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Dedication

This book is dedicated to its first reader,

Ms. Molly C. of Brooklyn,

as well as to its most recent.

(That’d be you.)




Epigraph

“There’s something very familiar about all this.”

—Biff Tannen, Back to the Future Part II

“Let’s do this one more time.”

—Nicki Minaj, “Starships”
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A Brief Note on Sequels

THE SINGLE BESTSELLING BOOK in the galaxy is, of course, ShadowMancer Wars, the 100-percent-true story of how the space wizard known as the ShadowMancer tried to erase everyone in the universe and was thwarted by a plucky young space cadet, Skylar Powerstance, who sacrificed herself to save the galaxy.

This is not that book.

This is not even the sequel to that book.

This is the sequel to a book called DIMENSION WHY: How to Save the Universe Without Really Trying.

It’s been said by many wise philosophers that sequels are never as good as the original. It’s also been theorized that the universe itself is but the continuation of some other, earlier form of existence, and that the Creators of the Universe are merely trying to get it right the second time around.

Many agree that if this is the case, the universe is probably due for a reboot.
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LISTEN.

It began a long time ago, in a small pocket of our galaxy not often visited by outsiders.

Orbiting a medium-sized yellow sun was a medium-sized blue-and-green planet. It was a perfectly average planet, with a handful of nice continents and some pretty buttes if you knew where to look. The only remarkable thing about this planet was this: it was shockingly overpopulated. In fact, there wasn’t a square foot of the place that didn’t have at least three people trying to stand on it.

One of these life-forms was a young girl named Sandy. She lived in a modest house with her mother and father and a dog named Pogo. Also living in the modest house were seven other families, bringing the total population of this two-bedroom home to about thirty-two people, plus one not very bright dog.

Sandy had not spent a single moment alone her entire life. In fact, her species didn’t even have a word for loneliness. Neither did it have a word for solitude, privacy, or elbow room.

“What about outer space?” Sandy asked her mother at dinner one night. At least, she was pretty sure it was her mother. All she could really make out through the crowd was a familiar bouncing ponytail.

“What about it?” her mother asked, gingerly removing someone’s elbow from her plate.

“Maybe if we went to outer space, there would be more room,” said Sandy.

“More room?” asked one half of the two sets of twins who lived in the first-floor bathroom. “Why would you need more room?”

“Sometimes,” said Sandy, as someone politely lifted her above their head so they could squeeze by before gingerly setting her back down, “I feel like I want to be . . . like I want to be . . .” Sandy searched for the word, but the one she wanted didn’t exist in her language. “Not . . . around people . . . so much . . . all the time.”

“What a ridiculous thing to say,” said her mother.

Sandy wanted to continue the conversation, but just then the doorbell rang, announcing twenty-five neighbors who’d popped in just to say hello.

That night in bed, between the elderly couple who slept on her right and the three toddlers who bunked on her left, Sandy lay awake, dreaming of a place where there was no one but her. A big open and dark place, without light or noise. Well, maybe Pogo could come, too, she thought. Pogo was curled up at the edge of the bed, affectionately chewing on a sock.

Sandy turned to look out the window. The first star of the night was visible, sticking like a glittering burr to the black hide of night. She closed her eyes and made a wish.

And the star exploded.

Or at least it appeared to. There was a flash of light, immense and hauntingly silent, and for a moment Sandy’s street was so brightly illuminated it might have been midday. Then the light was gone, and the star was where it had been, but something new had arrived in the night sky.

Sandy untangled herself from the knot of arms and knees, threw on a bathrobe, and dashed downstairs and out into the street, Pogo bounding after her.

The street was dark, but Sandy could make out the lumpy forms of people slumbering on porches, in yards, and in their vehicles. The air was filled with the ambient sound of dozens upon dozens of snorers. Other than that, things were quiet and dark. The thing that had come out of the blinding light in the sky arced gracefully above the rooftops. At first it was impossible to tell the size of it, or quite how far away it was, but as the object drew near, Sandy saw that it was long and thin, like a steel rod. Both ends glowed with a fearsome yellow light, but close-up, it was actually quite small.

It buzzed her street, slipped behind the tree line, then reemerged, zagging through the air like something out of control—which it was. The strange object tumbled end over end, and then fell gracelessly to the ground, as if a baton twirler had tossed it into the air, forgotten about it, and gone for coffee.

The object bounced once, and then came to rest in the street, its strange lights dimming and finally going out.

Sandy was awestruck.

Pogo whimpered, also awestruck, though the thing that had awed him was a pinecone.

Sandy approached the strange little baton, but just as she did, a compartment opened in its side. A little green man, no taller than a thumbtack, hobbled out. The tiny man looked up at Sandy, but his large gray eyes didn’t seem to see her. Instead, with a gasp the alien collapsed onto the concrete . . . and dissolved into nothing.

Sandy stared for a long time. Pogo, who had gotten himself lost in a nearby bush, stuck his head out into the street and whimpered once more for good measure. The sound seemed to wake Sandy from a dream. She crouched and dared herself to touch the little baton-like spacecraft. It was cool. She wrapped her hand around it. She picked it up. It was light. As she held it, the lights on both ends began to glow once more, and Sandy felt a charge thrill up her arm and into her brain.

It was, she knew instantly, a magic wand.

And though Sandy herself could not see it, this was the moment her eyes, which had been a pretty hazel with green flecks, turned a brilliant white.

“I want to be . . . alone,” she said, as if the wand had taught her the word she needed.

An arc of white-yellow light crackled from one end of Sandy’s wand. There was a horrible flash, and when Sandy’s eyes adjusted to the darkness once more, something had changed. At first, she couldn’t tell what was different, only that the air had grown somehow . . . smoother.

Then she realized what it was. The night was no longer filled with the sound of snores.

The lumps of sleeping bodies had vanished, without ceremony, without sound. It was as if they had never been there in the first place.

This, then, was silence. This, then, was solitude.

Sandy loved it.

She turned now to Pogo, who tilted his head and barked at her.

An arc of white-yellow light crackled from Sandy’s wand. The wind gusted, lights flashed, and where Pogo had been trembling now stood a beautiful, enormous, golden dragon. The beast stretched its long neck, regarded its new scales, which shone in the moonlight, and flexed its mighty wings. Then it regarded its master and whimpered expectantly.

With still, deliberate movements, Sandy climbed onto the dragon’s back.

“Come, steed,” she said. Her voice was hollow—still her own, yet ancient, as if some unknowable power had seeped into her blood, into her bones. She sat astride the great golden dragon in her bathrobe and surveyed the neighborhood before her: the houses, the trees, the pop-up tents and empty sleeping bags littering the lawns.

Then Sandy turned her eyes to the sky and the billion stars glittering there.

“Them next,” said the girl, for she was no longer quite Sandy.

And with that the dragon began to beat its massive wings and together they climbed into the sky.

The name of this planet, whatever it had been before the space wizard found her wand, is now lost to history. Today, everyone in the civilized galaxy knows it as Ombre Prime, the Dead World, home of the ShadowMancer.




Part 1

    The Last Days of Flighty Shiny Thing University
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DEEP IN THE EASTERN arm of the Milky Way, a hypergate turned in space. Its great metallic ring, three hundred miles in diameter, rotated slowly in the dark, aglow with tiny lights. Then, with a great flash and ripple of quantum sauce, a vessel emerged from its depths.

It wasn’t a large vessel—only fifty meters from prow to tail fin—with the words Econo-Shuttle written across the side. As the shuttle banked, something small, dark, and boxy could be seen clinging to its underside: a second ship stowing away on the belly of the larger craft. Jets whooshed, couplings disengaged, and the two ships sailed off in opposite directions. The Econo-Shuttle made for a nearby refueling station and the smaller craft for a small blue planet hanging like a jewel in the Venulian night.

The ship was a Volvo Rescue Wagon. The world was Venus Beta, planet of the cats.

On board the Rescue Wagon sat a girl who was a long way from home. Her name was Lola Ray, and since takeoff her brow had been furrowed, stitched, and knitted, and was on its way to being positively French-braided in consternation. The reason was this: Lola had recently learned that her father, mother, and sisters were quite possibly still alive and trapped in a place called Dimension Why.

“Don’t eat my heart, baby,” her traveling companion sang along to the radio. “I was saving it in that jarrrrr. . . . You might think I wasn’t gonna eat it / But that don’t mean that you can treat it . . . that wayyyyy. . . .”

The boy, who was now performing a very clumsy but enthusiastic drum solo on the steering wheel, was none other than Phineas Fogg, kid trillionaire and heir to the Fogg-Bolus Hypergate and Baked Beans Corporation. His brow was smooth as a fresh-minted million-dollar bill.

“I know you’re worried about your family,” Phin said, “but this is totally a solvable problem! Professor Donut knows everything about parallel worlds and pocket dimensions. If anyone can tell us how to find Dimension Why, it’s him.”

Lola looked out at the wash of stars, and at the blue dot of Venus Beta growing larger in their frontal view screen. “And what if he doesn’t know?”

“We’ll find someone who does,” said Phin. “Well, I mean, I probably will. You’ll just sit there and ask what’s going on all the time.”

Lola considered punching him, and then decided he was probably right. Phin was almost always right. And even when he wasn’t, he was always certain.

“Fine,” she said, and then after a moment, “turn up the music.”

“Everybody garglepooch!” Phin sang as the next song came on. “Garglepooch, garglepooch . . . !”

Lola allowed herself a small grin. With Phin, it was impossible not to always have at least a little bit of fun.

“Everybody garglepooch!” she joined in. She had never heard the song, but it was one of those ultracatchy pop tunes that, after hearing the chorus once, one can pretty much just sing along.

“Garglepooch! Garglepooch! Everybody gonna go garglepooch!” they sang together, both unaware that in old Venulian, the term garglepooch means “explode and die horribly in a fiery cataclysm, to be incinerated so exhaustively even your dreams are burned.”

But then, who pays attention to the lyrics?
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IT WAS DAWN ON the planet of the cats.

The sun had just begun to rise, and the Nip fields were glistening with dew. In the Cardboard Mountains, spangle fish were leaping upstream, scales glinting, dorsal bells jingling. Feather fruit swung from the feather fruit trees, and the Rebirds sang their morning song, eager for a big day of flying around, being caught and killed, and then reanimating a dozen times before bed. It was paradise—assuming, of course, you were a cat.

The spires of Flighty Shiny Thing University shone. First-year students hurried along the parapets, their tails twitching in anticipation of another day of higher cat learning. Soon the lecture halls would be filled with students of every stripe and spot, ready to hear the latest research into the nutritional value of mice, the existential necessity of hairballs, and to debate the eternal cat question—What Was That Noise Outside?

Standing in one of the highest windows in one of the tallest towers, Professor Donut tapped his cane, his orange fur bristling in anticipation. Behind him, a mottled tabby wrung his paws and considered clearing his throat. Instead, after waiting what he judged to be the most respectful amount of time, he spoke.

“Uh, Professor Donut?”

“What is it, Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops?”

“Uh.” Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops decided to clear his throat after all. “I’m sorry to interrupt your morning staring-at-the-wall meditation, but the Academic Committee meeting started ten minutes ago, and we were supposed to be—”

“Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops,” said Professor Donut with the kind of grim seriousness only a highly educated cat can manage, “what am I doing right now?”

The tabby wrung his paws some more, then smoothed down his left ear, which had a habit of folding over itself when its owner fidgeted. Professor Donut was one of the most brilliant minds in the galaxy, a pioneer in the Cute Sciences, and a respected member of the university faculty. He also had a habit of missing meetings and ignoring the chancellor’s messages, which were often relayed to Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops, accompanied by promises of where Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops could stick his academic future if Professor Donut didn’t start showing up to things on time.

“Um,” said Tinkle Poops, hoping to make this conversation go as quickly as possible. “You’re . . . staring out the window, Professor?”

“Correct,” said Professor Donut. “So it’s not my staring-at-the-wall meditation you’re interrupting, is it?”

“Oh, uh . . .”

“I’m looking out the window,” said Professor Donut, “because I heard a noise out there.”

“Hmm,” said Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops, unsure if this was some kind of intellectual metaphor, or if the professor had literally heard something out the window.

“Do you know what I heard?” the professor asked.

“No, Professor.”

For the first time, Professor Donut turned to regard his assistant. “I heard the approach of friends,” he said with a wise smile.

This made Tinkle Poops feel not a bit better. Professor Donut kept some strange company. For instance, he’d just returned to teaching after a ten-year sabbatical, which he had spent hanging out with a time traveler, a child trillionaire, and a fungal brain the size of a planet. Whoever was coming to see Professor Donut, Tinkle Poops was not sure he wanted to split a spangle fish with them.

“Look,” said Professor Donut, gesturing with his cane. “They’re coming.”

Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops looked where Professor Donut pointed. The perfect sky was clear except for a single object. Something large was flying toward them very quickly. It looked less like a spaceship and more like an enormous shaggy beast.

“That is your friend?”

“Those are my friends,” said Professor Donut.

“What?” said Assistant Professor Tinkle Poops. “Behind the mastodon?”

“No,” said Professor Donut. “Inside it.”

The Majulook SuperFake cloaking device is one of the most unique methods of spaceship camouflage in the civilized galaxy. It’s less reliable than the Wareja-Go Total Invisibility Sheath, and easier to disable than the ultrasecure Neversaw-M SuperCloak 9000. But what it does offer, which those systems do not, is a shuffle button.

As Phin and Lola’s Volvo Rescue Wagon came in for a landing, their cloaking device shuffled through a few old favorites, making the ship appear to be, in this order: a mastodon, a box of frozen steaks, an armored battle cruiser, a drinks trolley, a handbag, a 1970s New York City yellow-checked taxicab, and a plate of sliced pears.

A crowd had gathered in the courtyard where the Rescue Wagon was coming in for a landing. Outside ships did not often visit their remote and secluded university, especially ships this strange.

“I like how it challenges your assumptions of what a spaceship is,” said one cat in a pair of small round spectacles.

“Mmm.” Another nodded sagely and sipped her skinny latte. “It has a real otherness.”

The Wagon lowered itself dustily to the flagstones, settling at last on its true form: a small and boxy escape pod that someone had outfitted with a racing stripe and a pair of adorable fuzzy ears stuck to the roof.

A hush descended as the engines died.

Professor Donut emerged from the crowd, hobbling a bit with his cane, and approached the vessel with arms flung wide.

“Kids!”

The ship’s door opened, and two intrepid young explorers emerged. To pretty much everyone, they were the biggest celebrities in the whole wide universe, the Child of Space and the Child of Time, heroes both who helped save reality from being permanently unraveled. But to Professor Donut they were Phin and Lola, and he accepted their hugs and rubbed his big furry face on their tummies.

“Oh!” said Lola, noticing the crowd gathered around them. “That is a lot of cats. Hello. Hi.”

Lola was in a state. She was clutching to her chest a small metallic lockbox, of a kind commonly found on twenty-first-century Earth, but to Lola it was the most precious object in the universe. First, it had belonged to her father, the inventor Dr. Alfonso Ray. Second, it had her name stenciled on the side and a message to her tucked inside—a message that had waited, unfading, for Lola to find it a thousand years hence.

“I received your communiqué,” the professor now said with grim seriousness. “A message from Lola’s father, you say?”

“I’m certain it’s from him,” said Lola. “Believe me, this box is the only thing keeping me from freaking out about all these cats wearing waistcoats and bomber jackets.”

“That one’s got a little Hacky Sack!” Phin hissed gleefully.

“I know!” Lola whispered, and tried to collect herself.

Phineas Fogg was also in a state, one of near-delirious excitement. Up until a few months ago he’d spent most of his life in his parents’ astronomically priced and catastrophically under-insured penthouse, waiting for the day he could step out his front door and explore the universe. And it was Lola Ray who had made that happen. In the weeks that followed, she’d nearly gotten him blown up, vaporized, arrested, and tossed into a dying star, but today was a new day, a fresh adventure, and he couldn’t wait for the chance to do it all again.

“Let me see it,” said Professor Donut, gesturing to the lockbox.

Lola glanced at Phin, who nodded, before gingerly opening the lid and showing the professor what was inside.

“What is the meaning of this?” came a commanding voice from the edge of the courtyard.

The crowd, which was already hushed, seemed to stop breathing.

The cat who had come forward was important—and not just in the way that every cat thinks she’s important. This cat would have had gravitas no matter what her species—she would have made a compelling and intimidating water bug. She stood taller than the others, and wore a long flowing robe and sash, befitting her station. Her muzzle was flecked with gray, and though one eye was cloudy, the other was sharp and yellow as a detention slip.

“Chancellor Mittens,” said Professor Donut, “allow me to introduce my friends . . .”

“Hello, there!” said Phin in the tone of a boy who is quite sure everyone in the galaxy is delighted to meet him. “Pleasure to meet you. As official ambassadors of Earth, let me just say that you are indeed adorable, and—”

“I know who you are,” the chancellor snapped. Phin did a double take, and then backed away slowly, like a party clown who’s just realized he’s burst into the wrong birthday party.

“Ah,” he said. “Hm.”

“Professor Donut,” the chancellor continued. “Are you aware we had an Academic Committee meeting this morning?”

“Why yes,” said Professor Donut. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to make it.”

“Professor Donut,” Chancellor Mittens pressed on. “Are you also aware that you have missed . . .” The professor gestured to a second, smaller cat. “How many Academic Committee meetings was it, Provost Buttercup?”

“Two thousand, four hundred, and forty-three Academic Committee meetings, Chancellor.”

Phin let out a long, low whistle. Lola elbowed him.

“I,” said Professor Donut, bringing himself up to full height, which was less than half Phin’s and Lola’s, “have tenure.”

“What you have,” growled the chancellor, “is a probationary hearing tomorrow at eight a.m. sharp.” With this pronouncement she turned her gaze on the travelers. “And you.”

“Us?” said Lola, who had a problem with authority, in that she felt terrible whenever it wasn’t happy with her. “I mean, us, Your, um . . . Chancellorship?”

“We aren’t accustomed to visitors here. This is a place for cats to study in peace.” The chancellor’s whiskers twitched. “I trust there won’t be any trouble from you two.”

Phin opened his mouth to speak, and Lola stopped him, knowing that Phin also had a problem with authority, in that he made it break out in hives.

“You’ll have no trouble from us,” Lola said. “We just need Professor Donut’s help, then we’ll be on our way.”

The chancellor appraised Lola, as if wondering what she might look like left on someone’s back porch. “Very well.”

With that, the Academic Committee, including the chancellor and the provost, turned to leave.

“Come,” said Professor Donut. “A moment to lose,” he added, “is what we haven’t.”

As the crowd began to disperse and Professor Donut led the children toward the courtyard’s exit, a small cat in an adorable blue uniform tugged on Phin’s cuff.

“Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but I’m afraid this is a no-parking zone. You’ll have to move your plate of sliced pears . . . er, your ship.”
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“. . . AND THAT WAS ‘Everybody Garglepooch’ by Toady and the RocketButts, right here on WVEN, Venulian Radio, the Mix!

“I’m Flag Jackson. Coming up to the top of the hour and the news: Absolutely nothing interesting happened today. The Warlords of Crim have called a temporary cease-fire for the Festival of St. Blubflub. Our galaxy’s new privatized health care service continues to run smoothly with no emergencies to handle. In entertainment, production continues on A Hero’s Tale, the miniseries chronicling the Battle of Singularity City. All the actors in it are getting along famously and not dating or breaking up with one another at all. Keep up the great work, guys!

“Oops! Here’s a bit of news that might interest our more literary listeners: after a thousand years at the top of the charts, ShadowMancer Wars has slipped to number two on the Galactic Gazette’s Bestselling Books list, supplanted by Grango Hardtossel’s Food Synthesizer Meals for One: How to Eat Without Experiencing Any Pleasure at All. Way to go, Grango!

“After the break we’ll be kicking things off with our Top 100 countdown of the best Arachnopod love songs. Be our ten thousandth caller and you’ll get a visit from WVEN’s own Phyllis the Party Rhino! And now, here’s Hannah Starfoot with an important message about Gold’s Medicated Tentacle Cream. Made for tentacles, by tentacles. Stay tuned!”
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THERE IS A BRANCH of intellectual study known as the Cute Sciences. It explores the theory that cuteness—like gravity and electromagnetism—is a fundamental force of the universe. Research has shown that cute spacecrafts have a greater statistical likelihood of getting where they’re going, and that hang gliders wearing bunny costumes have a much greater chance of surviving an encounter with the ground.

Professor Donut was an expert in the Cute Sciences, and boy did his lab show it.

Set on a high floor, overlooking the valley, the room itself was long and narrow, arrayed with workstations that bubbled, steamed, rang, and hummed with his experiments. A picture of a piglet in a bow tie was hooked to electrodes, and a toy hamburger phone lay half dissected on a table. There were also several large display screens. What they were for Lola couldn’t imagine, but someone had hot-glued crepe fur and googly eyes to them, so that they resembled big, flat Muppets.

“Children,” said Professor Donut, having finished his arrangements. “The box, please.”

Gingerly, Lola placed on the counter what had become, to her, the most precious object in the world. Professor Donut opened the lockbox’s heavy lid.

There were two objects inside. First, a note. This is what it said:


Dear Lola Girl,

I’m so sorry for what’s happened to you. I fear something may have gone terribly wrong and it’s all my fault.

If you get this note, whenever you get it, your mother and sisters and I will be waiting for you.

Find us in Dimension Why.

Love, Dad



Included with the note was a Twinkie, still fresh as the day it was sealed in its cellophane wrapping nearly eleven centuries ago.

“Oh, actually,” said Lola, clearing her throat. “If you don’t need the Twinkie, I’d sort of like to keep it. You know, as a . . . oh,” she added, as the professor set the Twinkie aside, not in the trash bin as Lola’d expected, but on an important-looking little pedestal with blinking lights up the front.

“Oh,” Lola said again, as Professor Donut unceremoniously clapped the lockbox shut and shoved it off the workstation. “Oh,” Lola said a third time as the lockbox landed with a dull thud in the trash bin. She added a final “oh,” just for good measure, as the little trash bin stood up on tiny robotic legs, hobbled over to the incinerator, and jumped in.

“It’s the Twinkie, children,” said the professor, tapping a button on the little pedestal with the blinking lights up the front. In a flash a translucent dome enveloped the little snack cake. The containment field’s surface was oily, like a soap bubble, but seemed solid as glass. “This Twinkie holds the key!”

“But . . . it’s just a Twinkie,” said Lola. “My dad used to leave them in my lunch box, even after Momma said we had to cut back on sugar.”

“Ah,” said Professor Donut. “But it is also one of the few materials your father knew he could leave you that would not expire or decompose for centuries. It’s the perfect means to preserve the historical record.” He ran a paw over the containment field’s shimmering surface in a kind of awe. “Well, surely you see it, don’t you?”

“What?” said Phin. “Behind the Twinkie?”

“On the Twinkie!” said Professor Donut. “Look closer!”

Phin and Lola brought their noses to the containment field’s edge. They looked. They looked closer. They scrunched up their faces in ways that didn’t help them see any better, but that let Professor Donut know they were really looking hard now.

Through it all, the Twinkie persisted in its Twinkiness.

“Is this like the thing where you unfocus your eyes and a 3D image appears?” said Lola.

“Here,” said Professor Donut, and punched a few buttons on the containment unit’s base.

On the screens hanging above them, an image of the Twinkie appeared. Professor Donut pressed a few more buttons and the image focused, then zoomed in until the yellow skin of the snack cake took up the entire display. Up close, the flesh looked like a satellite view of some barren desert planet, its cakey crenulations like the ridges and bluffs of a rocky yellow wasteland. But there was something else, shadows in the crinkles, almost like . . .

“Is that writing?” said Lola.

There were squiggles. Squiggles covering the whole of the Twinkie, just barely darker than the rest. Phin and Lola had failed to notice them for several reasons. First, the writing, if that’s what it was, was so faint it was nearly invisible. Second, if it was in fact “writing,” it was in a language neither of them had ever seen before. And finally: Who looks that closely at a Twinkie?

Phin went, “Hm.”

“They’re burns,” said Professor Donut. “Very, very light ones. Your father could have inscribed them with a 3D laser array and a simple computational algorithm. The heat from the laser would color the Twinkie without compromising the cellophane seal. The technology would have been available to him in your time.”

“What are you saying?” said Lola. “My father wrote me a message on this Twinkie?”

“It could be a message,” said Phin, tapping his chin. “It could be something else.”

“Like a picture?” said Lola, her pulse quickening. “Or maybe . . . a map?”

“A map,” said Professor Donut with awe, “. . . to Dimension Why.”

Lola thought, if this were a television show, right then would have been the perfect time for a dramatic stab of music. But since it wasn’t, the only sound was the whir of Professor Donut’s instruments.

He flicked a few more buttons and suddenly the image of the Twinkie distorted, stretching and straightening out like a globe flattened into a two-dimensional plane. Her father’s writing had been highlighted in green, but Lola could no more understand it now than a moment ago. Numerals, dashes, and decimals seemed to topple over each other in the mind-boggling cacophony of mathematics.

“It is an equation!” said Phin.

Lola shook her head. “But why would Papa send me math?”

“If your father left a note to find him in Dimension Why, it only follows he would leave you a way to find him,” said Professor Donut. “It is my contention that before us are the coordinates of Dimension Why. You were right, Lola, it is a map. A mathematical map to the space between spaces.”

“How do we read it?” Lola said.

“We do nothing,” said Professor Donut. He smiled at Lola. “Not to worry. Your father’s work is profound, but I should be able to decipher it. This will only take a moment.”

With this pronouncement, Professor Donut wandered off to a nearby workstation to make tea. Lola took the opportunity to tug on Phin’s sleeve.

“What is it?” she asked.

Phin had been unusually quiet since sending the Rescue Wagon back into orbit to wait for them. He was doing the thing he sometimes did: frowning, staring hard at stuff for a bit, then letting his eyes trace around the room, as if following their own train of thought. It was a train Lola wasn’t sure she wanted to hop on.

“This is good,” he said.

“I know,” she whispered, trying to contain the excitement in her voice. “I think this might actually be working.”

“Oh, sorry,” said Phin. “Did I say good? I meant incredibly, terrifyingly bad.” He boggled his eyes at her. “Do you want me to tell you why?”

“I suppose so . . . ,” said Lola. “But keep smiling so it sounds less horrible.”

Phin’s grin stretched to an unnatural width. “Well. If the professor’s right, that makes this Twinkie the most dangerous object in the universe—”

“Actually,” said Lola, cutting him off, “don’t do it with the smile. That’s worse.”

“Right,” said Phin. “Well. What we have here is a harmless little snack cake that might very well offer a doorway to another dimension. Who knows what kind of power Dimension Why holds, or what kind of beings live there? Plus, opening this door could grant the wrong person the ability to move freely through time, potentially changing the course of history or the fabric of reality itself! It’s basically Pandora’s . . . well, Twinkie.” Phin’s eyes widened in terrible wonder. “A weapon of mass confection.”

Lola thought about things, and how they had a habit of going catastrophically wrong. She was about to say something about this when Phin took her hand, which she hadn’t realized she’d been clenching. She squeezed back.

Professor Donut returned with his tea. “I’m afraid Phineas is quite right. This Twinkie can now be considered an object of universal significance and,” he added, letting the steam collect around his whiskers dramatically, “peril.”

They were quiet for a moment. Then Lola said, “Well, at least no one knows about it but us three.”

Before anyone could agree that yes, it was an awfully good thing that no one else knew about the cosmic significance of Lola’s snack cake, there came a blinding flash of light. At first, Lola thought the sun had gone supernova, but there was no blast. Only the flash, and the utter silence accompanying it. One minute, Phin, and Lola, and Professor Donut were just standing there, looking reverently at the Twinkie in question, and the next, Phin, and Lola, and Professor Donut were just standing there, blinking, standing next to an enormous gold dragon with a small child dressed in her bathrobe riding on its back.

“I shall have it,” came a voice that was at once young and incredibly old.

Before anyone could say anything or even so much as gawp, a second blinding flash left them all blinking and rubbing the glare from their eyes. When they could see again, the containment field was empty, and the Twinkie was, of course, gone. So were the dragon and the girl.

“Well, that was—” said Phin, and it’s a shame the planet exploded right then, because what he was going to say was super clever and would have been the perfect funny note to end the chapter on.
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