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There’s been a snake-napping at the River Heights Zoo, and all clues about the thief seem to point in my good friend Charlie’s direction. But why would Charlie want to steal a snake? I’m not convinced he’s the perpetrator, but with all the circumstantial evidence that keeps popping up, the cops are on the other side of the fence.

Speaking of snakes, George’s younger brother, Scott, has been slithering around a lot lately, all sneaky-like. He’s not acting like himself, but his lips are sealed about what’s wrong. Do these mysteries have anything to do with each other?

Stick around. I’m about to find out!
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Catch my next case:

The Orchid Thief
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Ssssssssss

I crouched down to get a better look at some of the titles on the bottom shelf. At that moment there was another soft thud from the next room, but this time I forced myself not to jump like a silly schoolgirl. Instead I ran my fingers lightly across the spines of the books on the shelf, ignoring the sound.

As my finger stopped on a book about pythons, I heard another, louder thud directly behind me, followed by another noise, also much closer than the next room. The latter was a quieter but much more unsettling sound, sort of like a dry pinecone clattering along the ground. I turned my head—and froze in terror.

Just two or three feet behind me, its head raised to strike, was an enormous rattlesnake!
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Pit of Vipers


1

Car Trouble

Look out, Nancy!”

George Fayne’s terrified shriek made me jump, and I almost steered my car straight into a parked pickup truck I was passing. “What?” I exclaimed, shooting my friend an exasperated glance. “What’s the matter?”

“You almost sideswiped those cars,” Bess Marvin complained, leaning forward from the backseat to glare at me. Bess was George’s cousin and my other best friend. Normally she’s a pretty easygoing type of person, but at the moment she was anything but. “Kind of a close call, wasn’t it?” she added.

For some reason, my friends get nervous whenever they ride with me. I’m not sure why—I really don’t drive any faster than they do, and my cute little hybrid car steers and brakes quite well. They like to claim that I’m too easily distracted. But that’s not really true. I just believe in multitasking—not only can I walk and chew gum at the same time, but I can even drive while I talk or think. What’s the big deal?

“If you guys would just relax and enjoy the ride, maybe I wouldn’t have so many close calls,” I said mildly. To mollify them, though, I slowed down slightly as I approached the next turn.

“Maybe if you didn’t drive like a crazed howler monkey in a NASCAR race, we could relax,” George countered, running a hand through her short-cropped dark hair. “Riding a condemned roller coaster is more relaxing.”

“I told you we shouldn’t have let her drive,” Bess grumbled from the backseat.

I eased to a halt at the stop sign at the corner of Bluff Street. “Whoa,” I said, giving my friends a look. “You didn’t have much choice, remember? George’s parents asked us to pick up Scott, and neither of you has a functioning car at your disposal at the moment. So cool it!”

George and Bess both shifted in their seats, making me think I’d been heard. “Besides,” I added, “we’re almost there, and we’re all still in one piece.” I glanced at the digital clock in the dashboard. “And we’re right on schedule—we’re only about a mile from the pool, so we should get there just in time for Scott’s swim team practice to finish.”

“Great,” George mumbled as I hit the gas again. “The only thing that sounds like more fun than riding in a car with Daredevil Drew at the wheel is adding my moody little brother as a fellow passenger.”

Bess shot her cousin a sympathetic glance. “So Scott’s still acting like a creature from another planet today?”

“Big time.” George blew out a noisy sigh. “This morning at breakfast he just about snapped my head off when I asked him to pass the butter. He’s been like that all week, and it’s getting old fast. I was just about to ask Nancy to solve the mystery of who suddenly switched Scott’s personality with a rabid badger.”

I grinned. Everyone who knows me knows there’s nothing I love more than a good mystery. I’ve been tracking down clues and solving stubborn puzzles for just about as long as I can remember.

“We don’t need Nancy to solve this one,” Bess told George with a chuckle. “I can give you the answer right now. Scott’s twelve, remember? He’s finally on his way to becoming an honest-to-goodness teenager.”

“Don’t laugh too hard, Bess,” George warned with a frown. “Your dear little sister Maggie is twelve too, remember? It’ll be your turn soon—and I’m sure you’ll love the obnoxious comments, the cranky moods, the constant arguing …”

“And don’t forget the if-looks-could-kill glares,” I added, glancing over at them. “Scott shot me one of those yesterday when I complimented the T-shirt he was wearing.”

Bess laughed. “Okay, okay,” she said. “You guys have a point. I guess I shouldn’t—whoa, look out!”

My eyes veered immediately back to the road. There were no other cars in sight for at least a block, and for a split second I wasn’t sure why Bess was gasping and pointing ahead.

Then I saw the giant pothole looming right in front of the car.

“Oops!” I blurted out, spinning the wheel.

Too little, too late. I felt my right front tire hit the jagged edge of the hole and bounce sickeningly up and to one side. The whole car lurched, and there was an unpleasant-sounding crunch and pop from somewhere in the vicinity of the front end.

“Oooh,” George said as I jammed on the brakes. “That didn’t sound good.”

I threw the car into park and climbed out, hurrying around to the front to see the damage. The right tire looked like a squashed donut. Even from several feet away, it was easy to spot the ragged laceration showing where the tire had struck the edge of the pothole and blown out.

Bess and George got out to look too. “Nice going, Mario Andretti,” George said. “So much for being on time to pick up Scott.”

“No big deal.” Bess was already heading for the back of the car. Fortunately for us, she’s just as handy with a tire iron as she is with a mascara wand. “We’ll just pop on the spare. That should hold us long enough to get Scott home.”

I gulped as she popped open the trunk. “Um, Bess?”

“Hey, where’s your spare?”

“That’s what I was about to tell you. I’m, uh … already driving on it.” I gestured to the right rear tire. “I ran over a nail or something last week and Ned and I had to change it, and I didn’t quite get around to taking it in for a new tire yet.”

Bess’s head popped into view around the sloping back end of the car. “Oh, Nancy!” she cried as sorrowfully as if I’d just told her my spare tire was missing because I’d been using it to club orphan puppies over the head.

I reached into my pocket, searching for my cell phone. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll call the garage—I’m sure they can be out here with a new tire in a jiffy.”

George’s expression changed instantly from irritation to amusement. “Yeah. Especially if Charlie Adams is on duty. When he hears it’s Nancy calling, he’ll drop everything. Bad brakes? Transmission trouble? Never mind, it can wait—Nancy Drew needs a tire!”

I rolled my eyes as Bess giggled. Charlie Adams works for a local garage. He’s just a few years older than me and has always been a good friend—he doesn’t even charge me half the time when he comes to tow me out of my latest round of car trouble. Okay, and maybe there’s some circumstantial evidence that he might have the teeniest, tiniest crush on me. However, there’s even better evidence that my friends tend to exaggerate his feelings.

“Very funny,” I said. “You’d better watch what you say, or I’ll tell him to leave you both here by the side of the road. Now, where’s my stupid phone….”

Before I could go back to the car in search of my missing cell, George pulled hers out of her pocket and tossed it to me. “Here,” she said. “Use mine. And hurry.” She glanced at her watch. “Because unless good ol’ Chuck has developed the ability to turn back time, we’re still going to be late.”

“Not that late,” Bess said soothingly. “It doesn’t take long to change a tire, and we can call the pool to let Scott know we’re still coming.”

“No, we can’t,” George fretted. “There’s never anybody in the office there during practices. And with the way Scott’s been acting lately, he’ll probably give up after waiting thirty seconds and decide to hitchhike to Chicago or something.”

I dialed the all-too-familiar number for Carr’s Garage and put George’s phone to my ear as the line started ringing. Soon someone picked up at the other end.

“Carr’s Garage,” a young man’s voice said.

“Charlie? Hi, it’s Nancy.”

“Uh, this isn’t Charlie. It’s Lionel Hart. Can I help you?”

“Oops, sorry about that. I thought you were … um, this is Nancy Drew. I’m hoping you can help me out….”

Soon Lionel Hart had taken down my location. He promised to head out right away with the tow truck and bring my car back to the garage, so the mechanics could check it over while they put on two new tires.

“There,” I said with satisfaction, hanging up the phone and handing it back to George. Realizing that my car was still on, I leaned in through the driver’s side door and punched the button on the dashboard to turn off the engine. “Now all we have to do is wait.”

“But what about Scott?” George said worriedly. “He’ll have no idea where we are. Seriously, if he thinks we forgot him, he’s liable to take offense and report us to the police for neglect or something.”

“Chief McGinnis would just love that,” Bess commented, shooting me an amused look. The River Heights police chief doesn’t have the highest opinion of me, mostly due to all the times I’ve accidentally made him look bad by solving his cases for him. I always do my best to share the credit with him when possible, but I think he probably still wishes I’d move to another city—or at least give up the detective work!

At the moment, though, the only mystery on my mind was the one involving how we were going to get to the River Heights Swim Club within the next ten minutes.

As I glanced around for ideas, my gaze fell on the bus stop sign half a block away. “I’ve got it,” I said. “George, why don’t you hop the next bus over to the pool and pick up Scott. Then you two can take the bus to the garage and meet us. By the time you get there, the car should be ready to go.”

“Take the bus?” George said dubiously, glancing toward the bus stop.

“Sure,” I said. “Look, I think I see one coming now.”

Sure enough, a city bus was lumbering down the street a couple of blocks up. River Heights isn’t big enough to have much in the way of public transportation, but one thing it does have is a fairly convenient and reliable, albeit small, public bus fleet.

“Go ahead.” Bess gave her cousin a gentle push in the direction of the bus stop. “I’ll stay here and keep Nancy out of trouble.” She glanced at the blown tire. “Any more trouble, I mean.”

George stuck her hands in her pockets. “I don’t think I have enough for the fare.”

Bess and I exchanged a glance and a sigh. George spends money as fast as she gets it—mainly because she never met an electronic gadget she didn’t desperately covet. She’s almost always short of cash when, say, it’s time to divvy up the check after lunch at a restaurant or when we reach the ticket counter at the movie theater.

“I’ve got you covered.” I reached into the car’s center well, where I keep a bunch of change for parking meters and such. Grabbing a handful of coins, I shoved it at her. “Now hurry, or you’ll miss it.”

George pocketed the money and sprinted for the bus stop. Bess and I watched until she was safely on board, then wandered over to wait for the tow truck on the bench in front of a small bakery.

“So is Scott really that bad?” I asked her, leaning back and taking in a deep breath of pastry-scented air. “I haven’t seen him that much lately.”

“He’s pretty bad,” Bess said. “But I think the worst thing is that it happened so suddenly. Less than two weeks ago he was this great kid, and now he’s a snarling stranger half the time. It’s weird.” She shrugged. “But I guess that’s how it happens sometimes.”

“I guess.” As an only child, I could only imagine what it would be like to have a sibling change like that. “Maybe it’s just a passing mood.”

“Maybe.” Bess didn’t sound too hopeful. “It’s just a shame he’s so grumpy when he has so much going for him these days. He got fantastic grades in school last year, he has tons of friends, he’s the star of his swim team—thanks to him they qualified for some huge regional meet, which I think is in a couple of days, come to think of it—and he’s got a cushy part-time job walking dogs in the neighborhood.”

“Yeah, but he still has one very serious problem that could bring anybody down,” I said somberly.

“What?”

I grinned. “He’s still stuck being George’s little brother.”

That lightened the mood, and our conversation turned to other topics. Finally we heard the roar of a diesel engine at the end of the block, and we looked up to see the familiar green and white shape of the Carr’s tow truck trundling toward us.

I jumped to my feet and hurried forward as the truck swung in and positioned itself in front of my car. A moment later a clean-cut young man hopped out of the cab.

“Hi, there,” he called, squinting at us in the bright afternoon sunlight. “One of you Nancy Drew?” He smiled hopefully at Bess, who looked as gorgeous as always in her powder blue sundress.

Hiding a grin at his look of open admiration—which, true to form, Bess appeared not to notice—I lifted my hand. “That’s me,” I told him. “I’m Nancy. Are you Lionel?”

“Yep.” He turned his attention to me, then glanced at the car. “Looks like you really did a number on that tire.”

Bess giggled, and I nodded ruefully. “Yeah,” I said. “You don’t think I bent the axle or anything, do you?”

“We’ll take a look back at the shop, just in case,” he assured me. “Now let’s get you hooked up and out of here.”

“Sure,” I said. “Thanks. Hey, I almost forgot to ask—where’s Charlie today? Is it his day off or something?”

Lionel shot me a surprised look. Then he frowned. “You mean Charlie Adams? Uh, I dunno if I’m supposed to say anything to customers,” he mumbled uncertainly. “But since you asked specifically, I guess it’s okay….”

“What?” I was really curious now. “He didn’t quit, did he?”

Lionel shook his head and ran one grease-stained hand through his short blond hair. “Nope,” he said sadly. “Charlie came to work as usual this morning. But Chief McGinnis himself came by the shop ’bout an hour ago and arrested him.”
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