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Dedication


To Dad, who’s still leaving me big footprints to follow.—P. N.

To Dinesh—my brother and very first fan.—R. R.
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Jordan Grimsley wasn’t running away from what had him so terrified. He was running toward it. And he was running faster than he’d ever run in his life.

He could almost taste the fear in his throat as he ducked and leaped through the thick, dark jungle, racing frantically to face the creature he knew was waiting for him. It was the fear that drove him. Because it wasn’t a fear for his own life. It was a fear he wouldn’t arrive in time to save someone else’s.

The strange thing was, Jordan couldn’t recall who exactly it was he was rushing to save. He knew he knew the person. It was someone he loved very much. He could feel it. But this person’s name, their face, their identity, was hidden in the shadowy jungle of his memory, just out of reach.

Jordan burst out of the jungle and tore across a moonlit field toward a group of small, crumbling stone houses. Standing beside a stone wall was a frail-looking old man with a short, white beard. The man looked familiar, and didn’t seem nearly as frightened as Jordan was—in fact, he casually raised an old camera and pointed it at Jordan. Jordan wondered why this old man would want his picture.

CRACK! The ground suddenly split open. It formed a fiery red line that separated the two of them. The glow nearly blinded Jordan as he skidded to a stop to keep from tumbling in. He looked down. Orange lava bubbled inside the deep, wide crack. Jordan felt the intense heat hit his face and looked up to see that the man was safe. As he did, something suddenly leaped out of the crack between them and landed on the old man’s side of the chasm. It was tall and lanky, and stood on long hind legs dripping with the hot, red goo. The terrible doglike creature’s glowing red eyes were immediately familiar to Jordan. He realized this was who he was rushing to face—Chupacabra.

The creature growled loudly as it towered over the little old man. Jordan looked down again and was afraid to leap over the magma-filled crack. Feeling helpless, he tried to yell for the old man to run. But no sound came from his chest.

FLASH! The old man’s camera blasted white light in Chupacabra’s face, blinding it for a second. As the beast recovered, it raised its claw to strike the little old man, who lowered his camera and simply smiled at Jordan. And that’s when Jordan recognized him.

He was a man Jordan had never met, but whom he knew very well and cared a great deal about—his grandfather George Grimsley. He nodded to Jordan, then shut his eyes. In a panic, Jordan looked down, picked up a large stone, and hurled it as hard as he could. WUMP! The stone struck Chupacabra in its snout. It snapped its head toward Jordan. In an instant, the creature sprang into the air, leaping over the chasm. In the next instant, it had Jordan pinned to the ground.

Chupacabra’s red eyes seemed to burn into Jordan’s. He could feel its hot, horrible breath on his face. Jordan shut his eyes and tried to scream—

“Aaaaah!” Jordan’s eyes popped open. His sister’s bored-looking lizard stared at him, just inches from his nose. Jordan kicked and squirmed beneath the fat, scaly reptile and fell out of his bed, tumbling onto his bedroom floor. Then he heard his sister’s laughter.

Abbie was holding Chunk, her pet iguana, over him. She wore her typical outfit of all black, and her black-eyelined eyes twinkled through her jet-black hair. She smiled down at her brother. He must have looked funny, because Abbie didn’t smile very often.
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“Why’d you do that?” Jordan asked angrily.

“To wake you up,” she said. “You were having a nightmare. Hope I was in it.”

Abbie scanned Jordan’s bed and nightstand. Both were cluttered with books on cryptids, mythological creatures, and mysterious monsters. There were also multiple copies of Weekly Weird News, a newspaper that blared such headlines as HALF BOY, HALF POSSUM SPOTTED IN PIZZA PARLOR! and BIGFOOT PART OF ANCIENT ALIEN RACE? and GLOBAL WARMING CAUSED BY LEPRECHAUNS!

“You’ve gotta stop reading this stuff before you go to sleep,” she said. She dropped Chunk on Jordan’s bed and picked up an old, leather-bound book sticking out from under his pillow. “Including this old relic.” She flipped through it. “Is this Grampa Grimsley’s actual handwriting?”
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“Yes. But it’s not a vampire book, so you wouldn’t be interested in it. It’s his research journal. Pretty dry stuff. Grampa Grimsley was technical. Like me.”

“You mean boring. I bet he was creative. Judging by his handwriting, I’d say he was a little of both.”

Jordan snatched the journal from her. “His handwriting isn’t important. It’s what he wrote that matters.” He flipped to another page. “See? Here’s a passage about cryptosapiens. He says that in his travels he came across folktales about creatures who could change from their animal form into human form, and back.”

“Sounds cool. I’d totally be a lizard.”

“That’s just it. Grampa Grimsley didn’t care if it ‘sounded cool.’ He was all about research and discovery. And what he discovered was they were pure myth. He didn’t let the fantasy get in the way of the facts. Like I said—technical. Like me.”

Jordan got up off the floor, turned on the computer on his desk, and pulled out a small collar-like object with an even smaller antenna wired to it.

“It’d still be cool to be a lizard-girl,” Abbie said, looking down at Chunk.

Even though Jordan and his fourteen-year-old sister disagreed on practically everything, they were both equally excited for their summer vacation—and not for the normal reasons. In fact, not much had been “normal” for either of them ever since their last vacation, just a few months ago. Their spring break began horribly when their parents drove them to southern Florida to help fix up a run-down house they’d inherited from Jordan’s long-lost grandfather, George J. Grimsley, and turn it into a retirement home. It was located in an old folks’ community, newly renamed Eternal Acres, and sat at the end of a street that dead-ended on the edge of a vast, smelly swamp in the middle of nowhere.

The Okeeyuckachokee Swamp, as Jordan discovered, served as the perfect hiding place for a command center of a secret organization known to nearly nobody as the Creature Keepers. Before he died, Jordan’s grandfather had founded the Creature Keepers to protect and keep safe all the cryptids of the world—at least the ones he was able to track down and befriend during the course of his life’s work. These were creatures that some people believed in, but whose existence had never been proven. As Jordan learned, it was the Creature Keepers’ duty to maintain George Grimsley’s legacy and make sure it stayed that way. The sacred vow of this secret society was to help, hide, and hoax—a vow Jordan and Abbie took at the end of their spring break, when they were made honorary Creature Keepers themselves.

“Hey,” Abbie said. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Jordan was putting the small electronic collar around Chunk’s neck. “Relax. This is the same Global Cryptid Positioning System tracking device I had Doris deliver to all the Creature Keepers to put on their beasts,” Jordan said. He turned the device on and then turned to his computer. “After Nessie’s kidnapping, it became clear to me that we could use a more technologically advanced tracking system. With these tracking devices, central command can know the whereabouts of all the creatures, anywhere in the world. This particular one will help me sleep easier in my own bedroom.”

Their last adventure involved a kidnapped cryptid, which turned the entire Creature Keepers operation upside down. Not helping was the fact that the cryptid in question was one of the best-known, relatively speaking: the Loch Ness Monster. Jordan and his sister ended up finding Nessie and rescuing her from a mysterious, sinister man named Señor Areck Gusto. But Gusto was able to make off with Nessie’s special coat of scales, her Hydro-Hide, which allowed her to control and keep the world’s bodies of water in balance. Luckily, she grew them back. Luckier still, Gusto was blasted out of a volcano and met a very unpleasant landing somewhere in the mountains of southern Mexico.

Jordan hit some keys on his computer and pulled up a program showing a map of the world. He typed in “Chunk.” The screen zoomed in on a map of his country, then his state, then his city, and finally his room. There was a small, blinking dot representing Abbie’s iguana, who’d apparently crawled under his bed.

“Bingo,” Jordan said. “Target identified.”

Abbie pulled Chunk out from under the bed and took off the collar. “Chunk’s not a runaway cryptid, you dork. He’s family.”

This struck Jordan as an odd thing to say. He’d come to think of the Creature Keepers and the cryptids he’d met as family. A really weird, super-top-secret family, but family. In addition to Nessie, Jordan and Abbie were introduced to creatures they wouldn’t have dreamed in a million years they’d get to see, never mind meet and hang out with. There was Bernard, a Florida Skunk Ape who despite his foul stench was really great to be around. And Peggy, a Giant Desert Jackalope with a tendency to slip into a catatonic daze when presented with any shiny object. Lou was a tough, good-natured demon-like creature known as the New Jersey Devil. And Kriss was the shy, legendary West Virginian Mothman, whom Abbie may or may not have developed a slight crush on.

But the two creatures Jordan found to be the most unique of this extended family were, surprisingly, human. Doris wasn’t a cryptid at all, but rather a very nice old lady who had more curiosity, life, and adventure in her little pinkie toe than most people an eighth of her age. This may have had something to do with the fact that up until very recently, she was an eighth of her age. Like nearly all the Creature Keepers, Doris was magically kept at about the same age as Jordan and Abbie—twelve or fourteen years old—by an elixir taken from the waters of the Fountain of Youth. But the supply was wiped out because of a mistake Jordan had made—a mistake he still felt horrible about, and would do just about anything to go back and make right, if only he could.

Eldon Pecone, on the other hand, was just a few years older than Jordan and Abbie, yet had an old-school way about him that was more like a grown-up—a slightly dorky grown-up. Eldon was a proud Badger Badge–wearing, by-the-book, First-Class Badger Ranger, which made him the perfect person to run a large-scale, top-secret, international operation like the Creature Keepers, with Doris’s help, of course. He was also one of Jordan’s very best friends, and although they had little in common, they’d been through a lot together. Of all the amazing creatures and characters he’d met last spring, it was Eldon who Jordan was most looking forward to seeing again.
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Eldon had been on Jordan’s mind more than usual lately, ever since he’d received a postcard from him a few weeks ago. The postmark was from Brazil, and it had a picture of a little cantina called El Encantado on it. There was a blurb describing the place as a “charming and colorful cantina located on the small, remote floating village of Palafito, anchored to the banks of the Amazon River.” Jordan agreed it looked charming and colorful enough. But what really interested him was what Eldon had written on the back of the card:


Howdy, Jordan!

Hope this finds you swell. Spooring isn’t easy down here in the Amazon, but I’m counting on my Badger Ranger training to serve me well in my continuing search. Wish me luck, and hope to see you soon!

Your pal, Eldon.
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Spooring was an ancient tracking technique that Eldon swore by and excelled at, and he had a First-Class Badger Badge to prove it. In Jordan’s opinion it was a lame, outdated method for both tracking and keeping track of the cryptids the Creature Keepers were responsible for. It certainly couldn’t compare to the GCPS devices he’d gotten Doris to distribute to all the cryptids for him, one of which Abbie had just tossed on his desk.

“Does Eldon know about your little critter trackers?” Abbie pulled Eldon’s postcard off a map of South America pinned to Jordan’s wall. “Seems like you and Doris slipped that little upgrade in while Eldon was out of town. He’s not gonna like it when he gets back.”

“He’ll love it, once he sees how well it works.”

“Uh-huh.”

“C’mon. You know as well as I do that for the Creature Keepers to be effective, we have to move into the modern age. Especially if—” Jordan stopped short. He and Abbie shared a look, and she pinned the postcard back on the map.

“Especially if Gusto’s still out there,” she said. “I know.”

They both got very quiet for a moment, remembering the terrible things Areck Gusto had done. In order to kidnap and steal Nessie’s powerful Hydro-Hide, Gusto had somehow managed to form an alliance with the only bad cryptid Jordan was aware of—Chupacabra. This was the creature in Jordan’s nightmare, but over spring break he had been all too real. Chupacabra had a vendetta against Jordan’s grandfather, and for some reason, he and Gusto were convinced that Jordan was actually his Grampa Grimsley, disguised with the help of the Fountain of Youth elixir. It wasn’t true, but that hardly mattered. Chupacabra wanted Jordan dead, and Gusto agreed to help him in return for sacred information: the whereabouts of some of the cryptids. With the help of Jordan’s sister and their brave new friends, the evil duo didn’t kill Jordan. In fact, Chupacabra was swallowed up in a pool of fiery lava. As for Gusto, he got the Hydro-Hide he wanted but was blasted out of a volcano. Everyone was hoping they’d soon hear from Eldon that he didn’t survive.

“Hey, kids! Come for breakfast!” The sound of their father’s voice from down the hall startled them both. “Your mom and I have a surprise for you!”

They opened the door to the hallway and were immediately smacked in the face by an oddly pungent and rather unpleasant odor.

“Ew,” Abbie said.

“Smells like Dad’s ‘surprise’ might be that he discovered an omelet recipe that uses onions, liver, and ripe cheese,” Jordan added.

They followed the wafting stench down the short bedroom hallway to the kitchen/breakfast nook/den/living-room area of their city apartment and stopped short at what they saw.

Standing awkwardly between Jordan and Abbie’s grinning parents was Bernard, the Florida Skunk Ape. He was crudely shaved, with patches of black fur jutting out of his otherwise pink, stubbly skin that had been nicked in some unfortunate spots. And he was dressed in a familiar disguise: a way-too-small, super-uncomfortable-looking Badger Ranger uniform.

“Surprise!” Mrs. Grimsley squealed. “It’s Ranger Master Bernie!”
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“Hey!” Jordan said. Standing there in his pajamas, he felt the very odd sensation of déjà vu. He wanted to hug his big, stinky friend, but knew better than to blow Bernard’s cover in front of his parents. “Uh, what on earth could possibly ever bring you here, Ranger Master Bernie?”

“He came all the way up from Florida,” Mr. Grimsley said. “Just to deliver some very exciting news!”

Abbie covered her mouth and tried her best not to laugh, while holding her nose from Bernard’s skunky odor. Bernard fidgeted in his wedgie-inducing undersized khaki shorts. “Yes! Hello, Badger Rangers!” Bernard blurted awkwardly. “I personally came to personally invite you as my personal guests to the Badger Rangers’ Forty-Seventh Annual International Badgeroobilee!”

“Hooray!” Mrs. Grimsley burst like contents under pressure. “So exciting!”

“Yes sirree,” Mr. Grimsley said proudly. “You two must’ve done something right on your Badger Ranger campout last spring, because you’ve been chosen to represent South Florida Badger Clan Seventy-Four—on the international stage!”

“Well, Canada,” Mrs. Grimsley said, suddenly more sober.

“It’s another country, Betsy. It counts.” Mr. Grimsley handed Jordan a slick, four-color brochure. “We know how unfair it was to ask you both to give up your spring break to help us with your grandfather’s house. So when this opportunity came along, we figured, heck, you deserve it! But we told Ranger Master Bernie the only way we’d agree to let you go is if he personally came and surprised you with the good news!”

“Surprise,” Bernard said.

“All the arrangements are made,” Mrs. Grimsley said, holding up two plane tickets. “You leave today!”

“Leave for where, exactly?” Abbie snatched the plane tickets from her. Jordan flipped through the brochure. It had photos of clean-cut rangers enjoying camping, hiking, fishing, and roasting marshmallows by an open fire. It described all these exciting activities, plus the big finale—building and torching a massive “Bonding Bonfire Beach Badger,” whatever that was.

“Canada?” Abbie said, staring daggers at Bernard, who was beginning to get itchy. “You want us to go to Canada?”

“That’s right,” Bernard said. He began winking awkwardly. “You and your brother have been handpicked to come to the heart of the Pacific Northwest, where you will meet new and interesting individuals.” His winking grew spastic, and was beginning to look more like something that might require medical attention.

“Are you all right, Ranger Master Bernie?” Mrs. Grimsley said. “Can we get you a glass of water or something?”

“Uh, no, thank you, ma’am. I’m just not used to being in the big city. I think I just need to get some fresh air. If you don’t mind, I’ll wait downstairs. I’m parked right out front of your building, whenever you two are ready to go.”

Jordan and Abbie looked at each other. Even though they disagreed on practically everything, in this moment they were both thinking the same thing:
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Jordan and Abbie each packed up their backpacks, thanked their mother and father for letting them attend the Forty-Seventh Annual International Badgeroobilee, and kissed them good-bye. They took the elevator down to the lobby, stepped out of their apartment building, and stopped. Bernard had parked the car directly in front of their building. On the sidewalk. The usual stream of people speedwalking along, talking on their cell phones and paying attention only to the space directly in front of them moved in mindless unison, hardly noticing the Florida Skunk Ape dressed in a Badger Ranger uniform sitting in a bright red convertible rent-a-car, waving madly—as if Jordan and Abbie wouldn’t have noticed him otherwise.
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The car was sporty and small, and quite economical from the looks of it. Whether it was practical for an eight-foot, unlicensed nonhuman driver was a whole other question.

“I know what you’re thinking, guys,” Bernard said as Jordan and Abbie approached. “Red’s a bit flashy. But I didn’t expect to get such a sweet parking spot right in front of your building, and I was worried I’d have trouble finding it.”

“Nope,” Abbie said as she got in the back. “Not what I was thinking.”

Jordan hopped in the passenger seat and the two of them observed Bernard on the driver’s side of the tiny automobile. He could barely move the wheel, his big belly was so packed in against it. He turned the ignition and put on his turn signal.

The tiny red car jerked to a start, and a dozen or so pedestrians leaped out of the way. HONK-HONK! Bernard tooted the horn. The car jerked again as it lurched into traffic. BEEEEP! Six or seven taxis assaulted the little red car with their horns, weaving around it and yelling not-very-nice things. Bernard waved politely to them as he puttered down the busy avenue.

Once they were moving, Jordan and Abbie quickly got over their initial shock and began asking questions. They had a lot of them.

“Bernard, what is this all about?” Jordan asked.

He turned to them. “We’re in crisis mode, guys.” The little red car screeched across three lanes. Bernard yanked the wheel, jerking the car back. He stared straight ahead as he continued. “We really need your help. It’s Eldon. After helping Doris set up the Creature Keeper central command deep beneath the retirement house, he left it under her and my control, then headed down to Mexico to see if he could find whatever remained of Gusto. Him being blasted out of that volcano, we assumed he didn’t survive, but Eldon wanted to make sure there was no evidence of a cryptid lying around, and to get the Hydro-Hide back. He also mentioned something about your grandfather’s ring.”

Jordan felt a pang of anger as he remembered how the ring Eldon had given him, once belonging to his Grampa Grimsley, had been taken from him.

Bernard continued. “We’ve learned that he found only a scorched area where Gusto landed, but no Gusto. He did pick up some sort of tracks, and followed that trail south, into Central America. Nobody’s heard from him since.”

“I have,” Jordan said, looking through his bag. “I got a postcard from just south of there, in Brazil, a couple of weeks ago.” He pulled it out and handed it to Bernard.

Bernard’s stubbly, poorly shaved lip began trembling a bit as he read it. HONK! He nearly sideswiped a limousine, then handed the card back, returning his glassy eyes to the road. “Well, we know he made it that far,” he sniffled. “That’s something. But we still don’t know where he is now. I’m really worried about him.”

Eldon was technically Bernard’s Keeper, but it often seemed to Jordan like it was the other way around. This was not the first time Bernard had come to him with concerns over Eldon’s safety.

“I’m sure he’s okay,” Jordan said. “It’s probably just really remote down there. Hard to make contact. We’ll hear from him soon. It’ll be all right.”

“It’s not just that,” the Skunk Ape continued as he cut off a city bus to take an illegal left turn. “We need Eldon back to get the whole operation under control.”

“Why?” Abbie asked. “What’s happened?”
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“We’re getting reports in from all over. Cryptids are getting spooked, and their Keepers are getting anxious.”

“Over what?” Jordan said.

“We sent out a number of emissaries from CKCC to deliver your electronic homing devices for the creatures. The emissaries were also instructed to quietly deliver some news to the Keepers—that there would be no more Fountain of Youth elixir.”

A second pang hit Jordan, this one more like a knot in his stomach. He’d almost gone a whole morning without recalling the horrible mistake he’d made that resulted in the destruction of the lifeblood that kept the Keepers young.

“Our messengers came back with varied reactions from the Keepers. Many were worried they wouldn’t be able to continue if they couldn’t stay young. And some were afraid their creatures wouldn’t accept them once they’d aged.”

“Didn’t the creatures know about the elixir?” Abbie asked.

“Not all of them, no. Not to be snooty, but there are different levels of sophistication among us cryptids. This is why some of us can speak, or master driving a car as I am right now, while others simply can’t. Depending on how evolved a cryptid is, he or she might be able to handle that information. But the more wild cryptids usually have a history that includes terrible experiences being hunted by men. For them it’s not only necessary for their Keepers to be young in order to keep their trust, it’s also crucial that the source of that youth be kept secret.”

“And now that’s all been ruined,” Jordan said. “By me.”

“Nothing’s ruined yet,” Bernard said. “For one thing, the Keepers don’t age overnight. It will happen slightly more rapidly than the natural process, as the elixir gets out of their systems and their bodies begin to naturally catch up to their biological age. But for now it’s barely noticeable.”

“You said the cryptids were spooked, too?” Abbie said.

“This is something we’re still trying to figure out. A few of our field members came back and reported that some cryptids were claiming to have been visited in the middle of the night. By a shadowy figure. Whispering to them as they slept.”

“Could it just be nightmares?” Jordan said.

“We thought that, too. Except each of them reported hearing the same thing.”

“What did it whisper to them?”

“Horrible stories, almost all tales of Gusto. How this powerful human was able to capture and nearly kill Nessie. The voice warned each of them that Gusto will come for them next—and that the Creature Keepers can no longer protect them.”

An eerie pall hung over the little red sports car as they approached the airport and pulled up to the curb. “It’s Gusto,” he said. “It has to be. He survived the accident, probably thanks to the Hydro-Hide, which he’s now using to swim around the world, visiting cryptids in the night and spreading rumors about himself.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Abbie said. “If he wanted to hurt them, he could just do it while they slept, instead of warning them about himself,” Abbie said. “Why would he do that?”

“More important to the CKCC is how he would do that,” Bernard said. “He doesn’t know where these creatures are. No one but the cryptids themselves and those at the highest levels at CKCC has that information.”

“So this whole Canadian Badgeroobilee is just a cover,” Jordan said. “We’re actually flying down to Brazil to help find Eldon, right? Very sneaky, Ranger Master Bernie.”

“Uh, no,” he said. “Those tickets are real, and you’re on the next flight to Vancouver. It boards in thirty minutes. You’d better get moving.”

“You just finished explaining how you need us down in South America,” Jordan said. “But you’re sending us up to North America?”

“We have your tracking devices to keep tabs on the cryptids. The Keepers are far more unpredictable. Because they’re human.” He tossed Abbie’s bag to her. “When you land, you two will get to Harrison Lake, a few hours north of Vancouver. You’ll meet Hap Cooperdock. He’s Syd’s Keeper.”

“Syd. I know that name. . . .” Jordan suddenly remembered. “You mean Bigfoot!”

“I wouldn’t call him that when you meet him. He’s a little sensitive about it. If you need to get formal, go with Sasquatch.”

“We’re going to see Bigfoot,” Abbie repeated, letting that thought sink in.

“Yes,” Bernard continued. “But you’re also going to see Hap. He’s put in a request for a couple of interns to help deal with an increase in local traffic near Syd’s hideaway. Not an unheard-of request, but strange for him. He does things his own way. You’re officially going as interns, but we secretly want you to see that everything’s okay.”

“So you want us to be spies,” Abbie said. “Cool . . .”

“It’ll also be a good chance for you to see firsthand what a real Creature Keeper does. Even though he’s a bit of a loon, Hap’s one of the best. Think you can handle all that?”

Jordan was staring wide-eyed, with a goofy grin on his face. He’d hadn’t heard anything Bernard had said after the word Sasquatch.

[image: ]





4


The flight on Maple Leaf Airlines from the east coast of the United States to the west coast of Canada was about five and a half hours, but to Jordan it felt like an eternity. He couldn’t get over the fact that he was going to actually meet Bigfoot. Of all the cryptids that he’d studied, Bigfoot was by far Jordan’s favorite. He was obviously a mystery, but at the same time he was such a part of popular culture—like a superhero or a rock star. Meeting Bigfoot would be a moment to remember. So long as in that moment he remembered not to call him Bigfoot. Sasquatch? Mr. Squatch? The Squatchmeister? What? Stick with Syd. Syd would be fine.

His excitement was almost enough to make him forget the worry he now shared with Bernard over their friend Eldon. That would be the hardest part of this amazing adventure—sitting somewhere out in the woods observing Syd’s Creature Keeper, while wondering where Eldon might be, and hoping that he was okay.

“May I offer you some complimentary syrup?” A flight attendant smiled down at him from the aisle. She was pushing a maple syrup cart, filled with dozens of tiny little bottles, all different shades of brown.
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“Oh, no thank you,” Jordan said. They both glanced at Abbie, who had a black eye mask pulled over her face. “She’s good, too, thanks.” The flight attendant smiled and moved on.

Jordan looked out the window and took a deep breath. He told himself that Eldon would be all right because there were good people who would find him. If there was one thing he’d learned from his horrible mistake last spring, it was that the Creature Keepers worked because they were a team. Every member of that team had a job to do. When each member did his or her job, everything worked out all right.

Jordan and his sister had been asked to do a very big, very exciting job. And Jordan was determined to do it perfectly. Starting with calling Bigfoot “Syd.”

Once they’d landed, Jordan and Abbie got off the plane and made their way through the Vancouver airport. They realized they had no idea who this Creature Keeper Hap Cooperdock was, what he looked like, or where to find him.

“I guess we stand around and wait for him to make contact.”

“Great. So the plan is to hang out in an airport in Canada, waiting for a kid named Hap Cooperdock to notice us.”

“Well, do you have a better plan?”

“Maybe ask them.”

She pointed out the window to the curb. Standing in perfect formation was a line of young Badger Rangers outside a large bus. At the end of the line, two rangers held a small banner: 47th Annual International Badgeroobilee or Bust! As Jordan and Abbie looked on, a Ranger Master stepped off the bus with a clipboard. He saluted the young group. They saluted back, and began filing on board.

“C’mon!” Jordan burst toward the airport exit. “That could be our ride!”

Abbie picked up her bag and slowly followed. “It better not be.”

Jordan ran up to the two rangers at the end of the line holding the banner. “Hey! Are either of you guys Hap Cooperdock, by any chance?”


They both saluted him, and waited. Jordan saluted back. “Badger Ranger Tommy and Badger Ranger Sinclair!” one of them chirped. “At your service, sir!”
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“Are you here for the Badgeroobilee?” the other one asked. “It’s gonna be Badgeriffic!”

“Uh, well, that depends,” Jordan said. “Is there a Hap Cooperdock on that bus that you know of?”

“Not that I’m aware of, sir,” Badger Ranger Tommy said.

“Doesn’t ring a bell, sir,” Badger Ranger Sinclair added.

“‘Sir’? I’m maybe a year or two older than you guys, at the most.”

“We’re trained to treat fellow citizens with respect, sir,” Badger Ranger Tommy said.

“It’s the Badger Ranger way, sir,” Badger Ranger Sinclair added.

Jordan turned to Abbie. “Aw,” he said. “They’re like little mini Eldons.”

“This is my nightmare,” Abbie said. “No way am I getting on that bus with those miniaturized dorks.”

“Hang on, I’ve got an idea.” As Tommy and Sinclair got on the bus, Jordan confronted the Ranger Master, who was checking off a clipboard. Jordan leaned in to read his name tag.

“Ranger Master . . . MacInerney! Can I ask if there’s a Hap Cooperdock on board, or checked in at the Badgeroobilee, or anything?”

“Sure! And welcome to the Forty-Seventh Annual International Badgeroobilee!” Ranger Master MacInerney flipped through his clipboard. It reminded Jordan of his dad when he had a list of do-it-yourself fix-it items to get through.

“Uhhhhhh . . . nope! Sorry, but I’m afraid there’s no one by that name registered for this year’s Forty-Seventh Annual International Badgeroobilee!”

“Stop saying that,” Abbie said from the curb as she checked her phone.

“Sure thing!” Ranger Master MacInerney shouted back.

“Sorry,” Jordan said. “She’s a little grumpy because we just got off a long flight and our friend Hap Cooperdock was supposed to pick us up here and take us to Harrison Lake, and also she’s just generally like that all the time, so—”

“Harrison Lake? Say, that’s where we’re headed!”

“It is?”

“Sure! That’s the site of the Forty-Seventh Annual—” He stopped and glanced over at Abbie. “That’s where we’re going,” he whispered. “We’d be happy to give you a lift!”

“That would be great! Thanks!” Jordan rushed over to Abbie and grabbed his bag. “C’mon! I got us a ride! Grab your stuff!”

Abbie didn’t move. “I told you, I’m not getting on that bus. I’m allergic to dorks in khaki.”

“Abbie, we have to get on that bus!”

“No.”

“Yes!”

“You get on.”

“Maybe I will!”

“Fine.”

“FINE!”

Ranger Master MacInerney watched the two Grimsleys fighting. He slowly backed onto the bus, slid into a seat, and gestured for the driver to go. Quickly.

“I’m not going to blow this mission,” Jordan said. “And that’s our only ride!”

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Abbie said, looking up. “Oh, no. Too late.”

Jordan saw the Badger Bus pull away from the curb. “Wait!” He took a few steps, then stopped and stared across the street. Abbie stepped up to join him.

As the Badger Bus drove off, it revealed what was parked on the other side of it: a beat-up old orange Volkswagen microbus. Mounted atop the bus was a large, crudely made brown furry foot. A bedsheet duct-taped to the side of the VW had a spray-painted message: Shuttle to Harrison Lake—Cheap! Leaning against the bus was a skinny old guy wearing sandals, grubby shorts, a tie-dyed T-shirt, and shades. His head was mostly bald except for the sides, which were grown out and pulled back and tied in a gray ponytail. He held a sign that read, Jordan/Abbie.
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Abbie picked up her bag. “I’m thinking maybe we go with that dude.”


OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
5 ﬂr

= Ab‘.'.-l.
X[/ .""“’ /ol

= = d \(;





OEBPS/images/f0035-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg
T D
/ .@M

]
L
[ &

R
&





OEBPS/images/f0005-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062236463_Cover.jpg
ar&eSWINDLED

SOIL{SOLES

PETER NELSON
& ROHITASH'RAO





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
and the
SWINDLED SOIL-SOLES

Peter Nelson & Rohitash Rao

Balzer + Bray
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





