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Dear Diary,



I STARTED VOLUNTEERING DOWNTOWN at the soup kitchen a few weeks ago, and it’s been going really well! It took a little while to learn how everything works and get into the swing of things, but now I think I’m getting the hang of it. I know that I’ve helped a lot of people over the years, solving mysteries and catching criminals, but giving back has always had a special place in my heart. It’s great to get involved in the community and try new things. After all, you never know who you’ll meet, or where you’ll end up.…










CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Enter the Iron Dragon


“THAT’S IT FOR TONIGHT, NANCY!” Chef Kathy called out, waving goodbye to our last customer and locking the front door. “Time to clean this place up.”

I set down my ladle and breathed a sigh of relief. I loved volunteering at the River Heights Soup Kitchen, but standing at the counter and serving dinner to two hundred people was not an easy job. My feet were throbbing, my ladling arm was sore, and I could barely keep my eyes open. I hauled the now-empty stockpot over to the big, industrial sink and helped Chef Kathy, the kitchen manager, wash the dishes and get everything ready for the next meal in the morning. Kathy was a petite woman—with sparkling eyes and black hair hidden under a hairnet—but she carried vats of food and heavy boxes of supplies around with a strength that defied her small size. “I don’t know how you do this every day,” I said, awed. “I only work once a week, and I’m exhausted!”

Kathy, her hands full of suds, shrugged. “You do the impossible often enough, it becomes routine, I guess.”

By the time Kathy and I were finished, it was almost eleven p.m. I peeled off my rubber gloves and hung my apron on a hook by the kitchen door. “See you next week?” I called out, slipping into my jacket and slinging my backpack over my shoulder.

“Yep, I’ll be here,” Kathy replied. “Thanks so much for your help, Nancy. And tell your dad I said hello!”

With a nod and a wave, I stepped out onto the street and turned my collar up against the cool night air. The soup kitchen was in an older section of downtown River Heights, where many shop fronts sat empty and burned-out streetlamps rarely got replaced. There was a campaign going to help fix up this part of the city and get more help to the people who lived there. Dad was helping to organize it—that was how I became interested in volunteering at the soup kitchen in the first place. River Heights was my home, and I always tried to do what I could to make it better for everyone.

The street outside the soup kitchen was deserted, and only a few pools of light illuminated the sidewalk in front of me as I walked to my car. A slender crescent moon hung in the sky, dark clouds churning past it, reminding me just how late it was. I yawned, fighting to keep my eyes open. All I could think about was getting home to the warm comfort of my bed. I just wanted to sleep.

And then—a sound broke the silence.

Footsteps. Behind me, and approaching fast.

A bolt of adrenaline shot through me and I was instantly wide awake. Reaching into my pocket for my phone, I turned to face whoever was coming—but I was too late. A figure in dark, nondescript clothes was already on me, grabbing me by the arm and knocking the phone from my hand. In slow motion, I watched it skitter across the pavement out of arm’s reach, right before I was slammed against a wall. I shouted out in pain as my face bounced against the brickwork, making my vision blur.

The mugger tried to pull off my backpack, but it was tangled around my arms and wouldn’t come loose. I tried to focus my mind and figure out what to do, but I was dizzy and disoriented. “Don’t do this,” I managed to groan. “You don’t need to do this.”

“Just be quiet and let go of the bag,” the mugger muttered.

“Look, if you need something, maybe I can—”

The mugger shook me violently, making the world spin. “I said, be quiet!”

And then—

“Hey!” someone shouted from down the street. “What do you think you’re doing? Get off her!”

The tight grip on my shoulder loosened slightly as the mugger froze. I turned to see a stocky young woman running toward us, moving in and out of the light cast by the streetlamps. She stopped just a few feet away from us and raised both hands to the sky. “Look, man,” she said. “I don’t want any trouble. Just let her go. Okay?”

The mugger’s grip on me tightened once again. “If you didn’t want any trouble, little lady,” he sneered, his voice low and dangerous, “you came to the wrong place.”

Swinging me by the handle of my backpack, the mugger threw me to the ground. I gasped with the impact and struggled to a sitting position against the wall. Fighting to stay conscious, I watched as the mugger advanced on the young woman, cracking his knuckles. He was easily a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier than she was. I could now see she had tawny brown skin and a halo of black curls poking out of the hoodie she was wearing. She dropped into a low, wide stance, her hands in front of her face.

The mugger chuckled. “What’s all that, eh? You know karate or something?”

“Not exactly,” the young woman said. A moment later she shot forward, slamming into the mugger like a freight train. In one smooth movement, she took his knees out from under him. He toppled over with a grunt of surprise.

He wasn’t the only one. I was pretty surprised myself.

“You’re really going to get it now, you little—” he started to say as he pushed himself up, fire in his eyes. But before he could even finish his sentence, the young woman had clambered onto his back and laced her arms and legs around his body like a human backpack. He struggled to stand, clawing at her hands and feet as he tried to wriggle free. The girl wrapped one of her arms under his chin, braced her other arm against the back of his head, and started to squeeze. I watched as after just a few seconds, the mugger’s eyes fluttered closed and his entire body went limp. He collapsed into a heap, snoring.

After a moment, the young woman stood up and dusted off her jeans. She leaned down to pick up my phone from the ground and walked over, holding it out to me as I got to my feet slowly. My head was still spinning. It didn’t even look like she’d broken a sweat.

“Here you go,” she said pleasantly. “Are you okay?”

Maybe it was the head injury, or maybe it was the shock of witnessing this girl completely wreck a man twice her size, but instead of, Yes, I’m fine or Thank you so much for saving my life, I said, “Who are you, and how in the world did you do that?”

The young woman smiled, her brown eyes twinkling. I was amazed at how someone could look so tough and intimidating one minute, and so sweet and friendly the next. “Double leg takedown followed by a back take, and a rear naked choke for the finish,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Nothing you couldn’t manage with a little practice.”

“Me?” I said.

“Sure, why not?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but nothing came out.

“Oh, uh, while you’re thinking about it,” the young woman said, nodding at the phone in my hand, “you should probably call the police to come arrest this punk before he wakes up.”

“Right,” I said, unlocking my phone and dialing the number. “The police.”

“I’m Carly, by the way. Carly Griffith.”

I reached out to shake her hand. “Nancy Drew,” I said with a grin. “You wouldn’t believe how glad I am to meet you.”



About half an hour later, after giving my statement to the police, I was sitting in the back of an ambulance, being monitored by the paramedics. With an ice pack pressed to my forehead, I watched as the mugger was read his rights and shoved into a squad car.

“That girl was definitely wearing brass knuckles or something!” I heard him saying. “She attacked me! She’s dangerous!”

“Yeah, yeah,” the police officer said, slamming the car door shut. “Whatever you say, buddy.”

As the police car drove away, Carly walked up to me. “Not used to being beaten up by a girl, I guess,” she said with a shrug.

“You were amazing,” I said. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

Instead of replying, Carly turned around so I could see the logo on the back of her hoodie. It depicted a silvery white dragon head, its mouth open in a roar, with the words IRON DRAGON MMA encircling it. “It’s a mixed martial arts academy a few blocks from here,” she explained. “That’s actually where I was coming from when I heard you cry out. There’s a twenty-four-hour takeout place around the corner that I sometimes like to go to after class. Anyway, I’ve been training in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu at Iron Dragon for about six months now. Before that I was at other schools for years.”

“Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu?” I asked. “What’s that? I’ve heard of karate and kung fu and tae kwon do before, but that one’s new to me.”

Carly blew out her cheeks. “Wow,” she said after a moment. “That’s a tough question to answer. There’s no striking in Jiu-Jitsu, like in those other martial arts you mentioned. It’s kind of a combination of wrestling and judo, which involves being able to throw your opponent to the ground and maintain a dominant position. But Jiu-Jitsu’s more than that. It’s self-defense, but it’s also a sport. Kind of like chess, but with people. Really, it’s a whole way of life.…” Carly must have noticed the confused expression on my face. She chuckled. “I sound crazy, don’t I?”

“ ‘Crazy’ is a strong word,” I replied. “ ‘Passionate’ is more what I was thinking.”

“Honestly, it would be easier to just show you than try to explain it,” she said.

“Show me?” I asked. “Oh, I don’t know—” I shook my head, then winced as a wave of dizziness crashed over me.

“Hey,” Carly said, putting a steadying hand on my shoulder. “You sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah,” I said, leaning back against the ambulance door until the dizziness faded. “The paramedics said it’s just some bumps and bruises. I should be as good as new after a solid night of sleep.”

“Oh, perfect!” Carly said, her face lighting up. “Then you’ll be all set for tomorrow night’s class.”

I blinked. “Excuse me, what?”

“Jiu-Jitsu class at Iron Dragon,” she said. “Eight o’clock to ten thirty. Our coach is great. You’ll be fine!”

“I—but—” I stammered.

“Trust me,” Carly said, as she started to back away. “Just give it a try! Bring a friend. Bring two! Once you train with us, muggers will think twice before coming after you again!”

Before I could protest any more, Carly had waved goodbye and disappeared into the night.



I pulled into our driveway a little while later, after the paramedics had cleared me to drive. Every part of my body was aching, and my mind had gone numb. I could hardly believe that it was still the same night that I’d spent ladling out chicken noodle soup!

I staggered to the front door, my bag dragging behind me, but it swung open before I could even reach for the knob. My father stood silhouetted in the doorway, dressed in his navy-blue bathrobe, which matched the dark circles under his eyes. “Nancy,” he said, a mixture of anger, worry, and exhaustion coloring his voice. “Where were you?”

Seeing Dad like that blew the cobwebs from my brain. I realized that he had been expecting me home almost two hours before. In all the chaos of the mugging and the aftermath, I had completely forgotten to call. Plus, I’d turned my ringer off at the soup kitchen and never thought to turn it back on. “I’m—I’m so sorry,” I said.

“I called you over and over again, and you didn’t pick up,” he said, his voice rising. “Then I called Kathy on her cell around twelve thirty, and she said you’d left at eleven. I was about to call the police when I saw your car coming up the street. Do you have any idea how worried I was? How could you—?”

As I stepped closer, into the light, Dad’s face went pale. He reached out to touch the side of my head that had hit the brick wall, and I winced. Between my battered face, ripped jeans, and dirty jacket, I must have looked like a mess. “Honey,” he whispered. “What happened?”

“I was walking to my car and this guy came out of nowhere,” I began as Dad gently wrapped an arm around my shoulder and guided me into the welcoming warmth of the house. While he brewed us mugs of herbal tea in the kitchen, I sat at the table and told him the whole story: the attack, Carly’s appearance, talking to the police, and something miraculous called “Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu.”

“Well,” Dad said, taking a sip of his tea, “you had quite a night.”

“Yeah… I did. I really am sorry I didn’t call. I don’t know how I could have forgotten.…”

Dad laid a hand on my back and gave it a reassuring rub. “It’s totally understandable. You were in shock. I see it all the time in witness statements after run-ins like this. People can’t always think straight right after a traumatic event. I’m just glad you’re okay. And I’m also glad Hannah is away visiting her sister this week and not here at the house. If you think I was worried, she would have been climbing the walls!”

Hannah Gruen, our housekeeper, was a bit of a mother hen. “Yeah,” I said sheepishly. “You’re not going to call her, are you?”

He shook his head. “No, she’d just come running back here to make a lot of soup and force you to stay in bed. Not that I don’t enjoy her soup… but that woman needs a break! I’ll let Hannah enjoy her vacation and tell her about your exploits when she gets back.” With a chuckle, he added, “You’d think I’d be used to this kind of thing, what with my daughter being the preeminent amateur sleuth of River Heights. But even after all this time… I still worry about you, kid.”

I smiled, a blush rising in my cheeks. “I know, Dad. But I really wasn’t looking for trouble this time. I should have been paying more attention walking alone like that, but it happened so fast.… I was really lucky that Carly showed up when she did.”

Dad sighed and leveled a serious look at me. “You sure were. But you might not be so lucky next time, which is why I think you should take that young woman up on her offer.”

“What?” I sputtered. “You mean you want me to learn Jiu-Jitsu?”

Dad nodded. “Absolutely. Honestly, I can’t believe we’ve gone this long without you learning some kind of self-defense. If you’re going to continue taking on cases and dealing with criminals, you’ve got to know how to protect yourself. This is the perfect opportunity to do just that.”

I bit my lip. Without a doubt, Dad was right. I loved being an amateur detective, but it wasn’t the safest job in the world. There’d been plenty of times that I’d faced off against dangerous people, with no real idea of how to defend myself, but I’d never actually considered learning a martial art. I wasn’t particularly athletic, either—I mean, sure, I played a little soccer and softball in school, but I had a feeling that one-on-one combat would be a whole different ball game.

Dad placed his palms on the counter and leaned in close. “Look, what’s the worst that could happen? You decide it’s not your cup of tea, you walk away with a little bit of new knowledge and experience. If you don’t try it, you’ll never know. And anyway, I think there are two girls you could probably convince to go along with you.…”

I sighed and rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands. “You think you’re pretty smart, don’t you, Dad?”

He grinned. “I mean, I am your father. You do get it from somewhere.”

I couldn’t help but smile back. “Oh, all right,” I finally said. “I’ll do it.”

Dad clapped his hands. “Good girl. You’ve made your old man very happy. Now, let’s get some sleep. Tomorrow, your training begins.”






CHAPTER TWO [image: ] Fight Night


IN THE EIGHTEEN HOURS BETWEEN my head hitting the pillow and me driving to Iron Dragon MMA, I had managed to convince myself that this whole Jiu-Jitsu thing was a good idea. Like Dad had said, it would be good to learn some self-defense, especially in my line of work. Plus, it was just one class—it couldn’t hurt to give it a try.

It wasn’t until I parked in front of the academy and saw two guys roughly the size of pickup trucks walking in that I considered that maybe—just maybe—this was actually a very, very bad idea.

But since I’d convinced my best friends Bess Marvin and George Fayne to tag along, I had to at least pretend to be excited. Bess was sitting next to me in the front seat, looking like a bundle of nerves, while George sat in the back, doing vigorous neck and shoulder stretches. “Well,” I said brightly, pulling my key out of the ignition. “This should be fun!”

“It’s all fun and games until someone hits you in the face,” Bess said darkly. She had taken significantly more convincing than George.

“Actually,” George broke in, “it’s highly unlikely you’d get hit in the face in Jiu-Jitsu. The submission techniques are mostly chokes and joint locks. I did a little online research this afternoon—”

“Of course you did,” I muttered with a grin.

“Chokes? Joint locks?” Bess turned to me. “Nancy, what have you gotten us into? Isn’t it enough that we’re regularly running into—and away from—danger? Now we’re just going to start paying people to break our arms?”

I shrugged. “What can I say? My dad made me do it.”

Bess sighed and lugged her gym bag out of the car. “After tonight—if we survive this—I’ll have to have a word with Mr. Drew.…”

Not really knowing what to expect, the three of us came wearing whatever workout clothes we had on hand. Bess was in pastel yoga pants and a stretchy tank top, her blond hair gathered into a neat bun. George wore black leggings and a gray muscle shirt that had the words ALWAYS HUNGRY printed on the front. Her short, dark hair was messy and windblown as always—I doubted she even owned a hairbrush at this point. It drove Bess crazy, but personally, I always liked George’s carefree look. As for me, all I really had was my running gear—electric-blue leggings and a short-sleeved white workout top. I’d tied my strawberry-blond hair back into a simple ponytail and was hoping for the best.

The academy was in a long, low building next to a branch of the Heights Bank. There were a corner store and a gas station nearby, but other than that, the street was mostly homes and empty, boarded-up shops with FOR SALE signs posted out front.

After glancing in nervously through the plate-glass window, I pushed through the front door and stepped into a lobby. The room was furnished with a wide gray desk, and the wall behind it was adorned with the same dragon logo that I’d seen on the back of Carly’s hoodie. There was a shelf overflowing with trophies and medals nearby, and a framed newspaper article from the River Heights Bugle on the wall. It was all about the academy and featured a picture of a serious-looking man with black hair and glasses, and what looked like a team photo. Beyond that, a handful of students chatted together in a sitting area with a sofa and chairs.

A girl with long blond hair and a big smile rose from her seat behind the desk to greet us. “Hi there!” she said cheerfully. “Welcome to Iron Dragon MMA! My name is Libby. How can I help you ladies?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but George beat me to it. “We are here to fight!” she said. A little bloodthirsty for my taste, but that’s George for you.

Bess rolled her eyes.

“We’d like to try out one of your classes,” I explained. “One of your students invited us to—”

“Nancy? I thought that was you!” I turned to see Carly, dressed in a white uniform with a purple belt tied around her waist, jogging up to us. “You actually came!” she said, delight spreading across her face. “And you brought friends! Two of them!”

I smiled. “Well, you did tell me to.”

“I know, but that doesn’t always work. Actually, it almost never works.” She clapped her hands in excitement. “I’m so happy you guys are here!”

Within minutes, Libby had picked out a rental uniform—traditionally called a “gi”—for each of us and given us each a white belt to wear. “We have Jiu-Jitsu classes from eight to ten thirty on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays, and some morning classes on the weekend,” Libby told us. “We’re closed on Wednesdays and Fridays, but we often have people come in for private lessons on those days, if you’re interested.”

“Let’s see if we survive first,” Bess said, and we followed Libby to the women’s locker room.

After pulling the stiff, rough jacket and pants on over my workout clothes and figuring out how to tie the belt, the three of us walked to the training area, where all the other students were gathering. It was a large, industrial-looking space with a high ceiling and wall-to-wall black and gray mats covering the floor like a giant checkerboard. “Nancy, Bess, George—let me introduce you to some of the regulars!” The other students turned toward us, curious. “That’s Jake, Ernesto, Jamie, Tim, Penny, Ryan—don’t roll with him, he’s crazy—Erica—”

“Hey!” Ryan protested.

“Nate, Liam,” Carly continued, not missing a beat. “And that’s Jeremy.”

“Hello,” said Jeremy, a tall, broad-shouldered young man with deep brown skin and glasses, who was wearing a blue belt. He gave me a friendly slap on the back that almost sent me flying.

“FYI, Jeremy is bigger than he looks,” Carly murmured under her breath.

“He looks pretty big, though,” I murmured back.

“Ah, yep.”

“Jiu-Jitsu, line it up!”

I turned to see a man standing at the front of the room, hands on hips, waiting expectantly. His salt-and-pepper hair and beard were cropped close, and he was probably at least six inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter than Jeremy and some of the other big guys in the room. But between the look on his face and the black belt circling his waist, I could tell that this was not a man to be taken lightly.

“Who’s that?” I asked Carly.

“Ethan Sekula, head coach,” she said, herding me and my friends toward the mats. “C’mon, let’s go. No time to chat now!”

“But what do we do?” said George.

“Just do what everyone else does,” Carly replied.

With military precision, all the students lined up by belt color—brown belts at the front, then purple belts, blue belts, and white at the rear. I stood next to the girl named Penny, nervously shifting my weight from one foot to the other. She was about my height, with wavy brown hair and a heart-shaped face. Penny was humming under her breath, and after a moment I realized it was “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” When she noticed me watching her, she gave me an encouraging smile.

“I thought we were here to fight,” I joked. “Not play baseball.”

Penny chuckled. “I can’t help it. I used to play when I was a kid, and the song stuck with me ever since. First class?”

I nodded.

“Nervous?”

I blushed. “Is it that obvious?”

“Looks like we’ve got some new people in tonight,” Coach Ethan said, and I jerked back to attention when I realized he was looking straight at me. I waved awkwardly. “Just don’t break them, please,” he told the class. “Ideally, we’d like them to come back.”

I glanced over to Bess, whose pale face was now tinged with green. Help me, she mouthed.
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