaking, of course. I mean, who could catch criminals with weak knees?

Just then I spotted the creep. It wasn’t easy. He was wearing a heavy, black, hooded robe that blended into the dark shadows cast by the surrounding buildings. We followed him down a narrow alley, and I soon found myself in a part of town that I wasn’t so familiar with.

It smelled like rotten food, and everything was damp. I was heading downhill, and moments later I was splashing through murky puddles. Before long, my sneakers and socks were soaked through. Turning another corner, I heard some squealing and whipped around in time to see a small, furry thing dart behind a pile of bricks.

A rat—yuck!

What was this place? I turned around, thinking I’d ask Ned if he’d been here before. But there was no Ned, and no sign of him. It was like he’d vanished into thin air.

The tall buildings towered overhead. They seemed to be closing in on me. I felt the skin on the back of my neck prickle. My hands started shaking a little too. This was getting eerie. River Heights doesn’t have buildings this tall.

When I heard the clatter of trash cans—too loud to have been another rat—I spun around. Then, swallowing my fear, I hurried toward the sound. A ripple of black cloak disappeared around the corner.

That’s when I realized it was time to call in the big guns. (Actually, the only guns, since I don’t carry one myself and never would.)

Reaching into my pocket, I carefully pulled out my cell phone. I called the River Heights Police Department, which was on my speed dial.

“Chief McGinnis, please,” I whispered to Tonya Ward, the police department receptionist.

“Nancy, is that you?” Tonya asked.

“Yup,” I replied. “This is an emergency, so can you please put me through?”

“Right away,” she said before transferring me over to her boss.

“Hello?” said a very gruff chief of police.

I guess he’d been tipped off that it was me calling. See, I’m not exactly his favorite person. Chief McGinnis thinks that mystery solving should be left to the professionals. It’s not that I don’t trust the police department. It’s just that there’s plenty of crime to go around for everyone—unfortunately. So I try to pick up the slack. “I found your jewel thief,” I told him.

After grunting impatiently he asked, “What jewel thief?”

“You’ll see. Know the back alleys behind River Street?”

“Yes,” said Chief McGinnis.

“Meet me there as soon as you can, and bring backup.”

“Well you’ve sure got a lot of—,” Chief McGinnis began. He was probably going to say nerve, but I’ll never know for sure since I hung up on him. There wasn’t any time to waste. I had to keep my eyes on the thief.

Creeping around one of the brick buildings, I saw his black hood poking out from behind a tall stack of tires. He thought he was hiding, I guess. If I stayed quiet and close, he probably wouldn’t move.

But what about when he heard police sirens? Surely he’d run. I had to come up with a way to keep him in one place. Glancing around the alley for something to use, I saw nothing but a bunch of garbage and some old car parts. There was a stack of bricks against the wall, and also, just an arm’s length away, a second pile of tires—tires that could be useful.

I carefully lifted one from the top of the pile, thinking I’d drop it over his head so he’d be easier to catch. I moved slowly, easing the tire up on one shoulder and creeping over to where the crook was crouched. I lifted the tire over my head, and then, holding my breath, I began to lower it. In just another second I’d . . .

“AHH!” I screamed, feeling a cold hand on my shoulder.

The tire fell to the ground, landing on my foot. “Ouch!” Spinning around, I found myself face-to-face with a very stunned Ned.

“Sorry, Nancy!” he said.

I was sorry too, because now the thief was on the run again. I tore after him through the alley.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” Ned said as he followed.

“No problem,” I replied, pumping my arms harder. Picking up the pace, I leaped over a dented trash can, only to land ankle deep in another puddle.

“The cops are on their way,” I called, still running. My feet slid around in my soaking wet shoes and socks. “We’ve just got to keep him close.”

“I’m right behind you,” said Ned.

“Where did you go before?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “I’ve been here all along.”

It wasn’t true, but this was no time to argue. I had a thief to catch.

Moments later, we all ended up at a dead end. The thief was cornered. I heard sirens in the distance—finally. As I kept my eye on him, Ned whipped out his cell phone, called the police, and told them exactly where we were. I just hoped they found us soon.

“So who are you, anyway?” I asked. Sure, I was curious, but I was also trying to distract him. Too much silence could leave him time to think up an escape plan, and I wasn’t about to let the guy get away.

The slimeball pulled off his hood, revealing a pale face, a mess of stringy white hair, and black eyes that were as lifeless as two marbles. His cold gaze was unwavering, and his mouth was set in a severe, straight line. He clutched a brown paper sack, tightly—the jewels, I figured.

Chills ran up and down my spine. Suddenly it felt like the temperature had dropped by about twenty degrees. Something about this guy wasn’t normal. And I know this sounds crazy, but it’s true: He didn’t seem human.

When the first cop car screeched around the corner and sped toward us, I was so relieved. Another case wrapped up—or so I thought. Suddenly the thief threw the bag of jewels at me and flew away.

Huh? I blinked and gazed toward the sky. The guy was flying high, his dark cape rippling as he soared through the air. Seconds later, he disappeared into the early morning light. I’ve seen weird things in my life, but this was on a whole different level. This was in a whole different realm.

“What happened? How did he do that?” I asked Ned, who just shook his head, speechless.

Another cop car pulled up next to me, and Chief McGinnis, all six feet of him, stepped out. “Nancy Drew,” he said, and not kindly.

“You’re a few seconds too late,” I said, handing over the bag of jewels. “The thief was just here.”

“Sure he was,” said the police chief.

“He—you’re not going to believe this, but the guy flew away.” I felt ridiculous for saying so, but I was only being honest.

Chief McGinnis scrunched up his bushy eyebrows. “You’re right,” he said as he tossed the jewels to another officer. “I don’t believe it.”

“Well, fine,” I said. “But—”

Chief McGinnis didn’t let me finish my thought. Instead, he grabbed my arm, twisted it behind my back, and slapped a pair of handcuffs on my wrist. “You have the right to remain silent,” he began as he secured my other wrist.

As if! “What are you doing?” I asked, struggling in vain. “This isn’t funny. The real criminal is getting away.”

“The real criminal has been getting away for a long time now,” said the chief. “But I’ve finally caught you.”

“That’s crazy,” I cried. “You’re making a huge mistake.”

The chief shook his head. “You had a great cover with this amateur detective business, Nancy. You really had us going there for a while.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Think about it,” said the chief. “Whenever there’s a crime, you’re always involved somehow. And it’s not just here in River Heights, either. You go to Costa Rica, and some endangered birds are almost smuggled out of the country. You visit a friend in Key Largo, and suddenly someone’s sunken treasure is at risk. Music students get kidnapped, and keys turn up hidden in old clocks, all under your watch.”

“But everything always works out,” I said. “I solved those mysteries.”

Chief McGinnis snorted. “That doesn’t change the fact that wherever you go, Nancy Drew, bad stuff happens.”

I struggled to break free and quickly learned something about handcuffs: They hurt—a lot, especially when you’re trying to get out of them. The more I pushed against them, the tighter they squeezed.

Turning to Ned, who seemed almost as stunned as I did, I said, “Tell him. Tell him there was a thief—and that he flew away. . . .” I stopped talking because by that point, even I realized how crazy it sounded. I didn’t want the entire police force to think I was a raving lunatic, even though I was telling the truth.

Ned had this strange expression on his face. His mouth kept opening and closing, like he was struggling to speak, but he kept choking on his words. It was as if he had no voice. Our eyes met. Mine widened, and his did too.

The sirens were getting louder. More cop cars were speeding toward me. Officers in navy blue were surrounding me, staring me down. There were so many of them that their faces blurred, and they were treating me like a dangerous criminal.

What was happening?

The sirens grew louder and louder still. It was like they were blaring right in my ear.

I squeezed my eyes shut, tightly. This couldn’t actually be happening. No way could it be real.

Opening my eyes, I found myself in darkness. Where had the time gone? Had they thrown me in solitary confinement? Did I black out? I blinked a few times so my eyes could adjust.

I found myself in my bedroom, which is when I realized I’d been dreaming. There was no creepy-cloaked, flying jewel thief. There was no line of police officers staring me down, and there were no handcuffs.

I sighed in relief, but then realized that there were still sirens going off. They were coming from somewhere nearby, and they seemed to be getting louder.

I glanced at my bedside clock and saw that it was five a.m.

Leaping out of bed, I ran to the window just in time to see three fire trucks racing by. They were heading toward the south side of town, where I saw billows and billows of heavy gray smoke.

Grabbing my jacket and car keys, I ran downstairs and outside. Once in my blue hybrid, I turned on the car and raced toward the smoke. Speeding through town, I had the worst feeling about where it was coming from. Still, I hoped that my premonition was wrong.

Ten minutes later, I was at the River Heights Animal Shelter, where I volunteer once a month. What used to be the animal shelter, I should say. Now the building was engulfed in flames.

A ring of firemen surrounded the mess. All were working hard to hose down the structure. The flames were high and fierce, seemingly relentless.

Thinking about the poor, defenseless animals inside, I cried out and ran toward the burning building. I didn’t give a thought to my own safety. All I could think about were those animals. I had to save them.
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Up in Smoke

Nancy, wait!”

I was just a few yards away from the entrance when someone grabbed my arm and stopped me from entering the burning building.

Turning around, I was surprised to see that it was Justine Tamworth, the executive director of the River Heights Animal Shelter. Justine was so crazy about cats and dogs, I’d have expected her to be leading the rescue effort. Yet here she was holding me back. I didn’t get it.

“But what about the animals?” I asked.

“It’s okay, they’re all gone,” Justine said.

I looked around and, sure enough, there wasn’t a dog or a cat in sight. The fire had already eaten its way through half the building. The firefighters were still trying to hose it down, but the water seemed to make the flames grow larger.

My heart sank. “Gone?” I cried. Straining my ears, I listened for barking dogs and screeching cats, but all I heard was the crackling fire. “How can you be sure? Maybe it’s not too late.”

“I mean they’re not here,” Justine explained as she pulled me away from the fire. “All of the animals were moved to the shelter in West River two days ago. There are none in that building.”

We’d been standing so close, my entire body felt overheated. Beads of sweat were forming above my eyebrows. But now, at a safe distance, we both watched as the flames danced wickedly in the early morning breeze. “That’s such a relief,” I said.

“Tell me about it,” Justine replied, her dark brown eyes crinkling in sadness as she watched the burning building.

“But why were the animals moved?” I asked.

“We were in the middle of having the building painted, and I was worried the fumes would be bad for them. Imagine if they were still in there.”

“It would have been the worst thing I’d ever seen,” I said.

We both shuddered at the thought.

Standing on the sidelines, I noticed that the scene was growing. When I’d first pulled up, I’d seen only the firefighters and then Justine. While we were talking, a few police cars had arrived. Some of my friends from River Heights had trickled in too. I recognized a few animal shelter employees and also some volunteers, but that wasn’t all. Joshua Andrews, a baker who’s famous for his banana bread, was there. So was Mrs. Diver, the music teacher, with wild, curly red hair—and Harold Safer. People kept coming. Ten minutes later, it seemed as if half the town were there.

As soon as Chief McGinnis strolled onto the scene, a pale guy dressed in running shorts and a T-shirt approached him. They shook hands and spoke for a while. The guy was short, with dark brown hair. I didn’t recognize him, and my curiosity was piqued. They spoke for a while, gesturing toward the burning building. Unfortunately I was too far away to hear what they were saying.

Minutes later, the firefighters put out the blaze for good. With the flames gone and the smoke clearing, all that was left at the scene was the building’s charred frame.

“Years of hard work down the drain,” Justine said with a sigh as she kicked at the dirt with her sneakers.

I could only imagine how heartbreaking this was for her. Justine is passionate about animals. She’d given up a successful career in investment banking in Paris to move to River Heights to attend veterinary school. Before she came along, the River Heights Animal Shelter was tiny and run-down, but Justine quickly changed that. Almost single-handedly she’d raised the money and supervised the construction of a brand-new, state-of-the-art facility. Thanks to Justine, our town’s strays have an excellent place to go—at least, they did until this morning.

“We’ll build a new one,” I said, resting my hand on her shoulder. “It’s horrible, yes, but at least none of the animals were harmed.”

“This is true, but I still can’t believe this is happening. That so many years of hard work are now gone, up in smoke.” Justine glanced at the cluster of firemen huddled nearby. “I’m going to talk to the firefighters. Maybe they’ll know what caused this.”

“Mind if I tag along?” I asked.

“Not at all,” she replied.

By the time we’d walked over to the group, which included Cody Cloud, the chief of the fire department, Chief McGinnis was there.

I hung back, behind Justine, figuring things would go more smoothly if I stayed out of Chief McGinnis’s line of vision.

“Excuse me,” she said, tapping Chief Cloud on the shoulder. “I’m Justine Tamworth, executive director of the River Heights Animal Shelter. What can you tell me about the fire?”

“Cody Cloud,” said the chief, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Nice to meet you, and I’m very sorry about your building. I only wish we’d gotten here sooner. Then we’d have been able to save more of the structure.”

“I’m just glad you got here before anyone was hurt,” said Justine. “No one was hurt, right?”

Chief Cloud shook his head. “Not a soul. It’s amazing luck that the animals had all been moved.”

“So what caused the fire? Do you have any idea?” Justine wondered.

“It’s hard to tell just yet. There are no obvious signs, but we’re thinking it’s a case of faulty wiring,” the fire chief replied.

Justine’s forehead wrinkled. “But that’s impossible,” she said. “I just had the entire place inspected, from top to bottom, by an excellent electrician. She certainly would have told me if there was a problem.”

“Sorry, Ms. Tamworth,” Chief McGinnis said. “I know this is a huge loss for you and the entire community, but accidents happen.” He was writing in his notebook and didn’t even look up at Justine when he spoke. “You know how these old buildings are.”

“Actually,” said Justine, “the building was kind of new. It was only built three years ago.”

The police chief smiled and said, “Then that must be the reason. You know they just don’t make things like they used to.”

“We’ll do a more thorough search, but I can’t promise you we’ll find anything,” Chief Cloud added.

“Ah, don’t bother,” said Chief McGinnis, closing his notebook and putting it in his back pocket. “This building was new, so obviously there was a design flaw of some sort. If you think the fire was caused by faulty wiring, then I’m sure that’s what it was.”

That’s exactly the kind of thing that drives me crazy about Chief McGinnis. Too often he takes the easiest explanation as fact, without really doing a thorough investigation. “But you’ve hardly done an inspection!” I cried.

Suddenly noticing me, Chief McGinnis smirked and crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, if it isn’t Nancy Drew,” he said.

I’d meant to let Justine handle this by herself, but it was too late now. I stepped around from behind her and said, “Surely an electrician would have found an electrical problem, especially since that’s what she was looking for in her inspection. Aren’t you at all suspicious?”

“No,” said Chief McGinnis. “Accidents happen. It’s a sad fact of life.” Yawning, he looked at his watch. “And I need to get going.”

“We’ll conduct a thorough investigation, Nancy,” said Chief Cloud. “Don’t you worry.”

I thanked the fire chief but turned back to Chief McGinnis and asked, “I was wondering, who was that guy you were talking to before? The one in the running shorts.”

Chief McGinnis said, “That was David Wells, the guy who called 911.”

“Why was he out here so early?” I wondered.

“He was out jogging and saw smoke. Good thing, too. See that office park over there?” asked Chief McGinnis, pointing to a group of buildings in the distance. “That’s part of Rackham Industries. Imagine if the fire had spread to there—to the biggest employer in all of River Heights. Now that would have been truly horrible.”

“It’s truly horrible now,” I said. “And I still think there’s more to the story.”

Chief McGinnis rolled his eyes. Pointing at me, he said to Justine, “Don’t let this one fill your head with ideas of scandal. You’ll only waste your time.”

I couldn’t believe this. “Come on,” I said. “Don’t tell me you’re not looking into this.”

Chief McGinnis stared down at me. “Look, Nancy. In all my years on the force, never have I had to answer to a young woman wearing pajamas with pink bunnies all over them, and I don’t intend to begin now.”

I felt my face burn red. I didn’t need to look at my outfit to realize what Chief McGinnis was talking about. I just wish I’d noticed it sooner. I was in such a hurry to get to the fire this morning that I hadn’t bothered to change. I was plenty mad at the chief of police, but I was also embarrassed. It figures that while all of my other, regular pajamas are perfectly respectable, I just happened to be wearing the pink bunny ones on the day that the entire town saw me. Dad got them for me for Christmas last year, and I hardly ever wear them. Seriously, I don’t.

As Chief McGinnis walked away, Chief Cloud told me and Justine that we could check in with him later in the afternoon.

“Do you have any other theories?” I asked.

Chief Cloud tipped his hat back and scratched his forehead. “Too soon to say. We’ll keep investigating, but it’s not likely that we’ll find anything definitive,” he said.

“Thank you for trying,” said Justine, handing him her card. “This is my number. Please call day or night if you have news.”

“Will do,” said Chief Cloud. “Nice to meet you, Justine. Nancy, good to see you.”

As he strolled to his truck, I turned to Justine and said, “Sorry about that. It was wrong to question the police chief so blatantly. I just couldn’t help myself. It’s too soon to jump to conclusions, you know?”

Justine put her arm around my shoulders. “I’m not surprised by the police chief’s attitude, Nancy. That’s why it’s good that we have you around.”

“Well, I don’t care what Chief McGinnis says. I’m not going to let a pair of pink bunny rabbit pajamas stop me from investigating things further.”

Justine laughed. “Now that’s the Nancy Drew we all know and love. I’m going to meet with the shelter employees, but let’s talk later on today.”

“Sounds good,” I replied.

As Justine walked away, Harold Safer rushed over to me. “Isn’t it horrible, Nancy?” he said.

“Yes,” I said. “But at least the animals weren’t harmed.”

“But where will they go?” asked Harold. “The West River Shelter is tiny. They don’t have room to keep them all. And you know what happens at that shelter when it gets too crowded. . . .”

Even though my body was still sweating from the heat of the fire, I suddenly felt my blood run cold. Harold raised an issue that hadn’t even occurred to me.

There are two types of animal shelters in the world: kill and no-kill. A no-kill shelter will keep animals for as long as it takes to place them. A kill shelter is one that will put animals to sleep after a certain amount of time. The length of time varies, depending on the shelter’s policy. It could be three months or three days. The River Heights Animal Shelter was very humane and strictly no-kill, of course. But as far as West River went, well, I didn’t know, and I was afraid to find out.

I shivered, then changed the subject. Remembering my dream from the night before, I asked, “Hey, Harold, is there such a thing as award-winning French cheese?”

“Of course,” he said, looking at me strangely.

“And do you ever worry about it getting stolen?”

Harold raised his hand to my forehead. “Are you feeling okay, Nancy? Are you sure you didn’t get too close to that fire?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “And don’t worry about the animals. We’ll come up with a solution.”

“Good,” said Harold. “I like your outfit, by the way. It’s good to see young people taking fashion risks.”

“Thanks,” I said, not realizing until it was too late that he was teasing me.

We both laughed. “See you later, Harold,” I said, waving.

“Always a pleasure, Nancy.”

I scanned the crowd for some sort of clue and noticed the pale guy in running shorts—the one Chief McGinnis told me had called 911.

I walked over to him, asking casually, “Crazy fire, huh?”

“Yup,” he said.

“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Nancy Drew.”

The guy offered his hand. “David Wells.”

“Do you live in River Heights?” I asked.

“Yes, I just moved here from New York City. I’m the vice president of new business development at Rackham Industries.”

“Chief McGinnis told me you discovered the fire,” I said.

“It’s true. I’m the one who called 911,” he explained.

“What were you doing out here?” I asked.

“Jogging,” he said, meeting my eyes with his cool, brown-eyed gaze. “I always jog early in the morning.

Suddenly I felt a strange sensation—chills running up and down my spine. Something wasn’t right. The problem was, I didn’t believe David. Sure, he was wearing jogging shorts and a T-shirt, but he was also wearing shiny brown loafers, which is a strange choice. Who goes jogging in loafers?

I didn’t question his footwear, but he answered me like he knew what I was thinking.

“I just moved here. Meaning, my stuff is still on the way. I had to get out and run, but my sneakers haven’t yet arrived.”

“Do you live nearby?” I asked. There were lots of beautiful places in River Heights to go running—the park, the country roads, the dirt path along the river—and this was not one of them.

Apparently, this was the wrong thing to ask. David Wells got really hostile. He narrowed his eyes and took a few steps back. “Look here, I don’t need to defend myself to you. I’ve done nothing wrong. I saved the day, in fact. Who are you, anyway?” he asked.

“I never said you did anything wrong,” I said, completely surprised by his quick change in attitude.

Suddenly I felt someone tap my shoulder. “Ms. Drew,” said a familiar voice.

Uh-oh. Gulping, I turned around and said, “Hi, Chief McGinnis.”

“Didn’t I ask you not to go poking your nose into other people’s business?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “But even if you had, I wouldn’t have listened. I’ve been volunteering at the shelter for ages, so technically, this is my business.”

“Last time I checked, harassing the innocent citizens of River Heights is illegal,” said Chief McGinnis. “If you don’t believe me, I can take you downtown and we can discuss it at the station.”

I couldn’t believe that Chief McGinnis was almost threatening to arrest me, like he had in my dream. What was going on?

“I wasn’t harassing David,” I said. “I was just asking him a few questions.”

“Actually,” David said, “it kind of felt like harassment.”

“I’m very sorry,” I insisted, holding my hands in the air as if to surrender. “Honestly, I didn’t mean it. I’m just trying to get as much information as I possibly can because I’m worried about the shelter. Um, welcome to River Heights.” I turned to leave, realizing I’d have to figure out some other time why David was so defensive. There had to be a reason, and I wasn’t going to get anywhere with Chief McGinnis watching my every move.

I went to find Justine, who was still talking to some of the shelter’s employees. After pulling her aside, I told her what happened.

Justine sighed. “I appreciate your help, Nancy, but I don’t want you to get in trouble with the police.”

“I’m not worried about that,” I said. “I just want to figure out how this fire started. You said you were having the building painted, right? Who was doing the painting?”

“Peter Sandover, of Peter Paints,” said Justine. “It’s a new business.”

“And he was painting the inside of the building?”

Justine nodded. “Yes.”

“Does that mean he had keys to the shelter?”

“Yes, he did,” said Justine. A worried look crossed over her face. “I hope I didn’t make a mistake. He seemed like a nice guy.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing, but I’m going to check it out, just to be safe. Do you have his phone number?” I asked.

“He gave me a flyer, which I left in my office in the shelter,” said Justine, frowning at the remains of the building. “I probably wrote it in my organizer, but that’s at home.”

“No big deal,” I said. “I can look it up. I’ll call you later.”

Justine said, “Thank you, Nancy. I really appreciate this.”

“Don’t thank me, yet. I haven’t done anything.”

“Well, you’re willing to look into the matter. That’s more than I can say for the police department in this town.”

Not wanting to bad-mouth the chief, which would have been too easy, I said good-bye and headed on home.

After showering, getting dressed, and shoving my bunny pajamas into the back corner of my pajama drawer, I turned on my computer so I could research David Wells. I checked the online archives of the River Heights Bugle first. Sure enough, there was an article about him in last week’s business section. He’d been hired to head the new business development team.

It was a pretty big job. Rackham Industries is one of the largest companies in the entire Midwest. Like David had mentioned, the article said he came from New York, where he was working at a big bank. Before that, he worked for an energy company in Houston, and before that, he was at Harvard Business School, where he graduated at the top of his class. There was a photo accompanying the article. In it, a slightly younger version of the David Wells I’d met that morning smiled brightly. All in all, there was nothing out of the ordinary about what I read, so I don’t know why the nagging feeling that something was awry persisted.

While I was online, I decided to look up Peter Paints, the company Justine had told me about. But there was no business by that name in River Heights, or in any of the surrounding towns. This was surprising, but not shocking. Sure, we’re in the twenty-first century, but not everyone is technologically adept.

I turned off my computer and checked the phone book. Strangely, I couldn’t find the name of Peter’s painting company or Peter Sandover anywhere. I called information and they didn’t have a listing either.

It got me thinking—sure, Justine said the company Peter Paints was brand new, but what if it didn’t actually exist at all?
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Added Threats

Something didn’t add up—but it was too soon to tell what, exactly, it was. Later that day I was still thinking about the fire at the River Heights Animal Shelter, when I heard a knock at the front door.

I wasn’t at all surprised to find that Justine had come to visit. “I was just about to call you,” I told her. “Please come in.”

“Thank you, Nancy.” Justine walked inside. She looked tired and stressed, not that I could blame her. I was feeling the same way myself.

“Hannah just made some delicious iced tea. Can I get you a glass?” I asked.

“Did someone call my name?” Hannah asked as she bustled into the entryway, carrying a duster in one hand. Hannah Gruen works as our housekeeper, but she’s more like family. I’ve known her forever, and love her dearly. She takes excellent care of me and my dad.

When she saw Justine, her face clouded over with concern. “Oh hello, dear. I’m so sorry to hear about the fire. Such horrible news.”

“Thanks for the concern,” Justine replied with a sigh. “It’s a horrible thing, but I keep trying to get myself to look on the bright side. No one was hurt—human or animal.”

“That’s true,” said Hannah. “You know, my cousin’s nephew’s restaurant burned down years ago, and it turned out to be the best thing. He rebuilt it and tripled his business.”

Justine seemed too puzzled to respond, and I felt the need to step in and explain. “That’s one of the amazing things about Hannah. She never fails to have an anecdote at the ready for every single occasion.”

“It’s true,” said Hannah, smiling bashfully.

“And they’re always related to her distant family members too,” I added.

“Okeydokey,” said Hannah as she headed back toward the kitchen. “I’ll get that iced tea.”

“Thank you,” Justine and I said.

Once we were seated in the living room with our drinks, I told Justine that I couldn’t find any information about her painter.

“Oh, I’m not surprised,” said Justine. “The company is brand new. In fact, the owner, Peter Sandover, offered to paint the shelter for half price in order to help drum up business.”

“That’s a nice offer,” I said. “What was he doing before he started painting?”

“Oh, he told me that he’s been a painter for years, and that he used to work for a large company in Florida. He wanted to branch out on his own and figured River Heights would be a good spot, so he moved here a few weeks ago.”

“I’d love to speak to him,” I said. “Perhaps he saw something suspicious. Did you ever find his number?”

“I’m afraid not. I looked in my organizer, but for some reason, I don’t have it. Things have been so crazy. I guess I forgot to copy it down. It’s a shame that I only had one copy of the flyer, and now it’s gone—incinerated,” said Justine.

I frowned. “I searched online and called information, but he’s not listed.”

“Oh, right,” said Justine. “His landline wasn’t working yet, so he gave me his cell phone number.”

“That’s too bad,” I said.

“I know,” Justine replied. “I wish I could tell you more, but my life has been so hectic lately, I guess I haven’t been paying close attention. I’m in my last year of vet school and I have some really big exams coming up. It’s all I can do to get dressed in the morning, I’m so busy studying.”

“Well, don’t worry about this. I still might be able to track him down. Can you tell me what Peter Sandover looks like?”

“Sure,” said Justine. “He’s tall and pale, with scruffy, bleached-blond hair and green eyes. I’d guess he’s in his thirties.”

“How much had he painted?”

“Not much.” Justine took another sip of her iced tea and then set the glass on the coffee table. “He’d just started working two days ago.”

“And what was the rest of his crew like?”

“His crew?” Justine asked. “Actually, every time I went to check up on him, he was working alone. I thought that was a little strange, so I asked him about it. He told me he’d have more help next week.” Glancing at her watch, she added, “Oh, but I don’t want to keep your father waiting.”

“My father?” I said.

“Yes, there are some legal issues surrounding the shelter, and I need his help,” Justine explained.

My dad is one of the busiest lawyers in River Heights. Besides representing his regular corporate and individual clients, he does a lot of pro bono work, mainly for nonprofit organizations that wouldn’t ordinarily be able to afford legal assistance. Dad has been representing the animal shelter, free of charge, ever since Justine built it.

“The shelter’s having some sort of legal problems?” I asked.

“Now, Nancy,” I heard my dad say.

I turned around to find him standing in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyebrows raised.

“I’m just asking out of concern, Dad,” I said.

“I know, honey, but you have to respect my clients’ privacy, even when that client is a friend.”

Justine stood up and smoothed out her skirt. “It’s okay, Carson. I don’t mind letting Nancy know what’s going on. She’s been volunteering at the shelter for some time now, so this concerns her, too. In fact,” she said, turning to me, “do you want to join us?”

She didn’t need to ask twice. I stood up and followed them into Dad’s wood-paneled study.

“What seems to be the trouble?” Dad asked, once Justine and I had each settled into one of the two leather club chairs opposite his desk.

Justine sighed. “It’s Rackham Industries. As you know, they own all of the buildings and most of the land surrounding the River Heights Animal Shelter, but apparently that’s not enough for them. They want the shelter’s land, as well. They’ve made me many offers over the last few years, even though I’ve been quite clear that I have no intention of ever selling.”

Dad nodded as if he knew all about this. It was news to me, though.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“Well,” said Justine, “they just made me another offer this afternoon. And it’s one that I may not be able to refuse.”

“That’s crazy,” I said. “The fire was a huge setback, but you’re going to rebuild the shelter. No way would you ever sell that land.”

“Believe me,” said Justine, “I have no interest in selling. They know that better than anyone. This is the third offer they’ve made this month. The problem is, I don’t have the money to rebuild. And according to the zoning laws, as their team of lawyers just informed me, if I can’t rebuild the shelter, I must accept any reasonable offer of purchase for development.”

I looked to my dad, confused. He cleared his throat and explained. “In other words, if she doesn’t have immediate plans to develop the land, she’ll have no choice but to sell it.”

“That’s horrible,” I cried. “Dad, you can’t let this happen.”

“Settle down, Nancy,” said my dad. “You know I’m going to do everything that I can.” Turning to Justine, he added, “I’ll take another look at the zoning laws, but right now I have to tell you, it sounds as if the law is on their side. Justine, if you can’t come up with the money to rebuild, then you can’t hold on to the land.”

If I was suspicious before, now I was sure there was something fishy going on. “Isn’t it a little too convenient?” I asked. “I mean, that the fire just happened to burn down the building when Rackham has been trying to buy the land for years?”

“It is strange,” said my dad. “At the very least, I would say it’s extremely lucky for them.”

“Luck, or sabotage,” I mumbled to myself.

For some reason, Dad didn’t like this. “Nancy,” he said, “please don’t jump to conclusions. Not everyone in River Heights is corrupt, and without ample evidence, you can’t be so quick to accuse.”

“I’m not accusing anyone,” I said. “I’m just saying that it all seems a little suspicious. At the very least, it merits an investigation.”

“True,” said Dad. “But you must allow for the fact that sometimes there is no mystery, just bad luck.”

Okay, something was definitely up. Dad is usually proud of the fact that I solve mysteries. Of course he doesn’t like it when I do things that he thinks are dangerous, but he’s never so blatantly discouraged me from trying to help out. What’s more, he was a big supporter of the animal shelter, and he was thrilled that I volunteered there. He’s also a good friend of Justine’s. So, what was going on here?

“Don’t you want me to do everything I can to help?” I asked.

Rather than look at me, Dad started fiddling with the stapler on his desk. “To be honest, Nancy, I got a call from police headquarters a little while ago.”

“And?” I said.

He shifted in his seat before answering me. “Chief McGinnis asked me to have a talk with you.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. All I was doing was trying to help.”

“I believe that,” my dad replied. “Now, I’d never try to stop you from doing what’s right, and I know that you and the police chief don’t always see eye to eye, but I’d prefer you not to get in his way. He is the chief of police in this town, and he deserves respect.”

I leaned back in my chair, completely stunned. “I can’t believe he called you,” I said.

“I was surprised too,” my dad admitted. “And I defended you, of course. But please, do me a favor and try not to step on any toes.”

“I won’t,” I said. This was irritating and crazy, but I didn’t want to argue in front of Justine.

Dad turned to her and said, “Don’t worry. Rackham Industries is not going to get that land without a fight. I promise you that I’ll do everything in my power to keep it from happening.”

“Thank you, Carson,” said Justine as she stood up to leave. “How long do you think all of this will take?”

“Months, perhaps,” said my dad.

Justine sat back down again. “Oh, dear,” she said. “I was afraid of that. You see, West River only agreed to hold the animals for a week. They’re overcrowded as it is.”

“I’m sure you can work something out with them,” my dad said.

“Actually,” said Justine, “I’ve already spoken to them. They’ll give me an extra two weeks if they have to, but that’s it. And here’s the biggest problem: While the River Heights Animal Shelter is strictly no-kill, West River Shelter can’t make that promise.”

I felt chills travel up and down my spine. “What are you saying?” I asked.

Justine paused and took a deep breath. When she answered, her voice trembled. “The animals are safe for now. And if I can scrape together enough money quickly, we can at least come up with a temporary structure to house them before breaking ground on the actual building. . . .”

“How much do you need?” I asked.

“Twenty thousand dollars, minimum,” Justine replied.

“That’s a lot of money. What happens if you don’t get it?” I asked.

Justine shook her head and wiped the dampness from her eyes.

No one said anything. No one needed to. We all knew how gruesome this could turn out to be.
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When Monkeys Fly

This is heart wrenching,” said Justine as we left my dad’s office. Shoulders slumped, she shook her head. “I can’t believe that so many years of hard work have suddenly become meaningless, overnight. And all because of one fire and one little law.”

“It’s not fair. We can’t let Rackham take that property,” I said.

“It would be a disaster if they did, but I don’t know how we can stop them,” Justine replied sadly. “I’m going to run home and go over the shelter budget again, but I’m pretty sure that the money just isn’t there.”

As I walked Justine to her car, I realized what we could do. “If a lump sum of money is the only thing holding us back right now,” I said, “we should have a benefit concert.”

Justine turned to me and grinned. It was the first time I’d seen her smile all day. “I’m intrigued,” she said. “Tell me more.”

Biting my bottom lip, I looked over my shoulder. I didn’t want Dad getting upset with me. And, okay, he’d asked me not to meddle in the investigation of the fire—but he didn’t say anything about not helping the animal shelter. The reality was that I had to do something. There was no way I could just sit back and let the animals suffer some horrible fate. Dad would understand that.

“Well, there are tons of animal lovers in River Heights,” I explained. “Some of them have to be musicians. We can get a bunch of them together for a benefit concert. Mrs. Diver will help out, I’m almost sure of it. She was at the fire, so she knows how devastating it was. I’ll give her a call.”

“That’s a wonderful idea. Mrs. Diver adopted a cat from us a few months ago,” said Justine. “There’s only one problem. I’m behind on my studying. I don’t think I can organize a concert and pass my exams.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said. “I’ll organize the entire thing. I love doing stuff like this.”

“Are you sure?” asked Justine. “It sounds like a lot of work.”

“I’m positive. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do. Well, besides finding out if that fire really was an accident—but there’s time for that, too.”

Justine laughed as she got into her car. “Thank you, Nancy, but be careful. I don’t want you getting into trouble—with your dad or with the police.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said, waving good-bye as she pulled away from the curb.

Hurrying back into the house, I called my partners in anticrime: Bess Marvin and George Fayne, and, of course, Ned. They’d all heard about the fire. Everyone in town must know by now. But the news that Rackham Industries was trying to take the animal shelters land was a shock to all three. All of them wanted to help, and luckily they were all free to meet me for lunch that afternoon to hear my plan.

By the time I got to Susie’s Read & Feed, Bess and George were already sitting in a booth at the front of the café. Each had a tall glass of lemonade in front of them. By the way, Bess and George are first cousins who grew up together—and they’re my best friends. “I’m so glad you’re here,” I said, sliding into the booth next to them.

“It’s my pleasure,” said Bess. “I just finished changing the oil in my car and fixing the engine in my dad’s, so I’m totally free for the rest of the day.”

George grinned and said, “I’ll bet she’s the only person in town to go from working under a car to changing into a pink sundress with a matching cardigan.”

I had to agree.

“You should learn a thing about style,” Bess argued jokingly as she surveyed George’s khaki pants and solid green T-shirt.

“I know everything I need to know,” George countered, “like that I should never go out in public in pajamas with bunny rabbits printed all over them.”

Leaning my elbows on the table, I covered my face with both hands and groaned. “You heard about that?”

“Everyone’s heard about that,” said Bess. “But no one is surprised.”

This town is small, and people know me well. I get so focused on mysteries that I often forget about stuff like matching my clothes and brushing my hair. Luckily no one holds that sort of thing against me.

“So, how’s Justine doing?” asked George.

“She’s depressed, but hanging in there,” I said.

“I don’t blame her,” said George. “I biked to the shelter site this morning. There’s nothing left but ash and rubble.”

“Yeah, it’s grim,” I said.

Just then, Ned strolled into the café. Checking his watch, he asked, “Am I late?”

“You’re right on time,” I said.

“Good.” Smiling, he bent down to give me a kiss and then slid into the booth opposite me. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Well, as I mentioned on the phone, we need to raise a lot of money, fast, or the animal shelter—and perhaps the animals that were in it—will be history,” I began. “I was thinking of throwing a benefit concert. I already spoke with Mrs. Diver, and she loves the idea. She’s going to call a few of her more promising students to see if they’ll be willing to perform. We’ll make money off ticket sales, and we can set up a bake sale at intermission too. I’ll bet Joshua will donate a batch of banana bread for the cause.”

Joshua Andrews was a shelter volunteer, and he also owns the best bakery in River Heights. Usually he only bakes banana bread on Thursdays—but I had a hunch he’d make an exception for the cause.

“Ooh,” said Bess. “Last week I waited in line for an hour for a loaf. And it was totally worth it. Just thinking about that banana bread makes my mouth water.”

“Glad to hear your mouth is watering,” said Susie Lin, the café owner. She stood over us with her order pad in one hand and a pen poised in the other. “So, what will it be?”

After we all ordered lunch, Ned said, “I have a friend in the River Heights University Orchestra. I’ll bet he could convince the other musicians to perform.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Then we can—”

I was cut off rudely by none other than Deirdre Shannon, who’d just come into the café and was lingering by our table. “Ned Nickerson!” she exclaimed, taking off her sunglasses before giving Ned a hug.

Typical. While Deirdre can’t stand me or my friends, she’s always had a thing for Ned. She seems completely baffled by the fact that he’d rather date me, and she makes no pretense of hiding her feelings.

I had to give her credit, though. She is skilled in some ways. She somehow figured out how to flirt with Ned while turning her nose up at me, Bess, and George at the very same time.

Deirdre is my age and her dad is also a lawyer here in River Heights, but that’s about all we have in common. Most people would agree that Deirdre is a snob, and I wouldn’t argue with them. Her family has a lot of money, and she thinks that makes her better than everyone else.

Flinging her dark, curly hair over one shoulder and adjusting the strap of her designer purse, she said to Ned, “You should join me and my friend at the back. I’m having lunch with Langston Murphy. You know Langston—he lives in that huge house in Mission Hill.”

“Sure, I know him,” said Ned, not exactly impressed and more than a little uncomfortable.

“We have a better table,” she said, putting her hand on his shoulder and batting her eyelashes. “And it would be much more fun if you were there.”

George rolled her eyes. Bess shook her head. I just sat there smiling up at Deirdre and acting like she didn’t bother me. Of course, that always seemed to annoy her even more.

“I’m okay here, thanks,” Ned replied, winking at me.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“Positive.” He nodded. “We’re just discussing how to help out at the animal shelter. Did you hear that it burned down?”

Deirdre wrinkled her nose and said, “Yes, and good riddance.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say,” said George.

“Well, I’m sorry, but the entire place smelled like animals,” Deirdre replied.

“Is she serious?” George asked in a whisper.

I shrugged.

“Anyway,” said Deirdre, “I heard that none of the animals were hurt, and we don’t need a shelter here anyway. Anyone who wants a dog can get a pure breed from a breeder.”

“Why pay for a fancy, name-brand dog when there are so many adorable, unique stray mutts?” asked Bess.

“Because mutts are gross,” Deirdre said as she scrunched up her nose. “And they’re so common.”

Bess almost choked on her drink. George narrowed her eyes at Deirdre. “Do you mind letting us eat?” she asked.

“Sorry,” said Deirdre. “I should have just stayed at the country club for lunch. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

As she walked to her table, Susie came back with our food.

“Great,” said George. “I’m starving.” She took a huge bite of her turkey club sandwich.

I turned to my friends. “Now, where were we?” I asked.

George chewed and swallowed. “The concert is a good idea, but I was thinking . . . you know Nikki Kolista?”

“Of the Flying Monkeys?” I asked. “Of course. She’s the lead singer of the biggest band around.”

“Didn’t the last Flying Monkeys albums go platinum?” asked Bess.

“Yes,” said George. “Actually, all of their albums have. Nikki does solo stuff, too. And did you know that she’s from River Heights? And that she’s a big animal rights activist?”

Realizing where George was going with this, I grinned. “You don’t think she’d come here, do you?”

“Why not?” asked George, with a shrug of her shoulders. “There’s no way of knowing until we ask.”

Bess’s eyes widened. “People would come from all over the place to see a Nikki Kolista concert. Can you imagine how much money that would rake in?”

“With hope, it’ll be enough to save the shelter,” I said.

“But how are we going to get in touch with her?” asked Bess. “She’s a huge rock star.”

“I’ll bet I can find her agent’s information online,” said George. “Let’s go to my place after lunch.”

“Great,” I said, already feeling better.

As we were finishing up, Deirdre walked over to our table and said, “Ned, can you give me a ride home?”

Although he was halfway out the door, Deirdre’s friend Langston overheard and turned around. “I’ll take you home, Deirdre.”

“That’s okay,” said Deirdre. “My place is on the way to Ned’s.”

“It’s on the way to mine, too,” said Langston.

“I said I didn’t want a ride from you, Langston,” said Deirdre. “Good-bye.”

“Sorry,” said Langston, throwing up his hands and backing out of the café. “I’ll see you later.”

Bess and George both raised their eyebrows at me.

“Um, Deirdre,” said George, “didn’t you drive here?”

“Yes, but my car is making funny noises,” said Deirdre. “A lot of these new fancy models just aren’t that reliable. It’s crazy, since they look so good and they cost so much money, but—oh, well. I’m afraid that if I drive it anymore, it’ll break down.”

“I can take a look at it,” said Bess, dabbing at the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “What kinds of noises is it making?”

“Um, it’s hard to describe,” said Deirdre. “I’d much rather have a professional work on it. In fact, I already called the garage to come tow it. So what do you think, Ned?” She put her hand on his shoulder again. “It’s on your way, isn’t it?”

“He’s not going home,” said Bess. “We’re all going to George’s house.”

“Actually,” said Ned, “I promised my dad I’d help him cut down some trees after lunch. So I guess I will be heading home.”

“Perfect,” said Deirdre. “I’ll be waiting outside.”

Once she was gone, Ned pulled out his wallet and left some money on the table. Standing up, he shook his head. “Sorry about this, everyone.”

“It’s okay,” I said. It was, too. I wasn’t going to blame Ned for being too polite to refuse to help Deirdre, even if she didn’t really need help. It wasn’t his fault she was such a flirt. A few minutes later, we loaded George’s bike into the back of my car and then drove to her house, with Bess following in her car, close behind.

Once in her room, George pulled out one of her laptops and searched for Nikki’s information. In a matter of minutes she’d managed to track down a phone number for Nikki’s talent agent.

Bess called him up and explained the situation. The agent was nice, but he couldn’t give us Nikki’s phone number. He didn’t want to violate her privacy, which was understandable. Bess turned on the charm, though, and managed to get him to agree to give us her e-mail address.

We wrote to her right way, explaining about the fire and the animals over in West River and the Rackham Industries threat.

Then we played a couple of card games, just to kill time. We also listened to the latest Flying Monkeys CD for good luck. Nikki was incredible. Her voice was so powerful, and she was amazing on guitar.

I was getting ready to leave when George got a new message in her in-box.

 

Hey Nancy, Bess, and George,

Thank you for writing. Wow—I haven’t been back to River Heights in ages, and I can’t think of any better reason to come now than to help our town’s animals. You’ve caught me at a great time. My band is on break, and I have some new material I’ve been wanting to try out. Definitely count me in. You said you needed this done quickly, so how is Saturday night?

Talk to ya soon,

Nikki

 

Bess, George, and I looked from the screen to one another, too stunned at first to actually speak.

“The famous Nikki Kolista is actually coming to River Heights,” George said, still blinking at her computer screen.

“I can’t believe it,” I marveled.

Bess clapped her hands and jumped up and down. “This is the best news!” she exclaimed.

“The animals of River Heights will be saved,” I said.

All at once, we started to cheer and give one another hugs.

Rejoicing with my friends at that moment, I was filled with such hope. Everything seemed so bright. I had no idea that things were about to take a turn for the worse.
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Deirdre Shannon Strikes, Again

Word that Nikki Kolista was coming to perform in River Heights spread faster than the poison ivy I got last summer. Everyone was talking about it, and it sounded like everyone planned to come to the concert. Luckily our friend Mayor Simmons helped us secure the town’s largest concert venue for free. The concert hall was downtown, and it was large enough to hold two thousand people. The show was going to be huge, and I was thrilled. Of course, between selling tickets and dealing with the staging, sound, lighting, and concessions, it was going to be a ton of work—too much for Bess, George, Ned, and me to handle on our own, which is why we put out a citywide call for volunteers.

We were all gathering at one of the conference rooms in the town hall at seven p.m. When I walked into the meeting five minutes early, I was shocked to find the room so packed. It seemed as if half of River Heights were crammed inside. The chairs must have filled up a while ago, because lots of people were sitting on the floor, and some were even lined up at the wall in the back.

Mrs. Diver rushed over to me right away and gave me a hug. “Nancy Drew, I don’t know how you did it, but I’m thrilled that you did.”

“I’ve been trying to call you,” I said. “I feel bad that you already asked your students to perform. I don’t want you to think there isn’t room for them. Maybe they can be the opening act.”

“Don’t be silly,” said Mrs. Diver, waving her hand in the air as if to dismiss the thought. “My students are just as excited as I am. And, by the way, one of my students is the star act. I taught Nikki Kolista how to play the guitar.”

“Really?” I said.

Mrs. Diver nodded. “Yes, I’m really aging myself by admitting this, but she started coming to me when she was eight years old. I always knew she had tons of talent, but I’d never imagined she’d become a world-renowned musician. It’s so thrilling to see a former student—especially one who was so sweet—become so successful.”

“Well, I am so happy to have you,” I told her.

“Any help you need, just ask,” said Mrs. Diver. “But we can talk about that later. I’d better get back to my seat before I lose it.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Diver.”

My heart warmed as I looked at all the friendly faces. Joshua Adams was there. He not only had agreed to donate a batch of banana bread to sell at the concert, he’d also offered to make the bread every single day for the next week, donating all proceeds to the River Heights Animal Shelter.

George’s little brother, Scott, was a huge Flying Monkeys fan, so he was volunteering in hopes of getting to meet Nikki in person. He’d even brought his friend Nelson Fadley. Nelson is a cute kid—skinny, with large brown eyes that you hardly ever see because his floppy dark bangs are always falling in his face. He rides his skateboard everywhere and is hardly ever seen without his pet iguana, Iggy. Iggy was even at the meeting now, snoozing on Nelson’s shoulder.

But before I made it across the room to say hello, I saw my dentist. “Hi, Dr. Wolfson,” I said. “I didn’t know you were a fan of Nikki Kolista.”

For some reason, Dr. Wolfson’s face got bright red. “Oh, Nancy. I should have known you were behind this. I’m not a fan, exactly,” he said, coughing. “I mean, I don’t know her music very well.”

I tilted my head to one side and smiled at him. “So you must be here because you love animals.”

“Actually, I’m allergic to all things furry,” said Dr. Wolfson. He eyed Iggy the iguana cautiously. “And amphibians just make my skin crawl. You don’t think that thing will get loose in here, do you?”

“Nelson keeps him on a leash. I’m sure we’re safe,” I said, trying to suppress a grin. (I didn’t want Dr. Wolfson to think I was laughing at him, even though I was—but in a strictly good-natured way.) “So if you don’t like Nikki’s music and you don’t like animals, why are you here? I mean, if you don’t mind my asking.”

Dr. Wolfson shrugged. “I just, well—I had some time, and I thought it would be good to do something for the community.”

“Fair enough,” I said. What else could I say? Dr. Wolfson is always kind of awkward when he isn’t in his lab coat, peering into a patient’s mouth. Whenever I see him in town, like at the grocery store or on River Street, I always say hello, and he always seems quiet and withdrawn. Right now, though, he seemed even more uncomfortable than usual.

I decided to start the meeting. Clapping my hands, I called everyone to attention. “Welcome, everyone. Thanks so much for coming! Justine Tamworth couldn’t be here tonight—she is busy studying—but she wanted me to express her gratitude. She’ll be thrilled to hear that so many people want to help raise money so we can rebuild the shelter. I thought we’d start by introducing ourselves.” I turned to my right. “Bess, do you want to go first?”

“Sure.” Bess stood up and smoothed down her yellow corduroy skirt. “My name is Bess Marvin.”

As everyone stated their name, I looked around the room. It was a familiar crowd. I saw a bunch of volunteers from the shelter, and also some neighborhood friends. In fact, we were halfway through with the introductions before I saw someone I didn’t know. He was a tall, bald man with green eyes. His name was Stefan Kinsley, and he said he worked at Rackham Industries.

I thought it was a bit strange that someone from Rackham would volunteer for this cause. If we were successful, they wouldn’t get to build. I wondered if Stefan worked with David Wells. Had David sent him to the meeting to spy? Maybe this was somewhat far-fetched, but my other leads were drying up. I’d spent a little time that evening looking for contact information for Peter Sandover and I hadn’t found anything. I needed something to go on, so I made a mental note to talk to Stefan later on.

After George, Scott, and Nelson introduced themselves, it was my turn.

“Hi, everyone. My name is Nancy Drew. I’ve lived in River Heights all my life and I’ve been volunteering at the River Heights Animal Shelter for years. Now I suppose we can—”

“Excuse me,” said Deirdre, interrupting me as she strolled into the room, twenty minutes late.

“Oh, don’t worry about it,” I said, completely unfazed by her rudeness. But what was she doing at this meeting? “Um, Deirdre, this is a meeting about the benefit concert for the animal shelter. You know that, right?” I figured she was in the wrong place, since she’d made her opinion of the shelter and its strays very clear before.

Deirdre glanced at her manicured nails and asked, “This is the committee that’s organizing Nikki Kolista’s concert, right?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Then I’m in the right place,” Deirdre said. “I’d like to be involved in this. After all, Nikki is my cousin.”

“Really?” I said, unable to hide my surprise.

“Yes,” said Deirdre, “which is why I think I should be in charge of this committee.”

“That’s ridiculous,” George called as she stood up. “This whole thing was Nancy’s idea, and she’s already worked so hard. You’ve never even been near the River Heights Animal Shelter.”

“True,” said Deirdre, “but Nikki’s mom and my mom are sisters. Plus,” she added, turning to me, “Nancy is always in charge of everything. Why not give someone else a chance? I mean, why is it that she always has to be in the spotlight?”

I groaned. Deirdre was so missing the point, and it was time someone told her. “I’m not in the spotlight,” I said. “And that’s not why I’m doing this. This isn’t about a rock concert. It’s about raising money for the animal shelter.”

“And it’s about hosting the most famous rock musician in the world.” Deirdre crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t pretend like you’re not thrilled with the idea of meeting my cousin.”

“I’m interested in meeting anyone who’s willing to help us rebuild the shelter,” I answered honestly.

“Are we going to get started?” asked Harold Safer. “Because the movie version of South Pacific is coming on at eight o’clock, and I really want to be home for it.”

“Sorry,” I said. People were starting to talk among themselves, and we really needed to move on before all focus was lost. “Deirdre, why don’t you have a seat and we can discuss this after the meeting.”

“No,” said Deirdre, staring me down. “I want you to explain why you get to be in charge, yet again.”

This was getting embarrassing. I didn’t want to debate with Deirdre. All I wanted to do was start the meeting so we could be that much closer to rebuilding the shelter.

“Nancy does have lots of volunteer and fund-raising experience,” Bess pointed out. “Deirdre, what have you done for the community lately?”

“Lately,” George mumbled. “How about, ever?”

“Shh.” Bess elbowed her lightly in the side and whispered, “I’m trying to be diplomatic here.”

“I was on the committee that organized the charity ball at the country club last year,” Deirdre said proudly. “It was a fabulous event. Everyone who’s anyone in River Heights was there.”

“You mean, all of River Heights’s richest people,” said George, rolling her eyes.

If Deirdre heard George, she didn’t let on. “I have lots of connections to the philanthropic community and, as I said, Nikki is my cousin—so it only makes sense. I want to be in charge of this, and I deserve to be in charge,” she finished.

I honestly didn’t know what to do next, so I was really happy when Ned stood up and said, “Why don’t we take a vote.”

It was a great idea. Deirdre thought so too. “Thank you, Ned. You’re so brilliant,” she said. “You’re like my knight in shining armor.”

She really was too much. Her last comment confused everyone.

“All those in favor of having Deirdre run the fund-raising committee, raise your hands,” said Ned.

A few people raised their hands, including Nelson, who asked, “Does Iggy get a vote too?”

“Who?” asked Deirdre.

“My iguana,” said Nelson, standing up so everyone could get a better look at the green and brown amphibian sitting on his shoulder.

Deirdre shuddered and said, “Yuck.”

Nelson grinned as if Deirdre had complimented him. “Iggy wants you to be in charge, Deirdre,” he said, before sitting down.

“And all those in favor of Nancy?” Ned asked.

Almost everyone in the entire room voted for me. It felt good to know that I had the support, but I felt bad for Deirdre. It had to be embarrassing for her—not that she seemed to mind making a stink in the first place.

“Okay,” I said, relieved that this silly feud was over. “Let’s get started.”

“Wait a minute,” Deirdre called, standing back up. I’d expected her to quit, but instead she said, “At the very least, let me organize a party for Nikki after the concert.”

I had no problem with this. And actually, throwing a party for Nikki would be a great way of thanking her for coming out to perform. “That sounds great to me, Deirdre.”

Deirdre smiled and said, “Perfect.”

Once we were through with that nonsense, I started assigning people to various committees. Joshua and Harold were in charge of food and beverages. Mrs. Diver would take care of sound. Dr. Wolfson would handle the lighting. Stefan was interested in working on security, which I didn’t think we needed, but he was pretty convincing. George, Bess, Scott, Ned, and I were in charge of ticket sales and general coordination on the day of the event. Nelson wanted to help Deirdre, but she was too grossed out by his iguana, so she sent him over to work with my group.

Once we had a plan in place, I excused myself so I could talk to Stefan. I caught up to him just as he was leaving. “Hey Stefan, I just met a guy you work with,” I said. “David Wells.”

Seemingly surprised, Stefan turned around and said, “I don’t know anyone by that name.”

“Really? I thought everyone over at Rackham knew David. There was a big article about him in the paper last week.”

“Oh, that David Wells,” said Stefan, glancing at his watch and then out toward the parking lot. “The new guy—yeah, I know who he is, but we don’t work together.”

“You know that Rackham is trying to buy River Heights Animal Shelter’s land out from under them, and that this whole concert is happening so we can stop them, right?” I asked.

Stefan cringed. “I do know that, Nancy. Can you please do me a huge favor and keep quiet about my involvement. I love my job, but I love animals more.”

“No problem.” I grinned, realizing I was probably jumping to conclusions. It was possible to be an animal lover and a businessperson. And just because Stefan worked for Rackham didn’t mean he had to agree with all of their decisions.

“Do you have any pets?” I asked.

“Sure,” said Stefan. “I have a golden retriever named Ollie. In fact, I’d better get home to walk him.”

“Okay,” I said. “And don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me. It’s not like I hang out with anyone who works at Rackham, but even if I did, I wouldn’t say a thing.”

“I appreciate that,” said Stefan, before getting into his silver sports car and driving off.

I turned around and walked back inside, thrilled that everything was falling into place. Nikki Kolista’s concert was going to be huge. I was sure we’d raise enough cash to save the shelter.

I was about to head back to my group when Ned pulled me aside. With a sheepish look on his face, he said, “Uh, Nancy, you’re not going to like this, but Deirdre convinced me that I had to help her with her party. It seems that she’s already fired the rest of her committee.”

I had to laugh. “I’ll bet she did. That’s just so typical.”

Ned looked confused. “So, you’re not mad?” he asked.

“I have no time to be,” I told him. “Between organizing the concert and trying to figure out who set the fire, I’ve got too much to juggle. Deirdre is always going to be pulling stuff like this, and I can’t waste time stressing over it. Plus, I trust you.”

“Ned!” called Deirdre in a shrill voice. “Can you get back here, please? I need your help with something.”

“Nancy, you’re the best,” said Ned, leaning over and kissing me on the cheek. “I’ll still help out with your committee too. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried,” I called, grinning as he walked back to Deirdre.

When she put her hand on his shoulder, my smile faded. I tried telling myself not to be upset. Ned is an amazing boyfriend, and I trust him completely. He was only helping Deirdre because he was too nice to say no. I knew that—yet, for some reason, I still had this icky feeling in the pit of my stomach.


6

Following Leads

The next day, I spent the entire morning trying to track down some sort of information about Peter Sandover. My first stop was with Layton Bourdevarx, a local painter who lives at the other end of town. I figured that if there was new competition, Layton would know all about it.

Layton was helpful. He hadn’t heard of any business called Peter Paints, but he was able to give me some good leads: three hardware stores that had the best prices on paints. Anyone in the business would go to one of those three, he was sure.

After calling Justine to find out what color the shelter was going to be painted, I went to each of the three hardware stores—but not one could recall selling any paint to Peter.

“Are you absolutely positive?” I asked the salesman at the third shop, just to make sure. “He’s a tall guy with bleached-blond hair, and he would have been buying eggshell white. He may have been using a different name.”

The salesman shook his head. “Sorry, Nancy. I’ve checked my sales records. No one has bought eggshell white in weeks. Other versions of off-white, sure—but not eggshell.”

“Okay, well, thanks for your help,” I said as I made my way out of the store.

Once in my car, I pulled out my cell phone and called all of the other nonprofits in town to see if Peter had offered to paint their buildings. He hadn’t.

Next, I called some apartment buildings and the local real estate agencies to see if there were any new people in town who matched Peter’s description. A couple of brokers mentioned David Wells, but it seemed like he was the only new guy in town. No one had heard of any Peter Sandover. Even going by just his description got me nowhere. Apparently, no tall, blond, pale, green-eyed guy in his thirties had recently moved to town—or if he had, he hadn’t gone through normal channels to find a place to live.

I was starting to get suspicious. Worse than that, I was out of leads. How do you track down a guy who isn’t who he says he is? A guy who may not even exist?

The only thing I could think to do was try a new angle. No one can develop land in River Heights without a permit, and the whole Rackham Industries connection to the River Heights Animal Shelter was curious. It definitely merited further investigation, so I headed to city hall.

Ms. Talby, the secretary of the Land Use Department, knows me very well, and was happy to give me access to the archives in the basement of the building.

Digging through the recent permit applications, it didn’t take me long to find the file that I needed. Turns out, Rackham Industries had filed their request to expand their property weeks before the fire. All the plans had been worked out and submitted by an architect. That meant someone who wanted to build had assumed that the animal shelter wouldn’t be a problem. Yet Justine assured me she’d told Rackham in no uncertain terms that she had no intention of selling. I dug through the file until I found the person at Rackham who had applied for the permit: David Wells.

I had to wonder, did David grow tired of hearing Justine say no, and decide to take matters into his own hands? Did he wake up in the early morning hours to set the fire, and then wait until the building was almost destroyed to call the fire department? Did he have some connection to Peter Sandover, or to whoever was pretending to be a painter named Peter Sandover? Or was that just a strange coincidence?

I wanted to look into things further, but then I noticed the time.

Justine and I had plans to meet at Mugged near the university. Of all the Muggeds in town—and there are a bunch—that one’s my favorite, and I was going to be late.

As I was driving over, George called me on my cell. She was all excited because she’d created a website for the show, so it was now possible to buy tickets online. They’d sold two hundred tickets in the first few hours that the website was up.

I was eager to share the great news with Justine. Once I got to Mugged, I ordered a cappuccino and then went to find her.

She already had a table at the back of the coffee shop. From the looks of the area—she had books all over the place, three open notebooks, an empty coffee mug, and a plate with a half-eaten croissant—she’d been there for a while.

“Hey, Justine,” I said, sitting down across from her. “How’s the studying going?”

“Hi, Nancy,” she said. “It’s been better. You wouldn’t believe how many bones there are in the body of an anteater. Here’s something I have to recreate from memory on Thursday morning.”

She showed me an intricate-looking diagram of an anteater with at least one hundred arrows pointing to various bones and body parts. At the bottom of the page was a list of names printed in tiny letters. Just looking at it gave me a headache.

“Anyway,” said Justine, closing her textbook and rubbing her temples with her fingertips, “Harold told me about the meeting last night. I am so thrilled that you’re doing such a great job.”

“It’s my pleasure,” I said. “I just hope we raise enough money to rebuild.”

“You’re not the only one,” said Justine. “But when we spoke, it sounded kind of urgent. What’s up?”

“Well, for one thing, I’ve been trying to track down Peter Sandover everywhere, and I can’t find him.” As I explained the steps I’d taken to find Peter, the worry lines around Justine’s eyes deepened.

“So you think he may have something to do with the fire?” she asked. “I don’t know why I trusted him. This is all my fault. I feel horrible.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “And this is just a theory. But you won’t believe what I found out about David Wells.”

Justine leaned in closer and whispered, “What?”

I lowered my voice too. “He filed the paperwork to get a permit for his expansion into the animal shelter’s property weeks before the fire. It’s almost as if he knew what would happen—that the River Heights Animal Shelter wasn’t a real obstacle. I’m wondering if he hired someone to pose as a painter to get the key to building.”

Justine shook her head. “Well, that would certainly explain the news I just got from Chief Cloud.”

My ears perked up. “What’s that?”

“He said the fire was definitely set from the inside. That means whoever started it probably had a key.”

“How many keys were there?” I asked.

“Four,” said Justine. “I had one, and two employees had keys. And there was one spare key, which I gave to Peter Sandover.”

“Does Chief McGinnis know about this?” I asked.

“He does,” said Justine with a sigh. “But Chief McGinnis seems to think that a fire starting from the inside supports Chief Cloud’s original theory about electrical problems.”

“Even though he knows you just had the building inspected?” I asked.

“Even so,” Justine replied gravely.

“That’s crazy,” I said. “It could be so many things. Chief Cloud didn’t rule out arson, did he?”

“Nope.” Justine shook her head. “I tried to tell him, Nancy. And please, do me a favor—don’t talk to Chief McGinnis. I don’t want your dad getting upset with me. He’s doing so much to help out. How will it look if I get his only daughter into trouble?”

I took a sip of my cappuccino to hide my disappointment. “I can promise you I won’t talk to the police chief yet, but I’m not going to stop investigating the fire. There are too many loose ends. I can’t just walk away from this.”

“And I wouldn’t ask you to. Please, just be careful,” said Justine.

“I will,” I said. “Don’t worry.”

After quizzing Justine on anteater anatomy, I went home for a quick dinner before the evening concert committee meeting.

Before I even walked into the conference room, Deirdre pulled me aside. “Nancy, we need to talk,” she said, in an urgent-sounding whisper. She had a piece of paper in her hand. Thinking it was connected to the fire investigation, since that’s all I had on my mind, I followed her down the hall.

“What is it?” I asked.

Deirdre smiled. “Nancy, I hate that I have to show you this. Believe me, it’s not easy. I feel horrible, I truly do. But you can’t control people’s feelings, can you?”

“What are you talking about, DeeDee?” DeeDee is Deirdre’s nickname from back when we were kids. She can’t stand it when I call her that, and I actually wasn’t trying to annoy her. The nickname just popped right out of my mouth.

“It’s Deirdre,” she answered curtly. “And I think you’d better take a look at this.”

She handed me the paper. It was a note, scrawled in pencil.

 

Deirdre,

I love the way your green eyes shine.

I only wish that you were mine.

Sincerely, N

 

“What is this supposed to be?” I asked, completely confused.

“A love letter,” Deirdre replied, unable to restrain the huge smile on her face, “from your boyfriend.”

I looked back down at the note. It was signed by N, which I guess she thought stood for Ned. As if.

“First of all,” I said, “this isn’t even Ned’s handwriting.”

Deirdre grabbed the note out of my hands. “Maybe he wanted to disguise his normal writing so you wouldn’t find out.”

I shook my head. “There’s no way. Ned is not a sneaky guy, and we’ve always had a very honest relationship. If he was interested in someone else, he’d tell me and we’d stop dating.”

Deirdre carefully folded the note and placed it in her purse. “Keep believing that, Nancy Drew,” she said. “But when all is said and done, you can’t say I never warned you.”
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Ollie or Riley?

I was really stuck. Somehow I knew that David Wells was connected to the fire. I just didn’t know how. Nor did I have enough evidence to prove that he was guilty. And I couldn’t even approach him. Something told me that even if I asked David the most innocent question, he’d run straight to Chief McGinnis. The two had become very chummy all of a sudden. I saw them eating lunch at the local steak house yesterday. And over breakfast this morning, my dad happened to mention that David had joined the police chief’s weekly poker game.

My best link to David was through Stefan. I waited for him after the next meeting. He was on the security team, which got out just a few minutes after my team. As I walked him out to the parking lot, I asked, “So, I was wondering. Do the Rackham executives know about the concert and how big it’s going to be? I’ll bet they’re worried about not getting that land.”

“I don’t know,” said Stefan. “That’s not the kind of thing I’m involved in.”

“Oh,” I said. This wasn’t going so well, but I wasn’t about to give up. “What department did you say you worked in again?”

Stefan’s eyes darted to the left and then right as he ran his hands through his short hair. That was funny. When we met, he was bald. I’d assumed he’d lost all his hair naturally Now it was clear that he had hair, but that he’d recently shaved his head for some reason. “I never told you,” he said. “But it’s new business development.”

“So does that mean that David Wells is your boss?” I asked.

“No,” Stefan replied quickly.

“Oh, I thought he told me that he was the vice president of new business development.”

“Well, he is,” said Stefan. “So I guess he is, technically, but I have a lot of bosses. You know how it is at these big corporations. It’s a huge department, so I don’t even work that closely with him. In fact, we hardly ever talk.”

This was weird. From the research I’d done, it sounded like Stefan and David worked very closely. Yet he was so quick to deny it. I framed my next comment carefully. “Nikki Kolista must be his biggest nightmare.”

It may have been my imagination, but Stefan seemed to bristle at the mention of Nikki. “Look,” he said as he backed away from me, “I don’t know why you’re asking me about this. I really don’t know anything. And, in fact, this is my car. I’d better go. Riley is waiting.”

“Riley?” I asked.

“Yes, my golden retriever, Riley,” he replied as he quickly opened his car door and then slid into the driver’s seat.

“How many dogs do you have, Stefan?” I asked.

“Just one. See you later, Nancy,” he replied as he slammed the door shut, and quickly sped off.

As I watched the lights from Stefan’s silver sports car disappear into the distance, I knew he was guilty of something. The other day, his dog was named Ollie. And now it was Riley? He couldn’t even keep his dog’s name straight, which probably meant that there was no dog. Perhaps his whole interest in animals was a front.

I couldn’t be sure that Stefan had anything to do with the fire, but I did have a feeling that he was spying for David. If only I could prove it.

I turned around to head back inside and found myself face-to-face with George.

“Hey, George. Things are getting more complicated with the whole fire investigation. I think that maybe Stefan is involved. Have you noticed anything strange about him?”

George stared at me with this strange look on her face, like she had news but dreaded sharing it with me.

“Did you hear me?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said, kicking at the asphalt with the toe of her sneaker. “But that’s not why I came out here to find you. The thing is, you would not believe what Deirdre is doing.”

“Deirdre?” She was the last person on my mind. I couldn’t even be bothered. “Who cares about her? Look, I think that Stefan Kinsley has something to hide. Maybe he and David are working together to sabotage the concert. I don’t know what’s going on exactly, but we need to get to the bottom of it before it’s too late.”

“Okay,” said George. “But the thing is . . .”

“Did you tell her?” asked Bess, who was rushing outside with a worried expression on her face.

“I was about to,” said George.

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“Deirdre just invited your boyfriend to some dance at the country club,” said Bess.

“Ned would never go out with Deirdre,” I replied.

George and Bess looked at each other without speaking.

“What?” I asked.

“I’m sure he doesn’t want to go,” said Bess. Her blue eyes were downcast. “But Deirdre is kind of forcing him to.”

“She gave him some whole sob story about how her date canceled on her and she’s got no one to go with and it’s really important to her,” said George. “If you ask me, it’s a lot of nonsense.”

“That, I’d believe,” I said. “Anyway, I can’t worry about this sort of thing. The more time I waste on thinking about Deirdre, the less time I have for the River Heights Animal Shelter.”

“You’re right. How’s the investigation going?” asked Bess.

“Not well.” I shook my head. “I can’t find any evidence that this guy Peter Sandover ever existed. I have a feeling that he was actually some random guy who was hired by David Wells to pretend to be a painter so he could get the key. What I don’t have is any evidence to prove it. Now I think Stefan is involved too, and I have this icky feeling that things are about to go horribly wrong.”

“What if the painter was David Wells himself?” asked George.

“I considered that, but it’s impossible,” I said. “David is short with dark hair. The painter was tall and blond. Plus, this Peter guy had green eyes, and David’s eyes are brown.”

“Someone could dye their hair pretty easily or even wear colored contacts,” said Bess. “But I guess height is pretty much a constant.”

“Yes,” I said. “That’s what I was thinking.”

“So what’s our next move?” wondered George.

“I was just figuring that out,” I said, happy that she said ‘our’ next move, because I definitely needed their help. “I probably need to pay a visit to Rackham Industries after hours, though. Say, at midnight, tonight . . . anyone care to join me?”

Bess and George didn’t answer me with words. They didn’t need to. From the mischievous grins on their faces, I knew exactly what their answer was.
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Breaking and Entering

My adrenaline was pumping as I slipped out of my house at midnight. I felt like some sort of criminal, which made sense. Not only was I sneaking around like a thief, I was also dressed like one, in dark jeans, gray sneakers, surgical gloves (so I wouldn’t leave fingerprints anywhere), and a hooded black sweatshirt.

I felt bad not telling my dad what I was doing, but I had no choice. He’d never let me leave the house at such a late hour. And breaking into Rackham? Well, there was no way he’d support that.

I had to do it, though. There was too much at stake. I waited on the corner, down the block, for Bess and George to pick me up. Shivering in the cold darkness, I tried not to think about Ned, who would have picked up Deirdre hours ago for the dance. He was probably looking really cute in his navy blue, pin-striped suit. I knew he was only escorting her because he was too polite to say no, so I don’t know why I was letting it bother me.

I glanced at my watch, again. It was ten minutes after twelve.

Suddenly I saw blinding white headlights pop up over the hill. Hiding behind a tree, I watched them get closer. It was such a relief when I realized it was Bess and George.

Once they stopped, I climbed into the backseat of the car. Bess and George were also wearing black, although George’s shirt was button-down and Bess’s had a lace trim.

“Hey, thanks for picking me up. Are you guys ready for this?” I asked.

“I guess,” said Bess. Her hair was swept up in a twist and secured with a black velvet bow. Only Bess could turn breaking and entering into an excuse to wear glamorous accessories. And yet, despite her fashionable attire, she seemed nervous.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “You guys don’t even have to go inside. I just need you to drop me off and to be on the lookout.”

“What are you searching for, exactly?” asked George.

“That’s the problem,” I said, fiddling with my flashlight to make sure it still worked. “I’m not entirely sure.”

“Whatever it is, I hope you find it,” said Bess. “The concert is only a couple of nights away. And if you think David Wells was crazy enough to burn down the shelter, who knows what he might do to stop the benefit.”

“No pressure,” George added.

As if. I took a deep breath. “The concert will be amazing,” I said. “There is nothing David can do to ruin it. Bess, are you still working with Nikki’s manager to arrange her flight?”

Bess nodded. “Yup, it’s all taken care of. She’s arriving at two o’clock on Saturday. I’d pick her up from the airport myself, but that’s when we have the first sound check. Mrs. Diver wants me to be there in case any of the equipment is down.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said. Bess would be able to fix any type of mechanical problem. “And I’m happy to pick up Nikki.”

“I’ll come too,” said George. “And, actually, would you mind if Scott joined us? He’s been bugging me about Nikki ever since we started organizing this show.”

“There’s plenty of room for Scott,” I said. “Don’t worry.”

“Thanks,” said George. “I know it’ll mean a lot to him.”

As we approached the Rackham Industries office park, everyone stopped talking. I guess my friends were as nervous as I was.

Bess parked around the corner, off the paved road and in the middle of a clump of trees, so her car wasn’t in view. “I really hope this works,” she said nervously as she cut the engine.

“You’re not the only one,” I replied, stepping out of the car.

We walked through the woods, downhill and around the buildings, until we were at the main structure. It was the largest one and in the middle of the group. The buildings had been around for years, and the locks on the doors were the old-fashioned kind, which meant that it was easy to open them with a carefully placed bobby pin. I pulled one from my hair, bent it into place, and put it in the keyhole, fiddling around until I heard a faint click. Then I pulled the door open.

Before walking inside, I turned to Bess and George. “I’ll keep my cell phone on. If you see anyone coming, call me.”

“Will do,” George whispered.

“Good luck,” said Bess.

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’ll need it.” I slipped on through, closing the door behind me.

The office was dark, so I had to turn my flashlight on to look around. The first things I noticed were all of the cubicles spread out across the floor, each with identical desks and computers. There were two rows of printer banks at the front, and offices along either side. I figured a vice president like David Wells would have a corner office. They’re usually bigger and go to the employees who are higher up on the corporate food chain. I headed to the corner office closest to me and opened the door. I tiptoed across the room carefully, even though I knew I was alone, and inspected the desk. On top of it was a framed photo of a gray-haired man and what I assumed were his kids and wife. There was a stack of business cards in a cardholder, which told me that this office belonged to someone named Jason Bristol.

Walking out, I moved across the hall to the next corner office and aimed my flashlight at the door. Bingo. The nameplate read DAVID WELLS.

I went inside and surveyed the office. At first glance, there was nothing out of the ordinary. It was meticulously neat, and impersonal. At one end sat a black leather couch. On the other end, a large glass desk. In the center was a coffee table with a stack of magazines—mostly golf- and cigar-related. Much to my disappointment, there was no closet. I figured that meant there was no place to hide anything, but then I noticed the file cabinet by David’s desk. It had three drawers. Crouching next to it, I pulled on the top drawer. It was locked, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Using my bobby pin again, I had it open within a matter of seconds.

The first two drawers revealed nothing out of the ordinary—just a bunch of files about the financials of Rackham Industries. It was the same story with the third drawer. I was feeling disappointed when something occurred to me. The files in the bottom drawer sat so much higher than the ones in the other two drawers. That probably meant there was something underneath them.

Lowering my ear to the bottom of the drawer, I knocked. It sounded hollow. I wondered if there was something hidden inside.

I quickly pulled out the files and felt around the bottom of the drawer. It was smooth black metal, with a looped handle in the back. I pulled on the handle and the entire bottom opened up. Beaming my flashlight down, I could hardly believe what I found inside: a bottle of peroxide, some decals with PETER PAINTS printed on them, and a couple of pieces of paper. One was a flyer advertising a new painting business, signed by Peter Sandover.

The other was a letter addressed to the CEO of Rackham Industries. It read:

 

Dear Mr. Halloran,

Plans for the expansion are moving along smoothly. The city has approved the architect’s plans. There’s one small stumbling block, but I’m working out how to fix it. Once this is resolved, I expect a promotion.

Sincerely,

David Wells

 

I read the letter twice more, getting angrier each time. That small stumbling block had to refer to the River Heights Animal Shelter. David was definitely behind the fire, and now I had the evidence to prove it. Not that I took any joy in learning the truth. I couldn’t believe anyone could be so heartless. Sure, it looked like he went out of his way to come up with a plan to keep the animals from being burned with the building. But he’d still destroyed their home. He’d still tried to obliterate a nonprofit agency all in the name of corporate greed.

I was so wrapped up in my thoughts that I didn’t even notice my cell phone was ringing until it was too late. I missed the call, but saw on my caller ID that it was Bess. I dialed her number right away.

Bess picked up on the first ring. “I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner,” she said in a breathless tone of voice. “I had to run to a place where they wouldn’t hear me. There are cop cars here, two of them. I was hiding in the woods when George tried to distract them. Someone is chasing her right now. And it looks like an officer is approaching the building.”

“Yikes!” I said. “Can you tell who it is?”

“Nope,” said Bess. “Not from here. Look, I’m going to hang out here for a while. Try to meet me at the car after they leave.”

“Will do.”

“Good luck, Nancy.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Hanging up, I could already hear the door to Rackham opening. I hid David’s letter, the Peter Paints flyer, and the stickers in my back pocket. I slipped the peroxide bottle into the waistband of my jeans. Then I closed the false bottom, replaced the files, and closed the cabinet.

Next, I ducked down and crawled out of David’s office. I could hear someone’s footsteps. It sounded like they were opposite the exit, which was about ten feet away. The door was loud and heavy. There’s no way I’d be able to leave through it undetected. I had to find another option. It was then that I noticed the window right above my head. If I acted quickly, I’d be able to climb out.

The officer’s back was to me, so I quickly popped up, unlocked the window, and opened it. It squeaked loudly, so I dove down behind the bank of printers. Peeking out from behind it, I saw a flashlight beam sweep the area. Luckily, it completely missed me and the open window. When it pointed in the other direction, I hurried back over.

Leaping up, I had my head out the window and could feel the night air and all the freedom it offered. I hoisted one leg up over the windowsill and was almost all the way out when I felt a hand on my ankle.

Turning around, a beam of light flashed in my eyes and someone bellowed, “Well, if it isn’t Nancy Drew.”

I dropped back down inside, holding up my hands. Whoever it was lowered the beam. I blinked, and my eyes adjusted to the darkness.

Once I recognized the face behind the flashlight, I let out a nervous laugh. “Chief McGinnis,” I said. “Funny seeing you here.”
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A Long Ride Home

Beaking and entering a private building,” said Chief McGinnis, “at one o’clock in the morning.”

Chief McGinnis almost never looks happy to see me, but now he seemed downright furious. I felt bad, and not just for getting caught. The way he accused me made me realize something. Breaking and entering was wrong, even if I was only doing it to prevent a bigger wrong. I was in serious trouble. Yes, I had evidence linking David Wells to the fire, but it’s not like I could tell the chief that. The timing couldn’t have been worse.

“Guilty as charged,” I mumbled as I followed Chief McGinnis out to the parking lot, where two squad cars were parked.

“Hi, Nancy,” said Joe Rees, another River Heights police officer who was, fortunately for me, a friend. He was casually leaning against the hood of his car.

“Hi, Joe,” I mumbled sheepishly.

“Nancy Drew, is that you?” Sergeant Emily Kim asked as she stepped out of the woods, pulling leaves from her hair.

Feeling my face burn red with embarrassment, all I could do was wave.

“Where’s the other one?” asked Chief McGinnis.

Sergeant Kim shook her head. “I couldn’t get a positive ID. Whoever it was, was too fast.”

Phew, I was happy that George and Bess got away, at least. With hope, they were on their way home, soon to be safe in bed.

The chief turned back to me. “I suppose you’re not going to tell us who you were with,” he grumbled.

“I’m here alone,” I replied. Well, technically, it was true. There was no need to turn in George and Bess. This was my idea, and if anyone had to get into trouble, it should be me and me alone.

“What are you doing out here, anyway?” asked the chief.

I shrugged, which seemed to anger him even more.

“I should really take you downtown for questioning,” he said. “But I don’t want to put your father through that.”

“I’ve learned my lesson,” I said quickly. “This won’t happen again, sir. I’m really, truly sorry.”

“Hah,” said the chief. “I’ll believe that when I see it. I’m going to stick around and see if I can’t find anyone else. It’s the least I can do, after being woken up in the middle of the night over this. Joe, will you take Nancy home?”

“Sure thing, boss,” said Joe, opening the front door of his squad car for me.

Before I could get inside, Chief McGinnis said, “Nancy has to ride in back.”

Joe looked at me, mouthed a silent apology, and then opened up the back door.

With heavy shoulders and a sinking heart, I climbed inside. The backseat of a police car is one of my least favorite places in the world.

I don’t end up there very often, but whenever I do, I feel so suffocated. That’s probably because it’s nearly impossible to get out of the backseat of a police car alone. They’re designed with no door handles so that criminals can’t escape. There is also wire mesh and bulletproof glass separating the passenger compartment from the front seat. It’s an uneasy feeling, riding in the back. I guess Chief McGinnis wanted to teach me a lesson, and I suppose I deserved it. At least he’d let Joe drive me home.

“So, how did you find me?” I asked Joe as we pulled away from the office park.

He glanced at me in the rearview mirror and said, “Rackham has a silent alarm system now.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. This was news to me. “Huh.”

“There’s a lot of changes over there,” Joe went on. “They’ve got some new hotshot MBA from Harvard, and he’s trying to double productivity by the end of the year. Pretty soon, Rackham could take over this entire city.”

“David Wells, you mean?” I asked.

Joe nodded. “That’s the guy.”

“Do you know him?” I asked.

“Not personally, but Chief McGinnis does. So, do I even need to ask what you were doing, sneaking around here at this hour?” asked Joe.

The evidence burned a hole in my pocket. I was afraid to turn it over, though. I needed to think of a foolproof way to catch David Wells.

“I think I’ll take the fifth,” I said.

“Suit yourself,” said Joe, with a shrug. “I’m sure it’ll come to light soon.”

“It will,” I assured him.

“But don’t forget, any evidence you may have found at Rackham can’t be used in court.”

“Huh?” I said.

“Well, you’re not the police, and you didn’t have a search warrant. If you try to use what you found, you could end up in jail yourself.”

“What for?” I asked.

“Breaking and entering, trespassing, theft,” said Joe. “And those are just the obvious three. I’m sure Rackham’s lawyers would come up with all sorts of stuff.”

Just then, something occurred to me. “What makes you think I found anything?” I asked.

I saw, through the rearview mirror, that Joe was grinning. “There’s a slight bulge in the back of your shirt,” he said. “But you didn’t hear it from me. In fact, let’s just say that I, like Chief McGinnis, never even noticed it.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Notice what?” I asked.

“Exactly,” Joe replied.

Moments later we drove past the gates to Mission Hill, and then past Deirdre’s country club. I saw Ned’s car, and then something even worse: Ned himself. He was opening the door for Deirdre. It’s not like they were holding hands or anything, but they were laughing.

I sank down farther in my seat. The last thing I needed was for them to see me in the back of a squad car. Now I was fuming. I just couldn’t believe they were out so late together. Ned told me he was going because he was obligated, but he seemed to be having a good time. What did that mean?

If Officer Rees noticed that my boyfriend was out with Deirdre, he didn’t say so, and I was grateful for that. We sat in silence for the rest of the trip. After pulling up in front of my house, he got out of the car and opened the backseat door for me. “Have a good night, Nancy. Good luck with everything.”

“Thank you,” I replied, before disappearing into the house.

After hiding the evidence in my bottom drawer, I changed out of my clothes and slipped into bed. I couldn’t sleep, though. There was too much on my mind. Joe had raised a good point. Yes, I now had enough evidence linking David Wells to the crime, but I’d have to prove it some other way.

The case kept me up most of the night. I must have fallen asleep at some point, though, because the next thing I knew, the sun was streaming in through my blinds, making stripes on my plain blue bedspread.

Almost as soon as I opened my eyes, it came to me. Stefan Kinsley worked with David. He was tall and pale, and he had green eyes. His hair was short and dark, but who knows what it looked like before he shaved it?

What if he shaved his head because he had to hide the fact that he’d dyed it blond? David Wells must have made him pretend to be Peter Sandover to get the keys to the shelter. And if Justine could identify him, we’d be that much closer to proving that David Wells was guilty.

Throwing the covers back, I reached for my phone and dialed Justine’s number.

“Hello?” she said in a sleepy voice.

Jumping out of bed, I paced back and forth across my bedroom floor. “I’m sorry to wake you, but this is an emergency. I need your help with something.”

“What is it, Nancy?” asked Justine.

“Can you come to the benefit concert meeting tonight? I think I found Peter Sandover.”

“Um,” said Justine, “I think I can rearrange my study group. What time is the meeting?”

“Six o’clock,” I said.

“Okay,” said Justine. “I’ll be there.”

“Perfect.”

As soon as we hung up, I called George. “Are you okay?” she asked. “I left you a million messages on your cell phone.”

“I know, I’m sorry. I was too depressed to call back. Chief McGinnis caught me, but it all worked out okay. You’ll never guess what I found in David Wells’s office. . . .”

After explaining my theory to George, I called Bess. They both thought it all sounded just crazy enough to be true.

That night, I waited for Justine outside, feeling really anxious. Before she even showed up, though, Deirdre walked over to me.

“Ned and I had the best time last night,” she said.

“Glad to hear it,” I replied coolly. No way was I going to let her know how much it bothered me. “Ned’s sweet that way. He’s always willing to help out a friend in need. Even people who aren’t friends. He’s the kind of guy who just can’t say no.”

If Deirdre saw where I was going with my conversation, she ignored it. Flipping her hair over her shoulder, she smiled and said, “I’d no idea your boyfriend was such a good dancer.”

I shrugged. I mean, really, what could I say to that? “How’s the party planning coming along?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“It’s so great,” said Deirdre. “I managed to secure the garden room at the country club. It’s small, so there’ll only be room for about fifty people, but that’s okay. Sometimes more intimate is much nicer, don’t you agree?”

“Sure,” I said. “And we have about twenty-five volunteers, so as long as there’s room for them.”

“Um, actually, I’m not going to be able to invite all the volunteers,” said Deirdre.

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

Deirdre shook her head. “This is a VIP party, Nancy. And there are so many important people in River Heights. Don’t you think it would be better for Nikki to spend time with them? I’m sure she’s not going to want to hang out with the regular people.”

“Regular people?” I said, completely incredulous. Just when I think Deirdre has strayed as far from the realm of decent behavior as she can, she takes another step. “It’s regular people who have worked so hard to make this concert happen,” I said.

“Sure, whatever,” she said, handing me a note. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about, anyway. I need to show you this.”

 

We’ve met many times and you always play it cool,

But believe me, Deirdre, I’m no fool.

There’s no need to hide how we really do feel.

It’s time to find out if this could be the real deal.

After the concert, it won’t be too late

For us to go on a really fun date.

Sincerely, N

 

Okay, this was getting ridiculous. I handed the note back to her. “I’m telling you, Deirdre, this isn’t from Ned. I just know it. For one thing, that poetry is lousy. He’d do much better.”

“Maybe he was in a hurry,” said Deidre, happily as she placed the note back in her purse. “We’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?”

I was so glad I spotted Justine just then at the other end of the parking lot. “Sure thing, Deirdre. Gotta run.”

Hurrying over to Justine, I said, “Thanks so much for coming.”

“You’re welcome, Nancy. I just wish I could stay longer, but I have an exam first thing in the morning.”

“This won’t take long,” I said, leading her into the conference room, where all of the subcommittees were grouped.

Scanning the crowd in search of Stefan/Peter’s face, I was disappointed to see that he wasn’t even there.

I was about to apologize to Justine when I noticed she was staring at someone else. Pointing across the room, she said, “I think that’s him.”

Thinking I must have missed him, I followed her gaze.

Then I gasped. Justine was pointing to a tall, pale guy with green eyes and blond hair, but he wasn’t Stefan Kinsley.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

Justine squinted. “I’m not positive, but it certainly could be him.”

I really wished that Stefan had showed. That way, Justine would have someone to compare him to. The guy she was pointing to now was none other than my dentist, Dr. Wolfson.

Did he have some sort of secret connection to David Wells? What could have motivated him to pose as a painter? Clearly there was more work to be done.

The problem was, we were running out of time.
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Star Struck

Just remember, don’t ask for her autograph right away,” George warned her brother Scott, who sat in the backseat of my car, wearing a Flying Monkeys T-shirt and carrying his collection of Nikki’s CDs in his lap.

“I won’t,” Scott promised.

“She’s had a busy morning of travel, and she’s doing us a huge favor,” George went on. “So just act friendly, welcoming, and relaxed.”

I couldn’t believe it was already Saturday afternoon, just hours before the concert, and that I was on my way to the airport to pick up Nikki Kolista. Throwing together the benefit concert so quickly had been thrilling, but also exhausting. I got so busy with last-minute details that I hadn’t even had time to get additional proof that David Wells was responsible for the fire. I guess I’d have to worry about that after the show.

“A lot of celebrities just want to be treated like normal people,” George said, looking over her shoulder at Scott. “Nikki, especially. I’ve read a lot about her.”

“I said I won’t ask her for an autograph. I promise to act totally normal,” said Scott, rolling his eyes. “Will you please just chill, Georgia?”

“And don’t call me Georgia,” said George.

“Why not? It’s your name,” Scott said, kicking the back of George’s seat lightly.

He had a point, but I wasn’t about to say so.

Nor did I voice my own concern about Nikki. Since she was Deirdre’s first cousin and a world-famous rock star, I had this fear that she would be a snob—as if perhaps Deirdre’s snobby attitude were genetic. I was so nervous about meeting her that I’d asked Deirdre if she wanted to pick up Nikki instead. Deirdre claimed to be too busy organizing the party at the country club. “I’m not a chauffeur” I believe were her exact words, which she delivered with a disdainful sneer.

I parked my car in the airport lot, and by the time I got out and locked the doors, George and Scott were already halfway across the parking lot. I had to run to catch up with them.

Nikki’s flight had landed early, so there were lots of passengers from Seattle milling around the baggage claim. Even though the airport was crowded, it wasn’t hard to find her. For one thing, the River Heights Municipal Airport is pretty small. But more significantly, Nikki looked just like she did on TV: petite and muscular, with pale skin and long, curly, black and bright pink hair.

Today Nikki was dressed pretty casually, in dark blue jeans and a faded purple T-shirt. She wore a green baseball cap pulled down low.

“Hi, Nikki,” I said as I approached. “I’m Nancy Drew. I’ll be driving you to the concert hall downtown.”

Nikki smiled warmly. “It’s so nice to meet you,” she said as she offered her hand.

“It’s a pleasure meeting you, too,” I replied, relieved. Already she seemed much nicer than Deirdre. “Thanks so much for coming to River Heights. It means so much to us all. Please meet my friends George and Scott Fayne.”

Nikki gave a small wave to the two, and said to Scott, “Nice T-shirt.”

“Thanks,” said Scott. “I’m a huge fan of your music.”

“That’s so great to hear,” Nikki replied.

I took Nikki’s duffel bag from her hand. Scott reached for her guitar, but she pulled it away. “Um, actually, I always carry this myself,” she said with a sheepish grin. “Call me superstitious, but I always need to be within a few feet of my guitar. I even sleep with it under my bed because whenever it’s out of reach, I get really nervous.”

“That’s cool,” said Scott. “The car is this way. Come on, I’ll show you.”

As we followed Scott back to the parking lot, I noticed that George still hadn’t said a word.

“Are you okay?” I asked in a whisper.

But George didn’t hear me. She was too busy rushing ahead and opening the car door for Nikki.

“Thanks, George,” said Nikki.

“Can I have your autograph?” George blurted out. Then, as her eyes widened in surprise and embarrassment, she covered her mouth with both hands. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I can’t believe I said that!”

“Neither can I,” mumbled Scott.

“It’s no big deal,” said Nikki, pulling a pen out of her back pocket. “What should I sign?”

George felt the pockets of her jeans. “Um, I don’t have anything, actually. Wow, this is so embarrassing.”

Shaking his head, Scott handed his sister a CD, which she passed along to Nikki.

Once that was out of the way, we all got in the car and drove back into town, with Nikki in the front seat and George slumped in back, looking completely mortified. Scott was next to her and he wore a mischievous grin. Poor George. I just knew her little brother would be teasing her about this moment for a long time.

“So, when was the last time you were in River Heights?” I asked.

Nikki shook her head. “It’s been a long time. I went away for college and then moved to London. I was living in Europe when I met the other Flying Monkeys and we sold our first album. Soon after that, we all moved to Seattle. I’ve been touring off and on for the past few years. Somehow, I’ve just never found the time to visit.”

“But you still have family here, right?” I asked.

“Not really,” Nikki replied. “My parents and my brother moved to Chicago years ago.”

“But what about the Shannons?” asked George.

Nikki looked out the window at the tall trees and rolling green hills. “Oh, right,” she said. “The Shannons. How could I forget?” Turning back to me, she asked, “So, what’s the deal with the shelter? How did the fire happen?”

Feeling my shoulders tense up, I frowned. “That’s the problem. We still don’t know exactly. It could have been an accident, or there might be more to the story. I have my suspicions, but no proof.” I went on to tell her about the Rackham Industry threat to the land, leaving out the parts about David Wells and the mysterious painter. There was no need to worry Nikki. Still, even though I didn’t say so directly, Nikki seemed to sense that there was more to the story.

“That’s the funny thing about River Heights,” she said. “On the surface it seems like such a nice place to live. Yet, when you look more closely, there always seems to be something more going on—something brewing beneath the surface. It’s almost like the town is somehow cursed.”

“We can’t argue with you there,” I said. “But, luckily, we’ve raised so much money, thanks to you, that the animals will probably be saved, regardless of whether the mystery is ever solved.”

We were approaching downtown. When I turned onto River Street, I could tell that Nikki was getting more excited. “Wow, the concert hall looks exactly the same. I can’t believe I’m going to be performing there.”

George laughed. “Nikki, you’ve performed at the most famous clubs in New York, all over Europe, and even in Tokyo, and you’re excited about a show here in little old River Heights?”

“Yeah,” said Nikki. “This is different. I can’t explain it, really, but there’s something about coming back to your hometown. There’s so much history and so many memories.”

“Do you keep in touch with anyone you knew back then?” asked George.

Nikki took off her hat and ran her fingers through her hair. “Not really,” she said.

“Well, Mrs. Diver sure is excited about seeing you,” I said.

“Oh, I can’t wait to see her,” Nikki said. “Does she still teach?”

“She sure does,” said Scott. “I used to take drum lessons from her.”

As I pulled up in front of the concert hall, I said good-bye to Nikki. “Thank you, again, for being here. This means so much to us. I need to go run some errands, but George and Scott are going to take you to your dressing room and make sure you get settled.”

“Okay,” said Nikki. “Thanks for the ride. It was really nice meeting you, too, Nancy.”

I waved. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

“Definitely,” Nikki replied as she picked up her guitar case by its handle and headed toward the concert hall. Scott and George followed close behind with her luggage.

As I hurried over to Joshua’s bakery to pick up a batch of banana bread, I noticed that it was already four o’clock. There was so much to do before the show, which began at eight o’clock. As the supervisor of all of the committees, it fell to me to make sure everything was running smoothly. This meant I had a lot of phone calls to make, and a lot of people to see.

I called Ned to see if he could help pick up some slack, but when I dialed his cell phone, a female voice answered and said, “Hello?”

“Hi,” I said. “I’m sorry. I must have dialed the wrong number.”

“Who are you trying to reach?” asked the voice, which sounded so familiar.

“Ned Nickerson,” I replied.

“No, this is his phone. Is this Nancy?”

Suddenly I realized who’d answered Ned’s phone. I seriously felt my heart skip a beat. “Deirdre?” I said, hoping it wouldn’t be her.

“Yes, this is she. Ned left his phone at my house last night.”

“At your house?” I asked. “Last night?”

“Yes, we were working on the party stuff. And then we watched a movie. It was so much fun, Nancy. You should have been there. Or, well . . . I guess you couldn’t have been, since you weren’t invited.” Deirdre giggled.

I didn’t want to hear any more. “Is Ned there?” I asked.

“Um, no, but I’m sure he’ll be by soon. Should I tell him you called?”

“Sure,” I said. Hanging up, I tried Ned at his house, but his mom told me he was out jogging.

I put my phone away. Not only did I not want to worry, but I didn’t have time to—so I shoved the thought of Deirdre and Ned out of my mind.

I found Josh quickly at the bakery, and we loaded up my car with delicious-smelling banana bread. Then, after scooting to the concert hall and dropping it all off with Harold and the rest of the food and beverages committee, I went backstage to check in with Mrs. Diver. Luckily the opening act was ready. Everything seemed to be running smoothly until I checked in with the lighting people.

“How’s everything going?” I asked Dr. Wolfson, who was bent over one of the spotlights and looking really worried.

“Not good,” he replied. “This is the main light, and it’s been shattered. It looks like someone kicked it in.”

“Weird.” I crouched down so I could get a closer look. There was a hole in the center, and the lightbulb was smashed to pieces.

It was pretty ominous, not that I had time to stop and think about it. Whipping out my cell phone, I called a few local lighting stores until I found one that had a replacement light. “Do you have time to drive to Sixth Street to pick up a new light?” I asked.

Dr. Wolfson shook his head. “My car died this morning, so I had to take the bus here. Sorry, Nancy.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’ll get it.”

By the time I made it back to the concert hall with the replacement light, it was time to start the show.

The jazz quartet from the university went on first.

Once I was sure that everything seemed to be falling into place, I went back down to the entrance, where George was collecting tickets with Scott, Nelson, and Bess.

“How is everything going?” I asked.

“Great,” said George. “We’ve sold seventeen hundred tickets so far. That’s including the advance-ticket sales, but don’t worry. There are still people lined up outside.”

I did some quick and simple math in my head. “At ten dollars a piece, that means we’ve got seventeen thousand dollars so far. We need to sell three hundred more tickets. Do you think there are that many people outside?”

“I hope so,” said George. “At the very least, we’ll get close.”

Close wasn’t going to save the animals, but I didn’t need to remind my friends of that.

Scott checked his watch. “Nikki is upstairs, meditating. She wanted a five-minute warning,” he said. “Which is about a minute away.”

“I’ll go,” I said. “I want to wish her good luck.” I headed upstairs and backstage. It was amazing how much work was involved in making sure the concert ran smoothly. I was thrilled it was all going so well.

I knocked on the dressing room door. “Nikki?” I called. “The opening act has just finished, and they’re changing the sets. We’re going to expect you onstage in about seven minutes, okay?”

Nikki didn’t answer.

“Nikki?” I knocked a second time.

Just then, the door opened and out walked Dr. Wolfson. “What are you doing in here?” I asked.

“I wanted to talk to Nikki,” said Dr. Wolfson. “But she doesn’t seem to be here.”

“But she’s going to be on in five minutes,” I said. “Where could she be?”

Dr. Wolfson shrugged. “I really don’t know. Your guess is as good as mine.” He hurried off around the corner.

I had the strangest feeling in the pit of my stomach. Walking inside the dressing room, I saw that the place was deserted.

Suddenly the door slammed shut behind me. I jumped, then realized that the window was open and it was the breeze that had forced the door closed.

“Nikki,” I called, even though I knew I was alone in the room. “Where could she have gone?” I muttered to myself.

It was then that I noticed Nikki’s guitar was propped up in the corner. Now I knew there was something wrong. Nikki had said she was never without her guitar. Why would she have left it now, when she was supposed to perform in five minutes?

Searching the room for some sort of clue, I found a scrap of paper on the floor by the couch. The handwriting on it was messy, as if it had been scrawled out in a rush. It said,

 

We have Nikki. Cancel the concert or you’ll never see her again.

 

My heart leaped into my throat and I felt short of breath. Who was this “we”? And what had they done with Nikki?

Someone pounded at the door and shouted, “Open up.”

I couldn’t move. It was like there were anvils strapped to my ankles. I’d brought Nikki Kolista to River Heights, and now she was missing. I knew that David Wells was guilty of causing the fire, yet I hadn’t told the authorities. He was obviously dangerous, and I hadn’t warned Nikki. Now she was gone—and it was all my fault.

The awful sound of splintering wood filled my ears as someone busted open the door. In rushed Chief McGinnis, followed by Deirdre.

“What are you doing in here?” he asked. “We heard Nikki was missing.”

I couldn’t speak. Chief McGinnis ripped the note out of my hand and read it out loud. “What’s the meaning of this, Nancy?” he asked.

“I just found it,” I managed to choke out. “I went to get Nikki to tell her it was almost time, and—”

“Wait a second,” Deirdre interrupted, grabbing the note from Chief McGinnis. “Nancy, this is your handwriting.”

“No, it’s not,” I said, completely confused.

Deirdre glared at me, her eyes filled with accusation. She waved the note in my face, asking, “You wrote this, didn’t you?”

I turned to her, completely mystified. Did she really say what I thought she said? “Huh?” I said.

“It’s you! You kidnapped my cousin,” said Deirdre, placing her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe you would sink this low.”

“No,” I said, backing away from her. “How could you—” I shook my head in disbelief. “No! That’s crazy, Deirdre.”

“This is so typical,” said Deirdre. “You kidnapped Nikki, and you planted this note—all so you could save her and be the hero. That’s what you always do, huh? You just have to be the center of attention.”

I looked around, frantic, and tried to swallow the lump that had formed in my throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Chief McGinnis, you don’t believe her, do you?”

“You’re so jealous that Nikki is my cousin,” said Deirdre. “You wouldn’t even let me pick her up at the airport.”

As she stepped forward, I backed away. She was trying to back me into a corner, literally and figuratively.

“You said you were too busy to pick up Nikki, that you were dealing with some party stuff,” I said.

Deirdre was relentless. “And you’re jealous of my relationship with Ned. You just can’t handle the fact that you two may be breaking up.”

“We’re not breaking up,” I cried.

“See how upset you are?” she countered. “I wonder if you burned down the animal shelter too. You did volunteer there, which meant you had access to the building.”

“I never had access,” I said. “Check with Justine—there were only four keys. This is crazy.”

I wished Justine were here to vouch for me, but she was still cramming for exams. She promised to put in an appearance at the concert, but that wouldn’t be for another couple of hours.

Bess and George must have heard the commotion, because now they were in the dressing room too.

“What’s going on?” asked George. “Where’s Nikki? The crowd is chanting for her, and she was scheduled to go on a few minutes ago.”

Deirdre turned to Chief McGinnis and said, “I cannot believe that you’re not questioning Nancy about this.”

All this time, the police chief had remained silent. Now he looked down at the note and scratched his head. “It is a little strange that you were here alone when Nikki went missing,” he said.

“Why don’t you talk to Dr. Wolfson,” I blurted out, and then immediately regretted it. “He was in here when I tried to get in. He may have left this note.” I never jump to conclusions, but I was feeling panicked. I tried to backtrack. “At least, I think it may have been him. It could have been anyone, really. I just don’t know how to prove that he’s working with David Wells.”

“Here we go again with these false accusations of David Wells,” said Chief McGinnis. “Nancy, you’ve gone too far.”

He unclipped his handcuffs from his belt.

“Tell him,” I said, turning to George and Bess. “Tell him about that night at Rackham. The evidence we found linking David to the crime.”

Bess and George both tried to explain, but Chief McGinnis wasn’t interested in what they had to say. He raised his hand, motioning for them to keep quiet. “You claimed you didn’t find anything,” he said to me pointedly. “And you also said you were alone.”

“But I’m telling the truth now,” I said. “I promise.”

“The thing is, your promises don’t mean that much to me anymore,” said the chief as he placed my hands behind my back and slapped a pair of handcuffs on my wrists.

“Bess, George, please look into Dr. Wolfson. He really was here,” I cried. “And he’s the one who told me the spotlight was shattered. I had to run out and buy a new one. Maybe he broke it himself to get me away from Nikki so he could kidnap her.”

“There you go again,” said Deirdre. “Acting like you’re the only one who can get anything done around here. It’s highly suspicious.”

George shot Deirdre a dirty look. “We believe you, Nancy,” she said.

“And call my dad,” I said.

“Of course,” said Bess. “And I’ll just tell everyone that the concert is a bit delayed. We’ll find Nikki. This concert will go on. Don’t worry at all.”

Easy for her to say. As Chief McGinnis led me away in handcuffs, I felt hot tears streaming down my face. I then realized how close to my nightmare of a few nights ago this all was—but it was way worse. This time, it was actually happening, for real.
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In Trouble—Again

Can you at least take the handcuffs off?” I asked Chief McGinnis as he walked me into his office and sat me down in the chair opposite his desk. “Please?”

Police headquarters were only a mile or so from the concert hall. We’d just arrived, but I was already itching to get back.

As upset as I was about being down at the station (and at having to ride in the back of a squad car for the second time in one week), I was even more upset about not being free to find Nikki. She could be in a lot of danger. I tried explaining this to Chief McGinnis, but he didn’t want to hear it from me.

“I have all my officers searching the city, Nancy. It’s under control.”

I tried to argue. “But—”

“No buts,” he replied sternly.

At least he reached for his keys and undid my handcuffs. As soon as they came off, I started rubbing my wrists. They were aching like crazy. Plus, my skin was itchy and inflamed. “Ouch,” I said.

“Hurts to break the law, doesn’t it?” asked the chief.

“I don’t know about that,” I replied, “but it sure hurts to be in handcuffs.” I looked him in the eye. “You don’t really think I kidnapped Nikki Kolista, do you, Chief McGinnis?”

“Of course not,” he replied. “But that doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to be hauled in. You’re not here just because I wanted to get Deirdre Shannon off my back. You are here, Nancy, because you’ve gone too far. You’ve been warned many times not to interfere with my department’s investigation, and you continue to ignore those warnings. Plus, you broke into a building the other night without a warrant. Obviously, you need to be taught a lesson.”

“I’m really sorry for breaking into Rackham,” I said, hanging my head low. “It’ll never happen again.”

“Yeah, tell it to the judge,” the chief replied.

“The judge?” I said. Now I really was worried. “Are you going to press charges?”

“No,” said the chief, “but I am going to call your father.”

In a way, this was worse—especially after Dad’s talk earlier in the week. I just hoped that George and Bess were able to speak to him before Chief McGinnis could. Obviously the news would sound much better coming from my friends, who could explain the real story.

Chief McGinnis locked me in his office, and fifteen minutes later my dad showed up. He didn’t look happy, but at least he agreed to spring me. As we walked to the car, I tried to apologize

“Dad, I know I wasn’t supposed to get involved, but I had no choice. And now Nikki is missing and I have to help find her.”

Dad was steely eyed and silent. Rather than answer me, he opened the car door for me and then slammed it shut once I was inside, as if I was going to try to make a run for it.

My cell phone rang as I was putting on my seat belt. I turned to my dad apologetically. “I’d better answer that,” I said. “It could be news about Nikki.”

He nodded, slightly, so I answered the phone.

It was George. “Nancy, you’ll never guess what we found out.”

“What?”

“Nikki Kolista and Dr. Wolfson both graduated from River Heights High School twenty years ago. And they used to date.”

“Each other?” I asked.

“Yes,” George replied.

“No!” I said, completely surprised.

“It’s true,” George said. “The high school put some of their archives online for their last reunion. Frank—that’s Dr. Wolfson’s first name—and Nikki were voted cutest couple.”

I couldn’t believe it. Slapping my hand to my forehead, I cried, “I should have been suspicious of Dr. Wolfson from the beginning. He doesn’t like animals, and he isn’t into music, yet he volunteered to be on the committee. Obviously it was so he could get closer to Nikki.”

“But why?” asked Bess.

My mind spun with theories of revenge. Perhaps Nikki did something to him, and he never got over it. Maybe he resents that she’s so successful. “Do you know where Frank is now?” I asked.

“Bess and I are looking for him,” said George, “but we haven’t had any luck yet.”

“Does the crowd know that Nikki is missing?” I asked.

“Nope,” said George. “We don’t want everyone to panic, so I just announced that the show would be delayed due to technical difficulties.”

“Good thinking. I’ll be right there,” I said, hanging up. Biting my bottom lip, I turned to my dad.

“That’s about Nikki, I take it,” he said.

I nodded. “George and Bess found a clue. Dad, can I please go back to the concert hall? Once we find Nikki, I promise you can ground me for life. I just—I really need to make sure she’s okay. I helped bring her here, and now she’s missing and I feel responsible. I need to do everything I can to help find her.”

Dad sighed. “It’s not often that I doubt you, Nancy. You’ve always made me proud, and I’m sure that today will be no different.” Then he made a U-turn at the next light.

“Thank you so much,” I said.

Dad sighed. “Just be careful, Nancy.”

“I always am,” I replied—then caught myself. “Well . . . ninety-nine percent of the time, I am.”

Dad smirked and stepped on the gas.

When we arrived at the concert hall, I immediately noticed a few squad cars outside—and Bess and George in front of them.

“We can’t find Dr. Wolfson anywhere,” George told me as soon as I stepped out of my dad’s car. “Or Nikki, for that matter.”

“Did you check the lighting booth?” I asked.

“Why would he be there?” Bess wondered.

“Because he’s in charge of lighting.”

“Oh,” said Bess, hitting her forehead, and we raced backstage. “How could I forget?”

“Aha!” yelled George, opening up the door to the lighting booth and charging inside. “We’ve caught you.”

Dr. Wolfson jumped up out of his chair. “Caught me? What do you mean? What’s going on here?”

“You kidnapped Nikki,” George said. “Now, tell us why. Was this some sort of revenge? Are you so bitter that you don’t want her to perform? Or did David put you up to this?”

Dr. Wolfson’s face went pale as he backed away from us. “Wait, you’ve got this all wrong. Nikki was kidnapped? This is the first I’ve heard of this.”

“So you didn’t leave that note in her dressing room?” asked Bess.

“Sure, I left her a note.”

“So you are guilty,” said George. “What are you, some kind of stalker?”

“That’s not it at all,” said Dr. Wolfson. “Please, believe me. If I’m guilty of anything, it’s of breaking Nikki’s heart ten years ago. That’s all I’ve done, I promise you. I’m no stalker.”

“I don’t get it,” said Bess.

George crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Dr. Wolfson. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do,” she said.

“Okay,” said Dr. Wolfson. “Let’s back up. Yes, Nikki and I were a couple, but you’ve got everything mixed up. You see, I broke up with Nikki, callously, and I’ve been feeling bad about it ever since. That’s why I volunteered for the benefit concert. So I could get close enough to apologize.”

This was quite a twist. Unfortunately, it didn’t lead us any closer to finding out where Nikki was. “So you have no idea who kidnapped Nikki?” I asked.

“I didn’t even know she was missing,” said Dr. Wolfson sadly.

I quickly explained what had happened. Seeing the horrified expression on the doctor’s face when he found out about the threatening note led me to believe that he was telling the truth.

“That wasn’t my note. I left another note,” he said, eyes darting around the room. “We need to go back to the dressing room.” He immediately left the lighting booth and hurried downstairs.

We all followed him. Once in Nikki’s dressing room, Dr. Wolfson pointed out his note. It was in an envelope marked NIKKI, left on her dressing table. I don’t know why I didn’t notice it before. I guess I was too focused on the fact that her guitar was missing.

“When I was going into the dressing room, I saw something suspicious,” Dr. Wolfson explained. “These two men were leaving with a huge, bulky duffel bag. I’ll admit, I did think at the time that it was large enough to fit a person—or at least a small person, like Nikki.”

“You don’t know where they went, do you?” I asked.

Dr. Wolfson shook his head. “Not exactly. They loaded the bag into a white van that was parked out back. I watched the whole thing out the window of the dressing room. I even wrote down the license plate number, just in case it turned out to be something weird.” He pulled a scrap of paper from his back pocket. “It’s VXB1435.”

“We need to call the police,” I said.

Dr. Wolfson said, “I feel horrible. I could have stopped them. I just didn’t know they were doing anything wrong.”

I believed Dr. Wolfson’s story. And I now knew that Stefan and David had kidnapped Nikki.

“What’s that noise?” asked Bess.

The crowd was chanting Nikki’s name over and over again. “The crowd,” I said. “They’re ready for some music. I’d better go out there and say something.” I left the dressing room and headed toward the stage.

Within moments I was looking at what had to be the biggest crowd River Heights’s concert hall had ever seen. “Hello, everybody,” I announced. “Thank you for coming here to support the River Heights Animal Shelter. We’re thrilled that you’re all here.”

“We want Nikki!” someone shouted.

“I do too,” I said. “We’re having some small problems backstage, but don’t worry. She’ll be out soon.”

This wasn’t exactly the truth. It was more like wishful thinking.

And, even though I hated fibbing to the entire town of River Heights, the kidnappers had left me with no choice.
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The Chase

As soon as I got offstage, I called Chief McGinnis, knowing I was the last person he wanted to hear from. Now that we had proof that Nikki’s life was in danger, I had no other option.

“Tonya, it’s Nancy. Please put me through,” I said to Chief McGinnis’s receptionist.”

“Are you sure, Nancy?” she asked. “The chief is a little upset with you now.”

“It’s an emergency,” I said. “I wouldn’t be calling otherwise.”

“Hold on,” she said as she connected me.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Those were the first words out of Chief McGinnis’s mouth.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “But this is important. Dr. Wolfson saw two guys leave Nikki’s dressing room with a huge, bulky duffel bag. They were really struggling with it too.”

“And?” said the chief.

“And he tells me it was large enough to fit a person,” I said. “We’re thinking they took Nikki. They did leave a note, after all, and we both know that I didn’t write it.”

Bess and George stood across from me, anxiously waiting for news. All I could do was shrug.

“Is this true?” asked the chief.

“Absolutely. Dr. Wolfson saw them load her into a white van, and because he’d thought it a little suspicious, he copied down the vehicle’s license plate number. It’s VXB1435.”

I left out the part about the two guys being David Wells and Stefan Kinsley on purpose, but if my hunch was correct, all would be revealed soon enough.

As I turned off my phone, Bess asked, “He listened to you.”

“Sounds like it,” I said. “But I’m going to search for the van too. It could be anywhere.”

“I’m parked around back,” said Bess. “I want to look as well.”

“And I’ll hold down the fort,” said George.

“What about me?” asked Dr. Wolfson. “I want to help.”

“You can come with me,” Bess replied. “We’ll check out the warehouse district. There are lots of places to hide there.”

“Good thinking,” I called as I ran to my car.

I made my way through town as quickly as possible, careful to obey the speed limit, which at the moment didn’t seem fast enough.

Ten minutes went by, but it seemed to take twenty. I passed the rubble left over from the animal shelter building and sped toward the office park. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but I parked at the edge of the woods, where Bess hid her car just a couple of nights ago. Getting out of my car, I noticed tire tracks leading off into the woods.

I passed a white van, which was empty. There were footprints and other markings, like someone had dragged a heavy package through the woods—or maybe a heavy body.

Stefan and David had already burned down a building and kidnapped a rock star. Who knows what else they were capable of doing? I just hoped I could make it there in time.

Bracing myself, I followed the tracks for a couple hundred feet. They lead me to a large willow tree. Underneath it was the body of Nikki Kolista. She was wearing her stage outfit: tight black jeans and a silver, sparkly T-shirt.

She wasn’t moving. I got closer, crouching down beside her. I cradled her head in my lap. “Nikki?” I said, stroking her forehead. “Wake up, Nikki.”

Her mouth twitched, and then her eyes slowly blinked open. “Nancy,” she whispered, and then started to cough. I helped her sit up.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “Who did this to you?”

“Two guys,” she said. “I don’t know who they were. My eyes were closed because I was meditating, but I heard a noise and then felt something cover my mouth and nose. It smelled funny and left me feeling light-headed. I opened my eyes and saw two men. Then, the next thing I knew, everything was black.”

“Did one have a buzz cut and the other, longer dark hair?” I asked.

“Maybe,” said Nikki. “All I remember is the one with intense green eyes.”

That had to be Stefan. “I’ll bet they laced a rag with chloroform to make you pass out,” I said. “How are you feeling now?”

“Okay,” Nikki said. “A little dizzy, maybe. What time is it?”

I glanced at my watch. “It’s eight thirty.”

Nikki gasped. “What about the concert?”

“Don’t worry about that. We just need to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” said Nikki as she struggled to get up. “And I want to perform.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Positive,” said Nikki. “The people need to get what they paid for, and the shelter needs the money.”

“Okay,” I said. “Then we’d better go.”

Nikki slung her arm over my shoulder, and I helped her stand up. Together, we headed back to my car.

We were just a few steps away from it when I heard a voice behind me call out, “Not so fast.”

I turned around. It was Stefan.

“I’m taking Nikki back to the concert hall,” I said.

“No, you’re not,” said someone else.

I turned around and found myself face-to-face with David Wells. He was blocking my path from the other side. Wielding a tire iron, he said, “You two aren’t going anywhere.”
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Danger Intensifies

I heard the faint whine of police sirens in the distance. Of course, they did nothing to ease my fears. The problem? They were growing more faint as the seconds passed.

Not good.

David took a few steps closer. He raised the tire iron up over his head. There was so much anger in his eyes, it scared me. My only defense, I realized, was to try to stall him.

“Come on, David. Think about this,” I said.

“I have been thinking about this for a long time.” His voice was so deep and menacing, it sounded more like a growl. “I have big plans for Rackham Industries, and no one is going to stop me. You’ve been meddling in my business for too long, and my business is no place for a girl like you.”

I started backing up but then stopped and stole a glance over my shoulder. Stefan was still behind me.

It wasn’t ideal, but it could have been worse. He looked almost as scared as I was. “I can’t believe this is happening,” he said. “I didn’t sign up for this.”

“Stop worrying,” said David. “It’ll all be over before you know it.”

Nikki and I looked at each other solemnly. Clearly we were both thinking the same thing. That didn’t sound good at all.

“Don’t listen to him, Stefan,” I said. “You know this is wrong.”

“He never said anything about hurting anyone,” cried Stefan.

“Be quiet,” David barked. “If you listen to me, it’ll all work out for the best.”

“For you two, maybe,” mumbled Nikki.

“I told you to keep quiet!” yelled David.

Nikki closed her mouth.

Stefan whimpered. He looked like he was about to crack. Too bad David was the one with the weapon.

“I’m so sorry about this,” Stefan said to me and Nikki. “All I wanted was a promotion. David said if I pretended to be a painter and got the keys to the shelter, I’d be in good standing. I didn’t know why he wanted the keys. I asked, but he wouldn’t tell me. He’s my boss, so I listened to him. I never imagined he’d take things this far.”

“Rackham needs to expand, and no obstacle is great enough to stop us. This is what it takes to get the job done, Stefan.” David’s voice was so hard, he sounded robotic.

I could hardly believe my life was at stake, and all for the sake of David’s career. It wasn’t fair. David waved the tire iron over his head and said, “If they try to take off, you’d better stop them, Stefan. I’m not afraid to use this on you, too.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” asked Stefan.

As they talked, Nikki grabbed my elbow. “On the count of three, run,” she whispered softly.

I looked at her as if to ask, Are you sure?

She nodded and, under her breath, said, “One, two—”

I darted to the left, and David went after me.

Nikki was too fast for him, though. She moved forward with a flying leap and kicked the tire iron out of his hand.

As it went crashing to the ground, she elbowed him in the gut, grabbed his wrist, and twisted it around his back. Within seconds Nikki had David pinned to the ground, with her knee between his shoulder blades.

“Grab the tire iron, Nancy,” she yelled.

I hurried back and lunged for it.

Stefan just stood there, with his hands raised. “I’m not going to fight you,” he said. “And I’m so sorry. I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Sit down on the ground and place your hands over your head,” I said.

Just then, the police sirens got louder. Seconds later, three raced up to the scene, kicking up dirt as they slammed on the brakes just a few feet from where we were.

Chief McGinnis stepped out of his patrol car and asked, “Nancy, what are you doing? Your dad told me he was taking you right home.”

“He was,” I said. “But there was a change of plans.”

Once the dust settled, Chief McGinnis noticed Nikki, and he wasn’t happy. “Young lady, what are you doing to David Wells? Let him go.”

“No way,” Nikki said. “Not until he’s in handcuffs. This guy is a menace. He broke into my dressing room and kidnapped me. This other guy helped him too,” she added, gesturing toward Stefan, who was looking even paler than usual. “Nancy saved my life.”

Joe and Emily jumped out of their squad cars, hurried over to the crooks, and had them in handcuffs within seconds.

“Well, I’ll be,” said Chief McGinnis, shaking his head. “David, I always thought there was something crooked about you, but burning down the animal shelter? That’s low.”

David shrugged. “Rackham needed the land. How else would I get ahead at the company?”

“I didn’t know he was going to do this,” Stefan insisted as Emily led him to her squad car.

“But you still posed as Peter Sandover so you could get the keys from Justine?” I asked.

Stefan hung his head in shame. “It’s true,” he said. “I’m guilty of that.”

Once the two corporate crooks were loaded into the back of Emily’s police car, Chief McGinnis turned to me. “Good work, Nancy,” he said.

“Really?” I said. This was the highest praise I’d ever gotten from him. To be honest, it was a little jarring. “Thanks.”

He tipped his hat at Nikki. “Sorry about the trouble. I hope you still have a good concert, Ms. Kolista.”

“The concert!” Nikki and I both exclaimed.

In all the excitement, I’d almost forgotten it. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was nine. “We should hurry. I mean, if you’re up for performing, Nikki. You certainly don’t have to.”

Nikki broke out into a wide smile. “Try to stop me,” she said.

We ran to my car and got in. I called George to tell her that everything was okay and that we were on our way.

“What happened?” asked George.

“Long story,” I said. “I’ll explain later. Oh, can you call Bess to let her know that Nikki is safe, and she can stop her search?”

“Will do,” said George.

“Thanks,” I said before hanging up.

We got to the concert hall in record time, since I was able to speed through town with a police escort.

By the time we arrived, Bess and George were waiting outside with Nikki’s guitar.

“I’ve never been so happy to see this,” she said, jumping out of my car, grabbing the guitar, and hugging it close to her body.

“The crowd is going crazy,” said George. “Are you ready to go on?”

“I’m so ready,” said Nikki as she ran inside.

When she walked onstage, the cheers were deafening.

“Hello, River Heights,” Nikki yelled. “I’m sorry I’m late, but thanks for waiting!”

The crowd went wild with applause, drowning out the rest of her speech.

“Now let’s rock,” she said, before breaking out in a song.
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Rock On

I watched the show from backstage, and I must say, Nikki Kolista was truly amazing. She belted out the tunes in such a soulful voice, and breezed through intricate sequences on the guitar. She had a great stage presence, too. Her personality was so dynamic. Everyone loved her.

I was so caught up in the moment, I didn’t even notice that Deirdre was tapping me on the shoulder until she yelled in my ear, “Hey, Nancy!”

I turned to her. “Hi, Deirdre. What’s up?”

“My cousin is really talented, isn’t she?”

“Yeah,” I said, just noticing Deirdre’s outfit. She was all dressed up, in a short black skirt, black boots, a green tank top, and a fancy diamond pendant around her neck. Her hair was pulled up in a French twist. If she hadn’t been glaring at me nastily, I’d say she actually looked pretty. “Nikki is awesome,” I said. “I mean, I always loved listening to her CDs and hearing her on the radio, but this live show? Amazing.”

“It must run in the family,” said Deirdre.

“I didn’t know you were musical,” I said.

“I’m not,” said Deirdre, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “I was talking about my all-around fabulousness. There’s a certain star quality that’s in our genes.”

“Oh, of course,” I replied, turning back to the show.

“So this is a really big moment for me, Nancy. Do you remember why?”

“Not really,” I said.

“Remember my love letters from Ned?”

“They weren’t from Ned,” I said. Deirdre was crazy to think they were.

“I’ll be able to prove you wrong in five minutes,” said Deirdre. “He’s meeting me around the corner. Does my hair look okay?”

“Great,” I said.

Remembering their date at the country club dance, I couldn’t help but think twice. What if Ned did like Deirdre more than me?

“And my makeup?”

With Nikki still performing, the last thing I wanted to do was talk to Deirdre, and worry about my boyfriend. “It’s fine,” I said, turning to the stage again and hoping that this time, Deirdre would take a hint.

She must have left, but I’m not sure when, since I was so wrapped up in the music. As soon as Nikki waltzed off the stage I gave her a big hug. “That was the most amazing performance I’ve ever seen,” I said.

“Thanks,” said Nikki as she dabbed the sweat from her face and neck with a bandanna.

I handed her a bottle of water. After she chugged it down, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and said, “I’m just going to head back to my dressing room and wash up.”

“Okay,” I said.

“Not so fast,” said Dr. Wolfson, who stepped out from behind some leftover stage props.

“Yeah?” said Nikki.

“It’s me,” he said, taking off his glasses and blinking at Nikki. “Frank.”

“Frank?” said Nikki, flashing him a surprised smile. “Wow, it’s good to see you.”

“Is it?” asked Dr. Wolfson, shifting uncomfortably and looking down at his feet. “I feel so bad about the way we broke up. I’ve been wanting to apologize for a long time.”

Nikki laughed. “But that was so many years ago!”

“So you’re not still mad?” asked Frank.

“Um, no,” said Nikki. “I’ve been a little busy, pursuing my music and stuff, writing, traveling the world. . . . I’d actually forgotten about our breakup until just now. I mean, no offense. At the time, I’m sure it was very upsetting for me.”

“Oh,” said Dr. Wolfson as his face turned a deeper shade of red. “Um, sorry to disturb you, then. Congratulations on your great career and everything.”

“Thanks,” said Nikki. “I guess I should go change now. Maybe I’ll see you later.”

She left Dr. Wolfson standing there, looking perplexed.

I turned the corner, thinking I’d go find George and Bess, who were double-checking the amount of money we’d raised from ticket sales. But before I made it to the staircase, I saw something strange.

Deirdre had her arms around a guy. He was tall with dark hair and he looked so familiar. I blinked and rubbed my eyes. Realizing what I was seeing, my heart lurched. It was Ned.

My boyfriend and Deirdre were in the middle of a romantic embrace. And it looked like they were about to kiss.
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A Secret Admirer Revealed

My gaze was completely transfixed. It was like I was witnessing a horrible car wreck. I didn’t want to watch, but at the same time, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the scene.

Just then, Ned broke away. “What are you doing, Deirdre?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” asked Deirdre. “You said in your letters that—”

“Letters?” asked Ned, blinking in confusion. “What letters?”

“Come on,” said Deirdre. “I know those letters were from you.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Ned.

“You’re just saying that because Nancy is here,” said Deirdre.

“What?” Ned looked over his shoulder and, seeing me, started to panic. He turned back to Deirdre. “Look, I promise that I’ve never sent you any letters.”

“Stop lying,” cried Deirdre.

Ned turned back to me. “Nancy, this is all a misunderstanding. Tell Deirdre I never sent her any letters. You believe me, don’t you?”

“If you say so,” I said in a croaky voice. I bit my bottom lip to keep it from trembling. I was too upset to say anything else. I had to wonder, did Ned really not send the letters? Or was Deirdre right? Was he just saying that because I was there?

“If you’re not my secret admirer, then who is?” asked Deirdre angrily. “Someone wrote those letters.”

“I did,” said Nelson Fadley as he stepped out of the shadows. Apparently he’d left Iggy at home. His normally floppy dark hair was slicked back with so much hair gel, it looked like plastic. And he was wearing a tie.

“You did not,” screamed Deirdre, stomping one foot on the ground. She glared at Nelson so coldly, I could almost see the icicles flying from her eyes. I felt bad for the guy.

Ned looked at me, completely baffled. “What’s going on here?” he asked.

“Deirdre has had this secret admirer for the past few days,” I explained. “And she was convinced it was you.”

I was just explaining what was happening. I didn’t mean to embarrass Deirdre, but that was the effect of my words. She looked not just flustered, but completely mortified.

“But you’re my girlfriend, Nancy,” Ned said. “I’d never do that to you.”

“That’s what I tried to tell her,” I said.

Nelson was nervous, but he stumbled through an explanation. “I know there’s a big age difference between us,” he said to Deirdre, holding out a bouquet of pink and white carnations. “But I’m very mature for a twelve-year-old. Everyone says so.”

“What?!” Deirdre screamed. “You humiliated me!”

“But . . . but . . . ,” Nelson stammered.

“This is unacceptable. I’m so angry, I could scream!”

“She’s already screaming,” I whispered to Ned, then immediately regretted it. Deirdre isn’t my favorite person—but I didn’t want her to be humiliated.

“Let’s just forget about this,” I said, stepping between Deirdre and Nelson before Deirdre did any more damage to the poor kid.

“No way. Nelson Fadley, this is . . . this is . . .” Deirdre emitted a strange sound, like a strangled choke.

“Are you okay?” asked Ned.

She breathed heavily, with her hand over her chest. Her eyes were tearing.

I had to blink and look twice before I could accept what I was seeing, because it looked as if Deirdre was actually laughing.

“I can’t believe it. You, Nelson. With the iguana! I’ve never even seen you without your skateboard, and you were writing poetry?” she asked between gasps.

Now it was Nelson’s turn to be embarrassed. His face began to flush. “I just love the way you always take control of everything,” he said. “You’re the strongest girl I’ve ever known.”

Deirdre shook her head. “Nelson, you’re a nice kid, but, um—I normally don’t date guys who are so much younger than me. How about if we just stay friends?”

“Will you still take the flowers?” he asked, offering them to her again.

“Sure,” said Deirdre. As she took them, she ruffled his hair.

Just then, Nikki walked over. She had changed into ripped jeans and a red T-shirt, and her hair was pulled up in a loose ponytail. Her eyes were shining.

“Amazing show,” I said.

Everyone agreed.

“Thanks,” said Nikki. “I had so much fun. And I can’t believe Frank Wolfson showed up. What a crazy blast from the past.”

“Speaking of,” said Deirdre as she hugged Nikki. “It’s so great to see my long-lost cousin after so many years!”

“Huh?” said Nikki, looking totally confused.

“It’s me,” she said. “Deirdre Shannon. Well, last time I saw you, I went by DeeDee. But that was years ago. I’m way over DeeDee.”

“Yeah—it’s been a while since I’ve heard your name,” said Nikki.

“Come on, we’re going to be late,” Deirdre said, pulling on Nikki’s elbow.

“Late for what?” asked Nikki.

“The after-party, of course,” Deirdre said impatiently. “Didn’t they tell you? I’ll give you a ride. I tried to get you a limo, but Nancy said it wasn’t in our budget. My car is nice, though. Don’t worry.”

“Um,” said Nikki. “Okay, I guess.” She turned to me and said, “Nancy, why don’t you ride with us?”

“Oh,” I said, looking down at my feet. “Actually, I can’t. I’m not invited to the after-party.”

Nikki smiled. “Very funny. Come on, now.”

“Seriously,” said Deirdre. “The country club gave us one of their smaller rooms, so the volunteers can’t come. It’ll be very intimate. Strictly VIP.”

“The country club?” asked Nikki. “The old one by Mission Hill?”

“Of course,” said Deirdre. “Only the best for you, Nikki. The most important people in River Heights are there, waiting.”

“Really?” said Nikki, with this strange look on her face.

I didn’t know her all that well, so I couldn’t say for sure—but it looked to me like she was kind of annoyed. Maybe even angry. “And who might that be?” Nikki wondered.

Deirdre ticked off the names on the fingers of one hand. “Mayor Simmons, Jack Halloran, the CEO of Rackham, all the Shannons. My parents can’t wait to see you.”

“I can’t go to that party,” said Nikki. “I could never stand that country club when I was a kid, and I can’t stand it now. It’s so exclusive.”

“But I planned this for you,” said Deirdre. “Is that how you treat your family? Leave town and never call or write, then come to visit and refuse to spend time with us?”

“I’m here for the River Heights Animal Shelter,” said Nikki. “I thought everyone knew that.”

“Well, you had your concert, so you may as well have some fun now,” said Deirdre.

“That sounds great, but a fancy party at your country club just isn’t my idea of fun,” Nikki explained. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I’m not into going to a party that excludes all of the people who made this concert happen.”

“I don’t understand,” said Deirdre.

Nikki shook her head. “I wasn’t going to bring this up because I’m not one to hold a grudge, but you’ve given me no choice, Deirdre. Your family has always been horrible to us Kolistas. As far as I’m concerned, the Shannons are a bunch of snobs.”

“What do you mean?” asked Deirdre.

“My mother married a poor artist from the wrong side of the tracks, while your mother married a successful lawyer,” said Nikki. “And my family was shunned. We were always the poor cousins. The charity cases. Do you know that your parents have been having parties at the country club for years and my family was never invited?”

“No,” said Deirdre. “I had no idea.”

“Did you know what my summer job was when I was in high school?” asked Nikki.

Deirdre shook her head.

“I waited tables at the country club dining hall. And I have never met such rude and snobby people in my entire life. Your family wouldn’t even acknowledge that I was related to them when I was working.”

“That’s horrible,” said Deirdre, looking down at her feet. “I had no idea. I’m—I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, you’re all sorry, now that I’m famous,” said Nikki.

“No,” said Deirdre. “I mean, I’m sorry that my family treated your family that way. It wasn’t right. And I’m not just saying that because you’re a rock star. No one should be judged on such a superficial basis. But especially not you. It was so nice of you to come to River Heights for the animal shelter. Everyone has worked so hard to put this concert together. I could have done more, and I should have organized a party for the volunteers.”

I was too stunned to speak. Deirdre was actually being kind and sincere. I didn’t know she had it in her.

I don’t know when George arrived, but she must have heard Deirdre and Nikki’s discussion because she stepped forward and said, “Actually, there is another party for the volunteers, and we have plenty of room for anyone who wants to come.”

“Really?” said Deirdre.

“Yup.” George nodded. “We’re having a cookout in the town square, right across the street from here.”

“Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” said Nikki.

Nelson tugged on Deirdre’s sleeve. “You know how you were saying no one should be judged superficially? I think that could apply to age, too.”

“Be quiet, Nelson,” Deirdre snapped.

Ned and I smiled at each other.

I think Deirdre must have realized what she sounded like, because she put her arm around Nelson and said in a kind voice, “I’m sorry, but I just can’t see this working. No offense. We can be friends, though—as long as you keep that lizard away from me.”

“Okay,” said Nelson, nodding seriously.

Just then, Bess ran over. “I have the ticket sales all tallied up.”

“We’ve got nineteen thousand, five hundred dollars,” she said.

“That’s a lot of money, but we’re still five hundred dollars short,” I cried. My heart sank. We’d come so far, and we were so close.

“Wait a minute,” said George. “You forgot about the banana bread sales.” Whipping out her cell phone, she made a quick call to Harold to get the numbers from the food and beverage tables.

Moments later, she was grinning like a madwoman. “They made eight hundred dollars. We have enough,” said George, jumping up and down in excitement. “We have more than enough!”

“I’m calling Justine right now,” I said. “She’ll order the temporary structures, and we can have them up by next week. The animals are saved!”

We all cheered.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” asked George. “Let’s party.”

Deirdre stepped forward. “I have to make an appearance at my party, you know, to explain why Nikki isn’t going to be there—but I’d like to stop by later, if you’ll have me.”

“Hey, why not?” said George, smiling wide. “The more the merrier.”

Ned and I, Nelson, Bess, George, and Nikki all headed to the party in the town square, and were met with loud cheers from a huge crowd. The party was a blast. It was a fabulous night, and the perfect way to celebrate the happy ending of one more adventure that I’ll never forget.
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