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        “You are young, but do not let anyone treat you as if you were not important. Be an example to show the believers how they should live. Show them with your words, with the way you live, with your love, with your faith, and with your pure life.”

        1 TIMOTHY 4:12, ICB
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      SCOUT

      Scout Grace Bell shone her flashlight across the dark forest, searching for movement.

      “See anything?” her friend Ella whispered.

      “Nope.” Scout clicked off her flashlight to conceal their position. She glanced at Barnaby, her dog for the summer. “What about you, Barnaby? Smell anything noteworthy?” She tucked her chin and repeated, “Noteworthy.”

      Barnaby shook his giant, furry head. He regularly responded to her questions. Perhaps his intelligence came from eating her pocket dictionary two weeks ago. Scout couldn’t say. That was the first time she’d met this large dog of unknown origin.

      “Hmm.” Scout wiped her glasses on her T-shirt and gazed up at the stars. “I always imagined being a guard for Operation Nightfall would be more . . . eventful.”

      Ella shrugged. “I didn’t know what to expect.”

      “I suppose playing the game would be more fun than guarding.”

      Ever since her family had moved to Blueberry Creek Wilderness Camp two years ago, Scout had longed to take part in the nighttime scavenger hunt. But she wasn’t a camper this week. Only the Trailblazers, the fourteen-to-seventeen-year-old age group, got to enjoy Operation Nightfall.

      On Wednesday night, the Trailblazers dressed in black and snuck through the woods to collect special items. They tried to avoid guards, who could confiscate items. The tent group with the most items by midnight won.

      Scout had begged the wilderness camp director and program manager—her dad and mom—to let her participate early.

      Instead, they’d assigned Scout, Ella, and Barnaby to be guards behind the pavilion, out by the craft shed.

      Scout and her friends hadn’t spotted a single group.

      Scout didn’t want to get ahead of herself. Still . . .

      “I can’t wait until I’m a Trailblazer.”

      Ella tilted her head. “Why?”

      “They get to do it all. Whitewater rafting yesterday, Operation Nightfall tonight, the Camp Gala tomorrow.” Scout sighed and played with the end of one of her brown braids. “Why must being young come at such a cost?”

      Barnaby gave her a goofy grin.

      “What’s the Camp Gala like?” Ella asked.

      “It’s basically a fancy dinner where everyone dresses up,” Scout said. “And there’s an open mic, which ends up like a talent show.”

      Ella leaned closer. “Have you seen the dress Julia’s making for it?”

      “Yeah. She showed me last weekend. It wasn’t quite finished.” Scout nodded toward the craft shed. “She’s been working on it out here.”

      As much as Scout wanted to act nonchalant, the dress was breathtaking. Julia, the Tent 6 counselor, was crafting it entirely out of duct tape. Classic silver duct tape formed flowing sleeves and a knee-length skirt.

      Scout used duct tape for practical things, like fixing her glasses or constructing a raft.

      But she couldn’t help imagining how it would feel to wear that dress.

      “I want to make a dress someday,” Ella said dreamily. “Probably out of pink tulle and . . .” Her eyes widened. “Scout.”

      Scout perked up. “What?” She shone her flashlight in an arc around them. “Did you see something?”

      “No, but . . . do you think Julia would care if we peeked at her dress?”

      Scout switched off her flashlight in disappointment. So much for making their first capture.

      She shrugged. “Probably not. But we can’t abandon our post for long.” Scout turned to Barnaby. “You stay here, Barnaby. Alert us to any strange activity, okay?”

      Barnaby barked.

      Scout unlatched the craft shed door, pulled it open, and stepped inside.

      Sticky material grabbed at her legs. She shrieked and dropped her flashlight. She reached down to shove off the stickiness, but it pulled at her arms and shoulders.

      Not wanting to get more tangled, she froze like a statue. “Stay back, Ella!”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Where’s your flashlight? I think⁠—”

      A bold bark from outside cut off Scout’s words. Barnaby was coming.

      Ella’s flashlight beam pierced through the dark shed.

      Scout gasped. “Oh, pumpernickel.”

      Duct tape.

      Long strands of silver tape crisscrossed the room like a giant spiderweb. From Scout’s position facing the back wall, the duct tape nearly hid the art shelves from view. Some of the tape was new and sticky. Other tape had been folded over on itself, removing the stickiness.

      It was a mess.

      Barnaby’s nails clicked against the wooden floorboards. He was running toward her to attack the sticky enemy!

      “Barnaby, stop!” Scout called without turning. “Duct tape and dog hair do not⁠—”

      Barnaby thudded into her from behind. The jolt knocked her glasses from her face, but he must’ve been trying to slow down, because he didn’t send her sprawling.

      He barked and then froze, perhaps realizing the mistake he’d made.

      The mess of duct tape held them together. Neither moved a muscle.
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      Ella’s flashlight scanned the room. “Scout.” Panic laced her voice. “The dress.”

      Scout could only see straight ahead, toward the craft shelves. And even then, her vision was blurry without her glasses. She didn’t want to move and risk more tangling. “What about the dress?”

      “It’s not here.”
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      BARNABY

      Barnaby wanted to be a good sidekick to his detective girl. He wanted to free Scout from the sticky monster.

      But he knew he’d better not move with the tape around him.

      Ella covered her face with her hands. “What if this tape is from Julia’s dress? What if someone destroyed it? Who would do such a thing?”

      Eating Scout’s dictionary had given Barnaby the ability to understand words. And these words were sad. He tucked his tail between his legs, accidentally swishing it through some sticky tape.

      “I don’t know, Ella Drew,” Scout said. “Whether the dress was destroyed or stolen, this is a grave injustice. And I demand that justice be served!” She lowered her voice. “But first, could you please untangle us?”

      Ella cleaned up some of the tape that made it difficult to move through the shed, retrieved Scout’s glasses from the floor, and then worked to free Scout and Barnaby. Barnaby held in a whimper when a piece of tape pulled on his fur.

      He was a brave dog.

      “You’re both lucky you stopped moving when you did,” Ella said. “The tape’s not too stuck, and some of it isn’t very sticky anymore. Otherwise, this would’ve really hurt.”

      Barnaby smelled teenagers sneaking past the shed. One camper, two, three . . .

      A whole tent group.

      He barked.

      Ella shushed him. “Hold still, Barnaby. There is a piece stuck in your tail. I have to trim some of your hair off.”

      Barnaby sighed. He could not guard well when he was stuck.

      The scissors snipped behind him.

      “There goes the purple in his tail,” Ella said sadly.

      “Perhaps it’s for the best,” Scout said.

      Barnaby had accidentally dyed the tip of his tail last week. He’d  liked the attention it had earned him.

      As soon as Barnaby and Scout were free, Scout pushed her glasses up on her nose and surveyed the room with her flashlight.

      “The dress is definitely gone.” She examined a strip of duct tape hanging from the ceiling. “Some of this tape appears to be cut or stuck on itself, like it was already used.”

      “So you think it is from the dress?” Ella asked.

      “I don’t know. It’s possible Julia moved the dress somewhere else, and this is an unrelated, sticky prank.”

      “Maybe.”

      The hope in Ella’s voice made Barnaby feel hopeful too.

      “The only way to know the magnitude of this crime is to talk to Julia after Operation Nightfall,” Scout said.

      Barnaby raised his nose to the air. He barked.

      They did not need to wait until after Operation Nightfall. Barnaby could help now.

      The Tent 6 counselor smelled like paint and charcoal and, lately, duct tape. Barnaby detected a hint of her scent in the air. Julia was close.

      He pointed his nose toward the shed door. He lifted one paw and straightened his tail behind him.

      Scout’s eyes widened. “Look, Ella! Maybe Barnaby is part pointer.”

      Barnaby ran for the woods.
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