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  The small screen showed the two-lane road cutting a ribbon through the trees as far as the electronic eye could see. Phone in hand, Melissa watched intently.


  Logan peered over her shoulder. “Don’t tell me you hacked into a satellite.”


  Melissa agitated her head, creating gaps in the curtain of hair that usually obscured her face. “Of course not. I’ve just placed a few wireless webcams in the trees.” She tapped the screen, and the angle changed slightly.


  Logan yawned hugely. “It’s too early. How come these plans can’t happen at a decent hour? An actor needs plenty of rest to practice his craft to the best of his ability.”


  Melissa was patient. “The pantry truck doesn’t make its run on our schedule. It delivers to all the camps up here at the crack of dawn so everything is ready before the kids get up.”


  “I’m not feeling my character,” Logan warned.


  “You don’t have to win an Oscar,” Melissa soothed. “You just have to get the driver to stop.” She tensed. “Get ready. Half a mile.”


  Sure enough, the white panel truck had appeared in the distance on the monitor.


  “All right, I’ll do it,” Logan conceded. “But it won’t be art.”


  Melissa stepped back into the cover of the trees. “Break a leg,” she whispered.


  Logan stood a little taller. It was the standard good-luck message for an actor about to take the stage.


  He could see the vehicle now, and hear its motor shifting into second gear as it climbed the grade. Logan waited until it was about a hundred yards away, and then stepped out into the road, waving his arms, the picture of confusion.


  The truck jerked to a sudden halt, and the driver jumped out. “What’s the matter, kid? Are you okay?”


  It was just the cue line Logan had been waiting for. “I — I’m not sure.” He stared at the man blankly. “What am I doing here? I was in bed a minute ago, and — I must have been sleepwalking!”


  The man looked shaken. “It’s a good thing I was paying attention. I could have run you down. Can I get you a bottle of water? I’ve got some in the back —”


  “No!” Logan exclaimed, a little too sharply.


  If the driver had turned around at that instant, he would have seen Melissa helping Griffin, Savannah, and Luthor out the rear of the payload. It was terrible acting, but it kept the man’s attention on Logan instead of the great escape that was taking place behind him.


  “What I mean is —” Logan stammered, recovering — “I’m fine now. I’m sorry for stopping you.” Luthor and the three kids were almost in the cover of the trees. “You can go.”


  No sooner were the words out of his mouth than Griffin tripped on a rut and went sprawling headfirst.


  “On second thought, I’m feeling woozy again!” Logan fairly bellowed. No actor should have to work under these conditions. Johnny Depp would never put up with it.


  Logan watched, wide-eyed, as the girls dragged Griffin out of sight, Luthor trotting by their side. Was that a Care Bears shirt Griffin was wearing? Who was in charge of wardrobe for this operation? Not anybody with the right to call himself The Man With The Plan.


  “Whoops, false alarm,” Logan announced as soon as the others were out of sight.


  “Get in the truck,” the man offered. “Let me give you a ride home. Are you from that theatre camp?”


  Logan’s actor’s preparation had not included that question. “Of course —” he stammered — “not.” The last thing they needed was a concerned truck driver asking questions about a kid wandering out on the road at six o’clock in the morning. “Bye!”


  He ran off into the woods, leaving the man scratching his head.


  When Logan rejoined the team at a small clearing in the cover of the woods, he found Savannah speaking to Luthor in the quiet manner that had earned her the reputation as Cedarville’s premier dog whisperer.


  “I have to go back to camp now, sweetie. You’ll be staying here with Melissa and Logan. I know it isn’t what you had in mind, but you three are going to have so much fun together. . . .”


  “Not too much fun,” Griffin put in. “He has to be quiet. All that barking nearly blew our cover at Ebony Lake.”


  “And don’t forget to tell him about the serious theatre going on,” Logan added. “This isn’t just a camp-camp, it’s a drama camp, and some of the people here are going to be actors for their real careers. He can’t expect us to drop everything and go get dog biscuits or whatever.”


  Savannah was annoyed. “I won’t tell him that. It’s insulting. Besides, he wouldn’t know what to make of a message like that. An animal’s comprehension comes from emotional intelligence and sensitivity.”


  “He wasn’t so sensitive when he was trashing my basement,” Logan complained.


  Savannah faced him furiously. “If you’ve got a problem —”


  Griffin quickly interposed himself between his two friends. “It works against the plan if we fight among ourselves. The whole point of all this is to keep Luthor out of Swindle’s grubby hands. We’re doing you a favor, Savannah.”


  The dog whisperer was instantly contrite. If it weren’t for Operation Hideout, her beloved Doberman would be back with his former owner, the sleazy S. Wendell Palomino.


  “Sorry, Logan,” she said emotionally. “I’m so grateful to you guys for stashing Luthor up here. It’s just not safe for us to keep him at Ebony Lake anymore.”


  “It helps us, too,” Melissa assured her. “If we let Swindle get rich off Luthor’s dog show winnings, he’ll use the money to come after all of us.”


  “Keep your eyes peeled for anybody who might be a private investigator working for Swindle,” Griffin instructed. “Whoever it is will be undercover, so you have to be careful. Watch out for delivery guys or forest rangers who poke around asking nosy questions. It could even be a new counselor — nobody’s above suspicion. Got it?”


  Melissa held up her phone for the others to see. “Here comes the laundry truck heading west.”


  “That’s our ride home,” Griffin confirmed. He turned to Logan. “Ready for some more acting?”


  “The sleepwalking thing isn’t really working for me,” Logan mused. “You know, dramatically. Maybe I should be a parachutist who blew off course.”


  “Except there’s no parachute,” Melissa pointed out.


  Logan sighed. “We need a props department.”


  “Just be something,” Griffin hissed. “If we miss the truck, it’s a twenty-five-mile hike back to camp.”


  “Leave Luthor with me,” Melissa said courageously. “Go catch your ride.”


  There wasn’t even time for an emotional farewell scene between Savannah and the Doberman. Instead, the animal expert made an elaborate show of handing the leash over to Melissa. “Be a good boy, sweetie. I’ll see you soon.”


  They heard the brakes of the truck, followed by Logan’s voice. The young actor had abandoned his parachutist story, and was portraying a lost hiker. There was no time to lose. In another moment, the opportunity would be lost forever.


  “Go!” whispered Melissa.


  With a brave smile for Luthor’s sake, Savannah allowed herself to be pulled away by Griffin. As Logan distracted the driver of the van, the two renegade campers circled around the back of the truck, eased open the rear gate, and hid themselves behind stacks of linens.


  The instant Savannah was out of sight, the change in Luthor was glaringly obvious. His calm deserted him, and he began to pace the clearing, twitching nervously.


  Shy Melissa Dukakis had only just reached the point where she felt comfortable talking to people. To deal with this very large, very frightening animal was going to take every milligram of fortitude she could muster.


  “Calm down — uh — sweetie,” she ventured in her best impersonation of Savannah.


  The endearment, coming from anybody but his beloved dog whisperer, was not to be tolerated. The growl seemed to begin at the tip of his tail, traveling through that oversized body, and emerging from behind those very sharp teeth.


  Melissa nearly swallowed her tongue. “Luthor — uh — sir —” Her hand visibly shaking, she reached into the bag of food Savannah had brought along, and produced a bone-shaped dog treat.


  Luthor snapped it down in a flash, but it failed to settle him.


  Logan reentered the clearing. “Well, that’s done —”


  The big dog turned on him with a sharp bark, freezing him on the spot.


  Melissa might have been quiet and timid, but her experience with Griffin and his team had taught her one important truth: Never let a plan get out of control.


  She activated the Skype app on her phone and called Griffin. A shadowy face surrounded by sheets and towels appeared almost immediately. “Are you crazy?” Griffin rasped. “You know we’re hiding in the back of a van! You want to get us caught?”


  Melissa’s wide eyes were clearly visible behind her curtain of hair. “Savannah has to talk to her dog!”


  Griffin understood her instantly. Just seconds later, Savannah appeared on the screen, in full dog-whispering mode. Melissa held the phone up for Luthor to see.


  The Doberman was a little bewildered by the tiny Savannah who was here and yet not here. But there was no question — that was her face, and that was her voice, which meant he wasn’t so abandoned after all.


  Melissa and Logan exchanged a look of pure dismay. Luthor was calm again — but for how long? Would his hostility return the minute Savannah’s familiar face was no longer before him?


  “Great,” Logan said with a nervous laugh. “Now all we have to do is keep her on the phone forever.”


  Melissa retreated behind her hair. It was going to be a really long three weeks.
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  The buildings of Camp Ta-da! were laid out around its performance center — an old barn converted into a small theater and rehearsal space. It was a tight squeeze to get one hundred fifty campers plus their counselors inside at the same time. But when it was raining — like it was on that day — no one minded the crowding. All eyes were on head counselor and creative director Wendy Demerest, who was running through the details of the annual “Showdown” against the camp’s cross-county rivals, Camp Spotlight.


  “For the next week we work around the clock to script, stage, and rehearse a forty-five-minute revue,” she explained. “At the Showdown, both camps put on dueling shows for a trophy and bragging rights. Spotlight has beaten us the last three summers” — a loud chorus of boos greeted this statement — “and that’s why this is the year we bring the cup back to Ta-da!, where it belongs.”


  Melissa was amazed at the wild cheering that greeted this announcement. Even Logan — who normally looked at his acting as serious business — was on his feet, punching the air and howling. She had only agreed to go away for the summer because her parents thought she spent too much time alone with her computers. She’d signed on with Logan and Ta-da! in order to avoid all the sports, competition, and rah-rah-rah. Yet here she was in the middle of what looked like a pep rally. It turned out that these drama types were just as crazed over their specialty as the kids at the baseball camp up the road. Rah-rah-rah couldn’t be avoided.


  As the ovation died down, a distinct woof could be heard over the general din. Melissa reached out and pinched Logan’s arm, but the campers who didn’t know there was a dog in the attic hadn’t noticed the extra sound.


  There had been only one place to hide Luthor, chosen after an intensive search for something safer. Every other building, cabin, Quonset hut, or tent in camp was used regularly. But the hayloft above the rehearsal hall was strictly an off-season storage area. Now that camp was in session, all the props, sets, and costumes had been moved downstairs. The attic was empty, and would remain so until the buses arrived to take the campers home.


  There was a thump from upstairs. Unlike the woof, everyone heard that. To Melissa it sounded exactly like a large Doberman bumping into a crossbeam.


  An uneasy murmur rippled through the campers, but Wendy smiled. “Any theater worth its salt is haunted. Maybe that’s our ghost up there — the spirit of some old actor who wants us to beat the pants off Spotlight on the seventeenth. It’s good luck.”


  Everyone laughed, and there was scattered applause.


  “Now,” Wendy went on, “the title of our revue is The Best of Broadway. The first thing we need is a captain for our Camp Ta-da! team. Vote carefully, because our captain will be your leader through every stage of the competition — from scripting to costumes and set design to rehearsals to performance. The nominees are Dante Bryant, Mary Catherine Klinger, and Logan Kellerman.”


  As the counselors circulated with slips of paper to serve as ballots, Logan flashed Melissa a knowing smile. “It’s in the bag,” he said confidently. “Everyone knows I’m the best actor in camp. They’ve probably seen the Vicks commercial I starred in. Nobody does post-nasal drip like a Kellerman!”


  In the crush of the crowded theater, a tall counselor accidentally brushed against a hanging cable. As he reached up to steady it, his thumb depressed the operating button. An electrical hum filled the barn, and a rectangular platform began to descend from the ceiling.


  Melissa and Logan stared in horror. They’d thought that the only way to get to the attic was via the steep, ladderlike staircase leading from the back of the barn. They’d had no idea this hoist platform even existed. And there was a pretty good chance that when this thing came down to eye level, Luthor was going to be perched on it!


  Shoving campers out of his way, Logan made a screaming run for the descending platform. He got his hands on it and vaulted aboard, prepared to shield the dog from view with his very body. An “oof” escaped him as he landed face-first on the hard metal.


  Since all eyes were on Logan’s antics, only Melissa noticed the big Doberman head peering down from the opening in the ceiling. Urgently, she waved him back, and was surprised when he obeyed and vanished from view.


  The counselor pressed the button again, and the platform was ascending, bearing Logan with it.


  “Hey, you guys!” Logan shouted. “Let me down!”


  With a click, he was closed into the attic. He reappeared several minutes later after climbing down the ladder. By this time the vote was over. Mary Catherine Klinger was the captain of Ta-da!’s Showdown team.


  “I voted for you,” Melissa consoled Logan.


  “One vote!” Logan mourned. “I didn’t even get to vote for myself. Mary Catherine the Klingon couldn’t act her way out of a wet paper bag! There’s no way she could do post-nasal drip like me! She couldn’t work up a decent sniffle!”


  Melissa resettled her hair so that Logan could see the sincerity in her eyes. “At least Luthor didn’t get caught. That’s the important thing.”


  Logan was furious. “The stupid dog hasn’t even been here a day yet, and already he’s cost me an important stepping-stone in my career. He’d better not cost us the Showdown!”


  * * *


  Melissa didn’t make friends easily.


  Actually, she didn’t make friends at all except where Griffin’s plans were involved. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be more social; she just never knew what to say to anyone. To the other girls, it was so natural — they stayed up for hours after lights-out, giggling and snacking on cookies they’d stashed away from dinner. Funny — Melissa could hack into top secret data storage facilities or bounce an e-mail off so many servers around the world as to make it virtually untraceable. Yet the natural ease of her bunkmates, whispering, laughing, and chowing down, might as well have been a code with uncrackable protocols. To Melissa, it just didn’t compute.


  Mary Catherine Klinger was in the next bunk. “Watch out for that Kellerman kid,” she warned in a confidential tone. “He’s all sour grapes that no one voted for him to be captain. I think he might try to sabotage our production for the Showdown.”


  Shy as she was, Melissa couldn’t let that go unchallenged. She had to speak up for her friend. “Logan would never do anything like that. Theatre is his life’s work.”


  Mary Catherine and the girls looked around, trying to identify the source of the quiet yet strident words. For some reason, no one noticed Melissa, who was now sitting up in bed.


  Mary Catherine got a bead on her at last. “Well, that’s what he says. I’ve seen his type before. He acts like super actor, gets everybody to buy into his big pie-in-the-sky ideas. But when it’s time to deliver, he’ll flake out and leave us with nothing.”


  “You don’t know Logan,” Melissa defended him. “He’s really talented.”


  Mary Catherine had a broad, toothy stage smile — the kind that could be seen from the very last row of the balcony. Now her grin abruptly disappeared as she frowned at this new girl. They had been living together in this cabin for a week now. Was it possible that the Ta-da! captain simply hadn’t noticed her?


  “I don’t think I know your name,” Mary Catherine said.


  “M-Melissa —”


  “And what’s your specialty, Melissa?” Mary Catherine persisted. “You know, acting, dancing, singing . . . ?”


  “I’m good with computers,” Melissa offered lamely.


  “Computers?” echoed Athena Sizemore, who was never far from Mary Catherine’s side. “Then what are you doing at a drama camp?”


  Melissa didn’t like the direction this discussion was taking. But now that she was in it, she couldn’t just quit, could she? Were you allowed to resign from a conversation like it was a chess match? These were the things that came naturally to most people that Melissa just didn’t get.


  “Well” — she was back behind her hair again, but it wasn’t doing her any good. She could feel the other girls’ eyes burning into her like lasers — “my parents want me to be more outgoing.”


  “Nothing brings you out of your shell like singing,” Mary Catherine enthused. “And I know a solo in the Showdown that’s just perfect for you!”


  “A solo?” Melissa was horrified. “I can’t sing!”


  “That’s what rehearsal’s for,” the Ta-da! captain assured her. “We start tomorrow!”


  Great, Melissa thought miserably. Now the loudest, pushiest girl in the whole camp had set her sights on turning her into a singer.


  That’s what I get for sticking up for Logan. . . .


  Life was simpler back before she’d had friends. Lonelier, but simpler.
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  It was after midnight by the time all the girls were asleep. Melissa took stock of the steady breathing of her cabinmates, paying special attention to Desiree, the counselor, who was snoring softly. The coast was clear.


  Careful not to make a sound, she crept out of the cabin. Sneaking around in the dead of night definitely scared her, but not as much as it used to. If you wanted to be in on Griffin’s plans, sneaking was a must-have skill.


  Logan was already at the meeting place — hidden behind the low fence that extended from the side door of the performance center. He turned on his flashlight, the beam momentarily blinding her. “What took you so long?” he hissed. “I’ve been waiting forever!”


  “The other girls wouldn’t go to sleep,” she explained. “Mary Catherine wants me to do a solo in the Showdown. I don’t know how to sing!”


  Logan was bitter. “I can’t get elected team captain when I’m a professional actor, but you get your own solo!”


  “I don’t want a solo!” Melissa exclaimed, showing as much temper as Logan had ever seen from her. “Mary Catherine’s going to make me do one!”


  Logan couldn’t see past the fact that Mary Catherine was running things and he wasn’t. “Who puts a Klingon in charge of a drama team? This place is just like the Golden Globes — it’s all fixed.”


  Melissa reached into her pocket and pulled out a napkin that concealed three salami slices and a half-crushed cupcake. “It was all I could save from dinner. What did you bring?”


  Logan looked bewildered. “I’m not hungry.”


  “Not for you,” Melissa explained patiently. “For Luthor.”


  He shrugged. “It’s not my dog.”


  “That’s the whole point. Neither of us is Savannah, so we have to bribe him if we expect him to do what we want. If he won’t go for a walk, it’s going to get messy up there.”


  They took the stairs up to the loft. When they got to the top, they were greeted by an unfriendly growl . . . and a large white Doberman.


  “Hey,” Logan whispered. “Did somebody switch dogs on us?”


  Melissa trained her flashlight on the ghostly creature before them. It was the real Luthor, all right, covered in the white fluffy stuffing that had once been inside the sleeping bag they’d laid down for his comfort. Savannah’s “sweetie” had passed the hours by tearing it to pieces. The big Doberman had also made a mess of the blankets and comforters they’d strewn across the floor to muffle the sound of dog toenails.


  Logan took a step back from the ferocious glare he was receiving. “Give him the food — quick.”


  It was gone in a millionth of a second, and Luthor was advancing on them menacingly.


  Melissa had been prepared for this possibility. She had learned from Griffin that a good plan allows for all contingencies. Her phone was already set to the Skype app, and the call was going through to Savannah.


  It was so dark under the covers that the girl was barely visible. “Have you lost your minds? It’s the middle of the night? I’m surrounded by sleeping girls!”


  Melissa did not mince words. “Talk to Luthor!” She held the device in front of the big dog’s angry dark eyes.


  The change in the Doberman was instant and total. His raised hackles suddenly lay flat as if by magic, and his growl became a delicate whimper. He sat obediently before the screen, drinking in the beloved face and listening to the beloved voice.


  “Oh, Luthor, I’ve been so worried about you. . . .”


  “Worry about us,” Logan put in dramatically. “We’re the ones who are about to be ripped to shreds.”


  “Tell him he needs to go for a walk,” Melissa instructed urgently.


  Savannah soothed Luthor as Melissa clipped the leash on to his collar. The Doberman balked, however, when they tried to lead him back to the ladderlike steps.


  “It’s too steep,” Savannah explained. “He can go up that kind of staircase, but down scares him. He thinks he’ll fall.”


  In the end, they had to lower Luthor and themselves via the electric hoist platform, praying that no one would notice the power humming in the otherwise silent woods.


  At that point, Savannah’s Ebony Lake counselor came to investigate the mumbling, so the dog whisperer had to hang up and pretend to be talking in her sleep. Luckily, though, Luthor was so excited at the prospect of escaping his imprisonment in the attic that he bounded out of the barn, dragging Melissa at the end of the leash. Logan stayed behind to raise the platform before scrambling to catch up.


  They watched the Doberman run and play in the moonlight, awestruck by his raw boundless energy. Luthor raced around the quadrangle at Thoroughbred speed, as if circling some imaginary triple-crown track. If any bleary-eyed camper happened to stagger out of one of the cabins, the poor kid would be flattened.


  “Too bad the Klingon can’t see this,” Logan said wanly. “Nobody messes with you when you’ve got a killer dog on your side.”


  “He’s not on our side,” Melissa reminded him nervously. “He’s on Savannah’s, and she can’t stay on Skype for three weeks straight. We’re going to have to learn to handle him.”


  “I’m an actor, not a lion tamer.”


  “You think I am?” It was the closest Melissa ever came to a challenging tone. “I’d rather take on the world’s most complicated computer virus.”


  Luthor leaped to snap at a low-flying moth, sailing four feet off the ground.


  “Maybe we should try to reach Savannah again,” Logan put in uneasily.


  The Doberman continued to frolic in the compound, his breakneck speed slackening as he burned off the pent-up energy of his confinement. Eventually, he trotted over and rejoined them. He wasn’t friendly, exactly. But he allowed Melissa to clip the leash back on to his collar. It was time to go for a walk.


  For secrecy’s sake, they sought the cover of the woods. Logan mumbled uneasily as they strolled, rehearsing lines from the many commercials he’d auditioned for:


  “. . . the cereal guaranteed to stay crunchy in milk . . . clinically proven to kill bad breath germs on contact . . . does your taco sauce give you heartburn? . . .”


  Luthor stopped in his tracks so suddenly that Melissa rear-ended him.


  Logan was surprised. “What — ?”


  Then they spotted the flashlight beam, creating the illusion of moving shadows in the dense foliage.


  “The counselors?” Logan whispered fearfully.


  “Shhh!” Melissa hissed.


  The two campers hunkered down beside the dog and watched as the newcomer approached them. They could just make out his face in the glow of his own flashlight — a man, probably a little past middle age, with a neatly trimmed beard and mustache. Not a counselor, for sure, Melissa thought.


  As the man grew close, she dared to reach out a hand and cover Luthor’s snout, hoping the Doberman would take the hint and stay silent — instead of swallowing her arm halfway to the elbow. Some part of Luthor’s show-dog training must have kicked in, because he froze and made no sound.


  The man passed no more than ten feet from their hiding place and continued in the direction of the camp. No one spoke until the rustling of his footsteps faded out.


  “Who’s that?” Logan breathed.


  “I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Melissa replied. “Let’s see if we can find out what he’s up to.”


  “Are you crazy?” Logan rasped. “We’re out way past curfew with a fugitive dog! If we get caught, we’ll be kicked out of the Showdown, and then the Klingon will take over the whole enterprise!”


  “Griffin told us to watch out for suspicious strangers,” she reminded him. “This guy could be working for Swindle. If they tracked Luthor to Ebony Lake, because of Savannah and Griffin, they could probably find us. Swindle knows all the kids on the team.”


  They followed the bearded man by the glow of his flashlight. He went all the way to Camp Ta-da!, crossing the compound as if certain of his destination.


  Melissa, Logan, and Luthor held up at the edge of the clearing. To Melissa’s amazement, the man headed straight for the performance center.


  “Did someone tip him off about Luthor and where we’re hiding him?” Logan managed, shocked.


  “I don’t see how. . . .” Yet the evidence was right there in front of them — the stranger striding purposefully toward the converted barn. She turned to Logan. “You raised the platform, right?”


  “Of course,” Logan replied. “But if he knows where to look . . .”


  In trepidation, they listened for the hum of the lift coming down. Nothing.


  “Maybe he took the stairs,” Melissa whispered.


  But a moment later, the flashlight beam reappeared, and the stranger left the barn. Melissa, Logan, and Luthor scrambled to get out of his path, watching as he reentered the woods and moved off in the direction he’d come from. After a few minutes, his footsteps could no longer be heard. Eventually, the light vanished as well.


  Melissa was white as a sheet. “Griffin was right! Swindle sent a new spy!”


  “Now we have to find another hiding place for Luthor,” Logan mourned. “I haven’t got that kind of time, you know. It’s going to be hard enough to put together a decent show with the Klingon bossing everybody around.”


  “It seems to me that the safest place in camp is the spot where the guy just looked,” Melissa argued. “Now that he’s ruled it out, he’ll search somewhere else next time.”


  “That doesn’t mean we can relax,” Logan argued. “He could be back.”


  She nodded. “In fact, I think we can count on it.”
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  The afternoon was hot — but not half as hot as it was inside the warthog costume. It was raining lightly, and every drop made the fur wet and heavy. The effort required to raise his arm was almost more than Logan could muster.


  “Mary Catherine —”


  The captain of the Showdown team didn’t hear him. She bustled about, barking orders as she assembled her cast for the next number — “Hakuna Matata,” from The Lion King.


  “Mary Catherine!” Logan shouted to project his voice beyond the cocoon.


  She peered in his eye-holes. “Yes, Logan?”


  “Well . . .” How could he explain it? Here he was, a professional actor, who had been in real TV commercials. And how had she cast him? In an outfit where no one could see if he was acting or not, portraying a neckless swine. “It’s just that — well, anybody could play this part.”


  “I know you’ll rock it.”


  “But I don’t want to rock a warthog!” he wailed. “I want to play a meaty character!”


  She lowered her eyes to the warthog’s big stomach. “No one’s meatier than Pumbaa.”


  “Not that kind of meaty! I want multiple dimensions, complicated emotions, inner pain!”


  “Pumbaa has lots of inner pain,” she reasoned. “He has gas!”


  She moved on to Bobby Delancey, who played Timon, leaving Logan seething and sweating. The Klingon was doing this on purpose. She knew that if Wendy saw him acting in a halfway decent role, she’d kick Mary Catherine out and make him captain of the Showdown team!


  They were all in their places when there was a thunderclap, and pelting rain had them scrambling for cover. By the time Logan lurched into the performance center, the warthog suit had soaked up at least twenty extra pounds of water.


  Mary Catherine looked down her nose at him. “Logan, you’re going to have to take better care of your costume than that. If it’s ruined, your parents get charged, you know.”


  Logan was too exhausted to argue with her. “Let’s just do the number and get it over with.”


  “This stage is too small for ‘Hakuna Matata,’ ” she decided. “Take off your head, and we’ll work on Melissa’s solo.”


  Even through the dense wet fur, Logan heard the whimpered protest from his shy friend.


  “I’ve picked the perfect song,” Mary Catherine went on. “‘Memory’ from the musical Cats. It’s one of the most famous songs in the history of Broadway, so the audience will be expecting great things.”


  “I can’t —” Melissa stammered. “I mean I don’t — I mean I never —”


  “This is your part,” Mary Catherine said firmly.


  Something snapped inside Logan and he threw off the top half of his costume. It would have been very dramatic if he could have tossed it clear in a single swashbuckling motion instead of tunneling out like an escaping prisoner, but true actors had to be able to improvise.


  “You don’t want her to sing ‘Memory’ in the Showdown,” he accused the Ta-da! captain. “You want her to sing it here so you can make fun of her, and then cut her from the performance.”


  Mary Catherine skewered him with laser eyes. “Well, she can’t just do nothing. It’s a group revue. Everyone’s supposed to take part. Those are the rules, you know.”


  “I can work on set design,” Melissa offered.


  At that moment, a loud yelp resounded directly above them.


  “The performance center ghost!” exclaimed Athena with an anxious laugh.


  “No, that’s not it,” Logan put in quickly. “A falling branch must have hit the roof.”


  The campers regarded one another nervously. None of them had ever heard a tree branch bark before.


  * * *


  The Showdown was always held outdoors. The stage was at the base of a large hill, which served as a natural grandstand for the audience. Each year the host camp was in charge of building a set and a lighting arc on the existing platform.


  Dozens of upturned eyes watched in amazement as the chandelier rolled over the top of the array and came hurtling down to the stage. A crash of shattering glass blasted from the speakers.


  The campers all gasped — and then applauded. Hunched behind her laptop on a tree stump, Melissa took a small bow. Behind her hair, her face flushed as it always did when she received any kind of attention.


  “Wow!” Logan exclaimed, goggle-eyed. He’d always known his friend was a genius, but he’d never imagined that her tech skills could be applied to the theatre!


  “Not bad.” Mary Catherine didn’t look too pleased at the idea of credit going to anyone except herself. But this special effect — for their Phantom of the Opera number — couldn’t be ignored. “Definitely pretty good.”


  Melissa pounded the keyboard and the “chandelier” rose on its system of ropes and pulleys and disappeared behind the arc lights, poised for its next fall.


  “How did you make it sound so real?” asked Athena breathlessly. “I mean, the chandelier’s just a wooden scenery board! I could have sworn it was glass breaking into a million pieces!”


  “I downloaded the clip from the Internet,” Melissa replied in a voice so soft that everyone had to strain to hear. “I also got jungle sounds for The Lion King, a helicopter rotor for Miss Saigon, and a tornado for The Wizard of Oz.”


  During break time, Logan and Melissa walked along Ta-da!’s “Main Street,” which featured the mess hall, pool, and camp offices.


  “The Klingon gave me my part for the Charlie Brown skit,” Logan said savagely. “I’m Snoopy.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” asked Melissa. “Snoopy’s one of the main characters.”


  “No lines!” Logan complained. “I don’t even bark. I just crawl around on my hands and knees wearing aviator’s goggles. First the warthog and now this. What’s next? Mary Poppins? I can play the umbrella.”


  So wrapped up was he in his complaints that he failed to notice the bearded man chatting with Wendy Demerest.


  “Look!” Melissa took Logan’s wrist and pulled him around the corner of the wash station. “It’s that guy — the one we saw in the woods! Swindle’s spy.”


  Logan peered around the building, frowning. “If he’s a spy, how come he knows Wendy?”


  Melissa was not fooled. “Remember what Griffin told us about Malachi Moore? The first thing he did was make friends with all the counselors at Ebony Lake.”


  “Did he have a beard?” Logan whispered.


  “There are a dozen fake beards in the wardrobe cabin,” she pointed out. “But I don’t think this is the same person. Griffin said Malachi was young. This guy’s older than my dad.”


  Another counselor joined Wendy and the stranger, and soon the group was laughing over a joke the two campers could not make out.


  “What can we do?” asked Logan. “Walk up and accuse him of being a dognapper? What if somebody asks us how we know? The last thing we want is for the counselors to find out about Luthor.”


  “Good point.” Melissa frowned. What would Griffin do? There’s always a plan, he was fond of saying. If you look hard enough, you’ll see it.


  “Well, if we can’t prove he’s working for Swindle,” she mused, “maybe we can put him off Luthor’s scent.”


  “How are we supposed to do that?”


  “It’s not going to be easy,” she admitted. “It’ll take skill — acting skill.”


  Logan was instantly on board.
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  The fish came from out of nowhere, catching the man full in the face across his short-clipped beard.


  “What the — ?” He staggered back, stunned, staring at the boy in the Camp Ta-da! T-shirt who stood like a sentry, a ten-inch perch dangling from the end of his rod and reel.


  “Sorry, mister.” Logan was in character, the picture of apology. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


  The victim rubbed his jaw. “What’s with the fish around here? Are they made of cement?”


  The blush in Logan’s cheeks was not acting. He and Melissa could not have ensured that they’d catch a fish from the camp pond. So they had borrowed one from the freezer in the kitchen. It wasn’t Logan’s fault that there had been insufficient time to thaw it out before it had to be used. Some things in theatre couldn’t be scripted in advance. “The northern perch is known for being solid.”


  The man didn’t seem too angry. “I thought this camp was for actors, not anglers.”


  “We’re all actors, but they let us do other things in our spare time,” Logan explained, launching into the character he had carefully prepared. “I like to fish because my father’s a fish and game expert for the federal government. My name is Ferris Atwater, Jr.” It was Logan’s favorite alias. “I’m not really a camper here. I just come during the day while my dad’s working in the area. He has to catch a feral dog.”


  “A what?”


  “A feral dog is a pet dog that gets lost and starts to live in the wild,” Logan supplied. “Dad suspects this one used to be a guard dog, because he’s a big Doberman, and kind of mean. The fish and game department thinks he might be dangerous to other wildlife, and even people.”


  The plan was to convince Swindle’s spy that Luthor wasn’t being hidden in the camp somewhere, but was out in the woods, running free.


  The man must have been almost as good an actor as Logan, because he appeared completely disinterested. “Yeah, well, watch where you’re waving that fishing rod, Ferris. The hook could take someone’s eye out.”


  “I’ll be careful, Mr. — uh — I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”


  “Smith,” the man said quickly. “E. J. Smith.”


  Logan held out his hand. “Good to meet you, Mr. Smith. Do you live around here?”


  “I have a summer place up on the mountain.” Mr. Smith pulled back from Logan’s grip. “Your hand is like ice!”


  Uh-oh. “It’s the bait,” Logan exclaimed glibly. “My worms were in the fridge.” That was a close one! “Anyway, good meeting you.” He pulled a phone from the pocket of his shorts and snapped a picture.


  The bearded man was suddenly angry. “What did you do that for?”


  “In case the feral dog gets you,” Logan explained reasonably. “My dad needs to know everyone who’s in harm’s way.”


  “I can look after myself!” growled E. J. Smith. “You delete that!”


  “Okay, sure.” Following Melissa’s instructions, Logan carefully saved the photograph before erasing it from the screen.


  “I don’t like pictures,” the man said gruffly. “I come up here for privacy, not to end up on some fish and game website!” He stormed off, giving the swinging perch a wide berth.


  A smile found its way to Logan’s lips. Maybe Mary Catherine didn’t appreciate his talent, but there was more than one way for an actor to practice his craft.


  This had been another successful performance.


  * * *


  Griffin’s face filled the small screen of Melissa’s phone as he examined the photograph of E. J. Smith. “No, it’s definitely not Malachi,” he concluded. “But Swindle could’ve hired another goon.”


  It was after midnight, and Melissa and Logan were in the attic of the performance center, bringing Luthor his dinner. Across the hayloft, the Doberman was diving into seven feet of link sausages filched from the freezer on the same raid as the one that had netted the northern perch. It was a special treat for the dog, who had been surviving on table scraps and whatever could be smuggled to him in pockets and under hoodies.


  “That’s what we figured,” Melissa agreed in a low voice. “I googled him, and it turns out E. J. Smith was the captain of the Titanic. So this guy’s definitely using an alias.”


  “Never mind that.” Savannah bumped Griffin out of the frame. “How close do you think he is to finding Luthor?”


  “He hasn’t got a clue,” Logan assured her. “My performance was legendary. He’s probably out in the woods right now, searching for a feral dog by flashlight.”


  “My poor sweetie.” Savannah sighed in relief.


  It was the one word that could have dislodged Luthor from the sausages. Up perked his ears, and he scrambled over to Savannah’s image on the phone.


  “Oh, Luthor, I miss you so much! Are you being a good boy?”


  In answer, a mammoth tongue came out and slurped across the small screen.


  Melissa was horrified. “Moisture is not good for electronics!” She wiped the device on her pajama bottoms.


  Griffin brought them back to the original point of the call. “Well, it isn’t Malachi, but the new goon’s definitely dirty. He even looks kind of familiar, but I can’t place him.”


  “I thought so, too,” put in Melissa. “Could he be from Cedarville?”


  “I doubt it,” Griffin replied. “Swindle would never hire someone we might recognize. Anyway, it seems like you’ve got this guy under control — for now. But be careful. If he keeps nosing around, you’re going to have to find out more about him.”
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  The union soldiers stood on the stage — a line of blue uniforms behind the grave markers of Gettysburg National Cemetery. They saw the tall stovepipe hat first, followed by the famous beard. And then he was before them — Abraham Lincoln, sixteenth president of the United States.


  The president glanced at his notes on the back of an envelope, and launched into Lincoln’s famous speech. “Four score and seven years ago . . .”


  A soldier broke ranks and pointed a finger at the president. “This isn’t right at all!”


  Lincoln — played by Bobby Delancey — looked first at his accuser and then at Mary Catherine. “That’s not in the script!”


  Logan threw off his hat, nearly removing his nose with the chinstrap. “When Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg address, he was coming down with smallpox! Where’s your rash?”


  Bobby was bewildered. “Nobody said I had to have a rash!”


  “A real actor doesn’t just learn lines!” Logan couldn’t hide his disgust at Bobby’s amateurism. “We have to be able to feel the heat from your fever. And your nausea — you haven’t even gagged! If we’re going to beat Camp Spotlight, we have to go all out!”


  Mary Catherine stormed onto the stage. “Logan, get back to your mark. You’re a soldier. You have no lines in this scene.”


  Logan bristled. “That’s the whole problem, isn’t it? I have no lines in any scene. I can do Lincoln like nobody’s business. Or Hamlet. Have you ever seen my Crucible? Nobody gets burned at the stake better than me! But you’ve got me playing four-legged creatures and a soldier with a plastic rifle!”


  Wendy stepped onto the stage. “There are no stars here; we’re actors in a troupe. And all roles, big and small, are equally important. If we fight among ourselves, we’re giving Camp Spotlight an advantage over us.” When Logan looked stubborn, she added, “It’s up to you, Logan. If you can’t be satisfied with the parts you’ve been given, I’m going to have to drop you from the cast.”


  Her words finally penetrated Logan’s resentment. His roles might be insignificant and insulting. But nothing would be worse than being out of the Showdown. That was the reason he’d come to Ta-da! in the first place.


  After rehearsal, as he and Melissa headed for the mess hall for lunch, Logan’s bitterness spilled over. “This is all Savannah’s fault! It’s thanks to her that we’re saddled with Luthor in the attic of the performance center — which is the only reason I didn’t get picked to be captain!”


  “It’s not just about Luthor,” Melissa reminded him. “Once Swindle’s done with the dog, he’s going to come after the rest of us. It’s his revenge for the baseball card heist.”


  They stepped into the wood-framed building and froze in the doorway. There in the lunch line, helping himself to chicken pot pie, was none other than E. J. Smith.


  “What’s he doing here?” Logan hissed in consternation. “Why isn’t he out in the woods looking for the feral dog?”


  “Maybe he didn’t believe you,” Melissa whispered back.


  “Are you kidding? I killed!”


  “You know, Griffin’s right,” she commented. “He really does look familiar. We’ve got to find out who he is.”


  “Well, he definitely isn’t who he says he is,” added Logan. “E. J. Smith is at the bottom of the Atlantic.”


  “If only I could get to his computer,” Melissa mused. “Then I’d know more about him than his own mother.”


  “How are you going to that?” asked Logan. “He doesn’t carry a laptop with him.”


  At that moment, Melissa caught her reflection in the glass sneeze-guard that covered the salad bar. Her expression matched one that she’d often seen on the face of The Man With The Plan. “Remember what he told you: His house is up on the hill somewhere. We can follow him, figure out where he lives. That’s where the computer is going to be.”


  Logan was wide-eyed. “And break in?”


  She nodded grimly. “You heard Griffin. We have to find out more about this guy.”


  
    From: Melissa


    To: Griffin


    Followed E. J. Smith yesterday. He lives in cabin not far from camp. Hoping to get on his computer to learn true identity.


    From: Griffin


    To: Melissa


    We’ll make a planner of you yet! Good luck!
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  We’re lost.”


  Logan slumped against a tree, unable to go on.


  “We’re not lost.” Melissa’s hair concealed the fact that she was rolling her eyes. “We’re going the right way. It’s just a little bit farther.”


  Two days had passed since they’d tailed Swindle’s agent back to his summer home. Now, finally, the coast was clear. E. J. Smith was with the Ta-da! campers and counselors in the performance center, watching video of the various musical numbers and dramatic scenes of their revue. It was a little nerve-racking that Luthor was in the attic directly above so many people, including a professional dognapper. An accidental slip of the wrist could send the Doberman on a steady whirring descent into the midst of the entire population of the camp.


  It wasn’t very long before the path rounded a dense grove of pines, and there it was, a small cottage of log and stone, nestled against the hillside. It looked exactly like Smith’s cover story — a summer residence in the woods, perfect for a city dweller to get away from it all. What it did not resemble was a dognapper’s lair. But they knew the truth.


  Logan was getting cold feet. “Don’t ask me to pick the lock. I’m an actor, not a burglar.”


  Melissa tried the door, but the knob didn’t budge. They examined the windows. All locked.


  “If we break a window,” Logan reasoned, “he’ll know someone’s been inside.”


  Frowning, Melissa raised her head until she found herself looking at a small window in the low A-frame attic. The sash was clearly raised a few inches. “There,” she said. “That’s the way in.”


  “If you’re a squirrel,” said Logan, following her gaze. It was an awfully small window. “A baby squirrel.”


  “Ben climbs into smaller places than that,” Melissa pointed out. In addition to being Griffin’s best friend, Ben served as the team’s tight-spaces specialist.


  “Ben’s half the size of me,” Logan protested. “He goes in there because he fits!”


  “Fair enough.” Melissa sighed. “I’ll do it. Just give me a boost to the porch roof.”


  “Oh, right!” snapped Logan. “Leave me standing here for when E. J. Smith comes back!”


  At last, Melissa ended the argument by forming a basket with her interlaced fingers. Logan stepped aboard, and she heaved him upward.


  The disaster unfolded quickly. He got his hand onto the roofing shingles, but floundered there, unable to find anything to hold on to. As he wriggled, his free foot kicked Melissa in the mouth. She went down, leaving him unsupported. He tried to hoist his leg onto the roof, but succeeded only in getting it tangled in the chain of a hanging pot. The chain snapped. Down came the pot, and Logan with it, landing hard beside Melissa and the shattered planter. Clay shards and dirt scattered everywhere.


  “Look what you’ve done!” he accused Melissa. “No way can we hide that we’ve been here now!”


  “What I’ve done?” And then she saw it, half-buried in the fallen earth — a well-worn key. “We’re in!”


  The house was small and neat, with wood-paneled walls and handmade rustic furniture. Over the fireplace hung a painting of E. J. Smith himself, with a velvet jacket and silk Ascot tie. It gave Melissa a moment’s unease.


  “If he’s only here to go after Luthor, why would he bring a picture of himself to hang over the mantel?”


  Logan peered into the single small bedroom. “Let’s just find the computer and get out. If we get caught, we’ll be sent home. And all those hours in a warthog suit will be for nothing.”


  They found the computer on the kitchen table, and Melissa wasted no time booting it up. “You know, this is really slow,” she commented. “He should defrag his hard drive. And an anti-malware scan wouldn’t hurt. Who knows how many viruses he might have?”


  “I don’t care if he has the black plague,” Logan retorted. “That painting is freaking me out! It’s like he’s watching us ransacking his house.”


  “It’s not my fault he neglects basic computer maintenance,” Melissa said crossly. “Okay — I’m opening his e-mail program.”


  And then a voice from outside the house announced, “Blasted raccoons! Look at the mess!”


  Logan froze. “E. J. Smith!” he croaked.


  Two pairs of eyes flashed to the front of the house. Through the window, they could see Smith, bending over his broken planter.


  A moment later, the doorknob was turning.


  “Hide!” It was barely a whisper, but no syllable ever resonated louder. Logan knew that an actor must always be able to think on his feet, because anything could happen in live theatre. But at that moment, the only action that came to him was a frantic dance in the middle of the living room.


  The door began to swing wide. In a second, the dognapper would be upon them.


  It was Melissa who grabbed him by the arm, hauled him across the living room, stuffed him behind the sofa, and squeezed in after him. She ducked her head out of sight just as the bearded man came into the living room and flopped down on the couch.


  “Man, what a scorcher!” By the third breath, he was snoring.


  Trapped behind the furniture, Logan motioned that they should make a break for it. Melissa shook her head, and mouthed the words, “Not yet.” It was too risky with the dognapper inches away from them.


  “But we can’t stay here forever!” Logan squeaked.


  The sound jarred Smith awake, and he looked around for the source. Then his eyes fell on the computer. “Did I leave that on all day?” He got up and walked into the kitchen.


  Melissa and Logan crouched in uncomfortable misery while Smith phoned tech support, and tried to convince the agent that his computer had been on for six hours and hadn’t yet gone to screen-saver mode.


  Melissa’s mind raced. What to do? Ordinarily, she took a lot of guidance from The Man With The Plan. But she couldn’t remember Griffin ever being stuck in a spot like this. She tried to troubleshoot the problem logically, as she would a technological glitch. But people were not predictable like computers. Would Smith turn away long enough for them to get out the front door? It was risky, but if they couldn’t get out of here, sooner or later, they would be missed back at camp. When would the point come where the consequences of that outweighed the danger of being caught here?


  Logan shifted his position, and something fell out of his pocket, hitting the floor with a soft thud. It was a large candy caterpillar left over from the last “Hakuna Matata” rehearsal. Timon and Pumbaa had to eat bugs while singing. Yes, it was a stage prop, but at that moment, Logan was grateful for something to snack on. He carefully bisected the gummy creature, and he and Melissa enjoyed an early meal.


  The time ticked by with agonizing slowness. After an hour, Logan indicated that he was leaving, no matter what. They had a totally silent screaming match, complete with red faces and arm gestures.


  By then, Smith was cooking dinner, and spicy curry fumes were making their eyes water. At last, nearly ninety minutes into the ordeal, a break! E. J. Smith left his creation to simmer on the stove, and stepped into the cottage’s small bathroom.


  Melissa and Logan did not wait for an engraved invitation. They burst from behind the couch and blasted out the front door, never risking a backward glance. Stiff-legged and cramped, they staggered through the woods and down the mountainside, tripping over exposed roots and getting caught up in low branches.


  Back at the cabin, E. J. Smith emerged from the bathroom to a peculiar sight. His sofa was pushed away from the wall, and his front door was ajar. Maybe he’d been absentminded about leaving the computer on, but he’d definitely closed the door. He walked over to the couch, and was about to push it back into place against the wall when he saw it — a gummy candy in the form of a caterpillar. He never ate candy. It was bad for the waistline and the complexion.


  The evidence began to add up: the broken planter, the working laptop, the out of place couch, the foreign candy, the open door.


  Someone had been in his house.
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  I’ve worked here fifteen years, and this summer’s revue is the best I’ve ever seen! Give yourselves a hand, people!”


  Wendy’s praise brought cheers from the entire population of Camp Ta-da!


  “The Showdown is scheduled to begin at three o’clock tomorrow,” the head counselor went on. “The buses from Camp Spotlight should arrive around noon. We’ll begin with the traditional barbecue lunch, and then we’ll start to get into our costumes. As the visitors, Spotlight will go on first. And then we get last licks. The weather forecast is perfect, we’ve got a great show and a lot of talented performers. This is the year we break the streak — I can feel it in my bones!”


  The campers liked the sound of that.


  As the ovation died down, one of the junior counselors rushed up onstage and whispered in Wendy’s ear. A moment later, Mr. Worling, the camp director, appeared in the company of none other than E. J. Smith.


  In the back row, Logan and Melissa held their collective breath.


  Mr. Worling stepped forward, his face grave. “I have a serious matter that can’t wait. One or more of our campers was where they shouldn’t have been yesterday. The woods are off-limits beyond camp property, but this goes deeper than that. This goes to the level of breaking and entering and trespassing on private property.”


  “Don’t worry,” Melissa whispered to Logan, who was draining of all color. “He never saw us. There’s no way anybody could know who it was.”


  E. J. Smith joined the camp director. “The culprit left this on the floor behind my couch.” He held up what looked like a colorful fat shoestring.


  All the air came out of Melissa and Logan. It was a gummy caterpillar.


  “A piece of candy?” Wendy exclaimed. “That could have come from anybody. Who knows how long it’s been there?”


  “Oh! Oh!” Mary Catherine’s hand shot up. “That’s one of the caterpillars Timon and Pumbaa eat during ‘Hakuna Matata’!”


  “Well, it couldn’t have been Timon,” Wendy reasoned. “Bobby was sitting right next to me for the videos yesterday. Who plays Pumbaa?”


  Mary Catherine was on her feet, pointing. “Logan! Logan did it! It was Logan!”


  “Don’t admit anything!” Melissa hissed. “They have no proof!”


  But it would have taken a lot more than that to settle Logan down. A cornered animal will either attack or play dead. Not Logan Kellerman. He could be counted upon to launch into a dramatic scene.


  “All right, I did it! And I’m proud! That man is not who he says he is! E. J. Smith went down with the Titanic a hundred years ago!”


  There was a buzz of confusion. What did the Titanic have to do with gummy caterpillars?


  “We were protecting the poor man’s privacy!” Wendy tried to explain.


  But Logan was not to be stopped. “He’s no ‘poor man’!” he thundered. “He’s a ruthless, low-down, slimy dognapper!”


  To the crowd, this made even less sense than the Titanic. Why would there be a dognapper in the middle of the woods, where there were no dogs?


  Wendy’s eyes bulged. “What dog?”


  Logan opened his mouth to reply, but at that moment, Melissa tackled him to the ground.


  Mr. Worling’s face was a thundercloud. “Have you all lost your minds? This is no dognapper, and he’s certainly not the captain of the Titanic! Take a good look at him! He’s Mickey Bonaventure, the famous actor, and every year he summers in these woods! And to show the kind of good neighbor he is, he’s volunteered to be the judge of the Showdown!”


  Melissa squinted at the bearded man. No wonder he was so familiar! Mickey Bonaventure had been a major movie star back in the ’80s. His movies were still on TV, if you stayed up after midnight. The person before them was thirty years older now, and the beard covered part of his face. But there was no question that this was the same guy.


  The “Aaaahhh!” of recognition from the campers soon faded as the pleasant surprise of meeting a celebrity turned sour. Mickey Bonaventure had the power to decide the winner of tomorrow’s contest — and Logan had broken into his house and called him a low-down, slimy dognapper. What if that cost them the Showdown? Dozens of angry faces sought out the guilty party, who was lying face-first in the dirt, where Melissa had leveled him.


  Logan could feel the hostility roiling around him. All actors, he knew, had to suffer for their art.


  But this was ridiculous.


  * * *


  The infirmary was a small white building next to the mess hall. Logan lay on one of the cots, a cold cloth on his forehead and a hot water bottle under his feet. He had taken this treatment upon himself. The nurse had not done anything for him. She was not talking to him, like everyone else in the camp. He had prejudiced the judge against Ta-da!, spoiling their best chance ever to snap the Showdown losing streak. He was not a camper anymore. He wasn’t even a human being. He was something to be put out with the trash.


  The only person who stuck by him was Melissa. “Maybe it’ll be okay,” she told him, trying to cheer him up.


  He was inconsolable. “Nothing is ever going to be okay again. Mickey Bonaventure! Why didn’t I know? I should have felt the aura of a fellow actor!”


  “Maybe it was the beard that threw you off,” she suggested lamely. “He looks pretty different now.”


  “He’s the only person I’ve ever met who’s got connections in Hollywood! Someone who could have recognized my talent, taken me under his wing, introduced me to the right people! And what did I do? I called him a low-down dognapper!”


  “A low-down, slimy dognapper,” Melissa amended.


  “He’ll never work with me now!” Logan lamented. “He hates me. I mean, everybody hates me, but I only care about him! He’s probably already phoned all the big movie studios and warned them never to hire me!”


  “That’s okay,” Melissa reasoned. “Because he thinks your name is Ferris Atwater, Jr. Logan Kellerman is still clean.”


  “My life is over.”


  “It is not,” Melissa said stoutly. “You have plenty to be thankful for. You’re not kicked out of camp. You’re not even kicked out of the Showdown.”


  “Only because it’s too late to train a new warthog,” Logan mourned.


  “There’s only one thing that bothers me,” Melissa mused.


  “You’re lucky,” Logan moaned. “There are about six hundred that bother me.”


  “Believe it or not, Logan Kellerman, this isn’t all about you. Think! If Mickey Bonaventure is innocent, we could still have a dognapper on the loose. And whoever it is has had all the time in the world while we focused on the wrong person.”


  
    From: Melissa


    To: Griffin


    E. J. Smith not dognapper. We blew it.

  


  Over the years, Melissa Dukakis had sent tens of thousands of texts, e-mails, IMs, tweets, and electronic communications of every possible variety. But this one was the hardest by far.


  She had let down her friends.
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  The banner stretched between two trees high across the dirt drive that led into Ta-da! Campers lined both sides of the road, cheering and calling greetings as the buses roared into the compound.


  Logan could barely raise his head high enough to get a look at the arriving competition. This should have been the greatest day of his life, the day that he’d prove his talent in front of a real Hollywood insider. But now the Showdown was already lost, thanks to him, and he was Public Enemy Number One. How could it be any worse?


  Over the excited shouts, he distinctly heard the muffled sound of a dog howling.


  His head snapped up, and he looked at Melissa. “Was that what I think it was?”


  She nodded gravely. “The counselors were patrolling the compound last night. I couldn’t get Luthor any food or take him for his walk.”


  “He won’t starve up there, will he?”


  “I checked some online dog sites this morning,” Melissa replied. “He’s okay for now. The problem is that, the hungrier he gets, the louder he’s going to be. And it’s only a matter of time until someone figures out where all that howling is coming from.”


  The buses unloaded, and the host campers greeted the competition and began to escort them toward the main compound, where burgers and hot dogs already sizzled on charcoal grills.


  One of the drivers approached the Spotlight head counselor. “Hey, lady, we’re done here, right? You don’t need us till it’s time to leave?”


  The woman said something about the drivers being invited for lunch, but Melissa’s whirling mind missed all that.


  “Logan!” she hissed. “That bus driver — he doesn’t know the name of his own boss!”


  Logan glared at her. “My career is ruined, and you expect me to care that some total stranger is a little forgetful?”


  “Think of the Ta-da! drivers,” she persisted. “Most of them have been working here for years. They not only know all the counselors’ names, they remember most of ours!”


  Logan shrugged. “So the regular driver got sick, and they had to hire a new guy. Happens all the time.”


  The driver brushed past them, and it was all Melissa and Logan could do to keep from crying out. Folded in the man’s shirt pocket was a newspaper clipping they both recognized instantly. Logan had a copy of it taped to his bedroom mirror; Melissa used it as wallpaper for several of her computers and mobile devices. It was an article about the Global Kennel Society Dog Show, and the picture was of Luthor.


  “It’s him!” Melissa breathed. “The dognapper!”


  The fact that the enemy was upon them for real jolted Logan out of his funk. “We’ve got to keep him from finding out Luthor’s here!”


  A mournful canine howl wafted on the air.


  The man stiffened, trying to pinpoint the direction of the sound. The other driver rushed over, and they held a whispered conference, scanning the various buildings.


  “I’ll bet he’s in on it, too,” Logan concluded. “Swindle couldn’t get Luthor with one dognapper, so he sent two guys this time.”


  “We have to stop them,” Melissa said with determination.


  They joined the barbecue, socking away as many burgers as they ate. Luthor was going to be extra hungry today. But their eyes never left the two bus drivers. On the surface, the men were eating lunch, helping themselves to hot dogs and drinks. But it was obvious that they were scouting out Camp Ta-da!, wandering on the periphery of the party, peering into cabins and other buildings. Every now and then, one of them would drop a napkin and stoop to pick it up, checking the crawl spaces under the structures. And, Melissa noted with a sinking heart, they were working their way closer and closer to the performance center. Sooner or later they’d get to a place where the dog’s barking would betray his location in the barn.


  “Ferris — can I have a word?”


  Logan had been so wrapped up following today’s dognappers that he hadn’t given a thought to yesterday’s. He turned to find himself staring into the famous features of Mickey Bonaventure.


  Face-to-face with the Hollywood connection he’d let slip away, Logan just started babbling uncontrollably. “Mr. Bonaventure, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to call you slimy! I mean, I meant to call you slimy, but in a good way! Not that it’s good to be slimy! And anyway, you’re not slimy anymore, not that you ever were —”


  The Hollywood star looked impatient. “I’ve heard a rumor that Camp Ta-da! thinks I’m going to decide against them because of what you did. I want you to know that nothing could be further from the truth.”


  Logan wanted to pay attention, but the bus drivers were right outside the barn now. And — was that a bark?


  “I take my judging very seriously,” Bonaventure went on. “And I intend to be fair and impartial . . . Are you even listening to me?”


  “Fer-ris,” Melissa prompted meaningfully.


  “Not now!” Logan hissed.


  The dognappers stepped through the rear door of the performance center, and Melissa broke into a run after them.


  “I would never let a personal bias interfere with my responsibilities,” the actor droned on. “I’m willing to let bygones be bygones.” He held out his hand.


  Logan barely noticed it. All his attention was focused on the barn, and the fact that Luthor was trapped there with two dognappers. “I — ” he stammered. “I — I gotta go!” He turned his back on his only Hollywood connection and sprinted for the performance center.


  He ran into the barn, and was about to burst into the main theater section when he heard soft footsteps creeping up the back staircase. Melissa. And another sound — the growling of a dog. He caught up with his partner on the stairs, and a knowing glance passed between them: Maybe Luthor could take care of himself.


  Then a voice from above said, “Hold still, mutt. You won’t feel a thing.”


  Logan remembered Griffin’s description of the incident at Ebony Lake. Tranquilizer darts! No one could take on Luthor straight-up. But if the dog was out cold . . .


  They blasted up the stairs and arrived in the hayloft to behold a horrible sight. The two bus drivers were trying to corner a nervous Luthor. The younger man with the spiky hair waved a dart gun, struggling to get a bead on the pacing Doberman.


  “Get away from our dog!” Logan ordered in his most commanding tone.


  “Your dog? This dog belongs to a man named Palomino!” growled the older man. “Now get lost! This is none of your business.”


  Melissa picked up Luthor’s water dish and wielded it like a Frisbee.


  Spiky Hair laughed. “What are you going to do — knock us out with a plastic bowl?”


  In answer, Melissa flung the dish, not at the drivers, but at the upstairs control for the electric lift mechanism.
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  The spinning dish bounced off the wall switch. With a click, followed by a loud hum, the trap door began to descend, lowering the two shocked men down to the theater below. To them, it seemed as if the very floor beneath their feet was falling away. Spiky Hair, struggling to maintain his balance, fired one shot from the tranquilizer gun. The dart nicked Luthor on the neck and sailed beyond him, burying itself in a crossbeam.


  Luthor stood, barking through the hole in the floor at his attackers as Melissa and Logan rushed over.


  Melissa immediately noticed a red scratch by Luthor’s collar. “He’s hit!”


  “He seems okay to me!” Logan observed, hauling on the leash to urge the Doberman away from the opening, toward the back stairs.


  “No, he doesn’t!” Melissa exclaimed. “He isn’t fighting — he isn’t even growling at us! That’s not Luthor!”


  Sure enough, the big dog’s eyes were glazed, his movements slowed.


  “Well, I like him better this way!” Logan said feelingly. “Call me crazy, but I’ve got a thing about having my head bitten off!”


  They could hear the lift mechanism still laboring, but knew there wasn’t much time before the two drivers hopped down and came around to intercept them. The only way out was the steps. The dog had refused those before, but now he did not balk at the staircase, even though his legs buckled a little. The glancing blow from the dart had delivered some of the dose of the tranquilizer, but not all of it. It did not put him to sleep, yet it was affecting him, making him drowsy and docile.


  They reached the bottom of the stairs just in time to see the two drivers charging up the central aisle of the theater toward them. Logan hauled Luthor outside and Melissa slammed the door shut behind them, jamming a fallen tree limb where the bar had once been.


  There was a crash from inside, followed by loud pounding. The branch shook but held firm.


  “Let’s get out of here!” urged Melissa.


  “Yeah, but to where?” Logan demanded, breaking into a jog, leading the sluggish dog. “What hiding place could ever be good enough? Once the Showdown starts, we’ll be tied up, and those two guys will be free to search the camp one blade of grass at a time!”


  “Keep moving!” Melissa panted. He had a point, but there was no time to think the matter through. Pretty soon, the bus drivers would give up on the back door and exit through the front. When that happened, Luthor had to be gone.


  Desperately, she looked around. They could try to stash Luthor in the maintenance shed or equipment shack, or stuff him under a bunk in one of the cabins. What was the least likely place the dognappers would check? Would Luthor stay put there? What if one of the counselors walked in on him? It left a lot up to chance.


  No, they needed more control. They had to be able to keep an eye on the Doberman every minute. But how?


  The barbecue was winding down. Soon it would be time to break into teams for the Showdown, but right now the campers stood in clusters, chatting, joking — anything to suppress preperformance jitters. One of the larger groups included Mary Catherine, Athena, Bobby, and several other key players in the Ta-da! revue. Melissa took the leash from Logan and headed toward them, Luthor stumbling drowsily behind.


  “You can’t let anybody see him!” Logan hissed after her. When he realized her destination, his whisper became even more urgent. “You can’t let the Klingon see him! She’s the enemy!”


  She led Luthor right into their midst and gestured urgently for them to form a circle around him. “We have to hide this poor dog!” she begged.


  Mary Catherine’s eyes bulged. “Are you crazy? There are no dogs allowed at camp! Where did you get it?”


  “He’s from one of the farms around here,” Melissa explained, inventing rapidly. “And the farmer is cruel to him!” Okay, it was a lie. But if the dognappers got hold of Luthor, they’d bring him to Swindle, who’d be every bit as cruel as her imaginary farmer. So there was truth at the core of the fiction.


  “Dog abusers, dognappers,” Mary Catherine scoffed. “What is it with you two and dogs?”


  “We thought Mickey Bonaventure was working for the farmer,” Logan put in. “That’s why I called him a dognapper. I thought he was after this poor little guy — okay, big guy.”


  The circle tightened protectively around Luthor. Over her shoulder, Melissa spied the two bus drivers bursting out the front entrance of the performance center. This group of campers was all that stood between the Doberman and capture. Somehow, they had to make it work.


  “If we get caught hiding a dog,” Mary Catherine argued, “we could be kicked out of camp. Not to mention that it’s not our dog, and we have no right to keep it from its rightful owner.”


  “Have a heart, Mary Catherine,” put in Athena. “Look how sad he is. He can barely hold up his head.”


  “You can tell he’s got a mean owner,” added Bobby.


  “That’s not our problem,” Mary Catherine insisted. “The Showdown is the most important day of our summer.” She sneezed. “And anyway, I’m allergic. We’ll turn the dog over to Mr. Worling. He’ll know what to do.”


  Logan spoke up. “We can’t do that. We just can’t.” His voice brimmed with emotion. “You know how adults are. He’ll say the dog is property and has to go back to the farmer. I can’t live with myself if that happens. A dog is loyal and innocent and trusting. He can’t stand up to an abusive owner. He can’t defend himself. That’s up to people.” A short sob escaped him. “That’s up to us.”


  Melissa regarded her friend with a new respect. She had seen Logan’s acting performances before, but this was different. This was from the heart.


  Logan dropped to his knees and hugged Luthor, who was tranquilized just enough to put up with it. “Don’t worry, sweetie. We won’t let you down.”


  Melissa adjusted her thinking. Logan was playing a part after all. He was portraying Savannah Drysdale.


  “Of course we won’t!” Athena declared.


  All at once, the other campers in the circle blurted out their support.


  “We’re with you all the way!”


  “We’ve got your back, dog!”


  “That bad farmer’s never going to hurt you again!”


  Luthor emitted a confused gurgle of appreciation.


  “Fine,” said Mary Catherine. “What do we have to do?”


  Melissa glanced across the compound. The bus drivers had split up, and were investigating the cabins one by one. “If we can keep him safe until after the Showdown, maybe we can get Mr. Worling to call the ASPCA or something.” It was another lie, but once the performances were over and the contest had been decided, Swindle’s men would no longer have any excuse to hang around searching. They’d have to take the visitors home to Camp Spotlight. Then Melissa and Logan could get in touch with Griffin about what to do with Luthor.


  “After the Showdown?” Mary Catherine echoed in consternation. “Don’t you think we’ll be a little busy between now and then? Like, performing?”


  “We can hide him in one of the cabins,” Bobby suggested.


  Logan shook his head. “No good. The farmer is already nosing around. The dog has to stay where we can keep an eye on him.”


  “Why not right up onstage with us?” Mary Catherine’s voice oozed sarcasm. “I’m sure nobody will notice a giant Doberman in the middle of everything. Don’t all theatrical productions have some random dog just standing there for no reason at all?”


  And then Melissa was staring right at it. “Pride Rock!” she exclaimed.


  In the back corner of the Showdown stage sat a miniature mountain built atop a large rolling cart. In The Lion King sequence, that was where Rafiki the baboon held up the newborn baby Simba for all the animals to admire. Since it was so big, Pride Rock remained on the platform off in the wings throughout both revues. Right before “Hakuna Matata,” the Ta-da! stagehands would wheel it out into the lights.


  The curtain of hair was parted now, and Melissa’s eyes were alight with excitement and purpose. “We’ll hide him under Pride Rock. No one would ever think to lift up a giant set.”


  “It’s perfect,” Logan agreed. “The audience won’t even know he’s there.”


  A trickle of drool worked its way out of the corner of Luthor’s mouth.


  Moving like a giant amoeba with Luthor as its nucleus, the group shuffled across the compound, heading for the stage.


  “Stay close together,” Logan advised. “Keep him hidden.”


  Mary Catherine rolled her eyes. “Look who’s turned into the big director all of a sudden. Mr. I’m-Too-Good-To-Play-a-Warthog.”


  At one point, they passed so close to the driver with the spiky hair that the man said, “Get out of my way, kids. I’m busy.” But he never spotted the Doberman in their midst. It was a good thing Luthor had taken that partial hit from the tranquilizer dart. Had he been awake and alert, there would have been no way to contain his raucous, energetic movements and loud bark.


  Oozing along a few inches at a time, the trip to the stage seemed to take forever. At last, the cluster curled around behind the platform to the backstage area and climbed up the steps.


  It took several campers to tilt up one side of Pride Rock. Melissa took hold of Luthor’s collar and urged him toward the hiding place.


  For the first time since taking the dart, Luthor showed some resistance. This dark, cave-like space didn’t seem like somewhere he wanted to be.


  She removed one of the burgers from her pocket and placed it on the wooden stage under Pride Rock. Luthor followed it in, opened his huge jaws for a bite, and promptly fell asleep, the food still in his mouth.


  “Is he going to behave in there?” asked Mary Catherine dubiously.


  “Oh, sure,” said Melissa. “He’s a big softie.”


  This time it was the truth. Luthor was a softie — under the influence of a tranquilizer dart.
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  Twenty-five miles to the west, the same sun that shone on the Showdown reflected off the glassy surface of Ebony Lake. Long, narrow canoes dotted the water as far as the eye could see.


  Savannah Drysdale was rowing in unison with her boatmates when her phone vibrated against the fabric of her bathing suit. She reached under her lifejacket, took out the handset, and squinted to read the small screen.


  
    From: Melissa


    Emergency! Luthor’s location compromised, two dognappers at Ta-da! Luthor grazed by tranq. dart. Awaiting instructions.

  


  In shock, Savannah squeezed the unit so hard that it squirted out of her grip, and she very nearly fumbled it overboard.


  “Savannah!” her counselor admonished from the front of the craft. “You’re not supposed to have that here! Put it away before you ruin it!”


  “S-s-sorry!” She stuffed the handset back under the life jacket, but she didn’t care about any phone! All that mattered was Luthor!


  Her sweet, loyal best friend in the world was in danger. And where was she? Twenty-five miles away, floating around like a useless idiot!


  Where was Griffin? He had to be told about this immediately!


  She looked frantically around the lake. He was in one of the many other canoes, but which one?


  She needed The Man With The Plan.


  * * *


  The visiting camp was nothing short of phenomenal.


  Spotlight’s revue barreled along at rocket-ship velocity, shifting from large-scale musical set pieces to powerful dramatic scenes to hilarious comedy sketches. It was so entertaining that even the Ta-da! campers and counselors couldn’t help but enjoy it.


  Logan took every smattering of applause, every chuckle, every ooh or aah like a blow to the head with a baseball bat. “We’re toast,” he predicted mournfully. “Even if we hadn’t broken into Mickey Bonaventure’s house and accused him of dognapping, we wouldn’t have a prayer.” He gestured down the grassy slope, where the judge reclined in a lawn chair, smiling, clapping, and watching in rapt attention.


  Melissa’s focus was on the stage — not on the actors, but on Pride Rock, off to the side. “So far so good. Nobody’s noticed Luthor.”


  “Like things could be worse!” Logan moaned. “By the end of the day, Mickey Bonaventure’s going to make sure that everybody on Spotlight has an agent! And us? ‘Well, there was some guy in a warthog suit who showed some promise, but I never really saw his face.’”


  “This isn’t about you,” Melissa reminded him. She checked her phone. “I’ve already got twenty-three missed calls from Savannah!”


  Logan nodded sheepishly. “We scored with the hiding place. Even if those two guys knew exactly where he was, they’d have to pull him out from under a rock in front of three hundred people.”


  The grand finale of the Spotlight revue was a medley from Glee that involved the entire cast. It drew grudging cheers from a Ta-da! crowd that would truly have loved the performance to bomb. A few were even on their feet, dancing to the music. At the end, Mickey Bonaventure himself stood up and snapped a salute to the triumphant cast.


  “Okay, everybody!” Mary Catherine was smiling, but it was obvious that the quality of the Spotlight performance had displeased her mightily. “It’s our turn now.”


  There was a twenty-minute break for the Spotlight campers to get out of costume and makeup, and to set up the stage for the Ta-da! home team. Soon the visitors were settled in the audience position on the grassy slope, and Wendy was giving her campers a last-minute pep talk.


  “All right, they were great. We’re great, too! Don’t worry about topping Spotlight. Let’s just do our thing, and we’ll be amazing!”


  There was a muffled snore, which everybody but Wendy knew was coming from beneath Pride Rock.


  Melissa breathed deeply and took her place at the computer she had programmed to run the special effects. In her pocket, she felt her phone vibrate. Another call from Savannah, number thirty-something. She felt bad about leaving her friend hanging, but nothing could be done about it. There was no way she could take a call here, just as there had been no way she could take it in the audience during Spotlight’s revue. And anyway, what could she possibly say to put Savannah’s mind at rest?


  “All right, places, everybody!” barked Mary Catherine.


  Melissa punched the keyboard, and the opening music of You’re a Good Man, Charlie Brown blasted out of the speaker. The actors marched out onstage, with the exception of Logan, who was playing Snoopy, and had to crawl on all fours.


  The countless hours of rehearsal had paid off. The timing was crisp, the voices were clear, and the staging was excellent. From the many faces in the audience, Melissa sought out Mickey Bonaventure. She understood instantly that, although Ta-da! was good, they were not good enough to win the Showdown. The judge was sitting back, smiling politely, yet not with the enthusiasm he had shown the Spotlight cast. Or maybe it was her imagination. She was a computer geek. What did she know about theatre?


  The sequence of scenes had become familiar to her by now. A song from Cats; a reading from Twelfth Night; a scene from Miss Saigon; poetry from The Belle of Amherst. The Phantom of the Opera was their mid-revue climax. Logan had no part in that number, so he joined Melissa at the mechanism that would bring down the “chandelier.” He had already put on his warthog costume for “Hakuna Matata,” which was coming up next. It was hard to take him seriously with his head protruding from Pumbaa’s mouth. But the middle of the Showdown was not the time to point that out.


  “How do you think it’s going?” Melissa whispered.


  “Mickey Bonaventure hates it,” Logan replied morosely.


  “I saw him clapping a couple of times,” she protested.


  “Probably swatting at mosquitoes. Trust me. If we don’t kill from here on, we’re doomed.”


  All at once, Melissa put an iron grip on his arm. “Look —”


  He followed her gaze. Standing at the top of the hill, behind the audience, the two bus drivers were watching the show.


  “Do you think they know?” she asked in a small voice.


  “Not unless they’ve got X-ray vision,” Logan replied. “How could they know?”


  “Deductive reasoning,” Melissa insisted. “They’ve scoured every millimeter of the camp. He isn’t there, so he must be here. And when they see you onstage, they’ll know you’re involved with hiding the dog.”


  “Oh, yeah, like they’ll recognize me in this outfit!” Logan scoffed. “My own mother couldn’t find me with a telescope.”


  The song was ending, and the big moment was upon them. Melissa threw the switch, and Logan guided the rope upward. There were screams from the crowd as the “chandelier” toppled over the lighting arc and came down to the stage with an earsplitting crash.


  A surge of applause swept in from the crowd.


  For Melissa, the non-performer, it was her first chance to bask in the approval of an appreciative audience. Her eyes gleamed. “They liked it!”


  “They loved it!” Logan agreed fervently. “Even Mickey Bonaventure! Hand me my caterpillars! We’re still in this thing!”


  What happened next was completely unexpected: Pride Rock moved.
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  Did you see that?” Logan hissed.


  Melissa had turned to stone. “Never mind me! Did the dognappers see it?”


  Light dawned on Logan. “The crash from the chandelier —” He rushed around to the back of the stage and tried to peer under the rolling cart that formed the base of Pride Rock. To his dismay, he saw four canine legs standing upright. Luthor was awake.


  Logan tried to press his cheek to the stage for a better view, but Pumbaa’s head was too bulky. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the famished Luthor wolfing down the burger he’d fallen asleep with. Logan thought of the food he had stashed away in his pockets, and tried to reach inside the warthog suit. The costume simply wouldn’t permit it. He would have to take the whole thing off, and put it back on again — too risky with “Hakuna Matata” coming up any minute.


  “Melissa!” he exclaimed. “I need your burgers!”


  She was amazed. “You’re hungry now?”


  “Not me — Luthor! If we feed him, maybe he’ll go back to sleep.”


  But it was not to be. Mary Catherine, already in her lion outfit, came up and said, “What are you waiting for? Wheel Pride Rock into position!”


  Uh-oh. “Are you sure it’s the right time?” Logan stammered.


  The Ta-da! captain’s eyes shot sparks. “Of course it’s the right time! Did you hear that ovation? We’re catching fire! We have to keep it going!”


  She and two wildebeest began to ease the rolling cart out toward center stage. Logan had a nightmare vision of Luthor overturning the set in full view of the audience and two professional dognappers. If the Doberman had the strength to move the heavy piece on his own, he could probably topple it. Without hesitation, Logan flung himself aboard Pride Rock. He landed flat on his face and, if it hadn’t been for the soft material of the warthog costume, would probably have knocked himself unconscious against the wood of the set. When his vision cleared, he found himself high above the crowd, the object of everyone’s attention.


  Because it was unprofessional to waste stage time doing absolutely nothing, Logan made a great show of eating a caterpillar with much loud smacking of warthog lips. From the back row, the two bus drivers were staring directly at him. Still, no way could they know the dog was under the set.


  “Get off!” Mary Catherine rasped from below.


  It was a theatrical problem. Pumbaa was not supposed to be on top of Pride Rock in The Lion King. But Logan couldn’t move without something else to weigh down the set. He could already feel Luthor scrambling around underneath the cart. It was time for an ad lib. He threw his head back and announced, “I think that baboon is coming up here to show everybody the new baby lion!”


  There was a bit of a stir backstage, because this was definitely not in the script. But eventually, the actors were in place, and Rafiki the baboon, flanked by King Mufasa and his wife, climbed to the top of Pride Rock.


  Mary Catherine was playing Queen Sarabi, and as Logan tried to retreat from the set, she elbowed him hard in the ribs and muttered, “You’re dead, Kellerman!”


  The camper playing Rafiki held up the stuffed toy representing the infant Simba, and cried, “Animals of the Pride Lands, behold your future king!”


  A cheer went up from the cast, matched by one from the audience. It obscured a mournful howl that came from inside Pride Rock. Luthor was still groggy, but he seemed to be coming out of his partially tranquilized state. And that was bad news all around.


  Logan wriggled off the scenery and found Melissa at the computer. “Luthor’s definitely awake, and he must be hungry! Quick, give me your hamburgers! Maybe some food will calm him down!”


  The two looped around the back of the stage and crawled out, hidden from the audience’s view by the bulk of Pride Rock. Melissa unwrapped a burger and squeezed it under the gap between the rolling set and the platform. Another half inch would have cost her two fingers. The food was sucked in and snapped up in the blink of an eye.


  “I’ve only got one more!” she warned.


  “Give it to him! Give it to him!” It was almost time for “Hakuna Matata.” Pumbaa was due onstage in less than a minute. “I’ve got a bunch more in my pocket! Can you reach inside my costume, and —”


  Too late. Timon and the adolescent Simba had already taken the stage. “Hurry up!” Bobby hissed in his meerkat suit. “And don’t forget your caterpillars!”


  Logan knew he was out of options. With everything going on, and all the factors that needed his attention, one simple truth shone through everything: The show must go on. For Logan Kellerman, that rule was as basic and unchanging as the law of gravity.


  So Pumbaa joined Timon and Simba in front of the audience. Logan could feel the bus drivers’ eyes boring four laser holes in his costume. But he put that out of his mind, and sang his heart out, popping caterpillars and burping in all the right places as befitted a gassy warthog.


  Mary Catherine the Klingon had done everything in her power to make him a nobody in this show. Well, maybe he couldn’t change the casting, but there were no small roles, only small actors. And his Pumbaa would have the audience feeling the stomach cramps and tasting the wriggling bugs in the back of their throats.


  And then Pride Rock rolled up and bumped him from behind.


  The food hadn’t calmed Luthor down. He was more restless than ever. Still singing, Logan leaned back against the set, and tried to wheel it away from the edge of the stage. The last thing they needed was for Pride Rock to go over the apron and take out the first three rows! Mickey Bonaventure would definitely deduct points for that.


  The final chorus had never lasted longer. The audience must have noticed that Pumbaa did not join Timon and Simba for their dance, and instead leaned against the rock, pressing down with all his might. It wasn’t great theatre but, when at last the cast pushed Pride Rock off into its corner, he sensed they were in the clear.


  “Keep Luthor under there!” he called to Melissa, “no matter what happens!”


  “Mary Catherine says hurry up and change,” she advised. “You and Bobby are the last two for ‘Gettysburg’!”


  “I’m on it!” he promised.


  A small tent had been set up backstage to serve as the wardrobe room. Bobby had thrown off his Timon costume and was about to don the long frock coat and stovepipe hat of Abraham Lincoln when Logan dashed inside, stripping out of Pumbaa.


  “What’s going on, Logan? Why is Pride Rock moving?”


  “The dog woke up,” Logan explained breathlessly. “And the farmer has two guys at the Showdown, looking for him. Mary Catherine needs to talk to you right away about what we’re going to do!”


  The trusting Bobby rushed out in search of the Ta-da! captain.


  Grim with determination, Logan crammed himself into the President’s black frock coat and trousers. He felt bad about tricking Bobby, who was a nice kid, even though he had no talent. But this was necessary. The Ta-da! revue had started off in the toilet, yet he could tell from the judge’s eyes that the second half had brought steady improvement. They were in striking distance. He could taste it. But they needed an Abraham Lincoln who could bring the house down. It called for a touch of Kellerman magic.


  He put on the fake beard and stovepipe hat, and checked his reflection in the mirror. A jarring note: The burgers in his pocket made him look fat, and Lincoln was anything but. Still, he couldn’t dump the burgers. They might be needed to keep Luthor quiet.


  Where could he stash them?


  In a moment of inspiration, he stuffed them into the tall stovepipe hat, and crammed it tightly onto his head. Perfect. No one would ever know there were hamburgers up there. It might even help his posture look more presidential.


  Bobby came rushing in. “Mary Catherine didn’t — Logan, why are you wearing my costume?”


  There could be no reasonable explanation, so Logan just ran out of the tent and took the stage. The Union soldiers seemed a little bewildered to see the wrong Lincoln standing there. So he launched right into, “Four score and seven years ago our fathers . . .”


  It was a little fast and energetic for a man with smallpox, so he slowed down and mopped his brow with a handkerchief, being careful not to dislodge his hat. He could feel Mickey Bonaventure’s eyes on him. This was it! He was doing it! He was winning over a real Hollywood actor!


  A rumble like thunder shook the stage. In that instant, Logan realized that the judge hadn’t been looking at him, but at Pride Rock, which was vibrating like a volcano about to blow. Two black-and-tan paws appeared in the gap between set and floor.


  “Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation . . .”


  Pride Rock rocked. It bounced once, slammed back to the platform, and then tilted up again, teetered there, and finally tipped over.
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  Luthor came roaring across the stage like he’d been launched by a catapult. He gamboled all around Logan, leaping and barking.


  The audience was thunderstruck. Was this part of the show? And if so, what version of the Gettysburg Address had Mr. Lincoln being attacked by a giant dog?


  “The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here . . .” It was the greatest challenge any actor could possibly face — to deliver a classic speech while fighting off a wild beast. Logan never wavered, and he never blew a line. Mickey Bonaventure couldn’t have done it! Not even Johnny Depp! When Luthor knocked the hat off and the hamburgers came tumbling down, Logan didn’t falter. He finished with “. . . government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” Luthor stood beside him, his large snout buried in the pile of fallen food.


  Mickey Bonaventure leaped to his feet, applauding and howling with laughter. With him rose the entire audience, including the competition from Camp Spotlight. This was a comedy routine without equal.


  Melissa didn’t know much about drama, but she understood instantly that Logan had just put Camp Ta-da! in position for the greatest come-from-behind win in Showdown history. So she cued the music for the final number of the revue — the song “Tomorrow” from the Broadway show Annie.


  Mary Catherine was beside herself. “We can’t do the finale now! The show’s ruined!”


  “No, it’s not!” Melissa insisted. “We’re a smash! Look!”


  It was true. Logan was taking bows, basking in the glory of his standing ovation.


  Melissa put the curly red wig on Mary Catherine’s head. “You go out and sell this song, and we’re winners for sure!”


  It had to be the first time all summer that Mary Catherine did what someone else told her to do, without putting up an argument. She walked to the center of the stage, took a deep breath, and inhaled a few stray hairs from Luthor. Her allergies kicked in.


  Mary Catherine Klinger dissolved into fits of sneezing that had no end. It was so violent and so loud that, for a moment, Luthor looked away from his food. The audience watched, transfixed. Was this another surprise comedy routine? Should they laugh?


  Standing in the wings, Melissa was frozen with indecision. They were going to lose the Showdown because of Mary Catherine’s allergies!


  Before Melissa fully understood what she was doing, she was striding across the stage in front of all those people. If there was one thing she didn’t relish, it was being the center of attention. Yet she had to do this — not for Mary Catherine, who had been horrible to Logan, and none too pleasant to everybody else. This was for the Ta-da! performers, who had worked so hard. It was even for herself, to prove that she could do it, so she could retire undefeated and never do it again.


  Melissa took the wig from Mary Catherine and placed it on her own head. Then she stood beside Luthor, and began to sing.


  “THE SUN WILL COME OUT TOMORROW,

  BET YOUR BOTTOM DOLLAR THAT TOMORROW

  THERE’LL BE SUN. . .”


  Strong, full, and clear as a bell, the voice that came from behind the curtain of hair was not to be believed. It seemed to soar over the outdoor auditorium, leaving the spectators unmoving and transfixed.


  Lincoln’s hat dropped from Logan’s nerveless fingers, and he didn’t even notice, so enthralled was he with his friend’s performance. Mary Catherine stared, openmouthed, at the girl who had absolutely refused to sing. Luthor stopped eating and listened, as if hypnotized.


  Her eyes squeezed shut, the star of the moment noticed none of this, so petrified was shy Melissa at being the object of such total focus. In her mind, she was not singing; she was repairing a fried computer circuit board. As the powerful melody swelled from her throat, she was painstakingly working with a tiny tweezers, reattaching color-coded wires to gold-plated connectors. It was the only thing preventing her from passing out from sheer stage fright.


  She finished the number and opened her eyes to make sure the world hadn’t ended during her ordeal. There was stunned silence, broken only by Mary Catherine’s wheezing. Then waves of rapturous applause flooded the stage.


  “I declare Camp Ta-da! the winners!” shouted Mickey Bonaventure over the noise.


  The response was nothing short of pandemonium. The entire Ta-da! cast swarmed the stage, bumping the upended Pride Rock and knocking it back on its base again. The counselors were right behind them, escorting a sheepish but triumphant Bobby, who was wrapped in a blanket.


  Logan enfolded Mary Catherine in an ecstatic bear hug. She sneezed in his face, but looked very pleased to accept the trophy as the winning captain. It was a celebration three years in the making, and it was all the more joyous because it had taken so long to come to pass.


  The Spotlight visitors, good sports in the end, joined the cheers.


  Amid the chaos, Melissa glanced down and noticed something that very nearly stopped her heart. Luthor was no longer by her side. Frantic, she looked around. There was the elder of the two bus drivers, slinking through the partying throng, leading Luthor at the end of his leash.


  Melissa was a quiet person, but her solo had twisted her volume control to maximum. She used every decibel now. “It’s the farmer! He’s taking the dog! Stop him!”


  The dognapper never had a chance. The campers were on him in an instant, knocking him to the ground and sitting on him. Athena wrenched the leash from his hand and tossed it to Melissa. She caught it — just in time to see the other driver, the one with the spiky hair, pushing through the crowd toward her.


  Her eyes met Logan’s. Neither of them was The Man With The Plan, but they had been friends with Griffin long enough to recognize a classic Code Z when they saw one. The jig was up, and it was time to get Luthor away from there.


  They leaped off the back of the stage and made for the trees, Luthor loping along beside them. They had not yet reached cover when Spiky Hair broke free of the chaos in hot pursuit.


  “Where are we going?” Logan rasped.


  “It doesn’t matter,” she panted in reply, “so long as we can lose this guy, hunker down, and call Griffin and Savannah!”


  “What if they don’t answer their phones?”


  “I’ve got seventy-four missed calls,” Melissa gasped. “I’m pretty sure they’ll pick up!”


  [image: chapter 29]


  The logo on the Chevy Silverado read NORTH COUNTRY POOL COMPANY. Rattling east on the bumpy road, the driver had no idea that he had two unofficial passengers lying under a tarpaulin in his flatbed.


  Savannah was practically hysterical. “Why don’t they answer? What’s happened to them? What’s happened to Luthor?”


  Griffin was worried, too, but he knew that panic could only jeopardize the plan. “If you don’t stop calling, you’re going to drain your battery. We’ll know soon enough. I’m pretty sure we’re almost there.”


  Cautiously, the two poked their heads out of the tarp and peered over the side wall of the flatbed. An amazing sight greeted their eyes. Coming toward them, running full-tilt along the dirt shoulder, were Logan, Melissa, and Luthor. Griffin was just about to call out to them as they flashed by, when he caught sight of their pursuer, a young man with spiky hair.


  Savannah did not hesitate to act in defense of her beloved dog. She picked up the long-handled bug dipper, raised herself to her knees, and brought it down like a butterfly net just as the pickup passed Spiky Hair. Her aim was perfect. The netting stopped his head, and the rest of him wiped out on the shoulder and rolled down into the ditch. His cry of shock was so loud that the pool man screeched to a halt and jumped from the truck, thinking that he’d hit someone.


  Griffin and Savannah hopped out of the flatbed and took off along the road after their fleeing friends.


  Even at full gallop, Luthor picked up Savannah’s scent on the wind. He made a U-turn so tight that it would have jackknifed a tractor trailer. In an instant, he was in Savannah’s arms, being hugged, kissed, and fussed over.


  The four friends met by the edge of the trees.


  “Run!” Logan choked. “There’s a guy after us!”


  “Old news,” Griffin soothed. “Savannah took care of him.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” Melissa panted.


  “Why didn’t you answer your phone?” Savannah countered.


  “It’s complicated,” Melissa tried to explain. “We’re Code Z now, Griffin. Luthor’s compromised. He can’t stay here anymore.”


  “That’s why we came,” Griffin confirmed. “We’ve still got one secure location left. Pitch and Ben are at Camp Endless Pines. It’s only another twenty miles down the road.”


  “How are you going to get there?” Logan pointed to the pool truck, which was disappearing down the road. “There goes your transportation.”


  Griffin grinned. “I’ve memorized the schedule for all the delivery guys up here. The bakery van should be coming through in half an hour or so. Don’t worry about us. Everything’s part of the plan.”


  Their rendezvous was brief. Logan and Melissa knew that they had to get back to camp before anyone missed them. They were the two biggest stars of the Showdown — Comedy Abe Lincoln and Annie who sang with all the exquisite yearning of a young orphan girl.


  Back at Ta-da!, the revelry was winding down, and the visitors were climbing back aboard their buses for the trip home to Spotlight.


  Logan and Melissa received countless high fives, and even scattered applause. They were no longer the camp losers who had fought with the captain and alienated the judge. Everybody knew they were the two performers who had put Ta-da! over the top.


  “Ah — there you are.” Mickey Bonaventure came over to them. “I just wanted to let you know that I have no hard feelings for what happened between us.” He turned to Melissa. “In all my professional experience, I have never heard ‘Tomorrow’ sung so beautifully, even on Broadway. Congratulations. And you” — to Logan — “that was the most creative, unexpected, hilarious performance I’ve ever witnessed. I’m going to tell everyone I know in Hollywood to be on the lookout for Ferris Atwater, Jr.” And he melted into the crowd.


  “No! Wait! I’m not Atwater, I’m Kellerman! K — E —” He made to run after the judge, but his way was blocked by two very angry bus drivers. The older man was limping heavily. The younger man’s spiky hair was considerably flattened. As well, his face was mottled by a fine mesh pattern, a souvenir of his sudden meeting with the bug dipper.


  “All right!” growled the man with the bad leg. “Where’s the dog?”


  Logan drew himself to his full height, looked the man square in the face, and said, “What dog?” It was so outrageous that even Melissa stared at him in disbelief. Half an hour ago, the Doberman had been center stage in front of hundreds of people.


  Spiky Hair’s face reddened. “Don’t give me that! Where’d you stash the pooch?”


  Logan stood firm. “Sorry, I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “We’re all loaded up,” called the Spotlight head counselor from behind them. “Let’s go.”


  “You haven’t heard the last of me!” the older man promised as the two drivers reluctantly retreated to their buses.


  “Wow!” breathed Melissa. “Where’d you get the nerve to stand three feet away from two professional criminals and lie to their faces when we all know there was a dog?”


  “It wasn’t lying,” Logan replied honestly. “It was acting.”


  “Acting?”


  “I was portraying a character who hadn’t seen a dog. Listen, Melissa, you’re a genius at computers, and I guess you’re pretty good at singing, too. But you’ve got a lot to learn about the theatre. Any bunch of idiots can put on a decent show if they practice hard enough. But to tell two hired goons there’s no dog after they found him, shot him, chased him, and almost got him in the end — now, that’s a performance!”


  
    From: Griffin


    To: Ben


    On our way. Get ready for Operation Hideout: Phase Three.

  


  Don’t miss the next adventure!
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