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Book 1 - Hansu Chathri  



This book begins your training. Roughly translated as “freedom of 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. Walrus is your guide. The primary color is brown.







Book 2 – Shukihan



“Combining.” This book will teach how the material and the emotional are connected and how they can strengthen, or cancel, one another. You will understand the mechanics and the importance of breath and discover how to build incredible stamina for extreme physical and emotional tests. You will learn to understand the connection between the visible material and invisible infinite. Your guide is the weapons expert, Best. The primary color of this book is black.







Book 3 - Didactu



Roughly translated as “Range of Motion,”
 Didactu teaches you how energy flows in the Universe. You will learn how to focus your energy and generate incredible power. The main guide is Devon, the thin, white wizard. The animal guide is white dog. The primary color of the book is white.







Book 4 - Calleton



“The Dance of the Spirit.” This book is built on the accumulation of everything you have learned. It focuses your training on the spiritual aspects of your life and your soul’s journey, while teaching you how to leave your body and return to it safely.









You will learn to master consciousness. The primary color of this book is indigo; your guide is the great rainbow bird, Imperatu.
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CHAPTER 1


“Please Don’t Sit There; You Could Die.”
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Finally
 , thought Hannah Grace as
 she stared at the heavy wooden door. Finally
 .

Hannah had been trudging up the hellish mountain for what seemed to her like months, hiking the narrow, almost nonexistent path that barely clung to the edge of sheer cliffs. But she made it to the top of the mountain and was ready to meet her destiny in the restaurant just on the other side of the door.

She couldn’t imagine a worse place to eat. The top of the mountain was snow packed and frigid. Why couldn’t this guy meet me in Miami?
 She lamented, looking around at the rock-strewn desolation around her. She wondered how a restaurant in this horrible location could even have customers. Do they do takeout? It must take forever
 . 

Hannah was just about to push open the wooden door when a hard gust rose up from below and smacked her rudely across the face. She was willing to overlook such provocative behavior once, but when the wind did it again, Hannah knew it was no accident. 

Hannah preferred not to strike Nature, if at all possible, but the last thing she needed now was some stupid arctic blast slowing her down. Hannah turned around and with a tight fist, socked the wind straight in its gut.

“Owww
 ,” the nasty wind howled and retreated. “You can’t do that to me!”

“Pick on someone your own size,” Hannah said and she turned and pushed opened the door and stepped inside. The restaurant was carved out of the rock, more like a cave, than a dining establishment.

Her nose was immediately assaulted by the odor of wet yak and stale beer. Ugh
 . But at least it was warmer inside; not warm, just warmer. Hannah shook off the snow and ice that had accumulated on her winter coat and tried to adjust her eyes to the chocolate-pudding darkness. 

Hannah reached behind her and touched her backpack to make sure Hansu Chathri
 was still in there, something she had done about every ten minutes or so all the way up the mountain. She relaxed when she felt it. 

She still couldn’t believe her dad let her touch it again, much less take it all the way, by herself, up a mountain. After all, Hannah did blow up The Dragon Codex
 once already and the idea that her dad would trust her with it again was almost absurd. But he said she would need it for her meeting and for other, unspecified things. And besides, he told her, he trusted her with it.

She later discovered that the book she was now carrying, Hansu Chathri
 , was only one of four books that made up the entire Dragon Codex.



The Dragon Codex
 , Hannah knew, was one of the most powerful things ever created. The responsibility for holding this book and finding the three others, which were now in hiding, filled Hannah with confidence and dread.

 Book one, Hansu Chathri
 , alone could start or end wars, depending on how you used it. Which partially explained Hannah’s nervousness carrying it up the mountain to meet a man who would almost certainly kill her the first chance he got to get the book.

But Hannah’s father, Sensei John Grace, had insisted. He said to be very careful with it, to not use it or even show it, but that if absolutely necessary, she could use it in a pinch.

Not that Hannah knew how to use it. She had learned one or two of its basic powers, just enough to get her out of danger, but messing around with something as powerful as Hansu Chathri
 without knowing what you were doing, was asking for a one-way trip to oblivion. 

Hannah considered all these things when a flat voice in the slowly lightening dark called out to her. 

“Welcome!” 

Hannah leaped like a cat on a trampoline. She turned to see a human-sized duck dressed in a rumpled black and white tuxedo, standing behind a wooden podium.

“Do you have a reservation?” the maître d’ duck asked.

“Geez, could you not sneak up on a person like that?” 

Hannah peered into the dim room. There were twelve crooked wooden tables and eleven were empty. Three dusty men hunched over the only occupied table, slowly slurping some kind of dumpling from rough-hewn bowls.

“Do I need a reservation?” There’s hardly anyone in the place. Is this duck pulling my leg?
 But the duck was deadly serious.

 “How many in your party?” it said, all business.

“Me, just me,” Hannah answered tensely. “But I’m expecting one more.”

“Hmmm
 ,” said the maître d’, staring at his empty ledger. “We’re full up. I’ll let you know when something is ready.”

“How long is that?” Hannah tapped her foot and huffed; she didn’t want to be rude, but clearly this duck was lying or just being a jerk.

The maître d’ duck looked down and drowsily turned the pages of his reservation book. Hannah’s patience fuse ran out. 

She rushed past the maître d’ duck and plunked herself down at a table in the back corner. No one could sneak up on her from behind if trouble arose, as she knew it would.

“No, no, no, no, no!” the duck said as he waddled frantically over. “Please don’t sit there; you could die!”

Hannah considered the suggestion of the suddenly terror-stricken duck, but she was too tired, cold, wet, and hungry to move. Besides, if the maître d’ was in such a twist about where she was sitting, maybe she’d done something right.

Hannah vigorously rubbed the red dragon tattoo on her forearm as she tried to contain her anger. She wasn’t moving. A bit of the tattoo peeled off in her hand. Stupid fake tattoos
 .

Hannah managed a smile. “I’d like a really good cup of rich hot chocolate. And a grilled cheese sandwich on white. Ends trimmed. Please and thank you.” 

“Please,” said the duck with panic in his voice. “Please sit anywhere
 but there.”

Hannah had enough. She grabbed the sweaty duck by his spindly duck neck and leaned in so that her nose was touching his beak. 

“I’ve. Had. A. Very. Long. Day,” she said. She reached one hand into her faux fur coat and pulled out three gold coins, which clonked
 heavily as she dropped them on the table.

“Take these, and please bring me my food. There will be more if the hot chocolate is piping hot.”

The duck shook his head. “It’s your funeral.” 

He scooped up the coins and disappeared into the kitchen. 

Hannah checked Hansu Chathri
 again. It was still there. 

Hannah kept a hawk’s eye on the front door, waiting. The door stayed shut. She glanced at the table of men. They were hunched over their food, eating silently. Hannah’s mouth was dry. She tried to wet her lips. Was this even the correct place?


But then, before her food arrived, the front door burst open. The obnoxious wind let out an evil howl. 

“You’re in for it now,” the insufferable wind cackled triumphantly at Hannah.

Standing inside the open doorway was the dark outline of a colossal figure that could easily have been mistaken for two grizzly bears dancing the mambo.

Snow swirled around the hulking figure as the wind continued its maniacal laugh. That is, until the leviathan in the doorway grabbed the wind by its throat. It tied the bellowing blast in knots and threw it outside, slamming the door shut so hard the tables jumped. 

“This is just not my dayyyy….” the frigid wind was heard saying as it drifted away. 

“Tiny little breeze stay outdoors,” the man said in a booming Russian accent.

The three dusty diners moved as fast as they could to a table as far away from the man as possible. The man moved toward Hannah like a tank through a field of sunflowers.

“Who sitting my table?” 

Hannah’s gut tightened smaller than an ant’s closet.

Her father said to expect a big man, but this guy was a lot bigger than Hannah expected.

As the bear-sized bloke stormed toward her, Hannah thought maybe she should
  have changed tables. But it was far too late for second guesses now, so she snorted and tilted her head down, ready for whatever might happen next.   

The beast of a man stopped at her table. He towered over Hannah, blotting out whatever dim flickering light the ceiling lanterns were able to throw off. His face was like rocky ground, the result, Hannah guessed, of being in countless fights. 

“I give three seconds to move,”  the behemoth growled.

Hannah decided her best defense was a good offense: show any weakness and you’re through
 . 

“Buzz off,” Hannah said. She kept her head down. She didn’t want to show how scared she was.  “I’m waiting for someone important.”

The mountainous Russian brought his mallet-sized fists down on the table, smashing the wood into twenty-two pieces. Hannah stayed seated while turning away and shielding herself with her arms from the outburst, but sawdust now lightly coated her in a fine powder.

“You’re gonna have to pay for that,” Hannah said, keeping her best poker face.

The barbarian reached for Hannah’s neck. Hannah figured he would try something stupid and clumsy like that. With the speed and ferocity of a bobcat, Hannah grabbed a splintered spike from the broken wooden table and leaped onto the mad Russian’s chest, all fifty-seven pounds of her, and gripped him in her arms and legs like an octopus.

He fell, crushing a chair with his weight before landing on his back. Hannah sat on his chest and shoved the sharp end of the stick into his throat—the tiniest move and it would slice him.

The man twitched his left arm, and Hannah stuck his throat, just enough for a single drop of blood to spill out. He grabbed her arm.


You can learn easy, or you can learn hard
 , she thought. Hannah answered him with the “Little Satan,” a martial arts move her father taught her in “Secret Training” class. 

She jammed her thumb into the man’s lobster-trap-sized rib cage in just the right pressure point with just the right speed, angle, and force and…

“Eaaghurargle
 !!!” The goliath turned purple and instantly let go of Hannah. He started shaking uncontrollably, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. Hannah kept up the pressure.

The man-bear went limp.

“This is why… I hate little girl,” he sputtered before passing out.

Hannah was amazed. “Little Satan” had worked! Here she was, an eleven-year-old kid, taking down a 400-pound goliath. She almost cracked a smile. 

There was just one small little problem. The insanely sharp, shooting pain in her hand told Hannah she had almost definitely broken her thumb in the process.




CHAPTER 2


Is It a Necklace Or a Squirrel Taking a Shower?
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Hannah tried her best to
 keep a tight lid on her pain. The years of martial arts training under her father had taught her to never let your opponent see your weakness. She stepped away from the man, keeping a close eye on him and sat at the next table. She gulped and breathed slowly. She got a good look at the man.

In his passed-out state, there was no mistaking him. This was the guy she came to see. Her cousin Yuri Krakov.

When her cousin Yuri slowly came to, she spoke to him, pretending not to know who he was. She wanted to keep an element of surprise. 

“I’m going to sit here and wait for my cousin, Yuri Krakov. You can sit quietly with me or you can leave. Which is it?”

“You looking for cousin Yuri?” gulped Yuri as he dragged himself to the nearest chair.

Hannah’s eye widened. “You know him?”

He coughed and sputtered. “I Yuri Krakov. Is me. Who are you?”

“You’re my cousin?” Hannah said. “Really? Nice to meet you. My name’s Hannah Grace.” Yuri stared at her, trying to see if she was lying. “Maybe you know my father, John Grace.”

“John Grace?” He immediately became suspicious. “You his daughter? Why you here? You only little girl.”

Hannah gave him a sour look. She decided to ignore his blatantly youthist and sexist remark. She would file that slight away for later. When she was ready for revenge.

“As you no doubt already know,” said Hannah, “The Dragon Codex
 has split itself into four separate books and hid itself across the globe. I’ve been directed by my father to find all the books before the Bowling League of Big Evil gets their mitts on them and takes over the Universe.”

“What I care who get book first, if not me?” asked Yuri. 

That’s what Hannah’s dad had said. This was his great danger, and hope. He couldn’t be controlled by anyone. And that’s why Hannah had to get to him before anyone else did.

“Cousin Yuri, let’s be reasonable. We already have Hansu Chathri
 , and you know as well as I know that once word is out that we’re both looking for Shukihan
 , every brigand, buccaneer, chiseler, sandbagger, succubus, miscreant, hornswoggler, cutthroat, investment banker, mug, pug, thug, gangster, telemarketer, marilith, plunderer, councilman, cattle rustler, bounty hunter, mercenary, scoundrel, and DMV employee in creation is going to try to grab it. We can search for the book separately, or we can do it together. I want to assemble the best team, and the best team starts with you.”

Cousin Yuri said nothing. He signaled to the maître d’ duck.

“Wang, two whiskeys!”

Wang, the duck waddled over as fast as he could. 

“Oh, I’m too young for whiskey,” said Hannah. 

“Two not for you,” replied Krakov. “Both for me.”

Hannah quickly added, “I knew that.” She turned to the duck. “I’ll have an apple juice. Unfiltered. No straw. Please.”

As Hannah and Yuri stared at each other from across the table, Hannah tried to secretly apply healing energy to her damaged thumb using her good hand. Her thumb was broken, that was for sure. Every micro-movement sent white-hot pain up her arm.

Krakov calmly leaned back in his chair. “Why you sweat? It cold in here.”

“No reason,” said Hannah, trying to hide her pain. 

“I don’t know nothing about this…what you say, Shuki
 -what?”

Hannah pressed down her growing frustration which threatened to boil over into anger any moment. She took a deep breath. “I know you’re looking for Shukihan
 . I know you have a clue to finding it.”

Cousin Yuri balled his right hand into a basketball-sized fist. “I don’t work with little girl. Krakov don’t work for nobody.”

“Is that why you quit the Order of Mushu?” Hannah said, frustrated. “My dad said you were one of the best agents they ever had, but you went rogue.”

Yuri let out a bellowing laugh. “I rogue? They rogue. You think they crime-fighting good guys? Ha! Biggest hypocrites ever. They worse than Bowling League of Big Evil. At least Bowling League tell you they evil, right in their name. Yuri don’t work for no one.” He sneered.

“I understand, I really do.” Hannah said. She paused for dramatic effect. “It’s just I thought the great Yuri Krakov, the only man who ever found a clue to finding Shukihan
 , would never run away from a challenge.” 

Krakov slammed his bear paw on the table and smashed this one to bits, too. Hannah rolled her eyes. If this keeps up, the room will soon be out of tables
 .

“I not run away!”

“Then let’s work together,” said Hannah. She took out her bag of coins and tossed them on the table. “Gold. And there’s a lot more where those came from.”

Hannah thought she was doing a great job convincing Yuri to join her, but she hadn’t noticed him inching closer. Now, when he was close enough, his hand shot under the table and grabbed Hannah’s broken-thumb hand and twisted. Hannah went white.

Yuri yanked her closer. Face to face. The smell of sour meat on his breath. “What real reason you find me?” he snorted.  “And no stupid lie about how rogue you going or wonderful I am.”

Hannah’s head swam in a thick soup of dizziness and pain that would have tasted like pain soup if she had wanted to taste it, which she most certainly did not. 

Hannah was about to try and pull away when she saw something glint on Yuri’s chest.

“I only…need…one thing…” Hannah dove through her agony and reached with her good hand into Yuri’s shirt, grabbed the object and at the same time shoved her thumb deep into a pressure point at the base of his neck.

Krakov roared and released his grip. Hannah staggered several feet to keep out of Yuri’s attack range. 

Yuri grabbed his neck, then his chest. He tried to speak. Panic filled his face. 

“Looking for this?” Hannah opened her good fist and looked at her prize. A necklace, a stained brown cross shape hanging from a thin, gold chain. Hannah wasn’t sure if it was an angel or a squirrel taking a shower, but it was exactly what she came here for. A clue to finding Shukihan
 . 

Unfortunately, the stabbing pain in her hand now extended its reach all the way up her arm. 

“Give me back!” Krakov growled.

Hannah put her hands up in a fighting stance. The three men at the table ducked for cover, and the maître d’ duck flapped behind the podium, peeking through his wing feathers. 

But then the front door to the restaurant exploded inward. 




CHAPTER 3


Hannah Meets Another Cousin
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Chunks of the heavy wood
 door flew everywhere creating a shrapnel shower. Fortunately for Hannah, Krakov’s back was to the door and he took most of the wood.

Hannah ducked behind a table to avoid the rest and shoved the necklace in her pocket, while she tried to stuff her eyes back in her head from the pain in her hand and arm.

Yuri winced, then shook the shards of wood like a dog shakes off water. He wheeled around with fire in his eyes. 

“Hi everybody!” Hannah heard a girl’s voice say. 

“Of course,” Yuri groaned.

Hannah peeked her head out from under the table. This was not part of the plan. Three figures stood menacingly in the doorway. Two were giant men, even bigger than Yuri. Between them was a thin, medium height girl, a little taller and much more muscular than Hannah. 

The girl had short-cropped red hair and wore a milk-white, full-body jumpsuit that highlighted her taut muscles.

“Greatness is contagious; you’ll catch it if you get around it!” said the girl. She smiled a gleaming, toothy smile. 

Hannah sensed immediately that the girl was trouble, but the red-head also had an iron self-confidence and air about her that fascinated Hannah.

“So nice to see you again, Yuri. Thought you could ditch me, huh?” the girl declared, flashing her mega-watt smile.  

“You try to kill me,” replied Yuri. “Several times.”

“Haters gotta hate,” replied the girl. “Be true to yourself and nothing can stop you. I am so blessed!”

Who is this girl, Hannah wondered, and why was she talking so weird?

“Give me my necklace back, and no one gets hurt,” the girl chirped.

“It mine,” snapped Yuri.

“I beg to differ,” said the girl.

“I don’t have necklace,” snarled Yuri.

There was a pause. “Is someone hiding behind that table?” asked the girl. “Come on out and join the party.”

Hannah looked around to see if there was anyone else the girl could be talking about. There wasn’t. It was useless to hide. This was her fight now. Hannah stood up from behind the table.

“Well, well. Who’s this?” said the girl as she inspected Hannah. “Fear is a self-creating philosophy, y’know.”

Hannah narrowed her eyes. “I’m Hannah Grace. Who are you?” 

Yuri turned to Hannah. “Meet Victoria Stihlhamer, your cousin.”

“More cousins? Just how many family members are involved in this chase?” asked Hannah.

“This Hannah Grace,” said Yuri to cousin Victoria. “John Grace daughter.”

“Really? Hannah Grace?” the red-headed Victoria snorted. “You’re
 the one who saved The Dragon Codex
 ?” She made a dismissive frown and rolled her eyes. “They don’t make ’em like they used to.”

Hannah squinted hard straight back at Victoria. “Always great to meet new family,” she said sarcastically.

“There’s no need to be mean,” replied Victoria cheerfully. “We girls have to stick together. Leave people better than you found them, I always say.”

She glanced at her two henchmen, who nodded back at her. Victoria’s smile evaporated. “Now, who has my necklace?”

Hannah’s spine tightened, her stomach twisted. Then her stomach tightened, and her spine twisted. Then both her stomach and spine tightened and twisted at the same time. Hannah made a mental note to see a doctor as soon as she got home.

Hannah gave a fast glance around the room. The front door was blocked by Victoria and her galoots. Yuri was to her left. There were no windows. The only other door in the place led to the kitchen, and deeper into the cave. It was not a good situation. Hannah would either have to outsmart them or fight her way out. 

She was counting on the first choice. 

“We don’t have your stupid necklace,” said Yuri. “I hid it on the mountain.”

Victoria sighed. “You don’t really expect me to believe that, do you?” she said. “Why do people insist on doing things the hard way?”

From her side, she unsheathed a katana
 , a razor-sharp samurai sword. The brute to Victoria’s left, with a mop of black-hair, drew a thick wooden mallet from under his fur robe, the kind you see in a whac-a-mole game, except the mallet was about the size of Hannah and covered with spikes. The blonde-haired thug to Victoria’s right snapped a steel-spiked whip made of metal chains.

Then Victoria paused. “Oh, I’m sorry. Where are my manners? This is Lenny,” she said, motioning to the black-haired thug, “and this is Morty,” she said, nodding at the blonde-haired hooligan. “They’re here to help you find the necklace.”

Maybe Hannah should have denied knowing about the necklace or made up a story that Yuri had it, but Victoria had rubbed Hannah the wrong way and she wasn’t going to be intimidated by this cousin, or anyone.

Hannah dug the necklace out of her pocket. “Is this what you’re looking for?” 

Victoria’s eyes shined coldly. “This is gonna be fun,” she said. 


So much for the outsmarting plan
 , Hannah thought as she took a fighting stance. 

“Integrity is everything!” Victoria cried as she raised her sword over her head and charged at Hannah while Lenny and Morty stormed at Yuri.

Victoria slashed at Hannah. She had obviously trained a long time, but so had Hannah, who side-stepped Victoria and ducked under her strike. 

Hannah back-flipped onto a nearby table, grabbed a chair and swung it at Victoria, who sliced through it with her sword, but splinters flew into Victoria’s face.

“Kill them!” she shrieked, grabbing at her eyes.

Hannah dove and rolled toward Lenny. As he fought Yuri, Hannah struck Lenny’s knee with two well-placed side-thrust kicks. Lenny yelped and collapsed to the ground. 

Morty, the blonde attacker, struck at Yuri with his spiked whip. Yuri got an arm up and the whip wrapped around it like a snake. Yuri yanked the whip away from Morty and the two went hand-to-hand combat.

Hannah tried to conjure a blue energy bolt to strike at Morty, but her hand was throbbing and instead of a mighty arc zap of extreme lightning, a single tiny puff of lavender-scented air wafted lightly across the room.

Morty got Yuri in a headlock. Hannah turned and came face to face with Victoria, who spat tiny pieces of wood at her. Then she smiled a full thirty-two teeth. 


Does she have her teeth whitened?
 Hannah thought.

“We girls have to stick together, or we might lose our heads!” Victoria said, swinging her katana
 at Hannah, who was barely able to spin herself out of the way in time.


Too close
 , Hannah thought. Need to re-group and fight better or this girl is going to finish me here and now. Some family.


Hannah was near the kitchen doors. There was only one move. She backward rolled into the kitchen. The last thing Hannah saw were the three men still hiding under their table while Victoria’s blonde henchman Morty was clutching Yuri in a sleeper hold as Lenny punched Yuri repeatedly.




CHAPTER 4


Monstrous Explosions in the Kitchen
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“Live passionately!” cried Victoria as
 she kicked open the swinging doors to the surprisingly large and modern kitchen. Stainless steel was everywhere. Victoria walked slowly and deliberately amongst the myriad gleaming pots, pans, prep tables, and mixing bowls so large, a person could easily take a bath in them.

“Hannah, dear, you’re in a kitchen in a cave, on top of a mountain,” said Victoria as she searched high and low for her cousin. “You’re not getting out of here unless I say so.” 

Hannah hid behind a bag of beans, silent as celery. Waiting for her moment.

“Come now,” said Victoria, as she passed near the sack of beans, clearly annoyed that this adventure was not already over. “Let’s share the necklace. Like family should. Sharing is caring.”


How stupid does she think I am?
 Thought Hannah, who reflexively rolled her eyes and made an “oh, please,” ‘pfffff
 ,’ sound. 

Victoria paused. She turned in the direction of the sound. She spotted the tip of Hannah’s foot sticking out from behind the sack of beans. Gleaming with delight, Victoria focused on her prey and pounced.

But, instead of grabbing Hannah, Victoria smacked straight into the beans bag.  Hannah’s image behind the sack flickered and disappeared like the mirage it was.

“Hi there,” chirped Hannah, who was standing directly behind Victoria.

Victoria’s eyes bulged with anger and surprise. In that moment, she knew she’d been duped by the Illusion of Place, a nifty and very effective self-defense move.

Hannah had “thrown” her image across the room to make it seem like she was someplace she wasn’t, kind of what a ventriloquist does, only with her entire body.

Hannah kicked Victoria in the knee and swung a cast iron skillet at her head. Victoria screamed in anguish but, managed to duck the skillet. She grabbed the nearest thing she could, a sauté pan and swung it at Hannah. Both their pans met each other in a furious clang. 

Victoria grabbed Hannah’s arm and countered with a side kick to Hannah’s gut. Hannah side-stepped to avoid a full-on kick, but still caught a glancing blow just under her ribs and crumpled. 

Victoria came down on Hannah with a hammer fist, but Hannah deflected the blow with both hands in a cross-block and replied by sending her knee deep into Victoria’s gut. 

Victoria’s face went red and the air went out of her lungs. Hannah pushed Victoria off, then cartwheeled and backflipped onto a nearby prep table.

“Lenny! Morty! Get in here,” Victoria coughed and bellowed. “She’s trapped.”

The two thugs burst into the kitchen, smashing the swinging doors.

“Get her!” Victoria cried. 

Victoria gave Hannah a murderous scowl and unsheathed her samurai sword.  

“You don’t deserve that sword,” said Hannah. “That’s for real warriors.”

“We’ll see who’s a real warrior,” snapped Victoria. Lenny and Morty joined her at her side. 

Hannah wasn’t going to wait around to be turned into Hannah patties. She jumped and ran the length of the table, knocking ladles, spatulas, spoons, anything to keep the charging Victoria and her thugs at bay. 

Hannah hopped off the table and landed next to a huge brick beehive oven. Two people could easily step inside its entrance without ducking. Hannah felt the heat from the oven’s mouth and saw the roar of flames inside.

Hannah was at the back of the kitchen. The beehive oven was off to one side and behind her, four wooden barrels of cooking oil and a wall of plates and dishes. Behind that, only rock wall. There was nowhere to go. Hannah was trapped. 

Victoria and her henchthugs paused a few feet away from Hannah. Victoria glanced at the cooking oil, then looked at the flame-filled oven. 

“Last chance. Give me the necklace,” Victoria said in a low voice that meant business.

 “You didn’t say ‘please,’” Hannah replied. “Manners matter, y’know.”

Victoria attacked. She cut at Hannah with her sword. Hannah twisted to one side and came face to face with a barrel of cooking oil. She leaped behind it and pressed her back against the wall and her feet against the barrel as Victoria’s sword came down full force on the barrel. With all her might, Hannah kicked the barrel forward. Victoria jumped out of the way. The full barrel tipped over, spilling its entire contents.

Lenny and Morty ran away from the oncoming oil spill, but Victoria stepped forward into it. 

 “You’re not getting away that easy,” snarled Victoria as she approached Hannah with her sword. 

“Victoria, look!” Hannah pointed to the oil spill heading toward the beehive oven.

Victoria kept her eyes trained on Hannah who wasn’t going to mention it twice. She leaped onto a wheeled cooking table and, using it like a surfboard, sailed past Victoria and her henchthugs. She was about to reach the kitchen entrance when the cooking oil hit the glowing oven. 

The explosion felt like a charging rhino had slammed into her and Hannah flew across the restaurant.

Smoke billowed throughout the entire restaurant. She couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of her. Hannah crawled on the ground, not sure what direction she was going, desperate for an exit.

She had no idea where Victoria was or what happened to her and her goons. Or Yuri. All she knew was everything hurt. The pain from her broken thumb was beyond excruciating. 









As she got closer to the oil fire, Hannah’s face felt like it was melting. But there, through the smoke, was that—? Freezing air spiraled toward her. She looked again. Yes, it was a gaping hole in the rock at the back of the kitchen. Hannah crawled toward the new exit caused by the explosion, careful to avoid the melting pots and pans and the oil fire river.

Snow and winter air poured in through the steaming hole in the rock and refreshed Hannah, but it also forced the black smoke back into the kitchen. It filled Hannah’s head holes. She choked and spat. Her skin crackled like roasting chicken. She was sure she was going to collapse. 

The fire grew. There were still oil barrels. There was no telling when there might be another explosion. Hannah crawled toward freedom. A few more feet and she’d be outside. 

The beehive oven was somehow, still perfectly intact. They don’t make’em like that anymore
 , thought Hannah. Steaming coals exploded from the oven like deadly popcorn and landed around her, one burned her back and she rolled on it to smother it. Then a cold panic zapped her. Her back burned. She reached for her backpack. 

It was gone! So was Hansu Chathri
 .  

Hannah grasped frantically at the ground, desperate to find her backpack. It must have flown off me in the explosion! But where was it?
 Hannah’s head swam. 

The outside was just ahead, but she guessed the force and momentum of the explosion had flung her backpack into the dining area. Which way should she go, deeper inside, back toward the restaurant or out the kitchen hole? Get out with her life, or risk it to find Hansu Chathri
 ?

Fighting her agony, fear and searing heat, Hannah crawled back toward the dining area, hoping beyond hope to find the Codex
 book before the entire restaurant exploded into smithereens. 

Suddenly, a bear-sized blur cartwheeled out of the black smoke. It was cousin Yuri—and he was holding Hannah’s backpack. 

Hannah gasped. All the blood drained out of her. He’s got
 The Dragon Codex. It’s over.


“You know how use this thing?” Yuri asked with alarm, his face wrapped in cold sweat.

 Hannah nodded. 

“Then get us hell out of here!” Yuri cried. 

Yuri tossed the backpack to Hannah who was so surprised, she nearly let it sail past her. Hannah plucked her backpack out of the air by the fluffy bunny keychain. She slowly stood up and coughed mightily as the smoke surrounded her.

Hannah reached into her backpack with her good arm and flipped open The Dragon Codex
 to the bookmarked chapter on interdimensional travel. She sang the secret code as required, and did the secret dance which resembled a flamingo doing a moonwalk.

The old thick, book with the leathery cover transformed into a pink bath mat large enough for a family of four to picnic on.

The pink bath mat scooped up Hannah and Hannah reached for Yuri, who clamored on board.

“You know how fly this thing?” Yuri asked in a cracked voice. 

Truth was, Hannah didn’t, not well anyway, but Yuri didn’t have to know that. 

“HANG ON!” Hannah shouted. 

She and Yuri held onto the magic bath mat for dear life as it rocketed through the blasted opening, straight into the blinding snow. 

They soared down the snowy slope just as a mammoth explosion set the entire mountain top ablaze and sent the bath mat into a tailspin. Hannah heard rolling thunder and glanced back to see an avalanche chasing them down. It was gaining on them.

“Faster!” Yuri cried. 

“Good idea!” replied Hannah. 

The avalanche was closing in. It would devour them in no time. 

“Waiting…” said Hannah, keeping a steely nerve. “Waiting…”

“For what?!”

Hannah and Yuri bounced against the mountain several times until a black hole, big enough for them and the rug, opened up in the air just ahead.

“There!” shouted Hannah. “That’s our escape!”

Hannah loved a good roller coaster ride, but this was ridiculous. The leading edge of the avalanche licked at the bath mat. It lurched them forward just as Hannah steered the fluffy pink bath mat into the black hole. 

As they spiraled through space-time, Hannah thought about Victoria, Lenny, and Morty. Did they survive the explosion?

Part of Hannah hoped they were alright. But she had a much bigger problem now. Using The Dragon Codex
 to travel through time and space requires years of practice and extreme precision. 

Travel itineraries must be carefully planned. Utmost care and precision to properly navigate the infinite possibilities of time and space must be taken or the driver risks winding up somewhere across the Universe, or in a totally different dimension.

Hannah and Yuri had none of that. Instead, the bath mat bucked wildly from one end of the Universe to the other, from one dimension to another, and from epoch to epoch and back again.

Hannah caught flashes of other worlds and alternate realities. She saw the giant cupcakes of Zebucron 5 and zoomed past the planet Persistent Hacking Cough and straight across the Everyone Has a Puppy solar system.

Krakov clung to Hannah like a baby chimp to its mother.  “What happening?!” he screamed.

“Let go of me!” Hannah tried to shout, but the words came out in slow motion, sounding something like “muafuaguarphonittz.
 ”

They passed through the extremely mysterious region known as The Great Lint Ball, which is much like the Bermuda Triangle on Earth, except it’s made of all the lint that’s ever been created. 

Inside the Great Lint Ball, Hannah and Yuri whizzed past a small group of Immortals playing mahjong
 .

“I wonder what utterly unimaginable havoc they’re causing to their space and time continuum,” one Immortal said.

“Last time I saw this, the inhabitants of several galaxies wore nothing but polka dots for eons,” said another.

“Oh well. Your turn, Reggie,” said another Immortal, moving his mahjong
 tile.  

“Two bamboo,” said Reggie. 

“I think the meatloaf is done,” another Immortal said.  

“Oh, goodie. Let’s eat.”

Time was beginning to blur, Hannah felt like she was growing a beard. Then she spotted a small switch in the corner of the rug. “Autopilot,” it said, and it was inexplicably switched to “off.”

Hannah reached out against the cosmic forces buffeting her and just barely flicked the switch to, “on.”

The rug did an instant 90-degree turn. Hannah barely held on and the rug zipped through a time hole, past Too Many Santa’s Land and wound up crashing into Sheep Meadow in Central Park in New York City. The bath mat rolled and tumbled across the near empty field.

On a park bench, not far from where Hannah finally came to a stop, a gray squirrel ate a cashew and rubbed its paws greedily. The Dragon Codex is back in town,
 it thought. I must tell the others. No, it’s mine, all mine.
  

 Hannah came to a stop in front of a mom and her toddler son. Hannah was dizzy but mostly unharmed, wrapped inside the smoking bath mat. She looked for Yuri, but he was gone. 

The boy stared at Hannah and the smoking ruin of a bath mat.

“Bird,” the boy said pointing. “Big bird. Chee chee
 .”

“Don’t touch her, Aaron,” his mom said moving his hand away from Hannah. “We don’t know where she’s been.”




CHAPTER 5


The New KACA
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“Hannah? Ha-nnah?” said the gentle
 , soothing voice. “Hannah, are you okay?”

Hannah slowly opened her eyes. The sideways face of her teacher, Ms. Haverstraw, came into focus.

“Hannah?” Ms. Haverstraw asked again. 

Confusion skipped like a clumsy elephant across Hannah’s brain. Where the heck am I…?
 She shot upright. School. Class. New York City. 

“I’m OK!”

The class roared with laughter. 


Crystals class. Oh, yeah. Ugh, crystals class.


It was the next day. Hannah was back at school. Her new school. The Karate and Cooking Academy, KACA for short. 

The school was Sensei John Grace’s brainchild. Sensei Grace, Hannah’s dad, had convinced the Department of Education to start a school for kids who were misplaced when the last one they were in, blew up. 

On the surface it looked like any other school, but when the Department of Education wasn’t looking, which was most of the time, the school taught classes in advanced shape shifting, invisibility, unicorn ranching, remote cooking, psychic self-defense, history of the future, interdimensional baking, animal sign language, soul travel, reality manipulation, martial arts and defense against dark sandwiches.

Hannah sat up groggily. She still wasn’t fully recovered from her trip across space and time. It was like jet lag times a thousand. And sitting in Intro to Crystals, a class she hated, didn’t help her concentration any. Ever since a giant crystal face tried to squish her like a bug, she’d developed an aversion to the stones.

Ms. Haverstraw looked into Hannah’s eyes. “Perhaps you should go to the nurse. You don’t look so hot.” 

“I’d like to stick it out for a bit, if that’s okay,” Hannah replied wearily. The only thing worse than crystals class
 , Hannah thought, is make-up crystals class.


Ms. Haverstraw frowned but agreed. “Now then, class, where were we? Oh, yes, who can tell me the proper way to greet a crystal?”

Hannah’s arch-nemesis, Tania Hartman, shot her hand up. Before Ms. Haverstraw could even call on her, Tania was answering.

“The best way to introduce yourself to a crystal is to step right up to the crystal, put out your hand, and in a loud, confident voice, say, ‘Hello, nice to meet you, crystal.’”

“Very good, Tania.” Ms. Haverstraw then turned to Hannah.  “Would you care to demonstrate?” 

“Who me?” asked Hannah as shocked as anyone by her teacher’s suggestion. 

“I think now is a good time,” said her teacher. “If you’re feeling up to it.”

Hannah would rather have scraped pigeon poop off the window sills than talk to a crystal, but her teacher, and the entire class, were staring at her waiting for an answer. 

“Can I get extra credit?” asked Hannah. 

“Just introduce yourself,” said Ms. Haverstraw.

She picked up a small, black lacquered box from her desktop and showed it to the class.

“This is a specially lined safety box,” she explained. “Before we take a crystal out of the aquarium, we put the crystal in here. It helps keep it calm and safe, and if the crystal gets spooked or there’s any trouble, we close the box quickly, and it will be safely trapped. Its energies cannot extend outside the box.”

Ms. Haverstraw went to the large glass aquarium sitting by the window. Inside were hundreds of crystals. Citrines and quartz, obsidians and amethysts. Some were shiny and smooth, some rough. They were all colors, and some glowed while others looked dull.

Ms. Haverstraw coaxed a quiet blue crystal out of the corner, let it hop into her hand, and placed it into the black box. She shut the box top, removed it from the aquarium and walked over to Hannah.

She plucked the gem out of the box in front of Hannah and pet it gently like she was scratching a cat. “Yes, yes, my little dear, it will be alright. I know, you're very excited too. Good wubbynubby.”

Ms. Haverstraw placed the gem on Hannah's desk. Hannah regarded it like it might bite her or worse.

“Yes, go on,” said Ms. Haverstraw, “hold the crystal and introduce yourself.”

Hannah stared at the purple quartz.

“Just talk to it, you can do it,” encouraged her best friend Gemma.

“You got this,” said Matthew, her other best friend. 

Hannah looked at the amethyst. “Hello, nice to meet you,” she said flatly, “you look dazzling today.”

The class laughed.

 “Settle down, everyone,” said Ms. Haverstraw. “You’ll all get a chance to greet a crystal today. Try again Hannah. This time with more feeling. Really embrace the crystal.”

But Hannah didn’t want to embrace the crystal. She wanted to embrace her pillow. She rolled her eyes and groaned. “Really? Do I have to? I think I should go to the nurse. You were right, I’m not feeling well.”

Ms. Haverstraw gave Hannah the once-over glance to see if Hannah was really sick or just faking. “Ok, you can go.”

Hannah scooped up her backpack and headed out the door.  She reached into her pocket to feel for the necklace she had taken from her cousin Yuri. It was missing.

Hannah’s throat splashed into her stomach. Her jet lag disappeared in a rush of adrenaline and she sprinted down the hallway to her father’s office. As she peeled, she suddenly felt a tightness in her chest, generously ladled on top of the nausea and dizziness she already felt.

She had the strangest craving for something...to eat.





***





 “Please tell me you have it!” Hannah blurted as she burst into her father’s office. The principal’s office. 

Hannah’s dad, Sensei John Grace, was sitting calmly behind his hand-carved oak desk studying a dusty, cracked leather-bound book. 

He looked up and stared at his daughter, trying to understand why she was frantically jumping up and down.

“Necklace! Necklace!” she said, out of breath and wild-eyed.

Her father stared at her like she was out of her mind. Then he blinked and reached into his desk and pulled out the strange necklace Hannah had grabbed from cousin Yuri. “You mean this? what’s the matter?”

Hannah let out a sigh of relief so strong it could have blown out a raging fire. She flopped down in the chair opposite her father’s desk. “How did you get it? Where did you get it?”

“Whoa
 ,” her dad said. “Is everything alright?”

“How did you get the necklace?” Hannah insisted. 

 “Are you kidding? You gave it to me yesterday.”

“I did?” Hannah shook her head and slid halfway down her chair. She had no memory of doing that. She had wandered back from Central Park to her apartment near the East river in a daze and flopped down on her bed. She barely remembered waking up and going to school. 

“Do you know what day it is?” her dad asked.

“Tuesday? Wednesday?”

“Who’s the president?”

“Really, daddy?” Hannah rolled her eyes.  “Abraham Lincoln. Just kidding.”

“Seriously, Hannah. Zipping around dimensions can mess up your mind.”

“I know who the president is. I also know I’m in your office. I just don’t remember dropping off the necklace, okay?”

“It’s okay,” her dad said reassuringly.  “You probably need some matzoh ball soup.”

“Soup?” Yes, that was the strange craving Hannah had in the hallway. “How did you know?!”

“Good,” her father said. “It means you’ll be okay.” 

Sensei went over to the kitchenette area in his office and prepared the soup. Soon the room filled with a warm and pleasing aroma.

Sensei John Grace presented his daughter with a bowl of hot chicken noodle soup with matzoh balls. 

“Delish!” Hannah said, lapping up the soup. She was amazed. “This is exactly what I wanted. How did you know…”

Sensei chuckled. “Matzoh ball soup. Best thing for space-time travel lag. They say it was created by ancient interdimensional travelers who came back with a craving for a certain taste, and matzoh balls in chicken soup was it.”

Hannah knew just what her dad meant. As she slurped, she felt her mind calm and her nausea melt away.  Soon she was about a million times better. But there was still some small thing gnawing at her gut. A feeling a little like heartburn, she just couldn’t shake. 

“Good soup,” Hannah said. “Can I have some more?”

As she downed her second bowl, Sensei turned his attention to the necklace.

 “I didn’t expect you to actually get this,” he said. “I thought at best we might persuade Yuri to work with us, but this is much, much better.”

“What is it?” asked Hannah. 

“Why don’t we get Gemma and Matthew in here and I can explain it to everyone.” Sensei called Iris his front office assistant to send for them. After he hung up, he paused and gazed out the window. 

“I had no idea Victoria was working with Yuri. I remember when she and her family were with the Order of Mushu, not so long ago...”

“She was on our side?” Hannah asked, hardly believing it. 

“Our family has a long and complicated history with The Dragon Codex
 ,” said her father. “I haven’t told you a lot, but I think that has to change. Your mother was. Me, most of our family, all swore to defend the Codex
 . 

“Even our ancestors were tasked with guarding and defending it, but over time, some family members went bad, tried to take the power for themselves. It makes get-togethers rather awkward, and sometimes deadly.”

Matthew flung open the door to Sensei’s office. He took one look at what Hannah was eating. “Is that matzoh ball soup? Can I have some?”

“Hello Sensei,” said Gemma and gave him a polite bow. 

“Now there’s
 a proper greeting,” said Hannah’s dad.

“Sorry Sensei,” said Matthew. He curtsied. “Now can I have some soup?”

Matthew didn’t need to travel through space and time to enjoy a good bowl of matzoh ball, or any, soup. Sensei prepared a bowl for Matthew and Gemma while Hannah got her friends up to speed on where she’d been, what happened on the mountain and the necklace her dad was holding.  

As Matthew sat in Sensei’s office, gulping down his soup and trying to concentrate on the blitz of information, his mind wandered. Matthew looked around and thought how easy it was to believe you could be in any principal’s office in any school. 

But if you looked closely, you might notice dozens of first-place martial arts trophies, several objects of ancient and otherworldly origin, including a diamond and helium filled hacky sack from the Andromeda galaxy, and books like Transforming Matter in 3 Easy Steps
 and Best Restaurants of the Hindu Heavenly Realms.


On the wall behind Sensei’s desk, Matthew marveled at a carving of the school mascot, the majestic and mythic Imperatu, a rainbow-feathered flying creature of the Imaginal Realm, that was a cross between a dragon, a garuda, and an emu, chosen because it symbolized strength, beauty, and resilience.

“Matthew!” It was Sensei’s voice that shook his ears. “Are you listening to what I’m saying?”

Matthew snapped back to attention. “Uh, most of it?”

Sensei growled. “Listen to all
 of it. Hannah has found a very important clue to finding Shukihan
 .” 

“Shuki
 …?” Matthew began.

“The second book of The Dragon Codex
 !” Sensei snapped. “This is very important. The Codex
 divided itself into four books to protect itself from evil, but evil is hunting it. We need to get those books before Big Evil does.” 

Sensei held up the necklace. “This is a clue to finding Shukihan
 . It may not look like much, but it’s very valuable.”

“It looks like a squirrel taking a bath,” said Matthew.

 “No, it’s not a squirrel taking a bath,” Sensei said. “I haven’t seen this since I was a kid. I never thought I’d see it again. It’s a family heirloom. A Christian cross.” 

Hannah’s eyes widened. “What are we doing with a cross?”

 “It comes from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem,” Sensei continued. “The holiest place in Christianity.”

“Wow,” marveled Matthew. “Is it extremely rare and valuable?”

“Not usually,” said Sensei. “It’s normally a cheap trinket. Well, an antique cheap trinket now. They made thousands of these to sell to pilgrims to Jerusalem. It dates to around the 1860s or so. You can find them online. But there’s something about this one that makes it very, very special.”

Hannah was giddy. More family secrets!
 She felt a sudden mix of excitement and dread that might boil over into either hysterical laughing or an extreme desire for sour belt candy.

“If I’m right,” Sensei said, looking at Hannah, “this cross was given to your great-grandfather from his friend—Samuel Langhorne Clemens.”

The name sounded familiar to Hannah. Then she arched an eyebrow. “You mean Mark Twain? The famous writer?”

Sensei nodded. “The very same.”

“Wow,” said Gemma. “You own a necklace from Mark Twain?”

“That’s so cool,” said Matthew.

“It’s a family heirloom,” said Sensei. “But I thought it was lost.”

 “How did we get it in the first place?” asked Hannah.

“Mark Twain,” said Sensei, “was a member of the Order of Mushu. He was a great spy and had a stunning back-spin kick. And he was a friend to your Great-grandpa Roy.”

“What?” Hannah was dumbfounded. “Really?” Hannah knew a few things about her family, but precious little.

“I can hardly believe it myself,” said Sensei. “But here it is.”

“And you think it’s a clue from Mark Twain?” asked Matthew. “But, how? Isn’t he dead?”

Sensei nodded. “For a long time, but that doesn’t stop a determined Mushu-er. We find a way. I don’t know for sure if it’s a clue directly from Twain, but he’s involved somehow, or his spirit is. What I do know is that if Victoria and Yuri wanted his necklace that badly now, it must be a clue to the location of Shukihan
 .”

Sensei held the necklace up to the light. It was an ordinary looking thing, Hannah thought. Hard to believe it might hold a clue to finding one of the most powerful things ever created, and the fate of the Universe.

 “I remember your Great-grandpa Roy showing me this necklace when I was a kid. Look.” Sensei turned it over and showed them the inscription. 

‘To Roy, from Sam. Truth Tellers Need Remember Nothing
 ,’ it said. 

“Mark Twain once visited Jerusalem,” said Sensei. “He wrote about his adventures there in his book The Innocents Abroad.
 ”

Sensei went to his bookshelf and found the book. “Aah
 , here it is. You should all read it. It’s good.”

He skimmed through it until he came to the chapter on Twain’s visit to Jerusalem.

“Let’s see…’A fast walker could go outside the walls of Jerusalem and walk entirely around the city in an hour. I do not know how else to make one understand how small it is.
 ’” Sensei skimmed some more. “Here’s the part where he enters the church of the Holy Sepulchre for the first time.…entering the building, through the midst of the usual assemblage of beggars, one sees on his left a few Turkish guards—for Christians of different sects will not only quarrel, but fight, also, in this sacred place, if allowed to do it…’
  

“You think this church is somehow connected to The Dragon Codex
 ?” asked Gemma. 

“The necklace comes from the area around the church,” said Sensei. “I think Twain is sending us a signal about the location of Shukihan
 , or at least the location of another clue.”

 “Jerusalem,” Matthew said glumly. “Let me guess, you want us to go to there and check out the church?”

“Good guess,” said Sensei. 

“Why couldn’t he leave a clue for us at Yankee Stadium?”

Gemma eye-rolled Matthew so hard he felt a pinch between his eyes. “Ow!
 ” 

“When can we leave?” Hannah was excited to go. Scared and intimidated as she was sometimes, she loved the action. And, she was itching to redeem herself.

She felt it was her fault for causing the Codex
 to split into four books in the first place. She wanted a chance to save the world again and not screw it up like last time, where she accidentally blew up the Codex
 and…Hannah paused in her thoughts. Better not to go down that spiral
 . 

“As soon as possible,” said her dad. 

“What about school?” interrupted Matthew. “How are we gonna get there? I have baseball practice.”

“All good things in all good time,” said Sensei. “It’ll all be taken care of. But I need, the Universe needs, you three now.”

“The Church of the Holy Sepulchre then,” Hannah said.

Sensei John tossed his daughter the necklace. 

“Booyah!” said Hannah. 

Sensei frowned. He scrunched his face. “No doubt half the entire Bowling League of Big Evil will be on their way to Jerusalem too. A treasure this important gets noticed. Are you sure you’ll be alright?”

Matthew opened his mouth to say, ‘no,’ but Hannah jumped in before he could speak. 

“You trained us dad,” she said. “We have experience. We’re the best ones, the only ones, who can do this.”

“Will we be flying first class?” asked Matthew resigned to his fate. He knew it would be far worse not
 to go, and face Hannah and Gemma’s wraths later, than to face the most hideous creatures Big Evil ever assembled.

“I’m not sure how you’ll go,” said Sensei. “I don’t want you using Hansu Chathri
 .” 

A great wave of nausea suddenly rose up and crested over Hannah. There was something heavy, like a steel ball, pressing hard against her stomach. She wanted to puke. She tried to stand up, but nearly fell over her chair.

“Hannah!” called her dad.

The tightness in Hannah’s gut clamped down even harder. She gasped. She could barely catch her breath. Something was trying to burst out of her gut!

Hannah felt like she was going to pass out. Then, a long and leathery finger poked out of her sweatshirt. Gemma grabbed the finger and flung whatever was attached to it, across the room.

The creature let out a shriek as it flew through the air and landed on Sensei’s bookshelf. Hannah fell to the ground heaving. Matthew shrieked as Gemma grabbed the leather-bound hardcover off Sensei’s desk. She was about to hurl it at the creature when Sensei stopped her. 

“Wait!” he said. “It’s not here to harm us.”

He checked on Hannah.

“Are you alright?” he asked as he examined her eyes for signs of confusion or illness.

“I think I’m okay,” she said, taking a deep breath. Her nausea began to lift. It felt like a big blob had grown out of her, and now that blob was desperately clinging to Sensei’s bookshelf on the other side of the room. Whatever it was, it was grotesque.

“Are you sure it’s not deadly?” asked Gemma brandishing Sensei’s book at the thing on the bookshelf.

Sensei inched towards the creature. He stared at it and it shivered with fear.  

“I think it’s a mi-mi,” said Sensei, “a very rare, but expert interdimensional traveler. They’re very shy. I’ve only read about them. I’m guessing you picked it up in the Great Lint Ball. It’s ok Hannah, come here.”

“Are you sure, dad?” asked Hannah.

“They’re quite harmless,” said Sensei. “Unless provoked.”

“And how do you provoke it?” asked Matthew crouching behind Sensei’s desk.

“You would need to try and eat it,” said Sensei.

“No chance of that,” replied Matthew. 

Hannah walked very slowly towards the creature. When she looked at it up close, it indeed seemed lost and confused. It was about the size of a chipmunk, but much less fluffy and cute. It had a few thin patches of scraggly hair that barely covered its wrinkled, leathery skin.

Two giant red eyes that looked like they were in a permanent state of shock stared back at Hannah. Bony, human-like hands, easily half the size of its entire body, gripped the bookshelf. And its middle finger was three times longer than the rest.

Nothing about it said beauty contest winner, but Hannah decided it was so hideous that it was cute.

When Hannah got close enough to the creature, she held out her hand. 

“Come here little feller,” she said. It looked at Hannah curiously with its huge, bulging eyes. “I won’t hurt you.”

The mi-mi very cautiously reached out its long and bony middle finger and tapped Hannah on the nose. Its surprisingly soft touch made Hannah giggle. The mi-mi leaped onto Hannah’s shoulder and made a noise that sounded like half purring, half car gears grinding. Then it belched loudly and spit up something wet and gray.

“Aaagh
 !” Hannah cried as she tried to pry the mi-mi off her shoulder. 

“Gross!” shouted Gemma, who couldn’t stop laughing. 

“No, no. It’s okay,” said her dad. “That means it likes you.”

“I hate to see what happens if it doesn’t,” said Matthew. 

The mi-mi gurgled happily as Hannah took a tissue and wiped up the creature’s mess. It looked at Hannah and seemed to smile. Hannah took an instant liking to the creature, which seemed very smart and cute to her.

“Can it understand us?” asked Matthew, who decided it was safe enough to come out from behind the desk. 

“I don’t know,” said Sensei. “They’re extremely rare. We know very little about them.”

“We know they’re hideous,” said Matthew. 

The creature scowled and hocked a big gray phlegm ball, striking Matthew on his face. Sensei and Gemma cracked up.

“Aaagh
 !” screamed Matthew. 

“You deserved that,” said Hannah. “Meanie.”

Hannah looked at the hideously cute creature curled up against her. The closer it got, the better Hannah felt. Hannah wondered if the mi-mi had healing powers or if she just liked being near the creature.

“Will it be okay here?” she asked her father, petting it behind its ears. It grind-purred again. 

Sensei shrugged. “Don’t know.”

 “Can we keep him, or her, can we, can we, Dad?” 

Sensei frowned. “We don’t know what it eats, we don’t even know how long it can survive in our dimension.”

“It likes us,” said Gemma. “And it’s soooo sweet.”

“Oh yeah?” said Matthew sarcastically as he wiped the mi-mi goop off his face. 

“Pleeeeeasse?” Hannah made the ‘puppy dog’ face at her dad that had proven so successful in getting her what she wanted so many times before. “I know it’ll be okay here and we can figure out what it likes to eat. Please, Daddy, pleeeeease?”

Sensei sighed. “I guess we can keep it here, for now. But only until we can figure out a way to return it back home.”

“Yaaayyy
 !” said Hannah. She and Gemma jumped up and down and high-fived each other. Hannah had always wanted a dog, but this would be much, much better. 

“We should give it a name,” said Gemma. 

“How about Stinky?” offered Matthew.

Hannah shot Matthew a you-gotta-be-kidding glance. 

 “Is it a girl or a boy?” asked Gemma. 

The mi-mi turned its head quizzically.

“I’ve got it,” said Hannah. “Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom.” 

Her selection was greeted with thunderous silence. 

“What?” Hannah protested. “When I was little, I wanted a dog named Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom.”

 “That’s the most ridiculous…” Matthew began, but the creature’s long ears perked up, and it made a happy chirping sound and hopped up and down excitedly on Hannah’s shoulder.

“Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom it is!” repeated Hannah. The beast snuggled into the crook in her elbow, its wide eyes staring sweetly at her. It nodded. Then belched. 

“Fascinating,” said her dad. “It seems to understand us.” Then he squinted his eyes. Hannah knew this meant he had an idea. “I think we may have found a way to get you to Jerusalem much faster. And safer.” 

“You mean that thing?” Matthew said, pointing at Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom nervously. “How do we know we can trust it?”

Princess Meow Meow looked at Matthew and let out a high-pitched, braying shriek.

“You really know how to make friends,” Gemma said to Matthew while Hannah just shook her head in dismay. 

A hard and furious knocking at Sensei’s door put an immediate stop to the conversation. Eleanor Pickler from crystals class burst in. She was red-faced and out of breath.

“Come quick! They’ve gone crazy. All of them!”

“What? Who?” asked Sensei, leaping to his feet. “The kids?”

“No, the crystals!”




CHAPTER 6


Crystals Chaos
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It was pandemonium in the
 crystals classroom when Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Sensei Grace arrived.

Nearly all the hundreds of crystals that had been inside the crystal aquarium in the classroom were now leaping, crawling, and jumping freely across tables, chairs, and panicked students.

Smoky quartz flew into Isabelle Chin’s long, black hair while carnelians ran up Tor Gunderson’s pant legs; lapis lazuli mugged Lavinia Bianchi and Amia Aronowitz and delicate Sara Hempel nearly fainted from extreme agitation of azurite.

Sensei tried to contain the assault but several gemstones had already absconded with Isabelle’s water bottle, and before she could scream, ‘Oh no, that’s a disaster waiting to happen!’ the crystals tossed the water in her bottle directly onto a large pile of crystal food. 

Now, anyone who has ever dealt with crystals knows mixing water and crystal food is the major
 no-no. When the water touched the food, it set off an explosion followed by yellow flames shooting high in the air.

The kids screamed, but luckily no one was hurt. Within seconds, however, the sprinkler system activated, and torrents of water came pouring down on the startled class and the crystal food, which created more explosions and more panic.

“Aaahhhh
 ,” screamed Hannah’s archrival, Tania Hartman. “My hair! My makeup! My phone!”

“Omnius Ominius
 !” Isabelle Chin shouted trying in vain to do something, anything, but her magic spell had absolutely no effect, and the crystals continued their path of destruction. 

“Darn it,” Isabelle said, “it always works for wizards.” 

The good news was the sprinklers quickly put the fire out, the bad news was the room was flooded with two feet of water and the crystals were still swarming all over the place.  

Matthew now definitely regretted coming to school that day. 

“Ugh, these crystals are so annoying,” Matthew complained loudly. “I’m soaking wet and I bet we miss out-lunch today!”

The crystals, which up to that point, had been mounting a successful and coordinated attack, suddenly slowed and seemed confused, stunned. 

Matthew looked down at his wet shoes. “My brand-new sneakers! They’re ruined!”

The crystals shuddered and began to stagger as if they were tired or drunk. Hannah couldn’t figure it, but Sensei had a hunch. He’d seen this once before. 

“Matthew, keep complaining!” Sensei called. 

“Who’s complaining?” replied Matthew. 

“Matthew, complain!” Sensei insisted.

“About what?” asked Matthew. 

“Anything, just do it! Now!” Sensei replied. 

The crystals were becoming agitated again. Matthew shrugged and said he didn’t like the school food.

“No,” said Sensei. “Tell me more about it.”

Matthew thought Sensei had totally gone off the rails, but he said the school food tasted like barf. The crystals momentarily bonked into each other.

“And those desks in Transmutation class are so small, I keep banging my knees. I’m gonna bust a kneecap one of these days.”

Half the crystals stopped moving, the other half made lazy loops.

“His complaining power is awesome,” said Sensei aloud. “Matthew, keep it up!” 

Matthew didn’t know what Sensei was talking about, but he did as told. “And why do people go out the front door on the bus when the automated voice clearly says, ‘please use the rear door.’ And don’t even get me started on the old people on the bus. Can they move any slower? I mean, we have places to go people.”

The crystals stopped threatening the students. They were now all over the place, bumping into each other in a confused and sluggish mess. 

Sensei was elated. “I’ve never seen complaint power so strong in someone so young. You’re a prodigy, Matthew!”

Matthew didn’t know if that was a compliment or not, but at that moment he didn’t care, he just kept complaining.

“Hannah, Gemma, Ms. Haverstraw,” called Sensei. “Get the kids out of here while I deal with this mess. Matthew, you too. I got it from here.”

Gemma, Matthew, Hannah, and a terrified Ms. Haverstraw escorted the wet and frightened kids from the soaked classroom and slammed the door behind them as Sensei created a magnetic energy net and rounded up the indolent crystals. 

The students clamored around the small window in the classroom door trying to get a view of the action inside.

Slow as they were, the crystals were still like caffeinated cats. It took considerable focus and skill to round them all up in his energy net.

When he had captured all the crystals, he transferred them to one of the large crystal safe-boxes and put the crystals back in the aquarium. 

Sensei emerged from the room, wet, hair askew and winded. 

“Here.” He shoved the empty safe-box into Ms. Haverstraw’s hands. “We need to talk. Take this, de-toxify it. Think you can do that with any further incidents?”

Ms. Haverstraw gulped. 

“Right away sir,” she stammered. 

“And please take the children to lunch. Then come to my office. I want to know exactly what happened.”

Ms. Haverstraw nodded. Hannah couldn’t help but feel sorry for Ms. Haverstraw. Hannah knew that her father sometimes got in bad moods and could get angry, but that if you just laid low for a few minutes and did what he said, his anger would usually pass just as quickly, and everything would be back to normal. 

Sensei turned on his heels and tromped down the hallway. Ms. Haverstraw was ashen. 

“Ok kids, you heard Sensei,” she stammered. “Let’s go to lunch.”

Ms. Haverstraw lead the wet and weary students toward the cafeteria. Hannah was about to do the same, relieved the crystals were back in their tank. Gemma and Matthew had just stepped out when Hannah decided to poke her head back in the classroom for one final look around, just to double-check.

When she did, she froze. She reached opened the door and grabbed Gemma’s shoulder. She pointed with her chin towards Ms. Haverstraw’s desk. 

Gemma’s eyes saucered. Sitting on top of Ms. Haverstraw’s desk was a single crystal. It was the size of a fist and redder than a stoplight. Black needle sharp pins covered it so that it looked like a sea urchin. And it was pulsing, like it was breathing.

“What is that?” Gemma whispered.

Hannah’s eyes bulged. “I think it’s a malmatrine. But how…?”

The dreaded malmatrine, the most dangerous crystal in the world. A single one could blow up an entire building, or school. What was it doing here? They were highly illegal and supposed to be kept in super safe vaults. 

“What do we do now?” whispered Gemma.

Hannah had no idea. The thought of a malicious malmatrine sitting loose, just there, made her want to leap out the closest window.

‘Get my father,’ she mouthed to Gemma as they both stepped gingerly backwards toward the door.

“Who wants lunch?” Matthew blurted when he stepped into the classroom.

The malevolent mineral sprang up from the desk, paused in mid-air for the briefest of moments and shot directly at Hannah’s face.

“Aaah
 !” Hannah yelled as she, Gemma, and Matthew dove for cover just as the crystal whizzed screaming past her ear. Hannah got up and aimed force beams at the rampaging crystal, but the fleeting gemstone easily avoided them.

“What the heck…?” cried Matthew. 

“Nice job,” shouted Gemma. 

Gemma shape-shifted into a jaguar and chased the malmatrine under a desk, but it shot out the other end and continued on its destructive path, leaving an acrid trail of Sulphur fumes in its wake. Gemma roared with anger. 

“We’re all gonna die!” Matthew moaned. Then he remembered to complain. “What’s that smell? Why are the windows closed? I’m gonna suffocate. My shoes are too tight.”

But this time, his complaining had no effect on the crystal. The malmatrine tore through desks and chairs like a chainsaw through a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Matthew ducked under his desk and reached into his backpack. He pulled out his brown paper lunch bag. 

“Now is not the time for food!” cried Hannah.

The malmatrine shot towards Gemma. Matthew had an idea. He recalled what Sensei said about the safe-boxes as he reached into his lunch bag and pulled out the fried rice ball his mother made him for lunch that day.

It was the size of a softball and twice as heavy. It was Matthew’s favorite, but now he was hoping it might save his friend’s lives. 

As the malmatrine whizzed towards Gemma, Matthew flung the rice ball hard at the crystal from three feet away. He missed completely but the rice ball hit the wall and splattered. The malmatrine swerved to avoid the greasy rice splatter, taking it off course just enough to miss Gemma. Gemma as jaguar reached up and knocked the malmatrine out of the air.

Hannah turned and shot an energy beam at the crystal. It let out a sound like squealing truck brakes and tumbled to the floor. 

Matthew reached into his lunch bag and took out his second, and last, rice ball. He leaped and smashed the rice ball on top of the crystal encasing it in a thick mix of fried breadcrumbs, fat, grease, ground meat, cheese and rice. 

The crystal let out another high-pitched scream, muffled this time by Matthew’s lunch. It vibrated wildly but was unable to shake off its greasy rice and ground meat prison. 

Hannah grabbed a small black lacquer box used to safely transport single crystals. She dove on top of the malmatrine and covered the box over it. Then she slammed the box shut, rice goop oozing out of the sides. 

The malmatrine bucked violently inside the safety box, until it flew out of Hannah’s hand. The box bounced off the floor and jumped up a foot in the air. Hannah kicked it like a soccer ball across the room. The box crashed into the wall and fell to the ground.

“Is it dead?” asked Matthew eyeing the unmoving box.

“Gross,” Hannah said, wiping the remains of Matthew’s lunch from her hands onto a nearby desk. 

Gemma changed back to her human form. She spat out bits of the rice ball.

 “I thought those things were like illegal or banned,” Gemma said.

“They are.” The friends turned to see Sensei frowning in the doorway.

“They’re strictly forbidden,” he said picking up the box and tossing it to Hannah. “Here, hold onto this until we get back to my office. Make sure it doesn’t get out. Ever.”

Sensei surveyed the room. “We’ll get a clean-up crew in here. Nice work by the way, I had no idea. No one in this school is supposed to have a malmatrine. What I’d like to know is, whose is it and how did it get here?” 




CHAPTER 7


The Big Cheese is Not Happy
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Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were
 back in Sensei’s office trying to understand how the world’s most dangerous crystal had gotten into their school.

“We were this close to having the children get hurt,” Sensei said pinching his fingers against the bridge of his nose. “How could Ms. Haverstraw have been so careless?”

“Maybe she didn’t know,” said Hannah trying to protect her teacher from her dad’s potential wrath. 

“Whoever did it would have to have access to the classroom and know the secret code to opening the aquarium,” Gemma pointed out. 

“Or maybe they somehow overrode the security system,” said Sensei. “We may have a spy.” Hannah, Gemma, ad Matthew tensed. “Either way, I’ll want to interview every student in that class and of course, Ms. Haverstraw. I just want to know how this happened.”

“That’s what Emmy Cudduh Bear wants to know too,” said a little girls’ voice from the office doorway. 

Sensei froze.

Standing in the door to Sensei’s office was a sweet-as-pie four-year-old girl with long, black pigtails. She wore a pink and purple crinoline dress and gently brushed her stuffed teddy bear’s fur. 

Sensei swallowed a rabbit. Hannah recognized the girl from crystals class. Hannah had never seen her before last week. 

Sensei jumped straight up out of his chair and bowed to the girl. 

“Allow me to introduce Esmerelda Prattapong,” he stammered.  “The Grandest High Poobah of the Order of Mushu. The head of our organization. The big cheese. The chief mucky muck. The boss.”


This is Esmerelda Prattapong?
 Hannah thought in disbelief. She’s the one my dad told me so much about? This little kid, with a teddy bear, was the leader of the most powerful crime-fighting organization in the Universe?


It was hard to believe she was a martial arts legend, master of the ‘one-inch hug,’ said to be the most devastating move in all martial arts.

“How did a maomatwine cwystal get in this schooh? Who is wesponsiboe for this extweme bweach of secuwity?” Esmerelda demanded. 

“We were just trying to figure that out you’re Grand Poobah-ness,” said Sensei. 

“I knew I was wight to come hewe and inspect your schooh,” she said. 

“You’re checking up on us?” said Sensei incredulous.

“It’s was a secwet. I wanted to see foh mysewf what kind of schooh you’we wunning. Now I know,” said Esmerelda shaking her head in dismay. “I must infowm the Executive Committee wight away. We must shut down this schooh.”

Hannah and her friends gasped. 

“Shut down the school? This is not a fair assessment. I really don’t think that’s necessary,” said Sensei trying to keep himself composed. “Besides, there may be a spy, or spies. We should keep this to ourselves. We don’t know where the mole is. Could be anywhere. Even back at headquarters.”

Esmerelda stared sternly at Sensei. “I think you should wowwy moah about youh schooh than my headquahtuhs. This is sewious.”

Hannah was about to speak up, but her father held up his hand. Hannah grunted her disapproval. Esmerelda might be the head of the Order of Mushu, but she had no right to come in here and threaten her dad, or her school. 

“You can’t shut us down yet,” said Sensei. “We recently discovered a very important clue to the location of Shukihan
 . Give us a few days at least before you tell the Executive Committee.”

“I’m vewy sowwy, that wouldn’t be pwudent,” said Esmerelda.

Sensei was about to protest again, when Esmerelda softened a bit. “What’s the cwue? I’ll put our best peopwe on it wight away.”

“What?! No way,” protested Hannah. “This is our mission.”

“And wiw you handuh it just wike the cwystals?”

Hannah fumed. She caught us in one tiny mishap
 . “But…”

“Enough,” said Esmerelda sharply. She shot Hannah a glance that could kill. Literally. Hannah felt as if she’d just been punched in the gut. She stiffened and didn’t show her pain. 

Esmerelda turned to Sensei. “Because of this bwunder, No one fwom this schooh is awwowed to search for the Codex
 anymoah. That’s a diwect owder. My office wiww handuh it.”

Sensei bit down hard on his lower lip. “I’ll prepare the clues we have and submit them in a report to you straight away.”

Hannah’s jaw dropped but she kept silent, for now. No way was she going to let her dad give her, or anyone, their necklace. Finding The Dragon Codex
 was her and Gemma and Matthew’s job. 

Esmerelda’s teddy bear giggled. She lifted its ear and talked into its nose.

“Uh huh. Uh huh
 . Ok. He did? When? Keep him theah. I’m coming.”

Esmerelda lowered the bear’s ear. 

“I have to go,” she said abruptly. “I want that wepoht in two hourhs. Any questions?”

“No.” Sensei shook his head. Esmerelda turned on her heels and walked out.

For several moments, nobody moved, nobody breathed, then, when he was sure she was gone, Sensei let out a huge sigh.

“Oh well,” he said. “Running a school was fun.”

“What do mean ‘was?’” said Hannah scowling. “Daddy, we can’t just give up. We can’t let her know we have Mark Twain’s necklace. We don’t even know what it does yet.”

“What do you propose we do?” interrupted Matthew. “The big boss just told us to stand down.”

“I’m with Hannah,” said Gemma pacing the room. “There’s no way she’s gonna take this mission from us.”

“Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do,” said Sensei. “We work for The Order of Mushu. I have to give Esmerelda everything I have on The Dragon Codex
 in two hours and then hope to convince the Executive Committee to keep our school open.”

Hannah fixed her gaze at her father. He saw the fierce determination in her eyes, and the hurt. Gemma’s too. Matthew had more of a, ‘what’s for dessert?’ look. But two of out of three was enough. 

“Of course,” Sensei added, “if I happened to step out of my office to get lunch and the three of you were to take Mark Twain’s necklace to Jerusalem to look for The Dragon Codex
 without me knowing about it, there’s nothing I could do to stop you. I wouldn’t know anything about it and you could save the Universe and come back before anyone knew where you went.”

Hannah raised her eyebrows at Sensei. Was he saying what she thought he was saying? He shrugged and gave her a, ‘it could happen,’ look.

A smile blossomed across Hannah’s face. She nodded secret agent style at her father. Her father nodded back. Gemma nodded at Sensei, Sensei nodded at Gemma. Then Gemma nodded at Hannah. Hannah nodded at Matthew who had no idea what they were doing. 

“But if we do that, we could get in so much trouble…” said Matthew. 

“Not if you found Shukihan
 ,” said Sensei.

Hannah and Gemma stared at Matthew like he was a potato. 

“Ohhhh
 …wait,” Matthew finally said, catching on. “Sensei, you want
 us to do...? I’ll stop talking now.”

 “We have to get to Jerusalem, to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,” Hannah said. “Immediately.”

Sensei stood up. “Stop right there. I don’t want to hear another word. When I come back, I’ll be shocked and furious you and the necklace are gone. Assuming I’m not immediately fired, I will launch a botched search to find you. I’ll try to be in touch as much as I can, and I’ll do my best to stall the Order. Be smart. Be safe. You three are the Universe’s best hope.” 

Sensei kissed Hannah on the top of her head. “Love you,” he said. 

Hannah hugged her father back. “Love you.”

Sensei walked out. Hannah wanted to say something to make her father stay. She wanted to include him in the mission, but she knew she had to do this with just Gemma and Matthew. They would have to rely on each other and succeed together; or fail together. 

“Are you sure Jerusalem?” asked Matthew. “But that’s just a guess, right?”

“Twain’s clue was from there,” said Hannah. “I think it’s a good start.”

“You think? But you have no idea?” Matthew’s face tightened. “And what do we do when we get there?”

Gemma stood up. “Let’s go already, we’re wasting precious time.” 

“I just want to be sure I understand,” said Matthew. “We’re going to defy a direct order from the head of the Order of Mushu. The group we belong to and promised to follow?”

“If it’s a dumb rule, yeah,” said Gemma.

“And we’re gonna hopefully find at least one of the three missing Codex
 books in less than two hours or we’re all royally screwed?”

“’Bout sums it up,” answered Hannah. 

“This is crazy,” protested Matthew. “We don’t know where were going and we don’t know what to do even when we get there. How is this a good plan?”

“It’s not, really,” Hannah had to admit, “but it’s the best we have and we’ll do our best. We have to move now. We’re just going to take a short field trip to Jerusalem, and get some falafel.”

“I don’t have a permission slip,” said Matthew. 

Gemma punched him hard in the arm. “There’s your permission slip.”

“Oww
 !” cried Matthew. “I still don’t understand….” He saw Hannah and Gemma staring at him. He sagged his shoulders and sighed. “Fine, ok. I’m in. But can I ask a stupid question? How the heck are we supposed to get to Jerusalem in the next ten minutes?”

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked its head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. The mi-mi tilted its head and made a grinding chirping sound. Hannah and Gemma smiled at each other. 

“Time jump to Jerusalem anybody?” said Hannah, scratching the mi-mi under its scaly chin.

“Oh no, no way,” he said. “I’m not going on some intergalactic roller coaster ride with that thing,” he said. “It got lost here in the first place, remember?”

Princess Meow Meow stuck its tongue out at Matthew and tucked its head under Hannah’s arm 

“You hurt its feelings,” she said. “Apologize to him/her or we can’t go.”

“I’m not gonna….” 

Gemma snarled at Matthew.

“Fine. Sorry,” he mumbled to the mi-mi. “But please make it a smooth ride.”

“Are you ready to go to Jerusalem?” Hannah asked Princess Meow Meow. “To the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.”

The mi-mi belched loudly. Then it vigorously nodded its head up and down. 

“We already have Hansu Chathri
 ,” Hannah said trying to sound upbeat. “If we can find Shukihan
 , we’ll be halfway home. Then maybe we can stall the Order just long enough to find the other two books. And then we might be able to save our school and the Universe too.”

“Hands in everybody,” said Gemma thrusting out her hand palm down.

Hannah and Matthew placed theirs on top of hers. Princess Meow Meow added its long, leathery hand on top.

“Go team!” Hannah said and they all raised their hands up in hoped-for triumph. 

Hannah checked her backpack. Hansu Chathri
 , the first book of The Dragon Codex
 was in there. She had Mark Twain’s necklace in her pocket. And something else. The black box containing the malmatrine crystal!

In all the excitement, no one had asked her for it. She thought about leaving it in her father’s desk, but decided it was safer with her. 

“Meuogher?
 ” said Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom. 

“Yeah, little buddy, it’s time to go,” said Hannah. “Jerusalem, please. And as gentle as possible.”

The little creature began to hum and then vibrate, faster and faster until it was just a blur. 

Hannah grabbed Gemma’s and Matthew’s hands. The mi-mi was humming and buzzing like a mad pinball machine. Then it let out a short, sharp shriek.

The three friends and the interdimensional traveler were gone in a burst of white light.
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CHAPTER 8


The Immovable Ladder Moves
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Smelly, dark and cramped
 . Those
 were Hannah’s first thoughts as she and her friends found themselves materialized in an alleyway to a side street in the old, walled city of Jerusalem.

Hannah stretched out her arms and could just about touch the walls on both sides of the alley. The city was ancient, so many ghost and spirits, so much promise. But there was also danger here.

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom perched on Hannah’s shoulder, contentedly cleaning itself with its paws.

“Wow,” said Gemma, still feeling the effects of the space-time leap. It was crazier than the craziest roller coaster ride she ever took. “That was intense.”

Hannah nodded. “Much better than the last time I did it. That was actually fun. See Matthew, you had nothing to worry about.”

Ashen-faced and barely able to stand, Matthew propped himself against the nearest wall.

“So bad. So, so bad,” he mumbled and slid to the ground. 

Hannah and Gemma tried to stand him up, but it was like trying to stand up a jellyfish.

“Can you stay here with him?” Hannah asked Gemma. “I’ll check out the area and let you know what I find.”

“Fine,” said Gemma. “But next time, you stay with him.”

“Deal,” said Hannah. 

Hannah stepped out of the alley onto a slightly less narrow side street. She then made a right onto what she guessed was a main street, but it was not much wider than the alley she was just in.

No cars here, just a crowded cobblestone street filled with people and donkeys pulling carts. Out of every nook and corner someone was selling something. Cats peeked and trotted in and out of corners.

Fragrant and pungent smells collided in Hannah’s nostrils. Merchants sold colorful powdered spices from large baskets. The aromas of cardamom, cinnamon, anise, turmeric, and many more mixed with the sweaty scent of hawkers selling every good imaginable. 

Hannah tucked Princess Meow Meow into the inside pocket of her sweatshirt.

“You sit tight, little feller, and stay safe,” she said, petting the mi-mi’s head. 

It cooed and curled up into a tight ball.

Hannah looked for signs to the church of the Holy Sepulchre, but everything was a confusing mess. Mark Twain might have thought it was a small city, but to Hannah, it was infinitely baffling.

She stopped at a clothing shop to ask for directions and made the mistake of looking at a t-shirt. That awakened the salesman and Hannah spent twenty minutes haggling with the guy over the price of the shirt she didn’t even want.

“I give you good price, my friend,” he kept saying, but would then change the price. 

She was about to run away when she gave a second look at the long robes in the back of his store 

“Galabiehs
 ,” said the salesman, “Good for the desert. Traditional.”

Ten more minutes of haggling and Hannah scored three galabiehs
 (and two t-shirts), for her and her friends. The perfect disguise. 

Hannah also got directions from the salesman to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

Fortunately, Hannah hadn’t gone very far from where she began. But just before she was about to turn back into the alley where Gemma and Matthew were waiting, Hannah felt someone, or something, staring at her from above. 

She looked at the second story rooftop of the building just to her left. A large, pitch-black raven looked down at her. It had a scar above its right eye and a single yellow tailfeather. 

As soon as Hannah spotted the raven, it cawed and immediately took off into the sky. Hannah did not want to let her imagination get the better of her. Ravens were not
 following her, she told herself. But she couldn’t shake the creepy feeling she got when she looked into the bird’s eyes. Like it knew
 her. 

Hannah turned back into the alley and saw Matthew on his feet and Gemma pacing impatiently.

“What’d you find?” Gemma asked.

“These!” replied Hannah, handing them the galabiehs
 . “Let’s put these on for disguise. Plus, the guy who sold them told me where to find the church.”

“This desert air is no good for my nasal passages.” Matthew pressed one nostril closed and exhaled sharply out the other, which made a loud ‘honking’ sound.

“Disgusting,” declared Gemma. “Can we go, now?”

Hannah did her best to try and remember the directions from the galabieh
 vendor, but there were so many lefts and rights, they almost got lost. But soon, the crowds began to pick up. The church was a major tourist attraction, Hannah figured they were getting close. 

Then Matthew spotted a small sign on a wooden post that read: “Church of the Holy Sepulchre,” with an arrow pointing straight ahead.

The crowd grew as Hannah and her friends got closer to the arched entrance to the walled outer courtyard of the church.

Just as they were about to step through the arch, a very large person in a dark robe, much larger than anyone else around, stepped in front of Hannah and almost knocked her over. 

“Hey, buddy,” she said. “Watch where you’re going.”

Momentarily startled by the voice from below, the man looked down menacingly at Hannah, his piercing eyes staring at her from just under his dark hood. He grunted with surprise, turned back around and fled quickly down a winding side street.

“How rude,” said Matthew. “He didn’t even say ‘excuse me.’”

 “We better move faster,” said Hannah. “The Bowling League of Big Evil may already be here.” 

They stepped through the arch into the bright, blazing sun and the main courtyard of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 

Hannah was struck by how small the courtyard was. Much smaller than she imagined. She was thinking it would be the size of a football field, but it was much closer to a basketball court. It was about half-filled with a combination of tourists and men in black robes meandering or walking in procession.

The sand-colored stone church itself was rather small and modest compared to some Hannah had visited. Two gray domes rose from the top of the church. Repair scaffolding completely covered one section of the church. 

Hannah noticed an unremarkable simple, wooden ladder sitting on the second-floor ledge just below double stone-arched windows. Strangely, it sat behind a short, clear glass wall. It looked like someone had forgotten to take a ladder down, but why was it protected by glass? Some kind of historical thing?

“What are we looking for?” asked Matthew, staring nervously around the courtyard. 

“I don’t know,” Hannah confessed. She hated not knowing what to do, she always wanted a plan, but here there was no plan, just look around and hope to find something. They were flying by the seat of their pants. Were they even supposed to be in Jerusalem?
 Hannah wondered privately. This whole thing could be a huge mistake. 


She took a deep breath. “Let’s just move forward. We’ll know it when we find it.”

Hannah reached in her pocket and felt the necklace. She was reassured when she touched it. It wasn’t much of a clue, but it did feel like they were in the right place. 

As the friends walked the courtyard looking for something they might connect with the necklace, the courtyard itself filled with several processions of shaggy-bearded monks in long, black robes. As they passed, their pungent body odor mixed with the woody scent of incense from the censers they were swinging, formed a clinging, sweet and sour aroma.

Matthew pinched his nose. “I dunno which stinks worse, the monks or the incense.”

Gemma shoved Matthew. “That’s blasphemy!”

“Blasphemy?” asked Matthew. “What’s that?”

“Saying bad things about a monk. In a church.”

“I’m just telling the truth.”

Gemma took two steps away from Matthew. “If you get struck by lightning, don’t blame me.”

Hannah suddenly saw something that made her heart jump. By the entrance to the church itself, was the same large, robed figure that almost knocked her over in the street. Hannah pointed him out and tried to get a look at his face, but the figure dashed into the church.

 “Let’s follow him,” she said. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew tried to wade through the thick forest of monks, but they traveled in tight packs and were difficult to get through. 

As the friends slowly made their way to the main doors of the church, Matthew’s attention was drawn to the simple ladder Hannah had spotted. It seized his attention like a bear hug. 

“Hey, check out that ladder,” Matthew said, suddenly enraptured by the simple object. “Isn’t that an awesome ladder?”

“Yeah, whatever Matthew,” said Gemma as she tried to push her way inside.

“Wow, what a ladder!” gushed Matthew. 

Hannah and Gemma finally made it to the entrance where the giant monk had gone in. They didn’t notice Matthew stayed back. 

He grabbed the arm of a nearby monk. 

“Excuse me, sir, what’s that ladder for?” Matthew pointed excitedly at the ladder. 

The man looked at Matthew as if he’d asked the dumbest question in the world. He politely brushed away Matthew’s arm. When the man saw Matthew was serious, he told Matthew it was called, “the Immovable Ladder.” 

“What? Why is it called that?” asked Matthew fascinated by anything that had to do with the ladder. He had to know more. “Is it stuck there?”

The monk chuckled. “It can move, but no one will move it,” he said in a thick accent Matthew could only label as “foreign.”

“What?”

“It was put there by repairman 300 years ago. No one take down yet.”

“Why not?”

“No one can agree who should take down,” said the man without a trace of irony. 

Matthew was having a hard time wrapping his head around this. “You mean that ladder has just been sitting there for 300 years?” The whole thing sounded so ridiculous, Matthew figured the guy must be making it up.

“Six different group share this church,” said the man. “No one can agree what to do with ladder. Everyone think it theirs, so it stay.”

Matthew stared blankly at the man. 

The monk shook his head and sighed. “Sound foolish, but it no joke. Many fights break out over ladder. Maybe one day it move,” he said and walked away.

Matthew stared dumbfounded at the ladder. If the religious people from the same
 religion can’t even agree to move a dumb, useless ladder, what hope is there for humanity?

Inside the church, Hannah and Gemma found a calmed, hushed silence. Visitors and monks milled about silently or spoke in whispers as they stood in their holy place. 

Hannah and Gemma looked around, hoping to find something resembling a clue. 

Then Gemma paused. “Hey,” she said. “Do you know where Matthew is?”

Hannah looked around. A cold feeling ran through Hannah’s gut. 

“I thought he was right behind us.” They both ran back outside to the courtyard to search for him. Hannah hoped he didn’t wander off looking for falafel and get lost in the streets of Jerusalem. 

Someone started shrieking in unholy terror. This shriek was joined by several more shrieks and then more until there was a huge shrieking commotion. A man shrieking like a toddler forced to wear sunglasses, was pointing to the second-floor ledge.  

A wave of terror ripped through the courtyard. People were looking up and shouting and pointing. Some men were waving their arms and cursing; others were pulling at their hair in abject horror.

Hannah looked up to where the people were pointing. Some idiot was hanging head-down, out the arched window on the second floor. He was trying to move the Immovable Ladder!

“They’re gonna murder that buffoon,” Gemma muttered. Then they saw who the buffoon was, and Gemma and Hannah gasped.

“Matthew!” they both shouted.




CHAPTER 9


Attack of the Furious Monks
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If you asked Matthew, he
 would have told you he heard angels singing, the world was all aglow, and the heavenly hosts of the Lord danced in a ring in the sky above him as they descended. Matthew saw it now. Saw it all clear as day.

Heaven was not someplace far away. Heaven is right here on Earth, but these people didn’t know it. 

Matthew was seized by the thought: Reunite the world
 . That meant only one thing at this moment; take away the blinders, remove the false divide. Move that immovable ladder. And if religious monks weren’t going to, Matthew was going to do the Lord’s work.

As Matthew lifted the ladder through the window, a wave of angelic peace and love filled him deep from within. Four pigeons alighted on his shoulders, groomed his hair with their beaks, and then anointed him with poop before flying off.

Matthew felt the wind of God in his ear. Then a holy tap on his shoulder. Ow, that hurt,
 he thought. The Lord is strong in His ways. Or is it
 Her ways
 ? It was the like how his mom used to smack him on the shoulder sometimes when he had done something particularly wrong. Why was God smacking him like that? 

The next message from God went whizzing past his head and smashed the stained-glass window just above him. That godly message seemed a lot like a rock, he thought.

“Kill the heathen!” an angry voice shouted from below.

The crowd roared its approval and barraged Matthew with a hail of stones. 

“I’m removing a thorn in humanity’s paw!” Matthew shouted to the crowd as he pulled himself and the ladder into the window. “To peace!”

“Kill him!” someone cried.

“It’s your fault,” said a monk. 

“It’s yours,” said another. 

Hannah and Gemma watched in shock and dismay as a full-scale riot erupted in the plaza. Monks from each of their respective orders blamed each other for allowing Matthew to get inside and take the ladder. Tourists took sides. Fists were thrown. Kicks were thrust. 

Hannah and Gemma used the chaos to sneak back inside the church. They had to move fast; the crowd would soon wise up and go after Matthew instead of each other. 

The heavy wooden doors to the church quietly clicked shut behind them. 

Inside, the church was as quiet as a church mouse in church. Everyone else had run outside to see the commotion, leaving Hannah and Gemma inside the heavily incensed, sun-filtered chapel. They found the stairs to the second floor.

When they got to the top, they saw an open door. They stepped inside. It was a large, empty storage room that seemed to take up most of the front part of the second floor. 

Matthew was seated peacefully in meditation on a short riser just below the window. His legs were crossed in full lotus position. He faced the window and hummed to himself while gently stroking the Immovable Ladder as if it were a sleeping kitten.

Hannah and Gemma approached cautiously. 

“Matthew? Are you alright?” asked Hannah in a soft but concerned voice.

“Welcome,” he said without turning around. “All is peace. All is One.”

“Oh, Lord.” Hannah shot a glance at Gemma. “He’s flipped his nut again.”

The shouts from downstairs were inside the chapel now. The crowd was heading upstairs.

“Matthew,” Gemma said, trying to sound urgent but calm so as not to spook him. “Your mission is complete; return the ladder back where you found it.” 

“Not until there’s world peace,” replied Matthew. “Remove the ladder, remove the strife. The goodness will rise up in their hearts.” 

“There he is! He has the ladder! Tear his arms off!” cried a deep voice from behind Gemma and Hannah. The friends turned to see a mob of wild-eyed monks shoving each other to get into the storage room. 

“He’s ours!” shouted another monk.

“No, we saw him first!” yelled a bald priest. 

The monks yelled at each other in a bunch of languages, none of which Hannah understood.

Hannah clicked into the situation. She had trained for this. She put her palms together in front of her chest as if in prayer. She cleared her thoughts and focused on a feeling in her gut. 

The first person to reach Hannah, a big, sweaty monk with a bushy beard, grabbed her violently by the shoulders and then quickly dropped his hands. 

“Would you like some biscuits?” the man said as he offered Hannah a tin of imaginary biscuits. 

Her Reality Distortion Field was working. She had worked long and hard on getting it good. 

It was a kind of hypnosis that caused whoever touched her or was in a short distance from her to believe whatever Hannah was creating in her imagination.

Hannah focused on a fond memory from when she was four. She recalled her favorite stuffed-animal tea party with Sunshine the baby seal and Mrs. Llama.

Hannah brimmed with delight as the crowded room stopped yelling and punching, and instead made pleasant conversation and daintily clicked imaginary tea cups with one another. 

“Care for a cucumber sandwich with the ends trimmed?” courteously asked one monk to another.

Gemma glanced at Hannah. I know, wow,
 Hannah’s eyebrows replied. The girls had to stop themselves from laughing.

For a few minutes, the room was packed with smiling and chatting monks, their pinkies extended as they sipped imaginary tea from invisible cups. Hannah was getting the hang of this! She could do it for hours.

But then, something went terribly wrong. The Reality Distortion Field required intense singular focus and concentration. Maybe Hannah remembered her stuffed animals just a bit more than she should have, or maybe her mind wandered just a little too much, but a few monks suddenly started making animal noises. They were neighing and braying. Some started sniffing each other like dogs; others pawed the ground. 


Oh no!
 eye-shouted Gemma. What’s wrong?


Hannah’s return eye gesture was pure panic. 

“There are no divisions! There is only the One!” Matthew suddenly stood up and raised the ladder above his head. Then he bashed the object over and over again on the ground until it smashed into dozens of pieces.

Everyone in the room stopped what they were doing and turned toward Matthew. His actions had broken Hannah’s spell. The air filled with dreaded silence.

For a moment, the monks stayed frozen in whatever odd pose they were in. Finally, one realized something was seriously wrong.

“They’ve tricked us!” the mad monk shouted. 

“And look at the ladder!”

Hannah’s Reality Distortion Field burst with an audible “pop.”

Gemma grabbed Matthew by the arm and shook him frantically. “Wake up! Those people are going to do us harm.”

“Why?” asked Matthew serenely. “We are only here for Peace.”

“We’re gonna be in tiny pieces if we don’t get out now!”  Gemma shouted at Matthew, but Matthew just smiled at her.

Hannah growled in frustration. 

The biggest, burliest monks charged first, attempting to bear hug the girls. Hannah and Gemma each dropped to a squat and side kicked the men in their knees, hard enough to make them stop but not enough to break their knee caps.

Hannah and Gemma kept Matthew protected with a low-intensity volley of front kicks, side kicks, elbow strikes, and high-low punches, but more and more angry monks piled into the room. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were forced up against the wall. Hannah didn’t want to use her force beams and really hurt anyone, but the monks were vicious. Hannah and Gemma had to fight harder. 

Suddenly, the window just above them, smashed in from the outside. Hannah and Gemma ducked and covered Matthew as glass shattered around them. The monks temporarily backed up. 

“Buaogoarhgualagatuda!
 ” 

A large, dark object in a hooded robe came swinging into the room shouting a guttural battle cry. Hannah instantly recognized the robe and the guttural sound as the same one from the guy who almost ran into her in the street near the church. 

Swinging on the rope, the person in the robe cleared a swath of monks like a bowling ball knocking down pins. A choir of “oofs!
 ”, “aghs!
 ”, and “garugles!
 ” followed as monks went flying through the air. 

“Get behind me!” 

The man flung off his hood. It was Cousin Yuri Krakov. 

Dread, shock, and relief filled Hannah. Thoughts flooded her. How did he get here? What did he know about the necklace and Mark Twain? No time for questions. Time to move.
  

Yuri pointed to the smashed window he had come through. The rope he swung in on was hanging just inside the room.

“Climb to roof! Door there! Go inside!” Yuri called. 

Could she trust him? But as more and more monks flooded the room and now police sirens wailed outside, Hannah didn’t see another way out.

As Yuri kept the monks at bay, Hannah leaped onto the window ledge and grabbed the rope.

“Gemma!” she cried, flinging the rope toward her friend. “Tie the rope around Matthew!”

“How are we gonna lift him?” asked Gemma as she tied the rope around the still blissed out Matthew.

Yuri turned and grabbed Matthew with one hand while he fought off the monks with the other. 

He pushed Matthew out the window and Matthew dangled high above the courtyard.

“The Lord is with meeee!!! Wheeee!!!!” he said as he swung over the courtyard. 

Hannah grabbed the rope above Matthew and climbed to the roof. Gemma followed. When they got to the top, Hannah and Gemma together pulled Matthew up. 

They untied him and Hannah turned and saw a small, crooked wooden door attached to the side of the church near a tower. It would be a run for it. They also heard the shouts and curses of the people below.


Smash! Crack!
 Hannah jumped as a smoking censer landed inches from her. Rocks, handbags, incense censers, umbrellas, and prayer books rained down around them.

Yuri grabbed the rope and climbed up to the roof.

“Quick,” said Yuri. “There is other door. Monks coming and security. We must run!”

“Peace be with you, my friend,” said Matthew. 

Yuri looked at Matthew as if he had three heads. He scooped up Matthew, then  ran toward the door. Yuri was struck in the head by a glass bottle but kept on running. Monks burst through the second door on the roof. 

“Get them!” someone shouted. 

Yuri flung open the small wooden door and barely squeezed himself inside. Hannah and Gemma slipped in behind him and slammed it closed, just as the angry sea of monks descended on the door.




CHAPTER 10


Wolves in the Passage
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Hannah pressed herself against the
 door. The angry monks pounded on the door.

“Run!” Hannah shouted to her friends. “I’ll catch up with you!”

“I show you where to go,” said Yuri. 

The passageway was narrow and hot. Dim light filtered down from small stained-glass windows above. Gemma, Matthew, and Yuri ran as fast as they could down the passage until the angry shouts of the crowd faded and the only sounds in the passage were their footsteps echoing off the corridor’s stone walls.

Hannah heard the angry shouts of men and they tried to shove the door open. Hannah used her energy beam to fuse the door shut. Then she ran down the passage to find her friends.

She expected to see them shortly, but after several minutes of running there was no sign of them and very little light in the corridor. 

 “Gemma? Matthew? Yuri?” she called out. 

No reply. Where are they? Did I take a wrong turn?


Hannah ran further, but there was no sign of her friends. The passage split in four directions. Cold shivers wracked her.

“Hello? People?!” Hannah’s echo was the only reply. Darn! Darn! Where could they have gone? Where am I?
  

Hannah had to super focus to fight her fear. She didn’t like brushing her teeth by herself much less being trapped in a hot, tight unknown maze alone. Her shallow breathing echoed off the walls. 

Hannah thought she saw something moving up ahead. Then she heard a sound that made her blood freeze. Howling. Wolves
 . 

She ran back up the passage she had just come from but she smacked into a giant spider web the size of a fishing net. She screamed and pulled against the thick, gluey strands, but this only entangled her more. She screamed.

She felt tiny, hairy legs crawling on her, thousands of them. Her heart dived into her pancreas, found it was too small to hide there, and hid behind her spleen. Hannah screamed more. This, however, awakened a swarm of bats, which flew around her, startled, flapping their wings in her face. 

The howling grew louder, and Hannah tried to claw her way out of the web.

Hannah felt something warm move next to her. A huge, grinning wolf stared down at her, fangs bared. Hannah heard a loud howl. Then everything went black. 





***





Hannah was lying on her back, on a rocky ground. That much she knew. And when she opened her eyes, she almost wished she hadn’t. 

Several large and slavering wolves were standing over her, staring and sniffing at her. Drool dripped from their mouths and onto Hannah’s cheek. She could smell their wild dog breath with every snort. 


Just breathe
 , Hannah told herself. Stay calm and think of a way out of this. They haven’t eaten you yet, so that’s good.
  

The largest wolf, at least three times larger than the others, leaned its snout in Hannah’s face.

Hannah remained absolutely motionless. The wolf pulled back. 

Hannah couldn’t take the pressure anymore. If she was going to die, then she was going to go out brave. She sat upright.

“Come at me or let me go,” she said defiantly, both petrified and bold at the same time. 

The big wolf pulled back and snorted in surprise.

From all corners, animals slowly began to appear. Bats flew out from cracks in the rocks; rats and snakes crawled and slithered out from under the rocks and bushes. Ravens and crows flew down from the trees. Spiders dropped from the trees and circled Hannah. 

Dazzling light illuminated lush foliage and a small creek. A waterfall splashed brightly in the far corner. Hannah breathed in the sweet air. She wasn’t sure if she should be scared to death or thrilled with delight. 

As she glanced around, she wondered how she got here, and where was here
 , anyway? And more importantly, how was she going to get out?

She was hopelessly outnumbered. Hannah loved animals, but she’d have to slaughter a bunch of them if she wanted even the smallest chance of surviving. Could she zap all of them with an energy beam? She felt drained. She had used up a lot of strength fighting the spider web.

She slowly rubbed her hands together, warming them for a power surge. Maybe she could take out a few of the nearest and then make a run for it. But where to? It was all lush greenery, and actually, if she stopped to think about it, it was kind of a nice place where she was. Beautiful, actually. Ideal, even. Like an Eden. It would be a shame to destroy it. 

Just as she was about to attempt to blast a wide dispersal energy beam, an anaconda at least twenty-five feet long flicked its tongue at Hannah. It raised its head. Hannah prepared to blow it clean off. 

“Can I have your autograph?” the snake hissed, but Hannah somehow understood what the reptile was saying.  

“Huh?” Hannah said. 

“Your autograph,” the snake repeated eagerly. 

Confusion blazed a new trail across Hannah’s brain. Was this some kind of trap? The snake waited for an answer. Hannah decided to go with it. It was better than the alternative, she figured, which was being squeezed to death then devoured whole.

“Uh, sure,” Hannah said hesitantly. “Do you have a pen?” 

The anaconda frowned. “No. No hands. I was hoping you’d have one.”

Hannah looked around for a pen. None of the animals had one.

The giant wolf stepped forward. “Sorry, so many of our members are excited to meet you,” he growled, but it sounded to Hannah like a deep, rolling voice.

“You …you know me?” Hannah saw dozens of animal faces staring at her with great excitement and anticipation. 

“It’s pretty hot in that church,” the big wolf said. “Are you thirsty? We’ve got plenty of spring water and fruit juice. Steven, bring our most honored guest a spring water with lemon.”

A black wolf trotted off and returned with a glass of water on a plate. 

Hannah wasn’t sure what was going on, but she decided it best to play along for now, lest she become Hannah stew.

Hannah took a deep swig. It was the most refreshing, delicious water she’d ever tasted, and it gave her a sense of well-being and restored her energy. As she drank, Hannah noticed every eye on her, watching her every move. 

“Okay, people, er
 , animals, you can stop staring. I’m just drinking water.”

“But is it good water?” asked the giant wolf. 

“It’s very tasty,” said Hannah. Which is what she would have said even if the water tasted like gasoline. 

A big murmur of delight waved through the gathering. There was much excited chattering as the animals were pleased that their guest was pleased. 

The big wolf spoke. “So sorry Miss Grace, but we’re just so thrilled to meet you!”

The animals filled the air with caws, howls, and chitters of approval. Hannah gave them a polite smile.

“You know me?” At least it didn’t seem like she was going to be served as dinner. Not yet.

“You saved The Dragon Codex
 . You defeated Big Evil. Of course we know you,” said the wolf. 

“Thank you so much,” she said politely. Hannah didn’t think of herself as a hero, and she wished they wouldn’t make her one, but she also knew not to insult those who sincerely praised you. It was hard not to like people who like you. Or animals.

The wolfpack came closer and began eagerly sniffing Hannah, which was fine, until they tried to sniff her butt. 

“Excuse me! Personal space!” said Hannah, stepping back.

“Sorry, ma’am,” the big wolf growled. “Back off you beasts! Where are your manners?”

The other wolves backed away whimpering.

“Where am I? Where are my friends?” Hannah asked.

“We will get you back to them very soon. They’re not far. But where are my
 manners? I haven’t even introduced myself.” 

The big wolf lowered his head. “My name is Murray. You may know me better as the Big Bad Wolf, but I prefer to be called The Big Good
 Wolf, or just Murray if you like.”

Hannah stared at Murray, the Big Good Wolf in utter confusion. “The
 Big Bad Wolf? Like from the story?”

“There are several of us who travel, but yes, I am one,” said Murray. “But I am not bad. I believe you are who you say you are and who you act like you are. And I believe I am good
 .

“In fact,” he waved his giant paw at the other animals, “we’ve all been cast as villains over and over again and frankly, we’re sick of it.”

A chorus of yips, chirps, and howls erupted from the crowd. 

“Yeah,” said another wolf. “Little Red Riding Hood was a menace to society. Delivering medicine to Grandma? I don’t think so. Try, she was a scout for a logging company sent to cut down the forest. She had to be stopped!”

“Do you know how many mosquitoes we eat a year?” said a bat. “And how many plants we pollinate? We’re the good guys. Dracula?
 You gotta be kidding me.”

“Well, you did try to attack me out there before,” said Hannah, trying to be as polite as she could. 

“We were trying to help you,” said another bat. “We were trying to stop you from running into Matilda’s web, which took her all night to build and which she now has to start all over again.”

“Once in a while,” the bat said, “it would be nice to be the hero of a story.”

The other animals chirped and hooted in agreement. 

“What about Batman?” countered Hannah. 

The bats rolled their eyes. “They always gotta bring up Batman. He fights crime, okay? But he’s so dark and broody about it. Would it kill him to smile once? And, he’s a man
 . How about a bat as a hero?”

“We need your help,” said the anaconda. 

“You are Hannah Grace, superhero,” said Murray, the Big Good Wolf. “You can tell humans not to fear us. We’re not bad; we’re just part of the ecosystem.”

“I would like to help you, really I would,” said Hannah, “but I don’t have that kind of power. I’m not even allowed to go to the grocery store without my dad’s permission.”

The animals murmured. Did I say too much?
 Hannah wondered.  Am I now on the menu?


“Whoever controls The Dragon Codex
 wields enormous power,” said Murray dismissing what he considered Hannah’s over-modesty. “And the Codex
 listens to you. All we’re asking is that you put in a good word for us with the powers that be.”

Hannah thought about it for a moment. She still wasn’t sure what she could do or even if
 she could do anything to help the animals, but they seemed so eager.

It was true that these creatures in particular, did tend to get a bad rap when it came to how many humans treated them and, besides, she was at their mercy. She had no idea where she was or how to get out of there. 

“I’ll do what I can,” said Hannah. “I’m not quite sure what that is, but…”

The animals roared their approval. It made Hannah feel good to at least try and help. 

“Whenever you see an injustice, a prejudice, ignorance, will you speak up for Truth?”

“No one else seems to,” said a large rat gnawing on a bubble-gum wrapper. “We’re very industrious, you know. First animal in the Chinese zodiac. Represent!”

Hannah clenched her jaw. She understood the ecosystem, but rats still gave her the willies. “I’ll do my best,” she said.

“And maybe we can return the favor someday,” said the Big Good Wolf, gently lifting a ladybug from his paw and returning it to a leaf.

“Now, can you take me back to my friends?” asked Hannah. “They may be in a lot of danger.”

Murray the Big Good Wolf signaled to a raven sitting on a branch in a tree nearby. Hannah did a double-take. It had a scar over its right eye and single yellow tailfeather. She recognized it immediately as the raven that had been watching her from the rooftop in Old Jerusalem.

The raven flew down from her high branch. She was holding a book in her mouth. She landed on the ground. 

“Big fan,” the raven cawed as she dropped a book at Hannah’s feet.

The book was the size of a paperback but much older and had a reddish-brown cover. There were no words or illustrations on it. 

“It’s for you,” The raven cawed.

“Me? Uh, how nice.”


There must be some mistake
 , Hannah thought. But all the creatures were staring at her, so to be polite she flipped open the book. Hannah read the title aloud.

“The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.
 ”

“Sam insisted you have it,” said the raven. 

“Sam?”

“He told us to call him that. Y’know, Mark Twain. He said to us if you displayed courage and truth, you should have this book.”

“Really?” 

Hannah was stunned. Was this an elaborate hoax or a trick? Or was this another clue from Mark Twain?

“And he gave us a message to give to you,” added the raven.


A message?
 Hannah leaned forward. Finally, Twain would reveal the location of Shukihan
 .

“The clue to finding Shukihan is: ‘find my first love. She’s just my type,’” quoth the raven. 

Hannah looked at the raven blankly. “That’s it? That’s all you have? Nothing more?”

“‘Nevermore,’” said the raven. 

Hannah groaned. Why is Twain giving me confusing clues? Why doesn’t he just tell me where Shukihan is? Doesn’t he know the Universe hangs in the balance?


Hannah clutched the book. Fine, we’ll do it his way.
 ‘Find my first love, she’s just my type.
 ’ It meant nothing to Hannah.

“We hate for you to leave, but you must go now,” said Murray the Big Good Wolf. 

“Aww, can’t she stay for dinner?” asked a great white shark, poking its head above the river line. 

“Adam and Eve will be back soon, and they didn’t plan for a dinner guest,” said Murray. “And you know how they are about unexpected company. There won’t be enough apples, or lasagna. I’m sorry, but our guest must go.”

“Wait,” said Hannah. “Adam and Eve? Just where the heck am I?”

“Thank you very much,” said Murray, suddenly in a big rush. “But you’ve got to go, dangerous world, Universe will be destroyed if you don’t save it. Big Evil all that…”

He half-escorted, half-pushed Hannah toward a waterfall, which parted down the center as they arrived, revealing a high, narrow cave entrance.

“That’s the way out,” said the wolf. “Keep going until you hit sunlight. Your friends will be there waiting.”

“Remember, don’t forget us!” shouted a coyote. “Or we’ll eat you. Just kidding.”

As Murray the Big Good Wolf shoved Hannah into the cave behind the waterfall, it finally hit her. Friendly talking animals, beautiful plants, fresh air, delicious water. She could only be in one place. 

“Hey! Wait! This is the Garden of Eden.” 

But it was too late. The waterfall closed behind Hannah. There was no way back in.

She ran down the cave toward a pinpoint of light until she was squinting in glaring sunlight. When her eyes adjusted, she couldn’t believe where she was and who was standing right in front of her.




CHAPTER 11


A Squirrel Before Fleeing
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“How did you
 get here?”


“How did you get here?”

Hannah blinked rapidly in the hot, bright sun, trying to take in the presence of Gemma and Matthew while they happily did the same of her. 

They were standing near the entrance to the square in front of the Western Wall, one of the holiest places for Jewish people. It was not far from the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.

Hannah told her friends about the Garden of Eden and Mark Twain’s clue about finding his first love.

“Sounds like we’re on to something,” said Matthew. “I just don’t know what it is.”

The square in front of the Western Wall was filled with men in long, black coats with black hats stood shuffling forward and back in prayer.

“These guys make me nervous,” said Matthew.

“They’re fine,” said Hannah. “They’re not monks.”

“We better not stay out here too long,” said Gemma. “Even in these galabiehs
 , we might be recognized.”

Then Hannah noticed Yuri was missing. 

“He led us out of the cave to here and told us to stay while he went to get us falafel,” Matthew said. “He said he knew a place. He disappeared into the crowd before we could follow him.”

“We gotta find him,” said Hannah. “I don’t trust him, even if he did just save us.”

As Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were about to look for Yuri, a tall man in a long black coat, with a long bushy beard, dark sunglasses and a fur-lined hat tapped Hannah on her shoulder. Hannah wheeled around ready to knock the man out with a karate chop to his neck, but she paused just before she did. Something was oddly familiar about this man.

“Would you care to make a prayer at the Western Wall?” the man said in perfect English. Hannah made a fist. The man lowered his dark glasses and winked. 

Hannah and her friends gasped. It was Hannah’s dad, Sensei John Grace. 

“Dad!” Hannah said excitedly, then realizing she said it too loud, whispered, “dad. How did you find us?”

Gemma and Matthew turned in surprise.

“I’m your dad,” he said, “it’s my job.” He glanced around the open plaza. “I can’t stay long. I just came to tell you about something and to give you something. Just daven
 with me. It’s a traditional way of Jewish praying. Rock your shoulders and head back and forth as you bow. It will make us less suspicious around here.”

The friends did as Sensei said. 

Hannah’s dad Sensei Grace scanned the crowded area for signs of trouble. “I’ve detected a teeny tiny anomaly near Saturn.”

Hannah sucked in air, Matthew made a croaking sound and Gemma raised an eyebrow. Hannah and her friends knew her dad could be a master of understatement. 

“What kind of anomaly and how teeny?” asked Matthew, a cold sweat instantly breaking out on his forehead.

 “We’ve seen these before,” said Hannah’s dad. “They’re natural tears in the space-time continuum. They usually re-seal themselves, but this one is unusual. It seems to have occurred when The Dragon Codex
 broke itself into four books to hide itself from Big Evil. This tear is behaving different than most. In fact I’ve never seen one exactly like this.”

Hannah bit her lower lip. She didn’t want to hear what came next, but her curiosity had to ask. “What do you think could happen dad?”

“I’m not sure,” said Sensei. “But it seems to have…destabilized matter around Saturn.”

“Destabilized?” said Matthew, his worry gauge snapping from nervous to nervous-wreck.

“The tear is still very small, but it has grown in the last day. I’ll keep monitoring it, but I’m concerned the longer The Dragon Codex
 stays apart, the greater the chance the tear will grow, like a crack on a windshield.”

“And if it keeps growing?” asked Gemma warily.  

Sensei looked down at the ground. His face was taut. “If it keeps growing, the rip will tear apart every atom in its path until the entire solar system, including the Earth, would simply disintegrate. Then it would keep going across the galaxy and who knows how far.”

“Is that all?!” cried Matthew.

“You have to find the Codex
 ,” Sensei said.

“Ya think?” said Hannah. The image of the Earth tearing apart playing havoc with her mind.  

“How long do we have, Sensei?” asked Gemma, trying to keep a lid on her nerves too. 

“The computer is still working on it, but my best guess now is that you have somewhere between three days and thirty million years to get all four Codex
 books back together.”

Hannah wanted to breathe a sigh of relief. She wanted to hang her hopes on 30 million years. “Could you maybe narrow that down a bit?” asked Hannah. 

“I’m working on it,” Hannah’s father said. “But in the off-chance it’s sooner rather than later, I brought you this.”

Sensei Grace reached into his pocket and pulled out a dark triangular-shaped watch and handed it to Hannah. She looked at the mysterious thing. If nothing else, it was fashionable.

“Put this on and keep it on,” Sensei said. “It’s a special countdown watch. It keeps steady time in any dimension and even when you hop through dimensions. If the tear grows, it will automatically activate and tell you how much time you have before the Earth is pulverized.” 

Hannah looked at the watch. She was hoping never to use it. She pressed the one button on its right side. 0:00:00:00 lit up.  

“If the rip in space-time becomes big enough,” said her dad, “the watch will start to count down at least seven days ahead. As long as it’s all at zero, we’re ok. It hasn’t started counting down yet. But once the clock starts counting down, it won’t stop. It means things have become too unstable. The closer the time gets to zero, the more things will destabilize. When there are ten minutes remaining, the watch will chime once every minute. If it gets to zero…” Sensei’s voice trailed off.

“Who wants falafel!?” Yuri’s voice boomed enthusiastically. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew spun around to come face to face with Hannah’s cousin who was holding up four falafel sandwiches in his meaty hands. 

“Oooh
 , goodie!” exclaimed Matthew. “Me!”

Gemma rolled her eyes. Hannah turned back to look for her father, but he was gone. Hannah turned all the way around. No sight of him, he was gone. 

Yuri handed out falafel sandwiches to everyone. 

Hannah narrowed her eyes at Yuri. She had to admit the falafel looked delicious, but she didn’t trust him. 

 “Eat quick,” said Yuri. “We exposed out here.”

About a minute later, Yuri was finishing his sandwich, staring past Hannah’s shoulder when he froze mid-bite. “We’ve got to move. We’re being followed.”

Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma turned to see several men in long, black coats and felt hats moving slowly, but inexorably in their direction.

“They’re fakes. Agents for The Bowling League of Big Evil,” said Yuri.

To Hannah, they looked like the hundreds of other religious men in the square, but when they got closer, Hannah saw they were much taller and muscular than the other men in black coats. And their eyes were jet black and cold, lifeless.

Hannah and Gemma dropped their sandwiches. Matthew tried to finish his, but the girls grabbed both his arms and shoved him forward.

Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Yuri moved through the crowded plaza, winding their way among the tourists and worshippers, trying not to invite unnecessary attention.

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked its wrinkly head out from Hannah’s sweatshirt. It looked up at her with frightened eyes. 

“It’s okay,” she said, petting the mi-mi. “We’re just being followed by evil, mysterious men who want to kill us, that’s all.”

Princess Meow-Meow ducked its head back inside Hannah’s sweatshirt.

Hannah and team arrived at a more secluded part of the wall, known as Robinson’s arch. The men in black coats followed them.

“This way,” said Yuri. “Towards the streets.” The friends and Yuri broke out into a run. 

The men in black did, too. They ditched their hats and beards as they chased. Hannah counted more than a dozen of them.

Yuri, Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma turned a corner and ran smack into a wall of praying rabbis as the attackers continued to close in on them. The friends tried to push their way past the rabbis. 

“Excuse me!” said one rabbi angrily. 

“Vas tustu
 ?” said another in Yiddish. The friends shoved their way past the man who shouted, “Vildechius!
 ”

“Peace be with you!” replied Matthew.

Hannah saw an opening between two cantors. “This way!” she cried. 

Just as Hannah stepped past the singing cantors, one of the burly men who was chasing them barreled into Hannah from her left, he was bigger than Yuri and when he knocked Hannah to the ground the air shot out of her lungs.

The man tried to grab Hannah’s throat, but Princess Meow Meow stuck its head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt and bit the man sharply on the hand. 

Hannah’s attacker howled and fell back. It gave Hannah just enough time to get some breath back into her. She wasted no time in jamming her foot into the man’s stomach and then giving him a palm-heel strike, back fist to the jaw, and an elbow to the gut while sweeping his leg at the same time. The man grunted and collapsed into three women who pummeled the intruder with their food bags.  

Hannah leaped to her feet only to find that she, Gemma, Matthew, and Yuri were surrounded by a dozen men in black coats. 

“Give up now, and we’ll go easy on you,” said one of the men with black eyes. 

Hannah whispered to Princess Meow Meow the first thing that came into her head. She didn’t know why she said it, but it was the only thing that made sense to her at that moment. “Take us to Mark Twain’s home.”

“What’s she saying?” barked another man. 

The mi-mi “murped
 ” with pride, and its body started vibrating. 

Hannah didn’t even know if Twain’s home still existed, but it was the only logical place to go. Hannah had enough of Twain’s clues. She wanted to face him straight on and his home seemed like as good a place as any. 

But first, she had to rescue her friends. She snorted and then sprinted straight toward the man who seemed like the leader. The one shouting orders at the others. Hannah leaped onto him and locked her arms and legs around his chest and head like a savage octopus and took the man to the ground, where she pummeled him with a series of hard punches to his face. 

“Get them!” said a giant man with a thick, square beard.

Hannah leaped off the leader. “Quick!” she said to Gemma and Matthew. “Grab hands!”

“Where are we going?” asked Matthew frantically. 

Just as the men grabbed for Hannah and her friends, Yuri grabbed onto Matthew.

There was a sound like a wet drum being hit, and Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Yuri disappeared in a pop. 

The attackers smashed into each other and fell to the ground in a heap.

“Now what?” said one of the men. “She’ll be very angry they got away.”

“Twain’s house,” said another man. “I heard her say something about a Twain house. Whatever that is.”

“She’ll know,” said another.

The men ran off into the crowd. What they didn’t notice, nor anyone else, was a bushy-tailed gray squirrel sitting near a low-wall, chuckling.

“Mark Twain’s house,” it chittered in squirrel speak. “Aheeheeheeheehee
 !” 




CHAPTER 12


At Home with Mark Twain
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Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, Princess Meow
 Meow Fluffybottom, and Yuri found themselves standing under an old porte cochere
 wide enough for a horse-drawn carriage to remain safely dry or shaded. Hannah loved a good porte cochere
 and under this one, a person could really feel like they had arrived
 .

It was attached to a three-story dark wood mansion that was a bizarre yet stirring mashup of American gothic meets the Middle East.

Hannah wasn’t sure where or what time period they landed until she saw modern-day cars humming past the house on a busy street. A quick check of the GPS on her phone confirmed she was just outside of Hartford, Connecticut, today, standing in front of Mark Twain’s house.

“Wow, look at this place,” said Hannah. “It looks like a haunted mansion ate a steamship.” Hannah scratched Princess Meow Meow under the chin. “Nice toss.”

“I...I gotta sit down,” said Matthew, grabbing the front porch balustrade. It was all he could do not to puke all over Mark Twain’s house. “Next time I’m taking the bus.”

Hannah did a quick check of the grounds for signs of danger. She saw nothing out of the ordinary, but she didn’t know how long that would last. She couldn’t help shaking a certain sense of dread, like someone, or something, was sneaking up on them. 

Hannah pushed against the massive wooden front door, but it was locked tight. 

“Window?” Gemma grunted.

Hannah saw many windows. 

“This way,” she said. 

"I’m not going anywhere,” said Matthew, still clinging to the balustrade.

“Stop being so much wimpy boy,” said Yuri. He scooped up a groaning Matthew under his arm. “Where we go?”

Hannah liked to say she had no idea what she was doing, she just did it. If ever that was true, it was now. Hannah led the team around the back of the house. There didn’t seem to be anyone else around, but surely there were cameras, right? Was anyone watching the cameras?

Hannah walked around the end of the house, past the greenhouse and around to the back.  There was a closed window not too high off the ground.

Hannah climbed up on the edge of a foundation block just below the window and peeked inside. The room looked the way it did in the 1880s when Twain and his family lived there, lots of dark woods and velvet furniture and books lining every wall from floor to nearly ceiling.  

“I think I found the library,” Hannah said. She tried to jimmy the window open, but it was also locked.

“This is a bad idea,” said Matthew, still under Yuri’s arm. “What if we get caught?” 

“Quiet,” said Yuri, putting Matthew down. “Let me see if I can open window.”

“How do we even know we’re in the right place?” asked Matthew.

“We don’t,” admitted Hannah. “But it’s the first thing I thought of. I mean, if Twain wants us to search for his first love, maybe his house is a good place to look. Maybe there’s a picture of her here or something.”

Yuri tried to push open the window very gently but it wouldn’t budge. He tried again and still no luck. 

Hannah glanced at Yuri. She trusted him less than a two-dollar bicycle on a steep hill. If they found Shukihan
 , they would have to act fast to make sure he didn’t steal it from them. Hannah nodded at Gemma. Gemma nodded back. They both knew what those nods meant; keep an eye on Yuri
 . 

Yuri grew frustrated with the gentle approach. He grabbed the window sill with both hands and, with one sharp yank, shoved it upwards, shattering the glass and smashing the pane. Glass came crashing down around him. He brushed away the glass. 

“There. Now we can go in.”

“At least you were gentle,” said Matthew.

Hannah checked to see if anyone was coming, they weren’t. Where was everyone? Yuri picked up the friends one at a time and pushed them into the room through the window, then he climbed in. 

The house felt warm and inviting and weird at the same time. Antique rugs, carved wooden furniture, a fireplace wide enough to lay down in. And books. Lots and lots of books. Hannah thought it was the kind of place you could snuggle in for hours with a good, strong cup of rich hot chocolate.

“Let’s look for clues,” said Hannah. 

The only thing that seemed out of place was a large steel contraption that took up the entire end of one side of the room. If the house was weirdly designed, this thing was its mother.

Matthew went over to investigate the metal machine while Gemma, Hannah, and Yuri inspected a map of the house on a nearby wall.

“Maybe there’s something here,” Gemma said, pointing to the map. “In the master bedroom. I’m guessing Mark Twain’s wife was just his type.” The girls giggled.

Yuri looked at the map and pointed to the picture of the nursery room. “Probably his kids is what he love most. They his type.”

“I think I found something,” said Matthew. He was pointing to a sign next to the machine. “This thing is called a Paige Compositor. Whatever the heck that is.” He read aloud from the sign: 


“The Paige Compositor.



This typesetting machine, known as the Paige Compositor, was invented to revolutionize printing, but Mark Twain nearly lost his entire life’s fortune investing in it. Devised by James Paige, it was intended to automate printing, making typesetting much faster and easier, but it was extremely difficult to operate and broke down often. Only two were ever built. This is the only surviving example.



Some have speculated that Twain may have had a soft spot for the doomed project and stayed with it for so long because one of his first jobs, a favorite, was an apprentice to a typesetter and printer when he was twelve years old.”






Matthew frowned. “Well, that answered nothing.”

“Is stupid useless piece of junk,” said Yuri shaking his head. 

“I agree,” said Hannah. “We should split up and search the house.”

“I go looking for clue. I check upstairs.”

“Not by yourself,” said Gemma, quickly stepping near him.

“It’s fine Gemma,” said Hannah waving her off. “I’m sure my cousin will let us know if he finds something.” 

Gemma gave Hannah a ‘are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ look. Hannah cocked her eyebrow and Gemma stepped back. 

“I’ll meet you back here,” Gemma said. “I’m gonna search the living rooms.”

Yuri went out of the room and Gemma was about to do the same when Hannah put her hand on Gemma’s shoulder to stop her.

“Are you sure it’s safe to let Yuri go?” asked Gemma warily. 

Hannah nodded. “Stay here,” she said. “I think we discovered something important.” Hannah pointed to the Paige Compositor. “This thing is a printing press, yes?”

Matthew read the sign again. “It says it’s some kind of typesetting machine.”

“And Twain’s first job was a typesetter. A job he loved his entire life?”

“That’s kinda what it says,” said Matthew, his voice trailing off. “But what does that…”

“Mark Twain’s first love was ‘just his type
 ,” said Hannah repeating the clue. “This is a type
 -setting machine.”

Gemma caught Hannah’s vibe. “You mean maybe his first love wasn’t a person, but a thing?”

 “And what if that thing, was a typesetting machine?” said Hannah. “Or typesetting in general?”

“That’s pretty farfetched,” said Matthew.

“Read the last line again,” said Hannah to Matthew. 

 Matthew thought it was dumb, but he did it.

“‘…one of his first jobs, a favorite, was an apprentice to a typesetter and printer when he was twelve years old.’
 ”

Matthew turned around to see Hannah and Gemma smiling at him. “What?”

“It’s a play on words,” said Gemma. “His first job was a favorite. His first love. The job was a type-setter. His first love was just his type
 .” Gemma folded her arms smiling.

“No way,” said Matthew.





Hannah did a quick internet search. “In the old days, a typesetter was a person who arranged metal letters into words to press onto paper with ink. It was the way they used to make newspapers. Sounds boring.”

Matthew stared at the Paige Compositor. “You really think this is a clue to finding Shukihan
 ?” 

“One way to find out,” said Hannah.

Hannah studied the Paige Compositor. It was impossibly complicated. It had dozens of rows of thin metal levers lined up under the printer that were attached to more levers and rods that did who-knows-what-for-why.

“This is ridiculous,” said Hannah as Gemma and Matthew gathered round. “This thing is a jungle. No wonder it didn’t work. There are so many stupid parts.”

Hannah sighed. She was beginning to think this contraption wasn’t Shukihan
 and that they better find Yuri. 

“What’s that?” asked Matthew. He pointed to a tiny spot under a sprawl of wires were there was a long even row of the exact same ‘t’-shaped levers. Maybe a hundred or more all perfectly lined up next to each other. Except for one.

One of the ‘t’-levers was missing. 

Hannah and Gemma examined it more closely. 

“How did you see that?” Gemma asked Matthew. 

“I like nice even rows of things,” he said. “I hate disorder.”

“So, it’s busted,” said Gemma not seeing the significance of Matthew’s discovery. 

“Maybe,” said Hannah, but there was something odd about the ‘t’-shape. Something familiar about it, she couldn’t shake.

Hannah pulled Mark Twain’s necklace out of her pocket. She looked at the cross-shaped necklace. It looked exactly like the missing ‘t’-lever. And it was the same size. Hannah squealed with excitement. Her muscles trembled as she held up the cross. 

“I think we found the missing piece,” she said triumphantly.

Matthew and Gemma both gulped as Hannah, her hands trembling, placed the ‘t’ shaped-cross into the empty ‘t’ shaped space on the compositor.

It snapped into place. A perfect fit.

“Wow,” said Gemma.

Hannah stood back. And the friends waited. But nothing happened. The air sank out of the room.

“Maybe it’s not it?” asked Matthew after nothing happened for a few minutes. 

But Hannah wasn’t giving up. There has to be a switch
 . She looked behind the Paige Compositor and found it. A large lever that said ‘On/Off.’ 

Hannah flipped it on. The Paige Compositor began to quiver and shimmy like it was dancing the salsa.

Hannah stood back, her guts twisting with anticipation and anxiousness. The three friends watched as rainbow swirls of light burst from the center of the machine and whirled wildly around the library in a riot of light and color. The effect was dazzling and over-the-top, but then again, The Dragon Codex
 always did have a flair for the dramatic. 

Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma watched as the lights reached a crashing crescendo and everything stopped. Princess Meow Meow cowered inside Hannah’s sweatshirt. A heavy silence and the smell of oil and dust filled the air. 

In the area where the Paige Compositor used to be was a small book that could have been an ordinary paperback, except that the cover glowed with the same unearthly rainbow light. The title of the book was, Nothing to See Here
 .

“Whoah
 ,” said Matthew. 

“Yeah,” said Hannah who was otherwise rendered speechless by the awesomeness of the moment. 

Hannah’s heart thumped hard in her chest. She could hardly believe it. Here it was. Shukihan
 . And Hansu Chathri
 was in her backpack. Two books down, two to go
 , she thought. 

She gently picked up Shukihan
 . Her hands and body tingled with energy. The book felt alive
 and that holding it, Hannah felt like she could rule the world, destroy the world, heal the world. Whatever she wanted to do. The power was hers.

As she leafed through Shukihan
 , the pages came to life in a dazzling array of light and color. Pictures moved, scientific formulas whirled, paintings and landscapes formed and melted into each other. Worlds from across the galaxy appeared and disappeared. She saw primitive and highly advanced civilizations from the far reaches of the Universe. Martial arts techniques and advanced awareness practices bubbled up and disappeared into mist. At times, it was too overwhelming to even look at. She shut the book. 

“Wow,” she said. 

“Is that Shukihan
 ?” asked Gemma. 

“I sure hope so,” said Hannah.

“This is great,” said Gemma. “We can go back to school and stall those jerks at the Order of Mushu. If we have two books, they have to let us get the rest.”

“Let’s get out of here before Yuri comes back,” said Matthew, looking at the library door. “He must have noticed something.”

Hannah slipped Shukihan into her backpack. Almost instantly, her backpack began to shake. It lurched and bucked wildly, and it got very hot to the touch. Hannah threw the mad backpack off her. 

Just in time. A moment later, a burning blast of candy-bright multi-colored light shot out from the backpack. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew quickly turned and shielded their eyes from the heated, sun-bright blast. A minute later the light dimmed.

Hannah’s backpack was lying perfectly intact on the table in the center of the room, but something very strange floated just a few feet above it. It was a softly glowing, silvery half-moon shaped disc about the size of a dinner plate.

For a moment, everything ceased moving. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew stared silently at the gleaming silver half-disc hanging in the air just out of reach, like a delicious ripe fruit.

“What is that?” asked Matthew.

“I think it’s The Dragon Codex
 ?” said Hannah in a question, half-mesmerized by the unearthly glowing object. 

“Or half of it,” said Gemma.

“Yeah,” agreed Hannah. 

“You mean Hansu Chathri
 and Shukihan
 , like, fused together?” asked Matthew, trying to get a handle on what just happened. 

“I am sooo blessed!” a familiar voice rudely interrupted. 

Hannah’s stomach dropped. She, Gemma, and Matthew wheeled around to face the intruder. Standing in the doorway to the library with a smug grin smeared across her face was cousin Victoria. And next to her was cousin Yuri.

“You all did a great job of finding the Codex
 !” Victoria said. “I am so grateful.”

Hannah was about to pluck the Codex
 out of the air, but three people entered the room and the sight of them stopped Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew cold because standing and grinning maliciously behind Victoria and Yuri were Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. 




CHAPTER 13


Fight for the Codex
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To say Hannah, Gemma, and
 Matthew were stunned to see their exact evil doubles standing in the doorway of the library would do serious damage to the word ‘stunned.’ The friends were utterly thunderstruck, flabbergasted, speechless.

“You look surprised,” said Victoria in mock surprise. “Say hello to your replacements.”

“Replacements?” managed Hannah. 

“Your improvements?” taunted Victoria. “As soon as we’re done with you here, my friends here will take your place and tell me everything I need to know about The Order of Mushu. It’s the kind of smart long-term planning I’ve come to expect from me.”

“Over my dead body,” said Gemma taking a fighting stance.  

“If you insist,” said Victoria. “But I prefer you ladies join us on our quest for the Codex
 . I could use rock-star women like you.”

“You’re never getting us, or the book, you despicable ogre!” Hannah said.

Victoria shrugged. “If you’re not being criticized, you’re probably not taking enough chances!”

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew stepped in front of the floating silver half-disc that was The Dragon Codex
 .

Victoria side glanced to her Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew doubles. They got into their fighting stances. Slight crouch, hands up. Ready. 

 There is no first-strike in karate, it’s supposed to be all self-defense, but Hannah wasn’t going to wait to be made into a mincemeat pie either. And she figured Victoria had already been very clear as to her plans. As far as Hannah was concerned, this was
 self-defense.

So Hannah struck. 

She shot her strongest energy beam at Victoria, but Evil Hannah matched Hannah’s movements like a mirror and replied with an equal energy beam that shot directly back at original Hannah. The beams sent both Hannahs flying backward into the book-lined walls. 

Matthew ran in a frenzy around the room, blurting complaints at the top of his lungs.

“Oh, my God, what have I gotten myself into?! My knee hurts. It’s so hot in here you could die. What’s that smell?!”

Evil Matthew opened his mouth, but instead of complaints, he shot a flood of hot, green bile straight at original Matthew. But Matthew’s nasal tone and incessant whining managed to scatter most of the vile bile that filled the room with the revolting smell of demon intestine, but some of it landed on Matthew, encasing him in partially digested goo.

He looked at his new shirt. “Oh God, this is never gonna come out!” he said nearly in tears.

Gemma leaped onto the gas lamp hanging from the ceiling and swung herself toward Evil Gemma while transforming herself into a black panther. But Evil Gemma was waiting. As Gemma was about to pounce, Evil Gemma turned herself into a panther-sized cage. 

Panther Gemma was going too fast to stop and flew into the cage. Evil Cage Gemma snapped the door shut behind her. Panther Gemma roared with fury and flung herself against the cage, but Evil Cage Gemma held on.

“Nice work, Good Gemma!” said Victoria.

Hannah couldn’t believe this was happening. Victoria was winning again. Hannah wanted to pummel Victoria and free her friends, but Evil Hannah jumped in front of her.

The two Hannahs faced each other down. Hannah tried to chokehold Evil Hannah, but Evil Hannah blocked it, almost as if she had anticipated the move.

Original Hannah and Evil Hannah fought back and forth in hand to hand combat, matching each other equally, move for move, until they were both exhausted.

Victoria tried to make her way around the fighting to get to the floating Codex
 disc, but it kept moving away from her.

Finally, Hannah grabbed Evil Hannah under the shoulder and was able to hold on. Original Hannah still had at least one thing Evil Hannah didn’t.

Evil Hannah’s demon eyes went wide, then softened. “Y’know, maybe being evil isn’t such a great thing,” Hannah’s malevolent twin mused. “I mean, where has it gotten us, really?”

Victoria fumed. “You fool. She’s controlling your mind. Get away from her!” 

But Evil Hannah couldn’t disagree with Victoria more and asked Hannah her favorite summer footwear recommendations. 

Hannah now had to somehow keep the Reality Distortion Field on Evil Hannah while freeing Gemma and Matthew.

Hannah glanced at her caged friend. Just then Evil Matthew transformed his head into a fire horn. With the loudest, most annoying horn blast possible, Evil Matthew flooded the room with a brain-rattling siren. Hannah had to let go of Evil Hannah and press her hands to cover the pain in her ears.

“I like wedges,” said Evil Hannah, “…hey, where am I?” Then Evil Hannah winced and she too tried to block out Evil Matthew’s painful siren. 

Victoria and Yuri had already put in special ear protection and used Evil Matthew’s fire horn to maximum advantage. While everyone else was doubled over in pain, Yuri leaped up and snatched the Codex
 half-disc out of the air. Hannah tried in vain to grab for Yuri, but she could barely move.

 Yuri tossed Victoria the Codex
 disc. 

“Well, this has been fun,” shouted Victoria as she clutched The Dragon Codex
 disc tightly to her. “But we’re in a relentless pursuit of greatness! It’s time to finish you all.”

But then, The Dragon Codex
 half-disc bucked wildly in Victoria’s hands. She held on to it like it was a fleeing rabbit. Then the silver disc started to glow.

“Stay still, dammit!” she said. “Yuri! The cloak!”

Yuri reached into his coat and took out a shimmering black satin bag. Victoria dropped the half disc into it. The bag shot back and forth in her hands like a crazed cat was inside.

A moment later, the bag went still. 

“We better go,” she said to Yuri. Victoria signaled Evil Matthew to stop his siren horn. Yuri smacked Evil Matthew in the head.

The hideous noise finally stopped. 

“Next time give me better earplug,” he snarled.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize,” she said.

“What about them?” Yuri said pointing to Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew.

The black bag with the Codex
 began to shake again.

“We’ll have to deal with them later,” said Victoria grabbing the black bag from Yuri. “We gotta go. Now.”

Victoria turned to Evil Gemma. “I need you with me. Get rid of her.”

 Evil Gemma opened her cage door. Original jaguar Gemma flew out, tumbled and slid into a bookshelf. 

“Dreams come true when you work very hard and never give up,” Victoria cackled. “Let’s get together again soon!”

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew tried to fight, but they were still too disoriented. Victoria waved her hand and she, Evil Hannah, Evil Gemma, Evil Matthew, and Yuri were gone in a zap of light.

It was an hour before Hannah and Gemma were steady enough to get back on their feet and longer before they could finally excavate Matthew from his demon intestine prison, which had hardened around him.

After freeing Matthew, Hannah flopped down on Twain’s couch. She stared at the ceiling with resignation and self-disgust. She had let Victoria slip away again, and with The Dragon Codex
 .  She wanted to crawl into a hole. 

Gemma came over to her. “We’ll get that darn book.”

“Yeah,” added Matthew. “Look what she did to my new shirt.” Matthew held up his arms. He looked like a cat hairball. 

Hannah chuckled. “Let’s get back to school.”




CHAPTER 14


Family Disunion Reunion
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The room was straight out
 of a 1920s movie. An intimate, darkly lit lounge with red velvet walls. Gas lanterns gave flickering light and threw dancing shadows across the room.

Seated around a dark mahogany table in the back of the room were three exceedingly old people. So old, in fact, neither Hannah, Gemma, nor Matthew could tell if they were men or women.

Their clothing was green and gray, and they all looked like they had just come from an expedition in the jungle or the desert.

Three empty chairs sat on the opposite side of the table from them. The figure seated in the center behind the table waved excitedly for the friends to come over.

Hannah looked at her friends; they seemed just as confused as she was but they cautiously approached the seated guests. When they got closer to the table, they could see the old people weren’t actually that old after all. In fact, they were much younger now, in their twenties. 

Hannah wondered what world or dimension she was in. It wasn’t Earth, she was pretty sure of that. 

They were very clearly now two men and one woman. The strangers wore warm smiles as if they were seeing long-awaited, lost friends. 

“Please sit down,” said the man in the middle. “It’s so good to meet all of you.” He had bright brown eyes with a twinkle of mischief. 

Hannah blinked. “Do we know you?”

The man smiled. “Yes and no,” he said. “I’m Roy Grace. Your great-grandfather.”

A feather could have knocked Hannah over, same for Matthew and Gemma.

“Great-grandfather?” Hannah finally murmured.

“We’re so glad you came,” said Hannah’s Great-grandpa Roy. “Let me introduce you. Matthew, this is your great-grandfather, Edgar. And Gemma, this is your great-grandmother, Xiang-Yu or Fragrant Jade. They are my two dearest friends.”

Gemma put her hand over her mouth and gasped. She tried to speak but words wouldn’t form. Her great-grandmother? Adopted when she was very little, Gemma had never met or known any of her blood relatives. Gemma burst into tears and ran around the table to hug her great-grandmother. 

“Yes, my dear, it’s true,” said Fragrant Jade, hugging her back. “Pull up a chair and sit next to me.”

Emotions flooded Gemma. She stared at her great-grandmother, then laughed, then cried some more. In her head, a million thoughts collided with a million questions.

As if reading her mind, Gemma’s great-grandmother said, “Where do I even begin? I guess the first thing you should know is that your mother, my granddaughter, loved you very much,” said Fragrant Jade, still hugging Gemma, who sobbed again, “but it was not possible for her to keep you. It would have meant certain death for her, and you.”

Gemma wiped away her tears. “Why? What do you mean?” she asked.

“There are forces in the Universe that are friendly to humans, and there are forces that aren’t,” said Fragrant Jade. “You were targeted by the forces that are hostile to humanity, probably because of what you’re doing right now, looking for the Codex
 , so we had to hide you.”

“What forces?” asked Matthew. “Do we know any of them?”

“You have experienced many,” said Matthew’s Great-grandfather Edgar. 

“Do my adopted parents know about this?” Gemma asked.

“Indeed,” said her great-grandmother. “They’re what we call regulars. Ordinary people who help out the cause of The Order of Mushu. They have no special abilities except their kindness and compassion. Which if you ask me, is a superpower too.”

“That’s the second thing you should know,” interjected Matthew’s great-grandfather Edgar. “As you may have realized by the three of us sitting here, you three are not friends totally by accident. Our families all have long histories of being guardians of the Codex
 . Your mother, Gemma, was doing just that, and protecting you at the same time.”

“So, it’s not a coincidence that Gemma, Matthew and I met?” asked Hannah, trying to get a grasp on the situation. “We were set up?”

“Not a setup,” replied Hannah’s great-grandpa Roy. “But our families have shared fortunes. We put you in the same school to see if you would become friends. If you didn’t, then you would have gone your separate ways, but as it turns out, you do have a fondness for each other.”

The three great-grandparents smiled warmly at their kin while Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew studied each other, unsure of what to make of the news. 

Hannah knew from her father that for centuries her family had been protectors of The Dragon Codex
 , but she knew precious little about who her ancestors were or what roles they played in protecting the Codex
 . She was eager for anything she could learn.

“Still feels like a setup,” said Gemma. “But I’m glad you did it.”

Hannah and Matthew nodded their agreement. 

“I guess some things are meant to be,” said Hannah. 

“We were once guardians of the Codex
 , just as you are today,” said Hannah’s great-grandpa proudly.”

Fragrant Jade rolled her eyes and looked like she just sucked a lemon. “Yeah, and you want to tell them the rest?”

Edgar and Roy looked at each like they’d rather eat paint. 

“We, uh, didn’t do such a good job,” said Matthew’s great-grandfather.

“I was their guide,” Fragrant Jade said. “They were just out of college. Part of a team to find The Dragon Codex
 . They found it alright, and then they took it on a joy ride for themselves.”

“You stole The Dragon Codex
 ?” Hannah said, thoroughly embarrassed to be related to such people.

“‘Stole’ is such a harsh word,” said her great-grandpa Roy. “We were liberating it from the oppressive...”

“They stole it,” said Fragrant Jade flatly.

 “Gemma, your great-grandmother had nothing to do with it,” Edgar quickly added. “We were grad students in China. She was hired to be our guide, but they thought she was involved. She wasn’t.

“We took the Codex
 all over the Universe, had incredible adventures, gave ourselves near-limitless power and riches...”

Both men smiled and nodded at the warm memory, but when they saw Fragrant Jade’s scowl, they quickly dropped their smiles.

“Your behavior is part of why we’re in this mess today,” Gemma’s great-grandmother snapped.

The image of the three great-grandparents flickered. The elders glanced nervously at each other. 

“I know you have many questions,” said Great-grandpa Roy. He had a sudden tension in his voice. “And we would love nothing more than to spend hours telling you everything, and we will do so when the time is right, but unfortunately our time now is extremely limited. We took you off your path back to school to tell you something very important.”

“Wait, you’re just going to say ‘hi’ and ‘bye,’ and leave us, just like that?” Gemma protested.

Great-grandpa Roy bit his lower lip. “For now. This room is not a physical room; we’re communicating through spirit and intention. You see, we don’t actually have bodies anymore. You do, we don’t.”

“You’re ghosts?” asked Matthew.

“Ghost is such an old-fashioned word,” said Edgar. “We prefer spirits, souls, essence, the corporeally impaired, whatever you like.” 

“Where are we?” asked Gemma.

“Kind of like a dream,” said Fragrant Jade. “Please listen.” She looked at Edgar. 

Hannah’s head was spinning. Why didn’t my dad tell me these things? He probably thinks I can’t handle it, I’m just a kid. So unfair and so wrong.
  

 “Victoria is heading back to the Imaginal Realm, to raise an army of malcontents,” said Fragrant Jade. “We have learned she’s discovered the secret recipe for the World’s Most Decadent Delicious Brownies.”

Roy and Edgar shook their heads in dismay.

“What’s so terrible about delicious brownies?” asked Matthew. “It sounds pretty awesome to me.”

“That’s the problem,” sighed Matthew’s great-grandfather. “Those brownies are too awesome. In the hands of the good, those brownies can sign peace treaties, but when they’re used for bad…well, let’s just say, they helped start World War II. If Victoria is making those brownies, you can be sure the world’s most vile and revolting beings will partake of her foul tray.”

“Fortunately,” added Fragrant Jade, “those brownies, when baked, give off a unique scent trail. We have detected faint traces near Chaco Canyon in the New Mexican desert. It was once a hyperpower spot and a giant portal to the Imaginal Realm. Victoria must be planning to bring something very big through there.”

“Then we better get there right away,” said Gemma.

From beneath the table, Great-grandpa Roy pulled out an oversized book with a worn and craggy cover.

He flipped it open to a chapter titled “Fajada Butte” and showed the friends a picture of a giant monolithic wedge-shaped formation jutting up from the flat desert floor.

“Ah, here it is. Fajada Butte,” said Great-grandpa Roy. 

“Fa-jada butt?” said Matthew. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew cracked up at that one. 

“It’s pronounced fa-hada beut
 ,” Great-grandpa Roy said, not joining in the laughter. “It’s the power spot in Chaco Canyon. You are going to have to enter the butte to get to the Imaginal Realm.” He narrowed his eyes. The friends held their tongues.

“Can’t you enter the Imaginal Realm from anywhere?” asked Hannah. 

“Yes,” said Great-grandpa Roy, “but power spots like this are used to move big things, things you ordinarily can’t bring through.”

“It looks like a really big butte,” added Gemma, which led to another round of laughter.

“Are we going to have to climb that big butte?” said Hannah, not able to help herself. “I hope it doesn’t stink.”

The great-grandparents enjoyed their laughter. When the friends finally stopped laughing, Great-grandpa Roy showed them a picture of three stone slabs leaning next to each other against a rock wall.

“How do we get in there?” asked Gemma. 

“These stone slabs are really an ancient calendar that sits on top of Fajada Butte,” said Great-grandpa Roy. “There is a riddle to the calendar you will have to solve before you can pass into the Realm.”

He read from the book.  

“The calendar was put there by the people who ruled the area 1,000 years ago. They were great astronomers. They constructed their buildings with such precision to the sun, moon, and stars and understood nature so well that they became powerful enough to control the weather and the behavior of animals, but eventually this power led to arrogance and greed. Too much power and too much ego, eventually caused their downfall.”

Roy paused, letting his words sink in. Then he continued. 

“Behind the slabs are three spirals. On the first day of summer, the longest day of the year, the sunlight passes through the stones and a dagger of light creeps down the exact middle of the spiral. On the shortest day of the year, the first day of winter, two daggers of light would come down both sides of the outer edges of the spiral. We’re not sure what the other spirals do.”

“What about the riddle?” asked Matthew. 

Roy skimmed the pages.

“Ah, yes. Here it is. It says here the Realm gate is protected by a riddle. You will need to solve the clue to find your way in at that point. The riddle is:


‘To open the gates, make summer and winter one.’
 ”

“That’s it? Great,” said Matthew, “What does that even mean?”

The great-grandparents looked at each other with confusion. 

Gemma’s great-grandma Fragrant Jade arched an eyebrow. “We’re kinda lost on that one too. When you get there, you’ll see something and figure it out.”

“Really?” said Matthew. “That’s it?”

The great-grandparents’ images flickered like bad TV reception. 

“Time to go,” said Edgar. “Follow the scent of brownie to Victoria and get the Codex
 from her.”

Fragrant Jade gave Gemma a big hug. “Whenever I can, wherever I am, I’ll do my best to help you. I love you always.”

Tears welled in Gemma’s eyes. 

“Ditto for us,” said Edgar. Roy nodded his agreement. They hugged their great-grandchildren.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew stood in front of their great-grandparents in silence. The more they pursued The Dragon Codex
 , the more secrets were revealed, the more responsibility they assumed, the more they knew, sometimes for the better, sometimes the worse. 

Hannah thought about the massive task still ahead. She had the support of her family, but would it be enough?  She knew she and Gemma and Matthew would have to dig deeper within themselves, deeper than they ever had if they were going to stop Victoria and the Bowling League of Big Evil.

“We’re so very proud of you,” said Fragrant Jade. 

“You have to say that; you’re our great-grandparents,” said Matthew. 

“I don’t say that about Victoria,” said Roy, frowning. “She’s my great-granddaughter, too and oy
 , what a mess. Victoria cannot prevail or she will destroy everything.”

Princess Meow Meow poked its head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. Hannah looked at the mi-mi. “Think you can change course and take us to Chaco Canyon, my little friend?”

The creature’s eyes grew wide, and its tongue came out panting.




CHAPTER 15


Secrets and Park Rangers with Guns in the Desert
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The high desert wind blew
 bits of dried brownie crumbs across the parched desert. Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom (tucked safely in Hannah’s sweatshirt) treaded very carefully on the loose rocks and sloping ledge near the top of Fajada Butte, the giant cheese-wedge-shaped monolith that rose hundreds of feet from the hardscrabble New Mexican desert.

Princess Meow Meow had done an excellent job of landing them near the top of the butte, but the three-stone slab calendar they were looking for was nowhere to be found.

And so, they followed the trail of brownie crumbs around the sloping edge of the butte. Hannah’s skin tingled. The power the area once contained was an echo of its former self, but Hannah could still feel its power even now.

As they searched for the stone slab calendar, Hannah thought about how the people here were corrupted by their own great power and how their civilization was now buried in the sand, the people scattered to the four directions. 

It reminded her of The Dragon Codex
 . When you harness power for the good of all, its strength flows with you, but when you try and trap it and use it for yourself like Victoria and The Bowling League of Big Evil wanted to do, you might rule for a while, but it eventually you would be destroyed in the end. And you might take entire civilizations down with you. It made Hannah mad at how stupid they were. How careless and thoughtless and it made her resolve to be even stronger when it came to fighting evil. 

They brownie crumbs became more numerous. Matthew pressed a crumb to his lips. His eyes bugged, and he almost slipped off the edge.

“That is the most delicious brownie I’ve ever tasted!” Matthew said. “We better find them fast, before they’re all gone.”

He scooted up the trail like a mountain goat, chanting, “Brownies. Brownies.”

In some spots on the butte, the path and ledge were wide enough for Hannah and her friends to walk next to each other. In other places, they had to walk single file, one foot in front of the other, lest they tumble hundreds of feet down the sheer rock, and in some places, it was best just to crawl. The wind blasted them in dangerous and unpredictable gusts from above and below, challenging the friends’ already precarious balance.

As they walked, Hannah looked out across the tan desert. It was both magnificent and scary. The only sign of life for 100 miles was the ranger station and visitor center for what was now called the Chaco Culture National Historical Park. 

Hannah imagined life here when this was the center of civilization, a thriving capital of trade, science, and ceremony that dominated thousands of square miles. Then her attention snapped back to today. 

Hannah thought about their impossible situation. How much time did they have? Certainly, it wouldn’t be more than a few days at most before Victoria learned how to use the Codex
 . She’d already figured out the recipe for super brownies.

Using his nose and his hunger, Matthew lead Gemma and Hannah to the top of the butte. They had to race to just to keep up with him.

“Look!” he said.

There it was. Just ahead were three massive stone slabs, each about the size of a full-grown grizzly bear. They were leaning at an angle against the sheer rock butte exactly as they had seen in the photo in Great-grandpa Roy’s book.

The friends searched the stones. Hannah was the first to spot the spirals on the rock wall directly behind the stone slabs. 

Matthew scratched at the rocks like he was trying to get them to open. “I wonder if there’re any brownies around here…”

“Would you stop that!” snapped Hannah. 

“Okay, how do we get inside?” asked Gemma, examining the stones and the spirals. 

Hannah recalled the clue her great-grandfather gave them:


“To open the gates, make summer and winter one.”
  “Anyone have any idea what that means?” Hannah asked.

Before they could answer, a man’s voice over a loudspeaker split the air.

“Attention, you! Up there! Come down immediately! You are in violation of the law!”

“Uh oh,” Matthew said, peering over the edge of the butte. “Park rangers down there. Dozens of ’em.”

“Whatever we’re gonna do, we better do it quick,” said Gemma.

Down below, more park rangers gathered at the base of Fajada Butte. Car sirens flashed. The rangers were shouting and waving and pointing.

“We’ll be down in a minute!” shouted Matthew as Gemma and Hannah looked for a way into the stones. 

“Now!” yelled the officer with the bullhorn. 

“We wanna come down,” shouted Matthew, pretending, “but we’re too scared. We’re awfully sorry, sir. We’re just kids. We didn’t know what we were doing. Can you send someone up to help us?”

“Stay right where you are!” said the ranger into his bullhorn. “We’re coming up!”

Matthew’s ploy had bought them a few minutes, but would it be enough? The stones were not giving up any of their secrets. 

“To open the gates, make summer and winter one
 ,” Hannah repeated the clue.

“How can it be summer and winter at the same time?” asked Matthew.

Hannah smacked her head.  “C’mon, brain, work.”

“Your great-grandpa Roy said it’s a calendar,” said Gemma. “What did he say about the sunlight and a dagger or something?”

Hannah stared at the stones and the spiral. 

“He said that on the first day of summer, the sun would rise, and a dagger of light would shine between the stones straight through the middle of the spiral. In winter, two daggers of sunlight would touch the outsides of the spiral. But I don’t see how…”

Then it struck Hannah. Her eyes widened and she let out a gasp. “What if…”

“Come down with your hands up!” 

The rangers were more than halfway up the butte. They were using the packed dirt ramp the ancient peoples had built to get to the top of the butte quickly.

“Here they come!” said Matthew, gritting his teeth.

Then Gemma had an idea. “What if we got the sunlight to shine on the center and the edges of the spiral at the same time? That would make it summer and winter at the same time.”

Hannah liked the idea. “Brilliant. But how? I don’t think we can move the entire sky.” Hannah stared intently at the spiral. “What if we didn’t have to? What if the spiral just thought
 it was the real sun? What if we just made it summer and winter at the same time. Know anyone who can make light with their hands?”

Gemma grinned. “What do we have to lose?”

Hannah stood in front of the slabs and raised her hands and concentrated.

“There they are!” came a ranger’s voice. “Freeze!”

A cold sweat rolled down Hannah’s face. She raised her hands above her head and formed a cup shape with them. She focused her mind and shot an energy beam from her palms toward the stone slabs. She split the beam into three lines of light. One light beam went directly down the center of the spiral while the two other beams framed it, like goalposts.

“Hurry!” shouted Matthew, who watched in terror as the rangers reached the top of the butte about 50 feet from Hannah and team.

“You there, stop what you’re doing immediately! You’re all under arrest!”

The light from Hannah’s hands slid between the stones and through the center of the spiral. 

Next, Hannah adjusted the angle of her hands just enough so that two thin spikes of light crept down until they both touched the outer edges of the spiral. There were now three shafts of light on the spiral: one down the center for “summer” and two on the edges for “winter.”

“Well?” Gemma asked, looking between the slabs. “Nothing’s happening.”


Boom!
 The ground exploded around Hannah’s feet. At first, Hannah thought the portal was opening, but when she heard it again, she realized the rangers were shooting at her.

“That’s a warning shot,” shouted the park ranger. 

 “Hannah!” shouted Matthew. 

“Stop whatever you’re doing! You’re under arrest for destroying cultural artifacts!” growled the ranger. “The next time won’t be a warning. Put your hands down now!”

“Uh, Captain,” came another, younger sounding ranger, “shouldn’t that be, ‘put your hands up’?”

“Quiet!” snapped the captain. “Can’t you see her hands are already up? Put them down!”

“I thought park rangers were supposed to be helpful,” shouted Gemma, ducking behind a rock.

“We’ll help you if you stop right now.”

“You don’t understand!” replied Hannah over her shoulder as she tried to focus on the spirals. “We’re saving the world. Possibly, the Universe.”

“If I had a dime every time I heard that one, I’d be a rich man,” said the captain of the park rangers. “Now step away from the rock or you will
 be arrested.”

“Sorry captain,” Hannah called back. “I love you guys but there won’t be any parks to range if we don’t get inside the butte.”

Hannah turned back and focused on the spiral. She kept the three lines steady on the spiral and blocked out all the distractions. It had
 to work and fast, because in a few seconds the rangers would lose their patience. 

“Anytime, Hannah,” said Matthew anxiously, ducking next to Gemma. 

Gemma crouched, ready to shape-shift into a tiger. She knew she could take out two or three in one swipe, but all six?

“That’s it,” said the park ranger captain. “I’m gonna count to 5. One, two, three…”

The rock cracked down the center of the spiral all the way to the ground. A door was opening in the rock.

“Now!” shouted Hannah. “Behind the slabs!”

The butte shook uncontrollably. The rangers thought it was an earthquake and took cover.

The three stone slabs collapsed, and the rock wall split open to the ground to reveal a smooth stone path. 

“Gemma, Matthew, here!” shouted Hannah, crawling toward the opening. 

The butte continued to shudder as Matthew and Gemma crawled their way toward Hannah.

Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma dashed into the passageway. Entering the butte caused a tiny localized ripple in space and time which reset the last fifteen minutes around the butte. 

Time had moved back to where it was exactly fifteen minutes ago, to the moment before the park rangers spotted Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew on top of the Fajada butte. 

“You sure you saw something up there?” the captain ranger asked as he peered through binoculars at the three stone slabs resting perfectly still against the top of the butte. 

“I swear I did,” said the perplexed younger ranger. “I thought I saw kids up there.”

The captain of the park rangers took off his hat and rubbed his forehead. 

“The desert is playing tricks on you,” he said and put away his binoculars. “I don’t see anything. Let’s get some lunch.”




CHAPTER 16


Velveeta Cheesequake!
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Inside, Fajada Butte was like
 a large ballroom with rock walls. The air was cool and damp and glowed with a soft inner light. But the inside of the butte was different than most ballrooms in one major way. As Hannah looked around, she saw no way out.

“Are we in the Imaginal Realm yet?” asked Matthew. His stomach growled. “And are we near a deli?”

“How can you think of food at a time like this?” snapped Gemma.

“What?” protested Matthew. “Food is our friend. We all need food.”

“There has to be a way out of here,” said Hannah, pressing against the walls searching for a hidden door. 

“What’s that smell?” Matthew said as he sniffed the air like a starving lion. “It’s wonderful.”

“It’s your imagination,” said Gemma. “Can we focus, please?”

Then Hannah noticed something oozing from the wall. It was pale yellow, and when she touched it, it was soft and gooey.

“Eww
 , gross!”  Hannah said, whipping her hand back.

“That smell!” said Matthew. “I love that smell!”

Matthew ran over to the rock wall and stuck his finger in the oozing substance.

“Matthew, stop!” said Hannah. But Matthew stuck his hand in the yellow goop and tasted it. 

Hannah cringed. 

Gemma gasped. “What are you doing?!”

“Mmmmm
 !” Matthew said triumphantly. “I knew it! We have nothing to worry about. It’s Velveeta!”

“Velveeta?” said Gemma with disgust. “You mean the cheese?”

“Oh no, Velveeta isn’t cheese,” corrected Matthew, scooping another wad into his mouth. “It’s processed cheese product. Legally, you can’t call it ‘cheese.’ But you can call it delicious.”

“Stop eating it,” said Gemma as she smacked Matthew’s arm away from the oozing yellow glop. “It could be poisoned or something.”

“No, no,” disputed Matthew. “Velveeta is our friend. Velveeta would never hurt us.”

As Matthew reached for another handful, a cannon blast of Velveeta shot out of the rock and knocked him to the ground, coating him in gooey cheese product. 

“Get away from there!” cried Hannah as Velveeta began streaming out of the rock. 

Matthew tried, but he kept slipping on the goop. The ground shook, and Velveeta burst in geysers from the rock walls on all sides and above and below, blanketing the friends like cheap fondue.

 There was nowhere to hide. The flood of milk, whey, protein concentrate, and sodium alginate seized Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew into a swirling whirlpool of pasteurized yellow cheese product.

“Try to float on your back,” said Hannah as the friends were swept up in a rising tidal wave. “Like you do with quicksand.”

The friends writhed and arched their backs until they were able to float on the surface of the cheese product. But as the Velveeta flooded the chamber, they rose higher and higher towards the ceiling. 

“Look up!” shouted Gemma. The inside of the top of the butte was covered in jagged stalactites. If they didn’t drown in Velveeta the roof inside Fajada Butte would slice them to bits.

Hannah tried to shoot an energy beam to blast a hole through the roof or at least break up the rocky ceiling, but her hands were covered in Velveeta and she only succeeded in toasting the cheese on her hands, which under different circumstances would have made a tasty treat, but now was a disaster. 

“Oh God!” shouted Matthew, coughing up yellow cheese product. “We’re all gonna die! And it’s in my underwear. Why, Velveeta? Whyyyy?!”

Unfortunately for the friends, Matthew’s complaints had no impact on the rising cheese substance. 

The Velveeta tide pushed the friends towards the top of the butte. They were less than a foot from the craggy ceiling. Hannah kept trying to spark an energy beam, to no effect.

“What are we gonna do?” pleaded Matthew.

“Dive down,” said Gemma.

“What!?” said Matthew.

“Just…” Gemma took a deep breath and dove beneath the cheesy surface. 

Hannah didn’t have a better idea, so she took a deep breath and dove under the surface just as the rock scraped the top of her head. 

“This is the worst…” Matthew said as he took one final breath and closed his eyes just as the mucilaginous depths of velvety cheese spread washed over him.

Hannah felt the crush of Velveeta against her chest. She tried diving down deeper, how long could she hold her breath?

Matthew’s lungs were bursting. It would all be over in a few moments. Suddenly, Hannah and Matthew felt themselves being thrust down hard and fast. A moment later they bounced against something solid.

The crushing weight was off. Hannah opened her eyes. No Velveeta. She could see the ceiling of the butte, cheesiness dripping off it. 

Hannah let her breath out and breathed in sweet, sweet air. She also hacked up chunks of thick cheese. She sat up, wiping the Velveeta from her eyes. To her great astonishment, she wasn’t dead. The Velveeta was gone. What remained barely covered the ground around her.

Next to her, Matthew was on all fours like a dog, heaving in and out deep breaths.

“What happened, hack
 , to the Velveeta?” asked Matthew, coughing and looking bewildered.

“I don’t know,” said Hannah. “Where’s…”

“Huddy ub and helb be!” 

It was Gemma’s voice, but something was seriously wrong. Hannah and Matthew turned towards Gemma’s voice and almost fell backward when they did. 

Instead of Gemma, a ginormous macaroni noodle as high as the cavern itself was talking to them. Velveeta was sloshing over the top edge of the giant noodle.

Hannah and Matthew froze.

“Gemma? Is that you?” cried Matthew.

The mega-macaroni bobbed up and down and Velveeta poured out her top.

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” said Hannah. 

“Huddy ub!” Gemma repeated. “Dap de deese!”

“What?” said Matthew.

 “Dap de deese! Dap de deese as id bours oud,” Gemma noodle repeated, her voice panicky. 

“Zap the cheese?” shouted Hannah. The noodle nodded. “You want me to zap the cheese with my energy beam when you pour it out?”

Gemma noodle bobbed up and down.





Hannah rubbed her hands against the dirt floor. Gemma macaroni sneezed and Velveeta exploded from the top of her noodle.  Hannah pointed an energy blast at the spewing goop but her beam was much weaker than usual.

She managed to turn some of the Velveeta into black char but there was so much, it shot out of the top of Gemma noodle like a geyser and was quickly filling the cavern again. If they didn’t think of something fast, they’d be right back where they started.

“Aim your top at the far wall!” Hannah shouted to Gemma. “We’re gettin’ outta here!”

Gemma aimed the top of her curved noodle head at the wall opposite the friends and let fly with everything she had.

At first, Velveeta sprayed wildly across the cavern, covering the walls in its yellow clutches, but then Gemma got ahold of the spewing cheese and focused the full power of the food product at the far wall. The focused cheesy goo smashed into the wall with tremendous force.

“That’s it! Keep going!” encouraged Hannah as the rock wall cracked. “We can do this!” Hannah added her energy beam. Soon a small hole opened and grew until one entire side of the cavern collapsed. The Velveeta drained out of the cavern like a flash flood and down a hill. 

When the Velveeta was gone, Gemma noodle collapsed on the ground. Hannah and Matthew went running over. Gemma shrunk back down to herself.

“Are you alright?” asked Hannah as she and Matthew rushed to her side.

Gemma stayed flat on the ground and nodded. “I never, ever, ever, want to see mac and cheese again.”

The friends laughed.

“Hey, look at that!” said Matthew. He pointed to the gaping hole in the side of the cavern. Bright light streamed in from the new opening in the butte.

“Wow,” said Hannah. “I wonder where it leads.”

Then Gemma looked at Hannah and Matthew, and then down at herself. They were all still covered in Velveeta.

“You two look ridiculous!” Gemma said, flicking Velveeta at both Matthew and Hannah. 

“Oh really?” laughed Hannah, making a Velveeta ball like a snowball and tossed it at Gemma. “You have yellow helmet hair!”

The friends had a friendly Velveeta fight, chucking the yellow, cheesy product playfully at each other until they were rolling on the ground in fits of laughter. When the laughter finally petered out, they made their way to the massive hole the Velveeta had created. 

They were on the edge of a long, wide valley. A slow, lazy river meandered through it. The light poured around them. But it was not the dry, bleached light of the desert where they had just been. This was an energizing, supersaturated light that made you want to run with your arms wide and sing. 

Hannah had not seen light like this since…the last time she was in the Imaginal Realm. 








CHAPTER 17


How To Train Your Hair to Fight
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“We’re back in the
 Imaginal Realm?” Matthew said in disbelief as he gazed out across the very same lush river valley they had entered the first time they had come to the Imaginal Realm. “You mean we actually made it?”

“Don’t seem so surprised,” said Gemma. “I always knew we could do it.”

“I did too,” said Matthew, backtracking because he didn’t want Hannah and Gemma to think he was being a defeatist. “I was just a little concerned you might explode when you were a giant macaroni and cheese.”

Gemma nodded. She’d give him a pass this time. “I did feel full there for a while.”

Behind them, the giant cave entrance where the Velveeta had burst through the rock. Ahead, the wide, open valley. The Velveeta was gone.  

Hannah stared down the valley. Luminous light emerged from everywhere and everything. The Realm was as gorgeous, incredible, amazing, unfathomable as Hannah remembered. 

She gazed out on the forest and the mountains, and her mind flooded with memories. The Hungry Heads, Gaikun the dragon, her badger foot, The Palace of Eternity and The Evil One and their great teacher Kinahara.

Hannah looked at her friends. Despite all that happened here, they too reveled in the awesome enchantment that was the Imaginal Realm.

Then Matthew found something stuck to the tall grass. It was a piece of soft brownie. He tasted it. “Victoria was here, alright.” 

“Great, now how in the heck are we gonna find her?” said Gemma, staring out at the vast openness around them.

“What make you think you need to find her? Why she not find you?”

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew spun around. To their shock and happy surprise, standing before them was none other than Grandmaster Kinahara, the world champion sumo wrestling guinea pig who was their sage, guide, and friend the last time they were in the Imaginal Realm. Behind him were two tall, thin figures Hannah had never seen before. 

“Don’t worry about finding Victoria,” their grandmaster guinea pig said. “You standing in doorway. She come to you.”

Hannah and her friends should have been more worried about Victoria but at that moment, they were too excited at seeing their old teacher. 

“How did you find us?” asked Matthew. 

“Your great-grandparents tell me to expect. Unfortunate so much trouble happen again so soon. That why I bring friends. For help you training.” 

The two long, thin figures standing silently behind Grandmaster Kinahara nodded their approval. They had elongated pointy ears and long, curled white dreadlocks and were easily twice as tall as any human. Hannah thought they looked like basketball players from another planet. 

They wore flowing mint-cream robes and were identical to each other in every way except the dreadlocks on one came down to its shoulders and the other’s cascaded down to its waist.

“Allow me introduce,” said Kinahara. “This my good friend, weapons expert known as Best.”

Hannah raised a befuddled eyebrow. “Which
 one is Best?”

“Both,” said Kinahara. “They look like two but are really one. They have great skills. Can help you defeat Victoria.”

“More than you?” asked Matthew with a half-laugh. Master Kinahara stared at Matthew as if he’d just asked the dumbest question ever asked in the history of question asking. Matthew immediately backpedaled. “Uh, no, of course not, heh…”

“Victoria will
 take over Earth if she’s not stopped,” said the half of Best with the short hair. His voice was smooth like warm honey, but Hannah still couldn’t tell if he or she was a boy or a girl. 

“Her quest for power is limitless,” the long-haired half of Best added. His/her voice was slightly higher, but still as soothing as warm jam. “She will
 not stop with Earth.”

“That why you need train now, with Best,” said Kinahara. “I will keep watch for Victoria. She planning something. Not sure what, but it big.”

“How much time do we have?” asked Gemma. 

“Depends when Victoria arrives. I’m hoping we have most of today,” said short-haired Best.

“Well then, it’s been nice knowing all of you,” said Matthew as he reached out to shake Best’s hand. “We have no chance.”

Best smacked it away. “You have no choice. Even a little training is better than none. You are about to face the strongest opponent we have seen in a very long time, maybe ever.”

“Matthew!” Hannah snapped. “Get with the program. We will do this.”

Matthew was convinced of the total opposite, but he said nothing. If he did, he knew it meant more smacking from Hannah and/or Gemma and possibly Grandmaster Kinahara and Best, too. So he decided to avoid being beaten up by his friends and keep silent for now. 

“One day, one lifetime,” said long-haired Best. “Let us show you how we can train you.”

Best (both of them) took out two identical thin, white wooden sticks, one each, from under their long, white sleeves. They faced each other, bowed, and then immediately attacked each other with ferocity Hannah had rarely seen. Crack! Snap!
 Ducks, sweeps, leaps, backspins, front spins: both beings moved with intensity and grace, perfectly matched, neither landing a blow.

Hannah watched, fascinated at their fighting technique, but this was skill built up over dozens of years of training. Hannah fretted. It seemed ridiculous to her that she and her friends could hope to master even one technique by the end of the day.

Best dropped their short sticks, took out longer sticks, and again battled to a draw. Next, they pulled out stainless steel spaghetti pots from under their robes and battled with those, to the same stalemate.  Next, Birthday Party and Mermaid Pusheen cat stuffed animals were the weapons of choice. 

More items came out from under their robes. Tiny ketchup packets, avocados, Elvis keychains. All became lethal weapons in the hands of Best.

But it was what long-haired Best did with her dreadlocks that got Hannah’s attention the most. As the two were duking it out with cotton candy, long-hair Best whipped her dreads at short-hair Best, grabbing and entangling him in her hair. She then flung long-hair Best through the air and into the tall grass.


Wow
 , thought Hannah. I never knew you could do that with hair
 . She immediately wanted to learn more.

Kinahara raised his hand, and the two Bests stopped fighting.

“Thank you, Master Best,” the guinea pig master said, nodding his head politely at the two-for-one weapons expert. “Once again, you demonstrate flawless technique and spirit.”

“You honor us greatly,” said long-haired Best and both Bests bowed humbly. 

Best turned to the friends.

“That’s great and all,” said Matthew. “But you’ve been training like that for I’m guessing, years. How are you gonna teach us this stuff in an hour?”

The two Bests looked at each other with raised eyebrows. Short-haired Best spoke.  “The best weapon is the proper mind approach.”

“The biggest fight is with ourselves,” added long-haired Best. “Once we overcome the inner demon, we are unlimited. Then your mind is clear; you are flowing with the moment. There is no fight, only movement.”

“We’re not teaching you anything new. We’re just going to remind you of what you already know. Let’s begin.”

Hannah and Gemma jumped up and down with excitement. Matthew frowned. 

“Fighting movement is based on your insight and ability,” said Best. “When you’re fighting well, you don’t think about what you are supposed to do, you just act. Act from within. To successfully wield a weapon, you must know your emotions. Your emotions are like a wave, and you’re the surfer.”

“Let’s get started,” said Gemma. “I just wanna kick some butt already.”

Kinahara and Best chuckled. 

“Good enthusiasm,” said Best. “Let’s begin.”

The rest of the afternoon, weapons expert Best taught the three friends how to make anything a weapon and wield it properly while Kinahara sat on a nearby rise in cross-legged meditation with his eyes closed, scanning with his inner senses for signs of Victoria. 

At first, the training progressed slowly. Matthew knocked himself out several times with a lady’s handbag. Hannah and Gemma eventually got some of the basics. Hannah even managed a small victory when she temporarily ensnared Gemma with her hair. 

But as the day grew longer, Hannah feared it wasn’t enough. She had only begun to understand the basics of using her hair as a weapon, but she wound up hitting herself in the face more than her target. 

The team had trained for hours, but they needed more. Much more. They needed days, months, probably years, Hannah figured.

Hannah remembered her father saying that in karate training it takes a minimum of three years to learn to make a fist properly, three years to stand properly, and three years to punch properly, so how the heck was she going to master weapons training in one afternoon?

When Hannah had slapped herself in the face yet again with her hair, she stopped and sat down in the grass. She didn’t feel like getting up. Hannah wanted to quit, wanted to play video games all day, watch TV, read a book, anything but train here all day and try and save the Universe. 

She wanted to quit, but she knew, despite the huge odds against them, she and her friends would just have to keep going. The only real failure was quitting. Especially in this case, when quitting also definitely meant the end of the Universe.  

“You are trying too hard,” Best said. “Develop ‘empty mind.’”

“Empty mind?” asked Hannah. 

“When you think, you hesitate,” replied Best. “Through practice, and repeat, a true warrior does not think about what they are doing, they just do it. When you become one with your movements, you act on instinct: you don’t hesitate or think.

“When you are one, when you are in empty-mind, possibilities arise spontaneously; you see the whole picture in that moment and you move, not from your mind, but from the movement itself. 

“There are no shortcuts. With each practice, you learn mistakes. You learn insight. Clear your inner opponent. You punch, you kick, you swing your hair, an umbrella, a beach ball, whatever it is, you do it until it is known in your bones and your guts and the very fiber of your being.”

“Fine,” said Hannah standing up. “Let’s keep training.”

“Sounds good to me,” added Matthew, who then proceeded to try and guess how he should use the garbage pail to knock over his opponent and wound up dumping trash on his head. 

They continued training until, as the sun began to set, Kinahara called for a break. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew flopped down exhausted in the grass, happy for any bit of a break. 

“Do you know what each book of Codex
 can do?” said Kinahara. “Do you know what you are fighting for?” 

The friends looked at each other. Hannah was ashamed to say she really didn’t know that much about The Dragon Codex
 . Only that what she saw was both incredible and terrifying. 

“Then this good time to tell you,” said Grandmaster Kinahara. “Perhaps if you know what each book focus on, you will learn and understand more.”

He stood on his hind paws in front of them and made a circular motion in the air with his front paws.

“Each book focus on different training. Develop different aspect of you. Master four books and you become unstoppable. Then you no longer need books. First you need understand each Codex
 book to get big picture. It time you learn.”

Golden, sparkling words appeared in the air just in front of him. Kinahara read them aloud:







Book 1 - Hansu Chathri
  



This book begins your training. Roughly translated as “freedom of 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. Walrus is your guide. The primary color is brown.










Book 2 – Shukihan




“Combining.” This book will teach how the material and the emotional are connected and how they can strengthen, or cancel, one another. You will understand the mechanics and the importance of breath and discover how to build incredible stamina for extreme physical and emotional tests. You will learn to understand the connection between the visible material and invisible infinite. Your guide is the weapons expert, Best. The primary color of this book is black.










Book 3 - Didactu




Roughly translated as “Range of Motion,”
 Didactu teaches you how energy flows in the universe.



You will learn how to focus your energy and generate incredible power. The main guide is Devon, the thin, white wizard. The animal guide is white dog. The primary color of the book is white.










Book 4 - Calleton




“Dance of the Spirit.” This book is built on the accumulation of everything you have learned. It focuses your training on the spiritual aspects of your life and your soul’s journey while teaching you how to leave your body and return to it safely.









You will learn to master consciousness. The primary color of this book is indigo; your guide is the great rainbow bird, Imperatu.






When the final word faded, Kinahara said nothing, letting the air fill with silence. Neither Hannah nor her friends said anything either. They were trying to take it in. None of them pretended to understand half of what Kinahara had said, but it gave them something to go on. 

Sensing their confusion, Kinahara attempted to clear things up a bit. 

“Wisdom in these books can defeat Victoria,” said Kinahara, “or she use it to defeat us.”

The fate of the Universe, Good vs. Evil, delicious brownies, everything. Hannah shuddered; she clenched her jaw. They had zero books and little time. 

Kinahara paused. He noticed something very large moving toward them across the valley floor. He stared hard at the distance and furrowed his brow. Then he pointed to the moving figures. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew saw them. It was an army of some sort, marching in military precision back and forth across the open plain below. For a moment, Hannah froze. She would need to put the Bests’ teachings into action much sooner than she anticipated. 

“What is it?” asked Matthew, squinting to get a better look.

“Clowns,” said Kinahara. “Thousands of ’em.”




CHAPTER 18


The World’s Largest All-Clown Army
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Best produced binoculars and gave
 them to Hannah.

The army was even worse looking through the binoculars. Perfectly ordered rows of clowns in rectangular regiments were marching towards the entrance to the earth, which meant they were headed straight for Hannah and the gang. And the clowns were eating something. 

“Brownies,” said Hannah. 

She watched nervously as a seemingly endless number of clowns marched in crisp formation as they dined on the World’s Most Deliciously Decadent Brownies. 

In front of them, waving a cheerleader’s baton, was Victoria. 

“Let’s get ’em,” snarled Gemma, waving her fist. 

Matthew was less sanguine. He did a headcount. “It’s about 10,000 versus six, Gemma.”

“We go now.” Master Kinahara signaled to Sensei Best. He then gave Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew a short bow and turned to walk away.

“Wait, what?!” exclaimed Matthew. “You’re leaving? You’re not even gonna help us?”

“We helping you,” said Kinahara as he and Best walked away.

“That sure is a funny way of doing it,” said Hannah. “But not ‘ha-ha’ funny.’”

“This your fight,” said Kinahara. “We cannot do for you.”

Matthew moaned. “It’s 10,000 to three! Can’t you make it your fight, too? Just a little?”

“Please, Master Kinahara,” Hannah pleaded. How are we supposed to beat them?” Hannah really didn’t like her grandmaster teacher at this moment. What was he trying to prove? 

“We help you already,” the grandmaster said sternly. “You want us do everything for you? How you learn, then?”

“But we don’t know anything,” protested Gemma.

Kinahara didn’t reply. He only nodded to Best. The three master teachers then turned a corner around the hill and walked away.

“Wait!” shouted Matthew as Kinahara and Best disappeared around the hill. “You can’t leave us here.” A throbbing pain pulsed in the back of his head. He clutched his chest. “I’m getting a migraine. And chest pains. Is there a hospital nearby?”

Hannah was furious at Kinahara. How could he do this to them? What kind of stupid lesson was he trying to teach?

“We’re all gonna die,” said Matthew, shaking his head sadly.

It was hard for Hannah to disagree, but she refused to let Matthew’s bad vibes infect her. 

“We’re not gonna die,” said Hannah. “Now straighten up and let’s get it together, or we’ll definitely die.”

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew watched as Victoria, shouting positive affirmations, lead her all-clown army marched up the hill directly towards them and the portal back to Earth. Ten regiments of a thousand clowns each.

“We better do something,” said Gemma. “They’re heading straight for us.”

“Let’s get on top of the cave,” said Hannah pointing to the top of the hill just above the cave entrance. The trio scrambled up the side of the hill, careful not to be seen. They hid in the tall grass just above the cave entrance. Hannah risked sneaking a peek to see where the clowns were. 

To her surprise, the clowns were no longer in tight formation. Their marching lines were looser, some looked like an ‘S.’ Clowns were bopping each other on the head, others pulling each other’s clown noses. Some were squirting seltzer bottles in their friends’ faces.

“Clowns make terrible soldiers,” Hannah mused. “Perhaps we can use that to our advantage.” 

“Get in line!” Victoria shouted as they approached the entrance to the cave.  “Don’t worry about failure! Worry about the chances you miss when you don’t even try!”

Several clowns “wonka-wonka-ed” their horns, which inspired others until the “wonka-wonka-ing” of several thousand clown horns filled the valley.

“Focus, you clowns!” Victoria shouted. “Great things never come from comfort zones! You were not born to be mediocre!”

Victoria faced forward again and marched straight up the hill toward the cave, her face screwed up with anger. The clown army marched, now more or less in line, into the cave after Victoria. The ground trembled under the weight of the giants. 

“This is hopeless,” said Matthew. “How are we supposed to fight them?”

“Wait,” said Hannah. “What’s that?”

The clowns were so focused on marching and listening to Victoria that they failed to notice a small puffy white cloud that appeared behind the last regiment furthest from Victoria. It moved slowly behind the army as if silently stalking them.

The fluffy cloud grew until it completely engulfed the back regiment. When it moved away, the clowns were gone. The white cloud moved to the next regiment and when it rolled away, the ninth regiment was gone. The cloud grew a little bigger each time it absorbed a regiment. It kept moving, enveloping regiment after regiment.

The cloud was now the size of a thunderhead. There was only one regiment remaining, but it was just at the entrance to the cave. Then just as the cloud moved to absorb the last thousand clowns, Hannah saw three figures at the base of the cloud.

“Kinahara!” Hannah gasped through the tall grass. “They’re helping us after all.”

Victoria heard something. She quickly turned around. 

“Whaaat?!” she cried seeing only one regiment and a ginormous cloudhead behind her. “Quickly, you clowns. We’re under attack. Get inside the cave, all of you. Now!” 

Victoria took the silver half-disc that was The Dragon Codex
 , out of her backpack and aimed it at the cloud. A hurricane-force gust of wind burst from the disc and shredded the cloud to smithereens.

Hannah saw Kinahara and the two Bests shimmer and disappear just before the cloud did. She hoped they were ok. Victoria continued shouting at her clowns to get inside the portal. 

 “We’ve got to stop them now,” said Gemma. 

“We can’t risk a direct assault,” said Hannah. “Let’s try to trap them inside.”

“It’ll be too late,” said Matthew.

“Let’s go,” said Hannah. 

Three friends leaped down from the ledge above the cave entrance and Hannah began blasting clowns from behind. The clowns broke into a panic and ran as fast as they could inside the cavern. 

“What’s going on back there?” shouted Victoria. 

“Heeelllppp!!!” shouted the clowns as they stampeded into the cave. 

Hannah wasn’t sure how many she’d gotten. She was eager to get more but when Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew ran a few feet inside the cave, they smacked into an invisible force and bounced off it like tennis balls against a wall.

It felt like someone had punched Hannah in the face. Her nose burned and she saw stars. Hannah shook it off and scooped up a handful of dirt and tossed it at the invisible obstacle. The dirt crackled and showed the wall. 

“Victoria must have put up an energy block,” said Hannah. She tried her force beams on it, but they bounced harmlessly off. Instead, the beams smashed into the rock walls, causing them to crack.

“How are we gonna get back to Earth?” asked Matthew. “We’re stuck.”

Gemma turned herself into a giant mole and began digging. She dug under the ground, beneath the wall and up on the other side. 

“This way,” she said as she turned back into her human form.

“That works,” said Hannah. 

The cave walls cracked more. Boulder sized chunks of rock began to fall. Hannah and Matthew squeezed through the tunnel Gemma had made as fast as they could. When Hannah and Matthew got to the other side, Hannah lit her hands as a torch in the dark. The clowns were nowhere to be found. 

Rocks continued to fall. 

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked its head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. “Meurp
 ?”

“Yeah,” said Hannah breathlessly. “Back to school. And hurry!”

Princess Meow Meow shook itself until it was a blurring whir. Then they all disappeared just as the cave completely collapsed. 




CHAPTER 19


A Big Giant Oopsie!
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Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Princess
 Meow Meow Fluffybottom had just returned to Sensei’s office. They were still covered in a coating of cave dust.

Hannah dreaded telling her father they’d lost both Dragon Codex
 books, but wouldn’t you know it, it was one of the first things he asked about.

“I…I didn’t do it on purpose,” she blurted, her emotions suddenly coming to the surface like a giant squid. “I tried to save the Codex
 from Victoria. I tried.”

Hannah felt terrible. Not only did she lose the Codex
 books again, Victoria had them and was leading her all-clown army with it. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew told Sensei about their adventures in the Imaginal Realm, Kinahara, Best and Victoria. Where she was going and what she was doing with her clown force, they had no idea. The friends told Sensei about meeting their great-grandparents.  

Hannah’s dad listened intently. He said nothing. When Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew were done all Sensei said was, “we have our work cut out for us.”

“We did our best,” added Gemma, thinking Sensei sounded disappointed.

“I know you did,” said Sensei. “No one is blaming any of you. And don’t let yourself get discouraged. It’s not over yet. Not by a long shot. Look at it this way, half our work is already done. Victoria is consolidating the books for us. We just have to snatch them away from her. And there’s no one I trust to retrieve the Codex
 more than the three of you.”

Hannah smiled. She felt a huge weight lift off her shoulders. Then she got a cold feeling in her gut. 

“Where is Victoria and what’s she going to do with all those clowns?”

Sensei shook his head. “It’s not good, I can tell you that. She’ll be looking for the third and fourth books.”

“We gotta go get her,” said Gemma. 

Sensei leaned back in his chair. “I have a feeling she’ll be coming to us.”

The door to Sensei’s office swung open. In strode the head chef of the school, Erika Dubois. She was wheeling in a silver table with a white linen tablecloth. Perched on top were several dishes of food. 

“Ah, good. You’re just in time,” said Sensei. He turned to Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. “I’ve had Chef make you something special. You can’t save the Universe on an empty stomach.”

“Really dad?” Hannah couldn’t believe her dad was thinking about lunch at a time like this.

“Smells great, Sensei!” gushed Matthew. 

Before them lay a full meal of sustainably raised red snapper with flash-pickled mango and Meyer lemon-sea salt emulsion, fire-roasted market herbs and vegetables, white truffle creamy risotto with volcanic organic broccoli, diced vegetable pad thai and three bowls of hand-crafted matzoh ball soup.

It wasn’t called the Karate and Cooking Academy for nothing.

Even if Hannah and her friends didn’t know half of what they were eating was, most of it was exquisite. Part of Sensei’s plan to shape the best students possible to save the Universe. An appreciation of fine foods, both the ability to prepare and eat, was one of those ways. Also, it was practical.

There was another reason for this particular lunch. All the foods Sensei chose, when combined in just the correct proportion, restored the interdimensional warrior’s body and mind to peak condition.

“Now tell me more about what you learned from your great-grandparents,” Sensei said digging into his risotto. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew told Hannah’s dad about their encounter.

“Were our great-grandparents really all friends?” asked Matthew. “And did they really steal the Codex
 ?”

Sensei sighed. “Yes. To both.” He turned to Gemma. “But it’s also true that your great-grandmother was innocent.”

Gemma was relieved about that, but she also felt bad for Hannah and Matthew. “Will I ever see her again, or any of my family?” asked Gemma as a hot flash of raw emotion reddened her cheeks.

“Undoubtedly,” reassured Sensei. “When the time is right. But first, we must defeat Victoria and get all four Codex
 books, or we’ll all meet our ancestors much sooner than we’d like. At least your watch hasn’t started its countdown.”

Hannah cracked a smile. She looked at what she now half-jokingly referred to as her “doomsday watch.” Still all zeroes. The watch hadn’t started its final countdown. The space-time rip hadn’t gotten worse. At least there was that.

“We’ll get all the books back,” said Hannah. “I swear.”

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked its head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. The little creature cocked its head. “Mwerply
 ?”

It eased the tension, and everyone laughed.

“It looks like Princess Meow Meow is ready to fight, too,” said Gemma.

“How are we gonna stop Victoria?” asked Hannah.

Sensei squinted hard as if he was trying to see the future. 

“So, what’s the plan, Sensei?” asked Gemma as she finished her lunch.

“You must find all four books of The Dragon Codex
 ,” said Sensei, “and return them to their place of origin, the Six Happiness Soup Dumpling House on Turtle Mountain.”

“What the heck is a soup dumpling house and where is Turtle Mountain?” asked Matthew between mouthfuls.

“It’s the place where the great dragon Gaikun is said to have come through to the Earth with the Codex
 .” 

Hannah sat up straight at the mention of Gaikun. Hannah saved the dragon’s life. Perhaps the dragon would now return the favor.  

“Will Gaikun be there?” asked Hannah. 

“I’m afraid not,” said Sensei. “We don’t know where she is or when or if she’s ever coming back.”

Hannah didn’t want to hear it. She wanted all the help she could get. She wanted the good people to rise up and do something, but she knew she couldn’t count on that. She could count on herself to do something, however. 

“All we have to do is find The Dragon Codex
 ?” asked Matthew, a twinge of sarcasm in his voice. “That’s what he haven’t been doing all this time.”

Sensei ignored Matthew. “You’ll have to hurry. With the space-time continuum tearing, the only way to save the Universe is to toss all four books into the place where they came from, the oven at the soup dumpling house on Turtle Mountain.”

“How do we get to Turtle hill,” asked Matthew. 

“Turtle mountain
 ,” said Sensei. “There’s good news and bad news. The bad news is, the location of Turtle Mountain keeps changing so no one really knows. But if you find the books, they will lead you to the mountain’s secret location. So I guess that’s the good news.”

 “What about Victoria and her clowns?” asked Gemma tightening her hands into a fist. “How do we stop them? We have a whole school full of kids.”

Sensei sighed. “It’s a good idea, but the students aren’t ready for this. Not yet. I’m betting these are seasoned, battle-hardened clowns we’re up against and Victoria, as you know, is as good as anyone. We’ll need to find a chink in her armor and get the Codex
 . That’ll even the odds.”

“How about the Order of Mushu?” asked Matthew. “Can’t they like, send an army or something?”

Sensei shook his head, ‘no,’ “We’re more like ninjas, than an army,” he said. “I’ve contacted the Order and they said they’re going to get on it right away, but first I have to fill out the proper forms and get the permits.”

“Forms? Permits?” Hannah could not believe what she was hearing. “Is this an elite fighting force or the gas company?”

Sensei sighed. 

Hannah thought for a moment. “Victoria likes to hear herself talk. What about if we can get her to talk, then maybe she’ll delay the attack and we can find a weak spot.”

“Good thinking,” said Sensei. “Let’s try and draw her into a conversation. What does she like to talk about?”

“Herself, mostly,” said Gemma. “And some stupid stuff about being positive or something all the time, but she’s like the most negative person I ever met.”

“Alright,” said Sensei Grace. “So when we see her, we’ll try to get her to talk about herself. We can distract her and grab the Codex
 . Now finish up your lunch.”

Hannah’s dad reached into the top drawer of his desk and pulled out a stack of colored paper. He handed them out. “I almost forgot. I want you to tell the students to be prepared for an attack and to please put these flyers up as you go.”

Hannah looked at the flyers. They announced the annual school dance. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew all groaned.

“Seriously, Dad? We’re gonna do this now?” said Hannah with a severe eye roll.

“Definitely,” answered her father.

Hannah looked at the flyer again. It said; “The Dance of the Spirit School Dance,” with the fierce and majestic rainbow-colored Imperatu bird at the top. And then it listed the date and time. 

“We want this dance to be a huge success,” said Hannah’s dad. “If everyone thinks there will be a dance, it’ll keep spirits up. It’ll show everyone we expect to win. I want a huge turnout to celebrate when we finally defeat evil.”

Hannah didn’t think it would help, defeating Evil would do more to boost morale than a dance, but she wasn’t going to contradict her father. He liked the idea, so let him have it.

Hannah stared at the stack of flyers. The commanding gaze of the Imperatu bird, the symbol of the school, stared back at Hannah. 

Just then the school shook like it had been struck by a meteorite. The sound of metal being ripped apart clawed at the air above them and everyone looked up to see the roof of the school being ripped open like a cheap tin can. Wind and debris poured down and Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and Sensei ducked for cover. 

“Muheehaahaagigglesnort
 !”

Hannah looked up. Staring down at them from where the roof used to be, were dozens of giant clowns. They howled and hooted, their deep laughter rolling across the school. 
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Sensei moved instinctively. He leaped
 on his desk and scaled his bookshelves with ease until he was standing on a jagged edge of what used to be his office roof. He attempted to use his super-powerful “karate force” to take down the enemy clowns.

Normally, this series of moves would have knocked out a dozen clowns before they could blink even at its lowest setting, but something wasn’t working.

Sensei struck the clowns as hard as he could on their face and chest but his hands and feet bounced off his opponents as if they were made of rubber. Instead of scattering in fear and crying, the clowns laughed uproariously at Sensei. To add insult to injury the clowns did a silly, exaggerated imitation of his karate moves.

Sensei looked at his hands, perplexed.  What was wrong? He tried again, but his instruments of death were feeble sizzles that couldn’t stop an elderly ant.

A clown scooped up Sensei in his white-gloved hand and held him like a doll. Sensei fought back but could not escape the clown’s clutches. The clowns tried to scoop up Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew but they were prepared by now. They rolled and backflipped out of the way.

A huge gust of wind blew down from the roof area. Victoria and Yuri descended in a swirl of New York City street debris; dust, plastic bags, cigarette butts, leaves, and fast-food wrappers.

Hannah’s temples throbbed. She tried to calm herself. At least we won’t have to look for Victoria after all.
  

Victoria was clad in a gleaming white spandex jumpsuit and white sneakers that matched her gleaming white teeth. The dust and debris did not affect her gleam in the slightest.

Victoria set down in Sensei’s office, Yuri at her side. Hannah, Gemma and Matthew stood straight, facing their nemesis.

 Victoria outstretched her profoundly toned arms in triumph. “Greatness is not what you have. It’s what you give. Now give me the rest of the Codex
 !”

“Why am I not surprised?” Sensei shouted down at Yuri. “Grandpa Roy would be rolling in his grave. Yuri, I know Victoria, but you? It’s not too late. You’re not one of them.”

“I’m not one of you either,” said Yuri. 

“You didn’t wake up today to be mediocre!” said Victoria to whoever was listening.

“Ugh,” groaned Hannah. “Here we go again.” She didn’t know which was worse, being cornered by giant evil clowns or a gloating Victoria. 

“You gotta admit, she looks great,” said Matthew admiringly.

“Matthew!” Gemma and Hannah both said. They shot him two eye glances so withering, it nearly knocked him to the ground. 

The clowns snapped to attention, or at least snapped as well as clowns can: they stood mostly straight, but a few couldn’t resist “beeping” each other on their noses.

“So nice to see family again,” said Victoria. “We have to get together more often.”

“Hard pass,” replied Hannah. 

“Tsk, tsk,” said Victoria. “Such a bad attitude.”

 “Give us the disc,” said Hannah. “You’re destabilizing the Universe.”

Victoria threw her head back with a hearty laugh. “Jealous much?” she said.

“It’s true, Victoria,” added Sensei. “We may only have a few days, less even before the whole Universe goes ka-boom. Hannah and her friends have to have the disc, or we all lose.”

Victoria rolled her eyes. “Then how do I have two of the Codex
 books? You only have one. I must know what I’m doing.”


What is Victoria talking about?
 Hannah wondered. “We don’t have any book.”

“Are you sure about that Hannah?” Teased Victoria. “Ask your dad.”

Hannah looked up at her father. Was he hiding something from her?

“I have no idea what she’s talking about,” snapped Sensei. “Victoria, there is a tear in the space-time continuum. It will destroy the Universe if we don’t get all the books back together.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” said Victoria. “I’ll stop whatever problem there is.”

 “Dad, don’t tell her anything!” shouted Hannah. 

Victoria laughed. She waved her hands in a circular motion. A vision appeared in the air in front of them. Hannah gasped. The students had been rounded up and were imprisoned in the gym, angry clowns standing guard over them.

Hannah wanted to get Victoria more than ever.

“We can do this easy, or we can do it hard,” said Victoria, sneering. 

 “You wouldn’t hurt those kids…” said Sensei.

“You wanna take the chance?” She flew up to Sensei and was practically nose to nose with him. “Tell me where you’re hiding Didactu
 . I know it’s here somewhere.”

“I don’t have the book; I don’t know where it is,” replied Sensei. “Let those kids go!”

“You’re sure that’s your story?” Victoria pressed Sensei. “Because you wouldn’t want to be a liar in your student’s eyes, would you?”

“The Dragon Codex
 must be returned to the Six Happiness Soup Dumpling House on Turtle Mountain. All of it, or the Universe is done. I don’t care who does it, just do it.”

“No dad, don’t tell her anything!” shouted Hannah. 

“Since I got back from the Imaginal Realm, the Codex
 disc started acting funny,” Victoria said feigning surprise. Hannah knew she was building to something. Something she wasn’t going to like. 

“Whatever direction I headed,” continued Victoria, “the disc either led me forward or turned me around. I followed it here and the thing nearly leaped out of my bag. Why is that?”

Victoria let the question hang in the air. Sensei said nothing. Victoria continued.  “Then I realized what was happening. I remembered what I heard a long time ago; it was said The Dragon Codex
 will draw itself back together once two or more books are joined.”

Again, Victoria paused. She tilted her head. “Now, why would the Codex
 lead me here?”

 “We don’t have the third book…anymore,” Sensei mumbled.

Hannah was correct, she didn’t like this one bit. Was Victoria lying, or was her dad?

“Anymore?!” she said to her dad. “We had it once?! And you didn’t tell me?”

“Whoops, didn’t want to start any family strife.” Victoria snickered. 

Hannah looked at her dad in disbelief. Was he bluffing or telling the truth? What did he know about the Codex
 that he wasn’t telling her and why?

Victoria shook her head in disappointment. “How sad,” she said. “Do you teach your students to lie, too?”

“I don’t have Didactu
 ,” insisted Sensei. “It was here, but The Order took it.” 

“Sigh,” said Victoria. “If you won’t tell me, I’ll have to find it myself.”

She flicked her wrist. Four tiny marbles, red, blue, yellow, and green, shot out of her sleeve and before they knew what was happening, the marbles had attached themselves to Sensei, Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew. The marbles blew up to the size of boulders and dropped down, trapping Sensei and the friends inside, so that just their heads were showing.

The clown dropped Sensei into his office next to Hannah.  Sensei bounced around in his new ball prison.

“Get me outta this crazy thing!” said Matthew, fighting hard against the balloon. 

Hannah too kicked and pushed at the rubbery material, furiously trying to escape, but nothing she, or any of them, did could break their colorful prisons. The clowns, who enjoyed a good balloon act, applauded their efforts.

Hannah bounced up and down furiously. Why weren’t any of her powers working? 

“Try beating us in a fair fight!” she said to Victoria.

Victoria strode confidently up to Sensei. “I guess we’ll have to find Didactu
 the hard way.”

“If you look for the book, you’re going to regret it.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re the one who’s going to do the regretting,” sneered Victoria. 

“Sowwy I’m wate; that New Yowk City twaffic is tewwible.”

Everyone turned as Esmerelda Prattapong, head of the Order of Mushu, stepped through Sensei’s door.


Finally
 , thought Hannah who felt a wave of relief.

“She’s right over there,” said Gemma, pointing her chin in Victoria’s direction. 

“Where’s the rest of the troops?” asked Matthew. 

Hannah got a weird feeling. Something about Esmerelda seemed different than last time. 

Matthew bounced over to Esmerelda. “Victoria’s trapped us! Do the one-inch hug on her! Quick, quick!”

Esmerelda studied Matthew, then did the one-inch hug on Matthew’s balloon and watched as it flew back and smashed into the wall.

“Shut up you fool,” said Esmerelda. “We’re taking over this schooh.”
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“Matthew!” shouted Gemma. She hopped
 over to the wall where Matthew was embedded.

“Unngh
 ,” said Matthew, his eyes rolling in his head. “No more for me thanks, I’m full.”

“I bawey touched him,” said Esmerelda. “Next time won’t be so pweasant.”

“You!” shouted Hannah at Esmerelda. “You traitor!”

Ignoring Hannah and Gemma, Esmerelda turned to Victoria, “Wheah’s the book?” 

“I was about to get it,” said Victoria, “but you interrupted.”

“You don’t have it yet?” Esmerelda was not pleased. 

“Didactu
 is here. We’ll find it,” said Victoria. 

“You bettuh, or the Bowwing Weague of Big Evoo wiw be most dispweased.”

“I knew it!” said Sensei. “I knew there was something wrong with you.”

Esmerelda stifled a pretend yawn. 

 Gemma bounced up and down wildly in her balloon. “You dirty double-crosser! How could you? You’re on their
 side?”

“Don’t wook so supwised. The Ohwduh of Mushu is a dead end stweet. Do you know I need pewmission fwom free peopoh to use the company bowwing awwey? In the Bowwing Weague of Big Eviw, bowwing is unwimited.”

“Well, I mean, they are the Bowling
 League of Big Evil,” commented Matthew. “You’d kind of expect that.” He dropped from the wall and bounced a few times until he came to rest sideways on the floor. “Of course.”

“Shut up!” said Esmerelda.

“That’s what this is about?” Sensei’s eyes bulged. “bowling?”

“This is about who gets to boww wheahevuh they want, whenevuh they want. It’s about who gets to wule the Universe,” Esmerelda shot back. “We’uh going to make the Univewse gweat again! The Ohwduh of Mushu is afwaid of winning. In the Bowwing Weague, what you take is youws, pwus BBQ Fwidays.” 

“They have BBQ Fridays?” asked Matthew. 

“They say you shouldn’t hate peopooh, but I hate the peepooh who won’t wet me boww. I hate them, and I can’t fowget.”

Then it hit Hannah.

“You did it!” Hannah blurted to Esmerelda. “You planted the Malmatrine in crystals class. You’re the spy.”

Esmerelda laughed a high, cackling laugh that caused the tips of Hannah’s hair to curl. 

“You caught me,” said Esmerelda dryly. “And I also took your powuhs, too. A simple matter of using the cwystals to manipuwate your energy fiewds. Pwetty smaht.”

Victoria waved the silver half-disc at Sensei. “We don’t need your help. With these two books, we will easily find whichever book is hiding in this school.”

“Then why haven’t you done it already?” said Gemma. 

Victoria sneered. She turned and addressed the army of giant clowns as they stared down into the office. “Either my cousins will talk or you, my clowns, will find the magic book, even if you have to tear this school down brick by brick.”

Hannah’s head burned with anger and frustration. Not again!
 , she thought. 

“It’s in the school library,” said Sensei. “Under ‘D’ for Dragon.”

“It is?” asked a bewildered Hannah. “I mean, no, don’t tell them anything. Dad, how could you? How could you not tell us a book was here the whole time?”

“I can’t let them harm the students,” Hannah’s dad said. 

 “Smart move, John,” said Victoria. “Live, love, learn.”

“Shut up. Will you please just shut up?” said Hannah.

Hannah was buffeted by crosswaves of anger. At this moment, she didn’t know who she was madder at, Victoria and Esmerelda, or her dad for not telling her one of the Codex
 books was in the school. 

Victoria turned to Esmerelda. “Wait here while I get the book.”

Esmerelda snorted her disapproval. “Why don’t you
 wait heah, and l
 get the book?”  

“Better you stay,” replied Victoria. “Someone has to watch them. They’re still very dangerous. They might overpower the clowns.”

Esmerelda snorted. “We’ll both go.”

“You stay here,” Victoria told Yuri, pointing to the gang.

“Why? So you can get book and leave Yuri nothing?”

A cold silence permeated the room.

“Don’t be an idiot, Yuri,” said Victoria. “Somebody has to watch them.”

“What about the clowns?” said Yuri. “Let them watch.”

Yuri and Victoria looked up at the clowns who grew bored of all the talking and were now beeping each other on the nose and pulling fake roses out of their sleeves.

“I’ll stay,” said Yuri. “I wait to get what coming to me.”

 “Don’t wowwy,” said Esmerelda. “You wiww get what’s coming to you. I pwomise that.”

Suddenly Yuri went flying through the air backward, smashing into Sensei’s bookshelf ten feet away. He staggered to his feet and then collapsed unconscious.

“Wet’s go,” Esmerelda said to Victoria as she unclenched her fist. “The cwowns will watch them.” 

 Victoria and Esmerelda flew above the clowns and disappeared behind them. Hannah turned to her father. 

“Dad, how could you not tell us?” she demanded. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “But I’m trying to save the Universe too. If they put three books together, then we can grab it and get three in one-shot.”

“That’s
 your plan? What if we don’t? We’ll talk about this later,” Hannah said.

Sensei hopped over to Hannah. He motioned with his head for Gemma and Matthew to join them. Gemma pushed Matthew with her balloon until he was upright and the four of them gathered closely in the corner of the room. The clowns were too busy clowning around to notice what was going on below them.

“The Codex
 isn’t in the library,” said Sensei. Hannah raised a confused eyebrow at her dad. “Give me some credit. Didactu
 is here, but I’m not entirely sure where. I just feel its energy, but it’s hidden, even from me. But now that the other two books have arrived, I’m pretty sure Didactu will be making an appearance very soon, so we’ve got to get out of these fahrkakt
 balloons. They’ll be back any minute.” 

“But how?” asked Gemma. “We’ve tried everything. We have no powers.”

“How about an escape plan?” asked Matthew. “Please say we have one.”

Sensei pursed his lips and sadly shook his head, ‘no.’ 


Well then, that’s it
 , thought Hannah. We’re through
 . The moment she thought it, she hated herself for thinking it. Isn’t there always one more option than you think there is?


Gemma, Matthew, and Sensei contemplated their fate.  Then Hannah started howling. 

“Haaaoooowwwww!!! Haaoowwwwww!!!!
 ”

Everyone thought she’d lost her mind. Except for a bunch of clowns who found it irresistible and joined in.

“What the heck are you doing?” Matthew asked over the drone. But Hannah kept howling.

Sensei was concerned too, but he also trusted his daughter. He hoped she had something up her sleeve and hadn’t just lost her mind. 

“Aagh
 ,” yelled Yuri as he woke up. “Stop that noise.” He looked around the office as Hannah kept howling. He leaped to his feet. “Where they go?”

“Your buddies are gone,” taunted Gemma as Hannah continued her howl. “And they ain’t comin’ back. You’re a fool. Once they get that third book, they’re outta here and they’re not coming back for you.”

The veins in the side of Yuri’s head pulsed. “What you mean?” he asked, trying to buy time for his brain to think of reasons, and failing, why Victoria and Esmerelda wouldn’t double-cross him. “They not trick me.”

Gemma raised both eyebrows in mock shock. “You mean the way they never tricked you, or knocked you unconscious?”

Matthew and Sensei nodded their agreement.

“Who do think knocked you out?” said Sensei. Yuri’s eyes flashed a murderous red as the memory of what Esmerelda did to him came flooding back. “They’re probably halfway to Turtle Mountain by now.”

“Haaaooowwww!!!
 ”

“Why she do that?” snorted Yuri like an angry bull. “Nobody move,” he said and stormed off to find Esmerelda and Victoria. The clowns, not wanting to be left alone, followed him, and kept on howling.

Hannah stopped howling. She nearly passed out. Her face was red and there was sweat on her brow. 

“Are you ok,” asked her dad.

Hannah nodded. “I…just…”

The school shook like it’d been hit with a tremor.

“What was that?” Matthew clenched his jaw.

“I think it’s Didactu
 waking up,” said Sensei. “It must sense the other two books and is being drawn to them.”

More tremors. Sensei’s bookshelf toppled over, scattering books everywhere. Moments later, a fuming Esmerelda and Victoria dropped down into Sensei’s office, the clowns following them and still howling. 

“Shut up!” shouted Esmerelda and the clowns stopped their howls.

“The book wasn’t theah,” Esmerelda said to Sensei. “And now you are going to pay.” 

Hannah clenched her jaw. She got a sick feeling in her stomach. What were they going to do to him? 

Esmerelda addressed the clowns. “Wisten up, you cwowns! We must find the Dwagon Codex
 . Do whateveh it takes. Teah the pwace down bwick by bwick if you have to. Whoeveah finds the Codex
 gets a fwee cwown nose and big fwoppy shoes!”

The clowns shoved and kicked each other to get cracking at destroying the school, which caused a hundred-clown dog pile. They bopped each other on the head and wrestled each other to the ground. 

“You idiots!” shrieked Victoria. “Get up, dress up, and never give up!” 

Victoria and Esmerelda flew above, encouraging the clowns to destroy the school. The menacing merrymakers then began tearing at the bricks and ripped up the classrooms.

“Noo!” shouted Hannah. She clawed like an enraged bobcat at the inside of her balloon. She howled again. Louder this time. It had
 to work.

The ground shook again. This time it was more like an earthquake than a mere tremor. Even the clowns stopped tearing at the school.

A bolt of lightning tore down from the sky and struck Sensei’s desk, which exploded into a cloud of smoke. Everyone froze. Hannah stopped howling. When the smoked cleared, they all saw it. 

A small pyramid of pure gold, about the size of a coffee mug, sat on the ground where Sensei’s desk used to be.  


Didactu?
 Thought Hannah. Didactu was hiding as my dad’s desk the whole time?
 Sensei thought the same thing.

“Wow,” he said. “Who’da thought?” 

“Didactu?
 ” Esmerelda asked. 

Then Victoria  made a mad dash for the gold pyramid and Esmerelda and Yuri immediately followed. Sensei, Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew too hopped toward the dazzling gold object as fast as they could. If only they could get to Didactu
 first, it would be two books to one.

But hopping in balloons is harder than running with eels on your feet and they were easily outrun by Esmerelda and Victoria. 

But when they got to Didactu
 , Esmerelda shoved Victoria aside and elbowed Yuri hard in the gut as she grabbed the golden pyramid Didactu
 .

“Gimme that!” shouted Victoria. 

“Is mine!” grunted Yuri. 

Esmerelda held the silver half-disc Hansu Chathri-Shukihan
 in one hand above her head and the golden pyramid Didactu
 above her head in the other. “Stay back!” she said. “It’s all mine!”

Before anyone could stop her, she slammed the half-disc and the triangle together. There was a flash of burning hot light and a loud pop
 !

Esmerelda collapsed, half-dazed, to the ground. The Dragon Codex
 lay on the floor. It was now a three-quarter disc. Like a metallic white gold pizza pie with two slices missing.

Hannah wanted to grab that disc more than anything, but she was trapped in her balloon. Her heart sank. So close…and so helpless.

Victoria and Yuri rocketed for the disc, but Esmerelda scrambled. She grabbed The Dragon Codex
 and clutched it tightly to her chest.

“It’s mine, aww mine!” she said a wild look in her eyes. 

“What?!” said a startled Victoria. “Give it to me.”

“Is my disc!” growled Yuri. 

“You have no idea what you’re doing,” said Sensei. “None of you.”

Esmerelda shook with energy. “So. Much. Poweh!”

Yuri grabbed for the disc, but Esmerelda elbowed him in the gut and struck his chin with the back of her fist several times. Yuri stumbled. Esmerelda then leaped on Yuri and gave him a one-inch hug. Yuri’s body lurched, and he collapsed like wet broccoli to the ground.

“Anyone ewse have an opinion?” asked Esmerelda. She turned to Victoria who did not answer.

“One moah book to go.” Esmerelda smiled wickedly. Then she paused. Suddenly, she aimed the three-quarter disc at Sensei. A ghoulish and veiny hand, bigger than Sensei, reached out and grabbed him. 

“I take you as insuwance,” said Esmerelda.

“Daddy!!!” shouted Hannah as the hand scooped up her father, shrunk him down and dropped him inside the white gold disc. 

“Sensei!” called Gemma and Matthew.

“Don’t forget the school daaanceeeee….” Shouted Sensei as he was pulled inside the disc.

Hannah could barely speak. She was filled with rage and shock and hurt. 

Esmerelda sniffed. “Actions have consequences.”

“I’ll get you for this!” swore Hannah. “I’ll get you.”

Esmerelda calmly turned to Victoria, the crazed fire had died out of her eyes. “I’m in the mood for soup dumpwings. How about you?”

Victoria eyed Esmerelda warily.

“Oh, come on,” Esmerelda said cheerily. “You didn’t weawy think I would fohget about you, did you? I just wanted to get wid of Yuwi. Not my type.”

Victoria’s expression eased. “Of course,” she smiled broadly. “The future is forward. One book to go. I’m in the mood for soup dumplings, too.”

“Ah you shuah this thing knows wheah to go?” asked Esmerelda. 

“Turtle Mountain,” said Victoria. “It will lead us there, to find its lost friend, Calleton
 . Two books drew us to the third. Three will lead us to four.”

“Good,” said Esmerelda. “Wet’s go.” She turned to the clown army.  “Teah down this schooh and don’t stop until you get every wast bwick.”

 Esmerelda held the white gold disc that was three books of The Dragon Codex
 in front of her. In a zap and a flash, she and Victoria were gone. 
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No way
 , thought Hannah. Oh

 , freakin’ no way.
 Her dad was Victoria and Esmerelda’s prisoner. She wanted to cry. She was about to cry. But crying would have to wait until the Universe was saved.

Her father was gone, clowns were tearing the school down brick by brick, Victoria and Esmerelda had three books, and soon, because the books attract each other, they would no doubt find the fourth and destroy the Universe with their stupidity. Worse yet, they knew the soup dumpling restaurant was the origin of The Dragon Codex
 . They could destroy the restaurant and rule with the Codex
 forever. 

 That, or the tear in the space-time thingy would destroy the Universe first. Either way, might as well eat candy bars and wait for the end. 

But then she heard her father’s voice, the karate
 voice. “Fall down, get up. No matter how many times you fall, get up one more time.”

Hannah blinked hard. Don’t quit. The only failure is quitting. So what if it’s all pointless? Even more reason to go all out with a bang.


Hannah fixed a steely gaze. “Let’s get those clowns.” 

“How?” said Matthew, bouncing up and down in his balloon.

Then Hannah heard it. Distant and barely, but it was there between the tearing of metal and the crash of bricks. The sound grew louder as they approached. 

Gemma heard it, then Matthew. 

“What is that?” he asked. “It sounds like…”

Just then, a massive horde of animals swept into, over, above and around the school, hissing, grunting, growling and howling. 

Packs of wolves, rhumbas of rattlesnakes, clouds of bats, huddles of spiders, mischiefs of rats, storytellings of ravens, herds of bison, clans of badgers, and more launched themselves at the stunned clowns in a mad, raging attack.

Hannah beamed. “They’re here, they’re really here!” 

Murray the Big Good Wolf came running up to Hannah.

“I thought you’d never make it,” said Hannah.

“We wolves keep our word,” Murray said, spitting out a red clown nose. “It took us a while to get everyone together.”

“Can you get us out of these stupid things?” Hannah said, bouncing up and down in her balloon. 

The wolf looked closely at the balloons. Then he barked twice and dozens of black rats came scurrying.

“We’ll get you out!” a rat squeaked.

Matthew screamed and Gemma almost fainted. “Eww
 , gross! No waay!”

“We’re your best bet,” said a large Norway rat. “Now hold still.”

Gemma closed her eyes and flinched as the rats swarmed all over the balloons and tore into them with their sharp teeth and nails. 

Hannah, who loved all animals, was still not prepared for having hundreds of tiny feet scurrying all around her. She knew they were trying to help, so she refrained from being impolite and shrieking and tried to keep a faint smile. 

“Go rats,” she said weakly. 

Matthew kept repeating, “They’re just squirrels without fluffy tails. They’re just squirrels without fluffy tails.”

What power and magic had failed to do, persistence, team work, teeth, and nails accomplished. In minutes, all three balloons burst, sending rats flying and laughing across the room. 

“We’ll see you on the battlefield,” the rats cried as they raced to join their comrades battling the clowns.

Hannah tore off the last shreds of balloon. She clenched her fists and flexed her arms. She felt a surge of energy in her hands and gut. She focused her mind and, with her hands, sent a strong blast of energy high into the air. 

“I’m back online!” she exclaimed. “The spell is broken. Let’s get those creepy clowns.”

Gemma transformed into a saber-toothed tiger. Matthew turned invisible and hopped onto Gemma’s back.

The friends wasted no time. They joined their animal allies in an all-out assault on the clowns. The clowns tried to rally, but the lightning-fast speed and fierceness of the attacks by Hannah, Gemma, Matthew and the animal army soon forced them to a nearby park by the mouth of the Bronx River.

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew swung into action, helping the animals by smacking, zapping, and tripping as many clowns as possible. Gemma shape shifted into a monkey, a hawk, some make-up remover, anything that might take down clowns, while Matthew added as much power as he could by worrying that their plans would never work and they would all die a horrifying death and that it was really cold outside and he was wearing short sleeves and he was wet and would definitely get the flu at the very least.

With each successful attack, a clown disappeared in a puff of smoke, sent back to the Imaginal Realm. Hannah, Gemma, Matthew, and the animals cornered the remaining clowns at the edge of the murky bay and were closing in on them. Victory seemed assured, but just as Hannah and the animals were about to close in for the final assault, the tide turned. 

A hundred or more clowns appeared behind Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew and the animal army and surrounded them. The clowns blasted air horns and confetti. The animals panicked and the clowns tightened their circle and closed in. But then, suddenly, the clown line broke and the jokers ran in circles, beeping their clown horns wildly.

Through the chaos, covered in dust and dirt and limping, Cousin Yuri strode toward the clowns. Behind him, the students of the Karate and Cooking Academy came pouring over the hill. With Yuri leading the charge, the students used every skill and ability they had: energy bolts, freeze rays, extraordinary belching, speed eating, super strength, tantrum throwing, the power to slightly moisten objects, and more.

Hannah’s nemesis Tania Hartman approached. “We’re here to fight,” she said. “Whatever it takes.” 

Hannah nodded. Then she addressed the kids. “We need everyone to give everything they’ve got! Don’t stop!”

A cheer rose from the students as they continued their attacks with renewed vigor. Hannah glared at Yuri. 

“Get away from the kids,” she said. 

 “Please,” Yuri said. “Give me chance.”

“No way.”

“You were right,” Yuri continued. “They trick me. I want to fix. I do whatever it take to rescue your father. Please.”

“Then what?” Hannah snorted. “You steal the Codex
 for yourself? Again?” 

“I know you don’t trust,” Yuri said. “At least let me fight stupid clowns.”

Hannah considered Yuri’s words. 

“Murray!” She called to the Big Good Wolf. 

Murray came running over, gnawing on a piece of shredded clown shoe.

“Would you keep a very close eye on this guy? He says he wants to fight with us, but watch him.”

Murray bared his teeth at Yuri and growled. He spat out the clown shoe. Three very large, dark gray wolves trotted over. Murray howled and yelped and them in Wolf language. They nodded. Murray turned to Yuri. “One false move and we’ll treat you like a clown shoe.”

“Let’s get stupid clowns,” said Yuri. 

Yuri ran off to join the fight with the three wolves following him close behind. Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew took their fight to the re-grouping clowns. Hannah ran in between a clown’s legs, weaving energy ropes and yanking them until her rainbow-haired opponents crashed into a playground set. 

But every time they took down a clown, more showed up. Then Hannah saw why. Clowns were emerging near the edge of the park next to a small stand of trees. Hannah looked closer. They were emerging from a large brown square, growing out of it like bubbles from a bubble maker.


A decadently delicious brownie!
 The evil thing was making clowns faster than the friends could stop them. Hannah had to move. She weaved her way between the giant clowns, blasting their big clown feet with her energy beams. When she got closer to the brownie, she ducked into the woods. She eyed the area and saw that it was relatively undefended. Clowns were emerging from the brownie about one every ten seconds and then they would walk away to join the fight. If she could time her move exactly, she might have a chance. 

Hannah inched closer and closer to the brownie. When the next clown was fully formed and took a step away, she dove headfirst and flipped the brownie over. She then concentrated her most powerful energy beams into the brownie, molding the dense, moist dessert into the form she wanted. 

Hannah’s body shook as the power drained from her. But with her last drop of energy, she was done. She flopped down, exhausted. The ground smoldered around her. But she had done it. 

Next to her, a tiny tie-dyed car, not much larger than her hand, bounced and hummed. Her creation was covered in yellow and green polka dots, and a jangly, pink plastic flower quivered loosely on the antenna, squirting water whenever it wanted. The car played chirpy music and rocked jauntily back and forth on its wobbly springs. 

Hannah slowly stood up. “Hey, you clowns!” she shouted at them. “Over here!”

The car gave out a sharp, clear clown-horn honk. Several clowns heard the sound and turned to look. When they saw the happy little clown car, they knocked each other over in a mad dash to be the first to get to there. 

They ran as fast as their stubby clown legs and oversized shoes would take them, as if drawn by some kind of Pied Piper magic they could not resist.

Hannah jumped behind a nearby fallen tree. She watched with half-amazement as the clowns pushed and shoved each other to get into the car as fast and as goofily as they could. Upside down, sideways, twirling, whatever they could do, and laughing all the way, the clowns couldn’t get into the car fast enough. 

How were 100-foot clowns fitting into that tiny car?


Shhhh
 , Hannah told herself. It’s working.


Every last clown dropped what they were doing and got into the car. When the last clown waved to an invisible crowd of his own imagination, squirted water from the flower on his lapel and stepped inside the car, Hannah jumped out from behind her hiding spot and slammed the door shut. 

The students and the animals had followed the clowns and now let out a huge cheer, and Hannah let out an even huger sigh of relief. Then she picked up the car. She signaled to Murray the wolf who stepped forward. 

“You trusted us to help you,” he said with a warm, rolling growl. “For that, we thank you.”

Hannah handed him the car. He took it in his mouth. 

“This goes to you,” said Hannah, wiping mud and sweat from her brow. “Bring it back to the Imaginal Realm or do whatever you want with it.” 





The other creatures loudly yipped, barked, howled, chittered and cawed, and emitted ultra-high frequency cheers that humans can’t hear. 

Hannah felt a lump in her throat. “May the world know what you did here today, not because of the insane mess we made, but because you all are heroes!”

The animals and students let out another round of cries, caws, roars, and howls.

“You gave us a chance,” said Murray. “That’s all we asked.’’

Hannah hugged the big wolf. His fur wet and rough, but still inviting against her cheek.

“But now you will need safe passage back to your world,” said Hannah. “I’m not sure I know how to do that…”

“We will find our way home,” said Murray the Big Good Wolf. 

“How? You’re in New York City,” Matthew said. “Someone might notice.”

“Exactly. We’re in New York City,” said the wolf. “We’ll be fine.”

Murray let out a long, strong howl, and then the wild creatures dispersed into the twilight city streets. No one stopped them. Most didn’t even notice.

“We did it. We really did it!” Matthew jumped up and down, fist-pumping the air. 

The students cheered again. 

Hannah laughed and shook her head. They had
 done it, but Hannah was too exhausted to celebrate much. Her head buzzed, and her body throbbed with pain. But as tired as she felt, she also felt inspired. If they could beat this clown army, maybe, just maybe, they could save the Universe, too. 

The watch on Hannah’s wrist suddenly buzzed to life.


Oh no, not now!
 Thought Hannah. 

The countdown watch had begun. The rip in space-time must have gotten much worse. Hannah looked down at the watch. It read: ’00:03:00:00.’


What the heck?
 Thought Hannah. She looked again, maybe she read it wrong. Her dad said her watch would give at least seven days warning before the Universe was torn to shreds, but when she counted the zeroes again there was no mistaking it.

The watch said three hours. Less than three hours. 


Three hours?!
 Hannah bit her lower lip. She looked again. There
 must be some mistake.
 She felt woozy. Hannah looked at the watch again. ’00:02:59:52,’ and counting.

Hannah and her friends had less than three hours to save the Universe. 





***





Hannah figured Victoria and Esmerelda were well on their way to the Six Happiness Soup Dumpling House on Turtle Mountain, or maybe even there already. 

Hannah was about to ask Princess Meow Meow for help, but when she, Gemma, and Matthew stepped into her father’s office, Hannah shrieked. Yuri was going through her father’s desk!

“Get away from there!” Hannah demanded as she formed an energy ball with her hands.  

Yuri looked up, startled.

“Wait, no!” replied Yuri, raising his hands in retreat. “I trying to help.”

Hannah saw something in Yuri’s hand. 

“Zap him, Hannah!” said Matthew.

“Wait. This for you,” Yuri said, holding up a small, yellowish cube the size of a die. “It key to finding your father.”

“He’s lying,” said Gemma.

“Put it on the table and slowly step away,” said Hannah.

“I helping you…” said Yuri. 

“Step. Away.”

Without saying another word, Yuri did as Hannah said. 

“I done with Victoria,” said Yuri, spitting as he said the name. 

“You didn’t look too done with her an hour ago,” said Matthew. 

“You think I still working for them?” said Yuri. “They take off without me. They trick me. I hate little girl…”

“I’m not buying it either,” said Gemma. 

Yuri shrugged in frustration. He held up the cube. “See this? This help. I thinking, ‘how we find Codex
 ?’ Then I remember this cube. It from kitchen of soup dumpling place. Long time ago we went, your father and me. It like tracking device. Lead you there. Take it.”

Yuri tossed the cube at Hannah. Hannah was so shocked she barely caught it. Hannah looked at the small bouillon cube, usually used as a base for making soup. It was soft, like compacted sand.

“I told you, I finish with them,” said Yuri. “We need get your father and Codex
 books or all world be destroy.”

“Why should I trust you?” Hannah demanded. “We can find Turtle Mountain on our own.” 

“Soup dumpling restaurant keep change location. No one know where is. Only people with Codex
 , or this cube, can find.”

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. It nodded its head, agreeing with Yuri. Hannah stared at Yuri trying to size him up. Was he telling the truth or just trying to get rid of her? She still didn’t trust him, but she didn’t have much choice.

Yuri snorted. “What good is Codex
 to me if Universe destroyed? Beside, Codex
 make Victoria and Esmerelda go mad. You can keep it.”

Hannah looked at the bouillon cube from the soup dumpling house. 

“How does it work?” she said. 

Yuri shrugged. “I don’t know if work, all I know it might work.”

“Oh, great,” complained Matthew. “Then what the heck good is it?”

“It’s better than nothing,” said Gemma.

Hannah studied the soup flavoring cube to see if there was some kind of trick, but before she could decide, Princess Meow Meow scooped up the cube in its incredibly long tongue and gulped it down.

Yuri, Hannah, Matthew, and Gemma stared at the mi-mi in stunned silence. 

“Whaat!?” said Hannah, trying to stick her hand down the mi-mi’s throat. “How could you….”

The mi-mi let out a contented belch and ducked into Hannah’s sweatshirt. 

“Now what do we do?” asked a flustered Matthew. 

But before anyone could answer, Hannah and Princess Meow Meow glowed orange, then green and disappeared in a loud pop
 !
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CHAPTER 23


The Last Temptation of Hannah
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The path up the mountain
 was treacherous and absurd. There were switchbacks that didn’t switch back and dead ends that kept going.

Where was Hannah? All she knew was that one moment she was standing next to her friends in her dad’s office, and the next she was being shot out of her bones, landing at the base of a dome-topped, snowy mountain that jutted all the way into the sky.

Was this even Turtle Mountain? Hannah had nothing to go on except a flimsy wooden arrow at the bottom of the mountain that simply pointed up. But it was the only mountain around with an arrow and a path, and so she began to climb. She assumed, she hoped, she would find the Six Happiness Soup Dumpling House at the very top.

She climbed for what seemed like hours, but her countdown watch had only budged four minutes. At least she was thankful for that. The trip had also given her her strength back, even though the hiking was beginning to take its toll. 

But Hannah also knew the fickle nature of time, especially when it came to The Dragon Codex
 . Those three hours could evaporate in an instant. 

Hannah paused on the narrow, rocky wind-swept path and took a good look around. She was high in a snowy mountain range. Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom poked its wrinkly head out of Hannah’s sweatshirt. 

“You got us here,” Hannah said to her little friend. “But do you know where here
 is?”

Princess Meow Meow gazed at the stunning scenery. It drew a long, deep breath and exhaled blissfully. Then it shrugged. The mi-mi tucked its little head back into Hannah’s sweatshirt. 

Hannah continued her trek up the mountain, her path now only a thin wisp of a trail, clinging to the edge of the mountain, barely wide enough for her to put both feet side by side. The only sounds were her shoes crunching the gravel path, her clothes rustling against her, and the occasional snort and sniff of Princess Meow Meow inside her sweatshirt.

She wondered what her friends were doing, she worried about her father. As she neared a sway in the high mountain, like a small sloping valley, the wind began to pick up. Hannah braided her hair tightly into a single long, thick braid to keep it from her face.

The sun picked up highlights of copper and gold in her hair, and she thought if it weren’t for the end of the Universe, this might be a pretty beautiful place, especially since the sun made her hair look so good. 

On the slope was a pure white garden, purer and whiter than anything Hannah had ever seen. There were fields of white flowers and trees with white flowers. Soft, white, puffy clouds floated lazily in the sky above. The air turned warmer. She took a deep breath. The sweet scent of jasmine filled her nostrils. 

 “Ahhhh
 ,” Hannah let out a deep sigh. What a place!
 She would take just a minute to rest, five tops. 


What was the rush?
 Hannah thought. She was sure her father would be okay. He’d gotten himself out of tough scrapes before; surely he could get himself out of this one.

Hannah plopped herself down on the soft ground. Now that she thought about it, she didn’t even know why she was running up the slope in the first place. 

Gentle music played from somewhere. On a nearby rock was a refreshing tropical drink and a Nutella crepe.  She sipped the delicious nectar and ate her favorite dessert as she gazed out beyond the slope to the wide, green, and majestic valley far, far below.

Hannah decided now was a good time to take a nap. She wanted to stay on this splendid hilltop forever. She ran her fingers gently along the white stone and luxuriated in its firm yet soft texture.

She closed her eyes and dreamed of endless dessert and her favorite TV shows. She thought about gentle waterfalls, soft sheets, and funny animal videos. Hannah had no idea how long she had been here, and she didn’t care. But something vague in the back of her mind kept nagging at her. She swatted the thoughts away as fast as she could, but they kept coming. 

She remembered something like school. Booorriinnng
 . She recalled the time her dad bought her the best crepe ever. Dad. DAD!

Hannah shot upright. 

“Holy cow!” she shouted. Her voice echoed across the white mountain slope. “My dad! The Dragon Codex
 !”

Hannah jumped to her feet.  She shook herself like a wet dog shakes off water. 

Hannah looked down. The countdown watch! It now read ‘00:00:58:43’ and counting. Less than one hour until the rip in space-time destroyed the solar system and the Universe. 

It was a trap! The whole garden was a big, fat trap!

“Agh!
 ” Hannah cried in frustration. “How could I be so stupid!”

She bolted the rest of the way up the slope. She didn’t know if this was the correct way, but she figured, Up. Just keep going up
 .

On a small rocky outcropping near the top of the slope, Hannah saw a dark slip in the rock that looked like it could be an entrance to something. But when she blinked, it was gone. Hannah raced towards that black blip.

When she reached the top where she thought she saw the entry, there was nothing but rock. Hannah screamed in frustration. She was going nowhere fast and soon there wouldn’t be a Universe.

Maybe she should double back and try a different path, but when she turned and saw the slope this time, she gasped.

Below her, hundreds of bleached human skeletons littered the all-white garden and all of them looked like they had died in perfect peaceful repose, just as she had been a few moments before.

Hannah shuddered. It was definitely a trap. A deadly trap. Did Esmerelda and Victoria put it there? If so, then maybe she was getting close. 

Hannah scoured the rock wall again. She looked, she felt. There it was. A tiny piece of smooth black rock, like obsidian, shaped like a door handle, against the white stone. She was about to grab it when an obnoxious wind blasted her, nearly knocking her over. 

“I see you made it,” the wind chortled as it blew snow and dust at Hannah. 

Hannah recognized the wind.

“You again?” she said.

“Miss me much?” the whiny, nasally voice of the wind said as it pelted her with snow and ice. 

“Not even a little,” said Hannah ducking the ice pellets. “I’m a little busy right now. Do you mind bothering me later?”

“I’m happy to bother you now and
 later,” said the wind.

“How did you even find me?” asked Hannah. 

The wind snorted an insufferable laugh. “Find you
 ? You found me
 .”

“What?” Hannah said. “What are you talking about? How did you know I was even here? Where am I?”

“You must really like this place,” smirked the wind. “Either that or you’re a glutton for punishment.”

Hannah didn’t know what the wind was jabbering on about. The place looked unfamiliar, but this was definitely the same obnoxious wind she faced when she was first looking for Yuri.

“Good thing you made it up the slope,” the wind said, spitting hail in Hannah’s face. “I’ve seen a lot of people fall for that one. You must have come up the other side last time.”

“The last time?” said Hannah.

“Normally I don’t help humans,” the wind said. “You’re too careless. But in this case, those two inside are far worse than you. You can thank me later.”

The wind died down. Hannah turned back toward the rock wall. Was this really the same restaurant she was in a few days ago when she met Yuri? It looked so different without a hailstorm.

“Are Esmerelda and Victoria inside?” Hannah asked the wind. 

“I don’t know their names but one is really short and the other doesn’t stop talking.”

“That’s them alright,” said Hannah. “What are they doing inside?”

“Beats me,” said the wind. “But I did notice they had a particular book they shouldn’t be having. Seen too many of those
 people, with books like that, if you know what I mean.”

“What’s the name of this restaurant?”

“It doesn’t have a name,” said the wind. “But I hear they make a fierce soup dumpling.”

Hannah thanked the wind who spat ice rain in her face. “You’re welcome.”

Hannah brushed aside the wind. She took a deep breath and pulled the obsidian handle. A dark, wooden door that looked like it had exploded into a billion pieces and been re-patched together piece by piece with duct tape and plywood appeared. Hannah pulled opened the creaky wooden door and stepped inside.




CHAPTER 24


Steaming Matzoh Balls from Outer Space
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The familiar smell of wet
 yak and stale beer slapped her nose. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw the same three dusty men, still hunched over their same table and still eating the same food, but this time Hannah realized what it was: soup dumplings.

Hannah was dying to taste the liquid morsels, but her appetite took a nose dive when she saw Victoria and Esmerelda sitting at a table across the room. On the table in front of them was a bamboo steamer and the three-quarter white gold disc of The Dragon Codex
 . 

“Oh, hello,” Victoria said with a hollow smile. “I guess you’re still alive.”

Hannah narrowed her eyes at Victoria. “Where’s my dad?”

“Sigh,” said Esmerelda. “He’s twapped in heah.” She tapped the Codex
 disc. “But we have no idea wheah or how to get him out. Or even if
 we can get him out.” 

Hannah’s entire body shook and burned with anger. She wanted to leap across the table then and there and throttle the both of them, but she knew they were baiting her. She would have to keep her cool for now. 

“I don’t know why you persist in resisting us.” Victoria grabbed a pair of tongs, lifted the top of the bamboo steamer and gently plucked a plump soup dumpling from the steamer and placed it on her spoon. An inviting aroma filled the air. Victoria bit into the dumpling, the warm, tasty broth poured out into the spoon. She downed the entire crab and pork dumpling, soup and all, in one bite. 

“Mmmm
 , so good,” Victoria said. “Care for one, Hannah?”

Truth was, Hannah was dying for a soup dumpling. But at this moment, there was one thing she wanted more, the sweet taste of revenge.

“Come now,” said Victoria cheerily. “You don’t think we invited you all the way up here not to be neighborly, do you? We’re here to offer you the customary opportunity to join us or die.”

“Invited me? I found you,” fumed Hannah. 

“Yeah, okay, you found us,” smirked Victoria. 

“You’d be surprised what you can achieve with this,” Victoria said, tapping the silvery Codex
 disc.

“If onwy you knew what you weah missing....” said Esmerelda, her voice trailing off. “The power to cweate or destwoy worwds. We can make the worwd whatever we want it to be. With youh hewp, we’d be unstoppabuh. Forget the Bowing Weague of Big Evuh, we wuh take them down and build ouh own gwoup!”

“You mean you want me to help you use the Codex
 to create a group that will help the poor and feed the hungry and create a lasting peace among nations?” asked Hannah.

Esmerelda and Victoria stared at Hannah in dead silence. Then they burst into hysterical laughter, but Hannah wasn’t smiling. 

“Oh, wait. You wewh sewious.” 

“We prefer a more personalized approach to power,” said Victoria. “We don’t want to impose anything on anyone. We’re for individual choice. If you
 want to use your power to help the poor, then go for it.”

“You do
 realize none of this matters anyway,” said Hannah. She held up her wrist so they could see her countdown watch. “The Universe is going to end in…” she looked at the watch. “Thirty-four minutes.” 

Then she spoke extra slowly to make sure they understood. “I need to put The Dragon Codex
 back together and throw it in the oven in the kitchen…”

“You’re on with that again,” said Victoria, bored. “Look, as soon as we find the fourth book, we’ll take over the Universe and fix your little problem. So tell us where it is. And, if you do, as a bonus, we’ll let your father go.”

Hannah gulped. She would have done anything to rescue her dad, but she had no more clue to Calleton’s
 whereabouts than they did. Maybe that’s why Esmerelda and Victoria hadn’t attacked her yet. They thought she could help them find the final book. It must be here. But where?

“Did your father give you any clue where the last book might be?” asked Victoria, closely examining Hannah’s face for signs of truth or lying. “You’re right. We could use the Codex
 to save the Universe and then share its powers. You and us. You could bring gifts, spread kindness. Good vibes resonate.”

Hannah let Victoria talk. She inched closer to the table. If she could just get close enough, she could swipe the disc right out from under their noses.

“It sounds like a good plan,” Hannah bluffed. She went even further. “We could share the power of the Codex
 . You’re right, my dad did give me a clue where Calleton
 might be. That’s how I found you. But before I tell you, you have to release him.”

Esmerelda sneered, then scowled. Then she huffed and puffed and scowled and sneered. Then she belched. 

“Teww us what you know first.” 

“Ok,” said Hannah. She darted for the disc. She was blinding fast, but felt a jolt in her gut, like she’d been kicked by an entire mule team. She heard Esmerelda and Victoria laughing as she went flying through the air for an extended period of time. It got bright and cold. She reached out her arms and grabbed hold of something that brought her to an abrupt halt. 

When she finally stopped, the wind was whipping her braid in a wild circle, and snow and ice pelted her face.

At that moment, the “Hear the Earth” ride at HappyFunLand amusement park popped into Hannah’s head. The ride featured a slow-moving boat that went past actual food and different faux climate zones from around the world while the song in the background encouraged the rider to “hear the Earth and see it grow.”

The gentle ride offered a reassuring antidote to the scare and scream of some of the park’s other thrill attractions. 

It was this calming amusement ride, and not some ancient warrior battle cry, that Hannah thought about as she dangled by one foot, upside down off the edge of the cliff, while Victoria and Esmerelda stood over her eagerly awaiting her fall. 

“The Codex
 sure is fun, but I prefer to finish you off the old-fashioned way,” laughed Victoria as she stood looking down at Hannah. “That is, of course, unless you want to tell me where Calleton
 is.”

Sweat beads formed on Hannah’s brow as she struggled mightily not to slip into the vast, endless canyon below. She wasn’t afraid to die—Hannah had faced death before—she just didn’t want to do it right now, or anytime soon, and certainly not at the hands of Victoria or Esmerelda. 

The sky suddenly darkened, going from clear blue to almost black. Veins of lightning crackled across the sky and thunder boomed.

“We don’t have time for this,” said Hannah as the all the blood rushed to her head. “We have to work together. Give me the Codex
 and I swear I won’t do anything bad to you.”

“Ha!” laughed Esmerelda. 

“We say the same to you,” added Victoria. 


This is ridiculous
 , thought Hannah. I’ll have to do it all myself. 


The largest lightning bolt yet, cracked halfway down the sky, but instead of striking the ground, it tore in half from the top down. Between the tear, Hannah saw the stars above, like the sky itself had been split in two. Time and space were tearing apart.

Hannah didn’t have to look at her countdown watch to know it was only minutes until the entire galaxy, or even the Universe, collapsed.

“Look!” Hannah shouted pointing. “We’re all gonna die.”

Lightning shredded the sky. Thunder shook the ground.

“Then this is the part where I tell you for the last time, join us and together we can rule the Universe,” said Victoria above the roar.

“Hard pass,” shouted Hannah. 

“Yeah, I thought so,” said Victoria. “But the laws of the Bowling League of Big Evil require us to ask before we take over, destroy, or terrorize on a large scale.”

“Nothing can stop this, except putting the Codex
 back in its place of origin,” said Hannah, desperately trying to get these two idiots to understand. “I need to save the Universe!”

“You want the powah for youahsewf.”

The mountain shook, and fiery boulders rained down around them.

“It’s always about you
 ,” screamed Victoria. “How you’re
 gonna save the Universe. How you’re
 gonna do this and that. Well, I can save the Universe, too!”

Hannah’s toe slipped. She struggled with every remaining bit to keep from falling into oblivion. If there was even the tiniest shred of hope to save the Universe, she would fight to the end. Then her eyes turned wide as pizzas. 

“Meteor! Incoming!” 

The air crackled with electricity, and Esmerelda’s and Victoria’s hair stood straight up, as if they’d both been zapped by the world’s largest static electric charge.

They turned around just in time to see an enormous boulder come flying out of the sky and smash into the nearby mountainside. 

It exploded, and its remains slithered down. But the texture was funny, and the air smelled of bread meal, eggs, and chicken fat. Hannah realized, it wasn’t a meteor, it was a matzoh ball. Several more matzoh ball meteors scored direct hits against the rock outcropping outside the entrance to the Soup Dumpling House.

“Wet’s get back inside,” said Esmerelda nervously.

“What about Calleton
 ?” shouted Victoria over the roar of the melting sky. 

Esmerelda and Victoria ducked for cover under a rocky outcropping. As hot matzoh balls continued to rain down and as her foot continued to slip, Hannah realized something. The primordial soup of creation, from which all life is formed, is made of actual soup
 . And right now, it needed some salt. 


Flow with the soup
 . Hannah thought. She crunched her abs as tight as they would go and did a sit up. She grabbed onto the side of the cliff and clawed her way up until she was on flat ground. 

Just then, her foot slipped, and she slid back down over the edge of the cliff. Her hand grasped and clung to a piece of rock. Hannah scrambled to pull herself back up as the rock began to dislodge. Her carefully painted nails shredded to bits. A perfectly good manicure….
 Hannah dug her hands into the dirt and pulled herself over the edge.

She stood up and came face to face with Victoria and Esmerelda. Esmerelda went in for the one-inch hug. Hannah snapped her head forward, and her long single braid cracked against Esmerelda’s face like a lion tamer’s whip. Esmerelda’s body shook worse than a child who needs to pee really badly but says they don’t.

“Uhhhhh!!
 ” Esmerelda cried as her face and body turned blood red. She was shaking so fast now, all Hannah could see was a red distortion until…Hannah stepped away but, Boom!
 Esmerelda exploded. Literally. Exploded like a cheap water balloon on hot pavement. 

Esmerelda’s lungs, spleen, wriggling intestines, and viscera caught Hannah and Victoria point-blank in a disgusting spray of innards and guts.


Uggh! This’ll never come out of my sweatshirt
 , she lamented. But if a bath in Esmerelda’s bowels wasn’t bad enough, rising from the steaming pile that used to be Esmerelda was a scaly, demonic rhinoceros beetle the size of a train car.

Victoria fled and Hannah stumbled backwards in horror as the terrifying beast reared up on its scaly hind legs and struck its sword-length pincers directly at Hannah’s head.

Hannah executed a perfect double jumping-spinning-flying side kick to one of the demon’s legs. The monster reared back in pain and dove again for Hannah, but Hannah rolled away. 

As the creature scrambled again towards Hannah, a bolt of blue electricity arced over Hannah’s head and blasted the appalling beast.

The vile creature screeched an ear-splitting cry before detonating into a bomb of orange guts that gushed all over Hannah. 

“Really people?!” she cried. 

The three men from the restaurant stood next to Hannah. The ones who’d been hunched over their soup dumplings. Only now they were wielding a large laser cannon and firing it at what remained of the still-guts-spewing demon beetle.

“Stay back,” said one of the men. “We’re from the Order of Mushu.”

“And please clean yourself up, peeuu
 ,” said another.

A green-skinned baby beetle humanoid sprung out of the cracked demon beetle’s head. The infant rose up in the air just above the beetle carcass and spoke in a deep, raspy voice. 

“You think you can defeat us? Ha! You can never defeat us,” said the evil baby. “Like diaper rash, we come back!!!” 

It laughed a rumbling demonic mu-ha-hah.
 The three men fired their laser cannon at the baby, but it zipped away into the fractured sky.

“Thank you,” Hannah said to the men as she did her best to wipe the remaining demon-beetle guts off her. “Who the heck are you?”

 “We’re with the Order of Mushu, ma’am,” said one of the men. They removed their hats and wigs and looked much younger and fitter than before. “We were sent to watch after you.”

“Well, you did a…” Hannah was about to say ‘crappy job,’ but instead of telling them how awful and useless they were, she decided the best course of action was just to thank them politely and get them the hell out of her way. 

So instead she said, “…very nice job. Thank you.” Then, trying not to sound ungrateful, she had to ask: “Why the heck didn’t you help me before?!” 

“Orders, miss. We were told not to interfere unless absolutely necessary.”

 “Really?” said Hannah. “Tell your bosses to interfere sooner next time.”

“Will do, ma’am,” said one of the men. “But we’ve got to boogie. We’re under strict orders to capture Esmerelda. Will you be okay here alone?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Not really, but we can call for backup.”

“Fine,” Hannah said, but she wasn’t going to count on them coming in time. 

The three men fidgeted with devices on their wrists, and then all three shot into the sky in pursuit of the demon beetle baby.

A fresh panic jolted Hannah. She wheeled around in circles. What happened to the Codex
 disc?

“Looking for this?” Victoria stood by the patched door entrance to the soup dumpling restaurant with a huge, freakin’ obnoxious grin on her melon. And Hannah knew why. Victoria was holding The Dragon Codex
 disc. “And now all the power and glory will be mine! Never give up your dreams. Life is beautiful!”

Victoria dashed into the restaurant as the ground beneath Hannah began to crumble.




CHAPTER 25


Quest for Soup Dumplings
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Inside, the Six Happiness Soup
 Dumpling House was empty and quiet. Victoria was nowhere to be seen. The rumbles and explosions outside were a distant muffle, but that didn’t mean the whole mountain wouldn’t soon come tumbling down. Hannah glanced at her countdown watch; 00:00:13:12. Thirteen minutes
 .

Hannah heard a slight rustle of movement behind one of the nearby tables and leaped on it. She saw a dark collar and grabbed it. She raised her fist to punch Victoria’s lights out when she heard a feeble voice.

“Wait!” 

It was the duck maître d’.

“Not the beak!” he said, cowering.

“What are you doing here? You’re roast duck if you stay. Go home.”

“I cannot leave,” the maître d’ quacked. “It’s my job. I’m a defender of the oven.” 

Hannah raised an eyebrow at him. “You’re not doing a very good job.”

“I’m doing my best.” The duck paused and looked around furtively. “She’s in the kitchen,” he whispered, pointing his wing in the direction of the kitchen doors. 

“She was muttering something about, becoming one with the book and ruling everything for all eternity. She’s nuts. And the worst tipper ever.”

“Stay here.” Hannah crept toward the kitchen, her legs trembling. She didn’t know what she would find, could be anything. She tried to keep a steady rein on her nerves. Senses alert. 

Hannah slowly pushed open the swinging kitchen doors and crept into the kitchen. No signs of Victoria. 

Hannah’s breath echoed loudly in her ears. She was struck by how clean the kitchen was. Completely restored from the last time she was here. Everything was gleaming and brand new. Even the rock wall at the back, looked like it had never been blown up in the first place. 

In the far back corner of the kitchen, exactly where it had been last time, was the giant beehive-shaped pizza oven. The door to the oven was open and large enough for an adult to walk through. Hannah could see yellow flames roaring inside.

Hannah barely noticed the oven before and certainly didn’t realize how important it was. But this was it. The place where the great Gaikun the dragon brought the The Dragon Codex
 into this world. What mysteries lay beyond that oven?

It was a simple thing, the oven and assuming Hannah could find the final book, it would also be the place she would return the Codex
 if she was to save the Universe. 

She stared for a moment at the monumental roaring oven that was more than just an oven, and wondered what mysteries lay inside and below.


Where are you, bookie?
 She said to herself. Where would I be if I were a hiding
 Codex? You have to be around here somewhere.


Hannah stepped silently and deliberately through the kitchen, looking for Victoria and Calleton
 . She was prepared for almost any sneak attack from above or behind, but she wasn’t expecting what happened next. 

A giant eagle talon, larger than she was, shot up directly from below and grabbed her, trapping her tightly in its vice-like grip. 

Hannah screamed. She shook and shoved, she dug her teeth into the sinewy talon, but the more she fought, the weaker she became. She tried to shoot an energy bolt from her hand, but it fizzled like a wet match. 


What’s wrong!?
 She thought.

Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom whimpered helplessly inside Hannah’s sweatshirt. 

The talons squeezed around her tighter now, like a hungry python. Hannah began to wobble in and out of consciousness.

“Cool, isn’t it?” 

Hannah heard the voice as if she were underwater. She could barely focus enough to see Victoria standing directly in front of her. 

“A little something I cooked up with the help of the Codex
 ,” gloated Victoria, waving the three-quarter silvery disc in Hannah’s blood-drained face.

“The more you fight it, the more the talon saps your power. Keep fighting and you’ll be dead in an instant.”

“Please…the Codex
 . The last book…” Hannah agonized. “We’ve got to find Calleton
 ...”

Victoria laughed long and hard. “We
 ? We’re
 not doing anything. I’m
 going to save the Universe, and then I’m
 going to be its new leader.” 

Hannah’s watch chimed ten times.

“What’s that?” asked Victoria. 

“Ten minutes…until… the end of the Universe,” Hannah barely said.

The ground lurched, and a boom louder than 1,000 freight trains slamming into 1,001 airplanes crashing into 2000 window factories, knocked Victoria to the ground while Hannah stayed upright in the talons. 

“We need each other,” pleaded Hannah, her adrenaline pumping hard enough to temporarily revive her. “The Universe is tearing apart!”

“Impossible is only an illusion you create!” chirped Victoria. “No one knows more about ruling the Universe than I do. I’m a very stable genius!”

“You’re a moron,” croaked Hannah, “and you’re drunk on power.”

“I will now save the Universe,” Victoria said, turning around like a magician so Hannah couldn’t see what she was doing and began chanting in an unknown language. 

Everything began to go black for Hannah. Her arms, drained of all strength, flopped helplessly to her sides. As they did, her left hand struck something in her side jeans pocket. She didn’t register what it was, at first. But as it continued to stick her hand, it jarred her memory. 

Her watch chimed nine times. 

“Box. Pocket,” she mumbled to Princess Meow Meow, who looked at her curiously.

Hannah struggled with every word. “Box. In. My. Pocket. Put in my hand.”

She was too weak to speak any more. As Victoria continued her chants, Princess Meow Meow slipped from the bottom of Hannah’s sweatshirt and grabbed the tiny black box from Hannah’s pocket and pressed it into Hannah’s hand. With her last bit of strength, Hannah flip the double latch on the box. The box her father said never to open.

The malmatrine crystal burst full force out of the box like a freed prisoner. 

The crazy crystal tore through the terrible talon. The claw seemed to yelp. It dropped Hannah and disappeared back into the ground. Hannah immediately felt her strength begin to return. 

The malmatrine careened uncontrollably around the kitchen, smashing through pots and pans and tables. It screamed past Victoria, striking her on the elbow. Victoria yelped in pain and dropped the Codex
 . Hannah watched as the disc wobbled away from Victoria. 

Hannah saw her opportunity. She and Victoria lunged for the Codex
 disc. Hannah didn’t have her full strength back yet and Victoria was faster.

Victoria dove on top of the disc and sat up, but Hannah dove on top of Victoria. She leaped onto Victoria’s head and back, locking her arms and legs around Victoria like a savage octopus. The move knocked the Codex
 out of Victoria’s arms and slid next to an empty food cart.

“Do you know what you just did?!” shrieked Victoria as she broke Hannah’s hold and pulled away. “That thing can’t be stopped!”

“Yeah,” said Hannah. “I know.”

Hannah and Victoria lunged furiously at each other. They locked arms and legs and rolled on the ground, punching and kicking each other across the kitchen while the malmatrine crystal buzzed menacingly around them, zigging and zagging, smashing and destroying everything in its wild and unpredictable path. 

Halfway across the kitchen from Hannah and Victoria, the crystal paused in midair. Hannah and Victoria, sensing something was wrong, paused their battle too and looked up. The menacing malmatrine made a sound like a bull snorting. It took direct aim at them.

“Run!” shouted Hannah as she leaped off Victoria.

The crazed crystal made a beeline for Hannah’s head—or was it Victoria’s?— but as it ripped toward them, it passed over the The Dragon Codex
 . As the crystal passed over the Codex
 , a giant toothy mouth shot out of the disc like a hungry angler fish and in a flash, devoured both the crystal and the nearby food cart. Then the mouth disappeared back into the Codex
 .

Hannah gulped. She and Victoria stared at each other with alarm. Hannah feared the Codex
 was taking on a life of its own. Her fears were confirmed when, a moment later, something white and hairy began to emerge from the Codex
 .

Hannah’s watch chimed five times. Five minutes until the end of the Universe. 

The Codex
 disc shook and a tiny Pomeranian puppy popped out of the disc. It was all-white with a big fluffy head and black tongue. It yipped excitedly. 

“Awww
 ,” Hannah and Victoria both said in unison. 

For a moment, Hannah and Victoria forgot all their troubles. There was just adorable cuteness. But then the moment changed. Something was wrong. Horribly, horribly wrong. 

The puppy’s eyes suddenly went black and it kept growing. And growing. Hannah and Victoria stood frozen, not knowing what to do next. 

The pomeranian was the size of a horse when Hannah noticed an oblong black spot in the middle of its fluffy white forehead. The malmatrine crystal!
 It had lodged itself in the puppy’s cranium and was controlling the cuddly canine.

Hannah and Victoria fled the kitchen as the puppy kept growing. Its cotton ball of a head crashed through the roof of the restaurant and through the mountain rock, exposing Hannah and Victoria to a freezing mix of wind and snow and matzoh balls. 

Hannah looked for the Codex
 disc. She realized it must be stuck under the gigantic puppy. Hannah had to get under that dog. But the dog was happy to sit where it was and try to catch falling matzoh balls in its mouth.

Victoria must have realized where The Dragon Codex
 was too. She stood in front of the dog. 

“I control you!” she shouted at the pomeranian. “Stand!”

The doggie looked down at Victoria and snarled. It lunged at her. Victoria jumped and rolled and barely avoided becoming a dog treat.

Victoria did rolling cartwheels towards the dog. She was about to yank its hind leg out from under it, to get to the Codex
 , but when Victoria grabbed the puppy’s back paw, a small gray squirrel darted out from behind a chunk of smashed matzoh ball. The squirrel nipped the dog sharply on the leg and then fled like a furry ninja.

The pomeranian howled and collapsed on top of Victoria. Victoria let out a loud, “ooof
 ,” and then there was silence from her. 

A furious whip of wild lightning lit up the sky. Hannah and the dog watched in horror as the terrible tear in time and space, the Universe-ending rip, tore the sky in half, the leading edge tearing down toward the Earth at a furious pace.

Fear and terror gripped Hannah as she realized she would not have time to find the last Codex
 book in time.

A bolt of lightning exploded into the mountain. The night turned bright as day. The puppy bolted over the hill and hid, leaving a large crater where it had been sitting. Hannah glanced in the hole. To her great shock, there was no sign of Victoria, and no Codex
 disc.

Hannah heard chanting coming from the direction of the kitchen. Hannah’s eyes widened. Victoria was standing in front of the beehive oven, hopping up and down, flapping her arms in some kind of strange dance. And, she was holding The Dragon Codex
 . 


How the heck…?
 Thought Hannah. But her watch chimed three times. There wasn’t even time to complete her thought. Hannah raced towards Victoria. 

As she approached, the same gray squirrel that attacked Victoria leaped out from behind a rock and bit Hannah hard on the ankle. Hannah shook her leg wildly, trying to get rid of the squirrel.

“Damn you, rodent!” Hannah cried. 

 The squirrel leaped onto Hannah’s arm and grabbed for her face. Princess Meow Meow Fluffybottom burst out the top of Hannah’s sweatshirt, wrenched the squirrel into a headlock, bit it on the nose and tossed it over a nearby rock.

 “Thanks buddy,” said Hannah. 

The countdown watch rang one chime. One minute until it was all over and she was no closer to finding Calleton
 . Hannah looked at the beehive oven. Where was Victoria? 


It’s all over, isn’t it?
 Hannah wanted to see the oven up close. Maybe, hope against hope, there was something there that would tell her what to do next, if not, maybe it was just a good place to be in the final minute of the Universe.  

As Hannah stood in front of the oven, feeling its intense heat, something slammed into her full force from behind. She went flying into the ground, face down, her head inches from the fiery opening of the oven. 

Hannah rolled over. Victoria jumped on top of her grinning wickedly. She was covered in white Pomeranian fur, matzoh balls, and dirt. She was holding the Codex
 disc under one arm and strangling Hannah with her free hand. 

“The past doesn’t set your boundaries, you do!” shrieked Victoria as her hand tightened around Hannah’s throat.

“Ugh!” Hannah choked. “Take. A. Shower.”

Hannah tried to flip Victoria, but Victoria struck Hannah with a sharp elbow to the side of her head.

Victoria laughed a high, thin, totally annoying laugh. “When will you learn,” she said, shaking her head, “that you can’t beat me…”

Victoria shoved Hannah toward the mouth of the pizza oven. The top of Hannah’s head hung just over the edge. A blast of heat singed her scalp. The smell of her burnt hair filled the air. Hannah felt like pepperoni pizza.

The giant white pomeranian appeared behind Victoria, looking down, trying to see what was going on below. 

“You can’t beat me,” said Victoria. “I have full range of motion.” 


Full range of motion?
 The oddly familiar phrase ricocheted across Hannah’s mind.

“What did you just say…?”

Victoria shoved Hannah further into the scorching oven. Below the flames, an infinite black abyss. Above, the shredding sky.

Hannah fought for her life, trying to get her legs over Victoria’s head and neck to throw her off. Victoria weaved her head to one side. Hannah grabbed the side of the oven door with her hand, her skin melted onto the door. Hannah shrieked.

Victoria took the three-quarter Codex
 disc in both hands and raised it high over her head. She was going to smash it down on Hannah’s face. Hannah looked at the disc in horror.


Full range of motion. OMG!
 Thought Hannah. It was the most tremendous, earth-shaking OMG she ever had. Hannah yanked her hand off the oven door, leaving a full palm of skin to roast on its side. She barely even felt it, her adrenaline was running so high. 

She shouted Victoria’s phrase back at her. “Full range of motion!”

Victoria paused, confusion doing the rhumba across her face. 

Hannah looked, just looked, at her cousin Victoria. The all-white jumpsuit. The all-white Pomeranian yipping behind her. The words “Didactu, Range of Motion,
 ” flashed in her mind’s eye.

“Devon?” Hannah asked. 

Victoria recoiled in surprise. “What?!”

“Is your real name Devon?” Hannah repeated.

“No one calls me that,” spat Victoria. “I hate that name.”

Hannah recalled the description of the third book of The Dragon Codex
 Kinahara had printed in the sky in the Imaginal Realm:


“
 Didactu. Range of Motion. The primary color is white; the main guide is Devon, the thin, white wizard. The animal guide is a white dog.”


Hannah put all the clues together: Victoria’s white outfit, Victoria’s real name - Devon, the fluffy white dog.
 It all made sense as it slammed into Hannah’s consciousness. 

 Victoria is
 Didactu.

Hannah knew the truth as if it were her own name. Victoria was Didactu
 ! Didactu
 was Victoria! That’s why no one could find the darn book. It was hiding in plain sight as her pompous cousin. 

But what about the book Calleton
 ? Hannah flashed on the logo of her school. It was the Imperatu bird, the animal spirit of Calleton
 . Of course!
 The book that was hidden in her school as her father’s desk, the Codex
 book Victoria and Esmerelda stole, was Calleton
 , not Didactu
 . 

Hannah, Victoria, and Esmerelda had come to Turtle mountain thinking they were looking for Calleton
 , but Calleton
 was already part of the white gold disc. It was Didactu
 they were really looking for. And it was hiding as Victoria. Maybe that’s why Victoria was spewing out those stupid sayings. She was filled with wisdom from a book she had no idea how to use. 

But theories would have to wait. At this present moment, Didactu
 was sitting on top of Hannah, about to smash her in the face with the disc and shove her into the pizza oven fire. 

All that remained for Hannah to do now was to have Didactu
 join its three friends.

10 quick chimes from Hannah’s watch. Ten seconds until The End.

Victoria brought the three-quarter disc down toward Hannah’s face. Just before it smashed into her, Hannah snapped her head forward, wrapping her braid tightly around Victoria’s head and the Codex
 disc. Victoria lost her balance. 

“Aagh
 !” Victoria screamed as she fell towards Hannah. 

Three quick chimes…

Hannah knew it was a one-way trip, but there was no other way. She grabbed Victoria tightly around her midsection and using Victoria’s own momentum, pulled Victoria over her head and into the pizza oven. 

Hannah and her hair clung to her cousin like an octopus, as she and Victoria went tumbling into the fiery oven.

The last sounds Hannah heard were her watch chime, Victoria screaming, “Noooo!!!” and the giant Pomeranian puppy yipping excitedly from above as she and Victoria and all four reunited books of The Dragon Codex
 plummeted into the abyss.
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Mark, Twain
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“Mark three...Half twain!” The
 leadsman on the boat looked down at the rope hanging over the side and called out the lessening depths of the river to the crew. “Quarter twain...Mark twain!”

The paddle-wheeler came about. Below it in the murky depths was a shifting sand bar. The water here was mark twain, twelve feet deep, just enough for the chugging riverboat to navigate safely through the endlessly shifting ebbs and flows of the mighty river. But the river was capricious, mercurial. It could change its depth at any time.

“Bring her round tight!” shouted the pilot. 

Hannah stood a few feet behind him, in the back of the pilot house. She watched curiously as the young man, a boy really, not much older than herself, leaned his narrow frame, calm and easy, into the turn, steadily steering the ship’s wooden wheel.  

“There, she’s over the first reef…her stern’s coming round just exactly right, over she goes!” called the young pilot. 

Hannah marveled as he navigated the three-deck passenger steamship through the gloomy waters. 





“Careful…careful!” replied the captain to the young pilot. An older man with a thick beard and tiny, focused eyes, the captain strained to see the river ahead in the pre-dawn light. The captain was in charge, but it was the pilot who steered the ship. 

“Eight feet, seven feet! Six!” called the leadsman, measuring the depths with his rope. 

“Steady…steady…” The captain was tense and calm at the same time. 

The boat scraped bottom. Instantly, the pilot clanged the alarm bells, shouting, “NOW, let her have it—every ounce you’ve got!”

The boat grinded and groaned as it tore into and churned up the sand at the bottom of the river.

Hannah was tossed into the side railing. She grabbed it and held on as tight as she could. Then, in a single tremendous instant, over the sandbar went the steamboat. 

An immense cry rose up from the crew. The men shouted and cheered as the boat calmed in the deeper waters, but the young pilot stayed focused, fixing his gaze at the horizon. 

“Oh, that was done beautiful!” said a crew member. 

Then shortly after, the pilot called for the engines to stop altogether, and the boat drifted on the current. 

“He’s a lightning pilot, he is!” cried another man.

The captain took his cap off, his face relaxed a bit. “Good work, men. Keep her steady, and report to me any issues immediately. I’m going to file the report and get myself a drink.”

“Save some for us, cap’n,” joked one of the crew. 

The captain waved to his men and went down into the boat.

The men congratulated themselves for a job well done and then dispersed themselves among the ship. All except the pilot. 

The danger was past now; the young man knew that, but he still stayed watch. Even at his tender age, he knew the river like it was his own hand, every square inch, every rock and reef, every floating piece of wood, in day or dark. The pilot allowed himself a slight, slim smile.

Hannah stayed on deck, too, curious about the young pilot who stood in the wheelhouse, his back turned to Hannah as he stared into the darkness and gently guided the steamer through the darkness. 

He had a peculiar nature about him, mature, sturdy, yet also impish and playful.

Hannah too peered into the dark. She could see no shoreline. The only light was from an infinite scrape of stars above. The night was quiet now; most of the men had finished securing the ship and retired to their quarters below deck to talk about how the pilot had rescued the boat and the men from certain doom that night. 

Hannah needed to know more about this curious person. She stepped toward the young man, but before she could speak, he turned around to face her.

He had kind but penetrating eyes, and when he looked at Hannah, it seemed to her that he was looking at her but also through her and at things far beyond. 

“You like boats?” the still youthful pilot asked in a warm, welcoming voice. He wore a snug cap with a narrow brim and a thick, dark coat with brass buttons. His white collar stuck broadly out from the coat, and his thin tie was askew. His clothing was like something from a hundred years ago, or more. Now that she noticed, the boat itself looked like an old paddle wheeler one might see plying its trade up and down the Mississippi River in the 1800s. 

Hannah nodded. “Yeah, sure, I guess boats are fun. That was pretty cool, what you did back there. How did you learn how to do that?”

“Experience, I guess. I learned it from a great pilot who learned it from someone, and we just keep going.”

“You’ve been steering boats long?” asked Hannah, trying to get more info from him, but trying not to seem like she was doing so. 

“You mean piloting?” he replied with a puckish grin. “Almost a year. But out here, you learn fast.”

The pilot turned and looked out at the darkness as he gently steered the ship onward. Hannah tried to see what he saw, but it was all black except for the endless stars. It was marvelous and a little scary. How did he know where he was going if he couldn’t see where he was going? She wondered. 

Another thought tugged at Hannah from deeper back. There was something she was supposed to do or remember, but for the life of her she couldn’t recall what it was and she didn’t much care.

Even though Hannah couldn’t see where they were going, and she didn’t know anyone on board, she really liked it here. She felt light, free. There was an inexplicable magic in the cool night air, the breeze, the gentle rolling of the ship, and the steady hand of the pilot. It all came together to make her feel protected, pardoned, and released.

“How do you know what you’re doing?” Hannah asked, curious about this new line of work that even a teenager could do.

“You gotta feel it,” the boy said. “A times, you desperately wanna try and control the boat, but that’s usually when you hit the sandbar. But if you, it kind of sounds funny when you say it, but if you just kind of let the boat tell you where she wants to go, she’ll guide you...It also helps if you think of yourself as a god. The boat is your world, and you’re just audacious enough to believe you can steer this thing.”

Hannah was suddenly seized with the desire to pilot a steam paddle wheeler.

“Can you teach me?” Hannah asked.

The pilot laughed and stepped aside. 

“Here you go,” he said, passing the wheel to Hannah. 

Hannah gulped. 

“Now?” she stammered.

“Why not?” he said. “Now is the best time.”

Was he serious? The wheel was almost as big as she was. What if she sank the ship or ran it aground?

Hannah wiped her damp palms on her jeans. She stepped up and felt the wheel in her hand. It was heavy and wooden, and it turned slightly this way and that on its own. 

Hannah turned the wheel, and the boat lunged right. The boat groaned and the pilot yelped and was nearly tossed from the wheelhouse. 

“Whoa, steady. Easy now, Hercules,” he said, regaining his balance. “Just touch it.”

“Heheh
 ,” said Hannah sheepishly. “Oops. This is harder than it looks.”

She barely turned the wheel the opposite direction, very gently this time. The boat swayed lightly and kept her even keel. 

“There, much better,” said the pilot, who stared out into the dark. 

Hannah wondered what he was looking at, so she peered into the darkness too, but she couldn’t see anything, not even the water. As far as Hannah could tell, they might be spending their time floating in outer space.


Space. Time. Am I forgetting something…?


In the meantime, Hannah steered the boat. A few times she oversteered and the boat veered sharply, but she also began to understand what the pilot meant by steering by feeling. The boat, the water, the wind even, you had to guide it while it guided you. 

“This is fun!” she declared. 

The pilot turned to Hannah. He had a funny look in his eye. Hannah stared at him for a moment. Even though he was barely a teenager, he seemed much older. 

“I give you a lot of credit,” he said, striking a match against the wooden deck and lighting a thin cigar. 

Hannah waved the smoke away. “Eww
 . That’s disgusting. Don’t you know you’re gonna get cancer and die?”

The pilot looked at Hannah, taken aback. Then he laughed. “The only thing that’ll stop me from smoking this cigar is another, better cigar,” he said. 

Hannah frowned and made a point to cough extra loudly.

“You’re persistent. And gutsy. I’m not surprised.”

Hannah didn’t know what he was talking about, so she just smiled wanly. 

“Courage is the mastery of fear, not the absence of it,” he said. He focused his already formidable gaze on Hannah and looked at her very seriously. “I can see why they chose you to save The Dragon Codex.
 ”

Hannah froze. “What did you just say?” 

The boy’s expression eased as he exhaled his cigar smoke. “Why do you think you’re here?”

Hannah was flooded with memory. And seized with panic. She gasped. The beehive oven, Victoria. The giant puppy.

“The Dragon Codex
 ?” she stammered. “How do you know about it? Where is it? Did I save the Universe? Who are you? Put that cigar out already will you?”

The boy’s expression eased. He took a deep puff of his cigar, and a thick cloud of smoke billowed around them. Hannah coughed a hacking cough. When the smoke cleared, Hannah stared, astonished, as the boy had aged from a youth to a man of more than seventy.

He had a bushy moustache that seemed to have a life of its own and wild eyebrows that could shade small mammals. Instead of a river pilot’s uniform, he sported a dapper all-white suit with a thin black tie. His eyes, though more aged, still had their sparkle, wit, and agelessness.

Hannah recognized him immediately and her jaw dropped. 

“Mark Twain?” she asked.

The man grinned. “Surprised?” he said, opening the wheelhouse door and tossing his cigar into the river.

Hannah was too stunned to speak. Here he was, finally: The Man. She had so many questions but the words stuck in her throat. She sweated. She thought about his house. Did he know they trashed it?  She would ignore that and ask him something important, say something smart.

“Wow. You’re really here.”

Twain raised an eyebrow. Darn it
 , thought Hannah.

“Why did you give us clues to find the Codex
 ?”

“Why the hell not?” said Twain suddenly grumpily. “Someone had to find those damn books, but it wasn’t my quest. It was yours, but no one said I couldn’t help you. I like young people, they have the youth and the energy. You and your friends have a lot of promise. And I liked that you weren’t gonna let the fact that you had no chance, stop you.” 

“Wait, what?” said Hannah. “We had no chance…?”

“You didn’t know it was impossible, so you did it. I liked that.”

“Did I save the Universe?” asked Hannah. 

“The entire
 Universe?” Twain gave her a rumpled smile. “That would be a big day, wouldn’t it? Save the whole damn Universe. Ha
 ! Do you think you’re the Creator? You got the Codex
 back just in time to prevent a helluva mess, though. No, you didn’t save the entire
 Universe, just a good portion of it.”

Hannah suddenly felt flush and light-headed. She leaned against the rail in the pilot house, barely able to stand. She had done it. She stopped Victoria and healed the space-time rip. She had saved the Universe, or at least parts of it. She had saved the Earth.

Then the questions followed. What happened to her friends? And Victoria? And her dad?

“You got the Codex
 back to its place of origin within a whisker,” Twain said. “It has returned to its source. It is safe. For now.”

Before Hannah could ask Mark Twain any more questions, he pointed to the far distance at four tiny smudges of light.

“Ah, good,” he said. “We’ll be on shore soon.”




CHAPTER 27


Floating on the River of Time
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As they continued their river
 journey Hannah tried, but Mark Twain answered no more questions. He pointed out the stars and the constellations and asked Hannah about her journey. How did she like Jerusalem? Crowded and dangerous. How about his home? Weird and dangerous.

As they approached the four smudges, the dim sparkles grew into a full string of shimmering lights ringing both sides of the shore. Hannah noticed curiously, that they were a perfect mirror of each other.

The lights became shore towns, and at first glance, from a distance, they seemed to Hannah identical in every way. They both had the same low-slung brick buildings, same grid street layout. But as the paddle-wheeler churned into the middle of the river between the two towns, Hannah saw a huge difference. 

The town to her left was cozy and quaint and bustling with life. The main street by the water was filled with people and shops. It seemed a warm, friendly kind of place. 

The town on the right bank was the complete and total opposite. As inviting and alive as the town on the left shore was, the town on the right was cold and dead. Thick plumes of smoke rose from battered buildings into the blackened sky. There were no people. Nothing was moving.

The paddle-wheeler stopped in the middle of the river.

“What happened over there?” Hannah asked, pointing to the destroyed town.

“You didn’t get the Codex
 into the oven in time,” said Twain simply. 

“And over there?” Hannah asked, pointing to the lively town.

Twain smiled. “You did.”

Hannah shook her head in confusion.

“They’re the same town,” said Twain. 

“How can that be? How can there be two towns happening at the same time?”

“This is a river of Time. Out here, we are in No Time. Out here, we only see possibilities.”

Hannah should have been used to this kind of confusing crazy talk from her father, but she still wasn’t. 

“You’re gonna have to be a little more clear, Mr. Twain, because I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

“Call me Sam,” he said. “And what I’m talkin’ about is that when you fell through that pizza oven, you fell outside of your world and into this one. This here river is rather special. From here, we can see many things happening at once. Different futures. Different pasts. On Earth, time goes in one direction. But here, time goes in many directions.” 

Hannah watched as more towns began to spring up on both sides of the river of Time.

“What’s happening now?” Hannah asked. 

“As things happen, it causes other things to happen. What you’re seeing is how things might play out. Actually, there are infinite towns and boats on this river; we just can’t see ’em all.”

“Wow,” said Hannah. 

 “Yeah, wow,” said Twain. “So, which town do you want to dock in? The choice is yours.”

“Really?” said Hannah. “I can choose, just like that? Is this some kind of trick? Like, I choose the happy town and it turns out to be the worst mistake ever?”

Twain chortled. “Make your choice and find out.”

“Am I in a dream?” Hannah asked, not yet sure which side of the river to choose.

“Do we really see the things we believe we see?” asked Twain to both Hannah and the stars. “Do we wander in the wastes of space? Walk those strange mountains, which slide from under our feet, and where those vast caverns whose bewildering avenues close behind us and in front when we are lost and shut us in. We know they are here, because there is no other place. What is a dream but a reality you yourself have created? What is a reality, but a dream we believe in?”

Hannah looked at the destroyed town. She looked at the happy town. Hannah decided there was no trick. She could choose her destiny. 

But, what was that just at the edge of the shoreline? It was a gray squirrel. It looked at Hannah with a scowl and raised its paw to its eyes. It then aimed its first two claws at Hannah, giving her the, “I’m watching you” gesture. Then it hopped away. Hannah huffed. Those damn squirrels
 . They were up to no good, but exactly what, Hannah had no idea. She would have to wait to find out. But eventually, she did. 

 “Let’s go left,” she said, pointing to the happy town with the no-good squirrel.

“Good choice. I thought you were going to do something stupid.”

Hannah let out a huge sigh of relief. The great author turned the wheel left. The paddle-wheeler approached a long, wooden dock. Men on the boat and the dock were shouting back and forth to each other, preparing for the steamer’s arrival.

As the boat arrived, Hannah saw that the buildings in the town were rapidly changing shape. The small town was getting big. Three-story brick buildings grew to concrete and glass and steel skyscrapers that reached for the sky.

The streets realigned themselves into a grid pattern. Hannah pressed herself to the railing and watched in amazement as the once strange town transformed into her familiar hometown, the New York City skyline.

With a loud whistle, the steamship gently bumped against the wooden pier. Ropes were lowered, the gangplank extended out onto the dock.  

“Here we are,” Twain said. “Remember, never let school get in the way of your education.” He paused and looked straight into Hannah’s eyes. “You’re one of the great players of the world. Keep up the good work.” 

“Thanks Mr. Twain,” said Hannah.

“Welcome ashore, ma’am,” said a crewman from below. 

Hannah turned to look down at the crewman. Then she turned back to say goodbye to Mark Twain, but Twain was gone. Hannah was no longer on the boat.

Instead, she was sitting up in bed in her upper east side apartment. Everything was exactly the same as when she was last there three days ago.  

Down the hall, Hannah heard sounds coming from the kitchen. Who was here? Her dad should be at the school.

She slipped out of bed and sneaked towards the noise. It sounded like someone was making breakfast. A foul demon making a diabolical breakfast.

Hannah turned the corner and saw a man who looked exactly like her dad cooking eggs in a skillet. The man turned and when he saw Hannah his eyes lit up.

“Oh, good, you’re up,” the abominable barbarian said. “You got in very late last night, I didn’t want to wake you. I made eggs!” 

Hannah swung into action. She hurled two blue energy bolts at the imposter. The man screamed and ducked behind the kitchen table just in time. 

“What the heck are you doing?!” said the man who looked and talked and moved exactly like her father. 

“Fiendish brute!” Hannah shouted. “You can’t fool me! Where’s my dad, or I’ll blast you.”

“Hannah, what is wrong with you?” said the man who seemed strangely like her dad said as he peeked his head over the kitchen table. “It’s me. Your father.”

“Ha
 ! You can’t fool me, Hell demon!” Hannah said.

“Really. It’s me, your dad.”

“Prove it,” said Hannah, who was in no mood to have anything proven to her.

“You love kimchi
 pasta,” said the man Hannah was sure was an imposter. “Your favorite stuffed animal is named Puddles. Here’s a picture of you when you were two.”

The man who seemed just like Hannah’s dad in every way, slowly raised a wallet-sized photo of a two-year-old Hannah in a princess dress, holding Puddles the stuffed red panda. 

“So cute,” said the man who claimed to be Hannah’s dad as he admired the photo.

Hannah slowly lowered her hands. Was this brutish beast really her father?

“Pictures can be faked,” she said. 

“How about we go to Dylan’s or Serendipity?”

Hannah paused. The man named her two favorite dessert places. “Dad?”

He nodded.

Hannah decided the man was actually her dad and rushed over to give him the biggest hug she’d ever given. 

“What happened to you?” Hannah asked, pressing her head against her father’s chest. “Are you ok?”

Sensei smiled warmly. 

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” said her father. “Last night I heard a noise in your room and there you were sleeping in bed. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Wow,” said Hannah. “How did you get back?”

Hannah was eager for answers, but she was so glad her father was alright that answers hardly mattered.

“One minute I was stuck inside The Dragon Codex
 ,” her dad said, “trying not to get eaten by saber-toothed chairs, don’t ask, and the next minute I was being flung through space. Then I landed back here.”

Hannah told her dad of all that happened to her with Victoria and the soup dumpling restaurant. Of Mark Twain. Her father listened to everything and nodded silently when she was done.

“You did good,” he said. “I’m so proud of you.”

Hannah beamed. That was almost better than saving the Codex
 . “How’s the school? Are Matt and Gemma ok?”

“They’re fine,” said her father. “Everything’s fine. Well, the school isn’t, but that can be fixed. More importantly, the students are alright and so are Matthew and Gemma. Yuri has disappeared though. Too bad, I kinda wanted to thank him.”

“What about Victoria?” Hannah asked. 

Sensei sighed. “We’re not sure. The Order hasn’t been able to locate her. We’re pretty sure she was separated from the Codex
 that was hiding inside her. That means she was either incinerated or, it’s also possible she was liberated, and is walking around as her actual self, not knowing a thing about what happened. A do-over if you will.”   

“As long as she’s not a jerk anymore,” said Hannah. 

Hannah sat down to breakfast. The two discussed the events of the past few days some more and then Hannah asked, “Did I really see Mark Twain?”

John Grace raised his eyebrows. “Who knows? But it was a real encounter.”

“I like to think it really was Twain,” said Hannah, smiling at the memory of the boy who became a man. 

Her father laughed. “Then it was. Who’s gonna tell you otherwise?




CHAPTER 28


Hannah Goes Back to a Place She’s Never Been
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There comes a time in
 everyone’s life when they must put aside their worst fears and step up and act. When they must chew their way through what feels like eating glass, through the feeling they might very well die. But in taking the action, successful or not, they find that they come out the other side into a much deeper and infinitely richer life than they ever knew before.

This is how Hannah felt as she walked down the hall towards the gym and the school dance. Her dad begged her to go, (“it would be good for school morale,” he said) and promised to triple her allowance that week.

So here she was, a month after saving a lot of the Universe, on her way to The Dance of the Spirit school dance. Much of the school was still a mess, but the gym was intact. 

As she entered the gym, for a brief moment, she thought she’d rather battle the Bowling League of Big Evil than go to a dance, but when she looked around, she settled down.

The gym was decked out in colorful banners that resembled tropical flying birds. A disco ball slowly twirled in the center of the room, throwing off sparkled lights. A DJ spun out hit songs. The place was filled with kids having fun. Hannah shrugged. 

“Hannah! Hannah!” Matthew called out. He and Gemma came running over excitedly. “You made it!”

Matthew and Gemma squeezed Hannah in a group hug. She took a good look at her friends. They hadn’t gotten together much over the past month, so it was good to see them again. 

Gemma was smiling more than she usually did. She was wearing a bright floral pattern dress. That
 was certainly different. Was Matthew taller? More confident?

“This isn’t half as bad as I thought it would be,” said Matthew as two girls waved to him as they passed by. “People know me now.”

“It’s still weird to be back,” said Hannah.  

“I knowww,” said Gemma.

“Let’s get something to drink,” said Hannah, “and tell me again what happened here when I was zapped onto the mountain.”

The friends headed towards the food and drink table.

“The sky over New York got super dark, like black,” said Gemma, re-telling the tale. “There was lightning all over the place, and the air had this really weird electrical vibe to it. I thought something really bad is gonna happen. 

“But then, just like that, it ended. The sun even came out. I guess that’s when you tossed you and Victoria into the oven. That night I could barely sleep, I was so worried about you, but then I saw you in my dream. You were on a boat on a river and some guy with a moustache and a cigar was talking to you. I knew you were alive.”

Hannah smiled at Gemma’s re-telling of the story.

“What happened to Princess Meow Meow?” asked Matthew.

“It’s staying in our apartment for now,” said Hannah. “My dad says it’s wild and we have to let it go, but I don’t want to, and I think he really doesn’t either. I know Princess Meow Meow is content living with us.”

“I hope so,” said Gemma. “I love that little thing.”

“Me too,” agreed Hannah. 

“I’m just glad we stopped the Bowling League of Big Evil,” said Matthew. “Hmm
 , y’know, maybe we should
 celebrate.”

“I gotta say,” added Gemma, “the gym looks pretty good.”

“Hannah? Hannah? Is that you?! OMG-G-G!” 

Hannah froze. Then she spun around, ready for a fight. Victoria was standing directly in front of her. Then Hannah paused and lowered her hands.

Victoria was wearing a pink and white striped sparkling sequined ballerina tutu. She was holding two fluffy white Pomeranians, one under each arm in outfits that exactly matched Victoria’s.

What was going on? Hannah threw side glances at Gemma and Matthew, who were similarly confused. Victoria was all smiles and cheer.

 “How do you know about the dance?” asked Gemma.

“This is my new school!” squealed Victoria. “I just transferred. Isn’t that great?!”

Hannah’s jaw dropped. “You’re going to school here now? 

“Me, and my puppies!” 

“Do you know anything about The Dragon Codex
 ?” asked Hannah.

“The who-say-what-now?” replied Victoria. Then she gushed, “this is going to be soooo great!” Victoria pressed the puppies to Hannah’s cheeks in a mock kiss. “I haven’t seen you in suuuch a long time. Cute school. Cute dance! We’re going to be besties right away, I just know it. Family has to stick together.”

Victoria squeezed a speechless Hannah in a tight hug. “I’m a rock star, and you’re a rock star.” She pointed to Gemma and Matthew. “You’re all rock stars!”

“Turtle Mountain?” asked Matthew.

“Turtle what?” replied Victoria. 

“Soup dumplings?” added Gemma. 

Victoria’s text chime went off. She read the message. “Gotta go. There are three pomeranians who need adoption right away. I’ve got to help them. Don’t you just loooove pommies?”

“Yeah, sure, who doesn’t…?” Hannah said, before being interrupted.

“I juuust looooovvve pommies!” Victoria cooed. She kissed each of her pets on the head and then did the same to Hannah, who winced with discomfort. 

“Let’s have lunch soon. Love the party! Kiss kiss to your dad.” Victoria said and trotted away. 

Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew stood in stunned silence. 

“Was she for real?” Matthew finally said.

“I dunno, but I’ll take this Victoria over the old one any day,” said Hannah. 

The friends agreed and then they also agreed they wanted to get fruit punch.  On her way to the food table, Hannah thought about the soup dumplings. The soup dumplings!
 She forgot to eat even one! Darnny darn! 


Hannah, Gemma, and Matthew stood by the food table and sipped their punch and bopped lightly to the music. As Hannah swayed ever so slightly so as not be noticed dancing, Hannah felt something scratch her from inside her new orange gingham party dress. Probably a label she forgot to cut off, she figured. She told Gemma and Matthew she was going to the bathroom to remove it and that she’d catch up with them later. 

Inside the girls’ room, two 5th graders were washing their hands. When they saw Hannah, they gave her bright smiles and big waves. Hannah did likewise back at them. 

When the girls exited, Hannah paused at the sink. She sprinkled water on her face and touched the side of her dress where she was being scratched. There was something there. A hidden pocket.


How’d that get there?
 she wondered. She reached inside the pocket and found a hidden note. A small sheet of folded yellow-brown paper. It looked old. Very old. Her heart thumped and she got a knot in her stomach. 

 She carefully unfolded the paper and read the handwritten note:






There is rumored to be a 5th book –


Garankan, The Grandmaster’s Key…








Hannah gasped. Though she had no idea how the note got there, or when it was written, there it was.

She gulped and continued reading: 





“The Red Book,” as it is also known, is said to be the accumulation of all four books of The Dragon Codex, but it only reveals itself after one has mastered the first four books.

This book is said to be more powerful than all the others combined. From the little I’ve learned, Garankan is beyond words or thoughts—it is pure being that is simply understood.  How? Beats me. But I’m determined to find out.

I believe I’ve discovered its location, at a candy shop in New York City. New York City in the 1600s, or New Amsterdam as they called it then. The giant chocolate bunny at Dylan’s candy store on 60th is the time portal that can get me there. Downstairs is the chocolate fountain. I’m supposed to meet my guide there, someone named Raphael, but I’ve got to be very careful. My enemies are everywhere, some masquerading as my friends. There’s even a squirrel…





The handwriting stopped abruptly. Hannah flipped the page over and over as if looking hard enough would make some more words appear, but there was nothing more. She furrowed her brow. She read the note again. 

“A fifth Dragon Codex book?” she said aloud and gulped. Her words echoed off the bathroom walls. “More powerful than all the others combined?”

She stared at the handwriting again. She didn’t know how, but there was no mistaking it. It was her own handwriting. Somehow, she had written the note herself, and remembered nothing of writing it.

Mark Twain’s words came back to her. Different worlds happening at the same time.

Hannah read it again. Her heart thumped harder. How? When did she write it? She had no memory of creating it, but there it was. Hannah burst out of the bathroom and showed Gemma and Matthew the note.

The three stood in the middle of the gym and said nothing for a moment as they considered what the note said, and what it meant. 

Gemma finally spoke. “Would you like some help?”

“I love chocolate fountains,” said Matthew. 

“Well, then,” said Hannah. “I guess we’re back in business.” 

“Can I at least finish my cocktail wieners?” said Matthew, shoving five mini-franks into his face.

Hannah turned to her friends and grinned. 

“To the chocolate fountain!”









END







About the Author








[image: 1]


















Roger is the author of Hannah Grace and The Dragon Codex Book 1: Hansu Chathri. He coauthored the best-selling self-help book Pee On It and Walk Away: How to Deal with Difficult People. Life Lessons from Superdog Abby. He lives in New York City with his wonderful, magical daughter, son and wife. Read more at rogerziegler.com





cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Image00000.jpg
e





