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  Camp Endless Pines was aptly named. Located in rugged, hilly terrain, the coniferous forest stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see.


  Ben just called it Camp Endless. If it had been up to him, he never would have signed up for a program that was so hipped on outdoor adventure activities — hiking, rafting, caving, parasailing, wind surfing — a guy could break his neck just reading the list! And that didn’t even include the climbing! Mountain scrambles, top roping, Alpine training, bouldering. It was fine for Antonia “Pitch” Benson, who was practically born with a carabiner for a diaper pin. She and her whole family were big-time rock-jocks.


  Ben Slovak was here for exactly one reason. Camp Endless was the only summer camp that would accept Ferret Face. And without the little ferret under Ben’s shirt giving him strategic wake-up nips, there would be no way to keep Ben’s narcolepsy under control. The last thing he needed was to fall asleep in the middle of a camp activity like canoeing, or a hike. An unscheduled nap was annoying enough at home. In the wilderness it could be fatal.


  The choice had become Endless Pines or nothing. And Mr. and Mrs. Slovak had made it very clear that nothing was not an option.


  So here he was, climbing rocks and counting the minutes until he could go home.


  How could it be worse? Ben wasn’t sure. But he had a sinking feeling it had something to do with hiding a giant Doberman for the last ten days of camp.


  Speaking of climbing, Pitch shinnied down the trunk of a tall pine and dropped at his feet.


  “Well?” Ben queried. “Did you see the truck?”


  “Not yet, but it can’t be far. I think we should go out to the barrier. They could be along any minute.”


  The barrier was a huge limb, itself the size of a small tree. It had taken Pitch and Ben twenty minutes to drag it out where it would block the narrow dirt road. The job had been so stressful and sweaty that Ferret Face had tried to abandon his post inside Ben’s T-shirt. The ferret had been a little less reliable lately. He wasn’t enjoying Camp Endless any better than Ben was.


  The two concealed themselves in the underbrush by the side of the road. That was another thing about this place. The minute you stepped outside the camp, you might as well have been a thousand miles from the nearest other human.


  “You know,” Pitch said conversationally, “the minute I heard Luthor was going to Logan and Melissa, I knew it was only a matter of time before he ended up here with us.”


  “Do you think Swindle’s spies will find him here?” Ben asked nervously. He couldn’t imagine anyone finding “here,” much less a single animal hidden here.


  “They’ll probably try,” Pitch said grimly. “I hope The Man With The Plan has some really great ideas on how we can make this work, because we’ve officially run out of camps. I’d hate to see the poor mutt go back to Swindle.”


  “What I’m worried about is what Swindle’s going to do once he’s gotten rich off Luthor’s dog-show skills. Remember, he’s already promised to move back to Cedarville and devote his money to ruining our lives. I’ve got enough problems without some sleazy millionaire’s revenge fantasy.”


  “None of it happens if we can keep the dog under wraps,” Pitch reminded him in a soothing tone. “Wait — I think I hear something.”


  A motor, distant but unmistakable, was the only sound in the woods that wasn’t coming from something gross rubbing its legs together.


  The van appeared out of the trees, bouncing slowly along the rutted dirt road. It came to a stop in front of the fallen tree branch.


  Ferret Face poked his head out of Ben’s collar and looked on with interest. When the driver began the arduous task of hauling the heavy limb out of the way, Pitch and Ben swung into action. They darted around to the back of the vehicle and opened the twin doors. Griffin, Savannah, and Luthor jumped down, and the five disappeared into the trees.


  “Thanks, you guys!” Griffin greeted them. “Is everything prepared?”


  “Nothing’s prepared,” Pitch said irritably. “You texted us barely an hour ago. What were we supposed to do — build a safe house?”


  “The most important thing is to find somewhere for Luthor to hide,” Savannah put in. “It should be comfortable, but not too obvious, close enough so you can bring him food and come to visit regularly, because the poor sweetie has just been through a terrible experience. He needs to feel loved.”


  “Is it okay if he just feels liked?” asked Pitch. “I can do liked.”


  “There aren’t a lot of doghouse options around here,” Ben warned. “We’re lucky we have shelter for ourselves. This is a roughing-it kind of camp.”


  Griffin looked around. Tall trees stood like sentinels all about them. At last, they heard the bakery van continuing on its way, and the group ventured out of the woods to the relative openness of the road.


  “What’s that?” Griffin was pointing at what looked like a small hut towering over the top of the trees.


  Pitch followed his gaze. “That’s an old ranger station. Back in the day, they used to send a guy up there to scout for forest fires. But now that’s done by helicopter and satellite.”


  “So it’s just empty?” Griffin probed.


  “Wait a minute,” Savannah interjected suspiciously. “You’re not thinking of stashing Luthor a mile in the sky! How would you even get him up there?”


  “Only one way to find out,” Griffin decided.


  Skirting the camp, the group made its way through the woods. The closer they got to the abandoned station, the taller it seemed, towering in the sky easily thirty feet clear of the highest treetop. At last, they reached its base, where a faded sign proclaimed: P OUT.


  Griffin licked his finger and cleaned off the rest of the message. It now read: KEEP OUT.


  “Is it safe?” asked Savannah dubiously. She stared at the steep, rickety steps that spiraled up around the thick wooden support pole.


  “Safer than turning Luthor over to Swindle,” said Griffin briskly.


  Savannah started up the stairs. “I’ll go first.”


  It was a very tentative procession that made its way to the top of the ranger tower. Only Pitch, the climber, found the going easy. The others hugged the center pole, not daring to look down. Luthor whined and protested, and only Savannah’s reassuring voice kept him putting one paw in front of the other. Ferret Face peeked out of Ben’s sleeve, spotted the ground far below, and retreated with a terrified squeak.


  At last, they reached the top and noted with relief that the platform was solid beneath their feet. There were no walls, although torn screening still enclosed most of the space. A lot of bugs had made their way in, and at least one family of birds was nesting beneath the roof. But the shelter was basically dry. Best of all, it seemed like the last place on earth anyone would look for a fugitive Doberman.


  Then came the hard part — convincing Luthor that he had to part with his beloved Savannah yet again. For the first time, the dog seemed angry, even when Savannah used her best dog-whispering voice. He seemed to be saying, I’ve done my part, several times, and this is asking too much of me.


  Savannah was brokenhearted. “I’ll stay here with him!” she quavered.


  “Don’t be crazy!” Griffin argued. “If either one of us isn’t back at Ebony Lake by bed check, there’ll be a big stink, and everything’s going to get found out, including Luthor’s whereabouts. And that’s his one-way ticket to Swindle.”


  “I just feel so bad for him.” Savannah sniffled. “He’s been such a trouper through all this! And what do we do? We ask him for more sacrifice!”


  Luthor lay down on the floor, glaring at them resentfully, his hot breath moving the cobwebs that decorated every corner.


  “Actually, he seems pretty cool with it,” Ben pointed out. “I mean, he’s bummed, but he isn’t barking or anything.”


  “This is a hundred times worse than barking,” said Savannah reproachfully. “He’s given me his trust, and I’ve betrayed him. He may never forgive me.”


  “For crying out loud,” Pitch exclaimed, exasperated, “he’s a dog. He’ll forgive you with the first Puppy Treat.”


  “You know,” Griffin put in, “we should really get moving if we’re going to make the next laundry truck west.”


  “I know it’s not easy, sweetie,” Savannah pleaded with the Doberman. “But this is the only way.”


  Luthor looked daggers at her as she clipped his leash around the platform railing. A low growl began deep in his throat.


  Savannah was devastated. “He hasn’t growled at me since his old guard dog days! What if, in trying to keep him from Swindle, we’re turning him back into the mean, antisocial animal he used to be?”


  “We’re not just protecting Luthor,” Ben reasoned. “We’re derailing Swindle’s revenge before it ever starts, and that saves all our necks.”


  Griffin put a sympathetic arm around his friend’s shoulders, and started her down the stairs out of the station. “One thing at a time. First we hide him, then we worry about you two guys making friends again.”


  Following them around the spiral, Ben had a practical question for Pitch. “How are we ever going to look after that dog? If Savannah gets growled at, the two of us will be lunch!”


  It was going to be a really long ten days.
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  Ben, wake up.”


  Ben opened one eye. It was still dark, which meant he was obviously dreaming. No, he could make out the first faint colors of dawn creeping in the windows of Cabin 17. Eli, the counselor, reached out and poked him in the ribs. “Come on, Ben. Everybody’s ready except you!”


  “Ready for what? It’s the middle of the night!”


  “No, it isn’t. It’s five-fifteen!” Eli insisted. “The fish are biting!”


  That was another thing that was big at Camp Endless, along with cliff climbing and kayaking over waterfalls: getting up at oh-dark-thirty to go fishing.


  Ferret Face peeked out from under the blanket and glared at the counselor, yellow eyes glowing. Waking Ben up was his job, and he was protective of it.


  Eli backed off. “Oh, I get it. You’re too tired, right?”


  As the only camper with a sleep disorder, Ben was cut a lot of slack in that department.


  “You get some more rest, Ben. I’ll ask one of the guys to look in on you in a couple of hours.” The rest of the bunk clattered out with their fishing gear, hip waders squeaking.


  “No, Ferret Face,” Ben said irritably as the small animal climbed inside his pajama top. “It’s not time to get up yet.” He tried to settle back in his bunk, but Ferret Face delivered one of his trademark wake-up nips. “Ow! Okay, okay, I’m getting up! Sheesh!”


  Ben peered out the small window in the cabin. Aside from his own bunkmates, not a creature was stirring. The mess hall was still dark, so breakfast wasn’t an option. Last night after lights-out, Pitch had climbed the ranger tower with food and water for Luthor, so he was taken care of for the time being. With his bunkmates out of the picture, Ben should probably sneak over and check in on the Doberman. But the thought of going up those stairs in the half-light with no Pitch wasn’t very appealing.


  So he took out his phone and decided to tap out an e-mail to his parents:


  Dear Mom and Dad,


  I’m writing this by the light of the fire from last night’s asteroid strike. The whole camp is destroyed, but don’t worry. The smoke keeps the bears away. . . .


  Obviously, his parents weren’t going to believe this, just as they hadn’t believed the volcano, the tsunami, or the zombie apocalypse. But they were definitely getting the message, which was that their son didn’t like camp very much.


  Unfortunately, the National Guard is rescuing us in alphabetical order. I’m not sure I’ll be still alive by the time they make it to S. At least I’m not Matthew Ziegelbaum, who is writing his will even as we speak.


  Well, gotta go. They’re toasting marshmallows over the flaming latrine. I wouldn’t want to miss out on that. It might be the last food I’ll ever eat.


  With his finger hovering over SEND, Ben frowned. What was that cooking smell? Maybe someone was roasting marshmallows. No, this was more like steak. Was he imagining it?


  Ferret Face popped out from under his collar and sniffed the air.


  “Steak, right?”


  In answer, the furry creature scurried down the length of Ben’s body, scampered across the floor, and slithered out the crack under the door in pursuit of the tantalizing aroma.


  “Hey, come back here!” But it was too late. The ferret was already gone.


  Tossing the phone onto the bed, Ben headed off in pursuit. What a time for Ferret Face to go on one of his little walkabouts — in unfamiliar surroundings where he could easily get lost, or forget which of the identical cabins was the right one. And who knew what kind of animal might prey on a tame little guy like him? Ferrets weren’t at the bottom of the food chain, but they weren’t at the top, either.


  Uh-oh. A yawn confirmed it. Ben could feel the irresistible drowsiness stealing into him like a blanket coming down over his head. And this time there were no little sharp teeth to shock him back to awareness. When narcolepsy struck, there usually wasn’t time to make it to a chair or a couch. He didn’t collapse, exactly. But it was all he could do to reach the wall, where he slid down to a seated position on the floor, snoring softly, dead to the world.


  * * *


  Dominic Hiller was flat broke. The steak alone had cost him $26.95, not to mention the gas money for a thirty-mile round-trip to the nearest diner. This whole job was turning out to be one disaster after another. His leg hurt from when all those kids jumped on him at the other camp. His partner had quit outright, telling Mr. Palomino, “It’s not worth it! These aren’t regular kids! They’re some kind of doomsday machine!” And on top of it all, it was starting to rain. These dirt roads would be pure mud by the time he found the dog and got him to the rendezvous point.


  He squinted at the number on the cabin — 17. According to the camp records, that was where the Slovak kid was. If Palomino’s theory was right and Luthor had been passed to Slovak, then the mutt was hidden here somewhere, within smelling distance of a big, juicy twenty-seven-dollar steak!


  Come on, pooch. Come to Papa.


  At that moment, a bundle of fur burst through the cabin door and made a beeline for the meat.


  For a split second, Hiller actually allowed himself to think, Hey, this is easy! before he noticed that the animal gnawing crazily on the bait was about one-eight-hundredth the size of Luthor. He reached out to brush the interloper away. The little weasel-like creature sank tiny razor-sharp teeth into his hand, drawing blood. The effort to keep from screaming brought tears to his eyes. Sucking air, he kicked the steak a few yards away. The animal released his hand and scrambled off after it.


  Where was the mutt? He shone a flashlight under Cabin 17, then eased the door a crack and peered inside. There was only one kid in there — fast asleep on the floor — and no dog. Camp sure was different from when he’d been a kid.


  A phone sat on a bunk, its screen still lit. That was weirder yet! The kid must have been typing less than sixty seconds ago. Who goes to sleep that fast? And on the floor? He picked up the phone. There was a half-finished e-mail on the screen from sender Slovak, Benjamin. So this was definitely the right kid.


  What to do, then? Squeeze the dog’s location out of Slovak? Or . . .


  He opened the phone’s camera function, and there it was: the most recent picture was Luthor, standing on a screen porch somewhere. No, make that a balcony, a high one — the trees were far below. He clicked on another photo, and light dawned. The “balcony” — he’d seen it before. It was the fire-spotting platform just west of the camp. He’d passed it on the way in. That was where they’d stashed the dog!


  He covered the bite wound with his mouth to soothe it. This might turn out to be easy after all.
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  Pitch loved climbing in the rain. Clothes turned damp and heavy, and could throw off your sense of balance. The rocks got wet, slippery, and treacherous. Dirt and gravel became loose and unstable. Best of all, most of the other climbers gave up and went home. That left just Pitch, alone with the rock face, the purest relationship in the world — the climber and the challenge.


  The crest of the ridge was just a few feet above her now. She pushed for it, enjoying the burn in her muscles. This was always her favorite part — the moment when she reached the top, the highest point, and a whole new vista unfolded before her on the other side.


  There was the camp, nestled in the pines. And, about three-quarters of a mile away, the ranger platform where Luthor was safe and sound . . . or was he?


  There was a dark shape halfway up the steps on the tower. A person? It had to be. But the shape was kind of wrong, huge across the shoulders. Like Bigfoot wearing blue jeans! Whoever or whatever, it was descending very slowly, almost painfully.


  She squinted for a clearer picture, but the platform was just too far away. Acting on pure instinct, she began to climb down the other side of the ridge, moving carefully, yet never taking her eyes off the mysterious figure. She continued to find lower and lower positions, steadying herself with handholds that were often little more than a single finger jammed into a tiny crack or hole. Most mountaineers spent years perfecting the techniques she had grown up with. In the Benson house, it was as natural as breathing.


  The mysterious figure was on the ground now, stepping out of the shadow of the tower. All at once, Pitch was low enough to get a good look. It was a man, all right. The giant humpback resolved into a familiar expanse of black and tan fur.


  Pitch’s breath caught in her throat. This was Swindle’s man! And he had Luthor slung over his shoulders!


  Instinctively, she reached for her cell phone to alert Ben, but then realized she’d left it back in her cabin. No one climbed with a phone — not if they wanted it to be in one piece at the end of the day. She was on her own. If anything was going to be done, she would have to be the doer.


  She sped up her descent. She was no planner, like Griffin. But what she lacked in strategy, she made up for in raw determination. She was going to stop this guy even if she had to tackle him into a tree! Then, hopefully, Luthor would protect her if the goon got mad. As she moved down the rock face, she wondered why Luthor hadn’t protected himself, especially in view of yesterday’s angry mood.


  She’d find out soon enough — at least, she would if she got there in time.


  Hurry up!


  She worked her way around a rock spur, and noticed for the first time a mud-spattered red pickup pulled over to the side of the dirt road. It seemed to her that Luthor’s kidnapper was heading there. If he made it to the truck . . .


  The wet clay of a foothold disintegrated beneath her weight, and she dropped several feet, bruising her pride almost as much as her hindquarters. Dismayed, she found herself on a narrow ledge over a sheer drop. There was no way down from here. She had to climb up and around just to continue her descent.


  Stupid!


  She had cost herself time, and there was none to waste if she was going to beat Swindle’s man to the pickup.


  She realized too late that she wasn’t going to make it. The jerk was already leaving the cover of the trees for the road. She was in an agony of guilt. She and Ben had been given Luthor less than twenty-four hours ago, and already they were losing him!


  The man limped over to the pickup — he was walking with a cane, she noted. She could see clearly from this vantage point that the Doberman’s eyes were shut, and his body was limp.


  Tranquilized, she concluded. Out cold.


  With effort, the man loaded the hundred-and-fifty pound dog into the backseat of the crew cab, and heaved himself in behind the wheel.


  Pitch watched helplessly as the truck started up. The most she could do was try to read and memorize the license plate so they could report it to the police. But what use could that possibly be? A judge had legally awarded Luthor to Swindle. In the eyes of the law, this wasn’t kidnapping. The real kidnapping had happened when Griffin and Savannah had smuggled Luthor to Ebony Lake in the first place. It was so unfair!


  If Pitch had had time to think about what happened next, she never would have done it. The truck jounced along the muddy road, passing directly under her perch. She dropped fifteen feet straight into the payload, bouncing catlike off the truck bed, and falling back into a pile of tires. The beating of the rain, the roar of the motor, and the groaning of old shock absorbers over rough terrain masked the sound of impact. The driver never turned his head.


  Luthor was in enemy hands, but he was not alone.
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  Ben felt like he was swimming upward through layer after layer of clinging fog. Even in his dazed state, he knew from bitter experience exactly what had happened to him. This was no regular sleep. This was —


  “Ben!” Eli slapped him lightly on both cheeks. “Wake up, Ben! What happened to you? Why are you on the floor?”


  The room came into focus at last. He saw his counselor and bunkmates leaning over him in concern. His first response was to pat at his T-shirt. Nobody home.


  “Where’s Ferret Face?” he demanded.


  “Your weasel?” asked one boy, toweling off his wet hair. “He’s just outside.”


  Ben struggled to his feet. No wonder he’d fallen asleep like that! Ferret Face was lying down on the job! He staggered to the door and threw it open. There was the little creature, languid and stuffed, still gnawing at a half-eaten steak.


  “Oh, great!” Ben exclaimed. “When it comes down to me or your stomach, we all know where I stand!” He frowned. “Eli, are they serving steak in the mess hall today?”


  The counselor laughed. “Steak? At this place? Try Corn Flakes.”


  Stupid question. It was breakfast.


  It was starting to come back to him. Right before he’d conked out, he distinctly remembered smelling steak.


  Who brought steak to a summer camp at five in the morning? Someone who wanted to draw out an animal. And nobody wanted to draw out a ferret. That steak had been bait — for Luthor!


  His reeling mind immediately reached two terrifying conclusions: (1) Swindle’s agents had already tracked the Doberman to Camp Endless Pines, and (2) at least one of those agents had been right here in the last few hours.


  Haunted, he scanned the compound, half expecting to see an enemy crouched behind every hut and building. He looked down. There were dozens of footprints in the mud, but one set stood out — two large construction boots flanked by a neat round hole, something made by a crutch or a cane. Yesterday Griffin had told them that one of Swindle’s men had hurt his leg at the Ta-da! Showdown. It couldn’t be a coincidence.


  Ben snatched up the soggy Ferret Face and stuffed him inside his shirt. “Come on, little man. You’ve eaten enough.” He had to call Pitch. This was a full-blown crisis.


  Back inside, he found his phone lying on the floor, close to the spot where he’d napped. When he unlocked the screen, the image that appeared sent cold fingers of dread clutching at his heart. It was a picture he’d taken of the ranger station — Luthor’s new safe haven. No way had he been looking at it this morning. Someone had checked his phone. If Swindle’s man had seen this picture of Luthor at the ranger platform, then things were even worse than he’d feared.


  He dialed Pitch’s number. It went straight to voicemail. “We’ve got big trouble!” he recorded. “Call me right away!”


  A half hour went by. No call.


  He left a second message, this one practically hysterical.


  While waiting for a response, he borrowed binoculars from the supply hut and trained them on the elevated ranger station. There was no sign of Luthor. There was no sign of any life up there.


  But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It’s raining. Visibility’s bad. I wouldn’t see him if he was lying flat on the floor. Or maybe Pitch brought him down to go for a walk. And she isn’t picking up because her phone got rained on. What am I getting so crazy about?


  An hour went by. No sign of Luthor; no word from Pitch.


  He went to her cabin, number two. No one had seen her since breakfast.


  There was no getting away from it. He had to climb up that ranger tower to see if Luthor was there.


  He told Eli he’d be in the Arts and Crafts tent, making a wallet, and then snuck out of the compound, heading for the station. All the way, he lectured Ferret Face. “It’s, like, ninety feet straight up. And if I fall asleep on those stairs, I’m a dead man. So no goofing off. I mean it.”


  At last, he reached the base of the platform and began his ascent. As he neared the top, he called out, “Luthor? Pitch? Are you there?”


  Silence.


  With a sinking heart, he pulled himself up into the screened-in station. It was empty.


  He sat down to catch his breath, broken with despair. He’d known he was going to find this, but somehow he’d been holding out the faint hope that he was wrong, that he’d misunderstood somehow, and that everything was really fine.


  A tiny flash of yellow caught his eye. He moved to get a closer look. Embedded in a wooden post was a small feathered tranquilizer dart. And in the dust on the floor, evidence of a turbulent struggle, large canine paw prints along with construction boots and, yes, the imprint of a rubber-tipped crutch or cane. It was proof beyond a doubt that the worst-case scenario had come to pass.


  Luthor had been kidnapped.


  And Pitch? Where was Pitch?


  Back on the ground, he picked up the trail in the mud of the forest floor. Heavier footsteps, deeper. Why? Because the man had been carrying a tranquilized one-hundred-fifty-pound dog! The prints went on for a short distance to the dirt road, where they disappeared. From that point, Luthor and his captor had driven away in some kind of vehicle. Probably a small truck. The tires were wide, and dug two distinct grooves into the mud of the dirt road.


  He began to follow the tracks, while berating himself for doing such a stupid thing. The truck could have gone a hundred miles, maybe more. Was he going to walk that far? Yet, while there was a trail to follow, he couldn’t bring himself to turn back. Futile as it seemed, it was just that important. He’d always rolled his eyes at Griffin’s stubborn devotion to his plans. And here was Ben, the sensible one, doggedly pushing onward against all logic.


  It was not loyalty to Griffin that kept his wet feet moving; not compassion for Luthor; not even so much his worry about Pitch, who, of the six team members, could take care of herself. It was this: Ben could not bear the thought of spending the rest of his life looking over his shoulder, waiting for Swindle’s revenge. Better to stand up to their enemy now, even if that meant taking on the mud and the rain and the endless north woods.


  He trudged along, never lifting his gaze from the tire tracks. Luckily, it was so early in the morning that the only fresh grooves deep in the mud belonged to the truck he was following. That wouldn’t last as the day went on and more traffic appeared on this road. Not so lucky was the fact that he was soaked to the skin, and caked in slime up to the knees. If his mother could see him, she’d be running a hot bath and making oatmeal.


  So absorbed was he in his own misery and the crisis at hand that he nearly walked past the bike. It was a rusty old wreck, probably from the 1970s because it had one of those long banana seats. Someone had obviously thrown it away, or it had fallen off a roof rack on its way to being thrown away. But the chain was still in place, and the fat tires seemed to have air. It looked pretty rickety, but it was better than walking.


  It’s not like I could get any wetter or dirtier by falling off a beat-up bike.


  He got on, and began to wobble down the road, placing his front wheel in one of the ruts made by the getaway truck. An alarmed Ferret Face peered out of his collar and directed a quizzical look up at him.


  “Don’t ask,” he muttered. There could be no good explanation for this, not even if he spoke ferret.
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  It was a rough ride, even for a rock climber. Pitch could feel her breakfast tossing around with every bump in the road. The tires, mudguards and all, were spraying her with a constant shower of slime. If it was possible to be less comfortable, she didn’t see how.


  She crouched in the front driver’s-side corner of the flatbed, barely daring to move for fear that Swindle’s man might catch a glimpse of her in the rearview mirror. From her spot, she could just spy the slumbering Luthor. At least, she hoped he was slumbering. He was awfully still.


  She couldn’t tell how far they’d gone when the pickup veered off the narrow, muddy, bumpy road onto an even narrower, muddier, bumpier side road. Her watch said they’d been traveling a little less than half an hour. When she dared to peek over the side wall, she could see they were approaching a tiny neat cottage. Sure enough, they pulled up onto a gravel front drive and parked.


  Pitch pressed her body against the truck bed, holding herself as low as possible, so even if the man glanced at the payload, his eyes would pass right over her. Still, she was ready for instant action. If she had to escape, she could definitely outrun a man with a cane.


  She needn’t have worried. He checked briefly on Luthor, and then limped into the house.


  Pitch was out of the truck bed in an instant, and into the backseat beside the Doberman.


  “Okay, Luthor, rise and shine.” There was absolutely no response. She placed her hand high up on his belly, and was relieved to feel a steady heartbeat and deep, even breathing. “Come on, big guy. I know you’re tired, but it’s time to bounce!”


  Luthor wasn’t bouncing. He was alive, but that was it.


  With a sigh of resignation, she wrapped her arms around the dog’s midsection and attempted to heave him bodily out of the cab. She felt his hundred-and-fifty-pound body move an inch or two, but then her strength was at an end, and she was setting him down again. She tried once more, if only because not trying was something a Benson would never accept. She might have been struggling like that all day if she hadn’t heard an approaching engine. Frantically, she shut Luthor back in the cab and dove behind a stand of bushes near the front of the house.


  The new vehicle came into view, shaking and bouncing even more violently than the pickup had. It, too, was mud to the axle, and the wipers labored at top speed, clearing the windshield of watery filth. It turned into the drive and parked behind the pickup.


  Pitch had just an instant to reflect that the compact SUV bore stickers from a car rental company when the door opened, and out stepped S. Wendell Palomino.


  That rotten Swindle was no longer content to leave his dirty work in the hands of private investigators and canine kidnappers. The enemy had come for Luthor personally.


  She watched as he peered in at the tranquilized dog in the cab of the truck, smiling with smug satisfaction.


  If you look up “creep” in the dictionary, you’ll find a picture of S. Wendell Palomino.


  “Nice work, Hiller. Come out and give me a hand!”


  The man with the cane emerged from the little house and limped over to the truck. They exchanged a greeting, but there were no friendly handshakes. It was obvious that theirs was strictly a business relationship.


  With great effort, the two men unloaded Luthor’s inert form and carried it over to be placed in the hatchback of the SUV. The sight of them — one hobbled and limping, and the other short, pudgy, and out of shape — struggling along with a hundred and fifty pounds of deadweight would have been funny if it hadn’t been so awful. Hiller had handled the dog better by himself.


  Swindle shut the lift gate. “Stupid mutt sure doesn’t look like Best in Show now.” He emitted a nasty laugh at his own joke.


  Hiller didn’t share his amusement. “You’ve got some money for me?”


  Swindle nodded. “Let’s get out of this rain.” They headed into the cottage and shut the door behind them.


  Without leaving the bushes, Pitch crept over to a window and peeked inside. She could see Swindle at the kitchen table, peeling bills off a thick roll, while Hiller watched over his shoulder.


  The fact that they had loaded Luthor straight into the rental rather than bringing him inside the cabin worried her. That meant their stay here would probably be brief. Once Swindle drove off with the dog, their chances of ever finding him again would be zero — he could be going straight from here to the airport, and off to California. All Griffin’s planning and Savannah’s dog-whispering couldn’t reach the Doberman from a distance of three thousand miles. What would happen next came straight from everyone’s wildest nightmares: Luthor would be used for his earning power and then thrown away. And Swindle would put his newfound wealth to work exacting revenge on the kids he believed had ruined his life.


  With the two men occupied, she scampered over to the SUV, popped the hatch, and leaned close to a clipped ear. “Wake up, buddy!” She cupped her hands together, allowing the basket of her palms to fill up with rain. Then she dumped the water over his head and snout. “Nap time’s over. Let’s go.” She repeated the action — cup, fill, dump; cup, fill, dump. Luthor didn’t even flinch. Her one satisfaction was that Swindle’s car now smelled like wet dog. She had managed to splash everything in the back, which was not much — an ice scraper with the logo of the rental company, several empty snack bags and wrappers, and a frayed and finger-marked file folder with a sheaf of crinkled papers protruding from it.


  Her eyes fell on the exposed letterhead of the top page:


  DISTRICT COURT


  STATE OF NEW YORK, COUNTY OF NASSAU


  CEDARVILLE DIVISION


  Court papers! This was a file about Luthor!


  Breathlessly, she opened the folder, and found herself looking at Judge Bittner’s order for the Drysdales to hand over the Doberman pinscher known as Luthor. The next item was a packet from a company called Pedigree Research, L.L.C. It was hard to follow, but it seemed to be Luthor’s family tree, going back dozens of generations. Apparently, Luthor could be traced all the way back to 1890, when Karl Louis Freidrich Dobermann developed the breed.


  “Dude, you’re an aristocrat,” she murmured to the slumbering dog.


  She skipped down to a section in boldface type at the bottom of the fourth page under the heading SPECIAL NOTE:


  Here we see a classic example of the so-called “Koenig Doberman,” an oversized yet perfectly pure version of the breed first noted in the Schwabian Alps in the early 1950s. Although it was believed at the time that the Koenigs had been interbred with Great Dane bloodlines, this has been proven false. It is now regarded as a naturally occurring phenomenon. Today, the Koenig Doberman is extremely rare. Luthor may be the only purebred example in the United States . . .


  “No wonder Swindle wants you,” Pitch whispered. “You’re probably worth a fortune.”


  She turned to the very back of the file, and there it was. She might have passed over it, since it was much less official-looking than the other papers in the file. The words Cedarville Dog Pound had been scribbled in ballpoint pen at the top of a generic form. It attested to the fact that S. Wendell Palomino was hereby relinquishing his ownership of the Doberman Luthor to the care of the Cedarville Pound, and that he would not be reclaiming him. Swindle’s signature was unmistakable at the bottom of the page.


  The expression on Pitch’s face was something close to unholy glee. “Gotcha,” she whispered, folding the paper in quarters and cramming it in the cargo pocket of her climbing shorts. This was the missing document that proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that Luthor belonged to the Drysdales. When he saw this, Judge Bittner would reverse his court order in a heartbeat, and Savannah’s long nightmare would be over.


  Pitch frowned. Judge Bittner wasn’t here. And when Swindle took off with Luthor, who was right and who was wrong wouldn’t matter anymore. Even if Savannah showed this document to the judge, he might have no power at all over a dog that had been taken to California.


  Pitch wanted to howl her frustration to the four winds. To have the solution to everything but no way to put it into action created an anger that almost generated heat. But what could she do? She couldn’t wake the dog up, and she couldn’t carry him away. She had no idea where she was, and no phone to communicate with the rest of the team or the outside world.


  She set her jaw. She was a climber, and climbers learned to rely on themselves for everything because they couldn’t always count on somebody else being there to come to the rescue. She shouldn’t need anybody else. She should be able to do this all by herself.


  Too bad she couldn’t just get in the car and step on the gas. Wouldn’t that be something — for Swindle to look out the window and see his SUV, his Koenig Doberman, and his future plans for wealth and revenge disappearing down the road.


  When the answer came to her, it was so simple that it brought a smile to her lips. Maybe she couldn’t drive, but she could also fix it so that no one else could, either.


  With a glance at the house to confirm that the coast was still clear, she snuck to the driver’s door, reached under the dashboard, and popped the hood. Then she came around to the front and peered in at the engine. How did you disable a car? Melissa probably knew, but she was miles away at Ta-da!


  Pitch unclipped her climbing knife. Since the car was off, there would be no electricity in the wires. She cut every cable and connection she could see. If that didn’t shut down the SUV, nothing would. Gently, she eased the hood closed, and did the same to the engine of the pickup. Then she returned to the security of the bushes. She was wet, tired, lost, and helpless, yet exhilaration rushed through her like the power from a backup generator.


  She couldn’t wait until these two clowns tried to start their cars.
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  If Ben wasn’t too thrilled with this adventure, Ferret Face was in open revolt.


  The little creature peered out from Ben’s collar and hissed vigorously, partly protected from the downpour by his master’s chin. Ben knew from experience that this was a sign of ferret displeasure. But never before had he heard the sound so loud, so bitter, and for so long a time, as on this bike ride.


  “Cut it out, Ferret Face. I get it,” he mumbled, hunched over the handlebars into the wind and rain. “You think this is my idea of a fun day?”


  He felt as if he’d been riding forever, although that might have been the sheer misery of the weather. He was as wet as if he’d jumped in a pool with all his clothes on. His shorts felt like they’d been permanently epoxied to the banana seat. His thighs had chafed through all three layers of skin. His leg muscles were in agony, and his neck had stiffened to the point of locking completely. That last symptom was fine with Ben. If he turned his head, he might lose his laser-straight focus on the tire track of the pickup. The only thing worse than enduring this torture was doing it for nothing — making a wrong turn and winding up lost as well as drenched, exhausted, in big trouble for disappearing from camp, and dealing with a mutinous ferret.


  Ben hadn’t been thrilled when Ebony Lake had refused to take Ferret Face. Still, he figured there was one advantage to going to a different summer camp than Griffin: No way would he get mixed up in another one of his best friend’s plans. Yet here he was, miles from Endless Pines, drenched and half-dead, pedaling his guts out for Operation Hideout. He couldn’t lose Luthor — and he was becoming even more concerned about Pitch. She still hadn’t called. Either that or his phone had become so waterlogged in his pocket that it was no longer working. Anything was possible in this monsoon.


  He had been traveling in the same muddy tire rut for so long that when he finally bounced out of it, he nearly lost control of the bike, wheeling around in a panic.


  What happened to the tracks? Why did they stop?


  Then he realized that the tracks didn’t stop. They pulled off the road onto the property of a small cottage. And there was the pickup — a red crew cab parked next to a small SUV.


  Ferret Face angled his long nose around Ben’s chin to peer up at him hopefully.


  “This is the place,” Ben confirmed.


  His momentary triumph at having tracked down the vehicle that had made off with the Doberman was soon replaced by an overpowering icy dread. Luthor’s kidnapper was a professional criminal working for Swindle — a sleazy, ruthless moneygrubber determined to exploit the poor dog and then come back to ruin all their lives. Ben had to assume that the driver of the other car wasn’t exactly the Tooth Fairy, either. So he couldn’t just knock on the door and demand Luthor in the name of truth, justice, and the American way. In fact, it wasn’t a really smart idea to let the occupants of the cottage know he was even here.


  He stashed the bike in the roadside ditch, where it looked like it belonged. The stealthiest approach to the house seemed to be a line of bushes that passed by a front window. If he could see inside, he might have a better idea of what he was up against. Then he could call Griffin at Ebony Lake and ask what his next move should be.


  He ducked into the thick shrubbery and began to inch his way on all fours toward the house. The mud was unimaginable, and the scratchy brambles forced Ferret Face to take refuge under Ben’s left arm, where he clung for dear life, claws digging into the soft flesh.


  Ben was making steady, if painful, progress, when suddenly a human forearm appeared out of the leafy wetness and slammed into his jaw. He saw stars. A second strike came from the right — an open-handed slap to the ear. This time the stars had streamers. Next it was a heavy boot coming his way. He dodged before it took his head off, but his roll flushed Ferret Face out of his hiding place. The little fellow fell to the dirt, landing on all fours, back arched, teeth bared, ready to fight for his master.


  A gasp of shock came from the attacker. “Ferret Face?”


  Ben was even more surprised. “Pitch? What are you doing here?”


  “Some guy grabbed Luthor out of the tower,” she whispered. “I couldn’t let him get away, so I jumped in the payload of his truck. How did you find us?”


  “It’s a long story,” Ben admitted. “Turns out Ferret Face likes steak. And before I knew it, I was on a bike following your tire tracks.”


  “A bike?” she echoed. “Ben, that’s awesome! Now we’ve got a way to get out of here!”


  Ben was incredulous. “Luthor can ride a bike?”


  “Luthor’s been tranquilized,” Pitch told him. “He’s out cold in the back of that SUV. And you know whose rental it is? Swindle’s!”


  “He came himself this time?”


  Pitch nodded. “I guess he got sick of hiring people who kept messing up.”


  Ben looked haunted. “The amount that guy hates us gives me the creeps. I mean, I hate him, too, but I’m not basing the rest of my life on it.”


  “Don’t obsess about it,” Pitch advised in a no-nonsense tone. “We have to act fast. If they loaded Luthor straight into the SUV, it means they’re planning on leaving pretty soon.”


  “But what can we do?” Ben protested. “The bike’s barely rideable. Who knows if it’ll take two of us? And definitely not two of us carrying a ten-ton dog.”


  “No, no, no. We’ll drape him over the seat and walk him out of here.”


  Ben looked worried. “We won’t get very far. They’ve got cars.”


  Pitch could not hold back a diabolical grin. “Well, they have and they haven’t. I mean, the cars are here, but they probably won’t start.” She reached into her pocket and showed him a fistful of multicolored wires, torn and broken, some contacts still attached. “I made a few minor adjustments.”


  He regarded her in awe. “You’ve got more guts than brains. But you’ve got to know that we can’t wheel him all the way back to camp.”


  “We don’t have to,” she argued. “We just have to get him away from Swindle. Listen — I found something important in the SUV. Remember that missing form from the Cedarville Pound? It proves that Swindle gave Luthor up, which means the Drysdales adopted him fair and square. Well, I’ve got it right here.” She patted her pocket.


  Ben brightened. “That’s fantastic! Here’s my phone — let’s call the police, and all this can be over.”


  Pitch shook her head. “Swindle still has the court order, and that carries the most weight until it’s overturned. Cops aren’t judges; they’d just give the dog to Swindle until Bittner rules on the new evidence. By that time, Swindle could take Luthor to California and disappear. Even if the Drysdales win, it’ll take years — and tons of money on legal fees — to get a Long Island court ruling enforced on the other side of the country.”


  “How unfair is that?” Ben complained. “It was bad enough when Swindle had the law on his side. But now we have the law on our side, and we’re no better off!”


  Pitch shrugged. “As long as we’ve got Luthor, we’re still in this fight.”


  Giving the cottage’s front window a wide berth, the two retrieved Ben’s bike from the ditch and leaned it against the SUV.


  “Where’d you get this thing?” Pitch remarked, taking in the ancient rusted frame, now even muddier than before. “The Smithsonian?”


  “We’re using it for dog transportation, not to enter into the Tour de France,” Ben retorted. “Be grateful for the banana seat. That’s a little extra room for Luthor.”


  Deciding to move a huge, unconscious Doberman and actually doing it were two very different matters. A hundred fifty pounds was a lot of weight for any two kids to carry; to have it disproportionately spread throughout the rippled musculature of a large canine body made it nearly impossible. Eventually, the stronger and more athletic Pitch got underneath the heavier head, shoulders, and front legs, leaving Ben to contend with the hindquarters.


  As the dog was lifted free of the hatch, Ferret Face emerged from Ben’s sleeve, scampered out onto Luthor’s back, and made himself comfortable in the short black fur.


  “Come back!” Ben hissed. As light as the ferret was, adding any extra mass to Luthor’s load was unacceptable.


  Now came the hard part — fitting all that bulk on the bicycle. They approached from several different angles, but each seemed to leave the Doberman hanging in a precarious way. They finally draped Luthor’s hind legs over the Mustang handlebars, placing his chest and great head on the banana seat.


  “We’re not going to get it any better than this,” Pitch panted. “Now, let’s blow this Popsicle stand before Swindle and his goon decide to check on Luthor.”


  Pitch got on one side, Ben got on the other, and they started slowly down the road. The bike carried Luthor’s weight easily. But in order to maintain balance, the two rescuers had to lean into each other, which made progress exhausting.


  “How long do we have to keep this up?” Ben gasped.


  Pitch’s reply was strained. “As long as it takes.”


  [image: chapter 36]


  Dominic Hiller pocketed his money and stood up, leaning heavily on his cane. “I wish I could say it was a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Palomino. But I’ve got one torn-up knee that says it wasn’t.”


  Swindle glowered at him. “Excuse me for thinking you and your friend knew how to handle yourselves around a couple of kids.”


  “Those aren’t ordinary kids,” Hiller defended himself. “Their loyalty to that dumb animal is insane. It’s almost like a cult. It leads them to perform miracles.”


  “Yeah, well, they just ran out of miracles,” Palomino retorted sourly. “I’ve got the dog, and within a week, every top breeder in the world will be watching him wipe up the competition on the show circuit. That ‘dumb animal’ is going to make me rich.”


  “We should have hit you up for more money,” Hiller mused, limping toward the door. “Especially Louie. He’s got whiplash from when the bug dipper came down on him.”


  They left the cottage and started for their two vehicles.


  The first yelp came from Palomino. “The dog’s escaped!”


  “No chance! He’s out cold for hours yet!”


  “Then how do you explain this?” Swindle roared.


  Hiller thumped over to see for himself. Sure enough, the SUV’s hatchback was empty.


  “I can’t!” The hired man was mystified. “Even if he woke up early, how would he get himself out of the car? He doesn’t have fingers, you know.”


  “Which means he had help!” Palomino growled. “Those kids must have followed us somehow.”


  “They can’t have gone far,” Hiller reasoned. “You drive north, I’ll drive south. We’ll catch them.”


  Distraught, Swindle leaped into his rental SUV, jammed the key into the ignition, and twisted it. The car did not start. He tried again. Nothing. Not a cough, not a rev, not even a hiccup.


  “Cheap rental piece of junk!” He leaped out and ran to Hiller’s truck. “My car won’t start!”


  “Your car won’t start!” Hiller was pounding on the steering wheel. “Mine won’t, either!”


  They raced around and threw open the hood. Cut and tattered wires were everywhere. On the SUV, the situation was the same.


  Sabotage.


  “Those kids!” Hiller exclaimed in agony. “Is there anything they can’t do?”


  Palomino was upset, but not rattled. “We can still catch them.”


  “How?”


  “On foot.”


  Hiller waved his cane. “I’m not exactly an Olympic athlete these days.”


  “They’re still kids, and they’re carrying a ton of dog meat.” The fried-egg eyes grew even wider behind the Coke-bottle glasses as Swindle looked down into the mud of the road. There, the track of a single wheel, much narrower than a car tire, led off to the south.


  Hiller followed his gaze. “A wheelbarrow?”


  “Whatever it is, they’re probably just around the bend. Let’s go.”


  They started off down the road, with the out-of-shape former storekeeper barely keeping ahead of his hobbled hired man. Soon they were soaked and mud to the knees.


  “Lousy kids!” Swindle puffed. “Lousy kids!” After the first quarter mile, he had no breath left for any words at all.


  Hiller’s cane kept sticking in the soft ground, and he took to limping along without leaning on it, waving it in front of him like a sword.


  At last, they rounded a curve in the road, and their quarry appeared out of the mist and rain.


  Palomino pointed. “There. Three of them.”


  Hiller’s eyesight was sharper. “Just two. That’s the dog in the middle. They’ve got him draped over a bike.”


  The two men quickened their pace, hoping the poor weather would cover their approach. It worked for a while. But then one of the kids — the girl — happened to glance over her shoulder.


  * * *


  The first Ben knew of it, Pitch had accelerated her pace, and he had to jog to keep up with the bike. “Hey, what are you — ?”


  “Run, Ben!” she interrupted urgently. “Swindle’s after us!”


  Terrified, Ben looked back at the two lumbering pursuers. The men were slow, but the overladen bicycle was slower. “Let’s move!” he urged.


  They pushed with all their might, which only seemed to dig the bike’s wheels deeper into the mud.


  Pitch’s face was a picture of determination. “Faster!” she breathed.


  Sweat ran down their faces, mingling with the rain. Gradually, the bicycle picked up momentum. The gap between them and the two men, which had been closing steadily, began to open up again.


  Then it happened. The front tire hit an exposed root and bounced. With it bounced Luthor, down to the ground, where he rolled into the ditch. Pitch and Ben dropped the bike and stooped to lift him out, but it was impossible to get any leverage on so much weight.


  “Come on, Luthor, wake up,” Pitch pleaded with the slumbering dog. “You can nap all you want once we get away, but right now we have to go!”


  Too late. Swindle and Hiller appeared at the top of the ditch, panting and glaring down at them. “Fancy meeting you kids here,” drawled S. Wendell Palomino in an unpleasant, if breathless tone.


  Ferret Face shrank inside Ben’s collar. Even the little animal could see the hopelessness of their situation. Luthor was still immobile, and the enemy was upon them.


  This was the end of the road.


  All at once, Pitch sprang away from the Doberman, grabbed Ben’s hand, and hauled him out of the ditch. They pounded through the wet underbrush, making for the cover of the trees. Hiller started to chase them, but came down too hard on his injured leg and hit the ground with a splash beside Luthor. By the time he’d gotten back up again, Pitch and Ben were disappearing into the woods.


  He started after them in pursuit.


  “Forget it,” Palomino told him. “We’ve got the mutt. That’s all that matters.”


  “They could go to the cops!” Hiller sputtered.


  “And tell them what?” Swindle challenged. “That we stopped them from stealing my dog? We’ve got the law on our side. Now we just need a mechanic to fix the cars, and we’ll never have to deal with those rotten kids again.”


  At least not until I’m ready to go back to Cedarville and take them all down. Palomino thought it, but he didn’t say it aloud.


  * * *


  It wasn’t easy for slight Ben to keep up with Pitch’s long athletic strides, but he came close, sprinting through the forest, sidestepping trees like a broken-field runner in a football game. When at last he drew close enough to reach out and grab a fistful of her T-shirt, he nearly pulled her over backward.


  She paused for a moment, listening for footsteps crashing through the woods behind them. “I think we’re safe.”


  Ben collapsed to his knees, hyperventilating. “Why did we do that? Why did we run?” he rasped. “We abandoned Luthor!”


  “We didn’t abandon him,” Pitch corrected firmly. “We lived on to fight another day.”


  “Try telling that to Savannah!” Ben croaked. “Try telling it to Griffin! The whole point of the plan is keeping Luthor away from Swindle. We just did the total opposite of that!”


  “Cool your jets,” Pitch soothed. “They’ve got the dog, but they’re not going anywhere anytime soon.”


  “And we are?” Ben challenged. “We don’t even have a way to get back to camp.”


  “Never mind camp,” she told him. “Give me your phone. It’s time to call in the troops.”
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  The score was 3–2, with a man on third, when Griffin’s stomach began vibrating.


  Crouched behind home plate in his catcher’s mask and chest protector, he had no way of answering the phone that was taped to his belly. Cyrus had already confiscated Savannah’s cell — the girl was so frantic over what might be happening to Luthor that she was constantly being caught using it at unauthorized times. If Griffin lost his phone, too, they’d be completely out of touch with the plan.


  But he had to take this call. It could only be about Operation Hideout.


  The vibration stopped.


  Oh, no! I missed it! Call back! Please call back!


  The batter hit a weak dribbler out toward the mound. It was the pitcher’s play, but at that moment, the phone began to vibrate once more. Griffin charged the ball as if he’d been shot out of a cannon. He flattened the pitcher as the boy bent to field the grounder, scooped up the ball himself, and made a beeline for the base path. Spying the danger, the runner reversed course and headed back to third. He should have been caught in a rundown except that Griffin had no time to waste on baseball. He had to make the out and scram in time to answer his call.


  With a burst of speed that surprised even him, Griffin executed the tag, shouted, “Bathroom break!” and sprinted for the wash station, jettisoning equipment as he fled.


  “What?” he panted when he was finally able to rip the phone from his skin and hit TALK.


  “Swindle’s got Luthor and we’re lost in the woods!” Ben babbled on the other end of the line.


  It was the last thing any planner wanted to hear — that the wheels were coming off and there was nothing to be done about it.


  “Calm down,” Griffin ordered. “Tell me what’s going on.”


  “We’re not lost,” came Pitch’s voice.


  “We just don’t know where we are!” Ben added helpfully.


  “We know exactly where Luthor is — that’s the main thing,” Pitch explained. “Swindle’s got him tranquilized in a cabin maybe a quarter mile from here.”


  “Any idea what the jerk’s going to do?” Griffin probed, struggling for calm.


  “Well, he’s not going to drive away,” she replied. “Not until he finds a good mechanic. But there’s another guy with him, and there’s no way Ben and I can handle both of them without help.”


  “Sit tight,” Griffin ordered tersely. “We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


  Ben was practically hysterical. “How can you find us? We can’t even find us!”


  “Your phone has a GPS. Melissa will know how to locate it. This is going to be a whole team effort.”


  He hung up, taking note of the clock. Savannah, he knew, was in Arts and Crafts, tie-dyeing T-shirts. The next truck coming by would be the Sewer and Septic Service, also known as the Triple-S. It wasn’t Griffin’s preferred choice of transportation, but it was the soonest option.


  And he had a sinking feeling that time was running out.


  * * *


  Logan finally loved camp — and it was because camp finally loved Logan.


  He was getting the respect he deserved at last. After his Showdown-saving performance of Abraham Lincoln being attacked by a dog, he was the number one star at Ta-da! Well, technically, Melissa was number one. But since she had given up singing and would only work on set design, that left Logan in the top spot. Better still, Mary Catherine the Klingon was way down at the bottom of the totem pole with the termites.


  Case in point: Today’s improvisation exercise in the performance center, Nile Story. Logan was Pharaoh, and Mary Catherine was the priestess of some minor god nobody cared about. Best of all, this was improv, which meant there was no script, and the actors were making it up as they went along.


  “Come to Pharaoh, O random priestess,” Logan commanded in an imperious tone. “It is hot, and our royal feet perspire with great foulness unpleasant to our nose. Wash our sandals in the purifying water of the Nile.”


  Red-faced but obedient, the unfortunate priestess was unlacing his sneakers when Melissa burst into the barn. “Great Pharaoh,” she announced, a little out of breath. “Follow me. You are needed on an urgent errand.”


  “Pharaohs don’t do errands,” Logan replied haughtily. “That is what servants are for.” He regarded Mary Catherine sternly. “To the Nile with haste, priestess. Let not the palace gates strike the rear of thy tunic on the way out.”


  “But, Great One,” Melissa persisted. “This matter involves the — jackal. The Doberman jackal,” she added meaningfully.


  Logan kicked back into his shoes, stomping on Mary Catherine’s fingers.


  “Hey!”


  “Sorry!” Pharaoh blurted. “I — I forgot to lock my pyramid!” He ran for the exit.


  Athena stepped forward. “This is about that poor abused dog, isn’t it?”


  “The farmer’s got him back,” Melissa confirmed. “He needs our help — now!”


  “He didn’t look so abused to me,” Mary Catherine put in sourly.


  Athena ignored her. “Go! We’ll cover for you with Wendy.”


  They jogged across the compound, Logan hopping to tie his sneakers on the way. “What’s the emergency?”


  “Swindle’s got Luthor,” Melissa explained. “Griffin and Savannah are coming to pick us up in the Triple-S.”


  Logan’s nose wrinkled. “Not the Triple-S.”


  “Faster! They could be here any minute.”


  They made it to the trees without attracting attention, reaching the road just as a cargo van appeared in the distance.


  “That’s the one,” Logan confirmed sadly. “I can smell it from here.”


  Sure enough, the familiar logo of the Sewer and Septic Service Corporation came into focus. Melissa and Logan stepped back into the cover of the trees.


  As the truck rattled along, a rear door opened slightly and an arm reached out. It unlocked a reel on the side of the van, releasing a long hose. The next time the driver glanced at his mirror, he could see fifty feet of rubber tubing snaking behind him, flapping all over the road.


  The truck screeched to a halt, and the driver set about restoring the hose, cursing colorfully. Melissa and Logan tensed for action. There would be a handful of seconds while the man walked back to his cab, climbed in, and restarted the engine. That was all the time they were going to get.


  “Now!” Melissa whispered.


  They were off like the wind, pounding for the rear of the van. As they approached, the cargo doors opened. Griffin and Savannah hauled them aboard and slammed the hatch shut. Just like that, they were moving again.


  “You know, this better be important,” Logan complained. “I was about to make Mary Catherine feed me grapes.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Savannah told him harshly. “But poor Luthor is in danger, so, yes, this definitely counts as important.”


  The Man With The Plan was grim as he took charge. “Operation Hideout is falling apart, you guys. It’s my fault, really. If Swindle could find Ebony Lake and Ta-da!, I should have known he would look to our other two team members at the third camp.”


  “But how do we know where he’s holding Luthor?” Logan asked.


  Melissa held up her phone. “I’m tracking the GPS locater on Ben’s cell.” She frowned. “We’re moving in the right direction, but the signal’s weaker than it was twenty minutes ago. That could mean the unit is running low on power.”


  The van was built to carry equipment, not passengers, so the ride was rough, especially when they left pavement and began to jounce along dirt road. All eyes were on Melissa’s phone, which pinpointed Ben’s location. It was unlikely that the Triple-S was headed exactly where they wanted to go. They had to be vigilant, then. When it seemed as if they were as close as they were likely to get, they had to make their move and bail out of the truck. The rest of the way they would travel on foot.


  “How far will that be?” asked Savannah worriedly. For her, every minute Luthor was in Swindle’s clutches was torture.


  Griffin shrugged. “It depends on the route of the Triple-S, and how far off the main road that cottage happens to be.”


  Melissa sounded nervous behind her hair. “Ben’s signal is down to ten percent. Don’t people remember to charge their phones?”


  “Just you,” Logan confirmed. “The rest of us have careers to think about.” He stretched, and his flailing elbow flipped a metal switch. The roar of a motor filled the van, followed by a loud hiss of suction. A length of corrugated tubing lashed out, slapping Logan in the cheek. The air filled with dust, starting them all sneezing and choking. A powerful vacuum tugged at their clothes. Melissa’s curtain of long stringy hair was pulled away from her face and sucked into the nozzle.


  Griffin lunged for the power vac and flicked the switch again. Blessed quiet returned. Melissa’s hair reassembled itself in front of her face.


  Nobody spoke. Nobody even moved. Had the driver noticed the disturbance? If he caught them, it would mean the end of Operation Hideout.


  The van continued to shudder along, shock absorbers protesting loudly.


  “That was close,” quavered Savannah.


  “It’s time,” said Melissa in a small voice.


  “Time for what?” asked Griffin absently. He was so relieved at having survived the mishap with the power vac that he couldn’t focus on anything else.


  Melissa held her phone in front of him. They had homed in on Ben’s signal, and were now veering away slightly. They would never be closer than this.


  Like a bus rider getting up to pull the cord for his stop, Griffin opened the rear door a crack, leaned out, and released the hose from its wheel. The four of them waited, poised for flight, as the truck crunched to a halt. But instead of the squeak of the reel rewinding, the back hatch was flung wide, and the driver was glaring in at them.
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  Iknew I heard something —” the man began angrily.


  Without thinking, Griffin lunged for the power vac and kicked the switch in the opposite direction. The machine blared to life, blowing out this time. The gale-force wind took the glasses clean off the driver’s nose and sent them skittering down the road.


  Nobody needed a signal. The four campers blasted out of the truck. They crossed the road and disappeared into the woods. For the first hundred yards, their flight was pure escape. Then Melissa began to adjust their route according to the blip from Ben’s cell. When it became clear that the driver wasn’t interested in chasing them, they slowed to a walk.


  “The signal’s going in and out,” Melissa observed. “When the phone dies, we’ll be flying blind.”


  The rain was tapering off, but the ground was swampy. Every step pulled at their sneakers, making progress slow and miserable. Onward they forged until, with sinking hearts, all four of them watched the signal on Melissa’s screen flicker and wink out.


  Savannah was practically hysterical. “How will we ever find Luthor now?”


  Griffin asserted his leadership. “Going back isn’t part of the plan. We’re headed in the right direction. We stick to it as best we can.”


  “We’ve been sticking to it for the last hour,” Logan pointed out. “Who knows if we can even retrace our path to the road to catch another truck back to camp?”


  “I don’t care about getting back,” Savannah insisted. “I only care about Luthor.”


  “We have to care about all of it,” Griffin said firmly. “If we can’t stop Swindle right here, right now, he’s going to haunt us for the rest of our lives.”


  They continued to walk, with a little less sureness in their steps. A lot of the hopeful determination had gone out of them.


  And then a voice that was low, yet remarkably close, queried, “What’s taking them so long? What if they got caught? What if they can’t find us?”


  Griffin stopped dead, a goofy grin spreading across his face. “I’d know that whine anywhere.”


  The four of them rushed through a break in the trees into a clearing at the side of a narrow dirt road. There they found a small cottage, two disabled vehicles, and Pitch and Ben, waiting not very patiently.


  Due to their dire situation, the reunion was brief and subdued. As soon as Palomino could find transportation, Luthor would be out of reach. It was the worst kind of ticking clock, since, for all they knew, a tow truck could be right around the next bend.


  “Maybe that’s our opportunity,” Griffin mused. “Swindle will go to the garage with his rental, right? That’ll leave Luthor alone with only one guy.”


  Pitch shook her head. “I only pulled out wires. They might not need to go to a garage.”


  Melissa nodded. “A trained mechanic could fix that on the spot.”


  “Knocking out the cars was sheer genius,” Griffin praised Pitch. “Without that, the plan would be dead in the water.”


  “It was an amazing ad lib,” added Logan, using theatre terminology.


  “That’s not all,” Pitch enthused. From her back pocket she produced the page she had taken from the SUV — the form from the dog pound that proved Palomino had given up his Doberman.


  “We can’t leave here without Luthor,” Savannah said determinedly. “Judge Bittner will have to overturn the court order when he sees this.”


  “But how do we get to Luthor?” Logan asked. “He’s locked in the house with two adults.”


  “Adults have never stopped us before,” put in Griffin. “All they are is bigger than us. That doesn’t mean much when you’ve got the right plan.”


  “It’ll be tricky, though,” Pitch acknowledged. “Ben and I already made a play for the dog, so Swindle will be on high alert.”


  “When’s Luthor going to wake up?” wondered Ben, absently rubbing his T-shirt to stroke Ferret Face through the fabric. “He could be our secret weapon. That dog could eat two adults as an appetizer and still have room for a full-grown bull elephant.”


  Savannah glared at him. “Luthor’s as gentle as a lamb.”


  “To you,” Pitch told her, not unkindly. “No offense, but to the rest of the world, he’s an instrument of destruction. I agree that it’s a shame to waste him if things get rough dealing with Swindle.”


  The dog whisperer was adamant. “I won’t allow it. He was trained to be vicious before, and it almost tore him apart.”


  “And now he’s devoted his life to tearing everybody else apart,” Ben observed.


  Savannah reddened. “If he bit somebody, he’d have to be put down!”


  “Fighting among ourselves doesn’t help rescue the dog,” Griffin said quickly. “The truth is, we have no idea what kind of shape Luthor is in — or how closely Swindle and the other guy are watching him. We need a spy operation.”


  “There’s no time,” Savannah protested. “A mechanic could already be on his way to fix the cars!”


  “All the more reason we have to spy,” Griffin argued. “We can’t start planning until we know how long we’ve got to work with.”


  “How are we supposed to do that?” Logan challenged. “Stare in through the window and try to read Swindle’s lips?”


  “If only we could find a way to hear what they’re saying in there,” Griffin mused.


  “Some Man With The Plan you are,” Ben said sarcastically. “I can’t believe you forgot to pack an electronic listening device in your duffel bag.”


  “Actually,” Melissa spoke up shyly, “I might be able to help out with that.”


  Everyone stared at her.


  “You brought a bug to summer camp?” Pitch asked incredulously.


  “Well, no, but I was just thinking.” Melissa took her phone out of her pocket. “If I call Griffin, and we place my cell inside the cottage somewhere, it should pick up everything that’s being said in there.”


  “I like it,” Griffin approved, his eyes alight with the excitement of a plan beginning to take shape. “But how are we going to get your phone into the house?”


  Pitch took the handset from Melissa. “That’s the easy part.”


  Ben was wide-eyed. “There’s no mail slot or doggie door, and Swindle knows we’re around, so there’s no way they left a window unlocked. What are you going to do?”


  She grinned. “Think Santa Claus.”


  [image: chapter 39]


  To Pitch, who had conquered mountain peaks, sheer cliffs, and frozen waterfalls, getting to the roof of the single-story cottage was as easy as stepping onto a footstool. From the eaves, she was amused to look down and see her five teammates watching her movements anxiously. She smirked at them and then crossed to the stone chimney. She hoisted herself up and peered inside. Perfect. There was no damper; she could see clear down to the fireplace about fifteen feet below.


  She took out Melissa’s phone and began to unwind the makeshift twine they had created by removing leaves from the ivy on the side of the cottage. Pitch secured the handset to one end, triple-knotting it. Then she dialed Griffin.


  He answered on the first ring. “Ready?”


  “Here goes nothing,” she replied, and began to pay out the vine.


  The unit descended into the gloom of the chimney. The ivy was surprisingly strong and clung to the case as if it had been designed especially for that purpose.


  The handset disappeared in the darkness of the passage. Pitch continued to lower until, suddenly, the glossy screen was clearly visible in the light of the room below. Quickly, she wound up the ivy until the unit was in shadow again. This was as far as they dared go. The last thing they wanted was for Swindle to glance at his fireplace and see a phone dangling there like a worm on a hook.


  Pitch looked down off the roof. The others were huddled in the bushes, crowded around Griffin, who had his phone to his ear. Was it working? she wondered. Could they hear anything?


  What was going on?


  * * *


  S. Wendell Palomino was in a towering rage. “Tomorrow morning?” he barked into his phone in disbelief. “I can’t wait till tomorrow morning! I’ve got a flight to California tonight!”


  “Sorry, Mr. Palomino,” came the voice on the other end of the line, “but that’s not going to happen.”


  “It has to happen!” Swindle stormed. “What kind of garage are you running?”


  “This isn’t like the big-city outfits you’re probably used to. I’m a small operation. It’s just me and my truck, and we cover a lot of territory. As you’ve probably noticed, wet weather means a lot of mud around here. When people start getting stuck, it’s first come, first served.”


  “And you just leave people stranded,” Palomino seethed.


  “Well, that’s another story entirely. Are you telling me you’re stranded?”


  “Not only am I stranded, I’m exposed to animal attack!” Okay, that was an exaggeration, but Luthor was going to be none too happy when the tranquilizer wore off. “And I’ve got no way to get my poor injured friend the medical attention he needs.”


  “Sounds serious,” the mechanic agreed.


  “Exactly! So how soon can you be here?”


  “I can’t make it till tomorrow, but if things are as bad as you say, you’d better call the police.”


  “I wouldn’t need the police if I had a car!” Swindle insisted.


  “Like I said, I’ll be there tomorrow. You don’t have to wait around. Stick with your buddy. Just leave the cars unlocked and the keys on the seat. I’ll call you as soon as I know what’s what.”


  “Oh, fine,” Palomino groaned. “We’ll wait for you.”


  “Are you sure that’s wise for your friend?”


  “Positive,” Swindle replied with a sigh. “In fact, I think he’s getting better. Come as soon as you can.” He hung up the phone and slumped in his chair. Nothing was ever easy where those lousy kids were involved.


  Hiller thumped over on his crutch. “Maybe we should be calling the police. If our cars have been vandalized, that’s a crime.”


  Palomino shook his head. “The last thing we need is some cop snooping around.”


  Hiller’s eyes narrowed. “You said the dog is legally yours.”


  “Of course. But the mutt’s been tranquilized, which is going to seem fishy to some small-town flatfoot. If he gets a sniff that there are kids involved — runaways, no less — that’s a can of worms I don’t want to open.” Swindle surveyed the kitchen irritably. “Is there anything to eat in this dump?”


  The hired man limped for the door. “I’ve got a turkey sandwich out in the truck. Tell you what: I’ll split it with you if you promise me we’re the good guys.”


  Palomino grimaced. “Do I look like a crook to you?”


  * * *


  Griffin’s face suddenly went white, and he waved the phone up at Pitch on the roof, gesturing wildly. She shot him a questioning shrug, but by then, he and the other team members had ducked out of sight in the bushes.


  The sound she heard next made her stiffen in fear: the opening and closing of the cottage’s front door.


  Hiller stepped out of the house and started for the pickup truck.


  If he looks over his shoulder, he’ll be staring straight at me!


  Her nerveless fingers lost their grip on the vine, and Melissa’s phone was falling. Fumbling madly, she caught the line, stopping the unit three inches from shattering against the base of the fireplace. Heart pounding, she dove for the apex of the A-frame roof. If she could make it over the top before Swindle’s man turned around . . .


  As she somersaulted over the peak, a horrible realization came to her: She had misjudged the slope. Down the other side she skidded, tumbling out of control.
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  Mustering all her strength and climbing skill, Pitch wedged the heel of her sneaker against a kitchen vent. Her momentum spun her upside down, sliding toward the edge. At the last second, she reached above her head, locked a pincer grip on the eaves, and squeezed. Her motion shuddered to a stop. She hung there, her hair cascading off the roof. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Griffin and the team crouched in the foliage, staring up at her in horror. Another second or two and she would have gone over the side.


  Oblivious to the drama unfolding above him, Hiller got a small paper bag out of the pickup and went back inside the house. The crisis had ended as quickly as it had begun.


  Gingerly, Pitch got herself turned around and made her way back to the chimney. Winding the vine around her arm like the spool of a fishing rod, she reeled the phone out of the flue. Then she shinnied down the drainpipe and rejoined her friends.


  Even Ferret Face regarded her in awe.


  “Are you okay?” Ben hissed. “Man, I figured we’d be scraping you out of the weeds with a spatula!”


  “First rule of climbing,” Pitch told him bravely. “If it didn’t happen, there’s no point in stressing over it.”


  “The important thing is we got the information we needed,” The Man With The Plan reminded everybody. “Swindle and the other jerk are stuck until morning. Which means we’ve got some time to make our move on Luthor.”


  “We haven’t got that much time,” Ben put in. “Pitch and I have been AWOL from camp since this morning. If we don’t get back soon, the counselors are going to start to panic.”


  “We can’t worry about any of that,” Savannah insisted. “The only thing that matters is saving Luthor.”


  “That’s another problem,” Pitch pointed out. “The dog weighs a ton. We can lift him — but not with two people chasing us. Been there, done that.”


  Melissa had a suggestion. “Maybe we can wait till they go to sleep.”


  Griffin nodded. “The question is how do we get in the house?”


  “The roof won’t work,” Pitch supplied. “No way into the attic, no skylight.”


  “An unlocked window?” asked Logan.


  Griffin shook his head. “We can’t depend on it. Besides, the house is so small, we could be climbing straight into Swindle’s lap.”


  Stealthily, Griffin approached the little cabin, the others trailing behind him. Crouched in the cover of the bushes, they circled the outside. Griffin stopped in front of a pair of flat, wooden cellar doors, separate from the house.


  Pitch indicated the heavy padlock that barred the entryway. “How are you going to get through that?”


  Griffin knelt on the damp ground to investigate. The lock was metal, but the doors themselves were ancient wood, softened by decades of northeastern weather. He began to work with his thumbs, trying to create some separation between the iron hasp and the rotted panel. “Quick — see if you can find something to jam under here.”


  Melissa handed over a sharp wedge-shaped rock. “Try this.”


  Griffin inserted the pointed edge beneath the cleat and pressed down, levering the hasp away from the door. With light popping sounds, the softened wood gave way, and the cleat came off in his hand, still attached to the lock. Slowly, he opened the doors, trying to minimize the squeaking of the ancient rusted hinges. The gust of air that came up to greet them was musty and coolly damp. They squinted into the gloom of a root cellar, with stone walls and a dirt floor.


  “Yuck,” said Logan. “There could be mice down there.”


  “And don’t you dare disturb any of them,” Savannah told him. “They’re animals, just like the rest of us.”


  Ben looked down his own collar. “Hear that, Ferret Face? No hunting.”


  “Keep him safe inside your shirt,” Griffin ordered. “The last thing we need is you falling asleep in hostile territory.”


  Melissa called up the flashlight app on her phone and handed it to Griffin. He led the way down the six steps into the cavelike cellar. The cobwebs were so thick that progress was like passing through lace curtains. Savannah gagged.


  “What’s the matter?” Pitch whispered. “Aren’t spiders animals just like the rest of us?”


  The space was empty save for a few potato sacks and a broken bushel basket. The toe of Melissa’s sneaker nudged an ancient potato, only to have it crumble to dust.


  “When’s the last time anybody came down here?” hissed Ben in revulsion.


  “They forgot about this place when they started remembering the Alamo,” Pitch replied in a low voice.


  Griffin held out his arms beside him. The group halted and fell silent. They had reached another staircase, this one leading to a small door. Light was visible around the edges. It was the entrance to the house. Muffled conversation wafted through the door — Swindle and his man.


  The enemy was no more than a few yards away.


  “What now?” Savannah barely whispered.


  “We chill,” Griffin informed them.


  “Here?” quavered Logan, plucking a shred of cobweb from the end of his nose. “The Screen Actors Guild would never approve these conditions!”


  “Ferret Face doesn’t like the dark,” Ben warned.


  “Don’t be stupid,” Savannah said sharply. “Ferrets are most active at murky times like dawn or dusk. They’re crepuscular.”


  “Yeah, but I’m not!” Ben complained.


  “We have to be able to tell when Swindle and the other guy go to sleep,” Griffin explained. “As soon as it gets quiet on the other side of the door, that’s when we make our move.”


  “Let’s switch our phones to airplane mode to save battery life,” Melissa advised. “Once the sun goes down, they’ll be the only light we’ve got.”
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  Mr. Bing was rewiring a SmartPickTM that had short circuited.


  He tightened the connections, replaced the cover, and pressed the button. With a whirring sound, the titanium fruit-picking pole telescoped across the kitchen, poking his wife in the small of the back.


  Mrs. Bing let out a yelp, juggling and nearly dropping a heavy casserole dish. She turned on her husband. “Why don’t you take that thing to your workshop before you put it through a wall?”


  “It’s so empty around here with Griffin away at camp,” the inventor complained. “Who would have thought one kid could fill up a whole house?”


  “Well, he is The Man With The Plan,” she reminded him.


  He grinned. “Not at Ebony Lake, he isn’t. That’s the best thing about sending him to the back of beyond — none of his scheming. Not unless he’s organizing a woodchuck insurrection.”


  “I know what you mean,” Mrs. Bing agreed a little guiltily. “I guess I never admitted to myself how nerve-racking it is to be Griffin’s mother.”


  Ri-i-i-ing!


  Mr. Bing set down his invention and answered the phone. “Hello . . . speaking . . .”


  The receiver slipped from his hand and hit the floor with a clatter. He stooped to fumble it back to his lips. “Are you absolutely sure?”


  “What is it?” his wife asked anxiously.


  Mr. Bing held up a finger. “Right — we’ll be there as soon as we can.” He hung up and dialed Griffin’s cell. The call went straight to voicemail.


  “What’s going on?” Mrs. Bing demanded.


  Her husband’s face was gray. “Griffin’s disappeared.”


  “What do you mean, ‘disappeared’?”


  “He and one other camper never came to the mess hall for dinner. No one’s seen them for at least a few hours.”


  They were in the car, heading north, inside of three minutes.


  Waiting in line to pay the toll at the Throgs Neck Bridge, Mrs. Bing frowned as a familiar SUV roared past in the E-ZPass lane. “Wasn’t that Rick Drysdale’s car?”


  “With Griffin missing, I hardly think that’s our number one priority right now.”


  “Griffin’s missing along with one other camper,” she persisted. “Isn’t Savannah at Ebony Lake, too?”


  When the phone rang inside the SUV, Mr. Drysdale had no time for a conversation. “Sorry, can’t talk now. We’re heading up to Ebony Lake. Savannah’s gone missing.”


  “So has Griffin,” Mrs. Bing told him. “How much do you want to bet that, wherever they are, they’re together?”


  A quarter mile farther on, the Bings’ van pulled alongside the stopped SUV on the shoulder. Mrs. Bing and Mr. Drysdale rolled down their windows.


  “What do you think the kids have gotten themselves into this time?” Mrs. Drysdale called anxiously.


  Mrs. Bing didn’t answer. She was staring at a sedan that had just sped past them on the highway. “Wasn’t that Pete and Estelle Slovak?”


  It took a moment for the significance of that statement to sink in.


  “How could Ben be with Savannah and Griffin?” Mr. Drysdale asked. “He went to a different camp entirely.”


  Griffin’s mother was already dialing her phone. “There’s one way to find out.” And when Mrs. Slovak’s voice came on the line, she asked, “Estelle — is everything all right with Ben?”


  Ben’s mother sounded distraught. “Endless Pines just called. Nobody’s seen Benjamin since — ” Sudden silence on the line. “How could you know something’s wrong?”


  “Griffin and Savannah Drysdale have vanished from Ebony Lake.”


  Mrs. Slovak was amazed. “And you think they’re with my Benjamin? These camps are scattered across the north woods, with no transportation at all! That’s impossible.”


  “One thing I’ve learned from Griffin is that nothing is impossible,” Mrs. Bing said in a determined tone.


  “I’m going to call the Benson girl’s family,” Mrs. Slovak decided. “She was at camp with Benjamin. Maybe they’ve heard something from her.”


  When Mrs. Slovak finally reached Pitch’s father, she made an alarming discovery: Pitch’s parents were at a rest area on the New York State Thruway about ten miles ahead. While stopped to ask directions to Camp Endless Pines, they had spotted the Kellermans’ car at the gas pump. And in the Kellermans’ backseat were none other than Mr. and Mrs. Dukakis.


  “Are you saying that Antonia, Logan, and Melissa all disappeared from their camps today?” Ben’s mother cried.


  Mr. Benson was stunned. “How did you know?”


  Mrs. Slovak was hyperventilating as she gasped out the details of the missing Griffin, Savannah, and Ben.


  Six campers AWOL. Six Cedarville friends. Six members of Griffin’s team.


  This was no coincidence. There was only one thing it could possibly be.


  A plan.
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  The two parent parades sped north on the Thruway, connected via cell phone conference call. At a fuel stop, all five vehicles met up, and the two groups merged into one. The procession from Cedarville exited the highway a little farther on, heading west on a two-lane rural route. A half mile from the interchange, the streetlights ended, and they navigated without GPS in the darkness. To the residents of the farms they passed, they must have seemed like a funeral cortege, a tight formation of cars on otherwise deserted roads.


  As they approached the vicinity of the three camps, the parents faced a dilemma: Unlike their children, they were planless. Should they split up, with the Bings and Drysdales proceeding to Ebony Lake, the Dukakises and Kellermans to Ta-da!, and the Slovaks and Bensons to Endless Pines? That made sense, except that everyone was convinced that the six missing friends were together. Perhaps they should remain en masse and visit the camps one at a time, maintaining a united front.


  “Why go to the camps at all?” Mrs. Slovak challenged. “Those are the only places we know for sure that our children aren’t.”


  Mr. Bing had a suggestion. “Let’s stop at a diner and talk this out over coffee. We’ve all been on the road for three hours. We’re not thinking straight.”


  “Good idea,” approved Mr. Kellerman, three cars back. “Is there any place open around here?”


  Towns were few and far between in these woods. The biggest businesses were the summer camps, and they provided their own food service. Mile after mile of wooded nothingness unspooled before the parent parade.


  Just as Mr. Bing was about to despair, a neon sign flickered up on the left.
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  “Foot gargle?” his wife repeated, bewildered.


  But as they drew closer, they could see that the glowing letters had burned out over the years. Illuminated by headlights, the message was:
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  The place turned out to be a grimy gas station that sold drinks, snacks, and cheap souvenirs from a row of dilapidated vending machines. The twelve parents sat down over watery coffee to weigh their options.


  Mrs. Slovak was becoming visibly more agitated every minute. “Why aren’t they answering their phones?”


  “Maybe they don’t have them,” Mrs. Bing suggested. “The rule at Ebony Lake is to leave all devices powered off in the cabins. Besides messages home, they’re supposed to be just for emergencies.”


  “This isn’t an emergency?” Mrs. Slovak demanded.


  “The reception is probably spotty out in the sticks,” suggested Mr. Kellerman.


  “Or their batteries are dead,” added Mrs. Dukakis. “Melissa is always running dozens of applications. What for is beyond me, but I do know that power drain is a problem.”


  “Let’s focus on the big picture,” Mr. Bing advised. “Out in the wilderness, separated by not just miles but entire forests, our kids have managed to get themselves in some kind of trouble.”


  “Trouble!” Ben’s mother spat. “Why don’t you call it by its real name? It’s your son who’s The Man With The Plan!”


  “But what kind of plan could they possibly have around here?” wondered Mrs. Benson.


  And then an all-too-familiar name was spoken in the tiny shop: Palomino.


  Two men leaned on the counter. One, in greasy coveralls, was chewing on a cinnamon bun and talking with his mouth full. “Guy called himself Palomino. Real obnoxious. Must be from downstate.”


  Mr. Drysdale stood up. “Excuse me, are you talking about S. Wendell Palomino?”


  “Didn’t catch the fellow’s first name,” the mechanic replied. “He a friend of yours?”


  Savannah’s father flushed. “In a manner of speaking.”


  “Well, you might want to take a ride over to the old Peterson place, seeing as how I can’t get there till morning.”


  Mrs. Slovak spoke up. “Did he mention anything about children? Thirteen-year-olds?”


  The coveralled man shook his head. “Nah, nothing about any kids. Says he’s got a friend who needs a doctor, but he was just angling to jump the line and get his car fixed ahead of schedule. Says a lot of things, this character, none of them too pleasant.”


  “It can’t be a coincidence,” Mr. Bing whispered. “Palomino? Near the three camps? Not too pleasant?”


  “You don’t think he’d hurt the kids, do you?” Mrs. Kellerman asked anxiously.


  “This could be about Luthor,” Mr. Drysdale mused. “Maybe he hid the dog so he can sue us for stealing him.”


  “Where is this Peterson place?” Mr. Bing called to the mechanic.


  “Head west about thirty miles,” the man replied. “Left turn on the dirt road. You can’t miss it. It’s the only house around.”
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  Once night had fallen, the root cellar of the old cottage was smothered in suffocating darkness. The phones provided occasional light for a while. But as the minutes ticked into hours, and batteries dwindled and died, these intervals became a luxury the team could no longer afford. Soon only Melissa’s handset had any life at all, thanks to a few power-saving improvements the brilliant girl had invented. And even she dared not use her flashlight app for fear of squandering what little juice she had left.


  “Don’t these people ever sleep?” Ben complained in a peeved whisper.


  “Big talk from the guy whose sleep is more messed up than anybody’s,” muttered Pitch, who got edgy when she wasn’t active. She had a lot more patience for Griffin’s plans when climbing was involved.


  Ben glared at her resentfully, but could only make out her outline — or was that Savannah? “Yeah, well, these creeps could use a little narcolepsy right now. And no ferret to wake them up.”


  It would have been too risky to ease the door open and peer into the house, so the team was conducting surveillance purely by listening. Conversation between the two men was sparse, but they were clearly still awake and moving around. There had been no sound from Luthor at all.


  “Those awful, low-down, animal-abusing criminals,” Savannah seethed. “How strong a tranquilizer did they use on the poor sweetie?”


  “What time is it?” Logan yawned.


  “About two minutes after the last time you asked,” Griffin said quietly. “Essential conversation only. We don’t want Swindle to know he’s got company.”


  “An actor thrives on lines,” Logan warned.


  Pitch had a suggestion. “Why don’t you portray a character who’s taken a vow of silence?”


  “Back off, Melissa,” Savannah ordered in a low voice. “You’re touching my elbow,”


  “No, I’m not,” the shy girl replied. “I’m over here behind Logan.”


  The image of a large hairy tarantula crawling up her arm caused Savannah to draw in a horrified breath. Before it reemerged as a scream, Griffin clamped a hand over her mouth. A short dance ensued.


  “Calm down, there’s no spider,” Ben whispered urgently. “It’s just Ferret Face’s tail.” He pushed the small animal higher under his shirt.


  “You know,” Melissa commented in her usual quiet manner, “I haven’t heard any sound from up there for quite a while.”


  They listened, tense with excitement.


  Swindle’s voice, talking to himself, muttered, “Figures. He snores.” There followed the grating sounds of someone trying to get comfortable on a couch with creaking springs.


  Five minutes passed. Then ten.


  So slowly it was practically painful, Griffin inched open the door and peered through the crack. The small house was dim, but the day’s storm clouds had broken enough to let in some moonlight. Palomino’s pudgy form was scrunched in a threadbare loveseat. His hired man was sprawled in an easy chair. Both were fast asleep, openmouthed and snoring. Between them lay the big Doberman, curled up on a small braided rug, still dead to the world.


  “This is it,” Griffin whispered. “Logan — get into position.”


  The young actor retreated to the wooden cellar doors and climbed back to the weeds and mud of the yard. There, he reclaimed the rickety wagon they’d found on the property and pulled it around to the front walk, wincing at the squeak of the rusty wheels. If the plan was successful, the rest of the team would be coming out the door with Luthor in less than a minute.


  Inside the house, Griffin, Ben, Savannah, Pitch, and Melissa stepped up to floor level, and crept silently across the parlor. Operation Hideout had reached its most delicate moment. It only remained to grab the dog and spirit him out to the waiting wagon. The trick was to do this just a few feet away from two sleeping enemies.


  They arranged themselves around Luthor — two on each flank, and Savannah at the dog’s large head. Griffin mouthed the command without uttering a sound: One, two, three — now!


  The original lift almost scuttled the plan. Luthor was a load, his muscular bulk awkward and unevenly distributed. The first few steps toward the exit were less silent than Griffin had hoped for, but Swindle and his associate slumbered on.


  And then fate took a hand. Melissa’s phone, which had gotten them so far, issued a low-battery warning in the form of three staccato beeps and a warble.


  Palomino and Hiller sat bolt upright and took in the scene with twin gasps of shock and rage. Dragged down by one hundred fifty pounds of tranquilized dog, the team could only watch in dismay as the two men overtook them. Hiller got there first, grabbing the nearest arm.


  It was Ben’s, and the action drew Ferret Face out of his cocoon. Squeaking with anger, the little creature went on the attack, leaping onto the man’s ankle and digging needle-like claws into his already injured leg. With a howl of protest, Hiller snatched up his cane and golfed the little ferret across the room.


  Ben saw red. “Ferret Face!” He let go of Luthor and hurled himself onto Hiller, knocking the man flat on his back.


  With Ben no longer holding his end up, the others dropped the Doberman. Frantically, Savannah scrambled to pick him up all by herself — an impossible task.


  Swindle brushed her away. “He’s not your dog — he’s mine!”


  Wild with fear for her beloved Luthor, Savannah pounded her fists against Palomino’s chest. It took Griffin and Pitch to pull her away. Melissa yanked Ben to his feet, and the five backed toward the door.


  “I’m not leaving without Luthor!” Savannah shrilled.


  “We can’t help him now —” Griffin tried to explain, but the girl’s crazed struggles made it impossible for him to communicate that their only option was to retreat and regroup.


  It took all the team members to get the door open and drag her out.


  Logan and his wagon were right there. “Where’s Luthor?” he demanded, bewildered.


  The cottage door was slammed and locked in their faces.


  The chaos rang through the quiet countryside.


  “Ferret Face is still in there!” Ben shouted.


  “He can look after himself,” Griffin promised, hoping it was the truth.


  Savannah was wailing now, shaking loose of her friends and barreling headlong back to the door, ready to break it down if need be. “Luthor! Sweetie!”


  Inside, the atmosphere was not much calmer. Palomino and Hiller were chasing Ferret Face around the small house, and not very successfully. The little creature darted from mantel to bookcase, scooting through their legs and under the furniture. Savannah’s screaming and banging on the door echoed in the enclosed space.


  “We’ve got to shut her up before somebody calls the cops!” Hiller panted.


  Swindle made an unathletic leap for the furry gray tail. The ferret wriggled out of his grasp, lunged through the air, and landed on Luthor’s haunch. There, the small animal performed the task he had been trained for — administering a wake-up nip to a slumbering host.


  For the first time in more than fourteen hours, Luthor came to life and took in the unfamiliar surroundings. He was with two men he distinctly remembered disliking. He was pretty sure both of them had been mean to him.


  And then his sharpest sense — his hearing — came back to him in a rush. Savannah was out there somewhere, screaming in distress. She needed him, and he wasn’t there for her.


  He got to his feet with a bark that rattled the rafters. He made several runs for the door, bouncing back in painful frustration. She was still calling his name, still frantically upset. And he knew, with all the loyalty of more than a century of Doberman breeding, that there was no house that could keep him from her.


  It was just a matter of effort.
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  The big dog unleashed a barrage on the cottage that was terrible to behold.


  Ferret Face hid under the easy chair as Luthor flung his full weight repeatedly against every inch of the walls in search of a weak spot that might allow him to get through to Savannah. His roar was earsplitting. Furniture flew in all directions, curtain rods came crashing down, wood splintered, mirrors shattered.


  “Get the dart gun!” Palomino yelped in desperation.


  Hiller picked up his cane and thumped for the exit. “No chance, boss! I quit!”


  Swindle ducked as Luthor sailed past, knocking over tall shelves, sending books and knickknacks flying in all directions. “Me first!” he yelled. He beat his man to the door, flung it wide, and fled.


  His first step outside was into the wagon. His momentum sent it rolling across the property down the gentle slope. He rode like a novice skateboarder, back ramrod straight, chubby arms windmilling in a desperate bid to maintain balance. A gasp of terror was torn from his throat as he jounced into the road just as a pair of headlights loomed out of the darkness on a collision course.


  “Stop!” he wheezed.


  A split second before impact, the vehicle screeched to a halt.


  Mr. Bing jumped out and stared at the cause of the near accident. “You! Where are our children?”


  Not even when he’d been robbed of a million-dollar baseball card had S. Wendell Palomino felt so completely dazed, outsmarted, and outnumbered. More cars were arriving — the rest of the parents, no doubt. He should be saying something to them, giving them a piece of his mind about their terrible, lawless kids. Yet as he climbed unsteadily out of the wagon that had very nearly become his coffin, it was all he could do to point vaguely in the direction of the house.


  The new arrivals spilled out of their vehicles and rushed over the wet terrain to the cottage just as Luthor blasted out the door. He joined Savannah in a joyous lovefest on the front walkway, complete with human kisses and very sloppy canine licks. For the dog whisperer, this reunion could not have been sweeter. She was positive that, if Swindle had been allowed to board a plane with the Doberman, she might never have laid eyes on her Luthor again.


  Mrs. Drysdale embraced both daughter and dog, choking back a tear. “Aw, honey. I know it feels good now, but it’s only going to be twice as painful when you have to give him up.”


  Savannah unburied her face from Luthor’s short black-and-tan fur to beam at her mother. “But we don’t have to give him up!”


  Mr. Drysdale appeared at his wife’s side. “Mr. Palomino may not be the nicest person in the world, but he still has the court order on his side.”


  “Not anymore!” Pitch pulled the document from the Cedarville pound out of her pocket and unfolded it triumphantly in front of the Drysdales. “See? This proves Swindle gave up his dog when he moved out of Cedarville. When you adopted Luthor, it was one-hundred-percent legal. He’s yours!”


  The Drysdales looked in amazement from the paper to Pitch and finally to their daughter and her beloved Doberman.


  “Well,” Mr. Drysdale said emotionally, “it seems as if this might be the happy ending we were hoping for.”


  There were nods of agreement from anxious parents reunited at last with their missing campers.


  “Not yet!” declared a strident voice.


  The Slovaks’ car had been at the back of line, so Ben’s mother and father were the last to hustle onto the scene.


  “Where’s my baby?” bellowed Estelle Slovak. “Where’s Benjamin?”


  Snickers soon morphed into concern as the company looked around.


  “Wait a minute,” Griffin blurted, confused. “Where is Ben?”


  At that moment, a small furry form burst out of the cottage, stopped on a dime on the front step, and paused, sniffing the air. It took Ferret Face barely an instant to locate his master, sprawled on the wet ground, fast asleep from the stresses of the night. He hopped onto Ben’s stomach, burrowed beneath his T-shirt, and delivered a small bite.


  “Ow!” Ben sat up, rubbing his eyes, and was surprised to find himself the center of attention. “What did I miss?”


  His mother scooped him into a hug that bordered on a wrestling move. “I could kill you,” she said adoringly.


  “Uh, excuse me, folks,” Dominic Hiller called in an embarrassed tone. “Could any of you give us a ride to the nearest town? We’ve had a little — car trouble.”


  Mrs. Drysdale’s eyes widened in outage. “You must be joking! You two bullies threatened our children and put them in danger! And that man” — pointing at Palomino — “tried to cheat us out of our pet!”


  “More than a pet!” Savannah chimed in. “A member of the family!”


  “And you helped!” Logan accused Hiller, mustering all his acting skill to portray a lawyer delivering a devastating denunciation in court. “You tried to dognap Luthor at the Showdown!”


  “You took out a court order against us,” Mr. Drysdale added. He took the dog-pound form from Pitch and waved it angrily. “And you deliberately hid this evidence so the judge would rule against us! How do you explain that?”


  Short, pudgy Palomino drew himself up to his full height, which was still a head shorter than Hiller. “I forgot.”


  Griffin could hardly believe his ears. “You forgot?”


  “I forgot I gave the dog up,” Swindle said stubbornly. “I thought he was still mine. It was an honest mistake.”


  “Honest!” Savannah spat, squeezing Luthor tighter. “You shouldn’t be allowed to use that word, Mr. Palomino! Too bad there’s no court order for that.”


  “Maybe not,” said her father, glaring at Palomino. “But if you come near my family or any of these kids again, we’re going to take this evidence to Judge Bittner and have you arrested for fraud. Now start walking. No one’s going to drive you anywhere.”


  Luthor underscored this statement with a threatening growl — a reminder that the vicious guard dog he had once been could still be called to active duty if necessary.


  “Come on, boss,” Hiller put in quickly. “It’s a nice night for a stroll.”


  It was just about the opposite of that. The warm muggy air buzzed with mosquitoes, and the pitch-black rural night made it impossible to navigate a dirt road that had been turned into a muddy minefield of puddles. Yet the cottage was no longer an alternative — not with the inside trashed, and the animal that had trashed it wide awake and stationed between them and the front door.


  Swindle and his hired man sloshed off into the darkness, utterly defeated. Twice S. Wendell Palomino had gone up against The Man With The Plan. And twice he’d been sent packing.


  Mr. Drysdale let out a long breath and addressed his daughter. “Say good-bye to Luthor, honey. We’ll take him home, and you’ll see him at the end of the summer.” He regarded the other parents. “We should get these six back to their camps.”


  Ben looked up in dismay. “Back to Camp Endless? Aw!”


  “You’ll have a good time,” his mother said firmly. It was an order.


  “You wouldn’t want to miss the next zombie apocalypse,” his father added.


  Logan seemed pleased to be returning to Ta-da! “Mary Catherine still has to feed me grapes.”


  “And, Griffin — no more plans,” Mrs. Bing stated pointedly.


  “I promise,” her son replied. “I think the delivery truck guys are onto us, anyway.”


  Mr. Bing took out his car keys. “We can call the camps along the way. You’ve all got a lot of explaining to do.”


  “And a lot of apologizing,” added Mr. Dukakis, although he was secretly proud. He’d always known that camp would help his shy daughter come out of her shell.


  As the parents headed for the cars, the six team members hung back. They would surely be resuming their summers in deep trouble with their respective camps. This was their one chance to savor the moment of victory.


  “I’m not sorry for anything,” Savannah told Griffin in a low voice.


  “It was totally worth it.” Melissa’s furtive eyes emerged from behind her hair to meet five other pairs in complete and total agreement.


  “It might be even more worth it than we know,” Pitch told them. “I saw a paper in Swindle’s SUV that was kind of like Luthor’s family history. It said he’s descended from some kind of Doberman royalty. He’s probably worth a fortune.”


  “Considering the amount of dog food he inhales, you should just about break even,” Ben commented.


  Savannah could not have been less interested. “It doesn’t matter, because he’s not for sale. You can’t put a value on Luthor. He’s priceless.”
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  The complete adventure with The Man With The Plan!
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