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One

I FEEL LIKE I just ran a marathon!” Nancy Drew exclaimed as she steered her blue Mustang into the driveway.

“Only without leaving the gym,” George Fayne replied, groaning as she swung her long legs out of the sporty car. “That aerobics class is a killer. I’m not sure I can take another step.”

“Not even for food?” Nancy teased.

“Well,” George said, “I just might have enough energy to crawl to a refrigerator.”

Nancy grinned as she unlocked the Drews’ front door and led the way toward the kitchen. Despite George’s complaints, Nancy knew her tall, slim friend had plenty of energy. George was definitely in great shape.

“So what’s for lunch?” George asked, perching on a stool at the kitchen bar and running a hand through her short dark hair.

Nancy opened the refrigerator and peered inside. “Let’s see, we have salami, cold chicken, cheese, potato salad, or that good old standby, peanut butter and jelly.”

“I’ll take it,” George joked, reaching for a loaf of bread. As she spoke, the phone on the counter rang.

“Drew residence.” Nancy smiled when she recognized the familiar voice. “Oh, hi Dad! We just got back. . . . Yes, George is here.” She paused. “Yes, she’s still into running. . . . Right now?” Nancy’s tone became serious. “We’re on our way, Dad.”

Nancy hung up the receiver and reached for her bag.

Her father, Carson Drew, was a respected lawyer in the town of River Heights. At times he called on his daughter for assistance with a case, and Nancy was always happy to help out. “Dad’s got a job for us,” she said, tossing George her jacket. “Let’s go.”

“Without lunch?” George asked in a weak voice, looking wistfully at the sandwich fixings.

Nancy laughed. “Cut off some cheese for each of us. I’ll grab some bread, and we’ll eat on the way.”

A few minutes later they were weaving through afternoon traffic on their way to Carson Drew’s office.

“Why did your dad ask if I was still running?” George asked, tucking the last of her makeshift sandwich into her mouth.

Nancy flipped her long reddish blond hair over her shoulder and glanced at her friend. “He has a colleague—Carlos Matero from Brookline—in his office. Matero’s daughter is on the Brookline High School cross-country team. Apparently she was injured while training. Her father seems to believe that it wasn’t an accident. Dad thinks your input as a runner will be helpful.”

“Matero . . . I think there was an article about her in the paper,” George said. “Her name is Sandra . . . or Stephanie . . . no, it’s Samantha. Samantha Matero. She’s supposed to be an incredible runner—even scholarship material.”

“Well, her father is thinking of slapping a lawsuit on the Brookline athletic department,” Nancy said, turning into a parking space. “I get the idea that Dad is trying to talk him out of it.”

A few minutes later they were ushered into Carson Drew’s comfortable office, where Nancy was greeted with a hug and George with a big smile.

“Thanks for coming,” Mr. Drew said, his eyes crinkling up at the corners as he grinned. The gray streaks at his temples just made him more handsome, Nancy thought as she planted a kiss on his cheek.

A short stocky man with a ruddy face and silver hair rose from his chair to greet the two girls as Mr. Drew made the introductions.

Nancy eyed Mr. Matero with interest. His well-cut suit was expensive, and the gold clip on his tie matched the heavy cufflinks in his sleeves. He was older than she had expected—older than most men who had teenage daughters—and she wondered if Samantha was the youngest of the family.

“Please sit down,” Carson said, indicating the chairs by the coffee table. He turned to Mr. Matero. “Carlos, why don’t you tell Nancy and George what happened to Samantha.”

Mr. Matero nodded and leaned forward in his chair. “Samantha is our . . . my only child,” he began. “My wife was killed in an automobile accident two years ago, so I became both mother and father to Samantha.” He cleared his throat. “But I don’t think I’m being overprotective,” he said defensively. “There were a couple of accidents before Samantha’s—minor accidents, but accidents, nonetheless. There’s something wrong in the athletic department of that school, and I intend to get to the bottom of it. Samantha’s being sabotaged!”

“Can you tell us more about the accident?” Nancy prompted.

“Samantha was training the day after a heavy rain. She went down in a hole on the course and sprained her ankle. It was a nasty sprain. Daniel Abrams—he’s the Brookline athletic director, or was—said the hole was a washout from the rain, but Samantha disagreed. She said it looked as if the hole had been dug and covered with brush.”

Nancy glanced over at George, who had had a lot of experience running on weather-damaged tracks.

“A heavy rain can cause a bad washout,” George said.

“It was not the weather!” Mr. Matero replied sharply, his ruddy complexion flushing even more. “It was not even negligence. It was deliberate!”

Nancy nodded sympathetically. “But,” she said, “wouldn’t it be difficult to put one particular runner in harm’s way? Doesn’t the team run together as a group over the cross-country course?”

“Yes, but my daughter is almost always the lead runner, so she would be the first to encounter any danger such as the hole,” Mr. Matero argued. “The only other person on the team who might have reached it first was Lina Coleman. And it’s quite possible she may have set it up herself. There’s a big rivalry between them, and Samantha usually beats Lina in races.”

“I’ve read about your daughter’s running ability,” George said. “She’s awesome.”

Mr. Matero warmed to the compliment. “She is,” he said proudly. “She’s broken some school records. And her goal is to earn a cross-country scholarship. But it appears that someone doesn’t want her to reach that goal.”

Mr. Matero took a deep breath. “And now Samantha’s getting these threatening phone calls at home.”

“Phone calls?” Nancy repeated.

Mr. Matero nodded. “You see, after the accident I lobbied some friends of mine on the school board to take action.”

“Did they?” George asked.

“Yes. Finally they recommended that Daniel Abrams, the head coach, be suspended from the athletic department until this matter is cleared up. He’s teaching only academic subjects now.”

“On what grounds was he suspended?” Nancy asked.

“On the grounds that he was pushing his runners too hard. That he took risks with their safety. And also that he couldn’t control his athletes. Many of the kids at school aren’t happy about Abrams’s suspension, and I’m sure the phone calls to my daughter are coming from one of these kids. But I can’t prove it.”

“Do you think it’s Lina Coleman?”

Mr. Matero shrugged. “Hard to tell. A lot of Brookline’s athletes are furious with Samantha because I took action against the coach. They think she put me up to it. Abrams was a popular coach.” He paused, then sighed heavily. “The board action backfired. Now even Samantha is mad at me because the District Athletic Association—backing up the school board—is now threatening to disqualify the Brookline team from competition. The association thinks the athletic program could be endangering students’ welfare. If Samantha doesn’t compete, it would wipe out her chance for a scholarship, and everyone else’s. I wish I’d just gone ahead and filed a lawsuit.”

Carson Drew leaned toward Nancy. “I’ve suggested to Carlos that you and George enroll at Brookline as transfer students and do an inside investigation. Maybe we can get to the bottom of this without dragging it through the courts.”

“Maybe,” Mr. Matero said. He didn’t sound convinced. “Now that Samantha’s ankle has almost healed, she wants to go back on the team. But I’m very nervous about letting that happen until I find out who sabotaged the course, and why. One more injury could put a permanent end to her running career. She’s in danger, and I need your help, Ms. Drew.”

Nancy stared out the wide window of the office and pondered the situation. Was this a case of an overprotective parent—or was something really going on at Brookline? What if Samantha’s “accident” had been planned, maybe by a jealous competitor? And who was making the phone calls? The ousted coach? Angry students?

Mr. Matero shifted impatiently in his chair, then said anxiously, “I thought you and Ms. Fayne could get on the cross-country team and get a firsthand look.”

“George wouldn’t have any trouble making the team,” Nancy said. “But I don’t have her experience in running.”

“No, Nan, but you’re in good shape,” George pointed out. “You could probably get on the team.”

Nancy turned to Mr. Matero. “Who would know why we were really at the school?”

“The principal, Mr. Lombardi. I’ve already called him to discuss the situation. He’ll see that you’re introduced as senior transfer students. The accidents reflect poorly on his administrative record, and he’d like to get the board off his back.”

“Understandable,” Nancy murmured. “And Samantha? Would she know?”

Mr. Matero nodded. “Yes, we’ve discussed it. She knew I was coming to talk to Carson today. And she knew that the options were either a lawsuit or an undercover investigation. She’s not much in favor of either,” he added, “even though she’d like it cleared up. She’s getting a lot of peer pressure about Abrams.”

“Tell me about the phone calls,” Nancy said. “Is the voice a man’s or a woman’s? And what does the caller say?”

Mr. Matero reached up and nervously pulled at his tie. “You can’t tell if it’s a man or a woman,” he replied. “It’s a voice that’s been electronically distorted, as though the message has been taped and then is played back at the wrong speed. I picked up the extension one night and listened.”

“And the message?” Nancy asked.

“Always the same,” Mr. Matero replied. “ ‘Call off your father or else.’ ”

The buzzer on Mr. Drew’s phone sounded, and he reached over and picked up the receiver. After listening for a moment, he said, “Yes, of course. Send her in.” He swiveled in his chair to face the others. “Samantha’s here,” he said quietly. “Apparently she’s received another threat.”

Mr. Matero rose out of his chair as the door to the inner office burst open and a tall slender girl with short, dark hair entered the room on crutches.

“I can’t take it anymore,” she announced, her brown eyes flashing with anger. A piece of white paper was clutched in her hand as she awkwardly lowered herself into a chair. “I just can’t take it!”

Mr. Matero hastily made the introductions. “What happened, Samantha?”

“I went out to my car after last period, and this was jammed under my windshield wiper. And whoever did it broke the wipers on both sides.”

Mr. Matero squeezed his daughter’s hand and said, “This has gone too far. Who would do such a thing?”

Samantha just shook her head, too upset to reply. She pushed her hair out of her face and wiped a tear from her eye.

“May I see the note?” Nancy asked, reaching for the piece of paper. She unfolded it and read it silently. When she saw what it said, she drew a quick breath. Turning to Samantha, she said, “I’d be upset, too.”

Written crudely with a black felt pen, the message said: “This time your ankle, next time your neck.”
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Two

ON MONDAY MORNING TRAFFIC into Brookline from River Heights was heavy. Though the school was only twenty miles from Nancy’s home, the ride had taken well over a half hour. Stopped outside the high school at yet another red light, Nancy glanced worriedly at the clock on the dash.

“I’m going to drop you at the entrance,” she said to George. “You go in while I park, and let Mr. Lombardi know we’re here. I’ll meet you in his office.”

“Sounds like a plan,” George replied, reaching over the seat for her backpack. “See you inside.” She shut the car door and disappeared into the throng of students on the front steps of Brookline High, while Nancy turned into the crowded parking lot adjacent to the school. In front of her, a shiny black Jeep Cherokee, with flashy red and gold detailing, navigated the long row of parked vehicles and then veered into an empty slot near the end. Nancy slipped the Mustang into the space beside it.

She glanced in the mirror to check her hair and apply some lip gloss before reaching for the door handle. But to her surprise the door seemed to open on its own.

“You look perfect to me,” a husky voice declared.

Startled, Nancy looked up into a pair of mischievous chocolate brown eyes fringed with dark lashes. The driver of the Cherokee extended his hand to help her out of the car.

Nancy grinned. “Are you the official welcoming committee?” she asked, swinging out of her seat.

“Only for selected students, and believe me, you have been selected!” the guy replied, still holding her hand. “I was watching you in the rearview mirror as I was driving. And I said to myself, ‘Paul, this is definitely a time to be friendly.’ ” He laughed, revealing a set of perfect white teeth. “I’m Paul Johnson.”

Drop-dead handsome, Nancy thought, taking in the unruly mop of light brown curls that licked at the collar of his short-sleeved knit shirt. And buffed, too, with biceps straining at the cuffs.

“And you’re . . .” He tilted his head to one side and looked curiously at her.

“I’m Nancy Drew,” she replied with a smile. “I’m a transfer student. This is my first day at Brookline.” She looked at her watch. “And I’m late. I have to pick up my class schedule from Mr. Lombardi.”

“I’ll walk you to the office,” Paul said, taking her elbow. A pleasant shiver went up Nancy’s arm at his touch. “I saw that you dropped someone off,” Paul continued.

Nancy nodded. “You have been watching me!” she exclaimed. “That was my friend George Fayne. She’s transferring, too.”

Paul guided her up the wide steps in front of the school and into the building, casually greeting friends as they passed. “Here’s. Lombardi’s office,” he said. “I’ll see you later, Nancy Drew.” His eyes crinkled in a smile as he opened the door for her. “Yes, I definitely will,” he said softly.

Nancy watched as his broad shoulders disappeared into a crowd of students in the hall. Maybe this case would be more fun than she’d thought.

Inside the office, George and Mr. Lombardi were waiting.

“Your reason for being here is strictly confidential,” the principal assured them, waving aside Nancy’s apologies for being late. “Even my secretary doesn’t know why you’re here. I’ve arranged for you to have light class loads to give you time to investigate, but there’s one thing I’m afraid I can’t fix without arousing suspicion.” He sighed and shook his head. “There’s no way I can demand that you be put on the cross-country team. You’ll have to try out and take your chances with the rest of the students.”

“Right,” Nancy said. “We’re prepared to do that.” Even though her tone was confident, she still had some doubt about her ability to make the team. She and George had run more than their usual distance over the weekend, and George had assured her that she was good team material. However, Nancy wondered if she was hearing an honest appraisal—or the loyal voice of an old friend. She would be glad when the tryouts were over.

Mr. Lombardi handed each of them a sheet of paper. “Here are your homeroom assignments and your class schedules. If you can solve this case, you’ll be taking a big problem off my hands.” He gave them a small smile. “Good luck, ladies.”

Back out in the hall, surrounded by milling students, Nancy and George compared schedules.

“This is good. I’ve got Sheila Keenan for history,” Nancy said, “Samantha said she had her for history, too. Keenan’s the assistant coach who took over when Abrams was suspended.” She looked at George’s schedule. “Do we have any classes together?”

“Doesn’t look like it,” George replied, studying her schedule. “Oh, no! I’m taking physics—ugh! But we do have a free period together in the afternoon. And Mr. Lombardi said we should report to the gym for cross-country tryouts at four today.”

“Don’t remind me,” Nancy groaned.

“Don’t sweat it! You’ll do fine,” George said. Then she asked, with a glint in her eye, “Who was the hunk at the office door with you?”

“I’ll tell you about him at lunch,” Nancy said as the warning bell rang.

“I can’t stand the suspense,” George joked as she waved goodbye to Nancy.

The girls moved in opposite directions, carried along by the flow of students. Nancy’s first period was history. She followed two girls into the class and chose a seat toward the back so she could easily observe the other students. Samantha came in by herself and took an aisle seat by the door that allowed ample room for her crutches.

Nancy watched as Samantha pulled out a book and trained her attention on the pages, as if to block out the conversation of two students in the next row. When Nancy heard the boy call the girl Lina, she studied her closely. The girl fit the description Samantha had given her of Lina Coleman, her arch rival on the team. The white blond hair, pulled into a single braid, was a contrast to her heavily made-up eyes and bright red lips. Dressed in a sleek black jumpsuit that showed off her perfect figure, Lina oozed confidence as she laughed and chatted loudly with the guy next to her.
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