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	To Caleb, Noah, Caitlyn, and Suri


	my little warriors, thrill seekers, and adventurers –


	 


	 May you have the courage to defend others


	and to stand for your beliefs.


	 


	Love, Dad
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	CHAPTER 1


	Welcome to the Ranks 
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	BOOSH! Water balloons continued to pelt the poolside, as we secured the crash site. Tensions were growing as we waited for our extraction. Would it ever come? How were we going to get a golf cart out of the pool? And how would I explain my missing shoe?


	My worry turned to calm as I fired my Mega Soaker through the iron bars of the pool’s main gate. Just then we received a call on the radio. Was this our extraction call? I quickly changed bottles on my Mega Soaker as… 


	You know what? I’m being rude. Before I go any further, let me introduce myself and explain.


	My name is Tommy Jenkins. I’m nine years old, I like video games, and my room is a mess. Well, anyway, this is the story of how I went from being a normal nine-year old kid to a combat hero – all in one amazing summer.


	It all began the last week of school. For me, it was also the first week of school because my Dad got a new job, and my Mom thought it would be a good idea for me to change schools before school ended, giving me a chance to make friends.


	I thought it was a stupid idea and I was right. I missed the “End of the Year” party at my old school in Kansas, with all my friends. At my new school’s party here in Grape Falls, Texas, I sat in the corner with my teacher, Miss Gardener.


	And to make things worse, my Mom sent me to the party with cornbread muffins. 


	SERIOUSLY?! Who takes corn bread muffins to a school party? Everyone else brings chips, cupcakes and mini ice creams, but Tommy Jenkins brings corn bread! Anyway, I’m getting off track.


	On the last afternoon of school, as we were waiting for the bell, I was surprised to see that everyone was so calm. They almost looked disappointed that school was ending.


	At my old school, kids would have been jumping for joy that summer had arrived. What I didn’t know, but soon found out, was that the students at Grape Falls Elementary didn’t get excited about summer break, because they knew of the trouble ahead.


	The bell rang and we all ran to the bus to head for home. When the bus dropped us off, everyone stayed at the corner and began gathering into a circular formation. Normally, we all just went home; but today was different, much different.


	My next door neighbor, Milton Fincklebumm, grabbed me by the arm and said, “Tommy, you’d better come with us.  You’re part of Birch Team now.”  


	Milton was a skinny, nerdy type. He was ten years old, with red hair and pale skin. And, he loved root beer. So far he was the only kid I’d really talked to that much.


	I gave Milton a puzzled look, wondering “What was Birch Team?” As I followed him, we were met by Adam Simmons and Katy Harper.


	Katy was also ten, and one tough cookie. She had beautiful long blonde hair and I was always nervous around her. She lived a few doors down from Milton and me on Birch Street.


	Adam also lived on Birch Street, but a little further down from Katy. He was eleven and the tall, athletic type – also kind of a tough guy. He always wore his red ball cap backwards and everyone called him “Ace” instead of Adam. 


	Now Adam was tough, but nothing compared to Brody Johnson. Brody was a towering twelve-year old. Brody stood near the stop sign at the bus stop and everyone was gathered around him.


	We all listened intently as Brody spoke. No one dared to let out even a sneeze or fart (which was going to be a problem because those cornbread muffins were doing a number on my stomach. I’d eaten most of them to spare my Mom’s feelings). Anyway, I’m getting off track again.


	Brody began talking about victory, honor, and courage. “What is he talking about?” I thought.


	Then Brody started giving out assignments. It appeared that every street in the neighborhood was some sort of team. 


	“First things first,” said Brody. “We must establish our communication lines.”


	Everyone replied to him as if they were cheering at a football game. “Stay dry!” they shouted.


	Kids began to scatter in all directions, franticly trying to complete their team’s task, as if the world was going to end tomorrow. Milton handed me some plastic cups and yarn. “Hurry up! Let’s go!” he said.


	Katy, Milton and I all ran behind Ace as he hurried us through the neighborhood to the edge of Pleasanton Park.  For some reason everyone called this park “the Zone”.


	Our neighborhood was Sunset Village Estates. It was right next to Pleasanton Park. On the other side of the park was another neighborhood, Timber Village.


	I didn’t know much about Timber Village, but all the kids in Sunset Village called them “the Wolves”, as in Timber Wolves. Or, they simply called them the enemy.


	Ace told me to keep a look out for any Wolves. I was not sure what a Timber Wolf looked like, other than perhaps an actual wolf.  But I would do my best.


	As Ace began driving a wooden stake into the ground, with a hammer he borrowed from his dad’s tool shed, I noticed several other kids working as teams and doing the same thing, but in different parts of the park. They all worked with a sense of urgency. I then realized that the kids of Sunset Village (the Suns) were at war with the kids of Timber Village (the Wolves). 


	We worked quickly to secure our wooden stake and connect a plastic cup to it with a hook. Katy poked a hole in the bottom of the cup and ran yarn through the hole and tied it off.


	“Katy and Milton, run the line back to the command center and tell Brody that line Bravo is set,” Ace told them. “Tommy, you stay here with me and wait for a comm check from Milton.”


	I soon learned that “comm check” meant communications check, and that Ace and I were going to wait for Milton to call us on the cup phone to make sure that the communication line worked.


	As we sat at the edge of the Zone, casually looking out for Wolves, Ace began telling me more about what was going on. 


	“This will be my fourth summer at war with the Wolves,” Ace said. 


	“How long has the war been going?” I asked.


	“Nobody really knows. Most kids say it started years ago when Billy’s Bakery was giving out free cookies to kids in the park. A group of Wolves started throwing water balloons and squirting kids with water guns until they left. The Wolves took all the cookies for themselves and we’ve been at war ever since,” said Ace.
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