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The shopkeeper yawns. I yawn as well. I wish I could nod at the pimply kid and say, Yeah, it’s mind-numbing stuff, innit, watching over a shop like this? But alas, I’m here undercover, so I am unable to say anything to him for fear of giving myself away.

When I say “undercover,” I mean it in a very real way; I am currently under the folds of a burlap sack filled with—ugh—dried bright-purple beetles. I’ve changed into a purple beetle myself just to fit in, though of course I lack the desiccated, blank appearance the other beetles in the sack have.1

At four minutes to closing time, one last customer hobbles in. The customer base of the health shops on Stockton Street are always hobbling, given they’re all ancient with gray hair, gently bowed backs, and missing teeth. The one who’s just come in is a sweet old granny with cloudy eyes who shuffles ever so slowly while peering at all the containers of rare and not-so-rare medicinal herbs and lizards and various animal parts. A stark contrast from Theo, who I catch a glimpse of pacing outside, a worried frown dug into his face. Normally, I have nothing but the utmost respect for elderly humans, but right now, I’m practically boiling with impatience. I mean, come on, coming into a shop four minutes before closing is such a Karen move. I scratch my chitin irritably with my front legs.

The shopkeeper speaks in fluent Mandarin, greeting the customer without any trace of irritation.

“Two hundred fifty grams of yínxìng, please,” the old lady warbles.

The shopkeeper nods and takes out a tin from the back of the counter. “We’re also having a special on fortune-telling here,” she says, gesturing at a poster behind her. The poster says: THE PAST, EXPLAINED! THE FUTURE, REVEALED! JUST $5.99!

Ugh, charlatan. There’s nothing I despise more than those who claim that they can see the future, because no one can predict it. I make a face at the shopkeeper, but of course she doesn’t see it.

As the shopkeeper doles out the dried herb, the old lady asks for a hundred grams of dried léi gōng téng. “It’s for my arthritis,” she explains. “I’m brewing a spell to prepare for the autumn weather.”

Uh-oh. Arthritis medicine usually requires some …

“Oh, I have just the thing for that!” the shopkeeper says. Argh, what is this kid’s problem? All they have to do is get the lady’s order and be done with it, but nooo. They have to go above and beyond. “Powdered beetles.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that. I don’t like the bitter taste of insects…” The old lady grimaces.

“You really can’t taste it at all,” the shopkeeper says. Maybe she’s paid on commission. “We powder them right here in the shop for you, and you just sprinkle a pinch over your food or drink and voila! My grandmother swears by it. A miracle cure, she calls it.”

The old woman peers suspiciously at the shopkeeper, who smiles and says, “Tell you what: I’ll give you two ounces for free, okay? You can tell me if it works or not.”

No, not okay!

But the old lady is smiling. “Oh, what a polite child you are. So kind to your elders.”

“It’s nothing,” the shopkeeper laughs, walking over toward the section with rows of burlap sacks.

Uh, what to do, what to do … I should skedaddle out of here. But then she might see me and try to, I don’t know, crush me with a shoe or something.2 Instead, I burrow deeper into the sack, scuttling past hundreds of dead beetles, their hard, shiny carapaces clicking crisply around me. Not my finest hour, I must say. Now that I’m buried under dozens of layers of beetles, I’m probably safe. Safe-ish.

But instead of scooping up the top few beetles, the shopkeeper plunges her metal scoop deep, deep into the sack. I catch a glimpse of dull metal and have scant time to say, “Uh-oh,” before the scoop turns my world into a tornado. I’m yanked into a wave of beetles stirred everywhere in a mad jumble. I scurry, fluttering my wings, desperate to get away from the chaos, but as a tiny beetle, I’m no match for the brute strength of a teenage human, even a pimply one. Then the stirring stops, and I feel a sudden sense of weightlessness. Light blinds me for a second before my little beetly eyes adjust. AH! I’m at the top of the pile of scooped beetles! This is bad.

And the shopkeeper is moving swiftly toward a horrible rectangular contraption with metal teeth inside it. She flicks a switch and the machine clunks to life, the metal gears grinding with the most horrific noise. Okay, the time for subtlety is over. I rush off the pile of dead beetles.

“Aiya! One of them is alive!” the old woman screeches.

The shopkeeper looks down and spots me. She moves fast, without any hesitation, and her hand closes over me. Ack! I focus my qì and change into a tarantula. She must have felt my bristly fur because she goes, “Huh?” and opens her hand. I wave a furry leg at her and grin, flashing my fangs meaningfully.

She throws her hands up and shrieks. Beetles rain down on us as the two humans dance around the shop, screaming. I scuttle away as fast as I can, but tarantulas aren’t known for their speed, and the shopkeeper has recovered from her initial shock and grabbed a broom. Thump! The broom crashes down less than an inch away from me. Now it’s my turn to shriek. I zigzag as fast as I can, shouting, “Spiders are your friends! We eat flies! Everybody hates flies! They eat poop, you know!” But it comes out as a spidery squeak, too high-pitched for lousy human ears to catch. I run into the wall. Trapped. No cracks to slip into, no burlap sacks to hide in.

I’ve got two options.

1. Change back into fox form and tell off these humans for almost killing me, a venerable almost-goddess. Downside: They might not know what an impressive creature I am and treat me as a demon and make a huge fuss.

2. Stay in character. Downside: I will get squished by the broom, which is probably quite injurious to my health.

I close my eyes.3

But before I can do anything, the front door swings open and someone rushes in and shouts, “HI! HELLO!”

We all pause, mouths agape. Theo stands at the entrance, his eyes wild with panic, his mouth frozen in a terrified grin. “Um, HI!” he shouts again. “I AM HERE … to, uh, buy ingredients for, um … one potion.”

As the shopkeeper/spider-murderer and the old lady stare at Theo, I quickly change into a fly and zip away into the air. Theo watches me for a second before realizing that would give away my position, and he tears his eyes away from me. I land in the farthest corner of the room and wipe my brow. That was way too close for comfort. If only I could leave this place now, but no, a fox spirit’s work is never done. I rub my two front legs together and watch as Theo babbles on about needing to brew this and that for a summer project.

The shopkeeper grits her teeth and glances at the spot where I was. Seeing it spiderless, she sighs and turns to Theo. “Kid, there’s like thousands of ingredients here. The number of potions you can make is practically endless. You need to come back when you know exactly what you need, okay? Shop’s closed.” She ushers him out impatiently before turning back to the gruesome task of crushing dead beetles for the old lady. Far, far in my corner, I stay as still as I can, watching as the shopkeeper gives the old lady her order and locks up for the night.

As soon as the lights go out, plunging the shop into darkness, I buzz around the room, checking for any alarms. I spot one at the front—a lizard perched above the front door, its eyes red as it scans the room for any warmth that might indicate life. Another lizard guards the back door. Okay, not a problem for me, especially since in my current form I’m way too small to register any body heat. But just to be safe, I give the lizards wide berth in case one of them decides to have me as a late-night snack.

I scan the room, my bulbous fly eyes roaming over the numerous sacks and containers of ingredients. Various insects, roots, and herbs. Rolls of silvery spun moonlight, golden sunlight, and cottony clouds. I buzz to the back of the counter, where there’s a glass cabinet. Inside are vials of rarer stuff—shimmering dragon tears, a single phoenix feather, flames gently licking from it inside its vial, the curved toenail of a xièzhì, and—success!—a vial of spirit-world river water. I rub my two front legs together again, grinning with excitement.4

Now how do I get to it without these lizards catching me? I think for a moment, then wave my front legs around and form an Illusion. The next moment, the shop is filled with juicy, fat flies buzzing around. The lizards jump up, their red eyes widening, their tails ramrod straight. Their forked tongues flop out of their mouths as they look at the dozens of tantalizing flies around them. While they’re distracted, I quickly zip to the cabinet. I change into a tiny monkey, open up the cabinet, wrap my tail around the vial of river water, and jump out.

In my mammalian form, the lizards should detect my body heat, but they’re still too busy chasing the flies, getting increasingly confused when they throw out their tongues and catch nothing but thin air. No time to lose. I run to a side window that we’ve left propped open with a stick earlier in the day. But as I climb up the wall, my long tail swishes a little too wide and brushes against a display case of dried bat wings. The ropey monkey’s tail takes a while to get used to; I’m more accustomed to my usual soft, bushy fox tails.

The vial in my tail tinkles against the glass case. A soft sound. If the shop were open, with customers bustling about, no one would have heard. But now the little noise slices through the silence with painful clarity. The lizards’ heads snap round, and their beady eyes lock on me. Fear jolts through my limbs. I scrabble for the window as the lizards open their mouths. A small, sickly green flame forms between their lips.5 I catch hold of the windowsill and pull myself up. Too slow. With a pop, the lizards blow jets of green fire at me. I leap away just in time, the fur on my back singeing as the flames just barely miss it. These lizards are not playing around. Unfortunately, my tail knocks against the window, and the stick propping it open falls down and the window slams shut, trapping me inside.

Panic sizzles deep in my gut. I’m going to have to break something to be able to escape out of here, and doing so would mean that I’m committing a bad deed. Of course, stealing a vial of river water is also considered a bad deed, but we’ve got an idea on how to circumvent that little detail. Breaking and entering, on the other hand … I’ve been down the whole turning-into-a-demon route before, and I have no interest in going down that same path. It’s not a good path, trust me. But I don’t see any other ways out of here.

There is the sound of breaking glass as a stone crashes through the small window. The lizards jump and open their mouths, emitting a piercing squeal.

“Kai!” Theo’s voice calls from outside.

I summon the last of my strength and make a giant leap through the hole he’s made for me, the jagged glass around the window frame scratching my fur as I fly. I land right in Theo’s arms, and he flings a coin purse through the window and shouts, “Sorry! But I hope that pays for the window and the water!” before dashing away with me clutched tight in his arms.

Despite the wailing alarm, I let my breath out in a small sigh, relieved to be reunited with my human companion.
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My heart is still racing even after we’ve turned several corners and arrived at a deserted alleyway. No one’s pursued us. We’re okay, I keep telling myself. But still …

I take a deep breath and look down at Kai, who’s turned back into her original fox form.

“Are you okay?” The words tumble out in a rush as I check her snout, her eyes, her teeth for signs of demonic corruption. “Do you feel any—uh, I don’t know—demonic stirrings?”

She licks her front paw and scratches her ear with her hind leg. “Nope, just the usual amount of demonic activity.” She sees my expression and quickly adds, “I’m just kidding! I’m fine, really.”

My muscles unclench. “You can’t joke about that, Kai. I mean, after what happened last month—”

“When you made me turn into a demon, yeah, I remember. But we were careful this time. Technically, I was already in the shop when it closed, so it doesn’t count as breaking and entering.” Kai grins and swishes her two tails. “And you broke the window, so that bad deed’s on you. And then you paid for the river water and the broken window, so technically it wasn’t shoplifting.”

I wince. “I’m pretty sure the shopkeeper, and the law, wouldn’t agree with you on that. If we got caught, we’d definitely be in trouble. And I hate doing this—all this skulking around, stealing stuff.”

Kai’s smile fades, her little fox eyes turning somber. “I know, but we don’t have a choice.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

After Niu Mo Wang told us that Jamie’s soul is stuck in Diyu, I told Namita, Danny, and Xiaohua about it. The five of us put our heads together to try and think of a way to rescue Jamie, and the best we could come up with was to find some spirit-world river water, which would allow us to travel from the human world to Diyu.

But spirit-world river water is such a dangerous item they only sell it to authorized people. There’s no way I would be able to get permission from the Bureau of Magic Safety or from my parents, so I’ve been reduced to stealing, which leaves me feeling slimy and awful. But I would do anything to save Jamie. The thought of him in Diyu is a knife buried in my side. Kai says Jamie is technically not in hell; he’s in hell’s waiting room, but that doesn’t sound that great, either, to be honest.

“How much did you put in that purse you threw into the shop?” Kai says.

“Half of everything I saved up.”

Kai whistles. “That’s more than enough to cover the cost of the river water and the broken window. Stop beating yourself up over it.”

I manage a small smile. “Thanks, Kai.”

“I should be thanking you for getting me out of there.” She rubs her fuzzy head against my chest, and I feel a million times better. Then she uncurls one of her tails and drops a small vial into the palm of my hand. “There you are.”

It’s as though my insides have caught fire. Just the sight of it brings a tremor to my hands. Here it is: the key to saving my brother’s soul. I lift it up, as though in a trance, and open it.

The smell hits me right away. Summertime, pools, laughing kids.

“Chlorine?” I say.

“What?!” Kai snatches the vial from me and sniffs it. She groans. “This isn’t river water from Spirit World—it’s water from the local pool. It’s a fake. Curses! I should have known that charlatan would sell nothing but fakes. She’s also a part-time fortune teller, you know. I saw a poster in the shop. Didn’t I tell you fortune tellers are the worst? Anyone could tell your fortune–all they’d have to do is make stuff up from thin air!” Her tirade over, Kai’s face sags; even her large pointy ears droop. “All that trouble we went to, and for nothing.”

It feels as though the strength has completely leached out of me. I slump to the ground, not at all caring that it’s dirty, and bury my face in my hands. Kai nuzzles her snout into the crook of my neck, and we’re silent for a while, both of us lost in thoughts of Jamie.



It feels like ages later that we finally gather enough strength to start walking to the meeting place. Along the way, I practice using my qì to cast minor spells. It’s become a habit, ever since the Know Your Roots program at Reapling, to continue learning how to use my qì. I didn’t even want to get a replacement cirth pod, but I had to for school. But outside of school, I rely instead on my inner power to cast spells. The cool thing about using qì to cast spells is that unlike cirth pods, qì is never depleted. I do get tired if I cast too many complicated spells, but a hearty meal and a good night’s sleep are all it takes to refresh me. I’m now adept at most of the simple ones, like lifting small objects or heating up dinner, and I can even do some of the more moderate spells, like retrieving objects from a faraway distance.

Kai is no longer as snarky when I run into difficulties with it, which honestly helps a lot. I didn’t think her encouragement would mean so much to me, but it really, really does. Kai knows all the spells I’ve been learning to cast with my qì. Well, almost all. There’s one that I haven’t told her about, because I’m sure she would—well, actually, I don’t know how she’d react, and I’m too scared to find out. It’s taken a lot of energy for me to keep it locked away in the deepest, darkest part of my mind, well away from the mind link that Kai and I share. Fortunately, there are limitations to our mind link; we can still choose to keep some things secret from each other, which is probably for the best. I’m hoping against all hope that we can convince the kings of Diyu to let Jamie come home, but in case that doesn’t work, I’m going to cast this spell. It’ll put everything right. I’m just not sure that Kai would agree with me. Or maybe she might, and that would somehow be even worse.

Namita spots us before I see her, jumping up from the bench she was sitting on and waving madly at us. “Here, guys!”

“Shh, you’ll wake the whole neighborhood,” Danny says.

Namita continues waving and calls out in a hushed whisper, “Here, guys!”

Although I’m down about our lack of success, the sight of Namita, Danny, and Xiaohua warms my chest. They’ve been so involved in my quest to rescue Jamie. I know firsthand the difference between taking something huge on all by myself versus doing it with trusted friends, and I definitely prefer the latter.

“Any luck?” Namita says.

I shake my head and let out a frustrated sigh.

“And have you figured out the right chant to take us to Diyu?” Namita says, adding salt to the wound.

I tighten my mouth into a line.

“If you drank the river water without chanting the right spell, it would just take you to Spirit World,” Namita says. “You need the right words to take you to Diyu, or as close to it as possible.”

Honestly, she’s been just a tad insufferable ever since she decided to take on Chinese mythology in preparation for our journey. If we ever figure out how to get to Diyu, that is. I glance at Kai, hoping she’ll have some bright suggestion, and see that she’s staring pointedly at Xiaohua. I realize that Namita is also staring at Xiaohua expectantly. Then it dawns on me. Xiaohua is well-versed in all things related to mysticism. If anyone knows the right spell to go to Diyu, it would be her!

Xiaohua shifts on Danny’s shoulders, her eyes narrowing as she frowns. “Why is everybody staring at me?”

“Um, I think they’re hoping you’d know a chant to take us to Diyu,” Danny says.

A puff of smoke releases from Xiaohua’s nostrils as she grunts. “Unlikely. First of all, as a dragon, I am a divine being, I have no need of ever going to hell.”

Kai gasps. “Are you a divine being? Goodness, I would never have guessed. It’s not like you’ve mentioned it fifteen times in the last two hours.”

Namita and I exchange a look and bite back our smiles. I hate to admit it, but Xiaohua does use the word “divine” quite a lot.

“Second of all,” Xiaohua says loudly, “you shouldn’t go to Diyu, Master. It’s full of dangers.”

Now we all look at Danny, who shifts awkwardly before looking down at his feet. “Um, yeah. About that. I … I want to go.”

Xiaohua rears back, her golden eyes widening and her nostrils flaring. “What do you mean?”

“I want to help find Theo’s brother,” Danny blurts out.

Gratefulness nearly overwhelms me. “Thank you.”

“And to be honest, I also want to go for myself.” He looks up and gives us a hesitant smile. “Ever since Kai attacked me, I’ve been having nightmares. I’m scared of shadows. Heck, I’m even scared of my own shadow now.”

My stomach turns into a knot of writhing snakes. “I’m so sorry—”

“It’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but you’ve apologized enough and made up for it already. I just—I need to do this for myself.” He straightens up, his jaw squaring with determination. “I want to face my fears.”

Xiaohua closes her eyes and hugs Danny tight, pain and worry and affection clear on her face.

“What about when Xiuling sent you guys to Diyu?” Namita says. “Did you hear what spell she used?”

“No,” I say, “and plus, that sent us straight to Niu Mo Wang’s lair. I don’t think that’s quite where we want to go.”

“Maybe you could ask Niu Mo Wang?” Namita says. “He’s still stuck in that cage, right? So maybe you could ask him to tell you in exchange for you letting him go?”

Kai and I grimace. It’s true that Niu Mo Wang is still trapped in a small cage. I keep him in a corner of my room and give him plenty of food and water each day. But we haven’t told the others how, even now, the bull-demon king still begins each day with a fierce, albeit tiny, roar and swears vengeance on us all. It’s why Kai and I have yet to figure out how to release Niu Mo Wang back to Diyu in a way that wouldn’t endanger us.

“I don’t think he’s in any sort of mood to help us,” Kai says. “More likely he’d tell us a fake chant to entrap us somewhere and get us killed in the most horrific way.”

“Yes,” Xiaohua mutters with a pointed look at Kai, “we all know better by now than to trust demons.”

Kai narrows her eyes but doesn’t bother replying. For a moment, we’re quiet, all of us out of ideas. I look out at the view around us. Standing near the Exploratorium gives us an amazing view of San Francisco, with the twinkling lights of the city sprawled out above us like a million fireflies. Once in a while, when the wind blows in the right direction, I catch snatches of music and laughter and squeals from Pier 39. I can see the Ferris wheel lights turning in the distance, and I’m suddenly filled with a dull ache as I remember Jamie taking me there just a couple of years ago for my birthday. Well, to be fair, Mama and Baba took us, but they didn’t do much with us, just walked to the end of the pier and looked out onto the vast, heaving ocean below. They gave me and Jamie ten dollars each, and we spent half of it on rides and the rest on saltwater taffies and silly charms. Jamie got a charm that made his farts smell like doughnuts—but of course, the charm was a mere trinket and made his farts smell like, well, fart doughnuts. I bought a charm to ward off bad dreams. The charm worked well until Jamie died, then nothing could ward off those nightmares.

Namita puts a hand on my shoulder to reassure me. “I’m sorry, Theo,” she says. “I know how much this means to you.”

Somehow, I manage to muster up a smile for her. “Yeah. It’s just—gosh, it feels like there’s an obstacle every single step of the way, you know?”

“That’s just how anything worth fighting for is,” Namita says. She gazes out across the bay at the impressive hulking form of the Bay Bridge. There are thousands of lights all over it, and it’s one of the most beautiful sights the city has to offer. “But we’re here for you. Let’s go home and sleep on it, and maybe an idea will come tomorrow.”

I frown.

Namita sighs. “I know. Trust me—I’d like to stay and think about this some more, but sometimes, sleeping on a problem is the best way of solving it.”

“No, it’s not that. When you said sleep on it, I thought of something…” I gnaw on my lower lip and try to grab the fleeting thought I’d just had. Then it comes to me. “The slumber party!” I shout. I turn to Danny, who flinches slightly. “Danny, you remember that night? When Xiuling basically drugged us and got us to go to the spirit world?”

“Um, yeah?” he says cautiously. “But like you just said, we went to the spirit world, not to Diyu.”

“You all did, but I didn’t!” I cry. “I mispronounced the chant and ended up in the Doorway. Kai, you found me in the Doorway, remember?”

Kai flicks her two tails and licks her front paws. “Not your finest moment, mind you. You were drugged out of your mind.”

“What’s the Doorway?” Namita says.

“It’s the place that connects Spirit World to Diyu,” I say. “I think it’s got doors leading to hells from different cultures.”

“That’s right,” Kai says merrily. “It’s got a door to Diyu, a door to Naraka, a door to Hades, a door to…”

“We get it,” Danny says, looking markedly uneasy. “Doesn’t sound like a great place.”

“No.” I shudder, recalling the trees with snakelike roots and the boiling sky. And of course, the Yāoguài that had hunted us like prey. “But it’s probably our best route to Diyu.”

“Sounds awesome!” Namita says, as though I’ve just told her about Disneyland and not an actual doorway to hell. “Tell us the chant!”

I wince. “I don’t know it.” At everyone’s look of dismay, I quickly add, “I was drugged, remember? I could barely recall my own name. But I know how we can find out!”

“How?” Namita says.

Kai guesses what I’m about to say before I open my mouth, and I feel her muscles tighten, her tails bristling.

“We’ve got to go back to Reapling, haven’t we?” she says.

I meet her eyes and nod. “Yes. We’re going back to Reapling.”
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Reapling is a mere shell of what it used to be. I’d thought that the sight of the ruin of this evil corporation would make me happy, and it does, in a petty human way, but it also elicits a surprising stab of sorrow deep inside me. Because I remember seeing it for the first time with Jamie. I remember sharing his excitement at the magnificence of the grounds, his pride in the program he’d helped design. And I remember, too, all the fun we had flying around the place, zipping over and under the floating islands, splashing through the floating waterfalls, and laughing as we got soaked.

Now Reapling is completely silent, almost pitch-dark, the only light available the weak silver light of the stars and the full moon above us. The kids were chattering merrily as they flew on Xiaohua’s back, but when she lands in the middle of the ruined grounds, we all fall silent. It’s like landing in the center of a graveyard.

And it is a graveyard, a place of death and mourning. In the darkness, the empty buildings around us resemble the carcasses of some great beasts, broken and crumbling. Many of them have smashed windows and doors hanging off their hinges. The police combed through this place with ruthless efficiency, gathering everything that might be useful as evidence. The angry mob did the rest. As soon as the police were done with their search, the people of San Francisco, horrified and enraged by the news of what had been going on in the company, gathered and stormed the place, breaking everything that remained.

I have such mixed feelings being back here. I mean, aside from the awful ambiance, there’s also a worry that’s been niggling at the back of my mind. See, I’m not actually sure what’s going to happen when Jamie comes back. I’m already spirit-bonded to Theo, but I’m pretty sure I still retain my old bond with Jamie. Which means … when he does come back, whose companion spirit would I be? As usual, I shove the thought to the back of my mind. I’ll deal with that part when it comes.

“Wow,” Namita whispers. “This is really different from what I remember.”

“Yeah,” Theo whispers back.

Times like these, I would’ve usually come up with some witty repartee, but even I’m rattled. I walk ahead of Theo, sniffing the air, trying to detect any signs of danger. Xiaohua apparently feels as cautious as I do because she doesn’t bother shrinking back down. She remains in full size, staying close to Danny as she surveys our surroundings with a low growl.

“I do not like this,” she grumbles.

“Fair,” I say, “but have you ever liked anything?”

She shoots me a look. “I like plenty of things, fox. Funny though, I can’t think of a single one that involves you.”

Ouch. Okay, maybe I deserved that zinger. A flash of light catches my eye, and I quickly hiss to everyone to be quiet. We crouch low, and in the distance, I spot a uniformed guard walking across the grounds, waving a wand idly. Gah, it’s just like Reapling to still be employing guards to haunt their ruined grounds. We wait until the guard is safely out of sight, then breathe a sigh of relief.

“So what are we looking for, exactly?” Danny says in a hushed voice. His eyes are wide, his mouth slightly open, a scream probably ready to leap out at any moment. It’s a testament to my kind and gracious nature that I haven’t taken the chance to shift into something horrific that would shock the boy. Okay, that and the fact that Xiaohua would probably immolate me. Also, as much as I hate to admit it, things have been rather awkward between me and Danny since the Know Your Roots program. I mean, did I kidnap him and then leave him cursed for a bit? Yes. But I’ve been cleansed. You’d think he’d be over it by now. “This place looks like it’s got nothing to offer us,” he says.

“I hate to say it, but I agree with Danny,” Namita says. “The police have probably taken every scrap of evidence. Whatever’s left was probably looted or destroyed.”

We all look at Theo. I’m ready to comfort him and tell him not to feel too bad for failing to come up with an actual viable idea, but he’s wearing a weirdly eager expression. “What have you got up your sleeve?” I muse.

Theo gives me an apologetic grin. “Um, I’ve got a wacky idea … a one-in-a-million chance. It probably won’t work, but it’s worth a try?”

“What is it?” Namita says impatiently.

“Well, we know that Eyes are most often trained to hide so that they’re subtle. Chances are the cops might have missed a couple of Eyes. We could try luring them out.” His grin has turned into a full-on grimace. “Do you guys remember my fight with Creighton Ward?”

The name alone is enough to make my hackles rise. I can’t stop my upper lip from curling up and revealing my fangs. Creighton Ward was a fox spirit in disguise. Over the years, his evil deeds had turned him almost fully demonic, and he nearly killed Theo.

“Well, during the fight, an Eye flew toward us. I was trying to get it to help me, but it was completely loyal to him. I think they’re all taught to view him as their master. So maybe if we make them think that Creighton Ward is here, any remaining Eyes around might come out of hiding?” Theo chews his lip and gives me an apologetic look.

“What?” I say, taking a small step backward. Everyone is now looking at me. “Oh no. No. Definitely not.”

“Please? Just for a minute,” Theo says.

I groan. “You can’t possibly know what it’s like to take the form of that greasy human! Well, fox. But he might as well be a human; he was so repulsive. No offense to you humans, of course.”

“Has anyone ever told you that saying ‘no offense’ doesn’t actually make the thing you say inoffensive?” Namita says.

I shoot her a look.

“Come on, Kai,” Theo says. “Please?”

“Please?” Namita says.

Even Danny and Xiaohua are looking at me expectantly. And so, yet again, the fate of our quest rests on my delicate, graceful shoulders. With a dramatic sigh, I focus my qì and conjure up the image of Creighton Ward in my mind. I feel my form changing—my limbs lengthening, my fine, sharp features turning blunt, my beautiful glossy fur melting into rubbery human skin. Ugh, definitely a downgrade. When I open my eyes, the others shrink back from me ever so slightly.

“You look disturbingly like him,” Namita says.

Danny nods and gulps audibly.

“Yes, well. Ask, and you shall receive.” I stretch out my arms, testing the weight of them. I’ll never get used to the heavy, cumbersome weight of human arms. The next moment, I realize that I’m being strangled. Argh, not this again! This time, I identify the culprit immediately and wrench the cursed tie from my neck. “Why do human males love to wear a noose around their necks?”

“It’s fashion,” Namita says, like that explains anything.

“Oh, that makes it all right then,” I say snarkily.

“Kai, you forgot your tails again,” Theo groans.

“I didn’t forget—it’s just really hard to shift them.”

Namita takes off her hairband and uses it to tie up my tails. I stuff them down the back of my pants. We all survey the results dubiously.

“It looks like you have a very … ah, ample behind,” Namita says, grinning at me.

“Eh, I can carry it off.1 Right, now what?”

“Now we—” But Theo doesn’t get a chance to finish whatever he’s about to say, because a tiny whisper pipes up from a distance, getting louder by the second.

“Behind me!” Xiaohua hisses, circling her great scaled body around the kids and turning to face the source of the sound with teeth bared.2 I ball my hands into fists and raise them, though what I’m about to do with these clawless things, I have no idea.

The thing finally comes into sight. It’s a small orb zooming toward us with an angry hiss.

“It’s an Eye!” Theo says. “It worked!”

Sure enough, the Eye screeches to a halt right in front of me. The orb cracks open, revealing the tiny imp inside, who leaps out and flings itself straight into my chest.

“Master!” it cries. “O Great Venerable Master of mine, thou art back!”

“Uh…” I look up at Theo, who nods and gestures at me to keep up the ruse. “Uh … affirmative, aye, aye. But let’s be quiet, yes?”

“Oh, a great tragedy has befallen us all, Master! But Pea Green was smart, Master! Pea Green hid far, far away when the bad people came to take all of Pea Green’s comrades away.”

I raise a hand and lightly pat the small imp on the head with the very tips of my fingers. “Er … good job, Pea Green. Jolly good. Could you speak in a whisper, perhaps? Good, thank you.” I’m painfully aware of the guards, though I’m not sure how many there are and how far apart they are stationed. If any of them were alerted and saw me in Creighton Ward’s form, things are not going to end well.

Pea Green sniffs. “Ha, and to think, everyone used to make fun of Pea Green! ‘Pea Green is so weird,’ they used to say. You used to say it, too, Master, but it’s okay when you say it.”

I widen my eyes again at the others. Really now. I didn’t think I could possibly hate Creighton Ward any more than I did before, but the man’s awfulness knows no bounds. “Uh … I … apologize?”

“Oh, Master, no!” Pea Green shout-whispers. “No, thou shalt not debase thyself by apologizing to a lowly creature such as myself!”

“Er, well, it sounds like I was a right bully, and that wasn’t very nice, so I’m sorry.”

Pea Green gasps, his eyes turning glassy with unshed tears. “They said to me, they said, ‘Pea Green, that master of yours is a bad-news bear. He will never appreciate you.’ But I said, ‘NO, he holds me in the highest esteem! Despite all the insults he throws my way, and the occasional kick, I know he regards me well.’ And now I have been proven right. Look at that! An apology!”

“Right, yes, I apologize,” I say, to sobs of happiness from Pea Green. “Jolly good. Er, listen, Pea Green, I need to ask you for a favor.”

Pea Green gasps. “A favor? But of course, Venerable Master, you do not need to ask—merely command me as befits an all-powerful being.”

“Oh? Oh, right. Of course, yes.” I clear my throat and tug at my collar, belatedly recalling that I’ve thrown away my tie in a fit. “Well, ah, I would like to see a recording of the Chinese children at the Know Your Roots program. Specifically the night of the slumber party, where they—ah, we—got the children to drink a potion and chant a rhyme to take them to Spirit World.”

“Right away!” Pea Green says, and he taps on his small wrinkled head for a second. When he blinks, his eyes cast an eerie green glow, which flows over all of us. As the light touches us, it swallows us into the imp’s memory.

Around me are the kids, being led by Xiuling into a circle. The sight of Xiuling makes my breath catch. She’s still missing, still out there somewhere, doing gods know what, and the anger and hatred that I feel toward her is overwhelming. My stumpy human fingernails stretch back into claws as I watch her walking into the center of the circle.

A glance at Theo tells me it’s just as difficult for him to look at her as it is for me. Next to Theo, Danny is staring, wide-eyed, at the illusion of himself. Past-Danny dismisses Xiaohua, and Danny winces, wrapping an arm tightly around Xiaohua. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he mutters. Belatedly, I recall that this was the same night that I attacked Danny to take his vial of river water. Guilt lances through my belly, hot and sharp. I try to shoot Danny an apologetic look, but he’s studiously avoiding looking in my direction.

Xiuling tells the kids that they’re going to play a game. My ears prick up. This is it. She teaches the kids the rhyme, and I move closer to Past-Theo to hear exactly what he says. Theo does the same, advancing to the other side of Past-Theo.

As the children start chanting, I pick out Past-Theo’s voice, slurring from the potion and stumbling with his trademark hesitation when it comes to speaking Mandarin. He mispronounces at least a third of the words. I spot the bits that sent him to the outer reaches of Spirit World instead of where the other kids were going, and I smile to myself. That’s it. We got the chant, and I know exactly how we need to modify it to make sure we end up in the Doorway.

“Very good, thank you, Pea Green,” I say.

Pea Green closes his eyes, and the memory dissipates. When he opens his eyes again, he’s frowning at me. “You thanked me.”

“Er, yes?” Belatedly, I realize that Creighton Ward probably never bothered to thank the Eyes. With a small sigh, I lift my chin haughtily and snap, “Don’t get used to it.”

The frown melts away from Pea Green’s face. “I won’t, O Fabulous One!”

“Good, well, you’re dismissed. Toodles!” I wave at him and turn excitedly to face the gang.

“What’s that?” Pea Green says.

“What’s what—oh.” Namita’s hairband must have snapped under the strain of my bushy tails, and now one of the tails has flopped out of the back of my pants.

“Is that a fox’s tail?” he says with open shock and horror.3

“I have this condition…” I struggle to think of what possible condition might explain the presence of a bushy flame-orange tail. “It’s called, ah, tailitis.”

He gasps. “You’re a fraud! A lowly fox spirit who has stolen the venerated form of the great Mr. Creighton Ward!”

“Okay, first of all, fox spirits are hardly lowly. And second of all, speaking of Creighton Ward, boy do I have news for you. Incidentally, did you know that he was also a fox—”

“What he means to say is,” Theo hurriedly says, jumping between me and Pea Green, “we were sent here by Creighton himself.”

“Yeah, we had to retrieve some information for Creighton Ward,” Namita pipes up. “And you’ve been such a great help. We’ll totally mention that you were the one who helped us out.”

“LIES!” the imp shouts in a shockingly loud voice for someone so little. “I can smell the stink of your lies! How dare you come here in his beautiful form and desecrate these hallowed grounds?”

“It’s a corporation, dude, geez,” Namita mutters.

“Please, please lower your voice—” Theo says.

“I shall rain down such havoc upon you!” Pea Green screams, zipping around us.

Xiaohua draws herself up, lifting her great big dragony face toward Pea Green. Smoke curls from her nostrils, and in her deepest voice, she says, “Are you threatening us, little one?”

“You bully!” Pea Green shouts. “You will be sorry, all of you! You will pay dearly for this!” Then he shoots up into the sky, emitting an ear-splitting wail as he does so.

Shouts erupt from around us. The guards!

“Climb up!” Xiaohua roars. The kids and I clamber up onto her back, and as the first guard comes into sight and aims his wand at us, Xiaohua soars into the night sky. Bolts of attack spells fly toward us, but Xiaohua avoids them with infuriating ease. Such a show-off.

She doesn’t stop flying until we’re well away from Reapling, back in the heart of San Francisco. She alights at the Golden Gate Park, and the kids slide off.

I clear my throat, breaking the silence. Looking around at the visibly shaken faces around me, I say the only thing I can think of. “Right! I think that went well, don’t you?”
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It takes a while for my heart rate to go back down to normal, but when it finally does, I feel the first stirrings of excitement coursing through me. We did it. I can hardly believe it, but we really did! We got the chant to take us as close to Diyu as possible, and now we’ve only got to …

Get some spirit-world river water. Right.

As though reading my mind, Kai says, “Well, now that all we need is the river water, I think it’s high time for somebody to step up, don’t you?”

We all look blankly at her.

“What do you mean?” I say.

Kai swishes her tails and studies her front claws. “You know who can spot fakes?”

“Ma says she can spot fake Gucci,” I mutter with a wry smile.

“And a very useful skill that is,” Kai says. “But I’m talking about fake potions, like fake river water. Know who can spot them?” She doesn’t wait for a reply. “Divine beings. Like phoenixes, xièzhì, and … dragons.”

Danny, Namita, and I all gasp and whirl around to face Xiaohua, who’s rearing up with indignation.

“Excuse me?” Xiaohua half gasps, half rumbles, drawing up to her full intimidating height. She stares down at us with obvious disapproval, and when a fire dragon stares at you with disapproval, there’s a definite sense of Uh-oh, am I about to be fried to a crisp? Kind of like having Ma glare at you. “You want me to— to steal for you?” The word “steal” actually comes out with a small spark and a puff of smoke.

Kai groans. “We’ve been over this, Xiaohua. This is about saving someone’s soul! How could you be so selfish, you narrow-minded little—”

“Xiaohua, we don’t need you to steal,” I say quickly. “We just need you to spot a real vial of spirit-world river water. You don’t have to take it. We’ll do the rest.”

“Yeah,” Namita pipes up. “And it’s not technically stealing—we’d leave some money behind as payment.”

Warmth floods my chest. Namita knows I don’t have much money left, but she’s willing to chip in her own allowance so we can do this. I truly do not deserve her friendship. I give her a smile, and she winks and gives me a look that says, I got your back.

Xiaohua turns away, her scales flashing in the moonlight. It’s a warm night, but Xiaohua’s foul mood turns the atmosphere cold. “This is base,” she rumbles.

“I didn’t think you cared about being basic,” Namita says.

“Basic?” Xiaohua says.

“You know, being predictable, mainstream.”

Xiaohua sighs. “I meant base as in dishonorable.”

Namita shoots a look at Danny, who clears his throat and finally says, “Um, I wouldn’t go that far, Xiaohua. I mean, like Namita said, we’d pay for it. We just need to make sure it’s true river water. And it’s for a good cause. We’re trying to save someone’s soul, so. Pretty good reason, right?”

I grin at Danny. It’s nearly impossible to describe how it feels to have two friends who have your back, and it’s even stranger and better when one of those friends is Danny, of all people. I think back to how much we disliked each other when we first met, and the fact that we’re now good friends feels like nothing short of a miracle. It’s too bad that he still harbors a strong mistrust toward Kai. Not that I blame Danny; she did put him through a traumatic event, so I’m not one to judge him for not fully forgiving her.

A stream of smoke hisses out of Xiaohua’s nostrils as she mutters about how we’re all a bad influence on Danny. “Fine. But I want no part of the actual stealing.”

I sigh with relief. We make plans to retire for the night and reconvene the next afternoon after school. Still grumbling, Xiaohua lowers herself and tilts her head, gesturing at us to climb up onto her back. Danny jumps up with practiced ease. It takes Namita and me more effort as we grunt and climb, clutching at Xiaohua’s brilliant red mane to pull ourselves up. Kai wraps herself around my shoulders, her two bushy tails swishing down my back.

“This is so overrated,” she mutters.

I settle down behind Namita, grabbing a tight hold of Xiaohua’s mane. Danny sits at the very front, patting Xiaohua’s iridescent scales. He turns around, beaming, and says, “Ready?”

I nod eagerly. The scales under my legs flash, the muscles underneath them bunching up, and I whoop as Xiaohua takes a giant leap into the sky. Wind whistles in my ears, blowing my hair back as Xiaohua slices smoothly through the air, and it’s the best feeling in the world. If I were Danny, I would beg Xiaohua to just fly round and round the bay every single day. In front of me, Namita is rigid.

“You okay?” I call out to her.

She glances back at me with a terrified grin.

“Still afraid of heights?” I shout, to be heard above the wind.

“Of course not!”

“Looks like you are.”

Namita shakes her head. “I’m still afraid of falling!”

I can’t help but laugh at that.

We fly to South San Francisco, to Namita’s neighborhood. Xiaohua hovers outside of Namita’s window, and Namita clambers inside. “Oh, thank gods, solid ground.” She rests her hands on her knees and breathes out. “No offense, Xiaohua, but that was terrible.”

“None taken.”

“See you guys tomorrow!” Namita waves at us from her bedroom, and Xiaohua flies off once more, this time heading back to Chinatown to deposit me and Kai. By the time I climb through my window back into my bedroom, I’m so tired I barely remember waving goodbye at Xiaohua and Danny before collapsing into my bed in an exhausted heap. I vaguely feel Kai next to me, turning in a circle as she does every night before curling up, the warmth of her soft, furry body a comforting presence. I want to tell her good job tonight, but already I’m drifting off. And when I next open my eyes, sunlight is piercing through the window and Ma is shouting, “THEO! WAKE UP NOW OR YOU GONNA BE LATE!”

The weeks after Jamie died, we were all subdued, quietly puttering about, lost in our respective fogs of grief. But the past couple of weeks or so, Mama has gone from her grave sadness to loud anger. Baba, meanwhile, has retreated even further into himself. The only constant has been Nainai, who is her sweet old self, although I do sometimes see her weeping gently when she thinks no one’s looking.

With a groan, I push myself out of the bed. “Okay, Ma,” I call out before she can shout at me again. Kai stretches and starts grooming herself while I go to the bathroom to wash and dress. By the time Kai and I come down, Ma is muttering to herself.

“Why you can’t wake up by yourself? At your age, Jamie wake up at dawn to study!”

Ma’s nagging doesn’t make me angry anymore. It doesn’t even irritate me. All it does is make me even sadder. And her comparing me to Jamie just cements why I’ve learned the spell I plan to cast when I finally get to Jamie.

“Sorry, Ma,” I mumble. I no longer have it in me to talk back to my parents.

Baba, who is sipping glumly at his congee, glances up. He looks like he’s about to say something to Ma, but he changes his mind and goes back to eating. He barely notices me there. Nainai is still in her bedroom. She’s been staying in there longer and longer every day. Kai leaps up and settles herself around my shoulders, nuzzling the top of her head into my cheek. She senses my sorrow at my parents’ reception, but I’m used to it by now. I really, really am. Totally.

“Have you finish your homework?” Ma snaps.

I nod.

“With Jamie, I never have to remind—”

“Enough.” Baba doesn’t shout it, but there is a sharp edge in his voice that slices through the room. Mama immediately falls silent before marching into the kitchen. Baba doesn’t even look up from his bowl.

Tears sting my eyes. I’d foolishly thought that me going to the Know Your Roots program would’ve helped somehow, but of course nothing is ever going to fill the Jamie-shaped void that’s seared itself into our lives. It’s my responsibility to make sure that void is filled, no matter the cost. I can just imagine Mama and Baba’s relief once Jamie is back here with them. All my life, my parents have been telling me tales of familial duty, and it’s only now that I think I fully understand what it means.

Once I’m done eating, I go to the kitchen, where I find Ma stirring a pot with furious energy. When she spots me, she turns away, swipes a hand across her eyes, and says in a stern, albeit slightly wobbly voice, “Pay attention in school today.”

“Yes, Ma.” Before I can stop myself, I give her a quick, awkward hug; then I scamper away. Back in the dining room, I consider giving Baba a quick hug as well, but I swear it’s like his grief has basically turned into full-body armor, and something about it just repels me. I have no idea how he’d react to me hugging him, and so I simply say, “See you, Baba.” Then I call out, “See you, Nainai!” And with Kai still on my shoulders, I grab my backpack and leave the claustrophobic dark sadness of my house.

Outside, I take a moment to exhale and breathe in the fresh air. The atmosphere at home is so thick and heavy it’s like breathing in soup. I hate it, and I hate that it’s what my home has become. Kai pats the back of my head with a paw.

“You okay?” she murmurs.

“Yeah,” I sigh. There’s not much else to say. I don’t blame my parents for being so fully wrapped up in their grief. I mean, I’m the one who’s roped my friends into a quest to hell, so I’m not one to talk about how to handle grief in a healthy way. Kai gets it. She doesn’t ask me any other questions, but her presence is comfort enough. When we spot the bus puttering and panting through the sky toward us, Kai changes into a hamster and slips into my pocket.

Ever since I presented Kai to the rest of my class, school’s become just about bearable. Skinner and Co. wisely keep their distance from me, and I’ve even started having conversations with a handful of my classmates. I wouldn’t say we’re friends, but we’re definitely friendly. The only thing I’m meh about with school is the fact that all the magic we’re taught is, of course, still cirth-based, and after what we learned at Reapling Corp. over the summer, Namita, Danny, and I all feel kind of icky using cirth for anything. I’ve tried asking my teachers if I could rely on my qì instead of cirth, but all they did was stare at me with confusion and irritation before telling me that I could only use qì outside of school grounds.

As usual, I scrape through my lessons, half-heartedly casting cirth-based spells and poring over Jamie’s notebook whenever my teachers aren’t paying attention to me. I’ve perfected quite a few of his spells, though the pronunciation is still kind of tricky. Currently, I’m practicing a spell called Skin like Petal to Metal, which, according to Kai, should turn soft human skin into metal for a few minutes. When I first started, all I did was give myself a poison ivy–like rash, but after a couple days of practicing, I’ve managed to turn my skin into something more like leather.

Once the school bell rings, my spirits lift. For the first time that day, I feel like I’m finally coming alive. I’m on my way to meet up with my friends—actual friends!—to work on our quest to save Jamie. It’s the only thing keeping me going these days, and I’m so grateful to have Danny and Namita by my side. We take the bus to Chinatown and there, at the top of Stockton, are Danny, Namita, and Xiaohua, waving at us.

“Hey, we just got here a minute ago,” Namita says. “Good timing.”

I grin at them. There are no words to describe that amazing sensation of seeing your friends after a long, hard day.

“Ready?” Danny says.

Xiaohua shrinks down until she’s merely the length of my arm, then drapes herself around Danny’s shoulders and exhales a puff of smoke grumpily. “We may begin,” she rumbles.

“Aww,” Namita sighs, “I wish I had a companion spirit I could wear as a scarf, too. My neck looks so bare compared to the two of you.”

Danny and I stare at each other, both of us wearing our companions round our necks like the world’s strangest scarves. There’s a tiny moment of awkwardness as Danny meets Kai’s eyes, and he quickly looks away before Kai can say a word. Kai unwraps herself from my neck and leaps onto Namita’s shoulders, making Namita giggle.

“Ah, your hair smells much nicer than Theo’s,” Kai says, settling down around Namita’s shoulders. I roll my eyes at her.

“Let us not waste any more time,” Xiaohua says. “I’d rather get this dreadful task over and done with.”

We walk down the street and into the shops as a group, and each time, Xiaohua lifts her head and regards the shop balefully before giving us a small shake of the head. Twenty minutes and seven shops later, I’m starting to despair. She’s even rejected Mr. Huang’s Emporium—the biggest, fanciest shop on the street, the one I would’ve bet had real magical stuff in it.

“Are you sure?” I say, when she shakes her head.

I immediately regret asking that when Xiaohua’s eyes flick to mine. The pupils of her eyes are as sharp as a cat’s, and the whites are a shimmering gold. When they look at me, I feel as though she can see straight into my innermost thoughts.

“Little human,” she rumbles, “are you questioning my judgment as a five-hundred-year-old dragon, or are you questioning my honesty as a divine being?”

“Uh…” My insides turn to water.

“My guess would be neither,” Kai interjects. “It’s quite common human behavior to ask one another if they’re sure because they so rarely are.” She grins so widely that we can all see her sharp teeth. My chest expands. Kai’s words are flippant, but I know she’s just trying to ease the tension and take Xiaohua’s intimidating attention from me.

Xiaohua grunts, releasing a puff of smoke. “Do not presume to question me again, child.”

I nod hurriedly. “Yeah, no, of course.”

Namita shoots me a look with wide eyes, and onward we go, though by now, I no longer have as much hope of locating real spirit-world river water on Stockton Street.
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Ugh, dragons, I tell you. They’re all such hams. Oh, look at me—I’m a Venerable One! I’m a divine being! Ooh, worship me! I mean, really, have you ever come across another living thing quite as melodramatic and attention-hungry as a dragon? I think NOT.

I’m having to focus hard to keep my hackles from rising as Xiaohua milks every possible drop of attention while locating river water. Each twitch of her long whiskers, each sweep of her otherworldly gaze, everything she does sets my teeth on edge. Twice now I’ve had to consciously remind myself to not peel my lips back to reveal my fangs.1

After we fail to find true spirit-world river water for the umpteenth time, we trudge down a side street glumly. “Excuse me for asking the obvious question,” I mutter, “but why are we going this way?”

“I sense something,” Xiaohua says.

“Care to be a bit more specific?” Dragons, I tell you. Ooh, I’m so mysterious. What she senses is probably an exceptionally pungent fart.2

Xiaohua shoots me a sharp look. “It would be a waste of time explaining my superior instincts to a lowly being such as yourself.”

The audacity! I’m about to shoot back with a cutting retort, but then we arrive at a little shop.

I scoff. No way this little hole-in-the-wall could have such a thing as true spirit-world river water. Xiaohua says nothing as the wizened old woman behind the counter gives us a genial smile and asks if we need help. The kids shake their heads and out we go, not at all looking suspicious.

Outside, we go farther down the alleyway until we’re out of earshot, then Xiaohua rumbles, “This shop has it. True water from the winding river of the spirit world.” See what I mean about being a ham? She couldn’t have just said They got the stuff like normal beings do.

“Are you sure?” I snap.

Xiaohua ignores me. “It’s in the locked glass cabinet behind the counter, next to the vial of vampire bile.”

“Ah.” Namita nods wisely. “It’s always the little hole-in-the-wall shops that have the biggest treasures.”

“Really?” Theo says.

Namita grins. “How would I know, knucklehead? I’ve never had to look for hidden treasures before.”

“Nice one,” I say, and Namita beams at me. “So shall I just go in and get it, then?” I summon my qì and turn into a Guatemalan bearded lizard, one of the rarest lizards left in the world. Admittedly not the most subtle of forms, but I might have been trying to show off a little here, just to remind everyone that Xiaohua isn’t the only impressive being here.

“Wait, how are you going to get into the locked cabinet?” Namita says.

“Easy peasy.” I concentrate hard and turn my tail into a key. I really shouldn’t have; the change into an inanimate object saps a lot of my energy, and by the time I switch it back to a lizard’s tail, I’m slightly winded. Still, it’s worth it just to see the wide-eyed looks of appreciation from the kids. Xiaohua rolls her eyes, and if you’ve never seen a dragon roll its eyes before, count yourself lucky.

We discuss the plan. It’s pretty simple, as far as plans go. Within minutes, Theo and Namita are headed back to the shop. I’m tucked into Theo’s backpack. As soon as they get inside, I peek out.

“Ah, you’re back,” the old lady says in Cantonese. “Are you going to buy something this time?” She’s a tiny woman, her hair almost fully white, her face as wrinkled as a walnut. Her eyes are a light watery gray, somehow more piercing than they should be.

Something in her voice tweaks at my nerves, and I scratch my hard, smooth head thoughtfully. I don’t have time to dwell on it, though. When I’m sure she’s looking at Theo’s face and not his shoes, I scurry out of the backpack and scuttle quickly across the grimy floor.

“Uh … I’m here to … uh…,” Theo says in mangled Cantonese, before giving up and switching to English. “I was wondering if you had the ingredients to make the, uh, the Clear of Mind, Bright are the Eyes potion?”

We’ve agreed that he would ask for that specific potion because it’s complicated enough for the old woman to have to check some guidebook for it, but not so obscure that it would make her suspicious.

“I do,” she says flatly. “In fact, I have the potion ready-made, so you don’t have to bother with preparing the ingredients. Some of them are quite dangerous for children, you know,” she chides.

“Oh,” Theo says. “Uh.”

Luckily, Namita is quicker on her feet. “We don’t need the actual potion itself. It’s for our school project—um, we just need to take photos of the ingredients. If you don’t mind, that is. We’d pay you for your time, obviously.”

The old woman peers at Namita, who returns the suspicious look with her best I’m-a-goody-two-shoes smile. With a grunt, the old woman starts taking various things out from the old medicine drawers behind her. “Here’s huánghuāhāo, and this is shānyao.” She pauses, muttering to herself, “And then you’d need the shell of a quánxiē. It’s in the back room.” She narrows her eyes at them. “Stay here and do not touch anything.”

Namita and Theo nod vigorously. The old lady shuffles out from behind the counter, and I swear we all collectively hold our breaths as she makes her way slowly to the back room. Once she’s out of sight, I sneak out from where I’ve been hiding and climb up to the locked glass cabinet. I peer into the keyhole, make my best guess at what kind of key it requires, and shift my tail. But the change saps me of energy, and I find that I can barely move my tail up to insert it into the keyhole.

“Theo, you’re going to have to move me,” I croak.

Quickly, Theo slips behind the counter and lifts my body up, grimacing as he puts his hands around my midsection. “Ugh, you’re so scaly.”

“That typically comes with being a lizard, yes.” I wince as he stabs my tail into the keyhole and twists. I can feel the pins inside the lock shifting, but the fit isn’t perfect, and it refuses to unlock. Theo wiggles me back and forth, and I wince at the ache as the imperfect fit bites into my tail.

“It’s not fitting,” I say. “Pull me out—we’ll try something else.”

“Okay.” Theo pulls my tail out.

Or tries to, anyway.

It’s stuck fast. Uh-oh. Theo wiggles me again and tugs, both of us getting increasingly worried, but I swear there’s even less wiggle room now, as though the keyhole has tightened around my tail, which is impossible. Right? I try to shift my tail back, but it stays firmly as a key.

“Kai, what’s going on?” Theo whispers.

“I—uh, I might be a little bit stuck,” I squeak.

“Just shift into something else and get unstuck,” Theo hisses.

“Oh, brilliant suggestion, that. Bravo! Why didn’t I think of that sooner?” Okay, so I might be a little bit snarky, but it’s kind of challenging to not snap when you’re in a position as awkward as I’m in.

“She’s coming back!” Namita whispers.

“I’ll have to figure out something later!” Theo hurries round the counter.

I jerk my tail back with all my might, and pain shoots up my tail to my entire body. It feels like if I yank too hard, I might just leave my tail behind, which would be very unfortunate.

“And here’s the quánxiē,” the old woman says, coming back into the shop. She glances at Theo and Namita, whose eyes are wide with horror. “Something wrong? You didn’t touch anything, did you?”

They both shake their heads wordlessly. Just five feet away from the old lady, I’m stuck to the glass cabinet like a giant limpet.

“Good,” she says simply.

“Um, not that we did,” Namita says, “but if we were to touch something without your permission, what would happen?”

“Oh, the shop would eat you up,” the old woman says quite jovially. “Now, I think all we’re missing is the zhūshā. Hmm, that should be—”

“Uh, eat us up? You don’t really mean that, do you?” Namita says with a nervous laugh.

“Well, yes. It’s been in my family for ages, so lots of ancestral spirits and all that in these walls. They’re—well, I suppose you could say they’re trapped in the walls and are somewhat angry. The only thing that appeases them is eating. They eat all sorts of things—they’re not picky.”

Theo is looking markedly pale. “Um, we should—um.” Thanks to our mind link, I know he’s shuffling through all the spells he’s learned, trying to come up with a spell that might get us all out of here. He raises a hand and casts a spell to beseech ancestors. “Ancestors of old, if we may be so bold—”

“We will be having none of that!” the old woman snaps, waving her hand almost lazily and casting away Theo’s spell. “What in the world are you trying to do, boy?” She narrows her eyes and follows his gaze, and I feel her eyes land on me like a thousand needles. I widen my mouth into a sheepish grin. “Ah, what have we here?” the old woman asks.

“I’m so sorry!” Theo bursts out. “It’s all my fault—please just let my companion go, please. We’ll get out of here; we’ll give you all our money; we don’t mean any harm, please!”

But the old woman is smiling. “Oh my, it’s one of those shape-shifters, isn’t it?” She bends over and peers at me closely. “Let’s see, are you a snake spirit, my dear?”

“Obviously not!” I cry before I can help myself. Oops.

“Oh? We have some of those around, you know. You’d be in fine company.” She waves a hand at one of the medicine drawers, which slides smoothly open to reveal a jar of coiled white snakes suspended in green liquid. My insides churn. Namita and Theo start, their faces draining of blood.

“Um—” Namita says, but the old woman waves her off before grinning at me, showing a mouth full of yellowed teeth.

“Perhaps a minor Yāoguài, then?”

I don’t answer. Theo is still begging the old woman to let us go, even though it’s clear there’s no chance in Diyu that she’ll ever do that. As she reaches out to me with a crooked, gnarly hand, the sight of her pointed nails sends a jolt of panic searing through me. Instinctively, I make a switch. A sparrow, something that can fly the heck out of her reach.

Or, at least, I try to. But it’s as though something is blocking my qì; I can’t even grow a single feather. It seems I’m stuck in lizard form.3 Unfortunate, that. The old woman’s fingers curve around me like the bars of a cell, and the stink of demonic presence envelopes me. All too late, I finally sense that the shopkeeper isn’t human, not even close.

The thought of my human companion in the clutches of this demon is too much to bear. I can’t lose another bonded master. “Run!” I scream at Theo and Namita.

My shout jolts them into action. Namita grabs Theo and mutters a spell; I vaguely recognize it as a spell to travel instantaneously, and indeed, the two of them turn into a blur, but in the next moment, they fall back with a cry.

The shopkeeper cackles. “Silly children, you didn’t think I was going to let you leave so soon, did you? Don’t bother wasting your energy on more escape spells, little girl—you’re no match for me.” She grips me tight and waves her free hand at the kids. Ropes snake out of nowhere and begin to wrap themselves around Namita and Theo. “Now, let’s get comfortable, shall we, and let’s give the ancestors a nice little treat.”

There’s a tremendous roar and blinding light, as though the little shop has just been struck by lightning. The front windows shatter, glass jars explode, and it feels like the world is breaking apart. The old woman cries out and snatches her hand away from me. The ropes shrivel up and fall from Namita and Theo. I writhe helplessly, my tail still stuck in the awful magical keyhole. Xiaohua storms through the front door, reducing the wood and glass into splintered wreckage.

“Demon!” she booms in her deepest, most dragonliest voice. “Unhand these humans and release the fox spirit immediately.”

I turn to look at the old woman and startle. Xiaohua’s divine light has melted away her harmless old-lady disguise, showing the evil spirit underneath. She’s shockingly thin, her bones sticking out painfully, and her skin is bleach-white, her hair gray and so long that it pools on the floor. Her eyes are bloodshot, and when she grins, her teeth are small but horribly pointed. She’s a guǐ pó—the spirit of friendly old women, mostly helpers of rich families before death. They’re usually friendly, albeit slightly naggy, but on rare occasions, there are evil ones. This is one such occasion.

The guǐ pó shies away from the brilliant light emanating from Xiaohua. When Xiaohua had come into the store earlier, she had made herself small, muting her aura to avoid attracting too much attention. But now, she’s grown back to her full size, nearly filling the little shop with her scaly body. To humans and good spirits like myself, she is impressive. To demons like the guǐ pó, Xiaohua’s unbridled divine aura would be painful.

Sure enough, the guǐ pó shrieks and claws at the air in front of her. “Get out of my shop, dragon!”

In answer, Xiaohua’s tail scythes through the air and crashes into the glass cabinet mere inches above me. “Watch it, you brute!” I cry. Then I realize she’s setting me free. Oops. The glass shatters, the wooden frame splinters, and the unforgiving grip on my tail loosens. With a joyous shout, I yank my tail free and quickly shift into a sparrow hawk. Xiaohua coils around Theo and Namita and snarls at the guǐ pó as the kids clamber up her back, little licks of flame appearing between her fangs. “Do not try anything, demon,” Xiaohua growls.

I fly up, grab the vial of spirit-world river water in my claws from the cabinet, and beat my wings frantically.

The guǐ pó screams again, her voice jagged with rage, and reaches a gnarled hand toward me. Her cracked, sharp fingernails graze the ends of my feathers, and I flinch and beat my wings even harder. And somehow, I manage to dodge her.

Once I’m safely out of reach of the guǐ pó, Xiaohua unfurls her magnificent length and together, we smash out of what remains of the front of the store and soar into the sky. Behind us, the guǐ pó screams. “My meal!”

I glance back long enough to see her rushing out of the store, her movements wrong and alien, her limbs moving like spider legs. A strange sensation unfurls inside me, like a weight dragging me down. It’s the realization that just one month ago, I very nearly turned into a full demon. If not for Theo’s sacrifice, I would’ve been like the guǐ pó, hungry for human flesh and trapping fellow spirits in jars. I shudder at the jagged memory and beat my wings faster, eager to leave all traces of the demon behind.
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Flying on Xiaohua’s back is one of the best feelings in the world. Not that I would ever tell that to Kai. I know she feels intimidated by Xiaohua. She hasn’t admitted that, of course, but I can sense her prickliness whenever Xiaohua is around. And when Xiaohua expands to her full form, I can feel Kai’s hackles rising and her eagerness to prove that she’s every bit as good as Xiaohua. I get the rivalry and the fear that you’re just not good enough, and I wish I could convey to Kai that she’s the best companion spirit around and that I wouldn’t trade her for any dragon, not even a water dragon—and those are really cool because they allow you to breathe underwater when you’re on their backs, so you could dive to the deepest parts of the ocean and look at the sprawling underwater kingdoms. But I would still choose Kai over that.

As we fly over the bustling streets of Chinatown, I turn to look at Kai and give her a reassuring smile, but she doesn’t see because she’s too busy flapping her wings hard, probably trying to outfly Xiaohua. I sigh and shake my head, smiling slightly. When Kai is being this prideful, I can’t decide if I want to roll my eyes or hug her.

We land at the top of the Exploratorium, where Danny has apparently been deposited by Xiaohua, well out of any potential danger, and he’s been waiting for us with growing impatience. As soon as Xiaohua lands on the roof of the building, Danny rushes to us and fires question after question.

I turn back to look for Kai as Namita fills Danny in, and moments later, she arrives looking winded, her feathers ruffled and her eyes dull. I hold out my arm and she lands on it, her talons wrapping gently around my limb so she doesn’t break skin. She drops the vial of river water from her beak into my hand and shifts back into fox form before wrapping herself up around my shoulders and nuzzling my neck. I laugh when her cold, damp nose presses into my skin. “So glad you’re safe,” I say, stroking her bushy tails.

“Don’t be so melodramatic,” she sighs. “I had it all under control.”

I grin. “Of course you did.”

Xiaohua snorts. She’s reduced her size and, like Kai, has twined herself round her master’s shoulders. “Under control? As I recall, you were trapped by a simple demon’s spell and about to be crushed.”

Danny looks at us, wide-eyed. “So it’s true? There was a demon? Right in the heart of Chinatown?” He looks so worried that it makes my chest tighten. The old Danny had been a jerk and a bully, but the new Danny, hesitant and overly cautious, makes me feel so guilty. He’s only this way because Kai attacked him when she was halfway demonic, which was my fault. Guilt sits in my stomach like a lump of hot coal as I remember how I had been the one who asked Kai to cheat, which turned her demonic.

“I had it all under control,” Kai grumbles. She gives Danny what’s probably meant to be a reassuring smile, though it only ends up showing off her pointy canines. Danny shrinks back.

“Do not speak to my master,” Xiaohua rumbles.

“Just trying to break the ice, sheesh,” Kai says. “And to answer your question, yes, the old woman was a demon and also a shopkeeper. Women are always having to juggle multiple roles, aren’t we?”

“Ignore the fox spirit,” Xiaohua says. “I daresay the guǐ pó probably minded her own business most of the time. She only attacked when she realized that a mischievous spirit was trying to break into her precious glass cabinet to shoplift.”

“I resent that statement.” Kai straightens up, her two tails standing upright. “Though yes, you probably have a point. Still, does it count as shoplifting if you’re taking from an actual demon?”

“Yes,” Xiaohua snaps. “Do not debase me with your sly logic, húlíjīng.”

“This is the problem with dragons,” Kai mutters. “They think of logic as sly, which is why they are so often illogical.”

Xiaohua shifts her long, scaly body to glare at Kai, and Namita hurriedly says, “Anyway, we’ve got the spell and the river water now! So what’s the next step? Do we just drink it and start chanting?” She beams at us, and I’m almost overcome by an urge to give her a huge hug. From the beginning, back at the Know Your Roots program, Namita has always been so enthusiastic about helping me. Even after she found out about how I snuck into the program and that Kai turned into a demon, she still chose to stick by us. And now, she’s ready to leap into hell to help me save my brother’s soul. She’s definitely set the bar for friendship really high.

“Pretty much, yeah,” Danny says. “Um, except our parents might get angry if we went to Diyu all of a sudden? So I think we should do a bit of prep work, decide on what we’re going to tell our parents, and then maybe do it over a weekend?”

“Ah,” Namita says, “so we don’t miss out on school. Good point.”

It’s kind of making my head spin how casually these two are talking about traveling to Diyu, as though it were a weekend trip to LA instead. “Great,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat.

“Okay, how about we gather at my place on Saturday morning?” Danny says.

We all nod at one another, our faces wearing excited/terrified grins. I guess it’s agreed that this weekend, we’ll embark on our journey to hell.



On Saturday, Kai and I rise at the crack of dawn, which is strange; Kai has been known to lie in until well past noon. Mama and Baba have called us both lazy bums way too many times for me to count. But neither of us could sleep much at all the night before, not after everything that’s happened. As we tossed and turned in bed last night, I could sense the anticipation crackling like electricity in the air around us. After weeks of futile searching, last night we made a giant leap toward getting closer to our goal of saving Jamie. And both Kai and I are ready to go, burning with the need to rush to wherever Jamie’s soul is entrapped and save him at all costs.

As soon as the darkness melts away into gentle light, I bound out of bed and grab my backpack off the floor. My room is no longer as messy as it was before Kai became my spirit companion, but Kai still complains that being here is like staying in a rat’s nest.

I have no idea what to bring to Diyu. What does one take with them on a journey to hell? In the end, I shove a collection of random things inside my bag—a bottle of water, a protein bar, a pack of Band-Aids. When I can’t think of anything else to put inside it, I approach the farthest, darkest corner of my room, where Niu Mo Wang’s cage is. I’ve put a blanket over it because Niu Mo Wang hates the light. I pick up the cage carefully and pull the blanket up. Niu Mo Wang, still locked up tight in the little cage, lifts his head and eyes me balefully.

“Why have you woken me?” he snarls.

“Um, hi, Niu Mo Wang. We’re going on a journey.”

For a second, Niu Mo Wang doesn’t say anything. Then he snorts. “I smell the stink of fear, human.”

“I think that’s just morning breath,” Kai says mid-yawn from the bed.

“Do not speak to me, fox,” Niu Mo Wang growls. Over the past few weeks, despite not having much to do in his cage, Niu Mo Wang has resisted all our efforts to talk. He’s just as angry and vengeful as the day we put him in the cage. He also looks exactly the same as the day we put him in there; if anything, his muscles seem to have swollen a bit more. Kai says that Niu Mo Wang spends most nights working out inside the cage, snorting noisily as he does thousands of pull-ups. Apparently, he said he wanted to be in top health when he takes revenge on all of us, which is not at all reassuring. I have no idea how we can safely return him to Diyu.

Kai’s face falls. “Oh no! You don’t want to talk to me? What should I do? Where else can I find someone as dour and aggressively uninteresting to talk to?”

“Kai,” I sigh. You’d think that given Kai’s a two-hundred-year-old spirit and Niu Mo Wang is, well, probably thousands of years old, they would be too mature to bicker like this. But nope. I swear they fight more often than toddlers do.

“When my Iron Wife finds you, you will rue all the times you have disrespected me!”

“Ooh, I’m so scared,” Kai yawns.

“Okay, I’m just going to put you very gently into my bag…” I carry Niu Mo Wang’s cage gingerly, careful not to make the mistake of putting my fingers through the bars. He’s been known to bite.

“Where are you taking me?”

Some strange instinct tells me I should try to keep Niu Mo Wang in the dark for as long as I can. “Just for a bit of a walk.” I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile and put the cage inside my bag before layering a hoodie over it to muffle the angry hisses coming from within.

“Phew, good to have that out of the way,” Kai says extra loudly, no doubt to annoy Niu Mo Wang even more. Sure enough, curses stream out of my bag.

“Don’t provoke him,” I scold her. “Is his ‘Iron Wife’ Princess Iron Fan?”

“Someone’s been brushing up on Chinese mythology! Yes, that would be Princess Iron Fan, and yes, she is fearsome. Her fan is probably the deadliest weapon there is. But we don’t have to worry about her. She lives in Bajia Cave, and there’s no reason for our paths to cross. None!”

“Okay, if you’re sure.” I shrug and take Jamie’s notebook. There. I’m packed and ready to go.

I take a deep breath at my reflection. Grief has left a permanent imprint on me. I see traces of it in the way I carry myself, the slightly haunted look in my eyes, the way I always have my hands stuffed into my hoodie’s pockets now. Kai springs up onto my shoulders and gently nips at my right ear, and despite my anxiety and fear and sadness and everything, the knot in my chest loosens.

“We’ll get Jamie back,” she says.

“Can we actually do that, though?” I can’t help but voice my deepest fears now, before we’re about to embark on our trip. “He—he died, so chances are they’re not going to let us have him back, are they?”

Kai’s ears twitch in the way that they do when she’s unsure about something. “Well, technically, he didn’t die. His soul was snatched out of his body—”

“Yeah, then his car crashed and his body…” I can’t finish my sentence. I don’t want to think of my poor brother’s body being destroyed in that accident.

“It’s a gray area,” Kai says quickly. I don’t know who she’s trying to convince: me or herself. “Surely even the old geezers in Diyu can see that it’s such a grave injustice. And I’m sure there are things they could do. They are deities, so if they wanted to, they could very definitely bring him back to life.”

I ignore the uncertainty in her voice and cling instead to the hope, no matter how slim, that yes, what happened to Jamie was a grave injustice and that surely the kings of Diyu would want to put things right. We’ll never know unless we try.

“I’m ready.” I wouldn’t be able to do this without Kai or the others. It’s so weird to think that only a few months ago, I was basically friendless and companionless. Now I can’t imagine a life without Kai, and I can’t imagine even trying to go on this journey without Namita, Danny, and Xiaohua.

Kai walks quickly ahead of me out of the bedroom and down the stairs, her movements fluid and graceful. Downstairs is empty. I guess for once I’m the first one awake. But then I see movement in the shadows and almost shriek out loud. It’s Baba, gazing out the window.

“Oh, Theo,” he mumbles, getting up. “You’re up early.”

My heart is still galloping, and I quickly turn the lights on. “Baba, why are you sitting alone?”

He shrugs forlornly. “Just thinking.”

Guilt and sorrow stab at me. My poor dad. There is so much sadness in him now, an entire ocean of it filling up every fold of his soul. But I’m about to fix it, I remind myself. I take a breath and say, “Okay, Baba. I’m, uh—I’m off to Danny’s. I told you guys that I’ll be staying at his place this weekend?” The lie flops out easily, which makes me feel even worse.

“Oh?” Baba hesitates, then nods. “Yes, you did mention it, didn’t you? Sorry, Theo, I am always forgetting things these days. But I think Nainai made some almond cookies for you to give to Danny’s parents. They are on the dining table.”

Tears burn my eyes as I turn and see that, yes, there is a container of cookies on the dining table. I grab it and stuff it into my backpack, clearing my throat and swallowing the giant lump that’s in it. “See you later, Ba,” I say hoarsely. Before I can second-guess myself, I throw my arms around him and hug. He stiffens up, unused to the close physical contact, but then his muscles relax and he returns the hug.

“Have fun, son.”

“I will. Thanks, Ba.”

Blinking my tears away, I hurry out of the house into the heavy chill of a San Franciscan dawn with Kai in front of me.

It’s been a while since I walked through my neighborhood, deep in the heart of Chinatown, at dawn. The sights and smells hurt; they remind me so much of that morning when Jamie took me to the meat freezer to try and warn me about Reapling. I’d been so grumpy about being woken up early, and then, thinking it was a prank devised by Kai, I hadn’t bothered to listen to Jamie.

“Watch it!” Kai hisses at a companion spirit in the shape of a blackbird flying low enough to almost crash into my head. The blackbird swoops up with a muttered curse, and Kai snarls at it before continuing to walk.

With a start, I realize she’s walking a step ahead of me to help clear me a path. I watch as she growls and snaps at anyone in our way. She must sense how raw I feel going through the hustle and bustle of Chinatown, how deeply mired I am in the memory of Jamie, and she wants to make the walk as comfortable as possible for me. Her bristly attentiveness makes me smile despite myself. The last time I walked through this part of the city at this time of day, I had to duck so many times to avoid a flying beetle spirit or swooshing monkey spirit that I could barely catch a breath.

At the base of Stockton Street, we catch a tram toward Nob Hill, which is where Danny lives, because of course he lives in one of the most prestigious areas of San Francisco. Not that I’m jealous or anything, obviously.

The tram’s wings flap and it flies up the hill a bit shakily, teetering as it does a turn. I grip the pole tightly, gulping as my backpack becomes weightless with the momentum of the tram. There’s only one other passenger on the tram, and he’s an old man who seems half asleep, barely reacting as he slides across the seat. I wish for flying shoes or a flying bike or one of those incredibly cool flying skateboards you always see kids whizzing around on downtown.

Although Nob Hill isn’t technically far away from Chinatown, it feels like it’s a whole different world. Like Chinatown, all the houses are smooshed together so they all share walls with their neighbors. But that’s where the similarities end. These houses look like mini palaces, decorated elaborately, and all the owners must have cast cleaning spells on their properties because they are all meticulous, down to the perfectly pruned trees lining the sidewalks.

Kai sniffs. “If you ask me, I find this street quite characterless.”

I bite back a smile. “Are you maybe ever so slightly jealous that Xiaohua’s house is so much nicer than ours?”

“Moi? Jealous of that tomato-colored worm?” She throws her head back and swishes her two tails with indignation. “Never!”

But Danny’s house is so tall that we have to tilt our heads way back to take it all in, and even though we’ve been here several times now, the sight of it never fails to impress. I ring the doorbell with slight trepidation, and it slides back to reveal a small imp.

“Name?” it says in a surprisingly deep voice.

“Oh. Er, Theo.” Every time we come here, the door imp insists on asking us our names. Every. Single. Time. It’s humiliating.

“And the fox?”

Kai rolls her eyes. “Aren’t you tired of playing this game, imp? You know who we are.”

“Name?” the imp hisses.

Kai’s chest puffs out. “I am the honorable fox spirit Kai, of Clan Shi, from the Yellow Flower Mountain Province of the—”

“We’re here to see Danny,” I say quickly, then shoot Kai an apologetic look.

“Wait, please.” The imp shuts the doorbell and through the door, I hear it say in its deep, somber voice, “Master Daniel, you have a visitor. A male human child named Theo and a rather bedraggled-looking fox spirit named Yellow Flower Mountain.”

Danny says something, and the door swings open. “You may come inside,” the imp says, looking very grave, like it’s disappointed that we’re actually being allowed in.

“I’ll show you bedraggled,” Kai growls as we walk past the imp, but I grab her and hold her tight before she can do anything.

“We’re in the kitchen!” Namita calls out.

The kitchen is gorgeous—a huge island, brass pots and pans hanging on the walls, a large pizza oven on one side over which Xiaohua is draped, probably to savor the heat from it. On the other side of the room are big bay windows, which let in plenty of light. And on the kitchen island is what seems like an entire feast: pizzas dripping with gooey cheese, stacks of pastries glistening with syrup glaze, colorful swirly cupcakes, a mountain of donuts, and even a stack of caramel waffles.

“You might think that we’ve ordered this from the magic oven,” Namita announces, “but no! Young master Danny here cooked everything—can you believe it? Look, he’s even made gulab jamun.” She points to a bowl of golden sticky, sweet balls drowning in thick syrup. “How amazing is that? Here, have one.” She waves at the bowl and one of the balls lifts, dripping with syrup, and flies right into my face.

“Wait, I—oof!” The rest of the sentence is cut short as the ball shoots into my mouth. I chew, and delicious rose syrup oozes out of the dough ball. For a moment, all I can do is savor the sweetness. “That’s delicious,” I say, after I can finally swallow.

Danny gives me a small smile. “I, uh—I cook when I’m anxious, and I guess our impending journey has made me, uh, somewhat nervous. You might as well help yourselves—my dad is going to freak out when he sees how much I’ve cooked.”

Namita, who’s in the process of taking a huge bite out of a cheese naan, nods eagerly. “Hey, we need lots of energy for where we’re about to go. And plus, unlike you guys, I don’t have a spirit companion to rely on—yes, I’ve said that before, and yes, I might be just a tad jealous—okay, a lot jealous. Anyway, all this is to say that I need nutrition.” With that, she continues chomping. Danny and I start eating, and I’m surprised at how amazing everything tastes.

“Geez, Danny, this is really good,” I say, my mouth filled with the most delicious waffles.

Danny smiles at me. “The waffles are rose-flavored. Took me months to perfect them.”

I finish the triangle of waffle and dig into the pizza next, which tastes mind-blowing. Who would’ve thought? We all eat until we can no longer sit comfortably; then Kai says, “Now that you’re all done stuffing your faces, can we get a move on?”

From on top of the pizza oven, Xiaohua cracks one eye open and snorts, letting out a small puff of smoke. “I remain dubious about this foolhardy quest you are insisting on dragging my master along on.”

Kai opens her mouth, no doubt about to say something rude, but before she can, Danny says, “I know you’re worried, but it’s for a good cause.” He turns back to the rest of us and stands. “Anyway, I’ve got everything ready. Follow me.” He leads us up the stairs to his bedroom, which is just as impressive as everything else in the house and kept as neat as something out of a home magazine. “I bought these safety charms we can put in our pockets,” he says, handing out small packets of what feels like sand. I put mine up to my nose and smell a mix of sage, smoke, and some other scents I can’t identify.

“These little trinkets are hardly going to save you from a demon in Diyu,” Kai says.

With a shrug, Namita, Danny, and I stuff our charms into our pants pockets. Better to have something than nothing, even if that something is next to useless.

“Spellbooks, um, cirth pendants—I’ve got extra pendants here in case anyone needs them,” Danny says.

Before the Know Your Roots program, such a show of wealth—I mean, excess cirth? Whoever heard of that?—would’ve made me so jealous. But now, I just say thanks and take one, though I don’t expect that I’ll need it. It’s been weeks since I used any cirth. I’ve been getting by using old Chinese magic, and every day I’m getting better at it.

“Gosh, I haven’t used these in a while,” Namita says, echoing my thoughts.

“Yeah, me neither.” Danny shrugs. “But in case we get too tired to use our qì or mana, it’s always good to have backup.”

“What did you bring, Theo?” Namita asks.

I gesture at my backpack. “I’ve got Niu Mo Wang inside—”

“I love how you so casually said that,” Namita laughs nervously. “Oh yeah, I’ve just got a demon king in my backpack, no big deal.”

I give a weak smile. When she puts it that way, it does sound ridiculous.

“Anyway, I’ve also got, uh.” Danny clears his throat. “My bow and arrow with me.”

We all groan. As it turns out, Danny is really into archery, and it’s kind of obnoxious because of course it’s dreadfully expensive and it feels like he mentions it a lot. Xiaohua gently pats Danny’s shoulder. “You do realize that your bow and arrow won’t do anything against the kinds of monsters we’ll be going up against?”

“You never know!” Danny argues. “Every adventure needs an archer. Think about all the books we’ve read and movies we’ve watched. It’s always the archer who saves the day.”

“Gods save us,” Namita moans, “the boy thinks he’s Katniss Everdeen.”

Danny’s cheeks and ears are turning red. Time for a subject change. “Anyway,” I say, “let’s go over the plan again. We’re going to chant the spell to get to the Doorway. From there, we’ll find the entrance to the First Court of Diyu.”

“That would be King Qinguang’s court, where souls undergo review and are given judgment,” Xiaohua says.

“The old man’s tough, but fair,” Kai adds. “If we explain things to him, there is a good chance he’ll let Jamie go back with us.”

Xiaohua gives Kai an odd look, which I can’t quite decipher, and it makes a shiver run down my spine because there seems to be sadness in it.

“What is it?” I say.

Xiaohua turns her gaze to me. It’s impossible not to see the ancient well of wisdom within her, calm and endlessly deep. “You are both blinded by desperate hope. It is very rare that King Qinguang lets those who have died return to life.”

Kai visibly bristles, her vibrant orange fur standing like a thousand needles. When she speaks, her voice is brittle, at the edge of breaking. “Well, technically, Jamie didn’t die. His soul was stolen—”

“Kai,” I interrupt, pulling her close. The last thing I want is for Kai and Xiaohua to get into yet another fight.

But instead of retaliating like she usually does, Xiaohua bows her head, her eyes still filled with sadness. “Little fox, it is not my wish to keep your previous master in Diyu. I am merely pointing out that perhaps it is best to temper your expectations.”

“I don’t need advice from you,” Kai snaps, turning abruptly away.

There’s a painfully awkward pause, then Namita says, “Anyway, we’re all good to go, right? I’ve told my parents I’m staying at my friend Anju’s house. She’s vouching for me. And you guys?”

“I told mine I’m staying here,” I say.

Danny nods. “And I told mine I’m staying at yours.” We all look at one another and nod.

“We’re ready,” I say.

We file downstairs and out to the backyard, where Xiaohua grows to her full size so we can all climb up onto her back. We’ve all agreed that we’ll fly to Muir Woods and chant the spell to get to Diyu there, just to avoid any unwanted attention. I can’t help gripping tight to her scales as she ascends to the skies, my insides tangling with anticipation and not a small amount of fear, especially when I recall what Xiaohua said about tempering our expectations. But Kai is right. Jamie rightfully belongs to us. King Qinguang will see that and release him back to the human world—and if not, I have my backup plan.
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Xiaohua’s impertinence has already put me in a bad mood, and when we arrive at Muir Woods, it darkens even more. It’s such an unpleasant atmosphere: the smell of everything, the heavy, damp scent of redwood trees and the way the air here feels thick, like a cold soup matting up my fur. The smell takes me back to that horrible time at the Know Your Roots program. So many painful memories resurface as I breathe in. The secret research facility that Reapling owned had been located here, though it has since disappeared, swallowed into a tiny black hole that Reapling conjured up to try and hide evidence of wrongdoing. This was where I was nearly turned into a full demon, and Theo was nearly killed by Creighton the fox. And is it just me or can I sense the many ghosts of wrongdoing here? The research facility had had a dungeon where Reapling employees were slicing into spirits, and the memory of that evil place makes me shudder. The aura here is all off, as though all the misery and cruelty performed here have seeped into the ground, tainting it forever with darkness.

Xiaohua lets us off in a small clearing. Theo takes out three little paper cups and pours out a small amount of spirit-world river water into each one. I wrap myself around Theo’s shoulders, and Xiaohua does the same with Danny. The kids go over the rhyme a couple more times, then there’s nothing left to prepare. They look at one another, and even Namita looks uncertain.

“Last chance to bail,” Theo says with a weak laugh.

“And leave you to have the coolest adventure of the year? I don’t think so!” Namita says.

“I think you meant the worst, most dangerous adventure of the year,” Danny says. “But I’m with Namita. We’re going.”

Theo’s smile grows. “Okay, let’s do it. Ready?”

They nod and lift the cups to their lips. At the count of three, they drink it; then they hold hands and begin chanting the rhyme. A soft breeze picks up, swirling around us, causing my fur to bristle. Electricity sparks in the air, and there is a sort of heaviness, like the wind around us has turned into a blanket, thick with magic from the chant. As a fox spirit, I can see how the spell is tearing open a hole between two worlds and beseeching the powers that be to allow safe passage from one to the other. The spirit-world river water acts as a catalyst to help untether the body from the human world, but the rest depends on the chant and the will of the caster. I open my mouth, about to ask them to stop, to find a different way, but just then, the spell takes effect.

It’s as though a huge hand has caught hold of our feet and yanked. For a moment, I feel our bodies elongating, like spaghetti;1 then my powers kick in and I spring back into shape. Theo and the kids stay spaghettified a few more moments, long enough for me to start worrying. What if they remain spaghettified? How would they ever find clothes to fit into? The next moment, we land with a thud that slams all breath out of our lungs. I scramble up quickly and inspect the kids, finding to my relief that they’re back in normal shape. Not that their usual selves are worth crowing about, mind you, but it’s admittedly somewhat better than a string of spaghetti. Theo looks like he’s half in shock, his hair standing up like a stiff broom, but when I lick his cheek, he manages to give me a shaky smile.

I hide my relief by swishing my tails casually and saying, “All right, then? Arrived safely, did you?”

He nods and turns to check on Namita, but she’s already bounced back onto her feet. “That was awesome!” she says, grinning wide.

This girl has issues.

Xiaohua is fussing over Danny like the naggy auntie she is. “Are you hurt in any way, Master?” she says, her voice sharp with concern.

“You know, if you keep babying him, he’ll never learn,” I say helpfully.

Xiaohua snarls at me, baring her obnoxious fangs in my face. “And whose fault is it that he’s so damaged?”

“Damaged?” Danny says, frowning. He pushes her away and stands up, brushing himself off.

“I did not mean it in that way,” Xiaohua says. “I meant … you know, touched by a demon.”

“Wow, please, continue digging that hole,” I mutter.

“Stop that, Kai,” Theo says, tugging me back.

“Yeah, this isn’t the time to argue,” Namita says. “Let’s just focus on—uh, wow, this place is … whoa.”

It seems as though the children have just registered where we are because they all stop talking and look around, eyes wide, at the Doorway. Theo’s been here before, of course, but I guess his mind had been addled by Xiuling’s potion, and plus we were sort of in a hurry, being chased by a skeleton demon and all. I can’t help but notice that Xiaohua’s eyes have widened as well, and it strikes me that she’s never been here before, because as she likes to remind anyone who will listen, she’s a divine spirit, yada yada.

I take a deep breath. I shouldn’t be as anxious as I was the last time I was here. For one thing, this time I’m not tainted by the corruption of turning demonic. For another, I no longer have the fear of Ox Head and Horse Face coming after me. Ox Head and Horse Face are two of Diyu’s most well-known guards. A month ago, while hot in the pursuit of justice for Jamie, I very nearly turned myself demonic. The change alerted Ox Head and Horse Face, who took it upon themselves to capture and banish me to Diyu. It was only through Theo’s sacrifice that I was able to be cleansed and escape Ox Head and Horse Face’s wrath.

Everything will be okay, I remind myself. And with that, I conjure up a bright-blue hat with the words KAI’S AMAZING TOUR ADVENTURES, a checkered scarf, a bright-blue flag, and a loudspeaker. Then I belatedly realize that we shouldn’t be making loud noises in here because of Yāoguài,2 etc., so with some regret, I shift the loudspeaker away. I clear my throat. Everyone looks at me and frowns when they see my new outfit. Not quite what I was looking for, but never mind.

“Hello and welcome to Kai’s Amazing Tour Adventures!” I say. The effect is somewhat diminished because I’m having to say everything in a whisper rather than the loud, booming voice it deserves. “I’m Kai, your tour guide. Please follow all of my instructions to the letter and keep your hands to yourselves because if you fling them around, there’s no telling what might bite them off.” Everyone is looking at me with horrified expressions. I laugh nervously. “Everyone ready to go?”

They nod hesitantly, except for Xiaohua, who rolls her golden eyes and sighs another puff of smoke out of her stupidly huge nostrils.

“Right then, off we go!” I wave the flag above my head and trudge forward, hiding my trepidation. “You may notice the trees around us. Frightful sight, aren’t they? Nothing but dead, crooked branches and twisted roots. Fun fact—the roots drink human blood, so they are very attracted to your scent right now. As we move, you might notice that the roots are starting to seek you out and perhaps even twine around your legs to break your bones and absorb your blood. So ha ha, um, arms and legs inside—well, close to your bodies—at all times, okay? Okay.”

With a start, the kids realize that the roots are slithering slowly, like thick coils of snakes, becoming ever more restless as we pass.

“Oh gods, not again,” Theo mutters. “This time, I’m not as helpless.” He raises a hand and mutters a spell called Cast a Small Light to Dispel the Dark Blight. His palm shines bright and he aims it down at the roots, which shrink away from the light.

Encouraged, Danny does the same while Namita casts a different spell that makes her feet shine, so the roots are repelled wherever she steps.3

“Ah, wonderful job, tourists!” I say, waving my flag enthusiastically. “You did much better than expected. I thought for sure we’d lose one of you.”

“She thought ‘for sure’ she’d lose one of us?” Danny mutters.

Xiaohua sighs a tired rumble. “I would never let anything bad happen to you, you know that.”

“And I would never let anything bad happen to me,” Namita says.

“So that leaves you, Theo, as the most vulnerable member of the group!” I say in what I hope is a comforting way.

Theo frowns. “Hardly! I’ve been practicing a lot of defensive spells.”

“And don’t forget my bow and arrows,” Danny says, pointing at his quiver.

“Oh dear,” I sigh. “Look, they’re not going to do you much good against those trees.”

Danny’s shoulders sag. “I know—I just hate feeling helpless.”

And somehow, despite myself, I actually feel bad for the kid.

“Well, don’t worry—I’m sure Kai won’t let anything bad happen to us, right?” Theo says.

He stares at me. I stare back.

“Right?” he says again.

“If it’s between you and Namita, there’s no question about it. I’m saving her.”

Namita whoops. “All right, Kai!”

Theo narrows his eyes at both of us, though he is smiling a little. “Okay, I see how it is.”

“Anyway, let’s keep moving, and don’t forget to watch for other flesh-eating demons!” I throw the flag up and catch it with my tails before advancing rapidly across the tangle of bloodthirsty tree roots, desperate to keep my tone light to keep them from seeing just how scared I am in this place. The roots shift restlessly, shrinking away with horrible rustles as the kids’ lights shine on them, and before long, we’re out of the forest of dead trees. Phew. Not that I would let them know, but I’m so relieved I nearly pee myself.4

“Jolly good, gang!” I cheer. The group give me half-hearted smiles, like they’re not altogether that impressed at how masterfully I’ve led them through the forest. I’m about to give them a piece of my mind when a splash catches my attention. “Ah, here is the Kunlun River, which flows from Spirit World all the way to hell, going through the Doorway in between. Looks nice and refreshing, doesn’t it?”

The kids walk to the riverbank and crouch down. Theo starts to reach into the water, but I blow a whistle (quietly) and say, “Please do not touch the water, for it is sometimes pure acid.”

Theo snatches his hand back, his mouth dropping open.

“Sometimes it’s pure acid?” Namita, who’s always faster on the uptake, says. “What is it at other times?”

I shrug. “It depends on its mood. Sometimes it’s the most delicious elixir, which will grant you immortality and godlike powers. Other times it’s molten lava. Other times it’s mountain dew.”

“Like the soft drink?” Theo says.

“No, like real dew from the mountains. Why would it be the soft drink? Anyway, the moral of the story is ‘don’t touch anything here.’ Come, we shall follow the river down to the entrance to Diyu.”

As we start down the path along the riverside, a chittering noise catches my attention. I frown back at the forest of dead trees. Something—or rather, some things—are moving, flitting from the branches toward us. Lightning flashes across the boiling bruise-colored skies, revealing the threat. I’d been expecting the macaque demons that Theo and I had come across on our last visit here, but this time, the demons have taken the form of bats. It’s a battle keeping my voice light as I announce, “Ah, for the next part of Kai’s Amazing Tour Adventures, we seem to be hunted by flesh-eating bat demons!”

The group jumps, and everyone raises their hands at the advancing cloud of bats. Xiaohua rears up, drawing in a great breath and shooting up into the sky. She dives into the mass and sprays a jet of blinding fire out of her mouth. We all gasp at the sight. It’s hard not to; it’s magnificent and terrifying in equal parts, and I realize that Xiaohua has been holding back the true magnitude of her powers in the human world. Dozens of black shapes plummet from the sky, burning as they fall, but even more bat demons appear, joining the fray. Xiaohua twists this way and that, roaring and blowing fire as she flies, while hundreds of bat demons fall like flaming marshmallows. Fleetingly, I wonder if I should help her, but even as I consider what shape to shift into to deal with an infestation of bats—an owl, perhaps? Or a hawk?— the bat demons decide that they’ve lost enough of their numbers. There is a high-pitched squeak and as one, they all disperse, melting into the turbulent sky the way that a fog clears up in the sun.

The kids whoop and clap and cheer as Xiaohua spirals back down to the ground. She’s breathing hard, but her eyes are aglow and her scales burn an even more vivid red than before. She’s just undergone a literal glow up. The children crowd around her, chattering excitedly.

“That was amazing!” Danny cries, and he almost hugs her, but she rears back.

“Don’t touch me, Master! I’m burning hot.” True enough, she’s still sizzling, and from where I stand two paces away, I can feel the heat radiating off her glowing scales. I guess Danny was just overcome with excitement.

“Well, that was so, so cool!” Namita says.

“Yeah, you saved us,” Theo says.

“I mean, technically I saved you by guiding us all to Diyu,” I mutter, “but whatever.”

Xiaohua bows her head in an effort to seem humble.5 “It was nothing,” she murmurs. “It is my honor to be able to protect my chosen master.”

“Gosh, with you around, nothing here can touch us!” Theo says.

I snap round at him, glaring, and he at least has the presence of mind to look guilty. “I mean, with both of you around, nothing here can touch us.”

“Harrumph,” I snort. “Well, now that the bats are taken care of, let’s commence to the next part of the journey.” I wave the flag rather aggressively and lead the group down the river until we reach the mouth of a cave with an intricately carved bronze door. “Aha! Here we are: the entrance to Diyu, as promised.”

“Oh, Kai, you did it!” Namita cries, throwing her arms around my neck. “You wonderful little creature.”

“Yes, well, this sort of world-class treatment is the least you can expect from my tour company, obviously.”

“You did great, Kai,” Theo says, holding out a fist for me to bump. I do so, gingerly, before shooting Xiaohua a smug smile. She may be the brute of the group, but I have proven myself to be the brains, which is surely far more worthy.

“Well, let’s go in!” I open the door with a flourish. Noise spills out of the cave. Prominent barks thunder out, along with screams. I jump back and slam the door shut.

“What’s wrong?” Theo says.

I smile at the group sheepishly. “Wrong door. That was Tartarus and the barking pup Cerberus. Heh-heh, honest mistake, really—anyone could’ve made it.”

“Did the Greek symbols on the door not give it away?” Xiaohua says lazily.

I glare at her. “You could’ve mentioned it.”

“And give away the surprise? Unlikely.”

“I thought such petty behavior was beyond divine beings like yourself,” I say.

“ANYWAY,” Theo says loudly, “where should we go?”

I sniff and straighten my tour-guide hat before waving the flag, albeit a little bit less enthusiastically now. “It should be straight down this way.”

We follow the river once more, and before long, we come to another cave mouth. This time, I don’t miss the Sanskrit words carved into the stone door.

“Let me guess—that’s Naraka?” Namita says.

“Right you are! The next door should be the way to … ah, yes!” I stop in front of a wooden door with Chinese characters cut into it. “Here we are.”

The group takes a collective breath, everyone looking more serious than before. Even Xiaohua is looking somewhat less smug, which I didn’t think she was capable of. Theo turns to Namita and Danny and casts a minor protection spell on them; then Xiaohua breathes over the children to bless them with divine energy.6 With all that done, there is nothing to do but open the door and step through to the First Court of Hell.
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Whoa, so this is what hell looks like. Honestly, I was expecting more fire and brimstone, a cave filled with ghosts and monsters, with pits here and there spitting out flames, but the First Court of Hell is nothing like that. In fact, it’s actually really amazing. It looks like the entrance to the Forbidden City in Beijing, but unlike the Forbidden City, this one has a multi-story pavilion that stretches up as high as I can see. Everything looks clean and orderly and everyone is shuffling along quietly, no screaming, tortured ghosts to be seen. Though we’re underground and I can sense the weight of the stone ceiling above us, I can’t actually see the ceiling. The cavern just stretches on for miles until it disappears into the dark. All of us, even Kai, are awed to hushed silence as we make our way across the stone courtyard. Red lanterns hang above us, glowing gently in the darkness.

The courtyard is deserted, but at the gateway to the pavilion is a man in an elaborate floor-length tunic. Before the Know Your Roots program, I would’ve seen it and thought, Traditional Chinese outfit. But ever since the program, I’ve been immersing myself in Chinese studies, and now I recognize his clothes as a Ming-dynasty court official’s hanfu, with a large flowing black coat tied carelessly at the waist. The coat is partially open and shows off a skinny chest, and the man flaps a bamboo fan lazily as he leans against the doorway.

“Wei,” he calls out to us as we near, greeting us in casual Mandarin. “What have we here? Oh my, quite a young group of people to be crossing into the courts of Diyu. Let me guess: school bus accident? Tragic.” Despite the sympathetic words, his face remains impassive, his eyes barely resting on us before rolling upward to the endless ceiling.

“Honorable Wuchang Shifu,” Xiaohua rumbles, “I apologize for disturbing your rest.”

The man throws his head back and laughs. “Oh my. Wuchang Shifu?” He laughs again. “It’s been so long since I’ve come across a dragon that I’ve forgotten how archaic you creatures are. Please, let’s not bother with formalities. Call me what I am: Wuchang Gui.”

“What’s going on?” Namita whispers.

“Um, he wants us to call him Ghost Wuchang instead of Master Wuchang,” I whisper back.

“That’s because it’s what I am,” Wuchang Gui booms, suddenly appearing between me and Namita.

We startle, jumping away, and he grins slyly at us. “Oh? Have you not heard of me? I am the Ghost of Impermanence—my role is to lead spirits to King Yanluo for judgment. Though sometimes I can mete out judgment myself, if you like.”

“With all due respect, Honorable Wuchang Shi—er, Gui,” Xiaohua says, “we would like to see King Qinguang for a specific matter. I hope this does not cause offense to you or King Yanluo.”

“I’m so confused right now,” Namita whispers. “I thought the one who gives out judgment is King Qinguang.”

“Little girl, I have excellent hearing, you know,” Wuchang Gui says. He snorts and spits to one side. “Yes, technically King Qinguang is the ruler of the First Court, the one who decides whether souls have to go through the Ten Courts of Hell or get reincarnated. But King Yanluo also has the right to judge whether souls are to be punished—and between you and me, King Yanluo is the wiser of the two. He lived as Bao Zheng in the human world. You know Bao Zheng? The world-famous judge? Very honest, upright, all that wonderful stuff.”

Even I’ve heard of Bao Zheng, a famous judge from the Song Dynasty who was celebrated for being fair and fearless, going so far as to impeach a member of the royal family. Jamie had been a huge fan of his. There are endless TV series about Bao Zheng, most of them called Bao Qing Tian, and Jamie watched all of them, some of them twice over. His favorite Bao Zheng story was one where Bao Zheng had been injured by a poisoned arrow and had to have the poison carved out of his arm. He’d refused all forms of anesthesia during the surgery and even chose to play chess while the doctor carved his arm to the bone. Jamie had dubbed him “China’s biggest badass.”

Xiaohua says again that we have urgent need to see King Qinguang, but I can see that Wuchang Gui is getting increasingly annoyed by this request.

“I simply don’t understand why you are rejecting this generous offer. King Qinguang is far more strict—I can assure you.” His easygoing expression is gone, his face turning an alarming shade of red, and I’m sure he’s increasing in size.

My anxiety doubles, then triples, until finally my mouth opens of its own accord. “I want to see King Yanluo! I mean, I would love to. My brother was such a huge fan of his, but that’s why we’re here. We’re here to see my brother, and he’s at King Qinguang’s Court.”

There is a shocked silence. Kai shifts uneasily, and I sense through our mind link that she thinks I’ve made a mistake revealing our true purpose here. I grimace inwardly. Oh no, have I really sabotaged our quest so early in the journey?

Wuchang Gui’s eyes narrow. “What do you mean, you’re here to ‘see’ your brother? Are you not souls requiring judgment?”

We all look at one another, panic written clearly on our faces. Danny looks like he’s almost ready to faint. I’m also incredibly nervous for another reason: Niu Mo Wang. I wonder if Wuchang Gui would be able to sense Niu Mo Wang’s aura inside my backpack and what he would do if he does. He’d definitely freak out, and who could blame him then?

“Oh, rest assured—we are souls seeking judgment,” Kai says.

Wuchang Gui glares at her, then at Xiaohua, then back at Kai again. It seems he can’t sense Niu Mo Wang’s aura. My heart rate slows down a little. I guess the cage is doing its thing and muting the aura of whoever’s trapped inside it.

“A fox spirit and a dragon traveling together,” Wuchang Gui muses. “Strange company you keep, divine dragon.”

Xiaohua’s whiskers twitch, though she keeps her face straight. “This particular fox spirit has shown herself to be unlike the rest of her kind. It is an honor for me to travel with her.”

“Hmm,” Wuchang Gui mutters, still eyeing us suspiciously. He reaches into his black tunic and pulls out a tattered scroll. Unrolling it, he scans the scroll before looking back at us. “I see no dragon or fox spirit scheduled to arrive here today. I don’t like this.”

My stomach falls. We’re being denied right at the front gate of Diyu, so close to Jamie.

“You’re right,” Namita says suddenly. “We’re not exactly planned visitors, but don’t you think it’s more fun that way?”

We all stare at her.

“What are you doing?” I whisper.

“Trust me on this. My mom is a bureaucrat. Her job is to make sure that the admin work in the government runs smoothly. And you know what she hates most? Unexpected applicants. They interrupt the flow of everything. She’s got a whole system, right? And unexpected applicants turn up and the system grinds to a halt.”

“You’re kind of arguing against us here,” I mutter.

But Namita’s eyes shine with excitement as she says, “Think of how annoyed King Qinguang would be when we show up at his court! You said it yourself, Mr. Wuchang: Not only are we not on the list, but we’re also a very unlikely group. A dragon and a fox spirit and human kids—not to mention, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not Chinese. I’m not Buddhist or Taoist; I’m Hindu. What am I even doing in Chinese hell? Can you imagine how confused King Qinguang would be?”

A new expression melts across Wuchang Gui’s face, changing it completely. He’d been glaring at us so intently just moments ago, but now, the lines on his face have rearranged themselves into an almost smile.

But Namita isn’t done. “Now,” she adds, “think of how angry King Yanluo would be if you led a group as problematic as us to his court.”

And there it is: her final blow. The wicked joy on Wuchang Gui’s face is replaced by a look of horror as he envisions his boss’s displeasure. Bao Zheng was known to be fair, but in the TV shows I’ve watched, he also had a temper.

Wuchang Gui quails visibly before he manages to control his emotions. He draws himself up, standing straight and lifting his chin. He makes a show of studying the scroll once more. He sniffs. I have barely drawn a single breath since Namita last spoke. Finally, Wuchang Gui clears his throat. “Due to the unnatural circumstances of your presence here, I do not recommend you to His Royal Majesty King Yanluo’s court. You may proceed to His Majesty King Qinguang’s court. Please follow me.”

We all release our breaths. I feel as though I could melt into the stone floor. I look at Namita, my eyes shining with gratitude, unable to speak for the massive lump in my throat.

“Namita,” I croak at last. “Thank you.”

Namita rolls her eyes. “Of course, dum-dum. Aren’t you glad I came along?”

I laugh then, and we all follow Wuchang Gui through the grand gate and into King Qinguang’s Court.



The First Court of Hell is basically a giant courtroom, with rows and rows of benches filled with waiting souls and a massive table at the front. It is one of the most beautiful halls I have ever been in, and the grandness of it makes me even more nervous.

My insides quail at the size of the courtroom. There are hundreds of souls in here, all of them seated quietly. Pop culture has got it right: They’re blue in color and slightly see-through. It’s a really weird feeling, seeing them. They’re both familiar and yet strange. I’ve seen enough movies to know that ghosts and souls are often portrayed that way, but seeing them in person is an entirely different thing. Each soul is in their own little world; no one talks to anyone else, and I just have this feeling that if I were to reach out and try to touch one of them, my fingers would go right through.

As though reading my mind, Kai says, “Don’t disturb them. Everyone here is on a slightly different plane to maintain order. Can’t have human souls talking to one another, plotting to undermine the justice system.”

Which is sort of exactly what we’re here to do. I gulp as Wuchang Gui leads us to a side table with a box the size of a watermelon on it. “New soul,” he says to the box. It whirrs and spits out a small piece of paper. Wuchang Gui rips off the piece of paper and hands it to Namita. “Here’s your number. Take a seat and do not speak to anyone until it’s called.”

I’m so scared that I might mess something up that I can only jerk my head into a small nod.

“You guys have automated service down here?” Danny says, sounding as confused as I feel.

Wuchang Gui looks insulted. “It’s the twenty-first century. What did you expect us to have: stone tablets?”

Danny blanches and shoves his hands into his pockets, shuffling his feet as he mutters, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Despite myself, I feel an overwhelming need to defend him. “We just didn’t expect to find human inventions here, that’s all.”

“Human inventions?” Wuchang Gui cries, his eyes widening before he bends over and starts cackling. “Where do you think humans get ideas for machines in the first place?” He taps on his temple with a skinny finger. “Divine intervention, obviously!” With that, he turns and walks off.

A deep gong reverberates throughout the large hall, and we all turn to look at the source of the sound. At the front is a huge paper screen with volcanoes spitting fire painted across it. I can see shadows moving around behind it and a huge silhouette of someone sitting in the middle. I guess that must be King Qinguang. A soul moves forward and goes behind the screen. Murmurs rise from the hidden stage, strangely muted. I try to swallow, but my throat sticks. I can’t believe that right at this moment, someone—an actual soul—is receiving his end-of-life judgment.

The number on the screen says 98124.

I reach over for our piece of paper. It says 98276.

It seems like we’re in for a bit of a wait. I scan the large hall and spot a sign that says SPECIAL CASES. My heart leaps into my throat. Could that be where Jamie is? So close to me, and yet still hidden from sight? As though the sight of the sign has pushed me into a trance, I stand, barely aware of what I’m doing. My eyes are riveted on the sign and what’s behind it. Vaguely, I sense myself walking toward it. The others are asking where I’m going, but I take no notice of them. Kai lands on my shoulders.

“Kid, what are you doing?” she whispers.

I nod at the sign without slowing down, and Kai abruptly falls silent. She gets it, too. How close we are to Jamie. And I sense her need to see him, as fierce and hot as mine. Together, we make our way down the aisle, walking past rows of waiting souls and down a dark corridor. At the end of the corridor is a door that’s labeled WAITING ROOM.

I feel as though I’ve forgotten how to breathe. How to walk, how to control any part of my body, because my consciousness has just floated out and I’m watching everything unfold before me. I’m about to see Jamie. This is it. Oh my gods, I can’t wait. My insides are a mess of exploding fireworks. I feel like I could scream and cry and laugh all at once. Jamie is right there, waiting for me behind that door.

And now that we’re both finally about to be reunited with Jamie, what’s going to happen?

As soon as I think that, I chide myself for my selfishness. Of course I would insist that Kai be Jamie’s spirit companion once more. I’ll summon another spirit companion, a less argumentative one. Maybe a water dragon, if I could somehow save enough money for it? Kai would hate living under the same roof with a water dragon. The thought of Kai playing pranks on a water dragon makes me smile. Anyway, it might not even matter, because … well, we’ll see.

I take a deep breath, place my hand on the door, and push it open.
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There are no words to describe the emotions surging through me as I push open the door. My heart, my blood, it all thumps to one single rhythm: Jamie, Jamie, Jamie.

And there he is, sitting quietly, alone in the middle of a vast room. He glances up, his expression empty, then at once, his eyes widen and his mouth falls open. He stands slowly, as though in a dream, and the way he moves is so familiar that it cracks something open inside me and I shout out.

“Jamie!”

“Theo?”

We dash toward each other and, oh my gods, I can’t believe that after everything, my brother is here, and he’s okay, and I’m hugging him, I really am. I know it’s impossible because he’s a soul, and souls probably don’t have any smells, but I swear I can almost smell the old Jamie—a wholesome combination of warm, clean sweat and that sweet hoisin sauce he loved so much.

“Jamie!” Kai shrieks, and leaps from my shoulders and wraps herself fiercely around his head, yipping and growling, overcome with emotion.

“Kai!”

Kai is so excited that she can’t keep still, climbing all over Jamie’s head and sniffing him, her two tails practically wagging. The sight of her overwhelming joy is amazing to see and yet also slightly painful in a way I can’t quite explain. I tighten my arms around Jamie’s broad chest.

“You’re here,” I whisper. “I found you.”

“You did. You guys—I don’t even know—I—how?!”

“You’re not going to believe it.”

Jamie grins at me, then raises his eyebrows. “Hang on, you two worked out your differences long enough to come here together?” he says in wonderment.

Guilt lances through my gut. I haven’t even thought of how he might feel, knowing that Kai is now my spirit companion. “Yeah, long story.”

Kai is still in a frenzy, scolding Jamie one second, hugging him the next. “Why didn’t you tell me what you found at Reapling? Oh gods, I could kill you! Sorry, that was in bad taste. But I really could! Oh, I’m so happy you’re here—this is the best day ever!”

Jamie laughs as Kai climbs all over his shoulders, her tails wagging this way and that. “I can’t believe you both are down here. How—is this real? Are you two really here? I mean, how?”

I squeeze Jamie’s hands before wiping the tears from my cheeks. “We’re really, really here. We had some help from our friends.” I turn my head and see Namita, Danny, and Xiaohua a few paces behind us. As Jamie gapes at them, Danny waves and gives a shy smile. Namita waves more enthusiastically, and when I gesture at them to come forward, she runs toward us, grinning.

“Hey, Jamie. I’m Namita. It’s really good to finally meet you.” She holds out a fist to Jamie.

Jamie laughs and bumps her fist, then does the same with Danny before nodding at Xiaohua. “I can’t believe this,” he breathes out.

“We all got to know each other at Know Your Roots, and they decided to come down here to help me get you out of Diyu.”

“Know Your Roots?” Jamie says. “Wait, you actually enrolled in the program? After I told you to go to the police?” There’s a hint of anger in his voice.

“I thought you wanted me to! You left me that notebook with all these clues, and I thought you wanted me to solve them.”

“Theo!” Jamie pinches the bridge of his nose and grinds his teeth. “I wanted you to take the notebook and go to the cops. Remember? I said if you found a quest that’s too difficult to do on your own, you should report it to the game master. I can’t believe you joined the program instead. That’s so dangerous. Know Your Roots was being run by bad people. Anything could’ve happened to you.” With a pained expression on his face, he pulls me into a fierce hug. “I can’t believe I put you in so much danger, Didi.”

It’s the term Didi, little brother, that does it. Something cracks open inside me then, and I don’t even try to hold back as the tears wash over me. Huge, ugly sobs rip out of me. I didn’t know, didn’t want to admit to myself or to anyone, how much I’ve missed being a didi. My whole life, that’s been such a huge part of my identity that without it, I was lost. I needed my gege, my big brother. I still do. I cling to Jamie and cry and cry and cry.

“Thank you,” Jamie whispers. “I can’t believe you put yourself through all that for me.”

After what seems like an eternity, I manage to get the crying under control and say, “I had a lot of help. Kai—she was, um, there was a sort of mix-up, and she became my spirit companion.” I look guiltily at Jamie. I have no idea how he’s going to react. “But of course, if you want her back, she’s all yours. I mean, if you want to be Jamie’s spirit companion, that is, Kai.”

Kai snorts and shrugs. I can’t tell what she’s thinking.

Jamie grins. “Kai? You guys are spirit companions? Whaaat?” He laughs. “I can’t even—how many times have you two tried to kill each other?”

“Only about a million times,” Namita pipes up. “You should’ve seen them at the Know Your Roots program. They were constantly arguing. It was unbearable.”

Jamie chortles and pulls me and Kai into another hug. “I can’t believe this.”

“Me neither,” I murmur. I look at him through my tears, still not quite believing that we’re here, and I’m touching Jamie. Well, Jamie’s soul, that is. “Are you—have you been tortured or anything?”

Jamie shakes his head. “No. It’s been pretty dull, actually. I don’t even really know what happened. When I woke up, I was down here, with a number, and then they called my number and King Qinguang was like, ‘Aiya, not another complicated case! Take him to the waiting room. I don’t have the energy to deal with this today.’”

I exchange a glance with the others.

“So I’ve just been at the waiting room for … I don’t know—how long has it been?”

My throat closes up again. The thought of Jamie sitting in that room, alone, listening to Muzak over and over, not even knowing how much time has passed, is awful. I’m relieved that he hasn’t been tortured, but waiting without an end is a form of torture in itself.

“Well, it doesn’t matter, because you’re coming home with us,” I say.

Xiaohua lowers her head. “Little human,” she says gently, “I think we need to discuss the actual process before doing anything brash because the last thing we want to do is offend King Qinguang by taking a deceased person back to the human world without his consent.”

“Tch,” Kai snorts, “always with the rules. Don’t you get tired of—”

“Hang on,” Jamie says. He stares at us in confusion. “What do you mean ‘deceased person’?”

We all stare back at him. No words come out of my mouth.

“Theo? Kai,” Jamie says softly, “I don’t understand. What happened to my body?”

I can’t bear to look at his expectant face. He doesn’t know, I realize, and the realization hits like a giant hammer. He doesn’t know that after his soul was ripped away, his physical foot remained on the gas pedal of his car. He doesn’t know that the car veered off the freeway and crashed horribly. He doesn’t know that he did, in fact, die that day.

I see the moment that my brother realizes what has happened back in the human world. I see the painful, excruciating moment of horror dawning on his face, and I wish I could wipe it away. Just like that, I’m enraged at Reapling all over again. How could they do this to him? He was only seventeen; he was about to graduate high school and go off and do amazing stuff. He would’ve been a doctor, the best one ever, yanking people from the gates of Diyu.

How do I explain this to him? “Jamie,” I croak. “I’m so sorry.”

Sorrow overwhelms Jamie’s features, his face crumpling like paper. Kai and I hug him so tightly, as though we’re trying to absorb as much of his sadness as we can. The whole time, I say, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” as though it could help, as though it makes a difference.

But before I can say another word, a loud alarm blares through the waiting room. We all start and look up to see a screen flashing with numbers: JAMIE TAN: NUMBER 98280

“What?” Jamie says.

We all gape at the screen, then at one another.

“I think…,” Xiaohua ventures, “it is time for you to join the queue.”

“Is that a good thing?” I say, my voice wavering. I turn to the others, anticipation roiling inside me. “It is, right? We need to present his case to King Qinguang, so this is a good thing, right?”

After a long pause, Namita says, “I don’t think we have a choice. The best thing we can do right now is join the queue, and when we get to Jamie’s turn, we’ll explain everything to King Qinguang.”

“I’m sure he’ll see reason,” Danny says, but he looks as uncertain as I feel.

Jamie looks down at me, sees my stricken gaze, and makes himself smile. My chest twists with pain. He’s always a big brother, even now. Always taking care of me, making sure I’m okay. “Hey, I’m sure it’ll be okay.”

How ridiculous that even now, when what’s at stake is his soul, he’s the one comforting me? I force a smile onto my face. “Yeah, totally.” I know it will turn out okay for Jamie.

We walk out of the waiting room in silence, me clutching Jamie’s hand like a little kid. I’m never letting go of my big brother’s hand, not ever again.
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We’re all silent as we shuffle out to join the queue in the main hall. Well, outwardly I am quiet, but inside my head is a full-on chorus singing at the top of its lungs: JAMIE IS HEEERE! I am over two hundred years old, with a vocabulary that would’ve made Shakespeare cry with envy, but at this moment, I quite simply do not have the words to describe how I feel. I keep glancing over at Jamie and touching him to make sure he’s really there, not a figment of my cruel imagination. My paws jump nimbly from Jamie’s left shoulder to his right, to the top of his head, then around his neck, and he laughs and says, “Oh, Kai,” which makes my heart seize up with every emotion in the world. I’m so overcome by Jamie’s presence that I can hardly sense Theo’s thoughts in our mind link. With a flash of guilt, I look at Theo. He seems to be in as much of an emotional turmoil as I am, which makes me feel even more—well, turmoiled.

The number on the screen says 98129. So I suppose there will still be a bit of a wait before it’s Jamie’s turn. We make our way past the paper volcano screen, find an empty bench and slide in wordlessly, all of us too tense to say much.

I look at the front of the courtroom, where King Qinguang has stood up to pass his judgment on a soul, and something close to fear electrifies my fur, making it stand on end.1 Xiaohua is always yammering on and on about being a divine being, and technically she is, but there are minor divine beings like her, and there are actual Divine Beings like a king of Diyu. It’s like looking directly at the sun. King Qinguang’s qì is so powerful that I feel my skin crackling, my insides slowly melting like they’re trying to merge with his magnificent qì. Next to me, Xiaohua bows her head and averts her eyes; I guess his brilliance is also too much for her to bear.

Fortunately, human eyes aren’t as sensitive as ours, so the kids have no trouble looking straight at King Qinguang. Even though they’re unable to see the blinding glow of his aura, King Qinguang still makes a half-amazing, half-terrifying sight. For one thing, he’s twice as large as a normal adult human, and he sits upon a large dais so he towers over all of us like a small mountain. For another … well, the whole ginormous thing is enough, is it not? But in case it isn’t, for another, he’s staring down at the soul in front of him with a very stern expression, his bushy eyebrows in the shape of a V. And being a judge of human souls, he’s had all of eternity to practice looking stern.

The soul falls to his knees; it’s instinctive for you humans. The muscles in your legs turn to water and your bowels churn and your primitive lizard brains2 yell, KNEEL!

“Yangruo, you used your precious time in the human world to do nothing but bad deeds,” King Qinguang booms, his voice thunderous and deep, like the grinding of the earth as land masses crash into one another. “Your company exploited its employees and dumped tons of toxic waste into the rivers, poisoning the drinking water for thousands of people. What do you have to say for yourself?”

The soul is visibly trembling. “Please, Your Honor, I didn’t know—”

“You claim ignorance? I can see straight into your heart. I know you were perfectly aware of what you were doing.” To my surprise, a tinge of sadness enters King Qinguang’s voice then. “Yangruo, I do not give out my sentences lightly. But your sins are grave, and you have a valuable lesson to learn. Guards, take him to King Biancheng’s court.”

Next to Theo, Namita utters a small gasp.

“What is it?” Theo whispers.

“King Biancheng rules the Sixth Court of Hell,” Namita whispers. “It’s where those who have broken laws are punished … by, uh, being thrown onto a tree of spikes.”

Theo looks ill.

The soul screams as two demon guards march him away. “Please, Your Honor, I can pay you! Any amount of money you want!”

King Qinguang laughs, not a pleasant sound. “Do you know why King Yanluo was demoted to the Fifth Court of Hell?”

The demon guards halt, and the soul stares expectantly at King Qinguang.

“It was because the Jade Emperor thought he was too merciful. He has a soft spot for mortals, you see. I have no such soft spot; therefore, I am able to judge well. With fairness, not with mercy.”

The number on the screen changes. “Next!” an announcer shouts out.

“Well, settle in,” I mutter. “We’ve got quite a long wait—”

Just then, a side door opens and figures march out of it. Though no one else takes notice of them, something about them draws my attention. The courtroom is too dimly lit for me to make out the figures. One of them speaks. “Do you see her?”

The voice curdles my essence and makes my guts tighten. The voice of my forever nemesis. And if that voice is here, then the other will surely follow. Sure enough, as I think that, another voice booms: “Can you spot her?”

“I already said that, brother,” the first speaker grumbles.

“Two is more effective than one, brother,” the second speaker argues.

And finally, they step into the light, wearing smug grins on their stupid, hateful bovine faces. My lips curl back on their own accord, revealing my fangs, for before me stand my tormentors, the two beings hell-bent on my destruction. Ox Head and Horse Face.

“I smell her—there!”

I leap up, all of my muscles tense, but there’s no time to hide as they march straight toward us. The other souls glance up, but as soon as they see the horrible sight of Ox Head and Horse Face, they quickly lower their heads. It’s obvious that these two are not anyone you want to mess with.

“What’s happening?” Jamie says.

As Ox Head and Horse Face approach us, the kids bunch up together, quailing from their frightful, brutish forms. My tails flick up and I force myself to make them flap casually as I say, “Oh hello, Ox Head, Horse Face. Fancy meeting you here.”

“I told you not to call me that!” Horse Face growls.

“It’s your name,” I mutter. Maybe it’s unwise to be so flippant in King Qinguang’s courtroom, but there’s just something3 about these two that make me want to irritate the heck out of them.

“Yes, but you’re saying it like an insult!” Horse Face snaps.

Something flies around Horse Face and Ox Head, whizzing like an overeager fly. It stops next to Horse Face. It’s a small imp. With a start, I realize it’s Pea Green.

“There they are!” Pea Green chitters. “I told you they’d be here! That one, that was the one that took the form of the great Creighton Ward to trick me!”

My mouth drops open as realization sets in.

“Oh my gods, it’s the Eye from Reapling,” Danny gasps.

“Yeah, that’s me, all right. I told you you’d be sorry,” Pea Green says with a smug look.

“Pea Green,” I gasp. “What have you done?”

Pea Green blows a raspberry at me. “What you deserved, lowly fox spirit! I found these two intrepid guards of hell”—Ox Head and Horse Face snort and stand up straighter—“and I alerted them of your duplicitous, sneaky, underhanded plan of coming to Diyu!”

My lips peel back to reveal a snarl. How dare this little upstart betray me like this? I mean, yes, I may have taken advantage of his affection for Creighton Ward, but still! “Oh, you little…”

“You don’t scare me!” Pea Green sneers, and makes a rude gesture. “And now, my job is done and I shall take my leave. Enjoy being tortured in hell, fox demon!” With one last obnoxious hoot, Pea Green shoots up and disappears with a small pop.

“Now,” Horse Face says, grinning evilly, “we’re going to enjoy torturing you for all eternity, fox demon.”

Theo turns to me, and his eyes are wild with fear. His thoughts surge into my consciousness. Kai, they can’t get you. I can’t lose you, too.

His fear is contagious, filling all of my senses, overtaking my whole body, down to the tips of my tails. You won’t lose me. I try to soothe him, but my own mind is shivering. Can we ask King Qinguang for help? But how could we, when Ox Head and Horse Face are his guards? Who’s he going to believe: his own guards or a ragtag bunch that doesn’t even belong here? What if my conflict with Ox Head and Horse Face angers King Qinguang and ends up ruining Jamie’s case?

Theo must have read my mind because he says, King Qinguang said it himself: He doesn’t rule with mercy. Kai, you have to run.

YOU HAVE TO RUN.

He flings the last thought at me with so much force that it comes as a physical blow. I stumble back, all rational thought pushed out of my mind, my survival instincts taking over. All of my thoughts shaved down to primal instinct. Theo’s right. I need to run. I make a change into a giant eagle and spread my wings.

Ox Head jumps up, raising his trident. It catches the light of the flames, glinting horribly as he throws it straight at me. Except I’m already moving, no longer where the trident is flying toward. Danny, who was directly behind me, is now in its path.

“No!” I don’t know who shouted it, me or Xiaohua. The next instant, she’s in front of Danny, but Danny is no longer there because I have him in my claws, and I’m flying—flying as he shrieks, as everyone shouts, as Ox Head’s trident pierces through dragonscale, the unforgiving blades biting into dragonflesh, as Xiaohua’s roar rends the cavern. Danny cries out, arching in my claws as though he, too, had been stabbed. I don’t stop to think. I cast about for an exit and find a door. Horse Face is galloping straight toward us, but I don’t hesitate. I fly through the door and slam it shut right before Horse Face crashes into it.
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The moment that the door slams shut, cutting my spirit companion from me, I freeze. It’s as though I’ve lost one of my limbs. My surroundings gain an unreal quality, like I’m watching them from afar, their voices muted: on one side, Xiaohua keening with pain—on the other, a few paces away, Ox Head and Horse Face hammering on the door, shouting to be let in. And in front of us, the great and terrible King Qinguang, eyes glowing red, shouting commands at various demon guards, who come flying in. It all seems to be happening in slow motion around me, like we’re underwater. Maybe I’m dreaming. Maybe—

Something shoves me roughly, jolting me out of my shocked stupor.

“Theo!” Namita cries, slapping my chest hard enough to smart.

I blink at her. Noise rushes back in, everything in chaos, everyone shouting and running and flying everywhere. On the stage, King Qinguang roars, “What is happening? Who dares to cause such disorder in my court?”

Ox Head and Horse Face scramble down the aisle toward the dais, bowing every few steps. “Your Honor, my brother and I were trying to apprehend a fox demon,” Horse Face calls out.

“A fox demon in my court?” King Qinguang thunders.

“Yes,” Ox Head says, “we have been pursuing her for months now.” He continues to give his version of his run-ins with Kai, and the frown on King Qinguang’s face deepens as Ox Head talks.

“Oh gods, this is bad,” I whisper. King Qinguang doesn’t seem like he’s going to be in any mood to listen to our explanations.

“Come on, we’ve got to go!” Namita snaps. “We need to—I don’t know, we need to come up with a new plan.”

I turn to Xiaohua. “We can’t leave her.”

“I know.” Namita puts her arm around the dragon. I flinch at the sight of the broken scales and stab wounds still oozing blood. The blood is gold in color, beautiful and horrible to behold. Xiaohua twists with obvious pain. “Xiaohua, shrink down! We’ll carry you out of here,” Namita says.

With a nod, Xiaohua closes her eyes and shrinks down until she’s about as thick as my arm. Namita and I pick her up, trying to be gentle but also in too much of a rush to be very gentle, and Xiaohua flinches. Gritting my teeth, I place her round my shoulders, shuddering as the scalding hot gold blood drips down my back.

“Come on, Jamie,” I say, but Jamie shakes his head.

“I can’t leave the queue,” he says. “Souls are not permitted to leave the First Court until they receive their judgment. You guys need to go ahead without me.”

“No—” The idea of leaving my brother now, mere moments after we’ve been reunited, is inconceivable.

“You don’t have a choice,” Jamie hisses. “Go now! You have to find Kai. I can’t sense her—can you, Theo? She’s in trouble. Go. I’ll be here.”

I glance up at the queue number. “But what if your number’s called before we come back? You barely remember what happened back in the human world. You need us here to explain your case.”

“I’ll be fine. I have faith in you. You’ll come back before my number’s called.” And with that, Jamie pulls me into a fierce hug.

I choke back my tears and hug him back, hard. “I’ll come back soon,” I promise. Then I break away and run off before I can change my mind.

“Let’s go!” Namita calls out, already a few steps ahead of us.

I run toward her and to my surprise, I overtake her immediately. But there’s no time for me to pause and wonder about that, because something shouts, “Brother, didn’t the fox demon come here with human children?”

The back of my neck prickles.

“Yes, why?”

“The humans are trying to escape!” Horse Face says.

I grab Namita’s arm and run even faster, and before I finish taking a single breath, we’re right in front of another door. I shove it open, yank Namita through, and slam it shut. Namita and I both lean against the door with all our weight, even though we would never be able to hold off Ox Head. The door shuts, and a heavy lock automatically falls into place. Sure enough, though we wait for a few moments behind the door, there are no sounds from the other side, not even faint noises or knocks or anything. It’s as though we’ve entered into a whole other world.

I breathe a sigh of relief and close my eyes, feeling like I might just curl up and bawl. How in the world did things go so wrong? We were so close to getting Jamie back, and then that Eye …

“You okay?” Namita says, placing her hand on my shoulder.

I open my eyes and try to muster up a smile, but it feels like a wince instead. “I could be better. You?”

“A little bit shaken, but that is to be expected from a journey through hell, I think.” Namita gives me a brave smile, and in that moment, I’m so grateful that she and I became friends. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I’d been here alone. Well, I would’ve been captured, for one.

“How’re you doing, Xiaohua?” Namita says.

I look down at my right shoulder, where Xiaohua’s head is resting. Her eyes are still closed, but she cracks one open and rumbles, “I have seen better days. I will heal, but it will take some time. What’s more important is to find Danny. Please, find my master—ensure his safety.”

“Yeah, of course we will,” I say hurriedly. The sight of Xiaohua looking so weak and helpless is so wrong. I know Kai dislikes Xiaohua’s self-importance and grandness and power, but I would give up a lot to see Xiaohua recovered, back to her usual confident self.

“And try not to get in more trouble,” she mutters.

“Oof, tough one. We are in hell, you know,” Namita says, patting Xiaohua gently. I can tell Namita’s trying to be brave for our sake, and I reach out and squeeze her hand. She smiles at me, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “We’ll be okay.”

I nod, even though it feels like we’re about as far from “okay” as anyone can physically be.

“Hey, how did you run so fast back there?”

“Huh?”

“Back at King Qinguang’s court, when all hell—ha-ha, all hell—back when all hell broke loose, you ran so fast. I swear you were, like, faster than an Olympic sprinter.”

“Oh yeah. That was weird, wasn’t it?”

Xiaohua lifts her head a little from my shoulder. “That would be the effects of my blood. Haven’t you heard all those stories about humans seeking the blood or tears or sweat of dragons?”

I scour my memories for childhood stories I’ve heard, and I nod. “Yeah, for eternal life?”

The corners of Xiaohua’s mouth lift into a wry smile. “Only the first-generation water dragons can grant eternal life.” The smile dims. “Which is why they have been hunted to near extinction. My kind cannot give such things, but our blood does enhance your physical abilities. Namita, you may take some.”

With wide eyes, Namita gingerly pats Xiaohua, getting some of the spilled golden blood all over her hands. “Thanks, Xiaohua.” She holds up her hands, staring at them. “Whoa. That was like a really intense shot of caffeine. I feel so energized. This is amazing, Xiaohua!”

“Use it wisely, for I am unable to grow back to my true size and fly you out of here while I am injured,” Xiaohua says gravely.

I gnaw on my lower lip, anxiety clawing at my chest. Instead of answering, I turn around and study our surroundings. We’re inside a dark cave, but there’s plenty of light coming from the other end. “Let’s go.” Namita and I start walking toward the light. “I’m sure we’ll be fine. We just need to—”

Oh. No.

The rest of the sentence dies in my throat as we reach the mouth of the cave and stop short. Namita’s breath comes out in a low whistle. “How in the Ten Courts of Hell are we going to get out of here?” she whispers.

I can’t bring myself to say anything.

Because we are right at the very top of a mountain. Light glints off the surface in a thousand different angles. Because the mountain is not made of soil. It’s made of hundreds and thousands and maybe even millions of knives, all sorts of knives—daggers, cleavers, katanas, all of them shining evilly, their edges sharpened to unforgiving thinness.

“We’re at the top of Dao Shan,” Namita mutters.

“Dao Shan?” I translate this quickly in my head. “Does it mean ‘Mountain of Knives’?”

“Yes, actually. It means exactly that.”

“Doesn’t leave much room for misinterpretation.”

Namita nods weakly. “I’ve read so many books about the Ten Courts of Hell in preparation for our journey. I knew about Dao Shan, but seeing it in person is—uh—something else.”

All I can say is “Yeah.” Because it’s true. I’m staring down the peak of an actual mountain and seeing its magnitude and the way the light from the braziers around us catch on the multitude of blades, and there is no way that any book could have shown the overwhelming horror of it. The sight turns my stomach. Just as I’m standing there, frozen to the spot, a voice booms from somewhere above us.

“Yanshi, for being a ruthless, greedy loan shark, you are sentenced to fall down Dao Shan!” it announces.

One second later, there is a terrified shriek, and a gleaming blue figure is dropped from the black sky. Namita and I gasp as the figure plummets straight onto the summit of Dao Shan. My mind recoils from the sight. Yanshi’s soul is see-through, so surely these knives wouldn’t hurt him? Right? RIGHT?

But Yanshi roars with pain as he lands on the blades, and he continues screaming as he rolls down the mountain, though there is no blood, no wound, that we can see.

“I feel sick,” I moan.

Namita, always faster on the uptake than I am, has wisely closed her eyes and covered her ears. “Is it over yet?”

I peer down. He’s about halfway down, still shrieking as he rolls. I quickly lean back. “Um, it’s almost over.”

Namita gingerly removes her fingers from her ears. “Whose court is this?”

Between the shouting and the gruesome mountain, it takes a moment for my rattled mind to focus on the question. “I think it’s King Yanluo’s Court.”

Namita frowns. “Isn’t he supposed to be the merciful one? The one who got demoted because he was so nice to humans?”

Oh gods. She’s right. That was what King Qinguang had said. We both stare down the mountain once more. To my horror, there are little bits and pieces of gleaming blue blobs stuck on the knife blades. Pieces of Yanshi’s soul, I realize with a shudder.

“Looks like he no longer has that problem,” I say.

“Or he’s over-corrected and now he’s super unmerciful to prove that he should be promoted back to Court One?”

I shrug helplessly. Either way, King Yanluo doesn’t strike me as the kind of king who would take kindly to two kids and a dragon stealing into his court. “We should get out of here.”

“Yeah, obviously, Sherlock. But how?”

For the next few minutes, Namita and I are both quiet as we think of spells that might help us down the mountain. I keep glancing over at Xiaohua, concern gnawing at me. She’s dozed off now, probably exhausted and hurting from her wounds. The sight of Xiaohua—who’s normally so powerful—reduced to this helpless state is horrible. Doom sits on my chest, squeezing the air from it.

I sort through the list of spells I’ve learned and decide on the most appropriate one. Before casting it, I take a few deep breaths, forcing myself to calm down. I’ve been working hard on correcting my Chinese pronunciation, but when I get anxious, all my newly learned lessons fly out the window and I revert back to my wonky pronunciations. The last thing I want to do here is cast the wrong spell.

Holding out my palms, I swish my right hand in a figure eight and cast a spell called It’s Not Asked Often, Please for Once Soften. The spell darts out of my right palm in a perfect, confident line. I’ve pronounced the words flawlessly, thanks to weeks of practice. But as soon as it hits Dao Shan, it dissolves into the murky air with a sad fizzle.

“Let me try,” Namita says. She touches the tips of her middle fingers to her thumbs, then her index fingers, and does a complicated motion before casting a spell in Hindi. A bolt of bright green light shoots from her fingertips. But like mine, the spell dies as soon as it hits the first knife. Namita’s shoulders droop. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“What was the spell for?”

Namita frowns. “Turning metal to water.”

“That would’ve been useful.”

“Yeah.”

I straighten up and take a deep breath. Maybe it just wasn’t the right spell. I sift through the list of spells again and decide on another: Sure as the Hammer’s Pat, You Shall Become Flat. I focus so hard on getting the spell right—the pronunciation, the will behind it, the focusing of my qì—that when it does leave my hands, I have no doubt that it’ll work. The spell is beautiful, a bright blue-tinged ball that flies in a confident arc … only to melt into nothing when it hits the mountain. I groan.

Namita raises her hands again, a focused frown on her face, but before she can cast another spell, a small voice squeaks, “My goodness me, you lot are slow learners, ain’t you?”

We look around us, gaping. Even Xiaohua has opened her eyes a little to look for the source of the voice.

“Who’s there?” I call out. My voice comes out wobbly with fear. What if it’s one of King Yanluo’s guards? Or maybe one of the falling human souls doomed to be punished here? Or … I don’t know, there are too many possibilities, and none of them is a good one.

“Down here, woodhead!” the high-pitched voice squeals.

“Woodhead?” Namita raises one brow.

“It’s the Chinese version of ‘bonehead.’”

Carefully, Namita and I peer over the edge of the cave mouth. I don’t see anything beyond the awful mountain at first.

“Heeere!”

Then I spot it: a tiny blue blob waving at us from the foot of the mountain. We’re too far away to see the soul and gauge whether it’s a child or an old person. Hesitantly, we wave back at it.

“How did you see us from all the way down there?” Namita shouts down.

“When you die, your senses are no longer impeded by the limitations of your fleshly body, that’s how. Now stop trying to cast spells on the mountain itself, numpties,” it calls out. “It’s spell-proof.”

“Oh.” My shoulders sag. It feels like all the energy has suddenly left my body. Dejected, I slump down onto the floor of the cavern, and Namita sits down next to me with a sigh. “I guess we’re stuck here. For all eternity.”

“Or until the door we came through unlocks again and we get arrested by King Qinguang.” Namita gives me a terrified grin.

“Or that.”

“Hellooo? You still there?” the blob shouts up.

“Yeah, we’re still here.” Namita pops her head out and waves at it again.

“Do the spells on yourself!”

“Oh. OH!” Namita cries. “Oh my gods, how did we not think of that?”

We scramble back to our feet, looking at each other with a spark of hope. “Okay, we need to work together. Let’s not waste any more energy. Can you…” I pause, trying to come up with the best combination of spells that would get us down the mountain safely. After a moment, I snap my fingers. “Got it! How big can you make your feet?”

Namita grins with obvious pride. “I’ve been practicing, and I can get them to the size of a surfboard now.”

“Awesome!”

“But Theo, I don’t really want us to surf down the mountain on my feet. They’ll be torn to ribbons.”

Now it’s my turn to smile. “You’re not the only one who’s been practicing.” Focusing hard, I wave my hands at Namita’s feet and cast a spell called Strengthen the Skin, Even Harder than Tin. The spell, a soft green ball, lobs itself from my palms and lands on Namita’s feet, where it melts into her skin, leaving it with a green tinge. “How does it feel?”

Namita raises her feet slowly. “Heavy.” Before I can say anything, she conjures up a knife and stabs it into her foot.

The words Oh my gods what are you doing are on their way out of my mouth when the blade bounces off her foot with a loud ping.

I gape at Namita. “That’s so dangerous! Why would you do that?”

She laughs. “Because I could feel that my feet have turned to metal, silly. See?” She raps on one foot with her knuckles, and it gives a dull metallic sound.

I take a few deep breaths, still shaken, as Namita casts the spell to enlarge her feet. True to her words, her feet soon swell up to the size of surfboards, which is a really weird sight to see. She lifts her left foot and wiggles it. The movement makes her upper body sway. “Whoa, it’s so heavy,” she says, laughing, pinwheeling her arms to regain her balance.

“Are you sure you’re going to be okay riding down the mountain?” What I really want to say is Are you sure you’re not going to tip over while going down the mountain, because falling means we’ll both be DEAD.

“Pfft, no biggie. Look, I’m used to them already!” She does a little hop, and when her giant feet land, it makes the entire cave shake. “I’m an amazing skier, Theo. I eat black-diamond slopes for breakfast. This is just like skiing.”

“Okay…” I’m still not convinced, but what choice do I have? I look down at Xiaohua with concern. She’s asleep, her body rising and falling gently with each warm breath. If only I could be unconscious, too, so I wouldn’t have to actually experience the horrors of what’s about to happen.

“Hop on!” Namita says merrily.

With no other choice, I step onto Namita’s feet. I grit my teeth, expecting the squish of skin and flesh, but my spell has worked well, and it feels like stepping on solid rock. I stand in front of Namita, and she wraps her arms around my waist, which makes me nervous in an entirely different way. I clear my throat and adjust Xiaohua round my neck, making sure she’s secure.

“Ready?” Namita says.

“Uh, considering we’re about to surf down a mountain of knives on your bare feet—no?”

“Great!” With that, Namita lunges out of the cave and together, we soar through the sky before landing onto a thousand hungry blades.






KAI
12



I’d forgotten how heavy human children can be, and as I grab hold of Danny’s arms in my clawed feet, his solid weight almost prevents me from soaring to the sky. Almost. I furiously beat my newly grown wings, and we fly through the side door just in time to avoid Ox Head and Horse Face catching us. The door slams shut with a thunderous final click, cutting off all the noise and confusion behind it.

“Let me go!” Danny bellows, thrashing wildly. One of his fists catches me in the stomach.

“Oof!” I squawk, my breath knocked out of me, my balance lost. I flap my wings, but my flight arc’s broken and I can’t stop us from crashing unceremoniously to the ground. We roll over and under and over again, limbs flying wildly. I got a shoe in my beak, and I’m pretty sure my head was knocked into Danny’s bum at some point, which is something I am not in any rush to repeat, let me tell you. Finally, we roll to a stop and we both lie there, gasping for breath, trying to stop the world from spinning. When I can finally draw in a full breath, I sit up and glare at Danny. “What in the world are you playing at, hitting me while I’m flying? We could’ve been killed!”

Danny drags an arm across his brow, his chest still heaving as he sits up. When he finally meets my eye, I take a step back because there isn’t just rage written all over his face; there’s also an animalistic fear that’s nearly tipping over into hysteria. “What am I playing at?” Danny says shrilly. “What are you playing at, catching me in your claws like that? Did you turn demonic again? Do you know what it feels like to be snatched up into the air by a giant demon bird?” His voice breaks, and still he carries on talking, his eyes bright with tears. “Do you know how many nightmares I’ve had about that night? About being flung up into the air by you? And you were laughing the whole time, just throwing me about like a ball. At any moment, you could’ve just decided to drop me and let me fall to my death, and there was no one to save me, because you made me dismiss my companion!” He shouts the last word in a voice raw with emotion, and with that, Danny crumples over and covers his face.

Guilt floods my chest, and instead of the indignant tirade I was prepared to unleash on him, all that comes out is a small guilt-ridden “I see.” After a while, I push myself to say, “Um, that’s understandable. You’re still working through your trauma. Which I caused. Yes, um. So. Well. I apologize.” And I do. I really, really do, even though it’s completely against my nature to admit any wrongdoing. But the sight of Danny’s anguish, no longer covered by fear or politeness or whatever it is that’s been hiding it all this time, is painful to see. “I’m sorry, Danny. There is no excuse for what I did to you. Is there any way that I can make up for it?”

It takes a while for Danny to reply. He stares at me with distrust. “Well, you did just separate me again from my companion.” The mention of Xiaohua causes pain to flash across his face. “She was injured. I felt that trident stabbing into her.”

I wince. I’d seen it, too, and the sight of those spikes shattering Xiaohua’s scales and stabbing into her flesh was sickening, almost unbearable. “Is she—can you sense her?”

Danny sighs. “Yeah. She’s still alive. In pain, but alive. And … I don’t think she’s in the First Court anymore. I need to get to her.”

“I know. I can sense that Theo isn’t in King Qinguang’s court anymore. They’ve escaped … somewhere.” I close my eyes and try to find the thread linking me and Theo to each other, but it seems that down in Diyu, there is a lot of interference, because I can only sense enough to know that Theo is still alive, but nothing more concrete than that. Danny’s right: We do need to get to them somehow. “They’re probably in one of the other courts. All the courts are linked to one another. We just have to find out which court they’re in and locate the right door.”

For a second, Danny stares at me in that disconcerting way again. Then he narrows his eyes and says, “Fine. Sounds good. But could you please change out of bird form? It’s—I hate seeing you as a bird.”

My instinctive reaction is to tell him to stop looking at me, but I realize that he does have a point. With a nod, I change back to my fox form.

“Thanks.” Then Danny glances over my shoulder and gasps. “Wow. This is … not what I was expecting to find in hell.” Danny is right—this court is actually very pleasant for a court of hell. We’ve walked into a beautiful garden in front of a majestic palace. The palace itself looks like it’s carved from pure jade, its walls glittering a deep, rich green with veins of gold. The garden is filled with trees of various shades of red and has a river snaking through it, and the river isn’t even blood or anything. It’s plain water, and below the surface I spot colorful koi glittering like jewels as they swim happily.

We walk slowly across the garden, marveling at the abundant fat fruits hanging heavily from the trees. All the trees and plants have been arranged in harmony, all of them trimmed into very neat, deliberate shapes. “I hope I don’t have to tell you not to eat anything here,” I whisper, though admittedly, my own mouth is watering at the sight of all this food. When was the last time I ate?

“Tch, of course I wouldn’t,” Danny snaps, just as his stomach grumbles. His face reddens to match the leaves around us. “I’ve read enough folktales and mythology to know not to eat anything in hell.”

“And if you did eat something, it better be something good, not just fruit. Can you believe Persephone gave up all that to eat six pomegranate seeds? I mean, really now. She could’ve had a beautiful wagyu steak, but nooo.”

Danny cracks a smile. “Yeah, I’ve always thought that was a bad trade.”

We round a corner and find ourselves at the front of the palace. In the middle of the massive stone steps leading into the palace is a giant millstone the size of a studio apartment in Manhattan.1 We stop short and stare at the contraption. It’s a typical ancient rotary stone mill, complete with a crank and connecting rod, except of course in this case, the rod is way too large to be meant for human hands.

“That’s a large mill.”

I nod. “Indeed.”

“That’s, um, it seems over-the-top for something that’s used to grind wheat.” Danny looks down at me with a smile that looks more like a grimace. “Right?”

“Yes, I would agree with that. It does seem rather excessive for wheat. So perhaps it’s not meant for grinding wheat, but for grinding something much larger.” I really hope this boy isn’t going to make me say it.

“Like what?”

I sigh. He is going to make me say it. I open my mouth, wondering how best to break the news, but just then a loud voice booms from the sky.

“Jiasheng, for being a murderer, you are sentenced to be ground to a paste.”

This is followed by a shriek as a bright blue human soul is dropped through the sky and straight onto the grindstone. A giant spectral ox appears, a yoke connecting it to the millstone’s rod, and as the soul struggles to escape, the ox begins to walk. The ox’s hefty muscles ripple and bunch as it strains against the yoke, and the massive stone begins to rotate.

I jump up onto Danny’s shoulders and put my paws over his ears and my tails over his eyes. The poor kid isn’t going to recover if he witnesses what’s about to happen. I stay in that position as the soul screams, and luckily Danny must have realized I’m protecting him from a lifetime of therapy because he doesn’t resist. A few excruciating minutes later, there is silence, deafening after all the screaming. I gingerly lift my tails and my paws, and Danny blinks.

He looks around, wide-eyed. “Where’s the soul?”

I grimace and point to one side of the millstone, where a wooden pail sits, collecting what the stone has ground. Danny steps carefully toward the pail.2

“What are you doing? Don’t look. It’s not the kind of pot that you find at a rainbow’s end. Nothing good can come of this,” I hiss.

But he doesn’t listen, so with a reluctant huff, I follow. We look down at the pail and, ugh, I feel sick. It’s filled with a glowing blue goop. I clear my throat. “Well. That’s that, then. Come, let’s skedaddle out of here, shall we?” I put my front paws up against his back and push.

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” He starts walking briskly, and I fall into step beside him. “I didn’t think I would ever say this, but I—”

I follow Danny’s gaze to see why he’s stopped talking. Uh-oh. Towering right in front of us is the giant ox that had been yoked to the millstone, and its gaze is far too intelligent for my liking. Drat! Why had I assumed that the ox was a mere dumb, harmless beast? Ox Head should have been a clue or a warning that oxen down here are not to be trusted! But this one’s walking on all four legs, unlike Ox Head, and she’s not carrying any weapons or wearing any armor, and she let herself be tied to the millstone! I don’t see Ox Head letting himself be strapped to a millstone any time soon. So maybe this particular ox is harmless.

“Oh, hello, all right then? Looking well. Nice, glossy hide and I see you keep your horns well oiled. Very good, yes. Right, we won’t take up too much of your time—we’re just going to step around you and…” I forget what I was about to say when the ox turns into a beautiful maiden wearing an emerald-green silk hanfu with gold ribbons. Her face is a perfect heart shape, with smooth porcelain skin and pursed cherry lips, and her hair is done up in the most intricate braids and stabbed through with elaborate flower ornaments. She gives me the kind of smile that would stop most people dead in their tracks.

“Hello, little fox, little man.” Her voice is like poetry, soft and melodic.

A glance at Danny tells me he’s fallen for her spell. His eyes are all glazed over, his mouth parted into a half-gaping smile. He looks as though if she were to tell him to climb into the grindstone, he would do so quite happily. I roll my eyes. Really, now. Why must you humans make it so easy to dupe you? But it’s not a problem; I’m a fox spirit. We basically came up with the whole shape-shifting-into-a-beautiful-maiden trick. And this upstart of a cow thinks she can fool me with this old trick?

“Lady, we just saw you as a cow, so don’t even try that whole ‘Oh, I am but a helpless maiden’ act with me, okay?” I snap, while at the same time poking Danny vigorously in the leg.

Danny starts and blinks down at me before frowning at the maiden. “She’s the ox?”

“The one who just used the millstone to grind a soul into liquid? Yep, that’s her.”

Danny pales. Poor kid. But at least he’s no longer buying into the ox maiden’s little act.

The ox maiden smirks. “Unlike your evil Illusions, fox, this is my true form.”

“Oh, right, I toootally believe you.”

She laughs. “Well, no matter if you do. You are both coming with me.”

“Yes, see, we’re actually not. We’ve got a very important meeting with the CEO of hell. Very much above your pay grade, so we’ll just be off now.” I stand on my hind legs and push Danny along again. He’s still staring openmouthed at the lady. I’m sure she’s cast some sort of spell to bewitch human men. So predictable.

The woman sighs. “I had hoped you would come peacefully. We don’t have any time to waste.” With a snap of her fingers, the gold ribbon that was tied around her slim waist uncurls like a snake and whips toward us with shocking speed. I don’t even have a chance to take a single step before it’s around our necks.

“Whoa!” Danny cries, stumbling back. The ribbon wraps around our necks several times, not tight enough to choke us, but tight enough to focus all our senses on it. He reaches up for his silly bow and arrows.

“Uh-uh, none of that barbaric human weaponry,” the maiden says, plucking the bow and arrows from Danny’s hands. She gives an effortless squeeze of her hand, and the weapons disintegrate into dust. Danny’s mouth falls open in silent distress. “If you continue struggling, I will snap your necks,” she says, as pleasantly as though she’s asking what kind of tea we would like. “Come, come.” She turns toward the palace, and the ribbon tugs us forward like a leash.

“So much for your bow and arrows,” I mutter. Of course, I am too smart not to be formulating an escape plan as I walk. I would change into a big bird again, slice up this cursed ribbon with my sharp beak, and then grab Danny and fly away. But then I remember Danny’s fear of me in bird form. I’d just promised that I wouldn’t change back into bird form. Gah! Well, never mind, I’m sure I’ll think of something equally brilliant soon enough.

Danny and I stagger along. He keeps throwing me panicked looks, and I try my best to return a calming look, but it’s rather a challenge with a ribbon half choking me. My tongue flops out quite unattractively, and I am soon out of breath as we climb the stone steps.

The lady throws open the massive doors to the palace, and Danny and I stop and stare. The place is indescribably grand, all its walls adorned with intricate paintings or statues, its huge pillars dripping with gold. Courtiers mill about, whispering to one another, though these courtiers are unlike anyone in the human world. Like human courtiers, they’re dressed in elaborate court outfits—lots of smooth silk and heavy brocade and gold thread. But that’s where the similarities end, for these courtiers are all demons. There are two-headed demons—one head arguing with the other—and one with a pig’s head atop a human’s body and another with a face on its belly. They’re all whispering in low voices, their monstrous features contorted into frowns. Something’s off in this court.

“Come,” the lady snaps. The ribbon yanks us forward, straight into the throng of demons.

One by one, as they notice our entrance, the demons fall silent, their stares a heavy, terrifying weight.3 Danny’s breath is coming in and out in rapid, wheezing gasps. He looks like he’s about ready to faint dead away. Poor kid.

“Don’t worry,” I whisper to him. “Just look down at the floor—don’t look at them. Focus on my voice. We’re going to be okay.”

He does as I say, dropping his gaze to the lacquered floor. I continue whispering encouragements to him as we walk through the sea of bloodthirsty demons. Each one looks like it could eat Danny up in one gulp. As I comfort Danny, I look about the room, noting the numerous exits available to us, and I try to formulate an escape plan. Oh, if only I could change into a bird! But even as I think this, I notice that quite a few of the demons we pass by have wings—bat wings, swan wings, leathery wings I don’t recognize. Even if Danny didn’t have a bird phobia, flying out of here is not going to be as easy as I’d hoped.

The lady leads us all the way to the center of the room, in front of an enormous golden throne. On the throne sits the king, his chin resting on one hand, his expression thunderous. Beside him is a slightly smaller throne on which a woman, who is presumably the queen, sits. The ox lady kneels down and bows her head.

“Venerable King Wuguan, núcái has brought Your Majesty a gift.”

I roll my eyes. “Núcái” means lackey, a term that ancient courtiers used to refer to themselves when addressing the royal family. It’s so outdated. That tells me we’re dealing with an old-fashioned king.

“I tire of gifts,” the king grumbles.

The ox lady bows her head even lower. “Núcái apologizes, but these are special gifts. One is a living human boy, and the other a living fox spirit.”

There is a pause. I glance at Danny, who’s gone even paler than before. “Kid, look at me. Don’t worry—we’ll get out of this.”

King Wuguan lifts his head and stares at us with red-rimmed eyes. He takes a deep breath. “A living human. I haven’t come across one in a long time.”

“Perhaps we could grind him up so you might drink him, Husband?” the queen says. There’s a brittle quality to her voice that speaks of desperation. “Maybe that might help.”

Danny trembles visibly. The king grunts. “Perhaps. Let it be done.”

“No!” I shout.

All their gazes snap at once to me.

“How dare you, unworthy fox?” the queen hisses. “You dare defy the king?”

“The millstone works on fox spirits, too,” the ox lady says.

“Uh…” Think, Kai! Think fast! I glance from the pallid, lined face of the king to the tight, worried face of the queen, to the ox lady and the rest of the courtiers, who are all looking stressed out, and finally, again to King Wuguan. He seems … unhealthy. Pale and frowny, with a slightly clammy look about him. I struggle to recall what I know about the kings of Diyu. Part of my preparation for our journey had been to listen to every piece of gossip I could pick out about the kings of Diyu. Now I recall a conversation I had eavesdropped on between two companion spirits. Something about King Wuguan being in a foul mood and having even fouler breath. “If I may, Your Majesty, I sense a … something is off with your court, am I right?”

“Preposterous!” the queen cries. “King Wuguan’s court is running as smoothly as ever. Our millstone is as clean and strong as the day it was carved. How dare you suggest anything otherwise? I should punish you myself for slander.”

I bow my head, putting my front paws together in a gesture of apology. “I am so sorry to offend. Your stone mill is great and wonderful indeed. But if I may, I sense that perhaps King Wuguan is feeling under the weather?”

A sudden deathful hush tells me I’ve just put my paw on it. Well, no turning back now. My mind races ahead, putting two and two together. “If I had to venture a guess, would it be because he’s been on a steady diet of ground-up human souls for the last, uh, ten thousand years?”

No one dares to speak. Everyone’s eyes dart back and forth between me and King Wuguan. Finally, when the tension becomes unbearable, King Wuguan groans. “Oh, what’s the use of hiding it? Yes, fox spirit, I am suffering from constipation. It has been a century since I was last able to go.”

Danny’s mouth drops open. He looks at me. To go? he mouths.

“He means to poop. He’s been unable to poop for the last century.”

“Oh!” Danny looks up at the king. “Your Majesty, I can help! My parents are all about healthy bowel movements. I know exactly what you need.”

The queen snorts. “You? A little human child? Husband, do not waste your time listening to these charlatans. I say we grind their bones up and cook up a nice meat stew for you, yes?”

“No, that’s exactly what you don’t want,” Danny says. “Trust me, my grandmother is a nutritionist. She lives and breathes this stuff.”

“We have tried a lot of your remedies,” King Wuguan grumbles to the queen. “None of them have worked.” He pauses to consider us. “Fine, you have one hour to come up with a solution for me.”

“That’s great—thank you so much, Your Majesty.” Danny grins at me with hope.

“If it doesn’t work, then I shall grind you into a paste myself,” King Wuguan continues.

I side-eye Danny. His grin has shifted into a terrified grimace. Great. What could possibly go wrong?
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Namita’s giant steel feet land on the mountain with a horrible, teeth-grinding crunch of metal on metal. “Wahoo!” she shouts as we start sliding down, slowly at first, but quickly gaining more speed.

I don’t know how she can be so happy when we’re honest to gods sliding down a mountain of knives on her naked feet. We’re close enough that I can see each blade clearly before it zips past, and they’re all cruelly sharp. The awful crunching metal sound follows us as hundreds of knives bend and break under Namita’s feet, and wind whips into my face, making my eyes water. I try not to look at the many blue forms we’re passing by, slumped lifelessly on the mountain.

A spear sticks out above the rest ahead of us, and before I can second-guess myself, my hand shoots up and a flash of magic leaps from it, morphing into a small but heavy shield. I hold it at an angle and the spear glances off it, making us swerve left. A blue soul lies straight ahead. I raise my hands and scream out another spell, but it comes out garbled, my pronunciation thrown off, and instead of helping us swerve (zhuǎn), a dollar bill suddenly appears (zhuàn) before flying away in the wind. Screaming, we slice right through the blue blob and it’s like being swallowed by a freezing, talking cloud. I catch snippets of the soul’s voice. It sounds angry, vengeful.

“Sorry!” I manage as we pass through. Thank gods Xiaohua is still unconscious. Somehow, I doubt she’d be impressed with us skiing through a human soul.

“That was hideous. Ugh, I feel sick. I think I got some soul in my mouth.” Namita retches behind me and wobbles.

“Whoa! Focus on your balance!” A terrifying image of Namita losing control and all of us falling sideways onto the waiting knives flashes through my mind.

But the soul’s thrown her off, and I can feel her giant feet tilting. My stomach turns along with us, a sickening feeling of vertigo followed by a surge of dread. My backpack swings hard, and I hear Niu Mo Wang’s muffled voice saying, “What’s going on?”

We’re going to fall. We’re going to tip right over onto the knives, and at the speed we’re going, the blades will shred us into ribbons. No! I can’t let that happen. With a cry, I swing my arms and aim my palms down. I shout out the same spell I’d cast on Namita just minutes ago, turning my hands into steel. Somehow, against all odds, I manage to get the spell out just right. And as we fall, I push down with my hands. My palms hit the sharp blades with a teeth-gritting crunch. The knives crumple like paper. My spell worked! I keep pushing until Namita regains her balance once more, and it’s only then that we both release our breath.

“Thanks, Theo.” Namita’s voice is shaken.

I manage to croak out, “No worries.” That had been way too close for comfort.

After what seems like an eternity, we finally hit the bottom. With a whoop, Namita leans her weight to one side and slides to a stop. We tumble in a mess of limbs, half giggling, half in tears, both of us babbling excitedly.

“I can’t believe you did it!” I shout.

“That was AWESOME! Better than a roller coaster!” Namita lets out another whoop before focusing on her feet and casting a spell to shrink them back down to normal size.

“That’s a shame—I was getting used to you having giant feet.”

She groans. “That’s such a Kai thing to say, Theo. You two share, like, a mind or something.”

The mention of Kai takes away a bit of the effervescent joy I’m feeling, replacing it with worry.

Namita must have seen the concern on my face, because she pats me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Kai will be okay. She’s got more tricks up her sleeve than all of us combined.”

“Yeah.” I pull open my backpack to check on Niu Mo Wang. He blinks up at me when I pull off the hoodie covering his cage, and his lips curl back, revealing his teeth.

“Where are we? This place smells familiar,” he snarls.

I gulp and hurriedly put the hoodie back. I zip up the bag and nod at Namita. “He seems to be okay.”

“Good.” She steps closer to me and peers somewhere below my face, her expression turning somber. “Hey, Xiaohua, how’re you doing, girl?”

I look down, and Xiaohua blinks, yawning, and raises her head slowly.

“I must say, I was not expecting you kids to make it down that mountain in one piece,” she murmurs.

“Geez, have more faith in us, lady.” Namita frowns playfully, but her eyes remain concerned as she inspects Xiaohua. “How are you holding up? That ride wasn’t the smoothest one. It can’t have been good for your wounds.”

A huff of hot dragonbreath blankets my arm as Xiaohua exhales. “Dragons heal faster than humans do. I should be almost healed by now.”

The frown on Namita’s face deepens as she peers closer. I try to see what she’s looking at, but with Xiaohua around my neck, it’s kind of a challenge to find the wound marks. “Um, I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think that wound is almost healed. It looks the same as before.”

“Who did that to the poor dragon?” someone says.

“Ox Head,” I sigh.

“Ooh, that’s a mighty brute, that is. I wouldn’t want to be on the business end of that trident. I’ve seen him skewer three souls at the same time. He likes to show off, you know.”

“Yeah.” From the number of rants that Kai has gone on about Ox Head, that sounds about right. Then I startle and turn around to find the source of the voice.

“Down here.”

Namita, Xiaohua, and I look down, and there, glowing an unearthly blue and slightly see-through, standing all of twelve inches tall, is a small, rotund pig.

“Aww, hi cutie!” Namita crouches down and beams at it.

The pig snorts. “Please, don’t patronize me, child. I may be small and undoubtedly adorable, but I’m also two hundred years old. Respect your elders.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Namita nods. “You’re right—that was really patronizing of me.” She holds out a hand. “I’m Namita, and that’s Theo, and the dragon round his neck is Xiaohua.”

The pig holds up a see-through trotter and places it in Namita’s outstretched hand. To Namita’s credit, she doesn’t flinch, even though the touch can’t be at all pleasant. “Greetings. I am Fragrant Sausage.”

Namita and I exchange a look, and it’s a struggle to keep from laughing. I fight to keep my face and my voice solemn as I say, “Fragrant Sausage?”

Fragrant Sausage narrows her eyes. “Yes, do you have a problem with my name?”

“No, no, of course not! It’s just … somewhat unusual.”

“My name in life was Number Four. It was stamped on my back. See?” She turns and gives us a view of her butt, on which indeed the number four is stamped in bright-red paint. “Fragrant Sausage was the fate that befell me. I keep the name as a reminder of what you evil humans did to me back in life.”

“Oh, er.” Wow, this turned dark very quickly. “I—I’m sorry.” My insides twist with guilt as I recall the number of times that Mama cooked up some delicious, aromatic Chinese sausages for dinner.

Fragrant Sausage grunts. “Yes, you should be. Pigs are very intelligent creatures. You shouldn’t be eating us. But never mind that, I’ve spent a lovely two hundred years in here, watching you humans get thrown down this majestic mountain or flung into the lava pits—have you seen the lava pits, by the way? Do you like the redesign? I came up with the idea, you know.”

Namita and I stare blankly at Fragrant Sausage. After a while, Namita shakes her head and manages to say, “Um, no, we haven’t.”

“Oh? Well, that’s okay—I can take you there. I know this place like the back of my trotter. I’m very special, in case you haven’t figured that out. Most animals, when they die, just go to the First Court and get reincarnated. But not I! When King Qinguang was about to get me reincarnated, I said, ‘NO! I’m not ready to be reborn yet.’ I wanted to remain down here and enjoy my time, watch the various tortures in effect. King Qinguang was so impressed by my intelligence that he said I could roam Diyu for as long as I liked. SO. Shall we go to see the lava pits? There’s a very cunning ledge I’m especially proud of, and—”

“Actually, we were hoping to get back to the First Court,” I say quickly.

Fragrant Sausage’s eyes narrow again until they’re practically closed. I have no idea how she can see through them, but then again, I’m not one to argue about the semantics of a ghost pig. “Why do you want to go back to the First Court so badly? Most people I meet want to—well, usually most people I meet are too busy screaming about the spikes going through their heads or the lava melting their—”

“Okay, yes, we get it. Most souls you come across are too busy being tortured.” I hesitate before continuing. What have we got to lose? “But we’re not actually dead. We traveled here to save my brother’s soul, which was stolen by a demon back in the human world.”

“Oh?” Fragrant Sausage’s eyes open wide. “Wait, you’re not … dead?” She steps closer to us and sniffs. “Oh my, you’re right. Mmm, the smell of life. I’d forgotten what that smells like. Mmm, human blood, warmth, sunshine…” She takes a deep inhale, her eyes fluttering closed.

“Er, so as Theo was saying, we need to get back to the First Court?” Namita says loudly.

Fragrant Sausage snaps back to attention.

“Can you help us, Fragrant Sausage? Please?” I say.

Fragrant Sausage purses her lips, which is a strange expression to see on a pig. “I don’t know—it’s not really in my nature to help humans. I did tell you what your kind did to me, yes?”

I nod. “And I’m so sorry about that. Really.”

“Harrumph.” She side-eyes Xiaohua. “Hey, dragonface, what do you say? Should I help these miserable souls?”

Xiaohua lifts her head weakly. “Please do, little pig. I do not have much love for humans in general, but these children are purehearted and courageous. They deserve your help.”

Fragrant Sausage groans out loud, and when a pig groans, she does so with her full body, from the tip of her curly tail up to her snout. It’s a very rattly, very deep groan. “Oh, fine,” she says. “You know what? Your scent has reminded me of earthly pleasures: wallowing in mud, stuffing myself silly with freshly picked apples … all right. I have made a decision. I would like to go back to the human world. But I don’t want to be reincarnated. I’d lose all my memories; I’d be in a different body—ew, I might even be reborn as one of you, gods forbid. No, I’ll have to follow you kids out of here. Right.” She stands to attention. “Follow me. And try not to attract any attention—there are lots of creatures here that love nothing more than human flesh. Fresh human tenderloin is such a rarity down here, you know…” Fragrant Sausage trails off meaningfully.

As we walk around the Mountain of Knives, Fragrant Sausage keeps up a steady chatter about all the things she’s missed in the human world. The adrenaline rush from sliding down the mountain leaves my body, and I feel spent but also really grateful. I glance at Namita and seeing her warms me, like a cozy blanket being wrapped around my shoulders. I’m so thankful that she’s here with me. Without her, I would still be stuck up there, despairing at the sight of a million knives at my feet. Heck, I wouldn’t even have made it to Diyu in the first place.

As if she can feel my gaze on her, Namita turns to me and raises her eyebrows. “Stare much?” she says with a slight smile.

I’m about to turn away and say I was just looking at our surroundings, but then I stop myself. Why not be honest? “We wouldn’t have made it down here without you. So, um, thanks.”

Namita’s mouth spreads into a bashful smile. “Aw, Theo. To be fair, without YOU, we would’ve tipped over and been shredded, so thank you.” She hesitates, then says, “How’re you doing?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it must be horrible to have come all the way to Diyu and been reunited with Jamie … and then have to be parted from him like that. You okay?”

That makes me pause. “You know what? I—I am, actually. I mean, it’s not great, but for months now, I’ve felt so helpless. I had no idea how to save Jamie, how to get down here, how to—anything, really. And now we’re here, and it really sucks that nothing is straightforward, but I feel like we’re at least doing something.”

Namita nods. “Yeah, that makes sense. And we’ll get to him in time.”

We will. I have to believe that with everything I have—believe that everything will work out in the end, and we’ll all make it out of here in one piece.
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“Are you sure about this?” I mutter from the corner of my mouth as Danny stands atop a ladder to reach the top of the millstone.

“Trust.”

“Yeah, you keep saying that, but it doesn’t actually have the desired effect unless it’s backed by logic and reason to support why this would work.”

Danny ignores me and sits down on the edge of the millstone before asking one of the court’s handmaids to pass him one of the baskets he’s prepared. The basket is filled with bunches of kale and spinach. He stuffs the vegetables into the hole in the middle of the top stone and nods at the ox lady to start walking. The millstone is so big and the ox lady so strong that Danny sitting on top of it doesn’t seem to affect anything. With a loud grinding noise, it starts to revolve, and the pile of kale and spinach is ground into a paste. Bright green juice flows down the spout into a glass. Danny adds more vegetables to the mix—broccoli, cabbage, and beetroot. When the huge glass at the bottom is nearly full, he tells the ox to stop and hops off the millstone.

“That looks ghastly,” I say helpfully as Danny lifts the glass—in his hands, it’s so big that it looks more like a pail than a drinking glass—and peers at the contents. The vegetable juice is the color of a dark bruise, thanks to the beetroot, and it’s the pulpiest glass of juice I have ever had the misfortune of seeing.

“It’s the best drink you could ask for.” Danny smiles primly. “It’s got all the perfect nutrients and vitamins your body needs—plus, we didn’t throw out the pulp, so it’s got plenty of fiber, which will help with digestion.”

“I refuse to believe that a glass of juice is what it’ll take to save our lives.”

Danny gives me a look. “Do you have any better ideas?”

“Yes, we could fly out of here.”

The ox lady cocks her head to one side and regards me with narrowed eyes. “Try it, little fox,” she says. “Let’s see which one of us is faster.”

I narrow my eyes back at her but manage to keep myself from retorting. The ox shape-shifts into the beautiful court maiden and takes the glass from Danny. I expect her to give it to the king, but instead, she thrusts it in my direction.

“Drink,” she commands.

“You have got to be kidding me. I am not drinking that foul concoction. No way, nuh-uh.”

She stares at me. “You refuse the drink? Is that because it’s poisonous? Are you two trying to kill the king? Because that will certainly land you in hot water. Literally.”

“What? No!” I cry.

“Then drink it.” Again, she thrusts the glass at me, and this time, I have no choice but to accept it.

I sniff at the vile contents delicately, and I swear my nose practically crawls all the way to the back of my head.

“Come on, Kai,” Danny says. “It’s just vegetable juice.”

I shut my eyes and take a gulp before pushing the glass into Danny’s hands and flinging myself to the ground. “Oh gods!” I cry.

“I knew it—it’s poisoned, isn’t it?” the ox lady says.

Danny looks like he’s about to faint from fear. “No, please believe me; there’s no poison in it.”

“Argh, it tastes like a lawn!” I spit, trying to get rid of the grassy taste. It takes a few moments for me to realize something.

1. I’m not about to perish from revulsion.

2. I actually feel kind of … refreshed?

“Huh,” I say, sitting up and scratching my ear sheepishly with my hind leg. “I’m okay. In fact, I feel better.”

Danny is practically glowing. His smirk has taken up half his face. “See? It’s all that kale and beetroot and spinach. So many vitamins and nutrients. It’ll wake you up faster than coffee would—that’s what my grandmother says!”

The ox lady narrows her eyes at me, inspecting me from multiple angles, before sniffing. She seems disappointed that I haven’t just keeled over, dead from poison. She takes the glass from Danny and puts it on a golden tray before sashaying to King Wuguan, who’s sitting a few paces away next to the queen under the shade of a silk umbrella. The ox maiden kneels down and presents the glass of juice to the king with head bowed.

“Your Majesty, if it pleases you, here is the concoction that the human boy has come up with.”

“Husband, it looks like filth,” the queen says. I don’t blame her, honestly.

King Wuguan grunts. “Call forth the boy.”

The ox maiden glances over her shoulder and raises her eyebrows at us. Danny and I come forward reluctantly.

“Boy, do you swear by this elixir?” King Wuguan says, stroking his beard.

“I—er, well, it’s not an ‘elixir.’ It’s just vegetable juice…”

The queen wrinkles her nose. “An eternity we have spent, feasting on juicy human bodies, and now you expect him to drink this?”

Danny must have caught the shadow of displeasure that crosses the king’s face because he quickly adds, “I swear by it. It’s the best thing you can take for your … ah, condition.”

King Wuguan narrows his eyes at the drink. “Because of all the masticated vegetable flesh?”

“Er, I wouldn’t call it—”

I cut in quickly. “Precisely because of all the vegetable flesh, and the vegetable blood is also particularly nourishing. This single glass contains the blood of no fewer than half a dozen different vegetables. It’s a drink fit for the most fearsome tyrant.”

“I suppose there’s no harm in trying.” With one last frown, King Wuguan lifts the massive glass to his lips and drinks the whole lot in five hefty gulps. When he’s done, he wipes his beard with the back of an arm and belches loud enough to make my ears ring. “That wasn’t half bad!” he roars with a smile.

We all watch him expectantly. The queen leans closer to him. “Husband, how do you feel?”

King Wuguan waves away a court maiden who’s dabbing at his beard with a silk handkerchief. “Refreshed. That was an interesting taste. Clean. Not as much iron as human juice. It’s—oh—”

We all hear it then. A wet rumble coming from deep in King Wuguan’s belly.

“Husband, is that you?” the queen says, leaning away from him.

“I—er, well, that was embarrassing—” The king starts visibly as another growl comes from his gut, like the sound of a drain burping. Then he staggers to his feet, says, “Excuse me!” and waddles away quickly, both hands clapped on his buttocks. The queen hurries away with him.

We all stare at his retreating back.

“I … didn’t think the juice would work so quickly,” Danny stammers.

“Well, he’s had nothing but human souls to drink for the past few thousand years, so who’s to say how long it should take for vegetables to take effect on his system?” I scratch the back of my ear and swish my two tails. “Deities and gods, most of them are so unhealthy. Just because they’re immortal, they think they don’t need to watch their diets. I bet Niu Mo Wang’s backed up, too—that’s why he’s always in such a foul mood.” The thought of Niu Mo Wang reminds me of Theo, stuck in Diyu with Namita, an injured dragon, and an even-angrier-than-usual Niu Mo Wang. I wonder how they’re doing. I hope they’re managing without us.

Danny looks at me with a world of hope in his eyes. “But this is a good sign, right? I mean, this is exactly what he wanted, to be able to, like … go. So…”

Just as he says that, the queen reappears before us with a loud thunderclap. Danny yelps and falls onto his backside. The queen looks down her nose at us. Then, as suddenly as she entered, a small smile appears on her flawless face.

“Good work, human. It appears that your concoction has worked. My husband is very happy.”

“Is he still, ah—occupied?” I venture.

The queen nods. “Better that we stay out here, I think.”

We all smile tensely at one another for a moment, then I straighten up. “Well, I’m glad we were able to help. We’ll just be off then, shall we? Toodles!”

The queen makes a small gesture with her hand, and the ox maiden, standing behind us, claps one hand around Danny’s wrist and another around my paw.

“What the—” I don’t have time to finish the sentence before manacles appear under the ox maiden’s hands. With a small snick, the manacles snap shut. Chains tinkle into existence, one link appearing after another from our manacles, all the way to the millstone. I yank at my paw, but the chain holds fast. “Uh, Your Majesty, there seems to be a slight misunderstanding—”

The queen smiles, revealing all her pearly white teeth. “Oh, this isn’t a misunderstanding, little fox.”

“But you said my concoction worked!” Danny cries.

Still smiling, the queen reaches out and pats him lightly on the head. “Yes, it did. What a smart little human you are. We’d like you to extend your stay with us and share more of your cunning recipes with us. Put the millstone to good use, yes?”

“No, wait,” Danny pleads, “you don’t understand. We need to get back to the First Court.”

The queen wrinkles her nose. “To that stuffy old court? Whyever for?” But before either of us can reply, she holds up her hand. “Don’t answer—I don’t care. You are now honored to be our esteemed guests.”

“For how long?” Danny says.

“What a curious question.” The queen cocks her head, as though in confusion. “For eternity, of course.” And with that, she nods at the ox maiden and the two of them stroll away, leaving Danny and me chained up to the giant stone mill.
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Namita, Xiaohua, Fragrant Sausage, and I dash through the door to the next court and manage to slam it closed before the hellhound chasing us can make it through. Looking around, we find ourselves in yet another dark cave. From behind the door come the growls and barks of the hellhound. The door rattles in its frame as the hound pounces on it over and over, and the sound of its razor-sharp nails scraping the wood makes my skin crawl. I hurry away from it as fast as I can, but before we can come out of the cave, Namita stops us. She crouches low, putting her face in front of Fragrant Sausage’s snout.

“Okay, Fragrant Sausage, we’re gonna have a heart-to-heart. A real girl talk.”

Fragrant Sausage’s face brightens up. “Ooh, that sounds fun. Will we be doing mud masks, too? I love mud masks. Did you know that we pigs came up with that particular beauty treatment?”

A wry smile appears on Namita’s face. “The mud masks will have to wait. But I need you to be real with me, okay? What are we going to find out there?”

“Well … I think it’s best if you see for yourself.”

Namita’s eyes laser into Fragrant Sausage’s eyes. “And this isn’t a trap, right? We’re not about to walk out and fall straight into a vat of boiling oil or anything like that?”

“Or a pit of lava,” I add helpfully.

“Or a pit of snakes.”

“Or a pit of spiders.”

Fragrant Sausage frowns at us over her snout. “Geez, you kids are twisted. No, it’s nothing like that. I’m trying to help you.”

At that moment, the door behind us gives a particularly loud shudder as the hound crashes into it again.

“Let’s risk whatever’s out there,” I say. Namita nods. I adjust Xiaohua around my neck and we walk out of the cave. “Oh no,” I whisper, immediately wishing we’d stayed inside.

Deep in a valley below us is the biggest tree I have ever laid eyes on. It’s as tall as the Empire State Building, its branches stretching on for what seems like miles. But that’s not the worst of it. The most awful thing about it, the thing that turns my stomach, is that the branches are covered with spikes as tall as any grown-up.

Demons run around the tree, their bodies human but their faces wrong—some of them have emerald-green faces, others have velvet blue ones; some have fangs, and others have yellow cat eyes. They run like animals, on all fours, lithe and graceful and terrifyingly fast.

“Welcome to the Sixth Court,” Fragrant Sausage says. “King Biancheng is very into efficiency. He’s all about increasing the number of souls he processes, so he’s not too hung up on accuracy. Anything that moves and isn’t a demon is scooped up and thrown onto the tree. So I would try to be, you know, more subtle around here.”

“Are you serious?” I hiss. “You said this wasn’t a trap!”

Fragrant Sausage looks back at me innocently. “It’s not! The only other door out of King Yanluo’s Court would’ve led you straight into a vat of boiling oil. This one at least gives you a chance of survival. A very slim chance.”

Namita puts a hand over her eyes and groans. “Right, well. How do we make it out of here?”

Xiaohua shifts, exhaling a puff of hot air against my skin. “I am healing, somewhat. Perhaps I would be able to fly us out.”

Hope blooms in my chest, but when I look down at her, I see that gold-colored blood is still seeping out of her wounds. The thought of her exerting more energy to try and get us out of here makes me uneasy. It would definitely make her injuries worse. I can’t agree to that. There has to be a different way out.

I turn to Fragrant Sausage. “Where’s the other door? There are usually multiple ways in and out of each court, right?”

“There’s one on the trunk of the tree.”

I squeeze my eyes shut. That’s probably the worst answer I could’ve gotten. The trunk is right in the middle of the crowd of demons. How in Diyu would we get to that door? And just as I think that, I catch a short connection to Kai, like an echo flitting by in the wind. Everything inside me seizes. Because that echo I caught was full of distress. Kai is in real trouble. I turn to Namita, desperation boiling inside me. “Namita, didn’t you say one of the spells you were learning at Reapling was to make things heavy? Can you cast that spell on one of the souls?”

Understanding dawns on Namita’s face. “Ooh. The soul would be so heavy that none of the demons would be able to move it. That’s a great distraction. I can do that.”

“And you’ll run for the door while they’re busy trying to move the soul?” Fragrant Sausage says. She rubs her chin and studies us. “I mean, it’s a rather risky plan, don’t you think?”

“We don’t have a choice. Can you think of anything else? We really need to get to our friends,” I say.

Fragrant Sausage sighs. “Okay, but just for the record, I do not like this idea.”

I look down at the valley of demons and cringe, hating that such a big part of me agrees with Fragrant Sausage. I don’t like this idea, either. “I’ve got a spell to make us run faster, and coupled with the effects of Xiaohua’s blood making us faster than usual, I think this will work.” I don’t actually know if it’ll work, but I decide not to think of the million ways that it could—and probably will—fail.

We take a few steps forward. I glance at Namita and she nods. Raising her hand, she points a finger at a soul that’s just landed on the ground and starts chanting. The soul twitches, quivering for a few seconds, before becoming very still. While we wait for the demons to notice the super-heavy soul, I take a few deep breaths, calming myself before I cast a spell on us.

Namita glances down at her hands, which glow with a soft yellow light for a second. “What did you just cast?”

“It’s a spell for introverts called I’m Too Shy to Say Goodbye. It doesn’t make us invisible or anything quite so dramatic—invisibility spells are too complicated for me—but it’ll mute our presence so we’re less likely to be noticed.”

“That’s useful.” Namita grins at me. “Great job, partner.”

I return the smile, and for the millionth time, I consider just how grateful I am to have Namita here with me.

“This is going way too slowly,” Fragrant Sausage moans, and before we can stop her, she trots downhill and goes straight to the soul that Namita has magicked. A handful of demons lift their heads and look at her.

“Fragrant Sausage!” I hiss, not wanting to shout for fear of attracting any attention.

She ignores me and hops on top of the soul. She clears her throat dramatically, then opens her mouth and hollers, “HEY, DEMONS. Hullooo! Demonface, yes, you with the horns, I’m talking to you. And you, yes, with the third eye and—oh, is that a third nostril? Very unique. C’mere!” She waves them all over, and they approach warily, their pitchforks held in front of them as though Fragrant Sausage were a large dragon and not a little plump pig. When she’s gathered a large enough crowd, she gestures at the soul beneath her. “You guys, I bet that none of you is strong enough to lift this lump.”

There is a wave of laughter and one of the demons, a tall one with skin the color of a fire hydrant and fangs that reach all the way below his chin, steps forward. “Little pig, I will move this soul and then I shall skewer you and have you for lunch.”

Fragrant Sausage wrinkles her snout. “Goodness me, is that how you treat a wonder such as myself? I’m a talking pig—I promise you I am exceedingly rare. Not that it matters, because you’re so weak that you won’t be able to move this soul.” She glances our way and winks at us.

“She really reminds me of Kai,” Namita whispers.

Despite the extremely stressful situation, I laugh a little. She really does remind me of Kai. The thought of Kai makes my smile wane. I’m so worried about her. She’s probably doing much better than you are. She’s a wise, cunning fox spirit. She’ll do just fine. I keep reminding myself of this over and over again, but I can’t quite convince myself of it.

As though reading my mind, Namita gives my hand a squeeze. “I’m sure they’re okay. Kai is more than capable of looking after the both of them.”

Xiaohua snorts. “I wouldn’t be so sure. The thought of my master left alone in hell with that mercurial fox is a thorn in my side.”

“Kai will make sure no harm comes to Danny,” I say firmly.

Below us, the large demon pushes his pitchfork under the soul. Or tries to, anyway. He can’t get even the tips of the pitchfork under the soul. His eyes widen in obvious surprise, and the other demons burst into laughter.

“See? Feeble,” Fragrant Sausage says. She points at another demon. “You, the one with the—what is that? Oh, it’s an ear on your forehead. Very original. I like. Come, have a go.”

As the second, then third demon tries to pry the soul off the ground, the group gets louder, attracting more and more demons into the fray. Soon, all the demons in the court are gathered around the soul, booing and shouting and cheering at the attempts to raise it. They completely ignore their surroundings. Fragrant Sausage waves her trotter at us.

“Now,” I say, and Namita and I sprint down the hill. I try to run as gently as possible to avoid jostling Xiaohua too much, but it’s a tricky journey as we keep having to dodge falling souls, and our new speed is hard to get used to. It’s as though my legs have some sort of mechanical pistons in them, jerking them to move faster than ever before, and it takes all of my focus to concentrate on not falling over. We weave our way toward the tree, ducking behind rocks and bushes now and again. Occasionally, one or two demons would look around, but thanks to my spell for increased subtlety, none of them detects us.

In no time, we’re almost at the tree. I peer around a large boulder. We’re so close that I can see knots on the tree bark and the outline of a door in its massive trunk. “Ready for the final stretch?” I ask Namita.

She nods. We take another deep breath, go around the boulder, and break into a run. But just then, a soul drops right in front of me. With a yelp, I jerk out of the way. It grazes my arm as it drops to the ground, and I shudder at its slimy, cold touch. It’s like being licked by a frog. I step around it, but it wraps a hand around my ankle. I gasp. Its grip is ice-cold, the chill spreading with unnatural speed up my leg, then my thigh. “L-let go!” Already I’m shivering so hard that my words are coming out all stuttery.

“So warm,” the soul whispers. “Human flesh.”

Now my hips are freezing, my movements slowing. It feels as though my blood has solidified into jelly. I might as well be moving underwater. “Namita—”

But she’s a few paces away from me. She hasn’t noticed that I’m not right beside her. Oh gods, I’m going to freeze to death down here, so close to the tree of spikes.

“Warm,” the soul rasps again, but I can’t help him—I can’t even help myself. My teeth are chattering so hard that I feel as though they might break. Please let go of me, I want to say to the soul, but nothing comes out of my mouth.

Just before the chill reaches my heart, Xiaohua slithers around my neck, opens her mouth, and breathes out a stream of fire at the soul. It cries out and releases its icy grip. Warmth floods back to my limbs. I stumble forward, gasping for breath, my nose running.

“You saved me,” I babble at Xiaohua. But my relief is short-lived. The fire has broken my spell of subtlety. It’s like a blanket that’s been covering me and Namita is suddenly thrown off. A demon with a lizard’s head twitches, sensing my presence. His red eyes cut into my skin as he straightens up and peels away from the group, his long leathery tail swishing back and forth. A forked tongue darts out as he approaches. “Oh no.” But before the demon can come for me, he’s distracted by something else.

Namita.

Dread claws into my belly. She’s too far away from me. As though she senses something, she stops and turns around at that moment, her eyes widening when she realizes I’m not with her.

“Theo?”

“Watch out!” I shout, but it’s too late. The demon rushes forward, closing the gap between him and Namita with frightening speed. He grabs her arm. He’s so huge that his fist covers the entirety of Namita’s forearm.

“Let go!” She struggles, but she might as well be fighting a stone pillar.

I run toward her and stumble; my legs haven’t quite recovered from the freezing, and anyway, even if I could run at full speed, I’d still be too slow. I need to do something else. But what? No spell comes to mind. I cast one anyway, a spell to make an arm go noodly. It glances off the demon without any effect. Namita shouts a spell of her own at the demon, but it does nothing.

More demons lift their heads from the heavy soul, maybe losing interest in it, maybe distracted by our shouts. Their mouths stretch into grins, revealing fangs and tusks and broken shards of teeth. I run, stumble, stagger, and continue running toward Namita, but I’m so slow, and the demons are as strong and fast as cheetahs. I’m barely halfway toward her when the first one reaches me and catches me in a painfully tight grip. Another one grabs Xiaohua, and the one who has Namita drags her toward us. We’re trapped. More and more demons crowd around us, the stink of their bodies overwhelming, a heavy feral scent of wild animal. Fragrant Sausage is screaming at the top of her lungs.

“Hey! You guys haven’t lifted this soul yet! Let those kids go—they’re so boring, aren’t they?”

But no one takes any notice of her. The demon holding Xiaohua finally speaks, and his voice is unlike anything I have heard, growly and guttural, like a beast. “Human flesh.”

The words, and the obvious hunger behind them, make my skin crawl.

“Fire,” the one holding me growls back. “Roast.”

The one holding Namita shakes his head. “Oil. Fry.”

“That’s really disgusting!” Fragrant Sausage hollers. “Human flesh is really gross! It’s all juicy and tender and savory!”

“You’re not helping,” Namita snaps.

“Wow, very ungrateful.” Fragrant Sausage hops around angrily on top of the soul. “But hey, demons! Seriously, don’t eat them. They’re so bony—look at them!”

“Oil,” another demon growls.

“Oil.”

“Yes, oil.”

Namita meets my eye. I don’t know how to begin describing the look in her eyes. Fear is there, obviously, and sorrow, but behind that is determination. We can’t die here, not like this.

“Remember Niu Mo Wang?” Namita says.

Understanding passes between us. We know exactly what to do. She raises a hand and casts a spell, making it swell to ten times its size. She points it at Fragrant Sausage. I point at Namita’s hand and shout out the words for the Path of the Pig Be Big. The spell hits Namita’s palm and she guides it to hit Fragrant Sausage. It strikes the little pig with a dazzling green light, but Fragrant Sausage is so deep into her rant that she barely notices anything.

“—because I’m a small pig, is that it? That’s why none of you are listening to me? That’s pigist, you know!” she says angrily as she balloons up, and still none of the demons pay her any attention. She shakes a trotter at them, then pauses, looking at it. Her little piggy eyes widen. “Hey, guys? Is it just me or do I seem a bit bloated to you?”

“Help us!” Namita shouts, before the demons fling us over their shoulders and start walking, still grunting the word “oil.”

By now, Fragrant Sausage is the size of an elephant. “Oh wow, you guys are tiny. I could just—” She gallops over to us, lowers her head, catches one of the demons with her snout, and casually tosses him up into the air. She looks at us with huge eyes, and even then, she’s still growing. Slowly, a smile stretches across her face. “I could get used to this.” She catches another demon in her massive mouth and flings him away like a Frisbee. “MWAHAHA! I have ascended to my final form!”

“Are we going to regret making her so powerful?” Namita mutters, as Fragrant Sausage tosses demons left and right while doing her massive evil laugh.

“It’s the lesser of two evils?” Though having said that, I’m not actually sure that Fragrant Sausage is the lesser of two evils. Still, she’s on our side, so that’s gotta be better than being cooked alive by demons.

Fragrant Sausage has just removed the last demon from us when there’s a noise that sounds like the sky is cracking apart. And that’s because it is. The ceiling of the cave rips apart, making everything shake. Even the giant tree trembles, its spikes shuddering. Rocks rain down on us, and Namita and I crouch underneath Fragrant Sausage for cover.

“What’s going on?” Namita shouts.

I shake my head. I have no idea, aside from that it seems like the entire place is about to come crashing down on us.

Just then, a thunderous voice booms from above us. “Why aren’t the souls being processed fast enough? Who’s holding up my court?” An angry face peers through the rip in the ceiling, so big that I can only make out a single eyeball. The eye immediately sees us and flashes with anger. “Intruders! How dare you come here and interrupt the smooth procedure I have put in place! You must have been sent by King Dushi. He’s been eyeing my position for centuries.”

I have time to say, “Wait, no—” before the eye blinks, and in that instant, the spell on Fragrant Sausage is canceled by the eye. Fragrant Sausage shrinks down to her normal size, and we find ourselves seized by an invisible hand.

“You are now my prisoners. We’ll show King Dushi how we deal with intruders.”

Somehow, I think that maybe being boiled in oil might have been a better fate than the one King Biancheng has in store for us.
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“Huh. Did you mean to transform into a worm?”

I lift my head and give Danny a look. Of course, earthworms aren’t the best at giving baleful looks, so it flies completely over his head.

“The manacles transform along with you,” Danny adds, stating the obvious.

“I see that.” Or rather, I feel that. I’d cunningly thought that shape-shifting to an earthworm would allow me to be free of the cursed things, but instead, they’ve shrunk down with me. “On the other hand, if they’re this small, they should be easier to break…” I gesture at Danny to come over.1 “Try to pry it apart. Or break it, or something.”

He crouches down and grimaces as he puts his hands around me. “Gross,” he mutters.

“Rude! I can hear you, you know.”

“Sorry, you’re just so … wormy.”

If only I had eyes I could roll. “Believe it or not, I am aware. Now, break the manacle off my sleek body—ow! Be gentle.”

Danny fiddles with the manacle, turning it—and me—this way and that. “It’s hard. You’re so wriggly and slippery, and this thing is way too strong for me to pry open.” He puts me down and looks around the courtyard thoughtfully. “Maybe I could try breaking it open by…” He picks up a rock.

“What? Crushing it? Have you forgotten I’m in a rather vulnerable position here?”

With a sigh, Danny tosses the rock away. “Okay, got any bright ideas?”

“Maybe if I just change very quickly to something big, the manacles will break.”

Danny shrugs. “Worth a try.”

I focus my qì and make the fastest change into a silverback gorilla. The wormy rings around me expand into creases on my leathery skin. Fur sprouts all over me as I grow and swell and—

Nope. I’m still a worm. I can practically taste the gorilla scent, but despite my mind shrieking at the rest of my body to switch to gorilla form, it refuses to listen. Or it can’t. This is not good. Of all the forms to be stuck in …

“What are you waiting for?” Danny says. “I thought you said you wanted to change into something big.”

“Obviously I’ve just discovered that I can’t do it, haven’t I?” I snap.

“It wasn’t obvious,” Danny mutters. “You’re just lying there, not moving.”

“Yeah, because I’M A WORM.”

“I SEE THAT.”

“DO YOU?!” Okay, so maybe the both of us aren’t coping so well with, you know, being chained up and enslaved for eternity in hell. The only way this could get any worse is if Ox Head and Horse Face were here to witness my humiliating form. Well, they would do more than witness it; they’d take the chance to capture me for themselves. Thank the gods for small mercies, eh?

Danny sits down, his head slumped over. “Told you we needed my good-luck charm.”

I frown at him. “Do you really believe in those things? They’re just as bad as fortune tellers, you know. Nothing but a bunch of fakes.”

He releases a long sigh. “I don’t know. I guess ever since my mom passed away, and then being kidnapped and cursed by you, I’ve started believing more in such things. They’re like an extra form of security.”

Oh gods. I didn’t think I could feel any worse than I already do, being stuck in worm form and all, but I’m feeling so ashamed now that I could just about crawl out of my skin.2 “I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to keep apologizing.” Danny glances at me, and surprisingly, the corners of his mouth are turned up, his face warm. “It hasn’t been as bad as I thought it would be, being stuck down here with you. I mean, okay, it’s pretty bad because we’re chained up and all, but you know. I’m glad you’re here. I mean, I would much rather have Xiaohua here, of course, but you know.”

“Yeah, yeah, stop adding qualifiers—you’re ruining the moment.” I pause, realizing that I feel the same way. I miss Theo and every bit of me aches to know if he’s okay, but being stuck with Danny hasn’t been as unbearable as I thought it would be. “Yeah, you haven’t been as ghastly as I thought you would be.”

“Thanks,” he laughs, then hesitates. “Um, and thanks for not changing into a bird form. I know it seems ridiculous to want you to not change into bird form down here, but…”

“It’s not ridiculous.”

Danny smiles at me.

“Aiya, will the two of you please be quiet?” The ox maiden strides toward us, her expression stern, her hands on her hips. “You’re disrupting everybody. We’ve got so much to do: feasts to prepare, souls to torture…”

“Of course, wouldn’t want to get in the way of torture,” I mumble.

“We’ve got a backlog of souls now, thanks to you two.” She glares down at Danny and me, reminding me a bit of Theo’s mother whenever she scolds him. Except with Theo’s mom, there was never the possibility of her shoving us into a giant millstone and then crushing us into a pulp—so there’s that. “We’ve had to switch to the mortar and pestle since you are chained to the millstone.”

“Sorry about that—pounding souls instead of milling them must be such a bother,” I say.

The ox maiden frowns at me. “What happened to you? Why’re you an earthworm?”

I wriggle in shame. “Oh, no reason. Just thought I’d fertilize the soil a bit. Earthworm poop is gardener’s gold, you know.”

A slow, wicked smile spreads across the ox maiden’s face. “You were trying to escape, weren’t you? Did you try to shape-shift because you thought the manacles wouldn’t shift with you?” She throws her head back and laughs.3 “Oh, this is too good. And now you’re stuck in worm form. Well, as delightful as it is to see you crawling in the dirt, unfortunately, I do have to change you back into a more useful form.” With that, she snaps her fingers and I feel my muscles stretching, my gaze going farther from the soil beneath me. In the next instant, I find myself as a fox once again.

“Oh thank gods,” I gasp, kissing my beautiful paws and swishing my two tails with delight.

“You’re welcome,” the ox maiden says with a flip of her hair. “Now, get to work. You two have a feast to prepare.”

Danny’s eyes bug out. “A feast? Hang on—”

“Yes, we have a very important guest coming for dinner, and the king and queen want to impress her. That means none of the usual fare that she would be used to—human eyeballs, human blood, etc. We want innovation, creativity.”

Danny and I look at each other, then at the millstone, and back to each other. “Um, apologies, my lady, but preparing such a feast requires a lot more than just a millstone.” Danny scratches the back of his head apologetically.

The ox maiden sighs with obvious impatience. “What else do you need?”

Danny gestures wildly. “I don’t know, so many things! A stove, an oven, ingredients? You can probably find them in the kitchen.”

It strikes me what he’s doing; he’s trying to get her to agree to let us into the kitchen, so she’d have to unchain us. And as soon as she does, I’m changing into something and getting us out of here. Good plan, Danny! I side-eye him and wiggle my eyebrows to let him know I’ve got the message.

The ox maiden snorts. “I rather like you two being chained up to the millstone. But yes, I see your point.” She waves her hand languidly and next to the millstone appear a woodstove, a stone oven, and a large table laden with meats and vegetables. “Will this suffice?”

Danny looks at me helplessly. “Y-yes, thank you. This is good.”

“Get to work.” With one last pointed look at me, the ox maiden leaves, whistling a tuneless song.

“Well, I hope you cook just as well down here as you do in the human world,” I grumble.

Danny sighs and sifts through the ingredients on the table. “Shiitake, chanterelle, portobello … wow, and I think these are matsutake mushrooms!” Despite our situation, he seems to be getting excited as he goes through the food. “Gosh, look how big the black fungus is. That’s amazing.” He must have caught the expression on my face because he sobers up a bit.

“I have to say, you didn’t strike me as someone who likes to cook. I’m impressed.”

He shrugs. “A little. My dad works a lot. Especially ever since my mom died. He’s rarely home. The only time we’re together is, like, once a week, at dinner. So I like to surprise him with a good meal.”

I think of Danny and Xiaohua sitting in a large dining room, Danny eating and missing his mother, and my chest gives a funny twinge. “You know, you could always come eat at Theo’s house. And I suppose you might as well bring Xiaohua with you.”

A corner of Danny’s mouth quirks up into a hesitant smile. “Yeah, that would be nice.”

How strange that only yesterday, the thought of inviting Danny and Xiaohua over for dinner would’ve made me snort. But now, I find myself looking forward to it, wanting to fill Theo’s house with noise and laughter once more. I know Theo’s parents would love Danny, and they would certainly be impressed with Xiaohua.

For the next few hours, Danny cooks and I follow his instructions, chopping this and stirring that. He makes a surprisingly good head chef, confident but not bossy, and I could swear that once he gets into the swing of things, he forgets that we’re trapped in hell. He even hums as he fries up the lotus root with ginger and scallions and plenty of chilies. It’s so weird seeing Danny as neither a bully nor a cowering mess, but someone who is in his element, happy and secure.

Finally, Danny plates the last dish, and the two of us stand back and survey our work. It’s truly an impressive feast that we’ve managed to scrounge up. There’s a chicken stuffed with Chinese sausages and glutinous rice, wrapped in lotus leaves, and baked until it’s so tender that the meat is sagging off the bone. There are wonton noodles swimming in fragrant, rich broth, and fat buns stuffed with barbecued pork.

“Here, have some chicken.” Danny hands me a bowl filled with a baked chicken leg. The smell is so fragrant that I practically swallow the entire thing, bones and all, in one gulp. “Wow, okay, you must be really hungry, huh?” Danny says in between bites of food.

My mouth is so full that I can only nod in reply. Just like the vegetable juice, the chicken is fortifying, reviving my energy and making me feel more sure, like I know exactly how to get out of this place. Which I don’t. But I feel like I could.

I lick my lips and look at the rest of the food on the table. In addition to the Chinese dishes, Danny’s also prepared some Western ones: a wild mushroom risotto, a garlic-and-herb loaf, and a pizza with plenty of cheese.

“The ox lady did say they’re looking for something different,” Danny says, when he sees my skeptical expression.

As though the mention of her has summoned her, the ox maiden appears at that moment. “Everything better be ready,” she says by way of greeting. When she surveys the table of food, her mouth parts a little. “Well, this looks … different. Whose idea was it to make this—what is this?” She pokes at the risotto with a spoon.

“It’s sort of like … Italian congee,” Danny offers up.

The ox maiden shoots him a sharp look. “Italian congee? I don’t know if this will please the king and queen.”

“You did say they wanted something different to serve their special guest,” I say snidely. Danny gives me a grateful look.

The ox maiden sniffs. “We shall see.” With a wave of her hand, the dishes float up into the air and fly toward the palace. She glances at us and shows her teeth in an unfriendly smile. “Wait here.”

“Wait? What for?” I growl.

“Well, if they dislike the food, which is more than likely, then you will be punished. Maybe you’ll be ground up in the millstone or pounded in the mortar and pestle, whichever.”

I refuse to let this obnoxious ox demon rile me up. “And if they like it?”

“Unlikely!” she laughs. “But if they do, then you probably won’t hear from them. You’ll live to cook another day. Isn’t that a nice thing to look forward to?” With another cackle, she strolls away.

Danny slumps down to the ground, looking exhausted. The poor kid. I settle down next to him, curling up into the shape of a comma, my bushy tails flicking now and again. I feel drained as well and ready to sleep for a month.

“Here,” Danny says, handing me a bowl. “I saved some risotto for us. Or should I say, Italian congee?”

We both smile at that, and despite the circumstances, we manage to have a somewhat pleasant chat as we eat the surprisingly delicious risotto. At some point, exhaustion overtakes us both and we must doze off because next thing I know, I’m shaken awake roughly. I blink, sitting up, and am faced with half a dozen demon guards, each one uglier than the last. Danny is gaping up at them with silent terror, his eyes wide and his whole body trembling.

“What is it?” he warbles. He looks at me with desperation and fear. “Kai, they must’ve hated the food. Oh no, I knew it—I shouldn’t have taken the risk of cooking Italian food for them!”

“Calm down.” I pat his shoulder gently, but inside, my mind is a turmoil. Danny’s probably right. King Wuguan must have really disliked the unfamiliar dishes and ordered us to be tortured. Even as I think that, the nearest demon guard grabs me in an unforgiving grip. They unlock the chain from the millstone and tug at the chain so that Danny and I stumble forward. We have no choice but to follow the group of demons as they yank us toward the palace.

“It’ll be okay,” I whisper to Danny.4

He seems to be too frozen with fear to respond, which is just as well. With an increasing sense of doom, we trudge up the steps into the palace, crossing the massive front hall. There is a handful of demons in there, whispering to one another. They all fall silent as we pass by, watching us carefully with an expression I can’t decipher.5 We are led through a golden sliding door into a grand dining hall. The hall is stunning, with towering golden pillars and beautiful Chinese calligraphy adorning the walls. In the middle is a huge circular dining table, around which sit King Wuguan, the queen, and people who are presumably members of the royal family. My eye is immediately drawn to the woman sitting on King Wuguan’s right.

She’s beautiful, with flawless features. Ornate beaten-gold combs in the shape of curling flames are tucked into her shiny black hair. Her dress is of the finest vivid green silk with gold trimmings. Her eyes are lined, her lips painted a perfect cherry red. But her appearance isn’t what makes my breath catch in my throat. It’s the large banana leaf she holds. It’s the magical banana-leaf fan, the only thing strong enough to put out the raging eternal fires of Huoyanshan, the Flaming Mountains. The only thing strong enough to defeat even Sun Wukong, the near-invincible Monkey King.

King Wuguan’s guest of honor is Princess Iron Fan. And she happens to be married to none other than Theo’s prisoner, Niu Mo Wang.

I gulp. Princess Iron Fan might be the key to getting out of King Wuguan’s court alive. But if I play this wrong, she will kill us without a second’s hesitation.
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At the very top of the enormous tree of spikes is a sort of treehouse, though calling it a treehouse fails to capture just how incredible of a structure it is. It basically looks like a little palace built right into the tree. Namita, Fragrant Sausage, Xiaohua, and I are whisked inside the tree palace. The clawed hands holding us hostage disappear, and we stumble to our knees, breathless. The inside is even more impressive than the outside: impossibly huge, a hall that defies all logic and laws of physics, with the tree going through its center, spreading its branches all the way throughout the room. All over the walls are alcoves, where souls are sorted and judged by King Biancheng and his minions. The souls moan with fear, the demons chitter excitedly, and every few seconds, King Biancheng waves his hand and a soul is pushed off a ledge, where it falls onto the horrible tree.

King Biancheng’s booming voice made me think he would be a huge monster, but when we finally come face-to-face with him, he’s a slender man with a meticulously neat beard and round spectacles. He looks more like a neurosurgeon than one of the kings of Diyu. He sits on a throne in the middle of the great hall, scribbling onto an endlessly long scroll with a delicate pen. He looks up at us and frowns before he motions at us to come closer. Two demons at our backs shove us forward.

When we get to within ten paces of the king, one of the demons barks, “That’s close enough!” Something hits the backs of my legs, and I yelp and stumble onto my knees. “Kneel, humans!”

“Um, excuse me, but as you can see, I am very far from human. I am in fact a—ow!” Fragrant Sausage squeals when one of the demons whips her across the rump.

“Silence!” the demon shouts.

We all fall silent. I have no idea where to look; I’m so fearful. This is the end of the road for us—I know it. We’ve been caught stealing into a court of hell—a literal court of hell—and I don’t know what’s about to happen to us, but I know it can’t be good.

King Biancheng narrows his eyes at us. “Names.” It’s a demand, not a question, and impossible to resist.

“Theodore Tan.” The words fly out of my mouth without even consulting my brain.

Namita, too, doesn’t hesitate. “Namita Singh.”

“Fragrant Sausage.”

“Xiaohua of the Red Rock Mountain.”

We all stare in mute fear as King Biancheng gazes down at his endless scroll. A few seconds tick by with painful slowness, and when he next looks up, he’s wearing a frown. “I can find none of your names in my guest list. You were not sent here by King Qinguang.”

I open my mouth, but no answer comes out. I don’t know what to say to that. Should I lie and say that we were sent here by King Qinguang? But then that would mean that we’re supposed to be thrown onto the spikes, which is definitely something we want to avoid. Should I say that we snuck in? But he looks so annoyed already. If we told him we snuck in here, that’s going to make him even angrier.

“Answer!” he snaps, and again, the single word reaches straight into the depths of my mind, knocking over whatever restraints I have, and rips the answer out of my mouth. It makes me think of Creighton Ward casting Bagbott’s Tongue Loosener on me back at Reapling, forcing me to give up information that didn’t belong to him. I’m so tired of feeling helpless, always being pushed around by others.

“We stole in here!” I blurt out. “We were escaping the Fifth Court, and we were in there because we ran away from the First Court, because we’re not souls—we’re alive. Well, Fragrant Sausage is a soul.”

“Darn right I am,” Fragrant Sausage says, wiggling her curly tail. “I’ve had enough of being a fleshly being, thank you very much.”

King Biancheng leans forward, and I feel his gaze boring inside me, seeking truth. “Interesting. You evaded King Qinguang of the First Court.”

“Yes,” I say, and I can’t keep the anger out of my voice.

A demon aide standing next to King Biancheng laughs nastily. “No doubt they think they have good reason to steal into Diyu, probably on a fool’s errand to save some loved one.”

King Biancheng gives a slow nod, then says, “True, though it’s usually one individual barging his way in here, not an entire group like this.”

The demon aide shrugs. “Your Majesty, we must have order around here. Each time one of them obstinate humans comes rushing in here, it disrupts our workflow. Such a distraction. Unacceptable. We must make it clear that this kind of interruption will not be tolerated. Throw them onto the tree—that’s what I think. Except the fire dragon. Can we keep the fire dragon, Your Majesty? It would look grand down here.”

I feel as though the entirety of Diyu has just crushed me. Thrown onto the tree of spikes. What have I gotten Namita into? And poor Xiaohua. And Fragrant Sausage. I’ve doomed us all, and it’s all my fault. We have to escape somehow, but how? There is no way out. We’re deep in King Biancheng’s court, surrounded by demons atop a tree of death. Even if we were somehow able to rush out of here, where would we rush to?

“Oh no,” Fragrant Sausage wails. “Is this where my magnificence ends? Surely not!” She turns to Namita and her face softens a little. “I’m sorry. It was my fault, wasn’t it?”

“It’s nobody’s fault,” Namita says, holding out her arms. Fragrant Sausage jumps into them, and Namita hugs the little pig tightly. The expression on Namita’s face is so sad that it tears me apart. I’m used to Namita looking confident and smug and badass even in the face of the worst obstacle. But now, she looks dumbstruck, her face pale, her mouth slightly open. It’s my fault; I was the one who dragged her into this.

“You can’t do this to us!” I shout. “We’ve been through so much. It’s all my fault. You should punish me. Leave them alone. All they did was try to help me, and now Namita’s stuck here and Xiaohua’s injured, and—”

King Biancheng raises a hand. “Xiaohua?” He leans forward and pushes his glasses up his nose. “Ah, the dragon. How quaint. I didn’t notice before.”

Before I can react, King Biancheng raises his hand and warm light emanates from his palm, engulfing Xiaohua. She groans and unfurls from around my neck, and I open my mouth—I have no idea what’s going on—but the next moment, Xiaohua flies up, stretching her serpentine body, before swooping back down in a graceful arc. She lowers her head to the floor in front of King Biancheng.

“Your Majesty, thank you for your kindness,” she says.

“Xiaohua, are you okay?” Namita cries, rushing forward.

“I am. King Biancheng has healed me.”

We all crowd around her, gaping at her scales. They’re all intact now. I look up at King Biancheng in wonder. I don’t know what I had been expecting from him, but given he is a king of hell, the last thing I would have expected was kindness.

And yet that is exactly what I see in his face. He regards us solemnly, patiently, like a slightly distant grandfather. Leaning back in his chair, he says, “Now, tell me why you are here.”

And though his voice is powerful, I sense a note of gentleness in it, which gives me hope. I tell him everything, starting from Jamie’s death to our ordeal at Reapling and how we’ve all come to Diyu to rescue Jamie. At the end of it, King Biancheng looks thoughtful.

“Interesting. So King Qinguang will have to decide on your brother’s fate. And yours, of course. And you are now separated from your companion spirit.”

“Yes.” My voice comes out cracked with emotion at the thought of Kai.

“Well.” King Biancheng sits back, twirling his pen. “It would be interesting to see how Qinguang will handle this case. I, and a few others, have always thought that Yanluo should be ruling the First Court. This case might just tip the balance in Yanluo’s favor.” He studies us a bit longer before nodding. “I’m not unreasonable. I can see that your hearts are pure and unsuited for Diyu. And you do have a compelling case. You may go back to the First Court.”

Fragrant Sausage squeals with excitement, but Namita and I stand there, frozen. Then I gulp and say, “Thank you so much, Your Majesty—but, um, before you let us go back to the First Court, would it be possible to reunite us with Danny and Kai?”

“Ah, indeed.” King Biancheng’s gaze unfocuses for a moment, as though he’s looking at something far away. Then his top lip curls and he sneers. “I see them. They are at Wuguan’s court. I can open a door to his court, but I won’t be setting foot in it. This will be where we part ways.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty!” I cry.

“Do not thank me yet. I warn you: Wuguan is unpredictable and unjust. He is unfit to rule as a king of Diyu. If he or his demons catch you, I cannot guarantee what the outcome will be.”

Namita and I look at each other. Her expression is firm, her mouth stretched into a thin, determined line. She looks as resolute as I feel. There is no choice. Leaving Danny and Kai behind is not an option. We nod, and Namita says, “We understand, and we are willing to take that risk.”

“Then go, and good fortune with you. I will keep an eye out on the First Court to see if you make it back there alive.”

And with that, King Biancheng waves his hand, and a door appears next to us. With one last look at the king, I open the door and step through it.
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“Princess Iron Fan,” King Wuguan booms, smiling and rubbing his belly, “I present to you my chefs for this evening’s feast, er…” His eyes narrow, and he leans forward and says in a loud whisper, “I’ve just realized that I never asked for your names.”

Danny jumps to attention. “It’s—”

King Wuguan roars with laughter and waves a big meaty hand at Danny. “I don’t care, boy! Your name might as well be Human Boy, and your name shall be Fox.”

“How very inventive,” I say, but I say it so quietly that the king won’t be able to hear.1

“Show some manners to our honored guest,” tuts the queen at Danny and me.

We hurriedly bow our heads. “Princess Iron Fan,” Danny says, “it’s a great honor to be presented to you.”

Fleetingly, I wonder how Danny knows who Princess Iron Fan is. Then I recall how obnoxious he had been at the Know Your Roots program and what a hard time he’d given Theo for not knowing anything about Chinese mythology. Okay, so he probably knows who she is. I need to somehow convey to him my plan to convince Princess Iron Fan to get us out of here.

Princess Iron Fan is leaning languidly back in her chair and studying her fingers, which are covered in long, golden tapers. She spares us a lazy smile. “You cooked well. There were some dishes I have never seen before tonight, and they were a pleasant surprise.”

Danny sags with relief. “Thank you, Princess.”

“It’s very quaint, a human boy and a fox spirit cooking together. That’s not a sight you see every day, is it?”

I’m not sure who the question is aimed at, but just to be safe, I bow lower and say, “The circumstances which brought us here are most uncommon, Princess.”

“Oh? Sounds like the makings of a good story.” She leans forward, her eyes glittering. “Tell me: How did you end up here in King Wuguan’s court?” She pauses, sniffing, and says, “Oh my. The two of you are alive, aren’t you? That’s fresh human flesh.”

To my consternation, she swallows then, like she just caught herself starting to drool despite the huge feast that Danny and I had made them.

Luckily, King Wuguan seems to have caught on to the drooling, and he frowns at her. “It would cause me much displeasure if you ate my cooks, Princess Iron Fan.”

“Of course,” she laughs. “I was just teasing.”

We all look at her with disbelief, and she coughs delicately and says, “So tell me then, how did a delici—a healthy, fresh human boy and a fox spirit end up as cooks for one of the kings of Diyu?”

“Funny story, that,” I pipe up. My heart is racing, my whiskers twitching with excitement. This is our chance to tell her about Niu Mo Wang and convince her to get us out of here. “We actually came to Diyu voluntarily, to save someone who is being wrongly held here.”

Princess Iron Fan covers her mouth and laughs. It sounds like “Ho ho ho!” but one that comes from an evil Santa. “Oh, I love stories that involve foolish humans coming down to hell to save another human. Wasn’t there one that Hades loves to tell over and over? What’s the lad’s name? He had a harp.”

“Orpheus,” the queen says, rolling her eyes. “My gods, the number of times he told that story. That’s why we stopped inviting him over for game night.”

“I know, right?” Princess Iron Fan says. “The worst. And that Persephone, leaving smears of pomegranate juice everywhere she goes. Uncouth.”

“I like Hades,” King Wuguan says grumpily. “We always have a good time coming up with new ways to torture souls.”

“All of the methods you two come up with after a few rounds of báijiǔ are untenable,” snaps the queen. “Messy, require too much demonpower, unfeasible. Waste of time.”

The king pouts at her balefully.

Princess Iron Fan redirects her attention back to Danny and me. “Continue. So you two came down here because for some strange reason, you thought you could outsmart the age-old system in Diyu?”

“Not outsmart,” Danny says. “Just … we thought we’d be able to reason with King Qinguang.”

Groans rise from around the table. “That tiresome old fool,” the queen says.

“He can barely keep up with the day-to-day workings of his court,” King Wuguan says. “He really shouldn’t be the king of the First Court.”

Princess Iron Fan laughs and directs her question at us. “Let me guess: You talked to King Qinguang, and he got so confused that he randomly threw you to this court to avoid having to deal with you?”

“Not quite,” I pipe up. This is it. I have to approach this carefully. Our lives depend on it. “You see, we didn’t come here on our own. We had our friends with us, but we were attacked by Ox Head and Horse Face in the First Court, and we got separated. They ran through one door; we ran through another…”

Princess Iron Fan giggles, her eyes glinting evilly. “How fun! So your friends are scurrying about the other courts as well? Assuming they haven’t been caught and killed, that is.”

I feel a twist of anxiety and anger at how casually she talks about our friends’ possible demise. I soldier on. “Yes, it’s a real shame, too, because we didn’t just come here to rescue a human soul. We came here to return a king. A king who was stolen from here.”

The laughter dries up. Princess Iron Fan’s gaze sharpens like a needle, her smile fading. “What do you mean, a king that was stolen from here?”

I swish my tails with discomfort and take a deep breath. “Some time ago, some humans figured out a way to summon mythological creatures to the human world in order to suck out their qì for profit.”

“That is a very human thing to do,” King Wuguan murmurs. Everyone else in the room nods.

“They started by summoning Peng,” I say.

The murmurs rise up in volume, becoming angry. “Yes, I heard of that,” the queen says. “The audacity.”

“My human companion was the one who found Peng and set him free, with the help of the rest of our friends,” I quickly add.

There’s silence as they all regard me. The queen stares for a while, reading my mind, then turns to the others and says, “The fox spirit isn’t lying.” She nods at me. “Go on.”

“The same people who kidnapped Peng decided to kidnap another mythical creature. A demon king this time, just to deter anyone from trying to save him.” I falter when I see the way that Princess Iron Fan is gripping her magical banana-leaf fan so tightly that her knuckles have turned a shocking white. “Uh … well, as you might have guessed, uh—”

“They kidnapped my husband?” she hisses. “Lowly, pathetic mortals?”

I open and close my mouth a couple of times. Finally, I say, “Uh, forgive me, my lady, but did you only just now notice that your husband has been missing for a month?”

Now King Wuguan and the queen are both side-eyeing Princess Iron Fan, who turns red. “I don’t keep tabs on where Niu Mo Wang goes. He likes to go on very long trips, and so do I—we have an understanding to be flexible with each other. I assumed he was off visiting our son, Red Boy.” She returns her full attention to me, her eyes filled with rage. “But now you have come here and told me that he isn’t on one of his trips—he’s been kidnapped.”

I can’t stop my whiskers from quivering under that iron gaze. “Yes, this is true. But like I mentioned before, we came here to return him to Diyu safely.”

“Why didn’t you just free him in the human world?”

“Forgive us, my lady,” Danny squeaks. “But he was wreaking havoc in the human world. Destroying entire neighborhoods, attacking humans. He had almost destroyed the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco before we—uh, before he was subdued.”

Princess Iron Fan exchanges a look with the queen. “That does sound like my husband.” She sighs. “Right, give him back to me now, and we shall hear no more of it.”

“Er, yep, we would love nothing more than to reunite you two lovebirds, but there’s a slight problem,” I say. “He’s currently with our friends. But we can lead you to them!”

“This is a trap,” King Wuguan growls. “They’re just trying to trick you into letting them go.”

“No, I promise you.” I turn to the queen. “Read my mind again! You’ll know I’m not lying.” But as soon as I see the queen’s expression, I know I’ve miscalculated everything. Because the queen doesn’t want to lose Danny and me. When she looks at us, it’s with a possessive expression, the way one would look at a well-filled piggy bank. I can practically see her mind whirring, considering how to keep Princess Iron Fan from taking us.

The queen barely spares me a glance before she says, “The fox spirit cannot help but lie. It is her nature to do so. You know their kind.”

Princess Iron Fan’s mouth curls into a scowl. “You dare waste our time, fox spirit? I will show you what I do to liars.” With a single fluid leap, she bounds from her chair, landing right in front of me. Before I can react, she places a foot on the back of my neck and shoves down. I fall onto the ground, my muzzle smashing painfully against the stone floor.

“Kai!” Danny cries, scrambling up.

“Don’t move,” Princess Iron Fan says, lifting her hand. Danny is slammed back down by an invisible force. She lowers her face toward mine, shifting her weight so her foot grinds heavily into my neck, cutting off my breath. “Did you have fun spinning your little lies, fox?”

“Not—lies,” I gasp. I can hardly breathe. I’m running out of time. This is my last chance. I desperately grasp for a solution, anything that might prove to her that I’m telling the truth. “He—he calls you his Iron Wife!” The pressure from my neck eases, just a tad. Just enough for me to draw in a breath and add, “He said you’re the strongest person he knows and there’s nothing you can’t take on.” It’s a risk, saying that, but it’s also a hint. A suggestion for Princess Iron Fan.

There’s a moment of silence, then Princess Iron Fan says, “I’m going to need to borrow your cooks.”

“How dare you?” the queen says. “We invited you to our house for dinner, and you demand our cooks from us?”

“I’m not demanding—I’m asking.”

“Preposterous!” King Wuguan roars. “You are known for your haughty nature, Princess Iron Fan, but know your place. This is our house; you are in our court—you must follow our rules.”

Princess Iron Fan lifts her foot from my neck and gives a huge, exaggerated yawn, lifting her hands over her head. Then she says, “Haven’t you heard, my dear king? Rules are meant to be broken.” Quick as lightning, she grabs her banana-leaf fan and sweeps it in the direction of King Wuguan and the queen. The king, queen, and their consorts and guards are blown away like dust. Their enraged shrieks and alarmed wails are cut short as they slam into the opposite wall. Princess Iron Fan doesn’t wait for them to retaliate before she picks me and Danny up easily by the scruff of our necks, as though we weigh nothing at all.

She flies out of the dining hall and into the main hall, where all the demon guards jump to attention. They look at us in confusion, and that one moment of hesitation is enough for Princess Iron Fan. She gives another swipe of the fan, and the demon guards are blown away. A moment later, we’re out in the courtyard. The sight of the legendary iron fan in action is overwhelming. I’ve heard so many tales about it, but nothing could prepare me for its incredible strength.

“Stop!” King Wuguan thunders. He flies out of the palace with the queen and the ox maiden flanking him. He carries a staff, a tall bronze one with a carved dragon curling around it and a jade ball at the end. It vibrates with so much power that just the sight of it makes my fur bristle. He aims it at us, and I quickly shift so I’m between Danny and the staff, just in time for King Wuguan to shoot a flash of blue lightning from it. Welp, this is it. This is how I die. Fried to a crisp by a lightning bolt sent from a king of hell.

But with a snort, Princess Iron Fan flaps her banana-leaf fan behind her, and the bolt is blown back toward the king. The king’s and queen’s eyes widen, and they jerk away out of the path of the lightning bolt just in time. It shoots into the front door of the palace, and the grand wooden door immediately catches fire. Princess Iron Fan aims her fan at the door and waves it once more, this time with a different movement. The gust of wind that comes out of the fan is slower. Gentler. And hotter. Belatedly, I recall that the fan can be used in many different ways. It’s well known for summoning great winds, but in the hands of a master like Princess Iron Fan, it can also summon fire or lightning or very subtle, focused darts of wind.

The flames licking the door burst into a giant wall of roaring fire, quickly spreading to the rest of the wall. Within seconds, the whole front of the palace is covered in a horrific curtain of flames.

“My palace!” shouts King Wuguan.

Princess Iron Fan does that evil “Ho ho ho” laugh again and calls out, “Next time, think twice before you dare attack me, peon.” With that, she turns to Danny and me and says, “Time to make our exit, don’t you think? I don’t like to overstay my welcome.”

By now, the whole place is so full of black smoke that I can barely talk. I cough, managing a nod, wondering just what in all Ten Courts of Hell Danny and I have stumbled into. But as Princess Iron Fan prepares to fly us out of there, the outline of a door appears in the courtyard. The next second, the door opens and out tumble Namita and Theo, with Xiaohua twined around his neck.

Namita’s mouth turns into an O. Theo cries out, “Kai!”

“Theo!” His name wrenches out of me and I shoot forward, barreling straight into his chest. I can’t describe how good it is to be reunited with my human companion. It feels like the other half of my soul has finally returned and sewn itself back into one whole piece. Next to us, Danny and Xiaohua are similarly twined in a tight hug, both of them sobbing each other’s names out loud.

“This is him, then?” Princess Iron Fan says. “The human child who has my husband?”

Thinking fast, I say, “Yes, but let’s get out of here first before King Wuguan brings out the big spells, eh?”

Princess Iron Fan narrows her eyes at Theo. “Child, you’d better have treated my husband with the respect he deserves; otherwise, you’ll wish you never set foot here.”

Theo gulps. Princess Iron Fan waves her fan gently, lifting us all up. I cling tightly to Theo the whole time, determined to never be parted from him again, and try to squash down the sensation of dread gnawing at my stomach. Everything that’s happened so far has shown me just how ruthless and impulsive Princess Iron Fan is. I don’t want to know what will happen when she finds out that we’ve put Niu Mo Wang inside a cage.
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The journey seems to take hours with the tornado of death and lightning herding us to an unknown destination. Princess Iron Fan flies ahead of us, waving the banana-leaf fan behind her in a consistent motion. I’m so overwhelmed by this turn of events, so overcome with joy over being reunited with Theo and yet anxious about the plans that Princess Iron Fan has in store for us, that I don’t even bother making a joke about how Xiaohua the great and amazing dragon is being herded like sheep.1

“Are you okay?” I ask Theo again and again.

Theo gives me a tired smile. “Yes, Kai. Are you guys okay?”

I nod.

“Where do you think she’s taking us?” Namita says.

The little blue pig lying down next to her raises its head. “I reckon it would be Bajia Cave. That’s Princess Iron Fan’s home.” It notices me watching it closely and says, “What’re you looking at?” rather rudely.

I shrug. “Nothing. Just … well, it’s not every day that you come across a … what are you, exactly? The ghost of a pig? Do animals even go through Diyu? I thought they just get reincarnated in the First Court.”

The pig grunts. “Obviously I’m a special sort, aren’t I? I’ve got leave from King Qinguang himself to roam the courts of Diyu to my heart’s desire. The name’s Fragrant Sausage, in case you missed it.”

“And she’s been so, so helpful,” Namita says, picking Fragrant Sausage up and giving her an affectionate squeeze.

I look again at Fragrant Sausage and try not to think about how delicious her rotund body looks. “Well, the pig—”

“Fragrant Sausage.”

“Right, Fragrant Sausage is right. In all likelihood, we’re being herded to Bajia Cave. But that’s not a problem—all we have to do is find a way to escape once we get there.” I give them an encouraging grin.2

Instead of looking uplifted by my inspirational speech, they all stare back at me glumly.

“And how are we going to escape, exactly?” Fragrant Sausage asks.

I have to fight not to snarl at her. I’m not used to food talking back at me.

“I hate to say it, Kai,” Namita says gently, “but I don’t see how we can possibly escape Princess Iron Fan’s clutches. I mean, she trapped us all with just one wave of her fan.”

“Yeah, even Sun Wukong was unable to defeat her,” Danny adds, as though I’m not aware of that obvious fact.

“Ugh, you’re all such downers.” I flounce to one side before remembering that there’s nowhere to flounce to. I opt to sit down in a huff instead.

And thus, in gloomy silence, we travel until the tornado disperses and we find ourselves in the mouth of a giant cave. The walls of the cave are glimmering, shot through with veins of rainbow-colored minerals. It’s like swimming through the Milky Way. We all look around with mouths agape at the constantly glittering walls and ceilings and startle when Princess Iron Fan appears. She strides to Theo and glares down at him. “Well? Where is my husband?”

Theo licks his lips and bows his head before unzipping his backpack. “Um, Princess Iron Fan, I have to explain—”

“Ugh,” Princess Iron Fan grunts. Her hand shoots out and she grabs hold of his backpack, ripping it open in one fluid motion. She dips inside and brings out the cage. “Oh, for gods’ sakes. You put him in a cage?” she hisses.

“Wife!” Tiny Niu Mo Wang calls out. “Finally. Let me out.”

Princess Iron Fan waves her hand, and the cage clicks open. Oh no. Niu Mo Wang starts growing even before he’s fully out. It happens so fast it’s like a trick of the eye; one moment he’s the size of a hamster, the next, he’s out of the cage and back to his terrifyingly huge size.

Princess Iron Fan links her arm through his. Niu Mo Wang is now easily over ten feet tall, and he’s a ferocious sight to behold—a hulking, fearsome demon king who could swallow men in one gulp. His gaze slides from left to right, his eyes lighting up with cruel glee as he surveys us.

“I have dreamed of this moment for quite some time,” he says, his voice a deep rumble that shivers through my bones. “Revenge will be had and, oh, how sweet it shall be.”

“Please, Mr. Niu Mo Wang, sir,” Theo says, “we didn’t mean to—”

“Do you kids like how I’ve decorated our humble abode?” Princess Iron Fan says.

For a moment, we all stare at her in confusion. Why is she asking about interior design?

Then Danny the butt-kisser says, “It’s very pretty. I love what you’ve done with the walls.” I roll my eyes at him, and he narrows his eyes at me.

Princess Iron Fan smirks. “Come in here—you all can admire it better from the living room.” Then she clicks her fingers and the cave expands.

Or rather, it just seems like the cave is expanding because we’re shrinking, the room spinning as my eye level goes down and down, and before I can react, we’re flying through the air in a single line. My legs flail about and I try to twist my body to break the arc of my flight, but it’s useless trying to resist it. One by one, we are flung into the golden cage. I land on top of Theo, and moments later, Fragrant Sausage lands on top of me, followed by Namita, Danny, and Xiaohua. We all scramble up, but the cage door slams shut before we can even get near it.

Niu Mo Wang approaches, and in my miniature size, I can feel every tremor from the cave floor as he stomps toward us. He bends over the cage and peers through the bars, one massive eyeball blinking at us. It’s bigger than my entire body. It takes everything inside me not to quail at the sight.

He grins, showing molars the size of my skull. “Well, well,” he booms. “How the tables have turned. I did warn you, didn’t I? That I would have special treatment in store for you.”

I can’t help it. Snorting, I say, “Well, it’s not really you who did this, is it? It’s Princess Iron Fan.”

“She’s my wife!” Niu Mo Wang snorts. “Her achievements are my achievements, too!”

I roll my eyes. “If you say so.”

“Kai!” Theo hisses at me. “Don’t make him angry.”

“Or rather, don’t make him angrier than he already is,” Namita adds. Then she says, “We’re very sorry, Niu Mo Wang.”

He grunts and does that bull headshake snort. “Have a pleasant wait while I decide how exactly I will punish all of you.” With that, he stomps off.

I sigh inwardly. The thing these kids can’t seem to grasp is that it’s good to make your opponents angry, because angry people make mistakes. Honestly, I don’t know which is a worse enemy to have: Niu Mo Wang, or Ox Head and Horse Face? Niu Mo Wang is more ruthless, but Ox Head and Horse Face are more determined. It’s a toss-up.

As soon as Niu Mo Wang is out of earshot, I go around the cage, sniffing at the bars, looking for any weaknesses. The others have come to the same conclusion I have, all of them studying the cage closely. All of them except for Xiaohua, who’s closed her eyes and is frowning hard.

“Ugh,” I say, “if you need to go, please do so in that far corner, not in the middle of the cage.”

“Oh, ew,” Fragrant Sausage squeals. “I hate to say it, but the fox is right. Can we all just agree on which corner is the toilet?”

I side-eye Fragrant Sausage. Despite myself, I’m starting to like the little pig.

Xiaohua cracks open an eyelid and glares at us. “I’m not about to relieve myself. I’m trying to expand to my full size.”

Typical. I wish I wore glasses and had fingers so I could use them to take off my glasses and pinch the bridge of my nose.3 “Right, let me spell out the obvious for you: This cage was used to trap Peng. Remember him? A demigod? The size of Japan? After that, it was used to trap Niu Mo Wang, an actual demon king from hell. Neither of them could grow to their full size while they were in the cage, but you, a common fire dragon, think you might be able to do it, because…?”

“Because we have to try everything in our power to get out of this!” Xiaohua snarls. “Now leave me alone—do not bother me with your inane chatter.”

I’m about to snarl at her, but Theo puts an arm around me and pulls me away.

“Kai, leave her alone. Stop, like, poking everyone and everything. I know you’re scared, but we have to stick together.” He looks so earnest that I can’t bear to snap at him.

And he’s right. I am lashing out because I’m scared. And guilty. My mind keeps jumping to the awful tortures that Niu Mo Wang and Princess Iron Fan are concocting for us, even now, and I can’t bear the thought of losing Theo. Not when we’ve just found our way back to each other. How in Diyu did we land ourselves into this mess? And it’s all my fault. I should’ve known that this journey would be too dangerous for us to go on. I mean, this is Diyu, for crying out loud! It’s HELL, literally! And I’m such a terrible companion that I allowed my human master, who is a CHILD, to gather his other CHILD friends to come down here in the hopes of saving Jamie. When I look at it that way, it’s beyond stupid and well into irresponsible. I have failed him and Namita and Danny, and now look what’s about to happen to us all.

Namita is hugging Fragrant Sausage the way a little kid would hold a well-loved soft toy, and though Fragrant Sausage is grumbling softly about it, I get the feeling that she secretly enjoys the comfort and attention. Danny is leaning against Xiaohua, murmuring softly to each other in worried tones.

I curl up against Theo, tucking my nose into the crook of his arm, and close my eyes. I wish I wasn’t here. Theo hugs me tight and buries his face in my fur. My shame wraps thickly around me like a wool blanket, and I wish I could hide from it all. Hide from the world.

Hide from the world …

The kernel of an idea forms, and I lift my head so fast that I bump it into Theo’s chin. “Ow!” we both cry.

I leap out of his arms. “I … I think I might have an idea.”

Theo rubs his chin and looks at me. “Yeah?”

“Well, Niu Mo Wang and Peng tried to grow back to their full sizes and couldn’t do it because the cage must have been imbued with spells to stop things inside from expanding.” I pace about excitedly. “But maybe the cage won’t stop me from … shrinking.”

By now, the others have stopped what they’re doing and are all staring at me.

“I’ll try to shift into something small and find a way to open the cage!” I say.

They look at one another, their expressions ranging from skeptical (Xiaohua) to hopeful (Danny and Theo) to excited (Namita and Fragrant Sausage). Before I can second-guess myself, I focus my qì and switch into a bee. There’s a flash of light, and when I open my eyes, I look down at my paws. Except my paws aren’t there anymore. I now have thin insect legs instead.

“It worked!” I shout. My voice comes out all tinny and small. I look up and everyone else is a giant compared to me. “And I don’t even feel tired at all.”

“Must be all that veggie juice and nutritious food I made for you,” Danny says.

“I hate to admit it, but you might be onto something there.” I fly up excitedly and go around fist-bumping everyone except for Xiaohua, who’s still frowning at me, probably bitter that she can’t be of any use to anyone. Then I scurry over to the edge of the cage. Here goes nothing. The cage might also be imbued with spells to prevent anything small from flying through the bars, in which case trying to fly through would probably result in me turning into a deep-fried blackened husk of a bee. I rub my two front legs together and take a deep breath. Here goes. I fly up, my little wings buzzing madly, and hover in front of the bars. I glance back at Theo, who’s looking at me with huge, terrified eyes. He must’ve caught some of my fear through our mind link and realized how dangerous this potentially is.

“Wait, Kai—” he begins to say. Uh-oh. I can’t let him stop me.

I close my eyes and buzz through the bars of the cage. I’m expecting a spell to take effect and strike me. In fact, I’m expecting it so fully, with all of my being, that I half smell the sizzle of my body as the spell burns me.

But nothing happens. My wings continue to beat. I continue flying. I open my eyes. I’m alive.

And I’m out. I’m out! I can hardly believe it! I fly round and round the cage, buzzing excitedly while everyone inside it hugs one another and cheers softly. Oh my gods, it worked. And thus we have proven, once again, that I am the superior companion! Or, um, yay it worked—now I can save everyone. Priorities, am I right?

I alight in front of the cage door, and everyone rushes to it.

“Kai, you did it!” Theo says, his face splitting into a huge grin. “You’re amazing!”

“Of course, I knew that already, but I’m glad the rest of you realize it now.”

“Less talking, more opening of cage doors, please,” Namita says.

“Right, yes, of course.” I clear my throat and survey the cage lock. “Er, I don’t know how to open this. Any ideas?”

“Is there a keyhole?” Danny says.

“If you think I’m going to stick one of my limbs into a keyhole in hell, you’ve got another think coming. Remember how I did that back at that shop and almost ended up eaten by a building?” I pause. “How did we get Peng out of the cage?”

The kids look at one another for a second, then Theo says, “Oh yeah, I cast a spell to make him big, remember? The Path of the Pig Be Big spell. I guess the cage allowed people outside of it to cast spells on things that are inside. Maybe this one works the same way? So you can cast the spell on us!”

Right. I grimace at them. “I can’t cast spells like that, I’m afraid. The only spells I can cast on others are Illusions.”

Xiaohua snorts. “That’s because your kind is all about tricking others.”

I studiously ignore her. “Maybe I could shift into something really strong, like a gorilla, and smash the cage open?”

“That’s too dangerous,” Namita says. “You might crush us.”

“True,” I say. “I keep forgetting how squishy you humans are.”

We stare at one another through the bars of the cage, our initial excitement quickly fizzling out the longer it takes. My mind is scrambling, looking with increasing desperation for solutions, but I find none.

Then comes the worst sound in the world. From the other room, Niu Mo Wang bellows, “The torture device is almost ready! The boy who put me in a cage for so long shall be the first one to go on it.” A loud laugh follows. “Oh, how I shall enjoy listening to his cries.”

The thought of losing another master is soul-ripping. I can’t do it. It would kill me. I would rather die. I would sacrifice myself a thousand times over if it means saving Theo.

I’m about to shift into a large animal and go rampaging toward them, even though I know it wouldn’t do any good. All that would happen is that Princess Iron Fan will lazily flap her cursed fan at me, and I would be rendered useless. Somehow, I’m able to subdue my rage and panic long enough to stop myself from charging in.

Think, Kai! What can you do? There must be a way out of this; there’s always a way, especially when you’ve got nothing else to lose!

Nothing else to lose. Right. I would willingly sacrifice myself to save Theo. I would.

The realization jolts me forward. As Niu Mo Wang and Princess Iron Fan laugh their way to the living room, I fly back toward the cage.

“I have an idea, but you’ll all need to buy me some time,” I say quickly. “Distract them!”

Namita and Danny nod quickly, their faces tight with horror. Namita shouts out, “Hey! YO, NIU MO WANG!”

“HEY, COW!” Danny shouts.

The laughter from the other end of the cave stops, and Niu Mo Wang says, “Who dares call my name in such an insolent way?”

Danny grimaces but says in a slightly trembling voice, “Uh, that would be me. Um, I just—I was wondering if you’d be so kind as to explain the mechanics of your torture device to me?”

I don’t waste any more time. I fly up, switch into a hummingbird for more speed, and zip out of Bajia Cave. Outside, I look around until I find what I’m searching for: a door. I rush forward and open it. It opens out to the Second Court. I pop my head in and shout out, “Hey, it’s me, Kai. Ox Head, Horse Face, you there? I’m at Bajia Cave. Any of you demon guards want me? I’m alive! So are my friends. You won’t get any fresher meat than this! And in case you’re listening, King Chujiang, I am a live fox spirit! Fresh meat. Yum, yum, don’t let this offer pass you by before others catch me.” I leave the door open and fly back, looking around the vast cavern for another. Once I spot one, tucked into the far wall, I zip there and open it. I don’t even bother checking which court it leads to before I shout out the same thing. By the time I find the third door, demons are already streaming through the first door, led by a thunderous King Chujiang from the Second Court. I shout through the third door, then I quickly fly back up to the mouth of Bajia Cave.

There, I focus all of my qì, not to shift into something else, but this time to expand my aura as much as I can. I concentrate on my essence, my scent, and my voice, and I make it swell until it fills up the cavern, then I fling it out as far as it will go. Ox Head, Horse Face, I call out, I’m here. Come get me.

I open my eyes and zip off just in time before the first of King Chujiang’s demons arrive at the front of the cave.

I don’t know if you’ve ever had the misfortune of coming face-to-face with royalty. But I can tell you this: Royals are sooo overrated. First of all, they’ve got the biggest egos. Second of all, they’ve got the biggest egos. It’s just what happens when you’re told that you’re special and meant to rule your kingdom from the day you were born.

The kings of Diyu are no different; each one is more arrogant than the last. Each one thinks he’s meant to rule the others. Each one resents his post in the Ten Circles and believes he should be promoted by the Jade Emperor to the highest order.

So when two of them walk through their respective doors and find each other, they both take a sharp inhale, puff up their chests, and glare at each other in a most predictable show of toxic masculinity.4

“What is the meaning of this?” King Chujiang says.

“Who dares summon the great King Wuguan here?” King Wuguan says.

“In the name of where we live, are you still referring to yourself in the third person?” King Chujiang says.

King Wuguan’s face turns red as the demons around them snort with laughter. He takes a step forward, raising his hands slightly, and King Chujiang and his demon guards immediately tense, raising their weapons. This isn’t good. I don’t want them fighting one another. I want them to fight Princess Iron Fan and Niu Mo Wang.

I quickly shift back into fox form and call out, “I invited you here because you all lost a few human souls today, didn’t you? Actually, they weren’t just human souls; they were live, fresh humans. Very fleshy and all that.”

“It’s you!” King Wuguan shouts, stating the obvious.

It’s a testament to my self-restraint that I don’t roll my eyes at him. I mean, of course it’s me—who else would it be? Now I know why everyone says King Wuguan is the absolute worst king. I wave a paw at him. “Yep, hello, it’s me: your precious chef. I was kidnapped by Princess Iron Fan, so if you want me back, you’ll have to fight her.”

King Wuguan looks confused. “But you’re right there. I could take you back with me right now.”

“Oh, right. My mistake. Let me just go back in the cage…” Then, as the kings stare on with mouths agape, I switch back into a bee. And just in time, too, for right at that moment, one of the doors crashes open and Ox Head and Horse Face come charging in, their nostrils flaring, their weapons flashing in the light. “Oh, hello! Just in time. Come catch me, Cow Face!” I call out, before quickly flying back into the darkness of Bajia Cave.

Behind me, there comes an ear-splitting roar and the sound of stampeding feet. I put on a burst of speed and zip straight back. I shift into fox form just as I enter the cage, and I wrap myself around Theo’s neck, breathless.

“Kai! Are you okay?” Theo says.

“I am, but be prepared. Things are about to get interesting.”

As I say it, Princess Iron Fan and Niu Mo Wang, attracted by the noise, come rushing out from the other side of the cave and almost crash right into the kings’ armies.

“What is the meaning of this?” Niu Mo Wang booms.

“You have my chefs!” King Wuguan screams.

There’s a pause as Niu Mo Wang gapes at him. “Your chefs?” Niu Mo Wang asks from the side of his mouth.

“Long story,” King Wuguan snaps.

“He made us cook for him to cure his constipation,” I call out helpfully from inside the cage.

There are a few snorts. “Constipation?” Niu Mo Wang says, not even bothering to hide his grin.

King Wuguan clears his throat. “Yes, well. Human souls aren’t very fibrous, are they?”

Niu Mo Wang roars with laughter, but Ox Head grunts and says, “Do not be distracted by the fox! She is the most cunning, most devious liar.” He launches into a litany of my past sins, which sort of gives me another idea.

I slink behind Theo and change back into a bee.

“What are you doing?” Theo whispers.

“Trust me.” I don’t wait for a reply before buzzing out of the cage and flying toward the crowd of kings.

“She tricked us,” Ox Head is saying.

Horse Face nods. “Yes, she did. She fooled us.”

“That’s what I just said,” Ox Head snaps. I buzz closer as quietly as I can.

“No, you didn’t. You said she tricked us, and I said she fooled us.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“Enough talking!” Niu Mo Wang says. “I want all of you out of my house!” I’m so close now that I can see Niu Mo Wang’s nostrils flaring, see the way his pupils have dilated.

“Not without my chefs,” King Wuguan says.

“They are not your chefs,” Niu Mo Wang roars. “They are my prisoners.”

Princess Iron Fan sighs. “I tire of all the noise.” With that, she lifts her fan.

Now’s my chance!

In an instant, I leap at the fan. As I do so, I shift back into fox form, turning into my magnificent self in midair. My jaws snap around the stem of the fan, one of my fangs catching Princess Iron Fan’s hand, and I bite down. She shrieks, and I try to yank the fan out of her grip. But she’s had thousands of years of practice keeping the fan safe from thieves, and despite her shock and pain, she doesn’t let go of the fan. If anything, she only grabs it harder.

But the distraction gives the others enough of a chance. I don’t know who strikes first, but the next moment, the fighting starts. Swords are swung out of their scabbards, double-headed axes are thrown, and spears are flung. Shouts drown the cave. I keep my jaws clenched around the stem of the fan, clinging with dear life as Princess Iron Fan flails at me and tries to shake me off. As the fan is shaken about, abrupt gusts of wind lurch from it, whirling through the cavern and making everything around us shake. Stones rain down on us.

“Stop shaking it!” someone cries. “You’re going to make the cave collapse!”

Princess Iron Fan hesitates, and that’s when I take my chance. I twist my body and yank the fan out of her grip. And suddenly, I have it. I have one of the most coveted, most valuable magical weapons in the entirety of Chinese mythology. The others must realize this as well because there is a sharp intake of breath before they all pounce at me.

I run with all my might, dodging grabbing hands. A spear thuds into the ground where I was a split second ago. I zigzag and very nearly smash into a bolt of fire. I leap out of the way, my nose filling with the smell of burned fur. I don’t stop running, don’t pause to look behind me. I sprint until I’m in front of the cage.

The kids crowd to the front of it, their little hands grasping the bars, their eyes wide.

“Stand back,” I say. I shift into a monkey and adjust my grip on the stem. The kings are going to be here any second; the only reason they haven’t caught up is because they’re attacking one another as they fight their way to me.

I aim the fan at the cage.

“You have to do it right, or you might kill us all,” Xiaohua says.

“I know that,” I snap. I take a deep breath and point the fan at the cage. I focus my mind on opening it. On twisting the bars far enough for the kids to slip through. I focus on the image so hard that I can practically see it already happening. Then I wave the fan gently, throwing the image in my mind across the fan, letting the wind carry it toward the cage.

A warm wind flows from the fan and envelops the cage. It whirls, twirling around the bars, and suddenly, as though they were made of silk, the bars twist and fold.

“I did it!” I shout, hopping up and down.

Instead of jumping with joy, Theo’s eyes widen. “Kai, watch out!”

I barely have time to react before a massive hand wraps around my neck and lifts me clean off the ground.

“Got you,” Ox Head says.
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When Ox Head catches hold of Kai, it’s as though he’s wrapped his massive hand around my own neck. “Kai!” The word rips out of my mouth and I rush forward, but I’m too far, and Ox Head is too strong, too fast. He doesn’t even spare me a glance before turning away, still carrying Kai easily with one hand.

Horse Face arrives next to him and Ox Head gives his brother the fan, but before they can leave, one of the demon warriors throws a swallowtail knife at them. It strikes Horse Face’s arm, and he cries out, dropping the banana-leaf fan.

“The fan!”

“Leave it,” Ox Head says, and with that, the two of them fly out of Bajia Cave with Kai.

I run out of the cage and stumble. “What—” The ground is falling away under me. It takes a moment to realize that now that I’m no longer in the magical confines of the cave, my legs are growing back to their full length. The others are startled by the same effect, staggering everywhere the moment they spill out of the cage. The last one to come out is Xiaohua, and as she slithers out, she jerks and twitches, and then she begins to expand—first to the size of a garden snake, then to her full size.

Princess Iron Fan rushes toward us and grabs her fan with vicious strength. “I can’t believe I almost lost this. How dare you all come here, disrespecting our property, and make us lose one prisoner!”

King Wuguan clears his throat and tugs at his beard uneasily. “Yes, well, that’s a bit unfortunate. But never mind—bygones, eh? I’ll just take my chef—my other chef—and get out of your hair.”

“Like Diyu you will!” Princess Iron Fan hisses. “The humans are all mine.”

“You can have the humans,” King Chujiang says. “I came here for fresh, live fox, but I see she is in rather high demand, so I’ll just take the fresh, live dragon. Makes for a fine pet, doesn’t she?”

Xiaohua snarls and wraps herself around all of us, shielding us from them.

“They’re mine!” King Wuguan shouts.

“We can’t just stand here and wait for them to come to an agreement over who gets to take us,” Namita whispers.

“You’re right,” I say. But if we tried to get Xiaohua to fly us out of here, no doubt the horde would follow. Worse, they might strike at us with lightning and fire bolts. I need to first create a distraction. I rack my mind, trying to come up with a good idea. Then it hits me. I don’t need to lure the kings’ attention away; I should take advantage of their enmity toward each other. I need to—ah, I’ll cast a spell called Add Oil to the Fire and Make It Boil. They’ll get so caught up in their argument with each other that we’ll be able to sneak out of here.

But even as I cast the spell, I find out, too late, that I’m too frazzled to get it right. I should’ve known better than to try casting a Chinese spell this minute, moments after Kai’s been snatched away in front of my eyes. I should’ve known my nerves are too shot for me to focus properly on the spell. And the moment I realize this, I drop my hand, hoping to stop the spell, but that only changes the direction of the spell. Next thing I know, there’s a sudden blinding flash and the acrid, nose-wrinkling smell of burning plastic. When the smoke subsides, there’s a small, sad lump on the ground.

“Fragrant Sausage!” Namita screams.

Horror slams into me with unforgiving force.

“Namita! We have to go,” Danny cries.

She ignores him, grabbing Fragrant Sausage and cradling her in her arms. Her face scrunches up with grief. “She’s not breathing.”

“Do souls even breathe?” Danny says.

I can only stare at Fragrant Sausage’s lifeless form. I hadn’t meant for the spell to hit her! My mind is scrambling at the words I’d said. What did I mispronounce? What had I said wrong? I have no idea, but there’s no time to think about that because the kings and Princess Iron Fan and Niu Mo Wang are coming for us.

“Come on, Namita,” Danny says softly.

“I can’t just leave her like this,” she says, her voice wobbling. “I have to do something, and I have to do it now, before it’s too late.”

“We haven’t got time!” Danny gestures frantically at the horde.

Once upon a time, I would’ve left. I would’ve turned and run and hid myself. But I’m not that person anymore. And it’s all my fault, my lousy grasp of the Chinese language that has harmed an innocent soul. I unfreeze and run to Namita. A moment later, Danny follows me, and Xiaohua curls up around us and snarls at the incoming horde.

“Do whatever it is you have to do,” I tell Namita as I raise my hands. “Danny, cast a protection spell and I’ll back you up.”

It’s a testament to how far we’ve come that Danny doesn’t argue or second-guess me. He immediately raises up his hands and casts Let This Armory Protect You from Injury. I focus on Danny and will my qì to flow in his direction.

The spell flows outward in a bright white light, creating a dome around us to shield us from incoming attacks. Used against the average human spellcaster, it’s pretty effective. Used against beings like Niu Mo Wang, Princess Iron Fan, and the kings of Diyu, the dome might as well be a soap bubble. But it’s better than standing here and doing nothing.

Behind me, Namita has closed her eyes and is murmuring a spell I don’t know into Fragrant Sausage’s limp form. Her eyebrows are knitted with sadness and concentration, and her murmurings get faster and louder.

“Get ready,” Xiaohua snarls, moments before the first demon warrior gets to us. Xiaohua takes a deep breath and when she breathes out, a fearsome jet of fire shoots out of her mouth. The demon warrior dodges, pressing his blue-colored body to the ground, and Xiaohua aims the fire at him. He rolls away, though the flame gets close enough that his blue skin turns tomato-red and he screams in agony. As Xiaohua pauses to draw breath, another demon warrior pounces, holding an evil-looking scythe in his hands. I focus all my will on keeping the shield up, even though my stomach is curdling and everything inside me is screaming to duck and run. The demon crashes against the shield dome and bounces off. I feel the force of it reverberating through the shield. I can’t believe it held. But if a mere demon underling can cause it to judder like that, a single blow from one of the kings would break it completely.

Just as I think that, the first king—King Wuguan—gets to us. Xiaohua blows another jet of fire at him. King Wuguan sneers and waves his hand, almost lazily, and the flames curve around him like a river going round a bend. He raises a palm at us, his eyes meeting mine, and I truly understand in that moment just how hopeless the entire situation is. Despite the disdain that King Chujiang and everyone else in Diyu seem to have for King Wuguan, at the end of the day, he is still a king of Diyu. In his eyes lies eternity; he’s existed for an impossibly long time, has lived through the birth and death of entire nations, and cultivated wisdom and power for so long. Whereas I am a twelve-year-old kid. I should give up now. I should drop to my knees and beg for mercy.

But somehow, I keep my hands up, and I focus all of my energy on maintaining the shield. A corner of King Wuguan’s mouth quirks up into a smirk. He turns his palm to face up, and a ball of light appears above it. I try to swallow, but my mouth is a desert.

“Oh gods,” Danny whimpers. But still he remains behind me, casting the spell. None of us are giving up.

“Namita, hurry,” I whisper, even though I know there’s no time. Even if she were to finish her spell now, we’re already doomed.

The ball of lightning in King Wuguan’s hand grows to the size of a basketball, turning and flashing with an awful green light. He throws it at us.

Right before it hits, Namita shouts out the final word of her spell. The lightning ball hits us, and the world explodes into a bright white light.



I blink and lift my head from the ground. It takes a moment to realize that I’m still here, in my mortal human body. I’m not dead. I’m not a soul. I’m not even injured. I lift my arms, and there’s not a single scratch on them. “What? How?” I whisper. Then reality rushes back, and I quickly get to my feet and look around for the others.

Namita is a few paces away and looking just as stunned as I feel. Danny has thrown his arms around Xiaohua, who’s checking him for wounds.

“Wowee, my head doesn’t half hurt!” someone squeals.

“Fragrant Sausage!” Namita shouts, picking up the little pig and squeezing her tight.

Fragrant Sausage wriggles for a while before abruptly stopping and peering at Namita with a curious expression. “Did I just—did you—was I … dead?”

Namita nods, her eyes shining with tears.

“And you brought me back?”

Namita nods again, looking at Fragrant Sausage with obvious affection.

“But … why?” Fragrant Sausage says. “Why do you care?”

“Don’t be silly—of course I care because you’re obviously the MVP of us all,” Namita says, planting a big kiss on Fragrant Sausage’s head. Fragrant Sausage looks pensive, like she’s thinking of pushing Namita away, but then she relaxes into the hug, nuzzling her snout into Namita’s cheek.

I turn back to face King Wuguan and startle. He’s lying prone on the ground, surrounded by the rest of the horde. King Chujiang pokes King Wuguan with his trident, and King Wuguan groans.

“This reminds me of the morning after that party we had at the First Court during the Spring Festival,” Niu Mo Wang says.

Princess Iron Fan rolls her eyes. “You mean when you all drank too much báijiǔ and basically destroyed the entire ballroom?”

Niu Mo Wang looks down at his feet guiltily before recovering and saying in a gruff voice, “Well, looks like Wuguan is all right, so now I shall claim my prisoners.” He stomps toward us and I’m out of ideas, out of options. We can only stand there helplessly as Niu Mo Wang reaches out to catch us in his massive grip, smiling evilly. His hand blocks out the light and closes around my neck. There’s another blinding flash, and the next thing I know, Niu Mo Wang is lying down a few paces away from King Wuguan. King Wuguan sits up slowly, rubbing his head. He sees Niu Mo Wang next to him and shakes his head.

“Figures the silly cow would try the same thing when it obviously doesn’t work. Oof, that was an interesting experience.” King Wuguan gets back to his feet and brushes dirt off his magnificent robes. He looks at me with narrowed eyes. “What spell was that, boy?”

It takes everything inside me not to cower from that ageless gaze. “It was just a minor spell of protection. We learned it from a farmer’s almanac that my brother left me.”

King Chujiang frowns. “That’s a minor human spell. Not even the biggest, most complicated human spell ever concocted could stop a king of Diyu.”

“Husband, get up, you big oaf,” Princess Iron Fan snaps, nudging Niu Mo Wang with her sandaled foot. Niu Mo Wang groans and pushes himself off the ground.

“What happened?”

“We’re still trying to figure it out,” King Chujiang says.

As one, they all approach us, their gazes riveted on us as though properly seeing us for the first time. As their heavy footsteps near, we shrink closer to one another. Namita hugs Fragrant Sausage tight in her arms. The ghost pig grumbles something under her breath.

Fragrant Sausage, who I swear was dead moments ago. Well, whatever “dead” means for a spirit, that is. But she was definitely … gone, and now she’s back and just as grumpy as before. Because Namita did something, cast a spell to bring her back.

“What spell did you cast on her?” I say to Namita.

“What?”

I’m so excited that my words come out in a rush. “You did something to bring Fragrant Sausage back. What was it?”

“Oh, uh. I remembered what you did to cleanse Kai’s soul. You said you gave her some of your qì? I did something similar.”

Fragrant Sausage stares up at her. “You gave some of your life to revive me?”

“Yeah. I thought—I don’t know—you’ve had a hard life, Fragrant Sausage.” Namita gives Fragrant Sausage a sad smile. “And you’ve been stuck in here for so long, and I just didn’t want you to end like that.”

“You sacrificed some of your life to save hers,” I mutter in wonderment. And the answer clicks into place with the finality of the last puzzle piece. “Self-sacrifice!” I shout at the horde. “I read about it in some of the old texts I was researching. To give up part of yourself, to be completely selfless all for the sake of someone else, that’s the purest thing you could ever do in life.”

The kings look taken aback. Princess Iron Fan, who’s apparently faster on the uptake, is the first to get it. She grits her teeth and takes a deep, frustrated breath. “A curse be upon you humans,” she hisses.

“What is it, Wife?” Niu Mo Wang says, still rubbing his head.

“Haven’t you all been listening to the human boy?” she snaps. “The human girl has—for some inconceivable reason—sacrificed some of her own life to save that—that blobby thing.”

“A magnificent pig, which is me,” Fragrant Sausage pipes up.

“And in doing so, she’s ensured that she can’t be touched by any of us. Because she doesn’t belong in hell. She’s quite literally too good for us.”

King Wuguan grunts. “Well, that may be so, but what about the other humans? We should still be able to touch them.”

He’s right. Why can’t they touch me? I didn’t give up any of my life to save anyone. In fact, I knew without a doubt that the flimsy shield Danny had thrown up, even with my help, wasn’t going to do much good against the kings. It was a futile effort, and—oh.

The answer fills me in a rush, and I can’t help but laugh. Everyone turns to stare at me, and still I can’t stop laughing.

“He’s finally lost it, has he?” Fragrant Sausage mutters.

“Theo, what is it?” Namita says.

“It’s that pathetic, flimsy shield spell,” I manage to gasp out in between laughs.

“The one that was about as strong as a piece of paper?” Danny says. “What about it?”

I turn to face him. “You and I knew it wouldn’t work. We could both feel how weak it was.”

“Right…”

“But we stayed on. We stood our ground. Why?”

Danny shakes his head. “I don’t know.”

“Because we couldn’t leave Namita. We stayed on to protect her while she protected Fragrant Sausage. We were prepared to sacrifice ourselves for her. We did it, too—we sacrificed ourselves.”

Danny’s jaw drops. So do Namita’s and the kings’ and Niu Mo Wang’s.

Niu Mo Wang is the first to recover. His eyes turn red with rage and he shouts, “WHAT?”

It’s so loud and so filled with burning anger it’s nearly impossible not to quail from it. Nearly. I remind myself that he can’t touch me, that he can’t hurt me or anyone I care about here, and I stand straight and lift my chin at him.

“How long does this infernal protection last?” Niu Mo Wang demands.

The kings look in bewilderment at one another. “Funny, that. I have no idea,” one of them says. “I’m quite sure it’s not forever.”

“It must wear out after a while.” King Wuguan scratches his beard. “We could try to wait until it fades.”

Princess Iron Fan snorts and looks up to the ceiling with obvious impatience. “It could take years!”

“You have to let us go.” The words feel so powerful coming out of my mouth.

“NEVER!” Niu Mo Wang bellows.

Xiaohua raises herself to her full height. “According to the divine laws from the Jade Emperor, innocent souls do not have a place in hell. You must return us to the First Court, where King Qinguang will review our case.”

As Niu Mo Wang and the kings grow even redder with anger, I smile at them, feeling free for the first time in a long while. We’re not theirs to judge or punish or keep as pets. We’re free to go.
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You know what’s worse than being presented to a frowning king of hell for crimes you’ve committed in the human world? It’s being presented to a frowning king of hell while being held captive by two sweaty, smelly, snorting brutes. Ox Head and Horse Face are standing on either side of me, which is bad enough, but of course they have to make it a million times worse by standing right up against me.1

“Do you mind?” I snap as Horse Face’s stinky tail flaps against me for the millionth time. Or rather, I try to say. I can’t actually say anything, unfortunately, because they’ve very cunningly cast a spell on me to make it impossible for me to speak. My words come out as, “Mmm mm MMM?” and Horse Face snorts at my obvious frustration.

“Now serving soul number 98214,” King Qinguang’s assistant calls out.

But before soul number 98214 can step forward, Ox Head and Horse Face stampede to the front of the hall and shove the poor soul out of the way.

“Hey! No cutting lines,” calls out the assistant, a demon with three yellow eyes and the world’s most unusual spectacles.

“Quiet, Chicken!” Horse Face snaps.

“It’s Chiqen and you know it,” the assistant grumbles.

“We’re here on important business,” Ox Head says.

We are led around the huge screen, where I finally lay eyes on the famous King Qinguang. He looms behind a beautiful lacquered table, tall and regal, with a thick black beard and bushy eyebrows half hidden under the tassels of his crown.2 He’s dressed in a Qing-dynasty robe, an intricately designed court ceremonial dress, and coupled with King Qinguang’s regalness, it makes him almost as impressive as the sun.

Ox Head shoves me forward, and he and Horse Face bow their heads. “Your Majesty, we present to you the most evil, cunning, disrespectful fox demon that ever left the spirit world.”

Half a dozen retorts are bubbling their way up my throat, each one ruder than the last, but the spell holds tight and I am unable to say a word as King Qinguang leans forward to peer at me. “What has she done?”

“She helped her human master cheat during a test,” Ox Head intones, holding up one finger. “Thus leading her human master down a path of corruption.” He holds up another finger. “She helped her human master tell multiple lies.”

“Thus leading her human master even deeper down the path of corruption,” Horse Face adds.

Ox Head gives him a look. “I think the king gets the gist.”

“I’m just saying.”

King Qinguang sighs. “Is that all? I’m very busy. Do speed it up.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Ox Head says hurriedly. “The worst thing she has done is…” He lowers his voice conspiratorially and leans forward. The king leans forward, too. Everybody wants to hear tea being spilled, I guess. “While she was in the human world, she … kidnapped a human child.”

King Qinguang’s eyebrows shoot up.

“Harming a human!” Horse Face crows. “The most wicked of deeds, one that violates the rule that the Jade Emperor has imposed upon us!”

“Only demons are allowed to harm humans, and only because it’s in their nature, Your Majesty,” Ox Head says. “We ask that you turn this fox spirit into a demon, as that clearly suits her nature, and sentence her to spend eternity in Diyu, where all demons reside so as to keep them from harming humans.”

My insides are twisting tight and tearing apart at the vile thing that Ox Head is suggesting. Turning me into a demon would mean that I can no longer be Theo’s companion, that I would be, as Ox Head says, stuck in Diyu because that is where demons belong. I would be assigned to one of the ten kings of hell and forced to serve him for eternity, torturing human souls on his behalf. The thought of it is unbearable. I shriek with all my might, begging for mercy, but the spell holds tight.

“These are most serious charges,” King Qinguang says, stroking his beard. “Do you have anything to say for yourself, fox spirit?”

I do!

My eyes fill with tears at the effort I’m making to create a single sound. My body trembles all over, my fur standing on end.

“Your Majesty, this is the most arrogant spirit we have come across,” Ox Head says. “Look how she refuses to even acknowledge your question. She thinks she’s too good to speak to any of us.”

What? NO. That’s not why! Oh gods, Ox Head has been a dimwitted brute for as long as I’ve known him, and now he decides to get all cunning? I have to hand it to him—it’s actually a pretty brilliant ruse.

King Qinguang’s eyebrows knit together, and we all shrink away from his obvious displeasure. His aura is overpowering, and though he hasn’t said or done anything, his anger thickens it, turning the air around him as heavy and hot as boiling lava.

“You dare disrespect me, the first king of Diyu?” His voice booms as loudly as a thunderclap.

I shake my head vigorously, my eyes wide with fear and bright with tears.

“I sentence you, proud fox spirit, to an eternity as a dem—”

“WAIT!” a voice cries out.

I turn around and look at the sea of souls, a glimmer of hope springing inside me.

“Quick, Your Majesty,” Ox Head says. “Finish the sentence!”

But King Qinguang, too, is searching the sea of souls before him. “Who dares interrupt me?” he growls.

Then, from high in the sky, swoops a bright red streak. Xiaohua! Never before have I felt so glad to see the obnoxious dragon. I could’ve hugged her and cried, honestly. On her back are Theo, Danny, Namita, and Fragrant Sausage, all of them waving at us and shouting, “Wait!” Behind them, inexplicably, is an army of kings and demons.

Xiaohua lands in front of me, twitches her enormous head at Ox Head and Horse Face, and snorts. Smoke streams out of her nostrils, and Ox Head and Horse Face stumble back. Theo slides down from Xiaohua’s back and sprints toward me. He catches me in a fierce hug, burying his face in my fur.

“Kai! I’m so glad you’re still here.”

Danny throws his arms around us. “I never thought I would be happy to see you, but gosh, I really, really am.”

The horde that’s flown in behind them alight as well, and all at once, the kings start shouting.

“These are my chefs!” King Wuguan says. “I demand—”

“How dare you demand anything from King Qinguang?” King Chujiang snaps.

King Wuguan rolls his eyes. “Still sucking up to King Qinguang, I see.”

“Order in my court!” King Qinguang roars, slamming his gavel down. We all jump and everyone goes silent.3 “What is the meaning of this?”

For a long moment, no one speaks. Then King Wuguan raises his hand. “If I may, that fox spirit and that boy—” He points to Danny, who shrinks back. “Are my rightful chefs. I have sentenced them to serve me for all eternity.”

“We’re not under your jurisdiction!” Theo shouts. “None of us are. We’re not even dead. Kai, tell them.” He nods at me encouragingly. I gesture madly at my mouth, widening my eyes meaningfully, and Theo snaps round to glare at Ox Head. “What have you done to her? Why can’t she speak?”

“She’s not speaking because she’s too arrogant to talk to any of us,” Ox Head says.

“That’s a lie,” Theo spits. He turns to King Qinguang and bows his head. “Your Majesty, I think Ox Head has cast a spell on my spirit companion to make her unable to speak. Could you possibly undo it, please?”

King Qinguang crooks a finger at me, and I’m yanked toward him like a fish caught on a hook. When I’m a mere foot away from him, his frown suddenly deepens and he mutters a counterspell. Immediately, I feel the pressure around my muzzle lifting, and I sag with relief. “Thank you so much, Your Majesty.”

But King Qinguang isn’t paying any attention to me. He’s glaring at Ox Head and Horse Face, who have inched away to hide behind King Wuguan. When King Qinguang next speaks, his voice is soft and poisonous. “You two—my own personal guards—tried to deceive me, your lord and master?”

King Wuguan, noticing Ox Head and Horse Face cowering behind his robes, catches them by the scruff of their necks and shoves them forward. “The worst thing you can do is hide,” he says. “Own up to your crimes.”

“Please, Your Majesty,” Ox Head cries, flinging himself to the floor. “It was all his idea!”

Horse Face gives a scandalized gasp. “Brother! How could you?”

“Silence!” roars King Qinguang. “Explain yourselves: Why did you not want the fox spirit to speak?”

“She is a wily one, Your Majesty,” Ox Head sobs. “We merely wanted to make the process expedient and straightforward and—”

“Enough,” King Qinguang says, moving one hand in a slicing motion. He turns his attention to me. “These two brought up very serious charges against you. Charges which, under normal circumstances, are unforgivable. But now I see that I shouldn’t take their word for it. So I am asking you, fox spirit: Are the charges they have listed true? Did you really kidnap a human child?”

Even though I’m no longer bound by Ox Head’s spell, I suddenly find it next to impossible to speak. Everyone’s eyes are on me, their gazes heavy with expectation. I take a deep breath. “Yes, Your Majesty. It’s true. I did kidnap a human child, and worse than that, I harmed him.” I look at Danny and he gives me a small sad smile. “And I regret it every day.”

King Qinguang frowns. “Then if the charges are true, why did they bother to silence you?”

“Because my human master gave up years of his own life to cleanse my soul.” I smile at Theo, and he reaches out to grasp my paw. “Look into my eyes, and you can see that there are no traces of demonic energy. Theo has made the ultimate sacrifice for me.”

“Your Majesty,” Danny calls out, “this is true. She did kidnap me and unwittingly put a curse on me, but I am vouching for her now. She is completely changed. While she and I have been stuck here, Kai has done nothing but try to keep me out of harm’s way, even if it was sometimes to her own detriment.”

I give Danny a wink and he smiles.

King Qinguang’s gaze drills into my eyes, and I can sense him rifling around my head, searching everywhere. After a moment, he leans back and nods. “The fox spirit is right,” he announces to everyone. “She is cleansed.” He turns to Ox Head and Horse Face. “Which makes your betrayal even more serious. You would’ve had me sentence an innocent spirit to eternal damnation.”

Ox Head and Horse Face fall to their hands and knees. “She is no innocent spirit!” Ox Head cries. “It’s only a matter of time before she succumbs to her evil side!”

“Then it is her choice to do so!” King Qinguang shouts. “We do not punish for crimes that haven’t been committed. Ox Head, Horse Face, you have not only abused your positions, but you have also made me lose face in front of all the other kings. You are hereby sentenced to go through all ten courts of Diyu. I daresay the other kings will enjoy putting you through their signature tortures.”

“It’s not every day that we get to work with non-human souls,” King Chujiang says, wiping his glasses eagerly.

“Mercy!” Ox Head cries.

“Mercy, please!” Horse Face sobs.

“Take them away,” King Qinguang orders, and a flock of demon bats pour down from somewhere in the ceiling and surround the wailing forms of Ox Head and Horse Face. The bats lift the two of them up and fly them out of the way.

As strange as it sounds, the sight of my two nemeses being carried to the bowels of hell doesn’t spark as much joy as I thought it would. Before I can think better of it, I raise my paw and clear my throat. “Your Majesty? I was wondering—um, I know it’s probably a lot to ask of you, but would it be possible to not give Ox Head and Horse Face this punishment?”

“Kai, what are you doing?” Theo whispers.

I ignore him. “It’s just that, you see, while it’s true that they violated your trust, they did so because they’re so passionate about their jobs. I mean, if anything, it shows what good, eager employees they are. Hard to find such driven workers nowadays, am I right?” I stretch my mouth into a hesitant grin. King Qinguang, with his constantly frowning expression, is not exactly the easiest audience to have.

“They would’ve gladly doomed you into eternal suffering,” King Qinguang says.

“Yeah, but…” I hesitate, trying to explain to him what I don’t quite understand myself. But then I look at Theo, at the love and respect between the two of us. And I look at Danny, at the bond we’ve managed to forge through our awful adventure down here, and I get it. I gesture at Danny. “This is the human child I kidnapped and harmed. For days after I kidnapped him, he suffered because of my demonic touch. And even after I was cleansed by my master, Danny was still traumatized. I mean, can’t blame him, really. But then Danny and I had to go through Diyu together, and there were all these moments where he had to fully trust me, which must’ve been really hard for him.” Danny gives me a wobbly smile. “And vice versa. It was hard on me because trusting a human is, like, the worst thing you can do—am I right? Just kidding! Um, anyway, my point is … Danny forgave me. I think? Wait, do you forgive me? It’s totally fine if you don’t. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like that—”

“Kai,” Danny says, laughing. “Yes, I do. I forgive you.”

I grin and turn back to King Qinguang. “See?”

“No. I don’t see. What’s your point?” he rumbles, frowning.

I resist sighing. I mean, really, for a king whose job it is to judge souls, he’s not very perceptive. “My point is, if Danny can forgive me for doing something so horrible to him, I think … I can forgive Ox Head and Horse Face for trying to trap me for eternity. Maybe instead of having to be punished by getting tortured in every court of hell, they could be sentenced to serve as King Wuguan’s chefs for a few years?” Heh-heh, Ox Head and Horse Face would soon find out that working for King Wuguan is no walk in the park.

“Er…,” King Wuguan says.

“Do you have a problem with that?” King Qinguang says, his aura growing thick once again.

“No, no, that’s … great. Thank you for your wise judgment.” King Wuguan bows and steps backward, mumbling, “Do those oafs even know how to cook?”

“Right, if everything’s resolved, I’d like everyone to clear out of my court.”

“Um, Your Majesty?” Theo says. “We actually came down here to plead with you for a favor.” He takes a deep breath. “My brother’s soul was stolen from his body back in the human world.” His voice wobbles with raw emotion, but somehow, he manages to keep going. “And we would like his soul to please be returned to his body?”

The frown on King Qinguang’s face grows deeper. “A most unusual request.” He strokes his beard thoughtfully. “I shall hear the case. Summon his brother’s soul.”

A shocked gasp flies out of Theo’s and my mouth. For a moment, all we can do is stare at each other, our hearts racing as one. Because—could it be? After all this time, we’re finally going to present Jamie’s case.
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The assistant gestures at us to wait. “He’s with the other souls, in a separate antechamber after all the chaos that happened earlier. I will go and retrieve him.”

As the assistant shuffles down the dais toward the waiting room, I raise my hand. “Your Majesty, permission to follow your assistant to the waiting room?”

King Qinguang shrugs and waves me away. I follow the assistant, my heart thundering a staccato rhythm. To my surprise, Kai, Danny, Namita, Xiaohua, and Fragrant Sausage all follow me.

“What are you guys doing?”

“Obviously I can’t just wait there in the main hall,” Kai says.

“Well, yeah. You, I understand. But what about the rest of you?” I look at the rest of the group, who shrug.

“I mean, we did come all the way down here for Jamie,” Namita says.

“And I didn’t want to be left alone with the kings,” Danny mumbles. “King Wuguan has been staring at me with a very weird intensity. I think he’s still trying to figure out a way of stealing me back to his court to cook for him.”

“And where you go, I follow,” Xiaohua says with grave solemnity. Danny reaches out and places a hand gently on her scales, and the two of them smile at each other.

“I just want to see what all the fuss is about,” Fragrant Sausage says primly.

I can’t help but smile at them. Together, we make the most ridiculous ragtag team, but somehow, we did it. Everyone here has gone through hell for my sake, and I know I can never repay them. We’re led into a hallway filled with waiting rooms.

“Have you thought about what you’re going to tell him?” Namita says as we walk.

“Only about a million times.” I recall the shock on Jamie’s face when he learned that he had died back in the human world, and I wince. “And I still don’t know what I’m going to say.” My voice cracks with emotion, and I try to cover it up by clearing my throat.

Kai jumps up to my shoulders and wraps herself around me. “I’m sure you all expect some brilliant wit from yours truly, but I must admit that I find myself somewhat at a loss for words as well.”

“Well, I know what I’m going to say to him,” Fragrant Sausage pipes up. We all look down at her.

Kai narrows her eyes at the little pig. “Er…”

“I’m going to march right up to him, poke him in the chest—”

“You won’t be able to reach up to his chest,” Xiaohua points out.

Fragrant Sausage huffs. “Well, I will march right up to him and say, ‘Greetings, human, pick me up, please.’ And when he’s picked me up, I shall poke him in the chest and say, ‘You have no idea the amount of trouble I have gone to in order to come and save you. You may thank me by serving me for—whoa!’ Hey, stop that!”

Namita has scooped the tiny pig up and is hugging her like a soft toy. “Fragrant Sausage, you are ridiculous, you know that?”

“What? Me, ridiculous? Who got you down the Mountain of Knives?”

“Technically,” Namita says, “we did. Although you did give us some really good advice, so there’s that.”

“See?” Fragrant Sausage says, wriggling out of Namita’s arms and climbing up Namita’s shoulders and neck to perch on top of her head. “And did I not lead you kids to safety from the tree of spikes?”

“Uh…,” Namita says dubiously.

Fragrant Sausage stands straight and proud atop Namita’s head and says, “Well, I’m glad we all agree—like you said, I am the MVP of this group and I should be allowed to claim this Jamie as my pet.”

Kai and I exchange a glance, then as one, we both burst into laughter. After a moment, Namita and Danny join in, and we laugh so hard that tears spring to our eyes. Somehow, the heavy tension breaks and the snakes in my gut stop twisting into painful knots. I know that no matter what, everything will be okay once we’re reunited with Jamie.

King Qinguang’s assistant clears his throat meaningfully, and we all quiet down.

“We have arrived,” he says primly, gesturing at a large nondescript wooden door. But before the assistant can slide the door open all the way, it explodes into smithereens.

“What the—”

A huge shape bursts out of the room with so much force that we’re all thrown back. I thump into the opposite wall and fall to the ground. What’s happening? I don’t understand anything; nothing makes sense. Somehow, I retain enough consciousness to lift my head. Blinking up, I catch sight of the large, dark shape that had barreled into us like a cannonball. It’s Niu Mo Wang, arm in arm with Princess Iron Fan, who is using her magical banana-leaf fan to propel them out of the corridor. Then I glimpse the bright blue figure, slumped over and unconscious in Niu Mo Wang’s clutches, and my heart stops.

Niu Mo Wang’s promise to take revenge on us by torturing Jamie’s soul echoes in my mind, and blood roars in my ears as the awful reality sinks in. Because the figure caught in his unforgiving grip is Jamie.
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My anguish at the sight of Jamie’s soul caught in Niu Mo Wang’s meaty fist is overwhelming. With a roar, I leap at the bull-demon king. Every muscle in my body pushes me forward. My jaws are open, my fangs gleaming. He will soon feel my wrath.

Princess Iron Fan turns and, in one fluid motion, waves her fan. The gust of wind is impossible to fight. It’s so strong that it feels like a physical blow, like I’ve been punched in the face. It rams into my open mouth and pushes back against my breath, making me choke and cough even as I tumble back uselessly. I slam into Xiaohua’s great scaly hide and thump to the floor.

“Jamie!” I croak, scrambling back up. Niu Mo Wang and Princess Iron Fan are running away at full speed. The tightness of the hallway stops them from using the fan to fly, but it doesn’t matter how slow they run as long as they can keep blowing us back.

We all get up and start to run forward again, but it’s futile. All it will take is another blow from the cursed fan, and we’ll be back right where we started.

“Kai, what do we do?” Theo cries, his voice breaking with emotion. “I can’t lose him again!”

My chest cracks at the sorrow and fear in Theo’s face. It feels like my heart is actually breaking in two. “I know, I can’t lose him again, either. I—” I scour my mind, looking for a solution. Any solution. What’s the fastest thing I can change into? A bird? A cheetah? They would all be thrown back without a fight.

Something smaller, maybe? Something slim and small that won’t be so easily blown away by the fan. A hummingbird? No, it needs to be even smaller than that. Some sort of insect? I can’t think of an insect fast enough to catch up with them.

Think, Kai! I need to think outside the box. A memory surfaces of Jamie encouraging me to turn into various objects. An inanimate object! That’s it! A spear? No, a spear won’t go far enough.

The answer comes to me in a horrible rush of cold realization. A bow and arrow. If someone shoots the arrow, it should get there before Princess Iron Fan can wave her fan. But this is a dangerous, potentially fatal, move. Turning my whole soul into two separate objects and then separating them—I might tear myself apart.1 There would be no coming back from that. My essence would rip, and I would simply cease to exist. No going through King Qinguang’s judgment, not even a journey through Diyu.

But even as I stand there hesitating, the distance between us and Niu Mo Wang grows. Soon, it’ll be too late to do anything. I swallow, my mouth painfully dry, my gaze bouncing between Niu Mo Wang’s hastily retreating back and Theo. Theo’s face is unbearable to look at. There’s so much pain written on it. Pain that I share and understand more than I want to.

Between Jamie’s safety and my own, there is no competition. I have failed to protect him once; I won’t fail again. I would give up everything I have to save him. I make my decision.

“Get ready,” I say to Danny.

He goggles at me. “To do what?”

“What you’ve been dying to do this entire time.” I focus my qì. I try not to think of the ridiculousness of my plan, the myriad ways it could fail. Turning into an inanimate object takes up so much more of my energy and concentration. I think of the blood flowing through my veins and my flexible muscles and soft fur, and I imagine each one solidifying, crystallizing into something hard.

“Kai? What’s happening?” Theo says, fear apparent in his voice.

When I finally open my eyes,2 I’m an orange-colored bow and arrow. The tip of the arrowhead splits into two, and I squeak to Danny, “Shoot me!”

“What?” Danny pales. “I—I don’t know—”

“Shoot me! You’ve been trying to show off your archery skills at every turn. Now do it!” I shout. Then it hits me what I need to say to him. “I trust you completely.”

Danny’s breath catches in a gasp, and he gulps. He picks me up gingerly and slowly, then he nocks the arrow to the bow. As he pulls the string, he gives a hesitant smile and says, “Told you guys every adventure group needs an archer.”

Namita rolls her eyes. Xiaohua glides through the air and stands next to me.

“Are you sure about this?” she murmurs, and for the first time ever, her voice is gentle with me, tinged with sadness. She knows the risk I’m about to take. She knows this might kill me.

Theo must have detected the sadness in Xiaohua’s voice because he grabs Danny’s arm and looks at Xiaohua. “Wait, why do you sound like that?”

“There’s no time!” I look straight into Danny’s eyes. “Danny, we’ve gone through literal hell together and we did it by trusting each other. Trust me to have faith in you. DO IT NOW.”

The urgency of my words sinks in, and Danny lifts me up again. This time, his arms do not waver. His fingers grip me with confidence, and he draws me back until the string of the bow hums with tightness. Then he lets go.

I fly through the air with deadly speed, so fast I can practically feel the sharp point of my head slicing through air molecules. Princess Iron Fan glances back, and her mouth parts slightly. She lifts her fan, but I’m too fast. I’m a speeding bullet, a flying point of death. Before she can wave the fan, I hit my mark.

Straight in the center of Niu Mo Wang’s muscled back.

There is a thick thump as I bury into his flesh. The muscles around my arrowhead bunch up, and Niu Mo Wang jumps with a huge, earth-shattering bellow. I feel a hand grappling all over his back, trying to grab my shaft, and I wiggle this way and that to avoid it. My movements cause him to roar with pain. I don’t blame him. Imagine being impaled by an arrow that then starts wiggling to and fro.

“Ignore it!” Princess Iron Fan shouts. “We need to keep going!”

Easy for her to say—she’s not the one with an arrow piercing her flesh.

Niu Mo Wang roars so hard that the entire length of my shaft shudders, all the way to the tips of the fletching. “Pull it out!”

“Just ignore the pain! Oh gods, why are you men such babies?” She pulls at his arm and tries to tug him forward.

“It’s the fox spirit,” Niu Mo Wang hisses. “She’s—she’s turned herself into a bow and arrow.” His words are punctuated with gasps of pain.

“So what? We’ll pull her out once we’re safe.”

“We can’t,” he pants. “The bow is back with those kids. It’s part of her body. If we keep going, and we get too far away from it…”

Understanding must have dawned because there is a sharp intake of breath. Princess Iron Fan says, “She’ll rip apart.”

“Yep,” I call out, though my voice is rather heavily muffled. “And the ripping apart of souls isn’t known for being a gentle process.”

Niu Mo Wang stops moving, stops trying to catch hold of me. I’m sure that at this very moment, he’s imagining me exploding while I’m imbedded in his back. It’s a rather sobering image for everyone involved, really. Unfortunately, as humorous as it might be, I am not in a position to enjoy it.

“It’s a lie,” Princess Iron Fan says. “The fox spirit is bluffing. There is no way that a fox spirit would sacrifice her life to save a human’s soul. It’s just a human, for crying out loud! What’s all the fuss about? Surely he can’t be worth your life, fox.”

I think of Jamie, still captured in Niu Mo Wang’s huge hand, and I think of all the things Jamie and I have been through. I think of all the lessons he’s taught me and Theo, the ways he’s made me grow. When he first summoned me, I’d been a typical fox spirit: filled with disdain for all humans and preoccupied with silly, flimsy things like fame and power. All I cared about was climbing the hierarchy of spirits, of gaining another tail, and another, until I finally have nine and become the most powerful fox spirit around. Now, those concerns seem so childish. I can hardly remember why in the world they would matter to anyone. Jamie and Theo have taught me love and forgiveness and kindness and courage, intangible things that are worth more than any amount of gold or power.

When I do answer, my voice is solemn, without a trace of irony or wit. “He is worth all of our lives combined, and more.”

“Then maybe I should just kill him now and be done with it!” Niu Mo Wang hisses.

I twist with fright at the thought of Niu Mo Wang crushing Jamie. “If you do, I will break apart with sorrow.”

“That’s fine with—”

“I will break apart into tiny, sharp pieces, all of them buried inside your flesh. You will never again be able to move without excruciating pain. You’ll have to sleep on your stomach. I swear this to you, Niu Mo Wang: I will not leave your flesh, not without a fight that will leave you scarred and broken.”

There is no reply, but around me, I can sense Niu Mo Wang’s blood pounding as he digests my awful threat.

With a frustrated groan, Princess Iron Fan hurries to his back. “Fine, I’ll pull the thing out.”

Uh-oh. I wriggle as hard as I can, bending my shaft in crazy directions. Niu Mo Wang bellows again. “It hurts!” he wails.

“Stop being such a baby!” Princess Iron Fan snaps. She makes a grab for me, but I bend in a different way. She tries to smack me down but ends up slapping Niu Mo Wang’s shoulder instead. He roars and she smacks him once more, telling him to stand still. Then her fingers close around my shaft, and with a cry of triumph, she says, “Got it!”

I’m wrenched out of Niu Mo Wang’s flesh just in time to see Xiaohua flying toward us at full speed, the kids riding on her back. Her enormous jaws are open, her razor-sharp teeth flashing in the light. Princess Iron Fan drops me and reaches for her fan, but it’s too late. With a loud chomp, Xiaohua buries her teeth in Niu Mo Wang’s back.
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“Hang on!” I shout. Or try to, anyway, because right at that moment, Niu Mo Wang leaps up with a giant cry and Xiaohua is jerked up with him. The words get caught in my mouth and come out as an “oof” instead. I clutch Xiaohua’s scaly body as hard as I can, wrapping my arms around her so tight that I can hardly feel my hands. Behind me, I hear Fragrant Sausage going, “Whee!” as Xiaohua bucks wildly, her teeth still determinedly buried in Niu Mo Wang’s back. It’s like being on one of those mechanical bull rides. My head is whipped left and right and up and down, and I can hardly draw a single breath in, but somehow, I manage to cling on. Namita and Danny sit in front of me, and both of them maintain their grip on Xiaohua with a fierce intensity. I don’t know how much longer we can hold on.

“Oh, for—” Princess Iron Fan snaps. She lifts her fan.

“No—” Niu Mo Wang says.

With one last murderous look at us, Princess Iron Fan flicks the banana-leaf fan. The air slams into us with the strength of a tsunami. All of us, including the impossibly large Niu Mo Wang, are whipped away, our shouts cut off by the unforgiving wind. I think I’m yelling—I don’t know. The world is tumbling round and round, and I can’t tell which is the right way up or where we’re headed, but somehow, I manage to hold on to Xiaohua.

We burst out of the suffocating corridor into sudden bright light. There is a stomach-turning sense of weightlessness before we plummet to the floor. We land with a horrific crash, the force of it reverberating through my bones and making my teeth clack painfully. I’m flung off Xiaohua like a pebble and collapse on the floor heavily. Agony sears through my body at the force. It feels like I just got hit by a truck.

The last thing I want to do is move, but even through the fog of pain, I retain enough consciousness to know that I can’t just lie here. I need to get moving. I wiggle my toes and fingers, and finding nothing broken, I lift my head. The room swims around me, but the dizziness fades away as I sit up. Namita and Danny are a few paces away. I call out to them, and relief floods me as they push themselves off the floor. They look dazed but otherwise uninjured. Where’s Jamie? I look around frantically for him, but I can’t see him. I—

“Mmf mff!” squeals a voice from underneath Xiaohua. Xiaohua grunts and lifts the front half of her body off the floor, revealing a significantly flatter Fragrant Sausage. “Geroff me, you big oaf!” Fragrant Sausage says. She plugs her trotter into her snout and blows, reinflating herself like a balloon.

Before Xiaohua can move, there is a shout and I turn to see Niu Mo Wang a few paces away, getting back to his feet. The blood drains from my head. Xiaohua no longer has a hold of him. And Kai—

Princess Iron Fan holds the arrow in her hand with a cruel smile. The arrow that is Kai. She grasps it with both hands and holds it up high before bringing it to her knee, about to break it.

“No!” I cry out. I’m too slow, too far away. I can’t get there in time to save Kai. I’m about to witness her being broken into two. I—

Right before the arrow makes contact with Princess Iron Fan’s knee, it disappears. In Princess Iron Fan’s hands is a lizard, rearing its head to bite Princess Iron Fan’s hand. With a squawk, she flings the lizard away from her. Something smacks the back of my shoulder, and I realize that the bow Danny’s carrying has turned into a wriggling, thrashing lizard tail with two points. For a second, all I can do is stare at the squirming thing. Then I realize it’s Kai, and she’s broken in two, one half scurrying around Princess Iron Fan, the other half with Danny. Danny holds out the tail and I grab it.

“Kai, over here!” I cry out, but she doesn’t seem to hear me. She scampers this way and that, seemingly confused. It strikes me then, Xiaohua’s concern when Kai decided to turn herself into a bow and arrow. Breaking herself into two parts like this must have disoriented her. I need to get the pieces back together, and fast.

I point at Kai, my chest squeezing at her confused, frantic jumps, and I shout out a retrieval spell. I feel the force leaving my hand, like an extension of it, and I will it to wrap around Kai’s thrashing body. She freezes for a second, then starts to struggle wildly, throwing herself this way and that. I tighten my grip, not wanting to lose her, but it’s a challenge because I also don’t want to accidentally squish her. Somehow, while still hanging on to Kai, I manage to reach deep into my mind, seeking out the link I have with her.

It’s okay, I murmur into our connection. It’s me, Theo. I’m here. It’s okay, I’ve got you. You’re going to be okay.

The lizard’s muscles stiffen, then it goes limp in my grip. I will the invisible hand to bring Kai back to me, not daring to draw even a single breath as Kai is pulled closer. When she’s within reach, I hold out my arms and catch her, hugging her tight. I grab the forked lizard tail and press it against her body, and to my immense relief, the two halves stitch themselves back together. A light enters Kai’s eyes, and she stops twitching, her body relaxing. The next moment, she changes into her fox form and sags against me.

“What happened?” she mutters.

“You changed into a bow and arrow and nearly lost your mind,” Xiaohua grumbles, slithering next to us.

“Did it work? Did I stop them?” Kai scrambles up my shoulders, still panting slightly.

Jamie! I look around the large cavern and catch sight of Niu Mo Wang getting to his feet, rubbing his back and snorting angrily. Somehow, in the chaos, Niu Mo Wang has lost his grip on Jamie. And now I see him in Princess Iron Fan’s clutches. In her other hand, she holds the nearly invincible banana-leaf fan. My stomach sinks. Never before have I felt such dread, such helplessness.

There are shouts, and from the other end of the cavern, the kings of Diyu rush in, flanked by scores of demon guards.

“Stop them!” King Qinguang shouts, pointing at Niu Mo Wang. “He’s stolen one of my souls—this is outrageous!”

The demon guards rush ahead, some of them running on all fours like cheetahs, their muscles rippling fluidly, their mouths drawn back in fearsome snarls. Princess Iron Fan’s mouth curls up into a sneer and she says, “Oh, I can’t be bothered with you lot.” With that, she waves her banana-leaf fan, and she flies up with Jamie in tow. The demon guards who have wings on their backs fly up as well, and Princess Iron Fan waves her fan at them, flinging them away. Even as the guards are blown away, more appear, launching themselves at Princess Iron Fan, who slashes the air, fighting the waves of demon guards back. Meanwhile, on the ground, more demon guards have swarmed around Niu Mo Wang, who is roaring and charging at them, flinging them this way and that.

“Theo, what do we do?” Danny says, rubbing his arm wearily.

Kai looks at me, and I feel her trying not to panic, the same way I’m trying to quell my own rising panic. We both have too much to lose, and yet we are powerless. Sure, we might have the protection that our sacrifices have lent us, but that’s not going to do much at all. We’re just a bunch of kids. If the kings of Diyu can’t defeat Princess Iron Fan, what can we do?

“It’s that freaking fan; it’s so overpowered,” Namita says, echoing my thoughts.

“Undefeatable,” Fragrant Sausage says. “It’s made Princess Iron Fan quite unbearable. I mean, who calls themselves Princess Iron Fan? What even is her real name? She’s got no identity beyond that fan—is that a strong female role model? I think not!”

“I think you’re missing the point,” Namita says gently.

“I’m just saying,” Fragrant Sausage grumbles. “She’s not even that powerful—it’s all down to the fan.”

All down to the fan. If we could just get our hands on it …

Something tweaks in my memory. “Hang on, in The Journey to the West, Sun Wukong managed to get ahold of the fan! He tricked Princess Iron Fan into giving it to him. He did that by—uh…” My voice falters as the mythology comes back to me, and I look at Kai apologetically.

She sighs and says in a flat voice, “By shape-shifting into Niu Mo Wang and asking to borrow her fan. Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work here. For one thing, the real Niu Mo Wang is right there? And even if we somehow manage to switch him out with an improved version of him, i.e., me, why would he ask to borrow the fan?”

She’s right, and I hate it—I hate everything. I hate how overpowered everyone is here; I hate how fragile and useless we are.

At that moment, Princess Iron Fan must decide she’s had enough fighting with the demon guards. “I tire of all of you,” she shouts, waving away another attack with a bored expression. “Come, husband! Stop playing with them.”

There’s no time to waste. I turn to Kai. “You have to trust me—change into him!”

For a split second, doubt crosses her face, but then her expression becomes resolved, and she nods. “This had better work,” she says, her orange fur melting away, becoming short and brown and stiff. She grows larger and larger, her sharp snout blunting into a bull’s muzzle, two large horns sprouting from the top of her head. In a few heartbeats, Kai has been replaced by a replica of Niu Mo Wang. She looks so much like the real version that we all shrink back for a second.

“Go, Kai,” I say. “You gotta get in there. Stand right next to Niu Mo Wang so Princess Iron Fan won’t be able to tell which is the real you.”

With one last grimace, Kai nods and charges right into Niu Mo Wang and the writhing mass of demon guards swarming all over him, and I raise my voice and shout, “Princess Iron Fan, Niu Mo Wang is in trouble!”
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Princess Iron Fan freezes, a frown crossing her flawless face. She looks down at the fray of demon guards fighting two Niu Mo Wangs. She narrows her eyes. “Oh for Diyu’s sake, husband. Stop playing with them, I say, and come here!”

In answer, both Niu Mo Wangs shake off the demon guards before catching sight of each other and pausing.

“Who are you?” one of the Niu Mo Wangs says.

“Niu Mo Wang. Who are you?”

“I’m Niu Mo Wang!”

“Oh for…” Princess Iron Fan groans. “Not again.”

“It’s me, wifey!” one of the Niu Mo Wangs says. “Er … I love eating grass and drinking beer, and I end every meal with a cave-shaking belch!”

“Well, you’re not wrong…”

Niu Mo Wang takes a step toward her. “I leave the toilet seat up all the time!”

I pull Danny and Namita close and whisper to them. Their eyes shine, and they nod eagerly.

“Let’s do it,” Namita says.

“Yes, let’s end this,” Danny says, looking as resolute as I’ve ever seen him look.

Clasping her palms together, Namita closes her eyes and mutters a spell. Within moments, her right arm and hand expand until her arm is the size of a surfboard, and her hand as large as the hood of a car. She holds it out, palm up, and I step gingerly onto it, afraid that even though it’s so huge, I might still somehow end up hurting her.

Both Niu Mo Wangs are getting close to Princess Iron Fan. “Remember that time during the Spring Festival? You wore that dress—”

“Darling, you can’t possibly be falling for it!” Niu Mo Wang bellows. “He’s obviously a fake!”

“Quiet!” Princess Iron Fan says. “How would he know about the Spring Festival if he’s a fake?”

I can’t believe that Kai is managing to trick Princess Iron Fan into believing her, if only for a while. This is exactly what she was complaining about when it comes to fortune tellers, I realize. Gods, she’s going to be unbearable when we go home. If we go home.

My shoes sink into the fleshy surface of Namita’s palm, and I grimace. “Does this hurt?”

“Are you kidding?” she laughs. “It feels like having a hamster walk across my hand.”

We look at Danny, who nods and turns his attention to Namita’s hand. He points at it, frowning in concentration, and says the words to magnify its strength. A vibration goes through Namita’s skin, and as it travels up my feet, I feel energized, reinvigorated. Like I could totally sprint a full mile if I wanted to.

“Ready!” Namita says.

Kai is now only about ten paces away from Princess Iron Fan.

“Do it,” I say.

Even though I know what’s about to happen, when Namita lifts her giant arm up, and me along with it, I still feel like I’m about to throw up. It’s like the world’s worst roller coaster ride, and even scarier because I know what’s about to happen, and it doesn’t involve seat belts. What if she misjudges the distance? Does she even know how to throw a ball? I mean, not because she’s a girl, but because like me and Danny, Namita is a huge nerd. I should’ve cast a spell of accuracy on her. I should have—

With one huge burst of magnified strength, Namita throws me like a baseball, and all my thoughts screech into one terrified scream.

It’s as though time has stopped. Everyone is moving in slow motion. My life flashes before me, then flashes again because I’m somehow still flying, flying past all the kings and their demon warriors, who are also watching me with open mouths.

Then the upward trajectory ends and, horribly, I feel the weightless, stomach-turning sensation of gravity staking its claim. I begin to fall. Princess Iron Fan is right in front of me. I stretch my arms out toward her, see her eyes turning into shocked circles, and I open my own mouth to scream, but the shout is cut short as I crash straight into her.

“OOF!”

No idea who shouts what. Before we even touch the ground, I’m clawing for her fan. We smack onto the ground painfully, but I have the element of surprise; I was expecting the force, and she wasn’t, and I’m driven by pure animal desperation. I tear blindly at anything and everything, and the world is shaven down to its core—an all-out fight with fists and kicks and teeth. There is no room or time for magic—I’m not giving her the chance to wave her fan.

Her fan. One of my flailing hands closes around something, and inexplicably, it’s the smooth, silky leaf of her fan. I crush it and yank, and in her surprise, she lets go of it. I scramble back, grasping its stem, panting.

“No!” she shrieks, making a grab for it. Instinct takes over, and I flap the fan. Just one flap, and Princess Iron Fan is blown away like a piece of tissue, wailing as she flies up.

“Theo!” Kai cries, and I turn just in time to see that Kai’s magic has worn off and she’s back in her fox form. Then Niu Mo Wang’s meaty hand shoots out and catches Kai round her slim, fox neck.

I raise the fan, but Niu Mo Wang only smiles a bitter smile. “You can wave that fan, boy, but I’m not letting go of this one. Not before I break her neck.”
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Okay, let’s rewind a bit, shall we? Because I feel the need to explain myself, to make it clear how I, a brilliant and brave fox spirit, managed to land myself in such a compromising position.

So here I am, cunningly disguised as Niu Mo Wang. My form is so exquisitely done, down to the smallest detail like the little nick in his left ear, that even Niu Mo Wang himself is confused.1 Uncertainty crosses his features when he catches sight of me, like his tiny cow brain is going “Wha? There’s two of me?”

And the things I throw out there to convince Princess Iron Fan that I’m the real Niu Mo Wang! It’s a challenge to keep a straight face. How would I know about the Spring Festival? I know nothing about it. But I’ve seen enough charlatans to know exactly what to say. The truth is most people would be wearing something special and new for the Spring Festival. And Princess Iron Fan, who’s obviously into fashion, would pounce on any chance to wear a new dress. So it was a safe bet to bring it up.

So far, so good. The problem came when I actually got close to Niu Mo Wang. I may be an exceptionally intelligent being, but even I would be loath to claim that I could best Niu Mo Wang in a melee. I mean, have you seen those bullish shoulders and the size of those arms? They would make even Dwayne Johnson jealous.

Technically, while wearing his form, I have the same muscles, but there’s just something about shape-shifted muscles that’s somehow less solid, less strong than the real deal.

But I have the element of surprise, and I’m not letting that go to waste. When Theo is flung through the air like a little pebble, I take my chance. I squeeze my large hand into a fist and smash it into Niu Mo Wang’s muzzle. It was a great punch, one of those punches that totally deserves to be turned into slow motion to show the sheer force of it. It also serves to remind me that I am not, in fact, used to throwing punches. Throwing barbed comments, yes. But punches? Nope.

The pain is excruciating. It shoots up my fist, all the way up my arm, to my shoulder, until even the hair on my head hurts. I yowl.

“For crying out loud! What is your jaw made of?”

Niu Mo Wang shakes his head once, twice, and then spits to one side, which is just another reminder of how unhygienic demon kings are in general. “You’re going to pay for that,” he rumbles, stepping toward me. His massive shape looms in front of me, and even though we are the exact same size and shape, I know there is no defeating him, not like this. I’m not used to this body the same way he is. He squeezes his free hand into a fist and pulls it back.

In a flash, I change into a flea and hop up onto his muzzle. Ignoring all of my survival instincts, which are screaming, Ew, ew, ew, noooo! I jump into one nostril.

It’s about as pleasant as you might expect, which is to say not at all. “Ugh, it looks like you have a sinus infection,” I call out. “Have you tried Claritin?”

In answer, Niu Mo Wang roars so hard that the walls of his nostrils shake around me, and my tiny insect body is rattled from head to bum.

“Yeah,” I mutter, “I’m more of a Sudafed girl myself.” Cringing, I make myself hop deeper up his nostril. Do I have a plan? No, no I don’t. But just as I consider turning around and going back out, a ginormous finger flies up and stuffs itself into the nostril. “Ack!” I cry, scrambling farther up his nose. The finger digs deeper, almost squashing me.

“Why are you standing there digging your nose?” a high-pitched voice says from somewhere outside. I recognize the very judgmental, acerbic tone as that of Fragrant Sausage.

“That cursed fox spirit is up my nose!” Niu Mo Wang shouts.

“Still. It’s so unbecoming. Your wife’s in a bit of a bind, in case you haven’t noticed, and you’re just standing around with a finger up your nose.”

Despite the unsavory circumstances I’m in, I stifle a laugh. That little pig’s growing on me.

Unfortunately, my mirth is cut short by a shiver that curls through Niu Mo Wang’s nasal passage. I freeze, unsure of what’s happening, then it hits me: He’s going to SNEEZE. With a gasp, I hop to a nearby nose hair2 and wrap all of my little insect legs around it.3

The sneeze is an overwhelming explosion of noise and a force so strong that I’m ripped off the nose hair in a second. I fly, screaming, out of the tunnel and back into bright lights, and the shock wave must have scrubbed me of my flea form because I land on the ground as my magnificent true self. Well, maybe less magnificent than usual because my beautiful orange fur is covered with a slimy layer of snot.

“Oh, I think I’m going to be sick,” Fragrant Sausage moans.

She’s going to be sick?

Before I can reply, a large hand closes around my throat and lifts me bodily from the ground. “Theo!” I gurgle.

“Got you,” Niu Mo Wang growls.

My eyes meet Theo’s. He’s got the fan. But what good is that going to do us now?

As if reading my thoughts, Niu Mo Wang says, “You can wave that fan, boy, but I’m not letting go of this one. Not before I break her neck.”

I shut my eyes and try to shift into something else, anything. But Niu Mo Wang only laughs and says, “Oh no you don’t.” He gives me a little shake, his hand squeezing slightly tighter. He’s blocking me from shape-shifting somehow. I guess that’s one of the many perks of being a demon king.

Wave the fan, I want to say to Theo, but Niu Mo Wang’s squeezing too tight, and I can’t say a single word. I can only look on as Niu Mo Wang lifts his other hand up. My heart twists, contracts, thumping painfully.

Jamie.

He’s awake. He stares with open shock at me. “Kai?” he says, right before Niu Mo Wang starts squeezing him, too. His eyes bulge out, and his voice turns into a squeak.

NO! I scream silently. Tears drip down my slimy fur.

“You’ve all been a thorn in my side,” Niu Mo Wang roars. “Now watch as I kill you all, starting with this human soul!”

My eyes are riveted on Jamie, on the awful excruciating expression on his face. I can’t believe I’m about to fail him another time and watch as his soul is extinguished, for the final time. If we are both about to end, then I want my final vision to be of Jamie.
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Something tightens around my neck, and I realize it’s my mind link with Kai. I’m feeling what she’s feeling, and it is awful—the airflow restricted, panic rising inside me like a wave.

I look down at the fan in my hands. I don’t know how to use Princess Iron Fan’s fan. I don’t. I’ve never even held it before, and it’s so strange in my hands, light and yet somehow with the echoes of heaviness. It thrums with power, its surface silky smooth and inviting to the touch, as though it wants to be picked up. It longs to be waved, to exert its incredible power over everything in its way.

I have blown mountains away, it whispers. Whole mountain ranges reduced to dust with a single wave. I have put out raging volcano fires, and I have created tsunami waves so large they swallowed entire countries. Wave me. Let’s see what destruction we can wreak.

“How dare you!” someone behind me cries.

Princess Iron Fan! I jump, ready to wave the fan at her, but I don’t need to do so because without the fan, her powers are greatly reduced. Xiaohua has flown over to her and twined her great, scaly length around Princess Iron Fan, pinning her to one spot.

“Let go of me!” she snaps, but Xiaohua ignores her.

“Do something, Theo!” Namita shouts.

I don’t know what to do! I want to shout at them. I don’t know how to control this fan! What if I waved it at them and caused a wind so great that it made the entire cavern collapse onto us?

Then Niu Mo Wang lifts Jamie, and I see that Jamie’s conscious now, his eyes blinking slowly. Warmth floods my chest. My brother’s awake. He’s there, in front of me, so near and yet also unreachable. Unless I do something.

Niu Mo Wang starts squeezing Jamie at the same time he squeezes Kai. No. I can’t let this happen. I will bring this whole place crashing down on all of us if I have to.

I raise the fan. It trembles with anticipation, its power radiating through my hand, down my arm. Wave me, it whispers. Let us destroy everything. Bring down Diyu itself.

I’m about to do exactly that. I can almost hear the cracks in the walls and the ceilings, feel the destruction as giant chunks of rock rain down on us. But what would be the point of that? Nothing but revenge, and for whom? I need to save my brother and my spirit companion. I need to let go of my anger. I’ve brought my friends down here with me to save them. I can’t destroy this place. I can’t put everyone I love in so much danger.

The moment I realize this, it becomes clear how to use the fan. I can’t quite describe it—there isn’t a single thought of Oh, okay, this is how it’s done. But somehow, the magic flowing from the fan, seeping through my skin, twining around my muscles, tendons, and bone, carries with it the instructions for the fan. It can be used for mass destruction, yes, but it can also be used with frightening accuracy. My blood knows this.

I raise the fan, pointing it straight at Niu Mo Wang’s heart. His grin widens. “If you think a bit of wind is going to make me drop them, you have another think coming, boy! Humans can’t wield the fan well enough.”

Before doubt can stop me, I swallow, take a deep inhale, and release it through my mouth. I can hear my own heartbeat, steady in the face of everything. I see nothing but Kai and Jamie. Jamie and Kai. The two souls I love most in every world. I don’t wave the fan; I turn it.

A jolt of fire shoots out of the tip of the banana-leaf fan, so hot that it’s electric-blue in color. It zips out of the fan with a loud crackle. There’s only time for Niu Mo Wang’s smile to freeze, and then the firebolt hits him in the middle of his chest.

It hits like a thunderclap, deafening, shocking, earthshaking. Niu Mo Wang is flung back like a paper doll, Jamie and Kai thrown from his clutches. I’m already running before they land.

With every step, my heart thumps the same harried rhythm: Jamie, Jamie, Jamie.

By the time I reach him, my face is wet with tears, every part of my body shaking. I stumble once, twice, my legs wobbling. I practically pounce on him once I get within reach. He’s lying down on the ground, his soul slightly see-through and glowing weakly.

“Jamie?” I say softly. I hold out a trembling hand and, taking a deep breath, place it on his arm. I give it a gentle shake, then another more vigorous one. “Jamie, oh gods, please be okay.” I can’t lose him again, not like this.

His eyes open, and he blinks dazedly at me. “Theo?”

“Jamie!”

He pushes himself upright and hugs me, and I close my eyes and sob because somehow, we’ve made it through literal hell and here I am with him once more.

A huge commotion starts up behind us. I startle and swing round, expecting to see Niu Mo Wang charging at us, but it’s the kings of Diyu and their demon warriors rushing toward us. Niu Mo Wang is a few paces away, lying prone, his large body gently steaming, and Princess Iron Fan is still in Xiaohua’s clutches.

“Arrest the two of them!” King Qinguang orders. “We’ll present them to the Jade Emperor for judgment.”

I hurry over to Kai, who’s already lifting her head, her two tails swishing slowly. But I’ve barely reached her side when she gets to her feet, blinks, and zips past me. Straight into Jamie’s arms.

“Jamie! Jamie!” she shouts over and over again.

I would be lying if I said that didn’t sting, just the slightest bit, but I’m too overwhelmed by happiness to mind anything much at all. My brother is here, and he’s okay, and the people who were out to hurt him are being put in chains. It’s true; the kings of Diyu have conjured up the thickest, longest sets of chains I have ever seen. Each chain link is as thick as a full-grown man. With a wave, the chains wrap themselves round and round until Niu Mo Wang and Princess Iron Fan resemble pigs in a blanket, but where the blanket is made out of chains and not dough.

Jamie hugs Kai tight, both of them laughing and crying.

I run to them and am engulfed in a tight hug, and I’m in the midst of swearing to myself that I will never let go when a deep voice says, “Come, all of you. It is time for JUDGMENT.”
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If there’s one thing the kings of Diyu have mastered, it’s drama. I rather think that King Qinguang got his position as the first king of Diyu by being the best at delivering Oscar-worthy performances. Don’t believe me? Only hours ago, when we first saw him, he had been dressed in normal robes. But now, he’s magicked himself a new set of robes, much grander than the last, all because he’s about to handle a special case. This set of robes is made of gold silk and embroidered with a fearsome black dragon that twines itself round and round the torso. He’s also wearing a larger hat than before, with longer tassels. I swear even his beard has grown thicker.1

He towers before us, flanked by the other kings—all of whom have refreshed their outfits—and glares down with all the fierceness and majesty of that purple guy in Avengers: Endgame.2 He holds out one massive hand toward Theo. “Boy, hand me that fan now. It is much too dangerous to remain in the hands of a human.”

Theo gulps and glances at Jamie, who nods at him. With obvious reluctance, Theo places the banana-leaf fan in King Qinguang’s palm. King Qinguang closes his fist, and as he does so, the fan shrinks down to the size of a playing card. He tucks it into his silk robes and straightens up. “Now, it is time.”

The words are said with such somber finality that the kids visibly cower.

The kids and I exchange looks with one another. Only Xiaohua looks unruffled, probably because she feels like she’s too divine for this place, etc. But I can’t even pretend to be flippant; whatever’s coming, it doesn’t sound good. I try to imagine these aloof, fearsome kings delivering good news, and I can’t. They’re kings of hell, after all, not heaven. My anxiety mounts as we shuffle after the kings, herded on all sides by demon guards bearing tridents and spears. Oh, if I could only shift into something big enough to fly everyone out of here! But after my battle with Niu Mo Wang, my energy is spent, and I know there’s no use trying to escape.

We walk into King Qinguang’s courtroom. All of the viewers’ seats are full of souls, and the sidelines are filled to bursting with demon guards. As soon as we enter, every head turns to face us, and the demons start howling and jeering while the souls whisper to one another, their voices rising in a susurration that makes my fur stand up on end.

“Silence!” King Qinguang bellows. He strides behind his desk, picks up his gavel, and slams it down. The noise in the room is cut with sudden finality. He narrows his eyes at the audience, as if daring them to defy him, and after a few seconds of utter and complete silence, he nods at us. “Kneel,” he orders.

There’s no defying that voice. It’s as though it reaches straight into our bodies, bypassing our minds, and takes control of our limbs. I find myself hopping forward and bending my legs before I know it, like an obedient Labrador retriever. The others do the same, hurrying forward and kneeling beside me. Even Xiaohua slithers up and curls herself so that her front half is bowed low.3

King Qinguang side-eyes an assistant demon, who hits a huge brass gong with flourish. “Court is in session!” the demon cries. “Court in sessssssionnnn!”

King Qinguang narrows his eyes, and the demon hurriedly silences the gong. “All bow to the venerable, the wise, the just King Qinguang!”

The souls and demons behind us bow their heads, and at a stern look from the demon assistant, we quickly do the same. Since we’re already kneeling, this means we end up touching our foreheads to the floor.4

King Qinguang clears his throat and picks up his scroll. When he speaks, he’s using his solemn, growly voice. “We are here to review the case of Jamie Tan, aged 17, of 52 Ferry Alley, San Francisco, California. Jamie Tan, identify yourself.”

My breath catches in my throat as Jamie lifts his head and raises a hand. He looks so vulnerable in the midst of all this pomp. “That’s me.”

“Address His Majesty with the proper title, human!” the demon assistant snaps.

“Sorry. That’s me, Your Majesty.”

King Qinguang grunts, reviewing the scroll in front of him. I wonder what in the world it’s telling him. The silence stretches on, curiosity and anxiety boiling inside me until I can no longer stand it. “If it’s okay with you, Your Majesty—” I begin.

“Silence!” the demon assistant crows, obviously enjoying his role way too much.

King Qinguang looks at me with displeasure for way longer than necessary. Even Mrs. Tan would’ve been like, Okay, that’s enough drama.

Finally, he says, “Jamie Tan. Like all other humans, you have done many misdeeds in your lifetime. You have lied to your parents many times, telling them you were practicing violin when you were really out carousing with other humans. You have looked the other way when your little brother and your spirit companion fought with each other. It seems that your kind can’t help but be deceitful and selfish.”

My fur stands on end. Technically, what King Qinguang is saying is true. Jamie did often err in his lifetime. But it’s a bit rich coming from King Qinguang after all the shenanigans the other kings have pulled. “If I may, Your Majesty,” I say again, speaking quickly this time so the over-enthusiastic demon assistant can’t interrupt me. “It’s not quite like you’ve described.”

“Oh? Is that so?” There is a dangerous tone in King Qinguang’s voice. “Am I to trust the wily fox spirit over my scroll, which is literally called the Scroll of Ultimate and Unflinching Truth?”

“Admittedly, your scroll sounds like quite the reliable witness.” My mind knits itself into a tortured knot trying to think up a good counterpoint. “But I think your scroll might be a bit too on the nose? It’s missing a not insignificant amount of subtlety. In which I am a bit of an expert, in case you couldn’t tell.” I swish my vibrant tails and muster up a winning grin. “You see, for example, did Jamie lie to his parents about practicing the violin? Yes, he did. But he only did so because he had taken on so many other responsibilities like extracurricular activities and lots of AP classes. As Peppa Pig would say, he is ‘a clever clogs.’”

“‘A clever clogs.’”

This guy has a very annoying way of asking questions in such a way that they come out as statements. “Never mind the clogs. It just means he’s clever. And he had all those responsibilities to shoulder at such a young age, and don’t most kids lie to their parents at one point or another?”

“So you’re saying he doesn’t know how to manage his time, and it’s okay to lie to his parents because all humans, as I said before, are deceitful.”

Theo, Jamie, Namita, Danny, Fragrant Sausage, and Xiaohua are all staring at me with “What the heck, Kai??” expressions.

“I’m saying you should look at the context,” I warble. “And that other thing you said, about me and Theo fighting—that’s not on Jamie, is it? That’s just Theo and me being ourselves.”

King Qinguang raises his hand. “I’ve had enough out of you, fox. Not another word, or I shall be truly angry.”

I grit my teeth and swallow the rest of my words.

One corner of King Qinguang’s mouth curls up as he consults his silly scroll. “My scroll continues on to tell me that though Jamie Tan is guilty of all these transgressions, he also possesses a spirit of uncommon courage.”

I gasp. “Your Majesty! I didn’t think I would be recognized in such a way, but yes, that is very accurate. Thank you, Scroll of Honesty and Thingamajig!”

King Qinguang narrows his eyes at me. “I’m talking about Jamie’s spirit.”

“Yes, that’s me, his spirit companion. Or rather, his old spirit companion.”

“I meant his character.”

“Ah.” I cast my eyes down and mumble, “Could’ve clarified earlier.”

“Kai, shush,” Theo hisses.

I snap my mouth shut. I know I should’ve just kept quiet, but seriously now, I couldn’t just stand back and let some scroll slander Jamie like that.5

“It says here,” King Qinguang continues, “that you risked your own life to save that of Peng’s. Huh,” he grunts then, and looks, really looks, at Jamie for the first time. His gaze is sharp, unflinching. Even I, kneeling next to Jamie, can feel the heat of it drilling into Jamie’s core. “Why did you do that?”

Jamie swallows visibly, which is weird because do souls even produce saliva?6 “I—I don’t know, Your Majesty. I just thought it was wrong, what Reapling was doing to Peng. I was allowed to watch the summoning. I guess they thought I would be really into it. I saw him soaring free in the sky, and then the summoning caught hold and it was horrible. They caught him and caged him and then—” His voice breaks. “It got worse. They were torturing him. Sticking these giant needles into him, sucking out his qì. They were going to do it until they killed him, this deity who’s older than all of us at Reapling combined. I couldn’t let them do it.”

I take a deep breath because I’m filled with so many emotions right now. When I look at Jamie, I’m overcome by love and pride at how selfless he was.

So I do the only sensible thing. I smack him over the head and yell, “Argh, how could you do that? You know how dangerous that was? You could’ve died! You did die! You know how irresponsible it is to get yourself killed like that?”

“Ow, jeez, I’m sorry. Peng really needed help.”

I’m in full Mrs. Tan mode now. I put my front paws on my hips and glare at Jamie. “Ooh, and you, a lone kid, was what this deity needed to save him from an evil corporation? You could’ve gone to the police!”

“I couldn’t, because of the MNDA I signed, remember? I wasn’t able to report it to the police!”

“You could’ve told me,” Theo interrupts. “I would’ve helped.”

Jamie looks at him with obvious anguish on his face. “And put you in danger? No way in Diyu would I have done that.”

“Instead, you left me brotherless!” Theo half shouts, his voice raw with emotion. Tears flow freely down his cheeks. “I would’ve rather died helping you than go through life without my big brother.”

Jamie’s face screws up and his eyes fill with tears, too. “I know, and that’s why I couldn’t ask you.” He turns to me. “Or you. I couldn’t drag both of you into danger, too.”

Theo and I are silent, both of our chests rising up and down rapidly. Through our mind link, I can sense that Theo is going through the same exact emotions I am. Love and respect intertwined with intense frustration. We both want to hug and hit Jamie.

“Selflessness,” King Qinguang says, breaking the moment. “Sacrifice.” For the first time, the stern frown melts completely from his face, turning it young and fresh. “These are qualities we so rarely see down here.”

Hope flutters in my chest. Somehow, despite all of my raging emotions, I feel buoyant. Oh gods, this is it. It’s going to happen. Jamie is coming back to us.

“You do not belong here, not in Diyu,” King Qinguang continues. “You are a good soul; it’s a pity you died so young.”

Fear clutches at the fluttering hope, and I jump up. “He didn’t die, Your Majesty!”

King Qinguang frowns at me. “Clearly he did, because his soul is right in front of me.”

Here we go, diving right into the gray area. This is the time for me to make my case. “No, he—his soul was taken from his body by a demon and thrown into Diyu. He didn’t die in the traditional sense; his body wasn’t dead when his soul left it.” I’m rambling—I know I am, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

Against all odds, King Qinguang hesitates, combing his fingers through his beard as he mulls over what I just said. “Right … So his body isn’t dead? Is it preserved at a hospital? Connected to tubes, which continue to support his organs? Shrouded in a time-stop spell to prevent cellular death while you kids set out to retrieve his soul? It is most unconventional, of course, but it has been known to happen, and I like to be open-minded.”

“Not quite. But we were hoping, perhaps, that you might be able to, ah, revive it?”

King Qinguang frowns. “And ignore the laws of physics and time and space? Doing so would wreak so much havoc on the precarious balance of nature. All of the kings and queens from every hell and every heaven would have my head. No, it doesn’t work that way.”

Disappointment crashes down on me, almost crushing my spirit. But still, I rally on. “Then maybe you could find another vessel to put his soul into?”

A shake of the head. “Such things can only happen when there is a thread binding the soul to the body. I will not put his soul into a random body; the conflict it would cause between body and soul would destroy him.”

And there, I cease talking. Because I understand completely now what I’ve been too afraid to consider. What I’ve been hoping against hope for is utterly impossible. I glance at Theo and Jamie, and sorrow plunges into my heart like a knife. I look away abruptly, my eyes stinging with tears. I can’t tell them. I won’t be the one who tells them that Jamie is dead, and there is no bringing him back.
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I see the look of immense and utter sorrow etched onto Kai’s face. And when I look at Jamie, I see him thinking of his broken body, and I hear King Qinguang’s words, rejecting all of Kai’s solutions, and I can’t stand it any longer.

“It’s okay!” I cry out. They all look at me like I’ve finally lost it. Maybe I have. I train my gaze on Jamie’s because now that the time has come, I find myself shaking. With fear, with grief, and a lot of reluctance, if I were to be honest with myself. I will do it—there’s no question about it, but that doesn’t mean I’m not scared to death at the thought. Ha, to death. Pretty appropriate saying, given the circumstances. I swallow, moistening my throat, and carry on. “It’s okay, Jamie. Because I know how to make it right.”

“Theo, what are you saying?” Namita murmurs, a touch of concern tingeing her voice. She’s always been faster on the uptake than everyone else.

“I’ve been learning this spell,” I say, taking Jamie’s hand in mine. It’s larger than mine is, but it’s also translucent and weightless and cold. I can see my own palm beneath his, and it’s just wrong. His hand should be solid, made of bone and flesh and blood. It shouldn’t be like this. Holding it shouldn’t feel like holding mist. Kai shifts uneasily, her ears pricking, and I barrel forward. Because I’d known back home, when Kai had talked about making King Qinguang see what a grave injustice Jamie’s death was, that it was a long shot. Horrible, untimely, unjustified deaths happen all the time, and none of them are resolved with the victims coming back to life. So why should we be the exception to the rule? I had known even then that it was up to me to think of an alternate solution, and I did. I knew all along that it would come down to this: me or Jamie.

“How to transfer souls into a different body.” Realization hits Kai the same moment I start chanting the spell.

“No—” she cries.

I feel it taking hold as I say the words out loud. An old spell—one of the oldest maybe—wild and unpredictable, as skittish as an untamed horse. I capture the spirit of it in my mind, and I envision the future I want: where Jamie is alive, where he gets to go back to San Francisco and walk through the doors of our house, and where Mama and Baba and Nainai get to fuss over him. They would be much happier with him there and me gone anyway. I see a reality where Jamie gets to go to med school, accompanied by Kai, and becomes a doctor. Where he gets to save lives over and over again. But he does all of this looking like me, because this would only work if I gave up my body for his soul to reside in.

There is a stirring inside me, a strange sensation as my soul begins to detach itself from my physical body, like a row of buttons being undone one by one. One button plucks free, then another, and another. This is the right thing to do. This is what Jamie deserves, a second chance at life. But instead of the peace I expected to feel, I feel sadness and, more surprisingly, anger. Part of me is fighting it with all its might. I don’t want to die, a small voice inside me screams. I don’t—I want to live. I want to feel the sharp, brilliant cold of the Bay Area winds hitting my cheeks. I want to play Warfront Heroes and feel that rush of endorphins when I defeat a particularly tough opponent. I want to feel the warmth of Kai’s fur as she wraps herself around my neck. I want to hang out with my friends and laugh along with Namita as we tease Danny about his archery obsession. There is so much I want to do in my life.

I ignore the voice. It’s right that I sacrifice myself for Jamie. It’s right—I shouldn’t be so selfish. I should—

“NO!” someone roars, and my soul is slammed back into my body. I crash painfully onto the ground. Jamie stands over me, his face scrunched up with anger. “What was that, Theo?” he hisses.

I sit up, rubbing my back and wincing. “I was—it’s a spell to give you another shot at life.”

“In your body,” he says, his eyes burning, his eyebrows knitted together. “And what would have happened to you? To your soul?”

“I don’t know—probably would’ve gone to Diyu,” I mumble, finding it hard to meet anyone’s eyes.

Danny’s mouth drops open. Xiaohua twines a bit tighter around his shoulders. Namita gasps and shakes her head. They’re all looking at me with a world of sadness written all over their faces.

“So you were going to give up your life for mine?” Jamie says. “Without telling me first?”

“You wouldn’t have agreed to it,” I mutter.

“Yeah, you got that right!” Jamie snaps. “I wouldn’t have! Theo, you can’t do that, you hear me?”

“No! You know what I can’t do? I can’t go on without you, Gege. I don’t know how to be without you.” I’m bawling again, and I don’t even try to stop it. My nose is running freely, my tears hot on my cheeks. And I’m angry, so angry. “You left us! You left us and we’re all broken without you, and I don’t know how to piece it all together. Mama and Baba are barely—can I even call what they’re doing living? You left us!” The last three words come out in a broken shout that leaves me shaking and empty. I hadn’t realized that deep under the thick layers of sorrow, I was angry, too. Angry at Jamie for not telling us about Reapling, for not seeking help. I look up at him. “Please don’t make me go home without you; don’t make me go back and face Mama and Baba and everyone as an only child. I need you, Gege. We all do. Mama and Baba need you so much more than they need me.”

“That’s not even close to being true,” Jamie says, his face softening. He places his hands on my shoulders and looks into my eyes. “Didi, they need you more than ever. You are their son, too. You deserve to live every bit as much as I did. More, actually, because you didn’t go on a foolhardy quest to save a deity and get yourself killed in the process.”

“And you’re not alone,” Kai says, hopping up onto my shoulders and curling around me. “I can’t believe you were about to give up your body for Jamie.” I can feel tiny tremors going through her paws, and it hits me how shaken she is by what I was just about to do.

“Yeah, you’re not alone,” Namita pipes up.

“You’re stuck with us for good now,” Danny says. Xiaohua nods solemnly.

“Speak for yourselves—I swear no fealty to any human,” Fragrant Sausage grouses.

Something like joy unfurls in my chest, a small flame dancing in the heavy darkness of grief. I never realized it until now, but part of me did feel that because I’m the “worse” kid—the less obedient one, the less gifted one—that I somehow didn’t deserve to live while Jamie died. But it was just me all along, my own grief and insecurities. Mama and Baba and Nainai and Kai, none of them wished that Jamie were the one alive instead.

As though reading my thoughts, Jamie smiles at me. “Never apologize for existing, Didi. I’m so thankful that you managed to survive the whole ordeal at Reapling. If anything had happened to you, I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself. You deserve to live. Not just live, but thrive. You’ve got such a long and amazing life ahead of you.”

Jamie is right. As much as I hate to admit it, I am delirious with relief that I won’t be dying today. But it feels so selfish to feel this way. To feel, even in the depths of my sorrow, grateful that I’m still alive. But I do. Because despite everything, despite the overwhelming weight of grief, I want to live.

I hug him tight. “What’s going to happen to you?” I whisper.

“Ahem,” King Qinguang says. We all look up to see him dabbing at his eyes. He clears his throat again, sniffles, and straightens up. “Right, enough of that. So. The human Jamie Tan does not, in fact, have a physical body for his soul to return to. Therefore, he will be processed as per normal conditions, i.e., a dead person.”

Even though I knew this was coming, the words still ring heavily, reverberating throughout my entire body.

Jamie stiffens, but he lifts his chin and meets King Qinguang’s eye bravely. “I’m ready for my judgment, Your Majesty.”

King Qinguang nods regally. “Here in Diyu, we practice the art of reincarnation. Though your physical body dies in the human world, your soul will be reborn into a new body. You will leave behind your memories of your past lives and start anew. What you are reborn as is determined by how well you have lived in your past life. Those who were cruel will be reincarnated as an animal, most likely an insect.”

We all grimace. Jamie was one of the best people I knew, but who knows what standards King Qinguang uses to judge our souls? He might see Jamie’s lies about practicing the violin as a huge transgression and choose to punish him for it. I look at Jamie’s hand in mine and hope with all my being that he passes King Qinguang’s judgment.

King Qinguang sits up straight, his voice booming across the vast space. “Jamie Tan, for your courage and your selflessness in your lifetime, you will be reincarnated as a human.”

There’s a collective sigh of relief.

“A human? Thank you so much, Your Majesty,” Jamie says, bowing low.

Even though I know that this is the best possible outcome, sadness churns deep inside me, like a blunt axe cleaving through my heart. Jamie will be reincarnated, which is good, but he’ll be forever gone from me.

King Qinguang must have seen the sorrow on my face because he smiles kindly and says, “Do you know what the beauty of reincarnation is, Didi?”

I shake my head, not daring to speak because the lump in my throat is too big, too knotted, and the weight on my heart crushing.

“Those who are reincarnated never truly leave us. Those who were close to you in a previous life will be close to you in the next. It will be a different relationship, of course, but Jamie will be close to you—he will be reborn as a neighbor’s child or perhaps a cousin. Your paths are forever intertwined, and just because one life has ended, doesn’t mean that the relationship has.”

I look at Jamie, both of us crying and smiling at each other through our tears.

“I guess it’s my turn to be the didi,” Jamie says, laughing.

King Qinguang shrugs. “You might be a girl—I don’t know.”

“So I might be a meimei instead.” He squeezes my hand. “But I’ll be close to you—that’s the only thing that matters.”

I nod, hugging him tight. “I’ll look for you,” I promise. “I won’t stop until I find you.”

Jamie squeezes me before pulling away. “But you also have to live your own life, Didi. Don’t derail your life to come looking for me, okay? You have to promise you’ll live your life to the fullest extent.”

“I’ll make sure he does,” Kai says. She hops from my shoulders and lands on Jamie’s, licking his cheeks like a little dog. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

“Take care of my brother, Kai.”

“I will. You did good, kiddo,” she says with a wink.

Jamie grins at her. “I’m so glad I chose you as a spirit companion and not a water dragon.”

“Pfft, spot-on! What can a poxy dragon possibly do that I can’t? Present company excluded, of course,” Kai adds with a sheepish smile at Xiaohua.

Xiaohua merely rolls her eyes and blows a stream of smoke out of her nostrils.

“Are you ready to begin your next journey, Jamie Tan?” King Qinguang says.

It feels like my heart is breaking in two, and one half is being carried by Jamie. But Kai, Namita, Danny, Xiaohua, and even Fragrant Sausage crowd around me, their arms holding me tight so I don’t fall apart, and somehow, I manage to stay on my feet. Somehow, as Jamie walks forward, ascending the steps until he is in front of King Qinguang, I keep breathing. King Qinguang places a gentle hand on Jamie’s forehead. Jamie’s eyes meet mine, and he opens his mouth and says, “See you, Didi.” Light shines from King Qinguang’s palm, enveloping Jamie’s forehead, and somehow I keep breathing. The light expands to cover all of Jamie, becoming too bright to look at, and we all look away. When the light disappears, there is no one in front of King Qinguang.

Jamie is gone.

And somehow, I am still here. And somehow, I know that I will be okay.
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I don’t know how long I stand there, but I know that the entire time, I am surrounded by my friends.

After a while, King Qinguang clears his throat again. We all look up at him. “Now, we need to deal with the rest of you, then maybe we can finally have some peace in my court once again.”

“Assign my chefs back to me and be done with it!” King Wuguan calls out.

King Qinguang shoots him a dirty look. “Silence! This is not a democracy. Theo Tan, Namita Singh, Danny Chang, none of you are technically dead.”

At some point, Namita, Danny, and I find ourselves holding hands. Kai twines herself around my neck, and Xiaohua stays close to Danny while Fragrant Sausage stands between Namita’s feet and yawns.

“You have willfully ignored the laws of the living and come down here and disrupted all of Diyu’s courts. Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused? We’re going to have to work overtime hours to fulfill our quota for the season; otherwise we’ll never hear the end of it from the Jade Emperor.”

“Oh,” I squeak. I wasn’t expecting this much sternness from King Qinguang after the kindness he had shown Jamie. Now I have no idea what to expect from him.

King Qinguang picks up his gavel. “I charge you, Theo Tan, and you, Namita Singh, and you, Danny Chang, to be banished—”

Oh gods. Namita’s and Danny’s hands go slick in mine. I don’t blame them; I’m sweating like—like Fragrant Sausage.

“—back to the human world, where you will live out the rest of your lives. You are not allowed to come back until after your human years have ended.” The gavel slams down with a loud thud.

There’s a moment of uncertainty because the sentence was delivered with such cold solemnity that my brain was expecting bad news. I stare at my friends, who are looking just as confused, then as one, the actual words sink in, and our faces clear. We all break into grins and hug one another, laughing and cheering.

“Do you mean it, Your Majesty?” I gasp, still hugging my friends.

“How dare you question His Majesty’s decree!” the demon assistant squawks.

A corner of King Qinguang’s mouth twitches with what looks suspiciously like a smile, but he quickly recovers and assumes his usual stern expression. “Yes. Now do not dally. We have much to do. Come, all of you.” He raises a hand, his palm already glowing with a vibrant green light.

Hand in hand, we all approach. King Qinguang places his hand above us and mutters a few words. The lush green light swells out of his palm, flowing down over us, and I can smell grass and flowers and verdant greens. I can feel warmth on my skin, not the sickly heat of lava pools or pits of fire, but the gentle warmth of the spring sun. And with all my being, I am grateful to be alive. I miss the human world, and all of the mess and chaos that come with it. I am ready to go back. A smile spreads slowly across my face, like honey, and I close my eyes, letting the green light swallow me whole.

When I next open my eyes, we’re in Muir Woods, surrounded by majestic redwoods and damp grass. We stand there for a moment in silence, just blinking and breathing in the earthy smell of leaves and brown soil and moist air around us.

“We’re back,” Namita breathes, and the sound of her voice breaks the spell. We all grin at each other.

“We are!” I laugh, and now we’re all laughing and whooping and hugging one another.

Then Namita pulls a fist back and punches me in the shoulder.

“Ow, what the—”

Tears shine in her eyes. “I am SO mad at you, Theo. I can’t believe you were going to sacrifice your own life, and you didn’t even tell us, and—argh!” She is practically snarling at me.

“Yeah, seriously dude,” Danny mutters. “That’s messed up. You’re not alone, you know?”

“We literally just went through hell and back for you,” Namita says, jabbing a finger at my chest. “I hope you get once and for all that we’re part of each other’s lives for GOOD.”

I can taste tears at the back of my throat. My entire body feels warm; even the hairs on my arms feel like they’re singed. Namita and Danny are right. We’ve been through hell and back. There is no way that we’re not going to be friends forever. I have an actual ride-or-die team. And I can’t express how freaking amazing that feels.

“I can’t believe it!” Danny half shouts, laughing through his tears as he wraps his arms around Xiaohua. Kai untwines herself from me and hops onto the ground and looks up at Danny.

“You did well,” she says.

Danny beams down at her. “Never, not in a million, gazillion years, did I think I would be so glad to have you by my side in Diyu.”

Kai preens. “I am rather an asset, aren’t I?”

Xiaohua rolls her eyes, but Danny laughs. “Yes, Kai. You really saved the day, especially at King Wuguan’s court.”

To my surprise, Kai turns her head to one side, as if somewhat bashful. “You should give yourself more credit, kid. You’re not as pathetic as you seem.”

“Gee, thanks.” Danny and Kai grin at each other, and I feel such a huge weight lifting from my heart because it’s clear to me that Danny is fully recovered. He’s standing as tall as ever, his chest puffed out, and his smile is sure and strong. He’s back to the confident Danny I first knew him as, but better now because there is no longer the cruel glint in his eyes. He no longer feels the need to put others down because he’s less insecure about himself. And Kai was the one who got him through that.

“I must admit,” Xiaohua grumbles, “that in the end, perhaps the fox isn’t so much a force of evil as much as … a force of chaotic good.”

Kai preens.

“Unbelievable,” I whisper to Kai as she slinks back to me, and she side-eyes me. “I know I am,” I mimic at the same time as she says those exact words. We look at each other and laugh.

“It’s been … rather a long and twisty journey,” she says.

“Yeah, it really has.” For a while, we don’t speak. Not because there’s nothing to say, but because there is just so much that can’t be conveyed by words alone. We merely stand there, shaking our heads slightly and smiling through our tears, and I know she knows exactly what I’m thinking.

“Are you okay?” she says softly, her golden fox eyes roaming my face with concern.

I nod. “I will be. Are you okay?” Because it’s not just me who has lost a big chunk of his heart. Kai was Jamie’s companion. In some ways, she was even closer to him than I was.

She lowers her head, casting her eyes down. “He’s gone. I can feel it. Before, there was this … weight that was tethering me to his memory. Our bond was broken, but a single thread remained, and I could always sense it, tugging at me, reminding me that I still had a job to do. But now, I feel free.” She sighs, her pointy ears drooping slightly. “I miss him, but I know he’s going to be all right, and that brings me peace.”

“I know what you mean.” I know exactly the heartbreaking freedom she speaks of, the empty weightlessness of it. It’s sad and peaceful at the same time. I hold out my arm, and Kai uses it to hop up to my shoulders. I smile as she settles into her usual position, twining her warm, bushy tails around my neck like a scarf.

“Ugh, this place is way too chilly for my bones,” a small voice grumbles.

We all look down. From behind Namita’s legs, Fragrant Sausage peers at us. When she sees us staring, she frowns. “What are you all looking at?”

“Er…,” Kai mutters. “Why are you here? You are technically very dead. I mean, you couldn’t be more dead than, you know, being ground up with spices and turned into a fragrant sausage.”

Fragrant Sausage narrows her eyes at Kai. “I decided I’ve had enough of watching humans suffer in hell, didn’t I? I’d rather watch them suffer here in the human world.”

“And King Qinguang let you go, just like that?” Namita says.

“I told you: I’m special! He said I should come along and keep an eye on you lot.”

“This pig has way too much sass,” Kai says.

Xiaohua snorts. “Now you know how we feel around you.”

Kai lifts her upper lip to show her fangs at Xiaohua, but the air between them isn’t charged with tension the way it usually is. It must be because Xiaohua can sense the new bond between Kai and Danny and is no longer on edge, feeling like she has to protect Danny from Kai. Just as I think that, Danny reaches out a fist for Kai to bump.

Namita bends over and scoops Fragrant Sausage into her arms. “Fragrant Sausage! I’m so happy you got to come with us!”

“Don’t be too happy—who knows if I’m staying? If you bore me, I’m out of here.”

“I know,” laughs Namita, squeezing Fragrant Sausage affectionately. “But you and I are going to have some wild adventures!”

Fragrant Sausage gives a cynical snort but accepts the cuddle grudgingly. We all smile at one another and start walking.

Danny grins at us. “Hey, you guys realize something? I was right about archery saving the day.”

Everyone groans, even Xiaohua. Then we all start laughing.

“My head was in Niu Mo Wang’s flesh,” Kai grumbles through her laughter. “Buried so deep! Ugh!”

“And when you started wriggling away when they were trying to pull you out!” Namita giggles. “I thought I would die laughing.”

Our stories flow as smoothly as rivers do. We’re so eager to share all the details of our incredible adventure in Diyu. By the time we get out of the woods, the sun is rising. We stand there, overlooking the bay and the Golden Gate Bridge below us. Half the bay is still shrouded in dark purple, but as the sun rises, it’s as though the blanket of darkness is pulled back and everything is awash in warm golden light. It feels like more than just a new day. It feels like a brand-new start.

Kai reaches down from my shoulders, and I put my hand up and clasp her paw. Our eyes meet and a world of empathy passes between us. I know without having to say a single word that she sees the shifting colors of every emotion I’m feeling. And though Jamie is gone, we both know that it won’t be long before our paths cross his once again. And what a beautiful thing it is to realize that all of us are now and forevermore intertwined, our souls interlacing to make an endless, marvelous pattern that will go on and on and on until the end of time.

THE END
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	1 I can’t help but be fabulous in every form I take—you must know this by now.


	2 You humans are barbaric like that.


	3 Okay, so technically spiders don’t have eyelids, but I’m used to having them so let’s just say I am closing the windows to my soul—look, it’s really hard to explain and you’re interrupting an action scene, Bertha.


	4 Yes, I know flies can’t grin, but I’m grinning inside, okay? Look, we’ve been over this, Bertha. Don’t get so hung up on the technical details. Now shh, you’re going to alert those lizard spirits, and then we’ll really be in trouble.


	5 No, I don’t know if lizards technically have lips, Bertha. It’s so not the time to be asking such questions.


	1 What can I NOT carry off? That’s the question.


	2 I can’t help but notice that she’s left me out of the circle. Do you think it was intentional? A bit mean of her, really, don’t you think?


	3 I mean, really now, is there a need for such rudeness?


	1 Just as an aside, did you know that foxes are descended from the mighty wolf, while dragons are descended from the lowly worm? It’s true! Just ask your biology teacher.


	2 It is possible that I may just be a tad cranky.


	3 The only form worse would be a huma—uh, never mind. I don’t want to be cruel.


	1 As a side note, did you know that “spaghettification” is an actual scientific term to describe what happens to your squishy human body if you were to get sucked into a black hole? Yeah, the smartest, most educated people got together to discuss this and the best they could come up with was “Haha, sounds like a noodle. Oh, how about ‘spaghettification’?” Now you know why I hold humans in such low regard.


	2 Remember those deadly monkey Yāoguài that time we went to the Doorway? You know, the ones with needle-sharp teeth? Well, never mind. There are worse ones here. Like Xiaohua, for example. You didn’t hear that from me.


	3 Have I mentioned yet how much I love this girl?


	4 It’s hard maintaining a calm, controlled demeanor when you’re the only one who knows just how dangerous everything here is, but that’s me. Brave. Selfless. Courageous.


	5 But you’re not fooled by that, are you? ARE YOU?


	6 Sounds rather unhygienic, if you ask me. That’s how airborne viruses spread, don’t you know?


	1 Sort of like when you get goose bumps, except when I do, it actually does something: It makes me look bigger and more threatening. I’m not sure what your goose bumps achieve, aside from making you bumpy.


	2 Well, you have a lizard brain. Mine’s a honed, cultured fox brain.


	3 That “something” is probably the fact that they’re so obsessed with, you know, killing me.


	1 That is to say, inhumanly small for a living space, but very large for a millstone.


	2 What is it with you humans and your morbid curiosity? Clearly there’s nothing good to be found in the pail, but for some unknown reason, your kind always feels compelled to look.


	3 Not that I’m scared, of course. Hm? I look terrified, you say? That’s all just an act, Bertha, gosh. Everything I do is just an act. For example, I act like I like you, but do I really?


	1 Very challenging to do in worm form. It basically involves me wiggling back and forth until he realizes I’m not just wiggling back and forth for fun.


	2 Come to think of it, if I could actually crawl out of my skin, it would help us get out of this mess.


	3 See, this is how you know someone’s a villain. Only villains throw their heads back to laugh. What about heroes, you say? Well, usually heroes have some tragic backstory, so they don’t make a habit of laughing. Remember that, Bertha. Laughing is a sure sign of villainy.


	4 This is what’s called a “white lie.” White lies are trivial lies, usually told with good intentions (i.e., telling your companion that everything will be all right when, in actuality, you’re both about to be ground like soybeans into tofu).


	5 To be fair, it’s hard to guess what your average demon is thinking. The horns, fangs, and fur tend to get in the way of their faces.


	1 It’s called survival instincts.


	1 Okay, I did crack that joke, but my heart wasn’t in it.


	2 See what a team player I am?


	3 Teachers do this a LOT. It’s a sign to mean that they LOVE their students and can’t have enough of them.


	4 Toxic masculinity: The belief that human males are superior when, really, foxes are much more superior than—oh, that’s not what it means? Oh, you know better, do you, Bertha? Would you like to tell the story, then?


	1 And you can bet that these two oafs have never heard of deodorant. Phew!


	2 The king, not the table.


	3 Well, I mean, I’ve been silent this whole time due to Ox Head’s hateful spell, but who’s keeping track?


	1 Literally. Not like when a bard sings a ballad about how a heartbreak is tearing him in two. What do you mean you don’t have bards? What uncouth era are we living in?!


	2 No, I don’t technically have eyes. Yes, I can still see. Did you not read the first book, Bertha? Just go with it, okay? It’s magic.


	1 Not that it’s hard to confuse someone as thick as Niu Mo Wang.


	2 Ew.


	3 Ew, ew, ew.


	1 Why are humans so obsessed with chin fur? Why not go the extra step and aim to grow a full body’s worth of fur and make it bright orange like yours truly?


	2 The one who had the right idea to get rid of half the human population. Wait, what do you mean it’s not just humans, but all species? Even foxes? Gasp. And here I was rooting for you, Thanos!


	3 Gosh, I really need to learn how to use this voice. Imagine the fun I’d have with Xiaohua. I’d be like, Sit, giant worm! Fetch, giant worm! Roll over, giant worm!


	4 See what I mean when I say these kings live for drama?


	5 Okay, so maybe it might have something to do with me turning into a bit of a blabbermouth when I’m nervous. Maybe.


	6 Stick with me, kid, and this is the sort of educational, insightful, and pertinent question you will find from me.
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