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Dedication

For all the helpers everywhere—

on two legs or four. Thank you.
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MATT DIPPED THE LONG KAYAK PADDLE into the water of the Truckee River and angled it backward, just like his dad had taught him. He felt the familiar resistance as the kayak cut smoothly through the water.

He turned his head to the side and gazed up at the tall rocks that lined the river’s canyon. The stone glowed red and gold in the afternoon sunlight. Matt decided this was the perfect way to spend his twelfth birthday—alone, with just the scrubby trees along the banks, the cool river beneath him, and the warm sun above.

He put his feet up on the seat in front of him and lay back, gazing at the cloudless blue sky. The weather was hot for early spring—even for Nevada. Matt had only lived in Silver Valley, a town about twenty minutes east of Reno, for a little over a month, but he already knew he wasn’t supposed to be in a T-shirt and shorts at this time of year. Even his mom and older sister said that it was crazy warm. He’d heard on the news that there had been a lot of snow this past winter, and now with the superhot weather, the extra snow was melting faster than usual.

As Matt drifted along on the Truckee, he decided that Nevada was weird but beautiful. He had expected a desert, but there were huge, tall rock formations that looked like they belonged on Mars. He’d expected cactuses, but there were gnarled trees and flowering shrubs. He thought it would be dry, but there was not only the Truckee River but also tons of watering holes and reservoirs all over the place.

Today was the first day Matt had gotten a chance to take his kayak out on the river. His dad had only been in Silver Valley with them for a few days before he was deployed back to Afghanistan, but before he left he’d helped Matt build a bike trailer so he could get to the river by himself.

Matt knew he looked sort of ridiculous, pedaling awkwardly and dragging a thirteen-foot kayak behind him, but he didn’t care. This was worth it. Plus it wasn’t like he was going to run into anyone he knew. Matt wasn’t on a first-name basis with any of the kids at his new school yet, even after all these weeks.

He knew he would get around to making friends eventually. But right now, he didn’t see much point in trying. If he made friends, he’d probably just have to leave them soon anyway.

Besides, hanging by himself was a lot more fun—or maybe just a lot easier.

Matt felt the strong current of the swollen Truckee beneath him, tugging the kayak along. He barely needed to paddle. The kayak was a narrow, rigid three-seater with a molded top to sit on. He had plenty of room to stretch out and relax—and just float downstream without trying to steer.

There was one important rule Matt’s dad had repeated a million times when they first started kayaking together: Don’t fight the water; work with it. He meant that you had to be flexible, pay attention to what the water was doing, and save your energy for the right move.

Matt’s phone chirped in his pocket. He ignored it. It chirped again. Then again.

With a groan, Matt pulled it out and squinted at the screen in the bright sunlight. There were four texts from his mom and one from his sister.

Where are you?

We’re waiting for you.

Please come home now.

Mom is going to kill you if you don’t get home now.

On my way, Matt texted back.

Another rule his dad had drilled into him before he left: Don’t ignore your mother’s texts.

By Matt’s count, he and his family had lived in nine states in his twelve years on Earth. Both of his parents were in the military, but this recent move was for his mom’s job, commanding an Army National Guard base. Who knew how long they’d be here.

His phone dinged again. He couldn’t help but grin. His family knew him well.

You said you were leaving.

Matt paddled the kayak to the riverbank and hopped off sideways before it even came to a stop. He dragged the boat up onto the shore and took one last look at the shimmering river before heading home.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart!”

“Happy happy, little brother.”

His mom and sister wrapped him in enthusiastic hugs. Behind them, his dad’s face filled the computer screen.

“Happy birthday, buddy!” His voice was deep and familiar, even through the laptop speakers. He sounded a lot closer than 8,000 miles away. Matt waved at him, and his dad waved back.

Matt and Bridget both had their dad’s straight, dark brown hair—though Matt wore his a little shaggy instead of in a crew cut, like his dad. Both kids had their mom’s lanky frame instead of their dad’s barrel-chested stockiness. But Matt had gotten his dad’s piercing blue eyes, which Bridget constantly told him she should have gotten instead of him.

At the moment, the blue eyes on the computer screen looked red-rimmed, with dark circles underneath. Matt’s dad was in his fatigues, and he hadn’t shaved in a day or two. Matt guessed that he must have just come back from patrol.

“What time is it there?” Matt asked, walking over to the laptop.

His dad checked his watch. “Oh one hundred hours.”

“Oof. Sorry to keep you up, Dad.”

His dad grinned. “I wouldn’t miss this, Matt-o!”

“Blow out the candles, honey,” his mom said, leading him toward the kitchen island.

Matt’s birthday cake was tilting sharply to one side. He’d just opened his mouth to make a joke about his sister’s baking skills when she elbowed him in the ribs.

“Don’t say a word.” Bridget shot him serious side-eye. At seventeen, she could silence him with one look, even though she and Matt were almost the same height now. He’d already grown an inch in the weeks since they’d arrived in Nevada.

“Save me a piece of that cake, would you, Matt?” his dad said through the computer.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Matt said, poking at it with the tip of a knife. “It looks like it’s carbonized already.” He turned to Bridget. “Uh, I mean—sure, the cake is uh-maaaazing.”

“You’re so welcome,” Bridget said. “Oh wait—you didn’t actually say thank you, though, did you?”

“Thank you.” Matt put down the knife and punched her lightly in the shoulder. She pinched him in return. “Really, thanks, guys.” He meant it this time. “This is awesome.”

“You’re welcome, honey.” His mom squeezed his shoulders and planted a kiss on the top of his head. She cut the cake, handed them hefty slices, and took one for herself. “Let’s open some presents, shall we?” she mumbled through a mouthful.

His sister handed him a flat package. Matt unwrapped it quickly; it was a new video game that he’d been wanting.

“Sweet!” he said. “Thanks, Bridge.”

“You’re welcome, Stinker.”

Matt’s mom disappeared into another room and Bridget followed. They were in temporary housing, living on the base until they found their own place nearby—although as far as Matt could tell, no one had time to look at real estate. His dad certainly couldn’t do it from the Middle East, and his mom was working at her new job pretty much around the clock.

Not only was Matt’s mom running the whole National Guard base, she was also in charge of setting up a new National Guard K-9 unit. It was the first of its kind out west, and it was a big deal. His mom, Colonel Tackett, couldn’t mess it up.

Matt had been shocked when his mom sat him down right before Christmas and told him they were moving in January. Her new position had come up quickly. Matt was used to moving, but this time he’d barely had time to say good-bye to his friends in Oregon.

And to make it even more stressful, Matt’s dad was only halfway through a long deployment. He’d been able to take a few days’ leave to help them move, but he wouldn’t be home again for months, until he’d completed his mission.

Matt picked up the laptop and carried it over to the couch. He flopped down onto the cushions and propped the computer up on his knees.

“You still awake, Dad?”

“Yep.” His dad yawned. “I can’t believe you’re twelve, my man.”

Matt shrugged. “Yeah.”

“You liking Nevada?”

Matt thought about it for a second. Nevada wasn’t any worse than Tennessee or Ohio. And it wasn’t quite as cool as Oregon. “Yeah,” he was happy to say. “It’s pretty awesome, actually. I took my kayak out on the river today.”

“Glad to hear it,” his dad said. “Because if you didn’t like it, you were going to have to come live with me in the real desert here.”

“Very funny.”

His dad’s voice got serious. “I know this was a tough move, Matt. I’m proud of how you’ve handled it.”

“Thanks, Dad.”

“’Cause what do we Tacketts do when we move to a new place?” His dad pointed into the camera at Matt, waiting for the response.

Matt rolled his eyes. He and Bridget had been hearing this one their whole lives. “We go all in,” he mumbled.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear you, soldier. All in to what?” his dad prodded him, a huge grin on his face.

“All in to settle in,” Matt responded, loudly and clearly. His dad had a full library of expressions and sayings that Matt knew by heart—and sometimes he enjoyed tormenting Matt with them.

“That’s right. All in to settle in!”

Matt’s mom and sister walked in carrying a long, thin package wrapped in festive birthday paper.

“Is he giving you the ‘All in’ speech again, Matt?” Bridget asked. “Totally unexpected, Dad.”

“Oh shush, Bridge,” their dad said. “Now let’s open that present.”

Matt knew what it was right away. He ripped off the paper while his dad watched, an excited smile on his face.

It was the new fly-fishing rod and reel that Matt had wanted for months—the perfect equipment for catching trout. Fishing season didn’t start till later in the year, but that gave Matt plenty of time to practice with his new gear.

“Thanks, Dad! Thanks, Mom!” Matt turned the rod over in his hands, admiring its light weight and cork handle. “It’s so cool.”

“You’re welcome, pal.” His dad’s voice grew softer. “I can’t wait to break it in with you. Promise you’ll save me some fish?”

“Sure,” Matt replied. “I’ll save you some. Not a lot, but some.”

“Uh, guys,” Matt’s mom interrupted. She was looking down at her phone. “Hate to break up the party, but I’ve got a situation.”

“Copy that,” Matt’s dad said. “Love you guys.”

“Love you!” they said in unison. Matt clicked off the call.

“What’s up, Mom?” Bridget asked.

“Nothing bad. There’s a new K-9 recruit coming in. The dog was supposed to get here tomorrow, but it looks like they put him on a plane a day early. Paperwork mix-up or something.” She rubbed her temples, then looked at her watch. “If it wasn’t the weekend I’d ask someone else to grab him, but it’ll only take a minute to get to the airport anyway. Then we’ll keep celebrating. Okay, Matt?”

“Sure.”

“Guys, I have to go study,” Bridget said.

“I’ll come to the airport with you, Mom,” Matt offered.

“Thanks, bud.” His mom smiled at him. “You’re the best.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Matt teased her. “I know. I’m the best.”
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“SO WHERE’D THIS DOG COME FROM?” Matt asked his mom as they drove to the airport.

“Remember Janine Perillo? We were in basic training together?”

“Yeah.”

“She’s a cop now—a K-9 officer in Mississippi. I’m taking the dog on her recommendation. Janine said this guy’s got something special.”

“What’s his name?”

“Scout.”

“Scout,” Matt repeated. “That’s a good name for a National Guard dog.”

His mom nodded in agreement. “I told Janine I need the best dogs in the country for my unit,” she went on. “She said Scout grew up with the finest search-and-rescue dog she’s ever known—a black Lab named Hero. He’s a legend. Anyway, Janine said Scout has the same skills.”

“Wow.” Matt yawned. “Can’t wait to meet this gifted pup.”

“Well, I hope he’s as good as she says.” There was a worried note in her voice. “I need all the help I can get.”

Traffic was light, and they got to the airport quickly. His mom followed signs to cargo pickup and flashed her badge at an officer. The man waved them through, and they pulled up outside a low building. A bored-looking clerk sat behind a single desk inside. After a bit of paperwork, he shuffled into the back of the building and returned pushing a flatbed dolly. On it was a large crate made of thick plastic, with a metal gate for a door and a row of air holes around the sides. The man rolled the dolly to a stop, heaved the crate onto the floor, turned around, and pushed the dolly into the back room again.

Matt couldn’t see the whole dog inside—he could only see the tip of a tan-and-white snout with a black nose pressing through an air hole. A steady sound emanated from the crate—the sound of teeth on hard plastic.

Matt bent down to look. The dog was chewing on the inside of the crate, he realized. Every few minutes, Scout stopped gnawing, stuffed a paw through the opening, and scratched at it. Was he trying to widen it?

Scout wasn’t freaking out, and he wasn’t upset—he was just methodically trying to escape. Matt was immediately impressed.

Matt had never had his own dog before. They’d moved around too much for his family to have a pet of their own, but he’d spent enough time with his mom’s K-9 units to know that this dog was smart.

Matt’s mom crouched down beside the crate. “Hey, buddy,” she said softly. “Hi, Scout.”

The chewing stopped for a second. Matt dropped to his knees by his mom’s side and peered through the metal bars of the door with her.

There, staring back at him, was a giant pair of eyes: dark brown, rounded, and full of intensity. They locked on Matt, and Matt couldn’t look away. He felt as if Scout was trying to communicate—as if he was saying I don’t know where I am or who you are, but I’m going to figure it out.

Surrounding the eyes was a handsome face: thick, soft brown fur streaked with white and a white snout, topped off with two tall, pointy ears that each seemed to have a mind of its own. One ear aimed straight up to the sky, while the other spun forward and pointed right at Matt. Matt couldn’t tell what kind of dog Scout was, but he looked like some sort of mix.

Scout’s ears danced around on his head. It was as if he was listening to everything all at once—to Matt and his mom, to the airplanes taxiing just outside, to the clamor of truck doors opening and closing. Clearly this dog didn’t miss a beat.

Nor did he miss a scent. Scout sniffed at Matt and his mom through the grate and at the air around him. He sniffed at Matt’s outstretched hand and the knee of his jeans right outside the crate’s door. Matt wondered what Scout could smell that he couldn’t.

“Hi, Scout,” Matt said softly. He leaned forward until his face was close to Scout’s black nose. They were about the same height when Matt was kneeling, which meant Scout was already pretty big for a one-year-old dog. Scout sniffed Matt’s face through the bars and snorted a couple of times to clear his nostrils.

Matt stuck his fingers through the bars of the door, and Scout pressed his cold, wet nose into them. He paused for a second, then licked Matt’s knuckles once, twice. Then, without warning, he began pacing back and forth and scratching at the crate’s door.

Matt looked up at his mom. “He’s a good dog.”

Matt’s mom screwed up her mouth and watched Scout, studying him. “He does seem like a good dog,” she agreed. “But there’s something else going on too. He’s a little . . . I don’t know.” She shook her head. “There’s something about him I can’t put my finger on. It’s almost like he’s . . . alert. Hyperalert. He might be too . . . I don’t know . . . too clever for us. He’s got to be obedient to be a good search-and-rescue dog.”

Matt knew the look on her face. He could tell that her brain was whirring, running down the list of possible options and outcomes. She was a decisive person. Matt knew that if she didn’t think Scout could cut it, the dog wouldn’t get a second chance.

“Give him some time, Mom,” he said. “He just got off a plane—he’s probably just a little overwhelmed.”

She looked doubtful. “Well, we’ll have to wait and see. But maybe it’s a good thing that they’re not ready for him at the training center yet. I don’t want to throw him right into the mix too quickly. We should bring him home with us for a couple of days. Just to get him settled.”

Matt’s mom was a dog expert. She’d grown up training them on her parents’ farm, and she had worked in K-9 units her entire career. And she knew dogs—she understood them. He had never known her to be wrong about one before.

But for some reason, Matt didn’t think she was right about Scout.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to a crumpled envelope clipped to the crate. Matt reached for it and pulled out a handwritten note.

“That’s weird,” his mom said. “What does it say?”

Matt read the neat, scratchy handwriting out loud.

Dear Lucky New Owner of My Dog Scout,

You now have the best dog in the world. I’ve known Scout since he was a goofy puppy. But Scout was trained by Hero, the best search-and-rescue dog IN THE WORLD, and now Scout is a great search-and-rescue dog too. Scout and Hero saved me and my friends a few times. He’s super smart and I want him to have a really cool job and save lots of lives.

Please take good care of him and tell him I said hi.

—Jack Murphy

P.S. I’ll always miss Scout, but don’t worry, now I have a new puppy.

“Whoa,” Matt said. “Sounds like Scout’s already a hero.”

“It sure does,” Matt’s mom said. “But we’ll have to see for ourselves what he’s got.”

Matt and his mom lifted Scout’s crate into the back of their SUV. The dog chewed on the plastic the whole drive home. He didn’t seem to care that he was in a car. He didn’t seem too concerned with where he was being taken. He just kept at it.

Matt looked back from the passenger seat, but all he could see was Scout’s fur poking through the openings in the side of the crate. He looked at his mom’s face to see what she was thinking, but she just stared straight ahead through the windshield, her jaw tight.

They got Scout back to base and, together, hauled the heavy crate into the house, setting it up in a corner of the kitchen. Matt leaned against the kitchen counter, and Scout watched him through the metal bars.

“Matt, I have to run over to the office to deal with Scout’s paperwork. I need you to stay with him.”

“Sure, Mom.”

Matt got up, crossed the kitchen, and filled a bowl with water while Scout followed him with his eyes. Matt set the bowl down just outside the crate. He slid the latch to the side and swung open the door, then scooted out of the way.

The dog stopped gnawing. He looked out the open door—and sat down.

There was nothing stopping Scout from escaping his enclosure, but he didn’t move. Matt knew dogs were den animals and they felt safe in their crates, but usually they were happy to get out and stretch their legs after being cooped up for a long time.

Matt and Scout stared at each other through the opening. Matt stayed very still, not wanting to spook the dog.

After a couple of moments, Scout rose to a low crouch and sniffed at the air. He took a small step forward and stuck his nose out of the crate. With his ears pressed back against the sides of his head, he looked around cautiously.

Matt wanted to reach out and pet the dog, to make him feel comfortable, but he needed to give Scout some space.

Matt waited.

Scout sat back down and fixed Matt with that piercing gaze again. A strange thought occurred to Matt. This wasn’t his dog, and Scout certainly didn’t have any reason to think Matt was the head of the pack. But Scout looked like he was waiting for something . . . Could it be a command?

It was worth a shot.

“Scout,” Matt said, “you can get up.”

Scout just stared at him.

“Um, Scout, get up?”

Nothing. But Scout’s face was a little more animated—Matt was on the right track. He just needed to figure out the right word.

“Scout—okay!”

That was it.

Scout hopped to his feet. He extended one paw out of the crate and put it down on the kitchen floor. Then 
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