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"If we don't beat Troop 7 this year, I'm going to...to eat a bat sandwich!" thirteen-year-old Becca Matthews announced to her three best friends as she stepped from the bus at Camp Miwok.
"How about a bat s'more?" CJ Tran planted her small feet in the red dirt of the California Gold Country. "Bats taste better with chocolate."
Becca laughed. It'd been a long, winding, three-hour drive from San Francisco to Camp Miwok for the scouts' Gold Rush Jamboree. The last hour had been especially bumpy. Luckily, CJ's jokes had entertained all eight members of Troop 13—and helped keep Becca from getting bus sick.
Becca pulled her long blond hair back into a ponytail and wiped the sweat from her neck. "It's a whole lot hotter here than in the city," she thought. It looked a whole lot different, too. The jagged lava rocks scattered about made the terrain look moonlike. She took a deep breath of country air—and crinkled her nose. Skunk.
"I wonder what it was like living here back when the Gold Rush began," she said, remembering the sleepy little town they'd just driven through, with its lack of movie theaters, pizza parlors, and music stores. "I heard the streets were 'paved with gold.'"
"Must have been a zoo with all those prospectors coming to
strike it rich," CJ said, stuffing a crossword puzzle into her backpack. "I saw a couple of scruffy old men when we drove through town who looked like they've been here since 1849." She'd worked on the puzzle the whole bus ride. Becca wondered how she kept from getting bus sick.
"I've heard rumors there's still gold up here," Becca mused.
"I doubt it," Sierra Garcia said. She brushed her thick brown braid off her shoulder and slipped on her vest loaded with colorful badges. Becca envied her Outdoor Adventure badge and hoped to earn one herself this weekend. She had already made several campfire meals, gone on three hikes, packed a first-aid kit, and used a square knot in four different ways. All she had left to do to earn the badge was build a camp- fire and leave the site without a trace of use.
"You know, just 'cause you got that Geology Discovery badge last year doesn't mean you know whether there's gold up here." Becca playfully threw a pine cone at her friend. Except Sierra probably did know. She was crazy about rocks, minerals, and anything else that had to do with nature. She even knew the difference between a stalagmite and stalactite. Becca could never remember which one went up and which one went down.
"Actually," Sierra continued, "the so-called gold country is mosdy just ghost towns and empty mines now. The brochure I have says there are still some descendants of the original miners living here, but most of them just try to mine money out of the tourists."
"What about the story of Black Bart's hidden treasure?" Becca reminded them. According to stories she'd read, after Black Bart robbed prospectors of their gold, he hid the treasure in
the Haunted Caves. When he disappeared, no one ever found it.
"And don't forget the Haunted Caves," Jonnie Jackson added, echoing Becca's thoughts. "After all, they're one of the reasons we're here. You know why people think they're haunted, don't you?"
"Yeah, they moan...for the same reason we do: CJ's jokes!" Becca said.
CJ pretended to look offended.
Jonnie laughed. "Well, we better not be moaning tomorrow. I want to be cheering—after we win! We came so close to winning the gold medal last year," she said, twisting one of her tight black braids. Becca noticed Jonnie always did that whenever she was nervous or upset. "We've got to win this time. We've been preparing all year."
Becca could almost feel the cool gold medal against her skin. The Jamboree comprised four events: rappelling (climbing down a steep cliff using a rope); spelunking (finding your way through a cave); puzzle solving (figuring out answers to puzzling questions); and nonviolent animal trapping (catching an animal without harming it).
The first event was all up to Jonnie, the best athlete in Troop 13. She loved to hike and climb, and Becca was certain she'd win the rappelling event.
"Don't worry. We'll beat Troop 7," replied CJ optimistically, as she unloaded her gear from the bus's storage compartment.
"I hope you're right, CJ," answered Jonnie. "After what they did to us when they won last year, putting all those ants in our clothes... I couldn't stand to see Troop 7 win again."
CJ shuddered at the memory. "Well, this year we've all been training hard for our events. I studied the puzzle solving clues from last year's Jamboree, and I'm pretty sure I can crack this year's puzzles," she said.
"Sure you can, CJ." Becca glanced over at the other troops. The competition looked tough, especially fourteen-year-old Tiffany Hewitt, the oldest girl in Troop 7.
Becca continued, "Sierra, I'm glad you're in charge of the spelunking event again, since you've got the best sense of direction."
Sierra nodded. "CJ, don't forget your flashlight this time," she teased. "It's pitch black in those caves."
CJ rolled her eyes.
"And Jonnie, you're so buff this year, you won't have any trouble rappelling into that cavern. That'll give us a great head start." Becca pulled her sleeping bag from the bus compartment and set it on the dusty ground.
Jonnie shrugged. "I just hope those ropes hold."
"Listen, my event is the only one we need to worry about." Becca gazed at the tall pines that bordered the camp. Sierra, CJ, and Jonnie gathered around her as the rest of Troop 13 headed for the campsite.
"Look, Becca," Sierra said. "It wasn't your fault we lost the Jamboree last year. That was a great animal trap you designed."
"Yeah, right." Frowning, Becca sat on one of the large lava rocks and unzipped her backpack. She pulled out her laptop and checked it for damage. "If you remember, that's the one event we lost big time. Thanks to me."
"Hey, girlfriend," Jonnie sat beside Becca. "That trap was so cool! It wasn't your fault you trapped the wrong animal."
"Yeah, Becca. It isn't easy to tell a real bear from old Mrs. Stumplemeyer!" CJ added.
Sierra and Jonnie giggled.
Becca grinned. "I didn't mean for her to get caught, I swear!"
All four girls howled at the memory of Troop 7's leader accidentally tumbling into Troop 13's trap and landing on her rear end.
"I totally cracked up!" Jonnie wiped her eyes. "I don't think Troop 7 ever got over that."
Becca laughed so hard she snorted, which made the girls laugh even more. Calming down, she said, "Well, I'm determined to win the gold medal this year. I've found instructions on this web site for a trap that's even better—"
"Scouts!"
It was Susan Sanford calling from their campsite. She'd been Troop 13's leader for two years. The girls admired her leadership skills, sense of humor, and warm smile, not to mention her tall, athletic build and gorgeous brown hair. Becca was grateful her troop didn't have Mrs. Stumplemeyer for its leader. Susan really seemed to enjoy coming up with fun adventures. All Mrs. Stumplemeyer seemed to enjoy doing was giving orders to her scouts while glaring at the other troops.
"Becca, CJ, Sierra, Jonnie, Courtney, Kelly, Jennifer, and Melissa," Susan held up two fingers, the sign for quiet. Troop 13 hushed.
"Uh-oh," Becca muttered. "Time to get to work."
"It's time to get to work!"
Susan's words set the girls in motion. Camp Miwok bustled with activity as the scouts pitched their tents, stored their gear, and lit their campfires. Troop 13 pitched two tents, one for Becca, CJ, Sierra, and Jonnie and one for the other four girls. Susan had a tent to herself. Two hours later, the camp looked like a tent village nestled among the pines.
The troops first enjoyed a dinner of pigs in a blanket and s'mores , then sang campfire songs and told ghost stories around the burning logs. When the sun set and the stars came out, it was time to hit the sleeping bags.
After saying good-night to their troopmates and Susan, the four friends spent the few minutes before lights out working on projects. Sierra flipped through her guidebooks on caves. Jonnie and CJ practiced fingerspelling and sign language for the Community Care badges they were earning. Becca turned on her laptop and wireless modem.
"There's an e-mail here from your mom, Sierra," Becca said. "Want me to read it to you?"
"Sure. But she's probably just going to tell me to brush my teeth, watch out for poison oak, and stay away from the boys' camp."
CJ giggled. "Well, if there are any boys up here, we'll find them, so that's not going to happen!"
Sierra threw a pillow at her, and a pillow fight broke out. Becca joined in but quickly returned to her laptop.
"Okay, Sierra, do you want to hear this message or not?" She was eager to get onto the Internet and search for cave maps.
"Sure." Sierra swatted Jonnie's head with a pillow one last time.
"'Dear Sierra: I hope you and Becca and Jonnie and CJ and the rest of the troop are having a good time. Have fun, do your best, don't forget to brush your teeth, and watch out for poison oak!'"
"At least we don't have to stay away from boys," Sierra said.
"What boys? There are no boys around here! It's all girls!"
The girls burst into giggles and collapsed on their sleeping bags.
"I can't wait for tomorrow," Jonnie sighed, pulling her teddy bear from her backpack. Becca knew she never went anywhere without Brownie the Bear. "I probably won't be able to sleep tonight!"
"Oh yes, you will," said Sierra. "When CJ starts going on about how she solved her latest puzzle, we'll all be totally bored to sleep!"
"Hey, I'll do what I can to help our star athlete," CJ shot back, smiling at Jonnie.
"Flashlights out!" Susan called. One by one, the tents grew dark. Within minutes, Becca's tentmates were asleep.
But not Becca. She lay in her sleeping bag, staring at her laptop screen. It wasn't worrying about tomorrow's events that was keeping her awake, but something she'd found on the Web, which had nothing to do with the plentiful spiders crawling all over Camp Miwok. She'd done some virtual digging into the Haunted Caves, hoping to fmd information that might give her troop an edge in tomorrow's events, and had found maps, history, bat sightings, geological formations...and something else: the legend of Black Bart and his hidden gold.
"Wouldn't it be so cool," Becca thought, her heart racing as she shut down the laptop, "if we just happened to find it!"
After tossing and turning for what seemed like hours, Becca gave up trying to fall asleep. There was only one way to deal with this excess energy. She switched on her flashlight and rummaged through her backpack.
"CJ! Jonnie! Sierra! Wake up!" she whispered.
The girls moaned and rolled over.
"Why'd you wake us up?" CJ complained. "I was dreaming I was in a boy band!"
"What is it? Lions? Tigers? Bears? Mrs. Stumplemeyer?" Jonnie rubbed her eyes.
"Do you know what time it is?" Sierra yawned and checked her glow-in-the-dark watch.
Becca nodded. "Yeah, it's payback time." With one hand she held up a plastic sandwich bag full of safety pins. With the other hand she held a red marker.
CJ blinked. "What's that stuff for?"
Becca grinned.
Sierra and Jonnie caught on immediately and tossed back their covers.
"Oh, cool!" CJ giggled as she scrambled after her friends, who were already creeping outside. The girls tiptoed among the tents in the moonlight. The smell of skunk pierced the air. Only an occasional distant howl broke the stillness.
And while Tiffany and her tentmates dreamed about winning the gold medal, the four girls from Troop 13 stood just outside the tent, unfastening the safety pins and uncapping the red marker...
"He-e-elp!"
"Get us out of here!"
"Something's after us!"
"We're trapped!"
Screams from one of Troop 7's tents woke the entire camp at dawn. Girls in pajamas, nighties, and long T-shirts scrambled out of their tents to see what was up.
Becca, CJ, Jonnie, and Sierra stayed put in their tent, peeking out as everyone else gathered around Tiffany's tent. Even from a distance, they could see the tent shaking as Tiffany and her friends tried to escape.
Through her binoculars Becca admired the red bull's-eye and message on the tent: "Hit the bull's-eye and win a prize!" Several girls were bombarding the target with pine cones that had been stacked conveniently nearby. Becca aimed the binoculars at the tent's door. Safety pins immobilized the three zippers. It took several minutes for the shower of pine cones and the laughter to subside so someone could undo the pins and free the four girls. Tiffany, Gina, Joanne, and Stephanie ran for the latrine.
"I guess they really had to go!" said Becca, grinning.
"Badly!" CJ agreed.
Soon after, they heard Tiffany yelling, "Those dorks from
Troop 13 did this!"
"How does she know it's us?" CJ whispered. Then she realized they'd been the only ones who hadn't come out to watch the fun.
Jonnie peered out the door flap. "Uh-oh," she said, "here they come."
Four girls from Troop 7 were stalking over. Tiffany led the way, wearing silky pink pajamas and fluffy slippers. A sweatshirt was tied around her waist.
Becca stepped out of the tent in her holey "Girls Rule!" T- shirt and sweatpants, staring at Tiffany. "What happened?" she asked. "We heard all the screaming—"
Tiffany cut Becca off. "You did that! You and your stupid little pals! Those dumb pine cones woke us up...and we couldn't get out to use the—to see what was going on!"
"Wow, that's awful!" Becca said innocently.
Tiffany tightened the sweatshirt around her waist. "You nim- rod. We know you were behind it. That prank was just the sort of dorky thing you would do. What if we had an acci—emergency? You know the rules: Any scout who doesn't respect others is not a good scout! Trapping us in our tents is disrespectful!"
Becca tried not to laugh. "You mean like putting ants in people's clothes?"
Tiffany clenched her fists and stepped forward menacingly.
"Girls!" Susan suddenly called out. "Time to make breakfast!"
Tiffany glared at the girls from Troop 13. "We'll get you for this," she hissed. "We're gonna kick your butts at the rappelling competition, just like we did last year!"
As Tiffany stomped off, Becca stared at her sweatshirt. Was that a wet spot?
"Girls! Breakfast!" Susan repeated, eyeing them suspiciously. The four friends stifled their giggles and hustled to dress.
A half-hour later, the scouts were dressed in jeans or khaki shorts and T-shirts. Some wore their badge-covered vests.
Breakfast consisted of muffin cup bacon 'n' eggs, biscuits in a can, orange juice, and hot cocoa. Each troop prepared its own meal, the scouts taking turns lighting the campfire, cooking the food, and cleaning up. As the girls from Troop 13 wolfed down their breakfast, they discussed the first event of the day: rappelling.
"Onnie's gah dish dow," Sierra said, her mouth full of biscuit. She watched Jonnie check her rappelling equipment. Swallowing, she continued, "It'll be easy for her."
Becca agreed. Jonnie was strong and fast, and she'd done lots of mountain climbing. She'd have no trouble rappelling into the hundred-foot cavern. But would she beat Tiffany, Troop 7's rappeller?
"Remember, she's got to get down there fast," CJ said, "but not so fast she loses control of her ropes and harness."
The three girls shuddered at the horrific thought.
"Did you hear about that new scout?" Sierra asked, changing the subject.
Becca shook her head. "Who?"
"Amber something, from Troop 10. She's supposed to be some kind of super-athlete. She's been bragging about being a real rock climber, not just a gym rat." Sierra pointed out Amber at Troop 10's campsite.
Becca glanced over at the new girl and sized her up. Amber was tall and lanky like Jonnie, with tight black curls covered with butterfly clips. It was hard to tell how strong she was under her baggy clothes, but it looked as if Tiffany wasn't the only one Jonnie would have to beat.
"Time to go!" Susan announced. The troops hiked up the dirt road to the Haunted Caves in less than a half-hour. Inside the caves, the park rangers and troop leaders checked the harnesses, ropes, buckles, and helmets, making sure every piece of equipment was safe.
Becca glanced over the cavern's edge. The steep cliff dropped away into a seemingly bottomless pit. She saw nothing but blackness below and shivered, thankful this was Jonnie's event.
"All right, girls," boomed Mrs. Stumplemeyer, Troop 7's leader. "You know the rules, but I'm going to review them." The girls groaned. Mrs. Stumplemeyer held up two fingers, but it was her stern look that silenced them.
"When I give the command," Mrs. Stumplemeyer explained, "use your ropes to lower yourselves to the bottom of the cavern within the allotted time. If you're too slow or too fast, you'll be disqualified. We want you to rappel responsibly, not barrel down out of control. The first scout to make it to the bottom within the time window wins this event. We'll be down there waiting for you."
Jonnie nervously checked her watch, then stretched her muscles for the zillionth time. Becca could tell she was anxious to start. A lot depended on her winning the first event.
"Hang in there," CJ said, laughing at her pun. "Get it? See you at the bottom."
"One way or another," Jonnie replied with a tight smile.
The girls gave Jonnie a few more encouraging words before descending a spiral staircase to the cavern floor, where they'd greet the rappellers with cheers and hugs as they landed.
"Climbing down these stairs must be almost as nerve-racking as rappelling," Becca thought, as the metal structure shook. At the bottom, the damp, cold air chilled her, and she slipped on the sweatshirt tied around her waist. Gazing up, she imagined the Statue of Liberty could fit in the huge space.
Becca lifted her binoculars and spotted Jonnie between Tiffany and Amber. She waved her flashlight to signal her support. A hush fell over the crowd as the tiny figures above switched on their helmet lights.
Tweeeet! Mrs. Stumplemeyer's whistle echoed in the cavern.
The ten rappellers began their descent, guided only by their troopmates' dim flashlights.
"What's happening?" Sierra asked Becca, who was still peering through the binoculars.
"Jonnie's way ahead of everyone." Becca paused. "But that new girl—Amber—she's picking up speed."
Becca shared her binoculars with Sierra and CJ as the rappellers completed the first fifty feet of the descent, creeping down the cliff on their ropes like spiders trailing silk.
Becca took the binoculars from Sierra and focused them on Jonnie. Suddenly she gasped. "Oh no! Amber just passed Jonnie!" Becca's heart thumped. She searched for Tiffany and found her a few feet above Jonnie.
The other girls didn't need binoculars to see what had
happened. Amber had taken the lead. No one from Troop 13 said anything, but the girls from Troop 10 began to chant, 'Am-ber! Am-berl Am—"
Suddenly the chanting stopped. The scouts' murmuring indicated something was wrong. Amber had stopped her descent. Through her binoculars, Becca saw it all up close.
"Oh my gosh! Amber's stuck! She seems to be floating in midair."
Sierra snatched the binoculars and studied Amber. "She's wiggling around.. .her rope must be caught on something."
Becca took back the binoculars and zeroed in on Jonnie, who had almost caught up with Amber. Tiffany was right behind Jonnie. The other rappellers had stopped descending to watch Amber squirming frantically, suspended in space.
Becca focused on Amber. "She's definitely caught on something; it looks like a rough ledge sticking out of the cliff. Her rope..." Becca paused, straining to make out what Amber was doing. "She's trying to get free...but every time she wiggles around, the rope rubs against that ledge and...oh no..."
"What?" CJ shouted.
"The rope.. .it's...fraying!"
A hush fell over the crowd as everyone realized the danger Amber was in. The sharp edge of the jutting ledge was sawing away at her lifeline.
Becca aimed the binoculars at Jonnie again. "Uh-oh."
"What now?" CJ grabbed at the binoculars, but Becca jerked out of reach.
"Something's wrong with Jonnie now. She's slowing
down," Becca said.
"Why?" Sierra asked. "Is she stuck, too?"
"I can't tell, but she's definitely stopped." Becca gasped. "She's...trying to reach Amber!"
The three girls looked at one another. "But what about the contest?" CJ said. "Tiffany's almost caught up with her!"
If Jonnie continued her descent now, she would win the rappelling event. But instead she began swinging her legs back and forth.
Becca saw Tiffany pause for a moment when she reached Jonnie and Amber. Jonnie, still swinging her legs, yelled to Tiffany, but Becca couldn't hear the words over the spectators' concerned chatter. Tiffany didn't seem to hear Jonnie either. Or she'd chosen to ignore her. She slid past Jonnie and Amber, continuing her descent.
Tiffany had taken the lead.
The girls from Troop 7 began to cheer louder and louder as their troopmate rappelled toward the bottom of the cavern and victory. Becca kept her eyes on Jonnie, who continued swinging her legs, trying to reach Amber. Amber looked terrified as she squirmed around, trying to free herself.
"Oh no!" Becca whispered.
"What?" CJ squealed.
"The rope.. .another strand is about to—"
The strand broke before Becca could finish her sentence. Amber jerked downward a foot. She screamed, and so did the girls at the bottom of the cavern.
Becca focused on Jonnie. "Come on, Jonnie, come on," she
murmured. Jonnie swung her legs for several more seconds, trying to gain momentum. She was only two feet from reaching Amber. Becca could see the girl crying as she reached out for Jonnie.
With one more vigorous kick, Jonnie finally was able to grab Amber's outstretched arm. Amber threw her arms around Jonnie like a lost toddler who'd just found her mother.
Gripping Amber with one hand, Jonnie found a foothold on the cliff and struggled out of her sweatshirt. She wrapped it around Amber's waist and her own, tying the sleeves tightly with a knot she'd learned for her camping badge. Then Jonnie opened her fanny pack and pulled out her metal flashlight. She lifted it and slammed it against the sharp, thin edge of the ledge. Becca watched the rocky tip break off and fall to the ground.
Amber jerked as her rope was freed, but she clung to Jonnie, and the sweatshirt held them tightly together. With one strong rope and one frayed nearly in half, the two girls slowly started to descend.
"She's free!" A cheer erupted from the cavern floor. The girls hugged each other, while the leaders wiped sweat from their foreheads. Everyone was happy to see that Amber was out of danger. Soon the girls were only five or six feet from landing.
And then Amber's rope snapped. Jonnie’s rope couldn't handle the jolt of extra weight, and the girls plummeted the last few feet.
The two landed hard enough to knock the wind out of them. As they gasped and coughed, their troopmates gathered around and helped them to their feet. It was clear from the cheers that both Amber and Jonnie were going to be all right.
But the members of Troop 7 were cheering for a different reason. Tiffany had landed several minutes before Amber and Jonnie. Troop 7 had won the rappelling event.
"Losers!" Tiffany sneered at Troop 13. "I told you we were going to beat you this year!"
Becca shook her head, then turned to help Jonnie remove her gear. Jonnie didn't look so good. "Are you all right?" Becca asked as she unhooked one of Jonnie's ropes. "You were amazing!"
"But we lost the event," Jonnie protested, "thanks to me."
"Jonnie!" CJ said. "You did the right thing. You saved Amber's life. And you risked your life to do it!"
Sierra chimed in. "I thought what you did was great. So what if we didn't win? That's not the point."
"The girls are right, Jonnie," came a voice from the darkness. Susan stepped forward, holding her flashlight. "You're a scout, and that means you help others when they're in trouble. I'm very proud of you." She put her arm around Jonnie and gave her a squeeze. Jonnie's look of disappointment faded a little.
Becca glanced over at Tiffany, who was accepting congratulations from her circle of friends. "I just wish Troop 7 hadn't won. They're driving us nuts with all their bragging."
"Scouts! Sco-o-u-uts!" Mrs. Stumplemeyer's voice echoed like a siren. The girls quieted down, hoping she wouldn't blow her whistle again. Mrs. Stumplemeyer's voice was shrill enough.
"We have our winner of the first event! I'm pleased to
announce that thanks to Tiffany Hewitt, Troop 7 has won the rappelling event."
A spurt of applause followed—mostly from Troop 7. "Yes, Mrs. Stumplemeyer," said Mrs. Parker, the leader of Troop 10—Amber's troop. She stepped forward, followed by several other troop leaders. "Troop 7 won the event. But we have another award to present."
"What do you mean, another award?" snapped Mrs. Stumplemeyer. "There's only one winner for the rappelling event. I don't see—"
Mrs. Parker interrupted, "It's great to be a winner, but it's even better to be a good scout—"
"What do you mean?" Mrs. Stumplemeyer broke in. "My girls are good scouts."
"Mrs. Stumplemeyer, you didn't let me finish," Mrs. Parker continued. "I was about to say that Amber was in serious danger up there, and a scout from another troop forfeited the race to rescue her. This is a stellar demonstration of the Scout Oath, 'To help others at all times.'"
"So?" said Mrs. Stumplemeyer, puzzled. "So, while your scout has won the rappelling event," Mrs. Parker continued, "the other troop leaders and I believe that Jonnie Jackson from Troop 13 deserves an even higher honor— one of the highest honors a scout can receive: the Leadership Pin. She clearly gave up her winning edge to help Amber, and she has set a fine example for everyone." "Yes, but—"
"This type of behavior should be rewarded, not punished.
Don't you agree, Mrs. Stumplemeyer?"
Troop 7's leader glanced at her scouts, then nodded weakly.
"Shall we take a vote?" asked Mrs. Parker. "All in favor that Jonnie Jackson from Troop 13 be awarded the Leadership Pin, raise your hands." Ninety percent of the hands went up. "Those opposed?" Several hands from Troop 7 started to go up, then faltered. Only one hand stayed up: Tiffany's.
Tiffany looked around with disgust. "It's not fair!" she whined. "You're just trying to downplay my award by giving her a better one! What about that prank they pulled on us this morning? That wasn't setting a good example!"
Susan stepped forward and stood face to face with Tiffany. "My girls didn't complain when you put their clothes on an anthill last year."
Tiffany muttered and stomped off.
A crowd gathered around Jonnie and congratulated her. Becca stood back and smiled at Susan. Susan winked and smiled back. It looked as if one good deed led to another. Troop 7 may have won the first event, but Troop 13 had won an even higher honor by doing the right thing.
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