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This book is dedicated to the kids of the world who do the right
thing even when it’s hard, even when it’s scary, even when no
one is looking and you could totally get away with doing the
wrong thing. You are the bravest people I know
and the world is better for having you in it.

And to my wife, Tiffany.
Thank you for picking me up when I fall down, pushing me
forward when I feel like I can’t take another step, and carrying
me when I really can’t take another step. Especially that last one,
cause I’m pretty heavy and that can’t be great for your knees.
I can’t think of anyone I would rather go on an adventure with.
Thanks for joining me on this one.

And special thanks to Grant, Carter, Evan, Brooks, Mya, and
Lyssy for being the first kids to read this book, and for helping
me make it even better.

Inside myself, a precious thing,
filled with all that makes me me.
Alas, it’s locked, I’ve lost the key,
and can’t visit my memories.
Now that they’re gone, I can’t recall.
What was there to miss at all?
-Author Unknown
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PROLOGUE

They were all just kids. If you remember anything, remember
that. They weren’t the sons of wizards, or the daughters of super
spies. They weren’t mutants, or aliens, or secret princesses. No,
they were just ordinary, average kids who really should have been
in bed ‘cause it was a school night, but instead they went out and
saved the world anyway. They were the agents of the Kids
Imaginary Defense Squad.
What’s that now? You say you’ve never heard of the Kids
Imaginary Defense Squad? Well, no, no you wouldn’t have, would
you. That’s because of the Forgetting. You should already know
all about the Forgetting, but your parents forgot to tell you. Or
rather they forgot to remember to tell you. Actually, they forgot to
remember that they forgot what they previously thought they
could never, ever, possibly forget.
Get it? No? Ok, how about this: there are things adults used
to know, but don’t know now; and things that kids know now, but
when they grow up won’t remember that they ever knew. See?
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I’m just making things more confusing. Let’s start with the
basics.
Bogeymen are real. So are elves, fairies, snipes, monstersunder-the-bed, bigfoots, dragons, and, of course, pocket penguins.
If you haven’t seen at least one of these, then you aren’t looking
very hard, because they’re everywhere. But when kids see one and
try to tell their parents, their parents don’t believe them. Their
parents say annoying adult things like “Quit making up stories,”
or, “There’s no such thing, now go back to bed,” or, “That’s nice
dear, why don’t you go play outside while your mom and I finish
putting together this dresser.” I mean, there could be a fairy sitting
right on your uncle’s nose and he wouldn’t even notice. It’s enough
to make a kid scream!
But it’s not your parents’ fault. It’s just that they’re grownups. And of the many, many peculiar things that happen to you
when you grow-up, the most peculiar of all is that you stop being
able to see mythical creatures. Not only that, but you forget that
you ever saw them in the first place. That is called The Forgetting.
In a grown-up’s mind, bogeymen and bigfoots and snipes and the
rest are just pretend things – nothing but “kids’ stuff.”
But kids know better.
There are many advantages to being an adult. Adults are
bigger, and stronger. They get to stay up late and can eat ice cream
for breakfast if they want to, and they know a whole lot. They
know how to do fractions and cook spaghetti and drive cars and
make websites and build spaceships and even light fireworks
without burning the whole house down. After years and years of
school and life and work, they know just about everything.
Or at least they think they do.
And that is their greatest weakness.
Adults know so much that not knowing something terrifies
them. That’s why, if they don’t already know the answer, they
pretend like the problem doesn’t exist. If they can’t pretend away
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the problem, they just say “it’s impossible,” and move on to some
problem they do know the answer to – like how to change the
batteries in the remote control. They get so good at ignoring
problems they can’t solve that, before long, they forget that there
was a problem at all.
Not your parents of course. I’m sure they really do know
everything and would never ignore a problem. But other adults?
Well, there’s a reason bogeymen are still around causing trouble.
Which is where kids come in. Kids may not know much, but
there is strength in not knowing. Instead of ignoring the unknown,
they investigate it, learn from it. When those unknown things
create a problem, they come up with a solution. There is no such
thing as impossible to a kid, only things that haven’t been done yet.
The same thing goes for the supernatural. Both kids and
adults fear the things that move in the shadows, but it’s kids that
don’t look away. Maybe that’s why, when it comes to defending
the world from magical creatures, it was a group of kids that
stepped up to the fight.
You see, way back, a long, long time ago, even before your
parents were kids themselves, a group of extremely brave boys and
girls decided they had enough of bogeymen and elves, and fairies,
and snipes, and monsters-under-the-bed, and bigfoots, and
dragons, and pocket penguins, and all the other things that seem
to constantly pick on kids. They decided to fight back, to defend
all kids everywhere from the things that go bump in the night.
I’m sure you’re thinking right now, how did a bunch of children
fight supernatural creatures? How would they even know how to?
To which I say: they didn’t know, but they found out.
The kids peered into the shadows and learned about the
creatures that lived there. They quickly realized that to defeat all
the scary monsters in the world they would need to be stronger
and faster and smarter than any kids ever.
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They were too weak. So, they trained until they were
stronger.
They were too slow. So, they ran until they were faster.
They weren’t smart enough. So, they studied hard to get
smarter.
When that still wasn’t enough, they put their imaginations to
work and invented ingenious devices to help defeat the bad things.
It was only then, after all that work, that they were ready to fight…
and fight they did.
They decided to call themselves the agents of the Kids
Imaginary Defense Squad, KIDS for short. The very first members
of the Squad were an amazing group, they were brave and cunning
and had epic adventures that someone should really write a story
about.
But I’m afraid their story is not this story.
No, this story came later.
I know, I know, talk about a bait and switch, right? I get you
all ready to hear one story and then I announce I’m going to tell
you a different one. I promise you, though, this story is even better.
It’s got action and adventure and spy gadgets and flying hover jets.
More importantly though, it has Wesley. And Alora. And Charlie
and Orion and Julia and Baqer and Tristan and Sasha and so many
others. It has my friends, and theirs is a story worth telling.
And I’m the only one left to tell it.
My friends all grew up. They’re busy working, and raising
families, and telling their kids “there’s nothing in your closet, go
back to bed.” Like all grown-ups, they forgot. They don’t
remember the monsters. They don’t remember the adventures.
They don’t remember being heroes. To them, it’s all just kids’ stuff.
Well, I remember the kids’ stuff. I remember their stories.
And before I forget, I’m going to tell you, because every good story
deserves to be remembered.

PART 1
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CHAPTER 1

A Visit from the Bogeyman
“There’s no such things as monsters.”
That’s what his mom said, and Billy knew that his mom
never ever lied, not even once. So, he believed her. She tucked him
in and kissed him on the forehead and told him that she loved him
very much. He believed that, too. Then, Billy’s mom turned off the
light and told him that he was a Big Boy now and Big Boys weren’t
scared of the dark.
Billy wasn’t so sure he believed that.
But as his mom shut the door, Billy tried really, really hard
to be brave and go right to sleep. He heard a creepy sound, but
told himself, “That’s just the wind.” He thought he saw something
standing in the corner, but thought, “That’s just a shadow.” He
noticed his closet door was cracked open just a little, but decided
that his mom must have just left it open when she took out his
laundry.
Or wait… did she?
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Wasn’t the door closed just a minute ago? He could swear it
was. But why was it open now? He was vexed – which was a word
he just learned earlier that day that means “to be worried over a
difficult problem.” He thought it was a very fitting word for the
situation, as he was very worried and the problem with the door
was quite difficult.
Clearly, he couldn’t go to sleep with the door open. That
would be crazy. He thought about getting up and closing the door
himself, but surely whatever left it open was lying in wait to eat
him if he got too close. Besides, his mom had just tucked him in
and he was all warm and cozy.
He could call for his mom to come close it for him, but she
might get mad and not make him chocolate chip pancakes in the
morning and he would have to eat oatmeal instead. Billy hated
oatmeal.
No, being eaten alive is bad, but having to eat oatmeal is
worse.
So, Billy laid there in bed… vexed. He stared at the tiny crack
in the closet for seven whole minutes that felt almost exactly like
eight whole hours, until he finally came up with a plan. He rolled
over and grabbed his Sergeant Smash action figure. The Sergeant
was the most famous and bravest and most highly-decorated
warrior in Billy’s entire toy collection, and Billy knew he was the
man for the job.
“Okay Sergeant,” he whispered so that parents and closet
monsters couldn’t hear. “I have a very important mission for you.
If anything comes out of the closet, you have to protect me.
Okay?”
The Sergeant couldn’t answer, because he was a toy, but he
was honored to be chosen for such an important assignment. He
let Billy know this by staying very still and not saying anything.
“Good,” said Billy, and he tossed the Sergeant onto the floor
to stand guard.
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Even with the intrepid Sergeant keeping watch, Billy kept his
eyes on the closet, looking for any sign of danger. But soon his
eyes grew heavy, and slowly sleepiness began to beat out
scarediness. Before long, Billy was asleep. And in his sleep, he
dreamed.
And in Billy’s closet, a bogeyman1 named Ralph sat… and
waited. He waited because it wasn’t time yet.
In Billy’s dream, he was a pirate king on a flying ship. He’d
had this dream many times before. It was a good one. Billy had
already saved the pirate princess and bested Bad Max in a
watermelon eating contest, and was just about to get to the part
where he would win the big race riding his loyal pet T-Rex,
Chompers. It was the very best part – and the very best part was
exactly what Ralph was waiting for.
That’s because bogeymen are aura thieves, and auras are
always best when the kid is having a really good dream.2
Bogeyman Ralph was careful not to make a sound as he
slowly opened the closet door. He was careful not to rustle the
hangers as he stepped out of the closet, and careful not to step on
any squeaky parts of the floor as he crept closer toward sleeping
Billy. Ralph was not careful, however, when it came to avoiding
Bogeyman looks like it should be pronounced BOH-gee man, but it’s
really pronounced BOOGIE-man. The reason for this is very simple…
the English language is sometimes very silly. It’s best you learn to accept
this now so you can survive English class without your brain turning into
jelly.
2 What is an aura? It’s the very essence of a person, a kind of glowing
light that you can’t see, but you know is there all the same – like when a
TV screen is black, but you still know it’s turned on. Have you ever seen
someone from across the room and instantly known that you would be
best friends? That’s because you’re sensing their aura. Even though we
can’t see them, we each have one, one that is beautiful and colorful and
uniquely our own. Unless, that is, a bogeyman comes and snatches it
away.
1
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intrepid action figures. He hadn’t seen Sergeant Smash laying on
the floor, valiantly guarding Billy’s bed. Sergeant Smash would say
that’s because he didn’t want to be seen. Well he wouldn’t so much
say that, because Sergeant Smash couldn’t talk, but he would imply
it by the way he lay there perfectly still.
The point is, the Sergeant performed his duty brilliantly.
Ralph fell for the trap, stepping on the toy soldier and triggering
the Sergeant’s Realistic Kung Fu Chopping ActionTM. And chop
he did, hitting Ralph right between the toes. The pain was so
incredible that Ralph did the one thing he knew he absolutely
couldn’t do – he made a noise.
And that noise was a scream.
And that scream was loud.
Bogeyman Ralph's scream was so loud that it startled Billy
awake. He sprang up in bed and nervously scanned the room as he
grabbed firmly onto his blanket, ready to dive beneath it should he
spot anything scary.
But there was nothing there.
Bogeyman Ralph was gone.
A little-known fact about bogeymen is that they are very,
very fast. Even when he is hopping around on one foot because
he's just been savagely attacked by a six-inch army man
equipped with Real Kung-Fu Chopping ActionTM, a bogeyman can
still move faster than most people can even see. For instance…
QUICK LOOK TO YOUR LEFT!!!
Didn't see a bogeyman, did you? Well that's mostly because
there wasn't one. But even if there was, by the time you turned
your head to look, he would have already been gone.
Which is why, by the time Billy opened his eyes, sat up, and
looked around, Ralph was nowhere to be found. Billy started to
think that the scream he heard must have just been part of his
dream, possibly one of the pirates getting eaten by Chompers.
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He was about to try and go back to sleep, but then he noticed
the closet door. It wasn't just cracked open anymore, it was all-theway, full-on, you-could-ride a-horse-through-it open. Billy pulled
his blanket up tight to his chin, and nervously said the very silly
thing that people tend to say when they're in a dark room and
they're not entirely sure whether there's a horrible monster in there
waiting to eat them.
"Hello?” said Billy.
"Hello," said Ralph, popping up behind Billy.
"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH
HHH!!!!!!!!!," said Billy.
Bogeyman Ralph held his ears in pain. He's said it before,
he'll say it again. Little kid screams are the worst – a combination
of a fire alarm, nails on a chalkboard, and your teacher telling you
she's giving homework over the weekend. Just. The. Worst.
Covering an ear with one hand and fighting through the
throbbing agony, Ralph made a gesture like he was turning down
the volume on an imaginary stereo. As if by magic (mainly because
it was magic) Billy's scream got quieter and quieter until there was
no sound at all. Billy took a deep breath and tried to scream even
harder, but no sound came out.
"That's better," grinned Ralph through broken yellow teeth.
"Don't worry kid. Come tomorrow you won't remember a thing."
With that, the bogeyman laid his hairy, gnarled hand on the
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horrified boy’s head. And as he did, Billy’s head began to glimmer
with a golden aura. It grew brighter and brighter and brighter still,
until Billy’s glowing head lit up the whole room. Billy’s aura got so
bright Bogeyman Ralph had to squint to see, and that made Ralph
very happy indeed.
“Ooh… this is a good one,” Ralph said, as he took a big,
deep breath, sucking up Billy’s aura. And as Billy’s aura grew
dimmer and dimmer, Ralph’s horn lit up brighter and brighter,
shining with a sickening purplish-orange hue known as the color
blech.3 Unable to move, unable to scream, Billy felt the feelings of
happiness, of goodness, of wonderfulness, all leaving his body. He
was left only with a feeling that is hard to describe. Adults would
call it melancholy, but that’s only because adults love to come up
with big, silly words to describe things that really can’t be
described. If you asked Billy how he felt he wouldn’t bother using
a big fancy word, he would just sigh and turn away and say, “You
wouldn’t understand.”
Just as Billy’s aura was flickering and nearly gone forever, a
thing happened. It was a thing that came out of nowhere. It was a
wonderful thing. A thing that, had Billy not had most of his aura
stolen, would have normally made him leap up and clap and
scream, “Woo-hoo!”
And that thing was a dodgeball.
And that dodgeball smacked Bogeyman Ralph right in the
nose.
Really.
Really.
Hard.

The name “blech” was given to the color by a particularly unpopular
Crayon Color Creator who designed it as part of his “colors to make
your parents sick” collection. It was not a very popular collection as it
turns out parents are usually the ones who pay for crayons.
3
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Ralph jumped back with a roar. He was startled. He was
furious. His nose really, really hurt.
“WHO DID THAT?!” Bogeyman Ralph bellowed, as he
looked around wildly for his attacker. But no one answered.
No one was there.
The ball, having accomplished its mission, rolled across the
floor and came to a rest in the corner of the room. Ralph eyed it
suspiciously. He walked cautiously toward the ball, looking
around to try and spot another attack. “I’ll find you, you sneaky,
cowardly sneak,” he growled.
When he got to the corner of the room, Ralph warily leaned
in to get a better look at the evil thing that had assaulted him for
no good reason. Noticing some writing, he gingerly picked the ball
up. Ralph was a better reader than just about any bogeyman alive,
which is a bit like saying he was the world’s fastest snail.
What I mean to say is, Ralph could not read well. But if he
tried real hard, and squinted his eyes just right, he could make out
the words.
“L-look at the ball,” he read aloud. Ralph looked at the
ball. It was red and round and otherwise entirely unexciting. He
shrugged his shoulders and read on. “N-now look at your th…
thuh… hm.” Ralph struggled with that last word, which really
wasn’t his fault. It’s a tough word.
“Thumb!” Ralph announced excitedly. “It’s thumb!” And he
looked at his thumb, but he didn’t see anything strange, just his
normal, beautiful, wart-covered thumb. He started over, with a bit
more confidence now, “Look at the ball, l-look at your thumb,”
and then kept reading, “For a big sc-scary mon-ster, gee you’re
dumb.” Ralph smiled with accomplishment at having read the
whole entire… wait. Did that ball just call him dumb??
Bogeyman Ralph snarled his most severe and menacing snarl
at the ball. Never had he been treated so rudely by an inanimate
object. He was pondering how he would get his vengeance, and
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was leaning toward maybe eating it, when he heard a loud whistle
behind him. Ralph turned to see who was whistling and…
SMAP!
Another dodgeball hit him right in the face.
Ralph leapt up and spun toward his attacker. He scowled and
growled and rubbed his poor, doubly-hurt nose. Standing in front
of him, looking cool and confident, was a 12-year-old boy wearing
a sleek, shadow-grey uniform.
His name was Wesley.
“I didn’t want things to get ugly, but it looks like you already
are,” said Wesley. Now, this was a very mean thing to say, but you
must remember that Bogeyman Ralph was an evil monster who
stole children’s auras so it’s probably okay that Wesley was a little
bit mean to him.
Ralph roared and charged at Wesley with amazing speed. He
was nothing but a blue blur with claws and horns and rotten
teeth. But Wesley didn’t flinch. In fact, Wesley didn’t move at all,
not until Ralph’s massive hands were inches away from snatching
him up. Then, without betraying the least bit of concern, Wesley
shifted his weight. He turned his hip into the charging bogeyman,
and ducked ever so slightly. Ralph found himself flipping through
the air before slamming headfirst into the wall, his horn piercing
deep. Ralph leapt back onto his feet, tearing a huge gash in the
wall.
Normally, Billy would have been terrified of getting in
trouble for his room being wrecked, but he just sighed, laid back
in bed, looked up at the ceiling and thought, mom just doesn’t
understand.
Meanwhile, still in the middle of the fight Billy was ignoring,
Bogeyman Ralph noticed his horn had cracked. Through the crack,
Billy’s misty, golden aura slowly seeped out. Ralph touched his
wound tenderly and snarled his second most severe and menacing
snarl at Wesley. He kind of regretted wasting his best snarl on that
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ball, which probably hadn’t even appreciated the level of snarliness
it received.
“Aww, bogeyman get an ouchie?” taunted Wesley, which
again wasn’t very nice, but that’s okay because bogeymen aren’t
very nice.
Bogeyman Ralph growled and threatened, “When I’m
through with you kid, I’m going to pick my teeth…”
Wesley interrupted, “You’re going to pick your teeth with
my bones, make a suit from my skin, and use my skull as a mop
bucket… blah blah blah. You know for such a stupid species you
guys sure make a lot of speeches.”
This wasn’t Wesley’s first time fighting a bogeyman, and he
had found they weren’t all that creative with their threats.
Ralph, though, thought it was a particularly creative and
threatening threat, and was furious at the interruption. Enraged,
he lunged at Wesley with a roar.
Deftly, Wesley grabbed Ralph by his furry wrists, planted a
foot in his belly and fell backwards, launching the bogeyman into
the air. Ralph slammed upside down against another wall before
sliding down and landing headfirst on the floor, his horn
shattering. Billy’s aura burst out of Ralph’s broken stump of a horn
and gathered in a cloud above the broken bogeyman before darting
back into Billy. With his aura back, Billy leapt up in bed. He looked
at Wesley. He looked at the defeated bogeyman. He looked at the
complete and utter mess his room was in.
Then he threw his hands up in the air and screamed with
excitement, “That was awesome!”
Ralph shook his head painfully and looked frantically at
Wesley. Then to the closet. Then back to Wesley.
He made his move.
Ralph rushed like a rampaging gorilla toward the open closet.
Wesley quickly pushed a button on his watch and shouted, “Now,
Charlie, now!”
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Ralph looked behind him to see if Wesley was giving chase,
but he hadn’t moved. Maybe he was letting him go? Ralph turned
back to the closet, relieved. He was almost there. He was going to
escape! He was going to go home, and he was going to wait for
his horn to heal, and then he’d be back, and then he’d get revenge.
He’d pick his teeth with that kid’s bones and… and….
His thoughts of vengeance were interrupted by a loud boom
outside Billy’s open window, followed by the dramatic entrance of
a giant, hand-shaped, sticky slapper, which struck Ralph’s back
with a loud gooey smack. For a moment Ralph struggled,
stretching desperately for the closet door. But only for a moment,
because just as quickly as it burst in, the sticky slapper snapped
back out through the window with Bogeyman Ralph in tow.
It was over.
An awestruck Billy stared doe-eyed at Wesley, watching as
the 12-year old secret agent collected his dodgeballs. “Was that
the bogeyman?” Billy asked.
“Yeah, kid, but he’s gone now”
“Who are you?”
“I’m Wesley, your imaginary friend. Sleep tight kid.”
“Please, don’t go,” begged Billy, still a little shaken from the
whole having a scary monster make his head glow and steal all his
good feelings and destroy his room thing. Wesley sighed. He was
always more comfortable with the fighting evil creatures part.
Dealing with the emotional aftermath was harder.
“Don’t worry, kid, no more monsters.” Wesley smiled softly
at him as he grabbed a KIDS Monstr-O-Meter4 from his belt. “But

The KIDS Monstr-O-Meter is a gadget that combines the utility of a
nightlight with the sophistication of an advanced biometric scanner array
keyed to the unique chemical signature of supernatural creatures. It can
successfully detect even invisible creatures and won the Sleepy Daddy
seal of approval five years in a row.
4
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if you get scared, just push this button,” he said, showing Billy the
gadget before plugging it in the wall.
With a press of the one and only button, the Monstr-OMeter flashed twice and a soothing voice chimed in.
“Scan complete,” said the sweet, comforting voice. “There
are no monsters present.”
Billy smiled. “Cool!”
“If the meter finds anything. We’ll come running,” Wesley
said reassuringly. “Now go to sleep. It’s a school night.” With that
Wesley leapt out the window, disappearing into the night just as
Billy’s bedroom door swung open. Standing in the light of the
hallway was Billy’s mom, and she was not happy.
“What was all that racket young man?!”
“Mom! It was so cool! The bogeyman came and wouldn’t let
me yell and then my imaginary friend came and he beat up the
bogeyman and…”
“What on earth are you talking about?” Wesley’s Mom asked,
interrupting his story like moms so often do. As she turned on the
light and saw the utter destruction left behind by Wesley’s battle
with Ralph, she gasped, “What happened to your room???”
“I just told you, mom,” Billy replied.
He had a bad feeling he’d be getting oatmeal for breakfast.

In the jump seat of Raft 42, Wesley took what he knew
would be an all-too-brief quiet moment to rest his eyes. It’s hard
enough to try and sleep when you just fought a mythological
monster, only a master agent could fall asleep while screaming
through the sky at seventeen hundred miles per hour in an aircraft
designed by kindergarteners and piloted by Orion Cordero (record
holder for most hours spent flying while on fire).
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Luckily, Wesley was the most master an agent could possibly
be. Seven seconds later, he was snoring.
Twelve seconds after that, the familiar voice of KIDS
dispatcher Logan Scully came over the radio. “Dispatch to Raft 42. What’s your 20?”
Orion clicked a button on the dash and responded, “Raft 42 to dispatch, we’re 10-49 to base with four Blue Meanies in tow.”
“Negative, 4-2, we’ve got a late-night snacker in Clyde,
sending coordinates.”
“10-4. 49,”5 said Orion before clicking off the radio. Turning
to Wesley, he asked. “you up for setting the record tonight?”
Wesley had managed exactly 18.3 seconds of sleep. It wasn’t
much, but it would have to be enough.
“Let’s do it.”

You may have noticed that Orion and Logan’s radio conversation
sounded a little bit like a math problem, and a lot like complete nonsense.
That’s because, when on the radio, KIDS agents use radio code, in which
different numbers mean different things. For instance, “20” means
“location,” “10-49” means “I’m on my way, and “10-4” means “OK, I’ll
do that.” My personal favorite, though, was 81-12, which means “an ice
cream truck broke down and is giving away free ice cream.” I only ever
heard it once, but that was a great day.
5

Some of you might know that radio code was originally created by police
departments back when radios weren’t very good and it was hard to hear.
But that wasn’t why KIDS agents use it. In fact, they can hear perfectly
well on their radios, thank you very much. But they still use it, because
they think it sounds cool. Never underestimate how important it is to a
kid to be cool.
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KIDS IMAGINARY DEFENSE SQUAD MANUAL
Part 7: Know Your Foe!

The Bogeyman
OTHER NAMES:
Al-Bu'bu' (Egypt), Baba Yaga (Russia), Babau (Italy), Bincho
Papão (Brazil), Coco (Mexico), Diz (Azerbaijan), Dongolo
Miso (Congo), Gurumapa (Nepal), Namahage (Japan)
INTRODUCTION:
Bogeymen are thieves in the night, stealing the auras from
children while they sleep. You may not have heard of auras
before, but they are very special things. They are the essence of
what makes a kid a kid. Without their aura, children are doomed
to grow-up without the ability to feel joy or wonder or even love.
The school bully? That quiet kid that never plays during recess?
They’re just kids who had their auras stolen by bogeymen.
Preventing this terrible fate is the primary mission of the KIDS.
Unfortunately, unlike with some other supernatural creatures,
you cannot reason with a bogeyman. The only way to ensure that
a bogeyman will stop attacking kids is to capture it, break its
horn, and lock it away.
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TRAITS:
Bogeymen look a bit like a cross between a man and a skinny
gorilla, with claws, crooked teeth, and dense, fuzzy fur. They
also have at least one horn, which glows bright when they’ve
stolen an aura. They are incredibly fast and strong, and possess
low-level magical abilities. They travel to our world from the
Bogey-realm using portals, usually located in closets.
TYPES:
Blue Meanie – The most common type of bogeymen. They
can be identified by their shadow blue fur and
a single horn.
Lil’ Greenie – A smaller variety of bogeyman renowned for
their sneakiness and ability to throw their
voice. Typically, this type has green-grey fur
and a single, short horn.
Red Rogue –
A rare, possibly extinct bogeyman. The Rogue
is notable for its ability to dodge, and for its
rather unique horn, which grows from its chin.
It has red fur and a fondness for hats.
Big Boy –
The most dangerous type of bogeyman. Big
Boys are much larger and stronger than other
bogeymen, though not as fast. They are colored
similarly to Blue Meanies, but have two large
curved horns and massive fangs.
STRATEGY:
The use of KIDS gadgetry is the preferred method of capture.
However, should hand-to-hand combat prove necessary, Kung
Pow is the most successful technique to counter their strength
and speed. Focus on their horn, as breaking it weakens them and
releases any stolen auras.
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CHAPTER 2

When Cooties Attack
Back at KIDS headquarters, the Hangar was a flurry of
activity as Raft teams returned from their patrols. Standing at the
back of Raft 42, Wesley prepped his gear for storage, deflating
dodgeballs and checking the batteries on his AttackPack.
Meanwhile Charlie, Wesley’s TechOp and best friend, prepped the
BogPods for the Cell.
The last call Team 42 went on was a routine grab-n-bag
operation. When they got to a bogeyman before he got the aura,
Wesley didn’t even have to leave the Raft. Just snatch ‘em with the
Sticky Slapper and they were on their way. In fact, the trip was only
memorable at all because the kid they were protecting only had
one eyebrow. Charlie was really weirded out by it and begged
Wesley to get details, but Wesley thought that would be rude.
He was right of course, that would be rude.
Other than that, though, nothing else worth mentioning.
Oh, except for this one other thing…

22

K.I.D.S. STUFF

“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, your attention
please!” Orion stood on top of his Raft like a preacher at the pulpit,
addressing the other agents in the hangar. “It is my supreme
pleasure to announce that by nabbing five, count ‘em five hornheads in a single night, Agent Wesley and Raft 42 have achieved a
new record! Let’s hear it for the conquering heroes!”
“Not so fast, loud mouth!” announced an unimpressed voice
from the crowd.
The voice belonged to Julia, the brazen 10-year-old pilot of
Raft 26, and with that voice came an overwhelming silence. The
agents had stopped their clapping and zipped their lips. Everyone
knew that it wasn’t smart to get on Julia’s bad side.
That she even had a good side was a subject of much debate.
The crowd parted like the Red Sea6 as Julia swaggered up to
Raft 42. Close behind was Raft 26’s TechOp, Sasha, a frizzy-haired
7-year-old that could usually be found hovering somewhere near
Julia’s shadow.
“Raft 26 got five, too,” Julia declared with a self-satisfied
smirk.
The crowd ooh-ed.
“And one of ours was a Big Boy!” added Sasha.
The crowd ahh-ed.
“Yeah, right,” snorted Charlie, unconvinced.
The crowd gasped. Did he really just challenge Julia? The
surrounding agents took a collective step back, not wanting to get
any Charlie juice on their clothes once Julia got her hands on him.
Charlie immediately regretted saying anything.
Some religions tell the story of a man named Moses who used a magic
staff to move all the water out of the Red Sea, so that his people could
escape Egypt. Julia didn’t have a magic staff, she was just really good at
scaring people. Being scared has a way of moving people. This is
fortunate for Julia, and very unfortunate for people that don’t like it
when jerks get their way all the time.
6
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“I mean… I just…” Charlie stammered as he tried to retreat.
Julia stalked toward him like a panther ready to strike. “Aw,
Charlie, you’re so cute,” she said menacingly, sending a chill down
Charlie’s spine. He tried to take another step back but was trapped
against the Raft.
“What are you doing? Stop right there,” he begged, but she
crept closer and closer, wearing a terrifying grin. Charlie kept a
wary eye on Julia as he felt around blindly for something, anything,
he could use to survive this. Maybe he could get his hands on a
weapon of some kind, or a time machine. His hand found the
latch for the utility box. If he could only… If he could just…
But it was too late. Julia threw her arms around Charlie,
hugging him tight and kissing his cheeks again and again. He
screamed.
“I can’t help it,” she taunted between her vicious and
merciless kisses. “You’re just so adorable!”
“Cooties!” Charlie cried with the last bit of fight he had left
in him. The boys in the crowd turned away from the horrid sight.
It was the most vicious cootie attack any of them had ever seen. A
young recruit named Grant couldn’t take it and threw up his dinner
on Agent Evan, who in turn threw up his dinner on Agent Carter,
who luckily had skipped dinner, but still wasn’t very happy.
Meanwhile, the girls in the crowd laughed harder than they
had ever laughed before. They laughed at the hapless Charlie. They
laughed at the boys overreacting. And they really laughed at Carter,
the tragic tertiary victim of a six-year-old’s weak stomach. Every
female agent in the Squad was just about doubled-over with
laughter. All, that is, but one – Senior Agent Alora Champney.
It wasn’t that Alora didn’t find the whole scene very funny.
She did, especially the way Charlie squirmed. That was hilarious.
But Alora was tired. She’d just fought five bogeymen singlehandedly, including a Big Boy, and she wanted to go to bed.
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“Alright, that’s enough,” Alora said with authority. She
didn’t shout. She didn’t even sound angry. Yet somehow, despite
all the screaming and laughing and throwing up on Carter,
everyone could hear Alora perfectly well, and everyone listened,
and everyone stopped. The boys stopped screaming. The girls
stopped laughing. Julia even stopped holding Charlie up over her
head, dropping him whimpering to the ground.
The agents stopped when Alora said to, not because they
feared her, but because they respected her. They respected her
because she’d earned their respect. By working the hardest. By
being the best.
Or at least… almost the best.
Wesley always seemed to be just a little bit better. Alora
would score a 99 on a test. He’d get 100. She’d run a race in five
minutes. He’d finish in four minutes and fifty-nine seconds. She’d
never show it, but always losing to Wesley secretly made Alora
furious at him, secretly made her hate him.7
But today it was her turn. Today she won. She got the
record, and it was Wesley’s turn to lose.
As he walked over to her, Alora couldn’t help but wonder
what he was thinking. Was he devastated? Angry? Did he secretly
hate her now as much as she secretly hated him? He’s probably going
to make some excuse, she thought, or say my record doesn’t count because
three of mine were on the same block. Anything to save his stupid wounded
pride; anything to try and make me feel like he’s still better. Because he’s got
to be number one and could never admit that maybe someone else is better
sometimes. He could never just say, “Congratulations, Alora, good job.”
Because that would be too darn decent! He could never just give me this one
thing! What a jerk!
Well, she mostly secretly hated him. But even more secretly, deep,
deep down, there were other feelings that she wasn’t entirely ready to
deal with yet.
7
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By the time Wesley got to her, Alora had gotten herself good
and worked up, and was ready to give him a verbal beat down.
Sure, she smiled what looked to be a friendly smile, but the smile
was secretly not friendly, not friendly at all. Secretly, she was
smiling because she was thinking about how badly she was going
to tell him off when he said whatever stupid, mean thing he was
going to say.
“Congrats, Alora, heck of a haul,” he said with a friendly
smile that actually was a friendly smile, because Wesley wasn’t
aware that smiles could have secrets.
Alora’s friendly, secretly unfriendly, smile vanished.
Wait. What? she thought as she began to panic. He had just
gone and said the one thing she was not at all prepared for him to
say. Congrats? How was she supposed to respond to that? It must
be a trick, she deduced. He knew I was ready for him and so is pretending
to be happy for me while, really, he’s trying to… trying to… um… She
couldn’t come up with a good reason Wesley would have for
pretending to congratulate her. Which made Alora even madder.
“Jealous?” she asked, baiting him.
“I’m just glad to know there are five fewer bogeymen out
there,” he said. Which was a very mature way for Wesley to look
at losing the record to Alora – and that made her furious, Alora
was darned if she was going to come in second in being mature.
“What a gracious loser you are,” she retorted. “Though you
should be since you’ve had so much practice at it. And by it, I mean
losing, because you lose. Like all the time.”
Of course, that wasn’t a very mature thing to say. Which
meant Wesley just beat her again. Alora let out a frustrated squeal
before turning to her Raft-mates. “Come on, let’s go,” she ordered
before stomping off toward the briefing room.
Sasha and Julia hustled to catch up to her, as the other agents
followed murmuring amongst themselves about the epic weirdness
they just witnessed.
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Orion jumped off the Raft 42 cockpit and walked over to
Wesley. “You sure know how to get under her skin,” Orion
observed.
Wesley shot him a sly smile. “I know, right?”
Still on the ground in the fetal position, Charlie rocked back
and forth, murmuring to himself, “So cold… so very cold.”
“Don’t worry, buddy, I called for a decontamination team,”
Orion told Charlie, reassuringly. “You’ll be fine.”
Then Orion whispered to Wesley, “You think he’ll be okay?”
“Eh, 50/50,” Wesley replied with a smirk. “Come on, let’s
get to debriefing.”
“I heard that,” said Charlie weakly as his Raft-mates walked
off, leaving him curled up on the floor, all cooti-fied. “Jerks.”
Soon Charlie heard the clomping of heavy boots as the threeman decontamination team hustled through the hangar. Once they
made it to him, the smallest of the three, dressed in an officiallooking white lab coat, knelt and examined Charlie for cootie
damage. “Don’t worry, Agent, we got to you in time,” he said,
before standing and turning to the other members of his team.
“Blast him, boys.”
The two other members of the De-Con team stepped
forward, each dressed in HAZMAT suits and carrying what looked
to be a fire hose connected to a tank on his back. Stenciled on each
tank was: COOTIE SPRAY – EXTRA STRENGTH. In perfect
sync, each flipped a switch on their hose’s nozzle. Both of their
tanks started to glow, humming louder and louder as they charged
up.
They took another step forward.
They pointed their nozzles at Charlie.
They put their fingers on the triggers.
Charlie’s eyes widened. “Maybe I could just…”
They fired.
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CHAPTER 3

The Right of Rotten Egg
“Stupid girls.”
Charlie, covered head-to-toe in goopy, smelly, industrialgrade cootie spray, plopped down in the seat Wesley had saved for
him. Wesley fought the urge to giggle at his sad-looking comrade.
“Looks like you got a fan club, Charlie,” Wesley said,
pointing to the girls of Team 26, sitting a few rows away. The girls
snickered as Julia blew Charlie kisses. Charlie folded his arms and
sank back in his chair.
“Oh, shut up,” he said, sulking.
The agents were all gathered for their end-of-shift debriefing,
held as always in the massive amphitheater in the center of KIDS
headquarters. They talked among themselves, mostly about
Charlie’s brush with cooties and Carter’s need for a new jumpsuit,
but a familiar clunk snapped them all to attention. In the front of
room a massive steel door lowered to reveal a white screen.
Silhouetted behind the screen sat the leader of the Squad, Mr.
Dogie. When he spoke, agents listened.
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“Good morning agents,” he said entirely accurately, as it was
4:38 am. “I am pleased and highly relieved to see you all back safe.
Forty-six bogeymen were captured this evening, an impressive
record, but I must single out a few teams that went above and
beyond…”
Orion sat up in his seat, smacking Wesley in the arm. “Here
it comes, he’s going to mention us.”
But Dogie never got the chance to praise Team 42, as a
panicked agent burst in through the side door. It was Logan, the
Squad’s dispatcher, and he came bearing terrible news.
“We missed one! I don’t know how…” he sputtered,
breathlessly. Looking around the room at the shocked expressions,
it took Logan a moment to realize he was interrupting Dogie. “I’m
sorry, sir,” Logan said, lowering his head. “I’ll wait.”
“Go ahead, Logan,” Dogie said kindly. “What is so urgent?”
“There were just so many, I… I…” the young agent
stammered.
“Calm down, son, what happened?”
“We missed a call. A Blue Meanie two hours ago in Martinez.
7-7-5 Mt. Kennedy Drive. Tristan Lyon.”
Without a word, Wesley grabbed his gear bag and started for
the door. Followed closely by Orion and Charlie.
“Hold on, Wesley” Mr. Dogie cautioned. “We both know
there’s no helping the child.”
“We owe it to him to at least find out what happened.”
Mr. Dogie considered the situation for a moment. “Very
well,” he said, “but be quick. Sunrise is in an hour.”
Alora jumped up from her chair. “We’ll handle it, sir. Julia’s
a much faster pilot than Orion.”
“The heck she is!” snapped an offended Orion.
Sasha offered her two cents, arguing, “They just want the
record.”
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“Enough!’ scolded Mr. Dogie. “Thank you for the offer,
Alora, but Wesley is the senior agent…”
“I claim Right of Rotten Egg!” Alora interjected. There was
a collective gasp from the agents. Alora had just, on purpose,
interrupted Mr. Dogie. No agent ever dared to do that. “I’m a
senior agent, too,” she continued, trying her best to sound
confident, “and I… I am invoking the Right of Rotten Egg.”
Wesley glared at Alora. This was a step too far.
At the front of the room, Mr. Dogie sat for a moment in
contemplation before responding. “So be it,” he said, with a wave
of his hand. “Let the best agent win.”
Alora and Wesley locked eyes. The race was on. Both bolted
for the door, with the rest of the agents streaming after them
cheering.
Well, almost all the rest.
Logan sprinted to the back of the room.
He had a job to do.

Logan burst through the doors of the control room and
frantically began pushing the buttons and turning the knobs
necessary to bring the control panel to life. Circuits hummed, lights
flashed, and video monitors popped on. It had been almost two
years since someone had declared the Right of Rotten Egg, and it
was Logan’s first time calling the race. The pressure was intense.
He closed his eyes as he pulled the microphone close, taking
a deep breath to steady his nerves. Calm and focused, he flipped a
switch. The mic was on. Logan’s voice boomed over the PA
system as excited agents streamed into the viewing room.
“Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, we have ourselves a
race!”
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The room was equipped with a huge wall of TV screens, each
tuned into one of the security cameras mounted around KIDS
headquarters. As 82 agents tried to squeeze into a room built for
20, Wesley and Alora sprinted into the first turn.
“Never in both of my years have I seen a Right of Rotten
Egg held between two senior agents,” said Logan over the PA in
his best announcer voice. “This should be one for the record
books, folks.”
Coming to the end of the hallway, Wesley burst through the
doors of the Nap Room, with Alora hot on his heels. The room
was littered with KIDS recruits and support staff, sprawled out
asleep on thick floor mats. Wesley gracefully negotiated the
minefield of agents like a hall of fame football player, twisting,
leaping, and gliding his way through the room.
Desperate to catch up, Alora wasn’t quite so careful. She ran
through the room like a freight train. She misjudged her steps and
accidently stomped on a sleeping recruit’s hand.
“Ow! Hey!” yelped the young girl, but Alora just pushed
harder. She was about to pass Wesley when Kyle from the kitchen
staff rolled over in his sleep, catching Alora’s foot and sending her
crashing to the ground. She skidded to a stop, her face inches from
security chief Tatsuo, who responded with a snore so powerful it
blew Alora’s hair back.
“And Alora’s down!” announced Logan, to the cheers of half
the agents in the viewing room, and the boos of the other half.
With a disgusted grimace, Alora hopped up and hurried to
catch up to Wesley, who was already through the exit doors.
Outside the Nap Room, Wesley hustled down the hallway,
sliding to a stop in front of the equipment rack. He grabbed a
TechVest, and threw it on as he made his way for the cafeteria.
Alora didn’t even slow down as she snagged her equipment – a
ThumpRope and her personalized BattleBelt, which she threw
around her waist mid-stride.
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Running into the cafeteria, Alora spotted Wesley mere steps
from the exit. In one graceful move, she snatched a pie tin from a
nearby rack, dumped the pie on the floor, and with a spinning leap
launched the empty tin like a Frisbee clear across the room. It
found its target, careening off Wesley’s head and sending him
crashing into a table.
Up in the control room, Logan winced sympathetically as he
watched the action on his monitors, feet propped up on the
console. “I know there’s no rule against it,” he said, shaking his
head, “but darn it, that was just mean.”
Exploding out of the cafeteria, Alora sprinted across the
upper landing and down the stairs into the training arena. Wesley
stumbled out onto the landing, rubbing his head, still a bit dazed.
Seeing Alora below him, Wesley flicked his wrist, sending a signal
to his TechVest. In response, a blast of air from a tank on Wesley’s
back pushed a marbled-sized ball out of its hopper and down a
tube running along Wesley’s arm. The tiny ball fell out of the tube
and stuck to Wesley’s glove, where a small needle shot into the ball
and inflated it to the size of a regulation dodgeball.8
Wesley tracked Alora as she raced through the training room.
He cocked his arm back, preparing to throw.
Pausing, Wesley licked his finger and stuck it in the air,
checking the wind direction. Which of course was extremely silly
since they were inside and there was no wind. But it looked cool,
and that’s what was important.
With the lack of wind verified. He threw.
But Alora was no rookie recruit. She had caught Wesley’s
reflection in the mirrored-glass of the nearby observation room
In all the process takes .7 seconds from wrist flick to fully inflated
dodgeball. Those not familiar with the technology might mistake it for
magic, but those that know how it works know it’s just really, really
awesome. For more information, see Technical Document 33:
TechVests.

8
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and managed to dodge the flying ball with an impressive shoulder
roll. Still running, she turned back to him, sticking her tongue out
and waggling her fingers. That would teach him to underestimate
her.
Of course, she probably should have learned not to
underestimate Wesley.
You see, Wesley was never really aiming at Alora. He was
just trying to throw the ball close enough, so she would think she
dodged it. Wesley had known Alora for years, and he knew that if
she thought she dodged it then she would probably stick her
tongue out at him. And if she was busy sticking her tongue out at
him, she probably wouldn’t notice the whiteboard that the training
crew left sitting out.
And he was right.
She didn’t notice. Not until it was too late anyway. Alora
turned back just in time to crash face first into the board, so hard
she flipped upside down and landed hard, knocking the wind out
of her.
“Oooohhhh!!!!” groaned the agents watching in the viewing
room. No matter who they were rooting for, that looked like it
hurt.
“Oh, the humanity!” howled Logan over the PA. “Where
had the civility in sport gone?” Then, giving a smirk, “I don’t
know, but I hope it stays there. ‘Cause this is fun!”
Back on the landing, Wesley made a split-second tactical
decision. Instead of chasing after Alora, he turned and ran away
from the training room. At the end of the landing he came to a
dusty old ladder, which went way, way up, almost 50 feet, to the
catwalk at the top of the hangar. Wesley began to climb.
“Up and up he goes, where he’ll stop, nobody knows!”
announced Logan. “Seriously, we don’t have cameras up there, so
we’ve got no idea what he’s doing.”
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Still splayed out on the floor from her collision with the
whiteboard, Alora glared at Wesley as he climbed. She didn’t know
what he was up to, but she wasn’t going to wait around to find out.
With an emphatic slap on the ground, Alora leapt to her feet and
bolted for the door.
“I can’t believe it, but it looks like Wesley might be giving
up the race,” offered a befuddled Logan, “Alora’s just about to the
hangar and Wesley is nowhere to be seen. Though I suppose after
that stunt with the whiteboard, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere
near Alora either.”
The senior girl’s agent erupted into the empty hangar,
charging for her Raft. Only a hundred yards to go, she thought. It’s my
race to win.
From the look of things, it was only her race to run, too.
Wesley was seemingly absent as she made the final turn.
“Only seventy-five yards to go!” announced Logan. “Now
fifty! Ladies and gentlemen, it looks like we’re about to have a new
champion!” On his monitor, he watched Alora run out the last bit
of the race, alone in the hangar. Except, wait. What was that?
There, on the monitor, there was a… a… something. A very fast
moving something.
“Hold on… is that?” Logan wondered over the PA. “Yes!
Yes! It ain’t over folks!”
“It’s Wesley!” cheered a junior agent.
And indeed, it was. Twenty yards behind Alora and closing
fast, Wesley hurtled through the air at incredible speed. He had
thrown his belt around one of the power lines that connected the
Raft charging stations to the generators on top of the hangar and
was using it as an improvised zip line. Alora, hearing the
commotion over the PA, whipped her head back just in time to
see Wesley as he flew overhead. Letting go of the power line
Wesley landed with a shoulder roll, and instantly popped up into a
full sprint. Alora let out a frustrated cry as she raced to catch up.
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“It’s going to come down to the wire,” declared Logan, “but
with fifteen yards to go it looks like Wesley is going to make it to
his Raft first!”
“Not this time,” thought Alora with wicked inspiration.
Without breaking stride, Alora snatched the ThumpRope from her
BattleBelt. Wesley was mere feet from the finish line when, with
an expert flick of her wrist, Alora whipped the ThumpRope
around Wesley’s ankles. Before he knew what happened he was on
the ground, hog-tied.
With a hollow thump that echoed throughout the hangar,
Alora slapped her hand on Raft 26. All was silent in the viewing
room as the agents tried to process what had just happened.
“I did it,” Alora gasped, barely believing it. “I beat you.”
Freeing himself from the rope, Wesley slowly got to his feet.
“May the best agent win, and I did,” she said, getting more
excited as Wesley dusted himself off. “Last one’s a rotten egg and
that’s you. Wesley the smelly, stinky, dinosaur-brained, rotten egg.”
Putting his belt back on, Wesley couldn’t help but smirk a
little as Alora continued to boast. “I won and you…” she stopped,
noticing his sly smile with a sudden, deep-down dread. “Wait, why
are you smiling?”
Wesley’s smile broadened making Alora even more nervous.
“You lost, why are you smiling?” she demanded.
“’Cause I have something you don’t.”
“What?” she sneered. “Body odor?”
Just then Raft 42 zoomed past overhead.
“My crew,” he said, just as a sticky slapper launched from
the Raft, snatching Wesley and towing him behind as it sped for
the hangar doors. “Good race, though!” Wesley shouted with a
salute as Raft 42 disappeared into the night sky.
From out of nowhere, a rotten egg splatted on Alora
forehead, the smelly yolk running down her face.
“But… but… I won.”
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KIDS IMAGINARY DEFENSE SQUAD MANUAL
Part 5: Check your Tech!
Really Awesome Flying Things (Raft)

INTRODUCTION:
Aviation experts will tell you that the fastest plane ever flown is
the SR71 Blackbird, which can fly over 2,200 miles per hour.
They’re wrong, but that’s only because aviation experts have
never seen a Raft. Or rather, they forgot that they saw them (but
let’s not get in to that again). The point is that Rafts are
awesome. They can take off vertically, hover in place, have a
cruising speed of over 3,000 miles an hour, and come in seven
colors. Seven!
If the military had invented the Raft they probably would never
let a kid touch it, much less fly it around their neighborhood.
They’d probably say things like, “You don’t have the proper
security clearance,” and, “You’ll get the controls all sticky,”
and, “How did you sneak onto our highly-classified military
base?”
Luckily, the military didn’t invent the Raft. Kids did. It was
designed and built by the geniuses in the KIDS R&D
Department.
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STATS:
Top Speed:

Cruising:
3,012 mph (Mach 3.9)
With Afterburners: 4,143 mph (Mach 5.4)
Engines:
(5) Kidified, thrust-vectoring P&W
WhisperTechä box fans
Fuel Source: Equal parts PopRocks™ and TurboSmash
Energy Elixir™
Weaponry:
(1) Sticky Slapper Grab-n-Go launcher
(1) Sonic Defuser
(2) Multi-Phase SonicSoaker Cannons
(3) Defensive DazzleBubbler
Capacity:
4 comfortably, 15 extremely uncomfortably.
Cargo:
(6) Bogeyman Detention Pods (BogPods)
(2) 36-gallon utility boxes
(1) High-security, Pocket Penguin cryo-tube
FUN FACTS:
The original Rafts were constructed from heavy duty
refrigerator boxes, but after half the fleet was tragically lost to
“sprinkler-related incidents,” changes were made. Starting with
Version 2, Rafts have instead been constructed from 5/8”
plywood Chief Raft Engineer Greg borrowed from his dad. He
promised, though, that he’ll put it all back when we’re done
using it. Version 3 added an audio jack and optional racing
stripes.
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CHAPTER 4

The Yo-Yo Kid
As Raft 42 hovered silently outside the bedroom window,
Charlie performed a routine scan of the house. The scan showed
four people. Two adults were asleep in the master bedroom; one
teenager was passed out in the living room snoring loudly with the
TV on; and one kid, age six, was wide-awake and sitting up in bed.
“Everyone’s asleep but the kid,” Charlie said. “You’re clear
for entry.” But just as Wesley went to leap out of the Raft, Charlie
spotted something on his monitor. “Wait hold on!” he cautioned.
“There’s something else.”
“What is it?” asked Wesley.
“I think there’s still one in there,” said Charlie as he doublechecked his scans.
“What?!” exclaimed Orion and Wesley simultaneously.
“No way,” said Orion, flipping up his visor and looking back
at the video monitor. “It’s been two hours since we got the call,
that thing should be long gone.”
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“Well it isn’t. It’s still here,” Charlie responded, switching
between data screens, “and it looks like it’s a Big Boy.”
“Wait. Go back,” said Wesley. He had Charlie stop at the
infrared display. Sure enough, there was the unmistakable
signature of a bogeyman, seemingly just sitting on the floor of the
kid’s room. “He’s not moving. What’s he doing?”
“Maybe he’s eating the kid’s brains,” offered Orion.
“Can it,” scolded Wesley. “You know they don’t do that.”
“Yeah, well, they don’t just sit around in the corner either.”
The room belonged to Tristan Lyon.
His mom said so, although she did make him let Grandma
Lisa borrow it when she came to visit on Thanksgiving. Tristan
didn’t like letting her borrow it, and he made sure to remind her
that everything in the room was his and was right where he liked
it. But in a misguided attempt to help, Grandma Lisa cleaned his
room and put away all his toys – ruining everything. Now
Grandma Lisa is only Tristan’s second favorite Grandma.
Grandma Karen is first, even though her house smells like cheese.
After Grandma Lisa’s visit, it took Tristan months to get his
room back the way he wanted it. Baseball glove on the dresser.
Grass-stained pants hung on the door. Left shoe on the bookcase.
Right shoe under a pile of dirty socks next to the empty hamper.
At center stage in the middle of the room, Tristan’s favorite stuffed
rabbit, Mr. T, locked in eternal battle with his Optimus Prime
action figure. Everything where it belonged. Perfect.
Or at least it was perfect. Now there were two things that
didn’t belong. One, a big, growling mound of fur that had been
laying on Tristan’s stinky socks for the better part of two hours,
and two; a glowing-stick-thingy that had just flown through the
window three seconds ago, coming to a rest against Optimus’s
right foot. Tristan didn’t much like either the fur ball or the stick.
They were messing up his room.
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As Tristan glared at the invading glow stick, it slowly began
to get dimmer and dimmer, until finally it wasn’t glowing at all.
Tristan breathed a sigh of relief. He was glad that was over. It had
already been an all too eventful night, and he really wanted to get
some sleep. His relief was short lived, though, because exactly 1.7
seconds later the glow stick got brighter again. Much brighter. And
not slowly either. In fact, you could say it exploded, blasting green
light into every corner of the room.
Temporarily blinded, Tristan dove under his covers just as
Wesley dove through the window. “Great,” thought Tristan, “now
there’s three things that don’t belong in my room.”
Wesley popped up in attack stance, ready to throw a
dodgeball if anything moved. Nothing did. Hearing a low growl in
the corner of the room, Wesley cautiously investigated. Once he
got a bit closer he recognized the creature immediately – it was a
Big Boy.
Big Boys are a special breed of bogeymen: bigger, stronger,
harrier, just more beastly and ill-tempered in general. Instead of
the small horn adorning most bogymen’s heads, Big Boys have two
massive, curling horns. These pair nicely with the three-inch claws
on the tips of their gorilla like fingers, making pure, Grade-A
nightmare fuel.
Plus, they smell awful; like a skunk who took a bath in
expired milk.
It isn’t at all uncommon for an agent that comes across a Big
Boy to simply apologize for the interruption and run away really,
really fast. What is extremely uncommon, however, is finding a Big
Boy tied up with several yo-yo strings and laying on top of a pile
of dirty socks. In fact, Wesley was pretty sure that this was the first
time in the history of the Squad that any agent had ever seen
anything like it. He leaned in closer to check to see if it was
breathing.
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“Let me go, or I’ll eat your pancreas,” the Big Boy snarled,
causing Wesley to jump back a bit. Just a bit mind you, as Wesley
prided himself on being impossible to startle. Actually, Wesley
thought, I didn’t jump at all. I just performed a strategic
realignment of posture in response to external stimuli.9
Focused as he was on trying to come up with a better
sounding excuse for why he jumped, Wesley almost didn’t see the
yo-yo hurtling towards his head. His years of training kicked in,
though, and with the help of another “strategic realignment,” he
dodged the spinning wheel of doom, which slammed into the wall
with such incredible force that it stuck there.
Wesley grabbed the yo-yo’s string and pulled with all his
might. Still holding on to the other end, Wesley’s attacker was
yanked screaming through the air. Catching his foe mid-flight,
Wesley slammed him to the ground and readied a dodgeball.
With a bit of relief, and more than a bit of confusion, Wesley
realized he was pinning down the Big Boy’s 6-year-old intended
victim. Wesley had to give it to the kid. Tristan was half Wesley’s
size, but it was taking everything he had to hold him down.
“Monkey knuckles, kid.” Wesley chuckled as he deflated his
dodgeball, “I almost…”
He didn’t have time to finish that thought, as Tristan used
his free hand to launch another yo-yo, smacking Wesley square in
the jaw. “Ow!” Wesley yelped as he snatched the yo-yo from
Tristan and tossed it across the room. “Quit it will ya’? I’m here to
help.”

Which pretty much just means, “I jumped.” Adults tend to try to make
themselves look better by using big confusing words to describe things
that might otherwise make them look bad. Like how your grandpa will
say he has “a receding hairline” when you and I both know he’s just bald.
Wesley wasn’t an adult, but he was close, and he was starting to adopt
their sneaky ways.
9
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Managing to wriggle out of Wesley’s grip, Tristan leapt up,
grabbed another yo-yo from his dresser and spun quickly around,
ready to attack. Wesley was a step ahead, and already had a
dodgeball cocked and ready to fire. They found themselves in a
standoff.
“Just hold it!” Wesley ordered. “I just told you I’m here to
help. I’m not the enemy.”
“I don’t need anyone’s help,” Tristan snarked.
Wesley lowered his dodgeball, trying to calm things down a
bit. “Well, unless your mom will let you have a pet you’re going to
need someone to get rid of big ugly for you,” Wesley said,
gesturing to the Big Boy.
Tristan cautiously lowered his yo-yo. He still wasn’t sure
about trusting someone who goes and dives into a stranger’s
bedroom in the middle of the night.
“Just chill out for a few seconds,” Wesley said, trying to settle
Tristan’s nerves. “I’ll get rid of ol’ stink breath over here, and you
can go back to bed. Okay?”
Tristan weighed his options. On the one hand, he really
wanted to throttle the jerk. On the other hand, he didn’t want to
have to explain to his mom why there was a tied-up monster in his
room. She would probably get mad and wouldn’t let him have
oatmeal for breakfast.
Oatmeal was his favorite.
“Okay,” Tristan said, hesitantly.
“Okay. Good.” Wesley said, relieved. It wasn’t that he was
afraid of this little, yo-yo wielding gremlin, it was just that he was
exhausted and desperately wanted to go to bed. He tapped a
button on the WatchieTalkie on his wrist. “Charlie send me a
wire.”
Tristan jumped as a plunger flew through the window and
stuck to the bedroom door with a loud SPLUNK. He whirled to
face the window, readied a yo-yo, and set to attack.
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“Just breathe, kid,” Wesley cautioned. “You’ll live longer.”
Wesley calmly walked over to the plunger. Tied to the
plunger was a rope leading back to the Raft and tied to the rope
was a grappling hook. Wesley plucked the grappling hook from
the plunger and attached it to the strings binding the Big Boy. With
a couple of tugs on the rope, the Raft reeled in the grappling hook,
pulling the Big Boy along with it.
As the Big Boy passed by, Wesley shot him a taunting grin.
“Yeah keep smiling, kid,” the Big Boy snarled. “I’ll see you
again.”
“Not where you’re going,” Wesley smirked, unconcerned.
Once the Big Boy was out of the room, Wesley grabbed a
KIDS threat detector and plugged into the wall, launching into the
typical spiel. “These things never hit the same house twice, but if
you get scared, just hit this button.”
“I don’t get scared,” Tristan said.
Wesley began to suspect that this kid might be missing a bit
of aura. He took a small flashlight from his vest and shined it in
the kid’s eyes. “Did that thing touch you?”
“No,” he replied, shielding his eyes. “Hey, quit it, will you?”
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah, as soon as it took a step from the closet I knocked it
out cold, never knew what hit it.”
Wesley wasn’t sure he was convinced, but also wasn’t sure
he cared. He put away his flashlight. “Alright kid, get some sleep.”
With that Wesley jumped out the window, leaving Tristan
alone to try and make sense of what just happened. He looked
around. No bogeyman. No weird kid. Even the glow stick thingy
was gone. His room was back the way he wanted it. Perfect.
Well, almost perfect. He looked at the hole in the wall from
when he missed hitting Wesley with his yo-yo. His mom would
notice that for sure, and then he wouldn’t get oatmeal for a week.
“Ah, crud.”
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CHAPTER 5

Yo-Yos Always Come Back
The next night, the hangar was buzzing with excitement.
Seeing two new records and a Rotten Egg race, all in one shift,
filled the entire Squad with an enthusiastic energy.
Except for Wesley, that is. He was just exhausted.
After the late call, Orion had to fly Wesley straight home, so
he’d be back in time for his mom to wake him for a dentist
appointment. No time for a nap. After the appointment, Wesley
had school. Then a piano lesson. Then he had to walk the dog.
Then homework. Then wait for his parents to go to bed so he
could start his shift with the Squad.
Luckily, Wesley had been doing this for six years and was
good at disguising his fatigue.
Not good enough to fool Charlie, though.
“You look beat,” Charlie remarked, speaking softly so no
one else would hear. “You okay?”
“I’m fine,” Wesley replied with a weary grin. He should have
known he couldn’t pull one past Charlie, they’d known each other
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too long. He playfully feigned concern, “But you know, just as a
precaution, why don’t you suit up and fight the super-strong,
lightning-quick, giant-fang-havin’ monsters tonight.”
Charlie thought Wesley was being serious about having him
do the fighting, and the very notion terrified him. He was one of
the smartest agents in the Force and as loyal as they come, but
Charlie wasn’t a fighter. No, no. Wesley belonged in battle. Charlie
belonged in the rear with the gear. To fix this, a nervous Charlie
figured he would have to do what he did best – motivate.
“Man, you look great tonight, Wesley,” he praised, laying the
charm on extra thick. “Well rested and full of pluck. Ready to hit
the streets. A spring in your step. A hero’s aura about you.”
“Uh-huh,” Wesley remarked, raising an eyebrow at Charlie’s
impressive attempt at self-preservation.
“I would venture to say that there has rarely, neigh never,
been a more impressive specimen of Agent than Wesley Darrell
Walsh.”
“Charlie?”
“Yes, boss?”
“My middle name isn’t Darrell.”
“It isn’t?”
“Get to your station, Charlie.”
“Aye, aye, Captain!”
Charlie didn’t hesitate, jumping into the Raft and strapping
himself in before Wesley had any more crazy notions of swapping
roles. Wesley followed closed behind.
“Second star to the right and straight on ‘til morning,”
Wesley said, quoting his favorite book as he buckled in.10

Wesley’s favorite book was Peter Pan, about a boy that never grows
up and gets to have great adventures with all his friends forever. What
someone considers their favorite book can tell you a lot about who they
are… and sometimes what they fear.
10
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“Say what now?” asked a confused Orion, who didn’t read
many books.
“Just take us out, Orion.”

Raft 42 soared over the peak of Mt. Diablo and swooped
down above the oak trees and buckeyes that cover the mountain’s
northern slope. The scrubby woods gave way to hilly grasslands,
and then to the suburban streets of the valley cities. They had
names like Walnut Creek and Concord and Pleasant Hill and
Pacheco, but from 1,000 feet up they flowed together into a great
sea of lights. With Charlie wordlessly scanning his instruments for
signs of supernatural shenanigans and Wesley quietly trying to
catch a bit of sleep, Orion was struck by the incredible beauty and
peacefulness of it all. Pristine silence.
Boring, horrible, pristine silence.
Orion couldn’t take it.
“Brace for evasive maneuvers!” Orion announced.
Charlie spun his chair around nervously. “What? Why?” he
asked nervously scanning the skies for incoming attackers.
“Um… training?” Orion responded, pleased with himself
for his quick thinking.
“Don’t do it, Orion,” Wesley warned.
Orion flicked a switch on the console, blasting Joe Satriani’s
Summer Song through the Raft’s speaker system. He gave Wesley a
sly grin. “Sorry, can’t hear you.”
Wesley started to form a very well-reasoned argument as to
why it would be a very, very bad idea for Orion to ignore a direct
order, but it was hard to get the words out while pressed against
the back of his seat as the Raft accelerated and flipped into a barrel
roll. Wesley decided to focus on not swallowing his tongue. He
would deal with Orion later.
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With a flick of his wrist and a pull on the stick, Orion sent
the Raft into a steep inverted dive right into the hollowed-out
hilltop of the Clayton rock mine. Laughing like a maniac, he rolled
the Raft 270 degrees to the left and pulled on the stick with all his
might. As Orion performed a few dozen high-G turns11 inches
from the ground, the Raft kicked up a cloud of dust and sand from
the floor of the mine. As he looped round and round, faster and
faster, the cloud began to spin and whirl and swirl until it
resembled a tornado. Orion watched with awe as he made several
more laps of the mine. He’d never made a tornado before. He’d
have to add this maneuver to the Raft pilots’ manual.
Charlie would have stared in awe at the Raft-nado, too, but
he was busy trying not to throw up. It was a battle he was losing.
On lap 37… he lost.
“I think I’m going to…” Charlie screamed before getting cut
off by the sensation of his dinner coming back up to say hi. He
clapped a hand over his mouth to try and hold it in. Because he
was a swell guy, and because he had no desire to clean Charlie
vomit from his cockpit, Orion decided to give Charlie a hand. He
banked right and threw open the throttle, blasting the Raft into the
night sky… and forcing Charlie’s dinner to go back down into his
stomach.
It was by far the most disgusting feeling Charlie had ever
known. Years later, when Charlie was all grown up and hand long
since forgotten about being a KIDS agent, he would still
remember the time he had to swallow his own puke. He wouldn’t
quite remember why, but he knew it was somehow Orion’s fault,
and it would still make him mad.

In a “high-G” turn you’re spinning around so fast that the blood in
your body starts getting pulled down toward your feet and it feels like
you weigh 300 pounds – kind of like it feels when your Uncle Matt thinks
it’s funny to sit on you.
11
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That night in the Raft, however, Charlie felt too sick to be
mad. He held his stomach and tried to get himself together. He
wouldn’t have long, as Orion soon spotted an oil refinery on the
shore of Suisun bay – with its magnificent maze of pipes to fly over
and under and through. Orion bit his lip in anticipation and
gripped the throttle. As Summer Song hit its peak and Joe Satriani’s
bubbling guitar wailed over the Raft’s speakers, Orion pulled the
stick right and pushed the throttle into high gear.
This will be my masterpiece, he thought.
Or at least it would have been. Orion’s masterpiece was
ruined before it could begin by Wesley, who yanked the stick back,
shooting the Raft into the night sky, and away from the gleaming
aerial playground.
Orion snapped his head toward Wesley, annoyed. No one
dared touched Orion’s controls. Not even the Senior Agent.
“What are you doing?!” he asked angrily.
“I said turn off the music!” Wesley scolded.
Orion swatted the music off. “What’s the big idea?” he
demanded.
Before Wesley could answer, Logan chimed in over the
radio. “Raft 4-2, come in, Raft 4-2 what’s your status?”
“That’s the big idea, you numbskull,” Wesley said.
“Headquarters has been trying to get us on radio for the last two
minutes.”
“Well I couldn’t hear them ‘cause of the music!” Orion said,
as if it were a perfectly valid excuse. He knew it wasn’t, but it was
the best he could come up with right then and he hoped maybe
Wesley would just let him bluff his way out of it.
Wesley would not.
They stared at each other for a tense moment before the
radio chimed again.
“Raft 4-2, come in, Raft 4-2.”
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“Sorry, I’ve got to get this,” Orion said with a disarming,
ain’t-I-a-stinker smile. He tapped the button for the radio. “Go for
4-2.”
“Orion, where the heck have you been?” Logan sounded
annoyed. This was mostly because he was indeed quite annoyed.
Orion stumbled his way through an excuse, “Sorry, Logan,
we had some interference from the… um… the ionization of
the… uh… flux capacitor.” It had been a rough night for the part
of Orion’s brain that was supposed to help him get out of the
trouble other parts of his brain had gotten him into.
“Yeah, well, we’ve got a 10-70 Bravo for you in Martinez.”
Orion breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed Logan was letting
him off the hook. “10-4, what’s the address?”
“7-7-5 Mt. Kennedy Drive.”
“10-4, we’re…” Orion started to answer, but was cut off by
Wesley, who snatched the radio from his hand.
“Negative, dispatch,” Wesley answered into the radio. “That
call was handled last night.”
“Negative 4-2, fresh call,” Logan insisted.
Wesley was getting annoyed. “Negative dispatch, I handled
it.”
“Negative 4-2 this…”
“Don’t negative me, negative you,” Wesley interrupted.
“Negative yourself!”
“Logan, I’m about to come back to headquarters and show
you the meaning of negative.”
“Listen to me, you jerk. I know you were there last night.
This one was picked up by the scanner.”
“You mean those silly nightlight things we leave kids?”
Wesley said, surprised. “Those work?” He always thought the
threat detectors were just cheap nightlights meant to make scared
kids feel better. He looked at Charlie, who could only shrug. This
was news to him, too.
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“Just go check it out, Wesley.”
“10-4, 49.”
Wesley handed the radio back to Orion. “Take us in Orion,”
he said, before adding, “and step on it.”
Orion smiled.
Charlie did not.
“Oh, not again.”

With the Raft hovering outside of Tristan’s window, Wesley
stood in the jump door. He tried to assess the situation, but
couldn’t make anything out through the glaring reflection of a
streetlight. He turned back to Charlie.
“What we got?” he asked.
Charlie slapped the side of his monitor, frustrated. “C’mon
you stupid thing.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Scanner must be on the fritz. It’s showing a Meanie
standing by the closet door and another by the bed.”
“Two of ‘em?” Wesley asked, surprised. Everyone knew that
bogeymen always hunted alone. Of course, before tonight they
never attacked the same house twice, either.
“Must be a ghost image, I’m not sure which one is the real
one.” Charlie flipped through a couple of screens on his monitor,
he spotted something unusual. “Huh,” he said, “they kinda’ look
like Red Rogues.”
Wesley cocked an eyebrow. “Aren’t those just a myth? No
one’s ever caught one.”
“Yeah, probably." Charlie jumped as he saw something on
the monitor. “The one by the bed! He’s got the kid! Go! Go! Go!”
Wesley didn’t hesitate. He dove into Tristan’s room and
sprang into action.
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Wesley spotted Tristan clinging desperately to the steering
wheel of his racecar bed as a strange-looking bogeyman yank him
toward the closet door. Unlike other bogeymen, this one was tall
and lanky with short, well-manicured, red fur. Instead being on top
of his head, his horn grew from his chin, making him look like he
had a beard. And on top of his head where a horn should be sat a
very stylish hat.
Wesley could hardly believe it, it was a legendary Red Rogue.
Wesley stopped for the briefest of moments, awestruck at
seeing a creature he’d only heard about in stories. It made him feel
like a rookie again.
A cry for help from Tristan snapped him out of it. Wesley
leapt over and grabbed Tristan by the forearm. He planted his feet
on the bed and pulled Tristan with all his might, but couldn’t free
him from the Rogue’s grip.
“Ow!” Tristan screamed. He felt like he was playing tug-ofwar with his golden retriever… only he was the rope.
Wesley used his free hand to throw a dodgeball, but the
Rogue just swatted it out of the air like an annoying bug.
“Nice try, kid,” the Rogue snarled, “but you’re not fast
enough to hit me.”
Wesley threw another, which the Rogue easily dodged.
“What did I tell you,” the Rogue started to say, before the
ball he dodged ricocheted off the closet wall and hit him in the
back of the head. Stunned, he loosened his grip, freeing Tristan,
who ran to his dresser to grab a yo-yo.
“I might not be fast enough to beat you,” Wesley said with a
smile, “but I’m more than smart enough.”
Enraged, the Rogue briefly weighed his options. Wesley
readied another dodgeball as Tristan turned to throw his yo-yo.
Deciding it best to live to fight another day, the Rogue snarled and
leapt into the closet.
He was gone.
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“Thanks,” Tristan said. It wasn’t a word he was used to
saying, and it felt gross.
“Guess you needed my help after all,” Wesley said as he
deflated his dodgeball and put it in a vest pocket.
Tristan resented Wesley rubbing it in. “Well, yeah, it’s not
exactly a fair fight when they double team you like that,” he said,
feeling the need to defend his toughness.
Wesley looked around to make sure he didn’t drop anything.
“Sorry to burst your bubble,” he said, “but these things always
work alone.”
“Yeah and they never hit the same house twice, right?”
Tristan pointed at the floor in the middle of the room where
another Red Rogue lay unconscious. Wesley couldn’t believe it.
How had he missed a six-foot pile of bright red fur sprawled out
in the middle of the room?
“So, are you always wrong? Or just most of the time?”
Tristan smirked.

With the unconscious Rogue safely stowed away on the Raft,
Wesley took a moment to check in with headquarters via his wristworn WatchieTalkie.
Except that’s not what it looked like to Tristan.
To Tristan, it looked like Wesley was standing facing the
corner talking to his hand.
“Yeah, I know,” Wesley whispered.
Tristan couldn’t hear the other part of the conversation. In
fact, he wasn’t sure there was another part of the conversation. He
was starting to think that maybe this was just a crazy kid who liked
to hang out outside his window.
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“But I’m telling you there were two… yeah the kids fine… I
don’t really think that’s a great idea… Mr. Dogie, I’m telling ya…
Yes, sir.”
“If you’re just going to stand around all day, I’m going to
charge you rent.” 12
Wesley ignored Tristan. He’d just received an order he
wasn’t thrilled about. “Yes, sir, I understand,” he said into his
WatchieTalkie.
With a sigh, Wesley turned to Tristan. “I’m supposed to take
you in to headquarters.”
“What if I say no?” Tristan asked, suspiciously.
Wesley shrugged and made his way to the window. “Your
choice. If you don’t want to take a ride in a flying hover jet to a
secret base filled with the coolest spy gadgets ever…”
Tristan thought for a second. He thought about his favorite
stories, the one’s where heroes went on great adventures. Those
stories didn’t usually start with the hero saying, “No thanks, I’d
rather just stay home.”
Looking out the window to the star-filled sky, Tristan
spotted his favorite star.
The second one to the right.
“I’m in.”

Tristan borrowed this line from his dad, who used it whenever he
thought Tristan was being particularly lazy.
12
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CHAPTER 6

Bringing in the Recruit
So. Many. Buttons.
And lights and knobs and dials and… Ooh! Ooh! There was
even one of those switches where you gotta’ flip the cover open
before you can use it. The best one, though, was a big glowing blue
button that had a dial around it with glowing orange lights lined up
with strange looking symbols. Right below the button, in big
letters, were the words: DON’T TOUCH.
Tristan could only read a little bit, but he knew those words
because his mom had written them on post-it notes she put on all
the stuff in his house that was fun to touch. He wasn’t a fan of
those particular words.
Tristan ignored the warning and leaned forward in his chair
with his finger extended toward the beautiful, verboten button.
Must… touch…, he thought.
Just as his finger was so close he could feel the warm glow
of that glorious button,
Wesley slapped his hand away.
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“Hey!” Tristan barked.
Wesley just wagged his finger and shook his head in
response.
Rubbing his stinging hand, Tristan looked around the
strange craft he found himself in. “So, what is this thing?”
Spinning around in his pilot’s chair, Orion answered with a
prideful grin, “What we’ve got here is a third-generation Raft. Full
hover capabilities. Twin SCRAM jet engines. Zero-to-six-hundred
in 7.2 seconds. Seats four comfortably.”
“Raft?” asked a suspect Tristan. “Aren’t they those log
thingies that float down rivers?”
“R-A-F-T,” spelled out Orion. “It stands for ReallyAwesome-Flying-Thing.”
For emphasis Orion flipped up his visor and shot Tristan his
patented arched eyebrow. “Know about it.”
It’s about here that I think it is my responsibility to share a
very valuable lesson. You see, when you’re piloting a superadvanced hovercraft through night skies at several hundred miles
an hour, it really is best if you pay attention to the flying part and
not get distracted by the need to brag to a six-year-old about how
awesome your hovercraft is. Orion failed to heed that wise advice.
As a result, he didn’t notice that Raft 42 was heading straight for a
set of high-voltage power lines.
“Orion! Eyes on the skies!” Wesley scolded.
Turning and spotting the impending doom, Orion gave a
startled yelp and snapped up in his chair. Lucky for Team 42,
Orion was an ace pilot. With the flip of a few switches and a flick
of the control stick Orion executed a textbook Whifferdill turn,13

A Whifferdill turn is a fancy aerobatic maneuver that skilled pilots can
make to get out of trouble, or to show off to their friends. Orion had
extensive experience using it for both purposes.
13
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slipping between the power lines without a scratch before pulling
into a steep climb.14
The Raft itself was unharmed, but Charlie wasn’t so lucky.
He looked like he had just ridden a tilt-a-whirl after drinking a
sardine and asparagus milkshake.
“C’mon you just about made me throw up,” Charlie
complained. “Again!”
Orion’s fancy flying had also knocked over Wesley’s ammo
supply. He grunted angrily as he chased a dozen rolling mini-balls
around the floor of the Raft.
Orion looked back at Wesley like a puppy who got caught
digging through the trash. “Whoops, sorry.”
Wesley thought about lecturing Orion for being
irresponsible and almost crashing the Raft. But who could stay
mad at that face? Wesley closed and stowed his ammo tube and
laid back in his jump seat to try to catch a quick nap.
“We’re nearing HQ,” announced Orion.
Reaching into a compartment beneath his view screen,
Charlie grabbed a blindfold and threw it to Tristan. “You’re going
to need this.”
“Come on,” Tristan shooting a look of disbelief at Charlie,
“really?” Tristan had two older cousins that were always pranking
him. This felt suspiciously like a prank.

Well… at least without a scratch on the Raft. The turbulence created
by Orion’s fancy flying did knock a raven’s nest off a nearby transmission
tower. A raven by the name of Caw-rul had spent nine days making the
nest to impress Jessi-caw, whom he had loved secretly for years. Since
Caw-rul had no nest to offer her, Jessi-caw flew off with Caw-ner, leaving
Caw-rul heartbroken. He would never forget the day that his life was
ruined by a flying beast called Raft 42. Yes, without knowing it, Orion
had just made a powerful enemy in Caw-rul the Raven Prince, and started
a chain of events that would lead to one of the darkest moments in KIDS
history. But that, my friend, is another story.

14
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“It’s protocol, rookie,” Charlie said with sincerity. “We can’t
have you knowing our secret location.”
Tristan reluctantly tied the piece of cloth around his head. “I
feel silly.”
He may have felt silly, but he looked ridiculous. He looked
ridiculous not because he was wearing a blindfold, but because
Orion had superglued googly eyes to the front of it. Orion and
Charlie desperately tried to keep from laughing.
“What are you talking about,” said Charlie, reassuringly.
“You look great.”
“Yeah, blindfolds are the latest fashion accessory,” added a
barely holding-it-together Orion. Tristan just shook his head,
which caused the googly eyes to wobble back and forth.
Orion and Charlie lost it, busting up with laughter. Even
Wesley couldn’t help but crack a smile.
“What’s so funny?” asked Tristan, making the googly eyes
bounce around even more.
With the whole crew now laughing hysterically, Orion wiped
the tears from his cheeks and deftly guided Raft 42 into the KIDS
hangar.

“Funny I don’t remember any blindfold protocol,” Wesley
prodded Charlie with a knowing smirk. Having sent Tristan to the
Viewing Room to watch the KIDS introduction video, Wesley,
Charlie, and Orion were taking care of one of the less glamorous
parts of the job – cleaning up and putting away their things.
“No?” Charlie responded with a smirk of his own. “You
must not have gotten the updated rulebook. It’s right there next
to… um… the protocol about not cooking fish in the microwave.”
“Is that a fact?” Wesley said, knowing very well it was not at
all a fact.
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“Oh yeah, fish makes the whole cafeteria smell awful,”
Charlie pulled a heavy switch, causing a big plastic ball called a
BogPod to drop from the backside of the Raft. It landed with an
“ow!”
Now, as a rule, plastic balls don’t normally say “ow” when
they hit the ground, but this ball had a bogeyman inside it. And
that bogeyman was named Urp. And Urp wasn’t very happy. You
see, earlier that night Urp was minding his own business, snacking
on some kid’s aura, when he was attacked by a dodgeball. He tried
to eat the rude little twerp that threw the ball, but that didn’t work
out very well and he ended up with a broken horn. So Urp tried to
run back into the closet instead, but then this big sticky thing came
out of nowhere and slapped him on the back. Then it rudely
yanked him out the window and right into this round prison he
found himself stuffed in. All in all, it was a pretty bad day for Urp.
It was made so much worse by the pudgy ten-year-old standing
over him tapping the plastic with a dumb grin on his face.
“Hey there, big, blue, and stupid,” taunted Charlie.
“Keep smiling, brat,” growled Urp. “We’ll be seeing you
when you sleep.”
“Not from where you’ll be, buddy,” said Charlie, giving the
BogPod a shove. The pod rolled like a bowling ball across the
hangar, tossing Urp up and around and upside down as it went. It
finally came to a stop on a pad against the far wall where it was
sucked up into a giant vacuum tube and carried away across the
ceiling.
As Urp zoomed off for processing, Wesley leaned against the
Raft and loaded Mini-Balls into his TechVest. “Why do you always
feel the need to tease them?” he asked Charlie.
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“Because they’re very naughty monsters!” Charlie shouted
loud enough so Urp could hear.15
Wesley wasn’t so sure he was okay with Charlie’s teasing the
bogeyman. Even if they were bad, and bogeymen most certainly
were bad, teasing a trapped animal just seemed mean.
Wesley was shaken out of his deep thoughts by a sudden
shout from above.
“Look out below!”
Having given fair warning, Orion leapt out of the cockpit.
Wesley spun out of the way at the last moment, barely avoiding
getting crushed by the plummeting pilot. Orion landed with an
impressive shoulder roll and popped up with a grin.
“Careful, Big Guy,” he said to Wesley with a pat on the back.
“I almost landed on you.”
Orion ignored the dirty look Wesley was shooting him and
smacked open a panel on the side of the Raft marked “FUEL.”
Now, if you read the Technical Document on the Raft, you would
know that Rafts use very special fuel. R & D discovered that by
mixing grape TurboSmash Energy Elixir with just the right amount
of Pop Rocks candy, you could create a super powerful jet fuel.
Agents called it “The Juice.”16 The Juice replaced the original Raft
Despite Charlie’s best efforts, Urp didn’t hear him. In fact, Urp
couldn’t hear anything. That’s because there’s no sound in a vacuum.
You see, sound needs air to travel, and a vacuum is a space where all the
air has been removed. So, even if Charlie were three inches away and
screaming his very loudest, Urp still couldn’t hear him. Now, you might
think that means vacuums would be perfect for those times when you’ve
just eaten a big bowl of beans and need to pass gas and your mom would
yell at you if she heard you toot. The problem is that tooting into a
vacuum fills it with gas, making it not a vacuum anymore. Your mom
would then hear you and probably ground you for making her vacuum
stinky. This phenomenon is called the Pooter’s Paradox.
16 For those physicists out there, The Juice has a boiling point of 412420 degrees Celsius and a net heat of combustion of 43.5 gigajoules per
kilogram. It’s also delicious and pairs well with sausage pizza.
15

BRINGING IN THE RECRUIT

61

fuel, which was a mixture of vinegar and baking soda called “Hot
Lava.” Hot Lava was replaced because it was 47% less efficient
than The Juice and nearly impossible to find during science fair
season.
And darn it, now I’ve gone and forgotten where we were in
the story. Let’s see, we talked about Billy, and the Right of Rotten
Egg, and Red Rogues, and we met Tristan, and… Oh! I remember
now.
“So, are we not going to talk about the kid?” asked Orion as
he popped open a tall can of TurboSmash and poured it in the fuel
tank.
“What about him?” said Charlie as he rolled an empty
BogPod into place below the Raft.
“Just like that he’s a recruit? No scouting? No testing?”
Orion ripped open two packs of Pop Rocks and poured
them in. He quickly put on the fuel cap just as purple smoke started
pouring out of the tank.
Purple smoke was good. It meant The Juice was just right.
“The kid caught a Big Boy and a Red Rogue with a yo-yo,”
replied Charlie, as he pulled a hose down from the BogPod holder.
“What more testing do you need?”
He pressed a button and a vacuum kicked on, sucking the
pod tight against the end of the hose. With a tug, the hose reeled
back into the Raft, pulling the pod up snug into its holder.
“I know, but c’mon,” said Orion. “Don’t you think it’s a
little weird?”
Wesley hung his loaded TechVest on the gear prep cart
sitting next to the Raft. “We’re a bunch of kids that sneak out at
night to fight mythical monsters,” he said with a shrug. “Nothing
is weird anymore.”
Orion had to admit Wesley had a pretty good point.
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In the middle of the Viewing Room, sitting in an
uncomfortable chair, Tristan fidgeted as he waited for whatever it
was that was supposed to come next. He wasn’t sure how long it
had been since Wesley left him there, but it felt like hours.17 With
all the time to himself to think, Tristan had come up with a very
important question he felt very much needed to be answered.
“Can I take my blindfold off now?” he asked.
This would seem like a perfectly reasonable question, but it
was in truth a very silly thing to ask. Any question would have, in
fact, been very silly to ask, because there was no one in the room
to hear it. Tristan didn’t know this, though, so he kept right on
talking to no one.
“Oh, come on. I’ve been here forever!” Tristan begged with
no one caring. “Can we do something cool already? I mean, no
offense, but so far this is the most boring secret spy base ever.”
No one was offended. “Fine, if you won’t talk to me I guess I can
just take my blindfold off.”
No one had a problem with it.
Deciding he’d had enough of the game, Tristan took off the
blindfold, looked around, and quickly realized he was all alone.
“Great,” he said to no one, “now I’m talking to myself.”
He knew it. This was a prank. Tristan was about to go find
Wesley and Orion and Charlie and teach them the same lesson he
taught his prank-loving cousins, but just then the main screen on
the viewing wall popped on.
On the screen an official looking emblem spun around very
officially. Tristan had noticed the emblem on Wesley’s uniform. It
Really, it was only eight minutes, but Tristan was never a very patient
kid, so it felt like an eternity.
17
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was an oval with a symbol in the middle of it that looked a little
like a palm tree sitting on top of a tiny island sitting on top of a
lightning bolt. Blown up big like it was now, Tristan could see that
the oval around the symbol was made up of words. Unfortunately,
they weren’t any of the two hundred and seventy-six words that he
knew how to read.18
Tristan tried to sound out the words in the circle, but before
he could even get the first one, it disappeared. All that was left was
the strange symbol, which began to transform. It broke into four
parts: the tree top, the tree trunk, the island, and the lightning bolt.
Each part moved to a different corner of the screen, and began to
rotate. Tristan soon realized the parts weren’t random shapes at
all, they were letters. What he had thought was an island was really
a letter “D” laying on its side. The top of a palm tree was a “K,”
and its trunk the letter “I.” The lightning bolt was, in fact, an “S.”
When the letters stopped rotating, they came back together in the
middle of the screen and formed a word. Thankfully, it was a word
Tristan could read: KIDS.
Before Tristan could spend too much time wondering about
the meaning of the strange transforming symbol or the word it
turned in to, KIDS, too, disappeared, replaced on the giant screen
by the face of a 12-year-old boy. The boy wore a confident grin
and had a shaggy head of black hair, tipped with blonde highlights.

In Tristan’s defense, two hundred and seventy-six words is pretty good
for a six-year-old, plus these words weren’t even in English. They were
in a language called Latin. Even most of the smartest grown-ups can’t
read Latin, which is weird because they write it on all kinds of stuff. It
makes things look important, and looking important means about as
much to grown-ups as looking cool does to kids. As for the words on
the emblem, they were the motto of the KIDS: Videmus Quod Non Vident,
Facimus Quod Non Faciunt, Sumus Quod Contendimus Esse, which roughly
translated means: “We see what they cannot see. We do what they cannot
do. We are what we strive to be.”

18
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“Hello. I’m Senior Agent Tommy,” said the giant face. “If
you’re watching this video it’s because you’ve been selected to join
the KIDS, and I’m here to tell you just what that means.”
There was something about Tommy that Tristan didn’t quite
like, though he couldn’t figure out what it was. Still, at least the
video was finally giving him some answers. It told Tristan about
the Forgetting, and about the group of brave agents that took up
the fight against monsters, about the KIDS. It even showed a
slideshow of drawings of the different types of supernatural
creatures the Squad had encountered, though Tristan thought the
drawings weren’t very good.19 When the slideshow was done,
Tommy’s giant head filled the screen again.
“So, now you know what’s out there,” said Tommy, “the
question is, will you join the fight?”
It was a big question, and Tristan wasn’t sure he knew the
answer to it yet.

Outside of the viewing room, Team 42 impatiently waited
for Tristan to finish watching the recruit video. Charlie and Orion
kept themselves entertained with a rousing game of Ball, Paddle,
Bogey, Dragon, Snipe.20 The two squared off, hands at the ready.

19 The artist who drew them, Dani, would agree with Tristan. She was
embarrassed that they were still even using that old video. She was a
much better drawer at 11 than she had been at 7. Besides, it wasn’t even
her fault. How could she draw a realistic bogeyman when they didn’t
even have a blech-colored crayon in the KIDS art supplies?
20 Ball, Paddle, Bogey, Dragon, Snipe is the KIDS’ more awesome
version of Rock, Paper, Scissors. It’s simple: Ball Bonks Bogey and Corks
Dragon, Paddle Smacks Ball and Spanks Snipe, Bogey Stomps Snipes
and Steals Paddle, Dragon Burns Paddle and Eats Bogey, and Snipe Bites
Dragon and Pops Ball. See? Simple.
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Charlie was a strategic mastermind. He fancied himself an
amateur psychologist and had studied all the great military
commanders. He knew this game. He knew Orion. He was ready.
In unison they shouted, “Ball paddle bogey dragon snipe,
throw!”
They threw.
Charlie smiled confidently. He had thrown Bogey, which was
almost surely the winning hand unless Orion had thrown…
“Dragon?!?! Oh, come on!” Charlie was beside himself.
Somehow, he had lost. He couldn’t believe it.
Which is odd, because it was a very, very believable thing. In
fact, Orion had won 3,785 games in a row – always by throwing
dragon. He kept winning, even though everyone knew that he
always threw dragon, because when someone challenged him they
would convince themselves that this time was different. I mean,
what are the chances someone throws Dragon 3,785 times in a
row?
In this case, the odds were 100%. And it wasn’t because
Orion was a master at the game. Nope, it was because of a very,
very simple reason.
“Dragons are cool,” Orion said.
“But it’s not fair, you can’t just keep picking the same thing
over and over again,” Charlie complained.
“Yeah, I can,” snapped Orion. He was getting a little tired of
having to defend his throws. “Because Dragons are cool. They fly
and breathe fire. What am I supposed to do, throw a stupid snipe?”
“Snipes kill dragons!” Charlie argued, exasperated.
“Yeah, right,” Orion said with a snort. He had never actually
read the rules of Ball, Paddle, Bogey, Dragon, Snipe, but he was
pretty sure that a dragon would kill a stupid ol’ snipe.
Charlie turned to Wesley. “Wesley, will you tell Orion that
he can’t keep throwing Dragon?”
Wesley didn’t answer. He was lost in thought.
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“Hey! Earth to Wesley.” Charlie gave him a nudge.
“Huh? What?” was all Wesley could manage as he shook off
the thoughts troubling him.
Charlie had never seen Wesley this distracted. He was
worried. “You okay, boss?”
“Yeah, yeah,” Wesley said, unconvincingly. “I was just
thinking about what that bogeyman said.”
Charlie scoffed, “What, that he was coming to get us? They
always say that stuff.”
“Yeah, but he said ‘we.’ ‘We’ll be coming for you.’ Since
when do they think of themselves as a ‘we’?”
Orion chimed in, “So, what if they do?”
“I don’t know, something just feels different lately.”
“Different how?” Charlie asked.
Before Wesley could answer, the door to the viewing room
and a slightly shell-shocked Tristan walked out.
Wesley turned his attention to the young recruit. “Well, kid?
Any questions?”
Tristan thought for a moment. “I have a few.”
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Tristan fibbed. He didn’t have a few questions. He had all
the questions. Ever since he’d been attacked by that blue fur ball,
he’d been collecting questions faster than he’d collected mosquito
bites at summer camp. Now all those questions exploded out of
him, all at once.
“Where do bogeymen come from? Why do they come from
the closet? Is it because of the clothes? Can they come out the
dresser instead? Why do their horns glow? Can they turn off their
horns? Where are your parents? Are there bogeyman kids? Do you
call them bogeykids? What about bogeywomen? Do you do this
every night, or do you get weekends off? If a grown up can’t see
magic creatures, what do they see? Like is it just blurry, or are they
invisible? What if I threw a blanket over one? Would they just be
like ‘wow that blankets floating around’? Can we take a picture of
one? Could adults see them in a picture? Do you go to school? Do
you live here? Who sews your uniforms? Who built those flying
Raft things? Do you need a license to fly one? How fast can they
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go? What’s the big blue button for? Would we die if I pressed it?
Who pays for the electricity here? Are there parachutes on the
Raft? What would be faster: a Raft, or a fighter jet? Does the
Airforce know about this? Are there girls in the Squad? How did
you guys learn to do all this stuff? Do your parents think you ran
away? What do you do with the bogeymen you capture? Do their
parents think they ran away? Do bogeymen have BogeyRafts? How
do you pay the rent for this place? Who would win in a fight
between a bogeyman and a sasquatch? How about a pocket
penguin and a snipe? Oh! Are there pocket snipes?”
Wesley found himself in awe of Tristan’s ability to talk that
much without taking a breath. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. We don’t have
all night, how about you pick three.”
Tristan was crushed. “Just three?” he asked.
“Yes,” Wesley answered. “That’s one, you have two more.”
“Oh, come on! That’s not fair, that was barely even a
question!” Tristan’s face began to redden. He was sick and tired of
people telling him not to ask questions when he had questions. If
no one was willing to tell him stuff, then how would he ever know
stuff?
“Hey, I didn’t make the rules,” Wesley said with a shrug.
“Yes, you did!” Tristan objected. “You literally just made up
the rules right now!”
“And you want me to break my own rules?” Wesley asked
with an arched eyebrow, faking sincere concern. “That would
make me a hypocrite, Tristan, and that’s just about the worst thing
a person could be.”
Frustrated, Tristan’s face turned about as red as one of
Wesley’s dodgeballs. He was seriously considering kicking Wesley
square in the shins, but realized that Wesley was his ride home, so
held off.
“Fine,” he said. “Why do you call yourselves the KIDS?”
“It’s an acronym,” started Wesley before Charlie cut him off.
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“Yeah, it stands for Kung-Fu Interdimensional Death
Samurais,” offered Charlie.
“No, it doesn’t!” said Orion, looking to offer his own
definition. “It stands for Kick-Butt Dudes of Awesomeness.”
“That doesn’t even spell KIDS, you dino brain,” Charlie
argued.
“So?!” Orion snapped, giving Charlie a shove.
“Hey! Quit it, you two,” Wesley said pulling the bickering
agents apart. “You’re going to confuse the kid.” He turned back to
Tristan, who was, indeed, incredibly confused. “K-I-D-S, it stands
for Kids Imaginary Defense Squad.”
“But why would you need to defend against something that’s
just imaginary?” asked Tristan.
“Adults say bogeymen are imaginary, that they aren’t real.
You fought three of them. Did they feel real to you?”
“Yeah, I even stubbed my toe kicking that red one.”
“Well, there you go. Imaginary is just a word adults use for
things they don’t believe in. So, if they want to call what we do
imaginary? That’s fine. They don’t have to believe in it. This is our
fight. This is kids’ stuff.”
“That’s cool, I guess,” said Tristan, “but how do you do it?
I mean, where do you get all the gadgets and weapons and the
Rafts and stuff?”
Wesley smiled, “C’mon I’ll show you.”

If one were designing a test to determine whether a person
was a kid or a grown-up, a very good first step would be to see
how the person reacts when walking into the KIDS’ R&D lab. The
first thing you’d see is a fifty-foot wall that holds the prototypes of
all the tech in the KIDS arsenal. A grown-up would just see a
bunch of random junk stuck together with superglue and duct tape
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and would be quite unimpressed. A kid, on the other hand, would
see a treasure trove of gadgets and be awestruck by the potential
for the great fun and adventures to be had.21
Tristan was very much a kid, and he was in heaven.
As he stood there with his mouth open, staring in wonder at
all the magnificent toys, he tried to come up with a word to explain
how he was feeling. The best Tristan could come up with was, “I…
it’s… it’s so….”22
“Welcome to R&D,” added Wesley, “responsible for every
piece of tech we use.”
With his mouth still dangling open like he forgot how to
close it, Tristan walked up to the wall. Each magnificent gadget sat
on its own little shelf, with its own little sign announcing what it
was called. There was the SnakAttak, the GutBuster, the Rope-aDope, the Crack-‘er-Jax, and a hundred other bits of wonder. He had
no idea what any of them were, but he knew he wanted every one
of them for Christmas.
Out of the corner of his eye, sitting just below something
called the Pinchers-of-Power, Tristan spotted what looked to be a little
water gun. The sign below it called it a SonicSoaker. What caught
Tristan’s attention, though, was just how boring it looked. This
wasn’t one of those super powerful water guns that can soak your
grandpa from fifty feet. No, this was one of those cheap water
pistols that could only shoot about six feet and would leak all over
your hand. It was the kind you get at the fair when you played
Skee-Ball for two straight hours, but only win 25 tickets because
you aren’t very good at Skee-ball.
Tristan picked up the dinky little SonicSoaker and looked it
over. Yep, just a regular-old water gun. He was about to turn to
This is because grown-ups only see the value in things that are shiny,
and cost of a lot of money, and come with instruction manuals. Kids just
want to know what the thing can do.
.
21
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Wesley and demand an explanation,23 when a hand came out of
nowhere and roughly snatched the soaker from him.
“Hey!” Tristan snapped, startled and more than a little
offended.
“Hands off, rookie!” said the owner of the hand.
Tristan looked down to see a small girl shooting him an icy
glare, the kind you get from your mom when she’s on the phone
with her boss and she catches you dipping your finger in the
cupcake batter, even though she just told you not to.
Wesley piped in, saying, “Tristan, meet D. She’s one of our
two resident geniuses. Anything you see here, she built.”
Tristan rubbed his bruised hand. He found it very rude that
people kept slapping it. “So, what are you, an elf or something?”
he asked the latest pint-sized offender.
D glared at him even harder. “Can it, smart mouth,” she said
angrily, “and keep your hands off the weaponry”
Tristan found himself very confused. He wasn’t sure why the
elf was so mad at him, and why she cared so much about some
silly piece of junk. “Weaponry?” he questioned. “It’s just a dumb
toy water gun.”
“Dumb toy?” D said. “Don’t you know anything?” She was
somehow even angrier than before. Tristan figured at any moment
steam would start coming out of her ears like a cartoon.
Without breaking her glare, D stuck what looked like a little
bowl on the front of the water gun. The bowl was connected by a
cable to a little box hanging from her belt, and on the little box
was a little knob. “Water is the most destructive force in nature,”
she said as she turned toward a cardboard Bogeyman cutout set up

This is a really great example of one of the more unfortunate things
about human nature. Here Tristan had a hundred different superamazing gadgets to pick from, and he chose to waste his time with the
only one he didn’t think was any good. What a silly way to live.

23
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30 feet away. “Water rusts iron, eats through stone. Heck, it can
destroy a whole town in a flood.”
“But that takes time, so we sped up the process” she said as
she took aim and turned the little knob on the little box.
She pulled the trigger.
With a monstrous BOOM a bubble of water erupted from
the gun. As it screamed toward the target it got bigger and bigger
and bigger, until finally a huge wave of water blasted the cardboard
bogeyman into a million sopping wet pieces.
“It’s a directed sonic boom wave lazed with a little highquality H20.”
“That was… that… that was…,” Tristan stammered, trying
to find the right word.
“Amazing? Astounding? Mind-blowing?” D offered him. “I
know. I invented it.”
After a moment’s hesitation she added, “Well, we invented
it.”
“We?” asked Tristan with a look of mild confusion.
“Yeah, D, where is that brother of yours?” Charlie asked.
“He’s testing the new smoke bombs,” she answered. “He
should be coming around any…”
She didn’t get to finish her sentence as an explosion rocked
the laboratory. The blast was followed by a small, boy-shaped
missile that flew across the room and crashed onto the floor,
eventually sliding to a stop at Tristan’s feet.
“Right on cue,” said Wesley. “Tristan, meet R, the other half
of R&D”
“Oof,” said the still-smoldering little inventor. “I think I
used too much salt.”
R tried to get up but found his brain wasn’t talking to his legs
quite right. For instance, he tried to tell his legs to stand him up,
but what they seemed to hear was, “Do the can-can dance.” R
found that to be a very interesting development. He made a mental
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note to record the event in his invention journal just as soon as he
could make his eyes look in the same direction.
“Wow, a flying elf,” exclaimed Tristan.
“Okay that’s it!” D seethed, furious. She gave Tristan a hard
shove in the chest. “Listen, bub, my brother and I have been
making the impossible possible here since we were five years old.
The Squad would be fighting with sticks and big wheels if it wasn’t
for us. Out in the real world, jerks like you make fun of R and me
and I just take it, but not here. This is my home, and I will not let
you or anyone else disrespect me in my home!” 24
Tristan looked to Wesley for help, “Wesley, I…”
“Don’t look at me, kid, you ticked off the wrong genius”
Wesley said.
He looked to Charlie and Orion, but they just shook their
heads. He was on his own.
“But I wasn’t disrespecting her,” Tristan said nervously to
them, before turning to D. “I wasn’t disrespecting you.”
“Calling me and my brother elves just because we’re small,
isn’t disrespecting us?”
“What? No, I didn’t say you’re an elf because you’re small,”
Tristan said, almost pleading, as she backed him into a wall.
Some readers might be wondering just why D was so incredibly mad
at Tristan. After all, as far as insults go, “elf” is pretty tame. Why get so
angry? Well, there’s an important lesson here. Different people can be
sensitive to different things, usually for very good reasons. In D’s case,
she was sensitive to being called an elf because she and her brother had
a condition called achondroplasia, which is a type of dwarfism. The
condition made R & D small for their age compared to average-height
people. In fact, even though R& D were four years older, they were
smaller than Tristan. Because people can sometimes be mean, R & D
were often made fun of at school. Being small made doing a lot of things
difficult, and people being mean just made life even harder. So, while
most people might not mind being called an elf, for someone that is used
to being made fun of for their size, it can be especially hurtful.

24
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D wasn’t buying it. “Then why were you? Do I got pointy
ears, or something?”
“Because you live in a shop and make genius inventions.”
She had started to deliver the epic comeback she was
planning to unleash on him, but Tristan’s explanation wasn’t the
fake-sorry excuse D was expecting. It shaved the momentum off
her rage for a moment. All she could manage to say was, “Wait,
what?”
“You know, like how Santa has magic elves that invent all of
his toys for him,” Tristan said earnestly.
D was calming down, but not quite convinced. “You’re
trying to tell me you actually believe in magic elves.”
“Well, bogeymen and sasquatch and faeries are all real. Why
not magic elves? I mean, kids can’t invent this stuff, they’d have to
be the smartest kids alive.”
D found herself completely disarmed. After all, she was the
smartest kid alive, he had that much right. “You really weren’t
making fun of us for being small?”
“I try not to make fun of people who can explode me with a
water gun.”
D sized him up and decided Tristan was okay after all.25 She
supposed she would let him live. Turning to Wesley, she asked,
“What did you say the kid’s name was, again?”
25 Here is another great lesson to be learned. While it’s important to think
about how your words might hurt somebody, when you find yourself
hurt it’s also important to figure out whether the person meant to be
hurtful. D was hurt by Tristan’s words, and understandably so, but
Tristan had never meant to hurt her. In fact, he was being entirely sincere
when he said he thought she was an elf, and for a completely honest
reason. The truth was, Tristan had never seen a little person before, and
didn’t know what dwarfism was. If, D had given Tristan the chance to
explain, the whole confrontation could have been avoided and they
could have spent their time doing something more important… like
playing with their wall o’ toys.
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“Tristan,” Wesley said, a little regretful he had misjudged the
rookie, “Tristan Lyon.”
Hearing that name snapped R out of his explosion-induced
daze. Shaking his head, he looked to Tristan. Some say R’s eyes
grew three sizes that day.
“Tristan Lyon!!!” he screamed, startling everyone.
“What, what’d I do?” Tristan answered sheepishly. Usually
someone screaming his full name was followed by something like
“put down that chainsaw!” or “stop trying to ride the walrus!”
“Sorry,” interjected D, “my brother sometimes has a hard
time regulating the volume of his voice when he’s recovering from
being blown up.”
“I’m fine!” objected R as he hopped up from the ground
and walked over to Tristan starry-eyed. “It’s just, I mean, it’s
Tristan freakin’ Lyon!” R looked around at everyone, waiting for
them to realize they were in the presence of an international
celebrity. None of them did.
“Oh, come on,” R said in disbelief. “This is Junior 2A yo-yo
champion, Tristan Lyon!”
“You heard of me?” Tristan said, surprised. Sure, in the yoyo world Tristan was a bit of a minor celebrity. He was the
youngest-ever world champion, beating heavy favorite Hiraku
Fujii. It was a feat that had won him $2,000 and a free trip to
Disneyworld, but it wasn’t like he had fans or anything.
“Heard of you? I’m your biggest fan!” R blurted.
Okay, so maybe Tristan had one fan. R ran over to his
toolbox and rummaged frantically for what seemed to be a very
important something. When R finally found what he was looking
for he yipped in excitement and hurried back to the group
Charlie leaned toward Wesley and whispered in his ear,
“What’s R going on about? Should we know who this kid is?”
Wesley shrugged, “I’ve got no idea.”

76

K.I.D.S. STUFF

R tossed his sacred something to Tristan, who deftly caught
it and turned it over in his hand. He recognized it immediately, a
Wondermeister Firestarter yo-yo. The very same model Tristan
used in competition.
“I bought it after seeing your routine in the quarterfinals.” R
said, shaking with excitement. “Do you think you could show us a
few tricks?”
“I don’t know, I don’t really like being put on the spot.”
“Oh, come on,” Orion goaded, “let’s see one of your tricks,
yo-yo king.”
“Please,” R said before offering a deal. “If you show me a
trick I’ll show you the latest gadget we’ve been working on.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold on.” D said, objecting to R’s
deal. “We’ve talked about this, R. It’s not ready.”
R shot eye-daggers at D and responded through clenched
teeth, “You’re embarrassing me in front of my hero, sis.” D wasn’t
convinced, but she hated to see her brother disappointed, so she
relented.
“Okay,” Tristan said. “You’ve got a deal.”
R squealed with delight and immediately plopped down on
the floor like he was getting ready for story time in school.
Tristan started simply enough, a throw down into a sleeper
that left the yo-yo spinning on the end of the string. None of the
agents seemed all that impressed, except for R, who was grinning
from ear-to-ear, because he knew what was coming next.
Tristan gave the skeptical agents a sly, confident grin. With
just a twitch of his finger, the yo-yo sprang to life. It danced and
looped, and soared around the recruit, seeming at times to defy the
laws of physics. With the agents absolutely enthralled, Tristan
decided to kick it up a notch. He sent the yo-yo looping around
his legs, his arms, his neck, never losing momentum. Next, he
moved to mounts, forcing the yo-yo to wrap around its own string.
He gave ‘em a Tsunami and a Boingy Boing and a few Eli Hops
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before throwing a Flying Trapeze into a Wave Slack. For a finale,
Tristan did a back flip with the yo-yo coiling and whipping around
him. Landing, Tristan threw the yo-yo into the air, and with a
spinning jump kick sent it flying toward Wesley. An inch away
from Wesley’s nose, the yo-yo stopped cold, hovering for a brief
second before springing back into Tristan’s waiting hand.
For a moment, there was silence as the agents’ brains worked
to make sense of what they had just seen. R was the first to come
out of it, erupting into applause. The other agents soon followed,
clapping and whistling their approval. Even D joined in,
begrudgingly acknowledging the skill on display.
“I could do a lot more if I had a second one to work with,”
Tristan said nonchalantly as he tossed the yo-yo back to R, who
caught it as if it were the most prized treasure in the world.
“Tristan Lyon used my yo-yo,” he said in awe. “This is the
greatest honor that any man has ever known.”
D shook her head at her brother’s shenanigans. “You’re such
a dork.”
“Okay, it’s your turn for show and tell,” Tristan said to R.
“Oh, right,” he replied. “C’mon, you’re going to love this.
R walked over to the gadget wall and opened a secret panel.
With the press of a couple of buttons and the turn of a large knob,
a small passage opened in the wall. R led the agents through the
passage and into the test lab, leaving D to her inventions.
In the lab, Tristan marveled at the tables filled with beakers
of chemicals and pieces of scientific equipment and, of course,
tons of duct tape. However, Orion’s attention was captured by
something completely different.
“What are those?!” he asked, excitedly, pointing to a pair of
pedestals that each held what resembled a small can of spray paint.
“Those are what I brought you here to see.” R replied.
“They’re our latest invention, StuckyString.”
Charlie perked up. “Is that like Silly String?”
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“Kind of, but I assure you, this string is quite serious.” R
said, laughing hysterically at his own joke. No one else found it all
that funny. “Of course, it’s still in the testing stages so I can’t let
you try it out yet, but if you would like to read the data sheets on
viscosity and thermal break down I’d be happy to show you.”
Orion turned to Charlie and shot him a look that Charlie
recognized immediately to mean, “Sir, I challenge you to a duel.”
Charlie replied with a raised eyebrow and ever so slight nod
of the head that in no uncertain terms told Orion, “You’re on,
small fry. Make your move.”
Orion was shocked at Charlie’s aggressive, mocking
eyebrow. Such a slight could not go unanswered. Orion raised his
chin, narrowed his eyes, and flared his nostrils in a manner that,
frankly, is inappropriate in polite society.
R caught the display out of the corner of his eye and was
immediately worried. “What are you doing?” he asked in that way
that seems to really be saying, “You better not be doing what I
think you’re doing.”
To R’s dismay, that’s exactly what they were doing –
commencing the world’s very first StuckyString battle.
Quick as a bunny, Orion leapt forward and snatched one of
the cans from its pedestal. Not intending to go into battle
unarmed, Charlie dove and snagged the second can. Popping off
the cap, Charlie spun around to Orion just as Orion brought his
can up and fired. A long sticky string of foam flew right by Charlie
and hit R’s pet toad, HipHop, instead.
Charlie had better luck with his shot, splatting Orion right in
the shooting hand, leaving it stuck firm to a wall. Orion pulled with
all his might, but couldn’t free his hand. Charlie laughed at his
struggles, which proved to be a mistake. Orion used the opening
to toss the can to his free hand and take another shot. This time
he was right on target, as the string hit Charlie smack in his open
mouth.
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“Hhheeehh! Yuu shut meh in duh mowf!” Charlie said with
his mouth full.
“Guys stop,” R pleaded, “it’s not ready yet!”
Orion and Charlie gave each other a nod, and, laughing
maniacally26, turned their StuckyString sprayers on their unarmed
friends. By the time the cans were empty, everyone and everything
in the lab was covered in piles of the string. This became a bit of a
problem when the string started to harden.
“Hey!” Orion said, “I can’t move!”
“Yeah,” said R with a sigh. “That’s kinda’ what it was
designed to do.”
“Well,” said Wesley, half-covered in the gunk, “it works.”
For a long moment, the agents just stood around, stuck, and
thought about the poor life choices that led them there. Finally,
Tristan broke the silence.
“So, what’s in this stuff?”
“Just a mixture of things from around the house,” said R. “A
little playdough, some glue, a big blob of dog snot, and a bit of
quick-dry concrete.”
Charlie’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates. “Duhg snut!
Dud yu seh duhg snut!”
Charlie stood there, stuck to the ground with a mouth full of
quick-drying dog snot, and wondered how things could possibly
get worse. That’s precisely the moment HipHop chose to jump on
top of Charlie’s head, where he immediately got stuck.
Dang it, thought Charlie.
Ribbit, thought HipHop.

Well, Charlie laughed as manically as one can with one’s mouthful. It
came out sounding like “hnhb-hnhb-hnhb-hnhb-hnhb.”
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Charlie ran straight from the lab to his locker, where he
grabbed a bottle of mouthwash and took an enormous swig.
Wesley, Tristan, and Orion were right behind, dusting the last bits
of StuckyString from their clothes as they joined Charlie at the
lockers. They had spent almost a whole hour stuck in that lab
before D finally saved the day. Technically, it only took her 20
minutes to find them, but she was laughing for at least another half
an hour before R could convince her to go get the De-Stuckifier
and get them out. After gargling mouthwash long enough to get
rid of the taste of dog snot, and then a couple more minutes just
to be safe, Charlie finally spit into a nearby sink.
“Guys,” he said, “I don’t think I want to visit R&D
anymore.”
“Oh, come on, that was awesome!” argued Orion. “You got
to be the first person to shoot someone with StuckyString, don’t
you think that’s worth getting a little snot it your mouth?”
“No!” Charlie scoffed, shivering at the mere thought of what
just happened.
As Wesley and Orion laughed at Charlie’s dramatics, Tristan
took the chance to look around a bit. The lockers were located on
a walkway that wrapped around, and overlooked, the Grand
Arena. Tristan could see a half dozen training stations below, and
what looked to be a classroom set-up on the far side of the arena.
He figured they must use that to torture prisoners or something.
Out of the corner of his eye, Tristan also saw something
else – a something that seemed to be staring right back at him.
Tristan looked away quickly and did his best to look casual as he
walked back over to the other agents.
“Hey,” Tristan whispered, tugging at Wesley’s elbow,
“something’s watching us.” He nodded his head toward the other
side of the arena, trying not to be too obvious. The other agents
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followed Tristan’s lead and tried to take a quick look in that
direction without looking like they were looking in that direction.
They spotted a silhouette27 standing behind a white screen, looking
right back at them.
“Oh, that’s just Mr. Dogie,” said Orion very obviously and
not the least bit cautious.
The look on Tristan’s face switched from mildly concerned
to thoroughly confused. “What’s a Mr. Dogie?”
“He’s our boss,” said Charlie.
“When do I get to see him?”
“You don’t,” said Wesley.
“No one’s ever seen Mr. Dogie,” added Orion. “Except
through the screen, I mean.”
“Why not?” asked Tristan
“I think it’s because he was in a fire,” whispered Charlie,
“and now his head is all disfigured and gross.”
“Maybe he doesn’t even have a head!” said Orion.
“Of course he has a head,” snapped Charlie. “You can see
he has a head!”
“Maybe it’s a dummy head,” argued Orion.
“Maybe you’re a dummy head,” said Charlie mockingly.
Wesley stepped between the two hot-headed agents.
“Enough,” he said sternly before turning to Tristan. “No one’s
seen him, because he doesn’t want anyone to see him. That’s it.”
“You tell him, you alpha male, you,” said a familiar voice
behind them. The agents turned to see Alora walking over to them
with Julia and Sasha in tow. “Who’s the kid?”
“He’s the new recruit, Tristan,” Wesley answered.
Silhouette is that funny kind of word that teacher’s love to put on
spelling tests just to make kids squirm. If you haven’t heard of the word,
a silhouette is where you can only make out the shape of something, as
if you were looking at its shadow. The effect usually happens when the
something in question is standing in front of a bright light.
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“Oh right, the yo-yo whiz, right?”
Julia sneered, “Yo-yos? Ha! Only little kids play with yo-yos.”
“Yeah,” echoed Sasha. “Yo-yos are for kids.”
“I am a kid,” said Tristan, quite accurately.
Alora smiled, “Kid’s got you there, Jules.”
“Yeah,” Sasha confirmed, “he’s got you there.”
Flustered, Julia took her anger out on Charlie, punching him
in the arm.
“Loser,” she said, adding literal insult to literal injury before
walking off toward her locker.
“Hey!” Charlie shouted at Julia as he rubbed his sore arm. “I
have had a very traumatic week!”
Alora laughed, “Alright guys, we’ll leave you to your gripping
intellectual discourse.” She turned to Tristan as she walked away.
“Welcome to the Squad, kid.”
Tristan watched her walk away.
“Who was that?” he asked in a bit of awe.
“That’s Alora,” Wesley answered, “one of the senior agents.”
“She’s cute,” said Tristan.
The comment caught the other agents off guard. Especially
Charlie, who looked like his entire worldview had just been
shattered.
“Cute?!” Charlie balked, appalled.
“You’re 6-years-old and you like girls?” Wesley said, a bit
surprised himself.
“I like the cute ones,” reasoned Tristan.
“But… but… she’s a girl,” argued Charlie, flabbergasted.
Wesley put a hand on Tristan’s shoulder and led him toward
the hangar. “Come on, Romeo. Let’s get you home.
As his team walked off toward the Raft, Charlie remained
frozen, unable to comprehend what just happened.
“But girls are gross!”
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Tristan stepped out of Raft 42’s jump door and onto his
window sill. With a quick jump, he was back in his room. It almost
felt surreal to be home, as if he would turn around and the Raft
would be gone, and he’d realize the entire night a crazy dream. But
when he did turn, the Raft was still there, with Wesley standing in
the jump door. He threw Tristan a strange looking brass box.
“It’s your own personal Bubble Double,” explained Wesley.
“We’ll be back tomorrow night. You’ve got until then to make up
your mind. If you want in, just turn it on.”
“How do I do that?” asked Tristan.
Wesley just shook his head and closed the jump door. As
Raft 42 took off into the night, Tristan inspected the device. On
one side was a giant glowing button labeled, PUSH ME.
“Oh,” said Tristan.
Back on the Raft, Orion set course for headquarters as the
first purple hints of sunrise peeked across the horizon.
“I wonder if the kid’s on board,” said Charlie as he shut
down his monitor station for the night.
“He will be,” Wesley responded confidently.
“How do you know?” asked Orion.
“Because, I’m not that lucky.
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Appendix H: K.I.D.S. Around the World
What you thought ours was the only Squad? Of course not.
It’s a big world, and there’s kids that need saving living in just
about every part of it. To help shoulder the load, there are 24
different Squads spread out on across every continent except for
Antarctica. Each base is staffed by local kids and equipped to
deal with the specific creatures that threaten the kids of that area.
Some creatures, like bogeymen, are native to many parts of the
world, others, like kappa, are only found in specific regions.
Below is a list of all of the official K.I.D.S. bases, and the
primary threats that each face. To learn more about these bases
and the creatures native to those areas, visit the Membereum.
There you can find an extensive list of every creature a K.I.D.S.
agent has ever encountered, and what we know about them.
BASE LOCATIONS

MAIN THREATS
North America

San Francisco, U.S.
St. Louis, U.S.
Atlanta, U.S.
Philadelphia, U.S.
Juarez, Mexico
Calgary, Canada

Bogeymen, Bigfoots
Bogeymen, Momos
Bogeymen, Beaversharks
Bogeymen, Albatwitches
Chupacabra, Cucuy
Bogeymen, Quankus
South America

Bogotá, Colombia
Córdoba, Argentina
Brasilia, Brazil

Coco, Duendes
Oókempán, Qasoǵonaǵa
Bincho Papão, Cuca
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Europe
Manchester, United Kingdom
Kharkiv, Ukraine
Stockholm, Sweden

Bogeymen, Gremlins
Babay, Muma
Trolls, Näcken

Africa
Marrakesh, Morroco
Ibadan, Oyo State, Nigeria
Lilongwe, Malawi
Luxor, Egypt

Tibicena, Trasgu
Iwir, Ninki Nanka
Ufiti, Popobawa
El Baubo, Lulu
Oceania

Brisbane, Australia

Drop Bears, Yowie
Asia

Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates
New Delhi, India
Chengdu, China
Hong Kong, China
Jakarta, Indonesia
Saitama, Japan

Jinn, Hatif
Vanaras, Naga
Qilin, Ou-wu
Mogwai, Lu Ting
Orang Pendek
Kappa, Namahage
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CHAPTER 8

The Dumb Door of Destiny
Tristan’s mom called up to him from the living room. “Do
you want me to tuck you in?”
“Not tonight, mom,” he shouted back as he hurried into his
room. “Goodnight.”
“Okay, goodnight, hon.”
Tristan closed his door and ran over to his dresser. He wasn’t
looking for the ninja-saurus-rex jammies he always wore to bed; he
was already wearing those. No, Tristan was looking for a weird
little brass box with a big glowing button and simple operating
instructions.
He found it right where he left it, buried beneath his
underwear. Pulling it out of the drawer, Tristan rolled the box over
in his hands, looking it over as his mind raced. There was a very
important question he still needed to answer.
Would he press the button?
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He had spent all day at school trying to figure it out,28 but
still didn’t have an answer. On the one hand, it was hard to say no
to becoming a superhero monster fighter. On the other hand, he
had a lot of homework to do, and last night’s adventures had left
him exhausted. How could he keep up with school, yo-yo training,
and soccer practice, when he’s spending every night flying around
in super cool flying things and having great adventures?
Oh, who was he kidding? Tristan smacked the button.
After a pause that lasted just long enough for Tristan to
wonder if the thing was broken, the Bubble Double leapt from his
hand and landed on the floor. The top of the box suddenly opened
and a multicolored airbag burst out, growing bigger and bigger,
and starting to look more and more like something Tristan
recognized.
And that recognizable something was a Tristan. Or, at least
a full, life-sized replica of Tristan.
Heck, the Bubble Double was even wearing an exact copy of
Tristan’s Jammies, all the way down to the torn Pterodactyl just
above his right elbow. It’s hard to describe just how weird it feels
to find yourself staring at, well, yourself, but it got even weirder
when Tristan’s Bubble Double started talking to him.
“Put me to bed,” it said. “Put me to bed. Put me to bed. Put
me to bed.”
“Shhh,” whispered Tristan. “You’ll get me in trouble.” He
grabbed the Bubble Double and laid it on the bed. As soon as he
did, the Double stopped talking and began softly snoring. Tristan
tucked his bubble-self into bed and wondered what could possible
happen next.
“Welcome to KIDS,” said a voice behind him.

Well, almost the whole day. He also spent a few minutes trying to
figure out if he wanted regular milk or chocolate milk with his lunch. He
wisely went with chocolate milk.

28
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Startled, Tristan jumped and turned to find Wesley squatting
in the window, holding a bundle under his arm. Wesley tossed the
bundle to Tristan, who caught what turned out to be a freshlypressed KIDS uniform.
“Suit up, recruit.”

Back at headquarters, Tristan, now wearing his uniform,
walked a few paces behind Wesley and the agents of Team 42. He
tried to take it all in. It was the start of the shift, and the hangar
was very different from when Tristan had seen it the night before.
There must have been a hundred agents running around, with
Raft’s taking off and landing in a constant dance. Activity
everywhere.
“Hustle up, kid” Wesley admonished.
Tristan jogged to catch up. “So, what happens now? Are we
going to get me my Raft?”
“Not exactly,” he said with an amused chuckle. “I’m going
to introduce you to your teacher.”
“My what?!” Tristan felt like he’d been hit by a ton of bricks.
Teacher’s meant school and school meant homework. What was
the point of being a monster-fighting, secret agent if you had to do
homework?
“Well, what did you think?” probed Charlie. “That we would
just send you off to fight super strong magical monsters without
any training?”
“I mean… kind of.”
It was, in fact exactly, what Tristan had thought.
Wesley stopped as they came to a strange door marked:
RECRUIT TRAINING ROOM.
Well, that’s not exactly true. I mean, they did stop. It’s just
that the door itself was an unremarkable, regular, old door. The
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strangeness had more to do with the walls around the door –
namely that there were none. The Recruit Training Room was
really nothing more than a dozen desks and a couple of big white
boards set-up at one end of the Grand Arena. There were no walls
separating the “room” from the rest of arena, so there wasn’t really
any need for a door. Yet there they stood, in front of a pointless
door.
Wesley opened it and gestured for Tristan to step inside.
Tristan looked through the door at the rows of empty desks, then
looked around the door at the same empty desks, then quizzically
at Wesley. What was this about?
“Well, go on,” urged Wesley.
Tristan was incredibly confused, but suddenly remember the
scene from his fourth most favorite movie, where the kids had to
run through a brick wall to be transported to a magical train
station. This must be one of those magic portals, he thought, and on the
other side is some super awesome alternate dimension filled with all kinds of
cool stuff. It’s a test to prove whether I believe hard enough. He took a big
breath, closed his eyes, and thought about how much he believed
in magic and mythological creatures.
He jumped.
Tristan could feel it as he passed through the door, the odd
sensation of crossing an enchanted threshold into another realm.
When he landed on the other side, he waited a moment before
opening his eyes to prepare himself for the wonders he would soon
discover. And when he finally did open his eyes?
Nothing.
Just the same dumb empty classroom.
“Hey!” exclaimed Tristan.
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“What did you think, that the door was some kind of magic
portal to some amazing alternate reality?” asked an amused Wesley.
“Nope, just a door.”29
Tristan was too disappointed to respond. Did this mean he
was really going to have to go to class? At night?? On a weekend???
“Listen, I know sitting through class isn’t the exciting
adventure you imagined when you turned on your Bubble Double
tonight,” Wesley said with sympathy, “but to be a KIDS agent we
need you at your fastest, your strongest, your smartest. You need
to be the absolute best version of you, and getting there takes time.
It takes work, and sometimes that work is boring. But I promise
you, it’s worth it. Why, in just a few months…”
“MONTHS?!?” Tristan exclaimed, devastated.
“Hey, you’ll be mopping the floor with Blue Meanies just as
soon as you learn the handbook, get certified on the Raft
simulator, and earn a black belt in your martial arts training.
Shouldn’t be more than a year, tops.”
“But… but…,” Tristan stammered, “this sucks!”
“Good luck kid. Class starts in ten minutes.” Wesley closed
the door, leaving a deflated Tristan to his studies.

29 You may be asking what the point of the door was if not a secret portal
to another dimension. Well, the Chief Training Officer (or Grand Chief
Purveyor of Critical Information and Knower of All Things Awesome,
as he liked to refer to himself) felt that a proper classroom had to have a
door. He thought it helped to maintain order and stopped people from
walking in and out all willy-nilly. So, he had one installed. It was, of
course, quite silly of him to think that people would bother opening a
door when they could save themselves the trouble and walk around.
What was even sillier was that he was very much right. It turns out that
if you put up a door, people just assume they must use it. Proof, yet
again, that humans are bizarre creatures.
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“Hey kid, wake-up.”
Tristan mumbled something that sounded a bit like,
“snarglepandabutt” as he jerked his head up, a string of drool
connecting his lip to the desk. He looked around the room through
the one tired eye he could convince to stay open. It had been ten
minutes since Wesley had left and eight minutes since Tristan had
fallen asleep at his desk.30 In that time, it appeared that the rest of
the class had arrived and taken their seats. He counted twelve in
total, a mixture of girls and boys, the oldest maybe nine-years-old.
“If you get caught sleeping in class, you’ll get in trouble.”
The warning came from the raven-haired girl sitting next to
him. She looked to be about his age and was sitting up impossibly
straight in her chair, staring forward as she talked to him out of the
corner of her mouth. Tristan wiped the drool from his mouth and
the sleep from his eyes as he tried to form a coherent sentence.
“What?” was all he could muster.
“Professor Badawor doesn’t like it when kids fall asleep. If
you do, he’ll write your name on the board.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means if you get in trouble again you’ll get a check by
your name.”
“What happens if you get in trouble a third time?”
The girl’s eyes got as big as Frisbees and Tristan could swear
he saw her pigtails pop up like they wanted to jump off her head.
“Nobody’s ever gotten in trouble three times,” she said, seemingly
terrified at the mere thought of it.
“But what would happen?”
While Tristan never found it difficult to fall asleep sitting at a desk, it
was even easier that night, as it was already two hours past his bedtime.

30
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She started to answer but stopped and snapped back forward
in an instant when she heard the classroom door open behind her.
Tristan didn’t think it was possible, but she appeared to be sitting
even straighter than before, even her desk looked straighter. The
rest of the class seemed to straighten up, too, though none could
compare to the immaculate posture of the girl beside him. Tristan
looked to see what the big deal was.
The door closed as an older boy, maybe Wesley’s age, walked
toward the front of the class. He had a dusky complexion and was
dressed smartly in a grey woolen vest, white dress shirt, and green
slacks. A raspberry lollipop dangled from his lip, rather ruining the
whole “dignified professor” look. When he got to the front of the
room, he deposited his half-consumed sucker in a coffee cup
sitting on a desk.
“Good evenin’ class,” announced the kid in a thick British
accent that caught Tristan off guard. He hadn’t heard someone talk
like that in real life, and the people that talked that way on TV
didn’t look very much like the kid.31
“Good evening, professor,” responded the class in unison.
Well, except for Tristan, who was still trying to figure out what was
going on.
“Looks like we’ve got a new studen’ wif us tonight. Welcome
Tristan, my name’s Professor Badawor and this is intro ter mystical
monsters n’ such. We ain’t got time ter waste, so let’s begin. Class,
‘oo can tell me wot is special abaht a snipe?”
Badawor pointed to the girl sitting next to Tristan. “Go
‘head, Cecilia.”
“Snipes are only half imaginary, sir.” She answered dutifully.
“And wot does that mean?”

Technically, it was a Cockney accent, a type or of British accent that
originates in London’s East End.
31
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“It means that adults can’t see them anymore, but they still
remember seeing them when they were kids. That’s why some
grown-ups are so obsessed with catching them.”
“Very good, and ‘oo can tell me abaht their special abilities?”
This time, he pointed to a kid sitting in the front row.
“Danny, can ya tell us?”
The kid didn’t look at all excited to be picked, and he
fidgeted as he tried to come up with the answer. “Um… they eat
socks?” he offered.
“No!” bellowed Badawor. “That’s monsters-under-the-bed,
ya nit!
Danny cowered, but the professor wasn’t done with him.
“Class, wot ‘appens if you go mixin’ up yer monsters?”
The class recited in unison, “Make a mistake, monsters will
take. If you don’t learn, you’ll never return.”
“That’s right,” Professor Badawor with a knowing nod. “Ya
make a mistake in the field and ya might not make it home. Now,
‘oo can tell me abaht snipes’ abilities?”
Cecilia confidently answered, “Snipes are expert thieves,
invisible unless you shine a flashlight on them, and they can escape
from anywhere except a burlap bag.”
“Quite right, Ceci. Ya try and keep a snipe in a cage and it’ll
be gone faster than ya can blink. We lost a hundred and twentyfive of ‘em ‘fore we figured that out.”
Tristan looked to Cecilia, impressed. “You must be really
smart to remember all that stuff,” he said.
Cecilia didn’t say anything, because talking in class could get
your name written on the board. But she did smile, pleased that
someone finally recognized her brilliance.
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Hovering 1,700 feet above Lombard street, Team 42 took a
moment to kick back, enjoy a quick snack, and watch the fireworks
over the baseball stadium.
As sparks of color and flashes of brilliant light lit up the night
sky, Charlie popped a couple of roasted Brussel sprouts into his
mouth. Turning to Wesley, he asked, “Think he’ll make it?”
“Who’ll make what?”
“Tristan, the yo-yo kid. You think he’ll make it through
training?”
“Maybe,” said Wesley enjoying a cinnamon asparagus stick.32
“If B.B. doesn’t kill him first."
“Poor kid,” added Orion from his pilot’s seat. “Six months
of sitting in a chair? I don’t think I could do it again.”
“All you do is sit in a chair,” Charlie reminded him.
“Yeah, but my chair goes mock 3.7.”
Charlie had to admit that was a pretty good point. Luckily,
the radio started to crackle before he had to admit as much.
“Base to Raft 4-2. Come in 4-2.”
Orion sat up in his chair and clicked on the radio.
“This is 4-2, go ahead Base.”
“4-2 we’ve registered a portal cracklin’ at 8-5-7 MacArthur.
No bogie’s so far, can you respond?”
32 Some of you might be wondering why two red-blooded, American
pre-teens would choose to eat Brussel sprouts and asparagus, rather than
something less awful – like maybe candy or chips. Well, there’s two very
good reasons: 1) KIDS agents must be in top physical shape and
vegetables are good for you; and 2) the brilliant cooks at the KIDS
Kitchen created genetically altered vegetables that taste incredible.
KIDS’ Asparagus tastes like candy canes, and KIDS’ Brussel sprouts
taste like roasted marshmallows. The innovation has done wonder for
agent’s grades in gym class.
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“10-4 Base, we’re 49 to MacArthur.”
I should take a moment here and explain how KIDS agents
patrol for monsters. You may have been wondering how a few
dozen Rafts could possibly protect kids all over the world. The
truth is, they can’t. I mean, it’s not like they’re Santa Claus.33 Which
is why there are 24 different KIDS bases scattered throughout the
world, each responsible for a specific region. The San Francisco
Bay Area is where the Squad first started, but there are now 6 bases
in North America, 3 in South America, 3 in Europe, 5 in Africa, 1
in Oceania, and 6 in Asia. Agents at each base are outfitted and
trained to fight threats unique to their region.34
Even with so many bases, there is a lot of ground to cover
and a lot of kids to protect. Luckily, Rafts can deliver a response
team to any site in their 300-mile patrol zone within 6 minutes.
KIDS’ bases also utilize the Bad Guy Early Detection System,35
which can detect the use of magical energy within 1,200 miles.
With these technologies, KIDS agents achieve an 87% threat
neutralization rate.
Still, there are just barely enough agents to go around. Which
is why the Squad can’t afford to have more than one Raft respond
to any call. One monster, one team. It’s Rule #4 in the Handbook,
right after the Rule about not drinking the Raft fuel.
Imagine Team 42’s surprise when they arrived at their call to
see a Raft already parked outside the window.
“Hey knuckle draggers,” Julia chided from Raft 26’s open
door. “What do you want?”
What R & D would give to get a hold of Santa’s delivery technology!
For instance, Mexico City must deal with a particularly nasty pack of
chupacabra, and Beijing is up to its eyeballs in dragons. For a complete
list of KIDS bases, their staffing levels, and the principal threats they
deal with, see Appendix H of the KIDS handbook.
35 Lacking a catchy acronym for the Bad Guy Early Detection System,
they just called it Frank.
33
34
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Sitting in the jump seat behind Julia, Alora was suiting up for
battle. “You come to cheat me out of this catch like you cheated
me out of that Big Boy?”
Charlie leaned out the door, dead set on defending his friend
from such an accusation. “Wesley beat you fair and square, egg
face.”
Julia shot Charlie a dark grin. “Aw, Charlie, you adorable
muffin, did you miss me?” she asked, blowing him a kiss. Charlie
made a sound like, “yeep!” and tucked back into the safety of the
Raft. He would take a bullet for Wesley, but his bravery waned at
the threat of cooties. He wasn’t sure he could survive another
attack.
“We were assigned the call, Alora. Take it up with
headquarters.” Wesley said as he prepared to go in.
“Nice try, Wesley, but we got the call and we’re taking it.”
With a sigh, Wesley turned to Orion. “Can you check with
Logan, see what’s going on?”
Orion obliged, picking up the radio.
“Raft 4-2 to Base, come in Base”
“Go for Base”
“Base, we’re 98 at MacArthur Ave, are we clear for entry?”
“Affirmative 4-2, mission is go.”
Wesley shot Alora an I-told-you-so look. Steaming mad, she
darted for her radio.
“Base this is 2-6, we’re also 98 at MacArthur. What the heck,
Logan? You told us to respond!”
“Affirmative, 2-6 your mission is a go.”
Wesley ducked into the Raft and snatched the radio from
Orion.
“Logan, you twit, you can’t give us both a go for the same
mission.”
“It’s not the same mission, 4-2.”
“We’re both at the same house!”
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“Which has multiple rooms, doesn’t it?” an exasperated
Logan asked, not waiting for an answer. “There are two portals
detected, in two rooms, belonging to two kids. Maybe if you used
the fancy equipment we supplied you with rather than spending all
night insulting your hard-working dispatcher then you would
know that. Geez.”
Wesley looked to Charlie who checked his monitor. “He’s
right. Two signatures.”
Alora looked to Sasha, who nodded in agreement before
seeing something pop up on her screen that raised her alarm.
“Meanie’s are coming through the portals. You gotta go. Now!”
Alora and Wesley shared a pair of looks. The first seemed to
ask, “What in the world is going on?” The second seemed to say,
“Oh who cares, first one back wins.”
Simultaneously, they leapt into their windows.
Popping up from a shoulder roll, Alora snatched the
ThumpRope from its holster. She gave a quick scan of the room,
but saw nothing. Keeping a keen eye out for movement she clicked
the radio on her WatchieTalkie.
“Sasha, I’m not seeing anything, can you give me some
intel?”
“It’s still in there, but I’m having a hard time getting a firm
location.” Sasha replied through Alora’s earpiece.
“Go away,” said a gruff voice from a dark corner.
“Yeah, get out of here before you get eaten up,” said another
voice from under the bed.
“We’ve got you surrounded,” said a creepy voice inches from
her ear.
Alora dove and rolled toward the center of the room.
Jumping to her feet she turned back to where she heard the last
voice, but there was nothing there.
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“Sasha?” she said into the radio. “Are you still showing only
one signature?”
“Yeah.”
Alora sighed, “Ugh, I think I got a Lil’ Greenie in here with
me. These things are the worst.”
“No, we’re not, we’re awesome” argued a voice that sounded
like it was coming from the ceiling. Alora ignored it and went over
to the bed, where a terrified five-year-old girl peeked out from
under the comforter.
“Hi there,” Alora said sweetly to the girl. “I know you’re
scared, but I’m here to help. Did you see where the stinky old
monster is hiding?”
The girl nodded meekly and pointed to a pile of stuffed
animals in the corner. Among the teddy bears and stuffed dogs and
hippopotami there was something that didn’t quite fit – a stuffy
with green-grey fur, a crooked smile filled with pointy broken
teeth, and a short horn on its head.
“Don’t listen to her,” said a voice from the desk lamp.
“Maybe she’s the monster.”
“Yeah,” said the toy chest. “You should take her and go.”
Alora ignored the voices, holstered her ThumpRope, and
grabbed something from a pouch on her back. It looked like one
of those toys with a little ball attached to a paddle by rubber string.
She tossed the ball a couple of times in the air before hitting hard
with the paddle. The ball flew across the room and smacked the
be-horned stuffy right in the nose before being yanked back
toward Alora, who deftly caught it.
“OW!” said the not-really-a-stuffy as it rubbed it’s hurt nose.
It stood up from the pile revealing that it was really a small
Bogeyman, maybe 3 feet tall. “You’ll pay for that, you brat.”
“I somehow doubt that,” replied Alora with a smirk. She
stowed the Paddle and, with a smooth flick of her wrist, snagged
her ThumpRope and sent its weighted handle soaring toward the
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Greenie. It was fast too though, ducking out of the way. The rope
zipped past its ear and wrapped itself around knob of the bedroom
door instead, tight enough that Alora couldn’t pull it back.
“Ha,” sneered the bogeyman, “you missed.”
Alora offered a sneer of her own, “I never miss.”
Alora launched the other handle. The Greenie bolted for the
closet as Alora’s ThumpRope hit its target. In a flash, the little
beast was in the closet and through the portal, safely back in the
bogey-realm.
Or at least it would have been, had Alora’s ThumpRope not
been securely anchored to the door knob. Alora calmly walked
over to the taut rope. It stretched from the bedroom door all the
way into the closet, where it seemed to disappear into thin air.
“Sasha, can you send me a hook?” she called into her
WatchieTalkie. Coming to the rope, Alora braced a foot against
the wall and heaved. Slowly, it began to give. She kept pulling on
the rope until she got to the end, still attached to the little
bogeyman’s ankle.
Back on Raft 26, with the Greenie safely locked away in a
pod, Alora was thrilled to find she had won. She beat Wesley. She
couldn’t believe it. She spent the next few minutes trying to figure
out the perfect pose she wanted to be in when Wesley finally came
out. She finally picked “sitting at the jump door with one leg
dangling out, all casual-like.” That would really rub it in.
When Wesley finally come out, he looked beaten up and
exhausted. More importantly, he hadn’t even retrieved the
bogeyman. Could it be that the great Wesley was bested in combat?
Alora half-hoped so.
“What’s the matter, old man?” she taunted. “Did the mean
old bogeyman get away?”
Wesley took a minute to catch his breath before answering.
“Nah,” he said. “Just had a bit of a hard time getting him out.”
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“Well, either way, I won.”
Wesley offered a tired smile. “I must admit, you were faster
than me, Alora. And it was a Greenie, I see. Those guys are tricky.”
Alora could hardly keep herself from screaming with joy. She
had finally beat him. She beat the mighty Wesley, the best-of-thebest, with his perfect record and his confident smile and his
piercing green eyes and… and um…
She shook off the thought. She had won, and that was what
was important.
“Give it some gas, Orion,” said Wesley. Orion obliged and
the rope going into the bedroom tautened and stretched. With a
lurch the Raft pulled forward a few feet before coming to a stop
with a loud THUMP that drew everyone’s attention to the
bedroom window. The window appeared to be absolutely
overflowing with blue fur.
Orion gave it more gas, even giving a quick burst of the
afterburners. More and more fur seemed to pour out of the
window, a puff ball getting bigger and bigger. Finally, with a loud
POP the biggest, fattest Big Boy anyone had ever seen came
tumbling out the window. Too big for a BogPod, it dangled from
a rope from the back of the Raft.
Sasha’s jaw dropped. “Wow!” she exclaimed. “That’s got to
be the biggest bogeyman anyone’s ever seen. That’s a record for
sure!”
“Ya’ think?” replied Wesley. “Huh. You know you’re
probably right. But hey, again Alora, congratulations on the win.”
He gave her a sly wink before Raft 42 blasted off into the sky,
record setting catch in tow.
Alora’s eye twitched as she watched Wesley’s Raft
disappearing into the night. She did her very best to not say the
kinds of words that would get her mouth washed out with soap.
Rumor has it, she failed spectacularly.
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CHAPTER 9

Dust Bunnies of Death
Tristan landed flat on his back.
Hard.
Again.
“Class, wot was Tristan’s mistake?” asked Sensei Badawor as
he stood looming over the six-year-old.
Tristan was getting a bit sick of it. He had been at the Squad
for two whole weeks and hadn’t done even one cool thing. Half
his time he spent learning stuff about creatures he never got to see.
The other half he spent learning the KIDS’ signature brand of
martial art, called Kung Pow.36 He thought maybe that would be
cool, but he was wrong. Usually the class only fought the air, which
Kung Pow is a technique developed by the Squad. It borrows elements
of Taekwondo, Judo, and Jujitsu, and is especially useful for fighting
stronger, faster, and dumber opponents. You might think that it was
named after the delicious Chinese dish, but it wasn’t. In fact, Kung Pow
chicken was actually invented by a former-KIDS-agent-turned-chef
(though he couldn’t seem to recall how he came up with the name).

36
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was stupid ‘cause air can’t fight back. And when he wasn’t fighting
the air, he had to fight Sensei Badawor, which wasn’t fair since he
was twice Tristan’s size.
The rest of the class stood at attention along the side of the
arena, their hands all raised to answer the Sensei’s question.
Badawor pointed to a shorter boy with a magnificent pony tail.
“Caleb, can ya point out the flaw in ‘is technique?”
Caleb took a step forward and clapped his hand tight to his
sides. “Yes, Sensei!” he replied. “The recruit is too aggressive. He
is trying to over-power a more powerful opponent.”
I’ll show him more powerful, thought Tristan. He slammed his
hand against the ground and popped up. With a battle cry, he
charged in. Tristan planned to launch his offensive with a side kick,
then hit Badawor with a reverse spinning jump kick. Once he was
stunned, Tristan figured he could get behind Badawor and put him
in a figure-four hold until he tapped out.
It was a good plan. But it’s not what happened.
This is what happened:
Badawor, his hands held behind his back, didn’t even bother
to look at the rampaging first-grader as he charged. Tristan threw
out an impressive, vicious sidekick, just as planned, but it never hit.
Badawor just spun gracefully, pirouetting until he stood directly in
front of the recruit, too close for his attacker to get any power
behind a strike. Undeterred, Tristan shoved off his sensei and leapt
in the air, delivering a textbook spinning reverse kick. But by the
time his foot reached its target, the target wasn’t there anymore.
His hands still clasped behind his back, Badawor had ducked the
kick. Just as Tristan’s foot touched the ground from his leap,
Badawor’s was there to meet it, sweeping the recruit’s leg out from
under him. Tristan found himself flat on his back, gasping for air,
looking up at the ceiling. Again.
“Wot else ‘e doin’?” Sensei asked the Class before pointing
to Cecilia to answer.
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“He’s trying to pre-plan his attack,” said Cecilia, “rather than
responding to the actions of his opponent.”
“Do ya agree, class?”
“Yes, Sensei,” they answered in unison.
The Sensei thing also bugged Tristan. In class, they all had
to call him “Professor Badawor,” in training it was “Sensei
Badawor,” and outside of class it was “Senior Agent Badawor.”
What kind of person is that obsessed with titles? It was like he
needed to be constantly assured that everyone respected him.
The thought gave Tristan an idea.
“Right, that’s all fer today,” Badawor announced. “Let’s take
a ten-minute break.”
“I’m not done with you yet, Badawor,” Tristan said, dusting
himself off as he stood.
“That’s Sensei Badawor to you, recruit.”
“Yeah, right. More like Booger Brain Badawor.”
A hush fell over the class as they silently maneuvered for a
better view. No one had ever been crazy enough to insult the
Sensei before, and everyone was curious as to what technique he
would use to murder Tristan.
“That’s it, ya tiny tosser,” Badawor responded through
clenched teeth, “yer name’s goin’ right up on the board.”
“Ooh, I’m so scared,” Tristan mocked. “Professor Barf
Breath is going to put my name on a dumb ol’ board.”
Sensei Badawor stomped toward Tristan, eyes bulging with
rage. “That’s a circle, ya daft nit, ya wanna see wot ‘appens next?”
Tristan didn’t let up. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said, “I couldn’t
understand you wot wif the stupid way ya talk.”
Badawor leaned down inches from Tristan’s face. “Go
ahead,” he said with a hard poke to Tristan’s chest.
“Say…”
Poke.
“One…”
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Poke.
“More…”
Poke.
“WORD.”
As Badawor moved to deliver a final poke, Tristan sprang
his trap. He snatched Badawor’s finger and gave it a painful twist.
With a yank, Tristan spun his Sensei around by the finger and
tossed him over his shoulder. Badawor came down crashing into
an equipment rack.
For a long moment, no one moved. No one spoke. Danny
forgot to breathe and passed straight out. When he did, no one
bothered to catch him. They were all too terrified.
Then it happened.
Badawor started laughing. It started as a chuckle and grew
into a howl.
“Good show,” Badawor bellowed as he tried to free himself
from the equipment rack. “Bloody good show! Did you clock
wot ’e did there, class? Tristan went and used me own anger ag’inst
me. He got me good and riled up and caught me off guard. Now
that is how you beat a stronger, faster opponent. Just bloody
brilliant!”
From above the Arena, Wesley watched with a smirk as the
class below gathered to free Badawor from the equipment rack.
“The kid’s a fast learner,” said Alora from over his shoulder.
“So, you’re talking to me again?” he asked without turning
around.
“Yeah, well, I thought about the other night,” she said.
“First off, record-setting bogeyman or not, I won and you lost. I
wouldn’t want to be a sore winner. Second, something’s been
bugging me. The chances of two attacks in the same house in the
same night are what? A million to one? But two attacks at the same
exact time? That can’t be a coincidence.”
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“Yeah, I’ve been thinking the same thing. It’s almost like
these attacks are coordinated.”
“But bogeymen don’t do that.”
“Maybe something’s changed.”
Alora cringed at the thought. If the bogeymen were really
coordinating, well… that would be an incredibly dangerous
development. “Should we go talk to Dogie?” she asked.
“Not yet,” replied Wesley pensively. “You know Dogie, he
doesn’t think bogeymen are capable of change. If we’re going to
convince him we’re going to need some strong evidence. I have a
couple of critters I can talk to, maybe find out some information.”
“There’s a gnome that owes me a favor,” offered Alora. “I
can see what she’s heard.”
“Good, and I’ll check my sources. Let’s keep this between
us until we figure things out. We don’t want to start a panic in the
Squad.”
“Got it,” she said before taking off toward the exit.
“Alora,” Wesley called after her. “You know it’s kinda’ cool,
us working together.”
She paused, but didn’t turn around.
“For you maybe,” she replied, her breezy tone desperately
working to conceal the blush blooming in her cheeks. She walked
away before he could see.
He couldn’t see, right?

It was a stroke of luck that the house was empty. That made
the whole thing a lot easier. If it weren’t for his cousin’s family
being away at Grandma Lacian’s 73rd birthday, then Wesley
would’ve needed permission to spend the night. That would have
been a disaster. He would have had to put up with Uncle James’s
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bad jokes and, even worse, Aunt Marie’s Rutabaga Surprise.37 Then
he would have had to figure out a way to get cousin Robbie out of
the bedroom – probably by telling him ghost stories ‘til he got
scared and went to sleep with his parents.
It wouldn’t be the first time he had used that trick.
In fact, that’s what led him to become an agent in the first
place. One night, when he was 6-years-old, Wesley was sleeping
over. Or, at least he was over, there wasn’t much sleeping going
on with Robbie’s snoring. He solved the problem by waking up his
cousin and telling him the story of the Tombstone Terror, which
sent the then-4-year-old running to mommy. Sure, it was a jerk
move, but it gave Wesley a quiet bed all to himself.
Well, except for the monster that lived under it.
That night, Wesley experienced his first encounter with a
supernatural creature when he was grabbed by a hungry monsterunder-the-bed. Eight minutes later, a KIDS agent named Tommy
arrived on the scene prepared to fight.38 To Tommy’s surprise, he
found Wesley sitting with the monster, sharing a laugh about
Robbie’s terrible snoring.
It turned out that, contrary to the commonly accepted belief
at the time, monsters-under-the-bed weren’t trying to eat kids.
They just wanted their socks. To a monster-under-the-bed a
sweaty sock is the most delicious delicacy in the world, and the
smellier the better. As for those unfortunate instances where a toe
or two was eaten, that was almost always due to an overly-zealous,
half-starved monster that couldn’t wait to get the sock off before
munching on it.

Unlike the cooks at the Squad, Aunt Marie didn’t use modified
vegetables. She used old stinky ones that tasted like dirt and sadness.
38 Back then the Squad was still fueling their Rafts with Hot Lava, as The
Juice hadn’t yet been invented. Hence why the response time was a bit
slower than would be acceptable with today’s technology.
37
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Wesley discovered this because he was a curious and
incredibly courageous young kid. When the monster grabbed him,
Wesley quickly managed to squirm out of his grasp, but rather than
run away or attack it, he tried to learn more about it. Luring it out
of the bed with one of Robbie’s socks, Wesley had a talk with the
monster.39 Agent Tommy was so impressed, he brought young
Wesley back to the base and convinced Dogie to bring him on as
a recruit.
Over the years, Wesley had made a point of paying a visit to
the monster-under-the-bed (Dustin was his name) whenever he
visited Robbie. It had been quite a while since his last visit, though,
and he was now having a bit of trouble getting Dustin to come out
for a chat.
Laying out on Robbie’s Paw Patrol comforter, Wesley hung
his head over the edge of the bed and peered into the darkness
underneath.
“Heya’, Dustin,” Wesley said, trying to coax him out. “Don’t
you want to see your old pal, Wesley?” All he could see were dust
bunnies, those little balls of dust and pet fur that always seem to
gather under furniture. And the dust bunnies didn’t seem to be
interested in replying.
“C’mon, bud,” he continued. “I’m alone. I’m unarmed.
Don’t you miss me?”
Nothing. No response. Wesley sighed heavily. He had hoped
it wouldn’t have to come down to bribery. Reaching into his
pocket, Wesley pulled out a plastic sandwich bag. Holding his
breath, he opened the bag and removed two damp, disgusting
socks, then laid them on the ground near the bed.
That talk became known as the Great Sock Summit, and laid the
groundwork for an eventual treaty between the KIDS and the monstersunder-the-bed. Under the treaty, KIDS agents left monsters-under-thebed alone so long as the monsters ate no more than three socks a month,
and only socks that weren’t currently on kids’ feet.

39
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“I brought you something,” he announced, trying not to
breath in.
Under the bed, something started to happen. A few of the
dust bunnies rolled together, near the edge of the bed. They
combined into a shape resembling a toothless mouth.
“Are they fresh?” asked the mouth gruffly.
“Worn just this morning.”
The dusty lips of the mouth pursed together as if considering
its options. “How stinky are they?”
“They’ve been worn every day at gym class for two months.
Haven’t been washed once.”
The mouth quivered in anticipation. “Oooohhh, you always
know my weakness,” it said with a hint of irritation. Dust bunnies
began to roll in from every corner of the bed, combining with the
mouth and getting bigger and bigger, then they started to roll out
from under the dresser and the desk, until a massive grey blob of
dust and fur squeezed out from the bed.
“Hey there, Dustin,” Wesley said with a smile.
There wasn’t much to Dustin the monster, just a dingy
mound with two arms and a large, floppy mouth. Still, he somehow
managed to ooze attitude.
“What do you want, agent?” Dustin asked with disdain as he
scooped up and scarfed down the socks. He had never tasted such
a delectable treat, and for a moment he forgot he was supposed to
be a grumpy, mean-spirited monster. “Oh man, those are good.”
“I need some information. Something strange is going on
with the bogeymen. I need to know what’s behind it.”
Dustin snorted dismissively and plopped down against the
closet door. “It’s your fault you know,” he said, seeming to regain
his grumpiness. “Keeping us to three socks a month, it’s
inhumane. Makes us weak. Used to be no bogeyman would dare
trespass in a room we claimed. Now, look at us.” Dustin shook an
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arm back and forth, dust shedding off, falling like snow to the
carpet. “I’m barely holding myself together.”
Wesley didn’t like seeing Dustin so dispirited. “Maybe we
can rework the treaty, perhaps allow a fourth sock, or maybe a
yearly t-shirt. But for now, what can you tell me about the
bogeymen?”
“Word is, they been rallying behind some new Big Boss,
giving ‘em all kinds of ideas about a great uprising, a plan to push
all the other monsters out.”
“Anyone try to push you out?”
“Not me, not yet. Ain’t none had the guts to try. But I hear
‘em whispering in the closet, plotting. They’ll test me soon enough.
I just hope I’m still strong enough to give ‘em a fight.”
“You heard more than one? Like working together? Are you
sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure,” said Dustin indignantly. “I may be just a
molecularly reconstituted blob of dust and dander, but I’m not
dumb. There was conversatin’ going on, of a plottin’ nature.”
“Thanks, Dustin. I’ve got to run, but I’ll come back and see
you soon.”
“Yeah, I kind of doubt that,” Dustin said, his body drooping
to match the gloomy tone of his voice.
“Hey, since when have I lied to you?”
“Never lied. No, never lied. You were always one of the good
ones,” he said turning to face Wesley. “Maybe the only good one.
But you are getting older. The change is coming, I can sense it.
Won’t be long until you forget all about us creepy-crawlies.”
“Eh, I’ll be around a while yet. I’m a late bloomer” he said
jokingly, though his voice cracked a little as he said it. Wesley
started for the window before turning back when he remembered
to say, “Oh, and you have to stop tickling Robbie in his sleep,
you’re driving the kid nuts.”
“Well, his snoring is driving me nuts!” Dustin countered.
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Wesley laughed and hopped onto the window sill before
turning back to say goodbye.
“See ya round, big guy.”
“I hope so, Agent Wesley.”
With that, Dustin stuck his filthy thumb in his giant dusty
mouth. His cheeks puffed out as he blew them full of air until,
finally, he exploded into a hundred little dust bunnies, which rolled
back under the furniture.
Wesley took one last look around the room.
“Bye, Dustin.”
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Part 8: History of Happenings

The Great Sock Summit
BACKGROUND:
Prior to the Summit, it was largely assumed that monstersunder-the-bed were evil creatures, and that the only way to deal
was them was to capture them and lock them up like the
bogeymen. This was a sensible assumption given that they
collectively ate an average of 275 children’s toes a year, but
even sensible assumptions can sometimes be wrong. An Agent
by the name of Wesley Walsh took it upon himself to talk to one
of the monsters and learned they might not be so evil after all.
NEGOTIATIONS:
Talks stalled at first, with the monsters-under-the-bed
demanding at least four socks a week and a shoe a month. This
was, of course, completely out of the question, as parents would
surely notice so much missing footwear. With negotiations in
danger of falling apart, the Squad’s representative shifted the
discussion from quantity to quality, offering a guarantee of
superior stinkiness. The tactic worked, and the monsters soon
agreed to a more palatable three socks a month.
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AFTERMATH:
It takes time for attitudes to change, and the treaty between the
Squad and the monsters-under-the-bed is a fragile one.
However, there have been some encouraging developments. Toe
chompings have dropped to less than five a year, and monstersunder-the-bed have proven to be excellent deterrents to
bogeyman attacks. Best of all, with Agents no longer needing to
spend time chasing down and capturing monsters-under-thebed, they have more time to focus on other threats.
Of course, there are always downsides to every compromise. To
ensure an adequate level of sock stinkiness, the Squad had to
sneakily convince school boards to increase the amount of
running kids had to do in PE class. So, next time you have to run
laps in PE, you can blame the Squad.
But, hey, at least you still have all your toes, right?
LESSON LEARNED:
Just because something has always been done one way, that
doesn’t mean it’s the best way. Don’t be afraid to get creative.
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CHAPTER 10

The Gauntlet
“Happy Birthday to yoooooouuuuuuu!”
Orion made sure to hold the last note long after all the other
agents had stopped singing. While impressed with his lung
capacity, Charlie was eventually forced to elbow Orion in the ribs
to make him stop. Charlie was not typically a violent kid, but darn
it, Orion was delaying the eating of cake.
Once the song was done, Wesley blew out the candles to a
round of enthusiastic applause. He tried to put on a grateful, happy
face, but Dustin’s comments from earlier in the week had been
nagging at him. A celebration to remind Wesley of how old he was
didn’t help.
“Congratulations, old man,” said Charlie with a cheerful slap
on the back. “We don’t get to see too many 13th birthdays around
here.”
Wesley winced. He knew Charlie meant well, so he forced a
smile.
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Lost in thought, Wesley hadn’t realized that Alora had
saddled up beside him.
“Can a girl get a picture with the legendary Wesley?”
“Uh, sure,” he replied, not entirely present in the moment.
Alora beckoned to Logan, who was nearby taking pictures of
the event with an old-fashioned, film camera, a habit he had picked
up in the interests of “preserving the historical record.”
“Come get a picture of us,” Alora directed, as she threw an
arm around the birthday boy. Suddenly, Wesley found himself very
present, and very aware. Aware of the soft arm draped across his
shoulder, aware of the lavender-scented raven hair tickling his
cheek, aware of Alora. As he tried to wrap his mind around this
new and terrifying feeling, the flash of the camera went off.40
“Send me that, will you, Logan?” Alora asked. “I want to
remember what ugly looks like when he’s gone.”
Alora gave Wesley a playful pinch as Julia and Sasha laughed
hardily at the barb. Charlie wasn’t about to stand to see his best
friend insulted like that, on his birthday of all days. He stomped
over and waved away the still giggling girls.
“Off with you devil women. We don’t need your
botherations!”
Alora gave Wesley a wink, as she strutted off with Julia and
Sasha. Wesley watched her leave, his mind racing. Soon, though,
he became aware of another arm draped across him. Except this
arm wasn’t soft. And the hair inches away smelled less like lavender
and more like it hadn’t been washed in a week. And the mouth
covered his ear with spit and frosting as it talked.

Thanks to the Forgetting, when he looked back on the picture years
later, Wesley wouldn’t be able recall where the picture was taken, or why.
But he wouldn’t forget the girl, not ever. Never her. And whenever he
looked at it, he’d smile, shaking his head at the dumb kid who was too
naïve to recognize the crush he was developing.
40

THE GAUNTLET

115

“Hey birthday boy, you going to come watch the
entertainment?” Orion asked between mouthfuls of birthday cake.
“What entertainment?”
Orion tried to answer, but found his mouth overstuffed, so
Charlie jumped in with the assist. “Rookie’s going to try his hand
at the Gauntlet,” he said.
Orion pointed to Charlie, touched his nose and gave a
thumbs up, signaling that Charlie was right. That was exactly the
type of entertainment he was talking about.
Wesley was a bit taken aback. “Tristan?! Kid’s only been here
a month. Is he crazy?”
“Yeah, probably,” said Orion after managing to swallow his
last bite of cake. “Let’s hurry up and get there before the stretcher
comes for his corpse.”
Above the cafeteria, behind the frosted panel of glass that
separated him from his agents, Mr. Dogie sighed as he watched
Team 42 hustle off to the Arena. There was a conversation he had
been avoiding. He realized he couldn’t avoid it any longer.
It was time.

By the time Wesley, Charlie, and Orion made it to the arena,
just about all the good spots were taken. Luckily, being senior
agent came with certain benefits. Orion walked over to two wellpositioned agents and tapped them on the shoulder. Both were
large for 11-year-olds, towering over Orion.
“What do you want, squirt?” said the bigger of the two, not
appearing keen on giving up his place.
Orion didn’t bother to say anything. He just shot them his
patented raised eyebrow and jerked a thumb toward Wesley, who
was standing behind him. Both agents’ eyes widened and they
immediately stepped aside.
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“Just keeping the spot warm for you, Wesley,” said the big
guy. They weren’t about to mess with the agent that singlehandedly
caught the biggest bogeyman in the history of the Squad.41
Orion, and Charlie took the open spots at the rail, with
Wesley standing just behind, looking over his teammates’
shoulders. For the big event, The Grand Arena had been
transformed into a sinister obstacle course meant to replicate some
of the threats agents faced in the field, with a few especially
unpleasant bits thrown in just for fun.
From a perch on the opposite side of the arena from Wesley,
Logan took the role of master of ceremonies. “Ladies and
gentlemen, toys and squirrels,” he announced into an over-sized
microphone. “Welcome to the most amusing of spectator
sports… the GAUNTLET! Now, let’s hear it for your magnificent
monsters of mayhem!”
The crowd erupted in applause as twenty agents, dressed as
a variety of mythical creatures, trotted out and gathered in the
center of the arena. The motley crew of monsters-under-the-bed,
bogeymen, gnomes, and sasquatch,42 waved to the enthusiastic
crowd, before dispersing to positions throughout the course.
“And what would a Gauntlet be without our brave victims…
er… I mean competitors!”
A spotlight directed the audience’s attention to the far end
of the arena, where six nervous young recruits stood waiting for
their chance to have a go at the legendary gauntlet. Well, five
nervous recruits and Tristan, who wasn’t nervous at all, just
horribly impatient.
Which is funny, because despite being a menace to bogeymen, Wesley
never had a mean thing to say to his fellow agents, and certainly wouldn’t
push anyone out of their spot. He was no bully. But, I mean, if they were
offering? It would be rude not to accept.
42 Technically, each sasquatch was two agents, one sitting on the other’s
shoulders.
41

THE GAUNTLET

117

“Can we go already? I want to get my Raft,” he declared with
no one really paying him much attention.
When no one gave him an answer, Tristan shrugged and
decided in was time to test out his new TechVest contraption.
They hadn’t yet covered TechVests in training, and Range Master
Badawor (as he insisted they called him at the weapons range)
strongly warned against Tristan entering the Gauntlet without at
least being trained in vest basics. But there wasn’t another Gauntlet
for six months, and he wasn’t about to wait that long.
Tristan flicked his right hand open like he had watched
Wesley do. The inflator on his palm grabbed the little ball that fell
from a tube running down Tristan’s arm. With a waggle of his
pinky a needle stabbed the ball and inflated it to a full-sized
dodgeball in the blink of an eye. Seemed easy enough. Tristan let
the ball drop and kicked it away to the side of the arena.
Back at his perch, Logan gestured for the crowd to quiet
down. “Now for the boring, but important part: the reading of
rules,” he announced as the crowd groaned. “Rule 1: don’t get out.
That concludes the reading of the rules.”
“Ugh, I hate that part,” Orion said to Charlie.
“Yeah,” agreed Charlie. “It takes forever.”
Back in the arena, Tristan noticed the other recruits standing
in a line and figured he should probably join them. Alongside
Cecilia, Danny, and Caleb, there were two agents he had only seen
around the cafeteria, Noah and Emma. Tristan still wasn’t quite
clear on the rules of the Gauntlet, so he stepped up beside Cecilia
and whispered, “So how do you get ‘out’”?
“Didn’t you read the instructions?” she said, appalled.
“Well, obviously, I didn’t.”
Cecilia rolled her eyes but took pity on him. “If you get hit
by a dodge ball or grabbed by a monster you’re out.”
“Cool. See you at the finish line.”
“Ha, I doubt it. Most don’t make it past the second stage.”
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Tristan patted her on the back encouragingly. “Hey, don’t be
so hard on yourself. I’m sure you’ll do great.,”
“That’s not… I didn’t mean… you’re the one who…”
Cecilia sputtered, so flustered she couldn’t quite get the words out.
She may have kept stammering for another ten minutes had Logan
not mercifully interrupted.
“Recruits! Are. You. Ready?”
“Yeah!” They shouted in unison.
“Monsters are you ready?”
“Ho!” shouted the costumed agents.
“Then let the games begin!”
A horn blew, and the crowd hooted and hollered
Confused, the recruits looked at each other. “So, are we
going?” Danny asked.
Whomp! He got his answer in the form of a dodgeball to the
face.
“And Danny is out!” boomed the announcer. “Less than two
seconds. That’s got be a record.”
The rest of the recruits took the hint and charged into the
field. The first stage was The Schoolyard, a 40-yards-long
playground of slides, swings, monkey-bars, and towers. Emma
sprang up a rock wall and leapt to a high wire, which she swung
along with amazing speed. Caleb climbed a ladder to the nearest
tower and slid down a rail to a jungle gym. Cecilia went for the
stairs, but met an agent dressed as a bogeyman. Without hesitating,
she threw a dodgeball underhand, hitting the bogey-agent right in
the head, shattering his horn.
“And thanks to Cecilia, the recruits pick up a victory,”
announced Logan. “That’s one bogeyman down!”
As Noah flung himself across the monkey bars, Tristan ran
up a slide to a support beam anchored to the next tower. As Tristan
ran across the beam, Noah leapt from the end of the monkey bars
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and landed precariously on a seesaw. He paused for a moment,
wavering back and forth as he tried to catch his balance.
“Hi,” said a bogey-agent standing on a tower above Noah.
The bogey-agent jumped down onto the other side of the seesaw,
sending Noah screaming through the air.
Luckily, Noah landed right on a trampoline. In one fluid
move, he recovered, bounced high in the air, inflated a dodgeball,
and threw it seemingly without aiming. A second later it found its
target, nailing the bogey-agent standing on the seesaw, and
interrupting his elaborate, if a bit premature, victory dance. With a
cocky smile, Noah turned back to scout his landing site.
Unfortunately, the landing site ended up being right in the
arms of a waiting sasquatch-agent.
“And Noah’s out! He knocked out a bogeyman, but a fat lot
of good that does ya when you end up a snack for a ‘squatch.”
Emma made it to the end of the area stage, twisting and
leaping gracefully as she wisely chose to avoid direct
confrontations. Let the reckless boys have their fun and draw all
the attention. She came to a giant cargo net that stood between
The Schoolyard and the next stage: The Bedroom. She quickly
scaled the net and looked back to see how the other agents were
doing. She was pleased to see she was well ahead, with Caleb and
Cecilia closing in on the net, and Tristan a good deal behind.
Emma was less pleased when she turned around so see a
giant cardboard dragon descending upon her. She quickly flipped
through her mental files on monsters, trying to remember how to
fight dragons. She could remember abominable snowmen and
bogeymen and chupacabra and…
Too late, the dragon swallowed her up and soared off.
“And Emma is dragon chow!” Logan declared to a
symphony of cheers. “That’s a new monster for the course this
year, specially designed by our good friends, R&D.” On cue, a
spotlight shone on a waving R&D, standing on a VIP balcony near
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the end of the course. The audience responded with thunderous
applause.
“That’s R&D folks, your one stop shop for all things
awesome. Returning to the action, only three agents remain, with
Cecilia and Caleb at the net, and poor Tristan in a tricky spot.”
The spot Tristan found himself in was tricky indeed. With all
the other recruits either eliminated or passed through to the
Bedroom, all the monster-agents were free to focus on him. Atop
the final tower in the area, he found himself surrounded. A halfdozen bogey-agents chucked dodgeball from all sides, while ahead
two sasquatch-agents blocked the path to the net.
15 yards ahead, Cecilia rolled over the top of the cargo net
and looked back to Tristan, unable to contain a self-satisfied smile
at his plight. Serves him right, she thought. Thinking he’s so great.
Let’s see him come up with a way out of this one.
But back at the tower, Tristan was working on just that. With
a flick of his wrist and a swing of his arm he launched a dodge ball
at a swing set sitting a few yards in front of the tower. The ball hit
the swing and set it in motion. Another three balls followed the
first, pushing the swing higher and higher, until finally it reached
the peak of its arc and swung back. Tristan timed his jump
perfectly, landing on the swing at the exact second it came closest
to him. Grabbing the chains, he swung forward as hard as he could.
At just right the moment, he leapt into the air, catapulted over the
shocked sasquatch, and landed with a graceful shoulder roll,
popping up right in front of the cargo net.
Looking up at the net, Tristan decided it looked like a giant
waste of time, and instead lifted the bottom and ducked
underneath. He casually strolled through just as Cecilia landed.
“You can’t just do that.” she squawked, turning red-faced to
Logan. “He cheated!”
Logan shook his head. “Now, there’s only one rule in the
Gauntlet. Which is?” He held the microphone out to the crowd.
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“Don’t get out!” the crowd shouted.
With a frustrated squeal, Cecilia darted off into the next area.
The Bedroom was a little smaller than the Schoolyard, a closed
chamber with a messy floor strewn with all the things an agent
might find in a kid’s bedroom. Random furniture, piles of clothes,
scattered toys, and several freestanding closet doors. Furious,
Cecilia leapt over a bed and hurdled a toy chest. A bogey-agent
popped out of a closet to grab her, but Cecilia simply kicked the
door shut, shattering his horn.
Caleb put on a show of his own during his run. He got past
a monster-agent-under-the-bed with the use of a stink bomb,43 and
vaulted over a dresser to avoid one bogey-agent. A second bogeyagent burst from a closet and went to grab him from behind. But
Caleb was too fast, drawing on his Kung Pow skills to hip-throw
her into yet another bogey-agent.
Caleb was only ten yards from the door to the next stage
when tragedy struck. That’s when he stepped on a six-inch,
Sergeant Smash action figure, which immediately attacked his heel
with its Realistic Kung Fu Chopping Action™. Grabbing his
injured foot, Caleb tried to hop away, but was easily nabbed by a
pair of dusty hands which shot out from under a bed and pulled
him down.
“And Caleb falls to the Dust Bunnies of Doom!” Logan
announced.
Tristan also found himself tripped up by a monster-agentunder-the-bed, but managed to roll away just in time. A bogeyagent burst through an open closet door, but Tristan dove towards
the enemy, ducked around his outstretched arms and into the
closet. He expelled the bogey-agent with a backwards kick and
slammed the door behind him. The bogie-agent was left outside,
They love those, especially with just a pinch of salt and some toe nails
on the side.

43
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his confused brain trying to figure out what had just happened.
What kind of maniac jumps into a bogey-infested closet?
He didn’t have to wait long for an answer, as the maniac
exploded back out of the closet, slamming the door in to the
bogey-agents horn before heading off down the course. A few
close calls later, Tristan found himself a couple of steps behind
Cecilia, just as she opened a familiar door labeled: RECRUIT
TRAINING ROOM.
“It’s down to this ladies and gentlemen, two recruits and one
area to go. Can they survive The Classroom?”
Standing in the final area, Cecilia and Tristan shared a
concerned look. Before them was nothing but a few rows of desks,
a couple of white boards. There were no crazy obstacles no
costumed agents. Just an empty classroom, with a curtain on the
front wall. It’s normalness was downright terrifying.
“What’s going on?” Tristan shouted up to Logan.
Logan didn’t answer him, and instead stoked the drama for
the spectators. “Folks, these recruits have come far, but there is
only one way to pass the Gauntlet.”
“Ya have to go through me,” said a familiar cockney voice
behind the curtain.
The curtain swept back theatrically to reveal Professor
Badawor sitting on his teacher’s desk. He wasn’t in his normal
dodgy sweater, though. No, for this occasion he had donned a slick
tactical uniform with matching sunglasses. Tristan had to admit,
Badawor looked kind of cool. If it wasn’t for the lollipop stick
dangling from his lips, Tristan may not have recognized him.
“Baqer Bin Badawor has many names around the Squad,”
Logan proclaimed, hyping up the final fight. “He goes by
Professor, Sensei, Officer, but tonight we can just call him…”
The crowd finished the sentence for Logan. “B.B!” they
shouted, clapping and hooting.
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Cecilia still looked confused. “Wait, so we just have to get
past you?”
“Just me,” he replied with a grin. “Well, me and me lovely
friend Vera here.”
From behind his desk, B.B. pulled out a monstrosity of a
weapon – a three-barreled, fully-automatic, dodgeball cannon. “Ya
get by me and Vera,” he said, “ya graduate.”
Cecilia thought she had an opening and took her shot,
heaving a dodgeball at B.B. before he was in combat position. Her
professor was too quick, though, and swatted the ball away with
his gun.
“Now that wasn’t very nice, Cecilia. Careful, or I’ll have to
write your name on the board.”
She knew he was messing with her, but just the threat of such
an extreme punishment was terrifying. So terrifying, that Cecilia
didn’t even notice B.B.’s finger squeeze the trigger. In an instant,
seven balls were flying straight for her. She was paralyzed with fear.
Lucky for Cecilia, Tristan wasn’t so easily shaken. He grabbed her
by the arm and pulled her behind a desk just as the first volley hit.
“Thanks,” she said. “I can’t believe he would use my own
good behavior against me.” Riled by Badawor’s low blow, she
peeked around the desk and quickly put together a plan.
“Okay, here’s what we do,” she whispered to Tristan. “I’m
going to make him mad like you did last week. When he comes for
me you circle around and flank him. We’ll get him in a crossfire.”
“You’re kinda’ awesome at this whole strategy thing, huh?”
said Tristan, his eyes wide.
“Ya know, I kind of am,” she replied with a grin.
After a quick nod, Cecilia called out, “Hey, Badawor!”
B.B. deftly turned a dial on Vera to “single shot,” and fired
a ball, which ricocheted off the whiteboard, bounced off the back
wall, and smacked Cecilia right in the back of the head.
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“Oh, I’m sorry,” Badawor chuckled. “Did I go and ruin yer
big plan?”
“Ooh and Cecilia’s out! Seemed like she had a strategy
brewing, but best laid plans of mice and rookies, am I right? It’s
down to just Tristan. Do you believe in miracles?”
Throwing caution to the wind, Tristan leapt up and hurled a
ball. B.B. shot it out of the air. Tristan tried again, then twice more.
B.B. shot them each down without breaking a sweat.
“Am I makin’ it too hard on ya? What if I put Vera ‘ere down
fer a nap?”
Badawor set his cannon down. Tristan didn’t waste a second,
launching a barrage of dodgeballs. With a dancer’s grace, B.B.
ducked and dipped and somehow avoided each one.
The crowd went wild, chanting “B.B.! B.B.! B.B.!”
Frustrated, Tristan gruffly ripped off the TechVest, tossing
it on the floor in front of B.B.
“Wot? Are ya givin’ up? I ‘spected more out of ya, rook.”
Tristan raised a finger to silence him. With great
exaggeration, almost miming his actions, Tristan reached into his
pocket, pulling out a yo-yo.
“That’s nice kid, but I’m not…” B.B. started, but he was
quickly silenced with a wag of Tristan’s finger.
Without a word, Tristan launched into his routine, showing
championship caliber tricks, things that they haven’t come up with
names for yet. B.B. was mesmerized. With his attention on the yoyo bouncing around in Tristan’s right hand, he never saw the one
in his left coming.
Not until it hit him square in the face, shattering his
sunglasses.
After a long moment of stunned silence, the arena exploded
in a near riot of cheering and applause. The chanting started up
again, but this time it was, “Yo-yo! Yo-yo! Yo-yo!”
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B.B. stared at the shattered glasses in his hand. “Ya cheeky
monkey,” he muttered as he moved the switch on his gun from,
“training,” past “stun,” right on through “injure,” until he finally
stopped at the maximum setting, “annihilate.” Tristan was too
busy celebrating to notice Badawor taking aim.
He fired.

Hours after Tristan’s explosive debut at the Gauntlet, the
nap room was packed. Usually, agents staggered their naps to
ensure that there were always enough on active duty to respond to
calls. But with all the excitement surrounding Wesley’s birthday
and Tristan’s unprecedented Gauntlet run, nearly all the agents had
put off their naps until the end of the night.44 Every inch of floor
was covered in sleeping kids whose grunts and snores rang through
the air, sounding like an orchestra all tuning their instruments to
different notes.
But that wasn’t why Wesley was still awake. No, his mind
was still racing thinking about Dustin’s words, about Charlie’s joke
about Wesley being old, about how long he had left as an agent,
how long he had before he would forget.
He wasn’t the only one still awake. The frosted glass panel
beside Wesley lit up to reveal a silhouette sitting just on the other

Now I know what some of you are thinking. Naps? Why would
specially-trained, monster-fighting, super agents need to take naps? Well,
what you must remember is that, despite spending their nights saving the
world, agents still need to go to school. So, agents still need sleep; luckily
just not very much. You see, it is generally not accepted, but nonetheless
somewhat true-ish that the amount of sleep one needs is directly
proportional to the comfortableness of one’s mattress. KIDS Nap Mats
are so comfortable that agents only need 23 minutes of sleep a night to
feel fully rested all day.

44
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side of the glass. Wesley propped himself up on his elbow to get a
better look.
“Dogie?” Wesley whispered, careful not to wake the other
agents.
“I can’t help but notice you’re not sleeping,” said Dogie.
“I could say the same about you.”
“Touché, Agent Wesley. I suppose we both have quite a bit
on our minds.”
For a long moment, they both sat in silence, a solemn
discomfort hanging in the air. Finally, Dogie said, “It was quite the
show tonight. Tristan showed a great deal of courage.”
Wesley smirked at the thought of the gutsy six-year-old.
“Yeah, I have to admit, the kid was impressive. If he ever recovers
from that barrage B.B. unleashed, he’ll make a heck of an agent.”
“I’m glad you agree, because tomorrow I’m going to attach
him to Team 42. I’d like you to take him under your wing.”
Wesley popped up on his mat “After only a month of
training?!” he blurted loudly before quieting himself so as not to
wake anyone. “Dogie, no one’s moved up that fast since…”
“Since you?”
“Well yeah,” Wesley conceded before adding defensively,
“but he’s not me.”
Dogie chuckled softly. “No,” he said with a heavy sigh. “But
few could ever hope to be. In fact, it’s probably that uniqueness
that caused me to fail to exercise due diligence. You’re 13 now,
Wesley. I should have had you grooming a replacement for a long
time now.”
“And you expect Tristan to be able to replace me?”
“Good night Agent Wesley,” said Dogie mercifully avoiding
the question, “and happy birthday.”
The panel dimmed and once again Wesley was alone with his
thoughts. He laid down and did his best to get some rest.
After all, he had to be at school in an hour.
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CHAPTER 11

Battle Scars
There are many ways to wake a sleeping kid. You can
whisper, “Good morning, sunshine.” You can gently nudge their
shoulder, or cook pancakes and let the smell waft through their
room, or open the curtains so the warm morning sun can touch
their cheek. Baqer Bin Badawor tended to use a less common, but
still very effective method.
“OW!” yelped Tristan as the dodgeball ricocheted off his
forehead.
“Mr. Lyon,” Badawor admonished, “if ya can’t stay awake in
me class, maybe ya should just stay home and snuggle wif yer teddy
bear.” As the class snickered, the professor made a dramatic show
of circling Tristan’s name on the white board.
Cecilia shook her head, disapprovingly. “I told you he would
get mad,” she said under her breath. Unfortunately for her,
Professor Badawor had excellent hearing.
“Ms. Castañeda, yer know there’s nah talkin’ durin’ class.”
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Just being scolded by the professor was enough to make
Cecilia snap to attention and make a sound not entirely unlike the
squeal Tristan’s guinea pig made when his dad sat on it. But then
to see Badawor write her name on the board? Cecilia’s pig tails
jumped to attention and her jaw fell to the floor. Her lips moved
like she wanted to say something, but nothing came out.
Danny raised his hand. “Professor,” he said. “I think
Cecilia’s broken.”
A knock at the classroom door took everyone’s attention
away from Cecilia. Except for Cecilia’s, that is. Cecilia’s attention
was still very much on Cecilia, as Cecilia was very concerned with
what Cecilia was going through.
The classroom door opened to reveal Wesley, suited-up for
patrol.
“Hey Baqer,” he said with a nod to Professor Badawor45.
“Dogie wants me to take Tristan on patrol.”
“He’s all yers, Wesley.” Badawor said with a dismissive wave
of his hand.
“Yes!” Tristan shouted, jumping out of his chair in
excitement. “Finally!
Grabbing his yo-yo from his desk, Tristan gave a wave to his
classmates as he headed for the door, announcing, “I’m gonna go
fly around and fight monsters and stuff, you nerds have fun being
bored to death by Baqer.” He made sure to be pronounce the
Professors name with just a little extra contempt. Tristan figured
he could get away with it, now that he was a full agent and didn’t
have to take classes with big bad Badawor anymore.
Oh, except for one little thing.

Badawor went by many names at the Squad, but he was called Baqer
(pronounced Buh-care) only by his family and those agents who had
fought beside him in battle. Of course, to Baqer, they were the same
thing.
45
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“I should have the kid back to you in time for the last class,”
Wesley told Badawor.
“Wait, what??” said Tristan, stunned. He looked to Wesley,
then to Badawor, then back to Wesley. A terrible realization began
to sink in…
Tristan wasn’t done with training.
“Oh, come on!” Tristan protested.
“See ya soon, Mr. Lyon,” said his professor with a wicked
sneer. “When you come back I’ll have an extra special lesson
planned.” Turning to the whiteboard, Badawor put a check next
to Tristan’s name on the board.
“And it’s Professa’ Badawor to you.”
The collective gasps of the class ripped the air right out of
the room. They had never seen someone get a check next to their
name. I mean, sure, they’d heard rumors, but they’d never actually
seen it. Their minds raced, imagining what kind of brutal
punishment Badawor would have in store for a kid who got in
trouble three times in one class. For poor Cecilia, who was still
recovering from her own recent run-in with the whiteboard, the
shock was simply too much. She passed out, collapsing into her
chair.
The class stared at Tristan, sure that he was a dead man
walking.
“What?” asked a thoroughly confused Tristan. “What does a
check mean?”
“C’mon, kid,” said Wesley. “It’s time to go to work.”
“But what does a check mean??”

Sometimes all it takes is a little cruising around town to get
your mind off things. When you’re cruising at 10,000 feet and 227
miles per hour? That’s even better. Staring wide-eyed out the
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window at the city below, Tristan wasn’t thinking at all about the
trouble he was going to be in with Badawor. He was excited to
finally be out on patrol, and when he was excited, Tristan did what
most 6-year-olds do.
He asked way too many questions.
“How fast are we going? How high up are we? What happens
if the engines fail? Do we have parachutes? What if a dragon shows
up? Does this thing have any weapons? What about a fire
extinguisher? What kind of monsters are we looking for tonight?
Do you think we’ll see a pocket penguin? I want to get one for my
sister because I accidently vacuumed up her hamster and she cried
a lot and I feel bad. What do pocket penguins eat? Do they need
someplace cold? Could they live in the refrigerator? Do we have a
refrigerator on the Raft? Ooh, or a microwave? If we put in a
toaster we could have Pop-Tarts. Do your moms ever make PopTarts? What would happen if I got crumbs in the control panel?
Would it make the Raft explode?”
Of course, the rest of Team 42 were not overly-excited 6year-olds. They were older and cooler, and did what most older,
cooler kids do.
They ignored the overly-excited 6-year-old.
The silent indifference of his teammates didn’t dampen
Tristan’s enthusiasm, especially when he spotted a herd of cows
grazing in the moonlight.
“Ooh! Ooh! Can we fly down and buzz those cows and start
a stampede?”
Orion had been successfully ignoring Tristan like the rest of
his older, cooler teammates, but he couldn’t help it. Nine-year-olds
may be more resistant to excitement, but they’re not immune.
“Heck yes we can!” Orion offered enthusiastically as he
flicked off the autopilot, engaged the maneuvering thrusters, and
prepared to dive.
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Fortunately for the cows, there was someone more levelheaded in charge.
“Oh, no you don’t, Orion,” Wesley warned as he flicked the
autopilot back on. “Remember what happened last time?”
“Hey,” Orion argued. “Those llamas only suffered minor
injuries, and that orphanage was fully insured.”
“Just fly straight and keep on mission,” Wesley admonished.
Orion and Tristan started to launch a counter-argument but
were hushed by Charlie. “We got a Meanie popping up,” he said
with some urgency as he tracked a blue blip on his radar screen.
“Looks like it’s about a mile east, north east.”
“Can I take us in, or has the autopilot taken my job
permanently?” Orion asked, dripping sarcasm.
Wesley rolled his eyes. “Oh, shut up and land this bucket.”
Forty-three seconds later, Raft 42 sat hovering outside the
bedroom window of 5-year-old Kalu Osemele. Young Kalu was
fast asleep inside, dreaming his most favorite dream and
completely unaware of the bogeyman hiding in his closet, waiting
to attack. Lucky for Kalu, the best agent in the Squad was gearing
up to stop that from happening.
As Wesley zipped up his tech vest, Orion called into base to
report the call. “4-2 to base, were 10-97 on Blackhawk Meadow
Lane for a Blip Trip.”46
“10-4, 4-2,” chirped Logan over the radio.
Flipping through the readouts and screens, Charlie surveyed
the scene. The infrared showed one kid, sleeping in bed, and one
medium-sized bogeyman, still in the closet. The ultra-violet
readout was negative on auras. The blueprint 3d overlay showed
Kalu’s parents’ bedroom was all the way on the other side of the

A Blip Trip is KIDS radio code for when agents are responding to a
monster reading a TechOp picked up on the radar.
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house. The sonar showed the bedroom door was closed and the
room largely free of obstacles. It looked like Kalu was a tidy kid.
“What are we looking at, Charlie?” asked Wesley. He never
could understand all that technical junk.
“One snoring piggy, one basic bogie, no halo. Clean room.
Low detect-prob.”47
“Alright, I’m heading in,” Wesley announced from the jump
door.
Charlie turned to Wesley, a bit confused at his choice of
tactics. “We’re no halo, boss, we can just StickySlap this fur ball
and be on our way.”
“I want to have a chat with this one before we take him in.”
“Yeah, we should go have a chat with him,” echoed Tristan,
abruptly appearing next to Wesley at the jump door. He slapped a
hand on Wesley’s shoulder and peered into the dark bedroom. “So,
how we going to do this? Do you want to go left and have me flank
him on the right? Or maybe you go high, I go low?”
Wesley was almost impressed, but mostly annoyed, by the
rookie’s moxie. “How about I go in and you stay out?”
“Right, the old one two punch. You work him over and I
come finish the job. How long should I wait?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Let’s say three months,” Wesley said with
a wink before jumping backwards through the open window.
It took Tristan a moment to realize he was being left behind.
“Wait. What?” he asked to the empty air before turning to Charlie
in shock. “What did he mean three months?”
“You’re still in training, which means you stay in the Raft,
watch, and learn,” said Charlie without taking his eyes off the
monitor.
Here Charlie was speaking in tactical code (which is different than
radio code). It might sound funny, but it is very efficient. Here, for
instance, Charlie used just twelve words to tell Wesley everything he
needed to know about what was happening in the room.
47
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“FOR THREE MONTHS??”
“Or until Wesley clears you for combat.”
Defeated Tristan collapsed back into the jump seat. “But
that’s not fair,” he lamented, “I already took out two bogeymen by
myself, and got further than anyone in the gauntlet. Why can’t I
just be a full agent already?”
“Because of Tommy,” muttered Orion from the pilot’s seat.
“Who?”
“Hush up,” snapped Charlie. “You know Wesley doesn’t like
us talking about him.”
Orion spun his chair back and popped his visor up. “The kid
deserves to know, Charlie.”
“Know what?” Tristan asked.
Charlie and Orion engaged in an intense and well-argued
staring match, silently debating the finer points of cluing in Tristan
on the dark side of the Squad. Finally, Charlie looked away,
conceding the logic behind Orion’s thoughtfully-reasoned glare.
“Fine,” Charlie said with a sigh. “Alright kid, here’s the deal.
Remember the kid from the introduction video you watched?”
“The kid with the weird hair? Yeah, I remember him.”
“Well, he was Wesley before Wesley, the best agent in the
Squad. Maybe the best that ever was. Until one night he went on a
call, and never came back.”
“What, like he quit?”
“Like the Bogeyman took him,” Orion interjected.
“Tommy found himself facing the meanest, strongest Big
Boy anyone’s ever seen.” Charlie continued. “He fought. He lost.
He was taken.”
“Taken where?”
“The Bad Places… the place bogeymen come from.”
“But if he never came back, then how does anyone even
know he was really taken? Maybe he just got scared and ran away.”
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“We know because there was another agent in the room that
night, a rookie that saw it all happen.”
“Why didn’t the rookie help Tommy?”
Orion and Charlie shared another look, this time it was
Orion’s turn to tell the tale. “He tried… but Wesley wasn’t strong
enough yet.”
Tristan’s jaw dropped. “Wait, the rookie was Wesley??”
Charlie nodded. “He had only been an agent for a few
months. He should have had more training, but he showed so
much promise that Tommy thought he could handle it.”
“That’s why rookies stay in the Raft now,” Orion added.
“No matter how good they are.”
“And it’s also why we don’t talk about Tommy in front of
Wesley,” Charlie said. “Do you understand?”
Before Tristan could answer, Wesley jumped back in the Raft
and flopped into the seat next to Tristan. “Meanie secured, let’s
head back to base,” he announced before turning to Tristan. “Well,
rookie, what did you learn?”
“Charlie and Orion told me all about Tommy,” Tristan
blurted. “And about how I have to stay in the Raft because you
screwed up and let Tommy get kidnapped.”
Wesley shot his teammates a furious look.
Charlie couldn’t believe it. “Really, Tristan?”
“What?” Tristan replied, oblivious.

Back at base, Wesley was quick to drop off the rookie with
Baqer, who seemed happy to have him back in class. Tristan was
less happy, which was evident by the fact that he had to be dragged
in kicking and screaming. He kept right on screaming after the
class door was shut, but nobody was sure if that was because he
hated class, or maybe if it was related to his punishment for getting
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the check next to his name. Wesley wasn’t too concerned either
way. Fighting bogeymen is hungry work, and his grumbling
stomach called him to the cafeteria.
After making up a heaping plate of his favorite late-night
snack,48 Wesley took a seat in a far corner of the cafeteria. All he
wanted was a moment alone.
Unfortunately, we don’t always get what we want in life.
“Mind if we sit with you?” asked Charlie sheepishly, a guiltylooking Orion half-hiding behind him.
“Since when do you care what I mind?” Wesley replied
tersely without looking up.
Charlie looked to Orion, who just shrugged. Taking Wesley’s
reply as an invite, they sat at the table across from him.
“We’re really sorry, Wesley,” Charlie apologized. “We just
thought the kid had a right to know what we’re going up against
out there.”
“We told him not to bring it up around you,” Orion added.
Wesley sighed deeply. He was still angry, but he knew that
anger wasn’t really at his team. “It’s okay, you’re right. The kid
should know, and I shouldn’t get to hide from the memory of my
mistakes.”
“Your mistakes?” Charlie balked. “You were just a kid. No
one blames you for what happened.”
Wesley looked up from his dish and straight at Charlie. For
the first time in all the years Charlie had worked with him, Wesley’s
face betrayed his emotions – his shame and heartache.
“I do, Charlie,” he said with his voice shaking. “I blame me.”
Charlie tried to think of something he could say to make
Wesley feel better, but before he could get any words out another
intruder came by to invade Wesley’s alone time.
Wesley’s favorite snack was chicken quinoa stew with roasted green
peppers (genetically modified to taste like chili cheese fries, of course).

48
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“Hey there, goobers,” crowed Alora. “Scoot over. I need to
chat with Wesley a sec.”
Charlie was about to shoo Alora away before she could see
Wesley in his broken-down state, but when Charlie looked up that
version of Wesley was gone. In his place was the confident, stoic
Wesley with the easy smile, the Wesley everyone knew and loved.
It was like he had thrown on a happy mask.
Charlie wondered just how many times Wesley had worn
that mask.
“Hey, Alora,” Wesley said with a polite grin. “What’s up?”
“I just got back from having a little chat with my gnomishfriend. Did you get anything from your dusty buddy?”
“He said there’s whispers of a Big Boss, some bogeyman
leader setting up something big. He also said they’ve been pushing
monsters out of their territory.”
“Gnoma-Jean also mentioned a new bogeyman leader, but
according to her, the bogeymen are bribing creatures with auras.”
“Bribing them for what reason?” Charlie wondered.
“I don’t know. She said that gnomes that took the offer
weren’t talking.”
“We need some more intel. There has to be someone, or
something, out there that knows what’s going on.”
Charlie had an idea. It was an idea he hated. But to quote his
hero, Mr. Spock, the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few… or
the one.
“I do have this one contact,” he said with a sigh. “It’s a
creature called a kappa, loves to collect things, especially
information. But it’s near my old base, so we’d have to take a field
trip.”
Alora balked, “Wait, by ‘old base’ do you mean…”
“Yeah,” Charlie said without waiting for her to finish. “I’m
not saying it’s a great idea, but it’s the only one I got. Anyone got
anything else?”
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Alora posed an idea she thought was perfectly obvious.
“Why don’t we just go see Dogie? We can tell him what we know
and see what he thinks we should do.”
Wesley shook his head. “All we have is rumors we heard
from a gnome and a dust bunny. You know he doesn’t trust
mythical creatures. He wouldn’t even like it that we talked to them,
and he certainly wouldn’t want us flying off to visit Charlie’s old
squad. We need proof, something concrete we can show him. Until
we have that, this needs to stay between us.”
No one liked the idea of going behind Dogie’s back, but they
all agreed it was necessary. They also agreed that if they were going
to pull this off, they were going to need help. Wesley offered to
recruit R & D to help with a cover story, and Alora said she would
get some of the girls to help cover Team 42’s patrol area. Orion
volunteered to “borrow” some extra fuel. That would cover
getting there, but Charlie knew there was one more thing they
would need for the mission to be a success.
“We’re going to need a whole lot of cucumbers.”
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CHAPTER 12

Bustin’ a Kappa
It is a beautiful thing when a plan comes together.
The Raft was loaded with extra fuel. The refrigerator stocked
to the brim with cucumbers. Alora had wrangled a few teams to
cover Raft 42’s patrol zone. And just after midnight the call came
over the radio that R & D wanted Wesley to come head back to
base for Raft maintenance. Yes, Team 42 was all set to go radiosilent and head off to meet Charlie’s old contact. There was only
one little problem…
“Back to base?!” Tristan cried. “But that’s not fair! We
haven’t even gone on one call yet, and I already missed weapons
class, which is the one actually fun thing I ever get to do around
here!”
Yep, Tristan hadn’t been told the plan.
As you have perhaps become aware, Tristan had a great big
mouth. He just couldn’t be trusted to keep a secret this important,
which left Wesley with two options. He could either leave him
behind, or take him along but keep him in the dark. Ultimately, he
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decided to take him, figuring the trip would be a good training
opportunity for Tristan.
Besides, he needed someone to be the bait.
“Calm down, kid,” Wesley said, attempting to prevent the
kind of magnificent temper tantrum only 6-year-olds are capable
of throwing. “Look, where we’re going.”
“Orion just said, back to base,” he huffed.
“No. Look.” Wesley grabbed Tristan by the chin and turned
his head toward the windshield. “Does it look like we’re heading
back to base?”
Tristan still desperately wanted to throw a tantrum, but he
decided to hold off until he could figure out what the heck Wesley
was going on about. Looking through the windshield, he saw…
well, he didn’t see much of anything. It was just a handful of little
lights dotting a blanket of black. No city, no hills, no mountain, no
anything.
Confused, Tristan whipped around to the back window, and
there it all was.
The lights of the city.
The glowing, rolling hills.
The blinking radio tower atop Mt. Diablo.
He breathed a sigh of relief. For just a second Tristan had
panicked that Orion had accidently flow them into a black hole.49
But there was the whole Bay Area, right in the back window.
Behind them. And getting more behind them every second.
“Wait. Base is that way,” Tristan said, trying to put it all
together. “But we’re not going that way. But you told Logan we
would come back to base. But we’re not going to base, so…”

It was a rather silly thing to panic about. I mean, Orion had been flying
for three years and had never once flown into a black hole. Well, okay,
he did do it one time, a few years later, but that was on purpose, and he
only broke the universe just a little.

49
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He just about had it. Almost there. Getting closer.
Aaaannnnd….
“ARE WE GOING ON A SECRET MISSION?!?”
Tristan exploded out of his chair and spun Charlie around.
“We are, aren’t we??”
Too excited to wait for the answer, Tristan turned to Orion,
flipping up the pilot’s visor and getting uncomfortably close.
“You can tell me, Orion. That’s what we’re doing isn’t it?”
Orion started to reply, but again. Tristan could not possibly
be expected to wait for the answer. Leaping to the back of the Raft,
he groveled at Wesley’s feet.
“Wesley, please, you have to tell me… you just have to.”
For just a second, Wesley though about how hilarious it
would be to mess with the kid, maybe tell him they were taking
him to the dentist, but Tristan’s puppy dog eyes were turned up to
full intensity.
“We’re going on a secret mission.”
“YES!!!” Tristan screamed, leaping off the floor and dancing
in a circle around Wesley.
The team found themselves pumped up by Tristan’s
enthusiasm. They had been doing the job so long, it had lost a lot
of its excitement. It was nice to feel exhilarated by a mission again.
Wesley chuckled a bit as he tried to get Tristan to calm down.
“Okay, okay, I’d happy you’re excited, but if you want in on this
mission you need to get caught up on the plan.”
Tristan was in his chair with a notebook out so fast, you
would swear he teleported.
“Okay, give it to me, boss. I’m ready.”
“Well, it’s Charlie’s plan so I’ll let him tell it.”
Charlie smiled. It was his first plan, and he had to admit, he
was pretty proud of it.
“For the last few weeks we’ve been noticing some strange
behavior from the bogeymen,” he said. “Wesley and Alora have
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done some digging and we believe the Meanies are plotting
something big, but we need some more evidence. So, we’re going
to go pay a visit to a monster called a kappa. He’s dangerous, but
he might also have the information we need.”
“What is a kappa? I’ve never heard of it.”
“That’s because we don’t have them in America, but I ran
into a couple when I used to work for the Kodosenshi.”50
“Kodosenshi? Are you just making up words now?”
“You really need to read your manual. The Kodosenshi are
our cousins, a branch of the Squad based outside of Tokyo.”
“Like Tokyo, Japan?”
“Yep.”
“But you’re not Japanese.”
Charlie laughed and looked to his teammates. “Hey, kids got
working eyeballs after all.”
Tristan was unfazed by Charlie’s teasing. “So, why were you
working with the Kendo Sushi?”
“Kodosenshi,” Charlie corrected. “My dad’s in the army. We
were stationed there when I was recruited. I spent two years
patrolling with those guys before coming back to the states.”
“I hate to interrupt story time,” Orion said, very much
interrupting story time, “but it’s going to be a long flight, and we
may not get back until just before sun-up. You all might want to
get a nap in.”
“Can I ask just one more question?” Tristan pleaded. “It’s
vital for the mission.”
“Go ahead,” Charlie replied, obliging the young recruit.
“Did your dad ever get to fire a rocket launcher?”
“Go to sleep, Tristan.”

Kodosenshi is an abbreviation of Kodomo no Senshi which is Japanese
for Children Warriors.

50

144

K.I.D.S STUFF

Wesley tried for about 40 minutes to go to sleep, but it just
wasn’t happening. His mind was too busy, thinking about the
bogeyman problem, thinking about a certain senior agent with
lavender-scented hair, thinking about the Forgetting. Resigned to
another sleepless night, Wesley figured he might as well relieve
Orion, so the pilot could be rested for the return flight.
“How far out are we?”
Orion jumped a little, surprised that anyone was awake. He
had a scheme brewing and it kind of depended on Wesley being
asleep.
“Oh, um, hey Wesley. We’re still about 90 minutes out if you
want to go back to sleep.”
“Nah, I couldn’t sleep so I thought…” Wesley’s voice trailed
as he saw something on the horizon that caught his attention.
“Orion, correct me if I’m wrong, but there’s no land between
Japan and San Francisco, right? Just thousands of miles of open
ocean?”
Orion was pretty sure he was busted, but he thought maybe,
just maybe, he could play it off. “Uh… yeah. Ya know, I think
that’s right.”
“Then if we’re still 90 minutes from Japan, could you tell me
what that mountain is doing there.”
Orion looked out ahead of the Raft. Sure enough, there was
a giant mountain, right there in front of them. He tried to come up
with a believable excuse.
“Um… surfing?”
“Orion?”
“Maybe that’s a new island. And you discovered it! What do
you want to call it Wesylvania? Westopia? No. Too pretentious.
Should be something unique. Ooh, we could call it Agrajag!”
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“Orion!!”
Orion sighed. Yep, he was busted, time to confess. “Okay,
okay, it’s possible that might be Hawaii.”
“Orion, why are we in Hawaii?”
Orion gave his best please-don’t-kill-me face. “It was on the
way?”
“It’s a thousand miles out of the way!”
“It’s kinda’ on the way. Besides, there’s critical information
that you don’t have, that once you do have will totally make you
forgive me, and maybe even thank me for taking us just a little,
tiny, teeny bit out of the way.”
“And just what is that critical information?” Wesley asked,
through clenched teeth.
“Hawaii,” whispered Orion as if he was protecting top secret
information, “is a volcano.”
“I know Hawaii is a volcano, everyone knows it’s a volcano.”
“Well, okay, but did you know this? Volcanos have lava.”
“YES!!!” snapped Wesley, trying to keep his voice down to
avoid waking Charlie and Tristan. “I know Hawaii is a volcano. I
know that volcanos have lava. What I don’t know is why in the
world you took us 1,000 miles off course when we have an
important, time-sensitive mission!”
Orion prepared to give the most moving speech the world
had ever known, a speech that would be remembered for
generations and change the course of human history. Taking a big,
deep breath, he said, “Because I’m a little boy, Wesley. Yes, I may
be a highly-trained secret agent, and I may be the best pilot of my
generation, but I am still a little boy. And that little boy has a
dream, Wesley, and that dream is to throw something into lava and
watch it catch fire and melt. Here, right here, and right now, we
have the power to make that dream come true. This is our chance.
Will you help me, Wesley? Will you help this little boy make his
dream come true?”
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“No.”
“Oh, come on! What if we just flew real low so I could pick
up a little lava to take home and throw at Julia? We wouldn’t even
have to stop.”
Annoyed, Wesley walked back and plopped down in his
chair. He figured Orion’s stupidity might have rubbed off and
quieted his brain enough to get some sleep. “I’m taking a nap,” he
announced. “If I wake up and we aren’t in Japan I’ll make sure you
spend the next month on kitchen duty.”
Orion started to object, but thought he’d better stop while
he’s ahead, or at least not behind the lunch counter. Looking down
at the glowing lava fields of the Big Island, Orion placed his hand
on the windshield and imagined he could feel the heat flowing
through the glass.
“Someday, my darling, someday.”

“INCOMING! INCOMING! INCOMING! BATTLE
STATIONS!”
Charlie awoke with a snort as a piercing alarm rang through
the Raft and red lights flashed.
“What’s going on, Orion?” said Wesley, already out of his
chair and rushing to the front of the Raft.
“We’ve got two unidentified ICs51 closing fast. They look big
and mean.”
Wesley turned back to Charlie, who was still trying to shake
himself awake. “Charlie, we sure could use your expertise right
about now. Tell us what we’re dealing with.”
Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Charlie looked out the
window, searching for whatever fresh evil was descending upon
51

ICs = Radio code for Imaginary Creatures.
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them. To the right, he spotted what looked like an 8-foot-tall,
flying demon. To his left, a wild-eyed, 8-foot-tall, flying samurai.
Charlie turned the radio to channel 94 and picked up the
microphone.
“Butsukaruna! Butsukaruna! Watashitachi wa nakamada.”52
His Japanese was a little rusty. Charlie hoped he was pronouncing
it right. The two creatures were matching speed and had now
flanked them, just below and in front of the Raft.
“What’s going on, Charlie?” asked a nervous Orion. “Did
you call for back up? Should I take evasive action?”
Charlie held up a finger. “Hold on.”
After a tense moment, the radio chirped back. “Americajin,
omaetachi no mokuteki wa nanda?”
Charlie smiled. He recognized that voice. “Watashi wa
menko de Takeshi o taosu yo ni natta.”
Outside the cockpit, the ferocious, flying samurai pulled up
until it was even with the Raft. On closer inspection, the boys
could see that it was nothing more than an elaborately painted kite.
The kite tilted to the right revealing a Kodosenshi agent strapped
beneath it. He wore a navy-blue flight suit and seemed to be
powering the kite with a pair of fire extinguishers strapped to his
legs.
The radio chirped again, “Charlie-chan, is that you?”
Charlie’s grin widened. “Good to see you, Takeshi-san.
We’re here to chat with a saratama. Have you seen any recently?”
“Look near the boat ramp at Sagamigawa Field. The one
there is a talker.”
“Doumo, Takeshi.”
You might be looking here for me to translate what Charlie was saying.
Unfortunately, I don’t speak Japanese. If you really want to know,
though, you could ask a Japanese person. Or better, yet, you could learn
the language yourself. Then maybe you could let me know what they
said, because I’m very curious myself.

52
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“I hope to see you again soon, Charlie-chan. I miss our
games.”
“Honto ni.”
As Charlie hung up the microphone, the Kodosenshi kites
barrel-rolled away and soared off into the night sky. Meanwhile, in
the back of the Raft, a grumpy Tristan woke up from his nap and
winced at the strobing red alert indicators.
“Will you turn off the lights and be quiet already? I’m trying
to sleep back here!”
#
Tristan yawned as he watched the cucumber bobbing up and
down in the river. When he pictured what his first international
secret mission was going to be like, it was more chasing bad guys
across the top of a weird-looking skyscraper, and less sitting alone
on a quiet riverbank holding a fishing pole. This was all just a
little… boring.
“How long until this kappa thing shows up?” He said into
his Watchie-Talkie.
Wesley radioed back from his hiding spot in the trees. “It’s
never going to come if you’re not quiet. Just stick to the plan.”
“When it takes the bait, you jump out and we kick some
kappa butt.”
“Nobody’s kicking anybody’s butt. We need information,
not a fight.”
“Ugh. So, you flew me all the way on the other side of the
world to not fight monsters? This is stupid. And I still don’t get
what’s up with all the extra cucumbers.” Tristan could barely move
under the dozens of cucumbers Charlie had attached to his
TechVest. He thought it was more than a little overkill. Tristan had
only been fishing the one time with his uncle, but he knew how to
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do it. Sure, maybe he might lose the bait once or twice, but thirtyeight times?
“Okay, so here’s the thing…”
“Hold on I see something,” Tristan said, cutting Wesley off.
In the river, the cucumber at the end of Tristan’s line
disappeared into the water. A second later it popped back up,
missing its bottom half. Excited, Tristan leapt to his feet and gazed
into the river, trying to spot the creature.
“I think it’s here. It took the bait,” he whispered into his
Watchie-Talkie.
With another tug on the line, the cucumber disappeared
entirely.
Wesley’s voice came in over the ear piece. “Tristan, listen to
me very carefully.”
Unfortunately, listening carefully was not part of Tristan’s
skill set. “The stupid thing took the bait and disappeared.”
“Listen to me…” Wesley pleaded.
“Hey!” Tristan shouted toward the river, irritated with the
sneaky, thieving kappa, and completely ignoring Wesley. “Get
back here, you sneaky, rotten sneak!”
“Tristan! That wasn’t the bait.”
“Of course it was. I watched it take the cucumber right off
the line…” Tristan’s voice trailed off as a terrible realization
entered his brain. He looked down at his cucumber-covered vest
and groaned.
“I’m the bait, aren’t I?”
Before Wesley could respond, the Kappa answered for him,
exploding out of the water. Tristan just managed to roll out of the
way before the Kappa could snatch him with its long claws.
Popping up, Tristan found himself standing face to face with the
legendary kappa.
The creature wasn’t much bigger than Tristan and looked
like a cross between a chimpanzee and a turtle, with scaly skin, a
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craggy shell on its back, webbed hands, and a powerful beak. Most
peculiar of all, the top of its head was shaped like a bowl, and filled
with water. Tristan was mesmerized by the odd-looking creature,
and for a moment thought about going over to have a look in its
weird bowl head.
But then he remembered how much he didn’t want to get
eaten alive.
So, he ran.
Tristan ran up the boat ramp and over the embankment. He
didn’t have to turn to see if the kappa was following him. He could
feel its breath on his neck. He could hear the whoosh of air as the
kappa just missed snatching him in its claws. With his adrenaline
pumping, Tristan dug deep and found just a little more speed,
making it to the tree line a few steps ahead of the kappa. It wasn’t
much of a lead, but it was enough.
As soon as Tristan passed, Wesley stepped out from behind
a tree. Standing between the fleeing Tristan and the charging
kappa, Wesley did something that to you or I would seem
inexplicable.53
He bowed.
I don’t mean that he bent over to retrieve some secret
weapon, or that he lunged forward to tackle the charging monster.
Nope, he just gave the kappa a respectful bow.
What was even more shocking was when the kappa stopped
and bowed right back. As it turns out, despite being vicious
monsters known to occasionally eat children, kappa are incredibly
polite. It just couldn’t ignore Wesley’s respectful gesture without
returning one of its own. Before the kappa could resume its pursuit

The word inexplicable means something that seems so unbelievable
that it is impossible to explain why it would happen – like if you invited
your friend to Disneyland but they wanted to stay home and do chores
instead.
53
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of Tristan, Wesley read from a piece of paper Charlie had given
him, struggling through.
“Kappa-sama, watashi wa anata no idai-sa ni fusawashī
chōsen o anata ni teikyō shimasu.”
The kappa winced.
“You’re Japanese is awful,” it hissed. “Stick to your native
tongue, American, and tell me about this challenge of which you
speak.”
“I brought with me a great sumo champion. He wishes to
test his skill against that of the legendary kappa.”
The kappa perked up at the mention of sumo. Other than
cucumbers, there was nothing it enjoyed more than sumo
wrestling. To get to have both in the same evening was a rare treat.
Still, he was suspicious. “Who is this champion?”
“I am,” said a voice trying very hard to seem powerful and
fearless, despite possessing little of the former and a whole heaping
ton of the latter.
The kappa spun around to see Charlie dressed in a traditional
mawashi54 and standing in the center of a large ring he had made
in the dirt and lined with river stones. The kappa clicked his beak
scornfully.
“This?? This is your champion? He is so small!”
The insult caught Charlie off-guard. He had never been
mocked for being too small before. If anything, he was large for
his age, with a big belly that made him the target of teasing in
school. Still, Charlie was tiny compared to an adult sumo wrestler.
“I assure you,” Wesley countered, “I have never seen my
champion lose a match.”
A mawashi is the ceremonial outfit of the sumo wrestler. It looks a
little like Tarzan’s loincloth and a lot like a giant diaper. The sight of
Charlie wearing one was too much for Tristan, who burst out laughing,
but he was quickly silenced by a hiss from the kappa, who didn’t
appreciate his disrespect for the sport.
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This was technically true, though in the interest of full
disclosure, Wesley had never seen Charlie win a match either.
That’s because Charlie had never actually been in one. He had read
about them, though, and seen a lot of them on TV. He always
thought he would be pretty good at it.
The kappa wasn’t as convinced. He looked Charlie up and
down and paced the ring. He had to admit, the agent’s mawashi
looked well-tied and secure, and the ring was made to the exact
right size. Maybe he was a sumo?
“Do you accept my challenge, kappa?” Charlie demanded,
trying to hide the utter terror sitting like a stone in his stomach.
“Or do you lack honor?”
“I have defeated men twice your size, child. You hardly seem
worth the trouble. But perhaps I could be convinced… with a
wager.”
Wesley tried to hide his grin. The kappa was falling right into
the trap. “Name your terms.”
“If I win,” the kappa hissed as he pointed to Tristan, “I get
to eat that delicious morsel.”
“Done,” said Wesley.
“Done?” Tristan protested. “But I don’t want to be a
delicious morsel!”
“And if you lose,” Wesley continued, ignoring Tristan’s
complaint, “you will tell us everything you know about the
bogeymen.”
“Hmmm…” said the kappa as he considered the wager. He
was a collector of information and didn’t like the idea giving up
that which he collected. But then again, he was very hungry. “You
have a bet, foolish child.”
Moments later Charlie and the kappa met in the middle of
the ring. However, before the match could begin, there were rituals
that needed to be followed. To skip any part of the ceremony
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would be disrespectful, and we all know how kappa feel about
disrespect.
To begin, the wrestlers faced off in the ring, crouching down
low and looking each other in the eye (which was a bit difficult for
Charlie since kappa’s eyes are on opposite sides of their heads).
They rubbed their hands together and clapped once before
opening their arms wide, their palms pointing up in the air. Finally,
they flipped their hands face down and put them on their knees.
The point of the ceremony was to show each other that they were
unarmed. To the sumo it symbolized sportsmanship, that the
match was to be a fair one. Though it’s debatable how fair a match
could be between an 11-year-old kid and a magical water demon.
Tristan thought maybe fairness was a discussion worth
having since it seemed he was the prize of the fight, but it was too
late. Crouched in the middle of the ring, the wrestlers put their fist
to the ground. Wesley gave the signal.
“HAKKEYOI!” he shouted, and the match was on.
The wrestlers charged forward and met in the middle of the
ring with a thunderous slap. The kappa was incredibly strong.
Charlie had expected as much. But he wasn’t expecting it to be so
slimy. It made it nearly impossible to get a hold of the kappa.
Unfortunately, the creature had no such problem getting a hold of
Charlie. Grabbing him by his mawashi, the kappa threw him
through the air. Charlie landed on his feet on the edge of the ring.
For a tense moment, it looked like Charlie’s momentum
would carry him out of the ring, but to Tristan’s great relief Charlie
recovered and spun around just in time to see the kappa charging.
Planting his feet and lowering his body, Charlie exploded out and
met it head on. Using the kappa’s momentum against him, Charlie
grabbed it by the breast plate and lifted it high into the air. With all
his might, Charlie threw the kappa, which stumbled backwards and
nearly fell out of the ring before making a miraculous recovery of
its own.
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Shocked and impressed by the young agent’s wrestling
prowess, the kappa turned and faced Charlie. “You are indeed a
worthy opponent young sumo,” it said with begrudging respect.
“But I am hungry, so I am afraid I must defeat you now.”
Charlie looked to Wesley, who nodded.
It was now or never.
Charlie and the kappa charged each other. The kappa
recognized immediately that Charlie was running too high, and
with a sly grin lowered its shoulder. Showing off his lightning
speed, the kappa grabbed the side of Charlie’s mawashi, thrust its
hip into him, and tossed Charlie hard into the mat.
It was over. The kappa had won.
And splayed out on the mat, Charlie was smiling.
To understand why Charlie was smiling and not mortified
that he had lost the match and thus doomed both their mission
and Tristan’s chances of not being eaten, you must understand a
few things about kappa. The first thing you need to know is that
the bowl of water kappa have on their heads is the source of their
power. If they lose the water, they lose their power and become
paralyzed. The second thing is that kappa are so determined to win
at sumo that they often forget about the first thing.
That’s why Charlie purposely ran high at the kappa, knowing
that the kappa would be unable to resist going in for the Koshinage
hip throw. To pull off the move, the kappa had to bend over, and
when it bent over it lost all the water from his head. Which is
probably why, instead of jumping up and down with glee at
winning the match, or maybe heading right over to claim Tristan
as it’s dinner, the kappa just stood there, paralyzed.
It was all Charlie’s plan from the beginning. To win, he had
to lose.
Tristan, on the other hand, was still quite confused.
“What just happened? Did you lose? Am I going to get
eaten? Why is it just standing their drooling?”
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Following the grand, cooler-older-kid tradition, Charlie
ignored the young agent. Instead he turned to Wesley.
“Quick bring the water!”
Wesley hustled back to the tree line and returned with a
bottle of water he had stashed there before the match. He tossed
the bottle to Charlie who walked up to the paralyzed kappa while
he unscrewed the cap.
“What in the heck is going on?” Tristan demanded.
“The kappa is paralyzed,” Charlie responded. “If we don’t
refill its water, it will die.”
“Good! Then it can’t eat me!”
Tristan’s point was noted and then duly ignored. For some
reason Tristan couldn’t understand, Charlie went on ahead and
filled the dish on top of the monster’s head, reviving it. With its
power back, the kappa snapped out of its paralysis, falling to its
knees as it fought to catch its breath.
“What have you done!” Tristan cried.
What Charlie had done, and why he had done it, relates to
the third very important thing to know about kappa’s – they are
extremely grateful when someone saves their lives.
“I owe you my life,” said the kappa between heavy breaths.
“You have proven yourself an honorable sumo, and a true friend.
If there is a favor you wish of me, you need only ask.”
Charlie and Wesley shared a look of relief. Their plan had
always been a long shot, but they pulled it off. Charlie turned back
to the kappa.
“We need information,” Charlie said, “about the bogeymen.
They’ve been acting strange and we need to know why.”
“Ah, yes. I may have something you would find…
interesting.”
The kappa led Wesley, Charlie, and Tristan back to the edge
of the river. Leaving the agents on shore, the kappa jumped into
the water. A moment later, it returned and handed Charlie a soggy
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book. Turning it over in his hand, Charlie was shocked to see it
was a KIDS Agent Manual.
“When you fight an enemy long enough, you can’t help but
become him,” said the kappa, cryptically.
“Where did you get this?” Charlie asked.
“I took it from a greasy, nasty bogeyman. He tried to bribe
me for information, but he was disrespectful, and I was hungry.
Which reminds me…” The kappa looked to Tristan and licked its
beak. “I do believe there was a wager to be paid. I did win the
match, after all.”
“Oh, come on,” Tristan pleaded.
“Now, now, kid,” said Wesley as he grabbed Tristan by his
vest. “A bet’s a bet.” Tristan struggled in terror as the kappa
inched closer and closer, its slimy claws out-stretched and
reaching. Desperate, Tristan unzipped the vest and slid out. He
leapt back into a fighting stance and prepared to defend himself.
Wesley may have been willing to sacrifice him, but Tristan wasn’t
about to go down without a fight.
“Come on and try it, you disgusting beast!” Tristan
challenged. “I’ll kick your butt.”
Wesley cocked an eye brow at Tristan. “What are you talking
about?” he asked as he tossed the vest of cucumbers to the kappa,
who immediately began to devour the bounty of beautiful squash.
“Don’t tell me you thought we were going to feed you to the
kappa?”
“Wait, you’re not?”
“No, weirdo, we’re not monsters.”
“Why would I eat you?” the kappa added. “You’d just make
the cucumbers taste funny.”
The kappa and the agents shared a hardy laugh
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CHAPTER 13

Last Call
Back on the Raft, Wesley thumbed through the book the
kappa had given them, careful not to tear the water-soaked pages.
It was the real deal, an official KIDS Agent Manual. Wesley was
sure of that much, though he noted that it wasn’t the most recent
edition. It looked more like the manual he was trained on six years
before. That the bogeymen had one provided some answers to the
growing mystery, but it raised a whole lot more questions.
The manual explained how the bogeymen adapted to the
Squad’s tactics. It might also explain how the bogeymen scared off
so many other imaginary creatures, after all, the manual did list all
their known weaknesses. But how did they read the manual in the
first place? As far as Wesley knew, most bogeymen couldn’t read,
and those that could were terrible at it. And how did they get the
manual in the first place? Manuals were top secret. Agents had to
return them when they left the Squad. So where did this one come
from? And if the bogeymen really had learned all about the KIDS
tactics, why were so many of them still being caught?
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Wesley’s mind reeled. He could sense he was right on the
edge of figuring it all out, as if the mystery was a nearly-done jigsaw
puzzle, but he couldn’t find the last few pieces.
All these questions forming and dancing around his brain
made Wesley sleepy, and the fact that he had barely slept in a week
didn’t help. Finally, he gave up. Closing the manual and setting it
to the side, Wesley decided he would try and get a couple of hours
sleep and try and tackle the problem again in the morning. It took
all of three seconds for Wesley to fall asleep, joining Tristan and
Charlie, who had already been knocked out since moments after
take-off.
But even sleep could not quiet Wesley’s racing mind. Almost
instantly, he began to dream, and not the good kind of dream.
There were no friendly t-rexes or flying pirate ships. Just Wesley,
fighting bogeymen, trying to protect his friends.
And failing.
Again, and again, and again.

“Hey boss, wake up.”
Wesley had slept for almost two hours, which for him was
an eternity, and he struggled to wake up. “What is it Charlie? Are
we back at base?”
“Almost, but we’ve got a problem. We just caught a blip on
the radar.”
Wesley immediately understood the issue. Raft 42 was
supposed to be at base undergoing maintenance, not out on patrol.
If they brought back a captured bogeyman, or even just radioed
for another team to handle the call, then their cover would be
blown. Dogie would investigate and Logan would almost certainly
crack under the pressure, getting everyone in trouble. Wesley
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couldn’t let that happen, but he couldn’t let a kid get attacked
either.
Wesley took a quick glance at the radar readout and dialed in
Logan’s direct call line into his WatchieTalkie. “Logan, it’s Wesley,
are you there?”
It didn’t take long for Logan to respond. “Yeah, I’m here.
But where are you? We’ve got debriefing in 10 minutes and if
you’re not there…”
“We’re only a couple of minutes away from base, but we
have a problem. We picked up a Blip Trip at 2607 Harris Ave in
San Rafael. Are there any Raft teams in the area you could send to
respond?”
“No can do. Everybody’s already back.”
Wesley sighed. He just couldn’t seem to catch a break.
“Alright. I’ll handle it, do you have any details on the house?”
“Standby,” Logan said as he checked the KIDS database.
“Not much. Family is new to town. Only one kid. Mel Nicosia, age
9.”
“Alright. Thanks Logan. We’ll see you soon.”
“Mel?” Charlie scoffed. “Who names their kid, Mel? Sounds
like he’s a cook at a diner”
“We’re here,” Orion announced as Wesley threw on his tech
vest.
“It will take a second to scan the room,” Charlie warned.
Wesley shook his head. “No time.”
“Can I come?” Tristan asked with just a glimmer of hope.
Again, he shook his head. “We’re in a hurry and I’m going in
blind. It’s too dangerous.”
Seeing the disappointment in Tristan’s eyes, Wesley softened
a bit and playfully tussled the rookie’s hair. “You did good tonight,
kid. Don’t worry. You’ll get your chance soon.”
With that, Wesley turned and dove through the curtains.
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Popping up with a dodge ball at the ready, Wesley found
himself facing a hulking Big Boy with a broken-stump where its
left horn used to be. The bogeyman smiled evilly.
“Good evening, Agent Wesley,” it snarled.
The dodgeball rolled from Wesley’s fingers and bounced on
the floor. Frozen in fear, Wesley whispered one word.
“Lefty.”
Now, you may be thinking, wait a second, Wesley wouldn’t be
afraid of some dumb old bogeyman, he’s the best agent in the entire squad and
beats up bogeymen every night! Well, dear reader, you are both very right
and incredibly wrong. It’s true that 13-year-old Senior Agent
Wesley, master of Kung Pow and top-notch bogey-basher
extraordinaire, didn’t scare easily. But in that moment, seeing that
jagged stump of a horn, Wesley didn’t feel like 13-year-old Senior
Agent Wesley. No, he felt like 6-year-old Rookie Recruit Wesley,
terrified and helpless. He felt just like he did the last time he saw
that ragged stump – the night Wesley watched the Big Boy drag
Tommy to the Bad Places, never to be seen again.
You see, remembering is a funny thing. People tend to talk
about it as if it were a light switch. On or off. You remember or
you don’t. But that’s not how it works.
In fact, there are many levels to remembering. For instance,
if I were to ask you to remember your first dog, what comes to
mind?55 Maybe you vaguely recall having a dog, but can’t
remember anything about it. That would be one level of
remembering. If you can remember its name and that it liked
For some of you, the answer may be “we never had a dog.” To which
I can only give say, “why the heck not?” Dogs are awesome. They’re
furry and cuddly and can learn tricks and will always love you even when
you don’t deserve it. Except for needing to feed it, walk it, brush it, wash
it, buy it toys, and pick up its poop, I can see absolutely no downside to
getting a dog. Oh, unless you’re allergic. I guess breathing is important.
55
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fetching sticks, that’s a deeper level. If you can picture it in your
head, another still. If you can close your eyes and see it chasing
squirrels in the back yard, you’ve gone down another level. For
some of you, just my mention of your dog has you feeling intense
emotional memories. Perhaps the delight of playing chase in the
yard, or the comfort and security of cuddling together through a
rain storm, or the heart-breaking sadness you felt when you had to
say goodbye. Those memories are very deep indeed, but they are
not the deepest.
No, only a few people ever experience the deepest type of
remembering, and you should be lucky if you are not counted
among them. These memories are reserved for people that have
experienced something so awful, so traumatizing, that given the
right trigger, the Now fades away, and they are right back in that
terrible Then. The trigger could be a sight, a sound, even a smell.
For many soldiers, the sound of fireworks can make them feel like
they’re back in the war. Someone who saw a loved one die might
be triggered by hearing a song that was playing on the radio. For
Wesley, it was the sight of that ragged stump of a horn.
As soon as he saw it, Wesley’s mind took him back to that
room, to that night, to that moment, the moment he watched
Tommy get taken.
Tommy was his mentor, the big brother Wesley never had.
He looked out for Wesley, protected him, and taught him
everything he knew. Wesley thought Tommy was invincible, which
is why he wasn’t worried that night when Tommy called for backup. Wesley just figured Tommy was letting him gain some
experience.
Heck, even when he saw the sheer size and ferociousness of
the Big Boy Tommy was battling, Wesley didn’t get scared. Much
like Tristan, Wesley had been a cocky young kid, sure he could win
any fight. At first, it looked like he just might.
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Wesley rolled into the room and saw the Big Boy stalking
toward the closet with Tommy thrown over his shoulder. His first
throw was perfect. Powerful and well-aimed, it smashed the giant
left-horn of the bogeyman, leaving a ragged stump. The Big Boy
roared in pain as Wesley readied another ball.
But then everything went wrong.
He threw another ball, but the bogeyman just batted it away
like a troublesome fly. Wesley readied another dodgeball, but it was
too late, the Big Boy was on him. He lifted the young agent off the
ground with one hand and threw him hard into a wall. Wesley tried
to stand up, but was stunned and couldn’t get his feet under him.
For the first time in his young life, he felt what it was like to fight
something he could not defeat. For the first time, he knew he was
going to lose.
Tommy screamed for help, but there was nothing Wesley
could do except watch in horror as the monstrous Big Boy with
the broken horn dragged his best friend off to the unspeakable
horror of the Bad Places.
In a moment, it was over. They were gone, and no one had
seen Tommy since.56
Wesley vowed that night that he would never feel helpless
like that again. He trained hard, became faster, stronger, better; all
so that the next time he came across the one-horned Big Boy they
called Lefty, Wesley would be ready, so that he would win.
And now he had his chance.
And he still wasn’t ready.
Shaking off the shock of stumbling into Lefty, Wesley’s
training kicked in and he did a quick scan of the room, looking for
As for the Big Boy, well, over the years there had been rumors,
sightings of a monstrous Big Boy with a broken horn. They gave him the
nickname “Lefty,” and his story became the stuff of legend, a bogeyman
story to scare kids who weren’t afraid of bogeyman. Kids knew better
than to tell those stories around Wesley, though.
56
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any advantage. Mel looked to be in bed, fast asleep. The room
itself was modest, but clean. There were no toys lying around that
he might trip on, but then again there were no toys lying around
that he could use in the fight. He noticed an autographed baseball
bat on the wall. That could be useful.
Finally, he noted that the closet was out of the sightline of
the window. That meant he couldn’t rely on the StickySlapper if
Lefty made a run for it – or if Lefty won the fight and tried to take
him like he took Tommy. If Wesley was going to win, he would
have to do it on his own.
“Enough waiting around!” Lefty snarled, before pointing to
the ragged stump on his forehead. “It’s time for some payback.”
Wesley readied a dodge ball. Lefty launched toward him.
And in the Raft, Charlie, Orion, and Tristan gathered around
Charlie’s monitor to watch the fight.
At first, they couldn’t see much. It just looked like a small,
blurry, blob dancing around a bigger, blurry blob. Charlie
feverously adjusted the dials and switches, searching through the
channels to find a wavelength that would allow them to better see
though Mel’s bedroom walls. He found a suitable channel just as
the big, blurry, blob grabbed the smaller blurry blob and lift it off
the ground. Adjusting the detail knobs, Charlie let out a gasp. Even
monochromatic,57 even a bit fuzzy, he could still make out the
shape of a hulking Big Boy with a broken horn. Every agent knew
the legend.
Monochromatic means “only one color.” KIDS monitors use a
technology that allows them to see through walls by looking at certain
wavelengths of light, some of which do a better job of going through
certain walls than others. Unfortunately, by focusing on one wavelength
at a time, they also can only see in one color at time. Even more
unfortunately, for the channel that worked best on Mel’s walls that color
was the color blech.
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“Lefty.”

Back in the room, Wesley flew hard into a wall, landing in a
heap on the floor.
“Just like ol’ times, huh Wesley?” Lefty said with a wicked
chuckle. “Frankly, I’m a bit disappointed. What happened to the
super-agent that had all the bogeymen in the Bad Place scared to
leave the closet?”
Wincing through the pain, Wesley inflated a ball and leapt to
his feet ready to throw. Only there was nothing to throw at.
Lefty was gone.
Confused, Wesley looked frantically around the room.
Bogeymen are fast, but not that fast. Where in the world did he
go?”
Wesley backed up against the wall to prevent a sneak attack.
He somehow doubted that the most fearsome bogeyman that ever
walked would just run away from the fight. No, Wesley guessed
that in some dark corner of the room, Lefty was waiting to strike.
He scanned those dark corners looking for movement.
Imagine Wesley’s surprise when Lefty suddenly materialized
out of thin air, right in the middle of the room.
Startled, Wesley let lose a wild ball that the Big Boy easily
dodged. His mind raced trying to figure out how this was
happening and what it could mean. He knew that some
mythological creatures could become invisible, but that was the
first time he’d ever seen a bogeyman use that type of magic.
But he was wrong, it wasn’t magic.
Lefty was also a bit startled. He was expecting an epic fight
from this legendary agent that he had heard so much about over
the years since they last met. Now the kid was just standing there,
looking around like he couldn’t even see him. Lefty figured he
must have knocked a screw lose when he threw Wesley into the
wall.
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But he was wrong, it wasn’t a concussion.
Cautiously, Lefty stalked toward Wesley, expecting some
kind of trap.
As he did, Wesley watched the bogeyman flicker in and out
of existence, and became increasingly confused.
What was going on?
What was happening?
Why was he in some stranger’s room?
He tried to remember.
But he was Forgetting.
Watching on the monitor in the Raft, Charlie couldn’t figure
out why Wesley was just standing there, why he wasn’t fighting.
Slowly, a theory began to form in his brain, a terrible, horrible
theory that Charlie desperately hoped was wrong.
He was, in fact, 100% correct. Wesley was starting to Forget.
Right in the middle of the biggest fight of his life.
“Oh God,” Charlie exclaimed, before leaping out of his seat
and hurrying to the radio.
“4-2 to base. 4-2 to base. Agent in distress.” he said, his voice
cracking with panic.
“What are you doing!” yelled Orion. “If Dogie hears we’re
all in big trouble.”
Charlie ignored him, continuing to talk into the radio,
“Logan, Wesley’s Forgetting.”
“What?!” Orion blurted, not allowing himself to believe it.
“No way. How could he Forget when there’s a 7-foot monster
standing right in front of him?”
“I don’t know but… hey, what are you doing?”
While Charlie and Orion were talking, Tristan had suited up
and was heading out the jump door.
“I’m going to help.”
“Wait!” Charlie admonished. “Wesley told you to stay here.”
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Tristan ignored him, leaping from the Raft.
Logan’s voice crackled over the radio. “Base to 4-2, please
repeat.”
“Logan, something’s wrong with Wesley. We need back up.
He’s fighting Lefty.”
Meanwhile, Lefty was growing irritated.
“What are you waiting for?!” he growled, but Wesley
couldn’t hear him.
Lefty hit Wesley with a powerful punch to the stomach.
Wesley doubled-over in pain as he felt a cramp in his
stomach so bad it almost felt like he’d just been punched.
This is, perhaps, the cruelest part of the Forgetting. Once
you have fully forgotten, and no longer believe in mythical
creatures, they can’t harm you, but when you’re just starting to
Forget, you can’t see them, but they can still hurt you… or worse.
Lefty not only had an advantage in size, speed, and strength,
now he had the quite unfair advantage of fighting someone who
didn’t know they were in a fight. Thankfully, Lefty had yet to
realize this fact, or it would have been all over for Wesley.
“Come on and fight me!” Lefty roared as he punched Wesley
again, giving him a cramp so bad it made him wonder what he ate
for lunch.
When Wesley didn’t fight back, it only enraged the Big Boy
more. He thought the agent was taunting him, playing with him.
Lefty pulled his fist back, ready to really put some power in the
next blow, when he was blindsided by a yo-yo bouncing off his
skull.
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“I’ll give you a fight,” said Tristan, standing in front of the
window in what he assumed was a very cool-looking fighting
stance.58
After taking his hero moment, Tristan charge in, flinging
another yo-yo. This time, Lefty was ready and snatched the yo-yo
out of the air, casting it aside. Tristan was undaunted and lashed
out with a with a series of impressive punches and kicks. He landed
a fair number of blows, but he was just too small. Or perhaps Lefty
was just too big. But either way his attack wasn’t having too much
of an effect.
“Ooh, you’re a feisty one,” Lefty purred, before he deftly
slipped behind Tristan and put him in a figure-four headlock. “Got
to love that youthful energy.”
Lefty shifted one of his hairy hands to the top of Tristan’s
head, causing his aura to glow. Tristan struggled valiantly as he
looked to Wesley, who simply stood there, looking confused.
“Help me, Wesley!”
“With what?” Wesley asked. He couldn’t figure out what
Tristan was doing. It looked like Tristan was just kind of thrashing
around the room manically. He also couldn’t remember how he
knew Tristan. He could remember that they were kind of friends,
and that Tristan was kind of an annoying twerp, but where had
they met? Was it at school? Why was he hanging out with a little
kid?
With Wesley out of the fight, and Tristan unable to put up
any resistance, Lefty took a big deep breath. Tristan’s aura inchedtoward the Big Boys fanged mouth, nearly touching his lips. He
could taste almost taste it, and it tasted… it tasted…
It tasted wet.
Which was weird because auras aren’t wet.
In his defense, yes it was cocky, and a little petty given the seriousness
of the situation, but Tristan did, in fact, look incredibly cool.
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Confused, Lefty smacked his lips. Yep definitely wet. Then
he realized that it wasn’t just his lips, his whole face was wet. As
we’ve discussed, bogeymen aren’t the smartest species, and Lefty
was no exception. Which is why he stood there for four whole
seconds getting squirted in the face by a water gun before he had
the following brilliant thought:
Hey! Someone’s squirting water at me!
Lefty whipped around to face his latest attacker. There,
silhouetted in the moonlight, stood Charlie. Except, instead, of
cool and confident, he looked rather terrified and sweaty. He was
firing a dinky little plastic water gun that had some weird dish on
the front of it.
“What do you think you’re doing?” barked Lefty.
“I’m charging,” said Charlie, as he tapped the button on his
SonicSoaker.
With an incredible BOOM, the sonic wave blasted up the
water stream and slammed into Lefty’s jaw at 770 miles an hour.
The force was enough to send the Big Boy reeling, and the sound
was enough to snap Wesley out of the Forgetting. He could see
Lefty again. He knew what he had to do.
Springing to action, Wesley leapt over the somehow still
sleeping Mel, sprinted toward the still-staggering, Big Boy. He
landed a well-placed kick to the ribs, causing Lefty to loosen his
grip. In one fluid motion, Wesley snatched Tristan from Lefty’s
clutches and ducked quickly out of the way.
Angry, aching, and more than a little damp, Lefty ROARED
and charged at Charlie, who stood his ground more out of abject
terror than anything else. Responding with a shout of his own,
Charlie shot off another round from his SonicSoaker.
And another.
And another.
And another.
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Out of ammo, Charlie pulled the trigger a few more times
for good measure. Still shouting wildly, he dropped the
SonicSoaker and pulled out two cans of Stucky String. Charlie let
him have it with both barrels, the goopy string covering the Big
Boy and sticking him to the wall, the floor, and anything else within
a five-foot radius.
The cans started to run out and sputter, but, demonstrating
world-class lung-power, Charlie kept right on shouting. Finally,
Wesley put a hand on his shoulder.
“I think you got him, Charlie.”
On the floor, Lefty was unidentifiable beneath an avalanche
of sticky yellow string. Finally taking a breath, a dazed Charlie
turned to Wesley with a smile.
“Hey, Wesley,” he said before collapsing against the wall,
shaking with adrenaline. “That was intense.”
Dusting himself off after nearly be de-aura-lated, Tristan
tone wasn’t nearly as friendly.
“What the heck was that about?? You just stood there while
Sully over there was ripping the aura out of me!”
“I… I’m sorry. When I hit the wall… I guess I got kind of
stunned.”
“Yeah… I guess.” Tristan snarked, not buying Wesley’s
excuse. Frustrated, and still a bit on edge, he stomped over to the
window and threw his vest into the Raft.
Back on his feet and assessing the situation, Charlie looked
down on the cocoon of goo that was Lefty. “So how do we get
him out of here?”
“Good question.” Wesley said, glad to be able to turn his
attention away from his incomprehensible failure to help Tristan,
and on to a lighter concern. He remembered the bat he spotted
earlier and pointed it out to Charlie. “On the wall over there,
maybe we can use it to pry him off the ground.”
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On his way to retrieve the bat, Charlie noted the shelf of
trophies. Picking up the most impressive of the lot, he looked over
to Mel, who against all logic and reason was still asleep.
“Hmm,” he remarked, looking at the trophy. “I wonder if
this one is for sleeping. I can’t believe this guy stayed zonked. I
mean, there were literal sonic booms going off.”
Wesley was only half listening, still trying to focus on getting
Lefty out of the room. “What we need is a Cherry picker. Or
maybe a power loader.”
Charlie scratched absent-mindedly at a sudden itch behind
his ear and read aloud from the little plaque attached to the trophy.
“Most Valuable Player, Melanie Nicosia. Melanie?”
He took a second to process the information. “Melanie,” he
said again the word sounding weird coming out of his mouth.
“Mel-Anie.”
That itch behind his ear was really screaming now. Charlie
got the feeling something was very, very wrong. He looked to the
posters lining the walls of the room. Serena Williams, Lindsey
Vonn, Allyson Felix. Katie Ledecky. He grabbed the bat from the
wall. It was signed: Keep slugging girl – Jennie Fench.
With dread in his heart, Charlie looked back at Mel, who
turned over in her sleep to reveal a pony tail. The bat fell from his
hands and landed with a thud. But Charlie’s mind was too far away
to hear it.
“Mel’s a Melanie,” he muttered to himself.
“What’s that, Charlie?”
Charlie’s voice went from a whisper to a full-throated shout.
“Mel’s a Melanie! Mel’s a Melanie!” he bellowed before
collapsing to the ground and shaking violently.
Wesley looked to the sleeping Mel.
“Oh God,” he said, rushing to his friend’s side. “Hang on,
buddy!”
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Drawn to the commotion, and distracted from his
frustration with Wesley, Tristan hurried over. “What’s going on.”
“Mel’s a girl. We’re in a girl’s room.”
“So?”
“Charlie’s deathly allergic to cooties, and we’re in cootie
central. Quick bring him something to bite down on so he doesn’t
swallow his tongue.”
“Mel’s-a-Melanie’s-a-Melanie’s-a-Mel-a-Melanie,” Charlie
mumbled as if talking in tongues.
Wesley turned his WatchieTalkie to the emergency channel.
“4-2 to base! 4-2 to base! We’ve got an agent down! Level 10
cootie contamination!”
Tristan ran back, bringing Charlie a cucumber to bite down
on.
“It’s going to be okay, buddy.” Wesley said, trying to comfort
Charlie. “Help’s on the way. You’re going to be okay.”
Charlie’s world began to blur, and he could swear he could
taste cucumber juice.
Then things went black.
And very quiet.
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A Word from Mr. Dogie on the Subject of Cooties
The Squad is made up of every type of kid you can
possibly imagine – agents of every race, every nationality, every
religion, and every gender. All of you are unique and wonderful
and very, very different. These differences make us stronger as
a Squad, but as individuals it can sometimes be hard for us to
accepts the differences of others. Sometimes this fear of
difference can manifest itself, turning into something you agents
call “cooties.” I’d like to talk to you a moment about what
cooties are and how we deal with them at the Squad.
Cooties are not, in the strictest sense, real. You can’t touch
them or see them. No child “has them.” Rather, cooties are
something made up by your mind when you can’t handle the
differences in others. But even though they aren’t real, it doesn’t
mean cooties can’t affect you. Human brains are funny things,
and sometimes just thinking something bad will happen can
make you feel like it’s really happening. It’s called a
psychosomatic response, and it can have real consequences.
So, if you suffer from a fear of cooties, called cootiphobia,
let us know. We’ll take steps to help you overcome your fears
and treat any symptoms that may arise. In the meantime, try to
get to know your fellow agents, even the ones that seem different
from you, you might find out they’re not so different after all.
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CHAPTER 14

Coot-astrophic Consequences
The BogPod shot through the vacuum tube, giving Lefty a
view of most of the base before plunging him into the darkness of
the Cell.59 A moment later, the BogPod jolted to a stop.
“Pod unlocking,” said a jailer over the P.A.
Lefty had no idea what that was supposed to mean, but he
wouldn’t have to wait long for an answer. Without warning, the
pod cracked open like an egg, pouring Lefty onto the cold floor
twenty feet below.
“Welcome, inmate 24602.”
Sore from the beating he took from the SonicSoaker, Lefty
struggled a bit to stand up. He looked around, but was unable to
see through the blackness. He knew how to fix that though. With
two quick taps of his claw, Lefty’s one good horn began to glow,

The Cell was essentially Bogey-Prison, where the KIDS kept all the
bogeymen they had captured throughout the years. By the time Lefty got
there, the number was in the thousands.
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lighting up the cave. He found himself surrounded by a sea of
bogeymen, staring at him and grinning with wicked intent.
Meanwhile, outside the medic bay, Team 42 stood in silence
and watched through the observation window, as the KIDS
medics worked on Charlie as he lay unconscious in a hospital bed.
After about fifteen minutes, one of the medics came out to talk to
the team.
“Give it to us straight, Doc,” Orion said, with a lump in his
throat.
The medic took off his surgery mask and furrowed his brow.
“It’s the worst case of cooties I’ve ever seen.”
“Will he be okay?” Tristan asked without taking his eyes off
his Charlie, his fallen teammate, the kid who had saved him from
the Big Boy.
“He’s a fighter, but it’s going to take time. Time and a strict
regimen of Kung Fu Movies, Sports Center and Monster Truck
rallies. He’s going to have to learn how to be a guy all over again.”
Wesley couldn’t take it. His failure. The consequences. The
unfairness of it all. It was just too much. He had to get out of there.
“Wesley, hold on.” Orion said, as he hustled after his
teammate.
After debating it for a second, Tristan jogged after them.
Orion caught up with Wesley in the hallway and stepped in
front of him. Wesley begrudgingly stopped, barely keeping a lid on
his emotions.
“Listen,” Orion said. “What happened tonight was not your
fault. You can’t blame yourself.”
That’s when the lid on Wesley’s emotions blew right off.
“I don’t blame myself. I blame him!” Wesley barked,
pointing at Tristan.
“Me?!” Tristan balked, his own lid dangerously close to
exploding.
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“I told you to stay put. If you had just stayed in the Raft,
Charlie would never have gone in that room. He would have stayed
safe!”
“If I had stayed in the raft you would have been killed!”
“I had it under control.”
“Is that what you call that? Standing in the corner like a
lump??”
Wesley shoved the smart-mouthed rookie, who charged
right back ready to fight before Orion put himself between them.
“Just quit it! Quit it you jerks! What happened tonight
sucked. Okay? It sucked! But we made it. Charlie’s going to be
okay, and we caught Lefty, the baddest bogeyman there ever was.
We did that! Now, let’s just calm down. Go to our separate
corners. Maybe get some sleep.”
Wesley knew Orion was right, but there was no calming
down. It was taking everything in him not to explode.
“I’m not tired,” he said through gritted teeth.
“Why would you be,” Tristan snarked. “You weren’t the one
fighting.”
Wesley gave him another shove and inflated a dodge ball.
Tristan whipped out a yo-yo.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Orion shouted. He was felt like he
was watching two trains on a collision course, and he was standing
on the tracks. Luckily, he was saved by the timely intervention of
the P.A. system.
“Agent Wesley, please report to debriefing,” it announced.
With a frustrated shout, Wesley launched the ball down the
hallway and stomped off toward the briefing room.
Tristan pocketed his yo-yo and shook his head. “What’s the
deal with that guy?”
Orion sighed, “Wesley’s been top dog here for a long time,
it’s not easy for him to take lip from a 6-year-old. Besides, he’s not
wrong. What happened to Charlie was kind of your fault.”
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“What? How is it my fault?”
“If you hadn’t jumped in there, Charlie wouldn’t have gone
after you.”
“If I hadn’t…”
“I know, I know. Wesley was in trouble. But he would have
rather been dragged off to the Bad Places then put his teammates
in danger.”
“But he could have been killed.”
“It was a price he was willing to pay, to protect the people
he loves. That includes you.”
Tristan couldn’t wrap his head around it. Why would anyone
be willing to die for someone else? I mean, Tristan had once given
his cousin the last cookie to make him stop crying, but his life?
What’s the point of being selfless and heroic if you don’t get to
stick around and hear everyone talk about how selfless and heroic
you are?
“Come on, kid,” said Orion. “Let’s go get some sleep.”

Sometimes you can see a difficult conversation coming, like
when you get a “D” on your report card and you know your
parents are going to probably yell at you and ground you for a
month. This was one of those times for Wesley. He knew he was
going to get in trouble, it was just a question of how much trouble
it was going to be. He figured the answer to that question might
very well depend on how well he could talk his way out of it.
But what strategy should he use? Deny everything? It was
kind of hard to do that with Charlie in a coma. He could cry and
beg for forgiveness, but it had been years since Wesley cried. He
wasn’t sure he knew how to anymore. Besides, what did he need
forgiveness for? He didn’t do anything wrong, I mean if anything,
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Dogie should thank him for finding out the bogeyman stole the
KIDS manual and were using the Squad’s tactics against them.
Of course, he hadn’t told him that part yet, and it would
mean admitting to taking an unauthorized trip to Japan. He might
get a lot of people in trouble.
By the time he arrived at the briefing room, Wesley was still
struggling to come up with a strategy. He guessed he would just do
what he usually did in a battle. He’d improvise.
Taking a deep breath, Wesley opened the door.
At the front of the room he could see Dogie’s silhouette
behind the glow of the glass panel. Otherwise the room was dark
and empty. Wesley couldn’t remember the last time he’d been in
the briefing room when it wasn’t filled to the brim with agents. It
felt eerie.
And lonely.
Closing the door quietly behind him, Wesley tried to put on
a confident smile.
“Hey Dogie,” he said brightly, as if nothing was wrong. “I
heard you wanted to see me?”
Mr. Dogie’s tone wasn’t so bright, in fact it was downright
dour.
“What happened out there, Agent Wesley?”
“You mean with Lefty? Well, I totally had him where I
wanted him, but then the kid jumped the gun and got in the way,”
Wesley said, immediately ashamed of himself for putting the blame
on Tristan. “But don’t be too hard on him, I mean, he just got
over-excited and wanted to help. Personally, I blame it on too
much television. Rots the brain you know. Don’t worry I’ll
straighten him out.”
Wesley turned to the door, hoping he could quickly duck the
conversation.
He couldn’t.
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“You Forgot, didn’t you?” Dogie said, his voice sullen, but
resolute.
Wesley did his best to put on a care-free smile, but it was a
mask that was wearing thin. “Forgot? No, I didn’t forget anything.
Wait do you mean Forgetting, forgot? Because that I haven’t…
I’m not…”
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, we both knew this time
would come.”
“What? No, I… Is this about Charlie? It’s just a little touch
of the cooties. You know that stuff’s all just in his head anyway.
He’ll be fine and I… I’m not Forgetting, Mr. Dogie. I’m not.”
“Come now, Wesley. You were the best agent I’ve ever
known.”
Now, most of us have been hurt by words at some point in
our lives. We may have even used them to hurt others. Usually,
you know what kinds of words are hurtful, words like ugly, or
stupid, or loser. Those words hurt. Especially when they come
from the people you care about. But the words that break your
heart, the words that can destroy your entire world; those are the
ones you never expected.
A single such word stuck a knife in Wesley’s heart.
“What do you mean ‘were’?”
“The world owes you a debt,” Dogie continued, sadly
reciting words he’d said hundreds of times to hundreds of agents.
“You’ve done so much, given so much. But it’s time to leave us.”
“Dogie, you can’t do this. I’m telling you, the bogeymen are
up to something. They’re working together, using our tactics
against us!” Remembering the Agent Manual the Kappa had given
him, Wesley snagged it from his back pocket and held it up for
Dogie. “Look! I have proof! They stole one of our manuals.”
“I know, Wesley. I’ve known for a long while. There’s a war
coming.”
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“Then you know I can’t just walk away, not now. You need
me!”
“Consarn it, Wesley!” Dogie shouted, leaping from his chair
and seeming to grow larger on the screen. “You know how this
story ends! You were there when those evil beasts dragged Tommy
away to… to… to a place I don’t even want to think about. I’m
sorry but you’ve become a liability, to us and to yourself. Take
some time to say your good-byes.”
His point made. Dogie collapsed back into his chair.
Wesley seethed, but the fight in him was gone. It was over.
“Why bother? Soon I won’t even remember this,” he said
grimly, before deciding to add some hurtful words of his own. “I
won’t remember you.”

It is when we are at our lowest that that we most need the
love and support of our friends and family. It’s such a cruel irony,
then, that it is in those very same moments that we most want to
be left alone. Which is why Wesley didn’t say goodbye that night.
He couldn’t. Instead, he just grabbed his old bike from the locker
room and hurried out the door. Alone.
The ride home was a blur, as Wesley peddled furiously, trying
to stay one step ahead of the creeping realization that the only life
he had ever known was over – that he wasn’t an agent anymore.
Making it home just as the first rays of dawn peeked over the
horizon, Wesley yanked his Bubble Double out of bed, ripped a
hole in it, and threw it out of the window. As he took off his
uniform, his WatchieTalkie began to beep and flash. Soon, a
familiar voice chirped.
“Wesley, are you there?” Orion asked in that tone you use
when you see your friend is hurt and you know you should do
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something but can’t figure out what to do. “We just heard. Are you
okay?”
Wesley tore the watch off his wrist and threw it in his hamper
before collapsing into bed.
“Wesley, are you there?”
The ex-agent pulled the covers over his head and curled into
a ball, ignoring the noisy watch. He just wanted to be alone.
But then, Wesley wasn’t really alone.
Spying through the closet door, a small green bogeyman
watched the whole scene unfold. Lifting his arm up, he revealed
an old, battered WatchieTalkie. Flicking a couple of dials, the
bogeyman brought the watch close to his mouth and whispered
into it.
“This is Hurl. The kids out of the picture.”
Sitting against a wall of the Cell, Lefty grinned mischievously
as he tapped the earpiece hidden beneath his thick matted fur.
“It’s a beautiful thing when a plan comes together.”
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The Snipe
Sage the Snipe
by
Art Edro
(The Squad’s top cryptozoologist, and worst poet )
There once was a snipe named Sage,
Who got caught and thrown in a cage.
When the guard went to poop,
She done flew the coup!
By oscillating the molecules in the steel to their resonant
frequency until they lost cohesion.
INTRODUCTION:
Snipes are very special creatures indeed. As far as we know, they
are the only creatures in the world that are half imaginary. They
started out as a very real kind of common bird called a Marbled
Godwit. When one particularly cleverly Godwit was captured
by a trapper and placed in a cage, she decided she’d rather not
hang around, thank you very much – maybe because people kept
calling her a Godwit, when she preferred to be called Clara.
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Anyway, she set it in her mind to escape. Possessing a fairly
advanced understanding or particle physics (as is unique to her
species) she examined the steel of her cage and calculated
something called the “resonant frequency.”
Now resonant frequency is a bit of a difficult concept, but let me
explain it this way: You know how there’s that one song that
whenever it plays all your friends just have to dance? Well, steel
particles like to dance, too, and snipes are geniuses at figuring
out the perfect song to play. They put their beak against the
surface of the cage, and then vibrate their butt to just the right
frequency, until the steel particles get excited and dance. And
just like you, if they dance too hard for too long, the steel
particles get tired, and fall down. When enough fall, there’s a
perfect little hole for the snipe to escape through!
And that’s just what Clara did.
When the trapper came back and found nothing but a perfect
hole in his brand new cage, he yelled out, “I don’t believe it!”
And he really didn’t. In fact, his disbelief was so pure and
powerful that it caused adults everywhere to not believe it either.
This resulted in a paradox – adults don’t believe in snipes, but
they very much remember seeing them before, which is of
course impossible, since they don’t exist. Right? Unable to
resolve the paradox many adults become obsessed, forcing their
children to endlessly hunt for snipes in the hope the kids might
find one and put the issue to rest once and for all.
HOW TO TRAP A SNIPE:
The right resonate frequency can destroy any hard surface, so to
trap a snipe, you must use a bag, net, or blanket. A wet blanket
is even better, since everyone knows wet blankets don’t dance.
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CHAPTER 15

Jailbreak
It was just another day at the Squad. Agents poured out of
the briefing room, laughing and chatting as they walked off to prep
their Rafts. There was no crying, no mourning.
Tristan couldn’t believe it.
“How can they just act like nothing happened? Wesley’s
gone, and it’s like they don’t even care.”
“You stay here long enough, you just kind of get numb to
it,” Orion said sadly. “We lose dozens of agents every year to the
Forgetting.”
“But this was Wesley!”
Tristan and Orion stood in silence, processing their grief.
Now, most people who see two distraught children would
naturally want to see if they could do anything to help. But then
Julia wasn’t most people. As she and her team walked by on their
way to the hangar, she couldn’t help but rub some salt in their
wound.
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“Aww,” she mocked. “Are the boys sad their little friend is
gone?”
Sasha giggled at Julia’s mean-spirited barb, as Orion tried to
stop a furious Tristan from tackling the smart-mouthed agent.
Outraged herself, Alora gave Julia a vicious pinch.
“Ow! What was that for?!”
“Leave them alone, you jerk. For that you get to scrape the
bugs off the windshield tonight.”
Sasha laughed and pointed at Julia. Alora rewarded her with
a pinch of her own.
“Hey!” Sasha protested.
“You think that’s funny, Sasha? You get to scrub BogPods.”
Rubbing her hurt arm, Julia scowled at Alora. “Come on,
Sasha. Somebody’s in a mood.”
As her teammates skulked off, Alora turned to Orion and
Tristan. “I’m real sorry about what happened to Charlie… and
Wesley. He was a heck of an agent.”
“The best agent,” Orion corrected her.
“I just wanted… I’m sorry.”
“Thanks, Alora.”
“I wonder what he’s doing tonight.” Tristan pondered
aloud.
“Probably something awesome,” Orion said with half a
smile, as he imagined Wesley out on some grand adventure.
Alora and Tristan nodded. Wesley would definitely be doing
something awesome.
Except, Wesley was not doing something awesome.
In fact, he was extremely bored.
For almost an hour, he stood at his bedroom window,
hanging onto the desperate hope that Dogie would change his
mind, that the Raft would show up and he’d be back on the team.

JAILBREAK

185

But the Raft never came. Eventually, Wesley gave up and went to
bed.
He hoped that he would feel better after a good night’s rest,
but sleep proved elusive. It was only 10 pm after all, way too early
for his nap, and his bed wasn’t nearly as comfortable as the mats
at the Squad. Unable to sleep, and wanting to avoid thinking at all
costs, Wesley turned to the most effective brain-numbing tool ever
known by man.
He turned on the TV.

While Wesley sat at home and desperately wished he could
be back at headquarters, thousands of bogeymen sat around the
Cell and desperately wished they could go home to the Bad Places.
The news that Lefty had been captured spread quickly throughout
the Cell, and it had put the bogeymen in a foul mood. Many had
been there for years, some decades, and they harbored little hope
of escape. Still, there were always whispers of a rescue, rumors that
their brothers would come and save them. Now even that dream
was gone. After all, Lefty was the meanest and strongest of all the
bogeymen. If he could be captured, what chance did they have?
Of course, what they didn’t know was Lefty got himself
captured on purpose.
“Chunks!” Lefty bellowed into the dark cavern.
“Chuuuuunks!”
“I’m here, boss.” Said a high-pitched voice from the crowd
of bogeymen. Out of the sea of fur and horns, a staggeringly large
Big Boy emerged. Chunks was, in fact, the same record-setting Big
Boy that Wesley captured just a few weeks before.
“Let’s see it.” Lefty ordered with a snarl.
Chunks nodded obediently and got on his hand and knees.
Hunching his shoulders and arching his back, the massive Meanie
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began to make a terrible gagging noise. It sounded a little like a cat
coughing up a hairball, but more like Chewbacca coughing up a cat
that was coughing up a hair ball. After several disgusting seconds,
he managed to hock up a drool-covered burlap sack. While gross
enough on its own, what made the sloppy mess even worse was
that it appeared to be moving. Wiping the dribble from his lip,
Chunks stood up and handed the sopping wet sack to Lefty.
Seemingly unbothered by the thick coat of slobber, Lefty
opened the bag and pulled something out. Well, at least it looked
like he was pulling something out. When his hand appeared from
the bag, there was nothing in it. Undeterred, Lefty smiled and
pulled his empty hand closer to his face. With a quick tap-tap, he
increased the brightness of the glow from his horn. Only then
could they see it.
His hand wasn’t empty at all.
There, bathed in the light of Lefty’s horn, was a snipe.60
Lefty began to laugh, a low and terrible laugh that echoed off the
wall of the Cell.
“Who’s up for a jailbreak?”

Under a Raft in the Squad’s repair shop, R tightened one last
screw before closing the engine compartment.
“Okay,” he shouted to the head mechanic. “We should be
ready to go.”

The Agent Manual says that Snipes can only be seen in the light of a
flashlight, but that’s not entirely true. Snipes have a very special
camouflage that makes them invisible under the base illumination level
of their surroundings. If you shine a more focused light on them, be it
from a candle, a flashlight, or a bogeyman horn, then their camouflage
fails and they can be seen.
60
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Sitting in the cockpit, the mechanic flicked the switch to turn
on the headlights, but nothing happened.
“Nope, still broke.”
R groaned in frustration. Opening the compartment back up,
he searched for whatever was causing the issue. Finally spotting a
disconnected cable, R plugged it back in, shut the compartment,
and slid out from under the raft.
Standing up and wiping the grease off his hands with a towel,
R knocked on the Raft.
“Try it again,” he said as he pointed a light meter at the wall.
The mechanic flipped the switch and the Raft’s headlights
popped on. R was glad to see the they were working, but a bit
distraught to find that reality appeared to be broken. He figured as
much because a furry little bird creature had suddenly popped into
existence in the beam of the headlights. This generally doesn’t
happen when reality is behaving itself.
R dropped the light meter and rubbed his eyes to see if he
was imagining things, but there it was, propped up against the wall
with its belly sticking out like it had just finished Christmas dinner.
With a might belch, the odd creature burped up a shiny metal
object that bounced and rolled until came to a stop at R’s feet.
Hmmm, he thought, that kind of looks like a locking pin from a Sigmund
4000 SuperMax door. Where would it have gotten…
R’s brain finished the thought for him. In terror, he looked
down the hall to the Cell’s Sigmund 400 SuperMax door, which
appeared to now have a snipe-sized hole running right through the
locking mechanism. That could only mean one thing…
“RUN!” he shrieked to the mechanic, before taking his own
advice.
On the other side of headquarters, in the recruit training
room, Alora was assisting Baqer with a lecture on gnome tickling
techniques. She was just about to get to the advance section on
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tactical zerberting61 when a loud crash rang out through the base.
As the class crane their necks to see what was going on, Alora gave
Baqer a concerned look. In the distance, they could hear shouting
and another crash followed the first.
“Get the recruits to the Vault.” Alora told Baqer, trying to
hide her concern so as not to worry the younger kids.
“The bloomin’ Vault?” Baqer answered skeptically. “Don’t
ya think that’s a bit premature? We don’t even know what’s going
on yet.”
The crashing and shouting grew louder and louder, until
suddenly an explosion rocked the entire base, followed by an eerie
silence. Alora and Baqer kept their eyes trained on the hallway that
lead to the hangar, waiting nervously for any sign of trouble.
That sign arrived in the form of an agent launching out of
the hallway and soaring across the arena before landing against the
wall with a sickening thud. Following shortly behind the airborne
agent, a Big Boy with a broken horn lumbered out of the hallway.
“Now Baqer!” Alora barked, no longer hiding her concern.
“Get to the Vault!”
The same explosion that rocked the arena also rocked the
equipment room, where Orion and Tristan were busy cleaning and
prepping their gear. The blast knocked over a shelf of equipment
that would have crushed Tristan if he had been a millisecond
slower in diving out of the way. As Orion went to help him get up,
R ran by the doorway, screaming.
“JAILBREAK!!!”
Tristan looked to Orion. “What’s going on?”

A zerbert, known as a raspberry in some less sophisticated cultures, is
when you place your mouth on somebody’s skin and blow. It makes a
very rude noise, and to sensitive people it can tickle like the dickens. It
is an especially effective technique on gnomes, which are very ticklish.
61
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In the hallway, R continued his Paul Revere run, trying to
warn anyone within screaming distance. Bursting through the
doors to the lab, he found D hustling to gather equipment and load
it into a backpack.
“D! The door…” R said, trying and failing to catch his
breath. “The Cell… bogey… so many bogey…”
“I know, the bogeymen breached the Cell,” D said matterof-factly as she grabbed an armful of StuckyString and a rubber
tubing. “Let me guess, they used a snipe, didn’t they? I should have
seen that coming.”
R could only nod as his lungs screamed for air. He was glad
he had a genius for a sister, it made it a lot easier to communicate
when your burning lungs won’t let you form whole sentences.
“C’mon,” D said, as she made her way up a ladder leading to
a hatch in the ceiling of the lab. “We’ve got to close that door.”
From the roof of the lab, R and D could see the door to the
Cell, or rather the hole where the door used to be. Bogeymen were
streaming through the doorway and into the base. Things looked
bad, but R saw D get a look in her eye that gave him hope. It was
the look she got when she was about to solve a problem.
Taking a knee, D took a dodgeball and a roll of duct tape
from her pack. “How far you think that door is?”
R held his thumb up to the door and did some quick
trigonometry. “About 95 feet.”
“And what was that formula for elastic potential energy?”
she asked as she taped the cans of StuckyString to the dodgeball.
“Force equals displacement times the spring constant.
Why?”
“Here hold these.” She said, handing R the ends of the
rubber tubing.
He started to ask what she was doing, but looking at the tube,
the ball, the cans of string, he put it all together.
“String Shot!” he said, beaming with excitement.
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D nodded. She was glad she had a genius for a brother. It
was nice not having to always explain herself. R put himself in
position, with his arms held in a Y-shape way above his head. D
stretched the tube. Together they formed a giant slingshot. She
loaded the StuckyString ball, adjusted the angle, and fired.
It was a perfect shot, but one of the bogeymen spotted it out
of the corner of his eye. In an impressive athletic feat, he turned
and caught the ball before it could land. Pleased with himself for
foiling their plan, the bogeymen shot the agents a disdainful smirk.
D returned a smirk all her own. Puzzled at the agent’s
reaction, the bogeyman looked at the ball and had just enough time
to wonder what he was missing before the StuckyString cans
exploded. Instantly, the bogeyman and the doorway around him
were encased in a blob of goo.
“Yes!” shouted R. “That should keep them in there.”
“Yeah, but how many got out before we sealed the door?”
R did the calculations in his head. Estimating three through
the door per second, maybe two minutes before they could seal it.
Figure in ramp up time. That would mean…
“More than 300,” he said, his smile vanishing. That was
almost three times more bogeymen than there were agents in the
base. They were overrun.
As if to hammer home the hopelessness of their situation, a
roar from a bogeyman below grabbed their attention. Looking
over the edge, they saw a dozen furious Meanies trying to scale the
walls of the lab. They had been spotted. They were surrounded.
They were doomed.

The situation at the training room didn’t look a whole lot
better. As Alora tried to put herself between Lefty and the recruits,
dozens of bogeymen poured from the hallway.
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“C’mon squids, follow me.” Baqer said calmly, beckoning to
the class. “Hustle up, now.” The recruits didn’t hesitate, quickly
grouping around their professor, as he hurried them out the back
of the class room.
The thought of abandoning Alora made Baqer sick to his
stomach, but he knew she was right. It had to be done. Their first
responsibility as senior agents was to protect the recruits. Their
best chance of doing that was to get the kids safely to the Vault,
and the only way they’d outrun the bogeymen was if someone
stayed behind to slow the Meanies down.
Alora was the best agent for the job.
As Baqer led the recruits away from danger, Alora stood
firm, readying herself for battle. Snatching her ThumpRope from
its holster, she let one of the weighted handles fall to the ground.
As she flicked her wrist back and forth, the handle danced and
jumped across the concrete floor like a snake sizing-up its prey,
waiting to strike. She was ready.
Across the battlefield, Lefty grinned wickedly and signaled
his troops.
“Have at ‘em, boys,” he growled.
Now, I would like to tell you that Alora was fearless as the
horde of bogeymen descended upon her, that she never for a
moment doubted that she would single-handedly defeat the
dozens of Blue Meanies raring to rip here apart. But none of that
is true.
Alora was terrified. Thanks to her years of training, her
hands didn’t shake. Her heart didn’t race. Her breathing was calm
and measured. But Alora was more scared then she had been in
her entire life, and as the bogeymen got closer, she couldn’t stop
the tears from welling up in her eyes.
Some of you might be disappointed to hear that. You like
your heroes to have ice in their veins, to be unfazed by danger. But
being fearless in the face of certain death doesn’t make you brave;
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it makes you stupid. Alora was far from stupid. She was smart
enough to know that she was up against insurmountable odds. She
was smart enough to know she was going to lose, and smart
enough to know it was going to hurt, probably a lot.
It is not courage without fear, but in the face of it, that truly
makes a hero. Despite being afraid, despite having no hope of
winning, Alora stood her ground. She was ready to fight to the
bitter end to give the recruits a chance to escape, and that’s what
made her the bravest person I ever knew.
Yes, Alora was ready to give up her life.
Luckily, she wouldn’t have to.
Just as the bogeymen were nearly upon her, a barrage of
dodgeballs and a pair of yo-yos blasted out of nowhere and
stunned the first wave of bogeymen. Out of a side passage, Orion,
Tristan, Julia, Sasha, and a dozen other agents exploded into the
fray.
Alora was so relieved she wanted to laugh and cry
simultaneously. But there was no time for that. Screaming a
powerful battle cry, she charged into the fight.
Chaos reigned in the brawl. Dodgeballs flew. Yo-yo’s zipped
through the air. Bogeymen roared and dragged off screaming
agents. Cracking her ThumpRope like a whip, Alora shattered one
bogeyman’s horn before flicking her wrist and sending the rope
sailing across and around the arm of another bogeyman as it tried
to take a swipe at Sasha. With a spinning heave, she hurled the
bogeyman back the way it came. Then it was on to the next one.
The agents put up a brave fight, but no matter how many
bogeymen they defeated, more kept coming. The few agents that
hadn’t been dragged off found themselves standing shoulder to
should in a small semi-circle – a thin dam holding back a sea of
claws and teeth.
Just as that line was about to break, Alora heard a familiar
sound. She turned to see Baqer standing 20 feet behind her,
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powering up his dodgeball canon. A quick exchange of nods was
all she needed.
“Agents, down!” Alora screamed.
As one, the remaining agents all dropped to the floor just as
a hailstorm of dodgeballs whizzed over-head, shattering several
bogeyman horns and sending the wave of Meanies reeling. Alora
ordered a retreat and the remaining agents sprinted for the Vault
as Baqer blasted away, keeping the monsters at bay. Running past,
Alora put a hand on Baqer’s shoulder, shaking him out of his
trance.
“C’mon, Baqer.”
Letting off the trigger, Baqer started to follow her, but
stopped in his tracks.
“Hold on,” he said. As the bogeymen shook off the
onslaught and began to charge, Baqer turned back and ran toward
the classroom door.
“What are you doing?!” Alora asked, perplexed.
With the horde just feet away, Baqer slammed and locked
the door.
Now, it’s about here I should remind you that there were no
walls on the sides of the classroom door. Locked or not, the door
could do absolutely nothing to prevent the bogeymen from just
going around.
Of course, I should also remind you that bogeymen are
generally very stupid creatures. Which probably explains why,
when they came to the door, the bogeymen did not just go around.
They skidded to a stop and tried to turn the knob, and when it
wouldn’t work they began to bang and slap their hands on the door
and curse their rotten luck.
“Let me through! Let me through!” Lefty snarled as he
waded through the mass of bogeymen, trying to figure out why
they’d stopped their charge. When he got to the front of the horde
and saw his bogeymen brothers trying to break through a door
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they could just walk around he slapped his palm against his
forehead, ashamed of his species.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he moaned before ripping
the door off the floor and hurling it out of the way. The bogeymen
still just stood there, trying to figure out the next move.
“Well? What are you waiting for?” Lefty asked sarcastically.
“Go!”
While the bogeymen figured out how to get around the door
that was no longer there, the agents had their own door to deal
with. Orion quickly entered the security code into the keyboard as
the rest of the agents took defensive positions. With the code
entered, the giant Vault door unlocked, and, with a heave from
Orion, cracked open.
Inside, Baqer’s class of recruits were huddled together
terrified. Outside, Baqer held off most of the charging bogeymen
with his cannon, while the other agents held off the Meanies that
slipped through
“Everyone inside!” Alora ordered.
“But how will we get out?” Sasha asked.
“We’ll worry about that later. Go now!”
Most of the agents obliged, rushing into the Vault, but Baqer
and Tristan would not be moved. An alarm went off on Baqer’s
cannon, his display flashing: AMMO LOW.
“I’m ‘bout out, Alora,” he announced.
“Get inside. I’ll hold them off.”
“You can’t fight ‘em all.”
“Someone’s got to lock the door.”
Baqer felt like he was going to be sick again, and again he
knew she was right.
“That’s an order, Baqer!” Alora snapped. There was no time
to get sentimental. “Get inside that blasted Vault… and take the
squirt with you!”
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As for Tristan, remember how I mentioned you’d have to be
stupid not to be afraid against the kind of odds the agents were
facing? Well, Tristan wasn’t quite stupid, but he was too young to
know better. To him, this was the greatest day ever.
Expertly wielding his yo-yos, Tristan was taking out
bogeymen left and right when Baqer grabbed him and tried to drag
him to the Vault.
“C’mon kid, we got our orders.”
“No, I can help!” Tristan cried as he ducked out of Baqer’s
grasp. “You runaway if you want, but I’m a fighter and…”
Tristan was so wrapped up in making his point that he didn’t
notice the Red Rogue sneaking up behind him. Before Baqer could
do anything, the Rogue snatched up Tristan and tossed him into
the throng of attacking bogeymen.
Tristan tried to fight back but was completely overwhelmed
by a hundred hairy hands pulling him deeper and deeper into the
swarm. No matter how much he struggled, he was unable to fight
them off. He was utterly helpless. And for the first time in his life,
Tristan knew what it felt like to truly be scared.
Feeling something bite his ankle, Tristan looked down
expecting to see a Big Boy eating him alive. Instead he saw what
looked like a jump rope wrapped around his foot. Before he could
make sense of it, Alora yanked her ThumpRope and wrenched the
rookie from the bogeymen’s grasp. Landing at her feet, Tristan
looked up to see Alora glaring down at him.
“Get in the Vault!”
She didn’t have to say it twice. Tristan was ready to listen.
His hands shaking, Tristan hurried for the Vault.
At the entrance, Baqer used the last of his ammo and pushed
Tristan inside. Once inside, Baqer started to pull the door closed.
“Wait!” yelled Julia. “Alora’s still out there!”
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Julia and Sasha tried to rush out and help their friend, but
Baqer restrained them. “Orion,” he called as he struggled to hold
back Alora’s teammates. “Close the door. Quick!”
Orion and some of the recruits pulled the heavy door.
Through the shrinking crack in the doorway, Alora shot her
friends a smile, happy to know that, no matter what, they were
safe.
“No!” cried Sasha, trying to reach out to Alora.
The door slammed shut. All went black.
It was done.
Outside the Vault, Alora found herself once again standing
alone against a hundred monsters. But this time was different. She
had protected her friends. No matter what the bogeymen did to
her, she had already won.
With a confident smile, Alora faced her enemy. “Who’s
first?” she taunted.
An eager young Bogeyman tested her. Alora quickly snapped
the ThumpRope, wrapping up his ankles and yanking his legs out
from under him before flinging him into a group of Bogeymen like
a bowling ball into furry pins.
Two more rushed her, but she flipped over them, landing in
the middle of the horde. Grabbing the middle of the ThumpRope,
Alora began expertly twirling the weighted-handles around her like
a pair of nunchucks. No bogeyman could get close without finding
a ThumpRope handle ricocheting off their cranium, cracking them
in the hand, or knocking the wind out of their lungs.
Watching from a safe distance, Lefty looked to the Vault.
The keypad was flashing something. A word. He tried to make it
out. Un… Unlo… Unlocked…
“Unlocked!” he roared. “The Vault’s not locked! Get that
door open!”
Horrified, Alora realized that Lefty was right. She spotted a
couple of Lil’ Greenies sprinting for the Vault and deftly snagged
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one of the ThumpRope handles out of the air. With a flick of her
wrist, Alora threw the handle at the keypad, taking the rope with
it. Her aim was perfect, striking the “LOCK” button just before
the Greenies made it to the door. With a loud clang, the Vault
locked.
Turning back around, Alora found herself staring into the
mass of fur and fury that was Lefty. She tried to punch him, but
he caught her by the wrist and yanked her into the air. Holding the
defeated agent in front of him, Lefty wagged his finger.
“Uh-uh,” he grumbled. “Play nice.”

Up in the Medic Bay, all the commotion had woken up
Charlie. He was still groggy from the anti-cootie medicine he’d
been given, but not so groggy that he didn’t see the Red Rogue
strutting down the hallway with a squirming Logan thrown over
his shoulder.
Charlie cowered beneath the observation window until he
was sure the bogeyman was gone, and then cautiously crawled out
into the hallway. A little way down the hall, he heard low growly
voices and ducked into the nearest door.
Shutting the door, Charlie turned to find he was in the
Control Room. Looking to the monitors, he saw bogeymen in the
Hangar brutally shoving agents into BogPods before rolling them
onto the Rafts. Pulling himself up to the control panel, Charlie
snaked his hand across the console until he came to a large covered
button marked ALL ALERT. Flipping the cover, Charlie
slammed his palm down on the button. Sirens screamed. Lights
Flashed.
And in the Hangar, Lefty turned and looked up to the
Control Room. “Looks like we have a snitch.”
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Fast asleep, Wesley didn’t hear the alarm at first. But it grew
louder and louder, until he finally rolled over and slapped his alarm
clock. When the alarm didn’t stop he cracked open a tired eye and
noticed the flashing light coming from his laundry pile.
Knowing that could mean only one thing, Wesley frantically
leapt out of bed and dug through his laundry until he found his
discarded WatchieTalkie, flashing and beeping its alarm.
“Agent Wesley to base. Logan come in,” he called
desperately into the WatchieTalkie.
But no one answered.
For a moment, Wesley contemplated his next move.
Thirty seconds later he was on his bike, racing down the road
towards base.
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CHAPTER 16

Reunions & Revelations
“I told you I’d see you again.”
Bogeyman Urp was relishing this. How the tides had turned.
“Hey there little fishy,” he said, tapping the plastic, his face
just inches from Charlie’s.
Normally, Charlie would have been petrified in this situation,
but in the last 24 hours he had wrestled a kappa, fought Lefty, and
survived three whole minutes in a girl’s room. Frankly, he was all
scared out. Now he was mostly just annoyed, and this stupid
bogeyman was standing right on his last nerve. Summoning up all
his contempt, and a good amount of mucus, Charlie spat right in
Urp’s face.
Or he would have, had there not been a BogPod separating
them. Instead, the spit splatted on the plastic, sticking for a second
before dripping back on Charlie’s face.
“Awww,” Charlie groaned, disgusted.
“Have a nice ride,” the delighted bogeyman whispered
before giving the pod a shove.
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Charlie found himself quickly accelerating down a steep,
cramped tunnel. The slimy floor caused the BogPod to alternately
tumble and slide along. Faster and faster, the world spun
chaotically, taking Charlie’s stomach right along with it. He looked
like he might lose his lunch, along with breakfast and a few sensible
snacks. And just when he thought he couldn’t take any more, it got
so much worse.
The pod plummeted through a hole in the floor and fell into
an unfathomably immense cavern. Plunging through the
blackness, it landed on a thin, fragile-looking slide, seemingly
constructed from various odds and ends the bogeymen had found
lying around, and hanging from the ceiling of the cavern by bits of
string and wire.
For just a moment, the pod perched unmoving on the lip of
the slide, as if giving Charlie a chance to understand the
precariousness of his situation. He looked down into nothingness.
The pod slipped forward.
“Aw, come on,” he pleaded to whatever divine entity might
be listening.
Unfortunately, either no divine entities were listening at that
moment, or they just really wanted to see Charlie go down the
slide.62 Tipping past the point of no return, the pod careened down
the rickety slide like an out-of-control bob sled - twisting, turning,
banking sharply, millimeters from doom. To his horror, Charlie
saw the slide dead-end into a cliff face just ahead. Too late to do
anything, he closed his eyes and screamed as the pod slammed into
the rock.
A second later Charlie opened his eyes, very much surprised
not to be dead. Above him, he saw two doors painted to look like
a rock face, swinging back and forth. Looking around, he seemed
Charlie often got the feeling that divine entities saw his life as an utterly
hilarious TV show, produced entirely for their own amusement.
62
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to be in a chamber of some kind, about the size of his school
cafeteria.
As Charlie tried to figure out how he was going to escape,
several dozen small figures crept out of the shadows toward the
pod. Great, he thought, now I’m going to get eaten alive by some kind of
bogey-kids. Perfect end to another perfect day. He started to rock
the pod back and forth, thinking he might be able to roll himself
away from whatever horrific beasts were coming to devour him,
but stopped when he recognized one of the creeping creatures.
“Hey Charlie,” said Logan. “So, they got you too, huh?”

Wesley burst through a side door into the Hangar, letting his
bike fall to the floor as he surveyed the chaos. The fleet of Rafts
lay in ruin, smoking and sparking. There wasn’t an agent to be seen.
“Hello?” he called out desperately, but no one answered.
Running deeper into the facility, Wesley searched for any
sign of his friends. There was no one in the briefing room, the
cafeteria, the arena. As he went from room to room, he became
more and more anxious. How could they just all be gone? What
happened?
Finally, he made it to the Lab. No sign of R and D. Worse
still, the Lab had been ransacked by the bogeymen, the gadgets
torn off the wall and lying broken on the floor. Frustrated, Wesley
picked up one of the broken pieces of equipment and hurled it
across the room with an exasperated, primal scream.
A deep, terrifying voice seemed to answer, booming
throughout the room. “Leave this place at once!” the voice
demanded. “I am the invisible, invincible, indestructible Mega
Warrior!”
Wesley jumped back into a defensive stance. If this Mega
Warrior thing was responsible for what happened to the base, then
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he knew it was going to be seriously hard to beat. And how could
he fight it if it’s invisible? Wesley started to look around to see if
he could maybe find some spray paint, when a second, slightly lessterrifying voice rang out through the room.
“Don’t be stupid, they’ll never fall for that,” it said.
“I’m not stupid, you’re stupid,” said the first voice.
“Hey, quit pulling my hair!”
“Then stop ruining my subterfuge!”
Wesley got the sneaking hunch that he wasn’t dealing with
some new kind of mythical beast here. “D? R? Is that you?”
The secret panel in the gadget wall cracked open and a
periscope poked through.
“Wesley?” said R from behind the periscope.
The wall cracked open just a bit more and D stuck her head
out.
“Man, are we glad to see you.”

“Will you wait up?!” R cried out, as Wesley hurried down the
hallway. He and D had just finished telling Wesley about the
jailbreak, when the recently-retired agent bolted for the door.
Sprinting to catch up, R tried to get Wesley to slow down.
It didn’t work.
Wesley was on a mission. He looked in every room, in every
closet, in every cupboard, trying to find any agents that may have
been able to hide away. With every empty room, his search grew
more desperate.
“Where was Alora when the Meanies broke out?” Wesley
asked, as he continued his search.
“I think she was helping Baqer with recruit training.” R
replied before trying again to get Wesley to listen to reason. “But
Wesley, we’ve checked the monitors. There’s no one else here.
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There were too many and it happened too fast. Heck, the only
reason D and I escaped is because we hid in our safe room.”
For a moment, Wesley began to accept the possibility that
everyone was truly gone. But something R said gave him an idea.
“The Vault!” he exclaimed as he ran for the door.
“Ugh, here we go again with the running,” grumbled R
before sprinting again to catch up.
“There’s no monitors in the Vault and it locks tight,” Wesley
explained without slowing down. “Alora would have known it was
the one place they would be safe from the bogeymen.”
“But even if she wanted to, it’s a hundred yards from the
classroom to the Vault, and there were 300 ticked off bogeymen
after them. There’s no way they made it.”
Wesley smiled and sprinted faster for the Vault. “You don’t
know Alora like I do.”
Bounding across the arena and up the steps to the Vault,
Wesley ran to the keypad and entered the code. As soon as he
heard the door unlock, he heaved it open a few inches and stuck
his head in – a dodgeball immediately tried to knock it off.
“Whoa! It’s just me!”
The door creaked open and from the darkness, Baqer
emerged, trademarked lollipop dangling from his lips.
“I know,” he said with a grin. “Why do you think I missed?”
Once they got everyone out from the Vault, R and D treated
the wounded, as Wesley met with Baqer and the remaining agents
from Teams 26 and 42. The mood was a somber one. As relieved
as they were to be together, and safe, the extent of their defeat was
sinking in.
“How many were with you in the Vault?” Wesley asked.
“Twenty-three,” said Baqer. “Mostly recruits.”
Wesley winced hearing the number, that was less than a fifth
of the Squad. Over a hundred agents were taken. “Considering
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what you were up against,” he said. “It’s amazing you could save
that many.”
“Alora bought us time,” Julia said, her voice barely above a
whisper. The brash, bullying, terror of the Squad was almost
unrecognizable, humbled by the loss of Alora.
That same loss had the opposite effect on Sasha. Long a
follower, happy to stand in the shadow of her friends, a fire now
raged behind her eyes.
“They took her, Wesley,” she seethed through gritted teeth.
“They took them all. We can’t just let them get away with this,
Wesley. We have to do something.”
“We are going to do something,” Wesley said, throwing on
his TechVest. “We’re going to get our friends back.”
The agents set about planning a counter attack, but were
almost immediately interrupted by a crackling of the PA system.
Everyone’s attention snapped to the nearest speaker. Who could
possibly be making the announcement?
“Agent Wesley, please report to the briefing room,” said the
unmistakable voice over the P.A.
“Dogie!” Wesley exclaimed. He had never been so happy to
hear that grumbly, old voice. Without a moment’s hesitation, he
leapt up and ran to the briefing room.

Wesley exploded through the door of the briefing room. The
glass partition had been badly cracked during the attack, but there
was Dogie, alive and well.
“Dogie! I knew they couldn’t get to you. We’re putting
together a rescue operation. I think if we…”
“Go home, Wesley,” Dogie interrupted, sounding defeated.
“What?!” Wesley said, taken aback. “Most of the Squad is
gone. The Meanie’s took everyone. We have to go after them.”
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“I’m sorry, it’s too dangerous.”
“Dogie, they have Charlie. They have Alora. And a hundred
other agents. If we leave now, maybe we can rescue them before
they…”
“I can’t lose any more of you!” Dogie roared with a power
that shocked Wesley.
Collecting himself, Dogie sighed. “I can’t do anything for the
agents they took, but I won’t let you meet the same fate. You don’t
know what goes on in the Bad Places.”
Wesley had an epiphany.
Now, over the last couple hundred pages, as I’ve shared this
story with you, I’ve talked a good bit about words and their
meanings. The word “epiphany” is one many of you might not be
familiar with, and even if you are familiar with it, even if you’ve
memorized the dictionary definition and could tell me all about the
Latin roots of the word, it’s a word the meaning of which most of
you will never truly understand. That’s because to understand what
an epiphany is, you must have experienced one. In their entire
lives, few ever will.
The Cambridge English Dictionary defines an epiphany as
“a moment when you suddenly feel that you understand, or
suddenly become conscious of, something that is very important
to you.” But all that tells me, is that the writers of the Cambridge
English Dictionary have never truly experienced an epiphany. A
real epiphany (I’m talking the real deal here) is when you realize
something so earth-shattering that your entire perception of reality
is changed, forever. There is no going back.
That is the kind of realization Wesley experienced that night
in the training room.63

It was the first of three epiphanies Wesley would experience. That’s a
lot for one lifetime, but then again, Wesley led a very interesting life.
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“But you know, don’t you, Dogie? You know what goes on
in the Bad Places.”
Dogie didn’t answer. It didn’t matter, Wesley already knew
the truth.
“Grown-ups can’t see bogeymen, but you can. No one
comes back from the Bad Places, but you know everything about
them.”
Dogie shook his head. “Wesley, you just don’t see…”
“Then enlighten me,” Wesley said, not interested in Dogie’s
excuses. Quickly inflating a dodgeball, Wesley hurled it at the glass,
shattering it along with any lingering doubt he had.
Behind the broken screen, Dogie sat in his chair with his
head hung in shame. His thick blue hair was combed and gelled
straight back. An ill-fitting suit covered his furry body. A jagged,
bony patch is all that remained of his horn.
Dogie was a bogeyman. Wesley had already worked it out
but seeing it for himself was almost too much. He collapsed to his
knees, physically sick.
For a long moment, neither said a word. Finally, Dogie raised
his head and, tears in his eyes, looked directly at Wesley.
“It was a night like any other,” he began, ready to tell a tale
he had long hidden away. “It was a room like any other, and if I
wasn’t so clumsy, maybe I wouldn’t be here today. But I am
clumsy, and little Jack Dye had a very messy room.”
Dogie thought back to that room, way back to 1956. He was
a young bogeyman back then, still nervous when he went on a
hunt. And as he tiptoed across Jack’s room, he failed to notice the
bright yellow Tonka truck in the middle of the floor. With a squeal,
Dogie’s foot slipped out from under him and he crashed to the
ground.
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Woken from his dream, little Jack turned on the light and
saw the young bogeyman sitting on the ground nursing a badly
scraped knee.
“Hello, doggie,” he said. “Are you hurt?”
Without waiting for, or really expecting, an answer, Jack
jumped down from his bed and grabbed his first aid kit from the
nightstand. As Dogie trembled in terror, Jack knelt beside him and
put a band aid on his hurt knee, giving it a kiss for good measure.
“There. All better,” he said as he gave the bogeyman a pat
on the head and hopped back into bed. “Good doggie.”
“With that act of kindness, I was forever changed.” Dogie
continued. “I took the name Jack gave me, and I vowed to do
everything I could to protect children from my kind. That’s why I
started KIDS.”
Wesley listened to the story, but it was hard to hear over the
thoughts screaming through his brain. Dogie, the leader of the
Squad, their teacher, their protector, was the very thing they fought
to destroy. All this time he had been lying to them.
“I had to hide, to pretend,” Dogie said, seemingly reading
Wesley’s mind.64 “I knew that no matter how much good I did, no
one could see me as anything other than what I was, a monster.
“What you are is a coward,” Wesley countered, “a coward
that hides behind a pane of glass while others fight his battles.”
Done talking, Wesley headed for the door.
“Where are you going, Wesley?”
“I’m going to fight.”

Don’t worry, Bogeymen can’t actually read minds. Dogie merely
correctly reasoned that Wesley would want an explanation for why he
had never told the Squad the truth.
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Wesley found the remaining agents, now in the hangar,
taking inventory of their remaining equipment.
Orion looked up from what he was repairing, “What did
Dogie say?”
“We’re on own,” Wesley answered, heading straight for the
pile of equipment and grabbing a few tubes of ammo.
Julia looked up from her inventory list. “What do you mean,
isn’t Dogie going to…”
“It’s just us, Julia, but that’s fine. Those are our friends down
there, this is our fight. It’s always been our fight.”
Wesley looked around at the solemn faces of his friends.
“Look guys,” he sighed, “I don’t know what we’re going to
find down there. With so few against so many, this might be a oneway trip. And after all you’ve gone through. I wouldn’t blame any
of you for wanting to go home.”
“No way, Wesley. We’re going,” Sasha declared with Julia
nodding in agreement.
“Ya’ know I’m achin’ for a fight,” added Baqer.
Wesley turned to his team, “Orion? What about you?”
“With you to the end, big guy.”
‘Tristan? You’ve been awful quiet.”
Tristan had been quiet because, in truth, he was still shaken
up from getting his butt handed to him in his fight with the
bogeymen. He was used to feeling invincible, this whole feeling
scared thing was new to him. He didn’t like it at all.
But he also didn’t like the idea of letting Wesley down. “I’m
in.”
Wesley nodded in approval and turned to Julia. “Where are
we on Rafts and gear?”
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“We’ve got enough weaponry,” she said. “But the Meanies
decimated the Raft fleet. R and D helped us scrap two together,
but that’s all we got.”
“Okay, it’ll be a tight fit, but let’s get the recruits home. Then
we’ll head out.”
“Sir?” Cecilia said timidly. “We want to fight, too.”
Noah seconded the sentiment. “We would all be bogeyman
breakfast if it wasn’t for Alora. We can help.”
“Do you all feel that way?”
The recruits nodded. Wesley looked to Baqer, who shrugged.
“They’re raw, but wif wot we’re facing, I think we can use
just ‘bout all the ‘elp we can get. Besides, if’n we lose, ain’t no one
lef’ to protect ‘em anyhow.
“Alright then, everybody suit up. We’re going to war.”
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CHAPTER 17

Guinea Pigs & Ghost Towns
Generally, it is a bad idea to cram ten people into a vehicle
designed to sit four.65 For one thing, it’s extremely dangerous to
go flying around town when there’s not enough seatbelts for
everyone. For another thing, it is a scientific fact that people pass
gas an average of once every 102 minutes. Which means if you are
stuck with nine other people in a cramped space for fifteen

65 For the purposes of posterity, I think it’s important to have a record
of the agents that joined in on the rescue mission. In the re-dubbed Raft
26, Julia and Sasha were joined by Noah Nelson, Caleb Herd, Danny
Tran, Stef Plimpton, Andy Green, Jonathan Wang, Mikey Astin, and
Brandon Brolin. In Raft 42, Wesley, Tristan, Baqer, and Orion, were
joined by Cecilia Castañeda, Emma Summers, Corey Devreux, Willa
D’Ochio, Chloe Matuziak, and Jeff Cohen. Some of these names you
may have heard before, as they went on to have adventures that became
the stuff of legend. But on this night, they were mostly just nervous
recruits out on their first mission.
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minutes, there is a 77.2% chance that one of them will break
wind.66
“Ewww!” Sasha winced, catching a whiff just a second
before everyone else in the Raft. Soon everyone was gagging and
holding their nose.
Noah hung his head in embarrassment. “Sorry, it happens
sometimes when I get nervous.”
“It’s ok,” Julia said after plugging her nose with minidodgeballs. “Jus’ twy and hol’ it in awlright?”
Despite the odorous assault on her olfactory system, Julia
kept the Raft flying straight and true. The same couldn’t be said
for the pilot of Raft 42.
Julia jumped a little as Orion veered hard left, crossing in
front of her, not even twenty feet ahead. Clicking on the radio, she
said, “Raft 4-2, what was that? Is everything okay?”
“Oh, we’re fine,” Orion answered, a mischievous hint in his
voice. “Just testing the ailerons for stress fractures.”
“Well, test it a little further away from us, o-GEEEEZ!!!”
Julia yelled as Raft 4-2 zoomed by a mere ten feet in front of them.
“ORION!!”
“Sorry, Julia. I’m just trying to adjust to the controls. They
haven’t yet been dialed in to my awesomeness.”
“Orion, I swear! If you pull that one more time,” Julia
threatened. She looked around to try to see where he went, but
couldn’t spot the Raft among the clouds.
“Where are you?” she asked, not sure she wanted to hear the
answer.
Orion said something over the radio, but Julia couldn’t quite
make it out. It kinda’ sounded like, “Duuuuh duh.”
“What did you say”
The math is right on this, trust me. Or rather, trust R. I had him run
the numbers.
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“Duuuuh DUH duuh”
“What are you doing, you little brat?”
“Duuuuh duh duuuuh duh.
“Wait…” Julia said. “Is that the theme song to Jaws?”
Suddenly nervous, she whipped her head around, trying to
find the pestering pilot.
“Duuuuh duh duuuuh duh duuuuh duh duh duh duh duh
duh duh”
“Orion, don’t you dare!”
“Buh-da BAAAAHHHH!”
Raft 42 floated up, inches away from the windshield. Julia
found herself staring right at Orion’s dumb, smiling mug. But wait,
the only way that could happen would be if…
Yep, she realized. The idiot is flying backwards… at 1,800 miles
an hour.
“Enough of this,” Julia muttered, arming the Raft’s
SonicSoaker cannon.
“Hold on, we still need their help to rescue Alora,” Sasha
warned. “You can shoot them on the way back.”
“Fine,” Julia huffed in disappointment, as she disarmed the
cannon. “But if he pulls anything else I can’t promise I won’t blow
them out of the sky. It’s the principle.”
Over on Raft 42, Orion was greatly amused with his own
antics. Wesley, less so.
“Okay, that’s enough playing around,” he said, putting a
hand on Orion’s shoulder. “We’ve got a job to do.”
Orion started to mount an argument in favor of a policy of
aggressive Julia-harassment, but was interrupted by D’s voice
crackling over the radio. “Wesley, are you there?”
“Go ahead, D.”
“You guys left without telling us. Did you figure out how
you were going to get to the Bad Places?”
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Wesley and Orion looked at each other blankly. They had
not figured that part out, not at all. In fact, they were in such a
hurry to rescue their friends, they hadn’t even given it a thought.
Wesley shrugged. “Through a closet?”
“You were just hoping that you’d walk into a closet and an
interdimensional wormhole would open up to take you there?”
“I mean, when you say it that way, it sounds kinda’ stupid.”
“You’re so lucky you have us around.” D said. Wesley could
swear he heard her rolling her eyes.
R chimed in over the radio. “You need a bogeyman’s horn.
The clothes and hangars in a closet contain static energy. The
horns use that energy to create a portal that allows anything
attached to the horn to pass through to the Bad Places.”
The news hit Wesley like a punch to the stomach. He had no
idea how he was going to get a hold of even one bogeyman horn,
much less twenty of them. Their rescue mission may have been
over before it began.
“I don’t suppose you have any genius solution to help us out,
do you?”
“Orange button, left of the throttle,” said R.
Sure enough, Wesley spotted a glowing button and quickly
pressed it. On the nose of the Raft, a small door opened, and a
bogeyman’s horn popped out mounted on what looked to be a
plunger.
“Last minute retrofit,” said D. “We only had two horns, but,
in theory, since they’re attached to the Rafts and you are inside the
Rafts, then you should all be able to go through the portal safely.”
“In theory??” Baqer exclaimed, not particularly enthused to
be R and D’s guinea pig. “Ya haven’t tested it?”
“We didn’t have time, but don’t worry. Worst case, the portal
doesn’t open.”
Baqer sighed, relieved. He supposed it wasn’t that big a risk
if the worst that could happen was nothing.
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“Unless of course the portal only lets organic matter
through,” R hypothesized. “In that case sending a Raft in may rip
a hole in the space-time continuum and erase us all from
existence.”
Baqer was no longer relieved. In fact, he was quite
unrelieved. He was rather fond of existence and didn’t think he
would much enjoy not existing.
“Oh, and Tristan?” R added.
Tristan had been so quiet, that Wesley had forgotten the
rookie was on the Raft. The realization slightly startled him. Like
seeing an elephant with no trunk, a quiet Tristan was just
unnatural.
“I’m here,” said Tristan, pushing through the pack of agents
smooshed together in the back of the Raft.
“I made you something. Look in the storage locker.”
Since he was closer to the locker, Orion did the honors.
Pulling out a small giftwrapped box, he tossed it to Tristan, who
caught it gingerly and held it as if breathing too hard might cause
it to crumble into dust. His trepidation was in part because he was
still shaken up from nearly being killed by Bogeymen, but even if
Tristan were his normal, non-traumatized self, he still would have
been a little overcome. No one had ever made him anything
before.
“Go on, Kid. Open it,” encouraged Wesley.
Tristan obliged, careful not to rip the packaging. Inside he
saw pure marvelousness, a combination of his two favorite things
in the world – yo-yos and glowing buttons.
“I call them 2.0-Yos. Perfectly balanced, virtually
indestructible, nickel-chromium shells with braided carbon
nanotube strings. They’ve got an electronically adjustable range of
up to 30 yards, and should provide a dramatic increase in speed,
response, and spin-stability. Plus, they have a Taser function and
built-in Wi-Fi speakers, in case you want to rock some tunes.”
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Tristan tried to find the words to express how much the gift
meant to him, how spectacularly incredible he thought the 2.0-yos
were, but all he could come up with was, “Cool, thanks.”67
“I hate to interrupt,” said Wesley, “but D, if we need the
horn and a closet, does that mean we’re going to have to find a
closet big enough to fly the whole Raft in to?”
“I wish there was another way. It’s going to have to be a deep
closet, too. You’re going to build up a good bit of static electricity
to open a portal big enough. I’m talking like at least 20 feet deep.”
Both Rafts got very quiet as the agents racked their brains
trying to think where to find such a huge closet. After several
moments, inspiration struck Cecilia.
“Hey R,” she said, snatching the radio from Wesley. “Does
it have to be a closet, or just some place with a lot of clothes.”
The radio was silent for a second while R & D debated the
question. Finally, it was D that popped back on with an answer.
“We don’t think it has to be a closet, but it couldn’t be a mall
or anything. It would need to be a confined area, to focus the static
field.”
“Good,” Cecilia said with a smile. “I know where we can
go.”

Having landed their Rafts in a dirt parking lot, the agents
made their way toward an ominous looking ghost town on foot.
“This Drum and Bass is right Mariah Carey,” Baqer said with
a chill running up his spine. He had had been in the U.S. for five
years and had largely given up the rhyming slang he’d learned while
Tristan felt bad that he couldn’t come up with a better way to express
his gratitude, but to R, having his hero thank him for his invention was
the greatest thing ever. It just goes to show that you should never
underestimate the power of saying thank you.
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growing up in London, but fear has a way of bringing out the
habits we try and break.
That didn’t mean anyone knew what the heck he was saying,
though.
“You’re doing that again where you don’t make any sense,”
Sasha said.
“I’m jus’ sayin’, it’s eerie, in’it?”
Cecilia had brought them to DireWorld, a haunted theme
park owned by a friend of her dad’s cousin. And let me tell you,
Baqer hit the nail on the head, there are few things more eerie than
walking around a haunted theme park with the lights out. The
place was literally designed to be terrifying. Of course, there was
one very good reason Baqer shouldn’t have been scared.
“Baqer, you literally fight real-life monsters all the time,”
Wesley reminded him. “Why would you be afraid of fake ones?”
“That’s jus’ the thing. Real monsters don’t mean to be scary.
They jus’ born that way. But right ‘ere ya’ got human bein’s runnin’
‘round scarin’ people just for the fun of it. What kinda’ dodgy
nutter gets his jollies makin’ other people afraid.”
“I think it’s fun,” argued Cecelia. “You come, and you get
scared, but then you remember it’s all just pretend, and you and
your friends laugh your heads off at how silly you were for being
scared, and then somehow being scared doesn’t seem so scary
anymore.”
“I guess,” said Baqer. He had to admit it was a good
argument, but he was unconvinced.
“C’mon, it’s this way.”
Cecilia led Baqer, Sasha, and Wesley down an alleyway
between two of the haunted attractions. At the end of the alley,
they came to a fence, which she pushed open, revealing a hidden
door to the staging area where the park’s staff put on their makeup and got dressed in their costumes. Cecelia had gotten to hang
out there before when she came to visit her cousin who was
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working at the park. She smiled remembering how the make-up
lady was nice and offered to paint her face to make her look like a
cat, but Cecilia asked instead to make it look like she was a zombie
with an arrow sticking out of her head.
Cecilia was furious and threw a tantrum when her mom
wouldn’t let her keep the make-up on for the family picture the
next day.
In the back of the staging area, under a tent, Cecilia found
what she was looking for – a 40-foot long truck trailer. Climbing
up, she opened the latch and heaved the door open.
The agents screamed in chorus.
There, in the doorway, an 8-foot tall vampire leered over
them, ready to pounce. Baqer reflexively fired his cannon, hitting
the vampire square in the nose with a dodgeball, and knocking his
head off. The head rolled off the trailer, coming to a stop at Baqer’s
feet.
Baqer, sighed with relief. He guessed it was easier to kill
vampires than the books said.
“Hey! Cut it out! You’ll break it.” Cecilia snapped. “These
things cost a lot of money.” She leapt down and picked up the
decapitated head before climbing back into the trailer and placing
it back on the vampire’s body.
As it turns out, the vampire was fake, just a prop for the park.
Once she fixed the head, Cecelia shoved it to the side.
With the vampire out of the way, the agents could see that
trailer was filled with two rows of clothing racks, stuffed to the
brim with costumes that hung from clothing racks on either side
of the trailer.
Wesley smiled, the recruit had done it, she found them a
closet they could fly a Raft into.
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CHAPTER 18

Strap In
“It’s going to be a tight fit,” Orion cautioned.
“You don’t think you can do it?” Wesley asked, a bit shocked
that Orion was balking at performing a stunt with the Raft.
“I didn’t say that,” Orion smiled. “I just want to make sure
that when we tell everyone, you remember that it was an insane
stunt that only a master pilot could pull off.”
Wesley shook his head, there was the Orion he knew and
loved.
“Alright everyone, strap in,” Orion said, knowing full well
that there weren’t enough seatbelts to go around, but fulfilling a
lifelong dream to say that. Taking off, he whipped the Raft around
and aimed it at the opening to the trailer.
Orion pushed the throttle forward and they passed through
the opening, the Raft pressing the costumes tight against the
sidewalls of the trailer as it went. As they picked up speed, the horn
began to glow and spark, but there was no portal. Orion watched
as the end of the trailer got closer and closer.
“We’re running out of runway here, Wesley!”
“Maybe we need to go faster.”
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That was just the type of plan Orion could get on board with.
He hit the throttle. The metal wall at the end of the trailer sped
toward them, closer and closer. It was too late now to slow down,
if the plan didn’t work they were going to crash. Closer and closer.
The agents held their breath and braced for impact as the Raft
barreled toward the wall. Closer and closer.
And then it was gone.
It was just gone. The wall, the costumes, the whole trailer.
Gone.
Instead, the agents in Raft 42 found themselves flying
through a bizarre-looking tunnel. Along the walls there were
random smears of neon yellow and orange. Above them, thick,
root-like tendrils hung down and dripped glowing green slime into
pools on the floor.
“I think we’re here,” Orion said, awed by the weirdness of it
all. “Ladies and Gents, …welcome to the Bad Places.”
Wesley checked the rearview camera and was relieved to see
Raft 26 materialize through a portal in the tunnel behind them.
“Everyone keep an eye out for signs of Alora and the
others,” he announced.
As they pushed on, the tunnel began to get noticeably
smaller. It got to the point where Orion couldn’t avoid flying
through the slimy tendrils, which left trails of glowing gunk on the
windshield as they brushed aside.
“Getting a little tight in here,” he complained. “Glad I had a
light lunch.”
“What’s the matter, Orion?” Wesley teased. “Can’t hack it?”
“Oh please, I could…” he started before noticing a bright
red glow appear in the tunnel ahead of them, accompanied by a
low hum. “Hey, what’s that?”
The glow grew brighter and brighter, and the hum got louder
and higher pitched until…
BOOM!
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A blob of glowing goo exploded across the windshield of the
Raft, cracking the glass and sending the craft careening off the
narrow walls. Keeping his cool, Orion flicked a couple of switches
and his button under the instrument readout. After a scary
moment, he regained control of the Raft, slowing to a hover. He
turned on the wipers to clear the goo off the windshield.
“Cor, wot was that?!” Baqer exclaimed, as he picked himself
off the floor.
“Are you guys okay?” Sasha called over the radio. “What just
happened?”
“Someone knows we’re here.” Wesley said, staring intently
into the darkness. “Orion, hit the high beams.”
Orion turned a knob and light flooded the tunnel. About 100
yards ahead, a temporarily-blinded bogeyman sat behind what
looked to be a giant, crudely-made, anti-aircraft gun. The
bogeyman shielded his eyes and pressed the trigger. The barrel
began to glow.
“Oh sh…” Orion started before Wesley covered his mouth.
He pointed to a hole in the tunnel floor 30 yards ahead. “Can
you make it?”
Orion nodded. Wesley took his hand off the pilot’s mouth
and picked up the radio.
“Julia, they’ve got some kind of goo gun. We have to take
evasive maneuvers.”
“Just don’t slow me down,” she responded.
As Orion opened the throttle the bogeyman’s goo gun fired.
Raft 42 raced for the hole, with Julia matching his speed just inches
behind. Together they rocketed down the tunnel, playing a deadly
game of chicken with the incoming round. A mere fraction of a
second before the projectile hit its target, the Rafts flipped over in
unison and darted through the hole in the floor.
The goo ball just grazed the tail of Julia’s Raft before
exploding in the tunnel above.
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“You guys okay back there,” Orion called out over the radio.
“We’re here… barely,” Julia replied. “Since when do
bogeymen have artillery?”
“Something’s really wrong here,” Wesley said. “We don’t
even have anything like that.”
“Where do we go now?”
Looking around, the agents found themselves in massive
cavern. There were the same neon smears on the walls as in the
tunnel, but none of the creeping tendrils. Just rock, smears, and
blackness. To the right, about 500 yards ahead and 100 feet below,
a massive door appeared, sliding open into the rock wall. As it slid,
giant glowing arrows appeared on the wall, pointing at the door.
Above the opening, a huge sign flashed: THIS WAY.
“Okay, I’m not the smartest kid in the world, but I’m pretty
sure that’s a trap.”
Wesley nodded emphatically. “Yep, but we don’t have a lot
of options. Charge up your weapons and head in slowly. Baqer,
Sasha, keep an eye on your View Screens, see if anything pops up.”
Sasha and Baqer both obliged, turning on their Tech Station
systems, as Julia and Orion armed the SonicSoaker cannons and
other defensive countermeasures. As soon as his view screen was
powered up, Baqer was bombarded with information. The system
was picking up signals from all over the place.
“We’ve got movement along the Left wall, multiple bogeys.”
“On the right, too!” Sasha announced. “I’m counting 23
signals.”
As if on cue, dozens of openings appeared in the rock faces
on either side of the agents, and each one contained a bogeyman
sitting behind an anti-aircraft gun.
“Evasive maneuvers! NOW!!!”
Orion pulled his Raft into a steep climb, and Julia flipped
hers over into a dive. A moment later, a dozen goo balls exploded
in the empty space left behind by the fleeing Rafts. Weaving
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through incoming rounds, Orion whipped his Raft around, so it
was pointed right at one of the gun embankments. He flipped up
the trigger guard for the SonicSoaker cannon.
“You’re not the only ones with toys to play with, jerk face.”
Orion fired, obliterating the gun and leaving the bogeyman
in an unconscious, heap.
“One down!” he called out excitedly before moving quickly
to avoid several shots from nearby bogeymen.
“Yeah, and like a bazillion more to go,” Julia quipped. “If
we’re going to get out of this alive we need to take out more than
one at a time.”
Orion guffawed. “How are we supposed to do that. We only
have one cannon, dummy.”
“Maybe doing something like this.”
Julia triggered the Raft’s DazzleBubbler as she made a pass
just below the lowest set of bogeyman gunners. Bubbles streamed
out of the back of the Raft, each made up of glitter-infused soap.
With the bubbles wafting up in front of the bogeyman, she popped
on the strobe light. Hitting the glitter bubbles, the light blasted off
in every direction, blinding and disorienting the Meanies.
And Orion for that matter.
“Hey! You could have warned me!”
Ignoring the whining pilot, Julia turned the Raft around and
positioned it right against the cave wall. She lined up eight of the
guns all in a row and fired. It was a glancing blow, but enough to
send the guns spinning into the edge of the cave wall, snapping off
their barrels and leaving them useless.
“That’s eight more down,” she announced, a bit selfsatisfied. “Do try to keep up.”
Orion set his jaw and furrowed his brow, a sure sign that
things were about to get serious. Bogeymen trying to blow him out
of the sky was one thing, but being shown up by Julia was an
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outrage for which he would not stand. He knew he could do her
one better.
Orion copied her DazzleBubbler maneuver but made sure
to line up nine bogeymen. A smirk crept across his face as he
savored the moment, slowly squeezing the trigger. The record was
about to be his.
At least it would have been, had it not been for the incoming
goo ball that blew off his cannon.
“Hey!” Orion protested as he glared across the cavern at the
bogeyman responsible for ruining his perfect shot. The bogeyman
sneered back, delighted with himself.
“Okay, enough playing around,” Wesley cautioned. “let’s get
out of here.”
“Not yet!” he said, shooting Wesley an intense glare. “This
aggression will not stand!”
Snapping his attention forward, Orion flew straight for the
bogeyman that disabled his cannon. “Baqer, arm the Sticky
Slapper. When I give the signal, hit him right in his stupid face.”
Baqer didn’t know what good that would do. I mean, what
would they even do with the bogeyman when they snared it?
Nevertheless, he armed the Slapper, figuring that Orion wasn’t in
the mood to hear a rational argument.
On that point, he was quite right. Orion sped toward the
bogeyman. Just as the bogeyman’s gun looked ready to fire, Orion
yanked on the stick, turning the Raft so the Sticky Slapper was
brought to bear on the grinning Meanie.
“Now!”
Baqer fired and, crack shot that he was, smacked the
bogeyman right in his dumb grinning face.
“Got him. Reeling him in now.”
“No,” Orion said darkly. “I’ve got this.”
Orion turned back toward the other side of the cavern and
hit the throttle, yanking the bogeyman out of this hole in the wall
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and dragging him behind them. When he got close to the other
side, Orion killed the throttle and pushed the hover fans to full
power, stopping the Raft in its tracks almost immediately.
The bogeyman, who, much to his dismay, was not equipped
with hover fans, kept soaring through the air until he crashed hard
into the back of the Raft. Sliding off the hull, he dangled beneath
the Raft like a yo-yo on a string.
“Everyone, hold on,” Orion warned, before turning to Baqer
with crazy in his eyes. “When I say go, hit the release.”
Orion flicked a series of switches and twisted a knob, turning
the thrusters in opposite directions. He hit the throttle. Instead of
the Raft blasting forward, or backward, or sideward, or any other
ward, it stayed right in place – and began to spin.
Around and around. Faster and faster. Inside, the agents
were pressed against the sides of the Raft as if they were riding one
of those carnival rides designed to make you sick. Outside, the
bogeyman flew around so fast he felt like his brain was going to
explode out of his feet.
Laser-focused on his mission, Orion watched the world
spinning outside and tried to time his next move. He would need
to get it just right.
“Release in 3… 2… 1… GO!”
Baqer hit the release on the Sticky Slapper, sending the
bogeyman shooting through the air – and straight into the barrel
of one of the anti-aircraft guns. The impact sent the barrel crashing
into the wall, snapping it off. But the bogeyman’s momentum kept
him flying into another barrel, and another, and another, and
another.
In all, Orion took out nine bogeyman gun embankments
with his nifty little trick. Ten, if you include the one he snagged
with the Slapper in the first place. Which, of course, Orion did.
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“Did you see that Julia? I call it the Orion’s-the-mostawesome-pilot-ever maneuver. Maybe you should write it down,
so you can study it later.”
“Yeah, yeah, big deal,” she answered dismissively, trying to
hide the fact that she was kind of impressed.
“Alright that’s enough!” Wesley barked, his stomach feeling
like it was still spinning. “Can we stop playing around and get out
of this cave?”
“Yes, boss,” Orion said sheepishly, before turning around
and flying back to join up with Raft 26.
Orion took the lead as the Rafts made their run for the cave
exit. Combined, the pilots had taken out almost a third of the
bogeymen’s guns, but there was still ample enemy fire to avoid as
they flew along. Bobbing and weaving through the incoming
rounds, Orion had an impish thought.
“Hey Julia,” he said as he wagged the back of his Raft back
and forth in front of her. “How you like my booty?”
“Oh, just shut up and concentrate on flying.”
“Oh please,” Orion said, rolling his eyes. “I could handle
this, beat you at monopoly, and learn origami, all at the same time
with my eyes closed… whoops.”
The whoops came when Orion realized there was a goo ball
heading right for him. He tried to roll out of the way, but it caught
the left engine, blowing it clear off the wing and right into Julia’s
windshield, cracking it and covering it with thick oil.
“Dang it, Orion!” she shouted. Julia tried to use the
windshield wipers, but that just smeared the oil around. She
couldn’t see a thing. With no other options, Julia braced herself
against her chair and tried to kick out the glass so she could see.
Recovering from the loss of an engine, Orion looked over
and saw what Julia couldn’t – three glowing red balls heading right
for her.
“Julia!”
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“What do you want now, you jerk?” she scoffed, managing
to kick part of the windshield away. With the greased glass gone,
she could now see the impending doom bearing down on her.
“Oh God.”
They were going to be hit dead on without even a windshield
to protect them. There was nowhere to go. No time to evade.
Luckily, there was just enough time for a stupid-if-incrediblybrave maneuver from the pilot of Raft 42. Just before the rounds
hit their mark, Orion’s Raft’s screamed in front of Julia’s, and took
the hit.
The explosion was massive.
The Raft’s remaining engine was lost. Most of the hover
fans, gone. But the hull of the old, reliable Raft held true. For the
moment the agents inside were, aside from a few bruises, okay. But
just for the moment. Because without power, they faced a new
threat – gravity.
The Raft began to fall.
As smoke poured from the console and alarms blared, the
Raft plummeted like a stone toward the ground, hundreds of feet
below.
“C’mon, c’mon,” Orion pleaded as he tried to get the
remaining hover fans back up. But there was no response, the
electronics were fried. There was nothing he could do, they were
dead in the air – and just moments away from being dead
altogether.
Orion looked to Wesley and his fellow agents. For the first
time in his life, he found himself unable to come up with some
smart-alecky thing to say. As the ground sped up to meet them, all
Orion could say was, “I’m so sorry.”
With a loud BANG the Raft lurched forward. As Orion tried
to figure out what was going on, the Raft inexplicably leveled out,
flying straight and true just a dozen feet above the cavern floor.
“Need a lift?” said Julia over the radio.
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Out of the bottom of the windshield, Orion could see Raft
26 right underneath them. Impossibly, Julia had managed to catch
Orion’s Raft with hers, and was giving them a piggyback ride
through the cave.
“Maybe you should write that down. I call it the Julia-savesOrion’s-Sorry-Butt maneuver,” she said with a smirk.
Coming to the ever-so-subtly-marked exit from the cave,
Julia spotted several Rafts the Bogeymen had stolen from KIDS
headquarters, sitting together in a makeshift hangar. She tried to
bring them in for a landing in hover-mode, but the added weight
of Raft 42 was too much. She was going to have to glide them in.
“Hold on, this landing might be a little rough,” she warned.
With a jolt, Julia landed the Raft and slid quickly to a stop,
but the momentum flung Orion’s Raft off her back. The hobbled
craft skidded across the cave floor and slammed hard into the cave
wall.
Julia called over the radio, “Orion? You guys okay?”
For a tense moment, there was no response. But then, to her
great relief, the cockpit door opened, and Orion came tumbling
out.
“That was fun!” he beamed.
As Orion’s passengers stumbled out of the Raft, shaken-up
but uninjured, Julia ran over to Orion. He flinched, ready for her
to punch him for the whole almost-getting-them-killed thing. But
instead, she did something truly terrifying.
She hugged him.
“Don’t you ever scare me like that again,” she said, tears
welling in her eyes.
Orion thought of something snarky he could say, but
thought better of it and just hugged her back.
“Thanks for the save, sis.”
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“I couldn’t have saved you if you hadn’t saved me first.
Besides, if anything’s going to kill my baby brother, it’s going to be
me.”
Tristan couldn’t believe it. He wondered if he hit his head in
the fall.
“Julia’s your sister?!”
“C’mon, let’s go save our friends,” Wesley said, tossing
Tristan a TechVest.
And with that, the most legendary squad of agents that ever
lived started their march deep into the Bad Places. Nothing would
stop them from rescuing their friends. Nothing would slow them
down.
Except for Tristan. Tristan still had questions.
“Seriously? She’s your sister??”

231

CHAPTER 19

It’s a Trap!
“Are we there, yet? We’ve been walking forever.”
Tristan was, of course, embellishing again. It had been about
forty-five minutes since the agents left their Rafts behind and
headed into the small tunnel to the side of the make-shift hangar.
It was easy to decide which way to go, because it was the only
option they had, which made Wesley nervous.
With only one way to go, that meant the bogeymen knew
where they were, and they knew exactly where they were going.
That meant Meanies could have all kinds of sinister surprises in
store. They could have dug holes for the agents to fall into, or
planned to flood the tunnel when it was too late to get out, or
maybe drop one of those giant rolling boulders like in that movie
Wesley’s dad liked so much. None of those sounded like very
much fun.
As they rounded a corner, the agents saw a dim light in the
distance. Orion immediately thought of the glowing barrels of the
bogeymen’s guns and got ready to dive out of the way.
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But this was different. There was no hum. It didn’t seem to
be coming toward them, just a soft light that grew just a little
brighter as they got closer.
“Stay sharp, stay close,” Wesley warned, keeping his voice
down to just above a whisper. Quietly, he readied a dodgeball. The
others followed his lead.
The light, it turned out, was a single bare bulb that marked
the end of the tunnel. Cautiously stepping through the opening,
the agents found themselves standing in a small circle created by
the glow of the light. Surrounding them was nothing but darkness.
Wesley peered into the black, trying to make out where they
were, or if something might be coming for them.
When nothing did, Sasha nervously said the very silly thing
that people tend to say when they're in a dark room and they're not
entirely sure whether there's a horrible monster in there waiting to
eat them.
“Hello?”
Julia shot her a bewildered look, unable to believe Sasha just
really said that. What could she possibly be hoping to hear in
response?
Before Julia could ask her that question, a low, terrible voice
seemed to ooze out of the blackness. “You know it’s not polite to
just go barging into someone’s home in the middle of the night.”
The agents instantly snapped into a defensive formation,
weapons at the ready, but they were thrown into disarray when a
flood of light blasted away the darkness. With their eyes
accustomed to the dark, the sudden brightness overwhelmed their
vision, temporarily blinding them. Once they could start to see
again, it was time for their brains to be overwhelmed.
Somehow, they were back at the base, standing in the middle
of the Arena.
Except… wait… no, it was different.
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As their eyes adjusted to the light, the agents could see that
they weren’t really in the Arena at all, but in a room made to look
like it. It was the same size and shape. It had a classroom, and a
Vault, and a walkway encircling it from above, just like the real
thing. But something was off. The colors were all wrong, like when
a kid makes a drawing, but is missing a bunch of Crayons, so he
makes the grass orange and the sky yellow.
But that wasn’t all. The more he looked around, the more
Wesley spotted a bunch of things that just weren’t quite right. The
stairs to the second level were facing the wrong direction, the Vault
door was circular instead of rectangular, and the classroom had a
chalkboard instead of a whiteboard. It was as if it had been
designed by someone trying to recreate something from the
fractured fragments of half-forgotten memories of some place
they used to know.
Until that night, no bogeyman had ever escaped from the
Cell, so how did they do all this? Whose memory were they
recreating? And why would they want to recreate them? The
answers to those questions would have to wait, though, as there
was a more immediate threat. On the other side of the Arena,
standing on a walkaway above their version of the Vault, a familiar
Big Boy with a broken horn sauntered out of the shadows.
“Agent Wesley, I thought you retired,” Lefty chided.
“I’ve got one fight left in me,” Wesley said, his teeth clinched
in anger.
“Good. GOOD!” Lefty roared. “I LIKE THAT SPIRIT! It
will be so much more fun to break you!”
Julia stepped forward, shaking with rage. “Where are our
friends, turd breath?”
“These friends?” Lefty taunted.
He pulled a lever and the Vault door beneath him swung
open, revealing the captured agents huddled together. At the front
of the group, Charlie held his hand up to shield his eyes from the
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glaring light of the arena. Spotting the rescue team, he leapt to his
feet and made a run for it. But just as quickly as it had opened, the
door slammed shut, locking him inside.
“Charlie!” Orion screamed.
Lefty grinned wickedly.
“Your friends are my property now, my prize. A prize I won
when I escaped from your sad little prison and defeated your
pathetic squad of disgusting children. But I’m nothing if not
reasonable. I’ll give you a chance to win them back, barely
damaged at all.
“All you have to do is defeat my squad.”
Lefty ROARED, and a sound like distant thunder echoed
throughout the arena. The din grew louder and louder until the
walls seemed to explode, with bogeymen pouring from every
doorway, hallway, and crevice. The agents tightened their
formation and readied their weapons. A few of the agents looked
eager to fight, but Wesley called for restraint.
“Hold your fire!” Wesley shouted above the pandemonium.
He knew better than to attack before they could suss out the
situation.
As the bogeymen amassed in the center of the arena, they
awkwardly attempted to file into orderly lines, stumbling and
tripping over each other as they went. It would have made for a
pretty funny sight, were it not for the whole life or death
consequences thing. It’s amazing how the threat of getting eaten
alive can really put a damper on a person’s sense of humor.
That’s not to say the agents were indifferent to the sheer
weirdness of it all. They had been taught for years that bogeymen
were basically mindless beasts, incapable of even basic fighting
strategy. Yet, here they were in battle formation, twenty across and
a dozen lines deep.
It was weird, to be sure. But it wasn’t the weirdest part, or
even the most concerning.
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No, what was really disquieting was what they were wearing.
“Are those bleedin’ beasties wearin’ our uniforms?” Baqer
asked aloud, though just about every one of them was thinking the
same thing.68
The bogeymen were indeed decked out in outfits very much
like the KIDS uniforms, though, as with the arena, they were just
a bit off. While KIDS clothing designer Mark Atwood was very
meticulous, and would only use the finest cloth,69 the bogeymen’s
ill-fitting outfits seemed to be made of random pieces of stapledtogether, half-rotten burlap bags. Despite their shoddy
construction, the uniforms still struck fear into the agents for one
very important reason: they were equipped with TechVests.
As if bogeymen weren’t formidable enough already, these
things had been weaponized.
“Soldiers present arms!” Lefty bellowed.
In something approaching, but not at all resembling, unison,
the bogeymen threw out their right hands, inflating their
dodgeballs. Clearly pleased with how his grand trap was unfolding,
Lefty, stalked along the walkway above his troops.
“You’re such arrogant little vermin. You capture us with
your tricks and your gadgets and you think you’re so much better
than we are. Let’s see what happens now that we’re the ones with
the toys.”
“Agents huddle up!” Wesley ordered.
“What’s going on?” asked one of the nervous recruits as they
all circled up around the senior agent. “Since when do the
bogeymen have an army?”
“And since when can they use our weapons?” asked another.
The one exception being Jeff, who hadn’t noticed. But then Jeff never
was very observant. One time his parents moved the family to a new
town and he didn’t realize it for three weeks.
69 Borrowed, temporarily of course, from his mother’s costume
warehouse.
68
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“Who trained them?” asked a third.
All eyes were on Wesley, but his were focused on Lefty. “I
don’t know, but I’m going to find out.”
“Soldiers at the ready!” barked an increasing impatient Lefty
from his perch above the arena. The bogeymen responded by
cocking their arms back, each ready to throw their dodgeball. To
Lefty’s mounting irritation, the agents didn’t even seem to notice.
He had thought the sight of a couple hundred well-armed
monsters would, ya’ know, get a little bit more of a reaction.
“There’s too many of them,” argued Sasha. “We’ll never
make it through.”
“Not all of us. Just one of us,” Wesley rebutted. “If someone
can get to the lever we can even up the odds.
“Right,” said Julia. “We’ll try and focus our fire and open up
a hole for you.”
Wesley shook his head. “Not me I’m going after Lefty.”
Furious at being ignored by the huddle of children they were
trying so hard to intimidate. Lefty shouted again at his soldiers.
“Aim!”
The agents were aghast, not so much at the threat of
hundreds of bogeymen preparing to bludgeon them at any
moment, but more that Wesley was planning to abandon them.
They began to shout over each other.
“Wot do ya’ mean yer’ going after Lefty??”
“You’re just going to leave us here?!”
“We can’t do this without you!”
“You’re the best chance we’ve got.”
From his perch, Lefty was done waiting. It was time to
attack.
“Fire!” he shouted.
The front line let loose their dodgeball and quickly ducked,
allowing the second line to send a volley of their own. Deftly,
Baqer swung his cannon toward the onslaught and fired a volley

IT’S A TRAP!

237

of his own. With incredible precision, he knocked down each of
the forty incoming balls with one of his own.
“Do ya’ mind? We’re talkin’ here!”
Tristan did a quick search through his memory banks.
Yep, that was the coolest thing he’d ever seen.
As Baqer turned back to the huddle, the Bogeymen all
looked at each other, befuddled. Even Lefty was left completely
dumbstruck.
“Thanks, Baqer,” said Wesley before turning to the rest of
the group. “Look, something big is going on, Lefty is the key to
finding out just what that is. Besides, I’m not our best chance at
getting to that lever.”
“Who is?” Cecilia asked.
“The reigning International 2A Junior Yo-Yo Champion,
of course.”
Tristan nodded in agreement before realizing in horror
that Wesley was talking about him. Suddenly, he felt like he was
right back in the Arena, overwhelmed and helpless in the clutches
of dozens of bogeymen. Now Wesley wanted him to go up against
hundreds? His face went pale as pure terror washed over him.
“But… but… I’m just a recruit. I can’t… Wesley I can’t do
it. I’m not ready.”
Wesley put a comforting hand on his shoulder.
“It’s your time to shine, kid.”
“But…” Tristan stammered, and his hand began to shake.
His voice fell to a whisper. “Wesley… I’m scared.”
He lowered his head, embarrassed and ashamed. He had
always thought he had what it took to be a hero, but what kind of
hero feels like he wants to cry when the time comes for heroics?
Wesley shot him a reassuring smile. “I’m scared, too, Tristan.
Heck, I’m terrified.”
Julia nodded her head. “Me too.”
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Baqer agreed. “I just ‘bout peed m’pants when all them
Meanies showed up.”
The rest of the agents nodded their support. Tristan was
shocked, the other agents all looked so sure of themselves, like he
used to be. He couldn’t believe they’d been scared this whole time.
“It’s easy to fight when you think you’re going to win,”
Wesley said. “A hero, a real hero, fights even when he knows he
can’t win. Because it’s the right thing to do, because no one else
can. There’s a million ways we might lose today, but only one way
we win. And that’s if you get to that lever. What do you say? Are
you ready to be a hero?”
Tristan considered Wesley’s words as he looked to the horde
of vicious monsters standing between him and the lever. The yoyos he held in his hands hardly seemed sufficient. But Wesley
believed in him.
Maybe that was enough.
He nodded. “I’ll do it.”
“Okay then, I’ll draw their attention while the kid goes for
the lever.”
“Enough of this,” Lefty roared, “ATTACK!”
As the agents whirled around to face their attackers, the first
line of bogeymen charged forward, and the second line launched a
barrage of dodgeballs. Wesley sprinted full bore toward their right
flank, hurdling and ducking the incoming rounds as he quickly
closes the gap between him and the bogeymen.
“Alright lads and ladies,” Baqer announced. “Let’s give our
boy some runnin’ room.”
The agents launched a barrage of their own, knocking a hole
in the right side of the Bogeymen’s formation, which Wesley ran
headlong into.
While the right half of the Bogeymen focused on dodging
the agents barrage and going after Wesley, the left half advanced
on the remaining agents, a snarling wall of fangs and teeth, closing
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fast. Thinking quickly, Sasha snagged a bag of Crack-‘er-Jax from
her battle belt and tossed it in front of charging bogeymen. Hitting
the ground, the bag burst, and a hundred jacks scattered and
bounced along the ground. Each jack had six metal points, and on
each point, R&D had placed a cap gun cap. They are, without a
doubt, the least fun thing in the world to step on, as the first group
of bogeymen soon learned.
A dozen bogeymen howled and fell to the ground, pawing
desperately at their wounded feet, trying to dislodge the jacks. The
second group of Meanies were running too fast and couldn’t avoid
their fallen comrades, tripping over them and adding to the pile of
furry bodies crumpled on the ground.
Above the fray, Lefty was thoroughly enjoying the mayhem,
but a whistle from a nearby passage snagged his attention. He
looked toward the dark cave, and then back to the fight. He
growled an objection, not wanting to leave when things were
getting interesting. A second whistle, louder and more
commanding, dispelled any hope that he would get to watch a little
longer. With a disappointed snarl, he turned away from the fight
and sulked toward the passage.
Spotting Lefty disappearing into the cave, Wesley dodged a
bogeyman’s fist and made his move toward the side of the arena.
The rest of the agents seemed to have the right side of the
bogeymen in check, but the victims of the Sasha’s mini-minefield
were beginning to recover, and more groups were flanking them
to the left.
Julia shouted above the din of battle, “Who brought
PaddleWhackers?”
Sasha and a handful of the other agents raised their hands.
“You five with me, everyone else, stay with Baqer. Keep
them on their heels, keep them off Wesley.”
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As the bogeymen closed in, Julia’s crew lined up shoulder to
shoulder, each unsheathing a pair of aluminum paddleball paddles
from their holsters.
“Alright, time to spank these dumb apes.”
The wave of bogeymen didn’t know what happened as they
were knocked back by a bombardment of little bouncing balls that
ricocheted off the floor, the walls, and the bogeymen’s heads,
before returning to the agents, only to be launched out again with
a smack of the paddles. The onslaught devastated the Meanie’s
lines, and Julia couldn’t help but smile. She was starting to think
they might make it out of there after all.
Wesley’s mood wasn’t quite as optimistic. He’d made it to
the wall but couldn’t find a way up. He tried in vain to leap and
grab the top of the wall but couldn’t jump high enough. With a
dozen bogeymen closing in, Wesley gave up on the wall and turned
to his attackers, inflating a dodge ball.
“Okay, who’s first?”
Back at the front lines, Orion saw Wesley’s failed attempt to
scale the wall, and the gaggle of bogeymen descending upon his
friend. He turned back to Baqer.
“Wesley’s in trouble!”
“Yeah? Well, there’s about a hundred Blue Meanies between
us and him. Any suggestions?”
Orion thought for a moment, then inspiration hit him. It was
just the kind of the half-baked, dangerous, just-plain-dumb idea
that he could really get behind. Gripping a dodgeball tightly with
both hands, he jammed it in the barrel of Baqer’s cannon.
“Shoot me.”
“Have ya’ lost yer bloody mind?”
“Baqer, I’m a pilot. I was born to fly. Now stop trying to
convince me how incredibly stupid my incredibly stupid plan is
and pull the trigger. Let this eagle soar.”
Baqer shook his head. “Yer funeral.”
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With Orion holding on for dear life, Baqer fired.
“AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!” is the scream Orion
intended to make, but he sailed through the air so fast the sound
was shoved right back down into his lungs. As he began to come
back down to earth, he realized that he hadn’t fully considered the
landing part. Luckily, a Big Boy was perfectly positioned inbetween Orion and the rock floor.
Luckily for Orion, that is. The Big Boy didn’t think it was
very lucky at all. Coming down hard, Orion careened off the back
of the bogeyman’s head, bounced off the floor, and rolled into the
wall with a smack.
“Ow.”
Wesley looked down with genuine astonishment. “Orion??
What are you doing?”
Shaking off the stars and little tweety birds circling his aching
head, Orion pulled himself up on his hands and knees. He nodded
up to the top of the wall.
“Go on, get out of here.”
Wesley didn’t want to leave Orion behind, but Lefty was
getting away. He planted a foot on Orion’s back and vaulted
himself to the top of the wall. Pulling himself over the railing,
Wesley raced for the cave.
At the bottom of the wall, Orion let out a sigh of relief. He
did it, he got Wesley out of there. Now there was just the little
problem of the dozen angry bogeymen stalking toward him.
“Hi guys,” he said, donning his most charming grin. “Can
we talk about this?”
The bogeymen weren’t inclined to chat. Orion could tell by
the way they leapt on him and seemed to be fighting over the right
to separate his limbs from his torso.
“Ow! My leg doesn’t go that way!”
While Orion busied himself with not being dismembered,
Baqer surveyed the chaotic battle field. Against all odds, the agents’
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line was holding. Julia and her gang of paddlers kept the left flank
occupied, while the right flank had its attentions split between
pummeling Orion and avoiding the remaining agents’
counterattack. An untrained civilian might look at the scene and
reasonably assume the kids were winning.
But Baqer knew better.
The agents were holding their ground, but all it would take
was a couple Meanies breaking through their line and it would all
be over. With the sheer number of bogeymen in the battle, Baqer
knew it was only a matter of time before they were overrun. They
had to act now. He pulled Tristan off the front line.
“Alright, kid, yer up.”
Tristan looked out at the sea of teeth and claws between him
and the lever. He’d never make it. It just didn’t seem possible. He
thought about offering up an alternative plan, like maybe going
home and waiting for puberty to come on by and let him forget
about all of this. But he thought about Wesley’s words. Whatever
might happen, the world was counting on him. He needed to try.
With a solemn nod to Baqer, Tristan pulled out his 2.0-yos
and gave them each a toss. They were remarkably nimble in his
hands, even better than those Kaiju prototype yo-yos Hiraku used
to flaunt around the competitions. Tristan thought it a shame he
probably wouldn’t survive the battle, it would have been awesome
getting to rub his new toys in Hiraku’s face.
Throwing the yo-yos rhythmically, Tristan worked up his
courage and looked for an opening, a weak spot in their defenses.
There!
Right between the Lil’ Greenie and the Red Rogue with the
goofy overbite, there was a gap in the bogeymen’s line. With an
impressive battle cry, Tristan ran straight for the horde. The
scream caught the attention of the Greenie and the Rogue, who
turned just in time to catch a pair of yo-yos to the face, knocking
them out cold.
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Exploding through the gap, Tristan found the path ahead
blocked by a muscular Blue Meanie, his fangs dripping with the
anticipation of a late-night snack. Shaking off the urge to flee,
Tristan lowered his shoulder and ran full-bore ahead. He tossed a
yo-yo in the air, and when the bogeyman was dumb enough to
look up at it, he slid between his legs, delivering the other yo-yo
where it hurts. The beast yelped and doubled over in pain as
Tristan popped up, snatched the first yo-yo out of the air, and ran
further into the mob.
The wounded bogeyman popped back up, ready to chase
down the young agent who had just embarrassed him and make
the kids’s skull into a mop bucket, but his murderous intentions
were spoiled when a dodgeball smacked him hard in the face,
shattering his horn.
The shot came from Baqer, who smiled with pride as he
watched his young pupil charge into the throng of bogeymen. “Go
get ‘em, Tristan.”
A scream brought a swift end to the tender moment.
“Baqer! Help!”
Baqer whipped his head around just in time to see a pair of
bogeymen hauling off a recruit. He brought his cannon up, but
before Baqer could pull the trigger a dodgeball smashed into his
face, shattering his glasses. He turned to see where it was coming
from, but before he could react he was hit by half-a-dozen more.
Julia’s crew faced problems of their own. A bogeyman got a
hold of one of Cecilia’s paddleballs and used it to yank her off the
line. Sasha’s paddleballs got tangled with Caleb’s, making them
useless. Within moments, the agents’ defenses were completely
compromised.
Kneeling in pain, bruised and broken, Baqer tried to raise the
barrel of his cannon, but a bogeyman snatched it from his hands
and casually tossed it aside.
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“Game over, kid,” the bogeyman said with a sneer, before
launching a ball from pointblank range.
Unaware that he was the last agent standing, Tristan dodged
and weaved his way through the crowd of Meanies. Breaking
through their back line, his hope soared as he spotted the lever. He
just needed a way to get up to it, to open the Vault.
Unfortunately, hope is too often fickle and cruel. Before
Tristan could take another step toward the lever, a big hairy paw
clamped down on his shoulder and spun him around. Tristan
recognized his attacker immediately, it was the Big Boy that he had
caught in his room, the night this whole thing began.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
The Big Boy didn’t give the agent the chance to answer,
tossing him back into the mass of bogeymen. It was all happening
again, just like back at base. Tristan found himself pinned to the
ground, held firm by a dozen bogeyman. He couldn’t move, he
could barely breathe. Again, a hairy hand pressed against his
forehead. He could feel the aura draining from his body. He knew
there was no one to save him.
He knew he was doomed.
But if he was doomed, then so were the agents locked in the
Vault.
So were his friends.
And so were all the kids out there that counted on the Squad
to protect them.
He couldn’t let that happen.
He knew he wasn’t strong enough to get away, but maybe he
didn’t have to. Through a tiny gap in the mass of fur that
enveloped him, Tristan could still see the lever. Giving it all he had,
he managed to free one hand.
It was all he needed.
With a flick of the wrist he let his yo-yo fly.
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CHAPTER 20

Long Lost Liars
Oblivious to the plight of his friends, Wesley raced through
the damp cave in dogged pursuit of Lefty. Coming to a split, he
searched for clues as to which route to take. There were no
footprints. No bits of fur clinging to the cave wall like a clue in a
bad action movie. Just two choices and no way of knowing which
was right. His mind racing as he tried to decide which way to go,
Wesley took a deep, frustrated breath.
That’s when it hit him, a rancid stench like a wet dog farting
on a sick skunk.
“Pew!” he gagged. “Lefty.”
The putrid odor was coming from the cave on his left.
Wesley figured that was the best clue he was going to get, and
bolted toward the stink. The cave twisted and turned and forked
again and branched off in different directions, but that reliable reek
kept him running in the right direction.
At least he hoped so.
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Direction wasn’t his only problem, though, as the deeper
into the cave he went, the smaller it seemed to get.70 Before long,
Wesley had to duck down as he ran to avoid knocking his head on
the ceiling. But the cave wasn’t finished with its shrinking act.
Soon, Wesley was forced to crouch, then crawl on his hands and
knees, then army crawl.
And then that wasn’t even enough.
With a clunk, Wesley came to a sudden stop as his TechVest
caught on the roof of the tiny cave. He pulled with all his might,
but could go no further. Desperate, Wesley wriggled. He strained.
He turned on his side. He spun over on his back. He pounded at
the stubborn rock and cried out in frustration.
It was no use. Looking ahead, he could see a light not fifty
feet ahead, but it might as well have been fifty miles. The cave was
just too small.
Not willing to give up the chase. Wesley crawled back until
he had enough room to squirm out of his vest. Free of his
equipment, he crawled on as the cave continued to narrow. Soon
it felt as if the rock was engulfing him. Every pull forward brought
stinging pain, as the jagged stone scraped against his body.
Still, he pushed on. Finally, Wesley reached an opening, and
with one last, painful pull, he ripped himself out of the cave’s
clutches, tumbling to the floor a few feet below. Working to catch
his breath, he stood up and scanned his surroundings.
Wesley found himself in a chamber about the size of his
bedroom. He looked up at the tiny passage from which he just

For just a moment, he considered the idea that he might be getting
bigger, but as he had not drunken any potions or eaten any strange
pastries, Wesley figured that wasn’t very likely.
70
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escaped and marveled at how he’d managed to squeeze through.71
Then a darker notion hit him – how would he get back?
Wesley shook off the troubling thought, figuring he’d have
plenty of time to worry about getting out after he found Lefty.
He wouldn’t have long to wait.
Looking to the other side of the chamber, Wesley saw it
opened into a much larger room, the size of his school gym. The
larger room was honeycombed with more than a hundred small
chambers like the one he was in, wrapping around the room, up
the walls, and covering the ceiling. It was an incredible sight. Had
you or I been there we would have likely stood with our mouths
open and wondered what the room was used for, how it was
created, and where the chambers led.
But Wesley wasn’t filled with wonder. He didn’t care about
the room or the chambers or where they went. No, his attention
was laser focused on one thing, and one thing only – the Big Boy
he spotted lumbering into a chamber on the far side of the room.
“Lefty!” Wesley raged as he ran after the bogeyman. “Face
me you coward!”
The massive bogeyman stopped, but didn’t turn around.
“Little Agent Wesley, is that you?”
Wesley stopped in his tracks, unable to move. It wasn’t the
words that had him stunned, but the voice; a voice that wasn’t
Lefty’s, a voice he hadn’t heard in a very long time.
Across the room, a small, not-at-all furry hand appeared on
Lefty’s elbow and urged the hulking Meanie aside. Lefty obliged

For that matter, how had Lefty slipped his big butt through there?
Well, no one’s really sure how bogeymen squeeze through impossibly
tight spaces, but they’re pretty renowned for it. R had an intriguing
theory about them being related to octopuses, which can collapse their
bodies to fit through tiny openings, but Dogie wouldn’t let R build the
10,000-gallon water tank he needed to run the proper experiments.

71
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and stepped away. Behind him stood a boy wearing a confident
grin and a shaggy head of black hair, tipped with blonde highlights.
The boy didn’t look a day older than the last time Wesley saw
him, six years before, screaming for help as Lefty dragged him into
the closet.
“Tommy?” Wesley muttered, feeling his brain sputter and
misfire, like an old car trying and failing to start. He was shocked,
relieved, devastated, overjoyed and desperately trying to make
sense of the impossible. Tommy would have been 18-years-old,
but the kid standing before him looked no more than 12.
And yet, it was him. It was Tommy.
“I tried to keep you from all this you know,” said Tommy,
his voice echoing eerily through the room. “Ordered them to wait
to strike until you’d retired. But you just couldn’t stay away, could
you. What a shame. You were a heck of an agent.”
Tommy’s shook his head sadly before nodding to Lefty and
turning toward the passageway. “Goodbye, Wesley.”
The engine of Wesley’s mind finally turned over and roared
to life, and he understood. Tommy was working with the
bogeymen. He had betrayed them. Wesley’s blood boiled and his
fists clinched.
“TRAITOR!!!”
Wesley charged after Tommy, but Lefty stood in the way.
Wesley didn’t care. Rage surged through his body and he was more
than happy to unleash it on the Big Boy.
Sprinting at full speed, he leapt and delivered a flying knee
to Lefty’s chest, sending him staggering back. Wesley, didn’t relent,
throwing a flurry of punches and kicks with reckless abandon.
Lefty was caught off guard by the brute force of the attack and
struggled to defend himself.
But Wesley’s anger made him sloppy, all power and no
technique. And when he missed with a wild haymaker of a punch,

LONG LOST LIARS

249

Lefty was quick to take advantage, countering with a spinning
backhand that smashed Wesley into the ground.
Lefty took a minute to catch his breath.
“You’ve gotten good, I’ll give you that,” Lefty said as he
yanked the dazed agent from the ground and held him high over
his head. “But I’m still better.”
A vicious body slam left Wesley sprawled out on the floor,
grimacing in pain.
Lefty was loving it.
“Not so tough without your little toys, are ya’?”
Lefty reared his foot back and delivered a monster kick to
Wesley’s ribs, but before the blow could land, Wesley rolled out of
the way. Caught off guard, the Big Boy lost his balance and fell
hard to the ground, knocking the wind out of his lungs.
Wesley leapt up and scurried out of striking distance.
“I don’t need to be tougher to beat you Lefty, just smarter.
And that ain’t real hard.”
Lefty slowly got to his feet.
“I was bein’ nice,” he said between heavy, labored breaths.
“Now, I got to hurt ya’.”
Wesley scanned the room for anything he could use in the
fight, finding nothing but dust and solid rock. Turning his
attention to Lefty, Wesley looked for any exploitable weaknesses
as he planned his next move.
That’s when it happened.
Lefty disappeared.
“No!” Wesley cried out. “Not now!”
It wasn’t just Lefty. The whole chamber he’d been fighting
in flickered and vanished, as if wiped from reality. Wesley found
himself alone in a room that looked almost exactly like a school
gym.
Wesley backed against a wall, his eyes darting desperately
around the room, searching for… something, anything.
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Lefty spun around to see what his pint-size antagonist was
looking at, but nothing was there. Turning back to Wesley, Lefty
was more than a little confused. He waved his hairy paws to get
the agent’s attention.
“Hello? What’s the matter with you, I knock a screw loose
or something?”
Wesley waved his hands in the air like he was searching for a
light switch in the dark.
“I believe in bogeymen. I believe!” he begged, collapsing
against the wall and sliding to the floor.
Lefty was not the brightest bogeyman in the world, he
wouldn’t even rank among the smartest rocks, but eventually he
figured out what was happening. And oh, wasn’t it a delightful turn
of events.
“Ah, I see.”
Confidently, almost mockingly, Lefty strolled over to Wesley
and took a seat beside him.
“Is Lil’ Wesley going through his changes?” he taunted as he
lay his meaty paw on the panicked agent’s shoulder.
Wesley jumped at the sensation, and for just a moment he
could see the hairy hand on his shoulder. But as quickly as it
materialized, it was gone.
Lefty wasn’t accustomed to smiling this much. He was a bit
worried he might sprain his face, but figured it was worth it. “Yep,”
he continued with false sincerity. “Soon our boy will be a man.
Soon it will be time to put away childish things. But not just yet…”
In a flash, Lefty whirled around and grabbed Wesley by the
throat, lifting him off the ground and slamming him into the wall.
Standing on his tiptoes, Wesley clawed in vain at the invisible
hands wrapped around his neck.
“I do believe,” he gasped, “I… be… lieve.”
“You know it’s a shame you won’t see this coming. ‘Cause
boy, you’re going to feel it.”
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With his left hand tight on Wesley’s neck, Lefty cocked his
right fist back, readying a knockout blow.
And then a thing happened.
And that thing was a dodgeball.
And that dodgeball smacked Lefty right in the face.
Really.
Really.
Hard.
So hard, it sent ripples through the Big Boy’s cheek and
spread right through Wesley’s reality. Suddenly, he could see the
bogeyman’s face again. Then his body materialized. Then the
chamber surrounding them.
Wesley believed again.
Before the Big boy could shake off the blow, Wesley boxed
his ears with both palms. Reeling in pain, Lefty let off his grip on
the agent’s throat and staggered back.
“WHO DID THAT?!?” he roared as he searched the room
for his attacker.
A voice from the shadows of a distant chamber responded,
“There’s an old score needs settling, Kaufenberth.”
The hair on Lefty’s neck stood on end. No one had called
him by that name in decades.
“Who’s there? Who knows that name? Show yourself,
coward!”
From a dark chamber, a furry-figure emerged wearing a
KIDS stuff uniform that was two-sizes two small. His hair was
gelled-back and he sported a jagged, bony patch where his horn
used to be.
“Dogie,” Wesley whispered.
He never thought he would be so relieved to see a bogeyman
walking out of the shadows.
Lefty had a much different reaction.
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“Runt? Is that you,” he laughed as he looked Dogie up and
down. “You know they tried to convince me you were dead, but I
didn’t believe it. I mean, what would Death want with a sniveling
little runt like you? Come here, let me put you out of your misery.”
Dogie answered by throwing another dodgeball, but Lefty
swatted it away like a pestering fly. He tried again, but the ball
missed the Big Boy by several feet.
“Ha! That the best you can…oof!”
The missed ball had ricocheted off the wall and smacked
Lefty right in the back of the head. Turns out Dogie didn’t miss
after all.72
“I’m not a youngling you can bully, Kaufenberth,” he said
with a smirk before turning to Wesley. “Go on, get out of here.”
Wesley hesitated. “He’s strong, Dogie. You can’t take him
on by yourself.”
Dogie smiled warmly. “I’ve let you fight enough of my
battles, Agent Wesley. It’s time I fought my own. Now go.”
“Yeah, kid, get out of here,” Lefty goaded. “It will be so
much more fun to hunt you down after I kill this pest.”
Wesley was reluctant to leave, but he still had unfinished
business, and that unfinished business had a head start. With one
last appreciative glance at Dogie, Wesley took off after Tommy.
“Just you and me, Runt,” Lefty said, opening his arms wide
to invite the challenge.
Dogie didn’t bother with any theatrics. No witty reply. No
taunts or war cries. He just charged in and launched his attack.
Lefty managed to dodge the first punch but was surprised by
the power of the second. For that matter, so was Dogie.

You may have noticed this is the same “I didn’t really miss trick that
both Alora and Wesley used before. That’s not a coincidence. It’s tactic
#34 in the KIDS Agent Manual’s section on “Tips on Outwitting the
Slow-witted,” and one that Dogie was rather proud of inventing.
72
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Wiping a bit of green blood from his lip, the Big Boy spit out
a tooth Dogie’s blow knocked loose.
“Oh, Runt,” he chided through a gap-toothed grin. “I’m
going to enjoy this.”
Now, this is the point of the story where you might expect
me to tell you all about how our loveable underdog, Dogie,
overcame the odds and defeated the faster stronger Lefty with a
combination of incredible heart and the power of a noble will.
If that’s the case, I’m afraid you’re going to be deeply
disappointed.
You see, that’s just not the way the world usually works.
Sometimes, too often really, the thing you’re fighting is too
powerful for you to overcome. No matter how pure your
intentions, no matter how great your cause, sometimes the bad guy
wins.
This was one of those times, and Dogie knew it.
But that doesn’t mean he was going to go down easy.
Dogie gave it all he had, trading punches and kicks with
Lefty. He even pulled off a particularly impressive combo where
he bounced a dodgeball off the ground and into Lefty’s jaw, dazing
the Big Boy just long enough to land a wicked right cross. But it
still wasn’t enough. Lefty countered with a vicious upper cut that
sent Dogie hurtling through the air and slamming hard into the
wall. He collapsed to the ground, a broken heap.
“You shouldn’t have come back,” Lefty said, with a brutal
kick to the ribs. Dogie tried to get to his feet, but Lefty sent him
back to the ground with a punch to the back.
“Why do you keep fighting? What makes you think you can
win?”
A battered Dogie rolled over and propped himself against
the wall. Despite the pain coursing through his body, he managed
a defiant smile.
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“I never thought I could.”
“You betrayed your species, your family. And for that I’m
going to hurt you. I’m going to hurt you bad.”
Dogie smiled through the pain. “I know you will. It’s your
nature.”
In his eyes was something Lefty had never seen…
forgiveness.
“Then why are you smiling?”
“Because I have something you don’t.”
“Something I don’t?” the insolence enraged Lefty.
“SOMETHING I DON’T?!”
Dogie attempted to stand again, but Lefty stomped him back
down.
“I’M BIGGER THAN YOU!” he said, punctuating his point
with a kick to the gut.
“I’M STRONGER THAN YOU!”
Another punishing kick.
“I’M FASTER THAN YOU!”
Lefty leapt on top of Dogie and punched him in the face,
again and again.
“JUST WHAT DO YOU HAVE THAT I DON’T???”
Dogie felt his consciousness slipping away, a rising tide of
cold blackness washing over him. For a long moment, he struggled
to get his swollen lips to form his answer. When he finally spoke,
his voice was barely above a whisper. He said only one word.
“Friends.”
Lefty stopped his assault, his slow, not-at-all-bright brain
trying to figure out what the infuriatingly stubborn Runt could
possibly be talking about.
That’s when he heard the dodgeball cannon powering up
behind him.
Lefty turned, a sinking feeling hitting his stomach as he saw
them.
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All of them.
Agents.
In every chamber. In every direction.
He was surrounded.
Baqer, sporting a makeshift sling over his left arm and a real
shiner of a black eye, shifted the lollipop in his mouth from one
side to the other, his cannon trained on the Big Boy. Next to him,
Tristan let a yo-yo fall, spinning it freely on the end of the string.
“How about you play with me,” Tristan taunted.
Lefty roared and leapt to face his attackers. Through blurred
vision, Dogie watched dozens of agents charge to his rescue, their
battle cries drowning out Lefty’s roar.
Dogie managed one last smile.
Then all was black.
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CHAPTER 21

Wanna’ See a Trick?
Wesley wasn’t moving quite as fast through this cave as he
was the last one. It’s not that his heart wasn’t in it, it was the rest
of his body. You may not know this, but getting body slammed
hurts. Doubly so when the thing doing the slamming is a huge
supernatural monster.
Pain shot through Wesley’s ankle with every step. His hip
throbbed with every stride. His ribs ached with every breath. But
he didn’t care. How ever broken he was, how ever long it took,
Wesley was going to find Tommy.
Coming around a corner, Wesley found a set of giant
wooden doors, covered in ornate carvings. The carvings were
magnificently detailed, telling the story of where bogeymen came
from, how their magic worked, and why they stole auras.
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But those details were lost on Wesley, who didn’t give even
a moment’s attention to them.73 Nor did he follow protocol and
check for booby traps before opening the door. There was no time
for it. Besides, he figured if Tommy wanted to try spring a trap, let
him. Wesley would escape from it, just like he’s made it through
everything else Tommy and the bogeymen had thrown at him.
Tommy and the bogeymen…
It was still so hard to believe his old mentor betrayed the
Squad, that Tommy let Wesley believe he’d been kidnapped. All
Wesley’s initial feelings of relief at seeing his friend alive again were
gone.
Only anger remained.
That is, until he opened the doors and saw what was on the
other side.
Then, for just a moment, Wesley’s anger was washed away,
replaced by pure awe.
The doors opened into another huge cavern, 40 feet tall and
100 feet wide. How deep it went Wesley couldn’t determine,
because, 30 feet in, a massive glowing crystal wall spanned the
entire width of the cave, extending half-way to the ceiling.
As Wesley got closer, it began to hum, almost sing. It was as
if the wall knew he was there and was reacting to him. Wesley was
mesmerized.
As he got closer, Wesley could see that it wasn’t the crystal
glowing at all, it was something behind the crystal. A grand golden
something that glittered and danced behind the wall.
“Beautiful isn’t it.”
Wesley had been so captivated by the extraordinary wall, he
hadn’t noticed Tommy sitting in a make-shift throne on the other
Which is a shame, because they contained information that would have
been incredibly useful three years later, when the KIDS faced a new
threat. But that’s another story. I shouldn’t even have brought it up.
Forget I said anything.

73
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side of the cave. At the sound of his old friend’s voice, Wesley
spun on his heels and flicked his wrist to inflate a dodgeball,
forgetting for a moment that he’d ditched his gear in the cave.
If Tommy was at all worried that Wesley had tracked him
down, he wasn’t showing it.
“Liquidized auras,” he continued, “hundreds of thousands
of ‘em.”
Wesley felt his head spinning. There’s only so many times
your reality can be shattered in one day before your brain just
throws up its metaphorical hands and calls it quits.
“But… the bogeymen,” he stammered. “I thought… don’t
they…”
Tommy recognized the symptoms of a brain about to hit its
breaking point and interrupted his old recruit for his own good.
“You thought they sucked ‘em up? Wolfed ‘em down? I know, I
know, that’s what Dogie taught us.
“Wrong!” he yelled with a sinister laugh before standing up,
grabbing a silver cup from a table next to his throne and walking
toward the wall.
“Well not totally wrong,” he continued. “They do use just a
bit, but this is powerful stuff! A little bit goes a long way, and the
rest comes here… to me.”
Wesley shook his head, stunned at what his friend had
become. “What happened to you?”
Tommy shoved his cup under a spigot embedded in the
crystal. With the turn of a knob, the auras flowed out and filled his
cup, wispy and light like the smoke from dry ice.
“That’s the great thing, kid… nothing. Nothing happened to
me! I’ve been down here for six years and haven’t aged a day. It’s
the Fountain of Youth!”
Tommy casually gulped down the contents of the cup.
Wesley clenched his fist, disgusted at what he was seeing.
“You don’t have the right. Each of those auras belong to someone,

WANNA’ SEE A TRICK?

259

someone who is out there right now, walking through the world
with no joy, without their inner child. You have no right!”
“NO RIGHT?!” Tommy yelled as he emphatically threw his
cup to the ground. “What about my inner child?! I spent my entire
childhood fighting monsters, sacrificing everything, and for what?
What do I get in return for being such a good soldier? I get to
become an adult and forget it all? The Squad was everything to me,
it made me who I was. What was going to be left of me when those
memories were gone? Just the scars of too many battles fought.
“It’s a rotten deal. So, I made a new one. I help the
bogeymen with their battle strategy, clue them into your tactics and
weaknesses. In exchange, they bring me fresh auras, and I don’t
lose my memories. I get to stay young, forever.”
“And all it cost was everything you ever stood for. You
betrayed your Squad, your friends… me.”
The accusation stung, Tommy seemed almost hurt. “Not
you, Wesley, never you. I protected you. Kaufenberth’s been
itching to get revenge ever since you took his horn, but I stopped
him. They wanted to crush the Squad years ago, but I made them
wait until you were gone. I even… oh I almost forgot!”
Tommy ran over to his throne and grabbed a remote from
the side table. With the press of a button a door opened in the
ceiling of the cave and something began to drop down, hanging
from a rope.
And that something seemed to be really, really ticked off.
“Alora!” Wesley shouted.
High above the ground, Alora struggled against the ropes
that held her tied to a chair, dangling from the ceiling. Furious, she
had some very rude, very specific things to say about what she was
going to do to Tommy when she got down from there. But
because of the gag in her mouth it sounded like,
“MMFGNGTUHTCKYRMFTHHUGGAFRUGGA!”
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said.
“Tommy, I swear…” Wesley threatened, stomping toward
the traitorous former agent.
“Uh, uh, uh,” Tommy warned wagging his finger and
holding up the remote menacingly. “You stay right there or I push
this button and send her crashing to the ground. Ooh, or maybe I
press this one and send 100,000 volts through her. I had it rigged
special.”
Wesley stopped in his tracks and frantically scanned the
room, trying to formulate a plan of attack.
“You should be thanking me! When the bogeymen brought
her here they were ready to rip her apart. Did you know this one
was personally responsible for capturing 375 bogeymen? They
were drooling with thoughts of vengeance, kept talking about
wanting to make her skull into a mop bucket… which is weird
because I don’t think I’ve ever seen a mop down here.”
Tommy stopped the chair when Alora’s toes were dangling
just inches from the floor.
“The point is I stopped them. I remembered how you always
seemed to like her, so I protected her. Just like I’ve always
protected you. I planned on just taking her aura and letting her go,
but when I heard you’d come around to make trouble… well, my
plans changed.
“It’s lonely being the only kid in the Bad Places. And seeing
you again reminds me just how much I miss having a teammate,
just how much I miss you. So, I’m offering you a deal. Stay here,
with me, and you can have her.”
Wesley couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I can have
her?”
“Yeah, consider it a peace offering, a present. Look I even
wrapped her for you,” he said as he patted the ribbon he’d tied
into a bow in her hair.
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Alora shot Tommy a death glare. “DHIFHTHCHWFACR
KEHMLLT!!!”
Again, my apologies for the language. Alora had a kind of
foul mouth when she was angry, and being offered up as a prize
has a way of making a person a little angry.
“What you do with her is up to you. Let her go… or keep
her here if you like. She’d be all yours.”
“Mine?? Listen to yourself, Tommy. That’s a person you’re
talking about. More than that, Alora’s an agent, an agent that
fought beside us, that made the same sacrifices we have. And
you’re going to treat her like a thing, like some piece of property
you can just trade away.
“You say you came here so you wouldn’t lose your
memories, the things that made you you. But the Tommy I
remember fought to protect the innocent, to defend his friends.
He fought for the Squad. From where I stand, that Tommy is long
gone. Not lost, but sold. I hope it was worth the price.”
Tommy listened to his old trainee’s words, and then did what
most people do when confronted by an uncomfortable truth about
themselves. He got very, very angry.
“Fine!” he snapped, ripping the ribbon out of Alora’s hair
and throwing it in her lap. “If you want to act all high and mighty,
then we can forget about peace offerings.”
He held his finger over a button on the remote. “New deal.
Leave here, now, or I zap your precious agent until she’s a smoking
pile of ashes.”
Wesley looked to Alora, who shook her head vigorously.
“DNTWSLSNOTWRFIH!”
Wesley didn’t have to hear her words to understand what she
was saying. He walked slowly toward Tommy. “If I leave, then you
go on stealing auras. You go on hurting people. I can’t let that
happen. She would never forgive me if I did.”
With tears in her eyes, Alora nodded in agreement.
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“You can kill her, but it won’t stop me from taking you
down. This has to end.”
Tommy started to call Wesley’s bluff, halfway pressing the
button, but thought better of it and begrudgingly threw the remote
aside. Still tied to her chair, Alora sighed in relief. She may have
been willing to die, but that didn’t mean she was ready to.
“Got to hand it to you, kid,” Tommy said. “You’re not the
Wesley I remember. He didn’t have the guts to do what it takes, to
be willing to sacrifice everything to win.”
“It’s not about winning, Tommy. It’s about doing what’s
right. I don’t know when you forgot that.”
Tommy stalked slowly toward Wesley. He was nodding as
Wesley talked, but he wasn’t listening. He’d already made up his
mind about what would happen next. “You know you were always
pretty good, even back then. I always wondered… if we fought.
You at your peak, me at mine. Who would have come out on top?”
With just two feet separating the two old teammates, Wesley
still hoped Tommy could be reasoned with, that somewhere deep
down the agent he’d once worshipped was still in there, that he
could be convinced to come back with them, to end the insanity.
But one look in his eyes told Wesley that wasn’t a possibility.
Tommy was looking for a fight.
Having seen the dark intent behind Tommy’s eyes, Wesley
was able to anticipate the first punch. It was an incredible bit of
luck, because it came so much faster than Wesley imagined, almost
superhumanly fast, so fast he felt the wind of the punch part his
hair as he ducked out of the way.
Wesley countered with a pair of body blows and a quick leg
kick, but Tommy brushed off the attack like he barely felt it. When
Wesley tried for a spinning backhand, Tommy caught his hand and
deftly threw him into the wall, with such force that a hairline crack
appeared the crystal barrier. Wesley was stunned by Tommy’s
power. He knew Tommy was strong, but not this strong.
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No one was this strong.
“It’s a side effect of the auras. Pretty neat, huh? I’m just as
fast and strong as the bogeymen are now. Probably stronger.”
Tommy sauntered over to Wesley and stood him up, dusting
off his shirt. “You know you could have this too, it’s not too late.
We could be gods, together.”
Wesley smirked, “For a god, you sure hit like a rookie.”
Enraged by the slight, Tommy threw a devastating punch
right at Wesley’s jaw.
Which was exactly the reaction Wesley was looking for. If
Tommy had become a monster, then Wesley would have to fight
him like one, which meant out thinking him. He shifted his body
weight and jerked his shoulder to the right, so when Tommy’s
punch landed, Wesley’s face was no longer there, the wall was. The
potent punch put a few cracks in the crystal, and from the sound
of the scream echoing through the cave, a few cracks through the
bones in Tommy’s hand.
Taking advantage of the moment, Wesley leaned a shoulder
into Tommy’s gut and launched off the wall, driving him hard into
the ground before rolling off and popping up to his feet. Wesley
scrambled to get a little distance, to give himself time to plan his
next move. Lying flat out on his back, Tommy howled as he nursed
his broken hand. Furious, his face beet red, he began to do the
most terrifying thing possible.
He laughed.
It was not a cheerful chuckle, a gregarious giggle, or sunny
snicker. No, this was the maniacal cackle of a madman.
“Shrewd, Wesley. Very shrewd.” Clutching his hurt hand
against his chest, Tommy rolled over onto his stomach and
painfully pushed himself off the floor. “You got me mad, made me
careless, used my strength against me. Nice trick.”
With Tommy tired and injured, Wesley saw an opening to
finish it. He charged in and launched a flying knee toward
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Tommy’s chest. But it seemed Tommy wasn’t quite as fatigued as
he’d let on. He lithely stepped aside and let Wesley fly on by. When
Wesley tried to respond with a series of elbow strikes, Tommy
deflected them. When Wesley went for the leg sweep, Tommy
nimbly leapt up and avoided it. And when he was done playing
with his overmatched opponent, Tommy delivered a front kick
that sent Wesley flying back into the wall.
“Of course, I taught you that trick. I taught you every trick
you know.” Tommy taunted as Wesley crumpled to the ground.
“Not every trick,” Wesley said, his voice feeble and cracking.
Tommy smiled. He had to admire the kid’s tenacity. “You
think you still have one up your sleeve? Something that’s going
save you?”
Wesley nodded weakly. “One I picked up the night you were
taken.”
Tommy crouched down, just in front of the defeated agent.
“And what do you call this trick of yours?” he asked
sardonically.
Wesley shot Tommy a look that sent a chill down his spine.
It was the look of a hunter who had his prey right where he wanted
him.
“It’s called ‘wait for back-up’.”
He started to ask what Wesley was talking about but stopped
short when a troubling suspicion crossed his mind. Tommy
snapped his attention to the fiery female agent tied to the chair.
Or rather, the fiery female agent that used to be tied to the
chair.
“But how?”
Standing in front of the chair, Alora used the ribbon Tommy
had used as a bow to tie her hair into a pony tail. She had no
intention of telling Tommy how she managed her magnificent
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escape.74 No, there was a different lesson she thought Tommy
needed to learn, a lesson that would be less lecture and more “ow,
ow, ow, what are you doing to my spleen.”
Tommy had done more than just betrayed the Squad, he had
made this personal. He’d kidnapped her, tied her up, and offered
her up like she was a piece of property. He turned Alora into the
one thing she’d always sworn she would never be – the damsel-indistress.
He was about to find out this damsel could save her own
damn self.
“This is your big plan? The girl??” Tommy scoffed. “You
couldn’t beat me, and you think some girl can?”
“She’s not a girl, she’s the best agent in the Squad. And she’s
about to kick your butt.”
Alora had waited years to hear Wesley say those words. I
mean, not the butt kicking part, the part about her being the best
agent. Under any other circumstances, it may have made her blush

While Alora didn’t want to tell Tommy, I’m pretty sure she’d be okay
if I told you how she escaped, because it’s frickin’ awesome. When
Tommy threw the ribbon in her lap, he had unwittingly given her just
the tool she needed. Using the ribbon like a tiny whip, Alora flicked her
wrist with expert precision and wrapped the ribbon around the aura cup
Tommy had carelessly left at her feet. Then she looped the ribbon
around both arms of the chair and tied the ends to the cup’s handle.

74

Now pay attention, because this is the genius part – Alora began to twist
the cup.
I know, right? Why would she do that? Well, because she’s smarter than
we are. She knew that when she turned the cup, it twisted the ribbon.
And the more the ribbon twisted, the shorter it got. The shorter it got,
the more it pulled on the arms of the chair. Finally, the chair couldn’t
handle the force applied to it and one of the arms broke clean off. She
basically scienced her way to freedom.
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and get embarrassed, but not just then. Just then, she only thought
one thing.
He’s right.
Without another word, Alora charged in.
Amused, Tommy got in a fighting stance and welcomed the
challenge. He knew he was stronger and faster, and assumed he
was smarter, that he was prepared for anything she could throw at
him.
Except, it turned out, her literally throwing something at
him. He wasn’t prepared for that at all. More specifically, he wasn’t
prepared for her to throw a bit of ribbon in his face.
It didn’t do much, just a bit of distraction, but sometimes a
bit of distraction is all you need. For a second Tommy’s attention
was on the annoying bit of fabric tickling his nostrils. He brushed
it away angrily and looked up just in time to see Alora’s foot halfan-inch from his nose.
“Ow!” Tommy squawked as he recoiled, a trickle of blood
dripping from his nose. Before he could even wipe it off, Alora
was on him with a flurry of punches and kicks. It was taking
everything he had to keep the tenacious tornado of a 12-year-old
at bay and, for just a moment a look of worry crept across
Tommy’s face as he realized he might lose.
He couldn’t have that, better play dirty.
Dodging a punch, Tommy snatched Alora’s ponytail and
yanked it viciously. Alora screamed out in pain as Tommy swung
her by her hair and heaved her across the room. Just before she
would have crashed headfirst into the wall, Wesley caught her.
It’s an amazing quirk of human nature that, even in the most
serious, life-threatening situations, people are capable of
spontaneously feeling intensely awkward and self-conscious.
Which is exactly how Wesley felt there, in that moment, in the
middle of a fight with a super-powered former friend, in a cave in
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another dimension, with the fate of the world on the line, as he
held Alora in his arms.
And she felt exactly the same way.
“Hey,” he said, not knowing what else to say.
“Hey,” she replied, not knowing how else to reply.
“Can I jump in?” he said with an awkward grim.
“Only if you let me lead,” she replied as she leapt from his
arms and ran back into the fray, Wesley following just a step
behind.
After spending half their lives as rivals, for the first time,
Wesley and Alora were fighting as a team. And let me tell you, it
was a thing to behold. As strong as Tommy was, as fast, as
cunning, as low-down devious; he was no match for the Squad’s
top two agents, fighting in perfect unison. He’d leap over Alora’s
sweep, only to catch a roundhouse kick to the jaw from Wesley.
He’d duck a left cross from Wesley, only to get hit by an uppercut
from Alora.
For the sake of keeping up the suspense, I’d love to tell you
that Tommy’s fight with the agents was an epic battle that lasted
through the night, with the tide of war shifting back and forth, a
series of twists and turns keeping you on the edge of your seat.
But that’s not what happened. Not at all.
In fact, it only took 43 seconds for the agents to have
Tommy on his knees, defeated.
“Are you okay?” Wesley asked Alora, holding his side as he
tried to catch his breath.
“Yeah I’m…” she started to reply before suddenly getting
offended. “Wait… me okay? What makes you think I wouldn’t be
okay? You’re the one that was getting his butt handed to him
before I saved the day.”
A low chuckle from Tommy interrupted Alora’s lecture.
“Everyone’s going to know,” he stammered with a snort.
“They’re going to know you needed a girl to beat me.”
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Wesley and Alora looked at Tommy with pity and contempt.
“Tommy…” Wesley started.
“Grow up,” Alora finished.
Together they kicked him square in the chest, sending him
flying into the crystal wall, which cracked yet again as he crashed
into it. Only this time the cracks didn’t stop. They grew and
multiplied and spread, as the pressure of the auras behind the wall
caused a cascading structural failure.
“No!” Tommy yelled. While I’m sure he had some other
choice words to say, they were drowned out by the sound of
17,000 tons of crystal shattering to the floor.
With nothing to hold them back, the auras flowed like a
tsunami through the room. As the golden wave threatened to
envelop them, Wesley and Alora grabbed onto each other and
braced for impact.
But to their surprise, and great relief, the impact never came.
When the wave hit, it was thin and nearly weightless, like
being hit by a fast-moving fog. The golden vapors swirled and
danced around them, before flowing up to the roof of the cave and
pouring out through a hole in the ceiling.
“What’s happening?” asked Alora, awed by the sight.
“Where are they going?”
Wesley smiled. “Home. I think they’re going home.”
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CHAPTER 22

All’s Well That Ends
“Whoa! Look at that!” six-year-old Billy announced, his face
pressed hard against the backseat window of the mini-van.
The sudden shout startled his mom, making her swerve the
van and run over the curb.
“Dang it, Billy. What have I said about shouting when
Mommy’s driving.”
“But mom, there was a ‘splosion.”
Billy’s mom looked out her window, but she didn’t see any
explosions, just the same old abandoned school they passed by
every morning on the way to school. And so, she did that very
annoying thing grown-ups do when their eyes tell them one thing
and their kids tell them another.
She believed her eyes.
“What have I told you about making up stories? You keep it
up, you’ll be eating oatmeal for a week.”
Normally, such an unearned, wholly-unfair threat of a
wholesome breakfast would have left Billy with little choice but to
launch a scorched-earth-level temper tantrum, but his attention
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was fixed on the light show going on outside. He’d watched as
745,247 auras erupted out the top of the school gym in one
massive burst, shooting into the sky. Then, just as the glowing blob
got so high that Billy could barely make it out, it exploded into
thousands upon thousands of individual points of light. As Billy
watched in amazement, each of those points of light twirled and
whirled and zigzagged about like a dog in desperate search of a lost
bone. Every so often it seemed one of the lights caught the scent
of that bone, and took off across the sky like a bolt of lightning.
Even though it only lasted a few seconds, it was by far the
most magnificent, epic, incredible fireworks show he’d ever seen.
Rather than be mad at his mom for not believing him, Billy found
himself sad for her.
“I’m sorry you can’t see magical things, mommy.”
The sentiment from her little boy hit Billy’s mom right in the
heart, making her want to smile and cry all at the same time.
“Me too, baby. Me too.”
Now, Billy may not have known what those little curious bits
of light were, but you and I do. They were auras, and they were
trying to find their way back home. It took some a little longer than
others to figure out where they were supposed to go, as the longer
they’d been separated from their people the harder it was to find
them again. Many had been parted for years, some for decades.
Still, within a few hours, they’d all found their way back.
Which made for a very weird day indeed.
On playgrounds all over the continent, groups of quiet kids
that normally sat to the side and didn’t play during recess suddenly
jumped up and raced to join their classmates on swing sets and
jungle gyms. School bullies stopped being mean and offered to
share the dessert from their lunch with kids that didn’t have any.
And it wasn’t just kids.
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Adults who had been attacked when they were young were
suddenly reunited with their inner-child, to dramatic effect. Taxi
drivers stopped yelling at each other and exchanging rude gestures,
and started smiling and waving hello, hockey players stopped
fighting, and challenged each other to races around the ice rink
instead, and over 87,000 lawyers spontaneously quit their jobs and
went to the water park. Everyone agreed it was a pretty good day.
And the next night there was a grand celebration at KIDS
headquarters. All the agents had made it back from the Bad Places
in one piece, even if some of those pieces were super sore and
maybe sprained a little. More importantly, most everyone got
home before their parents came to wake them for school.75 That
was surely reason enough to celebrate. Then there was also the
not-so-small matter of defeating and capturing all the bogeymen,
outing Tommy as their mastermind, and releasing the trapped
auras. That’s the kind of win that calls for a party that has a pizza
buffet and an ice cream sundae bar.
In fact, they had two of each.
But it wasn’t all laughter and smiles, there were a good
number of tears, too. That was because this was also going to be a

The one exception was Agent Ryder, whose mom came in early to
wake him for a dentist appointment. She nearly had a heart attack when
she tried to shake awake what she thought was her gently snoring son,
only to have his Bubble Double pop in her hands. That kind of thing is
kind of hard to explain, but luckily every agent is given a copy of
“Essential Excuses for Everyday Evasion” by Emily Entwhistle. It’s a
real lifesaver and has kept hundreds of agents from getting in trouble.
Unfortunately, Agent Ryder left his copy in his locker and the best
excuse he could come up with on his own was that he’d been abducted
by aliens that tried to eat him, but didn’t because they made him their
king instead, and then he escaped by jumping out of a window and
fought a lion who became his friend and gave him a ride home… he was
grounded for a month.
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retirement party. Wesley announced he was leaving the Squad. And
he wasn’t the only one.
“But you don’t have to go, yet,” Sasha said, her voice
cracking
Alora put a hand on her shoulder and shot her a comforting
smile.
“It’s time, Sasha. The last thing I want to do is compromise
you guys like lunkhead over there compromised his team. I get to
go out on my terms… not to mention as the top agent.”
Julia tried to smile, but her heart wasn’t in it.
“It’s going to be hard breaking in a new girl.”
“I never knew you to have trouble breaking things,” Alora
replied with a smirk. “Which reminds me. Take it easy on Charlie,
will ya’? He’s a good kid, and I think you scare him.”
Julia smiled. “I’ll cut him some slack… for you.”
Alora brought them both in for a hug. “I’m going to miss
you girls.”
Looking over Alora’s shoulder, Julia catches Charlie’s eye
across the room. Donning a wicked grin, she blows him a kiss.
Terrified, Charlie turns quickly to Wesley, who is saying is his own
goodbyes.
“Okay these are my parting words, so… ya’ know… shut
up.”
He addressed each of his teammates individually, giving
them each a manly handshake.
“Orion, you’re a great pilot but I hope you never get a
driver’s license. The world isn’t ready.”
“Pfft… who wants a car? They can’t even break the sound
barrier.”
Next in line was Baqer, arm in a sling, black eye hidden
behind dark sunglasses, and a lollipop dangling from his swollen
lip. Somehow, it was a look he made work.
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“Baqer, you’re about to be top dog around here. Take care
of these guys. And please, quit it with the suckers. You’re going to
get a cavity.”
“They can have me lolli when they take it from me yellow
rotten chompers. Get on now.”
Next came Charlie, who was barely keeping it together. “I
don’t… what are we going to do without you? What am I going to
do?”
“It’s okay, Charlie. You’re my best friend. That doesn’t
change just ‘cause I’m leaving the Squad. But you’ve got to be
strong now. Good grief man, you wrestled a Kappa, you caught
Lefty! Stop acting like a sidekick, you’re a freakin’ superhero!
Embrace it! The squad needs you, Tristan’s going to need you, too.
Look out for the kid, teach him everything you know, okay?”
Charlie dried his eyes and smiled. “I will.”
“And Tristan… don’t listen to a single thing Charlie says.”
“Hey!” Charlie objected.
“You know I won’t,” Tristan beamed brashly.
For a brief awkward moment, the guys struggled to figure
out what to do next. But then Wesley realized there was someone
he still had to say goodbye to.
“Where’s Dogie?”
Baqer shrugged, “No one’s seen him since we got back.”
Wesley sighed, “He thinks no one wants him around now
that they know he’s bogeymen.”
Charlie furrowed his brow. “Why would he think that? Sure,
we were all a little shocked, but, really, who cares?”
“I’m just glad he has a real head and not a dummy head,”
added Orion, sincerely.
Charlie gave his friend an askance look. “You’re a weird kid,
Orion.”
“C’mon,” Wesley said. “I know where we can find him.”
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Standing behind the broken screen in the Briefing Room,
Dogie packed his things. He looked awful. His face was swollen.
His left arm hung limp at his side. And he held himself up uneasily,
leaning on a cane.
But that’s not what I mean by awful.
No, he looked awful because he wore the sadness of
someone who just lost everything and didn’t know where to go
next.
“Hey,” said Wesley from the doorway.
Dogie held his head in shame, unaccustomed to being seen
out in the open.
“Hello, Agent Wesley. I’m just getting a few of my things, I
won’t trouble you.”
“You weren’t going to say goodbye?”
“I didn’t think you’d want to speak to me, knowing what I
am,” he said, lifting his head up to look Wesley in the eye. “I do
want to thank you, though. Very much. For doing everything
you’ve done, for doing what I could not. You will not be
forgotten… even if you may forget me.”
Then something happened that Dogie never thought he’d
ever experience.
Wesley embraced him.
“You taught me everything I know Dogie. You made me the
man I am today. And when I needed you most, you were there. I
may forget that I was an agent, and that you were a bogeyman, but
I’ll never forget you were my friend.”
Tears welled in Dogie’s eyes. Wesley’s were the kindest
words he’d ever known.
“Now come on,” Wesley continued. “I have something to
show you.”
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Wesley led the limping Dogie out of the Briefing Room and
down the hall. When they got to the Hangar, they found every
agent in the Squad lined up, applauding.
“What is this?” Dogie asked, befuddled by the gesture.
He became even more confused when Orion started
chanting his name, and the other agents all joined him.
“But… I’m a bogeyman. How… why don’t you all hate me?”
Wesley just smiled kindly. “It’s like the Agents’ Manual says,
‘What you are is just a word, who you are is what you’ve earned.’
A bogeyman may be what you are, but who you are is so much
more. You’re our leader, you’re our friend, and it’s time you came
out of the shadows.”
“Thank you,” Dogie said, his voice wavering. “I love you all
so very much.”
Standing near Charlie and Orion, Tristan was a bit confused
himself. “I don’t get it. If we defeated the bogeymen, why do we
even need the Squad anymore?”
Charlie smiled, “Well sure the bogeymen are defeated… for
now. But there’s still monsters-under-the-bed, unicorns,
abominable snowmen…”
“Oh, and Sasquatch and the Cucuy and Leprechauns,”
offered Orion.
“And Pocket Penguins,” added Baqer
“Oh yeah, I hate those things,” said Orion with a shiver.
“You know, you really should read your Agents’ Manual.”
Charlie tossed Tristan a copy of KIDS STUFF: An Agents
Guide to Bogeyman, Monsters-Under-the-Bed, Pocket Penguins and Other
Things that Go Bump in the Night.
As their fellow agents continued the celebration, Wesley and
Alora snuck off toward the exits, not wanting to prolong the
goodbyes any longer. As they stood staring down the long hallway
that lead to the outside world.
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“So, this is it, huh?” Alora said.
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“Eh, I was tired of showing you up all the time, anyway.”
“Oh please, who’s the one with the record?”
“Only because you cheated! Tristan caught the Big Boy!”
Wesley feigned surprise, “Who told you that??”
“Julia’s got ways of making little cootie-phobes talk.”
“Charlie. I’ll kill him. But hey, who rescued you from the Bad
Places?”
“You rescued me?? I seem to remember Tommy was kicking
your butt ‘til I rescued you!”
Alora and Wesley shared a smile, took a deep breath, and
started to walk down the hall.
“Oh, and Wesley, you know back when Tommy was like
‘she’s a girl’ and you were all ‘she’s not a girl, she’s an agent’?”
“Yeah?”
“You do know I’m a girl, right?”
He grinned. “Yeah, the purple scrunchie kind of gives it
away. Don’t worry, though, I won’t tell anyone.”
“Oh, shut up,” she said, giving him a playful shove.
“You want me to walk you home?” he said, his voice
cracking a little. “I mean, I know you don’t need me to, and that
you can take care of yourself and… um…”
As much she loved seeing Wesley flustered and floundering,
it was a sweet gesture. So, Alora figured she could let him off the
hook. She took his hand in hers.
“I’d like that, Wesley.”
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EPILOGUE

And that’s how this story ends.
Wesley and Alora left the Squad. Heroes. Legends. Off to
face the grown-up world. Prom, pimples, part-time jobs and all
that. And the job of defending the defenseless fell to a new
generation of agents, agents like Tristan and Cecilia and Orion and
Sasha. They had grand adventures all their own, some of which I
hope to tell you someday. Especially the one about the crashed
spaceship and the pepper eating contest. That one is hilarious.
But there I go, going off on a tangent again. The point is the
Kids Imaginary Defense Squad is out there, looking out for all of
us. Even those of us too old to know we need looking out for. And
if you want to join the Squad, if you think you have what it takes,
then make sure to keep looking into the shadows, keep learning,
and keep being brave, even when you’re scared. If you do, the
Squad may just come looking for you.
As for Tommy, despite all his evil deeds, the KIDS decided
there was no need to lock him away. They chose instead to
sentence him to the worst fate the kids could imagine…
adulthood. Without auras to feed on, he aged quickly, soon looking

278

K.I.D.S. STUFF

like the 18-year-old he really was. All those years, he’d been so
focused on staying where he was, he never stopped to dream of
where he could be. In his drive to stay a kid, he missed the entirety
of his teenage years. It was a regret he would keep with him for the
rest of his life.
And of course, he would Forget. It was another reason the
Squad wasn’t worried about letting him go. You can’t have an
enemy if that enemy doesn’t remember that you’re enemies.
That’s just science.
Yes, without auras, Tommy’s memories would start to fade
away. Just like Wesley’s would. Just like Alora’s would. It was a fact
of nature. Someday, we all Forget.
Except… he didn’t.
They didn’t.
At least not right away.
But then… that’s another story.

THE END

BUT WAIT!
Leaving so soon? Sure, this story’s over, but
there’s so many more to be shared!
If you want to learn more about the Squad,
their gadgets, and the creatures they’ve
encountered around the world, then you just
have check out:

THE MEMBEREUM
It’s a super-secret website that only kids who
finish this book know about. You can read new
K.I.DS stories, look at artwork created by
agents, and even write about your adventures!
Just go to:

www.Membereum.com
Join the Squad today!

