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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





A Strange Favor



“I honestly feel bad about asking you this,” Dr. Burnham declared. “I hope you won’t think I’m imposing upon your holiday. But it’s only a small mission.” His light blue eyes were filled with concern as his gaze met mine.


“What is it?” I asked gently.


“I was only wondering if you’d look in on my London house once or twice while you’re there.”


“Is that all?” I asked, surprised. “But why does your house need checking?”


“Because my live-in housekeeper, Mrs. Elliott, isn’t answering the phone. I’ve been calling for the past five days, and I’m worried she may be ill. She’s rather elderly, I’m afraid. Maybe something happened to her.”


The waiter brought our lunches, and I took a few minutes to eat and ponder Dr. Burnham’s request. I mean, I was happy to take the time to check his house, but why couldn’t he ask a friend to look in for him?




NANCY DREW
girl detective™


#1 Without a Trace


#2 A Race Against Time


#3 False Notes


#4 High Risk


#5 Lights, Camera…


#6 Action!


#7 The Stolen Relic


#8 The Scarlet Macaw Scandal


#9 Secret of the Spa


#10 Uncivil Acts


#11 Riverboat Ruse


#12 Stop the Clock


#13 Trade Wind Danger


#14 Bad Times, Big Crimes


#15 Framed


#16 Dangerous Plays


Available from Aladdin Paperbacks




[image: image]




This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


[image: images] ALADDIN PAPERBACKS


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2006 by Simon & Schuster, Inc.


All rights reserved, including the right of


reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


NANCY DREW is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


ALADDIN PAPERBACKS, NANCY DREW: GIRL DETECTIVE, and


colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Manufactured in the United States of America


First Aladdin Paperbacks edition March 2006


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Control Number 2005936496


ISBN-13: 978-1-4169-0605-6


ISBN-10: 1-4169-0605-3


eISBN-13: 978-1-4424-4566-6




Dangerous Plays





[image: image]



Words of Warning


I was in a race against time, and as of noon today, there was no telling who the winner would be.


My heart pounded with excitement as I thought about my upcoming trip. Dad, Bess Marvin, and I were heading to London, England, on the 9:00 p.m. flight! In just a few more hours, I’d be seeing Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace, and awesome theater. What more could I want? And with my wonderful dad and my best friend along to share the sights, I considered myself an extremely lucky girl. That was the good news. Now for the bad. I was staring at an empty suitcase, and we were leaving for the airport in five hours. And I still had to get to the bank!


Clothes flew out of my closet and dresser drawers as I dug frantically through my stuff, deciding on what I would take. My favorite green T-shirt, blue jeans, a peach-colored tank—all fought for airspace on their way to the open suitcase on my bed. With any luck, maybe a T-shirt or two would actually land in it.


The phone rang. I groaned. Why did I have to leave all the boring stuff like packing till the last minute? No way did I have time for chitchat now. I resisted the temptation to answer it.


The ringing stopped, and a moment later Hannah Gruen, our housekeeper, called me from downstairs. Hannah has been like a mother to me since my own mom died when I was three. As usual, my heart warmed to the sound of her voice. “Nancy! It’s Ned. He says it is really important.”


Ned Nickerson is my boyfriend. Unfortunately, he was studying for a Shakespeare exam, so he couldn’t come to London with us. A week without Ned was the only downside of the trip, so I thanked Hannah and picked up the phone beside my bed. I mean, one last good-bye wouldn’t set my schedule back too much, would it? I promised myself I’d be quick.


“Hey, Ned! What’s up? Hannah said it’s something important.”


Ned’s low voice came through the receiver. “I’m really sorry to bother you, Nancy, but my Shakespeare professor, Dr. Burnham, wants to meet you for lunch.”


“Now?”


“He has some problem he wants to run by you. He says it can’t wait. Something to do with his house in London. I told him you’re going over there, and I guess I must have mentioned you’re a detective. Sorry about that.”


“Detective?” I perked up at the word. “Don’t be sorry, Ned. You couldn’t know that his problem would be so pressing. Plus, you know me too well—I can’t resist a mystery, if that’s what this is. Anyway, I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t called.”


Ned laughed. “I thought you’d say something like that.”


I hesitated, looking at the mess in my room. “Still, I don’t see how I can possibly meet him. Dad wants to leave right at five o’clock, and you know what a stickler for time he is.” As the most successful lawyer in our hometown of River Heights, Dad is incredibly organized. He has to be. That’s how he wins his cases, by paying close attention to detail and staying one step ahead of everyone else. Leaving for the airport at a minute past five would be sloppy and, worse, risky. I couldn’t do that to him.


“I promise it’ll be a quick lunch,” Ned assured me.


“We can meet at the Moonbeam Diner on Bluff Street near your house. You’ll need to eat anyway. Did I mention that I’ll be there too?”


How could I refuse him? Against my better judgment, I heard myself agreeing to meet them in half an hour at the diner. I’d just have to let my packing slide. I mean, what’s a forgotten pair of shoes compared to a brand-new case?


Mysteries are my passion. And even though I’m still pretty young, I’ve solved many cases that stumped our local police force. No matter where I am, mysteries seem to follow me around like a pack of faithful dogs. And why not? I love them, I pay them lots of attention, and so they’re always hounding me. So much for taking a break from detective work by escaping to London.


Promptly at twelve thirty, I arrived at the Moonbeam Diner and found an empty booth. After ordering a chocolate milkshake and a burger, I waited for the rest of my party. Soon I saw Ned’s tall figure come through the door, followed by a handsome man of medium height with chestnut brown hair, blackrimmed glasses, and a shy demeanor. I judged him to be in his midthirties. Dr. Burnham, I presumed.


Ned’s face lit up when he saw me. “Hey, Nancy!” he said, sliding into the seat beside me while Dr. Burnham sat down across the table. “Thanks so much for meeting us. I’ll take full responsibility with your dad if you’re not ready by five.” He grinned, pushing back a stray lock of brown hair. “Meanwhile, I’d like you to meet my Shakespeare professor, Dr. Samuel Burnham.”


I extended my hand. “Hi, I’m Nancy Drew. It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Burnham.”


“Likewise, Nancy,” Dr. Burnham said in a British accent as we shook hands. “I understand you’re heading across the pond tonight. At least, that’s what Ned mentioned earlier today.” He dropped his gaze for a moment before looking at me tentatively once more.


“My father is taking my friend Bess and me to London for a week. I can’t wait. We’ve been wanting to see some plays at the Globe Theatre, and he finally got a break in his busy schedule. And since Bess has been studying Shakespeare’s comedies in a night class, Dad and I wanted to invite her, too.”


“Well, you couldn’t see Shakespeare in a better place than the Globe Theatre,” Dr. Burnham said. “It’s a replica of Shakespeare’s original theater from four hundred years ago when he wrote his plays. The architects tried to recreate everything as faithfully as possible, down to the wooden benches and the thatched roof. It’s even on the original site.” He went on to explain more about the Globe and about Shakespeare’s life and times.


“Were you teaching in London before you came to River Heights?” I asked.


“I’m on exchange this semester from the University of London,” he explained. “I’ve been teaching Shakespeare there for several years. In my spare time, though, I’m a playwright. I’m equally passionate about teaching Shakespeare and writing my own work, but, of course, I wouldn’t presume to mention the Bard’s plays in the same breath as my own,” he added modestly.


“Maybe you could give me some tips on Shakespeare for our trip,” I told him.


“I’m sure your friend Bess will be perfectly knowledgeable,” Dr. Burnham said. “After all, she’s taking her night course.”


“So George is out of luck on this trip just because she’s slacking off in the evenings?” Ned asked me, a teasing glint in his warm brown eyes. George Fayne was my other best friend and Bess’s cousin. Ned knew that I’d never leave George out of anything that included Bess. My friends are incredibly important to me. No way would I choose one and not the other.


I smiled. “We invited her, but she turned us down. She’s running in a marathon next week. Kind of like you and your Shakespeare exam—an unfortunate scheduling conflict.”


Dr. Burnham threw Ned an apologetic look as I continued, “Even Hannah has an excuse to stay home. She wants to garden and supervise house repairs. I can’t believe you guys all said no to London.”


Ned shrugged. “Hannah is probably looking forward to a relaxing week of peace and quiet. Being a tourist can get stressful. All that running around to historic sites and listening to tour guides drone on when your feet hurt.”


Dr. Burnham laughed, but then quickly turned solemn. “I’m afraid I’m about to add to your stress, Nancy. Did Ned tell you why I wanted to see you?”


“He mentioned something to do with. your house,” I replied, pushing my shoulder-length reddish blond hair behind my ears. “But he wasn’t specific.”


“I honestly feel bad about asking you this,” Dr. Burnham declared. “I hope you won’t think I’m imposing upon your holiday. But it’s only a small mission.” His light blue eyes were filled with concern as his gaze met mine. I knew he hoped I’d agree to help him, but he seemed timid about demanding a favor for fear I’d be inconvenienced.


“What is it?” I asked gently.


“I was only wondering if you’d look in on my London house once or twice while you’re there.”


“Is that all?” I asked, surprised. “But why does your house need checking?”


“Because my live-in housekeeper, Mrs. Elliott, isn’t answering the phone. I’ve been calling for the past five days, and I’m worried she may be ill. She’s rather elderly, I’m afraid. Maybe something happened to her.”


The waiter brought our lunches, and I took a few minutes to eat and ponder Dr. Burnham’s request. I mean, I was happy to take the time to check his house, but why couldn’t he ask a friend to look in for him?


“And that’s not all,” Dr. Burnham continued, breaking into my thoughts. “Before I left for the U.S. at the end of January, there were some odd things going on in my house. Very subtle but definitely not my imagination.”


“Odd things?” I echoed. “Like what?”


“Oh, nothing big. Stuff like pictures askew on the wall when I’d come down to breakfast in the morning. Footsteps creaking downstairs in the middle of the night. My stash of tea strangely depleted. And Mrs. Elliott noticed these things too. And none of those occurrences would be that remarkable if Mrs. Elliott hadn’t suddenly vanished overnight.”


Privately, I thought the word “vanished” was a bit overblown, but I listened respectfully as he added, “I’m very concerned about her—and my house.”


“Do you know any of her family or friends?” Ned asked. “Could you call them?”


“I believe she has an estranged husband,” Dr. Burnham replied. “Of course I’ll track him down, if worse comes to worse. But, Nancy, if you wouldn’t mind just dropping by and giving the house a quick look, I’d be most grateful to you.” He fished in the pocket of his tweed jacket and pulled out a copy of an old-fashioned skeleton key. “Here’s an extra key, just in case you find a moment.” He pushed it across the table.


Studying him, I felt a wave of disappointment. Mrs. Elliott was probably just taking a few days off and had forgotten to tell him. The strange noises in his house at night most likely had a simple fourlegged explanation—mice. Or maybe a two-legged one—Mrs. Elliott sleepwalking. Or else Dr. Burnham had been guzzling more tea than usual. Whatever. Anyway, this obviously wasn’t the mystery I’d been hoping for.


“Why don’t you ask a friend to check your house for you? I mean, since you say that finding Mr. Elliott might get complicated.”


Dr. Burnham sighed. “I already asked a colleague of mine at the university to do just that. But since Mrs. Elliott and I are the only people who have keys, his visit was rather useless. He knocked on the door, but unfortunately, the house was as silent as a tomb. Then he looked through some windows and found nothing the least bit wrong. That’s why I made this spare key for you.”


The shiny silver key gleamed up at me from the table. It reminded my of the key that Alice had needed to open the door to Wonderland—the key that always seemed to stay out of her reach. I glanced again at Dr. Burnham’s hopeful gaze. Maybe I should just grab this key while I had the chance. So what if it didn’t lead to anything as interesting as Wonderland? At least I’d be doing Ned’s professor a favor, which would basically be doing Ned a favor. I placed the key in my pocket, sealing the deal.


“There’s something more I need to tell you, Nancy,” Dr. Burnham added. “Something rather ominous.”


More ominous than disappearing tea? “I’m on the edge of my seat,” I assured him.


Rummaging once more in his pocket, he drew out a letter and handed it to me. It was postmarked London five days ago and sent to Dr. Burnham at his River Heights address near the college campus. “This friendly little greeting arrived in yesterday’s mail. Please, Nancy, have a look. I think you’ll understand that this job is way too complex for an amateur like my professor friend. It requires an experienced detective, like you.”


I unfolded a piece of powder blue stationery and stared at a note handwritten in black fountain pen. The message was a warning, brief and to the point: Your house is next on our list!
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Rude Strangers


There’s no return address,” I observed as I turned the envelope around, looking for clues.


Dr. Burnham frowned as I handed the letter back to him. “Nancy, do you see now why I want an actual sleuth to check out my house? My professor friend, while quite well-meaning, would be useless. This message has made me very concerned. Now if Mrs. Elliott would only answer the phone, I’d feel better, but I must confess I barely slept last night after receiving this letter. So when Ned mentioned that his girlfriend, who is a detective, was on her way to London, I simply had to meet with you.”


I checked my watch: 1:30 p.m. The bank was still on my To Do list—and also the bookstore, I just remembered. Traveler’s checks and a London guide-book were just as important to me as clothes. I was going to have to cut this meeting short. Sure, I sympathized with Dr. Burnham, but sympathy wouldn’t help either of us if I missed my plane. Still, I had a couple more questions.
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