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CHAPTER 1:

A Fire Ball Dream






Crackle! Klump! Snap! As though they spoke,
the amber logs illuminating Shoua’s campsite
spat these words into the night air. The crackles,
klumps, and snaps joined the chirping crickets
and filled Shoua’s ears with happiness. She shut
her almond eyes, inhaling the sweet smell of
burning birch and recalling how she almost

didn’t get to go on her first camping trip.

“Shoua is not going,” her grandfather had
announced during family dinner. While her
father and brothers were unmoved by his words,

Shoua and her mother gasped.



“I turned eleven years old two months ago,”
Shoua whimpered, twirling her hair with her
pointer finger. She twirled her jet-black hair when
she was scared, nervous, or anxious. Right now
Shoua was all three. Her grandfather ignored her
and continued dipping a Hmong sausage in hot
pepper sauce before stuffing it into his mouth.

“She can help you collect firewood,” pleaded
Shoua’s mother, passing the plate of Hmong sausage
to Shoua after placing a link on her own plate.

“She’ll be in the way,” countered Shoua’s
father.

Shoua hated it when grown-ups talked about
her as though she were invisible. She also hated
it when they made decisions for her and said silly
things like “Don’t eat the third donut, it’s not
good for you,” followed by “You’re too young to
understand now, but when you get older you will

know why.”

10



Grown-ups underestimated kids. If, she
wondered, she held up a neon sign with the
words “I AM STILL HERE” on it, would adults
stop talking to her as if she wasn’t there?

Shoua thought her family underestimated
her not because she was a child, but because of
something else. No one suspected that underneath
her shyness, she was a volcano of courage,
brilliance, and magic ready to erupt. What was
the disguise that fooled everyone into not seeing
her true self? It was nothing more than that she
was a girl. One day she would show them all her
true self, Shoua thought as her lips curled into a
feline smile.

“Just admit it,” said Shoua’s mother. “You
don’t want Shoua to go camping because she is
a girl.”

“No,” answered Shoua’s father, frantically
shaking his head.
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“Yes,” admitted her grandfather, after taking
a sip of water. Shoua looked up at her grandfather
as he continued eating his dinner and determining
her fate. “Girls should stay home to cook and
clean for the men.”

“Girls clean, boys camp,” scoffed Xeng at
Shoua. “Are you a boy?”

Being fifteen years of age and the oldest son in
the family, Xeng often repeated things his father
and grandfather said, much like a parrot does
to imitate its owner. Except a parrot is smarter,
thought Shoua.

She noticed that there was only one piece of
Hmong sausage left, and raised her fork to impale
the link when her grandfather swiftly grabbed
the plate with the sausage and offered it to her
brothers, Xeng and Zong.

“Men eat first, and women eat after the men,”

her grandfather said, reminding Shoua of the
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traditional Hmong custom after noticing her
disappointment.

“I'm full,” said Shoua’s ten-year-old brother,
Zong, rubbing his bulging belly.

Xeng nodded in agreement.

Her grandfather dumped the link on Shoua’s
plate with such force that it rolled off Shoua’s
plate, off the kitchen table, and onto her lap.
Shoua stared at the greasy link.

“You can eat the sausage,” said Zong. “Five-
second rule.”

“Yeah, five-second rule,” echoed Xeng. “It’s
not like it fell onto the ground. And even if it
did, who cares?”

Shoua stuck her fork in the link and rested it
on her plate.

“This will be my first camping and hunting
trip since we came to America, and I don’t want a

girl to ruin it,” said her grandfather. After arriving
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in America eight years ago, he had been too busy
working double shifts at the potato factory to do
things he enjoyed. Still, he relished coming home
covered with grime from sweeping potatoes off
the factory floor because it was a physical reminder
that he was taking care of his family.

“Hunting in Minnesota will be different than
hunting in Laos,” he added. “But because we
decided to fight with the Americans for freedom
against the Communists, there is no way we could
stay in Laos after the Communists won the war.”

The Vang family had left Laos looking for a
better and safer life. If they had stayed, they would
have been killed for supporting the Americans.
Shoua’s mother also reminded her that Hmong
girls would have more opportunities in America,
but Shoua had seen no evidence of that.

Her mother opened her mouth to say some-

thing, but her grandfather cut her off.
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“Enough! I'm the head of this family,” said
Shoua’s grandfather. “Shoua is not going.”

Shoua turned to him, ready to tell him it was
unfair Xeng and Zong got to go camping just
because they were boys. But nothing came out.
She bit her lips hard, holding back the words.

“Shoua, listen to me,” her grandfather said
tenderly. “How will you ever be a good wife,
daughter, and mother if you are out hunting
and fishing? Good Hmong girls don’t do these
things. I am doing you a big favor by making
you stay home.”

Tears rained down Shoua’s cheeks.

“Your name means ‘voice’ in Hmong,” her
mother said as she took a napkin to dry Shoua’s
cheeks. “Your voice will be heard.”

Shoua often spoke in fragmented one-word
sentences, “yes” and “no,” in Hmong and English.

Those simple words mirrored what her family
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thought about her intelligence. But all the words
that she yearned to speak were tightly lodged in
her throat, unable to escape. She longed for the day
she would clear her throat and the words would
erupt like a volcano out of her petite body.
Shoua’s mother looked at her father-in-law. “I
dreamed last night that one of your grandchildren
caught a falling star,” she said. “In my dream,
that grandchild stood underneath an ebony sky
flickering with rainbow colors. A flaming ball of
fire fell from the sky into the child’s bare hands.
This ball was actually a star. It was magical—
so magical that trees picked up their roots and
walked through the forest in order to see the
glowing star in the child’s small, soft hands.”
Shoua’s grandfather was a shaman, a person
who heals sick people by connecting with good
spirits. As a shaman, he believed that dreams

carry special messages.
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“Which grandchild?” questioned her grandfa-
ther, his eyes darting from Xeng’s to Zong’s hands.

Shrugging, her mother answered, “I only saw
the hands. But I know one of your grandchildren
was chosen to do this important task.”

Shoua instinctively extended her hands out in
front of her, with one hand still holding the fork
with the impaled link, hoping her grandfather
would notice her hands. Xeng grabbed her forked
and bit into the sausage. With a mouthful of food,
he muttered, “I'm still hungry.”

Shoua knew that when a Hmong person
dreams, sometimes that dream has a special
meaning. She wondered what her mother’s
falling star dream meant. Her younger brother
was thinking about the dream too.

“I studied stars at school,” said Zong. “They
can’t be caught by people.”

“Why not?” asked Shoua.
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“Because stars are planets. Because stars are
from outer space,” replied Zong. “Because they
are radioactive. Because—"

“You are making me lose my appetite,” said
Xeng, swallowing the last of the link.

“Grandfather, what does mother’s dream
mean?” Shoua asked.

“Dreams don’t mean a thing,” said Xeng.

“Shoua can help you clean and gut the fish
and fowl you catch,” pleaded her mother. “These
are things Hmong women have always done.”

Her grandfather waited a long time before he
answered. Finally he looked at his granddaughter
and replied, “You can come. You can also gather
berries for us while we hunt.”

He let out a long sigh before leaving the
dinner table and shuffling back to his bedroom.
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CHAPTER 2:

Frve-Toed Tiger
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A faint line of smoke escaped from the ashen
logs, disappearing into the darkness. Overhead,
the endless night sky twinkled with stars, some
bigger and brighter than others, covering Shoua
like an ebony blanket and comforting her. She
heard the soft snoring of her father through the
tent. He had gone to bed rightafter it got dark. He
was tired from doing most of the work, packing
and then setting up the camp. Her father and
grandfather slept in one tent while Shoua and her
two brothers slept in another. Mr. Grimm, who
had sponsored her family eight years ago to come
from Laos to America, had also joined them. He
slept in his own tent.

A single red flame dancing in the fire pit
reminded Shoua of the red signs Mr. and Mrs.
Grimm had carried when they had met the
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Vangs at the airport. Scribbled on the signs were
the words “Proud to be Americans!” and “Born
and raised in the USA!” Each family member
was given their own miniature America flag to
wave as they walked out of the airport in their
flip-flops into a blizzard. Trekking across the
parking ramp to Mr. Grimm’s van, the sleet and
wind blew the flag out of Shoua’s tiny hand. Her
family members dropped their flags after their
fingers froze from the cold.

On the way to their south Minneapolis home,
Mr. Grimm had reminded the Vangs of how
lucky they were.

“My great-grandfather didn’t have any help
when he came over from Germany,” he said with
his hawk-like eyes focused on the slippery road.

The Grimms’ house was vast, filled with shiny,
heavy old things like a grandfather clock and a

wooden television set. But the house was missing
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the laughter of children, Mr. Grimm told Shoua
the night they arrived.

“We bought a big house, planning for a big
family,” Mr. Grimm added. “But Mrs. Grimm
and I have to settle for being sponsors.”

Mr. Grimm wore a toupee on his head that
reminded Shoua of the yellow shaggy rug in the
Grimms’ living room. Xeng had agreed, adding
that the rug and toupee smelled the same. The
husband and wife gave the Vangs clothes, took
them to the doctors, and found jobs for them.
They even bought Shoua her first doll. This
gift made Shoua feel guilty for referring to Mr.
Grimm as Mr. G'loom because he was so negative
about their Hmong customs.

Just the faintest sparks lingered in the
campfire, so Zong read with the help of a
flashlight. To prepare for the trip, he had

researched things in northern Minnesota that
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could hurt or, worse, even kill humans, such as
poison ivy, poison oak, and poison mushrooms.
And those were just the plants! He also read
about snakes, bears, and moose.

“So far I have an inventory of 107 things that
can cause death while camping,” he told Shoua
after catching her staring at him. Zong was the
complete opposite of Shoua—she was usually
brave, and he was afraid of everything.

“Only 107?” replied Mr. Grimm, coming out
of his tent. He sprayed bug repellent on himself
and into the air. “It’s man against Mother
Nature, and Mother Nature always wins. There
are more than 107 ways to die out here, believe
me, young man.”

Mr. Grimm looked like an accountant in the
great outdoors. His costume included two pens,
one with red ink and one with black ink, and

a calculator tucked neatly into the left breast
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pocket of his shirt. The only indicator that he
was camping was an exaggerated safari hat with
an abundance of mosquito netting hanging over
the sides.

“Keep on reading in English, little brother,”
said Xeng. “That way the kids at school won’t
make fun of you because you have a Hmong
accent and can’t read well, like they do to me.”

Without looking up from his book, Zong
answered, “Reading is fun.”

Mr. Grimm chuckled. “My family stopped
reading and speaking German to be real
Americans. The only thing I know how to say in
German is bier and sauerkraut. The key to being
a new American is taking the best of the old
culture and infusing it with the new culture.”

Zong didn’t look up from his book, but
nodded to acknowledge Mr. Grimm. Shoua

wondered if Mr. Grimm was aware that his words
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contradicted all the things he’d done to help her
family become “real” Americans. If becoming an
adult meant contradicting herself all the time
like Mr. Grimm did, then she didn’t want to
grow up.

Shoua’s grandfather emerged from his tent.

“For once my shaman spirits and the American
doctors agree on something,” he said. “Getting
fresh air is good for my health.”

“Ever since your family came to America, I've
been planning the perfect camping trip for all
of you,” replied Mr. Grimm. “But Grandfather
Vang was too busy working at the potato factory
to camp. And none of you wanted to come
without him.”

“Getting away from the potato factory is good
for my weak heart,” her grandfather agreed. “The
last time my heart was this weak, I stared into

the eyes of a demon-tiger.”
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Her grandfather sat down in front of the fire
and stoked it with a long stick, causing the flames
to flare. He cleared his throat as if he was going
to make a grand announcement.

“When I was a little boy, I killed a demon-
tiger who was stalking my parents’ farm. My
shaman spirits helped me slay the creature.”

Mr. Grimm rolled his eyes, but Shoua was the
only one who noticed. Mr. Grimm didn’t like it
when Shoua’s grandfather talked about being a
shaman. He thought the spirits and magic her
grandfather experienced weren’t real.

“The tiger’s eyes were as black as onyx, eyes
of a demon,” her grandfather said as if he was
in a trance. “It had been a hot spring. The air
was so thick and humid you could cut it with
a knife. The winds hissed as though they were
trying to give us a message. The tiger appeared

out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly,
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leaving behind death.
For weeks, it killed
and ate our chickens
and pigs at night.

We knew it was a

demon-tiger by the
bloody paw-prints it
left behind; both its front and back paws had
five toes.”

Shoua’s grandfather leaned over the fire and
opened his eyes; his face was bathed in the yellow
glow, with dancing flames reflected in his eyes.
Zong and Shoua also leaned in, pulled by the
power of his story.

“The demon-tiger never came out during the
day, only at night when we were asleep. Finally,
my frustrated father gathered the remaining
livestock and took them to our uncle’s farm. The

next day while the women plowed the land, the

27



men went to hunt for the tiger. I pleaded to go
with the men, but was told I was too young. My
father even said I could ruin the hunt with my
youth. I was left at the house to do chores. So
I devised a plan to follow the men and slay the
tiger myself. I would prove to my father that I
was a man.”

The fire flared as Shoua’s grandfather continued
his story. “I waited until the men left. Then I
put on my hat and slung my bow and arrow on
my back, ready to sprint out of the hut when—
tap...tap...tap. There was a knock at the door. I
asked who it was, and a smooth voice answered
that it was a traveler seeking shelter after a long
journey. I opened the door. In front of me was
the tiger, eyes black as onyx, eyes of a demon. It
was three times larger than a normal tiger, with
radiant orange and black fur. The tiger’s eyes

peered right into my soul like it wanted to eat it
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for lunch. The creature grinned and deliberately
licked its lips with its tongue as though it read
my thoughts. I attempted to run away from the
beast, but I stumbled to the ground. I was too
scared to move. The tiger slowly and deliberately
circled me. I was so terrified I couldn’t look at
its face, so I looked down. That’s when I saw his
bloody five-toed paws.”

Chills ran through Shoua’s body as she
imagined her grandfather as a boy, helpless at
the feet of the huge beast. She twirled her hair,
wondering if she would be as brave as him if she
ever found herself at the feet of a large beast.

“There was nothing left for me to do but pray
to the ancestors for help. I was a good kid who
helped my parents, clan, and village. I prayed
for the spirits of the jungle, mountains, valleys,
rivers, and sky to stop the tiger from hurting me.

The heavens heard my call, guiding my hands to
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the bow and arrow, and I aimed it at the beast’s
heart. The arrow roared like thunder through our
hut, moving like a bolt of lightning as it impaled
the tiger. The cat’s body lit up in an electric flash,”
said Shoua’s grandfather, leaning even closer to
his grandchildren, staring them in the eyes, with
fists clenched tight.

“The demon-tiger lay with his eyes closed
peacefully. I was saved by my ancestors and the
good spirits of the land,” he said.

Shoua and Zong were speechless as they
listened to their grandfather tell his story.

Xeng was the first to say anything. “That is a
stupid story. Come on, tigers don’t speak. Thunder
and lightning don’t appear out of nowhere.”

Xeng hated everything, Shoua thought. Her
father and grandfather expected a lot from Xeng
because he was the oldest son, and Xeng reacted

by being negative about everything.
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“We also have a story like that. It’s called
Little Red Riding Hood,” said Mr. Grimm. “Not
sure which monster is scarier, a wolf or a tiger.
Tell the folktale again with a wolf.”

Shoua’s grandfather lowered his head to
the ground, embarrassed by Mr. Grimm’s and
Xeng’s comments. Shoua wanted to shield her
grandfather from the remarks, but nothing came
out of her mouth. Instead she felt as though she
had swallowed those words and they were now
lodged in her throat.

Her grandfather cleared his throat again,

stating, “It’s getting late. We better get to sleep.”
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CHAPTER 3:

Northern Lights Surprise
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The sound of leaves rustling in the wind pulled
Shoua out of her sleeping bag, out of the tent,
and into the blazingly colorful night sky. Her
mouth opened to a big O as she tilted her head
to stare at the heavens. Streaks of red and blue
lines danced across the sky. The dancing lights
reminded Shoua of neon cotton candy moving
across a black blanket. Even the crickets seemed
to stop chirping to watch the lights. Shoua was
the first to come out of the tent; the men trickled
out of their tents moments later.

“It’s dragons!” exclaimed Shoua’s grandfather,
hopping excitedly and pointing at the lights.
“When we see lights moving across the heavens
like this, it means dragons have come out of
hiding and are about to come to earth.”

Her grandfather often told folktales about
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dragons, explaining how the magical creatures
traveled between the human world and spirit
world.

“The lights are called the awurora borealis, or
northern lights,” offered Mr. Grimm. “Caused
by energetically charged particles colliding with
atoms in the high-altitude atmosphere.”

Zong agreed with him, adding, “I read that
in a book.”

“There are no dragons in those lights,” barked
Xeng.

Shoua watched her grandfather’s face turn
from pure bliss to disappointment. His mouth
opened to say something, then closed tightly.

“Grandfather, I don’t see dragons in the
dancing lights, but I know they are in there,” she
squeaked like a mouse at his feet.

Shoua’s words were a balm on his hurt ego.

Mr. Grimm'’s and Xeng’s constant criticism about
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everything Hmong eroded her grandfather’s
spirit. But as his glum face glanced down at her,
she felt he would have preferred Zong defending
him instead of his granddaughter.

The peaceful night sky changed with the
sound of thunder. Bolts of lightning splattered
through the dancing lights. The winds changed
and howled like a hungry wolf, threatening to
blow their tents over. The red and blue lights
swirled into a colossal cloud before opening up
like a curtain. Suddenly a flaming ball raced like a
comet through the curtain of lights toward earth.
Shoua instinctively clutched her grandfather’s
trembling hands. The ball of flames raced toward
them. Mr. Grimm shook his head in disbelief and
gasped, “Oh man, I didn’t plan for this!”

Xeng, Zong, and their father held on to
each other. The flaming ball looked like it was

going to slam into their campsite, but at the last
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moment, it moved higher into the sky and passed
over them, leaving behind a trail of smoke and
disappearing into the black forest. There were
no cricket chirps, no crackle from the fire—only
the sounds of their heaving breaths. For several
long minutes, no one spoke. Then Zong broke
the silence.

“Number 108, death by flaming ball from the
sky,” he uttered.

Shoua turned to her grandfather and hollered,
“Grandfather! Mr. Grimm! Let’s go and find the
ball that fell from the sky!”

Shoua hopped up and down like a bunny,
pulling her grandfather’s arm in the direction of
the fallen fire ball. The old man had an expression
on his face that she had never seen before. Could
it be apprehension, or even fear?

“It’s not safe, Shoua,” replied Mr. Grimm.

“It’s not safe.”
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“Mr. Grimm is right. You should go to sleep,”
said her grandfather. “We should all sleep.”

“We have to drive into Ely tomorrow and
report this to the police,” Mr. Grimm added. Ely
was a nearby town. “We'll tell them a comet fell
from the sky.”

“Something fell from the sky, not a comet,
but a—"

Shoua couldn’t hear the last of her grandfather’s
words because he had crawled into his tent.
Frowning, Shoua walked slowly back to the tent

she shared with her brothers.

Shoua’s eyes closed peacefully and her chest
heaved in a rhythm suggesting she was asleep.
Yet under her sleeping bag, her pointer finger
diligently twirled chunks of her hair. Shoua did
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this over and over again as she contemplated
whether she would go and look for the fallen fire
ball. She heard her mother’s words echo in her
ears, telling everyone that a child in their family
had caught a fallen star, and Shoua knew she was
the chosen one. Years of being told she wasn’t
smart filled Shoua with doubt and fear as she lay
in her sleeping bag. Then, as if they had their
own will, her legs kicked off the sleeping bag,

and she crept out of the tent like a shadow.
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CHAPTER 4:

Shona and Zong
Go on an Adventure
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The sun peeked over the eastern horizon along
a row of pine trees. It reminded Shoua of melted
butter poured over the treetops. She scanned the
fire pit filled with ashes and charred logs from the
night before. A faint yellow hue covered the land,
though it was not quite morning and the night
still lingered. Shoua silently tiptoed into the tent
she shared with Zong and Xeng. Gently pushing
them awake, she pressed her pointer finger to her
lips, signaling them to be silent.

“Shoua, why did you wake us up?” whispered
Xeng, rubbing his eyes.

“Shhhhhh,” she replied.

“I was in the middle of an awesome dream
where I was eating an endless bowl of pho noodle
soup,” said Zong, wiping the drool from his

lips.
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“Help me find the fire ball,” asked Shoua.

Zong looked puzzled.

“Why do you need to find the fire ball?” asked
Xeng. “I thought it wasn’t safe.”

“Something is pulling me to find the fallen
fire ball,” she answered.

“If there is a fallen star, and that is a big 7f,”
said Xeng, “only a boy would have the smarts to
find it.”

Shoua hated it when Xeng sounded like their
grandfather. She hated when Xeng sounded like
Mr. Grimm too. For once in her life, she wanted
him to stop being a parrot and come up with an
original thought.

“Don’t wake me up again,” said Xeng, zipping
up his sleeping bag. “Don’t even think about
going, you won't find it anyway.”

“Good night, Shoua,” said Zong before he

closed his eyes.
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She heard their steady snores within minutes.
Shoua couldn’t go back to sleep. She felt a magnetic
pull from the direction of the fire ball. While
playing with her hair, she concocted another plan.
But this plan involved only one brother.

“Zong,” Shoua whispered while poking him.
“Please help me.”

Shoua wanted—no, she needed—Zong’s help.
She needed his mind. He read books about
starting fires, surviving encounters with bears,
evading moose, identifying deadly mushrooms,
and recovering from poison ivy.

“No,” he muttered with his eyes still closed.
“There are dozens of ways to die in northern
Minnesota. I am certainly not going to go explore
number 108, death by fire ball falling from the
sky.”

“If you go with me, I'll make your favorite

dish—pho noodle soup—for a whole week.”
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Zong knew that Shoua could make his dream
a reality.

“We can’t go without packing my flashlight
and book on northern Minnesota wildlife,” he
said. “You have to pack them. You have to lead
the way. I'm not totally awake yet.”

As Shoua packed, she tried to hide the smile

radiating from her face.

Shoua’s feet galloped down a marked trail,
with Zong trying to keep up. The rustling leaves
of the birch trees whispered secret directions
to Shoua. The sway of northern pines from the
breeze showed her where to turn when she came
to forks in the trail. She saw an oak branch move
to point her in the right direction. Zong didn’t

notice the signs because they were not meant
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for him. Instead, the chilly morning air, thirst,
and hunger eroded his senses, causing him to be
frustrated.

“We should turn around,” Zong begged,
gasping for breath.

“We are almost there,” Shoua assured him.

“How do you know?”

“The same way grandfather knows about
healing people. The same way grandfather sees
things that we can’t see,” she answered. “I just
know.”

Two deer, a doe and a buck, leaped from the
bushes and dashed in the direction that Shoua
and Zong had just come from. Moments later,
half a dozen rabbits scurried past them; some
even darted right near their feet, headed in the
same direction as the deer. The chilly morning
air was gone, replaced by the midday heat.

All of a sudden a black bear emerged from the
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bushes. Its watery eyes looked alarmed as it stared
into Shoua’s brown eyes. For a moment Shoua and
the black bear seemed connected by a singular
thought, but the spell was broken by Zong.

“Shoua, don’t run,” he said cautiously. “Number
6 on my list, death by black bear—not to be
confused with number 7, death by brown bear.”

“Shhh....,” replied Shoua.

The bear tilted its head and growled before
lunging toward them.

Zong held his breath and closed his eyes,
firmly expecting to be slashed by claws. Shoua’s
eyes locked with the bear’s. It halted in front of
her and opened its mouth so wide she could see
its sharp fangs and blue tongue. Shoua’s face was
bathed in the bear’s hot breath. Then, it licked her
entire face, swirling its tongue and leaving trails
of blue saliva on her cheeks before it abruptly

dashed away on all fours.
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Zong let out a thunderous roar of laughter
while patting his chest, stomach, and thighs to
make sure all his body parts were still there.

“We have to turn around!” he blurted.

Shoua’s determined almond eyes answered
him.

“We just escaped death! Besides, deer, rabbits,
and even a bear are running from something,” he
said. “So should we.”

He noticed Shoua’s dazed expression and
went right up to her, screaming, “Shoua, are you
listening to me?”

Shoua spoke in a trance-like voice. “The bear
talked to me, and I understood it.”

“Now you sound like grandfather.”

“The bear said that something strange, even
magical fell—"

“Stop! There is nothing in any of the books

I have read that even remotely suggests bears can
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talk to kids!” Zong hollered. “Shoua, I'm tired
and hungry. Let’s go back.”

“Exactly, the bear knew you were hungry and
said blueberries are ready to be picked along a
stream nearby.”

“Bears don’t give out advice on eating,” said
Zong.

“Its tongue was blue from all the berries it
feasted on, and it licked me so I would know how
delicious the blueberries were—"

Shoua’s words were interrupted by loud
moans from an animal. The moans sounded like
a trombone calling for help. They caused Shoua’s
heart to flutter as fast as hummingbird wings.
An electric surge of triumph coursed through
her body: she knew she was close to finding the
fire ball.

“That noise does not sound good,” said Zong,

who pivoted and started walking away. Shoua
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sprinted toward him, grabbing him by the
shoulder.

“Zong, I can’t do this without you. I need
your help,” she said with tears cascading down
her cheeks. “I'm so close.”

“Why is it so important to find the fire ball?”

The words were locked securely in her throat.
Shoua coughed, clearing her throat, and struggled
to let the words out.

“B-B-Be-Being born a girl, I feel like a bird
with its wings clipped,” she said. “Finding the
fire ball will give me the wings to fly.”

Shoua unconsciously massaged her strained
throat with both her hands.

“Alright, T'll continue,” said Zong. “You
lead.”

Shoua twirled her hair as she sprinted toward
the trombone moans, her heart filled with victory

and her head filled with images of her grandfather
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complimenting her for finding the fire ball. Zong
couldn’t keep up because his heavy backpack was
filled with food, a flashlight, and his wildlife
book. His heart and head were filled with fear.
They jogged until they came to a clearing among
a grove of northern pines. The flaming ball had
charred the pines and rocks in its path. In the
middle of the clearing was a giant hole the size of
a truck. Shoua raced toward the hole.

“Wait, Shoua!” Zong cried. “You don’t know
what’s inside!”

Shouadidn’thear his words. The mystery inside
the hole pulled her legs forward. She stopped at
the edge and began to twirl her hair. Zong was
completely out of breath when he reached her.

Shoua gasped in amazement as she peered into
the black hole. A smile extended across her face,
practically touching herears. With shimmery gold

scales on its belly and emerald scales covering the
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rest of its body, a dragon was curled in the center
of the hole. The creature resembled a colossal eel
with two strong arms and legs. The dragon lay
on its side with its quivering arms covering its
belly. Its eyes glowed like amber as it blinked its
long brown lashes. Shoua saw her reflection and
something else—fear—in the dragon’s eyes.

She locked eyes with the dragon and tried to
communicate with it telepathically like she did
with the bear.

“I can’t believe Grandfather was right!” Zong
yelled. Shoua had forgotten about her younger
brother during the excitement of finding the
dragon.

“The fire ball that fell last night wasn’t a star,”
said Shoua. “It was a dragon, curled into a ball.”

“That was not in my book on northern
Minnesota wildlife!”

Zong’s loud voice frightened the dragon, who
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quivered in response. Shoua cupped her brother’s
chin in her hands, pulling his face to hers and
gazing deeply into his eyes. Zong was silenced
by her stare. After motioning for him to stay
put, she slid down the hole to the dragon. Zong
frantically grasped at her, not wanting her to go
into the hole, but his hands only captured air.
Shoua landed elegantly on the charred earth with
the grace of a dancer.

She extended her hand to the dragon, who
sniffed it. Confident the creature was comfortable
with her, she leaned closer, looking directly into
its eyes. She kneeled and gently stroked its scaly
nostrils. The dragon’s nose was as cold as a glacier,
and smooth as silk.

She looked even deeper into the dragon’s eyes
and connected with it. She then moved her hands
to stroke the creature’s icy cheeks. Fear evaporated

from its forlorn eyes, replaced with hope.
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It slowly moved its hands away from where it
had covered its belly. Shoua saw a large gash in
its stomach. Golden blood trickled from the cut.

“Help,” the dragon whispered.
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CHAPTER 5:

Help Heal a Dragon
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The dragon’s call for help was carried by the
morning breeze, across the northern pine treetops,
over a rushing stream, and through the meadows
straight into Shoua’s grandfather’s tent. The plea
pinched the old man awake.

“A dragon!” he yelled, leaping from his
sleeping bag. The old man dashed out of his
tent.

“Zong! Zong!” he muttered, poking his
head into the children’s tent, only to find Xeng
sprawled asleep on the ground.

“Where is Zong?” Grandfather repeatedly
asked, scurrying around the campsite like a
chicken with its head cut off.

Mr. Grimm and Shoua’s father emerged from
their tents, alarmed by the old man’s thundering

words.

56



“Mr. Vang?” a puzzled Mr. Grimm asked.
“Mr. Vang, are you okay?”

“Father, please calm down,” pleaded Shoua’s
father as he grabbed the older man in order to
get him to stop moving erratically. “Think about
your weak heart.”

“My grandchild has found a dragon,” replied
Shoua’s grandfather. “My shaman spirits told me
my grandchild has found a dragon.”

“Shoua and Zong are gone!” exclaimed Shoua’s
father after peeking into the children’s tent and
only seeing Xeng. “We have to find them.”

“When Zong returns with a dragon,” her
grandfather said jovially, “Shoua will come back
with him.”

“Why would Zong go chasing after a dragon?”
Shoua’s father asked quizzically. “Xeng, get out
here!”

Xeng emerged from his tent and gingerly
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stretched like a cat, half asleep.

“Whereare yourbrotherandsister?” demanded
his father.

“Zong woke me up this morning to go and
find the fire ball. Shoua went with him,” he lied to
the men. Xeng justified the lie by telling himself
it was just a half lie; besides, it was the lie his
grandfather wanted to hear. Xeng agreed with
people and repeated things they said to make
them happy—not because he wanted to please
them, but because he wanted them off his back.

“You let your little brother and sister go
into the forest alone! Why would you do that?
What if they come across a wild animal or fall
off a cliff? I cannot believe this!” Now his father
was hollering. “You are the oldest child, oldest
son, your role is to protect Shoua and Zong! You
failed your duty—"

“Stop yelling,” Mr. Grimm interrupted. “It’s
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not going to do any good. Let’s go find them
before they get hurt.”

“There is no need to worry,” said Shoua’s
grandfather. “Zong and Shoua are safe. They are
with a powerful dragon.”

“Mr. Vang!” Now it was Mr. Grimm’s voice
that rose three octaves. “I planned the perfect
camping trip. Your grandchildren ruined it by
running away! I'm your sponsor. Mrs. Grimm
would never forgive me if we came back from
our trip without Zong and Shoua. I would never
forgive myself.”

“Zong has been chosen do an important task,”
Shoua’s grandfather answered serenely. “He is the
one chosen to find a dragon.”

“Father, you wait at the campsite just in case
the children come back,” Shoua’s father said.
“Xeng will come with me. Mr. Grimm, you can

head in the opposite direction.”
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Shoua’s grandfather watched as the three
disappeared into the woods determined to find
the children.

Her father and Xeng returned to the campsite
around noon, without Shoua and Zong. They
appeared defeated. Minutes later, Mr. Grimm
emerged from the woods looking like he had
spent days lost in the wilderness. Sweat stains
soaked the underarms of his white cotton button-
up shirt. The two pens placed neatly in his right
shirt pocket that morning were now noticeably
broken and crooked. What’s worse, the red pen
bled, making it look like Mr. Grimm had been
shot in the chest and had blood spurting toward
his belly.

“Maybe I should drive into Ely for help,” Mr.
Grimm said as he walked past a plate of food
with hamburger and rice that Shoua’s grandfather

extended to him. “I'm not going to fail this family
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as your sponsor. I made a promise to take care of

you when you came to this country.”

Shoua and the dragon spoke to each other
without moving their mouths, without even
a gesture. The language that flowed between
them could not be heard by Zong or anyone else.
It turned out the dragon was a girl, just like
Shoua—even the same age. Her name was Nanee,
which means “little snake” in Hmong. She came
from a dimension that existed between earth and
heaven. Unicorns, fairies, and sea monsters roamed
Nanee’s universe. Magic flowed through the veins
of all the creatures in her world like blood flowed
through all the creatures in Shoua’s world.

“I came to your world last night to find an

iridescent green feather from a loon’s head. The
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feathers are special; they can heal dragons.”

Shoua sensed Nanee becoming weaker with
each passing moment.

“My grandfather is sick, so my parents
wanted to travel to the human world to get loon
feathers,” Nanee continued. “We needed one
feather to touch my grandfather to heal him. My
parents didn’t want to come during the night
because there would be no light to guide them. I
wanted to prove to my family that a girl dragon
can accomplish a great task, like find a healing
loon feather.”

“I understand,” replied Shoua. “I came to find
you to prove to my grandfather that I was just as
smart as my brothers.”

“Ientered your world through a portal without
my parents’ permission, without them knowing,”
Nanee continued. “They were right, it was too

dark to see, and I ended up lost. Then something
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strange happened: I was hit by lightning and
plunged to earth.”

Magic in the form of liquid ooze spilled from
the cut on Nanee’s belly.

“Without magic, I can’t return home.”

Shoua continued to stroke Nanee’s scaly
cheeks.

“I can help you get two loon feathers,” Shoua
told Nanee. “One feather to heal you, and a second
feather to heal your grandfather.”

Shoua’s and Nanee’s words, like their lives,
intertwined and locked together for a common
goal. They both needed each other to prove to
their skeptical family members that girls could
be heroes.

“I can’t fly to my portal unless I am healed,”
the dragon said. “Once I am healed, I can go
home. We dragons have the magical power to

make ourselves invisible to humans, so they can’t
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touch, see, smell, or hear us. I have just enough
power to make myself invisible one more time.
I can communicate with you because you have
magic inside of you,” said Nanee. “We have to be
careful who we show ourselves to, because there
are people who hate dragons or, even worse, would
harm them. Dragons rarely show themselves to
humans because in the past, humans hunted us
down and killed us almost to extinction. In order
to save our kind, we have to permanently live in
the magic world. I am breaking the dragon law
of making contact with humans, but I need—"

Nanee let out a long and painful trombone
moan, unable to finish her sentence.

“I won’t let you down,” Shoua replied

telepathically to Nanee.
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CHAPTER 6:

Zong Goes Loon-y
for a Feather
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Everything Zong knew about loons he
learned from reading books. Besides knowing
the loon was the Minnesota state bird, he also
learned where loons live, how they swim, and
what they eat.

“Yeah, but do you know how to get feathers
from a loon?” questioned Shoua. She had told
her brother about the dragon’s plight and why
they needed to find the feathers. Together they
followed a babbling brook, hoping it would lead
them to a lake and, eventually, to loons.

Insulted, Zong stopped and replied, “Ibelieved
in you, now it is your turn to believe in me.”

Zong put his lips together like he was about
to whistle, then covered his mouth with his hands
and yodeled. The eerie wails coming from Zong

echoed through the quiet forest.
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“Big sister, that is a loon call,” he bragged. “That
is how we will catch a loon and get its feathers.”

They walked for what seemed like hours
as Zong periodically stopped to munch wild
blueberries growing near the banks of the brook.

“Come on,” pleaded Shoua.

“I haven’t eaten all day,” countered Zong.

“Nanee needs me!”

“Shoua, chill out,” he said, stuffing handfuls
of berries in his mouth, blue juices running
down his chin. “Hey, the bear was right. These
blueberries are delicious.”

“I heard blueberries can also kill you,” Shoua
lied.

“Well, too much of anything can kill you,”
Zong replied. “Even a loon feather can kill you.”

“How?”

“You can be tickled to death.”

When he wasn’t eating, Zong pointed out
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poisonous mushrooms and other things on his
list that could kill them.

They followed the brook until it emptied into
a crystal-clear lake. Shoua saw multicolored rocks
at the bottom of the shallow waters near the shore.
The rocks reminded her of Nanee’s scales. A dark,
gray mist shrouded the lake, making the day seem
more like night. In the distance they heard the call
of loons. Shoua and Zong grinned and high-fived.

Again, Zong covered his mouth with his
hands. His fingers fluttered like butterfly wings
as the eerie sound of a loon call emanated from
Zong’s mouth. After a few minutes, three large
black and white birds with beady red eyes
emerged from the fog and swam toward them.

“This is too easy,” Shoua said.

As though they had heard her words, the three
loons flexed their wings, exposing their huge

wingspans, and disappeared under the water.
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Zong called several more times, but the loons
stayed away.

Shoua panted and began to twirl her hair
ferociously with both of her pointer fingers,
huffing, “Why, why did I open my big mouth?
I jinxed us! What are we going to do? I'll never
get grandfather’s approval if I don’t get the loon
feathers and help Nanee.”

“Why is it so important to have grandfather’s
approval?” Zong asked.

Shoua thought for a long time before
answering. “I'm tired of eating your and Xeng’s
leftovers.”

“I understand. But do this for yourself. If you
don’t like yourself, you will forever be chasing
the approval of others.”

Shoua thought that sometimes Zong was
much more mature and brainy than the average

ten-year-old.
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“How did you become so wise?” she asked.

“Books. Everything I know I learned from
books. Speaking of books...”

Zong pulled his enormous book about
northern Minnesota wildlife from his backpack.
He opened the book and scanned the table of
contents before finding the page he needed. In
a matter of seconds, Zong quickly read those
pages, muttering sentences under his breath.
Shoua heard Zong utter the word “loon” multiple
times. He closed his book with a loud #hud! and
pulled a flashlight from his backpack.

“We will get our loon feather with this,” Zong
said, proudly pointing to the flashlight. “Promise
to be quiet.”

Holding his flashlight, Zong slid into the lake’s
foggy expanse, which was filled with bulrushes and
cattails, hiding him from his sister. Soon Shoua

heard the eerie call of a loon coming from her
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brother in the marsh. Suddenly to her surprise, a
loon lured by Zong’s call swam out of the mist and
disappeared into the cattails. She saw Zong leap in
after it and emerge from the thick cattails with the
loon in one arm and the flashlight in another arm.
The loon was unable to move, mesmerized by the
flashlight shining in its eyes.

“Shoua!” he called. “Come quick and pluck
two feathers from its head!”

As she waded as quickly as possible toward
her younger brother, she could almost taste
the triumph of being a hero to Nanee, to her

grandfather—and to herself.

Later, as Shoua and Zong walked back to
the dragon with two loon feathers tucked safely

into Shoua’s pants pocket, she asked her younger
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brother how he knew of the trick with the
flashlight.

“I told you, everything I learned I read in
books,” he said confidently. “Researchers tag
loons by using a light to daze them, so I just did
the same with my flashlight.”

Sparks of pride flared up inside Shoua as she
imagined the look on her grandfather’s face when
she announced she saved a dragon. It was a feeling
she was not used to having. Her grandfather
would have no choice but to see her as an equal
to her brothers.

As they walked through a grove of northern
pine saplings and turned the bend in the trail,
the children saw a forest ranger walking toward
them. Shoua became anxious. Was the ranger
after her and Zong for plucking the feather from
a loon? Maybe the ranger had found the dragon?

Endless scenarios raced through Shoua’s mind as
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she unconsciously raised her right pointer finger
to twirl her hair. Her dream of proving herself
to her grandfather began to vanish as the ranger
got closer.

“What are you kids doing out here?” the
ranger asked. “Where are your parents?”

“We are camping nearby with our family,”
answered Shoua confidently. She scanned the
ranger’s face, looking for clues to see if he
believed her, but his face was too hairy for her to
see anything. All she saw was a shaggy beard and
red nose under the ranger hat.

“I'm Ranger Ron,” he said. “Something fell
from the sky last night—at least we've gotten
several reports from campers that something fell.
But I'm not sure what it is. I just came from over
there”— he pointed in back of him —*“and there
is a hole in the ground the size of a truck. But no

meteor. Nothing.”
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Shoua smelled shaving lotion and stale tobacco
on Ranger Ron. The shaving lotion didn’t make
sense: he had so much hair and whiskers he looked
like Smokey the Bear. Except he wasn’t as cute
as Smokey, and Smokey would never be caught
chewing or smoking tobacco.

“I'm calling this in to my superiors to see what
they want me to do,” he added. “But I don’t want
the two of you going over there. The area around
the crater is charred. It might be contaminated,
or worse.”

Shoua and Zong nodded, but with her left
hand, Shoua crossed her fingers in her jeans
pocket, and with her right hand, she patted the
feathers.

The children walked with the ranger until
they came to a fork in the road.

“Kids, my truck is in this direction,” he said,

pointing to the path on the right.

75



“Darn, our campsite is in that direction,”
Shoua said, pointing to the left path.

“Be careful,” Ranger Ron said. “I'll check on you
guys later after I call my superiors for an update.”

They waited until they were sure Ranger Ron
was gone before turning around. Nanee must have
made herself invisible to Ranger Ron, Shoua thought.
She was worried about the dragon. Shoua knew
she and her brother needed to get back to the
hole immediately. Then her ears perked up as she
heard Nanee calling her name.

“Did you hear that?” she asked Zong.

“Hear what?” he answered.

Of course Zong couldn’t hear Nanee, Shoua
thought; he didn’t share the same connection
with the dragon that she did. Again, she heard
Nanee’s moaning: “Hurry, hurry, hurry...”

“Nanee needs me now!” yelped Shoua before

sprinting down the path toward the dragon.
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Zong stumbled to keep up with her. Shoua
ran through the thick grove of northern pine
saplings they had passed earlier. But this time
the branches clung to her, imprisoning her. As
she struggled to break free from their grip, the
tree branches scratched her skin and tore at her
clothes. With a loud “AWW W !” Shoua mustered
all her strength and broke free, only to slam right
into something that caused her to tumble to the
ground. She tilted her head to look up and saw
Mr. Grimm, his dark face framed by a halo of
sunlight. Shoua closed her eyes and took a deep
breath before getting up to face Mr. Grimm.
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CHAPTER 7:

Nanee Is Not Alone
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“There you are!” Mr. Grimm said. “We have
been worried sick about you and Zong. Where is
he?”

Zong emerged from the grove of trees, panting
with exhaustion.

“The two of you are in big trouble!” hollered
Mr. Grimm, his words echoing through the
woods.

“No!” cried Shoua, twirling her hair in
frustration. “I have to save the dragon!”

Mr. Grimm laughed at her words.

Shoua tried to walk pass Mr. Grimm, but he
grabbed her arms.

“There is no dragon,” he said firmly.

With a burst of strength, she yanked free from
his grip and darted off. Her hair flew in the wind
like fierce ebony whips. Mr. Grimm darted after
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her, his fingertips almost touching her flowing
locks. Their chase was like snapshots from a
camera, each frame played in slow motion. Shoua
felt like she was wearing cement shoes as she tried
to escape. Her legs felt heavier with each stride.
Mr. Grimm, on the other hand, seemed to have
electric surges of energy with each lunge. He was
just centimeters from grabbing Shoua’s hair.

“Stop!” bellowed her father, with Xeng and
Grandfather standing next to him.

Mr. Grimm and Shoua came to a screeching
halt.

“Mr. Grimm, why were you chasing
my daughter?” Shoua’s father
inquired. The three men stood
just a few feet from Shoua
and Mr. Grimm.

“Like you even have to

ask!” Mr. Grimm answered
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after catching his breath. “Your daughter ran
away and ruined my perfectly planned trip. She
is just as crazy as your father.”

“My father and daughter are not crazy.”

“Your father thinks there are talking five-
toed demon-tigers!” Mr. Grimm sputtered as he
gasped for air. “Now your daughter thinks there
are dragons!”

As a gust of wind blew through the group,
Mr. Grimm touched the bald spot at the top of
his head, realizing for the first time his toupee
had fallen off in the chase.

“If Mrs. Grimm finds out I lost the children
on this camping trip, she will never forgive me,”
Mr. Grimm confessed. “She is sensitive when it
comes to the children.”

“Mr. Grimm, our family is grateful for
everything you have done for us,” Shoua’s

grandfather said. “But you have to stop treating
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our Hmong culture as though it is a disease to
get rid of.”

“But it zs a disease,” said Xeng. “I want people
to stop teasing me about my accent, my clothes—
my being Hmong.”

Xeng’s words were like acid to his father and
grandfather’s ears, stinging and burning at the
same time. Their faces were distorted in pain.
It hurt them to hear that Xeng was teased and,
as a result, didn’t have pride in his heritage.
However, there was compassion in Shoua’s eyes
as she looked at her older brother.

“Xeng, there are always going to be things
people don’t like about you, but you have to
learn to like yourself,” Shoua said confidently,
staring knowingly at Zong. Her younger brother
smiled.

“Mr. Grimm, we love this country,” her

grandfather said. “We love people like you who
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helped us when we came here with nothing but
the flip-flops on our feet and clothes on our backs.
However, this country is big, big in its size and
big in its ideas—big enough to hold both Little
Red Riding Hood and a five-toed tiger.”

Mr. Grimm’s hawk-eyes opened so wide they
looked like saucers. For the first time since Shoua
had met him, Mr. Grimm didn’t look like he
was about to swoop down and snatch prey with
his claws.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I was trying to help
the only way I knew. I thought I was doing the
right thing.” Then turning to Xeng, Mr. Grimm
sighed before saying, “I never meant for you to
think being Hmong was bad. It’s not—"

Shoua didn’t give Mr. Grimm time to finish
his words. Grabbing Zong’s hand, she bolted
like lightning away from the group toward

the dragon. As she got closer, she heard Nanee
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snort in pain. Mr. Grimm, Xeng, and Shoua’s
grandfather and father chased after the children,
but they had trouble keeping up. Shoua felt as
if the winds were carrying her. Her feet didn’t
touch the ground, and Zong felt like a kite tied
to her hands. In no time, the two of them reached
the charred hole and slid down to the bottom.

“Nanee, I'm back!” Shoua whispered,
crouching over Nanee.

Shoua’s family members and Mr. Grimm
reached the edge of the crater. Mr. Grimm took
in a long breath when he saw the dragon. If he'd
had a weaker bladder, he might have wet himself.
Shoua’s father and Xeng were just as surprised,
their eyes bulging out of their sockets. She
scanned their pale faces. Only her grandfather
looked calm. Shoua watched in amazement as her
grandfather slid down the crater with the energy

of a child and walked slowly toward the mythical
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beast. “Zong,” he said, “you found the dragon!”

Her grandfather’s face beamed with pride.
“Grandson, my shaman spirits said my grandchild
had found the dragon. You are the chosen one to
help heal the fallen dragon.”

Shoua rose, uncurling her spine to stand
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tall and face her grandfather. At first she only
squeaked like a mouse, then her lips quivered,
and her chest heaved as if her broken heart would
burst out of her. Shoua fought to control the
emotions bubbling inside her, but they had to be
released. She began to sob, tears tumbling down
her cheeks, mucus dripping from her nose to her
mouth. Finally, Shoua’s moans became elephant
trumpets. The men gazed at her in disbelief.

The volcano of dormant courage, brilliance,
and magic erupted from Shoua with the words
“I'm the chosen one!”

Her words blasted into the late afternoon air,
fluttering and drifting in the wind.

“Grandfather, I found the dragon!” Shoua said
passionately. “You see the world through a veil
that makes girls seem useless and boys seem like
heroes. You are so blinded by your veil that you

couldn’t hear your shaman spirits tell you that
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I had found the dragon. I AM THE CHOSEN
ONE!”

Shoua’s words were powerful, stinging her
grandfather like a million bees, for those words
caused the collapse of everything he ever believed
about girls and boys, women and men, and their
roles in the world.

The young girl kneeled next to Nanee,
pulling a small green feather from her pocket
and rubbing it on Nanee’s wound. The dragon’s
belly closed up and white light radiated from the
oozing wound until it was completely healed.
Shoua’s face glowed with the light, as if she was
absorbing the dragon’s healing powers. For the
first time since her birth, Shoua was proud to be
a girl.

“I'm sorry, Granddaughter, for doubting you,”
her grandfather said. “I will never, ever...”

He stopped talking after gazing into Shoua’s
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determined eyes. He knew she no longer needed
him to say it.

Nanee stirred. Now that her magic had been
restored, the dragon reared herself up on her
powerful hind legs, causing Shoua to let out a
“WOWwW!”

Nanee’s pale coloring disappeared, and her
scales shined with iridescent colors in the late
afternoon sun. Two dragons appeared from
mushroom-shaped clouds in the sky and circled
the group, flying lower with each circle before
landing in front of the hole. They were each the
size of semi trucks, and they crushed the trees
and bushes as they landed.

“Shoua, thank you,” hissed the father dragon.
The creature spoke in an ancient language that
only Shoua and her grandfather understood. “You
have saved our daughter and grandfather.”

The young girl took the second loon feather
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out of her pocket and it floated toward the dragons
until it stuck to one of the dragon father’s scales.

“Nanee’s grandfather needs the feather, so we
must go,” hissed the mother dragon. “We have
been looking everywhere for Nanee, but couldn’t
locate her until she got strong again, until her
magic returned. Then we sensed her presence.”

“I'm sorry for disobeying you,” Nanee said.

“We are glad you are safe,” answered her
mother. “You have shown us that we can trust
humans. They can be our friends.”

Shoua cleared her throat as though she was
going to make a grand speech. Instead she simply
said, “Being born a girl, I felt like a bird with its
wings clipped. The spirits told me finding the
fire ball will give me the wings to fly, and now I

understand their words. I want to fly.”
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CHAPTER 8:

Dragons at the Waterfall
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The wind blew through Shoua’s hair causing
it to whip fiercely. Riding on top of the soft
curve of Nanee’s neck, she soared through cotton
candy clouds. Underneath her were specks of
green dots that were treetops and blue lines in
the earth that were streams, and occasionally
she saw tiny cars zipping on back roads. She
glanced to her right, seeing her grandfather and
Mr. Grimm riding on the mother dragon. Mr.
Grimm winked and gave her a big thumbs-up.
Shoua looked to her left and saw her father and
two brothers riding on the father dragon. All
three of them had expressions of pure bliss. She
giggled with happiness. Her heart fluttered like
butterfly wings.

“Where are we going?” she asked Nanee.

“Flying to our secret portal at the waterfall so
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we can enter our magic world,” Nanee answered.

The dragons flew until they were over a
river. They followed the river until it emptied
into a waterfall. As the dragons hovered over the
waterfall, Shoua noticed the river actually split in
two, flowing around a mass of rocks and into two
separate waterfalls. The dragons landed at the top
of rocks next to the river before it separated and
let Shoua and her family off. Misty water from
the falls sprayed them as the sound of tumbling
water filled their eardrums.

“Shoua will be a powerful shaman one day,”
hissed the dragon father. “She was born with
powerful magic. So take good care of her.”

“Nanee will be a powerful dragon,” replied
Shoua’s grandfather. “Take care of her also.”

The dragon father and old man stared at each
other as if they were making a pact.

Even though they lived in different worlds,
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Shoua and Nanee understood they were inter-
twined and linked for life.

Next, the dragons soared into the sky like
rockets and then plunged into the bottom of the
waterfall as if the water had sucked them in. A
tidal wave of water sprayed the group so there
was not a single part of them that was dry. Red
rays radiated from the water, and it churned and
swirled until the light disappeared.

It was Mr. Grimm who broke the silence by
hollering, “Mrs. Grimm is not going to believe
this! Any of this!”

“The dragon’s secret portal is the Devil’s
Kettle at Judge Magney State Park,” said Zong.
“I've read about the sink hole at the bottom of the
waterfall in books. Scientists have thrown objects
to find out where the sink hole leads to, but these
objects have disappeared for good. Now we know

where they go.”
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“Great! How will we get back to Ely?” whined
Xeng.

“Stop being so negative all the time,” Mr.
Grimm told the boy. “I can’t wait to see a talking
tiger!”

Shoua smiled. Her grandfather smiled. Every-

one smiled.
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