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Chapter 1
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Hallowed Mountain

Aaron

––––––––
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“Gong! Five more gongs and everyone’s toast. Extra crispy. Time’s ticking, small fries.”

Sally’s warning comes in hot. Not exactly the wake-up call I’d ordered. Compared to this, Romeo’s sunrise crowing is practically a lullaby. As if I needed a reminder. Find all six mosaic tiles in six days or boom, everything’s confetti. Check.

Sleep was elusive last night. I spent most of the night staring at the top of the tent, fretting. Not about any one thing in particular. About everything. Too many things. But the two newest problems were certainly high on the list. A six day deadline and Malby’s call for the Twilight Legion to capture King Yasha. 

So, the arrival of morning is a welcome sight. I quietly unzip the tent and find a spot near the lake. Light is just beginning to stir over the horizon, bringing streaks of yellow, orange, and purple to the skyline. The cool morning air stirs my lungs as I perch on a rock facing Lake Enid.

The water’s peaceful, not a single ripple on the smooth surface. I crouch and splash frigid water on my face. It startles a family of deer, who scamper into the forest.

Time to plot. Just as I start my pacing, Nia and Hannah emerge from their tent, giggling about something. Ruby seems equally entertained by whatever it is.

Something seems fishy, and I think I’m the fish on the hook. “What’s so funny?” I ask. The chance of getting a straight answer out of these two is somewhere between zero and zilch.

Nia gives me a coy smile. “Just sister talk. You know, sharing stories. Some quite amusing.”

Thanks Hannah. Throwing big brother under the bus. Time for damage control. “I read that little sisters are notoriously inaccurate in recalling family stories. It’s a proven fact.”

Nia’s smirk bats down my evasive maneuver like a sick fly. I pivot to Plan B, a description of the majestic morning.

“Lovely, and the sounds are just as beautiful,” Nia says, craning her neck to capture the stillness of the morning. A soft giggle sneaks out, confirming my Plan B has done no better. 

Nia sits near the lake, head tilted back as the morning light shines on her face. “So, what’s our plan?”

Kingdom of Himmel
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I stop pacing. “Yasha said the first mosaic tile might be located in a place called Hallowed Mountain.” I pull out Yasha’s map, setting it on the rock. “We’ve never been to that part of the kingdom.”

“What’s the clue he gave us from Papa?” Hannah asks, cradling an armful of granola bars and apples. 

I grab an apple and pull Yasha’s location clue from my backpack, then read it aloud. “The melody of a hermit awaits in the height of heights of the kingdom.”

Nothing but blank expressions. The clue’s as clear as mud. Hannah studies the map and takes a big bite of her apple, chewing intently as if it has magical insight.

Benji climbs out of our tent, rubbing his eyes. “You figure it out yet, Sherlock?”

“No, sit down and help us.” I repeat the clue and he offers nothing more than a sleepy yawn. 

It’s clear this crew is not operating on all cylinders this morning. They need a little help. “‘Height of heights of the kingdom.’ That’s where to start.”

“Maybe its Mount Superior?” Hannah offers, pointing to the giant mountain in the distance. “That’s the tallest mountain we’ve been on in Himmel.”

Not the worst idea. “Possibly, but it doesn’t seem to fit the clue. I don’t recall any hermit living there. From what I can tell, it’s uninhabited.”

“What about the City of Light? That’s super high elevation.” Benji says, leaning back on the rock to admire the colorful horizon. 

“Nah, Yasha would have told us if it was right in front of us.”

Nia fiddles with the gadget Yasha gave her. “I heard something in Everlasting Kingdom.”

“Please, tell us.” I grab my copy of Everlasting Kingdom, setting it on the rock next to the map. Benji and Hannah crowd around.

“According to Everlasting Kingdom, there’s a region of the kingdom called Mysterious Everlasting Pathway.” Nia breaks off a piece of her granola bar and hands it to Ruby. “Supposedly, there’s a towering mountain there. Hallowed Mountain.”

Papa is clever. He chose every word for a reason—height of heights. I study the map and find a region called Mysterious Everlasting Pathway, but there’s no mention of Hallowed Mountain. It’s a bit of a gamble, but we don’t have time to dither.

“How do you remember all this stuff?” I ask, stunned by her recall.

“I’ve got an audio-graphic memory. Some people call it a photographic memory, but with me, it’s what I hear.” She flashes a frisky smile at me. “So, you better watch what you say.”

I feel my face blush. All the dumb things I’ve probably said to her. Sitting in her brain like a giant computer drive. “Please forget most of what I’ve ever said to you.”

She chuckles. “Sorry, there’s no delete button.”

Aaron’s worst moments reel aside, there is something to celebrate. “Pack up, we’re going to find this Hallowed Mountain.”

Benji and Hannah’s faces light up and they begin organizing their packs. 

Better get the bad news out of the way before we take off. I step over to them. “I discovered some information last night.”

Benji shines his apple on his shirt, his squinty eyes giving me the once over. “Information?”

“I was looking at Malby’s papers.”

Benji shifts closer to me. “What’s the flimflam man up to?”

“We’ve got six days to find all the mosaic tiles. If we don’t ... well, we don’t want to go there.”

Hannah grabs her backpack. “Then let’s get going.”

“Wait, one more thing. Malby’s brainwashing his Twilight Legion to capture King Yasha. They want to banish him from Himmel.” I hold up my iPal to show the picture of Malby’s notes.

Hannah sits up and tosses her apple core into the bushes. “That’s impossible. He’s the King. You can’t banish a King.”

Benji chimes in. “We may have to change your name to Mr. Gloom and Doom.”

He’s not wrong. 

***
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Day one feels like we’re already behind. The trip to the Mysterious Everlasting Pathway is about an hour from Lake Enid. As we head north, a gigantic mountain range materializes in the distance. Its snowcapped peaks are above the tree line, which makes them all the more imposing.

I’m not sure Sally’s navigation system recognizes obstacles, like mountains, so I confirm. “Sally, Pilot Aaron, make sure to increase our elevation to fly over the Mysterious Mountain range.”

“Sir Aaron, I’m not a computerized idiot. I wasn’t welded together yesterday. Of course my systems are fully equipped with collision avoidance. Running into mountains would ruin my lovely frame.” 

Somebody woke up with an attitude.

As we clear the Mysterious Mountain range, an even taller mountain towers in the distance. My heart pounds with the thrill of the hunt. “Must be Hallowed Mountain.”

“I’m sure glad we have Sally, even if she is a little sassy,” Benji replies, craning his neck to get a better view.

I stare at my iPal and repeat the clue. “‘The melody of a hermit awaits in the height of heights of the kingdom.’”

Nia seems to sense Hannah’s fear. She calls her over, offering to brush her hair to pass the time. Hannah settles next to her and hands her a brush. As Nia makes long strokes through Hannah’s thick brown hair, she suggests, “Seems like we’re searching for a hermit who lives on Hallowed Mountain.”

“There can’t be that many hermits living on a mountain way out here in the boondocks,” Hannah says. She cocks one eye toward me without moving her head and adds, “Papa must have known this hermit was a safe person if he gave him the mosaic tile.”

Nia finishes a brushstroke and pauses. “How do you want your hair?”

“Let’s both do braids,” Hannah gushes. This pretend sister stuff is really snowballing.

Back to the clue. This hermit must live near the top of the mountain ... height of heights. We need to go higher. The rumbles grow louder. The high-altitude air seems to be disagreeable with Sally. “Adjust altitude Sally. We want to land near the top of Hallowed Mountain.”

“Sir Aaron, your every wish is my resolute command. I’m sure you cubs can handle the frigid environs of Hallowed Mountain,” Sally taunts. 

Sally ascends even higher, bringing us level with the peak of Hallowed Mountain. The roar of her engines grows as she increases altitude. I pull out my binoculars and survey the summit looking for any hint of this mysterious hermit. A fire wafting in the air, a building structure of some sort ... any clue.

We circle the summit the next fifteen minutes with no sign of life. I’m beginning to wonder if we’ve missed something in the clue. The engines moan. Not a good sign.

“Perhaps young Sherlock needs to go back to detective school,” Sally says, lights flashing. “My engines can’t take much more of your guesswork.”

The thought of crashing on the peak of Hallowed Mountain is not a pleasant one.
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Mysterious Melody

Nia

––––––––
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The grind of Sally’s engines is ear piercing. Concerning, to say the least. I block it out and turn my attention back to Hannah, as a distraction. This pretend sister thing is kind of genius.

I run my fingers through her hair to find snarls. “You’ve got such soft hair.”

“It’s just like my mom’s,” replies Hannah with a hint of pride. “It’s dark brown, my mom calls it mahogany.”

“That sounds lovely.” The image of Hannah, snuggled up with her mom stings a little. Maybe that’s how all mothers and daughters are. Meanwhile, I can’t help but push mine away like she’s the Queen of Annoying. 

Ruby nudges my hand with her nose, hoping I can make the irritating rumble of Sally’s engines stop. “Sorry, girl, it’s the only way to get to Hallowed Mountain.”

Malby’s deadline sticks in my head, I have to do something to speed this search along. Maybe I can help Aaron noodle through this puzzle.

The word melody in the clue seems odd. I stop brushing Hannah’s hair and block out the sound of Sally’s powerful engines to pick up any sound from the mountain. It’s faint, but I hear the slightest sound of a symphony in the distance. It’s a beautiful melody. It echoes around the mountain, soft and soothing. “I hear something,” I say, tapping Aaron’s side.

“What? Where?” Aaron asks. “I don’t hear anything except Sally’s engines.”

“It’s on the far side of the mountain—the sound of a symphony.” I begin braiding Hannah’s hair again. It seems my years of listening to crowded schoolyards were more fruitful than merely picking up salacious gossip.

Aaron slides next to me to get a view out the window with his binoculars. “I see a small wooden building on a meadow tucked into the side of the mountain. I think that’s it.”

As we approach, the melody gets louder. “This is definitely the spot.”

Sally chimes in, “Now would be a good time to land, before we plummet into a snowbank.”

Aaron grips my arm and commands, “Sally, Pilot Aaron here. Land on snowy meadow on western side of the summit.” 

We gently touch down and Sally goes silent, an entirely pleasant but unexpected surprise from our saucy transport. 

The sound of the symphony consumes the mountain air, billowing upward into the heavens like a fragrant incense for the ears.

Ruby relaxes next to me, relieved the assault on her ears has stopped.

I finish braiding Hannah’s hair and sit still, listening to the music. My breath pauses, not wanting even the sound of my lungs to interrupt this wonderful moment. My grandpa took me to the symphony one time. The sounds were exhilarating and tantalizing and all together lovely. This music is even more heavenly.

“I hear the music now,” Benji says, crowding over me as if he can connect his ears to mine. “There’s a wooden shack with smoke coming out of a chimney.”

Hannah feels her newly braided hair. “Who would make such beautiful music way up here?”

Without warning, the music stops, leaving a cold and ominous silence in its place. We wait, not saying a word. Not sure what comes next. Haven’t thought that far ahead.

Then, the creak of a door opening breaks the silence, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps crunching in the snow. Coming toward us.

“I think we’ve found our hermit,” I whisper, goosebumps tingling over my arms.
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Peculiar Hermit

Aaron

––––––––
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I help Nia deboard, keeping a leery eye on the man coming toward us. If I looked up hermit in the dictionary, this guy’s picture would be there. His long dusty hair, neatly tied in a ponytail, appears to have escaped a haircut for several years. The harsh artic winds of this place have etched deep lines in his leathery, tanned face.

His heavy boots crunch through the icy snow, leaving deep footprints in his wake. Oddly, an iPal occupies his attention with an alarming intensity. The picture is getting clearer. An iPal is not a good sign. Nia clings to my arm like it’s a guardrail, her grip tightening with each of his steps.

When he reaches us, he reluctantly pulls his gaze away from the screen as if it’s a herculean effort. His glassy eyes scan each of us before returning to me. “Welcome to my monastery. Mr. Kaddish at your service.”

I shake his leathery hand, admiring his simple beige cotton robe, apparently handmade with great care for craftsmanship and modesty. “I’m Aaron. This is my brother, Benji, my sister, Hannah, and our friend, Nia.”

Nia breaks in, swinging her elbow into my rib. “And my dog, Ruby.”

He places his iPal in the pocket of his robe, agitation streaked across his face. “What brings you to my humble monastery?”

“We’re here on an important mission for King Yasha. You do know King Yasha?” I say, holding my signet ring up to his face.

He glares at my ring, eyes narrowing. “Everyone knows your king.”

Something triggers a glint in his eye. My ring. King Yasha. I’m not sure. His gaze runs over us again, this time deeper, longer. Then, his gaze moves upward into the early evening sky. “You remind me of someone I knew a long time ago.” 

I consider mentioning our relation to Papa but decide its best to keep that hidden for now. This guy’s fixation on his iPal is troublesome.

The temperature is plummeting faster than a stone tossed into a pond. Chilly gusts stream right through my clothes, knocking against my bones. Hannah, Nia, and Benji huddle in a shivering clump, about ten seconds from freezing up like ice dolls. “Mr. Kaddish, do you mind if we step inside to get out of the wind?”

“Right this way.” He leads us toward his monastery, part of which is built into the side of the mountain. From the air, it was almost invisible, hidden from the outside world.

His monastery is tidy. It’s a simple one-room cabin with musical instruments neatly lined against the back wall. A row of plain wooden bed frames rests against another wall, but only one bed is made up with a single sheet and gray wool blanket. A bench sits in front of a window overlooking the valley below, next to an area covered by a small rug. Simple living with no frills. A man in devotion to something ... or someone.

“Mr. Kaddish, what do you do in this rug area?” Benji asks, chest out, strolling through the joint like he owns it. “And what’s with all the beds? You running a B&B?”

Not helping. I deliver an elbow to Benji’s ribs. His lips crease together, shut tight.

“The rug area was used for worship. Now, it’s just wasted space. As for the beds, we used to have many who called this home, but they’ve all departed,” Kaddish replies, his tone downtrodden.

He remains silent for a moment with a faraway look in his eyes. Then, he shuffles to the piano, sits, and begins playing a melody that’s soft and gentle and beautiful. “What type of mission?” he asks, his fingers dancing across the keys.

“You may have something that belongs to King Yasha,” I reply, studying his face. He’s a good poker player.

I test a bit more. “It’s a mosaic tile. It probably was given to you a long time ago.”

His eyes widen. He stops playing and takes out his iPal. Ah, not such a good poker player after all.

He seems a little cagey, pivoting his attention between his iPal and a small cabinet in the corner of the room.

After a moment, he looks up from his iPal. “Stay for dinner. We’ll talk more over a meal.”

He moves to the kitchen and begins cutting vegetables to make a salad.

As he prepares dinner, Nia gives me a pinch on the side.

I approach our host. “While you rustle up dinner, we’ll step outside for some fresh air.”

“The air up here is good for the soul. Spectacular views,” he replies. His grin is trying too hard. Stretched to implausible dimensions.

We step outside and trudge twenty paces for privacy. The crisp wind has us all quivering again, but one thing he wasn’t lying about. The view is stunning.

The purplish skyline, dotted with the evening’s first stars, seems to stretch on forever. We’re above the tree line, so the mountain below is sheer granite rock spotted with snow. Lower down the mountain, a massive forest of pines, dusted with snow, blankets the lower slope. 

We huddle like four ice cubes stuck together. “Did you see the expression on his face when I mentioned the mosaic tile?”

Nia rubs Ruby’s neck and adds in a hushed voice, “He’s definitely hiding something. Super sketchy vibes.”

“His eyes kept darting over to that small cabinet in the corner. Very suspect if you ask me.” Benji stuffs his hands in his jacket pocket and adds, “And that whole story about the rug and all the people departing. Very weird. Makes me wonder—what changed?”

Hannah rubs her hands on Nia’s shoulders like she’s trying to start a campfire. “Did you notice that he said, your king? Not our king or my king but your king.”

A troubling picture is beginning to take shape. Kaddish used to be on Yasha’s side but certainly is not anymore. Mentioning Papa at this point would likely only make things worse.

Nia exhales a mist of warm air into her hands. “He thinks we’re a threat. That makes him dangerous.”

Pulling everyone close, I lay out a gameplan. “We need to distract him. Get him out of his monastery. After dinner, Nia and I will invite him outside to play his music under the stars. Something to appeal to his love for music.”

“What should we do?” Benji asks, rubbing his hands together.

I grip his shoulders, locking eyes, unsure if he’s up to this. “You and Hannah say you’re tired. Rest by the fire and pretend to fall asleep. Once Nia and I get Kaddish outside, search that cabinet and everywhere else. Tear the place apart if you have to. Find that mosaic tile.”

Their frozen faces stare at me as if I’ve got answers. I don’t. I’m winging it.

I step toward the door, motioning them to follow. “It’s dinner time with our peculiar hermit.”
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Devious Dinner

Nia

––––––––
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Ruby guides me into the monastery, my teeth chattering from cold and fear. The chill will warm up. I’m not so sure about the other part. 

The aroma of grilled fish greets us. It makes my tastebuds water, but something is off. A slight scent of an ingredient that shouldn’t be there. I hear Aaron, Benji, and Hannah settling down near the fireplace, so I head toward the sound of Mr. Kaddish in the kitchen to do some investigating. “Smells wonderful, what’s your secret?”

“You’ll love it,” he replies as the fish sizzles in the pan. “It’s my own recipe. A dash of salt, two cranks of black pepper, a pinch of paprika, and a wee bit of basil.”

My nose inventories the ingredients, all present and accounted for, but he’s invited a mystery guest. Something he’s not mentioning. So, I press him. “Any secrets you’re not telling me?”

“Huh ...W-why no,” he stutters. He shakes something on the fish. The something he won’t tell me about. He’s making this too easy. His artistic talents clearly do not extend to the art of duplicity.

“Can’t wait to try it,” I say, adding a sincere smile. I don’t know whether his mickey is a knock-out drug or poison, but it’s not crossing my lips. Not in a million years.

Ruby guides me over to the fireplace and I slide next to Aaron. I put my arms around him, pretending to give him a hug and whisper, “Don’t eat the food. Something smells fishy, and I don’t mean the fish.”

Aaron whispers back, “My lips are sealed.” He leans over and whispers to Benji, “Food’s tainted, time for operation switcheroo.”

Operation switcheroo, sounds intriguing. I lean over the other way, give Hannah a hug, and whisper the same thing.

“Dinner is served, my new friends,” he says in a quaint drawl sounding foreign to his mouth. He strolls across the room and flips a switch. “I’ve chosen Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony to accompany our meal. I played all the instruments and mixed them into a single recording. I hope you like it.”

The sound of beautiful music surrounds us through a series of speakers placed around his monastery. The perfect blend of string instruments, wind instruments, piano, and percussion fills the room. It’s otherworldly. Exquisite. 

Hard to believe this odd little hermit can spin something so beautiful. I sit still, letting the music carry me off on its own journey. Grandpa flickers back, our one trip to the symphony, the windchimes. Sweet, but no time for nostalgia. Mission first. The mosaic tile.

Kaddish returns to the table. “I’ve prepared plates for each of you. Aaron, you sit here, Benji next to your brother, Hannah over here, and Nia right here next to me. Bon appétit.”

The hermit is terrible at this. Telegraphing every trick like a bad magician. Why not just shout out that he’s trying to slip us a mickey? It’s almost insulting, like we’re complete imbeciles. 

My plate, laced with Kaddish’s magical ingredient, needs a remodel. First, I rearrange the food so it looks picked over. Then, the riskier move: I fake a bite and shovel it into my napkin.

It’s surreal. Symphony music tickles my ears while silverware clanks around the table. The combination of music and funny food is meant to send us to Sleepy Town, or worse.

“Whoa, what’s that outside?” Benji yells, clomping toward the window. “Come get a load of this.”

I hear Kaddish slide his chair and shuffle over. “I don’t see anything.”

Plates slide around the table, hopefully, somebody is keeping track of this circus act.

“Shh,” Aaron whispers as Benji and Mr. Kaddish return to the table.

Benji’s footsteps thump back toward the table. His voice carries a half-laugh, half grumble. “Maybe the altitude is messing with me. I could have sworn I saw Big Foot. It was huge and hairy and must have been ten feet tall.”

“I can assure you, Big Foot does not live in these mountains,” Mr. Kaddish replies. “Eat up.”

Aaron’s fork clinks against his plate. “So, what do you do up here?” 

“I make music,” he says, taking a bite of his dinner, then washing it down with a loud gulp. “I make instruments and write symphonies to fill the mountains with music.”

“Why stay up here all by yourself?” I ask, pretending to chew the food that’s piling up in my napkin.

“As I mentioned, there were others, but they’ve departed. This monastery was devoted to honoring your king. We were set apart to live for him.” His voice drips with sorrow, as if every word were rinsed in tears before leaving his mouth. 

I fake another forkful of fish, pressing my lips together in what I hope passes for sympathy. “What happened?”

His fork clinks against the plate as he sets it down. Silence stretches, heavy and awkward. Finally, in a voice barely stronger than a whisper, he says, “What I believed about him is not true. He’s not the source of the eternal kingdom.”

The words hang in the air, colder than the mountain air. My napkin grows heavier in my lap, stuffed with secrets I can’t swallow.

Benji and Hannah leak out yawns, so I steer the talk back to Kaddish’s favorite subject—his music. “We heard your symphony from far off. It’s simply heavenly.”

The hermit answers with a long yawn, voice groggy. “I try. Excuse me, the excitement of your visit seems to have made me tired.”

Operation switcheroo is right on schedule.

“I can understand that,” Aaron says. “We were led to believe that you may have a mosaic tile that belongs in Gali fountain.”

“I have no such thing,” Kaddish mutters, sluggish and sloshy.

“I’m tired,” Hannah says. The clickety-clack of her shoes heads towards the sofa near the fireplace.

Benji lets out a monster yawn, then drawls, “The altitude must be hitting me. Mind if I catch some zzz’s on the sofa?”

Way over the top. The kid needs lessons in subtly.

“Not at all Benji. We’ll wake you for dessert,” Kaddish replies, his voice sliding downhill. 

A moment later, heavy breathing fills the sofa. Our ploy seems to be working. Now, Aaron has to get him outside.

A smack on the table jolts me. That’s not part of the plan. Where’s the smooth invitation to play music outside? 

I turn to Kaddish. “What was that?” 

Things are heating up. We’re off script. 

I yawn to play along. Kaddish has to think I’m wobbly, ready to topple over.

“Fatigue has arrived at Aaron’s door,” Kaddish says in a droopy voice. “Excuse me while I attend to something in the kitchen.”

A drawer screeches open. Then, strange sounds, like a sack of potatoes being dragged across the floor. 

Commotion erupts. Aaron’s voice cuts sharp: “What’s going on?”

“Come back. I was just trying to move you to the big chair for a nap,” Kaddish cries, desperation leaking from his voice.

The door squeaks open and footsteps crunch on the snow.

Kaddish groans. “Be right back. I’m going to go find Aaron. I’d hate to see him lost out on a cold, dark night.”

“Coast is clear,” Benji says, rushing past me toward the cabinet.

Hannah hands me something. It feels like rope. “I found this next to Aaron’s chair. The hermit is definitely no friend,” Hannah huffs.

“Found it,” Benji says, his voice pulsing with excitement. “It’s a big, pie-shaped tile. It’s white, so I can’t tell if it’s the mosaic. But what else can it be?”
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