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The crowds swirled around Lucy as she stood on the cobbles of the main square of the village of Yangxi. The square was thronged with market stalls and tents and the crowd flowed between and around them, buying, selling, and catching up on the local news. Great waves of sound washed over her.


Lucy’s stomach fluttered. Finally, she was out and with other people again! She, Dee, and Yidi had been lying low at Zixing’s farm for over a month expecting Queen Xixi and her imperial guard to descend on them at any moment as Zixing and his granddaughter Mai prepared to leave their farm and accompany Lucy and her friends to Rephar and the Caves of Wonder.


All had been quiet for so long, Zixing had told Lucy, that it should be safe for her and her friends to come to the market today as he and Mai bought the last supplies needed for their journey.


The square was a shifting kaleidoscope of noise, color, and smells. On one side was a temple to the goddess of the harvest. The heavy scent of incense drifted from it to mingle with the smells of the market stalls and overexcited animals in a complex quilt of aromas. Carts, now emptied of the goods and food they’d carried in, lined the other three sides.


There were stalls filled with enticing curiosities that Lucy longed to investigate. But she was mindful that she couldn’t draw any attention to herself, and Zixing had made a point of telling her and the others to stay close to him. She pulled the hood of her cloak farther forward to ensure her blonde hair was completely covered.


[image: ] Lucy scanned the crowd. Ah, there he was, Lucy thought as she moved to a stall three over on her right where the old man was purchasing paper and ink. Dee stood just behind him shifting nervously as he was jostled by the crowd. Yidi examined a stand laden with breads and pastries.


“I think Mai is almost finished making her purchases and we can leave soon,” Dee said, coming to her side. “I’ll be glad when we’re finally on our way to find the White Tiger!”


Bertie crawled out of Dee’s pocket and squeaked as Zixing approached. Dee smiled and held the little hedgehog-like creature on the palm of his hand. Bertie crawled from Dee’s hand onto Zixing’s open palm. Zixing fished in a pocket with his other hand and pulled out a treat. The little creature sat on his haunches, his belly hanging over his hind paws. Holding the tidbit in his front paws, he nibbled at it furiously.


“I don’t think Bertie needs quite so many treats,” Dee said, poking him softly in the tummy.


Zixing just smiled as he ran a forefinger gently down Bertie’s back.


Lucy nodded, distracted by a sudden commotion on the far side of the square. She inhaled sharply.


A large group of imperial guards moved purposefully into the crowd. Lucy went cold as she slipped closer to Zixing. The guards fanned out, showing posters and questioning people. Lucy saw each person shake their head and pull out a small booklet. The guards examined each booklet closely and returned it before moving on to the next person to repeat the process.


“What are they doing?” Lucy whispered to Zixing as Mai joined them. Mai already had a small booklet in her hand.


“Checking identity papers,” he said shortly. “Stay close together and stay behind me. And for goodness’ sake, pull your hood up.” This last remark was snapped at Yidi who sheepishly complied. Absentmindedly, Zixing put Bertie in his pocket and the little creature hurriedly burrowed down.


Identity papers! Lucy looked at Dee wildly. They didn’t have any and she’d bet Yidi didn’t have any either. Zixing knew who the three of them were, and he would know they wouldn’t have any papers, but Mai didn’t.


Beside her, Dee stood frozen with his fists clenched so tightly the skin across his knuckles was a shiny white.


One of the guards was upon them now. Lucy felt her face go rigid with terror as the crowd pressed in around her. What are we going to do? There’s nowhere to run! This is it. We’ll be arrested for sure.


The guard spoke to Mai first. She held out her booklet and the guard examined it before handing it back and asking, “Have you seen these three escaped outlaws?” He shoved a poster at Mai. She glanced down at it before wrinkling her forehead in honest confusion.


Lucy held her breath. She didn’t know how good the likenesses were, but she knew the queen was saying that she, Dee, and Yidi were escaped outlaws and had to be recaptured at all costs.


In her head, Lucy quickly ran through what they’d told Mai. She and Dee had claimed they were travelers looking for Dee’s missing parents with Yidi as their guide. She knew that Lucy had begun to show magical talents and needed training—that was why they were looking for the White Tiger. Mai didn’t know that Yidi was the young emperor, and that Lucy and Dee came through a portal from another world. This was to keep Mai safe if she was questioned. It made sense. Especially after what she’d just seen.


“No, I haven’t. Why? Do you think they’re here? Are we quite safe?” Mai’s voice quavered.


Lucy let out her breath.


“They’re outlaws, miss. Not nice people. I doubt they’d stop at anything. Keep your doors and windows locked.”


Mai nodded fervently.


Lucy kept her head down as the guard addressed Zixing next. “Papers, please.”


“How dare you ask me for papers,” Zixing exploded, clasping his hands behind his back. “Don’t you know who I am? You can’t just come muscling in here asking honest citizens to show their papers.”


“I believe I can, sir.” The guard was adamant. “Your papers, please.”


Lucy saw Zixing motioning behind his back for her, Dee, and Yidi to move away.


“I will not!” Zixing shouted and Mai pulled at his sleeve trying urgently to reason with him. He shoved her away.


“Oe Ve! How can you behave in such a barbarous fashion?” he screamed at the guard. “Mai, remember the temple!” Lucy could barely hear him hiss the last sentence. Zixing then struck the guard and ran.


Several more guards came running. They grasped Zixing and hauled him away as Zixing kept screaming “Oe Ve” repeatedly until a guard backhanded him across the mouth and Zixing subsided in a gurgle.


“The man’s crazy!” someone in the crowd shouted, and people moved away as if his craziness and detainment were contagious.


Yidi took Mai by the arm and started to pull her away.


Mai, white-faced with shock, dug her heels in. “Wait!” she called after the guards and tried to run after them, but Yidi held her fast. “I have to go,” she shouted at him, pummeling him on the arm. “I have to help Grandfather.”


Shaking his head, Yidi gently guided her away from the crowd.


Lucy bit her lip. Now the crowd was looking at Yidi. Someone shouted, “Let her go!” and rushed toward him.


Yidi ducked under the man’s outstretched arm, his own arm encircling Mai’s waist now as he continued to hustle her away. “It’s okay! She’s just had a shock. I’m taking her to a place where she can recover.”


Lucy and Dee followed. When they reached Mai’s cart, Yidi stepped away from Mai who now looked blank. He looked at Lucy and Dee and shrugged. “Now what?” he mouthed.


“Give her something to do?” Dee suggested.


“Mai, can you hitch up the pony?” Yidi said as he took her purchases from her unresisting fingers and heaved them into the back of the cart to join the other bags. “Mai!”


Mai just stood there.


“Here, let me,” Lucy took Mai by the shoulders and gently shook her. “Mai, snap out of it. It’s dangerous to stay here. We have to go now.”


Mai gave a shuddering sigh and then visibly pulled herself together. “Right,” she said. She took the hobble off the pony standing patiently nearby and hitched it to the cart.


“I don’t know what got into him,” Mai shook her head in confusion. “I’ve never seen Grandfather like that. He never shouts. Not at anyone.”


They piled in. Mai sat on the driver’s bench and the rest of them made themselves as comfortable as possible among the bags, dust, and wisps of straw.


“Oe Ve?” Dee said once they were out of the village and on the road back to the farm.


“That’s the monastery of the fighting monks by the Caves of Wonder,” Yidi said. “That’s where Zixing said we needed to go so we could free the White Tiger.”


Mai turned to look at them and nodded. “I think he was trying to tell me that we’re supposed to go there without him.” Her voice caught. “But how can I do that? How can I leave him in the hands of the guards? What’s going to happen to him?” Tears hovered on her lower lashes.


“He probably feels he can take care of himself,” Lucy said. “He must feel it’s more important that you—that we all—leave.”


But how? She wondered. We can’t be seen along the roads with the cart and horse.


The Xami, thought Lucy with relief. Two of those mythical horse-like creatures with their glittery horns and shimmering scales, Ai and Zi, had come to help them on the Silk Road.


“Dee, do you think the Xami would help us like they did before?”


Dee shrugged. “I can try. But they didn’t come the last time we called.” He sang the song of the Xami, the same notes the Xami were singing when they found Lucy and Dee on the Silk Road.


Mai looked at him in disbelief. “What are you doing? And more importantly, how have you met the Xami?” Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you were tourists.”


“I am—We are,” Lucy and Dee said together.


“It’s a long story,” said Lucy. “Right now, we have to do as your grandfather said. We will get back to the farm, pack up, and leave.”


[image: ] Once at the farmhouse, Mai took the pony to her neighbor’s farm. The farmer had promised to look after all their animals while they were away. Lucy and Dee walked around the house putting heavy outdoor shutters up on all the windows as Mai had instructed. Yidi disappeared into the house.


“Lucy,” Dee wheezed as he lifted a heavy shutter into position. “What if they interrogate Zixing? What if he tells them who we are?”


Lucy huffed with the effort of bolting the shutters at the adjoining window. When she was finished, she stepped back and dusted her hands as she admired the job she’d done. “He won’t do that,” she said confidently.


Dee chewed his lower lip and didn’t look convinced.


They unloaded the cart and dragged it into the barn before locking the barn door.


By this time, Mai had returned. She stood and upended the bags of supplies on the kitchen table. “Lucy, help me sort these. Dee, there are four packs in the hallway. Thank goodness I bought those first. Yidi—Where did he go!” She put her hands on her hips.


Dee brought the four packs in and then started banging around in the kitchen cupboards.


Lucy and Mai began sorting supplies into four more-or-less equal piles.


“What on earth . . .” Lucy said as Dee emerged clutching a handful of bottles, which he crammed into his assigned pack.


“I have a feeling we’re going to need these,” he said, slipping on the remains of his lab coat. He’d ripped off the arms to bind Lucy’s wounds when she’d been attacked by some river eels. “This has far too many valuable chemicals and tools in it to leave behind and the cloak will hide it.”


Lucy hastily assessed the supplies. Mai had done a good job with her purchases. There were bedrolls, water skins for each of them, and food parcels. Lucy wondered what the best order was to pack her share and then she started to just shove them in. She could organize it later.


Yidi reappeared with an armful of books and scrolls just as Lucy was fastening her pack. His ornamental sword lay on top of the pile. It was looking a little shabby now as he’d already had to gouge out several of the precious jewels in the hilt to fund their travels.


“We’ll need these. Don’t worry,” he said to Mai who had opened her mouth to protest about the reading materials. “I’ll make sure your grandfather gets them back. Is my pack ready?” He strapped the sword around his waist.


“Is your pack ready!” Lucy stared at him open-mouthed and then just shook her head. “Unbelievable. We’re not your servants. Pack it yourself.”


Mai stopped what she was doing, planted both palms on the table, and let her head sink between her shoulders. “I can’t do this. I can’t go and leave Grandfather.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “He’s all I have left. And what will he do if he comes back here and I’m gone?”


“Mai”—Lucy put a gentle arm around Mai’s shoulder while casting a worried look at Dee—“he expects you to be gone. He’s told you to go. What if he’s planning to go to Oe Ve when he’s released?” If he’s released. “He’d be very upset if he got to the temple and you weren’t there.” Her head whipped around. “What are you doing Dee?”


Dee was turning out all his pockets and becoming more and more frantic. “Bertie! I didn’t get Bertie back from Zixing.”


“Well, that’s alright then,” Lucy said in a hearty voice that didn’t quite dispel the worry twisting her insides. “Zixing can use Bertie to call a dragon and join us at any time! He can certainly use a dragon to find us in Rephar. I’m sure of it.”


Mai bit her lip, hiccupped, and said in a small voice, “Makes sense.” Her eyes widened. “Oh, I didn’t see you put your identity papers in your packs. Are you carrying them? We’re almost certain to be stopped along the way. They’re stopping everyone.”


“Papers?” Dee choked out the word.


“Yes!” Mai said impatiently. “You do have identity papers, don’t you? You must have! Everyone has them.”


How will we get them? Lucy wondered. Her pulse quickened. If they were stopped by imperial guards, they’d be toast.


Yidi stepped in. “Uh, Mai, there is a problem. When we were traveling, we lost a few things in . . . in a storm. Our identity papers were among them. I’d forgotten about them until we were in the market and the guards were asking to see them. We’ll have to get some new ones. Any ideas?”


“What?” Mai passed a distracted hand over her forehead. “Oh, yes, there are many good-sized towns on our way to Rephar.”


“Are there people who can, you know, do them quickly and quietly?” Yidi said.


Mai gave Yidi a suspicious look. “I suppose, but why?”


He waved an airy hand. “Oh, I just thought it would be the most inconspicuous way to go about it. If we go to the mayor’s office to get them, it might just slow us down. We’re in a hurry, yes?” He gave her a disarming smile.


“You know”—Mai narrowed her eyes at him—“if Grandfather didn’t trust you so much, I might be tempted to think you were the outlaws.”


She looked him up and down.


“But if you are the outlaws, the pictures on the posters don’t look like you at all. Anyhow, you seem pretty harmless, so I really don’t know what the fuss is all about,” she added severely.


Lucy held back a gurgle of laughter at the affronted look on Yidi’s face.


Dee had everything carefully packed. “I’ll keep my penknife handy,” he said, sliding it into the pocket of his pants.


“Dee, any sign of the Xami?” Lucy asked urgently.


Dee went to the back door. “Nope. But there’s a cloud of dust in the distance and it’s heading this way.”


It was the guards. They knew they were here! The thoughts screamed in Lucy’s head.


“Could be trouble,” Yidi agreed, joining Dee at the door.


“What’s the best way out of here, Mai?” Dee turned to her. “Do we have any chance of not being seen?”


Mai drew her brows together. “We’ll have to go through the fallow field, it’ll be pretty mucky after that last big rain, but at least it’s not flooded like it would be if there was a crop in it.”


Lucy sighed and looked down at her shiny new boots. Mai had outfitted them all in nondescript clothing—pants and tunics—that would wear well on their journey.


“Once we get to the other side there’s a forest that will provide good cover.” Mai went on. “From there we can figure out where to go next.”


“We will have to stay off the road,” Yidi said. “Until we get new papers, we can’t risk being stopped.”


He was still struggling with his straps, so Lucy untangled them before fastening them so Yidi could slip the pack over his shoulders. “I’m only doing this because we have the need for speed,” she warned him. “Now move it.”
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They slipped out the back door and into the large field. Mud squelched around Dee’s boots, sucking him down and slowing his progress. Each step felt like he was trying to move a ton. A quick glance over his shoulder showed the cloud of approaching dust getting closer. It looked like many riders now.


He struggled on, his heart thumping in his chest. The sun beat down on him and every breath seared his lungs. It felt like the field was going on forever and he wasn’t making any progress. “I have a plan. I can handle this,” he muttered, but still felt prickles of sweat.


The group of riders was clearer now. Cloaks flew behind them as they galloped down the road to Mai’s house.


“What are they doing here?” Yidi yelled.


Mai turned slightly to look over her shoulder, but she kept running. “Could be guards. It happens when they arrest someone,” she panted. “They come to search the person’s house. And sometimes to steal what they can—if they think the person won’t be coming back.”


Yidi had his head down and was pumping his arms to help him run, but he was already lagging, unable to keep up with the rest. Lucy dropped back and grabbed him by the arm to drag him along beside her.


Dee’s lungs felt like they were on fire, as if he’d been running for hours. It was like one of his nightmares where he ran and ran and didn’t get anywhere.


He couldn’t run any farther, he knew it. He’d have to slow down. Stop.


There was a distant shout, and when Dee looked back, one of the riders stood in his stirrups and pointed at them.


“I think they’ve seen us,” Lucy said. Yidi stumbled and they fell to their knees in the mud. Lucy scrambled up, dragging Yidi behind her.


The riders were gaining. They’d reached the house now and were urging their horses onto the muddy field. They couldn’t be more than ten minutes behind now—even if the mud and uneven ground slowed the horses down.


Now hounds bayed. It sounded like they were keeping pace with the riders.


Whoever they were, they were using tracking dogs, Dee thought. Not good. That was enough to give him a burst of speed to propel him the rest of the way and into the woods.


Mai was hard on his heels and Lucy and Yidi crashed in behind her.


It was time to use his plan.


“Form a single line and keep going,” Dee instructed. He pulled the bottles he had grabbed in the kitchen from his pack. Walking backward, he sprayed the contents of one bottle after another in a wider arc across the trail until he ran out. In the end, he’d covered about fifty feet. Then he turned and ran after the rest.


The baying of the dogs got closer, then fell silent.


“Keep running,” he hissed at Yidi who had stopped and was bent over holding his side. His face was bright red.


“I think we might have put them off our trail,” Lucy said, coming back and joining Dee and Yidi. “It’s gone very quiet.”


Mai joined them.


They crouched in the bushes, listening intently, poised to resume running. The sounds of pursuit had died away.


“What did you do back there, Dee?” Mai said as she picked brambles from her tunic.


“Scent bomb. I grabbed some oregano oil, rosemary oil, and anise oil from your kitchen. The combination should shut down a dog’s nose for some time. But we can’t hang around. If they’re determined, they’ll find another way. We need to keep moving as long as it’s light.”


They took a moment to catch their breath and then trotted on in silence for what seemed like ages.


[image: ] The sun had dropped significantly lower in the sky when Dee said, “We need a proper plan.” He pushed a thorny branch out of the way. “What do we do now?”


“Let’s stop for a minute,” panted Yidi. He leaned forward, his hands braced on his thighs as he fought to get his breath back before adding, “They don’t seem to be following us any farther.”


Dee paused and listened. No sounds but birdsong and their ragged breathing. Yidi was right. Maybe the pursuers didn’t know who they were and just chased them because they ran. Dee mentally shrugged. He didn’t care why they had stopped; he was just happy they had.


The group soon found a small clearing and hunkered down in a rough circle. Yidi slipped his pack from his back and fumbled with the straps. When he finally got it open, he pulled out a thick roll of parchment. He unrolled it, revealing a large map of Sericea and the surrounding area.


“You came well prepared,” Dee said to Yidi. “Good thinking bringing maps.”


“Thanks.” Yidi flashed a brief smile. “Now, the Temple of Oe Ve and the Caves of Wonder are in Rephar.” Yidi pointed to a faraway dot on the west coast. “Before Zixing was taken by the guards, our plan was to join a caravan traveling there. We should stick with that plan. We’re too noticeable as a small group and that makes us vulnerable. But we need to get on the Imperial Way and find a town large enough for a caravanserai and to make us new identity papers.”


“Makes sense,” Lucy nodded.


“A what?” said Dee.


“A caravanserai. It’s a big place where people can get food and rooms to sleep in. It’s where the caravans stop,” Yidi said. “I suggest skipping the first two obvious places. Anything easy distance from Mai’s farm. So that means making it to Anxi. That’s here,” he pointed on the map. “If Xixi and her troops ask at the first two caravanserais and the people there haven’t seen any sign of us, that might be enough to convince her we aren’t going that way. And if we delay even farther by hiding out for a bit first, all the better. What do you think?”


“Sounds good,” said Lucy, nodding. “It’s more likely the guards—if that was them following us—would think that we would stop at a nearer town first.”


Dee glanced at Mai who nodded. Mai knew they’d already had an unpleasant experience with the queen and her guards.


“Right. I think we need to be prepared for the worst-case situation— they are going to continue to chase us. Anxi is a fairly big place, so we should be able to get our new papers and pick up a caravan there,” Yidi said. “One that will get us to the Temple of Oe Ve as Zixing instructed.”


He smoothed a corner of the map that kept trying to roll itself up again. “Once we’re there, we can figure out how to free the White Tiger of the West.”


Dee frowned. “Why do we have to free him?” He saw the looks on the other’s faces and raised his hands, palms out. “Oh, I know he’s been imprisoned, but what for? I mean, did he do something so awful that we shouldn’t be freeing him?”


Mai looked at the darkening sky. “I don’t know. I’m sure we can find out along the way or from the monks at Oe Ve. Let’s keep moving, we need to find a place farther away where we can camp tonight.”


Dee sighed as he clambered to his feet. Camping rough. So not his favorite thing. He swatted a biting insect away irritably. He considered their plan as he picked his way along the path. We’re going in the direction we thought my parents headed. And we’re getting farther away from Xixi and the Celestial City. He nodded to himself. Yes, this plan is the best option we have.


Dee turned to Yidi who puffed along beside him. “Tell me a bit about Rephar.”


“It’s a large city-state between Sericea and the coast of the Southern Sea. Once we’re through the mountain pass and down on the Plains of Satisa, we are within Rephar’s territory,” Yidi said as he pushed aside an overhanging branch.


The path rose here and the incline was making it more difficult to walk.


“The city has a big port. The best thing about Rephar,” Yidi continued, “it’s independent, not part of the empire. Xixi has no influence there. Run by a man called Commander Sena and a council.” He stopped to catch his breath before continuing. “He calls himself the first among equals. Because Rephar is independent, if Xixi makes attempts on us while we are there, Commander Sena won’t take it kindly. She’d be up against him too, and he’s a force to be reckoned with.”


[image: ] Lucy fell back so she was walking by Dee’s side and motioned they should let Yidi and Mai get ahead of them.


“Dee,” she said in a low voice, “should we even be going to Rephar, or should we be spending our time looking for another portal home? We could still take Yidi with us and keep him safe until he comes of age like Lord Petram asked us to when he gave us our quest.” She turned a worried face to Dee. “The situation is getting so bad here I don’t know if it’s even possible to keep him safe in Sericea. Might be better to take him home with us, don’t you think?”


“But what about Mai?” Dee asked. “We can’t just leave her to fend for herself. And we did agree before that taking Yidi home could cause a world of complications.” He hitched his pack up into a more comfortable position. “And there is a slight problem with your suggestion.” He flashed her a brief smile. “How can we take him home when we don’t even know how to get there?”


The queen had destroyed the entrance to the Silk Road and injured Lord Petram in the process. So that choice has been taken away from them. “Besides, I thought you wanted an adventure. That’s why you got me into this in the first place, you know.”


“Adventure is one thing; reckless adventure is another,” Lucy muttered. She pushed aside some bushes crowding the path before continuing. “I’m not sure what we’d do about Mai. I was just trying to think of the easiest way for you to get the key to transmutation.”


“Thank you,” Dee smiled at her. “I appreciate that. But I honestly think continuing in Sericea is my best chance to find my parents. There have been definite signs they might have passed this way. Remember back in the Imperial Palace Yidi told us they had been visited by two ‘barbarians’?”


Lucy nodded. “And Mai said she’d met two strangers going west. She said they didn’t speak Sericean so I guess they might have been your parents.” She patted Dee on his shoulder. “It would be amazing if they were.”


Dee nodded. “Besides, we might never find another portal. We don’t know when the next solstice will be.” Lord Petram had told them portals only opened during solstices. “Maybe I could learn some of the astronomy of Sericea when we get to Rephar,” Dee mused. “Then I might be able to work out when the next one is.”


Yidi, who had somehow dropped back beside them, said, “There is another way. Lord Petram said we had to stop the queen. We could think about that.”


Dee looked to see that Mai was well ahead. She couldn’t hear their conversation, which was a good thing. Dee knew that Yidi really didn’t want her to know who he was. “But how?” asked Dee. “She’s got a huge army and we have”—he waved his arms around—“a whole lot of nothing.”


“Dee’s right. It would be crazy for us to try to take her on.” Lucy shook her head.


“We will focus on what we promised Lord Petram. Keep you safe until you come of age,” Lucy said to Yidi. “Then Lord Petram will give Dee the key to transmutation and we’ll be able to afford to continue searching for his parents on our own, and you—” she poked Yidi in the chest “—you get to stay alive and do some good for Sericea.”


[image: ] Dee stretched and winced. After an uncomfortable night sleeping on the ground, every muscle hurt. He groaned. It was going to be another long day of hiking. Yidi was adamant that they stay off the road until they were on the outskirts of Anxi.


“Even if the guards are there too,” Yidi had said, “they will be looking for three outlaws, not four travelers.”


The sun was high in the sky when hoofbeats sounded behind them on the path.


“Cover!” hissed Dee. Could the guards be back on their trail?


They all scrambled off the path and into the bushes. Dee grimaced as he banged his shin and then tucked his legs under himself to make himself as small as possible.


The hoofbeats stopped. There was some heavy breathing but no sounds of alarm.


“Dee? Come out from those bushes. You called us.” A familiar voice that resonated like an oboe rang out.


“Zi!” Dee pushed back onto the path. Four Xami, the size of enormous horses, stood saddled and wearing headgear. Their scaled bodies, flanks heaving with exertion, rippled with jewel tones in the sunlight.


Mai now stood on the other side of the path, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging slightly open. “Oh my, they’re beautiful,” she breathed. “I never thought I’d be privileged enough to see one.”


“Am I ever glad to see you.” Dee rushed toward Zi, the Xamu who had carried him along the Silk Road to the Imperial Palace, and flung his arms around his neck. “And hello, Ai,” he greeted the Xamu who had carried Lucy.


Lucy was already running toward Ai.


“And who are the other Xami? Why didn’t you come the last time I tried to call you? You said you would. What took you so long?” Dee said.


Zi’s furry eyebrows lowered. “We didn’t take long.”


Dee sighed, trying not to be irritated with a creature who was so long-lived that anything less than a decade wasn’t worth mentioning.


“We couldn’t come the last time you called because one of the six remaining Xami had just been killed by the queen’s elite archers.” Zi’s voice shook. “Now we are only five, and the fifth one is injured. So, we four”—he nodded to the rest of the small group—“have responded to your call.”


“What!” said Yidi, sharply. “That’s so wrong. It is terribly bad luck to harm a Xamu.”


“Particularly for the Xamu,” muttered one of the new Xami.


“How could she?” Lucy’s voice wobbled. She seemed on the verge of tears as she burrowed her fingers into Ai’s thick ruff. “Who could harm such magnificent creatures?”


Ai shrugged. “It’s not the first time,” he said. He sounded weary and grief stricken.


“Our deepest condolences,” Mai said quietly.


“Yes,” added Yidi. “And we will try to right this wrong,” he promised.


Zi nodded his head. “Thank you. Now,” he went on in a businesslike tone of voice, “let me introduce you to the other Xami. Ai you already know. The others will tell you their names.”


“I am Fu.” Yellow antlers sprinkled with purple stars bobbed as the largest Xamu extended his right foreleg and bowed his head. Fu said, “Why have you called us?”


Dee quickly filled the Xami in on the recent events.


“Yes, we understand,” Zi said. “We will help you get to Anxi.”


“This one’s mine.” Yidi grinned as he strode forward and fastened his pack to Fu’s saddle. Once mounted, he ran his fingers through the Xamu’s thick yellow ruff tipped with purple. “Hello, Fu. I like your colors.”


“Yellow is the color of royalty and purple is the color of love, strength, and spiritual awareness,” Fu said in his deep rumbly voice. He turned his great head and gazed at Yidi with eyes the color of old gold. Dee thought he looked ancient and wise.


Another Xamu with orange antlers dotted with black stars stepped forward. “I am Mu, I will carry this young woman.” His long eyelashes fluttered at Mai who had been still standing in amazement. She pulled herself together to rush toward the Xamu with a look of glee on her face. She lifted herself into the saddle and stroked the side of his neck. “I can’t believe this,” she said over and over as the Xami set off at a brisk trot.
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The narrowness of the path meant they had to ride single file. Lucy and Ai took the lead. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, patting Ai’s neck. She wouldn’t say it now that she knew why the Xami had taken so long, but she couldn’t help wishing the Xami had come sooner—before they’d fled Mai’s house on foot. She felt safer with the Xami traveling with them.


Ai’s hooves thudded on the hard packed earth and then the sound stopped. Lucy suddenly felt several inches higher off the ground.


She looked down and gasped. Somehow Ai was cantering along a blanket of clouds. “What the—” she gasped.


Ai snorted with amusement. “Xami are able to create clouds under their feet. This all but eliminates our scent trail.”


Lucy heard Dee exclaim and looked back over her shoulder. The other three Xami also cantered atop a layer of cloud. Mai looked shocked and Yidi grinned widely. He held the reins lightly in one hand and, raising the other, waved vigorously at Lucy.


Lucy turned to face the front, looking between Ai’s antlers and the path ahead. There were some large boulders close by. Lucy suddenly wondered how Lord Petram, the lord of all living rock, was faring. Last she’d seen him he’d been badly injured by the queen’s use of dynamite to seal the portal on the Silk Road.


“Ai,” Lucy said. “What has happened to Lord Petram? Have you heard anything?”


The Xamu snorted angrily. “He is very unwell. The queen has continued to use that terrible substance to satisfy her need for wealth. She’s blasting great holes in the earth to uncover seams of precious metals and stones, instead of letting the miners dig small, careful holes and tunnels using only shovels.”


Lucy thought about this. She could see why the queen would do it. It sounded more efficient than using all that hand labor, but it was agony for the earth. “Oh dear,” was all she could manage.


Sometime later they left the cover of the trees and came onto a road. The clouds beneath them dispersed and Ai said, “We’re far enough away now that anyone trying to track you will have given up long ago.”


Lucy nodded as she tried to adjust to Ai’s jarring trot so she wouldn’t feel like a storm-tossed bag of spuds.


In the distance, she saw a handful of houses clustered around a crossroads.


“Won’t we be obvious?” Lucy adjusted her seat again as she looked around nervously. If she thought she stood out because of her skin and hair, it was nothing compared to the glamour and majesty of the Xami.


“Not after I do this,” Ai replied.


Lucy blinked. One minute she was looking at the Xamu, the next it looked like she was riding a mud-colored horse. “How did you do that?”


“It is a glamour, a simple disguising spell. It is easy enough to weave it around ourselves. It tricks the eye. But it is still us underneath.”


Lucy narrowed her eyes. Yes, if she looked at just the right angle, and squinted until her eyes watered, she could still see the outline of the Xamu’s antlers.


“People see what they expect to see,” Ai added. “No one here would ever expect to see a Xamu, but they would expect to see a horse and rider. So this is what they see.”


Lucy nodded and readjusted the hood of her cloak over her hair as she looked around.


They thundered through the village.


Lucy looked to her right where Dee and Zi were coming alongside with Mai, Mu, Yidi, and Fu close behind. The other three Xami had also put on a glamour and Ai was right, now they just looked like four riders passing through.


“Why don’t you wear it all the time?” She raised her voice above the resounding clatter of their hooves on the road. “Then one of your kind wouldn’t have been killed by the archers.”


Lucy felt, rather than heard, Ai’s sigh. “They don’t last, and they tend to slip if we lose concentration or travel too fast. I will just use one when we are in the open areas.”


They were through the hamlet now and racing along the road. Yidi urged Fu to take the lead and they pulled ahead. Mai dropped back a bit. Mu was smaller than the other Xami and seemed to be having trouble keeping up. Zi had slowed to keep pace beside her.


A hawk soared overhead. Lucy’s gaze followed its progress. She felt the wind on her face as she squinted up into the deep blue sky. Puffy clouds scudded along, driven by a brisk breeze.


She had to admit, exploration had been stressful since she and Dee entered Sericea, and adventure came with its fair share of problems. Their very safety had been at risk a few too many times.


Would they ever get back home? What were the chances she and Dee would find another portal on exactly the right day? When she paused to think about it, she didn’t think their chances were high.


She gave herself a mental shake. She was in Sericea having the adventure of a lifetime. She would just make the best of it.


She watched the hawk wheeling above.


What would it be like to fly? Oh, the freedom she would have then to explore the world. Maybe then she would find the place where she felt she belonged.


The motion of the Xamu became easier and Lucy laughed as a buoyant feeling replaced the worry. In fact, soon Lucy couldn’t feel it at all.


“Oh my goodness!” she said, looking down. There was at least a hand width between her bottom and the saddle. Her body felt light and kept rising as the breeze blew around her.


Is this what flying feels like? Lucy felt a huge grin spread over her face.


Her feet slipped out of the stirrups and . . .


“Oh no!” she cried as she looked down at the receding ground.


The realization there was nothing supporting her sent her plummeting. Her teeth snapped shut as she hit the ground, flat on her back, with a bone-jarring thump, knocking the wind right out of her. It was one thing to fly, another to know how to safely land.


She wheezed for a moment, eyes tightly shut, trying to get her breath back.


“Lucy?”


She cracked her eyelids open to see Ai’s furry face, radiating concern, looking down at her.


“Oh man,” she said, struggling to sit up. “I really need some training.”


“Are you alright?” The Xamu prodded her with his velvety nose. “Are you able to get up?”


Lucy did a quick body scan. Everything seemed to be in working order, but her right elbow felt on fire. A glance told her she’d skinned it badly. “Yup. Nothing life-threatening.” She giggled. “Aside from the elbow, the only thing injured is my pride.”


“What just happened there?” Ai asked, his furry brows knit in puzzlement. “There was no reason for you to fall off.”


Lucy shrugged. What had just happened? For a minute there— but no, it couldn’t have been. She hadn’t been holding the feather so it couldn’t be magic acting through it. Still . . .” For a moment it seemed like I was levitating, but I must have just forgotten to post like you taught me and lost my balance.”


It was confusing though. She wondered what Dee would make of it. Maybe he’d have a scientific explanation.


Mai drew up beside her and slipped down off Mu. “Lucy! Are you hurt?” she exclaimed as she rushed to Lucy’s side.


Lucy shook her head and slowly got to her feet. She held out her arm. “I seem to have banged up my elbow, but nothing worse than that. I’ll have some spectacular bruises on my bottom later.”


Mai shook her head and went to her pack. “I’ll find some ointment and bandages.” She was still rummaging around in it when Dee and Yidi joined them wondering what was going on.


“It’s okay,” Lucy waved a hand at them. “I took a toss. That’s all.”


Lucy wrinkled her nose as Mai unstoppered the jar. The yellow salve smelled foul, and she held her breath as Mai spread it on her skinned elbow before wrapping it in a clean bandage.


Mai repacked her first aid supplies and remounted Mu.


“Are you okay to ride, Lucy?” Mu asked politely.


Lucy nodded. Moving to Ai’s left side, she put her right hand on the saddle and grasped the reins with her left. Slipping her left foot back in the stirrup she swung herself back into the saddle. “Onward!”


The next half hour passed uneventfully. The sun felt like warm honey on Lucy’s face and sparkled on the many little streams gurgling a short distance from the road and crisscrossing the meadows filled with tall grasses and wildflowers in shades of blue, yellow, white, and pink that spread out on either side. Lucy wondered what some of the flowers were. She knew Dee would either know or be quick to ask. It would be cool if she could show him that she knew some science-y stuff he didn’t.


Just as she was about to ask Ai, the Xamu shouted at her to hold on.


Shoulder muscles bunched as Ai gathered himself to leap over a stream that had dug a channel across the road.


“Uh-oh,” Lucy muttered, pitching forward slightly on landing. “Ai, we just crossed water.” Butterflies flapped in Lucy’s stomach. “What if she saw us? What if she’s using mirror magic right now to track us?”


Lucy was reluctant to even say the word “queen” in case it caused the woman to pop out of thin air.


“It is only a very remote possibility. The water was moving fast. Even she would have a hard time seeing your reflection in rushing water,” Ai argued. “Probably not worth worrying about.”


Remote. Probably. This did nothing to rid Lucy of the nagging sick feeling in her gut.


The queen’s last words to Lucy—I will hunt you down—still haunted Lucy.


What if I’ve put my friends at risk? Lucy put a fist to her lips and bit down on her clenched fingers. The queen had followed their progress through mirror magic to see where Lucy was in the past. But it seemed to be only Lucy she could follow. Maybe it was a witchy thing. Something that only worked from one witch to another. Lucy couldn’t help feeling a touch of pride. She was special. But not as special as the queen yet, she sternly reminded herself.


“Ai, it’s really, really important I find a way to figure out what’s going on with any power I have, aside from the feather. Ever since we fled from the palace, my magical abilities, unpredictable as they are, have been the only thing protecting us against the queen’s powers. That and Shuka’s help.”


Shuka, the Vermillion Bird of the South, had gifted Lucy one of her feathers on Lucy’s arrival to Sericea. Lucy had discovered it gave her some power over the element of fire. It was able to produce a flame large enough to light a candle or start a fire, which had proven to be critical on several occasions. Most recently, she had discovered it also gave her some power over the element of air. But untrained, Lucy risked doing more damage than good. She wanted to know the extent of the power the feather gave her, but she didn’t want to discover more powers accidentally.


She thought uneasily about the last time she’d tried to use fire magic. She just couldn’t seem to get the hang of it no matter how carefully she had experimented over the past month while they were waiting to leave Mai’s. It either didn’t work or it worked too well. The fallow field at Mai’s farm was now treacherous with small craters left by disappearing fireballs.


Lucy sighed. “The thing is the magic only works when I’m not thinking about it. My mind just seems to get in the way.”


“Shuka can start your training.” Ai skirted some large bushes covered in multi-petaled pink flowers.


“How can she teach me anything? Birds can’t talk.” Lucy pushed a few stray curls out of her face.


“She has a human form.”


“What?” Lucy was astonished.


“Of course.” Ai sounded equally surprised that Lucy didn’t know that. “She can help you with fire magic.”


Lucy’s brow creased. “Can she teach me air magic as well? I mean, she can fly.”


“No,” Ai sounded a little cranky at being questioned. “For air magic, you need the White Tiger.”


That doesn’t make any sense at all, Lucy thought. Whatever.


“Of course, you have to get the blasted creature to come to you first,” Ai went on, and Lucy remembered how little the Xami trusted the firebird.


“She came when I called her for help when we were under attack from the queen’s archers,” Lucy pointed out.


Ai just snorted.


[image: ] That night after dinner while they all still lounged around the fire, Lucy turned to Ai.


“Ai, I wonder if you know the answer to this,” Lucy said. She hesitated, wondering how to start.


“I won’t know unless you ask,” said Ai.


“Here’s the thing; we know we’re supposed to free the White Tiger from the Caves of Wonder. But we don’t know anything about him,” Lucy said, her voice earnest. “Except what you told me about him having air magic,” she added conscientiously. “We don’t know is why he’s imprisoned in the first place. I mean, would it be wrong to free him if he’s done something really terrible?”


“And why was it the monks who imprisoned him?” Yidi added.


“Ah,” said Ai. He looked at the other Xami. There was a pause and Lucy had the strangest feeling they were communicating silently.


The other humans looked at Ai expectantly.


Fu finally cleared his throat. “Tell them, Ai. They need to know. I am surprised that the healer hasn’t told them yet,” he said, his voice laced with disapproval.


Mai rushed to Zixing’s defense. “I’m sure my grandfather was going to tell us on our journey. He was just detained before he could.”


“Just so,” murmured Mu.


“The White Tiger was a great warrior,” Ai began.


“He is a demi-god, like Shuka, and in his human form, he is known as Baiku. But unlike Shuka, he became too involved in the affairs of humans,” Ai added darkly. “Baiku loved diplomatic intrigues, exploration, plundering enemy ships at sea. And he was very successful leading his men in all manner of adventures.”


“Sounds like my kind of person,” smiled Lucy.


“No kidding,” said Dee.


Ai nodded. “He became a great favorite of the Empress Linsinea and perhaps became complacent. He was confident taking more and more risks. But he went too far when they were on an expeditionary voyage searching for Shanadu, the fabled city of gold in the ancient country of Haranae.”


“Shanadu!” Dee exclaimed. “I remember! That was the place— the name of the city, the lost city my parents were looking for!” He scrambled to his feet in his agitation. “I—I—well, now I know it’s in this place, Haranae.” He subsided and slowly sat down again. He looked like he was thinking furiously.


Lucy reached over and put a sympathetic hand on his arm. He gave her a wobbly smile in return. “After this is all over, we’ll go to Haranae,” she whispered to him.


He nodded.


A log fell on the fire sending up a shower of sparks.


“They didn’t find much gold,” Ai continued. “Hardly any, in fact. He knew the empress was expecting vast amounts and he didn’t want to lose favor with her. First, he tried to create gold using magic. But it takes a huge amount of power to make even the smallest amount of gold, and it doesn’t keep its form for long. So he engaged some alchemists of dubious character to create gold for him.”


Dee’s head snapped up at this and he said, “How? How did they do that?”


Ai gave an elegant shrug. “The records don’t say.”


Dee sagged with disappointment.


Ai continued. “What Baiku gave the empress was fool’s gold but it looked like the real thing. When the Empress discovered the ‘gold’ had no value, she was furious and had him arrested. The alchemists swore at his trial they had given him the real thing and he had kept the real gold for himself. So Baiku was imprisoned.”


“Whoa,” muttered Dee.


Ai cleared his throat and went on. “Baiku had committed these crimes in his human form and therefore he was tried and convicted in his human form. He was prevented by magic from shifting into his supernatural tiger form during the trial and sentencing. He’s imprisoned magically in the Caves of Wonder so he can’t escape.”


“But why there instead of in a prison in Sericea?” Yidi said. “We have some very secure dungeons.”


“A normal dungeon, no matter how strong, wouldn’t be able to contain Baiku. The Caves of Wonder are the only place with magic strong enough to prevent him from escaping. And the empress gave the monks some very valuable land in the Plains of Satisa to secure their cooperation.”


“I wonder why Zixing feels Baiku’s done his time by now,” Yidi said. “But it would be good to ask the monks for their help. And, they’re fighting monks. We could learn how to defend ourselves better.”


There was a murmur of agreement from the others.


Yes, Lucy decided. It was a good idea to talk to the monks first. Surely they would help them. Then she could get help with her air magic. She smiled as she curled up in her bedroll and promptly fell asleep.
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