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  Griffin Bing set down his pen. How could he begin to explain why Luthor, Savannah Drysdale’s oversized Doberman, belonged on this list? Luthor had gotten himself disqualified from the Global Kennel Society Dog Show, minutes before he was about to win it all. Therefore, he was a loser. But he’d managed to lose so spectacularly that he was more famous by far than the poodle who’d actually won the top prize.


  Ben Slovak, Griffin’s best friend, stepped into Griffin’s bedroom and asked, “Are you ready?”


  “Almost,” said Griffin. “I’m just finishing up the card.”


  Ben peered over his shoulder. “That’s a birthday card? Calling Luthor a loser?”


  “It’s a compliment,” Griffin insisted. “You just have to read between the lines.”


  “Savannah’s going to feed you to the birthday boy!”


  Griffin was stubborn. “Who has a birthday party for a dog, anyway?”


  But neither friend had to answer that question. Everyone knew Savannah was the greatest animal lover and animal expert the town of Cedarville had ever known. In addition to Luthor, she was the housemate — never say owner — of a capuchin monkey, two cats, four rabbits, seven hamsters, three turtles, a pack rat, a parakeet, and an albino chameleon.


  “Let’s go,” Ben prodded. “Ferret Face has been looking forward to this all day. He can usually manage to snag a few bites of Luthor’s dog food.”


  At the mention of his name, the little ferret poked his needle-like snout out of Ben’s collar and looked around with black, beady eyes. He didn’t live inside Ben’s clothes; that was his workplace. Ben suffered from a condition called narcolepsy — he could fall asleep without warning at any time of the day or night. It was the ferret’s job to administer a wake-up nip whenever he felt his master nodding off.


  “Oh, all right,” Griffin relented. On the card, he wrote:


  [image: page 5]


  By the time they got to the Drysdales’, the party was in full swing. A picnic blanket had been spread in the living room, and Luthor sat at the head, all one hundred and fifty pounds of him, big black nose buried in a Bundt cake made of meat loaf. The human guests were giving him a fairly wide berth. Savannah’s friends all remembered the guard dog that Luthor used to be. And although he was much calmer now, he always seemed ever-so-slightly unstable, as if a vicious beast might be lurking just below the surface.


  The monkey Cleopatra, Luthor’s closest friend, circulated among the partygoers with a tray of mini pizza bagels.


  Griffin popped one into his mouth. “Thanks, Cleo,” he said absently, like he was speaking to a waiter. In the Drysdale house, you almost never noticed the difference between people and animals. That’s just the way it was.


  Antonia Benson, who usually went by her rock-climbing nickname, Pitch, sidled up to him. “You missed ­Pin the Tail on the Dogcatcher. This party is the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen not on TV.”


  “Don’t tell that to Savannah,” Ben whispered nervously.


  “It’s going to get a lot better,” Logan Kellerman assured them confidently. “As my present to Luthor, I’m going to perform the final scene in Old Yeller.”


  “You’re kidding, right?” exclaimed Griffin. “You’re going to be the kid who has to shoot his dog?”


  “No,” said Logan. “I’m going to be the dog.”


  “Kill me now,” requested Pitch, “before I have to witness this.”


  Melissa Dukakis agitated her head, causing her curtain of hair to part and reveal her shy eyes. “How does Savannah even know when Luthor’s real birthday is? She didn’t get him as a puppy.”


  Savannah looked up from returning one of her rabbits to its cage. “It really is today. The tattoo inside his ear gave me the name of the breeder. It turns out Luthor was born in Germany. He was sold off because he was the runt of the litter, and that’s how he came to America.”


  All the friends looked over at the former runt, whose mouth was open wide enough to accommodate a human head as he polished off the last of his meat loaf ring. Peering on from Ben’s collar, Ferret Face heaved a sigh of disappointment.


  “Anyway,” Savannah continued, “there must have been a mix-up, because he was trained to be a guard dog.” For a moment, her eyes filled with tears. “It’s tragic. But it’s all part of the sweet, wonderful, sensitive creature you see before you today.”


  An awkward silence followed, as everybody remembered being chased, cornered, barked at, and even snapped at by this sweet, wonderful, sensitive creature.


  There was a cake for the people, too, with six candles — one for each of Luthor’s five years, and one to grow on.


  “Like he needs to grow!” Ben whispered.


  They were in the middle of singing “Happy Birthday” when Luthor suddenly leaped up, overturning the cake plate and the table it stood on. The growl that came from his throat rattled the windows. The short hairs at the scruff of his neck stood straight up.


  Ben crouched behind a chair. Inside his shirt, Ferret Face tried to burrow under one arm.


  “Sweetie, what’s the matter?” Savannah asked, alarmed.


  The doorbell rang. The growl turned into a sharp bark.


  Savannah threw open the door. There on the front step stood a short, stocky man in his thirties with curly hair exploding out from around an L.A. Dodgers baseball cap. He was smiling broadly, but his eyes, which appeared double-size behind Coke-bottle glasses, were not smiling at all.


  “Savannah Drysdale! Lovely to see you again! Did you miss me?”


  The shocked silence was punctuated only by Luthor’s angry roaring. Cleopatra set down her tray and rushed to comfort her best friend.


  Everyone knew the newcomer all too well. He was the last person anyone had expected to see — or wanted to.


  S. Wendell Palomino, better known to Griffin and his friends as Swindle.


  The name brought back horrible memories. Swindle had once owned the collectibles shop where Luthor had been a guard dog. The storekeeper had cheated Griffin out of a Babe Ruth baseball card worth nearly a million dollars. In the end, Swindle had left town in disgrace, deserting Luthor at the dog pound. Savannah had adopted him instantly. It had all worked out okay.


  Or so everyone had thought.


  “What’s he doing here?” Pitch demanded, voicing the question on all their minds.


  Swindle beamed. “Simple, little lady. I’m not here to trouble any of you young people. I just came to pick up my dog.”


  The collective gasp nearly sucked all the air out of the house.


  Savannah found her voice at last. “Your dog? You abandoned him!”


  Palomino’s smile didn’t waver. “We got separated a while back,” he admitted. “I appreciate your looking out for him while I was tracking him down again.”


  “I don’t look out for Luthor!” Savannah almost blew a gasket. “He’s a part of me, and I’m a part of him, and we love each other with all our souls! Someone like you wouldn’t know anything about that! I’m amazed you bothered to drop him at the pound instead of leaving him to starve! If it hadn’t been for me —”


  Swindle’s smile turned suddenly ugly. “If it hadn’t been for you kids, I would still have my business and my home and my good reputation in this community! All I have left is my beloved pet.”


  Griffin could always smell a rat, and the rat smell coming off of Swindle had nothing to do with Savannah’s menagerie of pets. “Wait a minute!” he said. “You don’t care about Luthor! You’ve been reading about how he almost won the big dog show! You just want him because you think he’ll make you some money! That’s low, even for you!”


  Palomino’s huge eyes narrowed. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten you, sonny boy. Your little plan ruined my life! Lucky for you, I’ve got no hard feelings. I’ll take my dog and be on my way.”


  Griffin stepped in front of the Doberman, his arms folded in front of him. “If you want Luthor, you’re going to have to go through me.”


  “And me,” Ben added immediately, joining his friend. Ferret Face appeared out of his collar, looking defiant.


  One by one, the others formed a phalanx between the Doberman and his former owner.


  Luthor let out an angry bark, as if letting them all know that he was quite capable of protecting himself.


  Swindle reversed a step. “Funny thing. The dog pound can’t find any paperwork from when I supposedly left Luthor there.” He turned to address Savannah. “Which means you never legally adopted him, since he wasn’t free to be legally adopted. At least, that’s what my lawyer says.”


  That was all Savannah needed to hear. “Mom! Dad!”


  Her parents were out of earshot in the backyard, laying down a portable doggie dance floor. Pitch ran to get them, but Swindle held his ground on the doorstep.


  “The law’s on my side,” he said with sinister glee. “I will get my dog back. And when I do, I’ll make sure you never, ever see him again.”


  With that, S. Wendell Palomino spun on his heel and left. By the time Mr. and Mrs. Drysdale came running in with Pitch, he was gone.


  The party was over.
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  The Inn at Cedarville occupied a beautiful stone structure that had originally been built before the Civil War.


  “He has to be a guest here,” Griffin explained to Ben as they entered the lobby. “It’s the only hotel in town.”


  “Right,” Ben agreed nervously. “He can’t be staying with friends. Who’d be friends with a creep like Swindle?”


  Griffin picked up a house phone. “Swindle’s — I mean, S. Wendell Palomino’s room, please,” he told the operator.


  When the woman put the call through, Griffin flashed his friend a triumphant grin. But after several rings brought no reply, he hung up, deflated. “He’s not there.”


  Ben’s sigh was one part disappointment and ninety-nine parts relief. “Let’s get out of here. My mother told me not to go anywhere near Swindle now that he’s back in town.”


  Griffin’s sharp eyes scanned the lobby, lighting on a pudgy figure alone at a table in the restaurant. “There he is. He’s having breakfast.”


  The boys entered the small coffee shop and approached their enemy. “Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Palomino,” Griffin said.


  Swindle fixed them with a phony smile. “Well, what have we here? A delegation from the Breaking and Entering Club. I thought you might show up.”


  “We just wanted to say we’re sorry we caused you so much trouble last time,” Griffin lied. In reality, he wasn’t sorry at all. On the contrary, he had never been quite so thrilled with the way one of his plans had worked out. “We didn’t mean to close down your store and get you run out of town.”


  Palomino leaned back from his breakfast. “Well, sonny boy, sorry doesn’t butter the biscuit. So you can tell your friend Savannah that I’m still taking back my dog, no matter how sorry everybody is.”


  Griffin hung his head. “We’re okay with that. Even Savannah understands. We won the last round, and you won this one.”


  “We’ve got no hard feelings,” Ben added, holding Ferret Face inside his shirt to prevent him from making a dive for Swindle’s side order of sausage.


  Palomino beamed all over his nasty face. “Really? No kidding.”


  Griffin nodded. “But just between us, you did give up that dog, didn’t you? It’s just bad luck that the Cedarville pound lost the proof.”


  Swindle yawned elaborately, stretching his arms over his head. Then, in a lightning move, he reached across the table and ripped open the front of Griffin’s shirt, sending buttons flying. There, taped to the chest of The Man With The Plan, was a small recorder, operating light flashing.


  “What am I supposed to say, that I lied about not giving up the dog? Fine — I’m wrong; you’re right. And good luck playing this for anybody.” He ripped the small machine off Griffin’s skin, and plopped it into his orange juice. “Oops.”


  Griffin stared in dismay. He’d only bought the recorder yesterday for this particular mission. “Aw, come on, Mr. Palomino! Can’t we let bygones be bygones?”


  “They’re not bygones to me!” Swindle snapped. “You kids wrecked my life and there’s payback for that! I’m taking the dog. He’s worth a fortune on the show circuit, and with the breeders after that. And when he’s no good for that anymore, I’ll sell him to the highest bidder, and I don’t care if he ends up guarding a junkyard in Death Valley, where the rattlesnakes will show him who’s boss.”


  Ben was so horrified that he let go of Ferret Face, who devoured half a sausage patty before he could be recaptured. “You can’t mean that!”


  “I’m not finished,” Palomino said with diabolical satisfaction. “Once I’ve squeezed every cent I can get out of that mangy mutt, I’m coming back to Cedarville, where I’m going to make a career out of you.”


  “Us?” the boys chorused.


  “I intend to devote my time and considerable fortune to making your lives miserable.”


  Griffin reddened. “You can’t get away with harassing people who haven’t done anything wrong.”


  Swindle fished the dripping recorder out of his juice. “Neither of you lunkheads has the brains to rig something like this, so I’m guessing this is the work of your electronically gifted friend Melissa. Well, the next time she hacks into some secure website where she’s not supposed to be, I’ll be there to tell the police exactly who to talk to. When there are footprints on someone’s roof, I’ll point out the Benson girl. Hacker, climber, actor, animal trainer. And you and your little flunky — one step out of line and you’re done. I’ll have you all up on charges, and I won’t back down until I’ve blackened your lives the way you blackened mine. Thinking of going to college, getting a decent job? Not with your records. You’ll rue the day you ever heard the name S. Wendell Palomino. Now get out. You’ve already ruined my orange juice!”


  Griffin and Ben were too shocked to reply. It had been Griffin’s idea to try to trick a recorded confession out of Swindle, but the ploy had more than backfired. Neither could have imagined the terrible anger of this man, who technically had nothing to be angry about. He was the thief who had cheated them. They had merely taken back what was rightfully theirs.


  At that moment, Palomino’s intentions became clear in all their elaborate malice. No planner could fail to recognize someone else’s plan. Luthor was only the beginning. This went far beyond money or a show dog.


  It was Swindle’s revenge.
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  EXCERPT FROM COURT TRANSCRIPT 5037221,
 STATE OF NEW YORK, COUNTY OF NASSAU


  THE HONORABLE JUDGE FRANKLIN BITTNER PRESIDING . . .


  . . . Since there is no evidence that Mr. Palomino ever relinquished ownership of the dog, Luthor, it is the decision of this court that Ms. Drysdale’s adoption was never legal and binding. Therefore, the court finds in favor of the plaintiff, S. Wendell Palomino, and further orders Ms. Drysdale to turn Luthor over to his rightful owner on or before August 9, 12 p.m., Eastern Daylight Saving Time . . .


  Griffin and Ben had expected floods of tears from poor Savannah when the court’s decision came down. But her cold fury was infinitely more terrible to behold. She paced around Griffin’s room like a caged tiger, her normally fair features red and approaching magenta.


  “What kind of stupid judge makes a decision like that without even asking Luthor what he prefers? How can he give that sweet, innocent, sensitive animal to Swindle, of all people? Anyone who bothers to look can see that Luthor hates him!”


  “Maybe that’s the answer right there,” Ben put in. “We don’t have to do anything to stop Swindle. Luthor’s all the firepower we need. The first minute Swindle turns his back, Luthor’ll have his lungs out and be hanging them off the chandelier!”


  “That’s even worse!” Savannah exclaimed in horror. “Do you know what happens to a dog who attacks a human? He gets put down because he’s vicious! Luthor’s not vicious; he wouldn’t hurt a fly!”


  “Face it, Savannah,” said Ben quietly. “He would hurt a fly. I mean, I like him, too. But he would hurt a whole swarm of flies.”


  Griffin was finding Savannah’s anger contagious. “Swindle!” he spat. “I never thought that guy would have the nerve to show his face in Cedarville again! You think he cares whether Luthor likes him or not? Forget it! To him, a famous dog is no different than a Babe Ruth card — money in the bank!”


  “Can’t your parents appeal the judge’s decision?” Ben asked Savannah. “On TV, that kind of case stretches on for years.”


  “We thought of that, too,” she replied miserably. “Our lawyer says we’d still have to give up Luthor while the appeal is pending. I can’t hand him over to that awful man, not even for five minutes!”


  Griffin shook his head. “That’s no good. By the time the appeal goes through, Swindle will already be rich off Luthor, and heading back east to use his money to ruin our lives.”


  Savannah was disgusted. “Luthor’s in danger, but let’s never forget that this is really all about you.”


  “It’s about every single one of us!” Ben insisted. “He’s out to get you, too. He said so! I heard it with my own ears.”


  “I don’t care about myself; I care about Luthor! We need a plan!”


  “Swindle has a court order,” Griffin tried to explain. “If you don’t obey it, you’re breaking the law.”


  She was adamant. “We’ve broken the law before when we knew we were doing the right thing. This is the right thing. Nothing’s ever been this right!”


  “It’s more like we bent the law,” Griffin amended. “But you can’t bend giving Swindle the dog. You either do it or you don’t.”


  “Maybe it won’t be so bad,” Ben offered unhappily. “We’re all going off to camp next week, so you won’t be here for the actual — you know — thing. And by the time you get back, it’ll all be done.”


  Her glance scorched Ben and caused Ferret Face to take cover inside his shirt. “You’re out of your mind if you think I could go to camp with this hanging over Luthor’s head! I’d sooner take him and run away from home!”


  A thoughtful expression spread across Griffin’s face. Savannah was too emotionally upset to notice it, but Ben knew exactly what it signified. It was a plan being born.


  “Maybe,” Griffin said in an odd voice, “you can do both.”


  Savannah looked impatient. “What are you talking about? Do both what?”


  “Go to camp and keep Luthor out of Swindle’s clutches.”


  Ben was beginning to clue in. “Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking? No way would that ever work!”


  “Any plan can work,” Griffin lectured, “if you take the time to plot out the details and prepare for every possibility.”


  “Would you guys mind telling me what you’re talking about?” Savannah interrupted in agitation.


  The Man With The Plan smiled. “Welcome to Operation Hideout.”


  * * *


  Mrs. Drysdale stuffed a pair of flip-flops into the zipper pocket of Savannah’s duffel. “Okay — that’s five shorts, three bathing suits, and fourteen T-shirts. I’ve sewn your name into everything until my fingers are nothing but stumps!”


  “Thanks, Mom.” Savannah placed a hoodie on top of the pile. “It might get cooler at night.”


  Mrs. Drysdale smiled. “I can’t tell you how proud I am about the way you’re handling all this. I know how much Luthor means to you.”


  Savannah offered a melancholy shrug. “Maybe we’ll win the appeal,” she said without much conviction. “I just wish Luthor didn’t have to go with that awful jerk until it gets decided.”


  Her mother sighed. “Well, I’m just glad you’re not going to let it ruin camp for you. Dad and I were afraid you’d refuse to go.”


  “What would I do here, besides sit around and be miserable? All my friends will be at some camp or other. Besides, it isn’t going to help poor Luthor if I drive myself crazy worrying about how Swindle’s treating him.”


  “Very sensible attitude,” Mrs. Drysdale approved. “By the way, where is Luthor? I haven’t seen him all morning.”


  “Oh, you know — around.”


  Her mother paused, frowning. “A hundred-and-fifty-pound Doberman is not something you overlook. Aside from all that barking, he’s a physical presence, knocking things over, and bumping into furniture.”


  They searched the house. Luthor was nowhere to be found.


  “Oh, no!” Savannah cried. “Swindle’s kidnapped him!”


  “Why would he do that?” Mrs. Drysdale demanded. “He has a court order on his side. He’ll get the dog in a few days anyway.”


  “Then Luthor must have run away,” Savannah decided. “Who can blame him? Would you want to go live with a mean, sleazy con man instead of the people who love you?”


  Her mother regarded her intently. “Luthor’s bright, but no dog could understand how court orders and appeals work.”


  “Luthor may not understand the legal system,” said Savannah stubbornly, “but he’s a beautiful, sensitive creature with amazing intuition. He feels how upset we are, and he can read the nasty, self-satisfied smirk on Swindle. He knows he’s in trouble, and that money-grubbing animal abuser is at the heart of it. That must be why he ran away.”


  Her mother stared at her long and hard. “Well, in that case, we’d better find him. If the ninth comes along and we don’t have a dog to turn over, the judge is going to want to know why.”


  “It isn’t our fault Luthor ran away,” Savannah reasoned weakly.


  “Let’s hope not.” Her mother peered at her suspiciously. “By the way, when was the last time you talked to Griffin Bing?”
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  Luthor peered into the basement through the open casement window. It didn’t look like a place where he wanted to go. He wheeled his big head around and growled at Griffin and Ben.


  “I don’t like the sound of that,” said Ben nervously. “Now that he’s out of the dog show, he’s turning back into the old Luthor, and that’s bad news.”


  “We need you inside,” Griffin explained to the Doberman. “It’s only temporary. You’re going somewhere different after that.”


  Luthor didn’t budge.


  Griffin was becoming annoyed. “You always seem to understand when Savannah’s doing the talking.”


  “You’re not a trained dog whisperer,” his best friend noted.


  Logan, Pitch, and Melissa appeared below them in the basement.


  “All I could find was a piece of salami,” Logan told them, holding the snack up. “Will that work?”


  With a bark that was more like a roar, Luthor went for the meat, falling through the window into the darkened basement. Griffin and Ben quickly climbed in after him, lowering themselves to the floor.


  “Why does it have to be my basement?” Logan complained. “It’s not my dog.”


  “We’ll all be on the firing line if Swindle gets his way,” Griffin reminded him.


  Logan was not sold. “It’s your plan, Griffin. Why can’t we use your place?”


  Griffin shook his head. “No good. If the Drysdales get suspicious, my house will be the first place they look. Besides, you’ve had so much water damage that your mom refuses to come down here because the place is full of spiders. It’s safe.”


  “What if one of the ‘spiders’ starts to bark?” Logan persisted.


  Griffin put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Look at it as an acting job. You’re playing a character who doesn’t have a Doberman in his basement.”


  “Got it.” The idea intrigued Logan, and he tested out a few possible lines of dialogue:


  “Pardon me, Mom? No, I didn’t hear anything. . . . Barking? That was distant thunder. Or maybe one of those new European motor scooters. Their engines are very doglike . . . To bay or not to bay? That is the question —”


  “Don’t get fancy,” Pitch advised. “If you try to be Shakespeare, you’ll mess it up for sure.”


  “It’s only for a couple of days,” Griffin added. “Once we head into the woods for camp, Luthor disappears. This is a temporary safe house until we smuggle him onto the bus.”


  That was the backbone of Operation Hideout. It was designed to keep Luthor out of Swindle’s greedy clutches while the Drysdales pursued their court appeal.


  Melissa’s beady eyes gazed out from behind her curtain of hair. “How is Savannah going to hide him for an entire month of camp? He’s kind of tough to miss.”


  “It’s not going to be easy,” Griffin admitted. “But I’m going to Ebony Lake, too. I’ll be right across the compound in the boys’ cabins. When I get a look at the camp, I’ll have to do some planning on the fly.”


  As Griffin and Ben walked home from the Kellerman house, Ben announced, “You know, Griffin, I was kind of bummed when I found out that I couldn’t go to the same camp as you because Ebony Lake won’t take Ferret Face. But I have to admit I’m not sorry to miss out on four weeks of Operation Hideout. Luthor’s a suburban dog. Who knows what he’s going to be like when you get him in the middle of nowhere. He could join a wolf pack or something.”


  “Don’t be so dramatic,” Griffin scoffed. “You’re forgetting Savannah’s going to be there. She can handle him.”


  Ben nodded. “Except when she’s swimming. Or hiking. Or asleep. A time bomb doesn’t always go off when it’s convenient, you know. It goes off when it goes off.”


  Griffin was disgusted. “How many plans have we done together? And how many times has something gone wrong?”


  “About fifty,” Ben said feelingly. “And something goes wrong every single time. Usually more than once.”


  “But in the end it always works out okay,” Griffin added.


  Ben’s mother was on the front porch of the Slovak house. She waved urgently as the boys approached. “Benjamin, Savannah’s parents were just here. They tell me Luthor’s gone missing. Do you and Griffin know anything about that?”


  Ben froze, but Griffin was ready with a reply. “No, Mrs. Slovak, we don’t know anything about Luthor being missing.”


  “That’s a relief.” She sighed, and went back inside.


  Ben wheeled on his friend. “Way to go, Griffin. Now when this blows up in our faces, we’re going to be in twice as much trouble for lying!”


  “We didn’t lie,” Griffin said reasonably. “Luthor isn’t missing. We know exactly where he is. Relax, Ben. Personally, I’m not worried about this plan at all.”


  Ben bit his tongue and said nothing. When Griffin wasn’t worried, it was usually time to start worrying.
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  The front hall was clogged with the biggest piece of luggage anyone had ever seen. It looked like a regular hockey equipment bag, only longer, and on wheels. The tag read: Griffin Bing, Camp Ebony Lake.


  When Mr. Drysdale pulled up into the Bings’ driveway to pick up Griffin and deliver him to the camp bus, all he could do was stare.


  “What have you got in there? Camp lasts four weeks, not four years!”


  Griffin grinned. “Oh, you know — just some of my stuff.”


  “I packed a lot of things, too,” Savannah put in nervously, trying to distract attention from her friend’s enormous duffel.


  It didn’t work. “You’re supposed to be leaving home, not taking it with you!” her father exclaimed in amazement.


  It took both fathers and both campers to wrestle it into the back of the SUV.


  Mr. Bing arched his back, groaning. “A few of the necessities of life, huh, Griffin?”


  Griffin laughed uncomfortably, hugged his parents good-bye, and got into the SUV. It was only a two-minute ride, but Mr. Drysdale could not keep his eyes off the rearview mirror and the giant duffel that obscured the back window.


  Finally, he stomped too hard on the brakes, and pulled over to the side. “Sorry, Griffin, but I’m going to have to see what’s in that bag.”


  Savannah nearly jumped out of her skin. “There’s no time, Dad! We’ll miss our bus!”


  “It’ll only take a second,” he assured her. “I’m just going to check inside.”


  Griffin shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”


  The look Savannah shot him was nothing short of a horror mask.


  Mr. Drysdale popped the rear access and unzipped the giant bag.


  Savannah closed her eyes and waited for the world to end.


  “Books?” her father questioned.


  “Oh, Dad. You can’t just let —” She stopped herself just in time. “Books?”


  The inside of the duffel was stuffed with enough paperbacks to start a lending library.


  “I never pegged you as such a reader,” Mr. Drysdale told Griffin. “You’ve got more books than clothes in here.” He shook his head. “I could have sworn — never mind. Sorry I brought it up.”


  “That’s okay,” said Griffin graciously.


  The bus to Camp Ebony Lake was parked on Seventh Street, beside a grove of tall trees. Mr. Drysdale loaded Savannah’s bag in the luggage bay, then, with great difficulty, shoved Griffin’s in beside it.


  “Okay, you guys, have a great time. Uh — happy reading, Griffin. Try to get out some.” He kissed his daughter, shook hands with her friend, and drove off.


  As soon as he was gone, Savannah wheeled on Griffin. “What’s going on?” she hissed. “Where’s Luthor?”


  Griffin was already hauling the enormous duffel out of the bus. “I had a panic attack last night that someone would unzip the bag, and there he’d be.” He dragged the luggage on its wheels into the stand of maples, opened it, and began tossing books in all directions. Then he let out a high-pitched whistle.


  Luthor was on them in an instant, hauling Logan and Ben at the end of his leash. The big Doberman jumped all over Savannah, deliriously happy to see her after his imprisonment in Logan’s basement. Savannah was nearly as wild, planting kisses all over his huge head and snout, murmuring, “It’s okay, sweetie. Everything’s going to be fine.”


  “He wrecked our basement, you know,” Logan said bitterly. “And my folks think I did it. You should see how it feels when your own parents believe you chewed up a beanbag chair! After camp, I have to go into therapy.”


  “Let’s hurry up and get Luthor in the bag,” Ben urged, Ferret Face peering out of his sleeve. “If you miss the bus, all this is for nothing.”


  It took Savannah’s renowned skill as a dog whisperer to coax Luthor into the giant duffel. But he went, and lay down obediently, and even shut his eyes when she told him it was time to sleep. He objected a little when Griffin closed the zipper over his head, but Savannah’s constant soothing voice managed to calm him.


  “Well, have a good time — I guess,” Ben said dubiously. “I’ll text when I get to my camp.”


  The friends said good-bye, and Griffin and Savannah dragged the duffel, now even heavier than before, toward their bus.


  “Whoa! No way!” the driver exclaimed. “You’re not taking that on board. Load it into the baggage compartment.”


  “I can’t,” Griffin explained. “It has my computer in it. I promised my mom I wouldn’t let it out of my sight.”


  “Fine. Take the computer out and stow that bag. We’ve got to get rolling. I swear — you kids bring more stuff every year! What have you got in there — a pool table?”


  In resignation, Griffin and Savannah dragged their precious cargo around the side of the bus. Savannah opened the zipper a few inches, and leaned close.


  “You’re not going to like it, sweetie, but you have to be patient and stay calm.” From her backpack she produced a handful of dog biscuits and a plastic baby bottle filled with water. “Be a good boy, okay?” She kissed his nose and zipped him in again, leaving enough room for some air to get in.


  They re-boarded and settled in for the three-hour ride. The driver shut the door and put the engine in gear. The bus was actually beginning to pull out into traffic when there was a pounding on the door, and a foghorn voice called, “Wait! There’s one more!”


  The driver opened up and a large, stocky boy panted aboard, dragging a brass-bound trunk.


  “Thanks, mister!” His piggy eyes met Griffin’s horrified ones. “Hey, Bing! You’re going to this camp, too?”


  Darren Vader was the last person you wanted around when there was a plan in progress. He was a cheater and a snitch, and nothing gave him greater pleasure than to get Griffin into trouble.


  “Listen, Darren,” Griffin said reasonably. “Camp is supposed to be fun, so let’s make a deal: I don’t know you, and you don’t know me, and we stay out of each other’s way.”


  The big boy flopped down in the seat in front of Griffin. “Not gonna happen,” he chortled with cruel satisfaction.


  The howling began five minutes over the Whitestone Bridge.


  “Man, does this bus ever need a tune-up!” complained the driver.
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  Camp Ebony Lake was a breathtaking spot in the deep woods of New York’s Catskill Mountains, a circle of log cabins and small buildings surrounded by playing fields reclaimed from the dense forest. The lake itself was a vast black mirror, usually dead calm. According to the scientists at the research installation on the opposite shore, it was deeper in some places than Scotland’s famous Loch Ness.


  The tires crunched the gravel of the roadway as the bus pulled up to the main building. “Last stop, you guys,” the driver announced. “Just give me a minute to pop open the cargo bay, and you can get your gear.” He jumped to the ground, walked around the side of the bus, released the catch, and rolled up the panel to the baggage compartment.


  He never saw it coming. With a terrifying roar, a large animal exploded out of the hold, flattening him to the turf. Dazed, he was aware of a huge black-and-brown body passing over him. Then the beast was gone, disappearing into the woods. There was the crackle of breaking branches as the monster fled, followed by silence. Whatever had been there was gone.


  Alarmed, the campers poured off the bus, coming to the aid of their fallen driver.


  “What happened?” asked one girl.


  The driver sat up, catching his breath. “I — I opened the door, and a bear attacked me and ran into the forest!”


  Griffin and Savannah exchanged an agonized look. Griffin’s eyes traveled into the compartment. His huge bag looked suspiciously flat, with a great ragged hole chewed into the side. He put out a hand to stop Savannah from running off into the woods.


  “Later!” he hissed.


  “But —”


  “Later!”


  “We closed that hatch in Long Island,” Darren Vader reasoned. “It couldn’t have been a bear. Maybe a raccoon.”


  “I know what a raccoon looks like, kid,” the driver retorted. “This was bigger.”


  “What about a cougar?” suggested someone else.


  “Or a deer.”


  “Or a giant squirrel.”


  “There’s no such thing!”


  Eventually, Cyrus, the head counselor, took charge of the situation. “Guys, I’ve been here for twelve years, and there are no bears, no cougars, and no giant squirrels. Frogs, birds, and mosquitoes are more our speed. And whatever it was, it’s gone now. So get your bunk assignments off the list and stow your gear.”


  Savannah sidled up to Griffin. “We have to find Luthor before he gets lost!”


  “If we go now, we’ll get caught,” Griffin reasoned. “Even if nobody sees us, our counselors will know that we never showed up in our cabins. The last thing we need is to attract attention, especially with Vader in camp. Later, when everybody’s asleep, we’ll go after Luthor. He’ll come running when he hears your voice.”


  “How can you be sure of that? A domestic animal won’t do well in the wild!”


  Griffin was exasperated. “Do you honestly think there’s anything out there scarier than Luthor? You may be the animal expert, but I’m the planner. You’ve got to trust me. If we let on that Luthor’s up here, we might as well just hand him to Swindle on a silver platter.”


  It was that final argument that won her over. Somehow she would have to get through this day for Luthor’s sake.


  * * *


  Griffin was in Cabin 14 with Darren Vader. In fact, they were bunkmates, with Griffin on the bottom.


  “Hey, Bing, I hope you’re a sound sleeper, because I snore.”


  Griffin had discovered long ago that there was no way to deal with Darren. If you fought back, it only encouraged him. And if you ignored him, he just pumped up the volume. Resignedly, he began to unpack, finding in dismay that Luthor had chewed through his clothes in order to get to the side of the bag. Shorts, T-shirts, and bathing suits were all cut to ribbons and damp with drool. He had packed enough for a month, but now he had clothes to last for three days at the most.


  Marty, the Cabin 14 counselor, sat down beside Griffin as he was holding up a pair of underwear that looked like it had been through an atomic blast. Quickly, Griffin tried to hide the evidence.


  But Marty smiled. “Don’t be embarrassed. I understand that money’s tight for families these days.”


  Griffin stared at him. He thinks I packed clothes like shredded cobwebs because this is the best I’ve got? The tricky part was that the guy could never be told the truth without revealing the whole story of Luthor in the luggage.


  “There’s a fund for campers in your situation,” Marty told him. “We’ll get you some better stuff. Don’t worry.”


  “Thanks,” he said, and almost strangled on the word.


  * * *


  The day dragged. Griffin had been looking forward to camp. But every swing of a bat and kick of a ball, every swimming stroke or bite of food in the mess hall seemed like a colossal waste of important time. For him, there was no agony quite like a plan unfinished, with details left up in the air. Every time he caught sight of Savannah with the girls’ group, he could tell she was thinking the exact same thing. And, like his, her eyes were following the sun in its path across the sky, waiting for the moment when they could spring into action and go after Luthor.


  After dinner, there was a huge bonfire on the beach. And as they roasted marshmallows and sang songs, the counselors began to tell ghost stories, which were supposed to be scary, but really weren’t.


  “Boring!” called a voice that Griffin recognized as Darren’s.


  “Tell the real story!” piped up someone else. And a few of the older kids took up the cry.


  “No way,” said Cyrus seriously. “These new campers aren’t ready for — that kind of information.”


  Well, that did it. A howl went up, demanding the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.


  “All right,” Cyrus said finally. “But don’t come crying to me if you have nightmares about — the mechanical monster of Ebony Lake.”


  A shiver ran through the throng, but they hung in there, waiting for the story.


  “You’ve all heard of the Loch Ness Monster. Well, Ebony Lake had a monster of its own — some sort of giant prehistoric fish that never evolved into a modern species because it lived in the inky depths of our lake, unchanged since the time of the dinosaurs.”


  The head counselor went on to explain that, forty years ago, a famous scientist by the name of Randolph Zim became a hermit and built himself a cabin on the lake, perhaps three quarters of a mile from the spot where they now sat. Zim was crazy, but he was also a renowned genius who used his skills to communicate with the monster.


  “A terrible winter came along,” Cyrus continued, “and the cabin was snowed in for months. The food ran out, and Zim knew that he would soon starve. There was only one source of food — the monster. So Zim took a sharp knife and cut off a fin, just enough to keep himself alive. But he felt sorry for his friend’s pain, so he created a mechanical fin to replace the one he had eaten. As the winter went on and the deep freeze continued, Zim was forced to eat more and more of his only friend — until nothing remained except a great machine, a gleaming animatronic replica of the original monster. Now completely out of food, Zim starved to death. His frozen corpse was found in the cabin that spring.


  “But the machine lives on. No one knows what it’s thinking, or even if it thinks at all. Does it seek revenge for what a human did to it? Because it’s now a machine, can it ever die? Are people in danger from it? We can’t say. But every now and then, one of our campers sees it breaking the surface — the mechanical monster of Ebony Lake.”


  The silence that greeted the end of this grisly tale was nearly total. Haunted eyes panned the black water, as if expecting the monster to menace the camp at any moment.


  “Well,” said Cyrus, “you wanted to know.”


  Out of this entire story, The Man With The Plan had taken only a single detail: There was an old cabin three-quarters of a mile down the shore.


  What an excellent place to hide a dog on the lam.
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  Savannah lay in her upper bunk, her eyes closed, trying to keep track of the steady breathing around her. Only when all seven cabinmates were comfortably asleep would she be able to sneak out and meet Griffin.


  Hurry up! she exhorted the lone holdout, probably that skinny girl from Boston. Count sheep! No doubt the poor kid was still shaking from that hideous story they’d all just heard. Under the covers, she clutched her flashlight a little tighter. She probably would have been scared herself if there weren’t something ten thousand times more important going on.


  Oh, please, let Luthor be okay. Griffin may have been The Man With The Plan, but he didn’t know much about animals. What if that sweet puppy had gotten it into his beautiful mind to try to navigate his way back to Cedarville? They’d never find him then. And even if he made it, he’d be delivering himself right into the clutches of S. Wendell Palomino!


  At last, the deep, even breathing from seven girls told her that the coast was clear. She kicked into her sneakers and stole out of the cabin. Her feet barely touching the ground, she scampered through the shadows to the meeting place — a small stand of bushes near the flagpole.


  “Griffin!” she hissed.


  No reply.


  Oh, no! What if he fell asleep by mistake? Would she have the courage to wander around these woods alone? Of course she would! For Luthor, she would walk through fire!


  But her planned heroics were not necessary. In another few seconds, Griffin was crouched there beside her.


  “Sorry I’m late,” he whispered. “Vader put a frog in my bed, and there was a big stink about it. It took forever to get people to sleep.”


  “Let’s go,” she urged. “I’m freaking out!”


  The woods were so dense and so dark that their flashlight beams lit only a few feet in front of them. They didn’t dare shout for fear of being heard back at camp. So they called softly:


  “Luthor —”


  “I’m here, sweetie . . . where are you?”


  They walked into the woods as deep as they dared. There was no sign of the Doberman.


  Griffin was becoming confused. “I thought dogs could smell their owners from miles away. You didn’t take a shower, did you?”


  “Luthor’s not used to the wild,” Savannah explained, her heart sinking. “There must be hundreds of unfamiliar scents out here distracting him. But maybe . . . Griffin, have you got your phone? Call my cell, right now!”


  “Why? I’m standing right next to you.”


  “Just do it!”


  Griffin hit her number on his speed dial.


  Savannah set her volume up to maximum. Her ring tone seemed to reverberate all through the woods around them — Elvis Presley’s “Hound Dog.” It played for about fifteen seconds before going to voicemail. “Call again!”


  Griffin did. “Hound Dog” rang through the forest. After eight tries, Savannah put down her phone, and the regular nighttime sounds of the woods returned.


  Griffin sighed. “It was a good try, Savannah —”


  And then a new noise joined the chirping of crickets and the calls of night birds, distant at first, but growing louder and closer by the second. Something was out there, and it was really moving! The faint snapping of twigs became a crashing through underbrush.


  Savannah could not remain silent. “Luthor — sweetie!” The answering bark was almost human in its yearning.


  The Doberman burst out of the trees straight into Savannah’s arms, whimpering his love and relief.


  Savannah whimpered back, “Luthor, I’m so sorry we have to do this to you! It’s the only way to keep you safe!”


  The reunion could have gone on all night, but Griffin stepped in to keep the plan moving along. They backtracked to the camp, skirting the bunks, cutting straight to the beach, and then east along the shore.


  “Cyrus said the cabin was three-quarters of a mile away,” Griffin mused, “but keep your eyes peeled. He’s a counselor, not a mapmaker.”


  The going was tougher when the beach ended and they had to make their way over marshy terrain. Griffin’s sneakers sank into the mud, adding yet another article of clothing that was beyond repair. He wondered if the “special fund” would cover a new pair of shoes.


  They had been walking for about half an hour when they spotted an ancient rowboat, partially buried in the mud and silt of the shore.


  “Where there’s a boat . . .” Griffin began.


  Savannah finished his thought: “. . . there’s a person who owned it and sailed it. And that person had to live somewhere.”


  If it hadn’t been for the full moon, they might very well have missed the cabin. It was ramshackle and overgrown by shrubs and tall grass. The roof sagged.


  “Boy,” Griffin breathed. “When I imagine a dead man’s shack, this is pretty much it.”


  Savannah was determined to show Luthor that all was well. She believed that even though animals couldn’t always understand your words, your tone of voice communicated a much more important message. “Isn’t this wonderful, sweetie? And you have it all to yourself.” They stepped inside, scattering a family of field mice. “And lots of new friends for company.”


  “The only thing missing is the frozen body of Randolph Zim,” Griffin added. “Or maybe that’s buried under the floorboards.”


  “It’s a wonderful place,” Savannah said firmly, “and Luthor loves it.”


  The Doberman certainly didn’t mind eating in his new home. Savanna popped open the can of dog food she had brought, and Luthor fell on the offering like a starving shark.


  Griffin had a practical question. “What if he takes off again? He chewed through a zippered bag — not to mention all my clothes. This rickety old dump won’t hold him. There’s no glass in the windows, and the door won’t even latch.”


  Savannah nodded reluctantly. “We’ll have to tie him. But I want him to have a long lead. If he feels like a prisoner, he’ll fight to get away.” She got down on her knees and attached the leash to the handle of a heavy iron water pump.


  Griffin looked grim. “It’s nothing compared with the kind of prisoner he’ll be if Swindle gets hold of him.”


  * * *


  Judge Franklin Bittner leaned over his desk and peered down at Mr. and Mrs. Drysdale. “What do you mean ‘disappeared’?”


  “I know it sounds suspicious, considering the circumstances,” Mr. Drysdale tried to explain. “But we think he ran away. It’s been three days, and no one’s seen hide nor hair of him. We’ve contacted animal control, and there are no Dobermans anywhere in the county.”


  “Why don’t you try contacting your own kid?” S. Wendell Palomino accused angrily. “Or one of her accomplices, like that Bing delinquent?”


  “Savannah is at camp right now,” Mrs. Drysdale defended her daughter. “And so are all her friends. None of them had anything to do with Luthor running away.”


  Swindle spread his arms wide. “Your Honor — really? Doesn’t this all seem convenient? The kids disappear and Luthor does, too? Don’t you see this is just a scam to keep my dog from me?”


  “I’ll be the judge of that,” Bittner said mildly. “That’s why they call me ‘judge.’”


  “But, Your Honor, you’re a reasonable man!” Palomino pleaded. “This is so obvious! Coincidences like this don’t happen in real life!”


  “You’d be surprised at the coincidences you see when you sit on this bench, Mr. Palomino. But —” He turned steely gray eyes to the Drysdales. “If it turns out that this is not a coincidence, you’ll learn that violating a court order has very serious consequences.”
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    From: Ben


    To: Griffin


    How is the “package”?


    From: Griffin


    To: Ben


    Package safe. Ate my clothes, though. How’s camp?


    From: Ben


    To: Griffin


    Lame. The food gives Ferret Face gas. Pitch is here, too, star camper. Any news about Swindle?


    From: Griffin


    To: Ben


    Made big trouble for Savannah’s parents on handover day. All talk, no action, so far.

  


  Orienteering was one of the top activities at Camp Ebony Lake since the dense trees provided such a challenge to anyone navigating with a compass. It was also one of the few activities where boys and girls competed together. So Griffin and Savannah made sure they were partners for the next day’s competition.


  “This is perfect,” Griffin murmured as they marched through the underbrush, consulting their instruction sheet not at all. “Getting lost is part of the sport. So no one’s going to ask any questions when we disappear.”


  “So long as we get to see Luthor,” Savannah said fervently. “I can’t bear the thought of him out there, all alone.”


  Griffin tried to perk up her spirits. “He can take care of himself. It’s not like the mechanical monster’s going to come out of the lake and eat him.”


  Savannah glared at him. “If that’s your idea of humor —”


  “Oh, please,” Griffin scoffed. “You didn’t fall for that stuff, did you? It’s standard campfire scare tactics. Pure cheese.”


  “I’m not stupid,” she snapped. “I just don’t like jokes about Luthor being in danger.”


  At first, the woods were full of the other teams, counting off paces and following their instruction sheets. But as they got farther from the camp, the crowd began to thin out. They were trying out an overgrown path that Griffin had noticed that morning, hoping it might be a shortcut to Luthor’s cabin, one that bypassed the shore route.


  “I’m pretty sure this is it,” Griffin announced. “If we keep going straight —”


  The snapping of a twig behind them made them jump.


  “Is someone there?” Savannah demanded. There was no answer.


  “We heard you,” Griffin announced. “Show yourself.”


  A stocky figure stepped out from behind a bramble, grinning wolfishly. “Wow, how about this Cedarville reunion right up here at Ebony Lake!”


  “Vader!” Griffin seethed. “I should have known it would be you! Where’s your orienteering partner?”


  Darren shrugged. “I ditched him. I’m not much of a compass jockey. I’m more interested in other stuff — like what you meant when you said, ‘If we keep going straight.’ What are you looking for, Bing? What are you guys up to?”


  “We’re orienteering, like you’re supposed to be,” Savannah retorted.


  “Yeah, right. You don’t even have a compass.”


  “Sure we do.” Griffin reached into his pocket for the instrument. What he drew out instead was a Puppy Treat he had brought for Luthor.


  Darren’s eyes bulged. “Is that a dog biscuit?”


  “This? Of course not! It’s a high protein bar!” There were moments, Griffin knew, when a sacrifice had to be made in order to protect the plan. This was one of those moments. Without hesitation, he popped the bone-shaped cookie into his mouth, chewed, and swallowed, stifling his gag reflex. The thing tasted meaty, like the way he remembered liver. “It’s awesome,” he managed. “Lots of fiber, too.”


  “Darren!” came an annoyed voice from the woods. Marty appeared amid the trees. “What are you doing? Scotty’s all the way back by the boulders. Come on. The clock’s ticking.”


  “Well, what about these guys?” Darren asked in annoyance. “They’re not doing it right, either.”


  “Yeah, but you’re not doing it at all. Let’s go.” He waved to Griffin and Savannah. “You guys okay?”


  Griffin waved back. “We’ll figure it out. Bye, Darren.”


  And the counselor left, with Darren in tow.


  Now that Darren was out of the picture, they were free to follow the overgrown path. Sure enough, it led to the shore just west of Luthor’s cabin. Still tethered to the long rope, the Doberman came out to greet them, and there was another joyous reunion with Savannah.


  Savannah unhooked the leash from the pump handle, and Luthor galloped and played like a small puppy. At one point, he mistook the flat expanse of lake for an open plane, and was the most surprised creature on earth to find himself swimming instead of running.


  He was less excited by the idea of being tethered to the leash again. Even Savannah’s dog-whispering wasn’t quite convincing enough. His canine brain was having trouble understanding the purpose of this strange place that had no houses and no cars, and was so unlike home. But there was Savannah, and there was food, and that was all he’d ever needed before.


  Leery of a second Darren sighting, they took the lake-side route back to camp. They were approaching the beach, inventing stories for what had gone wrong with their orienteering, when a small powerboat came in close to shore. The driver cut the motor and anchored the craft close to where they stood. He swung a leg over the side and dropped into the knee-deep water, protected by high hip waders.


  “A little off course, aren’t you?” he asked in a friendly tone. “Everybody else is way over on the other side.”


  Griffin shrugged. “Maybe they’re lost.”


  The young man looked startled for a moment, and then threw back his head and laughed. “Maybe,” he agreed. He was probably in his late twenties, with a manner that instantly put both campers at their ease. He opened a belt pack of small vials and began to collect samples from the lake. “Malachi Moore. Pleased to meet you. I’m with the Inland Freshwater Research Institute — you know, the squints across the lake.”


  “I’m Griffin, and this is Savannah.”


  Malachi placed the filled bottles into a small box. “So what do you two do for fun around here, besides not orienteering?”


  “The usual camp stuff, I guess,” Griffin replied. “What about you? What do you do for fun at the institute?”


  “Oh, it’s a barrel of laughs. We check our water samples for bacterial levels and acid rain. And we’re on a first-name basis with a whole lot of fish.”


  “Hey, you two —” Head counselor Cyrus emerged from the woods. “You’re totally off the map. I thought we were going to have to send out a search party.”


  “Sorry,” said Savannah, chastened. A search party was the last thing they needed, with Luthor hiding out here.


  “Some of it’s my fault,” Malachi admitted. “I was chewing their ears off about my fascinating life hanging out with eighty-year-old scientists.” He held out his hand. “Malachi Moore, from the institute.”


  The two campers and the head counselor wound up riding back to their camp dock in Malachi’s boat. As it turned out, Cyrus and the researcher had both grown up in the Baltimore suburbs, and talked endlessly about “the old neighborhood,” and whether or not the Ravens had the stuff to make it to the Super Bowl. Griffin was grateful for any distraction from the subject of what had drawn two campers more than a mile away from the orienteering route.


  About halfway home, they could clearly hear the distant barking of a large canine.


  Savannah shut her eyes and tried to will Luthor into silence. Her dog-whispering, though, didn’t work from remote locations.


  “Is that a wolf?” asked Malachi.


  Cyrus frowned. “We had a strange incident with an animal while one of our buses was unloading.”


  “It’s a great view from out here,” Griffin said in an effort to change the subject.


  It was going to be a really long month.
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  When Griffin emerged from Cabin 14 in an oversized Care Bears T-shirt, even Savannah laughed.


  “Considering it was your dog who ate all my stuff,” he said, tight-lipped, “I think I should get a little more respect from you!”


  “I know! I’m sorry!” Savannah giggled. “But — Care Bears?”


  “Marty got it from the lost and found. It was either this or a Mets shirt, and no self-respecting Yankee fan would ever wear that!”


  Large grills sizzled all around the compound, and the air was fragrant with cooking smoke. Hamburgers and hot dogs were on the menu, and hungry campers waited impatiently for dinner to be ready.


  “Let’s put away a few burgers for Luthor,” Savannah whispered. “I don’t want to run out of dog food.”


  In line at the grill, they found none other than Malachi Moore helping out, making friends, and serving food.


  “Cyrus invited me,” he explained, handing Griffin and Savannah a hot dog each. “He took pity on me and spared me a night of staring at protozoa through a microscope.”


  “Care Bears, huh, Bing?” came Darren Vader’s nasal voice. “Should have known you were a fan.”


  Griffin took a bite of his hot dog. “Beat it, Vader.”


  “Okay. Maybe I’ll check my e-mail from back home. You learn a lot of interesting things about Cedarville when you’re not there.”


  Griffin frowned. “Like what?”


  “Well, my mom said that guy Swindle’s back in town,” Darren offered. “He came for his dog. But — funny thing — the mutt’s missing. How wild is that?”


  “Swindle doesn’t have a dog!” Savannah burst out. “Luthor is mine! And he is missing!”


  “Seems to me you’re not that broken up about it,” Darren observed. “Maybe you know something I don’t know.” He paused. “And maybe I know the thing you think I don’t know.”


  “What are you trying to say?” Griffin demanded.


  Darren’s expression was as unpleasant as it had ever been. “Remember the mysterious animal that attacked our bus driver? Remember the dog biscuit you tried to pass off as an energy bar? I’m saying the pooch is closer than we think. You’re hiding him up here somewhere. So what’s in it for me if I don’t e-mail that information back to Cedarville?”


  “What is it you think you can get out of us?” Savannah asked, mystified. “All we have is our clothes, and Griffin doesn’t even have that!”


  “Money,” said Darren firmly. “And maybe an iPod if you guys have one of the good ones that does Skype.”


  “Oh,” said Griffin sarcastically. “In that case, I’ll give you a million dollars! Because I’m a billionaire — at least I am in your deranged fantasyland where I’m hiding a dog at summer camp! Get a grip, Vader! This is too stupid, even for you!”


  “Did you hear that barking today?” Darren asked innocently. “Sounded like a big dog — maybe a Doberman.”


  Griffin and Savannah held an emergency meeting by the bathroom station.


  “I knew the minute Vader stepped on that bus that he was trouble!” Griffin raged.


  “But what are we going to do?” Savannah pleaded. “He knows about Luthor!”


  “As long as he thinks he can get something out of it, he isn’t going to tell anybody,” Griffin assured her. “We’ll string him along, keep his hopes alive that he can blackmail us. The plan is still on track. We just have to stay cool.”


  They circulated from grill to grill, collecting hot dogs and burgers to take to Luthor after the camp had gone to sleep. His pockets stuffed with meat, Griffin returned to Bunk 14 to stash the dog’s dinner. But as he approached the darkened cabin, instinct made him stop on the threshold.


  Someone was in there, someone with a flashlight.


  “Hello?” He turned on the lights to reveal Malachi Moore, down on one knee, peering under a bed.


  The young researcher jumped up. “Griffin — you startled me!”


  “What are you doing in our cabin?” Griffin blurted.


  “Is this your cabin? I was actually looking for the bathroom.”


  For a scientist, Malachi wasn’t a very good liar. No one looked for a bathroom underneath a bunk bed.


  “You need the wash station,” Griffin told him, “that big building in the center of all the cabins. The boys’ side is facing us.”


  “Thanks,” said Malachi, and he walked out, leaving Griffin with his mind in a whirl. What could a researcher at an institute possibly be looking for at a kids’ camp? Was he just a sneak thief? Or could he be something more sinister than that?


  Griffin was sure he had discovered something important. But what?


  * * *


  After dinner, Cyrus introduced Malachi to the assembled campers.


  “This is Dr. Moore, who works at the Inland Freshwater Research Institute across the lake. He’s going to arrange for us to tour the lab and be their guests for lunch.”


  There was thunderous applause. The facility tour would be a nice change, but the break from camp food was the real crowd-pleaser.


  “I don’t trust that guy,” Griffin muttered.


  “Malachi?” repeated Savannah in surprise. “He’s nice.”


  “I just caught him poking around my cabin. He said he was looking for the bathroom.”


  She shrugged. “It’s not impossible.”


  “On the floor under my bunk?”


  Savannah tried to be reasonable. “We’ve been dealing with so many sleazoids lately — first Swindle, then Vader. I’m so worried about Luthor I can barely think straight. Maybe we’re both being a little paranoid.”


  “Maybe,” mumbled Griffin. But he did not seem convinced.


  
    From: Griffin


    To: Melissa


    What can you find out about Malachi Moore, scientist at the Inland Freshwater Research Institute? Need ASAP.


    From: Melissa


    To: Griffin


    No Malachi Moore employed by Institute. Checked support staff, too. Don’t know who this guy is. Be careful.
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  Griffin Bing wasn’t the only man with a plan.


  Darren Vader was up before anyone else the next morning, tiptoeing out of Bunk 14, pausing only to drape a dirty sweat sock over the sleeping Griffin’s toothbrush.


  Eat my feet, Bing, he thought triumphantly. After this morning’s work, Griffin would be eating Darren’s dust, too.


  The sun had just barely put in an appearance, peeking out between dark gray clouds. Camp was deserted when Darren rambled across the compound. He headed east into the woods, looking for the overgrown path he’d traveled yesterday, following Griffin and Savannah. He was positive they’d hidden the dog out here somewhere. But he needed to be able to prove it.


  That was his strategy. If Drysdale and Bing were too cheap to pay him for his silence, then he’d go straight to Swindle, who’d be so grateful that he’d offer a generous reward. Come to think of it, Darren liked that idea even better. An adult had more money than a couple of kids.


  At last, he found the path and began to follow it. The weeds were a little wet from an early-morning shower, but the big rain was holding off so far. Perfect conditions for a walk while you planned what you were going to do with all the cash you were going to get. He kept his eyes peeled right and left. He wasn’t certain what he was looking for, but there would probably be a shelter of some kind, like a cave, or maybe a little hut.


  His confidence began to fade when he saw that he was approaching the lake. Had he missed it somehow? But no, there it was — a cabin, weather-beaten, low to the ground, almost consumed by vegetation.


  Something clicked in his mind. That stupid story about the mechanical monster — this had to be the place Cyrus was talking about, where that nutjob ate his fishy friend and replaced him with spare parts. Maybe some of that dumb story was true. Either way, it didn’t matter. There was no money in stories. Show dogs, on the other hand . . .


  He approached the structure and threw open the rickety door. “Hey, mutt, there’s a new sheriff in — !”


  The roar that came from Luthor rattled everything in Darren’s head. There was the scrambling of toenails on wood flooring, and then the Doberman was airborne, a black-and-brown shape growing ever larger in the intruder’s field of vision.


  Darren had only a split second to contemplate the two things he knew about this huge, ferocious animal: (1) the dog was fiercely loyal to Drysdale, and (2) anyone Drysdale didn’t like, Luthor probably wasn’t too fond of, either.


  He ran, propelled by a terror far greater than anything he had ever known. Behind him, there was a tremendous crash, and Luthor exploded out the door, hauling behind him the broken top of an iron water pump. It smashed the door frame as it blasted through, swinging wildly at the other end of the dog’s leash. The pump looked heavy, but it wasn’t slowing the Doberman down.


  Darren Vader had never been able to climb a tree in his life. But he went up this one, howling even louder than the animal that pursued him. He cowered on a branch, just a few inches above those slavering, snapping jaws.


  * * *


  The minute Griffin woke up, he could tell there was something wrong. “What’s going on?” he blurted.


  Marty peered in the front door. “Has anyone seen Darren this morning?”


  Griffin understood instantly. Vader, that lowlife, that snail slime, was looking for Luthor. In a whirlwind, he scrambled into his clothes and ran out of the cabin. He very nearly tripped over Savannah, who was waiting for him, nearly hysterical.


  “Darren’s missing! I’m positive he’s gone after Luthor!”


  Griffin nodded seriously. “We’ve got to go find him.”


  “I don’t care if Darren Vader falls off the edge of the earth!” Savannah exclaimed savagely. “It’s Luthor I’m worried about!”


  “Think!” he ordered. “If we can’t bring Darren back fast, the counselors will search every inch of the woods. They’ll find Vader ­and Luthor, and the whole plan will be down the drain.”


  Savannah looked frantic. “There are dozens of them, and only two of us!”


  “But we have an advantage,” he reminded her. “We know where we’re going.”


  They slipped out unnoticed amid the chaos of the camp, and raced into the woods, turning right at the overgrown path that was now familiar to them. As they ran, distant sounds became more distinct — the barking of an angry dog and a plaintive human voice yelling for help.


  “If Darren’s done anything to harm Luthor —” Savannah began.


  That wasn’t how Griffin interpreted what he was hearing. But he realized it didn’t matter who was winning and who wasn’t. From the perspective of the plan, Luthor hurting Darren was just as bad as Darren hurting Luthor. Both would bring attention to a fugitive dog and a violated court order. The only winner would be Swindle.


  When Griffin and Savannah arrived on the scene, the sight that met their eyes was almost comical — Luthor, leaping and snapping at the dangling Darren while dragging around the remnants of the broken pump.


  Savannah dropped down on one knee and gathered her beloved dog into her arms. “It’s all right, sweetie. I won’t let him hurt you.”


  “Are you blind?” Darren shrieked, clinging to the branch as if his life depended on it. “Me hurt him? Which one of us is in the tree? He tried to kill me!”


  “If you survive,” Savannah said coldly, “it’ll be because I didn’t kill you, not Luthor!”


  “You can blame each other later,” Griffin said briskly. “But right now every counselor at Ebony Lake is out looking for this dimwit. The sooner we get him back to camp, the safer Luthor’s going to be.”


  “I’m afraid it’s not going to work out that way,” came a voice from behind them.
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  Griffin and Savannah wheeled around.


  Malachi Moore stepped out of a stand of birch trees and approached them, carrying a pistol-sized tranquilizer gun.


  Spying the weapon, Savannah stepped in front of Luthor.


  “Oh, I’m not going to hurt him,” Malachi assured her in a friendly tone. “It’s just a tranquilizer dart — you know, to make it easier to get him back to Mr. Palomino.”


  Griffin’s eyes bulged. “You work for Swindle?”


  Malachi grinned appreciatively. “Nice nickname. I don’t like him much, either. But business is business. Sorry, guys.”


  At that moment, Darren lost his shaky grip on the branch and dropped like a stone to the forest floor.


  Startled, Malachi turned and looked down at the fallen boy. “Are you okay?”


  Savannah knew she’d never get another chance. She picked up the pump handle at the end of Luthor’s leash and swung it with all her might, slamming it across Malachi’s shoulders. He collapsed to the ground, stunned.


  “Run!” bellowed The Man With The Plan.


  He began to scuttle along the overgrown path in the direction they’d come. Savannah untangled Luthor’s leash from the broken pump and followed.


  Darren scrambled to his feet. “Wait for me!”


  Luthor halted him in his tracks with an angry bark.


  “Don’t even think about it, Vader!” Griffin rasped. “This is all your fault!”


  Darren was the picture of innocence. “It’s my fault Swindle hired a goon to kidnap the dog?” He indicated Malachi, who was dazed and barely moving.


  “If you weren’t such a greedy, blackmailing slime-bucket, you would have stayed in your bunk instead of coming for Luthor!” Savannah accused. “Then the whole camp wouldn’t be searching for you right now! For all of us, probably!”


  “And this guy couldn’t have followed you,” Griffin added resentfully, gesturing toward the prostrate form of Swindle’s hired man. “Which is totally messing up the plan!”


  “How do you know he didn’t follow you?” Darren shot back.


  With a groan, Malachi rolled over.


  “Let’s get out of here!” Savannah hissed.


  With a silent nod, Griffin continued along the trail, noting in annoyance that Darren was tagging along at a safe distance behind the Doberman. Too bad rescuing Luthor also meant bailing out this big jerk.


  Calm down, he thought. The important thing was getting Luthor away from Swindle’s hired gun.


  All at once, he froze.


  “Why are we stopping?” asked Savannah.


  “Shhhh!” Griffin put a finger to his lips. There were voices in the forest — not just a few — accompanied by the rustle and snap of footfalls through the underbrush.


  “The counselors!” Savannah whispered in alarm. She aimed an accusing finger at Darren. “Looking for him!”


  “If they find me, I’ll tell them about the mutt,” Darren threatened.


  Savannah was distraught. “What are we going to do?”


  Griffin started back toward the cabin. “To the lake!”


  Darren was astounded. “That’s your plan? To swim for it?”


  “There’s an old rowboat by the shore.” It rankled Griffin to have to explain his reasoning to his worst enemy. But if he couldn’t get Darren to shut his mouth, the searchers would be upon them in a matter of minutes. “The counselors will be checking the woods, not the water. Maybe they won’t notice us.”


  The four of them — Griffin, Savannah, Darren, and Luthor — doubled back along the path toward the shoreline. They tiptoed a wide berth around Malachi, who was stirring like someone waking after a long sleep. They didn’t dare slow down, though. The counselors’ voices in the woods seemed to be growing louder.


  As they passed Luthor’s cabin, the ground became softer, marshier. Griffin knew the water couldn’t be far now. All at once, the heavy bushes parted to reveal the glassy black expanse of Ebony Lake. On the beach, just a few yards down, was the rowboat.


  When Griffin tried to pull the small craft into the water, he got a nasty shock. The weathered hull wouldn’t budge. The years had mired it deep into the sand and silt. He dropped to his knees and began to scrabble at the sediment and mud.


  “Come on,” he whispered urgently. “Help me get this thing out!”


  “Dream on, Bing,” Darren sneered. “I’m not taking a slime bath for you or anybody.”


  But a threatening growl from Luthor had him down on all fours, breaking up the ground under the wooden boat. Savannah worked beside him. Even the Doberman clued in and devoted his considerable digging skills to the task, sending showers of gritty sludge onto his three human partners.


  “Easy, Fido!” sputtered Darren, spitting sand. “You’re not burying a bone here!”


  “Luthor does not eat bones,” Savannah informed him, panting a little. “His meals are nutritionally balanced and veterinarian recommended.”


  “Less fighting and more working,” Griffin urged. “The counselors will be on us any second!”


  A dollop of wet mud struck Darren in the eye, and he leaped upright. “You’re not the boss of me, Bing! Let’s see how you like being muck-bombed by a giant mutt!” In a fit of rage, he reared back his leg and delivered a vicious kick to the wooden hull.


  The boat moved.
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  Ow!” Darren collapsed to the beach, cradling his foot.


  Griffin and Savannah ignored him. Grunting from the strain, they hauled the small craft out of its prison of sand and dragged it into the shallow water.


  “Will it even float?” Savannah asked anxiously.


  It was a good question. After decades entombed in the damp earth of the shore, parts of the wood were dark with weakness and rot. Griffin peered into the curved bottom. It seemed dry enough. He stepped aboard. His shoe did not break clear through the hull. No leaking water pooled at his feet.


  “Seems seaworthy. Come on!” He helped Savannah over the gunwale, and Luthor leaped on board after her. The rowboat pitched dangerously from the Doberman’s weight, then stabilized. “Let’s go, Vader.”


  Darren was still writhing on the beach. “I’m injured!”


  “Can’t we just leave him?” Savannah pleaded.


  “Good idea,” Griffin announced in a stage whisper aimed at Darren. “We can’t risk getting caught for a jerk like him.” He leaned over the side and began a dog-paddle motion in the water. The boat inched away from the beach.


  “Hey, no fair!” The big boy splashed through the shallows and half climbed, half dove aboard the craft. Luthor let out a cry of outrage as Darren came down on his hindquarters. Terrified, the new arrival fell over, bumped heads with Griffin, and landed flat on his face in the wooden bottom. All that action served to send the rowboat drifting out into the lake.


  There were no oars, so they paddled with their hands. Their escape was slow at first. But when they coordi-nated the rhythm of their strokes, the small craft began to make progress away from the shore.


  “Don’t stop!” Griffin said harshly when Darren’s efforts slackened. “If any of those counselors hits the beach, we need to be a tiny dot halfway across the lake.”


  They were about eighty yards out when the first of the searchers emerged from the cover of the trees. It was Cyrus.


  “Get down!” Griffin hissed.


  He ducked, pulling Darren along with him. Savannah leaned over Luthor’s sleek back, gentling the two of them below the level of the gunwale.


  “Don’t touch me!” Darren snapped irritably, shaking himself free of Griffin. But he remained out of sight.


  Staying flat, Griffin peered over the side. Cyrus had been joined by Marty, the Cabin 14 counselor. They gazed intently along the shoreline, but glanced only briefly out at the lake. If they noticed the rowboat riding low in the black water, they gave no sign. After another brief but urgent conversation, they disappeared into the woods to continue the search.


  Savannah was amazed. “Didn’t they see us? Surely they spotted the boat, at least.”


  Griffin allowed himself to resume breathing. “They’re not looking for a boat. They’re looking for a missing kid.”


  “But we can’t just float around the lake forever,” Savannah pointed out. “Sooner or later, we’ll have to go back.”


  “We can wait them out,” Griffin reasoned. “Eventually, they’ll call off the hunt and contact the police, or the forest service, or whoever’s in charge out here. That’s when we stash the dog someplace new, and wander in with a story about how we took a walk in the woods and got lost. They’ll be mad, but we’ll cry all over the place about how scared we were and how sorry we are.”


  “You know, Bing,” Darren said with grudging respect, “I used to think you were a moron. But there might be something to these dumb plans of yours after all.”


  Savannah was disgusted. “I should have expected you to be impressed by something dishonest and sleazy.”


  “Like you’re too high and mighty to go along with it,” Darren sneered.


  “Only for my sweetie,” she replied primly, massaging the fur at the base of Luthor’s sturdy neck. “I’d do anything to protect him.”


  That was when they heard the motor.


  A sleek shape was tearing across the lake from the direction of the abandoned cabin. It was a powerboat, coming up fast. Griffin squinted at the face behind the windscreen.


  “Malachi!” Savannah exclaimed in horror.


  Griffin bent double over the bow and began to paddle wildly. “Evasive action!”


  Savannah tried to form a makeshift oar with both hands, stroking with all her might.


  “You’re wasting your time,” scoffed Darren. “No way can you outrun a motorboat.”


  As much as Griffin hated to agree with Darren, this time his old enemy was right. They were wallowing in the water, sitting ducks. Swindle’s agent was screaming down on them — on a collision course with the small craft.


  “Is he going to ram us?” Savannah quavered in terror.


  “He can’t risk anything happening to Luthor,” Griffin blustered, wishing he sounded more convinced.


  “It’s all Drysdale’s fault!” Darren raged.


  “My fault?”


  “You’re the one who conked the guy with that pump handle and made him mad! And now he’s going to sink us!”


  No one was paddling any longer. The four occupants of the ancient dory — human and canine — watched in horror as the speedboat bore down on them. It was now close enough for Griffin to read the grim determination in Malachi’s eyes. Swindle’s man wasn’t stopping. Impact was mere seconds away.


  “Hang on!” Griffin cried, waiting for the racing craft to close the final thirty feet between them.


  Without warning, a large, bulbous, silver-and-black form broke the surface directly in the path of the hurtling motorboat.


  Darren’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. “The mechanical monster of Ebony Lake!” he shrieked.
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  Griffin and Savannah gawked in amazement at the bizarre metal object — creature? — that had appeared out of nowhere from the depths of the lake.


  To Malachi, the strange machine represented something far more urgent than any old legend. It was an enormous obstacle several times the size of the motorboat. And it was directly in his path!


  He twirled the wheel in a desperate attempt to avoid the contraption. Yet, unlike a car, a watercraft does not respond instantly to steering. He veered to port too late. There was a loud bang as the starboard side of the motorboat smashed into the much larger object. It ricocheted off like a Ping-Pong ball, flipped over, and landed in the water upside down. A moment later, Malachi Moore popped up to the surface a few feet away from his capsized vessel, floundering and calling for help.


  A very unlikely hero came to his aid. Luthor leaped out of the rowboat and hit the water with a titanic splash. Paddling confidently, the big Doberman swam over to the man who’d been hired to abduct him. Malachi latched on to Luthor’s collar and allowed himself to be towed to the dory. Griffin and Savannah worked together to haul rescuer and castaway aboard.


  Darren was beside himself. “You can’t save him! He’s the enemy!”


  Griffin was disgusted. “What do you want us to do — let him drown?”


  Savannah beamed at Luthor. “I’ve never been so proud of you as I am right now, sweetie. He didn’t deserve your compassion, but you gave it to him anyway — because it was the human thing to do.”


  Luthor shook himself, drenching everybody who wasn’t already drenched.


  “But the monster —” Darren could not wrest his attention from the gleaming behemoth that had appeared from the depths of the lake and knocked out Malachi’s powerboat.


  “There’s no such thing — yikes!” Griffin swallowed his own words as the bobbing machine swung around in the water to reveal a huge, translucent eye.


  Savannah gasped in disbelief. Even Malachi recoiled with shock. Luthor let out a low growl, but it was a cautious growl. He was no longer the alpha dog in the presence of this larger metallic newcomer.


  Griffin peered into the terrifying eyeball and saw —


  “A person?” he blurted in amazement.


  Griffin stared into the thick glass. A woman wearing a headset was looking out at him. And there was someone beside her — a man, working at an instrument panel.


  “The mechanical monster of Ebony Lake is — a submarine?” managed Savannah.


  “But who needs a submarine in a lake?” Darren demanded.


  “Researchers do,” Malachi supplied in a weary voice.


  That was when Griffin caught sight of the markings on the “monster’s” side: INLAND FRESHWATER RESEARCH INSTITUTE.


  “It’s the scientists across the lake!” he exclaimed in wonder.


  “All these years, people have been spotting the mechanical monster from that crazy story,” Savannah marveled. “And this is what it really was.”


  “Yeah,” Darren snorted. “How dumb can you get? I wasn’t fooled for a second.”


  “Not for a second,” Griffin agreed sarcastically. “That’s why you practically laid an egg when that thing appeared.”


  “I did not!”


  The door of the sub hissed open, and the woman stepped out onto the running board. “Everybody okay here?” she called in concern. Her gaze fixed on Malachi, who was hunched over, rubbing the back of his neck. “Maybe we should get you to a doctor. That was quite a collision.”


  “I’m not hurting from the collision,” Malachi tried to explain. “I’m hurting from when she tried to smash my head in with a —” He turned to Savannah. “What was that?”


  “A pump handle,” she told him. “And I’ll do it again if you go anywhere near my dog.”


  “Kid, I wouldn’t touch your dog now,” Malachi said sincerely. “He saved my life.” He reached over to pet Luthor, and just barely escaped with all his fingers attached.


  The other scientist appeared behind his partner. “Catch.” He heaved a coil of rope across the water. Griffin caught it deftly. “Tie yourself on, and we’ll tow you home. We’d bring you aboard with us, but there’s not enough room in the submersible.”


  “I assume you’re from the camp over there,” the woman added. She glared disapprovingly at Malachi. “I hope you’re not the counselor in charge of boating safety.”


  “He’s not a counselor,” said Savannah through clenched teeth. “He’s a hired goon.”


  “Retired,” amended Malachi. “I’m harmless now. Scout’s honor.”


  There was a brief discussion about what to do with the powerboat. That question answered itself, though, when the overturned craft tipped up and slipped beneath the surface of Ebony Lake without so much as a gurgle.


  “Mr. Palomino’s not going to like that,” Malachi commented, still rubbing his neck. “The rental was on his credit card.”


  In the face of a plan gone awry, it was the one piece of news that could have brought a smile to Griffin’s lips. To Swindle, the only thing worse than failure was a failure that cost him money.


  “There’s one thing I can’t understand,” Griffin wondered. “How did Swindle figure out what camp we’d be going to?”


  Malachi shrugged. “He knew where the dog lived. All he had to do was search the mailbox until he saw a notice from Ebony Lake. Not the nicest guy in the world, but he’s pretty sharp. I’d hate to have him as an enemy.”


  “Tell me about it,” groaned Griffin.


  They were a bizarre spectacle as they moved slowly toward shore — a gleaming high-tech submersible towing an ancient wooden rowboat at a speed that barely created a wake. After the wild, crazed action of the past hour, it felt to Griffin like being put into suspended animation.


  A distant ringing jolted everyone back to reality.


  “It’s mine.” Malachi reached into his jacket pocket and produced a cell phone in a waterproof pouch. “It’s my boss — my ex-boss.” He slipped the handset out of its protector. “Hi, Mr. Palomino . . . yeah, the dog’s right here. Hey, Luthor — say woof.”


  The Doberman growled as if he knew who was on the other end of the line.


  “No, I definitely won’t be bringing him today . . . When? How about never? The big fellow saved my life. So I owe him.”


  Malachi held the phone away from his ear. The other occupants of the craft could hear enraged ranting coming from the other end of the line.


  Griffin stifled an impulse to call out something nasty. For all he knew, Swindle might be recording the conversation. The guy had already figured out who took the dog. No sense giving him proof he could pre-sent to the judge. Then they’d be the ones who’d have to go into hiding, not just Luthor.


  “Malachi quit, but that doesn’t mean we can’t do business!” Darren shouted at the phone. “My name is Darren Va —”


  The Doberman silenced him with an eardrum-cracking bark at point-blank range. Darren recoiled abruptly and very nearly toppled out of the rowboat and into the lake.


  “Anyway,” Malachi continued into the handset, “I wish I could say it was a pleasure doing business with you, but it wasn’t. Oh — and sorry about the rent-a-boat. It sleeps with the fishes.” He clicked off.


  By this time, they could make out the camp dock and the frenzied activity in the compound. The search was probably still in full swing — for three campers now, not just one.


  It was clear to Griffin that this part of the plan had been taken as far as it could go. He caught Savannah’s eye and mouthed the words: “Code Z.”


  It brought instant understanding. Every operation had a Code Z built into it. It was the escape clause — the moment when all that remained was to get the heck out of there, regroup, and try to save the pieces, if there were any.


  Savannah returned a barely noticeable nod of agreement. She curled her fingers under Luthor’s collar, and she and Griffin counted silently:


  One . . . two . . . three!


  Griffin, Savannah, and the Doberman bounded overboard and hit the surface of the lake swimming.
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  Come back, you guys!” Malachi shouted after them.


  The cold of the water knifed through them, energizing tired arms and legs. They stroked for shore in a path that would land them well away from the camp beach.


  “Honest, I quit!” Swindle’s man persisted. “And I lost the dart gun anyway!”


  Griffin and Savannah had already moved on to the next challenge. Maybe they no longer had anything to fear from Malachi, but what about Cyrus and the counselors? If Camp Ebony Lake were to discover that a fugitive dog was being harbored there, Griffin and Savannah would be sent home, and Luthor with them — straight into Swindle’s ruthless, money-grubbing clutches.


  “You stink, Bing!” Darren bellowed. “I’m not going to take the heat for this alone! I’m going to rat you out — you and your stupid dog!”


  “He’ll do it, too,” Savannah moaned, freestyling next to Luthor.


  “Keep swimming,” Griffin panted back. “I can only plan when I’m on dry land!”


  Within minutes of grueling effort, Griffin was wishing he’d declared the Code Z a little closer to shore. The Doberman could easily have been on the beach already, but he never left Savannah’s side, paddling tirelessly.


  At last, the three staggered onto the sand, gasping.


  Savannah would not let her exhaustion interfere with the urgent need for action. “What now?”


  “We re-hide the dog,” Griffin decided. “Then back to camp for damage control.”


  “Damage control?” she echoed. “Darren’s going to tell them about Luthor!”


  “Maybe no one will believe him. He’s in pretty deep trouble right now. Who knows? He might even keep his mouth shut. There’s a first time for everything. Remember, this doesn’t make him look so great, either.”


  They found a temporary spot for Luthor in the woods — a natural half alcove formed by a low ledge of rock. Savannah slipped the end of the leash around a narrow birch trunk.


  “We’ll be back for you soon, sweetie,” Savannah promised. “Real soon.”


  The normally antsy Doberman seemed satisfied with that. He curled up in his niche, grateful for the chance to rest. Already that day, he’d busted out of an old cabin, dislodged the handle from an iron pump, treed Darren, rescued Malachi, and dog-paddled a million miles of lake. That had to count as a big morning, even for Luthor.


  * * *


  It was a miserable walk back to camp. Griffin and Savannah’s wet clothes were heavy and uncomfortable, and their sneakers squished with every step. The forest bugs found their condition especially appealing.


  Savannah swatted at a swarm of gnats. “How are we supposed to explain the fact that we’re soaked to the skin?”


  “We’ll have to sneak into our cabins and change before the counselors see us,” Griffin replied. “I hope Marty hooked me up with some new Care Bears gear. Maybe I’ll get lucky, and it’ll be Teletubbies this time.”


  “Big joke,” she mumbled, and was instantly sorry. What would she and Luthor have done without Griffin’s brave heart and level head? He was The Man With The Plan, even in the face of disaster. But this looked like the end of the road — and not just for her poor dog. That horrible S. Wendell Palomino was out to get all of them eventually.


  They broke through the trees and ran out into the large clearing that held the buildings and playing fields of Camp Ebony Lake. The hope of getting to their cabins unobserved popped like a bubble. Darren stood with Cyrus and Marty in the center of the compound, shooting his mouth off — a long story, complete with hand gestures, obviously in great detail. The Oscar-winning performance concluded with Darren’s finger pointed directly at Griffin and Savannah.


  Griffin groaned. “If you look up ‘tattletale’ on Wikipedia, there should be a video clip of that.”


  Savannah wasn’t laughing. “This is no time for jokes! How are we going to protect Luthor now?”


  The Man With The Plan took a deep breath. “We’ll say Vader’s lying. He’s always lying — why should today be any different?”


  “But the counselors are going to know he’s telling the truth when they see how wet we are!” she shrilled.


  “We could tell them we got all sweaty . . .” he offered lamely.


  “Oh, come on, Griffin! We don’t need dumb excuses; we need a miracle!”


  There was a loud clap of thunder and the heavens opened up with the storm that had been brewing all morning. The downpour was so intense that they could barely see each other, much less Darren and the counselors a hundred yards away.


  “Ha!” Griffin was triumphant. “That’s why we’re wet — we got caught in the rain like everybody else! I hate to admit it, but there are times when no plan is a substitute for plain dumb luck!”


  They laughed as they ran, not because it was funny, but from the sheer release of tension. When at last they came staggering into the cover of the mess hall, they found most of the camp already there, sheltering from the storm, just as drenched as they were.


  Cyrus rushed forward, his brow almost as dark as the thunderheads outside. “Where have you two been?”


  Griffin cast him a look of newborn innocence. “We were looking for Darren, but we got turned around in the woods. It was pretty scary.” It was technically the truth — with a few important details left out.


  “Liar!” Darren exploded. “You’ve got a dog out there, and it attacked me! But then Malachi drove his boat into the mechanical monster, which is really a submarine! And then you guys jumped in the lake!” He turned to Cyrus. “Look how soaked they are!”


  “We’re all soaked,” the head counselor said in exasperation. “Darren, I want you to go see Nurse McNulty. You had a pretty stressful morning. You’d better get some rest this afternoon.”


  “I’m not stressed — I’m telling the truth!” Darren pleaded. “It’s not my fault it sounds like lies!”


  “Come on, Darren,” Griffin chided. “Who takes a dog to summer camp?”


  Huddled under a vast umbrella, Marty bundled Darren — still protesting and accusing — off to the infirmary. When the screen door slapped shut behind them, Cyrus fixed Griffin with a piercing gaze. “The next time I see Malachi, he’s not going to know anything about all this, right?”


  “Of course not,” Griffin replied readily.


  “Besides,” Savannah added, “I don’t think he’ll be coming by here anymore. The last time I saw him, he said something about quitting his job.”


  * * *


  When the rain finally abated, and Griffin made it back to Cabin 14, he found fresh clothes folded on his bunk. The T-shirt featured a black-and-white photograph of a kissing bride and groom inside a heart-shaped frame of pink and red roses. The caption read: Marco and Elyse, Endless Love, May 11, 1999.


  “Is this a step up from Care Bears?”


  Startled, Griffin whipped around to see Marty standing in the doorway. “It’s dry,” he replied. “That’s definitely an improvement. Thanks.”


  “Anytime.” The counselor regarded him intently. “You know, Griffin, when you first got here — when your stuff was all torn up — I remember thinking it looked like it had been chewed by some kind of animal. That couldn’t have had anything to do with a dog, could it?”


  “I was thinking more of a Nile crocodile,” Griffin joked. “Or maybe a velociraptor.”


  Marty laughed. But, Griffin reflected, there was nothing funny about the conversation. It wasn’t his first clue that Luthor was no longer safe at Ebony Lake. But it was the one that put things over the top.


  “The good news is Cyrus and Marty don’t believe Darren,” he told Savannah at an emergency meeting behind the wash station while the other campers were at lunch. “The bad news is they don’t really believe us, either. At least, they’re suspicious that there’s something going on behind their backs.”


  “My counselor hasn’t taken her eyes of me since we got back,” Savannah reported mournfully. “It’s like the whole camp is on high alert for anything out of the ordinary.”


  “The next time the counselors hear barking, it won’t be ‘oh, hey, what’s that?’” Griffin agreed. “They’ll turn the world upside down until somebody stumbles on Luthor.”


  “Or they’ll follow us sneaking out to see him, which is just as bad,” Savannah added.


  Griffin’s expression was grave. “It’s not just the counselors I’m worried about. Malachi told Swindle we were hiding the dog, so Swindle knows Luthor’s location. He can’t stay here anymore.”


  Savannah was appalled. “He has to stay here! Where else can he go?”


  “I think I might know a place,” said The Man With The Plan.
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    From: Griffin


    To: Melissa


    Urgent. Operation compromised. Need to move package. Can you and Logan keep at Camp Ta-da! till heat’s off . . . ?

  


  Melissa stared at the small screen of her phone in disbelief. Was he talking about Luthor? What else could the “package” possibly be?


  Melissa was afraid of Luthor. Scared to death, actually. She accepted Savannah’s word that the Doberman was sweet and loving at his core. But since Savannah was the only person who could reach Luthor’s core, that wasn’t much use to anyone else.


  “How’s this?”


  Logan stood on the edge of the stage in Camp Ta-da!’s performance center, his face illuminated by a single brilliant spotlight. For the past hour, he had been adjusting the beam a millimeter or two this way and that, and demanding her opinion.


  “Fine,” she told him. “It was fine an hour ago, too. To be honest, Logan, I can’t really tell the difference.”


  He glared at her. “I have what is known in the theatre as a ‘needle nose.’ If the lighting isn’t exactly perfect, it looks wrong. Whole careers have crashed and burned because some stage manager made an actor’s nose look too big, or too small, or too bulbous, or too needly —”


  “I get it.” It wasn’t like shy Melissa to interrupt, but the text from Camp Ebony Lake was weighing heavily on her mind. “Listen, we just got an emergency message from Griffin and Savannah. They want to know if we can hide Luthor here for a while.”


  Logan did a double take. “Are you crazy? That dog’s a lethal weapon! And besides, how are we supposed to get him here all the way from Ebony Lake?”


  She shrugged. “It’s only twenty-five miles. If anyone can make it happen, Griffin can. They wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Logan shot back. “Ta-da! is a drama camp. Maybe your parents only sent you here to bring you out of your shell, but acting is my life’s work. No way can I put my career on a back burner to baby-sit some mutt.”


  Melissa tuned him out. She was not at all sure she could handle Savannah’s giant Doberman, much less conceal him in a crowded theatre camp. But one thing was certain: The quiet girl owed a lot to Griffin Bing. She’d been a complete loner before he’d recruited her as an electronics expert on one of his operations. She might never have made any friends without him.


  If The Man With The Plan thought this was necessary, that was enough for Melissa.


  
    From: Melissa


    To: Griffin


    Where do we pick up the package?

  


  Twenty-five miles to the west, at Camp Ebony Lake, a smiling Griffin texted a response to Melissa.


  
    From: Griffin


    To: Melissa


    Don’t worry. We deliver.

  


  He put down his phone and set his mind to the details of Operation Hideout: Phase Two.


  The plan was dead. Long live the plan.


  Don’t miss the next adventure!
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