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This book contains dangerous secrets
 , deep mysteries, and a recipe for insanely decadent, delicious brownies. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop reading now.

Go on, pick up another book, perhaps an easy reader or coloring book. Or better yet, watch some TV. Yes, some TV would be nice. This is your last chance.

Ok, don’t say we didn’t warn you.

Be it known that by reading these words you have accepted the challenge of unlocking the secrets of The Dragon Codex
 . The most powerful forces of Good and Evil have already been alerted to your presence. They will stop at nothing in their quest to enlist you or destroy you. Congratulations!

Stay focused, stay smart, stay true—even the purest of heart can be corrupted. Remember, help is available if you ask, and don’t forget to clean up when you’re done.

The path is open; your journey is begun. Where you go from here is up to you. Don’t forget to bring snacks.





-The authors
 of
 The Dragon Codex














CHAPTER 1


What Good Is Karate If You Can’t Punch Someone in the Face?
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Faster. I have to run 

 faster!
 Hannah Rumi Grace felt hot breath on her neck and smelled the putrid mixture of raw garlic and blood. This guy needs to floss
 . She banked hard left, like a jackrabbit, down yet another tattered hotel hallway. Only this time, there was a dead end. An electric shock of terror ripped down her spine. The man behind her laughed a grinding laugh.

Then she saw something. Hope? Up ahead, is that a doorway?
 A cold hand touched her shoulder. Hannah bolted down the hall, banked hard again, through the doorway, and up a narrow staircase. She pushed the door at the top of the stairs and was out on the roof. Sunshine flooded her eyes and a soft, fresh breeze tickled her face.

“Knock knock,” said a voice from behind her that sounded like a chainsaw slicing through rubber bands.

Hannah’s brain pounded against her skull. Too terrified to turn around, she ran to the ledge and peered over. It was twenty stories down. But the man behind her…she was not going to be taken alive. She stuck one foot over the edge…

Then a thought grabbed her mind and wouldn’t let go, like a kid grabbing its parent’s leg: I’ve done this before. I’ve been here before. This exact ledge of this very building, with the very same lunatic chasing me
 . Actually, now that she thought about it, she had done this several times, and each time she had jumped.


Well, not this time.


Hannah swallowed hard. It felt like there was a dry rat in her throat. Petrified, but determined, she turned around to face her attacker. But when she saw him, she wished she hadn’t. His thick, matted hair was covered in dried blood. Scars formed a tic-tac-toe pattern across his whiter-than-Wite-Out face.

The man bit his bottom lip and squeezed his hands into massive fists. Then he raised them in the air and waved them like he just didn’t care.


Is he dancing?
 thought Hannah. Why is he so bad at it?
 The man took out something from his pocket. Now what’s he doing?
 He’s juggling something. What are those? Daggers? Chainsaws? No, kittens. They’re fluffy, round kittens. Aww, they’re so cute.


As he juggled, the kittens became pages and the pages became a book. When Hannah looked at the man’s face again, he had transformed, too.

To Hannah’s great surprise, the awful mess had become Miss Lyons, the school librarian! She was holding a large book in front of her for Hannah to see, and she had a conspiratorial twinkle in her eye.

The book she was holding looked like an atlas except that at its center was a winged, swirling disk, like a galaxy. Strange symbols, spirals, zigzags, and more danced freely around the slowly revolving galaxy.

Hannah reached out to touch the book, but Miss Lyons held it back. She looked at Hannah and said, “8:10, Hannah. Remember, 8:10 is time for school.”



BRRRRRIIIIINNNNNGGG!!!





Hannah’s head sprang up from her school desk, a textbook page stuck to her cheek, affixed by the glue-like power of her drool.

“Nice of you to join us Ms. Grace,” said Hannah’s teacher. “See me after class.”

“Ok, class,” said Mr. Koenigsberg, the history teacher turning towards the rest of the class. “That’s it for today. There will be a quiz next Friday on chapters one, two, three, four, seven, nine, thirteen, fourteen, twenty-one, and twenty-three. And twenty-seven.”

The entire class groaned as they scooped up their books and poured out the door in a fifth-grade flood. Everyone, that is, except Hannah Rumi Grace, who was still stuck halfway between waking and her dream, like an elevator stopped between floors.

“I see you’re really into history,” Mr. Koenigsberg said, gesturing to Hannah’s cheek. “Or should I say, history is really into you.”

Hannah felt her cheek. She blushed, then ripped the paper off and managed to take a thin layer of skin with it.

“Ow. Yes, sir…I mean…no, ma’am…I mean…huh?”

“Are you getting enough sleep?”

“Yes,” said Hannah, hastily gathering up her stuff. “I just…I’m fine. Have a nice day.”

Hannah raced down the hall to her locker. She thought about the dream she just had. Could it be she finally had the dream her dad was talking about? The one that would help him crack open the case?

For the past three months he was frustratingly vague. He just said she should be on the lookout for a clue. 

She realized she barely knew anything about what he needed her to find, only an old book that everyone seemed to want.

He said he was vague on purpose so that when she found it, he would know she got it by the details she told him. 

This is how he learned, he told her and how her mother had learned. 

Hannah paused at her locker and parsed the dream. Maybe this time was
 different. Everything about the dream seemed more real
 . More vivid, more alive than any of her other dreams about it, but what was up with that guy turning into the librarian, Miss Lyons? And why did she say school starts at 8:10? School didn’t start until 8:30.

Hannah Rumi Grace always knew she was different. She just didn’t know how
 different. There were always whispers in her family about magic, mysterious things and secret power, but Hannah thought it was mostly just talk. 

Still, there was something different about her family. Like when Hannah unexpectedly walked in on her parents and there was a bright sparkling light shining around them. 

It was only for an instant and Hannah thought she might have been seeing things, but it seemed very real at the time.

Then her dad dropped this totally insane request on her three months ago. See if she could find a missing book, but only use her intuition, insight and dreams. 

Neither of her parents had ever asked her to do anything like this before and she had no idea how to do it. Maybe her parents were crazy. 

Or at least her dad. Hannah’s mom had passed away almost a year ago and maybe her dad was losing it. 

Hannah dug her phone out of her locker. Thoughts mixed in her head like Halloween candy. Some were sweet, some sour, and some she didn’t know what they were.

Hannah so badly wanted to tell her dad, but she was also afraid it would be another dead end, just like the last ten dreams where she saw a book.

Hannah held her phone in her hand, deciding what to do, when it rang.

“Hey, sweetie,” came the voice of her father, Detective John Grace of the NYPD. “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to contact you for hours.”

Hannah thought her father sounded unusually stressed.

“I was in class, Dad. They generally frown upon phone calls during class. Why? Is everything alright?”

“Make sure you’re in class, on time, today, ok? Very important.”

“Is there something I should know, Dad?”

“I’ll tell you when you get there. Just don’t be late.”

Hannah clutched the phone tightly in her hand. She thought how it was the best and the worst having your dad as your karate instructor. Today she wasn’t sure which it would be. Hannah paused as she considered her next words carefully. “Hey, I think…maybe…I might have found a clue to that book you wanted me to find. For real this time.”

Detective Grace’s salmon with arugula pesto and avocado on French country bread sandwich fell to the floor. “What did you see?” he asked nervously.

“Miss Lyons, the school librarian, was handing me a book. It had, like, a glowing disk thingy at the center, like a galaxy, with wings. And there were, like, these weird spirals and stuff kind of slow dancing around it.”

Detective Grace should have been ecstatic, would have been ecstatic, if he hadn’t gotten that phone call an hour ago…and there was no doubting what his daughter had seen, what with her HSAM Highly Superior Autobiographic Memory, what most people call “photographic memory.”

Hannah could recall minute details of paintings she had seen years ago, conversations, and even the entire text of Dante’s The Divine Comedy
 word for word, in its original Italian.

Detective Grace had spent the last three months hoping his daughter would help him find The Dragon Codex
 , but now, because of that phone call, he wanted her to forget the whole thing.

What if he had just put his daughter, his only child, in mortal danger? 

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” her dad said, gathering up his karate gear. “We’ll start class early today. Get Matthew and Gemma and don’t talk to anyone until I get there.” 

Detective Grace hung up the phone, took his “World’s Greatest Dad” coffee mug and threw it against the wall, smashing it into a million pieces, and instantly regretted it. 

As he swept up the pieces with his mini dustpan and broom, he said aloud, “They’re not ready. They’re just not ready.”

Hannah got to her locker and grabbed her karate uniform. She was lost in her thoughts, wondering why her dad seemed so stressed, when she turned around and⸺Bam!


Standing in front of Hannah, wearing an expression like she had just been sprayed by a skunk, was Hannah’s worst nightmare: Tania Hartman and her gang of nasties. Tania, who was as pretty as she was mean, had taken an active dislike to Hannah in third grade, after Hannah got a feeling and warned Tania to be careful of flying footballs. The next day, a football hit Tania in the face at recess. She blamed Hannah. 

“Eww
 .” You touched me,” dismissed Tania.


Ugh
 , thought Hannah. Not now
 .

“Next time you fall asleep in class, try not to snore. Loser.”

Three of Tania’s gang snickered.

Hannah tried not to let their taunts bother her. They’re the losers, right?


“Had one of your witch dreams again?” Tania added.

By now, students had gathered like zebras to see which of their friends was being eaten by the lions. Hannah wanted to shoot flaming eye beams at Tania, or at least come up with some kind of sharp and funny comeback, but she was afraid. Afraid of what, exactly, she didn’t know. She kept her head down, packing her karate bag. 

“What’s the matter?” Tania continued taunting. “Forgot how to talk?”

Just then, mercifully, Assistant Principal Dr. Joseph Von der Stain turned the corner and saw the commotion. “What’s going on here?”

“Hi, Dr., Von der Stain, sir,” cooed Tania cheerfully. “We were just helping Hannah get her stuff together.”

Von der Stain eyed Tania and her gang suspiciously. “That’s very nice of you, Tania. But why don’t you all get your books and go home. School’s over for today.”

“Let’s go, girls,” said Tania. Then leaning in so she was almost nose to nose with Hannah, Tania added, “See you tomorrow. Witch.”

Tania and her friends moved on, laughing down the hall. Hannah stared angrily at her bag with her karate uniform and fight gear. What good is this stuff if I wimp out when I need it most?


Hannah slung her gear over her shoulder and headed to the gym, but as she walked past Dr. Von der Stain, she suddenly and strangely felt a stunning coldness, like someone had just thrown open the door to a meat locker. 

She glanced at the assistant principal, who appeared not to notice anything unusual, nor did anyone else for that matter. But then Hannah saw a dark shadow approximately the shape and size of Von der Stain appear behind him and then disappear right into him.

Hannah shuddered from head to toe. What the…?
 She whipped her head around. Did anyone else just see that?
 But everyone was acting normal, including Assistant Principal Von der Stain.

“Yes?” asked Von der Stain. Hannah realized she must be staring at him like a lunatic.

“Oh, nothing, nothing,” she said, peering around him for the shadow, but the strange chill had passed, and the shadow was gone. “I gotta go.”


Something totally weird is going on, or am I still dreaming?
 Hannah wondered as she ran fast as she could to the school gym for karate class.










CHAPTER 2


Be Ready for Anything
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“Harder! Kick harder!” Hannah’s dad
 , John Grace, barked the karate commands. “Left roundhouse, right front snap kick, right kake geri!
 Now jumping side kick, drop to your knees, front sweep. Kick higher!”


This is insane
 , thought Hannah as she and her best friends, Gemma Stevens and Matthew Martinez, the only other two students in her dad’s after-school karate class, did their best to keep up.

The besties were used to crazy workouts from Sensei Grace, as they called Hannah’s dad in class, but this was beyond anything any of them had ever endured, and that included last month’s test to become black belts. 

Their shouts filled the cavernous school gym. Hannah wiped the sweat pouring from her forehead and glanced over at Gemma and Matthew who were doing the same thing. It made Hannah feel at least a little bit better knowing she wasn’t alone in her struggle. But it didn’t make it any easier. 

Gemma flipped her ponytail of long black hair from her face. Adopted at age two from China, she felt like an outsider even in her own home, but she always felt good when she was in karate: something about all that punching and kicking helped get her feelings out without having to talk about it.

She glanced over at Hannah’s long brown hair with its red and gold highlights. I wish I had Hannah’s hair
 , she thought. 


I wish I had Gemma’s hair
 , Hannah thought.


I wish this class would end already
 , thought Matthew. 

“Faster! Kick harder! More!” How much time do we have?
 Hannah’s dad wondered. He watched with dismay as Matthew tried to perform a block and accidentally punched himself in the face. This is bad
 .

Hannah’s dad poured on the push-ups, sit-ups, mountain climbers, and more. He pounded grappling and takedown drills into them until they were near collapse. He just hoped it would be enough. It had to be.

“Ok, yame
 ,” John Grace finally said, speaking the Japanese word for “stop.”

“Thank God!” said Matthew, falling to the floor and kissing it repeatedly.

“Control yourself, Matthew,” said Sensei Grace. “Let’s take a short break. I made mace balls and hot chocolate.”

Hannah gave a small round of applause. She didn’t know anyone but her dad who could take dates, almonds, chocolate, and chia seeds and make them into something totally malicious
 .

The friends and Sensei sat together in a small circle enjoying the break and wolfing down their snacks like they hadn’t eaten in days.

When Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were halfway through, Sensei finally spoke. He wasn’t prone to big speeches or long-winded explanations, and his students knew this, so when he did speak, they listened. 

“There’s a reason I was working you so hard today,” he said, tugging tensely at the ends of his black belt. “I’ve long sensed a certain…malevolence at this school.”

“Me too,” said Matthew, trying to lighten the mood, “mostly in math class.”

“This morning, that feeling was confirmed,” Sensei continued, ignoring Matthew. “As you know, I recently asked Hannah to help me find a book. An ancient and powerful book called The Dragon Codex
 . Today, I believe, Hannah found that book.”

Hannah gulped. Her mind raced. That’s a good thing, right? Then why does he seem so worried?


But Hannah’s answer would have to wait. At that moment, the gym doors burst open and in walked Assistant Principal Von der Stain, his face sullen and twisted as a bag of screws. He leveled a stiff gaze at Sensei. 

“Everyone, please rise and bow,” Sensei said as he bowed to the assistant principal. Hannah and Gemma immediately stood up and bowed too. Matthew stood up to bow but fell over his karate bag.

“To what do we owe this honor?” Sensei asked politely.

“Mr. Grace, can I speak to you a minute?” Von der Stain made the “come here” gesture with his index finger. Hannah hated that. Nothing good ever happened after the “come here” gesture, especially when you threw in “can I speak to you for a minute?” That was super extra bad.

“Of course,” said Hannah’s dad cheerfully. But before he went with Von der Stain, Sensei leaned in toward his students and whispered, “Be ready for anything.”

Sensei followed the vice principal into the hall where they had a heated finger-pointing exchange. Hannah couldn’t make out what they were saying, but her dad’s face was turning red.

Sensei burst back through the gym doors. “Karate class has been cancelled. Permanently.”

“What?” said Hannah. 

Gemma and Matthew gasped. 

“It’s just as I suspected,” said Sensei through gritted teeth. “We are all in great danger. The Bowling League of Big Evil has found us.”

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew shot each other puzzled glances. None of them had ever heard of such a group, and they had no idea why Sensei would say such a strange thing.

Matthew tried to suppress a laugh. “Seriously? Is that bad?”

“The Bowling League of Big Evil is responsible for just about every drop of evil ever committed on the Earth. They invented the bubonic plague and deep-fried s’mores on a stick. The Dragon Codex
 is their key to power. They will stop at nothing to get it, and Von der Stain is involved.”

“What are you talking about dad?” asked Hannah concerned her father might have snapped. 

“I don’t have time to explain,” he said. “Just know that there’s a lot of stuff I didn’t tell you.”

“Sensei, what’s going on? Is this some kind of game?” asked Gemma. 

Sensei sighed. “I wish it were. I held things back because, well because I thought I was protecting you, but I only made it worse. Please. Just listen. I have been training the three of you to join the Order of Mushu. We are a super-secret interdimensional crime fighting organization. I know how that sounds. Believe me I wish I had more time to explain. But we’ve been tracking the lost Dragon Codex
 since it disappeared three months ago. It’s the most powerful book in the Universe. You three are the only ones who can help me find it and bring it back here before The Bowling League of Big Evil gets it and destroys the Universe.”

Hannah, Gemma and Matthew thought Sensei had lost his mind. But there he stood in front of them looking deadly serious. If this was a game, it was the craziest game they had ever heard of. 

“Why are they called the Bowling League of Big Evil?” asked Matthew.

“They love bowling, but they love evil even more,” said Sensei, searching the room tensely. 

Hannah gulped. She told them about the weird shadow that passed into Von der Stain.

“Now you’re sounding like your dad,” said Matthew. 

“That confirms it,” said Sensei. “I thought I could protect you all.”

“You expect us to believe this?” asked Matthew.

“No,” said Sensei. “I expect you to fight.”

The gym lights blew out.

“Just remember everything I ever taught you and you’ll be fine!” shouted Sensei.

A bitter blast of wind blew the gym doors off their hinges. Hannah, her dad, and friends ducked as the doors flew over their heads. The wind whipped into a tornado inside the gym. It sucked the four of them up and threw them hard to the ground.

Sensei fought the wind and managed to stand up. He extended his arms outward, palms facing the gale. Then Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew watched him do something they had never seen him do before. A bluish bolt of energy shot from his palms, forming a shield around the friends that diverted the blasting wind.


What the…?
 thought Hannah. Since when could he do that?


“Hurry!” shouted Sensei. “You’ve got to get out of here. Look for the Codex
 between the ‘literary lions.’” 

Hannah had no idea what her father meant, and at this moment, it didn’t matter to her even if she did. All she wanted was to help him.

Sensei knew, however, that they could not help him now. “Go!” he shouted. “I can’t hold them off for long!” His face was strained; the veins on his arms and neck bulged violently.

“I’m not leaving you, Dad!” Hannah hollered, standing up next to her father.

“Yeah, we’re not going anywhere without you!” added Gemma.

“You’ll be killed if you stay!” Sensei said, straining to keep his shield intact, but the shield was beginning to buckle. John Grace’s legs slid backward from the force of the attack.

“No, we won’t leave you!” Hannah shouted.

“The only way to help me is to find The Dragon Codex
 and bring it back safely to me!” said Sensei. “The literary lions! It’s between the literary lions. You’re the only ones who can do it! The way in is the way out!”

With one hand still straining against the attack, Sensei aimed his other hand at Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. He shot an arc of sparkling white light that formed a protective ball around them.

With a mighty shove, Sensei Grace pushed the ball as hard as he could. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew held on for dear life as the clear orb rolled out the emergency door and bounced, like a giant out-of-control hamster ball, wildly down the street.










CHAPTER 3


The Way In Is the Way Out
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The friends bounced and rolled 
 across midtown Manhattan, careening off buildings and narrowly avoiding oncoming traffic, pedestrians, bicyclists, deliverymen, trucks loading and unloading, road repair crews, taxis, buses, old ladies, and street vendors.

Hannah and Gemma, who loved roller coasters, were fine, but Matthew was a different story. It was all he could do not to hurl.

“Hang on, Matthew!” yelled Gemma. “We’re almost there!”

“Mmmmphhhunngh
 .”

Finally, the energy ball smashed into the front stairs of the main branch of the New York Public Library some two miles away. It cracked open like an egg and melted into the concrete.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew lay motionless for a moment. When they tried to stand up, they knocked into each other like circus clowns. Hannah seized Gemma; they loved roller coasters and quickly recovered, but Matthew’s skin was a strange mix of green and white.

They had no idea what was happening to them. Was it some giant trick? Were they on a secret game show?

How was it possible? They were being recruited by some super-secret crime fighting group for a super-secret save-world-mission. It all seemed like a bad joke, but that bad joke had rolled them halfway across Manhattan and almost made Matthew lose his lunch. 

“Can we just take the bus from now on?” asked Matthew, who was too dizzy to stand. He plopped himself down against a large stone pedestal and held his head in his hands. 

Hannah stepped out onto Fifth Avenue to hail a taxi back to her father. Hannah only had a slightly better understanding of what might possibly be going on.

“C’mon,” she told Gemma and Matthew, “we gotta get back to the school. My dad’s in trouble.”

“Is that safe?” asked Matthew. “I know it’s your dad, but what the heck is going on?”

“I…I’m not really sure,” said Hannah. “But I think this is real.”

Gemma grabbed Hannah’s arm. “Your dad said we had to find the Coder book or something first.”

“The Dragon Codex
 ,” said Hannah. It was a name she had heard her parents talk about in her house. She never paid much attention. She figured it was just some book they were reading.

But Hannah’s dad, Sensei Grace said it was the book he wanted Hannah to help him find. “I don’t know what’s going on either, but this is real.”

Nonetheless, Hannah didn’t want to hear any of it. All she knew was she had left her dad in trouble. “First we go back, then we’ll get the Codex
 ,” she insisted.

A taxi pulled up. Hannah opened the door.

“Wait!” insisted Gemma. “Your dad said the only way to save him was to get The Dragon Codex
 first.”

The words coming out of her mouth, sounded so strange to Gemma, but she also knew no matter how crazy everything just got, she knew Sensei was in trouble and she would just go along with whatever he said for now and deal with what was really happening later. 

Hannah’s shoulders slumped. She didn’t want Gemma to be right.

“Look,” said Gemma pointing behind Hannah. “Look where we are.”

Hannah and Matthew looked where Gemma was pointing and saw two marble lion statues, sitting majestically opposite each other on the plaza in front of the library.

Hannah gasped. She slammed the taxi door shut. 

“Patience and Fortitude,” Hannah said, staring at the carved lion statues sitting high on stone pedestals in front of the wide plaza. “That’s their names.” 

 “So what?” asked Matthew.

“Two lions in front of a library? Literary lions. Look between the literary lions.” Hannah’s dad told used to tell Hannah stories when she was young about these two lions. They had magic powers he told her. There was a secret door in their base.

Hannah thought it was all just make-believe, a good story her father told her to try and get Hannah to fall asleep. 

But after seeing what went down in the gym, Hannah knew this is where they were supposed to be, even if she hated the idea of leaving her father even for a second.

She would just find The Dragon Codex
 as quickly as possible and use the book to save her dad.

“Ok,” said Hannah. “We stay.”

“Are you crazy?” asked Matthew starting to recover his balance. “Stay and do what?”

“Look for something out of the ordinary,” guessed Hannah.

“Let’s go,” said Gemma. 

“Go where?” said Matthew. “We don’t know what’s going on or what we’re doing here. This is all nuts.”

Gemma heard enough. She had signed on in her mind and her mind was made up. 

She headed towards the wide stairs that lead to the entrance to the library. Matthew, still feeling nauseous, leaned up against the pedestal under Fortitude and stared high up at the top of a 70-story skyscraper, a fixed point in the distance, to try and help relieve his dizziness. 

Across from Matthew and Fortitude, Hannah searched around Patience the lion. She saw a grizzled, old homeless man dozing in a chair. There was no one else around and Hannah didn’t want to disturb the man, so she searched the area around him, trying not to wake him.

As Hannah passed within a few feet of him he mumbled in a gruff voice, “The way in is the way out.”

Hannah jumped. What did he just say?
 That was exactly what her dad said in meditation class. Was it just a coincidence?

Hannah was used to dealing with crazy people in New York City—usually you just nodded your head politely or stared straight ahead and kept on walking. She looked at the man again, but he was slumped in his chair, eyes closed.

Hannah turned around to walk away. 

 “You’ll need both Patience and Fortitude to find the Codex
 ,” came the same gruff voice.

Hannah wheeled around to talk to the homeless man, but the man was gone. Hannah searched around the lion pedestal, but the man had simply disappeared.

Hannah went over to Matthew to ask if she’d seen the man but at that moment, a sharp, stinging wind blew hard across the plaza. It was so fierce it knocked people to the ground. Hannah and Gemma grabbed onto the base of Patience and clung on, while Matthew, revived by the wind, suddenly stood up. 

But then he looked up and his face paled. He pointed to the sky. “Uh…uh…”

When Hannah saw what he was pointing to, dread filled her from toe to skull. Standing behind and larger than the seven-hundred-foot-tall glass-and-steel skyscraper across the street was a pitch-black cloud. But this was no ordinary black cloud.

Hannah had to look closely, but there was no mistaking it. A shape was forming in the cloud. A ragged shadow, like a phantom, with hollow eyes and jagged teeth and claws. It towered over the skyscraper.

Lightning crackled around its head like an electric crown and thunder boomed down. 

“Wh…what…” Matthew tried to speak. If Matthew had any doubts before, they evaporated in a flash. 

Gemma came sprinting over. 

“I don’t suppose that’s a good guy,” she said gulping hard.

The shadow phantom poured itself over the skyscraper and raced down the front of the building with lightning speed, blowing street debris all over the place. People screamed and ran in terror.

The friends were trapped. Hannah and Gemma turned towards the towering phantom. They had no idea how they were supposed to fight this thing, but fight they must. 

“Ahhh
 !!!” Matthew yelled in fear as he covered his face and scrambled away as fast as he could. He pressed himself against Fortitude’s pedestal.

Suddenly, the center section of the stone base slid up revealing an opening that Matthew promptly toppled into.

“Help!” he cried from inside the dark stone base. 

Hannah and Gemma tried to find Matthew in the gross, disgusting city dust that flew into their eyes and mouths.

“Where are you?” shouted Gemma.

“I think I’m in the lion,” said Matthew. 

Hannah turned and saw the opening in Fortitude’s pedestal. The giant head of the phantom roared towards her and Gemma, its teeth bared, claws snapping. 

“Runnn!!!” said Hannah.

Hannah and Gemma leaped inside Fortitude’s pedestal just as the phantom’s giant shadow hand, bigger than they were, reached in to grab them. Even though it was shadow, its claws were real enough. They cut into the stone like it was soft cheese. 

“How do you close this thing?!” Hannah said as they frantically ducked the hand and looked for a way to close the pedestal.

The hand continued to slash at them. Matthew fell backward over a lever on the floor. It was the release mechanism. The stone slab slid down in a flash, snapping the phantom hand and sealing the friends inside. 

The hand continued to flail inside the pedestal, barely missing them. The friends were backed into a corner. The hand reached and grabbed blindly, but it was slowing. Detached from the main body of the phantom, the hand stopped moving and soon dissolved into the air.

Grateful and relieved they were still alive, Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew did a slow slide down the inside of the pedestal to the ground. 

“Whew,” said Hannah. “That was too close.” 

Matthew was too scared to speak, he could only nod his agreement. 

The pedestal however, continued to rattle and shake and an awfully screeching pierced the air as the phantom continued its attack on the lion and the pedestal. But so far, the base was holding. 

“We better get outta here,” said Gemma, “Before it’s too late.”

Hannah tried to see in the dark.

“There!” she said, pointing to an opening in the floor. 

It was a spiral staircase. 

“Where does it go?” asked Matthew hesitantly. 

“Who cares,” said Hannah as the pedestal shook harder than ever before. A crack formed in its side. 

The wooden staircase creaked on Hannah’s first step. Down she went, followed by Matthew and then Gemma. 

It was pitch dark. The friends crept down stair by stair, as fast as they could in the dark, feeling for each step. 

They had gone a lot further than they had imagined and all was quiet when Hannah finally pointed to a pinhole of light below them that seemed to hang in the middle of the darkness.

“The way out?” asked Gemma, her heart thumping against her chest.

Hannah gulped. “I sure hope so.”

The team went down further and further, and the pinhole of light got larger and larger until, finally it was the size of a round door. 

Hannah shrugged. “Might as well,” she said, as she breathed out and dropped down through the hole. 

She dropped only a few feet and landed in a field of tall grass in the full sunshine of a beautiful valley.

High grass and wildflowers of the most vivid greens, blues, candy-colored lemon yellows, and cherry-blossom pinks stretched as far and as wide as they could see. Hannah could almost taste the colors.

Off to the right was a deep-pile Afghan carpet of pine forest that ran along the bottom and side of the valley. To her left and slightly below them (Hannah guessed it was to the west), a wide, lazy, flowing river made its slow way along the entire length of the valley floor. To complete the picture, rugged snow-capped mountains framed the valley.

Hannah called up to her friends. “It’s ok!”

Gemma and Matthew dropped down from what looked to Hannah like a hole in the sky but was only a few feet above her.

“Wow,” gasped Matthew when he got a look at where he was. “Who knew all this was under the library?”

Gemma too was amazed but then she put her hand gently on Hannah’s shoulder.

 “Your dad is fine; I know it,” she said, putting her hand softly on her friend’s arm.

“I know he is,” said Hannah, trying to believe it. “I just wish he’d’ve told me about all this stuff before today.”

Gemma got it. “My parents didn’t tell me I was adopted until I was nine.”

“But you’re Chinese and they’re white,” said Hannah.

“It was still a shock.”

All three friends laughed. But Hannah’s attention was soon diverted by a ginormous shining object high on a far hill that glittered like cut diamonds in the sun and was immense, even from miles away.

“What do you think that is?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” said Matthew, getting nervous. “But let’s not get any closer―”

“We must get closer to it,” said Hannah.

“Look here: flowers. Why don’t we set up base camp first? Y’know, get our bearings, take soil samples―”

“But you hate dirt,” said Gemma.

“Whaddya mean? I was practically born outdoors.” When a gnat flew past, however, Matthew screamed. But a moment later, he wished the gnat would be his biggest problem. Something was moving in the nearby forest. Matthew looked up for the entrance, but it was gone. There was only sky above them now. 


Thump! Crack! Thuark!
 Trees fell like toothpicks.

“Garden gnomes?” Matthew asked, hoping.

A hideous and immense head, bigger than a house, however, emerged from the tops of the trees.

Hannah’s face went slack with fear. “We have a situation here, people.”




CHAPTER 4


The Beast in the Woods
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A giant head, like congealed 
 bacon grease, peered over the tops of the trees. The bones of several animals were stuck in its slimy, matted beard. Its three bloodshot eyes scoured the area but didn’t seem to notice Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew hiding in the thick bushes near a pile of rocks.

The beast lumbered ahead, crushing everything in its path. Its fat body wriggled and writhed like a gelatinous centipede atop a hundred long, black, hairy legs. A long scorpion-like tail with a stinger the size of an 11-year-old boy flicked excitedly.  

“Gaaahh, graglbelejurburgle. Furcracgyulorpolk rinkltelebbel! Hahahah eeufrghh!
 ” it said furiously. 

A caustic waterfall of drool poured from the colossal brute’s mouth, melting trees, rocks, and anything else that had the misfortune of coming in contact with it.

Matthew was shaking like a Chihuahua at a Great Dane convention. The creature looked in their general direction and paused. It sniffed the air. Hannah and Gemma remained still as rabbits, but Matthew reflexively took a step back and tripped over a log. He hit the ground with a thud.

Matthew tried to stifle his scream. The beast froze in its tracks. It cocked its ear curiously toward the sound. It might have ended there, except that whenever Matthew got nervous, his stomach would twist into knots, and he became gassy. This time was no exception. He tried hard to hold it in. His face grew red and contorted.


Booomph!


Several birds were flushed from the undergrowth.

“Ayyynnnrand! Ayyyynnnnrand!” the beast screeched in its nails-on-a-blackboard voice as it crashed toward them.

Hannah and Gemma took off, not noticing Matthew was too scared to move. Then, thublap!
 The creature’s sticky chameleon-like tongue struck him square in the chest.

“Aagh
 !” Matthew felt like he’d been smacked by a megawad piece of freshly chewed gum. He grabbed rocks, bushes, anything he could, as the monster reeled him in.

Hannah and Gemma raced back to their friend as fast as they could. Hannah bent down and scooped a rock and hurled it at the creature, but it bounced off its thick hide harmlessly.

Gemma had more luck. She scooped up a jagged stone and hurled it with all her might. It scored a direct hit, smacking the monster square in the left eye.

“Agghrrlmalaprop
 !” it screamed.

“Hang on!” shouted Hannah.

“I can’t let go!” a terror-stricken Matthew hollered back.

The brute sucked Matthew toward its drooling mouth, but just as he was about to go in, Matthew reached out his arms and legs, grabbed the monster’s mouth and nose, and spread-eagled himself. The creature pulled and pulled its tongue in, but Matthew held on to the monster’s face for dear life.

“Hey, you!” Hannah waved, trying to distract the beast from below. “Come get us, you smelly, slimy piece of filth!”

Anger overtook fear as Gemma grabbed onto one of the monster’s large front legs and sunk her teeth deeply into its crusty skin. The leg tasted like fermented fish heads, but she held on. 

“Hufnergaggleugle
 !” The creature tried to free itself from Gemma, but she was wrapped around its leg tighter than microwaved plastic wrap and she chomped down even harder.

Hannah used the creature’s momentary distraction to her advantage. Hannah was fast. She leaped on its back and dashed up its spine. She was halfway toward its neck before the immense monstrosity even realized she was there.

The creature spat out Matthew and laughed a full-throated laugh. Hannah felt a rush of air on her neck. She looked up to see the stinger from the monster’s tail striking furiously at her! Hannah swung herself around the beast’s neck, clinging to its throat like a human necklace just as the creature stung itself in its own back.

“Aaaaghuulooey
 !” it screamed and shook its entire body ferociously. Gemma and Hannah went flying. Hannah came down inches from a mound of jagged stones, and Matthew and Gemma landed in the grass not far from her.

Laughing and drooling, the creature raced toward the closest object: Hannah.

As the monster approached, Hannah suddenly felt a very strange sensation in the pit of her gut, like something was growing inside her. Is it an alien? The mozzarella sticks from the school lunch?
 The strange tightness in Hannah’s gut threatened to explode. She clutched wildly at her stomach.

“Regis!”

A voice with a British accent as finely manicured as the queen’s royal gardens clipped through the air. All eyes turned in its direction.

A red fox, the size of a person and wearing a black bowler hat, plaid coat, and riding chaps, was waving his riding crop and wagging his furry paw disapprovingly at the monster.

The unexplainable sensation in Hannah’s gut subsided, like a sneeze that never blew.

“Regis, stop that and sit down this instant!” the fox said. 

Regis, the monster, sat down and frowned. He looked like a small child who had just been scolded by its parent. 
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Literary Poisoning
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“I can see somebody needs 
 to be put in the naughty corner again,” the fox scolded Regis.

The behemoth whimpered pitifully as big, wet, acidic tears flowed down his cheeks, burning craters as they hit the ground.

The fox sighed. “Ok, ok. Daddy’s not mad at you, just your behavior. I’m sure they didn’t realize you were just trying to play with them.” The creature nodded and sniffled. 

“What?” Gemma’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head. “That…thing…tried to kill us!”

“Bad Regis,” the fox said, petting and kissing the beast’s nose. He turned to the friends. “My name is Eric, and what can I say? I’m terribly embarrassed. I’m afraid Regis doesn’t know his own strength. He’s just a baby after all, and you know how babies are. They love to put everything in their mouths.” The fox laughed, but Hannah and Gemma glowered.

“I can see we got off on the wrong foot.” Eric the fox unslung a soft cloth bag from his shoulder and opened it to reveal a large cache of plump blueberries. “Please accept my sincerest apologies. They’re fresh picked. And maybe the last anyone gets for a while, if you know what I mean.”

The friends, in fact, did not know what he meant.

“Bwaaaaaaa
 !” the creature sobbed.

“Oh, my widdle cuddly wuddkins,” Eric the fox said as he tenderly stroked the creature’s coarse skin. “I didn’t forget you.” He reached into his pocket and threw a rotted piece of flesh into the monster’s mouth.

Eric turned to the friends. “I feel terrible. He was fine this morning. It’s all this craziness. We shouldn’t even be standing here…No one’s safe.” The fox’s voice trailed off as he looked toward the giant sparkling object on the hill. “Not since she
 took over…”

A low moan bubbled up from the high grass. 

“Unnngggh
 .” It was Matthew. “I don’t feel so good.” He tried to stand, but as soon as he did, he staggered and collapsed.

Gemma and Hannah clamored toward him. His jeans were torn, and he had a deep gash in his leg. A red wetness was spreading across his pants.

“You’re bleeding. Why didn’t you say something?” Gemma implored.

“I’m bleeding?” Matthew looked down at his red leg and let out a high-pitched scream. His eyes were like glazed doughnuts.

“Oh dear, I do hope the poison hasn’t gotten in too deep,” said Eric the fox.

Hannah could hardly believe her ears. 

“Poison?” Hannah and Gemma said together.

“Poishon?” Matthew slurred. “Wash fozen peas?”

“Hmmm,” said the fox, rubbing his chin. “Regis is a Malofeod. They have a neurotoxin in their saliva. It’s uncommonly toxic.”

Matthew heard the word “neurotoxin” and his eyes did cartwheels. He strained to say something, but his brain and mouth were not on speaking terms anymore. All he muttered was, “Aghuplax?
 ”

Gemma wanted to slug the fox cold, but then they wouldn’t know how to cure Matthew, so she held off for now. 

“Look at him,” said Hannah, pointing to Matthew as he slid down flat on the ground. “We have to help him, now!”

“Actually, best to keep him still,” said the fox. “If you move him, the poison circulates faster. Here, help me sit him up. He should be fine. Unless…”

“Unless what?” Hannah demanded.

Matthew suddenly sat upright, a wild look in his eyes. “Oh Diana!” he said, speaking in a dainty high, lilting voice and squeezing Gemma’s hand. “It’s all a beautiful dream, isn’t it? Do I really look the same? I feel so different, that it seems it must show in my looks!”

Hannah and Gemma stared at each other, stupefied at Matthew’s condition. 

“…unless he starts spouting literature,” said the fox.

“Then what?” Gemma said, patting Matthew’s hand to comfort him.

“Then, I’d worry.”
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Matthew of Green Gables
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You cannot be in the past or the future. You can only truly be where you are right now. So be here fully, right now.
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“What’s happening to him?” asked 
 Gemma, her face twisted in fear and confusion.

Eric the fox sighed. “Literary Delusion. It’s sometimes a side effect of the poison. People sometimes think they’re characters from famous books. It’s not bad, if you like the novel. Of course, he could get stuck this way.”

“Stuck?” said Hannah.

Matthew gazed at Gemma and Hannah. He clutched his hands together and fluttered his eyes at them. “Oh, Diana. Don’t you just love ‘Far Above the Gentle Daisies’? Don’t you? Let’s sing it!”

“Diana? Who’s Diana?” Gemma asked. She wanted to smack the fox.

Matthew sang, “Far above the gentle daisies, blooming where the willows wave…
 ”

The fox tried to force feed Matthew a handful of blueberries. “They’ll help absorb the poison.” 

Matthew pushed them away. “Not during the concert,” he said pouting. “Gentle daisies! Gentle daisies!”

Eric the fox paused and looked at Matthew. “Y’know,” he said listening to Matthew sing, “he’s not half bad.”

“Wait, wait,” said Hannah, snapping her fingers. “I know this book. It’s Anne of Green Gables!
 ”

Gemma buried her head in her hands. “And let me guess, he thinks he’s Anne.”

“Diana, Diana, sing with me,” Matthew said breathlessly, grabbing Gemma’s hand. “Next year, we’ll perform at the debating club concert.”

To keep Matthew calm, Gemma decided to pretend to be Diana. “Everything’s going to be all right, Anne,” she said shrugging at Hannah, who nodded back to encourage her friend to continue

“You’ve had a nasty spill,” said Gemma who felt foolish, but kept up the story. “The doctor says to eat these delicious blueberries.” 

Not waiting for a reply, Gemma shoved a handful in Matthew’s mouth.

Matthew gulped them down and brushed his hair from his face in a dramatic, sweeping arc. 

“Mmmm
 . You know, you’d find it easier to be bad than good if you had red hair,” Matthew said breathlessly. “People who haven’t red hair don’t know what trouble is.”

“This is worse than I thought,” said the fox nervously. “Let’s get him to the river right away. Regis!”

The giant Malofeod lifted its head. His eyes were still red from sobbing or maybe they were always that bloodshot.

“Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no, no, no…” protested Gemma.

“Are you nuts?!” Hannah agreed. “That thing tried to kill us.”

“We’ve got to get your friend down to the river immediately,” said Eric. “The blueberries didn’t work, but the river may still have healing properties.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell us before?” Gemma slapped her hands hard to her side in frustration.

“Snurfle, snufflegape
 ,” the fox spoke to the beast. The creature lowered its head. “Everyone get on. It’s our only hope.”

Gemma and Hannah shot each other glances. They did not like the idea one bit, but when they saw Matthew softly rocking an imaginary baby to sleep, they told him they were all going for a swim and hoisted him onto the beast’s back.

Regis leaped through the grass and reached the river in three giant hops. The water smelled fresh and cool. Matthew’s body relaxed as the refreshing bite of the water washed over his skin.

“I’m not good for much, I know,” Matthew grabbed Hannah’s hand, “but I’ll stand by you, Jo, all the days of my life. Upon my word, I will.”

Hannah crinkled her nose. “Am I crazy, or has he moved on to Little Women
 ?”

“Just keep moving him back and forth,” said the fox. “Now, let go of him.”

“Let go?” asked Gemma. “Isn’t he gonna…like…sink?”

“Please,” Eric the fox said, dismissing their concerns.

They did as the fox asked, and just as he had said, Matthew bobbed on the surface like a cork. Color raced back into Matthew’s face. Within minutes, he was feeling much better, splashing about in the shallow water like his old self. 

“The water is awesome!” he gushed. “C’mon in!”

Hannah and Gemma let out a huge sigh of relief. 

“What is this river?” asked Hannah, scooping it up in her hand. It felt vibrant, alive
 .

“This is the Parshant River,” Eric exclaimed. “All the rivers here used to be like this, any problem you had, you would just come down and wash it away in a river. But they’re all polluted now. This is the last healthy river. She’s
 seen to that.” The fox looked at the vast, shining object on the hill again.

“Who’s ‘she’?” asked Hannah.

The fox looked over his shoulder. His body stiffened. His ears spun around like radar dishes, and he sniffed the air nervously. “I’ve already said too much.”

“But you haven’t said anything,” Hannah protested.

The fox scooped up his blueberry sack. “Well, it’s been great meeting all of you,” he said as if he were late to his own open-heart surgery. “Don’t keep him in the river too long, and don’t get caught by you-know-who. Come, Regis. Avanti!
 ”

“Wait!” exclaimed Hannah. “Who are you talking about?”

But the fox had already leaped onto Regis’s back and given the beast a swift kick. Hannah and Gemma watched as the fox and the Malofeod fled into the woods.

As they did, however, they missed Matthew getting yanked completely underwater.
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If you are going to take the wrong train, leave early.
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The long rope of seaweed 
 around his leg had Matthew good and tight and was tugging him straight down into the depths of the river.

He tried desperately to swim to the surface, but the surface kept getting farther away. He held his breath as long as he could, but it finally gave out in a huge stream of bubbles. So, this is what it’s like to drown
 , Matthew thought.

Panicked, he breathed in, and the water filled his lungs. He breathed out. He breathed in; he breathed out. The water felt heavy in his lungs, but he wasn’t drowning. He was breathing underwater!

Then he panicked that he was breathing underwater and not drowning. Those thoughts, however, were crowded by a new and different panic as the sunlight became a memory.

The seaweed rope pulled Matthew down into the inky darkness and then to a vast underwater city full of coral skyscrapers. He watched in stunned amazement as he passed horse-sized seahorses ridden by beautiful mermaids and muscular mermen who were stuck in undersea traffic. He was pulled past the traffic and dropped off in front of a huge palace on the outskirts of the city. It had long, thin spires and luminous curves and undulations, as if the building was made of waves.

Matthew’s teeth chattered with fear as he approached the massive front entrance. Ornately carved shell-and-gem-encrusted doors opened, and he was in a main hall that looked like an ancient temple.

He floated past floor-to-ceiling statues of mermaid gods and goddesses until he came to rest at the ginormous feet of a man sitting on a colossal coral throne taller than the Statue of Liberty and adorned with the finest pearls and seashells.

The tip of the king’s big toe—Matthew figured he had to be either a king or a god—was bigger than Matthew. Brightly colored fish swam over and nibbled both Matthew’s and the king’s toes, giving them wonderful pedicures, and Matthew, frightened as he was, couldn’t help but enjoy the treatment. It was a much-needed relaxation, and Matthew enjoyed the pedicure as he wondered just when he was going to be killed.

The fish finished their task and swam away. There was an uncomfortably long silence as Matthew wondered just what to do or say next. The king—or was it deity?—shifted uncomfortably in his seat; he pursed his lips, restlessly waiting for Matthew to do something. He cleared his throat a few times and tapped his foot impatiently. Then, with a voice that sounded like a wooden mallet hitting Jell-O, the king spoke.

“Well?” he said impatiently. The king grabbed a passing pufferfish and lazily tossed it from hand to hand. Matthew grasped for something to say. Should he tell the god he and his friends were looking for The Dragon Codex
 , or would that just get him into more trouble? “Um, uh, I’m not really sure―”

“Silence!” bellowed the king. The wave from his words knocked Matthew backward. “Well then, if there’s nothing else, NEXT!”

“Wait, wait!” exclaimed Matthew. “My two friends, we’re…here to find a book. Maybe you’ve heard of it, The Dragon Codex
 ?”

The water lord was about to squash Matthew and go have lunch, but hearing the name of the book and two friends, the king decided to examine Matthew more closely.

“Who are your friends?” he demanded.

“Hannah and Gemma. We’re school buddies.”

“Two girls and a boy?” the king asked, scrutinizing Matthew. “School friends?”

“Yes. We’re supposed to find this book, The Dragon Codex
 ? It’s…”

“The prophecy,” the king half-whispered to himself. “But children
 ? Impossible.”

Something way bigger than the king began to emerge from behind the throne.

“Now you’ve done it,” said the king.

A long, billowy robe, pale and green, almost the same color as the water but with gold filament weaved throughout so that it looked like sunshine falling on water, took up the entire back of the throne room. Matthew had to crane his neck all the way to see what was at the top. 

Standing behind the throne, at least a hundred times larger than the ocean god himself, was the willowy, wavy outline of a regal woman.

Her image fluttered like slow ripples in the tide. Sea nymphs serenely combed her endless curls with red starfish. Matthew’s jaw went slack at her beauty. He was ready to give up the surface world, but he was equally certain she was also going to kill him.

The queen turned to her husband. “Have you been a good host, or have you been tormenting the boy?”

The king gave his wife a sly wink. “Both.”

“Why don’t you go play with your giant squids, dear? They probably need feeding.”

“Ok, my sweet seaweed,” the king said. He lifted himself off the throne and transformed himself into a merman, and with a powerful kick of his tail, he swam away. As soon as he was gone, the goddess queen shrank to about ten feet tall. “Some people need to see a shining king,” she told Matthew benignly yet totally in charge, “but you can see the whole thing.”

“Are you going to kill me now?” asked Matthew. “Or later? Because I prefer you just do it now and get it over with. I can’t stand the suspense.”

“So, you and your friends are here to get The Dragon Codex
 ? It’s about time you arrived. As you know, there are still some of us who would like nothing more than to see the Evil One knocked off her high horse. For good.”

Matthew had no idea what the watery queen was talking about, and from the sound of it, he didn’t want to, but from the way the queen was talking, it seemed like he better. So he lied. 

“Oh, yes. Isn’t she terrible, just evil.”

“So, it’s true. The prophecy. I knew it. When you arrived, my husband said you were too young, but I said, ‘You’re never too young to defeat pure, living evil.’”

Matthew nearly had a heart attack.

“Are you alright?” asked the queen. “I am very eager to hear your plan for defeating…the Evil One.”

Matthew clutched his chest and shook violently. 

“You do have a plan, don’t you?” asked the queen.

Matthew’s mind raced. He felt like a deer in the headlights. What could he say that wouldn’t get him killed now or by this woman called the Evil One? But his frantic hesitation raised the ire of the queen.

“What is the problem?” The queen eyed Matthew with suspicion. “Surely the Called Ones have a plan for defeating the Evil One. We have been waiting a long time for you.”

It was a lot worse than he ever thought possible. Who were the Called Ones and why was she calling him that? But Matthew figured that would be the wrong question to ask, so he just pretended to know. 

“Of course, the Called Ones have a plan,” Matthew blurted, hoping to avoid her wrath.

 “Excellent. I knew you would. I can’t wait to hear it.” 

“Me too,” said Matthew.

“What?” said the queen.

“I mean, you will!” Matthew’s head now throbbed more than ever.

“As you are well aware,” said the queen, “the Evil One will stop at nothing to take over the entire Imaginal Realm. She has already taken the Palace of Eternity. She is the one holding The Dragon Codex
 . Even we down here in the Sea Below the Sea are in immediate and grave danger.”

Matthew’s throat tightened. “That’s my least favorite kind of danger.”

The queen narrowed her eyes at him. “What is danger to one such as yourself? You are a warrior, a hero, a Called One, are you not?”

Matthew looked around the room to see if she might be talking to someone else, but he had no such luck.

“You have come here to wrest the Codex
 from her hand and save the Imaginal Realm or die trying, have you not?”

“Die?” Matthew gulped hard. “How about we just give it our best shot?”

“The Evil One will kill you on sight if she discovers you’re in the Realm. But at least it will be a most valiant death.”

“I’m allergic to valiance.”

“What is your plan?” the queen said, puzzled by his oddly cowardly behavior.

If you could sweat underwater, Matthew would be gushing buckets. “Naturally, we have a plan and it’s a great plan, a very long and detailed plan, I wouldn’t want to bore you…actually, my friends Hannah and Gemma know most of it. But they’re at the surface, so if I could just go up there….”

“Silence, you fool! You mean to tell me you came to the Imaginal Realm to defeat the greatest force of evil ever known, and you have no plan for doing it?”

“We have a plan. I…we…we’re gonna take soil samples first.”

“Imposter!” shouted one of the sea nymphs.

The queen looked down her nose at Matthew. “Why are you such a sniveling coward?”

“What do you mean by ‘such’?”

The goddess queen stared coldly at Matthew. With a wave of her royal hand, the sea nymphs swam away and a conch-shaped door behind the throne rolled to one side, revealing a hidden room. “To the Treasure Room of Truth!”

Matthew did not like the sound of that.

The queen beckoned Matthew with her finger. “Come this way, and don’t touch a thing. We will see if you are who you say you are.”

Matthew frantically looked for a way out, any way out, but the sea nymphs blocked any movement except toward the treasure room. 

The treasure room was exactly as Matthew imagined a treasure room would be. It was filled with bags of gold coins, rare jewels, antique furniture, silks, and solid gold hand-carved statues. In the center of the room was a large pedestal made of pure gold. On it was draped a bag woven from pure silver threads.

Matthew reached out and tapped an antique Chinese chair. It collapsed in a puff of wet sawdust.

The queen gave him a withering stare. “Well, I guess the emperor of China won’t be needing that
 anymore.” 

“Sorry,” Matthew said, smiling nervously.

The goddess queen strode to the pedestal and very carefully opened the silver-threaded bag. She lifted out a long white tube sock and held it as if it were a newborn baby, but to Matthew it looked like any other sock he’d ever seen. The queen offered the sock to him. 

“Uh, thank you,” Matthew said politely, “but wet cotton makes my feet itch.”

The queen’s cheeks glowed red. “Fool!” she blasted. “Do you not recognize the Magick Sock of Idressia when you see it?”

“Ohhh…uhhh
 …yes!” said Matthew, pretending to know what she was talking about. “Yes, your Royal Yellingness. And how glad I am to see it.”

“Good. Then you know if you are worthy, the sock will cleave to you as a great friend. If you are not, it will strangle you slowly right before my eyes. Personally, I’m fifty-fifty.”

The queen handed Matthew the sock, and he took it in his trembling hands. It was the softest, most comfortable sock he had ever felt. He whispered to it, “Please don’t kill me; I’ll never sweat in you, I promise.”

Matthew’s heart raced like a Formula 1 car and his hands trembled as he held the sock. Worthy? Worthy of what?
 he wondered.

The queen stared closely at the sock and then Matthew. “I don’t understand it, but you have not died an agonizing death. You may keep the sock.”

Matthew let out a huge sigh of relief. Then he rubbed the sock against his face and back of his neck. The queen grabbed the sock from him and smacked him across the face three times with it. Then she handed it back to him. “This sock is not a toy. Use it to help you enter the Palace of Eternity.”

“Can you remind me…”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know what the Palace of Eternity and Condominium Residences are? I don’t suppose you know how to get there either?”

“Not from here
 ,” he replied.

“Life is truly puzzling sometimes,” the queen said to her sea nymphs. “Here we have one-third of the greatest trio ever assembled to fight evil and he acts like he has no idea what to do.”

“Perhaps it is part of his plan,” said a sea nymph. “To trick the Evil One into thinking he is incompetent.”

The queen sized up Matthew. “Perhaps,” she said. “If so, then it is a very good trick indeed.”

“Yes, your majesty, it’s all part of the plan.” Matthew smiled.

The queen said, “I will help you, but I will not do it for you. We must, each one of us, fight our own battles and face our own challenges with the courage and conviction in our hearts. I give you the Magick Sock of Idressia to help you, not for you to languish on or rest upon or lose yourself in. Do you believe yourself worthy?”

Matthew did not, but he also knew from karate what kind of answer to give. “Let’s do this!” he said. Then, raising his hand he added, “Can I just ask one more question?”

The queen gave him a sour look.

“What happened to the other sock?”

“Lost in the laundry.” Then the queen swept her arms upward, and the castle collapsed in a huge rush of bubbles.

The next thing Matthew knew he was bobbing on the surface of the river and had a strong craving for a tuna fish sandwich.




CHAPTER 8


Matthew’s Magick Sock








[image: 1]




















Hannah and Gemma stood on

  the riverbank, smiling and waving enthusiastically at Matthew.

“How’s the water?” Gemma asked.

“Gettin’ a good bath?” Hannah added.

Matthew furrowed his brow as he dragged himself from the water. 

“Didn’t you just see I nearly drowned?” he said, hurt by their obvious lack of concern for his well-being.

Gemma shot him a quizzical glance. She didn’t understand what he was making such a big deal about. “You were under water for like two seconds.”

“Two seconds?! I was under there for like an hour. It’s a miracle I’m even alive.”

Hannah and Gemma shot glances at each other and wondered if the poison was still having an effect.

“I know that look and I’m not crazy,” Matthew said. “I’m telling you, I got pulled down and taken to an underwater kingdom. I met a sea king, and a queen gave me a white sock. She told me it would help us defeat the Evil One.”

“What’s an Evil One?” asked Gemma.

“I don’t know, but apparently we’re supposed to go to her condo and defeat her. We’re supposed to be the Called Ones, or whatever.”

Hannah and Gemma were both thinking the same thing: Matthew either hadn’t spent enough time in the healing river yet, or he had spent too much.

“What’s a ‘Called One?’” Hannah asked skeptically. 

Matthew told them what the ocean queen had said.

“I don’t know anything about that,” said Hannah. “It’s not that we don’t want to believe you,” said Gemma, “but with the poison and all…”

“Wait, wait a minute!” Matthew plunged his hand into his pocket and pulled out the white tube sock the queen had given him. “Behold the Magick Sock of something or other,” he said, holding it proudly aloft.

More sideways glances between Hannah and Gemma. It looked like an ordinary white sock to them.

“What does it do?” asked Hannah gingerly. 

Matthew paused. He realized he had no idea. “The queen said it was magic. She said it would help us get into the Palace of Eternity where the Evil One is.”

“Maybe you better start at the beginning,” said Hannah. 

Matthew told his friends the entire story of what happened under the water. 

“Do you think the Evil One is the person Eric the fox was freaking out about?” asked Gemma.

“Could be,” said Hannah. She looked at the massive glittering object on top of the mountain, so far away, but always in their sight. She wondered what part it might play in all this. Could that be the Palace of Eternity?

Hannah tried to puzzle out in her mind what Matthew had told them, but none of it made sense. She had little interest in palaces or prophecies unless it was getting her closer to finding The Dragon Codex
 .

“Can I see that sock?” asked Hannah.

Matthew tossed it to her. Hannah tried it on her foot, but nothing happened.

She passed it to Gemma, who also put it on with equal results. Gemma tossed it back to Matthew. “Maybe you should try it. The queen did give it to you.”

“This is ridiculous,” he said, removing his shoe. “Obviously I was hallucinating. There is no magic sock.” But no sooner did he slip the sock over his foot than his leg began to rise.

“Whoaaa
 !” Matthew tried to pull his leg back down, but the sock yanked him upward until he was hanging upside down several feet in the air.

Hannah and Gemma grabbed both his arms, and the sock pulled all of them higher. Matthew yanked off the sock, and they fell to the dirt.

“At least we know what the sock does,” said Gemma. “But why does it only do it for Matthew?”

Just then, a red and black blur blew past them, running and screaming.

“Duck!” said Matthew.

“No,” said Hannah. “Fox.”

Eric the fox ran past them and then, realizing what he’d done, stopped, turned around, and ran right back to them. “Oh, thank heavens,” he said, his bushy red tail twitching like it was dancing to a pop song. “You must come with me, quick. You’re all in great danger. We’ve got to get to the Belgally Cave right away.”

“Where’s Regis?” Matthew asked, as he scanned the area for the ferocious beast.

“They spooked him. He just panicked and took off. Useless, useless creature,” said the fox, shaking his head.

“Something scared Regis?” Matthew blanched.

“You must come with me right away. She knows you’re here. Of course, how could she not?”

“The Evil One?” asked Matthew.

“Don’t say her name!” the fox gasped. “Quick, this way. Please. Before she finds us.”

“It could be a trap,” said Gemma.

The fox leaped over a large fallen tree and waved at them again. “Hurry! Hurry!” But then the fox froze. Eric’s eyes turned big as basketballs and his furry face went pale. “Uh oh,” he said. 

Black specks appeared in the sky. They made a high-pitched buzzing sound like flies, but not like flies. Matthew clung to the hope that perhaps it might be a flock of lost sugarplum fairies coming to bring sweet candies.

“Hungry Heads,” said Eric. “Run for your lives!”










CHAPTER 9


Attack of the Hungry Heads!
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Hannah took one look and
  knew why they were called Hungry Heads. They were giant heads the size of boulders, but they had no bodies—instead, they did have sharp, pointed tails where their necks should have been.

They used their long, ferociously flapping hair to fly and had mouths full of serrated-knife-blade teeth—mouths that could easily swallow a kid in one gulp. Some of them even had two faces, front and back, making it nearly impossible to sneak up on them. The heads swooped down on the team, mouths open, in a single-minded, decisive attack.

Yellow teeth gnashed inches from Hannah’s neck. She dove for cover into a lovely patch of buttercups, goldenrod, elephant head, and other spring flowers. The Hungry Head let out a large belch over Hannah. The stench was worse than the boys’ locker room after soccer practice. Hannah wobbled like a spinning top just before it falls.

The Hungry Head wrapped its slimy tongue around her and drew Hannah toward its drooling mouth.

The hideous beast cackled like a new lottery winner, but just as it drew Hannah into its nauseating maw, she managed to slip an arm out and shove the heel of her hand sharply into the bridge of the beast’s nose, jamming the bone into its brain, or where its brain would have been if Hungry Heads had brains.

“Aaauuaagghh
 !” the monstrosity snarled. Then it sneezed, and Hannah shot backward fifty feet, covered in nose juice. That turned out to be her saving grace. The mucus acted as a kind of air bag, protecting her when she hit the ground.

Hannah shook off the nose jelly like a wet dog shaking itself dry and watched as her attacker spun out of control and crashed in the woods, screaming and crying.

Nearby, another head pursued Matthew into the forest, chomping trees as easily as stalks of celery. Matthew climbed onto a thick tree trunk that had fallen across another log like a seesaw. When the head landed on the high side of the trunk, its weight sent Matthew flying into the sky. 

Matthew came down on top of another head that was dive-bombing Gemma. It zig-zagged, and Gemma used the distraction to throw a jumping, flying side kick into the creature’s eyeball. “Aaaahhcchhggh
 !” it screeched, flapping its tail violently.

“Psst! Psst
 ! Over here.” Eric the fox motioned for Matthew and Gemma. He was hiding under a small rocky outcropping not far from them. He pointed to a small cave entrance nearby.

“Let’s go!” Gemma said, grabbing Matthew’s arm. Then Gemma spotted Hannah kicking away a Hungry Head like a soccer ball on the other side of the clearing. “Over here!” Gemma shouted to her friend.

“Eeeheheheeeheeheee
 !” At least a dozen more cackling Hungry Heads came streaming over the tree line and zeroed in on Hannah.

She turned to run, but it was as if she were trying to run through waist-deep mud. Closer and closer the heads came until they were nearly upon her. Then a thought clicked in her head. Running away only makes it worse
 . Just like when she was on the roof in her dream, Hannah steeled her nerves, stopped dead in her tracks, and turned around to face her attackers. If Hannah couldn’t outrun them, she would run at
 them.

There they were, green drool dripping out of rotten black mouths. The low, late afternoon sun behind them, casting long, nasty shadows on the ground.

Hannah lowered her head. “Heyaaaah
 !!” she shouted giving her best kiai
 spirit yell.

She ran straight at the heads like a charging bull, but when she lifted her head, she saw something that by its sheer weirdness, stopped her cold.

The heads were flying backward, but that wasn’t the only strange thing. The sun was also moving backward, going higher in the sky. 

As soon as Hannah stopped, however, everything else stopped. Hannah’s eyes darted about. What was going on?

She took two steps forward, and the heads and the sun moved away from her again. She took two steps back, and the heads and the sun came towards her.


What the…?
 When Hannah stood still, so did everything else, everything. The heads froze in the sky; the sun stopped moving. Birds were suspended in midair.

It occurred to Hannah that somehow, she was controlling their movements of everything around her, maybe even time itself.

Hannah hadn’t a clue as to how this was all happening, nor did she want to know; she was content to keep the heads as far away from her as possible.

But this was a problem as much as a solution. Hannah looked over her shoulder toward the cave entrance behind her (she couldn’t see Gemma, Matthew or the fox—perhaps they’d gone inside already).

How was she supposed to get inside the cave? If Hannah ran away from the heads and toward the cave, they rushed toward her and would certainly overtake her before she got to the cave. If she ran toward them and away from the cave, they would fly backward, but she would never get to the cave.

Hannah pondered her choices. Maybe, she thought, she could chase those crazy Hungry Heads all the way back from where they came and then run for the cave. If not, at least her friends would be safe, and they would still have a chance to save the Codex
 .

It was that or nothing, she figured. So, Hannah steadied her gaze at the heads frozen in the sky. Here goes nuthin’
 .

“YYYAAAAHHHHH!” Hannah ran full speed at the Hungry Heads. They flew straight up into the sky, and the sun exploded into a billion shards of light.

And then everything went black.




CHAPTER 10


Totally Blind and Completely Helpless
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Harmony comes when resistance is faced with love instead of opposition. Harmony is the tree swaying in the breeze, the tide flowing in and out. When you meet resistance with acceptance, doorways you never knew existed open before you—secret doors and unexpected flavors, like Bubble Gum Mango.
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Hannah thought she heard muffled
  voices, but her eyes were shut, and her throbbing head felt like it was packed in bubble wrap.


Where am I?
 she wondered.

“How long do you think she’s going to be out?” Hannah might have heard a voice say. 

“I don’t know,” came an equally ambiguous, husky reply. “I wonder what he’ll do with her once she revives.”

Hannah shuddered. Who was talking and what were they going to do with her? She lay perfectly still, but ready to pounce, if she could. She strained to open her eyes, but when she did, all she saw was black. She blinked rapidly, but still saw nothing. Ok, don’t panic, just breathe, everything will be fine
 , she thought. Why can’t I see? What if I’m blind? Now can I panic?


“And just how is our patient doing?” It was a male voice, Hannah was reasonably sure of that, but it also sounded weird, like whoever it was had something caught in their throat.

“Vitals are fine, doctor; we’re just waiting for her to wake up.”

Hannah sensed someone was close to her. The doctor?
 A light flashed in her eyes. She could see brightness, but nothing else. Hannah felt slimy hands touching her face. This was her chance.

She guessed where the neck must be and thrust her hand upward to grab his throat, but it was much wider than she expected—and slimy, too—and her hand slipped off him.

The man lurched back. “Whoa, there, tiger,” the doctor said between heaving breaths. “Take it easy. I’m Dr. Remy Todkins. We’re here to help.”

“Where am I?”

“You’re in our field hospital,” said the doctor. “You are very lucky to be alive. Astonishing, really. I was told you fought off a Hungry Head attack. No one has ever fought off a single Hungry Head and survived, much less…how many was it? Several dozen? Amazing, indeed.”

The Hungry Heads! Hannah had almost forgotten about those foul demons. What happened when she ran toward them? How did she possibly survive? Where were her friends, and who the heck was Dr. Remy Todkins, and why was his skin all slimy?

“I want to see my friends now,” Hannah demanded. She tried to sit up, but a searing pain shot through her body.

“Whoa, whoa, please. Easy now; you need to recover. Your friends are fine. We’re bringing them in.”

“The last thing I remember was running right at those hideous heads…” said Hannah. 

“Yes, someone saw you. Quite remarkable, but you’re safe now.” The doctor turned around and gave a knowing nod to the nurses. “Amazing, really.”

Hannah slowly sat up. The pain was easing. She didn’t know if she could trust these people, but if they were bringing Matthew and Gemma, then she would go along with the program—for now.

“Are the heads gone?” Hannah asked.

“You seem to have dispatched them,” said the doctor. “But I suspect they won’t be gone for long.”

The room was starting to come into focus. Dr. Remy Todkins came into focus, and he was not what Hannah was expecting. Her eyesight was improving but still blurry, but there was no mistaking what she saw.

Standing before her, wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope around his neck, was a giant frog. Two frog nurses stood behind him. At least it was better than a Hungry Head, she thought. Hannah decided to play along for now, in case she was really a prisoner of the Evil One.

“How are you feeling?” Doctor Todkins asked. His long tongue snatched a bug from the air. “But you’re so right. I’ve been a terrible host. You are in the Belgally Cave. Eric the fox brought you and your friends here to hide you from the Evil…you-know-who.” It was like chewing crayons to say her name.

“Your friends are fine, but when you came in, you were quite unconscious. I can assure you, however, that you’re all safe here in the hands of the Acceptance.”

“The Acceptance?” asked Hannah. “What’s that?”

“We’re a small band committed to defeating the Evil…you-know…” the doctor’s voice trailed off again.

“Don’t you mean you’re, like, the Resistance?” asked Hannah. “Aren’t you rebels?”

Dr. Todkins laughed heartily. “Oh no, no, no. We are opposed to you-know-who, but we’re not the Resistance. You know what they say, ‘What you resist persists,’ so we don’t resist. We just accept everything the way it is and hope it gets better.” The doctor nodded in agreement with himself, and the nurses nodded, too.

Hannah thought maybe the good doctor had a few screws loose. “What do you mean, you accept everything?” asked Hannah, baffled at what she was hearing. “How are you supposed to defeat the Evil One?” Dr. Todkins and the nurses cringed. “Isn’t she going to take over everything? How the heck are you supposed to defeat her?” A vein pulsed against Hannah’s forehead. “What are you gonna fight her with—smiles and a parade?”

Dr. Todkins nodded with resignation. “It’s true, of course. The Evil O-O-One―ach ptuh
 —has succeeded in enslaving most of the population and wreaking near total devastation on the Imaginal Realm, but we just accept it, because we know it will somehow change one day. 

“And look, now that you, the Called Ones, have shown up, everything’s going to be just fine. As long as we accept it.” 

The nurses nodded heartily in agreement.

“The Called Ones?” said Hannah. It was the same thing Matthew said the ocean queen called them. Maybe he wasn’t crazy after all, but what the heck was a Called One?

“I’m not a Called Whatever, I’m just here to get The Dragon Codex
 and get home,” Hannah said.

“Of course,” said the doctor, winking at the nurses, who smiled knowingly. “The prophecy says the Called Ones will deny they are the Called Ones. That’s how we’ll know they’re the Called Ones. Of course, you all are a little younger than we expected.”

These creatures thought she was someone special? Fine, Hannah figured they could call her a Minnesota Viking as long as they helped her find the Codex
 .

The actual truth was that the good doctor, and the others, had indeed made a mistake. The actual Called Ones as foretold in the prophecies were far, far away, having been mistakenly rerouted on their way to the Imaginal Realm by an inexperienced interdimensional travel agent, who had sent them to Freen Bernola, a planet made up almost exclusively of licorice and teddy bears.

Gemma and Matthew burst into the room. 

“Hannah!” Gemma gave her bestie a huge hug, and even though it hurt to be hugged, Hannah had never been happier to see her friends in her life.

“We were so worried,” said Gemma.

“How are you feeling?” asked Matthew.

“A little sore, but no biggie. See?” Hannah tried to stand, but her legs were like cooked spaghetti and Gemma and Matthew had to catch her before she hit the ground.

“Maybe I should rest a little more,” joked Hannah, easing back onto the hospital bed. 

She told her friends about the Hungry Heads and the sun and all the weird stuff, which was fast becoming the new normal for them.

“How long was I out for?” Hannah asked. 

“About three days,” said Gemma.

“Three days? Holy cow! No wonder my mouth feels like it’s stuffed with memory foam,” she said, sticking out her tongue.

“Yes, yes,” said the doctor. “We’ll get you a drink. But now that you’re ok and all together, we are very eager for you to begin to fulfill the prophecy. How very exciting and wonderful,” the doctor continued. “Let me be the first to officially welcome the Called Ones to the Imaginal Realm.” He bowed low.

Matthew shot Hannah and Gemma an ‘I told you so,’ glance. Both girls rolled their eyes.

“Yes…uh…ok, Dr. Todkins. You are correct,” Hannah said. “We are the Called Ones, and we accept
 your offer.”

“Yes! I knew I was right!” said the doctor. “This is wonderful news. Now that you’re all here, everything will be fine. We just need to sit back and wait. Something good’s gonna happen.”

Hannah rolled her eyes. If this was their idea of getting the Codex
 and defeating evil, they were doomed. “We can’t just sit around hoping things will change on their own. We must act to make them change.”

“Well, yes, ma’am, of course,” said Dr. Todkins. “We are keeping our chins up. You know, ‘turn that frown upside down,’ hope for the best, and all that.”

Hannah smacked her hand to her head. Getting through to these people was going to be a lot tougher than she thought.  “No, we have to do way better than that.”

“You mean we’re not being positive enough?”

“No!” said Hannah. “We’ve got to fight back.”

Dr. Todkins looked at her aghast. “But the Acceptance…”

Hannah saw how frightened he was, so she toned it down. “Before there’s any fighting, the first thing we need to do is find The Dragon Codex
 .” 

This brought a tiny relief to the doctor, but Hannah could see by the look on his face that something else was wrong. 

“That, uh, would normally be a good idea,” said Dr. Todkins, “but in order to find The Dragon Codex
 , you first need to find the dragon…” The doctor’s voice trailed off.

“Dragon?” asked Matthew, preparing for the worst. 

“Gaikun. The great dragon,” Dr. Todkins said. “The one who protects the Imaginal Realm. Gaikun alone knows where the Codex
 is hidden, except the Evil One (gulp) has captured Gaikun.” 

“Isn’t the dragon the Evil One?” asked Matthew.

“Gaikun is a guardian dragon,” explained Dr. Todkins. “She protects us, or did, until the Evil…overwhelmed and imprisoned her. Without Gaikun, the Imaginal Realm is doomed.”

It was a good thing Matthew had prepared for the worst because, in his opinion, this was it.

“So how do we get to Gaikun?” asked Hannah. She had a sudden surge of energy. It was a mix of anger, excitement and frustration all building inside her. She thought of her father. She couldn’t just accept
 the situation; she had to do something. 

“That’s the problem,” said the doctor. “We know the Evil You-Know has her, but we don’t know where. And that’s not all.”

The doctor pulled back an examination curtain to reveal an incubation chamber. Inside were two pale blue, spotted eggs each about the size of a football. 

“These are Gaikun’s children,” he said. “She gave them to us just before she went into battle with you-know-who. We know almost nothing about them. If Gaikun isn’t here to take care of them…I shudder to think what might happen.”

Just then, as if on cue, one of the eggs started shaking. 

“We have no idea how to take care of them,” The doctor’s eyes filled with worry. Then he hung his head low. “But what’s the point? The Evil One holds all the cards. It’s hopeless. I guess we just have to accept it.”

Hannah couldn’t believe what a bunch of losers she was hanging out with. She was amazed they had even saved her at all. “No, doctor,” Hannah said firmly. “We’re gonna do something about it.” 

They weren’t going to give up without a fight. Matthew’s shoulders slumped. Gemma grabbed Matthew and shook him until he joined them in seeming confident.

The doctor looked up. “You’re right,” he said, putting on a strained smile. “We must be positive. We must be strong.” Then he sobbed uncontrollably on Hannah’s shoulder.

Hannah politely lifted his head off her and squeezed out her wet shirt. “We’ll rescue Gaikun and find The Dragon Codex
 . I promise.”

A nurse whispered in the doctor’s ear. His face brightened. “Of course!” He snatched a passing fly with his tongue and crunched it. “There is someone who might be able to help…It’s a long shot: he’s very ornery and unpredictable, they say he hates children, and he’s not a member of the Acceptance, but with everything that’s happened, he may be sympathetic to our cause. His name is Kinahara; he’s a great warrior and he’s not far from here.”

Hannah liked the sound of that. “Where do we find this Kinahara?”

“There’s a big tournament just over the hill behind us,” said the doctor. “He’s supposed to be competing in it. Find Master Kinahara, and he may lead you to the dragon Gaikun. Find Gaikun, and you’ll find The Dragon Codex
 .” The doctor paused. He felt hopeful for the first time in a long time. Then he thought about it. “Let’s just hope the Hungry Heads don’t find you first.”










CHAPTER 11


Wild Animals in Diapers
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Expect life with certainty, and life will appear. Expect sprinkles and hot fudge, and you’ve got the makings of a great dessert.
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The friends had followed the
  
 path through the hills and rocky terrain, shown to them on a map by Dr. Todkins, but by late afternoon they were still no closer to finding Master Kinahara or the tournament.

They tried to stay positive, but as the sun began to set, they were anxious and worried they had been sent on a wild goose chase, even if none of them wanted to be the first to say it.

“At least we haven’t seen any Hungry Heads,” said Matthew, trying to cheer up the group. “Which reminds me: I’m pretty hungry myself. When do we eat?”

“As soon as we find food,” said Gemma, grumbling.

“This whole entire place is kerflooey,” said Hannah. “Let’s just go this way a little more, and if there’s nothing there, we’ll figure something out.”

“Maybe there is no Master Kinahara,” said Matthew. “I say we just go back and ask for help from Dr. Todkins. At least we know where we came from.”

Hannah got it: they seemed to be going in circles, but she was not about to give up. No way. They pressed on further and further and still they didn’t find any signs of Kinahara or a tournament.

Hours later they entered a small stand of trees, tired, hungry, and frustrated. They sat down for a rest, but their exhaustion turned to curiosity when Gemma spotted something odd hanging from the trees. Instead of fruit, there were shoes hanging down.

“Check this out!” she said, tugging off a pair of white open-toed sandals. 

“Shoe trees?” said Matthew. He plucked a pair of multi-colored futuristic looking high-tops and tried them on. They fit perfectly, and when he jumped, he bounced easily. “Nice!”

Hannah too got a great pair of shiny, black boots. With the friends newly outfitted, they felt a renewed energy. A few feet out of the stand of trees, they heard a low roar coming from behind a nearby hill. 

“Sounds like a baseball game,” said Gemma.

“Or a Hungry Head convention,” gulped Matthew.

Hannah grabbed Matthew, and they cautiously climbed the hill. Matthew kept a close look for any drool or other sign of Hungry Head activity. As they got closer to the top, the roar was louder. It was a weird assortment of screeches, yelps, and grunts. The last few hundred feet, they crawled military-style on elbows and knees across the sparse, sun-bleached grass until they reached the top of the hill.

Hannah was the first one to peer over the top. “Holy cow!” she gasped and instantly withdrew her head.

“Is it Hungry Heads?” Matthew shivered. “It’s Hungry Heads. We’re done for. I knew it.”

“Pipe down,” Gemma said, peering over the edge. “Holy cow!”

The suspense was killing Matthew. If he was going to die at the hands of the Hungry Heads, at least he wanted to look them in the eye before he went. Actually, that wasn’t true at all. He wanted to run as far away from here as possible, but if Gemma and Hannah looked, Matthew didn’t want to wimp out.

He was stunned by what he saw. Sitting in an outdoor circular sports arena were hundreds of animals. Possums and porcupines, badgers, zebu, zebras, elephants, and birds of every stripe and color and from every continent on Earth were arrayed in anticipation of a big event.

Then it began. From the entry aisles on opposite sides of the arena, two animals wearing silk robes entered the arena and made their way toward the center ring.

A deafening roar greeted the contenders. They removed their robes, and Hannah could see that one was a snarling tan-and-white badger, a lot larger than a regular badger, about the same size as Hannah.

Battle scars zigzagged across its face and down the sides of its thickly muscled body. A single fang stuck out menacingly from its front jaw. The badger wore a thick blue satin belt that was so shiny it almost gleamed.

“Do you think that’s Grandmaster Kinahara?” asked Matthew, pointing to the badger. “I hope he likes us.”

His challenger was a calico-colored guinea pig. It was about the size of a small child and was dwarfed in size by the badger.

The guinea pig’s red belt was worn out and frayed. His fur was matted in places, and it looked like someone had just woken him up from a nap. The guinea pig calmly but purposefully washed its face and head with its front paws.


Aww, he’s so cuuute
 , Hannah thought. Then she thought, He’s gonna get creamed.


Gemma stared closely at the opponents. “Are they wearing diapers?”

Both animals stomped the ground with their hind feet and drank a ladle of water from a bamboo tank as the crowd roared its approval.

Matthew puzzled over the scene. He had seen this somewhere before. Then he remembered. “No way!” he blurted. “No way. They’re sumo wrestling!”

“Sumo wrestling?” asked Gemma, narrowing her eyes for a better look.

“Yeah,” said Matthew. “I saw this on TV. But when I saw it, they were fat guys instead of animals. The object is to push the other guy out of the ring. First one to touch any body part outside the ring loses.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, the grand championship finale!” said the porcupine announcer. The crowd exploded in cheers.

“In the blue belt, weighing in at one hundred sixty-eight pounds: the undefeated champion of the Imaginal Realm, Killer Mau Mau!” The badger raised his front paws triumphantly to the cheering crowd. Then he took a paw full of salt from a bucket and chucked it around the ring.

“That’s ceremonial,” explained Matthew.

“And in this corner,” said the announcer, pointing to the guinea pig, “from a dark hole in the woods, making his first appearance at this tournament, weighing thirty-five pounds, please welcome Kinahara!” There was a polite smattering of coughs. “Did he just say Kinahara?” whispered Hannah as she sucked in air apprehensively.

The guinea pig took a ladle of water from a wooden bucket and scattered it around the ring, nervously spilling about half of it on himself. 

“He’s
 the warrior we’re looking for?” said Matthew with a pained expression. “We’re doomed.”

“This is the final match,” said the porcupine. “Forest Rules. Sudden Death for the Championship.”

The warriors squared off, barely a foot apart. The referee blew his whistle, and the furry combatants slammed into each other with the force of two locomotive engines.

The badger Killer Mau Mau grabbed the much smaller Kinahara around the waist and laughed as he shoved the guinea pig to the edge of the ring. Kinahara grabbed his opponent’s belt and held on for dear life.

Hannah could barely watch. This was going to be a short match.

At the very edge of the ring, however, Kinahara dropped his weight and got his feet down on the ground. He then was able to shift his weight into Killer Mau Mau and pushed the badger back into the center of the ring. Now it was Killer Mau Mau who was caught off balance as the crowd “oohed” and “aahed
 .”

The opponents rolled away and came up facing each other in a low squat. They circled warily, probing for a weakness in the other.

Then with sudden speed, Kinahara lunged at Killer Mau Mau’s knees. The combined force and speed of the attack and the angle at which he hit sent the badger sprawling.

Killer Mau Mau sprang up toward Kinahara. There was a flash of metal, and Kinahara tumbled backward.

The guinea pig was bleeding from his forehead. Killer Mau Mau licked red guinea pig fur off his red claw.

The animals gasped and roared, howled and chittered.

“Hey, that’s cheating!” Matthew stood up. “He can’t do that!”

Gemma yanked him back down to the ground. “Be careful. We don’t want to get caught.”

“Oh, right,” said Matthew. “But he’s cheating.”

“Maybe that’s Forest Rules,” said Gemma.

The badger lunged at Kinahara, and the two again tumbled to the edge of the ring. Kinahara and Mau Mau locked arms and tried to push the other one out. Killer Mau Mau grabbed Kinahara with both paws and lifted the smaller rodent above his head.

Mau Mau was about to toss Kinahara out of the ring and secure his victory when Kinahara slipped a leg tightly around Mau Mau’s arm. Killer Mau Mau shook Kinahara violently, but Kinahara would not let go. 

Then Kinahara twisted Mau Mau’s arm with his leg. He leaped onto Mau Mau’s head and, in a flash, twisted the badger’s head and shoulders. Mau Mau lost his balance. Both creatures fell, but it was Killer Mau Mau who hit the ground outside the ring first with Kinahara landing right on top of him.

There was a moment of silence as the dust settled before the crowd erupted in pandemonium. The chief judge raised Kinahara’s paw in triumph, but Killer Mau Mau was furious. He slashed at Kinahara with his sharpened claws. Kinahara ducked and dodged the swipe. Several brown bears leaped into the ring to restrain Mau Mau. 

Thinking Kinahara was hit and before he realized what he was doing, Matthew leaped up and ran down the hill toward the ring.

“Matthew!” cried Gemma, but it was too late. Matthew had run straight into the center of the ring.




CHAPTER 12


Battle Royale in the Forest
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Matthew stood frozen in the
  middle of the sumo ring, hoping somehow he hadn’t been noticed.

“Hey, it’s a human!” pointed a startled gray squirrel. All eyes in the arena stared at Matthew. It was quiet enough to hear a mouse burp. One did.

“Excuse me,” it squeaked.

“Look, there are two more,” spotted an eagle.

“Humans are forbidden here!” growled an angry bear.

“Well, good thing, because we were just about to leave,” said Hannah as she and Gemma grabbed Matthew and tried to make their way out of the ring. 

“No one is going anywhere,” said Killer Mau Mau, baring his fanged teeth and blocking their way.

“We didn’t mean to intrude,” said Hannah, trying her best to keep the crowd calm. The last thing they needed was a fight right now. 

There was a wave of muttering and grumbling in the crowd as the animals decided what should be done with the human intruders. 

“Humans have invaded our arena,” said a short-tempered wolverine, a friend of Killer Mau Mau’s. “This is Kinahara’s fault.”

Kinahara raised his paw to calm the crowd. 

“If you’re here to join tournament,” said Kinahara, looking so deeply into Hannah’s eyes that she got a chill, “you little bit late.”

The crowd roared with laughter, but Mau Mau was not going to cede the ground to Kinahara that easily. “Humans destroy everything,” Mau Mau said. “Take what they want and leave nothing.”

“Now wait just a moment,” said a doe—a deer, a female deer—defending Hannah and her friends. “These humans haven’t done anything wrong.”

“Yet!” snapped the wolverine.

“We love animals!” said Matthew cheerfully. “I have pet hamsters.”

Three hamsters fainted from the shock. Hannah smacked her forehead. Honestly, she just had to wonder about that boy sometimes.

“This not time for anger. This is time for celebrate,” Kinahara said.

“I don’t celebrate with humans,” spat the badger.

“We’ll just be going now,” Hannah said.

The tide of the crowd was turning. No one was in the mood for a fight, except the badger and a few of his friends. But all of that changed in a flash.

“Look!” said a ground-dwelling marmot, pointing to Matthew’s feet. “He’s wearing shoes from the sacred shoe tree! They’re all wearing the sacred shoes!”

“They were just hanging there.” Matthew panicked. He tripped over a vole and fell on top of three rabbits. “Sorry, sorry!”

“The humans are attacking!” howled the wolverine.

Killer Mau Mau leaped toward Hannah. Hannah sidestepped the attack, and as he flew past her, she grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. Using his momentum, she sent him hurling into a large tree.

The wolverine roared his disapproval and took a mighty swipe at Matthew’s head. Matthew was just able to duck, but a few hairs on his head became the wolverine’s possession. Gemma cracked the wolverine in the knee with a sharp side kick, and he tumbled into a black bear. The angered bear tossed the wolverine into the animal crowd, where he lashed out at the nearest animals. 

Then all chaos broke loose. Animals started fighting with each other. Fur and dirt flew everywhere. Voles to lions were mixing it up in a forest battle royale.

“Can’t we all just get along?” pleaded a giraffe just before it got clocked in the head with a flying monkey.

“No wonder they call us wild animals,” a wise owl sighed as she scooped up a dazed mouse and flew off for lunch.

Hannah felt something tug at her leg. She was about to kick but was greatly relieved when she saw it was Kinahara.

“Follow me, quickly,” he said, “and bring your friends.”

The animals were too busy fighting each other to notice three humans and a guinea pig walking very nonchalantly but very briskly away from the forest fight. That is, until a keen-eyed coati spotted them.

“Hey!” it blared. “The humans are escaping!” 

Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Kinahara burst into speed as the woodland creatures stopped fighting each other and, enraged and salivating, tore after the friends.

“Whatever happened to ‘top of the food chain’?” Matthew huffed as he desperately ran to keep ahead of the horde.

The friends were putting ground between them and their chasers, but a few seconds later they came to the edge of a high cliff. A wide, rushing river—easily a mile across—surged and plunged below. There was no bridge, no boat, and—with ten thousand bloodthirsty animals right behind them—no choice.

“We’re doomed!” shouted Matthew.

“Jump!” hollered Kinahara. Gemma grabbed Matthew, and three humans and a guinea pig leaped into the rushing river.




CHAPTER 13


Hector Big Redwood
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The best defense against an attack is to not be there in the first place.
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The river was cold and
  violent. Rapids boiled up and dove down in agitated waves. Hannah was underwater, caught in an avalanche of bubbles. She didn’t know if she was upside down or right side up. Dark water, light water, dark water.

Hannah saw something large and dark floating above her. She didn’t know what it was, but she had no choice but to grab for it. She reached out her arms and felt the rough bark of a tree. The wet wood slipped through her fingers, leaving only bits of soft bark under her nails.

Her lungs were nearly bursting. She kicked her legs with all her might and rose again, but each time, the force of the rushing water pushed her back down. The water felt like an anvil on her chest.

She began to sink, but then something grabbed her by the collar and pulled her up forcefully onto a hard surface.

Hannah coughed several times, spitting out muddy river water and a small goldfish. The fish gave her a dirty look before leaping back into the water.

Hannah was soaking wet and shivering, but at least she was out of the river. Whoever or whatever had pulled her out of the water was still holding onto her tightly. She turned to see a long reddish branch gripping the back of her shirt. The branch released her and gently patted her on the head.

That’s when she realized she was sitting on a gigantic red tree, larger than a football field, that was floating down the river.

“Hannah! Are you all right?” Gemma rushed over. Matthew was with her.

Hannah nodded yes. She continued to spit river gunk. “How did you get up here?” she asked, coughing. 

“I was lost in the raging water,” Matthew said, “when I felt something soft and warm wrap around me. It was the magic sock! It was like a flotation thing. I saw Gemma on my way up, and I grabbed her.”

“Welcome aboard,” said Kinahara, who was sitting nearby washing his face with his paws. “Take deep, deep breaths. Breathe out slow.”

Hannah did as Kinahara said and began to feel better. She looked back at the cliff. Snarling animals were still lined up shaking their paws and hooves angrily, but they soon receded into the distance.

“Allow me introduce old friend of mine,” said Kinahara, tapping his foot on the wood. “This Hector. Hector Big Redwood.” Kinahara patted the massive reddish trunk. “He most excellent tree.”

Hannah looked down and saw she was standing on approximately the left cheek of a giant wooden face in the tree. She jumped.

“Yes, he scary,” laughed Kinahara. “But he saved our lives, so nice job, Hector. We appreciate.” Kinahara bowed to the lumber.

“Heh, heh, heh. You are too kind, Grandmaster,” came a rich, rolling baritone voice from beneath Hannah’s feet. “That was a close one for all of you. Good thing I was in the neighborhood. Heh, heh, heh.” 

 “Everyone take rest,” said Grandmaster Kinahara. “I check direction.”

“Where are we going?” asked Matthew. 

“Where else?” said Kinahara. “To find Evil One. This river go right past Palace of Eternity. That where Evil One living.”

Kinahara went to the front of the log to check the river conditions and to make sure they were headed on the correct branch of the river.

Hannah eased back against one of Hector’s giant branches, glad to be out of danger. She breathed a sigh of relief. But her rest was cut short by a massive hairy paw that reached up from underneath the log and stuck its claws deep into Hannah’s leg.

“Aaaahhhh
 !” She saw stars as the claws dug deep channels into her skin. Blood flowed in rivulets down her leg.

Killer Mau Mau climbed onto the log with a terrifying look in his eye. He lifted his other paw, ready to strike, when Gemma jumped up and threw a flying side kick into his gut. Mau Mau staggered back, his claw unstuck from Hannah’s leg. He swung at Gemma, who barely ducked his swipe. Matthew put his hands up to fight, but the log hit a dip in the river, and he fell backward, grabbing a branch just before he fell into the river.

The badger crouched low and, like a coiled spring unsprung, launched at Hannah, but she was no fool twice. She greeted his rude intrusion with a sharp elbow to his snout that dazed him. For a moment. Killer Mau Mau lifted his paw for another attack.

“Now I’ve got you,” he growled. He jumped at Hannah. Then thwap!
 Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew watched as the badger was catapulted high and far into the air, landing nearly a mile away with a hard thud on the far shoreline.

“Take that, sucker!” shouted Hector Big Redwood, wiping the branch he used to fling the badger against the side of his trunk. 

“Quick, give me sweatshirt,” Kinahara said to Matthew, who tossed his to Kinahara. The guinea pig tightly wrapped Hannah’s leg to stop it from bleeding. 

“Don’t look!” Kinahara said to Hannah.

“Why? What’s wrong?” Hannah watched in shock and horror as her leg sprouted fur and claws. “Master Kinahara! My leg!”

Worse still, when she tried to speak, no words came out, only growls. 

Kinahara swung himself over the side of the log and plunged his head into the water. The guinea pig came up with a mouthful of water and rushed back to Hannah. He shot the water out of his mouth like a fire hose on Hannah’s leg, but the leg didn’t change.

Kinahara dipped his head back in the river, but just as he was taking in water, the big log hit a stretch of rocks and took an unexpectedly deep plunge. Kinahara swallowed a huge gulp of water; then, one of his hind claws slipped. The guinea pig coughed and smashed against the side of Hector, his last claw clinging desperately to the bark…Kinahara looked up. The tree was heading for a large, jagged rock.

“Kinahara!” shouted Matthew.

Hannah let out a guttural growl and grabbed the mini-master’s back leg. She pulled him up, just as the jagged rock grazed the master’s head. He sat up on the tree and coughed several times. A small goldfish popped out of his mouth, the same one that Hannah had swallowed.

“Can’t you people leave me alone?” The fish flicked its tail angrily and hopped back into the water.

“Whoa. Are you ok?” Hannah tried to say to Kinahara, but it came out as “Guarmuargh
 ?” Hannah’s leg felt heavy, and it itched. She tugged hard at it. She wanted to rip it off and toss it in the river. She looked at the hairy thing. There was no denying it: her left leg was now a badger’s leg.

“This river no good. Used to heal, but no longer. Badger blood in your veins now,” said Kinahara, spitting out the last bits of river. “Must try to control temper.”

Hannah let out an immense and angry roar. She stormed off down to the opposite end of the tree. Hannah just wanted to be alone. She didn’t know which was worse, sounding like a badger or having its leg. She consoled herself with the fact that it could be worse. At least nothing else on her had changed into a badger, yet. As Hannah slid down onto Hector, too tired to move, she lamented her fate. “Roargh
 ,” she sighed wearily. “Roargh
 .”





***





Later that night, all were asleep except for Hector and Kinahara, who stayed up on watch and to keep each other company. At a bend in the river, the object of stunning brilliance and size, sitting high on a hill, came into view. It was the giant object the friends had seen when they first came into the Imaginal Realm. It was amazing during the day, but at night, the sparkling and glittering lit up the sky like a New Year’s celebration.

“Do you think she’s in there?” asked Hector.

Kinahara squeezed his mouth tight. “I know she is.”

“What about Gaikun?”

Kinahara closed his eyes to concentrate. “Her too.”

Hector gulped hard. “Do you think the Evil One knows we’re coming?”

“Without a doubt,” said Kinahara.
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The Incredibly Disappearing Rodent
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Stupid fur. Stupid, stupid furry
  leg. This dumb thing is itching me to death.
 It was the middle of the night, and instead of sleeping, Hannah was busy scratching her leg. It was like trying to sleep in a fur coat. She tried to think of a bright side.

Her sense of hearing and smell had increased to the point where she could whiff the slightest traces of animal and plant scents, but that also meant she could smell Matthew’s sweaty socks from fifty feet away. Nope, she concluded, there was no bright side.

Hannah gazed up at the night sky overflowing with so many stars, it looked like marshmallow swirl. Nothing like the one or two blips of light in the New York City sky.

As she gazed up at the stars, she thought about her father. She desperately wanted to know if he was ok. If only I was a better fighter
 , she told herself. If only I trained harder, he would be ok now
 . 

She wanted so much to help him, but she only ruined it for him. She thought about her mom and how she used to help her dad solve crimes with her “special talents.” A touch of a scarf, a look at a photograph and she would see and know things that very often helped solve the case. I’ll never be as good as her
 , Hannah sighed to herself. This stinks.
   

“Hey, hey!” said Hector Big Redwood. “What’s the big idea?”

Hannah was startled by Hector’s voice, but when she looked down, she knew what was wrong. Her badger claw was scratching deep marks into his trunk. “Sorry,” Hannah said, grabbing her wayward leg and smacking it. “Bad leg. Bad leg.”

She was a devout animal lover, but this leg was sorely testing her patience. “Sorry, I don’t quite have control over my deformity yet,” Hannah said with a frown.

Hector laughed. “Good thing I got a thick bark, heh, heh, heh!”

Hannah’s ears pricked up. “Hey, wait a minute. Can you understand me? I mean, am I speaking English, or do you speak Badger?”

“I understand both,” said the tree, “but you are speaking your native language again.”

“I am? I am!” Her badger claw scratched excitedly. “Sorry! Sorry.”

“It was Master Kinahara,” said Hector. “He did some spell-chanty thing over you while you slept. Words even I didn’t understand. Heh, heh, heh.”

Hannah’s face softened. She was glad at least one woodland creature was friendly to her. She looked around in the darkness to thank him. She barely made out the figure of Master Kinahara sitting nearby. His legs were crossed, and his paws rested comfortably on his legs in a peaceful meditation.

“You like having voice back?” he asked, opening his eyes.

“Oh, yes, very much. Thank you.” Then Hannah gazed down at her leg. “But I’m not so big on the leg.”

“Best to make friend with your leg for now,” said the guinea pig.

“Make it my friend?” Hannah couldn’t believe her ears. Was he joking or something?

Kinahara chuckled. “Maybe soon it help.”

“Oh great, you mean like maybe I should just ‘accept’ it?” Hannah made air quotes with her hands. “Like those wimps in the Acceptance?”

“Acceptance not mean ‘give up,’” Kinahara answered. “Means, see truth and act from it. When you accept
 situation as actually is—then make you better understand, know how to act better.”

Hannah didn’t want to accept the fact that she’d been attacked by a badger and was hopelessly lost and far from her dad. 

“I just want to get the Codex
 ,” said Hannah. “And I’ll fight anyone who tries to stop me.”

“True warrior not about hard clash. True warrior change rules of fight.”

As the first rays of dawn broke across the river, Kinahara jumped up and leaped nimbly onto the nearest tree limb, about ten feet away. “Please to forgive. I realize we not have time for proper introduce before.” He bowed from the waist and held out his paw for her to shake.

Hannah wasn’t sure what he was up to, but when she went to shake his paw, the guinea pig master disappeared like a mirage. She whipped her head around, searching for him. He was sitting on a nearby branch, washing himself with his paws as if nothing had happened.

“Hey, how did you do that?”

Kinahara chuckled. “Watch closely again.” Kinahara stuck out his paw, and again, as soon as Hannah went to touch it, he disappeared.

Hannah gasped. Kinahara was sitting back on the first branch. How the…?


“What you see is called ‘Illusion of Place.’ First lesson of true warrior. Don’t be where they are. Would you and friends like to learn?”

Hannah’s face lit up.

“Then let’s wake up friends.”





***





Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew spent most of the day learning the “Illusion of Place.” The basic technique was rather simple; the execution was proving to be much harder.

Master Kinahara told them to begin by breathing and then to allow any thoughts to come and go, keeping their attention on the area below and inside their belly buttons.

“Some call it hara, dantien, manipura, kishkes.
 Your guts. Your power center. Feel it in your guts,” Kinahara said. Then Master Kinahara told them to allow a feeling of energy, maybe it felt like something moving around in their guts, to grow. He told them to imagine this feeling as part of themselves, a second self
 .

“Make second self feel real
 . Imagine how look, smell, touch. Then send out where you want go.”

Several hours later, Matthew had nothing to show for his efforts except an upset stomach. Gemma almost felt like something wanted to come out of her belly button, but it quickly retreated. 

Hannah had more luck. She cleared her mind and let go. She felt something stir in her guts. It was a strange swirling sensation like marbles rolling around her insides.

She imagined it growing larger and larger, until she felt something pop
 from her guts.

“Interesting,” said Kinahara.

Hannah turned beet red when she saw the image of her left hand scratching the top of Kinahara’s head. 

“This is impossible,” she said, flopping down on the log and staring off dejectedly into the distance. She was never going to be as good as her mom. She was sure of that.

Kinahara sat down beside her and did not say anything for a long moment. “No quit so fast. Nothing easy,” he said. “That’s why we doing.” He turned to all three friends. “Keep practice, but not try so hard. Don’t reach. No grasping. Let it come to you. Remember, you projecting only image, not actual
 you.”

The friends chuckled.

Then Kinahara disappeared and reappeared halfway down the log. He went behind a large branch and returned with a tray of rice and vegetables, tofu, ramen noodles—and mac and cheese for Matthew. It was not a moment too soon.

“Tomorrow morning, we reach destination,” Kinahara said, as the friends devoured their meals. “But before we do, I must tell you very important story. It is story of how Gaikun create Dragon Codex
 .”




CHAPTER 15


At Home with the Cosmic Birther
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Hector Big Redwood entered the
  waters of a wide vermilion canyon, where ancient bones of giant creatures poked from the dry earth. Grandmaster Kinahara closed his eyes and asked the friends to do the same. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew heard his voice, even though he was not speaking.

‘It’s much better to communicate this way,’ he said telepathically and in perfect English. ‘This way you will see the story of Gaikun as I tell it.’





***





She was born in Bright Cloud Lake, also known, strangely, as the Lake of Pure Fire. She had an extremely strong tolerance for spicy foods. Gaikun’s mother, Gaikum, was the Great Timekeeper of the Universe, and her father was Gaigun, the king dragon. Yes, they had similar and confusing names.

Gaikun was a happy child: she had lots of toys and clothing, but she was bored. So, her parents created Earth for her to play with. Which she did for a while, but soon lost interest and put it in her closet on a shelf next to her magic markers, where it stayed in the dark, gathering dust for a long time. 

One day, the queen was going through Gaikun’s things and found Earth under a pile of old clothing. Gaikun’s mother told Gaikun she had too much stuff and to throw it out. 

“But this is my favorite planet!” Gaikun cried. 

“Then take care of it,” her mother said. 

Gaikun looked at her planet. Her mother was right. What happened to the oceans? The clouds? Everything looked sandy and dry. Where were all the tiny creatures that made those cute towns and villages?

Gaikun was sad. Because of her neglect, there was a huge drought across the globe. There was so little food that the few people who survived were forced to grow pretend wheat and the bakers made pretend bread, but still charged full price. People tried to eat the pretend bread, but that only fooled them until they started to drop dead in droves. These were dark times.

King Gaigun, upon seeing so many suffer, told Gaikun she must help them. She was to go to the center of the Universe and ask the Cosmic Birther, the Creator of All Things, to restore order and abundance to the people.

Young Gaikun was petrified. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why not send my older brother, Earl? You have trained him his whole life for these kinds of things. He likes to do it. And besides, he’s always annoying me. I could use a break.”

“The planet is yours to take care of,” said the king. “Besides, your brother is fermisht
 . His focus is out the window. And that’s being polite. No, you must do it.”

To get to the center of the universe, however, Gaikun had to overcome many life-threatening dangers and obstacles. It was only slightly more difficult than going crosstown in rush hour. But she was cunning, brave, and fortunate, and unlike her brother, she stopped to ask for directions once in a while.

In one challenge, the vicious god serpent Athalaxas tore her to a billion pieces, despite having a private-school education. Gaikun slowly reattached herself piece by excruciating piece, whereby she then did consume the serpent who had tried to kill her, and she did get a massive case of indigestion and had to take a ton of yogurt and probiotics.

After many such trials, Gaikun finally got to center of the Universe. However, before she could enter the great realm of the Cosmic Birther, there was one final challenge. A phalanx of winged guards with hidden faces blocked her path.

“None may pass here,” they said, “unless you know the code.”

“I didn’t know there was going to be a test.”

“You do not need to have studied for this test.”

“Oh, good. I have a shot, then.”

“The answer,” the winged guard said, “is born in all things, but most have forgotten it. Tell us, oh child of the Sacred High, what is the first commandment of the Cosmic Birther?”

Gaikun gulped hard. She did not know the answer—or if she did, she didn’t remember it.

The winged guards were not very helpful, either. “Answer correctly or you will die,” they said.

“How about I just go straight to bed without any supper?”

The guards were about to throw her out, when she remembered something her father had told her just before she left on her journey. Right after, “don’t forget to call,” and “bring back some nice bananas,” he told her one more thing, and this she repeated to the guards:

“The first commandment of the Cosmic Birther is to know the true nature of the Cosmic Birther and express it,” Gaikun said.

“And how does one do that?”

Thoughts streamed into Gaikun’s awareness from a place deeper within her than she had ever known.

“By acting from the heart,” she said. “By remembering the soul is eternal, but the body is not. As the body passes from childhood to youth to old age to death and from death to life again, the sober are not bewildered by such a change. And like the body changes, so too does the soul change, as it passes from body to body. From its own childhood, the soul grows from ignorance to wisdom and beyond.”

When she breathed again, Gaikun was in the presence of the Cosmic Birther. It was the most amazing, beautiful, miraculous, joyful, tranquil, and abundant fountain of peacefulness she had ever felt.

“Welcome,” the mighty Birther said. “How was your trip? Would you like a snack?”

Gaikun could not speak for a long time, nor did she want to. She wasn’t even sure if she was a dragon anymore, but only a white beach with an endless ocean tenderly cooling her sands. After a long while and with great reluctance, she remembered why she was here.

“Oh, mighty One. Our people are suffering through a terrible drought. They have no food. They have no water. I have been sent here by my father to ask for your help in restoring abundance to the people.”

“What you have come for does not exist,” said the Cosmic Birther.

“What?!” cried Gaikun, forgetting all the wonder she felt. “You mean I came all this way?”

“Ahem,” the Cosmic Birther interrupted. “Let me finish. What you have really come for does not yet exist in the hearts and minds of the people. That is why they are starving. They would be hungry in a field of food. For what they are really hungry for is knowing
 . Knowing who I am. Knowing that I am in all things, and all things are one. Knowing I am the spark within you that draws you closer to me. That I am the end, and I am the beginning, and I am the sound of my own name, and you are part of that. Whoever knows that shall not starve.”

Gaikun frowned and struggled to understand. Watching TV was so much easier.

“It is not a thinking thing, my friend,” said the Birther. “Once you know and understand the Way
 , you will create a Codex
 , a book that will feed the people. From this, they will know truth and abundance.”

“So, I am to create a book about the Way
 ?” asked Gaikun.

“The Codex
 will be a gate and a path to
 the Way
 , but it is not the Way
 .”

Gaikun’s head was spinning. Maybe she wasn’t the best one for this task, she thought. 

“The Way
 cannot be explained, only experienced.”

The Cosmic Birther presented Gaikun with a cup of rich hot chocolate, the best she ever tasted. “You can describe everything about that hot chocolate,” said the Birther, as Gaikun sniffed the wonderfully rich aroma. “From the shape of the cup to the color and texture and taste of the drink, but you can only know
 it by drinking.”

One sip of the cocoa and Gaikun knew instantly what the Birther had meant. It was perfect. As she continued to sip, however, she was struck by a deep and troubling thought. “If you are everywhere and in everything, why do you let injustice and suffering persist? Why not just make everything good?”

The Cosmic Birther laughed. “Thanks for visiting. Don’t be a stranger. And help yourself to some mints on the way out. They’re the best.”

One eye blink later, and Gaikun was back at her home in Bright Cloud Lake.

“Well, how did it go?” asked her father.

Gaikun was not in a talking mood. She shrugged her shoulders and said, “Fine.”

“How come you always say, ‘fine,’ and nothing else?” asked her father.

“Because if I complain, you ask me to tell you about it,” replied Gaikun with a shrug. 

Even though her parents were filled with questions, Gaikun only said, “You had to be there.”

And so Gaikun created the Codex
 from what the Birther had taught her, and when she was done, Gaikun placed the book at the center of Bright Cloud Lake.

At that spot, a beautiful white lotus blossomed and the water in the lake rose until it overflowed and poured down the mountain, irrigating the fields and watering the plants so that food grew in abundance once more. And the people ate like they were at a Las Vegas buffet. As the food multiplied, so did the wisdom of the book.

But after a time, the people filled only their bellies and not their hearts or minds. Then those who claimed to know the Codex
 , but who had never actually seen the book, used its name to create wars and famines, so they could control the world.

Of course, it didn’t help that the Codex
 itself is often vague and confusing and sometimes even seems to contradict itself. Like when it tells people you must have a strong, clear desire for what you want but desire is the root of suffering. Or when the Codex
 says, “You get what you pay for, but never pay full price if you can avoid it.”

The greatest have all drawn inspiration from The Dragon Codex
 : Leonardo Da Vinci, Albert Einstein, Qiu Jin, Mark Twain, Queen Sondok, Pope Joan, and Abraham Lincoln. Countless others too, who chose to remain anonymous, have used the Codex
 to help heal.

But, also the worst tyrants—those with great fear and anger—have used pages of the book to unleash horrors upon the world. The Codex
 responds to what is in your heart.

Gaikun came again and again to renew peace and imbue the people with the true spirit of the book. Again and again this happened on the Earth. People forgot and Gaikun, in her many forms and shapes, helped them remember. 

But now we face our greatest threat. The Evil One is holding Gaikun and The Dragon Codex
 . If the Evil One learns how to use the Codex
 , in her ignorance and greed, she will destroy Earth, the Imaginal Realm, perhaps even our universe itself.





***





Kinahara opened his eyes. It was nighttime, and an inconceivably large and sparkling object came into view on the plateau just ahead of them. It took up the entire top of the mountain. 

“We’ll be there in the morning,” said Master Kinahara. “The Palace of Eternity. There we find Gaikun, Evil One, and, hopefully, The Dragon Codex
 .”





***





Staring into her magic compact mirror, the woman with the perfect blond bob watched as three children and a rodent floated on a giant redwood tree downstream toward her home, her hand unconsciously stroking The Dragon Codex
 next to her.

Sure, she could have drowned them right then and there, but that would not have been very much fun. Astonishingly, and against all odds, three children and a guinea pig had made it this far, and she was now eager to meet them in person. After that, she would destroy them all. Then she’d have lunch.










CHAPTER 16


“Uh, We Better Get up There, and Fast!”
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A short, sharp shove woke
  everybody up. It was early morning, and the giant log had beached itself on a sandy alcove at the bottom of a very, very high, sheer cliff.

“This is it! We’re here! Everybody off! Heh, heh, heh!” Hector Big Redwood pointed one of his long branches upward. “Up there, at the tippy top, is the Palace of Eternity and Condominium Residences. All ashore who’s goin’ ashore!”

Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma hauled their tired bodies off the log and onto the sandy beach. They craned their necks to see the palace at the top of the cliff, but could barely make it out, it was so high up.

“I don’t suppose there’s like a secret door or something,” said Matthew. “Isn’t there always a secret door?”

Kinahara hopped off the log and bounded toward the cliff. “Not quite,” he said. “But,” he ran his paw against the smooth marble cliff walls, “no guard here either. Walls too smooth and too high. They figure, no way in.”

“Then how are we supposed to get up there?” Matthew asked, tugging nervously at his hair.

Kinahara smiled. “We make way.”

Hannah was excited and eager to get up the wall. 

“This is where I say goodbye,” said Hector Big Redwood, as he pushed himself off from the shore.

“Hey, where are you going?” said Matthew.

“I’m so glad I could help, but I must continue on my own journey,” replied the large lumber. 

“Thank you, Big Hector!” Kinahara said. “You do much help.”

“Hey, wait, you can’t leave us!” Matthew splashed back into the water, but the log was already too far into the river.

“I’m going whale watching,” Hector cried. “Nice weather today. Good luck, Called Ones!”

“Come back!” shouted Matthew.

A scent wafted across Hannah’s hyper-sensitive nostrils and a shiver shot through her spine. It smelled like
 —

Coming into view just upstream on large wooden rafts was a flotilla of raving and drooling woodland creatures. They were being led by Killer Mau Mau.

“Uh, we better get up there, and fast!” said Matthew, running back onto shore and trying frantically to climb the smooth, vertical cliff wall, but having absolutely no luck whatsoever. He trembled with fear as he watched the snarling armada draw near. “How are we gonna get up there? There is no way to climb that thing!”

“Matthew, your sock!” said Kinahara.

“What are you talking about?” Matthew flapped his arms in wild desperation.

Hannah snapped her fingers. “Your flying
 sock.”

As if it could hear they were talking about it, the Magick Sock of Idressia poked its toe end out of Matthew’s pocket.

“Hurry,” said Kinahara, staring at the massive horde. “They not here for s’mores.”

“I’m too scared.” Matthew tossed the sock to Hannah. He wanted nothing to do with it. “Here, you put it on.” 

Instead, the sock flew straight back to Matthew and clutched itself tightly around his neck.

Kinahara grunted sharply. “Fine, be scared. Now do it anyway.”

“What am I supposed to—”

“MUAARRGHH
 !” Killer Mau Mau let out a roar as the

army of fur and claws and bad breath landed on the shore.

The sock leaped onto Matthew’s foot and dragged him upside down into the air.

“Somebody! Hellllpppp meeee!!!”

Hannah grabbed one of Matthew’s dangling arms and Gemma grabbed the other. Kinahara scrambled onto Hannah’s badger leg.

“Now what?” cried Matthew.

“Tell it to fly,” blurted Kinahara. “Quick!”

“Fly, sock, fly!” shouted Matthew, who was kicking his leg in the air, trying to force his foot higher. 

The animal horde gathered around the sinking team, but then, Hannah used the power of her badger leg to push off against the ground.

With the added power, the sock rocketed them up the sheer cliff walls, but they were going so fast, they overshot the top of the Palace of Eternity and kept going until all they saw were blue sky and white clouds and the Palace was a mere tiny speck below.

“When does this ride end?” Matthew cried.

“When you say so,” said Kinahara, an edge of frustration in his voice.

Matthew was thrilled to hear this. Not only were his arm sockets so strained to the max from holding Gemma and Hannah that he thought they might pop out, he was also extremely airsick. 

“Sock, slow,” he said. On cue, the sock slowed. The foursome now floated softly on the breeze, as if they were sightseers in a hot-air balloon.

Below them, from horizon to horizon, lay the immense, sprawling complex known as the Palace of Eternity. Calling the place big would’ve been like calling the Grand Canyon a hole in the ground.

“Wow,” said Hannah. “Wow.”

“My arms are gonna fall off, and I’m dizzy,” said a red-faced Matthew.

“Then ask sock change into carpet,” said Kinahara, with a “duh” in his voice.

“You mean I can do that?” replied Matthew. “Magic sock, turn into a carpet so we can all ride like normal people.”

The sock rotated the gang straight up. Next, it expanded to carpet size, large enough for everyone to ride comfortably on it.

“Does it also make sandwiches?” asked Matthew, enjoying the ride much more now. 

“Just fly,” said Kinahara sternly.

As the friends floated on the magic white tube sock, they now saw that the Palace of Eternity was not a single building, but an endless connection of houses and buildings of every shape, size, and color from every era in Earth’s history—and some, it seemed, not even from Earth.

Completely surrounding the complex, was high, thick stone wall, wide enough on top for five 18-wheelers to drive side by side. The wall reminded Hannah of the Great Wall of China, if the Great Wall was a hundred times higher. 

The friends looked down in amazement at medieval fortresses, Ottoman palaces, Egyptian pyramids, grass huts, and steel-and-glass skyscrapers. The Brooklyn Bridge, towering mosque minarets, ancient Buddhist temples, the spiral Guggenheim Museum, stone Greek amphitheaters, dazzling reflecting pools, intricate doll houses, massive rocket ship launch pads, elegant Japanese gardens, simple souks and yurts, mud cliff dwellings, and so much more all were blending and fusing together in a single living whole.

There was one structure, however, that stood out from the rest, and not in a good way. Hannah’s breath caught in her throat when she saw it.

Rising high above all the other structures was a long rectangular, black glass skyscraper. It was surrounded by a charred landscape, totally devoid of life. It reminded Hannah of the Dark Tower board game her father would sometimes break out of the closet on rainy days, but instead of amusingly threatening brigands and a rotating carousel of scenic film cels, here dense plumes of poisonous acrid smoke rose from the blackened landscape, and a black, high-pitched buzzing cloud enveloped the top of the building.

Hannah looked more closely at the buzzing cloud, and her throat went desert dry. It wasn’t a cloud, but a swarm. “Hungry Heads,” she gulped. “Thousands of ’em.”

“Remind me to book with a different travel agent next time,” said Matthew, a cold sweat covering his brow.

“That home of Evil One,” said Kinahara. “That where we going.”

“How about a nice garden instead?” said Matthew.

Kinahara pointed Matthew to a small, manicured lawn, just inside the great wall. “First we land, meet friend.” The sock lowered them, but just as they were about to touch down, a powerful gust of wind blew up from below and sent them flying high into the air, knocking them off the sock carpet. 

Hannah grabbed Matthew’s leg. Gemma reached out and just barely grabbed Hannah’s. Matthew flapped his arms like a crazed pigeon. Hannah looked down to see the top of the stone wall rushing up to meet her face. She grabbed onto Gemma, who grabbed her back.

“Aaaahh
 !” the friends all cried.

They were about to smack into the paving stones on top of the wall when, inches before they hit, the magic sock carpet flew under them. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew landed on its plushness. 

The sock gently lowered itself to the paving stones and changed back into sock size and climbed into Matthew’s pocket.

“Down here!” said Master Kinahara. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew raced over to the inside of the wall. Some twenty feet below, inside the Palace grounds, Master Kinahara sat on top of a ger
 —a traditional Mongolian round tent—waving his paws wildly at them.

“Throw sock down, quick!” Kinahara said.

Matthew reached for his sock, but before he could get it, a vicious sandstorm blew in and covered the ger
 and everything around it in thick, red dust.

“Master Kinahara!” Gemma cried out, coughing.

The crew frantically searched for Kinahara through the storm, but all they saw was swirling dust. Then, as quickly as it began, the storm ended.

Gemma peered over the edge. She gasped. The ger
 was gone. In its place was a sparkling blue lake. There was no sign of Grandmaster Kinahara.

“We’ve gotta get down there,” demanded Gemma.

A stentorian voice from behind them called out, “Freeze, or we’ll shoot!”




CHAPTER 17


The Rebus Puzzle of Death
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The stiff-jawed man wearing
  mirrored aviator sunglasses and a crisp blue uniform, with a baton in each of his eight arms, stood stern-faced looking at Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. Behind him, eight equally unfriendly guards swung eight batons in each of their eight arms.

Behind the guards, like an elegant picture frame, was a round opening that Hannah recognized as a Chinese moon gate, draped by a willow tree. The blue and yellow neon sign above the gate flashed “Palace Entrance” tantalizingly only a few steps away, but with all the guards, it may as well have been miles.

Hannah looked at her reflection in the head guard’s mirrored sunglasses. Her hair was a mess, but she was not about to let that stop her. She stood up straight and put on her game face.

“State your business,” said the head guard, waving his muscled arms excitedly.

“We’re…uh…here on a class trip,” Hannah said with a big, bright smile. Gemma and Matthew nodded their heads in agreement.

“We just love it here so far. Everything you have is so amazing!” gushed Gemma.

“Where’s your passport?” asked the guard.

The friends shot nervous glances at each other.

“None may enter without a passport. But there is one other way,” said the guard. “If you solve the Password Puzzle, you may be deemed worthy of entrance.”

Matthew gulped. He felt a catch coming. 

“Solve the puzzle, and you may enter,” the guard said. “Do not solve the puzzle, and you will be dropped into the Agonizing Pit of Death.”

“Is there a choice C?” asked Matthew, woozy with fright. 

The head guard laughed a loud, obnoxious laugh. “Go find a playground.”

“Just show us the puzzle, sir,” Hannah snorted.

“Uh…Hannah?” Matthew said. Then his nervousness got the better of him. Bronnff!


Gemma and Hannah waved her hands in front of their crinkled faces.

“Sorry,” said Matthew.

“Good!” said the guard, “You have decided! Bring out the tablet of doom!”

“No, wait!” cried Matthew. “We haven’t. I didn’t…”

Two guards brought forth a large, rectangular block of wood several feet long and placed it on the ground in front of Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. Carved into the wood were pictures and letters that formed the puzzle.

“This is a very simple test,” said the head guard with a bemused look on his face. “All you have to do is tell me what the woodblock says. But if you’re wrong…” He pointed to a rusty steel door embedded in the wall. There was some kind of red fluid smeared all over it. It looked a lot like blood.

“Ok, ok,” said Matthew, his body jerking involuntarily. “We get it.”

The friends gathered over the block:







They saw a sheep, a half circle, the letter “t” with a plus sign connecting a picture of a man and a quarterback throwing a football with another plus sign connecting it to a boat dock.

Hannah secretly wondered just how agonizing the Agonizing Pit of Death really was. 

“It’s a rebus puzzle,” said Matthew. “You translate the pictures into sounds and form a word or sentence.”

“I’ve done these in class,” said Gemma. 

Matthew studied the puzzle. “First word. Sheep. What’s another word for sheep? Or a word that sounds like sheep?”

“Baa?” Gemma tried her best sheep imitation.

“Prepare the dungeon!” called the head guard.

“Sheep…sheep,” said Hannah loudly, trying to drown out the guards.

Gemma said, “A female sheep is also called a ‘ewe.’”

“Ewe!” exclaimed Matthew. “Yes! Ewe. As in, ‘You.’”

The head guard shifted his feet.

“Second word,” said Hannah. 

“It looks like a half-circle,” said Gemma.

“Half…half,” said Hannah, sounding out the word. “Ewe half…you half…”

“You have…?” said Gemma. 

“Time is running out,” said the guard.

“Hey! You didn’t say anything about a time limit,” protested Hannah.

“I just made it up now,” said the guard. “And yours is almost up.”

“T plus man,” Matthew sounded out. “Another word for man is ‘he.’ ‘T’ plus ‘he’ equals ‘the.’”

“You have the…” said Gemma, leaning in for a closer look at the puzzle.

“That football guy looks like he’s throwing the ball,” she said. “That’s a pass, right? He’s throwing a pass. Pass.”

“Yeah, but see, there’s a plus sign between the football player and the boat,” said Matthew. “That means it’s a compound word.”

“Release the demon dogs into the Pit of Death,” said the head guard.

Matthew stared at the rebus puzzle one more time. “Is that a dock? Passdock? What does that mean?”

“No, not dock…port! Passport!” said Gemma. 

“That has to be it!” declared Hannah.

“Ok…so, what do we have?” Hannah repeated the clues. “‘You have the passport.’ What the heck does that mean?”

But as the words came out of her mouth, she had the strange sensation of remembering something she didn’t know she forgot. Hannah slowly reached into her back pocket, almost afraid of what she might find. But there it was. She pulled out a small black book with gold trim. A winged yellow dragon in a large golden oval sat at the center of the cover.

“What’s that?” The head guard said, his eyes widening.

Hannah was even more surprised than the guard. She carefully opened the book in her moist palms.

“I have the passport,” she said, half as a statement and half as a question.

“You have the passport?” said the astonished head guard.

She had no idea where it came from, or why it was in her pocket or how she even remembered it, but there it was. She flipped open the front page. It read:





From the True King of the Palace of Eternity,

the Oba of the In-Between.

This passport entitles the bearer, Hannah Rumi Grace, and guests, free and total access to all areas of the Imaginal Realm.

As granted by the True Powers of the Imaginal Realm.

Proper conduct must be maintained at all times. 





Show this passport at Kitchen Arena and receive a free frozen yogurt.





Hannah handed the passport to the stunned guard, while her badger leg thumped the ground in nervous excitement. The guard looked at the passport and bowed low.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had this before?” he stammered.

“I forgot?” Hannah said, shrugging her shoulders. It was the best answer she could come up with to explain how the passport got in her back pocket. 

“Anyone who has a passport from the True King,” said the guard, “is allowed to travel freely anywhere in the Palace of Eternity—in the whole Imaginal Realm, for that matter. Right this way.” He pointed to the moon gate and stepped aside. All the guards followed his lead.

“Now that’s more like it,” smiled Matthew.

As the team walked through the bowing phalanx of security, the head guard whispered to Hannah, “Please accept
 our apologies.”

Hannah arched an eyebrow. The guard nodded at Hannah. Hannah nodded back at the guard. Then Hannah nodded at Gemma. Gemma nodded at Matthew, who nodded back at both Gemma and Hannah, although he didn’t know why. Then, everyone nodded at each other.

“Please, I think we’ve said enough,” said Hannah.

“That passport was in your pocket the entire time?” nudged Matthew as the team approached the moon gate.

“Heh. Yeah, I guess so,” said Hannah. “I forgot I had it. Or actually, I didn’t know I had it, so I couldn’t forget it, but then I remembered that I forgot it.”

“So, we had to solve the puzzle to realize we didn’t have to solve the puzzle?” asked Gemma.

Hannah scrunched up her mouth. “I guess so. Ha.”

“Either way,” added Matthew, “that was too close.” 

Hannah brushed away the feathery limbs of the old weeping willow tree draped like Rapunzel’s hair across the round entrance of the moon gate.

“I wonder if there’s anything else I forgot to remember?” Hannah said as she stepped across the border.

There was a lot, in fact. A whole lot.







***





Deep inside the dark tower, the blond-haired woman flicked imperceptible specks of dust off her impeccably custom-tailored business suit. On her viewing compact mirror, she watched with great interest the action at the moon gate.

“Not bad,” she muttered. “Not bad.”

“Maybe you underestimated them,” said her assistant.

The woman flicked her wrist. A blast of black fire shot from her palm, instantly dematerializing her assistant.

“Maybe I didn’t,” she said.








CHAPTER 18


A Screaming Madman in the Kitchen
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One of the many quirks
  of the Palace of Eternity and Condominium Residences―and what Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew did not know when they stepped through the moon gate, and what the guard failed to tell them―was that when you enter through a side entrance as they had, you can never know quite where you’re going to wind up. It was like spinning a globe and going to the spot where you stuck your finger.

Hannah and her pals could have easily found themselves in the middle of an exploding volcano or a high-stakes senior citizen shuffleboard tournament, but by some miracle—or perhaps a secret guiding hand, who knew?—instead of landing in the Hungry Heads’ exercise pool, which is where the Evil One had wanted them to go, the friends found themselves in the grand lobby of Flashington’s, the Palace’s newest super luxury resort.

They were greeted by exotic birds handing out colorful flower leis and refreshing drinks before being shown to their own luxury suites overlooking a hypnotic electric-blue sea that sprouted hundred-foot-high diamond waterspouts every hour. The rooms had fabulous amenities, too. There was a private pool and artisanal floral-scented soap and towels. 

Hannah’s bellhop, a large stalk of celery with arms and legs, showed Hannah her room and then, before departing, stopped and said with a nod, “Please accept
 our generous hospitality.”

Hannah wasn’t sure if this was code or if he was just being polite. Couldn’t the people in the Acceptance be more clear? It would really help
 .

Hannah took a chance and replied, “I accept
 ,” and winked at the bellhop. 

The bellhop relaxed a bit. “I think you and your friends will really enjoy the dessert competition in Kitchen Arena tonight. You don’t want to miss that. Really, you don’t. I mean, you better go there,” he said, staring intently at Hannah. Then he leaned in and whispered in Hannah’s ear. “Look for the big cheese; he has a message for you.”

When the celery left, Hannah wondered just how many people, and things, from the Acceptance there were in the Palace. It made her feel a little better knowing they were not totally alone. Maybe they would find Kinahara and get back to her dad soon, too.

It was early evening when the friends met again in the lobby. Hannah told them about the bellhop celery and its clue about the Kitchen Arena and the “big cheese.”

“Maybe it’s another clue,” offered Matthew, still riding high after the rebus puzzle victory. “I heard people call their boss, ‘the big cheese.’”

“Yeah,” I heard that too,” said Hannah. She shrugged. “Then let’s look for the big boss.”

They followed the signs and the crowd to the “Kitchen Arena Dessert Throwdown” until they were in an amphitheater with four identical, fully stocked kitchens laid out in quarter sections on a circular stage. Each was filled with everything a chef needed to cook an amazing dessert.

At the far end of the stage, on the opposite side of the seating area, was large black curtain that covered the entire back of the arena. A steady stream of waiters was going behind the curtain with trays of food and drink and returning empty-handed.

Hannah nudged Gemma. “I wonder what’s back there.”

Gemma turned to Hannah. “You’re thinking about finding out, aren’t you?”

“Let’s keep an eye on it.”

Matthew did not like the sound of that. 

The friends took their seats in the front row. Hannah patted her furry leg. She was beginning to get used to the thing, even if she still hated it. The paw lifted itself up and gently scratched Hannah behind the ear.

An amazing and strange variety of chefs and assistants busily prepared the kitchen for the competition. Some had bird’s heads with human bodies; other had bird bodies and human heads. There were human-sized forks and knives. There was a team of fully trimmed Christmas trees and giant marshmallows.

A commotion of some sort broke out in a nearby kitchen. A squat, mealy-mouthed, pink-skinned little person, wearing a white cooking apron with gold trim, with an oblong, wrinkled head—who Hannah thought looked more like an angry, red-faced mole than a man—was screaming at the top of his lungs at a human-sized Turkish fried cheese roll, a slender cigara borek
 , dressed in a crisp white polo shirt and white tennis shorts.

“You call this pan-seared?” the mole-looking man said in his thick British accent. “I call it worthless!”

“Yes, chef!” said the quivering cheese roll.

“I wouldn’t serve this to my worst enemy’s dog,” the chef fumed. He paused and looked the cheese roll up and down. “And if you can’t cook, which you obviously cannot, at least learn how to dress in clothes that don’t make you look like a Swedish tennis player.”

Then he grabbed a pot of steaming water and dumped it on the hapless cigara borek
 . The cheese roll’s face melted from the heat, and he fled off stage past Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew in a flood of greasy tears. A three-headed man in the audience reached out and scooped a chunk of the melting cheese roll. “Delicious!”

Gemma chased after the depressed pastry. “Hey, it’s all right,” she said, feeling sorry for the roll. “That guy’s a jerk.”

“No, no. It’s ok, I deserve it,” said the rapidly congealing cheese roll. “I just accept whatever happens to me.”

“Do you just, like, accept everything?” Gemma asked him.

“Acceptance is the key. Why?” Now the cigara borek
 raised a suspicious eyebrow at Gemma. Then he added in a whisper, “Do you also like frozen yogurt?”

“Hannah, Matthew,” Gemma motioned, “come here quick.”

Gemma asked the cheese roll to repeat what he just said. Hannah’s eyes popped. She took out her passport and showed him the part that said she could earn a free frozen yogurt at Kitchen Arena. The cheese roll’s mouth fell open.

“You! You’re…” he stammered as if he were seeing his favorite pop star. “You’ve finally come! Ohmygodohmygod! This is sooo exciting!” Then he paused. “Funny, you look different than I thought…”

“Walter!” screamed the mealy-mouthed man. “Get back here!”

Walter the cheese roll peered over his shoulder. “I’m supposed to deliver this message to the Called Ones: ‘Go to the Crystal Cave. There, you will find the crystal that will save Gaikun.’”

“Walter!”

“Coming right away, sir!”

“Crystal Cave?” asked Hannah.

“Hidden deep inside the Palace.”

“Naturally,” said Matthew.

“But—and this is very important, they told me not to forget to tell you—there is only one crystal that will save Gaikun. The rest will kill her.”

“How do we know which one to get?” asked Hannah.

“Once you’re inside the cave, there’s a riddle you’re supposed to say: On days filled with darkness, only the darkest restores the light
 .”

“And that helps us how?” asked Hannah. She didn’t know which made her more agitated, another puzzle or that cheese was running out the cheese roll’s nose. 

The borek
 shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just the messenger.”

“Walter!”

“Coming, chef!” The cheese roll turned to run back to the Kitchen Arena.

“Wait,” said Hannah. “How do we find the cave?”

“The curtain,” said the cheese roll, and then he ran off. Hannah saw there was now a flurry of activity around the large black curtain at the far end of the arena. The stream of assistants scurrying behind the curtain carrying trays filled with food and returning empty-handed increased now. 

“It looks like they’re setting up for a banquet,” said Gemma.

“Exactly,” replied Hannah. “Like somebody really important is really hungry.”

“The Evil One?” asked Gemma.

“There’s one way to find out,” said Hannah.

Matthew groaned. “Couldn’t we just stay for lunch instead?”

Hannah and Gemma double eye-rolled him. 

An announcement over the loudspeaker said, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the dessert competition!” It was the mole man, talking from the stage of Kitchen Arena. “My name is Chef Randall Gorgon, and our contestants today are competing to make and deliver to our dear leader the best crème brulee ever! And today, you’re gonna help out. I’ll take one volunteer from the audience to compete against our best chefs! Who’s daring enough?”

The crowd murmured, but no one stepped forward.

“Oh, come on, you puddly winks, don’t be so scared.”

Hannah hated being in front of a crowd, but it wasn’t about her now. She had a plan. All it required was months of preparation and training, drills, rehearsing possible outcomes, probing the enemy’s weaknesses, and testing attack strategies…none of which she had. So, she decided to go with Plan B.

“I’ll do it!” she shouted, thrusting her hand high into the air. 

Gemma looked over at her friend in surprise.

“Seriously?!” Matthew shrieked as he tried to pull Hannah’s hand down. “What do you know about making crème brulee?”

“Absolutely nothing,” said Hannah confidently. “Remember in karate: sho shin
 ? Beginner’s mind.”

Matthew grew pale. “Uh…Hannah, that’s for people who already know what they’re doing, to remind them to be like…humble and stuff. It’s not for actual beginners.”

“Well, I’ve tasted crème brulee before.”

“You…yes, you in the back! Come on up!” The mole-man chef was pointing straight at Hannah.




CHAPTER 19


Worst Crème Brulee. Ever








[image: 1]



















Hannah ran into the arena.
  When Chef Gorgon saw her clearly, his face dropped.

“You’re a little young, aren’t you?” he said. “Why don’t you go sit down and let an adult handle this, kid?”

The hairs on the back of her neck and badger leg stood up. Scared as she was, she wasn’t about to let this meanie tell her what to do. Instead, she turned to the audience. “Do you want the best crème brulee you’ve ever tasted, or what? Isn’t that the competition?”

Concerned murmuring rose from the audience. Many nodded their heads in approval. Gorgon burst out laughing.

“Ok, little girl. You can enter, if
 you can tell me the optimum temperature for cooking the eggs in a crème brulee.” Silence covered the Kitchen Arena like thick syrup on a warm pancake.

Hannah paused for a moment and recalled the day, a cloudy Saturday four years ago, when she and her dad made crème brulee for fun.

“The eggs will start to get firm at one hundred forty-five degrees,” Hannah said, seeing the recipe in her head. “Cook eggs with a slow, gentle heat to keep them soft and smooth. Otherwise, you end up with scrambled eggs.”

Chef Gorgon frowned and grunted. His beady little eyes bore into Hannah as he studied her face, wanting to know more about this girl. “Memorizing a recipe and cooking it are two different things.”

Hannah felt a wave of relief sweep through the crowd like seaweed and wash up on the arena’s shore.

Hannah waved for Gemma and Matthew to join her. “Those are my assistants,” she said. “I don’t cook without them.”

“More children?” Chef Gorgon sneered. “Fine. Get ready for the crème brulee face off!” The audience roared its approval.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were one of four teams. The other three were an unholy alliance of half-animals and life-sized utensils. 

“So, what’s our plan?” asked Matthew, scanning the room and seeing only hostile animals and cutlery. He wished he could just grab a crème brulee out of the freezer and pop it in the microwave.

“Grab as much stuff as you can and get back here. We’re gonna need a diversion.”

“What kind of diversion?” asked Matthew, liking this plan less and less. 

“A big one,” said Hannah.

Chef Gorgon blew his whistle, and there was a mad dash for the ingredients.

Matthew ran for the eggs, while Gemma fought with a spoon for the butter and sugar. Hannah gathered pots and pans.

“So, how many do we need?” Matthew asked, presenting Hannah with a basket full of eggs.

“I have no idea.”

“What?!”

“Just start cracking.”

Gemma came running with a silver chef’s bowl filled with several pounds of butter and sugar. Hannah grabbed a handful and lobbed it into a saucepan, while Gemma poured the sugar in. The sweet mixture bubbled excitedly and spat out of the pan.

Matthew grabbed the eggs and smashed them together and dropped them, yolks, shells, and all, into a large bowl.

Chef Gorgon ran to the team. He was frothing at the mouth. “What the bloody hell are you doing?!” 

Cold sweat from Matthew’s forehead dripped into the egg bowl. “Mixing eggs?”

Gorgon knocked the bowl out of Matthew’s hand, smashing dozens of eggs on the floor. “Clean that up!” Gorgon screamed as he stormed off.

“Just do what he says, Matthew.” Hannah glanced at the black curtain. “Our opening is there,” she said. Matthew had no idea what Hannah was up to, but he kept one eye on the egg mess and another on her. 

Gemma was sifting sugar at the same time she was scoping out the arena. “Pssst
 ! Over there,” she said, indicating with her shoulder. “Check it out. I think I just found our diversion.”

Hannah looked to where Gemma was pointing and saw a fifty-gallon drum that said, “Used Cooking Oil.” Hannah nodded. “Perfect! Wait for my cue. I’ll distract them; you guys go for the curtain.”

“Wait. What?” said Matthew. “What are you going to do?”

“Wait for it…wait for it…” said Hannah. 

Chef Gorgon was yelling at a Christmas tree that had accidentally lit its own branch on fire.

Hannah picked up a kitchen blowtorch used for browning the tops of crème brulee. She played with the knobs for a second or two, and then, with the unlit blowtorch hidden at her side, Hannah coolly walked over to the drums of cooking oil. 

In one swift and sure movement of her badger leg, Hannah knocked over the drum. The drum’s oily contents came flooding out.

“Hey!” a human-sized marshmallow screeched at Hannah. “What are you doing?”

Hannah lit the blowtorch. She threw it onto the river of grease and back-somersaulted away as the oil exploded in a massive mono-unsaturated fireball.

The panic-stricken crowd flooded for the exits. The marshmallow got too close, roasted to a toasty brown, and was instantly devoured by a hungry stork.

“Grease fire!” bellowed Chef Gorgon. “Do NOT use water!”

But a pair of panicky rhinoceroses dumped a barrel of water on the fire. The explosion rocked Kitchen Arena. The fire melted stainless steel pots and pans. The audience screamed and stampeded out, while several rhinos attempted to stomp out the fire with their massive feet, but only succeeded in spreading the fire.

Through the midst of the chaos, Matthew, Hannah, and Gemma slinked like bobcats in the direction of the black curtain.

Matthew was getting nervous. What if they see us?
 he thought. We’ll be doomed.


“Don’t look back,” Hannah said, sensing Matthew’s growing apprehension. “We’re almost there.”

But, like Orpheus in the Greek story, Matthew just had to turn back and see what was going on. When he did, he smacked straight into a cart of dirty dishes. Dozens of heads swiveled in his direction.

“They’re going for the curtain!” cried Gorgon, smashing the silence like he was tossing dishes onto the floor in a Greek celebration. “Get them!”

All the cooking staff not fighting the blaze descended on the trio. A giant pair of kitchen scissors cornered Matthew. It snapped at his head with its stainless-steel blades. Matthew barely ducked in time.

He grabbed a bowl of freshly made whipped cream and flung it at the scissors and ran for the curtain. The sweet dessert flew everywhere, and the vicious kitchen utensil slipped on it, flipping up in the air and landing blades down in a vat of fresh whipped cream.

“Ah! Help me! Help me!” the scissors shouted as it tried to shake itself free. “Help, mmmh
 , tasty. Help!”

Hannah had gotten halfway to the curtain when Chef Gorgon put his hand on her shoulder and yanked her back. “You have desecrated my kitchen!” His face was purple with rage. He seized a kitchen knife used to hack through bone.

Hannah grabbed a nearby baby blanket-sized sheet of pink fondant used for molding dessert shapes and threw it at Gorgon.

“Aaahhhggh
 !” cried the chef, trying desperately to pull it off. “My eyes! My eyes!”

Spoons rushed over and doused him with water, but that made the cake icing stick to him even tighter.

“Mmmnnffhhh
 !”

“Now, that’s what I call sweet revenge.” Hannah laughed at her own joke and looked around hoping someone else heard her. Instead, attackers were making a beeline for her from all directions.

She dashed straight for the curtain, but just as she was about to pull it back, a water buffalo grabbed her from behind in a vise grip. “Think you’re so smart, do you?”

“Well, I don’t like to brag, but I was Student of the Week once, back in third grade.”

The buffalo gave her a puzzled look. It was all she needed to distract him. Hannah lifted her badger leg and thrusted it hard in the buffalo’s knee. The water buffalo roared in pain. Hannah then jammed her elbow under his chin at the pressure point where the jaw and the neck meet, snapping his head back. 

Next, she swiped him in the gut with her badger claws. The buffalo crashed into a vat of pea soup and fell in.

Gorgon had finally managed to pull the fondant off his face enough to see where Hannah was. He gathered his team up for another strike.

Hannah threw open the curtain just as Matthew and Gemma arrived. Her jaw dropped, but not in a good way. She expected to see a door, the Crystal Cave, or maybe even the Evil One herself. Instead, there was a massive granite stone wall from floor to ceiling and wall to wall blocking their entire way. 

“Now what?” Matthew stared wild-eyed at the stone slabs that blocked their escape and sealed their doom.

Hannah’s heart pounded furiously in her chest.

“Get them!” shouted Chef Gorgon. 




CHAPTER 20


Where the Walls are Doors
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“The wall is door.”
  

Hannah heard a familiar voice from behind the wall. “Master Kinahara? Is that really you?” she yelled into the wall.

“Wall is door,” Kinahara repeated. “You must run through. Quick!”

Gemma searched for an opening, any opening, but found none. “I don’t see a door!” she shouted into the wall.

“Wall is door,” repeated Kinahara. “Only illusion. Wall metaphor for life. Must believe you can go through, and then you can. Run through. Do it now!”

Matthew pounded at the stone, thinking that Kinahara was insane.

“There they are, you stupid idiots!” Chef Gorgon cried. His gang of knives, scissors, fish turners, and melon ballers finally organized themselves into a fighting force.

“The wall-door-thing sounds like a great idea to me,” said Hannah. I hope he knows what he’s talking about or that it’s even Kinahara
 . She backed up a few feet. “So, like, just run through?” asked Hannah. 

“Believe it illusion,” said Kinahara.


Here goes nothing
 , she thought, and what choice did they have? They were dead meat either way.

“Hyaaaahhhhh
 !” Hannah shouted her spirit yell and ran straight into the wall and…disappeared.

“Hannah?” called Gemma, her guts flipping like pancakes. 

There was a pause.

“I’m all right!” Hannah said excitedly from the other side. “Don’t think; just run.”

“I’m going.” Gemma put her head down and ran through the wall at top speed.

“Now you’re mine,” said Gorgon, reaching out for Matthew. 

“Wait for me!” Matthew tore off after Gemma and got about halfway through the wall when he doubted he could make it. That doubt cost him.

Matthew got stuck inside the wall like a rock in fast-drying cement. All around him was black. He wasn’t in Kitchen Arena, and he wasn’t wherever Hannah and Gemma and Master Kinahara were either.

“Hellllp!!!” he cried. The wall may have been an illusion, but for Matthew, it was an illusion that was squeezing his guts out.

“Where is he?” Matthew could hear Gorgon’s voice behind him.

“Where are you?” Gemma called to him from ahead. “Are you all right? Don’t panic.”

Matthew panicked. “Help!” he shouted again and again as he tried to pull himself through the rock. The more he struggled, the tighter he felt the stones press against his chest. “I’m gonna die,” he yelped.

“Matthew, calm down,” said Gemma. “The wall is not really there.”

“Tell that to my bones; they’re being crushed.”

“It’s just your imagination. Stop moving for a second.”

Matthew tried hard to do what Gemma said. “It’s not working; I’m still stuck. Hurry, I can hardly breathe.”

Gemma tried to think of something, anything, to calm him down. “Remember what Sensei said when we fight? Control your body. Control your breathing. Control your mind. Breathe out slowly and tell yourself you can do this.”

Matthew preferred freaking out—after all, it’s not often one gets stuck in the middle of a massive stone wall—but he was able to think about being in a karate fight, and he exhaled. Then he counted slowly.

When he got to three
 , the pressure on his chest eased. At five
 , he could move his arm and foot. At eight
 , he was walking. “Matthew? Are you ok?” Gemma asked nervously.

“Keep talking,” said Matthew shakily.

“I’m right here. You got this. You can do it! Slow, deep breaths.”

Matthew followed Gemma’s voice: left foot, right foot, left foot. Then, ten
 , he took one more step and stumbled through and collapsed on the ground in front of Gemma, heaving and kissing the dirt like it was his long-lost friend. 

“C’mon, hero,” said Gemma sarcastically as she pulled him to his feet.

“Where are we?” Matthew asked, standing up. 

They were standing in the middle of a big, empty, gray room, like a secret government bunker you might see in a sci-fi movie. The only thing they saw was a 1950s-style silvery metal and glass restaurant. A bright neon sign above it said: “Cats’ Deli.” Dozens of felines roamed around in front of the door.

That’s when it hit him. “Hey, where’s Hannah? And Master Kinahara?”

Gemma gasped. With all her attention on helping Matthew, she hadn’t noticed Hannah and Kinahara were missing. 

“Hannah? Master Kinahara?” Gemma’s voice echoed in the empty corridor. There was no response. Gemma bit her lower lip. “Maybe they’re waiting for us in there?” she said, pointing to the busy restaurant.

“Or maybe You-Know-Who got them.”

“C’mon,” Gemma said, grabbing Matthew’s arm and dragging him toward the restaurant. 




CHAPTER 21


The Very Cranky Door
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When you hesitate, the world waits. When you commit yourself fully to action, coincidences, accidents, chance encounters, and assistances of which you never dreamed begin to come your way. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.









The Dragon Codex
 , Book 2, Chapter 413: Why the Chicken Finally Crossed the Road








Heaping piles of pastrami and
 corned beef sandwiches, ice-cream sodas, and bowls of steaming matzo ball soup whizzed past Matthew and Gemma on silver serving trays perched precariously on the shoulders of harried waiters in the lunchtime-crowded kosher deli restaurant. The aroma was heavenly to Matthew, and it even had a calming effect on him. 

Among the mix of humans, animals, and aliens eating lunch, there were also dozens of cats: some serving lunch behind the counter; others sleeping on the counter.

Matthew’s mind was in turmoil. His stomach wanted a big meal, but his head told him to look for Hannah and Master Kinahara.

Gemma scanned the busy restaurant. “There!” she pointed excitedly. To her great delight and surprise, Kinahara was sitting at a back table in the corner. Hannah was sure to be nearby.

Matthew grabbed himself a turkey sandwich off a passing tray as Gemma pulled him toward Kinahara. 

“Master Kinahara!” said Gemma breathlessly. “Are you all right?”

“Sit,” the grandmaster said. He was relaxed and tense at the same time, which gave him an air of mysterious and profoundly serene stupefaction. He motioned to two chairs in front of him while he munched on a pickle. He motioned to the silver bowl of pickles on the table. “Best pickle anywhere.”

“Yessir,” said Matthew, grabbing two and chewing on both kosher sours. Gemma rolled her eyes in disgust.

“What happened to you?” asked Gemma. 

“I get swept away when buildings change. I not know where I was myself for a while. Finally, I settle near Kitchen Arena.”

“Hey, where’s Hannah?” asked Matthew.

Kinahara shot each of them a look of surprise. “She not with you?”

Gemma turned pale. “What do you mean? Isn’t she here, with you?”

Matthew dropped his pickles. 

“She ran through the wall,” said Gemma.

“She never come through,” said Kinahara. 

“We gotta find her!”

“Patience, Gemma,” said Master Kinahara.

“Why?” Gemma slammed her hand down on the table, making the silverware fly. Several people at the tables next to them stopped eating to stare at them.

Master Kinahara’s eyes flared, and he grunted at her. “We not find her by making big scene. Evil One agents everywhere.”

Kinahara lowered his head and closed his eyes. After a moment, he said, “I cannot sense her. Something very powerful blocking.”

Gemma was about to go apoplectic. Kinahara read her distress, and he leaned in and lowered his voice. “It ok. We find her. Reason we here, not just for good sandwich. Restaurant also portal. Can go many places from here. Find many things.”

“So, we can find Hannah here?” asked Gemma, clutching the sides of the table tightly.

“Can find Hannah, can find Gaikun, Codex
 .” 

“Great,” said Matthew, resuming his pickle munching. “What are we waiting for?”

“First we must find portal.”

“What portal?” asked Gemma anxiously.

“Portal to Gaikun.”

“Great,” said Matthew, looking around for a door. “Where is it?”

Kinahara raised an eyebrow. “We have to find.”

Matthew smacked his forehead. 

“How do we find the portal?” Gemma asked, feeling impatient again. 

“Look for something out of ordinary. Split up and go.”

The vague instruction intrigued Gemma and gave Matthew an upset stomach. He wanted hard evidence of things, or at least a clearly marked sign that said, “portal.” He got neither.

Gemma and Matthew went to opposite ends of the restaurant looking for the closest thing that said “portal.” Gemma looked at the photographs covering the walls, mostly famous people who had written nice things about the food. But one photo in particular stuck out to Gemma.

It was a picture of a hulking bearded Asian man covered in animal skins, grinning from ear to ear in front of a bowl of matzo ball soup. Gemma got closer and read the handwritten inscription:

I’d slaughter a hundred thousand for a bowl of your matzo ball soup.

Genghis Khan


Genghis Khan?
 thought Gemma. The famed Mongol warrior?
 She looked again at the picture of the great Khan. Then he winked at her. The photo winked. Gemma jumped back. Genghis was moving. He slurped the soup and made a “thumbs up” at Gemma. Then he waved his spoon animatedly to his left. He mouthed a word. Did he just say, ‘toilet?’
 Gemma wondered.

Gemma looked to where Genghis Khan was pointing. It was at a photograph of the famous painting of George Washington and his men crossing the Delaware River.

Gemma peered closely at General Washington, who turned and waved at her, too. The man holding the flag in George Washington’s boat pointed it to his left.

Gemma followed the flag all the way to the next object, the doors to the toilets. Matthew was coming out of the men’s room.

“Did you find anything in there?” Gemma asked eagerly.

“Uh…no. Nothing out of the ordinary stuff. Why?” Matthew looked at her suspiciously.

“I think Genghis Khan and George Washington just told me the portal is in the toilet.”

“The toilet is the portal?” asked Matthew in disbelief. “I was just in there. It looked like…a toilet.”

“Of course!” said Kinahara, as he walked up behind them. “Very good. You find portal.”

“The toilet is the portal?” asked Matthew.

Kinahara nodded, then he stepped into the men’s room. “It hiding.”

“Wait! Don’t leave us,” said Matthew.

“I be right back. First I use, then we ask portal to appear.”

When Kinahara came out again, he was smiling broadly. “This is place,” he confirmed. “Only you should know…”

Before he finished speaking, the red metal door to the men’s toilet rippled and then transformed into a thick, weathered, old oak door that could have been there for hundreds of years.

“Who is bothering the Door of Passage,” asked a tired and raspy voice, “right in the middle of our nap?”

Kinahara cleared his throat. “So sorry, but it me, Kinahara.”

“What?” said the creaky voice loudly. “Speak up. I can’t hear you.”

Kinahara checked to see that no one else was nearby and said, “Kinahara!” Master Kinahara turned to Matthew and Gemma. “Door sleeping. Very cranky.”

There was a lengthy pause. Then there was snoring.

“Excuse me!” said Kinahara, again clearing his throat. “We spoke in the bathroom, just now. The dragon.”

“What? Huh?” said the entryway. “Oh, you’re still here? Go back. You cannot save Gaikun. No one can. The Evil One has her. I’d be surprised if she were even still alive. It’s hopeless.”

“Thank you for warning, but we must go,” said Kinahara.

“Well, if you insist. Bathroom is right behind me,” said the door.

Kinahara shook his head in dismay. “No, not go like that. We must go. Find Gaikun.”

“You want to ‘fly a typhoon’?”

“We want to go through door,” said Kinahara. “Through your door!”

“Am I sure? About Gaikun?” replied the old door. “Of course I’m sure. She’s finished by now. But if you insist, you may enter—if you answer the riddle.”

What Kinahara really wanted to do was rip the door off its hinges and smash it to bits on the floor, but while immensely satisfying, that would only send them all the way back to the entrance of the Palace, so Kinahara bit his lip and said instead, “Please, continue.”

Matthew stepped back to allow Master Kinahara to answer.

“Puzzle can only be solved by those seeking the Codex
 ,” said the door. 

“How did I know that?” said Matthew, his stomach doing a strange tango with his intestines.

Gemma stepped up to the door. She had no more time to waste on nonsense. “Let’s do this already.” The sooner she solved the puzzle, the sooner she could get Hannah back. 

The door cleared its throat. “What runs but never walks, has a mouth but never talks, has a head but never weeps, and has a bed but never sleeps?”

Gemma shot an “uh oh” glance at Matthew, who bit his lip so hard he drew blood.

“Ok, ok. That’s a good one,” Gemma said, trying to buy time. “A very good one.”

“Five seconds,” said the red door.

“Is it an old man?” asked Matthew, unsure.

“Is your answer final?” asked the door.

Kinahara grunted in disapproval.

“No!” interrupted Gemma. “Wait!”

The picture of George Washington crossing the Delaware flashed in her mind.

“I need your answer,” said the door.

Gemma felt beads of nervous sweat drip down the side of her cheeks. Cotton balls set up camp in her mouth. Washington crossing the Delaware…

“Three…two…one…” counted the door. 

“A river!” blurted Gemma. “A river has a mouth and a head! It runs and it has a riverbed, but never sleeps.”

The door creaked open.

“Booyah!” said Matthew, fist-pumping the air. 

Gemma stepped through the door. It slammed behind her. 




CHAPTER 22


The Totally Uncooperative, Bureaucratic Crystal
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Two monks of high religious order were walking down a path by the woods. They spotted an old woman who had fallen into the brook. Since they were of high order, they were not supposed to touch any people, but as they passed the woman sitting in the mud, the senior monk stopped, reached down, and helped her up.



“Oh, thank you,” said the woman, as he put her down on the path. The two monks walked on for several more miles.



Finally, still annoyed by the senior monk’s behavior, the junior monk said, “Why did you pick up that old woman back there? You know we are not supposed to touch people. And look at your robes, still filthy with mud.”



The senior monk looked at the first and said, “I put her down hours ago. Why are you still carrying her?”







The Dragon Codex
 , Book 5, chapter 6149: Why Your Back Might Be Hurting You








Hannah had run through the 
 stone wall at the back of Kitchen Arena and fell and fell and fell through inky blackness. And then, she fell some more. She fell for so long that she began to wonder if she was still falling. After a while, she even gave up screaming altogether. 

Then, whomp!
 Hannah hit the ground. She bounced high like she had hit a trampoline, and then she hit the ground again. She should have been dead, she figured, but surprisingly, she didn’t feel any pain. Maybe every bone in her body was smashed beyond recognition and she couldn’t feel pain, she mused. She waved her hand to test her theory, but she was fine. She was at a total loss to explain it, but she wasn’t going to question it. 

Instead, Hannah listened in the pitch black for a sound, any sound, to tell her something about where she was. She tried tuning in to her inner sight
 , like her mom once tried to teach her, but all she got was nothing. Suddenly, she felt claustrophobic. She felt a churning in her stomach. 

She wanted out of this place and not just the hole she was in, but the entire Imaginal Realm. Who was she to think she could save The Dragon Codex
 ?

She had fooled some buffoons into believing she was a Called One, but she couldn’t fool herself. And now she was stuck at the bottom of a black pit forever. She just wanted to see her friends and her dad one more time; heck, even school was looking good at this point.

Then she laughed. A loud, hearty laugh at herself. “Will you just listen to me?” she said aloud, her voice echoing in the dark. “Well, if I am gonna die, it’s not gonna be from lying down.”

That’s when she noticed the cave was getting brighter. Where the light was coming from, she had no idea, but as the light grew, Hannah was astonished to see that everything—the walls, the ceiling, even the floor—was made of crystals.

Deep blues and wonderful lavenders, citrine yellows, clear whites, rich reds, sun-splashed ochres, and dazzling greens. Some crystals were larger than basketballs, and others finer than dust.

She hopped up and eagerly rubbed her hands along the crystalline wall, amazed at her discovery.

“Excuse me! No touching the face!” said an angry voice.

Hannah jumped back. She hadn’t seen it before, because she was too close, but now, yup, there it was, larger than Hannah, a human face on the wall, made entirely out of crystals. Hannah had petted the face. “Sorry. I didn’t see you…”

“Not see me?” The face narrowed its black crystal eyes at Hannah.

 “Perhaps you can help me,” Hannah said, trying to warm up to the cold crystal face. “I’m looking for the crystal cave.” Hannah figured if anyone knew where it was, it was this thing. 

“You’ll have to get a number to ask a question,” said the crystal face in a bureaucratic monotone.

“Where do I get a piece of…”

A piece of paper shot out of the crystal face’s mouth. It read: #00000001. A tired and sad bell rang out.

“Number 00000001,” said the crystal, like it had spoken the words a million times.

Hannah grabbed the paper and showed it to the face. “That’s me!”

“Sorry. We’re closed.”

“Closed? How could…look, ma’am or sir, I am trying to save Gaikun the dragon…”

“Silence!” the crystal face interrupted. There were rules to be followed in the crystal cave, and the face was going to make sure they were followed. If she allowed even one exception, then there could be chaos. 

“To make a Crystal Withdrawal Request,” said the face, “you must first submit form 2136-B, which will allow you to submit a form 22145-A, which will then allow you to stand on the correct line to get a crystal removal request form. Once you complete that form…”

Hannah smacked her forehead. “Gaikun will be dead!” Her politeness had snuffed out like lemon ices in the desert.

“If I make an exception for you, I have to make an exception for everybody.”

“But I’m the only one here!”

“Rules are rules,” said the crystal face. “And not another word from you or you’re going into time-out.”

“But…”

“That’s it! Time-out!”

“What?” protested Hannah.

The walls rumbled and began closing in on Hannah. “What are you doing!?” she hollered.

“You’re in time-out!”

Jagged crystals came at Hannah from every direction, ready to tear her to shreds. She searched like mad for a way out. She pushed with all her might against the enclosing walls and she screamed at the face to stop, but the walls kept closing in.

They were mere inches from her. Hannah remembered the poem the cheese roll told her about which crystal would save Gaikun. She blurted it out. 

“On days filled with darkness, only the darkest restores the light
 !” she screamed in desperation. 

The walls stopped moving. 

“What did you just say?” The face’s black crystal eyes stared angrily at Hannah.

Hannah repeated the poem.

“How did you know that?” the crystal asked, its black crystal eyes glowering at Hannah. 

Hannah stared the crystal in the eye. It hit her like a flounder slapped across her face. Of course!
 Only the darkest restores the light. The black crystal is the darkest.
 Hannah grabbed one of the black crystal eyes, gave it a hard twist and yanked it out. 

“Arghh
 !” the face shouted in agony, and the jagged walls raced backward, recoiling from the shock and pain. “Give me back my eye!”

As the crystal screamed, Hannah noticed an opening in the back of its throat. As the walls raced back to flatten her into a Hannah pancake, it was her only chance.

She shoved her palm heel into the crystal’s nose, and when it roared in pain, Hannah leaped into its open mouth. Teeth scraped her from all sides. 

Time slowed. She saw the marvelous face of a golden dragon.

“You are near, but be careful, so is the Evil One.”

The next thing Hannah knew, she was through the hole and into a dark space. Where that was, was anybody’s guess.










CHAPTER 23


Gemma and the Hideous Baby
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The red oak door slammed
  shut behind Gemma, and she jumped. She was in the grand foyer of an elegant, but empty, mansion. A carved white marble spiral staircase hugged the wall, leading to an upstairs balcony with carved marble railings. She certainly wasn’t in the men’s room anymore. 

The only object she saw was a pink baby bassinet rocking slowly on the bottom stair. Gemma went for a closer look, but before she took one step, she was seized from behind in a choke hold. Gemma tucked her chin down, preventing a total choke, but whoever, or whatever, had her was holding on tight.

Gemma gagged. She stomped down as hard a she could with her heel to try to smash the attacker’s foot, but there was no foot.

Gemma saw a kind of movie emerge in her mind’s eye. A woman was handing an infant to a nun at the front door of a run-down orphanage. Gemma watched as the woman, the baby’s mother, wiped her hands on her dirty skirt and walked off, arm-in-arm with a young man.

“Don’t you recognize your own mother?” a female voice whispered wickedly in Gemma’s ear. Gemma’s knees buckled. She fought back an ocean of tears. “NO!”

A new scene emerged. Gemma now saw herself as a teenager just a few years from now. She was in a screaming match with her adopted parents.

She stormed out of her apartment and ran across the street, but she didn’t see the truck turning. The scene changed, and the next thing she saw was her pale, bloodied face, a gray hand pulling a white sheet over her closed eyes.

“This is your future if you continue to search for the Codex
 ,” said the voice. “Go back, quit now, and you will be spared. Your friends have already quit. They are already back home, safe and sound. You are the last one still struggling.”

The grip around Gemma’s neck tightened. Thoughts clashed in her brain. What if she did quit now? But what if the voice was lying?

Then Gemma heard a deep-throated howl, a primal yell. She was shocked to realize it was her own voice coming from deep inside her. She shook herself violently, and the grip around her neck released. Gemma wheeled around, her breath heavy with fright. She was alone. Then she heard a baby crying and ran to the bassinet.


How could people just leave a baby alone like that?
 she thought as she approached the bassinet. But when Gemma peered in the bassinet, she knew why. Sitting inside, its freckled tongue lolling out of its mouth, was the most hideous, nauseating looking baby she’d ever seen. In fact, Gemma was certain this was the most hideous baby in the entire world.

It had a bright red pig nose. Two bulging eyes, like a surprised frog, stared off into space. Red blotches covered its face and the copious rolls of undulating fat on its body. The baby’s head was so big and heavy, it kept flopping over like a stretched bobble-head toy.

But as totally gross as it was, Gemma still felt bad for it. It wasn’t fair, she thought, it wasn’t the baby’s fault it was so repulsive; it was only a little baby.

Then the child looked Gemma directly in the eye.

“Asccky gragble, gurk nurfurkycluarglurck
 .” And then it spit up all over itself. When the baby opened its mouth again, Gemma flinched. But this time, to Gemma’s utter astonishment, instead of baby puke, bold bright fireworks shot out of the baby’s mouth like a Fourth of July display and exploded around Gemma in a wondrous and extraordinary kaleidoscope of sound and color.

It was a dazzling display, especially for an infant, and it was like no other Gemma had ever seen. Sudden and unexpected tears of sadness and joy rolled down Gemma’s cheeks. As the fireworks show continued to burst, Gemma felt like she was becoming one with both the baby and the fireworks and that she was as dazzling and brilliant as they were.

Her mind flooded with memories of the orphanage in China: the stench, the noise, the awful food, the mean adults, and the kids who made fun of her.

As the lights blazed, however, Gemma realized that was in the past. She was not an ugly baby anymore, but like the fireworks themselves, she was now a gorgeous light.

Gemma picked up the baby and held it tight. Then a great dragon’s golden head, calm and fierce, appeared before her. “Bring your friends through the door
 ,” said the dragon telepathically. Then the dragon’s image wavered and vanished.

The red oak door appeared in front of Gemma. She burst back through the old door and came face-to-face with Matthew and Kinahara, who were both as surprised and happy to see her as she was to see them.

“Wow, that was fast,” said Matthew.

“Come quick. I found Gaikun! She’s only two steps away.”




CHAPTER 24


Uncaging the Dragon
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When Kinahara, Gemma, and Matthew
  crossed back through the oak door, they were expecting a gleaming white mansion, fireworks perhaps. What they saw instead shocked and horrified them to their very core. 

The mansion was gone. Instead, the trio were in a cavernous, dank cave, bigger than a football stadium. The walls of the colossal cavern dripped fetid green water.

The air smelled like old basketball sneakers wrapped in moldy rags that had been left in a gym bag in the rain for weeks. Gemma and Matthew gagged from the stench. Even Kinahara squinted from the smell. 

As bad as the smell was, it was nothing compared to what they saw hanging above at the very top of the cavern. 

Shoved into a slime-covered cage that was at best half the size it should be was a pale and sick dragon. It’s body poring through every space between the rusty bars like jelly squeezed through someone’s filthy hand. 

Red, raw sores, like those Gemma had seen on the baby, covered her body head to toe. A long tube stuck out of the dragon’s belly. It dripped green liquid into a bucket. 

“Blood,” said Kinahara through gritted teeth. “Evil One take Gaikun blood for power.”

“Well, let’s get her down!” Gemma cried frantically.

Master Kinahara put his paw on her arm to hold her back. “Look.”

He pointed to the area directly below Gaikun. A jumbo, roaring fire pit with a circle of menacing razor-sharp spears surrounding it was waiting for Gaikun should she fall out of the cage.

“Evil One very close, I can feel. We must proceed careful or wind up in cage ourselves.”

“But she’s gonna die if we don’t do something!” protested Gemma. 

Kinahara stared intensely at the cage. “Bars old and rusty. If we can loosen—”

Gemma’s eyes went to the fire pit below Gaikun. “She’s too weak. She’ll never make it.”

“Chance we must take,” replied Kinahara. “Only way up is to fly.” 

The Magick Sock of Idressia fluttered like a bird and leaped out of Matthew’s pocket, flapping wildly in front of his face.

“Oh no, no, no,” said Matthew. “Not me.”

Kinahara was not in the mood for talk. In a flash of a blur, he swiped the sock midair and pulled it over Matthew’s foot. The sock lurched Matthew high into the air.

“I guess I’m wrong,” Matthew said. 

Kinahara scrambled onto Matthew’s shoulder.

“Drive!” commanded Kinahara. 

“AAAAAHHHHHH
 !!” Matthew screamed as the magic sock lurched forward and the pair took off like highly caffeinated bats, diving and swooping from one end of the cave to the other.

Matthew’s stomach was on fire. Bwwwaapppp
 ! It was his worst case of gas ever, and it sent the two of them rocketing even faster through the air.

“Matthew, what you doing?!” howled Kinahara as he nearly tumbled off Matthew’s shoulder. He grabbed Matthew’s shirt collar and hung on tight, but they were on a direct collision course for Gaikun’s cage.

“Ohgodohgodohgodohgod!” cried Matthew. Then, fffffummppp
 ! Matthew’s intestinal distress veered them away just in time. Kinahara grabbed him by the ears and steered Matthew to the top of the cavern, right at a clutch of razor-sharp stalactites. Or is it stalagmites
 ? Matthew wondered just as they were about to smash into them.

“We need sharp rock,” said Kinahara. “Grab one and snap off!”

Matthew did not see how that was possible, but they were headed full speed for the jagged ceiling, so he gulped hard and prepared for impact.

“Watch out!” roared Kinahara. “Slow down!”

“How?!” Matthew cried, as they picked up speed.

Kinahara dug his claws into Matthew’s head and yanked it back. Matthew screamed, but it slowed them just enough. Matthew grabbed a chunk of icicle-shaped rock. 

“Grab and snap!” Kinahara said.

Matthew did what the grandmaster asked and a sharp end of rock about the size of a kitchen knife popped off into Matthew’s hand.

Kinahara guided Matthew to Gaikun’s cage. As they got close, the guinea pig leaped from Matthew’s shoulder onto the rusty cage. The cage creaked and groaned, and Matthew swore it was going to fall. 

Kinahara moved fast. He hung upside down from the bottom bars of the cage and ferociously gnawed through them, spitting out rusted metal as he went. 

Then he called to Matthew. “Quick, grab cage. Use rock to saw bars.”

Matthew held onto the cage as best he could and began sawing the bars with the sharp stalactite. Rusted bars began to drop. 

Kinahara worked his end and got the dragon’s head. “Good to see you again, old friend,” he said. “We get you out fast. Do you have strength for one short flight to ground?”

Gaikun made a barely audible rumbling. 

Matthew was sawing the bars near him, and they popped like buttons on a shirt that was three sizes too small. We’ve got this!
 Matthew thought.

But a bone-rattling wind blew through the cave. Kinahara knew the source of that wind. And it brought nothing but misery.










CHAPTER 25


The Evil One in the House
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I have found that being myself is possibly the worst idea I ever had. I’m mean. I don’t like people. I prefer to see people get hurt rather than help them. I like it when babies cry, and if I saw a three-legged dog, I would kick it. I hate songs and books and movies that tell me, “to be myself.”



I’m a devouring hyena, and I like it. Be true to yourself and follow your dreams? Well, that was a really bad idea. At least in my case.






From Satan’s speech to the graduating class of demons. The Dragon Codex
 , Book 3, Chapter 666: Hidden Mysteries and Awful Advice








“Well, well, what have we 
 here?”

From the darkness swooped a woman who looked like she might be the CEO of a major software company. She was dressed in a crisp dark blue pantsuit with a clutch of fancy white pearls draped perfectly around her neck. Her hair, nails, and teeth all looked as if they had just come from a spa. But nails would be understating it. They were actually finely-honed claws.

“Nice of you all to drop in,” she said majestically. 

Matthew and Kinahara froze. Gemma shuddered. That’s the voice that grabbed me. It was her!


“Martha, let Gaikun go!” demanded Kinahara. “She not who you want.”

“Martha?” asked Matthew. “Who’s Martha?”

“Evil One,” said Kinahara ruefully.

“I’m not your student anymore,” said Martha, the Evil One. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

She checked her exquisitely polished claws for any flaws, then took out a small vial of green liquid from her pocket, put a drop on her finger, and dabbed it behind each ear like perfume.

“Martha, no!” shouted Kinahara.

“With a few drops of dragon blood, I was able to take over the entire Palace of Eternity,” she said, tossing the vial in the air and catching it. “Imagine what the whole dragon will do for me.”

“Martha, you still have chance. Not damage the people, help them.”

The Evil One flew up close and glared at Kinahara. “Oh, I am helping them. Believe me, I am definitely helping them.”

The Evil One aimed her claws at Matthew and Kinahara. Matthew cringed and clung tightly to the cage. Then the Evil One aimed above the cage, and a black bolt of electricity shot from her hands and sliced through the metal chain holding the cage to the ceiling.

The cage plunged toward the flaming fire pit below. Kinahara grabbed Matthew, and they spiraled into the air. Gaikun’s cage fell and was about to be consumed by the fire when the great dragon, with her last drop of strength, burst forth from the cage. 

But the Evil One shot another black mass of energy at Gaikun, this time covering her like a gooey net. The Evil One yanked Gaikun from just above the fire and tossed her across the cavern like a used trash bag, until the dragon smacked against a far cave wall and dropped hard to the ground with a heavy thud.

“Whew,” said the Evil One, wiping her dry brow. “I almost lost my best investment.”

“Matthew, focus!” shouted Master Kinahara as they spun wildly out of control. 

“Oh yes,” said the Evil One. “You two.” Sticky webs shot from her mouth and caught Kinahara and Matthew like unfortunate flies.

“We’re gonna die,” said Matthew, “and…I’m all sticky. I’m all sticky, and I’m gonna die.”

Kinahara growled at him so fiercely that for a moment Matthew wasn’t sure who he was more afraid of, Kinahara or the Evil One. 

“Two down, two to go,” sneered the Evil One. “You’re really losing your touch, teacher.”

“Go ahead,” Kinahara said. “Kill us. We not afraid to die.”

Matthew coughed. “Uh, that’s not unanimous.”

“Enough!” demanded the Evil One, scanning the cavern. “Now my little Gemma…where are you hiding?”

Gemma could feel the Evil One trying to probe her mind. It felt like a long, thin, surgical instrument being stuck into her brain. The pain was excruciating. Gemma’s body shook intensely. She was about to scream out and reveal her position when she heard Kinahara’s voice in her head. 

“White Light Protection
 ,” she heard him say. She immediately knew what he meant. Sensei Grace taught them this meditation as a method of psychic self-defense.

Gemma imagined a shining, impenetrable white light completely surrounding her that was “a beacon of hope for those with good intentions and a hellish fire of damnation for those with bad.” 

It worked pretty well, except now Gemma felt so good, she wanted to lie down with a soft teddy bear and take a nap.  

“You are a pesky little one,” said the Evil One. “But I’ll find you.”

Gemma shook off her stupor and edged her way toward the Evil One for a sneak attack. When she thought she was close enough, she lunged. But her timing was off. 

Martha spun around and with a sharp sweep of her hand caught Gemma mid-lunge with a freeze spell that hung her suspended and immobile in the air.

“Nice try,” said the Evil One, cracking her knuckles.

“Lemme go!” screamed Gemma. “You’ll pay for this!”

“Blah, blah, blah.” The Evil One dismissed Gemma with a wave of her hand. “Three down. One to go.”

Hannah rolled into the cave. She saw Gemma suspended in air and took a step to run to her, but she tripped over the massive, lolling tongue of Gaikun.

She looked at the sickly dragon and had to suppress a gasp. Her eyes flung from Gemma over to Matthew and Kinahara, then back to Gaikun. She didn’t know who to try and save first. She dug her nails into her hand to steel her resolve. 

“Oh good, you’ve finally arrived,” said the Evil One. “Come out, come out wherever you are!”

Hannah reached into her pocket and held the black crystal in her hand. She hoped it wasn’t too late. She clutched the black crystal in her hand. Now what do I do with it?
 she thought. She looked at the dragon’s ashen tongue flopped out on the ground. Maybe it’s like a candy
 , she thought. She didn’t know what else to do, so she put the crystal on the dragon’s tongue.

Gaikun’s body shook violently. Uh oh
 . The dragon’s eyes popped open, and she gagged horribly. Gaikun then roared and exploded in a puff of dust. Hannah let out a cry and, furious and enraged, raced straight at the Evil One.

The Evil One kneeled on one knee and deeply bowed.

“Hannah, noooo!” shouted Kinahara.

Hannah leapt onto the Evil One, but long serrated spines shot out from the Evil One’s body, impaling Hannah all the way through. Hannah gasped for breath. The Evil One withdrew her spikes, and Hannah fell to the soft earth, unmoving.

The Evil One stood up and looked down at Hannah. “That’s four.”




CHAPTER 26


The Darkest Restores








[image: 1]



















Learn to duck







The Dragon Codex
 , Book 4, Chapter 11543: How to Win Battles and Board Helicopters








Gemma stared in horror at 
 Hannah lying still on the ground. “I’ll get you; I swear, I’ll get you!” she spat at the Evil One. She ferociously shoved and kicked, but she couldn’t budge, even an inch.

“Martha!” said Kinahara, white with rage. “You have destroyed yourself!”

“Frankly,” replied the Evil One, “I’d be a lot more worried about yourself.”

“It’s not too late: stop now!” cried Kinahara.

The Evil One began pulling her fingers through the air. Black strands, like diabolical cotton candy, formed around her hands until the strands knitted tightly together.

“Ever get caught in a black hole?” Martha said with a smirk. “I didn’t think so. If you had, you would know what it feels like to be torn apart molecule by molecule, atom by atom.”

Matthew gulped hard.

“Steady,” said Kinahara. “We not done yet.”

“You’re really optimistic,” said Matthew glumly.

The Evil One worked the black hole, making it larger and larger until it was a circle in front of her that could easily fit all four friends. The force of the gravity from the black hole dragged Kinahara, Matthew, and Gemma toward it. 

Their bodies started to stretch like taffy. Matthew watched in horrified panic as his feet stretched to the edge of the black hole, at least twenty feet away from the rest of him. “This is not the kind of growth spurt I had in mind!”

The Evil One grinned broadly. “Parting is such sweet sorrow,” she chuckled as Kinahara, Gemma, and Matthew teetered on the edge of the black hole. “Not.”

At the moment they were about to fall in, a radiant light, like an indoor sun, burst forth from the darkest corner of the cave and dissolved the black hole.

Gemma, Matthew, and Kinahara snapped back to their original sizes.

“Gruaaarrrrggghhh
 !” Gaikun shot forth from the light like a jet. Radiant in her rainbow colors, the great dragon reared her head and blasted a second high-intensity bolt of energy that struck the Evil One square in the chest, sending her flying back to the opposite corner of the cave where she hit the wall and collapsed. 

Gaikun flew low over Hannah’s body and breathed fire on her. Hannah shot up awake. “Now where should I put that crystal?”

Gemma ran to her best friend and squeezed her tightly. Hannah looked confused.

Gaikun set down in front of the friends. “You have saved me, all of you
 ,” she communicated.

Hannah saw Gaikun was holding a pure, clear crystal ball in her front claw. In the center was a tiny shard of deepest black.

The crystal had
 worked. It just needed a little time. “The darkest restores
 ,” Hannah said.

Gaikun nodded, her rainbow scales shimmering even in the dim light. She nudged Hannah with her nose and gently lifted the reviving Hannah onto her back. Hannah gasped with excitement. A single beat of the dragon’s immense wings, and they were flying. 

In circles and dives, undulating loops and swirls, Gaikun took Hannah on the ride of her life, and Hannah reveled in every moment of it. She could feel the great dragon’s heart beating beneath her.

After a few laps, Gaikun came in low again. This time, she swept up Matthew and Gemma onto her back. Kinahara hopped on her front leg.

Gaikun shot a dragon blast through the top of the cave and flew through the hole and soared high into the sky, where the team got a commanding view of the Imaginal Realm.

They saw splendid snowcapped mountains and dazzling river gorges, but they also saw the black tower and the scarred and burned-out wasteland that went to the horizon. It was a cold reminder that their work was far from over.

Gaikun dove back into the cave and landed, letting her charges off her back. Then she swooped up into the air once more.

“Wait, where are you going?” asked Hannah.

“I have my babies to attend to. They are hatching even now.
 ” With two heavy downbeats of her tremendous wings, the great dragon was through the roof. Two more beats and she was a speck in the sky and then gone completely.

“We did it! We saved Gaikun!” said Matthew, jumping up and down. “I knew we could do it. Group hug!” Before Hannah and Gemma could resist or even roll their eyes, Matthew had grabbed them and was jumping up and down. 

There came a hacking cough from the darkness like someone had swallowed a dusty cat. The friends turned to see The Evil One emerge through a veil of black smoke. 

Her dress was singed black. Her hair looked like she had stuck her finger in an electrical outlet. She was limping. She took a long, hard look at the gang.

“Well, well, it looks like you’re having a party. How nice,” said the queen of all evil. “I hope you don’t mind if I bring some friends.”

“Actually, we do…” Matthew began, but the next thing any of them knew, Hungry Heads were swarming into the cavern from every direction.




CHAPTER 27


“Then Catch Me!”
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Kinahara pointed to the spears 
 surrounding the fire pit. “Get spikes!” 

No one needed a second invitation. The team ran and grabbed the sharpened sticks surrounding the fire as hundreds of cackling Hungry Heads poured in from every direction.

“You three stay together, back to back,” called Kinahara. “I draw some away!” The next moment, the grandmaster guinea pig was a blinding flash of elegance, grace, and fierce power as he ducked, jumped, flipped, and leaped through the mob of heads, striking high and low at their every weakness.

Usually, a single, perfectly placed punch or kick to the temple, eyes, or other weak point was all he needed to take down a head. The more he fought, the more energy he seemed to have.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew kept their tight triangular formation. Their backs to each other, they twisted and fought like a single unit, spearing some Hungry Heads while keeping others at bay. But as valiantly as they battled, they were still being overwhelmed. For every head the friends defeated, five more would appear.

“What the heck?” said Matthew as he front-kicked a head in the teeth. “These things are like cockroaches. We’re doomed.”

The circle the friends had created around them was getting smaller. They strained with their last bits of strength to fight back. Hungry Heads kept appearing, and now, even Kinahara could not keep up with the growing horde.

Out of the corner of her eye, Gemma saw why. “There!”

The Evil One was dipping a wand into her small bottle of dragon blood and blowing bubbles, and the bubbles were becoming more Hungry Heads. She seemed to be having the time of her life. 

A head grabbed Hannah’s hair with its teeth, and she was just barely able to swipe him away with her badger paw. Hannah was drained and exhausted. Another attack and it might all be over. Hannah caught her breath. 

The thought of her defeat spurred something inside. If she was going to go down, she was going to do it with a fight. She let out a blood-curdling kiai
 !

The hungry horde closed in, and Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew retreated into a tight ball. What if
 … Hannah thought. She squeezed her eyes shut and, using the Illusion of Place, imagined what it would be like to be a giant badger swiping at these fantastically annoying creatures.

She felt an extreme tightness in her gut, like something inside her was ready to explode. Hannah grabbed at her stomach. When she could take no more, she screamed.

“Aaahhhh
 !!!”

Suddenly, she and Gemma and Matthew were splashed with something heavy and wet, like being hit with a fifty-gallon drum of Caesar salad dressing.

They wiped the goop from their eyes and watched in stunned relief as Hungry Heads scattered like startled fish. To the friends’ great shock and delight, dozens of giant honey badgers, bigger than the Heads themselves, tore through the Hungry Heads like they were shredding cabbage for a delightful summer coleslaw.

A few badgers gulped the heads down for snack in one or two bites. Gemma glanced at Hannah, did you do this?
 Hannah shrugged, I guess so
 , as the friends continued their battle. Hannah’s badger leg reached up and scratched Hannah behind the ears.  

Not wanting to be outdone, Matthew tried to imagine a gang of Tyrannosaurus rexes
 . When he saw something emerging from the dark a moment later, he was giddy with anticipation. But his robust glee turned to mush when, instead of carnivorous dinosaurs, a gang of irate garden gnomes came running out of the dark and surrounded Matthew.

“Leave us alone, you bully,” said an angry gnome. He kicked Matthew hard in the shin, and the half-pint herd ran off, disappearing back into the darkness.

The honey badgers soon hunted down the remaining Hungry Heads until there were only a few dazed stragglers. The Evil One flew into a rage. “This is totally unacceptable! Do I have to mentor you all? Do I?!” In her anger, she squeezed her fist and crushed the bottle in her hand.

The few remaining Hungry Heads flew off in crazy zigzags and rapidly deflated, making a “pfffff
 ” sound, like balloons whose air has suddenly been let out. One of the zig-zagging heads smashed into Hannah from behind and popped.

Hannah lurched forward. It was enough to throw off her concentration. Now it was the honey badgers’ turn to go nuts. They smacked wildly into each other and swiftly dissolved.

Kinahara arrived at the fire pit. “Is everyone ok?”

Except for a few bruises, and Matthew’s swollen shin, they were none the worse for wear. There was a loud, cackling laugh coming from the other side of the fire pit.

“There is one thing you taught me, Kinahara,” said the Evil One, swooping through the fire as she approached the gang. “Never quit.”

“Oh, man,” lamented Hannah. “Give it up already.”

“Stay where you are, Martha,” Kinahara warned. 

But this time Martha was holding something of extreme interest to the gang. She landed a few feet away, holding a large book in her hands. It had a slowly swirling galaxy at its center, and strange symbols danced around it. Hannah recognized The Dragon Codex
 immediately.

A million different feelings raced through her, knocking into each other, some saying, “Excuse me,” or “Sorry, I didn’t see you there.” Others kept going without saying a word. 

Martha lifted the object over her head. “Looking for this?” she said, black smoke shooting from her nose and mouth.

The friends were transfixed, hypnotized, by the strange power of the book. Even Kinahara was momentarily taken aback before he shook the Codex
 ’s strange effect.

“You really want it, Hannah?” said the Evil One, dangling the Codex
 tantalizingly in front of her. “Then catch me!”

With a wave of her hand, the Evil One opened a portal just behind her and stepped through. Hannah launched herself forward.

“No!” yelled Gemma, trying to grab her friend. It was too late. As soon as Hannah leaped through, the portal closed forever.




CHAPTER 28


The World Headquarters of Evil
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Don’t wait for others to do what you want to do. If you want love, be loving first. If you want friends, be friendly. If you want mac and cheese, get off your seat and make it.







The Dragon Codex
 , Book 4, Chapter 1001: Rules for Making Happiness and Lunch








The sign above the office
  door said, “Don’t Be Evil,” but it was made with human bones and the word “Don’t” was X-ed out in blood, leaving the sign to read, “Be Evil.”

The office itself was way bigger than Hannah’s entire apartment. It was decorated in blond wood and glass, and it looked like a corporate CEO or a dictator might rule from here, if that dictator shopped at a Swedish furniture store. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the office, showing off a two-hundredth-floor view of the entire Palace of Eternity and the Imaginal Realm in the distance.

A single thought pierced Hannah’s mind. I’m at the top of the black tower, in the Evil One’s office
 . She gulped hard and cracked her fingers and neck. She tried to psych herself up. She’s not such hot stuff
 , Hannah told herself.

There were only three pieces of furniture in the entire room: a glass and steel cabinet that reached to the ceiling filled with photos and awards, a high-backed office chair made of crossed swords and chainsaws and a pristine glass-top desk that was empty except for The Dragon Codex
 lying face open at the center of the desk. 

Hannah would have run for the Codex
 , if it weren’t for the person sitting behind the desk in the office chair carefully examining the Codex
 . 

The Evil One was perfectly attired in her brand-new business suit. Her hair was professionally coiffured. She looked like she had just come from the salon. She took a sip of coffee from her mug that said, “Yet, despite the look on my face, you’re still talking,” and immediately spat it out. 

“This coffee is burnt!” she bellowed.

A leather-winged creature with purple skin burst through the office door, its head bowed low. 

“Do I have to mentor you in making coffee, too?!” The Evil One threw the coffee mug at the minion, and it smashed into pieces against its head.

“I deserved that, Your Stupendousness. I, ohhh…ouch! Ouch! I’ll go get you a fresh pot.” The creature rubbed its head and exited.

“Now there goes a great employee,” mused the Evil One, but Hannah was staring hungrily at the book. It happened again. She wanted The Dragon Codex
 ―more than anything else in the world combined. She guessed this was how moths felt about streetlights.

“Go ahead,” said the Evil One smoothly. “Take it. It’s yours.”

Hannah lifted her hand, but something stopped her. Could it really be that easy? She saw Martha’s smile; there was something unhappy in it and Hannah realized it must be a trap. She had seen what the Evil One was capable of. She lowered her hand. She would wait for the right moment. “I’m good, thanks.”

The Evil One’s grin dropped like ice cream off a cone. Then she smiled again. “Have you seen my Cabinet of Glory?” Martha said, swiftly changing tactics. She slammed the Codex
 shut, stood up, and took Hannah by the hand to the photo-stuffed cabinet. Hannah pulled her hand away as she tried to keep one eye on the Evil One and one on The Dragon Codex
 .

“I like you, Hannah,” said the Evil One as she unlocked the glass case. “If I didn’t, I would have killed you long ago.”

Hannah was extremely wary of the Evil One. She hated her, but she also strangely admired her, too. Who was this person who could do such powerful things?

The cabinet itself was filled top to bottom with photographs of the Evil One standing next to famous people from history. From presidents to war criminals, movies stars, Nobel Prize winners, star athletes, TV talent show judges, and middle school teachers, all standing next to the Evil One. Hannah was impressed.

“You know all these people? Even Mother Theresa?” asked Hannah, pointing to the picture of the woman known worldwide for helping the poor. 

“All human beings can be tempted,” Martha said, opening the glass door and gently rubbing the picture of Mother Theresa. “But not all take the bait.”

“Why are you trying to destroy the Imaginal Realm?” asked Hannah. She had to at least try and understand what the deal was with Martha. Here she seemed so, well, normal. Why was she so evil?

“Destroy?” replied Martha, as if she’d never heard such a ridiculous thing. “My dear, I’m saving it. What are you doing with it?”


Do something with the Imaginal Realm?
 Can you do something with the Realm?
 The thought hadn’t crossed Hannah’s mind. What am I supposed to be doing with it?
 Her stomach tightened, and her badger leg twitched uncontrollably.

“The Realm is in disarray,” admonished the Evil One. “You saw those animals chasing after you. It’s mishugas
 . If no one takes charge, there will be utter chaos. It takes courage to stand up and do what’s right.” 

Hannah narrowed her eyes at the Evil One. “Sounds nice, but you just want to take over everything. I was sent here to get The Dragon Codex
 and prevent you from taking over the world. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

The Evil One softened. “You were sent here under false pretenses, my dear. The Codex
 doesn’t need saving; you do.”

Hannah gulped. It was some kind of trick. 

 “The Codex
 has no power of its own,” said Martha. “It only does what you tell it to do. True power comes from within, and you have no power.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” Hannah protested, but secretly she was afraid the Evil One might be correct. 

“Then take the book,” said the Evil One.

Hannah glanced at the Codex
 .

“What are you afraid of?” asked Martha. “I won’t stop you.”

This time something like a tidal wave overcame Hannah. She ran to the Codex
 and snatched it up with both hands. She felt the super-charged rush of a million candy bars course through her.

She was about to flip the book open when Martha interrupted her. 

“Before you do that,” the Evil One intoned casually but full of seriousness, “you should know, unless you know what you are doing, you’ll unleash all the evil in the Universe.” 

Hannah paused. The Evil One was lying. “How do you know?”

“Because I put it there. But please, go ahead. If you dare.”

Hannah lifted the cover ever so slightly. She heard a hideous cacophony of screaming voices coming from the book. She shut the cover and carefully put the book back down on the desk.

“I knew it,” hissed the Evil One. “You don’t have what it takes to own the Codex
 . You don’t have the guts. You’re not good enough. You’re not smart enough. No, Hannah, you aren’t enough.

“Do you know how many want this book? I know you. You’re afraid to speak up for fear you’ll be judged for the things you say and the things you don’t. You’re consumed with fear that you’ll do something wrong, disappoint your father and mother. How many of your projects lay undone? Violin? Volunteering at the animal shelter?

“You’re not special, and now you want to take the most powerful object in the Universe. From me? And do what with it? You won’t even open it. You’re a loser. How can you be trusted to have The Dragon Codex
 when you don’t even trust yourself?”

Hannah felt the sting of Martha’s words as if she’d been slapped across the face. She wanted to blurt something out, but she was afraid she might cry instead.

The Evil One walked to the window and stared out at the Imaginal Realm. “Your friends have already quit and gone home. This is no place for you. Don’t you think you’re being selfish by wanting to stay here? I’m not trying to be mean; I’m just trying to protect you.”

Hannah bit her lower lip so hard she tasted blood. She thought most of what the Evil One said was true. She probably should pack up her tent and go home. That would be the safest thing to do. The smart thing. But then Hannah had an even more terrifying thought: What if I don’t let any of that stop me? What if I deserve the Codex, anyway?


“The only way I’ll fail is if I don’t take the chance.” Hannah grunted and lowered her gaze at the Evil One. “I am not going anywhere, Martha.”

The Evil One wheeled around from the window and came back toward Hannah. “Excellent,” she said. “Then you’re ready.” Hannah was taken aback.

“Let me help make you great,” continued the Evil One. She reached out her hand to Hannah. “Separately we are strong, but together we will be unstoppable. Join me, and together we will rule the Imaginal Realm and the Universe! Together!”

Hannah arched an eyebrow. “Seriously?” she said, the Evil One’s words sticking in her ears like a pencil. “You expect me to fall for that? That’s like the oldest trick in the book. If I join you, I’m doomed. Puh-leeze
 .”

Hannah thought she saw steam come out of Martha’s ears.

“I’ll tell you what, though, how about you join me
 instead and together we rebuild the Realm for, like, good things. You don’t have to be such a jerk all the time.”

The Evil One blinked slowly. She lowered her hand and patted down her pantsuit. “That is a tempting offer…”

Thick, squid-like tentacles shot out from the Evil One’s body, striking Hannah square and wrapping themselves around her in a suffocating embrace. Hannah’s face went red. The Evil One reeled her in close. Then she placed her hand on Hannah’s heart and began sucking the life force out of her. Hannah shook brutally.

“I was right about you,” Martha said as Hannah went limp. “We are very similar. Except for one small difference: I’m alive, and you, well, you are about to be dead.”




CHAPTER 29


The Acceptance
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“You are who you say you are and who you act like you are.”







The Dragon Codex
 , Book 2, Chapter 871: Tales of The Great Fortune Cookies









This is all I get
 ? Poor Dad.
 Hannah’s awareness drifted away like dandelion seeds on the wind. First Mom, now me. 


As the Evil One sucked the remaining life out of her, Hannah heard the distant chatter of voices. Shadows gathered. Some seemed familiar; others, strange. She didn’t understand what they were saying, but they called her name several times.

Everything was cotton now: her heart, her breathing, even the air moving around her. She was slowing. Slowing, slowing, like a car that’s run out of gas on the highway. Hannah drew in her last breath.

Then she breathed out.

She heard a soothing voice singing a tender song—one that was sung to her before going to sleep.






May the Light of Sun



Shine on you



All love surround you









Let the light inside you



Guide your way home






Out of the fog came a woman with long, lustrous black hair, twinkling eyes, and a radiant smile. Hannah lit up as she ran over and hugged her mother with all her might.

“You’re ok! Mommy, you’re ok!”

Hannah’s mom smiled warmly at her daughter and embraced her deeply. It was all she could do not to break down.

“I missed you.”

“I missed you, too.”

“Why did you have to go so soon?” Hannah asked.

Hannah’s mother gazed tenderly at her daughter. “It’s hard to explain. What I do know is that I did as much as I could in my old body: I did enough, I had enough, but I never loved you any less. Now I have a new path, one I am still discovering. For now, just know that even though you can’t touch me with your hand, you can touch me with your heart. I am still here for you, and I always love you.”

Hannah’s heart sunk. “It’s not fair.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“I want to stay with you.”

“I know,” said her mother, staring into Hannah’s eyes. “But it’s not time yet. Your friends, your father, the Imaginal Realm—and a lot more than that—need you.”

“I don’t care, I want you.” Tears streamed down Hannah’s cheeks.

Hannah’s mom kissed Hannah on her forehead. “The sun disappears at night, but it doesn’t really go away. I’m with you in the birds, the clouds, and the breeze. If you need me, just ask, and if I can, I will help you.”

“What a rip off,” Hannah protested. She didn’t know whether to be angry or sad, but she was both. “I want to go back to the way it was before.”

“I know, darling. I know, but it cannot be. We can only go forward. Right now, you need to do what needs to be done. The Evil One must be stopped, and you are the only one who can do it.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that?”

“Remember our agreement before you came into the world—shine as bright as you can, my dear, and be a light to yourself and others.”

“So, am I really, like, a Called One?”

Hannah’s mom’s eyes twinkled. “You decide that.”

Hannah wiped away her tears and inhaled through her stuffed nose.

“Tissues, my dear. Tissues.”

They both giggled.

“I don’t know how I got into all this,” said Hannah, “but I’m going to get us out. There’s just one thing I would very much like when it’s over.”

“What’s that?” her mother asked, raising an eyebrow.

“A really strong cup of good hot chocolate.”

“That’s my favorite, too.”

Hannah and her mom both laughed and hugged.

Hannah’s mom stepped back. “I must go. Auf wiedersehen
 , my beloved,” her mom said. “You know what that means, right?”

“I know, I know,” said Hannah. “It doesn’t mean ‘farewell,’ it means, ‘until we meet again.’”

Hannah’s mother flickered.

“I love you, Mommy!”

“And I always love you. From wherever I am.”

Then a luminescence more dazzling than Hannah had ever seen swept through the image of her mom and blanketed Hannah’s vision. The word “acceptance” flashed in her brain. Hannah gasped. She realized she had been wrong the entire time. 

Now she understood what Kinahara was talking about. “Acceptance” was not about hoping things would somehow get better; it was about accepting things as they really
 are first, so you can know the best way forward.

Hannah’s eyes popped opened as her awareness slammed back into her body. She was still in the middle of exhaling her final breath.

“Are you ready to die now?” the Evil One asked, her face in a snarl. Hannah looked down at the Evil One’s hand on her heart. She seized the Evil One’s hand in a wrist lock and turned and thrust it back into the Evil One’s chest. It zapped the Mistress of No-good like she just grabbed an electric power line.

Lightning bolts blew out of Martha’s head holes—ears, nose, eyes, and mouth—and shattered the glass windows all around the office. 

Air obnoxiously busted its way in, causing a massive bullying pressure drop that
 sent the Evil One flying out the window and soaring far into the sky.

Hannah desperately grabbed the desk leg for dear life. She held on as hard as she could, but the force of the mad wind was too strong, and Hannah got sucked out the window.

Just at the last moment, just as she passed over the window frame, her badger leg reached out and dug its knife-like claws into the steel frame of the building.

Hannah dangled upside down off the side of the building, held only by the grip of her badger claw.

“C’mon, Hannah, you can do this,” she said to herself as gale winds buffeted and smacked her from every direction. It took every bit of strength she had to lift herself up with her stomach muscles until she grabbed the bottom of the windowpane. Pressing her furry foot against the wall, she vaulted herself back into the office.

Hannah rooted her badger claws firmly into the floor like a rock climber’s spiked shoe and was just able to make her way against the wind and across the debris-strewn floor as she searched for the Codex
 .

“Good girl,” she said, petting her furry leg.

Flying debris and the wind whipping her hair in her face made it impossible to see. Her hair stung like needles, and she tried to gain control of her hair, mostly by catching it in her mouth.

She made a note to herself: find or invent a hair band strong enough to withstand the heat of battle and hurricane winds, because what she had now was a mouthful of crazy woman hair.

She hastily tied her hair into a bun as best she could, ducked a flying framed photo of the Evil One standing next to Ronald Reagan and wound up face down on the floor. 

When she lifted her head, she spotted the Codex
 lying under a pile of debris just beneath the desk.

The book glowed a starry bluish white, and everything went into slow-mo. Hannah heard a heavenly choir sing the same foreign phrase over and over. 

She thought the angels were finally calling her, but when she looked closer, she realized it was just the Evil One’s compact mirror reflecting the fluorescent lighting from the ceiling onto the Codex
 , and a song from the Evil One’s portable music player glitching like crazy. 

Then Hannah heard another sound, a horrid high-pitched keening—like a tone-deaf eagle warming up to sing the national anthem—coming from way out in the sky.

A blink later and the Evil One was sitting on top of the desk, her feet dangling mere inches from the Codex
 , and Hannah, still lying on the ground, froze.

The Evil One waved her hand, and solid steel doors dropped down over the windows. Instantly, the office was as still and quiet as a tomb. Hannah just hoped it wasn’t her tomb.

“Well, that was fun,” said Martha. “NOT. Ha! You kids think you’re the only ones who can say that. Now, where was I? Oh yes, I was about to kill you.”

Hannah wasn’t about to wait to see what was next. She somersaulted backward and rolled behind what was left of the trophy cabinet.

The Evil One had been embarrassed for the last time. Fierce flames shot from her mouth, melting most of the room. She latched her tentacles on to the ceiling and, with a mighty rip, brought down the entire concrete ceiling, and several more floors above, right down on Hannah.

“Let’s see you get out of that one.”

There was silence as the Evil One proudly strode up to the smoldering rock. She raised the entire pile with a sweep of her hand. Hannah was at the bottom, in a motionless heap and covered in concrete dust. The Evil One had a wickedly gleeful look in her eye as she raised her leg high over Hannah’s head.

She smashed her foot down. But just before she touched Hannah’s head, Hannah disappeared.

“Looking for me?”

The startled Mistress of Most Evil wheeled around to see Hannah sitting on the desk, holding The Dragon Codex
 .

“You should be more careful where you put your things,” said Hannah, patting the Codex
 . 

“What?! How did you―” The Evil One’s eyes flared with rage.

“Imagine forgetting ‘The Illusion of Place,’ Master Kinahara’s first lesson,” Hannah taunted. Secretly, she was amazed the Illusion technique had worked, but she wasn’t going to let Martha know that.

Instead, Hannah stood up tall and said, “I know who I am now. I’m a karate-kicking, hot-cocoa-drinking, psychic kid. And if you mess with me, you’re going down!”

Then Hannah flipped open The Dragon Codex
 .

The book shook wildly in her hands. It was all she could do just to hold on. The Codex
 created a vortex that was sucking everything into it.

Like a gargantuan toilet flush, debris, photos, everything was being drawn into the Codex
 . The Evil One was lifted off her feet and pulled toward the swirling center of the book. She screamed as her legs were pulled in. She grabbed the edge of the Codex
 and desperately clawed at its sides.

She looked Hannah straight in the eye. “Help me!!!” she pleaded. 

Hannah felt a twinge of compassion for Martha. No love
 , Hannah thought. There’s no love in her. 


The Evil One grabbed Hannah’s hand. “I know you,” she said with a creeping calm. “And I don’t forget.” Then the book swallowed her whole.

Hannah shuddered. The Dragon Codex
 bucked like a bee-stung monkey in a bounce house. Everything else began to disappear into the spiral center of the Codex
 . The walls went, then the floor. The entire building, the sky, the Palace of Eternity. 

And finally, Hannah went, too.




CHAPTER 30


The Evil One’s Crazy Secret








[image: 1]



















The white was whiter than
 white. And there was only white—whiter than marshmallow white. No floor, no sky. Hannah couldn’t tell if she was standing up, upside down, or even sideways, for that matter.


Am I dead or alive? Is this Heaven? If it is, they really need to work on their decor.
 She also noticed that, oddly, she felt stronger than ever, and not just physically. She was mentally alert, and her body crackled with energy.

There was only one problem as she saw it. Where the heck is everybody?
 And she had, like, a ton of questions.

She set out to find her friends, or at least a place without so much blinding white. So, she started walking. She figured there was nothing here, but maybe there would be someplace else. But as she walked, the white stayed white and she began to worry if this was all there ever was.

To keep herself calm, Hannah hummed a tune. Just a little something that popped into her head as she walked (was she walking or just walking in place?). She began to make up words to go with it:


Thank you, Spirit, for sustaining me



For letting me fly on your wings



I’ll be a voice that sings






“Congratulations.”

Hannah stopped cold. Grandmaster Kinahara walked out of the white, wearing a pure white robe with a red sash. He paused, sat back on his haunches, casually licked his paws, and washed his face with them.

Hannah broke into a huge smile and ran to him. She was never so happy to see a rodent in her life.

“OMG!” she gushed and hugged him.

Kinahara hugged her back. “Nice to see you, too.”

Then he asked her in a strange kind of way that made Hannah feel like something else was coming down the pike after the initial question: “How you feel?”

Hannah stepped back. “Ok, I guess. Why?” 

“Just want to make sure you ok first. You pass test.”

Hannah stepped further back. “Test? What test?”

“You defeat Evil One.”

Hannah took a step back. “I did?”

Kinahara nodded. It was almost impossible to believe, but as she looked around, there was no mistaking it: The Evil One was gone. Of course, so was everything else, but that was nit-picking for the moment. 

“Wow. I really did it!” Hannah gushed. 

“Indeed, you did,” said Kinahara, smiling. “You do great. One thing you need to know, however.” Hannah gulped as Kinahara searched for the right words. “You defeat Evil One because you only one who could. You defeat her, because you were
 her.”

Hannah’s eyes saucered, and confusion exploded in her mind. For a long time, whenever she tried to speak, her mouth would open but no words would come out. Is this some kind of joke? I’m the Evil One? How is that possible?


“Strange, right?” said Kinahara. “You not think it possible, but it possible.”

“But how? How could…?” By now Hannah was ready for a lie down on a nice comfy couch, or at the very least, she needed a good head massage and soothing bath.

“It ok. More accurate to say Evil One was part of you. She take shape from your doubt and fear.”

“Oh, that makes me feel much
 better,” said Hannah, sarcastic as a New York taxi driver.

“In Imaginal Realm, all is real,” explained Kinahara. “Thought alone can create here. Your fear so strong, it become anger, which take living shape.”

Hannah rubbed the side of her temples. Her head hurt. None of it made any sense. How could she be two different people and not even know it? Then again, how could she be having this conversation with a guinea pig?

A plush white couch emerged from the white. Master Kinahara sat down and motioned for Hannah to join him, but she almost missed the couch entirely: it was practically impossible to see with all the white.

“I still don’t get how was I able to take over the entire Imaginal Realm and capture Gaikun.”

“Now you beginning to realize how powerful you really are.”

It was of little comfort to Hannah, but it would have to do. “So, is she gone forever?”

Kinahara shook his head, no. Hannah’s gut turned. She felt like a cat forced to wear a pirate outfit on Halloween. 

“She anger from your fear,” said the grandmaster, “so she can always come back. But as long as you face fears, not let them stop you, Evil One will remain whisper and not harm. Truth much stronger, and real, than fear. Bring out truth inside you, and it will save you. Do not bring out truth, and it destroy you.”

Hannah trembled. She was nervous and thrilled at the same time. “I gotta apologize to, like, everybody…especially Gemma and Matthew. And Gaikun.”

Kinahara pointed upward. Streaks of blue flowed like rivulets through the white, which became a deep blue sky. Kinahara took her elbow firmly in his paw and pointed to the horizon. “Look! You see great view from up here. Let’s enjoy.”

They were standing at the top of a hilltop meadow overlooking the valley Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew first entered. Colors flowed thick around her like she was standing in a Van Gogh painting. The Parshant River reflected the sun like high quality, expensive diamonds.

But it was the something that wasn’t there that gave Hannah the most joy. The Evil One’s dark skyscraper was gone. In its place was a finely polished lighthouse. Golden light glowed from its beacon. The charred land that once surrounded the tower was replaced with fields of intensely colored flowers.

Hannah felt a refreshing, cool breeze on her cheek. Then a thought landed on her mind like a boulder on a banana.

“Wait a minute.” Hannah stopped. “So…like…if I was the Evil One, and the Evil One was your student, does that mean you know me?”

“Look, your friends!” said Kinahara. “They will be much happy to see you.”

Gemma and Matthew came running over the hill and tackled their best friend in a group hug that became a dog pile.

“Oh my God, we were so worried,” said Gemma. 

“Where did you go?” asked Matthew as they all got up. “Hey! Your leg!”

Hannah looked down and gasped. She had two human legs again! “Huzzah!” she said. Then she thought about it. “Actually, Leggy did help me out a lot. I’m gonna miss her.”

“What happened to the Evil One?” asked Matthew.

Hannah gulped. She glanced at Kinahara. He nodded his approval. “Well, uh, you see, it’s kinda like this…”

When Hannah finished telling her friends what happened, she just hoped they wouldn’t hate her for the rest of their lives.

At first, Gemma and Matthew were speechless. Then finally, Gemma said, “That is so awesome. I am so proud of you.”

“Yeah, you rock,” agreed Matthew.

“Whew!” said Hannah, wiping her brow. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

The cheers of a very large crowd rose up from the bottom of the hill. Down below, it looked as if the entire Imaginal Realm had turned out to greet the friends and cheer them.

“Is that all for us?” asked Matthew. “Wow, now I know what a rock star feels like.” Matthew immediately considered taking up electric guitar but didn’t. 

Master Kinahara looked out across the valley. “Balance is restored. Imaginal Realm once again place for beauty, inspiration, and creation.”

“This is awesome!” said Hannah with an excitement that rippled through all three friends.

Kinahara put his hand up to pause the action. “All good. Yes, come back, please. But something still missing. Where is Dragon Codex
 ?”





***





Hannah shot up in bed. Her heart was thumping like a jackrabbit at an all-night small-mammal dance club. She was in a cold sweat, too. She looked around. Her clothes were laying on the floor in a pile, and she saw her collection of stuffed animals on top of her dresser. She leaped out of bed and stared into the mirror. She heard car horns.


Am I home? How did I get here?


There was a sharp knock at the door.

“Hannah, time to wake up.” It was her dad’s voice. “Don’t be late for school.”




CHAPTER 31


Ok…What the Heck Just Happened?
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Hannah threw open the door. 
 Her father was standing there looking annoyed. It didn’t matter. She flung her arms around him and hugged him as tight as she could.

“You’re ok! You’re ok!” 

“Are you all right? I thought I heard screaming,” replied her father, standing there, his arms at his sides.

Hannah hugged him for a long time. She was excited and full of emotion, and the words just came out of her. “How did you escape that black shadow thing? I just had the strangest dream. I was in this place with talking guinea pigs and flying dragons, and I had The Dragon Codex
 .”

“Really?” her father said. Now he looked at her with a very serious expression. “Where is it?”

“The Codex
 ? I don’t know. I kind of lost it.” Hannah was hurt that he seemed more interested in the Codex
 than her.

“Think, Hannah. Think. Where is the book?”

“I…I don’t know. I had it, and then the Evil One got sucked into it, and then the whole skyscraper…”

“How could you lose the Codex
 ?!” her father snarled.

“I…I don’t know,” Hannah cowered. Why was he acting like this? “It was only a dream…there was a lot of—”

Her dad slammed his fist against the door so hard that she jumped.

“It was just a dream,” she protested. 

He grabbed Hannah by the arm and gritted his teeth. “Where did you put the Codex
 ?” Her father squeezed her arm tighter. But the voice that now came out of his mouth was not her father’s.

Assistant Principal Von der Stain was standing over Hannah, his grip tightening around her arm. “Where did you put the Codex
 ? Give it to me, now!”

Hannah was no longer in her room. She could see basketball hoops behind Von der Stain. The assistant principal shook her forcibly. She tried to fight back, but she was tied to a metal chair, her wrists bound with jump rope.

“Let go of me!” Hannah screamed.

Von der Stain snorted a laugh. “You will tell me what I need to know.”

“Where’s my father?!” demanded Hannah, struggling to free herself. 

“The Bowling League of Big Evil does not take questions. Especially those posed by snotty little kids.”

Von der Stain went nose-to-nose with Hannah, his Swiss cheese, onion, and coffee breath blanketing her like a foul fog.

Hannah stopped struggling. She gave Von der Stain a nasty stare.

“First, let me say peeuu
 on your breath. Second, why do you have to say mean things like that? I mean, would it hurt you to say something positive? If you asked nice, I might even tell you where the Codex
 is.” Hannah kept talking, but it was not just idle talk. It was meant to distract Von der Stain. 

As she spoke, she was carefully and deliberately moving her arms back and forth against the chair, trying to loosen the ropes.

“You still haven’t told me anything,” snarled the assistant principal. “So, I will try this again for the last time, and if I don’t get a satisfactory answer, they will serve what’s left of your brains in the lunchroom for dessert. It wouldn’t be the first time they served brains either.” Von der Stain laughed loudly at his own joke. 

Hannah had been waiting for this: a moment when Von der Stain dropped his guard. With the ropes loosened, Hannah struck Von der Stain’s arm with the speed of a cobra. She yanked his arm down and away from his body, while at the same time shoving her elbow into his gut. The heel of her other palm made a sharp, cracking acquaintance with his jaw. Von der Stain saw stars.

Hannah jumped up from the chair. She slipped a leg behind Von der Stain’s and shoved him backward, taking him to the ground. She then leaped on the educator and pummeled him with her fists. It felt good. 


So, this is what Mr. Thomas means by “catharsis,”
 Hannah thought, remembering the term from her English class.  

“Ungh
 !” Von der Stain’s head snapped back hard against the ground.

She grabbed his scalp and took to bashing it into the floor repeatedly. “What did you do with my dad?!”

Von der Stain’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, and his head slumped. “Uhhggh
 .”

Hannah looked up. Gemma and Matthew were propped up against the wall, tied together back-to-back with jump ropes. She had to move fast. She dropped Von der Stain and ran to her friends.

“Matthew! Gemma!” she said, shaking them awake. Hannah kept her cool and worked on their hands and wrists to remove the ropes as quickly as possible. 

“Huh? What? Where are we?” Gemma said, sitting up and holding her head. “Why are you in your gi
 ?”

Hannah looked down at herself. She was wearing her karate uniform. They all were. 

“I dunno,” said Hannah, glancing over at the assistant principal, who was still unconscious. She would be sending a strongly worded letter about his conduct to the P.T.A. She finished untying her friends. “All I know is Von der Stain just tried to attack me—”

Hannah didn’t know if it was the maniacal laugh or the searing pain that came first, but either way, she was definitely in deep trouble. She was able to turn just enough to see a snarling, snapping, eighteen-headed hydra with flames shooting in all directions from each mouth rise from Von der Stain’s limp body. The heads all looked like the assistant principal.

Hannah was dizzy with paroxysms of pain. She felt like a marshmallow dropped in a fire. She fell to her knees and was about to black out—but on her way down, she caught a brief, hazy glimpse of the hydra’s flames hitting the padding on the walls, but the pads didn’t burn.

That’s when she caught a glimpse of Assistant Principal Von der Stain standing inside the hydra waving his hands, directing the heads, and Hannah knew she’d been tricked again.

“It’s an illusion!” she cried. “Von der Stain is messing with our minds. Look inside the hydra. The fire is fake. It won’t hurt you if you don’t believe it.” As she spoke the words, her body instantly stopped burning.

Six hydra heads shot fire at Gemma, Matthew, and Hannah, but with Gemma and Matthew now realizing what was really happening, the rain of fire felt like a gentle mist. Von der Stain dropped his arms, and the hydra disappeared.

“You think you’ve won?” snarled Von der Stain. “You have no idea the power of the…”

“Heeeeeyyyyaaaaaahhhhh
 !” A crushing, flying side kick came out of nowhere and knocked Von der Stain to the floor.

Hannah’s dad, Sensei
 John Grace, came out of his forward roll and leaped to his feet. His face was streaked in black soot, and his shirt was ripped. “How’s that for extra credit, kids?” he said proudly.

No amount of dad corniness could prevent Hannah from racing to her father and embracing him as tight as she could. “Are you ok? I was so worried.”

“I’m alright,” he said reassuringly as Gemma and Matthew gathered around him. 

“Is that all you got, Sensei?” Von der Stain said, rudely interrupting their reunion.

Hannah’s dad answered him by leaping forward with a face-smacking wheel kick, but this time, it had no impact on Von der Stain.

Something was wrong. That kick alone would have sent most people to the hospital. Sensei came back with a double flying reverse, spinning ax kick, but the assistant principal ducked and countered with a side kick to the inside of Sensei Grace’s knee. Hannah heard a CRACK!
 and her father crumpled. Hannah’s dad rolled on the floor, muttering words he had forbidden Hannah to use.

“Your karate is weak,” the assistant principal said.

“C’mon, Von der Stain,” Sensei said, rising. “It’s just you and me, or are you afraid of a whuppin’?” He glanced at his students and nodded slightly to give the signal. It was something that they had practiced many times. 

Von der Stain let out a guttural roar and attacked. Sensei’s diversion worked. As Hannah’s dad ducked to avoid Von der Stain’s attacks, Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma came up behind the assistant principal and launched into a mad barrage of punches, kicks, elbows, knees―everything Hannah’s dad had taught them and more.

The attack caught Von der Stain off guard. The team fought with near super-human fury, all of their frustration and anger focused on one opponent. Their strength had somehow increased way beyond what they were used to. Von der Stain collapsed wiggling and drooling on the ground.

A bone-chilling blast blew through the gym. It lifted Von der Stain off the ground, turned him upside down, and shook him like it was trying to get loose change from his pockets. Something like a dark dust bunny dropped out of his head and was swept up by the wind and out the gym.

Sensei Grace hopped up, desperately trying to catch the dust bunny. “Come back here, Evil!” But the dust bunny thing was gone, and the room was still again.

Sensei limped over to Von der Stain and examined his face. Von der Stain was shivering even though he was covered in sweat.

“Do you know who I am?” Sensei asked Von der Stain as if he were addressing a small child.

“Please don’t hurt me.” He clung to Sensei’s arm. “These big guys, they promised they would help the children, if I brought them some book. Our gym equipment, so out of date…the children, so unhealthy…. What could I do?” Von der Stain sobbed big, wet tears into the crook of Sensei Grace’s elbow.

Sensei stood up, and Von der Stain flopped back onto the floor like a rag doll. “We’ll get no answers from him. The entity from the Bowling League of Big Evil that possessed the assistant principal is gone. He’s just Von der Stain again.”

Von der Stain looked up weakly. “No running in the hall, children. It’s only fun until someone loses an eye!” Then he passed out cold.

“I have to stay here and help Von der Stain.” Hannah’s dad looked down at his swollen knee. “And myself. You kids will have to rescue the Codex
 without me. The Bowling League will be back soon.”

“How?” asked Matthew, his gut tightening. “The Codex
 could be anywhere. We don’t even know where we
 are.”

“Where you are?” said Sensei. “You’re still in the gym. You never left.”
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“What do you mean we
 never left the gym?!” Matthew’s mouth nearly hit the floor. “We’re still in school?” 

“How is that possible?” Gemma asked, equally mystified.

“There are a few things I haven’t told you,” Sensei said. “It’s rather simple really. I sent part of your life force into another dimension to protect you from attack by the Bowling League of Big Evil, but I kept your bodies here.”

There was a monastery’s worth of silence in the room. Matthew finally said, “Oh, is that all? I thought you were going to tell us something crazy.”

“I never really pushed you out of the gym,” said Sensei calmly. “That is, I never pushed your bodies out. I just made it seem that way. Your physical bodies stayed here in the gym the entire time in that protective hamster ball I made.”

“So, let me get this straight,” said Hannah, trying to grasp it. “You sent our souls into another world?”

“Something like that.”

“And you can just do that?!” interrupted Matthew. “Aren’t there laws or something?”

“Technically,” Sensei sighed, “I’m supposed to get your permission. But what was I supposed to do? Let the League torture you for information?”

At the word torture, Matthew broke out in hives. 

“When Hannah dreamed The Dragon Codex
 ,” continued Sensei, “the League discovered her location slightly faster than I thought. I figured it would take them a month. It took about fifteen minutes. I had to protect you. So, when we were attacked, I put your bodies in a deep sleep and sent your life force, your soul, atman
 , chi
 , mojo
 —whatever you want to call it—into the Imaginal Realm. It’s like when you go to sleep and dream, you think you’re really in that place, but your body is still in bed.”

Matthew shuddered. “But if our bodies were still here, couldn’t they just have killed us right away?”

Sensei drew air over his teeth. “I was betting they would try to get answers from you first.”

“And if they didn’t?” Matthew realized his own answer. He grabbed his chest and nearly collapsed. Hannah and Gemma had to help him back to his feet.

“So, like, are we really here now, in the school gym, or is this another illusion or world or whatever?” asked Hannah, getting flustered.

“You are definitely in the school gym,” said her dad. “I’m pretty sure.”

“Great,” said Hannah sarcastically as she smacked her forehead. “I’m glad that clears it up.”

“Sorry, but it’s even hard for me to tell sometimes. I do a lot of worlds traveling,” said Sensei. He pinched his arm. “Yeah, I think we’re in the gym.”

“So, was the Imaginal Realm real?” asked Gemma. “Or, like, just our imaginations?”

“The Imaginal Realm is a real world,” said Sensei, “but it’s a different kind of real than you’re used to. The rules are obviously different there than here.”

“Can you really die in the Realm?” asked Gemma. 

Sensei paused. “It depends. On a lot of things.”

“What about Master Kinahara?” asked Hannah, wanting to know absolutely everything about the Imaginal Realm immediately. “Was he real, too?”

Sensei chuckled. “Yes, he was real. Full disclosure, he was my teacher.” Six eyes widened. “In fact, I told him you were coming,” said Sensei. 

By this time, Matthew was in a state. He suddenly got very suspicious of Sensei. He was not going to be fooled again. He reached his hand out to tug Sensei’s face, but Sensei easily avoided Matthew. In a super swift motion, he leaned to the side, grabbed Matthew’s wrist and put him in a very painful wrist lock and arm bar.

“Oww, oww
 , ouch!” Matthew said, head down, one knee on the ground.

“I know what you’re thinking, Matthew. What can I do to prove to you I’m really me?” said Sensei unhurriedly while holding Matthew in the arm lock. “Let’s see…when Hannah was little, she used to pretend she was a kitten named Princess Meow Meow Fluffy Bottom. She loved to dance around in this costume….”

“Ok, people,” Hannah interrupted quickly. “Thank you very much. He’s legit.”

Sensei released Matthew, who collapsed to the ground, shaking his wrist in pain. “I do get your point, however, Matthew,” said Sensei, helping him back up. “How do we know what’s real? How do we know any of this is real? Certainly, reality has been fluid lately. It’s entirely possible everything you see here is totally made up. In fact, we could all be living inside the imagination of someone else’s dream.”

“You mean none of this might be real?” Matthew said, punching his hand against the foam padding on the wall. “Naah,” he concluded. “That’s crazy. I’m real.”

Hannah was more worried about her father. “We were gone for, like, a week or more. How did you survive?” she asked.

Sensei looked at his daughter, confused. Then a light went on in his head. “Oh, right. You were
 gone a long time; it just wasn’t a week. It was more like five minutes.”

“Wha….?” exclaimed Matthew.

“That’s a long Earth time in the Realm,” said Sensei. “Time is also relative, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“So, it’s only five minutes later than when you put us in that hamster ball.” Gemma looked out the window. Sure enough, it seemed like the same time of day. 

Matthew’s face dropped. “Crud. That means I’ve still got my math test tomorrow.”

“Not if we don’t find the Codex
 , you won’t,” said Gemma. “Because there won’t be any more tests anymore, anywhere, ever.”

“She’s right,” said Sensei. “Which is the other reason I sent you into the Realm. You might want to sit down for this.”

Hannah blanched. “You mean it’s even more bizarro than sending our souls into dream land to protect us from our assistant principal whose body was taken over by an interdimensional evil force?”

“Good point,” said her dad. “But the fact remains that the most powerful book ever created, The Dragon Codex
 , is still missing, and you three must find it before the Bowling League of Big Evil does. Which is why I didn’t send you into the Imaginal Realm just to protect you. I sent you there to train you. I am part of a secret elite force that fights the League, and I’m inviting you to become one of us. I’m inviting you to become members of the Order of Mushu.”

Matthew’s eyes widened like dinner plates. “Order of Mushu? Who’s your leader, General Tso?”

Sensei gave Matthew a withering stare. “The Order of Mushu, Matthew, is the only thing that stands between the Bowling League of Big Evil and total destruction. Name something bad that’s happened in world history, and the League probably had a hand in it. Wars, pestilence, Sloppy Joe on a bun.”

Matthew was a nervous wreck. It was all too much to take. He wanted to go home and play world-domination video games.

“Excuse me, Sensei,” he said, clutching his stomach, “but we still have all those bad things.”

“Imagine how much worse it would be without us, ok?” said Sensei. Hannah noticed he seemed a little defensive.

“I’ve been secretly training you for years,” Sensei continued, “to be part of the Order. Since you were white belts, I was hoping one day you would be ready to join. And based on your experience in the Realm, I believe that day has come.”

Sensei cleared his throat. “So now I am very proud to officially invite you to become junior members of the Order of Mushu. We have Pizza Thursdays.”

Hannah was beyond thrilled. It was the moment she had been waiting for, but she was also hesitant. Her life, no doubt, would change forever after this. Into what, she had no idea. The idea of escaping back to a simpler time, of play dates and coloring books, crossed her mind—heck, even sixth grade now seemed appealing.

She also knew there was no turning back, and that was ok with her. She and her friends would have a different path now, one that included saving the Universe—and Pizza Thursdays.

“Count me in,” said Hannah, both terrified and elated.

“Me too,” said Gemma jumping up and down. “Definitely!”

Matthew looked at his friends, then he looked at Sensei. “You really think we’re ready?” All eyes were on Matthew. He gulped hard. “I’m not going to let my friends down. I’m in.”

Sensei stood ramrod straight. “Then I hereby give you— Hannah Grace, Gemma Stevens, and Matthew Martinez—official field promotions. You are now junior members of the Order of Mushu. Congratulations!” Sensei bowed to each of them. The friends bowed to Sensei, then high fived each other.

“I’m only sorry we can’t celebrate more right now,” Sensei said. “But if we find the Codex
 before the League does, we’ll go to Dylan’s for dessert.”

“Oooh, Dylan’s!” Hannah jumped.

“As the newest trainees of the Order of Mushu, your first task is to save The Dragon Codex
 from the Bowling League of Big Evil.”

Matthew groaned. “But how? We’re right back where we started.”

“Not quite,” said her dad. “My first clue still holds. Do you remember it?”

“Look between the ‘literary lions’?” Gemma asked.

“Very good.”

“We tried that,” said Matthew, “and we met a talking guinea pig. Can’t you just tell us?”

Hannah parsed the words. “Maybe ‘literary lions’ isn’t a place, but a thing,” she suggested. “Don’t they call great writers and stuff literary lions?”

“So, we have to go back to the New York library?” Matthew lamented.

“Wait a minute!” said Hannah. A burst of an idea shook her brain like a baby holding a maraca. “What if the Codex
 is somewhere close, like hidden right here in our
 school library?”

Gemma gasped.

“How?” asked Matthew.

“My dad is always trying to get me to read more, and in my dream in class, I saw the Codex
 in our library, and I saw Miss Lyons.”

“Miss Lyons?” said Gemma. “The school librarian? ‘Literary lions’? You think?”

Hannah shot a glance at her dad, who was smiling proudly.

“Very good,” he said.

“Wait a minute, you know it’s here?” asked Matthew.

“You have to find that out for yourselves.”

Hannah had another brainstorm, and this one required brain galoshes and a poncho. “You hid the Codex
 in the school library. You’ve known where it was this entire time.”

“The library has many wonderful things.”

Then Hannah puzzled. “But in my dream, Miss Lyons said school starts at 8:10.”

“But school starts 8:30,” said Matthew.

“What if 810 isn’t a time, but a number?” asked Gemma. 

“Of course!” said Hannah, accessing her memory. “In the Dewey Decimal System, the number 810 corresponds to the literature section of the library.”

Sensei beamed. “My students! But you better hurry, or the world might end. You’re the only ones who can save us.”

“To the library!” exclaimed Gemma.

Sensei’s phone rang. “Uh huh…yup. Ok.” He hung up. “I’ve gotta go. HQ says, ‘Keep up the good work.’ You kids are great, but please be careful.” Sensei scooped up Von der Stain under one arm and leaped out the unarmed emergency doors.

“Wait, Dad! Why are we the only ones?”

Sensei was already out the door, and a moment later, something huge shoved the school. 
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The only people in the
 school library at this hour were Miss Lyons, the librarian, and two third-graders, who were waiting for their adults to pick them up. Hannah liked Miss Lyons; she always had a smile and was quick with a helpful hand.

When they entered, Miss Lyons looked up from shelving books. “Oh, hello, gang. Did you feel that shove?”

“That’s kind of why we’re here, Miss L. We’re looking for a book in Dewey 810.”

Miss Lyons had no idea what the two things had in common, and she chose instead to ask, “Any particular piece of literature you’re looking for?”

“We’re looking for literary lions,” said Matthew. “You know, like famous authors.”

“In the back corner of the library is section 810,” the librarian said. “We have an entire literary sect—” but before she could finish her sentence, the trio were on their way.

“What exactly are we looking for?” asked Gemma, as they scanned the bookshelves of the 800 section.

“Something Codex
 -y,” said Hannah. She pulled out an old copy of Demian
 by Hermann Hesse. She couldn’t help herself. She flipped it open and inhaled deeply. “Aaah,” she said, smelling the mixture of paper, paste, and time that was the signature of good books. “Yumlicious.”

The school jolted again, harder than the last time. Ceiling dust trickled down onto the tops of the bookshelves.

“We better hurry,” said Matthew.

“Children? Is everyone alright?” called out Miss Lyons. “I think we should all go to the front office. This is getting dangerous.”

Hannah’s heart was racing. “The Codex
 has to be in a place you least suspect. Somewhere no one looks.”

“Reference books!” said Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew at once. 

Matthew saw them first. Toward the bottom of the shelves, two reference books, Larousse Dictionary of Writers
 and Notable American Writers
 , were sitting side by side.

“But where’s the Codex
 ?” he asked.

“Between the literary lions,” said Hannah, and she stuck her hand deep into the bookshelf between the two tomes. Her eyes widened. “I feel something!” But Hannah’s face dropped when she pulled out a pack of crushed crackers that looked as if they had been there since the Great Depression.

Matthew, however, plucked the bag of dry crackers from Hannah’s hands, ripped open the yellowed plastic, and downed them in one mouthful. “Delithith,” he said, spitting dry crackers. “Buth now I’m tho thirthy.”

“Ugh,” Gemma squirmed. “Watch where you’re eating. That is so gross!”

Matthew continued to enjoy his snack as Hannah continued to pull out objects from the back of the bookshelf, including a wad of rock-hard gum and a partially completed school essay about the 1964 Yankees. She was about to give up when she reached all the way up to her shoulder. She stopped cold. The object was big and rectangular. She got head-to-toe goosebumps, but when she tried to pull it out, it was stuck.

“Help me,” said Hannah, trying to pull out whatever it was that was stuck. 

Gemma grabbed Hannah around the waist, and Matthew grabbed Gemma. Together they pulled and pulled until…POP! The team fell backward in a dog pile.

Hannah looked down at her hands, and the world seemed to stop. A large book with a winged, swirling disk at its center stared back at her. It was the most amazing, incredible, beautiful thing she had ever seen. It looked just like it had in the Evil One’s office, better even. It was brand new, yet older than anything.


The Dragon Codex
 purred like a contented kitten in her hands, if that kitten was a tiger. Suddenly, Hannah felt a strong urge to keep the book all for herself.

“Can I see it?” asked Gemma, grabbing for the book. She was also possessed by a sudden urge to have the Codex
 , but Hannah pulled it away before Gemma could seize it. 

“Hey!” said Gemma. “Give it to me.”

“No!” said Matthew, trying to get the Codex
 . “It’s mine! All mine!”

Just then the school shook. This time it felt like an earthquake. The friends toppled into the bookshelf. Then, just as suddenly, the shaking stopped.

“Is everyone alright?” called Miss Lyons. “I do hope that’s construction.”

Hannah felt like she was coming out of a trance. The shaking had snapped her out of it, but it only signaled a bigger problem. Construction? Hannah wished. She knew it was the League of Big Evil, and they had better figure out how to use the Codex
 —and fast.

She stared at The Dragon Codex
 . “Whoa, what just happened?”

“I don’t know,” said Matthew. “But I think I was just about to fight you both for the Codex
 .”

Gemma gave the Codex
 the stink eye. “That book’s possessed.”

“We better be very careful around it,” said Hannah.

“Let’s promise never to fight each other for this book,” added Gemma. Gemma put her hand on the book. Matthew and Hannah put their hands on top of hers.

“Agreed,” said Matthew.

“Agreed,” said Hannah. 

“Holy cow! I’m glad I found you!” said a voice from behind.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew jumped like silverware on a banged table.
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“Sorry to startle you. Your 
 dad said you’d be here.”

It took a few seconds for Hannah’s heart to start beating again, but when she saw who it was, she calmed down.

“Gemma, Matthew,” Hannah gulped, regaining her breath. “This is my dad’s friend and police partner, Detective Dick Lonergan.”

“Boy, are we glad to see you, Detective,” said Matthew.

When the detective saw the Codex
 in Hannah’s hands, he eyed it like an eagle at a salmon convention. “Great work, everyone; you solved the mystery. Now, if you just let me have the book, I can take it down to the station.”

Hannah suddenly felt very protective of the Codex
 , but she didn’t want to seem rude either. “Can we go down to the station with you?” she asked, clutching the book closer to her.

“It’s really busy down there,” Detective Lonergan said. “Why don’t you give it to me? I can fill out the paperwork for your reward, then you can come down later tonight and collect it with your dad.”

“Reward?” Matthew’s eyes widened.

“Twenty-five thousand dollars. Each.”

Matthew tried to grab the Codex
 from Hannah, but all he got from her was an elbow in the ribs.

“Thank you, Detective,” Hannah said politely. “But we’ll take the book to the station ourselves.” She eyed Gemma, who nodded in agreement. When Hannah glanced back at the Codex
 , she did a double take. The cover had changed. There was no more swirling galaxy, no strange symbols. It was now a dull gray and the title said Atlas of Hartford, CT
 .

“Can I call my dad?” asked Hannah politely.

“He’ll be here soon,” said the detective warmly. “I can call him if you like.” Before Hannah could object, Detective Lonergan hit the speed dial. “John? Hi. Yeah…I have your daughter here. What’s that?” Lonergan paused. “Your dad says we should meet him at the station.”

Hannah paused. “Can you ask him if he wants me to make him his favorite, salmon with shiitake mushrooms, to celebrate tonight?” Hannah asked.

The detective repeated the question into the phone. “Your dad said that would be fine.” He hung up. “You were right to call him. Let’s go.”

“We’re not going anywhere with you, Detective, or whoever you are.” said Hannah, squaring her feet.

“What on earth is the matter, Hannah?” asked Matthew. “Our reward awaits.”

“My dad hates shiitake mushrooms. He wouldn’t eat one if you paid him.”

“Really?” said Matthew. “Who hates shiitake mushrooms? I can understand maybe you don’t like them, but hate? That’s a pretty strong word.”

But Detective Lonergan looked at Hannah with pure hatred. Then he lunged hard at her midsection, knocking her to the ground. The Codex
 flew out of her hands.

“Give me that book!” Lonergan raged. He lunged for the Codex
 , but Gemma grabbed him from behind. Suddenly—Shkerploop!


Like a sausage being squeezed out of its casing, a pink, black, and green blob shot straight out of Detective Lonergan’s head and arched high across the room, landing in Philosophy and Ethics.

Gemma looked down. She was holding an empty shell of skin and hair. “Ewww! Uggh!
 Gross!” She tossed the skin and frantically wiped her hands on anything she could find: a bookshelf, Matthew…

A horrifying screech, like a thousand toddlers whose lollipops have just been taken away, arose from behind the bookshelf. 

Miss Lyons peered up from her shelving. “Shhhh
 . This is still a library.”

What emerged from behind the bookcase could have silenced anyone. A hideous demon with excessively poor hygiene, its head scraping the ceiling, glared down. It had a long, crooked neck that ended in an elongated skull. Bulging yellow eyes stared wildly, and a forked tongue flicked from between the horrid nest of fangs hanging from its mouth.

Worse, a second fang-filled mouth took up the entire area where the horrid miscreation’s stomach should have been. Muscles rippled and veins pulsated beneath its taut skin.

“Uh, people…we have a situation here,” stammered Hannah.

“Everyone stay calm. It’s just an illusion!” said Matthew, confidently waving his friends off.

The Skull Demon grabbed the bookcase and tossed it across the room, smashing it to pieces.

“Run for your lives!” said Matthew.

Miss Lyons and the two students in the library panicked and hid under a table. Gemma ran to help them, while Hannah distracted the beast.

“Hey, handsome. Over here!” Hannah called to the Skull Demon.

“This way!” Gemma said as she led Miss Lyons and the children out the door. “Tell everyone you see to get out of here, now!” 

The beast formerly known as Detective Lonergan came face-to-face with Hannah. A goo-covered claw shot out from its drooling belly-mouth directly at Hannah’s head.

Hannah did several gymnastic backflips, narrowly avoiding the attacking goo before she ended up under the librarian’s table. She found Matthew already hiding there.

The monstrosity chomped through the table in one bite, splintering it into sawdust. It reared back, its mouth a gaping forest of fangs. Matthew covered his face, stricken with terror.

Hannah squeezed her eyes shut. Please…please let this work.


The Skull Demon struck, but inches before it reached Hannah, it was knocked over. Hannah peeked her eyes open and saw a snarling, savage creature, not at all like the thing Hannah had just tried to conjure up.

Hannah had intended to imagine and create a creature with a thousand mouths with forests of razor teeth and super destruct-o power that could tear the Skull Demon to pieces in seconds. 

What she got instead was the other thing she had thought about. Covered in soft red fur, with big, sweet ping-pong ball eyes and a bulbous, orange nose, Tickle-Me-Elmo stood ready to dance and play.

Hannah was impressed and amazed by her ability to create creatures here in the real world, even though, as she watched Elmo moon walk, she was pretty certain it would be the last thing she ever did.

Indeed, if you had just walked in on the scene, you would have probably put all your money on Skull Demon and then quickly exited for safety. 

But then Tickle-Me caught a glimpse of his opponent and all mirth and joy fled the red puppet faster than a department store Santa at closing time. 

Tickle-Me-Elmo narrowed his gaze at Skull Demon military style and shook his left arm vigorously until a long sword appeared in it. This Tickle-Me-Elmo was no longer in the mood to giggle.

Skull Demon rolled forward and with an ear-splitting roar launched itself at the now Don’t-Tickle-Me-Elmo. Elmo ran at Skull Demon, and they smashed into each other with such mighty force that Hannah and Matthew flew backward into the wall.

“We’ve got to get everyone out of the school!” Hannah shouted, struggling to rise to her feet. Pain shot through her back and head.

“What about the Codex
 ?” asked Matthew, who felt like he had gone a round with Sensei. “We can’t lose it again.”

Skull Demon and Elmo battled furiously. Skull Demon smashed Elmo into the bookshelf next to the Codex
 .

“We have to find a way to get the Codex
 without getting ourselves killed,” said Hannah.

“I’d like to think you had a plan all figured out,” said Matthew.

“I’d like to think so, too,” replied Hannah, “but that would be overly ambitious.”

Tickle-Me-Elmo and Skull Demon were locked in furious combat and were so evenly matched that neither was able to get the edge over the other.

“A diversion,” said Gemma. “We need a diversion.”

“Yes!” agreed Hannah. “You got any ideas?”

Skull Demon threw Elmo into the library wall. A significant chunk of the school slid down like a wet sandcastle right on top of Tickle-Me. Hannah winced. Skull Demon grinned a wicked grin and drove its clawed hands into the rubble. When it stood up, it was holding the Codex
 .

Matthew gasped. “We’re too late.”

Elmo’s head slowly emerged from the rubble. One eyeball dangled by its last thread. Elmo staggered like a prize fighter about to go down for the count. Skull Demon began pummeling Tickle-Me.

Gemma saw all this from across the library and fumed. She was angrier, and more frustrated, than she’d ever been. Matthew was more scared than he’d ever been. He released a ton of gas. Hannah too, was on the edge, and Matthew’s intestinal problems weren’t helping any. 

This combination of emotional energy, combined with the danger and their proximity to The Dragon Codex
 , and perhaps even Matthew’s gastric distress, caused something remarkable to happen. A surge of implausible energy, like an ocean wave, passed through the friends. 

Skull Demon dropped Elmo like a used tissue. Elmo lay in a heap on the ground. Skull Demon raised up its clawed hand, about to slice through Tickle-Me’s ribcage, but Gemma ran at Skull Demon. She gave a shout that wasn’t a shout: it was a roar. A real roar.

She was no longer human; she had shape-shifted into a large black-spotted leopard. Gemma leaped on Skull Demon’s back and sunk her six-inch teeth into the back of the monster’s leathery neck.

The creature roared and flailed in a frenzy, trying to grab Gemma, but she held on tight and kept her body moving just out of reach.

Skull Demon shook itself violently, and Gemma finally went flying. She landed on the far side of the library. Fortunately, Gemma had secured enough time for Hannah, who had rubbed her hands ferociously on her karate gi
 to work up a mega-static electric charge. She concentrated the energy in her hands and blasted the potent bolt at Skull Demon.

The monster shook and staggered. Hannah claimed victory in her head, but too soon, Skull Demon shook it off and regained its balance.

“Rats,” Hannah grunted. She tried to get another charge up, but her palms were too sweaty.

Skull Demon stood over Elmo and looked mercilessly at the fallen puppet. Then Skull Demon yanked out its own front teeth and raised them high over Elmo like a toreador about to administer the final blow.

The demon turned to Hannah and hissed and screeched in triumph. It took one step toward Elmo and…stumbled forward.

A stunned look, like a rug had been pulled out from under him, ran across Skull Demon’s face as it tripped. The last thing the horrid creature saw were its own fangs plunging deep into its own chest. They easily tore through its scaly skin, right through its heart and out its back.

A fountain of green blood spurted enthusiastically and made a total mess of several bookshelves, including Travel and Social Studies. The beast screamed and writhed, shuddered and finally collapsed on the ground next to Elmo.

Hannah winced. “Oooh, that’s gonna hurt tomorrow.”

As Skull Demon lay in a pool of its own blood, unmoving, Hannah looked to see what caused it to fall. The showering blood covered everything around it and revealed a previously invisible object on the ground. It was a person tucked in a ball with their head tight between their knees.

“What happened?” Matthew said, lifting his head. “I think I’m gonna hurl. It smells like rancid milk.”

“I think you just saved us all, Matthew,” said Hannah. She went to give him a hand, but when he stood up, Hannah gasped. It wasn’t the green blood covering most of him that did it. Hannah had no problem with that. It was the parts of him that weren’t covered in blood. They were invisible.

Matthew saw the look on Hannah’s face. When he looked down at himself, he screamed. “Wha…wha…?”

Hannah poked a finger in Matthew’s see-through stomach. She could feel it, but not see it.

“Congratulations,” said Hannah. “You have a superpower.”

“Ohgodohgod…I’m invisible. How am I gonna get out of this? I’m invisible, and I’m covered in monster blood.”

“You risked your life by throwing yourself in front of the monster and saving us all,” said Hannah. “Very brave.”

“Yeah....” Matthew looked at the lifeless Skull Demon and cleared his throat. “That’s me.” 

The truth, however, was that it was a total fluke. Matthew was actually trying to run as far from Skull Demon as possible, but he panicked and ran toward Skull Demon instead, just as the monster stepped forward to strike Elmo. 

“Good thing I was there,” Matthew said, putting his foot on Skull Demon’s head. “That thing was no match for me.”

“Muaahghhghawwualllauaghhhqwweffhhfghhg
 !” Skull Demon flailed wildly like a roadside waving inflatable, and its arm grabbed Matthew’s leg. Matthew let out a high-pitched shriek.

Hannah reacted without thinking. She flicked her wrist and shot an electric bolt from her hand, slicing off Skull Demon’s arm just below the elbow. The monster’s hand released Matthew. Then Gemma, still in leopard form, leaped over a bookshelf, grabbed Matthew by the back of his neck, and dragged him away like a mother grabbing her cub as Hannah leaped to safety. 

The decaying gases in Skull Demon’s body now caused it to expand like an overinflated balloon.

“Run, people!” shouted Hannah. The friends ran as fast as they could, but a moment later, Skull Demon exploded with a cataclysmic force so great, it would later be described by the tabloid press as, “Bigger than the Big Bang.”





***





There was a total vacuum of sound, as if all the noise in the city had been sucked up by the tremendous boom. There were no car horns, no sirens, not even a sparrow’s chirp. It was a silence Manhattan Island had not heard in a thousand years.

The first sound to return was a taxi horn; someone watching the explosion had stopped too long at a green light. Then, like a slow, giant wave, the mechanical symphony flooded back into the city. 

The damage from the blast would have reduced Manhattan Island to a crater, if not for Tickle-Me-Elmo. At the very last possible moment, with his very last bit of strength, Tickle-Me-Elmo rolled on top of Skull Demon and partially contained the blast.

Because of his extreme sacrifice and bravery, only the school and two buildings directly next to it were pulverized, and Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were thrown sky high instead of instantly being turned to powder.

As luck would have it, they landed a quarter mile away in a mattress store on memory-foam mattresses with freshly laundered sixteen-hundred-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets.

Hannah’s head was pounding. She could barely manage to lift herself up. A few feet away from her was Matthew, fully visible. A few feet farther, Gemma was back in human form.

“Wow,” said Matthew, shaking his head. He put his cheek back against the cool pillowcase. “Aaah….” Then he checked himself. “Everything looks like it’s where it’s supposed to be. Everyone else ok?” 

Gemma and Hannah said they were, but then Gemma felt something stuck between her teeth. She spat out a piece of Matthew’s shirt. “Blech,” she said.

“The Codex
 !” said Hannah. With a newfound burst of adrenaline, Hannah leaped up and, despite her throbbing head and bones, booked it out the door as fast as she could to make it back to the school. Matthew and Gemma quickly followed.

Police and ambulance sirens blared in the distance and then the heavy “chudda-chudda-chudda” of military, police, news, and traffic helicopters. Before the police and emergency vehicles could form a secure barrier around the blast zone, the friends slipped back into the smoking wreckage that was their school.

There were huge piles of bricks and concrete, desks, and lots of papers falling like gentle rain. They couldn’t help but have mixed feelings. There went the school; but there went the school!

“Come on!” said Hannah.

They ran through the piles of debris, searching for the Codex
 where the library used to be. Matthew saw something that made his breath catch in his throat.

Hannah saw that look and had a deep, gnawing feeling in her gut, like when you know something very bad has happened, but you’re still hoping against hope that it hasn’t. She followed her friend’s gaze to the top of a small, smoldering pile of bricks. There sat The Dragon Codex
 . The cover was singed; otherwise it seemed in good shape.

Hannah breathed a sigh of relief. It was safe!
  

But when she touched the cover, it crumpled like fireplace ashes. The charred remains of the book dangled from the bricks, and the first breeze blew it away entirely.

“Nooooo!” Hannah desperately grabbed for the floating dust, but when it all flew away, she collapsed onto the brick pile, sobbing. Gemma tried to console her friend, but she too burst into tears.

Matthew touched the charred remains. “It’ll be alright, it’ll be alright.” He too wiped a tear from his eye. “It’ll be alright.”


How
 , thought Hannah. How could it possibly be alright?





CHAPTER 35


The Karate and Gourmet Cooking Mystery School
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It was a balmy June 
 evening, one of those few days a year in the city when the air, the temperature, and the breeze all conspire to make it feel like a bit of Heaven. But the central plaza at Lincoln Center, at a dance party (puh-leeze
 ), was the last place Hannah wanted to be.

She had barely been outside her apartment since the school explosion three months ago. She even stayed home and watched on TV when the mayor gave her, Gemma, and Matthew the keys to the city for saving lives during the school “gas leak” explosion. Hannah laughed when she heard that but, really, who would believe the truth anyway?

Gemma and Matthew told the mayor she was “still recovering” from the blast, which was partially true. Only Hannah knew it was really because she felt too ashamed at losing the Codex to show her face.

Hannah spent most of her time in her room or online looking up references to The Dragon Codex
 and finding nothing. She poked at her piano once in a while, but she didn’t really feel like doing much of anything except playing over and over in her head how she should have done this, or could have done that, to save the Codex
 .

So, it was with great effort, and only because her dad literally begged her, that she showed up to the swing dance the city and the mayor of New York had arranged just for the kids.

Hannah stood near the lighted fountain in the center of the square and watched, with not total unhappiness, as children and parents happily danced. Gemma was poorly dancing cha cha
 with an exchange student named Federico, and Hannah laughed when Matthew cozied up to the buffet table and walked away with three plates full of food. At one point, Hannah even found herself, totally accidentally, tapping her feet to a swing-time beat.

Oscar, a boy from Hannah’s grade who always seemed to be carrying a guitar, walked past, eyeing her closely. She turned her head away. It was then that she noticed he wasn’t the only one staring at her. Other kids, and adults, were staring and pointing in her direction.

Hoping for more anonymity, Hannah retreated to the side of the plaza by the drinks table, but a first-grade girl stopped and looked intently at her. Hannah nodded politely, but the girl wouldn’t stop staring.

“What?” Hannah finally said, annoyed.

“Did you really save all those people?”

Hannah blushed. “Oh…uh…I…”

“You’re a hero. I never met a real hero before. My name’s Elena. Can I ask you a question?”

“Yeah, sure, I guess,” said Hannah, uncomfortable at the sudden spotlight on her.

Elena leveled a gaze at Hannah that made the child seem a lot older than her six years would indicate. “Are mermaids real?”

Hannah furrowed her brow. “How should I know?”

“My parents told me there’s no such thing as magic, but sometimes I see people, and things like people but they’re not people, and adults tell me they’re not real.”

Hannah leaned in to Elena. “Adults don’t know everything.”

“I knew it!” Elena threw her arms around Hannah. “Thank you. I have to go now; my parents are waiting for me. They think they know how to dance, but they don’t.”

A small smile, which Hannah would have denied if you asked her, crept across her face as Elena skipped happily away. Hannah grabbed herself some punch and thought that maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. She might even begin to enjoy herself. 

“Hey, Firestarter, nice of you to blow up our school.”

If Hannah was going to have any joy that night, hearing the voice of her nemesis, Tania Hartman, just ended that idea.

Hannah whirled around, fully annoyed. “Nice to see you too, Tania. How’ve you been?”

“What are you gonna do next, take out the whole Lincoln Center?” Tania said, her friends snickering behind her.

Anger rose in Hannah like a bad burrito, but she wasn’t about to give Tania the satisfaction of seeing her mad, so she took a deep breath. “It’s a nice night, Tania. Why don’t you go tango by yourself?”

“Gas explosion?” Tania continued her goading. “I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean?” Hannah’s gut twisted. Does she know something?


“You can fool some people, but you can’t fool me.”

Just then Principal Foley’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, students of all ages. Will you please join me in welcoming the mayor of New York!”

Hannah was glad for the out. “Well, it’s been wonderful chatting with you, as always. But I’m sure the mayor wants to give me another award. You stay well, y’hear?” Hannah turned to walk away. She was proud of herself for not sinking to Tania’s level.

“Too bad you blew up the book, too.”

Hannah gritted her teeth. She knew she wasn’t supposed to, shouldn’t, but when she walked away from Tania and her stupid, laughing hyena friends, she focused on her core, just below her belly button, and sent out an invisible “energy wire” behind her.

As Tania and her gang walked away, they tripped over the “wire” and went sprawling into each other and the drinks table. Red fruit punch splashed all over them, ruining their fancy dresses. The punch bowl landed on Tania’s head.

“Hannah!” Tania screeched. “What did you do?!”

Hannah just kept walking. Maybe it was worth coming here after all
 .

Gemma and Matthew came running over.

“Hey, what was that?” Gemma asked.

“Did you do something to them?” asked Matthew. “I thought there’s no first strike in karate.”

“That?” replied Hannah, flashing an impish grin. “That was self-defense.”

They were having so much fun watching Tania and her friends blame each other for the fall, they almost missed the announcement.

“Hey,” said Matthew, “why is your dad giving a speech?”

Hannah’s eyes bugged, then she buried her head in her hands.

“….and thanks to the mayor, I am proud to announce the opening, this September, of the city’s first gifted and talented school for martial arts and cooking!”

Hannah smacked her hand against her forehead in embarrassment and disbelief. A school for karate and cooking?
 thought Hannah. This is why he wanted me to come here tonight? What are we gonna do, chop food with our hands?


But if Hannah was doubtful, Gemma was more enthusiastic. “Wow, did you know about this?” she asked Hannah. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Just as long as I don’t have to go there. It’s hard enough having him for my karate teacher.”

When Hannah’s dad finished his speech, he bounded off the stage and headed straight toward his daughter and friends. “So? What do you kids think?”

“A martial arts cooking school?” asked Hannah, folding her arms in front of her chest. She could not have come up with a worse idea. 

“Isn’t it great?” her dad gushed. “And I’m counting on you three to be the leaders.”

“Leaders? Really?” For Gemma, it just kept getting better, but for Hannah, worse and worse. Matthew was fine with it, as long as he could eat the food, but he too had his share of doubts. 

“I don’t know the first thing about cooking, Sensei,” said Matthew. “I just know about eating.”

Hannah’s dad looked around the plaza to make sure no one was close enough to hear him. Then he leaned in to the friends and whispered, “I have a confession. The cooking and karate are just a front. I’m really building a real mystery school, where people like yourselves can learn and practice your ‘special’ talents.

 “No one knows except the mayor. Could you imagine if the Department of Education found out we were starting a school to discover and train gifted and talented psychics, clairvoyants, telepaths, shape-shifters, energy wielders, worlds-walkers, summoners, necromancers, maguses, and what-have-you to fight the forces of Big Evil? Please, a karate cooking school was tough enough.”

The friends looked at each other and laughed.

“We’ll make fancy foods, train karate, and save the world at the same time!” exclaimed Gemma.

Hannah frowned. She didn’t see the point in training more kids if she couldn’t even save The Dragon Codex
 . 

“That’s the spirit!” declared Sensei Grace. “I’ve been scouting recruits here already, and I’d like you three to help me find some more.”

Hannah gazed at the crowd. Kids like her were right here, right now? Fine with her. Maybe they could do a better job of fighting evil than she did. 

Sensei Grace scanned the crowd with an arched eyebrow. “While you kids were dancing and having a good time, I found four already.”

“Really?” asked Matthew. “Who?”

Hannah’s dad didn’t want to be obvious, so he pointed with his chin. “Those are our new best hopefuls so far.”

Hannah smiled when she recognized Elena, the bubbly first-grader who had talked to her about mermaids. No surprise there. Her dad also pointed to a short, heavyset girl with thick glasses and dark, greasy hair; Oscar Benjamin, the tall, thin boy with the guitar; and…Hannah’s jaw flopped open.

“No way!” said Hannah, vigorously shaking her head ‘no.’

“What do you mean?” asked her dad. “Her abilities are off the charts. What’s wrong with Tania Hartman?”










CHAPTER 36


A New Chapter








[image: 1]



















Hannah was exhausted, but she 
 couldn’t fall asleep. As she lay in bed that night after the school dance, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get the thought of Tania Hartman going to her gifted and talented magic school out of her head (and she regarded it as her
 school even if she had no intention of ever going there). It made Hannah want to barf.

So, it wasn’t surprising that as Hannah stared at the ceiling, she didn’t notice a black crow land on her windowsill and change into a wisp of light before slipping in through her open window.

If she had been really paying attention, she would have noticed its steel blue eyes and recognized it as the same black crow who had transformed into the homeless man next to the lion statues in the library plaza. 

But what Hannah did notice was an object brightening by the foot of her bed. She watched with caution and amazement as a long, willowy female figure—almost translucent, with a softly flowing gown and sparkling blue eyes—take shape and float slightly above her bed.

Hannah yanked the blanket up to her chin.

“What is the first commandment of the Cosmic Birther?” said the feminine figure without moving her lips.

Hannah’s heart thrumped
 —half-thrummed, half-thumped— against her chest.


Cosmic Birther?
 From Master Kinahara’s story? That’s real?
 Hannah thought.

“Who wants to know? Besides, you’re too late,” said Hannah. “I’m out of the world-saving business. Now please leave me alone. I’m trying to sleep.”

The willowy figure hung silently in the air. Then she spoke. “What is the first commandment of the Cosmic Birther?”

Hannah put the pillow over her head. “Good night.”

She waited for what she figured was an hour and then poked her head out from under the pillow. The figure was still there, hanging in the air.

“Aww, jeez,” said Hannah. “I gotta remember to close my windows at night.”

“I’m not here for my health,” said the willowy figure testily, as she tapped her foot in the air. “What is the first…”

“I know, I know,” said Hannah. Clearly this thing wasn’t going anywhere until she answered the question. Best to get it over with and be done. “The first commandment of the Cosmic Birther is to know the true nature of the Cosmic Birther and express it. There, happy now?”

“You have been called,” said the willowy woman spirit, “to receive The Dragon Codex
 .”

Hannah wasn’t sure she heard that right, so she asked the figure to repeat it. Then Hannah decided the figure was out of her mind.

“Have you forgotten your time in the Realm so quickly?” the willowy woman said gently, but sternly. “Physical things come and go, but The Dragon Codex
 is much more powerful than paper or ink. It lives yet.”

Hannah sat up in bed. For the first time in months, something had truly intrigued her. It felt like finding a forgotten candy bar hiding in your backpack, but she was still skeptical. “It seemed pretty blown up the last time I saw it.”

“Think of it this way: the wisdom of the Codex
 still exists, but now it’s backed up in the Infinite Cloud.”

Quite independent of her own muscle movement, Hannah’s eyebrow raised itself with interest. “Go on.”

“Just before The Dragon Codex
 book exploded,” the figure continued, “it transferred its energy into the Imaginal Realm. It then split itself into four separate books, for its own protection. We know where the first book is, but we have lost the other three. You must re-write the entire first book of The Dragon Codex
 and use it to find the other three.”

 “Why do you need me?” she asked.

“Because you’re the only one who can do it.”

“Really?” said Hannah, rolling her eyes. “Again with that?”

“Let’s just say it’s in your best interests, and the Universe’s, to find all four books of The Dragon Codex
 , before the Bowling League of Big Evil does.”

Deep down, Hannah did desperately want to have the Codex
 again, but was this figure telling the truth? And how on earth was she supposed to re-write the whole Codex
 ?

“How would I even begin…?” 

“Then you’ll do it?” asked the figure enthusiastically.

Hannah didn’t see how it could possibly be done, so she agreed. “Sure, yeah.”

A moment later, The Dragon Codex
 appeared in the air in front of Hannah. It was exactly as she remembered, swirling disk and all. Hannah felt like a ton of bricks had lifted off her heart. She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. So she did both. 

“OMG! It’s true! Why didn’t you show me this before? I’ve been killing myself for months.”

“We tried to reach out to you in your dreams, but you kept waking up and putting your pillow over your head. Maybe we should have tried your phone: you’re on that thing all the time.”

Hannah made a sour face, but inside, she was beaming. 

“Your first task is to re-write the first book of The Dragon Codex
 , exactly as you see it here. Then use that book to find the other three.”

“What do you mean ‘re-write’? Isn’t it already here?”

“This is the essence of the book; it needs to be transferred to the physical world. You need to ‘download’ it, if you will.”

Hannah’s throat went dry, as she struggled to wrap her head around that one.

The figure said, “Every night, a new chapter of the Codex
 will come to you. Copy it down into a simple, unlined journal—word for word, chart by chart, period by period—just as you see it. Be warned: do not be dazzled or corrupted. The hardest thing will be to remain true to the book. Whoever shall master the books shall master themselves; whoever masters themselves shall master the worlds—but will still have to eat a healthy meal before having dessert.”

Hannah reached out and plucked The Dragon Codex
 from the air. The figure, now seeming more male, turned back into a black crow. It looked at Hannah with its steel blue eyes and then flew out the window, but it hit the screen and fell back, squawking.

“Sorry about that,” said Hannah as the bird staggered around on the floor. She lifted the screen, and the crow flew out with a mighty squawk.

Hannah stroked the Codex
 like a long-lost pet that swam across rivers, traversed highways and railroad yards, and somehow found its way home.

She put the book down on her bed and tried to open it, but a muscular, hairy arm burst from the book and reached for Hannah. She leaped back and readied herself for a fight.

“I am the guardian of The Dragon Codex
 ,” said a deep, booming voice. “And I’m here to help.”

Hannah lowered her hands.

“To access The Dragon Codex
 , please select a password,” the voice continued.

“Password? Really? Uh…one, two, three?”

“Weak!” said the voice. “It must be something unique to you.”

The first thing that came to Hannah was the song she sang after defeating the Evil One in the Imaginal Realm. She sang, “Thank you, Spirit, for sustaining me…
 ”

“Thank you! And for increased security, your first pet’s name?”

“Walter.”

“Your password has been set. You may begin. If you need help, call on me anytime, but never between noon and one: that’s my lunch hour.”

The hand withdrew back into the Codex
 . Hannah had butterflies in her stomach as she watched the swirling spiral galaxy grow brighter until its golden light covered the entire room.

The first page emerged from the spiral:


From All to All, For the Good of All









I am the author of these works. I am in all things, and thus I am in you. Everything is connected, as you are to me. I am the spark within you that draws you closer to me. I am the end and the beginning. I am the sound of my own name. I am strength, and I am fear. I am war, and I am peace. I am everything and nothing.






The next page emerged:

 


The Dragon Codex




Book 1




Hansu Chathri








This is The Dragon Codex
 of Secret Knowledge and Infinite Wisdom as transmitted to the Turtle Mountain Warriors, who laid down their weapons to reunite what was fractured.



Book One is called Hansu Chathri
 . It means, “freedom from physical movement,” or “moving along inner lines.” Hansu Chathri
 will help you develop your basic skills on the material plane. It will challenge you mentally and physically and help you develop your fighting arts. The color of this book is brown. Walrus is your guide.










Hannah didn’t know what most of it meant, but she grabbed a blank spiral notebook that was on her desk and copied everything down exactly as it appeared. As she did, the pages of her notebook grew and morphed into the pages of the Codex
 . Her handwriting became print; her simple drawings became ancient symbols and moving pictures. The paper notebook cover became thick with images.

She felt the power of the book surge through her. She saw things, felt things. At times, she almost felt sparks fly from her fingertips. Other times, she wanted to grab the book and keep it all to herself. She knew why it had to be protected from those who would use it to do harm.

When she blinked, her alarm clock read 7:30 a.m. She looked at her notebook. Sitting on her desk was the completed chapter 1 of Hansu Chathri
 .

She leaned back in her chair and stared out the window. Had she gotten every comma, curl, and period right? Did she miss a word here and there? And what if she did? How might that affect the entire book?

She thought this is what it must have been like for early scribes who copied books and sacred texts by hand. She wondered if bibles might not have a few mistakes in them.

She decided she would just do her best and move on. This was just chapter 1 of the first book. She still had a long way to go. But sitting in the presence of the new Codex
 as it was being re-born, Hannah Rumi Grace was elated and thankful she’d been given another chance.

She thought about how the creatures in the Imaginal Realm had said she and her friends were the Called Ones. Hannah didn’t feel like a called anything, she knew she wasn’t “chosen” for a special task. But a special task had been thrust upon her and her friends and they had taken up the challenge and beat back Evil, at least temporarily. 

And maybe this is what a Called One really is. A regular person who answers their call and by doing so, becomes a Called One.

So maybe, now Hannah and Gemma and Matthew, really were the Called Ones. 


Anyway, it’s better than being called a jerk
 , Hannah thought to herself. And she went to the kitchen and made herself a really strong cup of rich hot chocolate. 















Epilogue
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By the end of July, 
 Hannah was more than halfway through re-creating Hansu Chathri,
 Book 1 of The Dragon Codex
 . Every night in her dream, she would receive another chapter or two, and every morning after she woke up, she faithfully copied it down in her notebook.

There were so many hidden chapters and rooms. Secrets within secrets. Maps of mysterious worlds emerged and came to life. There were pages with demons locked inside them. Secret and amazingly powerful martial arts moves came alive. There was also a regular Go Fish tournament where alien senior citizens had early-bird dinner. There was even a recipe for “The Most Decadent and Delicious Brownies in the Universe.”

Hannah promised herself she would visit all these chapters (well, most of them anyway; the chapter with the imprisoned demons didn’t seem so great) if she could, just as soon as she completed the book.

This morning, just as she finished her work, the phone rang and broke Hannah’s reverie. She picked it up. “I’m sorry, I didn’t order any Chinese food―”

“Congratulations, Ms. Grace,” came a man’s voice. It rolled sweetly and sounded like it was trying to sell her something. “The Order of Mushu is pleased with your progress. So pleased, in fact, we have a new assignment for you.”

“A new assignment? I didn’t finish the old―”

“We have a clue that may lead you to the second book of The Dragon Codex
 .”

Hannah tried to protest, but the voice steamrolled over her. 

“Of course, we don’t want to rush you, but you need to act right away. The book is called Shukihan
 , or ‘Combining.’ You will meet a man named Krakov who knows where Shukihan
 is. Bonus: he’s your cousin. Negative: he’ll try to kill you every chance he gets. We’re making all the arrangements for you to travel to a remote mountain in the Himalayas to meet him just as soon as you can. When will that be?”

“Can I at least finish Hansu Chathri
 first?” asked Hannah, annoyed.

“Of course, of course,” said the voice. “But….”

Hannah sighed. “Lemme guess. The Bowling League of Big Evil…something unexpected…”

“Yes, how did you know? The League is zeroing in on Krakov. It’s imperative you get to him before they do.”

“Can I at least travel first class?”

“Of course,” said the voice. 

“Is that it?” asked Hannah. 

“You’re the only one who can do it. Have a nice day.” The phone went dead.

Hannah looked at Hansu Chathri
 sitting on her desk and sighed wearily. Great, now I have two books to deal with.
 Well, it’s sure going to be an interesting rest of the summer.
 Hannah flipped back to a chapter she had completed a week before. She looked longingly at the moving miniatures of the Gush Mountain log flume ride in the Wonderland amusement park.

Maybe she shouldn’t, but…she, Gemma, and Matthew spent an entire Codex
 day (which fortunately was about three seconds of Earth time) at the Wonderland amusement park.

They had the time of their lives getting soaked on the Gush Mountain log flume, rocking the Nauseator roller-coaster (Matthew rode My Little Puppy), and eating too much candy.

Three days later, Hansu Chathri
 was complete, and Hannah Grace was on a plane to the Himalayas. She flew in coach. 









End of Book 1
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