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CHAPTER ONE


  



  



“YOU CAN’T UNIONISE. If you unionise, you’ll—” I feel jaw muscles tighten from the impending awkwardness. “You’ll make demonic-undead-baby-ness look viable.”


I slump. The words hang like the absence of applause at the end of an ill-considered comedy routine. Luckily, my audience isn’t the type to heckle. Instead, they stare, a violence of gold-green eyes dangling from the ceiling. Unblinking, uncurious. I used to wonder if death kills your sense of humor. It does. At least, when it comes to the kwee kia. I’ve never heard any of these ghost kids laugh.


“Why not?” The voice is wood rot and maggot bodies convulsing in ecstasy. Heartworms boiling out of an old junkyard dog. “You said to protect our own.”


I scratch the back of my neck, shrug, and make pointless noises. I neither need nor want to be splitting hairs with them. In two hours, the boss is expecting a feast to end all feasts. Which means I’ll need to very quickly figure out how to process obese Caucasian while organizing the refreshments. Guan Yin forgive me, but the first actually galls me less than the second. Meat is meat by any other name. Plus, the excess of available lard means I can put Penang delicacies on the menu, something that will no doubt delight the guests who keep halal. Human is very similar to pork, after all.


(I know, I know. Religious pundits say that cannibalism is forbidden in the Quran anyway. The ghouls say that this isn’t quite the same.)


As for the beverages, I can’t say I’m looking forward to the process. The blood will need to be segregated and decanted into custom Swarovski vials, cross-checked against autopsy records and attractively labelled—the boss abhors bad handwriting—to ensure no one confuses the selection. It’s all tedious busywork coupled with the vague risk of infection. I blame it on the fad burning through the northern penanggalans. They’ve made HIV into the ‘It’ flavor. It’s a bloody mess.


(Ha. Get used to it, ang moh. The juicy hot dog of life is best enjoyed between two puns.)


“Yes. But unionising is going to encourage those Taoist priests and bomohs and what-have-yous to make even more of you,” I tell them as I sift through the spice rack. Cardamon. Is cardamon an anathema to any of the guests?


“Genetic diversity is good,” declares one of the kwee kia, his voice like a hornet’s nest, humming with importance. “We need to consolidate resources against larger threats.”


“Only if you breed. Which you shouldn’t do. Because you’re underaged and shit. Also, dead.” I’m tripping over my tongue and my thoughts, but I can’t help it. Tact isn’t my forte. “And where did you even learn—”


Their glittering stares tell me everything.


“Oh. Oh, right. I taught you that. Right. Shit.” I press the heel of a hand into my left eye where a dull ache is taking root behind the socket. “Anyway, tell you what. Let’s talk later. Tonight, even. Come find me.”


I peel my sleeve back and expose my wrist. There’s a patch of skin on the inside still naked of demonic tenants (I’ll explain that later), proof that I’m not completely drowning in the red. The kwee kia don’t hesitate. One by one, they detach moth-silent from the ceiling to land on my forearm. Say what you will about these little bastard sons and daughters of the grave, but they’re amazingly courteous. No one jostles for access. No one tries to drain me dry. They all consume exactly one small mouthful of blood; just enough to keep my scent in their noses. The last even goes as far as to lick the opened vein close. So polite. Their mothers would be proud.


Having acquired their thimble of bodily fluids, the kwee kia disperse, scuttling through gaps in the masonry and openings in the roof. They’re like cats in that respect, capable of navigating spaces you’d think were too small for their decay-plumped bodies. A bomoh friend of mine said it has something to do with how they are made. By nature, fetuses lack the tensile skeletal structure that adults enjoy. Mix that physiological quirk in with some blasphemous juju, the natural consequences of putrefaction, and you get some, well—you get those guys.


Still, they were legion, and I am but one: Rupert Wong, superstar chef to the ghouls and liaison for the damned of Kuala Lumpur. By the time the air stops reeking of frangipani, I’m giddy from blood loss. My fingers tingle; my head swims. But these are just inconveniences, minor obstacles to be overcome in the pursuit of the month’s rent. Speaking of which...


I pick up the tools of my office—bone saw, cleaver, garden shears for those hard-to-crack ribs—before wobbling unsteadily towards the walk-in freezer. Inside, a three-hundred pound tourist and his generously proportioned wife await.


Day jobs. Love them.


 



 



“SAYANG, YOU’RE LATE.”


The world is made up of rituals. From the way you brush your teeth to how you show obeisance during religious ceremonies, it’s an endless list of interlocking behaviours seared into your unconscious self, charms against the madness of reality. Minah and I have them, same as anyone. I come home the exact same way each day: hours too late and smelling abattoir-sweet, my clothes speckled with gore. Minah then reprimands me the same way she has every evening since we moved in together: softly and without malice, her voice like the sunlight piercing the belly of the monsoon rains. I invariably follow up with a smile, sometimes an apology, before locking the door and checking it thrice.


It’s an unusual door, with bolts and padlocks to keep the meth-heads out, yellow paper talismans to keep Minah and her boy in. I’m not trading in hyperbole when I say I check it thrice. I really do. Once for habit. Twice for caution. Three times for love. Minah still has nightmares about picking tendons from her teeth, about her bloodlust flinging her over a shoulder and running off to an orgiastic frenzy of people-eating. She can’t sleep if the wards aren’t in mint condition.


“Sorry, kitten,” I say, tired, turning around to pick my way to the kitchen. “It was dinner for thirty today.”


Our home is neither large nor lavishly appointed. In another life, it might have been called Scandinavian chic, with its armament of IKEA furniture, austere color scheme, and Minah’s one signed poster of Alexander Skarsgård. But right now, there’s just too much clutter, too many pieces of magical paraphernalia littering the walls and the floor, for it to be called anything but ‘liveable.’ To be fair, most of it is concentrated around the doorway to our guest-bedroom-turned-office, but it’s impossible to walk three feet without stumbling over a prayer book or a ba gua mirror.


“You’ve worked with thirty before,” Minah replies quietly.


“Yeah, but not with fat white people.” I lean against the doorway, cross my arms and waggle a finger. The air is thick with spices: turmeric, cumin, sauteed garlic. “I cooked American today.”


Minah turns from the stove. She looks about nineteen. She was nineteen, when they put her in the ground, belly ripe with child. Six months later, she clawed her way free of the earth and stalked down her cheating wretch of a spouse. Then, she gobbled him up, bones, balls, and all. Him and the bitch he poisoned her for.


She spoons a lock of dark hair behind an ear and smiles, lips a curved bow with no teeth. “And—?”


“Um.” Damn it. Minah always knows when I’m holding something back. “I—”


Something on the ceiling lets loose a mad little hiss, half lizard and half wasp, all feed-me-your-liver-with-lima-beans. Minah glances up, serene, mouth touched with apology. It’s been five and a half years, but she’s still beating herself up over our ineptitude at domestication.


“And how’s my little dude?” I raise my arms.


It drops like a coconut, and I catch it between my open hands and hold it as far from my face as I can manage. It scratches at the air and hisses again, louder this time, blind fish eyes twitching. Minah’s baby is a tragic anomaly. Because it died in her womb, it is irrevocably tethered to her existence, as much a part of her being as her fingers and toes. Because it died before it could even be born, it’s... broken. Bad.


“He’s a little hungry, I’m afraid.”


“Ah.” I say, careful not to express anything that could be construed as strong emotion. Feeding time is awkward enough as it is. “Okay. I gotcha. No worries.”


Over the years, I’ve gotten good at being a surrogate father-slash-demon-child-wrangler. I wait for Minah’s baby—in my brain, its name is George—to become distracted before I make my move. When a wail from the kettle grabs its attention, I pull George to my chest and wedge its head beneath an armpit, careful to keep its limbs tightly pinioned. It squirms ferociously, anger pouring off its wet little body, but it doesn’t fight me for long. When I present my wrist, biology takes over. George sinks its needle-teeth deep into a vein and begins suckling blood like it was ambrosia from Zeus’s tit.


“What about you?” I look up from the sanity eradicating tableau that is George’s bedtime snack. “You need, um, topping up?”


Minah shakes her head, voice stiff. “I’m not a glutton.”


“Okay. Just checking,” I reply, adjusting the distribution of weight in my arms. If I squint hard enough, if I fight hard enough against my mind’s objections, George can almost, almost pass for a normal infant.


(The lies we tell ourselves, ang moh. Honestly.)


Minah and I find an old silence together. I settle into a chair, still cradling George, and fidget with the old-fashioned radio on the dining table. She fusses over dinner. Under Minah’s skillful hands, the aromas condense into identifiable names. Yogurty chicken korma and stir-fried paku pakis drenched in belacan. Confections summoned from coconut milk and pandan extract. We don’t talk, only listen to the noises that domesticity make. Led Zeppelin joins in after a squeal of static, singing about heaven and ways to buy redemption. And for a little while, my world borders on normal.


But then the air fills with frangipani again, sweet and cloying like gudang garam cigarettes, and all that tranquility goes away. I jolt upright and scan the seams of the building for the telltale flicker of tiny fingers, the flash of yellow-green eyes. None emerge, but I can feel the crush of their attention.


“Sayang?” And so can Minah, it seems. “Are you expecting guests tonight?”


I nod as I detach George from my wrist. It comes off with a slorp and a gasp, its complaints reduced to aggressive burblings. I leave George on the table and bind the wound with a kitchen rag, fingers compressed over the serrated wound. The checkered fabric blooms crimson.


“The kwee kia want to, um, unionize.”


Minah raises an eyebrow. It’s remarkably expressive.


I raise my hands, abashed. “Don’t say it. I shouldn’t have read them those business manuals. I know, just. I’m learning to be better about doing stupid things. I swear.”


Deliberately and silently, she returns to her cooking. I wilt under the weight of her disapproval, but there’s no time to court her forgiveness. Guiltily, I skulk out of the kitchen and into my office, where it is dark and rich in bright, unblinking eyes.


“You’re late, Mr. Wong.” whispers one of the kwee kia.


“Yeah, well. Bite me.” A heartbeat passes before I realize what I’ve just said. I raise my index finger. “Metaphorically.”





  



CHAPTER TWO


  



  



LET’S TAKE IT a step back, ang moh. Let’s talk about what I do in the evenings. You already know I cut up tourists to make splendiferous banquets for ravenous abominations in custom-fitted Armani suits. But why do I waste time with undead babies when I could be making sweet music with my darling Minah?


(I’m sure there’s a crack to be made somewhere in that last sentence. Don’t take the bait, ang moh. You’re better than that.)


The answer is simple: mutual benefit.


I did some bad things in my youth. Real bad. Like, rob-your-mama-and-stab-your-cousin bad. All of which came to a head when I turned twenty-four. I was up to my neck in unhappy ghosts, each and every one of them saddled with complaints so heavy I remember being shocked I could stand upright. One night, after many, many sleepless nights, I gave in and called a priest.


And what he said, well. It was a lot like being told you have cancer. Somewhere, somehow, on a primal level, you knew something is dangerously wrong; but you try to ignore it. The lump in your right testicle. The invasive mole. The inexplicable sudden weight loss. You let yourself pretend that borrowed time isn’t borrowed unless you publicly admit it’s a loan. But then the voice of reason cuts through all your delusions. The ugly truth gets yanked out like a tapeworm from the brain. And you cry. You wail at the ugliness of it, the unfairness. The shock of being mortal. But deep down, though? None of it really surprises you. You always knew this was how it had to go down.


The holy man didn’t tell me anything I wasn’t already expecting. He said I had an express pass to all Ten Courts of Hell. I would be there for a thousand years, if I was lucky. Longer, more likely. I wasn’t just damned. I was fucked.


After pickling myself in cheap liquor, I did what any reasonable guy would do. I called up Diyu—I’ll tell you how some other time, ang moh—and asked if there was any way I could negotiate to get time off for good behaviour.


They said yes.


So now I’m working off my karmic debt through community management. I mediate arguments. I listen to complaints. I exorcise stubborn ghouls. I push pencils on hell paper and do the books every Hungry Ghost Festival.


And sometimes, I listen to dead fetuses expound on the necessities of a government-sanctioned union.


 



 



“LOOK, GUYS. YOU’RE forgetting one very important thing here. You’re not free agents. Under, let’s see”—I rifle through a grimoire, try to ignore the chicken-skin texture of human leather against my palms—“yeah. Okay. Under article 3.152, you are contractors under independent enterprises. Unless you get explicit permission from your employers, you cannot establish a union.”


The kwee kia exchange fish-eyed stares. They blink, moist and loud. “That is where you come in, yes?”


“Me?”


A buzzsaw symphony of assent. “Yes.”


I put the tome down. Rub a knuckle into an eye, and work on pretending I’m still an indomitable professional. No, the food doesn’t concern me, and I’d much prefer the kwee kia’s company to the lukewarm embrace of my loving langsuir. Why do you ask?


I square my shoulders and fold my arms. “No.”


Outside, grey collects smog-thick across the city skyline, a haze of moisture veined with flashes of lightning. I count the seconds under my breath. Eight, nine, ten. Thunder purrs. The kwee kia exhibit no concern. One slithers closer, head twisted at an eye-watering angle.


“Why?” Its cranium revolves further. “Are you not our representative? Are you not our liaison—”


“Yes, and yes. But that isn’t the point.”


Another plunges from the ceiling, loose draperies of skin flapping, to land atop the antique table lamp presiding over my desk. “We must unionise. It is the only way. Foreign competition is seeking to invade our market. If we do not present a united—”


My hands jump up in defense. “No, no, no. No. Wait. No. First of all, what foreign competition? That doesn’t make any sense. Diyu won’t allow it. And I know the Jade Emperor isn’t going to sign off on a refugee plan.”


“We must consolidate!” The kwee kia shriek in disharmony.


“You keep saying that, but I don’t think you understand the words—” My voice cracks into something undignified.


But the kwee kia aren’t having any of it. Without warning, the kid on my lamp lurches into the air, knocking it over so that it detonates into a million terracotta pieces. The rest follow, exploding in every direction, a frenzy of distended bellies and poison-bright gazes. Darkness hits like a fist.


Now, they’re screaming, voices tangling, mixing into a slurry of punctuations and half-coherent exposition:


“We must consolidate!”


“The dog-women lie. Not kind. Not kind. They come to eat and feast—”


“So old. Sopowerful.”


“Tear out our hearts. Eat our livers. Drink our blood. Punish us. Punish us for the sins of our father. We will not allow—”


“We must consolidate!”


Before I know it, one of the kwee kia propels itself into my face. Dirty nails dig gutters across my cheeks and my nose, grime-encrusted toes claw for purchase on my lips. I stumble backwards, stubbing my toe against the desk, and scream into moldering flesh. Terrible, terrible idea. A foot jams itself into my mouth, and I splutter as I try to rip the beast from my sideburns.


Then, as quickly as it began: stillness.


Nothing moves. Nothing speaks. Nothing so much as twitches a membrane. The kwee kia freeze, their attention riveted by the window. Even the one on my head presents no objection when I detach its grip and deposit it on my desk, only rocks there like a discarded voodoo doll, still and stiff. Something comes. The thought is cigarette-burn hot, sudden as infant death. It hums under my skin like an itch.


I suck in air. “What—”


The kwee kia scatter, squirming into the cracks in the walls and the gaps in the ceiling, their eyes blinking out one after another.


I glance over my shoulder, every hair on my body quivering on end, and take stock of the turbulent cloud formations, and how they churn and writhe; amoebic, snarling, hungry. The city is very, very dark now, the storm practically smeared across my—


The world implodes with a muffled whumph. The window crunches inwards, screams as it breaks. Silver glitters through the air. Fog boils through splintered glass; too dense to be natural, stinking of incense and salt and the smell of dead, drowned things. I throw myself over the desk and burrow into the alcove beneath before curling armadillo-tight, arms over my head. Forget machismo. Cowards live to breed to another day.


A muscular shadow worms through the gray, out of the sky and onto the ceiling. There’s a fusillade of claws. Clack. Clack. Clack. Clack. A sound like a heartbeat. Ceaseless, systematic. Clack. Clack. Clack.


I peek out. Up.


“Shit. Shit, fuck. Kanasai diu—”


 



 



DRAGONS ARE EVERYWHERE in Chinese mythology: sinuous, slithering beasts with magnificent whiskers and incongruously stubby little limbs. Totally ridiculous-looking next to their colonial cousins. What purpose, after all, could four fat legs serve on a six-hundred-foot long serpent? None, obviously.


Except to make them a little less terrifying to their devotees.


Real Chinese dragons are nothing like their literary depictions. Real Chinese dragons have faces that could launch a thousand traumas. They’re fire-breathing, lightning-swilling centipedes with mouths full of knives. Mile-long komodo dragons with scales and an attitude like a lungful of acid.


Primordial monsters. Lovecraft’s Elder Things squeezed through a lizard-shaped mold. Pre-pre B.C. shit.


And one of them is now dangling over my head.


“Rupert Wooooong.” Its voice is the song of the anglerfish. The rasp of the ocean storm. The moan of a sperm whale as it is ferried into the abyss, insides unspooling, slurped down by indescribable abominations.


“You know—” I wet my lips. Hysteria feeds chemical courage into my veins, double-dose of adrenaline. “I am never, ever getting my deposit back on this place. Couldn’t you have just knocked on the door like everyone else?”


“If you please us, you will never want for anything again,” Us. Not me. Us. The bottom of my abdomen opens and my entrails plummet through, yanking my throat tight. Horrified epiphany crawls up my vertebrae. “Serve us, and we will reward you.”


“Your Highness—” My mouth is dry, dry, dry. This isn’t just a dragon. This is a Dragon King. The Dragon King of the South Sea. Dolphinfucking Ao Qin himself.


“You are as good as they say you are, Rupert Wooooong.” Foghorn laugh that sinks, halfway between that drawn-out syllable, into something that verges on human. “You haven’t wet yourself. We are impressed.”


I look down. No point explaining it was timing and not courage that held my bladder in check. “Sure.”


The fog recedes, as does the stench of deep waters. Oil-black Berlutis peep into view. I scuttle out from hiding as a foot begins to tap, my smile dangling like a loose eyeball. Soundless, the Dragon King has gone from nightmare to billionaire Bruce Wang, trading claws for cufflinks, arm-length teeth for an armory of pinstripes. Ao Qin folds his arms as I straighten, before he nods with all the gravity of a god whose existence has never been in doubt, his eyes raking over my Tesco-bought wardrobe.


“So, uh. To what do I owe this magnanimous visit?” Despite my best efforts, my attention frays, skipping from his patrician visage to the water-logged ruins of my office. This is going to cost thousands I don’t have.


“We wish to hire you.” Even in human form, his voice is strange and low, a heartbeat in the marrow. “We wish to borrow your services for an important duty.”


“Uh-huh. Sounds good,” I rub my neck, skin pimpling under his yellow search-light stare. (Here’s a trick to remember, ang moh: the supernatural can and will never completely hide who they are.) “And this comes with all the money I could possibly want for the rest of eternity, right?”


He grins. There are mandibles in the dark behind his teeth.


“Yeeessss,” Ao Qin croons, gliding closer. “All the treasures of Atlantis. All the wealth rotting in the South China Seas. All of it is yours if you find what we want.”


“Okay. Uh-huh. Sounds good. I’m thinking about it,” I gnaw on the inside of a cheek. I’m clenching and opening my hands, only half-consciously. “Yeah. Definitely thinking about it. But, you gotta tell me what you want first.”


The air crisps with burning ozone.


“Nooooo. We will not-t-t-t-t-t-t-t—” Ao Qin unwinds that last letter like a cartoon snake, spits each repetition with a resounding click. “We have already shown you great favor by not devouring your heart. We would not normally tolerate this show of disssssrespect—”


Hindsight is always so incandescently clear. In retrospect, I probably should have kowtowed or curtsied or, better yet, crawled on my belly until Ao Qin expounded on the proper way to exhibit respect in the countenance of omnipotence. I gulp and try not to disgorge my intestinal tract one swollen loop at a time.


“—but we have heard such great things about you.” He dusts his shoulder with a pale, elegant hand, takes another step nearer. We’re practically in sexual harassment territory now. Gods have no concept of personal space. “Rupert Wong, Seneschal of Kuala Lumpur, you have been called by Heaven to participate in an investigation of unparalleled importance.”


Dimly, my breath clogged with salt and reptilian musk, I catch myself wondering why Minah hasn’t come knocking. She must have heard the din. Had Ao Qin ensorcelled the room? Did he do something—


“Repeat after me: I, Rupert Wong, pledge to forfeit eternal respite if I fail at this task, for there is no peace for those who fail Heaven’s will.”


I lick my lips again, ricocheting back to the pants-wetting present. “I, Rupert Wong, pledge...”


(You don’t say no to a six-hundred-foot-long dragon, ang moh. Ever.)





  



CHAPTER THREE


  



  



“ARE THOSE CHICKEN feathers?”


Ao Qin narrows his lambent gaze and chuckles, the noise gargling in his throat, almost loud enough to disguise the ticking of his mandibles. “Always the comedian, Wooooong. Yes. We desire that you seek a chicken worthy of us.”


“Ah.” I run a nervous tongue over my molars and then try for a grin. It comes out a tortured rictus. “Okay.”


He holds his position. I really, really wish he’d blink.


The silence lengthens and lengthens, stretching like filaments of mucus, so heavy with expectations that you could asphyxiate a small pony in the tangle. Ao Qin is clearly waiting for me to arrive at some important epiphany, and delighting in the fact I don’t even have a postcode in mind.


I look back down at the box in his hands. Inside, three massive feathers on a bed of crushed velvet. Nothing else. No personal effects, no disembodied appendages, no letter of incoherent farewell. The only clue is the rust-brown blood congealed in the plumage.


“Murder most fowl?” I ask, careful to emphasize the last word. Irreverent humor is the last bastion of the beleaguered bureaucrat.


Ao Qin says nothing.


“Crane?”


The corners of his mouth twitch a millimeter upwards.


“Phoenix?”


He cocks his head like a lizard, jerkily.


I inhale until my lungs sting. Then, in one spaceless burst, the words mangling together: “Angel? Fenghuang? Garuda? Griffin? Sphinx? Thunderbird? Pegasus? Cannibal flying unicorn?”


Ao Qin sighs, an infuriating little sound, somehow both condescending and long-suffering. Honestly, you’d think it was his office that was gutted and maimed, his windows that were chewed up by a localized climatic holocaust. He dips taloned fingers into the box and extracts a feather, holds it up to the pale light of the evening. His face changes then. Softens. The can’t-be-fucked-with-you-mortals arrogance, the mannequin alienness, even the anglerfish glow of his eyes—it all dims, drowned in a bone-deep, heart-pulping anguish. The sight of it braids ice around my spine.


What could possibly hurt something like him?


“Erinyes.”


“Oh.”


The chill spreads and suddenly, I can’t breathe, because I can see my future and it is written in claret. Greek mythology isn’t exactly my forte, but anyone who knows anything about the supernatural know about the Furies.


The Kindly Ones. The Gracious Ones. The motherfucking matrons of vengeance.


“Oh,” I repeat, mushing my face with a hand. “You want me to—”


“—find out why they killed our youngest child.”


His voice is so soft, so human that it roots me in place. There is something universal about the language of hurt, something about it that makes it impossible not to ache in echo. I look up, mouth filling with half-considered platitudes, in time to see the Dragon King extend a finger and prick the dead center of my forehead.


My vision detonates.


 



 



A JIGSAW OF body parts: legs split and sucked clean of marrow, arms gnawed down to the white of their tendons, finger-bones scattered like dice. I can’t look away, won’t look away. My throat fills with copper, salty-sweetness that brims as pain saws through my tongue. I bite down harder. A foreign thought hammers against my temples: I am a king. I cannot break.


Ao Qin’s memories permit only a moment’s sliver of personal autonomy, enough to register what is happening. Then they descend again, waves boiling, choking.


His rage is volcanic, primal, acid in the arteries. He/I run our fingers along the arc of an exposed spine. The smell is her. He—I—We would recognize it anywhere. This is our child, our youngest, our mate’s sweetest and most beloved.


We follow the vertebrae up to the flayed line of the throat. To her jaw, the serene bow of her mouth. Eight centuries since we’ve seen her smile, and we find it now. Still luminescent. Still beautiful in death.


Dimly, we register the bloodied detritus that was her husband. His face wears its terror. His lips still scream. Strange, so strange. Why did he exhibit his pain but not our daughter? Perhaps it was her royal lineage that gripped her composure tight as her ribs were cracked open, her chest emptied of lungs and nerve. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps...


We stop ourselves. Such contemplations are merely auxiliary to this horror, this nightmare that we can never remedy, no matter the offerings we heap upon the absent Jade Emperor’s lap. Our daughter is dead.


Our daughter is dead.


Our daughter.


Is.


Dead.


Dead.


Dead.


“My lord,” a voice seeps through the thundering mantra of our grief. “You may want to see this...”


 



 



“I’M SORRY,” I slur the words, gorge rising as the borrowed memory is devoured by the present. Everything is too bright, too loud, too... everything. A sensory deluge so acute that even the throb of my pulse overwhelms. My knees buckle and I sag forward to vomit today’s lunch into a waste bin.


(You have to understand, ang moh. Ignoring the fact that it is absolutely jarring to be forced into someone else’s mind, butchery and violence are not synonymous. There’s a difference between being able to prepare a Scottish rump roast—yes, it’s exactly what you think it is—and being dragged through a stew of phantasmal gore. One is a systematic ecosystem of parts; order translated into cold-cut meats. The other? Far less orderly.)


Ao Qin’s voice unfurls. “We do not require condolences. We require justice, Mr. Wong. We require blood.”


Nasal cavities aflame with stomach bile, I wipe my mouth on a sleeve and stand. Push up and unbend, one wobbling leg at a time. The world swims dangerously, but my balance holds. Hysteria quickens my speech. “Look, I’m not going to kill a Fury for you. I can’t. Not because I don’t want to, because Guan Yin knows I’d like nothing more than to keep razor-mouthed gods like you happy, but there is absolutely no physical way I can—”


The Dragon King makes a strange, high noise. Over and over, stuttering like a broken VCR, until the sound transmutes into a tooth-grinding wail. It takes me a moment to realize he’s laughing. “We do not expect you to kill them, Mr. Wong. We expect you to gather evidence. Ineluctable proof that they performed a crime. We require these materials before we can confront the Greeks.”


A little better, but nothing close to ideal. No one likes being treated like a petty criminal. (Personal experience goes a long way, ang moh.) I can’t imagine the Furies would appreciate me poking my stubby nose into their business. “But. Boss. Your Highness. Sir. With all due respect, the Furies aren’t exactly the kind to act on impulse. History shows that they—”


“They killed my daughter.” Ao Qin slams his palms on the table. Wood splinters under the impact. More terrifying than his introductory exhibition of power, than the price tag of his wardrobe, than the hate with which he builds each quiet word, is the absence of the royal pronoun. This is personal for him. Personal in a way I never thought gods could do.


“Okay,” I say again, raising my hands slowly. “I get you. Fine. So, just get in, get whatever you need, get out, and... get paid?”


“Yes.”


“Okay,” I say, for what feels like the hundredth time today. I close my eyes and squeeze the flesh along my nose bridge. “And, what if I don’t actually find something?”


“You will.”


“Or what?” The words escape before I can throttle them in the crib. I freeze, as does Ao Qin. We’re both equally shocked by my audacity, I imagine. “Your Highness. I understand that you, uh, see your daughter as a paragon of virtue. But hear me out here: what if, hypothetically speaking, the Furies have a close-and-shut case? If that were the case, what happens to me?”


Something squirms under Ao Qin’s smooth plaster-white skin. Down through the slant of his left cheekbone, down his nose, down his throat where it bulges perversely before vanishing from sight. Silence follows, noose-tight and pregnant with menace. Without altering expression, Ao Qin clicks the box shut and slides it across the table.


“If that were indeed the case,” He begins, gauze-light, his enunciation cotton-edged, like someone speaking through the membrane of a dream. “We would be forced to act as though you had failed us.”


“But—” An argument about fairness bashes against the back of my teeth, but common sense prevails for a change.


Ao Qin’s gaze deepens. “We assure you that we thought long and hard about this. Our daughter is faultless. Our daughter would never do anything to incur their wrath. You will find the answer we desire. We are certain of this.”


“I—” Monosyllabic protests seem to be in vogue this conversation.


“If we had the option, if we could ask one of our own to undertake this quest, we would have. But that isn’t possible. Not without risking a war with the Greeks. It has to be you, Rupert Wong.”


Unspoken: human scapegoats are all the rage. “Okay.”


We trade stares. Ao Qin crosses his hands behind the small of his back, eyebrows slightly arched, and nudges the air with an upward thrust of his head, as though rolling a ball into my court. Unwilling to commit just yet, my skin blistering under his scrutiny, I stoop down to harvest bits of smashed pottery, broken glass, and tattered papers. The sloughed-off flesh from the kwee kia—formaldehyde can only do so much for these acrobatic tykes—I leave for the vacuum.


We maintain this rhythm for a while: me, cleaning. Him, observing. A few minutes into my housekeeping, I hear a discreet thud. I look up. A paperweight has been mysteriously returned upright.


The unexpected act of nominal charity kindles a weird anger. You can push me around. You can dick with my life. You can raise my rent. But don’t pretend you actually care about my well being. Especially not now, not here. That fury quickly transfigures into ill-guided inspiration. A plan clicks into place and I stand, giddy with the knowledge I’m about to say something breathtakingly idiotic again.


“By the by, Your Highness. I was thinking,” I draw a circle in the air with a finger, my other arm looped around the waste bin, its bowels acrid with the stomach bile. “Theoretically speaking, if I went to Diyu and told them that you were press-ganging one of their representatives into unsanctioned service, wouldn’t that annul my oath and get you into incredible amounts of legal trouble?”


The Dragon King cants his skull. “Are you threatening me?”


“I’m not threatening you,” I say, as I deposit my container on the desk, all the while thinking to myself: Yes. Yes, I am. “I’m just expressing, in a roundabout way, my desire to not be enslaved by a verbal contract. As much as I’d like the fortune you’ve promised and to avoid the certain death you’ve been implying, there is no way this is happening. I’m not—I’m not risking those Furies.”


“Not even for me?”


Minah peels from the doorframe, a monochrome palette of what little is good and beautiful in my world. Her feet make no sound, no sound at all (the langsuir, ang moh, are very good at levitation) as she picks through the wreckage, eyes half-shuttered, baju kurung rustling like the waters of a midnight lake.


“Minah,” I swallow. “Sayang, you shouldn’t be here—”


She ignores me. Her attention belongs wholly to Ao Qin, who watches her sinuous approach with a mix of repulsion and wonder. I wonder if he sees a little bit of his daughter in her corpse-pale face, her scar-kissed arms. Eventually, Ao Qin nods, slow and boneless, spine bending serpentine-supple. “We can grant that boon, dead little girl.”


“Wait, what are we—”


In reply, Minah, still stoically ignoring my endeavours to make eye contact, laces her hands about his and bows low, lips pressed reverently to the Dragon King’s fingers. “There are no words to convey my gratitude, Yang Pertuan.”


“Excuse me? Someone? What are we talking about here?”


“We will even personally escort you to Meng Po,” continues Ao Qin. “But only if Mr. Wong completes his task.”


My ribs immediately become three sizes too tight. Minah was a good girl in life. Pious, even. The kind who prayed five times a day, who paid her zakat without complaint, and eschewed the temptations of bacon and expensive liquor. But all that virtuous behaviour means nothing when you’ve suckled on the marrow of your ex-spouse and drained his lover’s heart like it was some succulent fruit. Heaven has long ceased being an option for Minah; but reincarnation? That was still a possibility.


A dim, distant possibility, like a childhood daydream half-remembered, but still an achievable solution. It would require wading through a storm of red tape, of course, and innumerable court appearances. But it could happen.


Especially if you have the backing of an antediluvian deity.


“Thank you,” Minah says, her voice so rich with hope and want that I know I’ve lost before even she turns to fix her beautiful gaze on me. I would do anything for this girl. Anything, at all. And they both know this. Fuckers. “We shall be in touch.”


I smile weakly and nod. There was nothing else to be said.





  



CHAPTER FOUR


  



  



THE SKY BURNS blue as we slouch through the gridlocked highway, the distant city of Kuala Lumpur a conundrum of skyscrapers, post-colonial architecture, and verdant green jungle. Someone punches their horn furiously. Another car replies with a loud bellow, like a beast answering a challenge.


The air conditioning coughs. Once, twice. Six times. The mechanical hacking eventually weakens into a background rattle even as Feng Mun lowers the temperature. Warm air blasts through the vents, smelling of chrysanthemum and exhaust gases. Roar as it might, the cab’s emphysemic A/C is obviously losing its battle against the wet, torpid heat.


As the sun beat down through the right window, I scoot a bit closer to the left, trying in vain to melt into what little shade exists.


(Don’t know why I bother, ang moh. It never works.)


“So, boss,” Feng Mun begins, coy, gap-toothed smile gleaming in the rear view window. “Have you talk to my wife recently ah?”


“Sorry. Haven’t had the time.” I mumble, in between arranging a plate of offerings and fighting my lighter. I fumble and lose my grip. The char siew pau bounces onto the floor, gathering dirt and whatever else has collected on the carpeted floor. Hopefully, its recipient won’t care too much. I don’t want to deal with the competition.


My cab driver twitches a shoulder, still obnoxiously sunny. “Okay loh! If you got time, ask her if she have enough money. If not, I can burn more.”


Feng Mun is the poster child of modern mínghūns. Where his predecessors married for desperation or to continue a family line, my ex-colleague (no one stays in the triads forever, ang moh) married his ghost (I’m being literal again, yes) for love. According to rumour, all it took was a single black-and-white photo and then six of years of bush-beating, nail-gnawing, long-distance courtship.


If this were a Shakespearean performance, Feng Mun would have killed himself for her ages ago, possibly while ululating about his affections, but the two are practical, earthen folk. (His wife, Sue Lin, was a prodigal accountant.) Such a transgression, she pointed out, would have doomed him to a lower strata of Diyu, invalidating the whole gesture. So, they’re both waiting for his natural demise, trading messages through mediums, and affection through willing possessees. (Yes. I know, ang moh. Very unsettling. But they’re happy and the mediums get paid. Who are we to judge?)


“Okay.” I drain a bottle of mineral water in a single motion, chuck it onto the floor as I ignite a trifecta of red joss sticks. The air immediately clots with the smell of sandalwood, nauseatingly dense. But the God of Missing People mandates such excess. Anything else and you’re asking for papercuts.


At least, that’s my assumption. My comprehension of Taoist sorcery is only very minimally superior to my grasp of animistic magic, which is to say I really, really should be chaperoned by an adult at all times and kept away from the complicated ideas. I have no aptitude for the mystic arts, only pig-headed resolution and a vague certainty that knowing how to contact the people I work with is a valuable trait. It gets you somewhere. Far, unfortunately, isn’t one of those destinations.


“Is it okay if I roll down the—” I clutch the lever in anticipation. Feng Mun’s car is a geriatric embarrassment in every way, except for the engine purring beneath the bumblebee-yellow hood.


Feng Mun’s voice booms, bright and boisterous, only slightly damaged by the scar rippling from mouth to clavicle. “Caaaaaaaaaaan! For you, anything also okay!”


“Er.” Squeak squeak squeal-crunch. The contraption jams. “Um.”


“Push harder laaaa.” He chortles. On the radio, Taylor Swift’s static-mauled voice rises in volume, imploring listeners to shake it off, shake it off.


I throw my shoulder into the motion, just as a torn-out scrap of newspaper glides through the pinprick gap between window and door frame. Another follows. Then another, and another. Another. Missing people notices. Kidnapping reports. Public entreaties to return a beloved son, a cherished daughter. An entire river of cheap newsprint washes into the cab, swilling together into a vaguely humanoid shape.


“Don’t block my mirror, can or not?” Feng Mun shoots glibly, immune to the strangeness. Outside, the driver of a passing Proton Wira gawks, slack-jawed, until I stare him down.


Eyes—all the black of the darkest inks, all young, all excerpts from lives interrupted—narrow as they flutter past. Mouths gape, hiss like cats.


“Really, Rupert?” They grumble in perfect unison, their Cantonese accented and musical. “Of all the places in Kuala Lumpur, of all the happening joints you could have invited me to? You had to call me here?”


“Eh, what’s wrong with my taxi, ah?” Feng Mun drapes an elbow over the back of his seat, and cranes a look backwards. He waggles a finger. “I clean it every day, you know?”


“He does.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Look, I—can we argue about this later? I’m trying to do business here.”


The God of Missing People lounges back in its seat. The faces on its skin—too young, much too young—murmur among themselves, their gazes darting this way and that, a gaggle of gossiping relatives at Chinese New Year. Seconds later, they stop, all at once, and focus on me.


“Fine.” Hundreds of eyes, some visible, some walled up behind text-scarred creases, roll with teenage extravagance. “First: let’s see the goods.”


I wedge a smile onto my mouth and try to maintain eye contact with the countenances papered around its head, a feat complicated by their reluctance to do the same. My mood lifts, however, when a corkscrew-haired girl of about sixteen shares a wink. Good sign. Definitely. Definitely maybe.


Impaling the joss sticks on a doughy char siew pau, I nudge the offerings forward. The response this time is unmistakably favorable. The God of Missing People, cooing in chorus with itself, trails fingers of cheap paper around the spread, round and round in languid figures of eight. Over and over and over. With every orbit, the food begins to grey, rotting from the inside out. Mold settles like muslin over the decay, and the deity sighs orgasmically to itself.


“Delicious,” It croons. “You never fail to impress. You have no idea how many people call me up without even sparing a thought about what I want, or what I like, or—”


The god stops. Despite the tropical sun, I feel the ambient temperature drop several degrees, sinking to somewhere between ‘reasonable chance of doom’ and ‘unequivocal disgruntlement.’ I pluck at my collar.


“Yes?” I extend the word like an olive branch, half in wistful fatalism. It’s obvious that there’s no hand waiting to receive it, just a colony of hornets. But optimism is stubborn.


The God of Missing People doesn’t answer. Not at first. I watch with growing unease as its mouth works in furious silence, like an old woman in mortal conflict with a glob of toffee. Eventually, it discharges a wad of hair and gum and chewed-up plastic wrappers into a cupped palm, before presenting the offending bezoar for examination.


“Not my fault.” The exclamation bubbles out before I can stop it; I sound like an obtuse toddler. I’m too busy squashing the temptation to ask about the exact logistics of what just happened to be properly tactful. Somewhere between all that, a manic thought arises: It wasn’t as though the deity had actually eaten the char siew pau...


“You’d think, Rupert,” The god says, almost hyperventilating at this point, every word swaddled with venom, every sentence an octave above the last. “You’d think that you, of all people, would understand the importance of curating an offering. It’s not like I asked for much. Not like your old gods with their virgins and golden calves.”


“But, I—”


“More excuses?” Now its voice is vibrating. “You should be down on your knees right now, thanking me for being so benevolent. Why, I can’t imagine how—”


A sigh whooshes free before I can reel it back. There’s no hope for it. Persnickety gods don’t stop once they’ve started steamrolling down their preferred tangent. I wait for an opening to riposte, misguided as that notion might be, and finally find one as Feng Mun eases us into a three-lane stalemate.


“I’m really, really sorry.” Hardly the most macho rejoinder, but humility is never a bad place to start. “It was entirely an accident. I did not mean offense. If there’s any way I could—”


“You could ask someone else to be your bloodhound.” It sniffs.


Damn it damn it damn it damn it. “We’ll be even after that?”


The God of Missing People twists its head, arms crossing, every visible face puckered with low-key distaste. Something nasty feeds into its body language; this is probably not going to be something I appreciate. “Yes. But only if you let me watch.”


Nope.


“Cruelty is next to godliness,” I mutter under my breath, but I extend my hand palm-up, wrist bared. With more practice than I care to admit, I slide a razor from its expertly sewn—Minah has a dreadful amount of free time—pocket in my inner sleeve. The blade itself is nothing terribly noteworthy. A plain wedge of stainless steel about the size of my thumb. Nonetheless, it suits its purpose.


I mumble a string of homemade incantations beneath my breath, spitballing new flourishes to the beat of my own breath. Contrary to pop culture, magic prefers invention to ritual—so long as you adhere to the fundamentals, that is. You can’t grill a steak without meat, after all, or pull ghosts from the road without a tribute of blood. Failure to get the basic tenets right invariably results in... stickiness.


Anyway.


Halfway through the polysyllabic maelstrom, I stab the blade into my forearm.


Pain fountains and for the second time in twenty-four hours, the world fractures into a Daliesque painting, all melting colors and insane configurations, shapes eating shapes, faces bleeding into faces and car hoods and anorexic monstrosities with too many limbs. Images begin to flicker at the edge of my vision: television-static outlines, incandescent enough to imprint afterimages on the eyeballs, jumping in and out of reality. I catch the cracked slope of a pregnant stomach, the grimace of an old man, an ocean of eyes, hands reaching, skin crisping, crackling, sizzling, subcuticular fat smoking, fragrant as an open-air barbeque and—


I tense. The cab is now glutted with ghosts, accident victims and traffic prey. They stick to every available surface, head and limbs contorted, cracked in places, smashed in others. Bent, broken, bleeding. Bloated with water, with pus, with blood. Every variety of smashed-up a vehicular accident can possibly conjure. Ectoplasmic brain drips like rooftop rainwater.


Speak-speak-speak-speak. A susurrus of overlapping voices. Feed-feed-feed-feed. Warning slithers between every vowel, thick and wet. Unlike gods, who are irrefutably mood-swingy but still generally of orderly mind, the dead lean towards simple-minded violence.


FEED.


The psychic tantrum is practically an assault at this point, a sledgehammer of pure demand. I wince and thrust my arm up in fine imitation of Freddie Mercury. The ghosts don’t wait. They pour forward, mouths unhinging, and it’s all I can do to stammer through a hastily considered ward; barely sufficient to keep them from emptying me of everything.


A frictionless eternity later, the tide slackens, oozing to a persistent trickle. I crack open a bleary eye. My vision crawls with microscopic life and necromantic traversities, a smear of lines throbbing to a 90mph heartbeat. I’m exhausted. Spent. Gone. But it’s over, except for one persistent apparition, a middle-aged Chinese woman with a face like burnt pork rinds, who refuses to detach. The rest have withdrawn, and are squatting like cats in the corners of the cab.


Speak-speak-speak-speak.


“Did any of you see the Dragon King’s daughter?”


Yes-yes-yes-yes-yes.


“Did you see who killed the Dragon King’s daughter?”


Whispering, too low for human hearing, as the spirits consult among themselves. In retrospect, it might have been better to provision a name, but Ao Qin, in his eternal wisdom, ignored all my tactful attempts at acquiring it.


The murmurings segues into stuttering assent: Yess-ssss-sss-sss-ss...


Huh. Interesting. An external party was definitely involved in the deaths. I mull over my options. Convenient as the alternative might be, I don’t want to out the Furies. Ao Qin might not have explicitly stated that I couldn’t share details about the case, but casual disclosure seems like a universally horrible idea, regardless.


The other issue is that traffic ghosts generally have god-awful vocabularies; something about lowest common denominators. More than one syllable a challenge.


The God of Missing People leans forward, hands planted onto the seat, one behind the other, looking for all the world like a cat prepared to lunge. My skin immediately prickles with portents of disaster. It’s beginning to feel like I’m missing an important memo somewhere, the one titled, Please RSVP to not be sacrificed horrifically.


After some consideration, I make my play:


“If asked to testify in a court of Hell, will you agree to truthfully identify the killers if they are brought in for examination?”


The air pressure drops, fast enough and low enough that my ears go pop and Feng Mun yelps. Before either of us can articulate a coherent word, the ghosts exit en-masse, sucked back out into the coiling traffic, their eyes huge and haunted. They leave their fear in the air, however, solid as a tumour, poisonous.


The God of Missing People slides back, drapes itself across the back of the cab like some young starlet.


“Happy?” I demand through clenched teeth, coiling a bandage around my arm. Blood is unfortunately an important part of being a black magic man.


“Beyond my wildest dreams.” It slithers forward again, presses its cardboard tongue against the red webbing my skin, and coos. “Now, what can I do for you?”


“Find her for me.”


“Find who?”


“The—” This really is awkward. All of it. The lack of the name, the God of Missing People lapping at my wound like a docile kitten. I hunch into my shoulders and extend my arm further, placing as much distance between the two of us as possible. The spectral auntie finally departs, throwing us both dirty looks as she goes, imprecations sprouting like egg sacs under her analogical breath. “The Dragon King’s daughter.”


The deity raises its head, hands locked around my wrist and elbow. “I would have appreciated more input than that, but fine. Hardly a big deal at all. I’ll find your girl for you and I expect a proper offering for the effort.”


“Only the best.”


The God of Missing People throws back its head and guffaws rancorously, before it erupts into a storm of papers, swirling around the interior of the taxi before it pours itself out of the window. The suddenness of the feat isn’t without consequence. Feng Mun, already on edge, loses control of the taxi.


Impact.


Metal screeches as my head punches against the back of Feng Mun’s seat and then boomerangs away. A starburst of agony, magnesium-white. I can hear shouting, doors slamming, a clatter of junk like mahjong tiles. Pain scrawls jagged spiderweb patterns along my neck, flowing from the front of my skull, down to my shoulders where it bites into muscle.


Groaning, I sit upright and roll my neck, triggering a fusillade of arthritic cracks. This will hurt tomorrow. And the day after, and the day after that.


“Wei, Rupert?”


“Mm?”


A burly man with meat-bricks for fists pummels on Feng Mun’s window, his face a rictus of pure fury.


“...you got insurance ah?”





  



CHAPTER FIVE


  



  



UNSURPRISINGLY, AO QIN’S men smell of fish.


Not unpleasantly, to be fair. Less rotten catfish, more belacan, subtly spiced and heavily salted, a scent of careful preservation, and only obvious from about a foot away. But even if they did stink of decaying ocean life, I can’t imagine anyone in Chee Cheong Kai noticing.


Chinatown, Chee Cheong Kai, Petaling Street: all names for the rotted apple planted deep in Kuala Lumpur’s eye. It is fecund with odours both nauseating and tantalizing, a duality of butter cream crabs and dried urine, fermented bean curd and roasting chestnuts, sewage and sweat and all the other fine accoutrements you can expect to find in a bloated tourist trap. There are a hundred reasons to part with your money here: roasted duck carcass, pirated DVDs with strategically comical sleeves, cheongsams like wisps of flame, and if you look carefully enough, mouths painted with conspiratorial promise.


“’Sup.” I step between two competing storefronts, their owners growling like hounds in competition, and doff an imaginary cap at a tallow-skinned man in front of the stairwell. He stands about a head taller than me, arms crossed over a chest you could build a grand piano around, flanked by two equally grim-faced individuals.


He glowers over the rims of his tinted bifocals. His eyes are the mother-of-pearl of an oyster’s entrails, and there’s something about his body language that says shark, the same way the one on his left screams eel. “You’re late. We’ve been waiting for you.”


I can feel my armpits dampen under his scrutiny, but I don’t tell him I had no clue, or that I spent the better part of my morning trying to convince the boss I needed to come to Chinatown because the ingredients I wanted to procure can be found nowhere else. Better to pretend authority than to admit ignorance, especially when wading in unfamiliar waters. So I nod. Curtly. Just a slight bobbing of the jaw in gruff masculine acknowledgment.


The three take their time to size me up, now that they’ve established I’m the Rupert they’re looking for. They don’t blink. But then again that isn’t common of their genus, is it? Which leaves me to wonder if they’ve really transformed into humanoid form, or if I’m talking to levitating fish.


“You going to let me through?” I prod, after a minute, my head swimming with morbidly hilarious images. “We’re a bit conspicuous out here.”


We’re not. Between the DVD merchants, cocaine-gaunt and still impossibly enthused despite the advent of high-speed internet and torrents, the posturing schools of teenage lowlife, the sunburnt tourists, and the occasional triad affiliate, we fit right in. At least, until you squint at our tattoos too long. Like mine, the ink on Ao Qin’s underlings, a hodgepodge of primordial symbolism too old for anything but cephalopods to understand, disdain staticity.


“You’re a lot less impressive than the others,” remarks Eel, his nose twitching. He smiles; his mouth reveals too many incisors and a grotesque underbite. Moray Eel. M. Eel. Eel for short.


“Say what?”


“Like I said, Mr. Wong,” interrupts Shark, scooping one broad arm gently, but very insistently, around my shoulders. “Please. This way.”


“Wait, what others—”


Patience doesn’t appear to be one of Shark’s virtues. Push transitions to violent shove, as he knocks me forward with appalling effortlessness. I stumble, stub my toe on the first step, bite down a curse, but don’t crash. Shark lumbers in behind me, eclipsing the glare of the noon sun, and not-so-surreptitiously blocking my exit.


“Up.” As with all muscle, Shark is economical with words.


The stairwell ahead is only periodically lit. Naked bulbs dangle and sway from the ceiling, fizzing at irregular intervals, coughing like old men. Posters, pasted over the bones of a hundred other advertisements, turn the walls into a mosaic of broken dreams. The floor is lined with trash: someone’s dinner, fossilized remnants of someone’s dinner, and what generations of cats have dragged in, chewed up, and spat out. I toe carefully through the mess.


“So, what’s it like working for Ao Qin?”


Silence. Clomp. Clomp. Clomp.


“How are you liking Kuala Lumpur?”


More silence.Clomp.


“Dry land doing okay for you?”


Clomp. Clomp. Pause.


“You talk too much.” Clomp.


I shrug. Fair enough.


Midway to the fourth landing, I give up on the banter, if for no other reason than it feels ridiculous to wheeze for conversation, while Shark drives on like an Olympic athlete. My thighs are burning, my hips straining. It’s ten years too late for so much exercise, honestly.


“Here,” says Shark, interrupting my misery.


I push away from the railing and straighten, squinting through a fog of exhaustion, breathing perfectly controlled, expression perfectly uneven. An unimpressive door squats before me, its wood bloated from moisture and splintered from abuse. The peeling paint is an indistinct shade of digestive-fluids-green.


Shark doesn’t wait for me to compose myself. Stopping at the top step, he reaches over me and raps on the door with sausage fingers. It swings open, and I’m instantly bludgeoned by a charnel stench.


I clamp a sleeve over my nose as I limp into the room: a dirty loft with equally filthy floor-to-ceiling windows, naked of any furniture or distinguishing feature save for the slaughterhouse tableau. Someone has moved the two bodies since I last glimpsed them through Ao Qin’s head; the tatters of their arms have been gathered and crossed over their chests, their legs pushed together with a sense of decorum. What I think was Ao Qin’s daughter is garnished with a bouquet of irises, white as teeth, unnervingly vivid against the onset of decomposition.


our daughter is dead our daughter is dead our daughter


Strange how expertly memory can dilute truth. Ao Qin’s recollections were steeped in iron and burst intestines, but they had nothing on the actual crime scene. our daughter is dead our daughter our daughter. The smell is—


“Rupert?”


To my surprise, there’s a man there, bald head gleaming like a boiled white egg. How did I—


“Er. You’ve got the advantage on me.” I bare my teeth at him, arm lowering, even as I frantically endeavour to attach his wan, round face to a name. “I’m afraid I don’t—Hao Wen? What are you doing here?”


“What are you doing here?” His forehead rucks. Hao Wen is a doughy-looking man with a middle-aged paunch and the cheeks of a toddler, deceptively soft. As always, his outfit seems calculated for unobtrusiveness; an off-color shirt, with off-color slacks, battered sneakers of no recognizable brand. If you ignore the unnaturally red mouth, Hao Wen looks utterly forgettable, utterly unremarkable.


(He’s not, though. Obviously. Hao Wen is one of the rare Sak Yant masters who works directly with the soul, human and otherwise. He’s hideously powerful, as a result. If you ever have the chance to meet him, ang moh, be sure to ask Hao Wen for a Mahaaniyohm. You will never be short of sexual partners again.)


“Fulfilling a duty?” I circle around him, shuffling like an injured boxer in the fight of his career, careful to make no sudden moves.


Hao Wen purses his mouth, nodding. “Mmmmmm.”


“You?” I don’t take my eyes from his hands. His tools of trade—bamboo-capped needles, in every size—dangle limply from his fingers.


“The same, the same. Mmm.” Hao Wan bobs closer, serene. Up close, his presence is enormous. Room-eating. “Ao Qin asked me for help. Mmm.”


“Me too.” I try to laugh, but it comes out a nervous, high-pitched hiccup of a noise. “Seems like we will be partners then, eh?”


“Mmmmm.” I’ve never been able to identify the reason for that sound he makes. Mmm. Mmmm. Happy or sad, it’s always mmmm.


I drop into a crouch beside the bodies, arms draped over my knees, and tilt my attention partway down. Now, this is interesting. Ao Qin’s memories, reasonably enough, were so consumed by unimaginable horror that they left no space for fine details. Details like the neat little cut outlining the underside of his daughter’s jawline. It’s a shockingly clean injury for its size. The wound travels from ear to ear, and is deep enough that I’m genuinely surprised her head hasn’t rolled off her neck.


Yet, at the same time, there’s no sign that a struggle had taken place. Sedatives—magical, I imagine, although I can’t figure out why the Erinyes would need it—must have been involved. Or something worse. My gaze skitters over the pulped mess of the husband’s face. Unlike his wife, this one went down screaming. Maybe they took him first. Maybe they made her watch...


“Any leads on your end?”


“Mmmmm.” Hao Wen paces around the radius of the crime scene and, much to my extreme discomfort, comes to stop right behind my shoulder. “A few. You?”


“Mm,” I mimic, a bit sarcastically. That sound is shaving at my nerves. “A few. I thought we could, maybe, consolidate what we know”—so I don’t have to cross-check this nightmare—“and then, maybe divide up search zones, and—”


“Mmmm,” There’s an uncanny edge to his constant vibrato now. “You don’t know, do you?”


I sigh. “Probably not. No one tells me anything.”


“There can only be one, Rupert.” The tiniest schink of steel-on-steel as Hao Wen sighs, low and sad.


“Are you quoting Highlander?” The hairs on the back of my neck are standing at attention. I try rocketing onto my feet and sidling away at the same time, and end up rising in an undignified waddle.


I don’t get far. Something sharp lances between my vertebrae, right above where my neck meets my shoulders. I stiffen. The needle plunges deeper, deeper, until I can almost feel a pinprick tickle against my windpipe.


“Don’t move. Mmm? Mm. It will probably end very badly for you.”


“You’ve made your point rather clear.” Ha. I launch a panicked look in Shark’s direction. He’s clearly aware that something is going down. Unfortunately, my misfortune appears to be a spectator sport rather than cause for intervention.


Hao Wen, still mmm-ing thoughtfully away, dips to his haunches so we’re both eye level. He shutters his eyes and begins mashing his generous jowls with his free hand hand, plucking at the flab in a way that makes him look suspiciously like a sleeping trout.


“You and I are not the only ones that Ao Qin summoned to the duty.”


“Uh-huh? Crowdsourcing has its virtues.”


“Yes. Mmmmm,” sighs Hao Wen. “But the problem is that he’s going to award only one person the prize.”


“And the others?”


“MmMMMMMM.” Nothing good can come of the tone he’s using. He cuddles the sound like a pet, stroking it, teasing it, before finally, in a feathery murmur, explaining: “They die.”


Uh oh.


Hao Wen snakes an arm forward and around my neck, a fresh needle clasped between his fingertips. “No hard feelings, mmm? I’m just trying to minimize the competition. Mmmm.”


As he reaches down, tiny hands rise from my skin to clutch his—


 



 



FREEZE-FRAME.


So, here’s the deal: being alive is awesome. It’s better than being in Heaven, which I hear is endlessly dull, and certainly miles ahead of accommodations in Diyu. Unless you’re keen on the bliss of non-existence, what you have right now, ang moh, is the best you’ll ever get. Unsurprisingly, life, for all of its torments and unpredictabilities, is a habit-forming vice.


It is the rare soul who undertakes cosmological migration without complaint. Most buck when confronted with the notion of being separated from the material plane, although they usually concede after some initial grumbling. Not all, though. Some cling to physicality like a drug, a grudge. These spirits eventually become refugees: ghosts, poltergeists, and in some cases, yaoguai of considerable malevolence.


Diyu, of course, is responsible for containing these specters and has been authorized by the Jade Emperor to use any means necessary. Which means one of two things for the vagrant revenants: certain annihilation, or the need to be very, very clever.


And that brings us to my point for this tangent. The savviest spooks use bureaucracy to their advantage. Instead of milling aimlessly through the Earth, they negotiate tenancy agreements. Rental contracts with willing mortals.


Like me.


Oh, come on, ang moh. You didn’t really think all those tattoos were for fun, did you?


 



 



HAO WEN’S EYES flare open. “What—”


I don’t need to look to know what is tendrilling out of my flesh: two-dimensional arms, thin as bone, fingers too long and too warped; a face made out of teeth. “You could have stopped the first thing too.”


Bob (of course they have properly foreign names, ang moh, but names have power; call a dragon a duck, and you instantly bring them closer to your level) hisses exultantly in reply. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Bob scrabbling for purchase on Hao Wen’s shoulder, every motion boneless, fluid as kerosene, pulling himself upwards, fist after fist.


The Sak Yant master moans when Bob’s grip finally locks over his face, and kicks free with a yelp, scrabbling backwards on his hands. Needles spray across the floor. Bob croons his disappointment like a lovelorn girl. The commotion has agitated the other tattoos; I can feel them unfurl and swell, rheumatic from dreams of sensory gluttony but eager to awake, to capitalize on this opportunity to devour and tear and hungry what is this light what is who are where are you delicious tired get out of my space what are you doing


More hands stretch, more faces press against the film of my skin.


“Guys, a little help here?”


The needle impaling my spine clatters free.


I rise and backpedal away from Hao Wen, much to my renters’ dissatisfaction; they like conflict. But bravado really isn’t my jam. Reading my fear, the tattoo artist looks at me appraisingly, and then snarls and belches a word of old power, mountain-language, bone-speak, so potent that the air itself quavers like an exposed lung.


Half my tattoos drop dead.


Yeah. Time to go.


With one last hopeful look at Shark, who still hasn’t budged from the exit, I stab an elbow into the window behind me. Glass erupts and empty air yawns. I glance over my shoulder: no fire escape. Clearly, the building planners weren’t proponents of public safety. Below, the road swarms thick with life and plastic canopies, an artery choked with ants.


I turn back to Hao Wen and shrug helplessly.


“Been real, but I, uh. Later, Hao Wen.” I flash him the one-finger salute of the rude and, biting down on my terror, pitch myself backwards into the open air.





  



CHAPTER SIX


  



  



THERE COMES A time in every man’s life when he finds himself flabbergasted by the choices he’s made. For some, that occasion arrives in the twilight of his years, when all he has left is a bounty of slightly wilted dreams.


For me, it’s right now.


I’ve regretted many things over the last thirty-seven years. Flirtations with recreational chemicals, second-degree murder, an ex-girlfriend with an alarming propensity for strap-ons. But I don’t think I’ve quite regretted anything as much as trusting Bob to whisk us away to safety.


My digestive system wasn’t manufactured for high-speed rooftop chases. It might be a different matter if the pursuit involved only a single axis of horizontality, but it doesn’t. As Bob violently seesaws from one precarious handhold to the next, Chinatown transforming into a stop-motion blur of post-colonial shophouses, we strain against the definition of forward motion. Up, down, upside-down. Whiplash turns at forty-five degree turns, aerial cartwheels.


My stomach heaves as we wheel around a street sign, and I narrowly, narrowly, escape unloading what little is left on passersby.


“How about I promise to not solve this case?” I shout as Bob latches onto the underside of a balcony, no longer even aping normalcy. His limbs have splintered into a hydra of groping fingertips. They wave like seaweed in the periphery of my vision. “Ao Qin could save you the trouble of killing me!”


Hao Wen doesn’t reply, but continues doing that frightening thing where he sort of blinks, almost casually, from perch to perch, jolting closer whenever I peel my eyes away. Closer, closer. Steel burns in the sunlight for a twentieth of a heartbeat; a needle just about misses my ear as it whistles past.


“Get us out of—no, wait. Get us down!”


Bob sibilates his incredulity, weaving in place, clearly unwilling to take my order at face value. Smart yaoguai.


“Trust me! I have a plan! Get us down!”


Another uncertain hiss before he capitulates and we plummet, headfirst, into the alley behind a fishmonger. Bob manages to barely avoid snapping my neck, but I do make contact with the asphalt cheek first. I breathe a lungful of fish juices as I clamber onto my feet, spitting slime and dirt. I don’t turn to look for Hao Wen, instead stumble headlong into the crowd that is, of course, milling in the wrong direction.


I free a crumpled handful of papers from my pockets, yellow talismans inscribed with shaky cockerel-blood calligraphy. One day, I’ll have a proper Fulu Pai practitioner make me a batch instead of enduring my own questionable handwriting. Until then:


“Come on, come on...” No time to sort the unnecessary ones; I drop them as I jog-shuffle forward, leaving a trail of parchments that loops and twists like a cartographer’s nightmare. Ah. Here we go.


“Uncle! You want to buy—” a salesman ventures, gesturing at a rack of knock-off Adidas goods.


I almost stop to argue about whether I qualify as an ‘uncle’ yet, but wave a hand and wobble forward, shouldering through a pair of tanned Caucasian men, their smiles broad and wondering behind gleaming aviator glasses. As they pass me, I tap them each on a shoulder, sticking a pair of amulets to their sweat-soaked shirts.


I then fasten another charm to the edge of a merchant’s table, plant a fourth on a round-bellied auntie, a fifth on a punk with an aqua-blue mohawk and a dense constellation of piercings. This goes on until I run out of relevant phylacteries, at which point I dash into a side street through a spill of diners.


If all goes as intended, Hao Wen will waste at least the next twenty minutes looking for me where I’m not, making all the paperwork I will invariably have to fill out (Diyu is notoriously strict about use of their triangulation talismans) worth the drudgery.


The passageway dilates into a proper street and I emerge, a little out of sorts, almost into encroaching traffic. A passing motorist zips past, flipping me the bird as he goes. I dance back onto the pavement, and crane a look up. The buildings here are old and unimpressive: dreary grey, a knuckle of dodgy hotels, and dime stores fenced by a coil of taut-shouldered pedestrians.


I inhale exhaust in giddy relief. Still no Hao Wen. With luck, he’s getting incarcerated right now for assaulting a random innocent. Feeling fractionally more optimistic about my chances of survival, I skitter down the walkway towards Bukit Bintang. No reason to invalidate the last fifteen minutes by chucking myself back into Hao Wen’s path. If the Sak Yant master wants my hide, he can wait for it. Besides, the person I’m hoping to interrogate won’t be around till midnight.


 



 



DO YOU KNOW what an aging ex-mobster moonlighting as a gastronomical genius-for-hire does for fun, ang moh?


He plays Dance Dance Revolution.


Honestly, I’d have preferred DotA to hopping about on an illuminated square in eyeshot of disbelieving teenagers, but Bukit Bintang no longer has any decent cybercafés.


...What?


 



 



THE SKY NEVER truly darkens here. Light pollution stains the night a moody indigo between the gaps in the skyline. Foot traffic ebbs, alters in tone; itinerant families become replaced by rougher crowds, drunken revellers and hard-eyed women in skyscraper heels.


No one attempts conversation as I inch my way to Petaling Street, which is both good and bad. On the one hand, I’m too tired to deal with another sapient being right now; I’ve bled enough today to merit the eternal disapproval of the Red Crescent Society, who no doubt would have something to say about such a reckless waste of valuable blood. On the downside, the silence is giving me room to think.


Ao Qin betrayed you, growls a voice in my head. Well, maybe, mumbles another. Technically, his only crime was misrepresenting the scope of the project.


A third voice: are we really talking like marketing strategists these days?


I shake myself free of my moody contemplations. The Dragon King’s frankly homicidal approach to employee motivation has definitely changed the playing field. What troubles me, though, is the fact he saw fit to alert Hao Wen to this valuable kernel of data and not I. Why? Neither Minah nor I spend enough time in the ocean—I can’t even swim—to have caused accidental offense. A political thing, perhaps? A bitter rivalry between his kingdom and Diyu?


No matter how you slice the quiche, there’s nothing good to find here. Ao Qin clearly has, at best, limited interest in keeping me alive. I turn a corner, and adjust the drape of the plastic bags over my shoulder as I go so that they don’t cut quite as deeply into my battered flesh. Occultism isn’t anywhere near as glamorous as some people believe, and about six times as heavy. (Career exorcists, by the way, tend to be repugnantly muscular. Just in case you were wondering, ang moh.)


Paranoia takes over from low-level anxiety as I jangle under the chintzy Chinatown arch, a gaudy monument to the country’s intrinsic faith in the white man’s ability to spend. Petaling Street, home to bargains so good, they had to write its name thrice. The place is quieter at this time of night. The stalls that choke its arteries have mostly dispersed, leaving only a few obstinate entrepreneurs and rows upon rows of eateries, furtively occupied by half-awake locals and nervous tourists. The air glitters, toothsome, hungry. Eager.


Despite the unconscionable number of rubes who visit during the day, I much prefer Petaling Street during the hours of sunlight. Easier to vanish into a body of hundreds than to be incognito on an empty, trash-haunted street. Luckily for me, Hao Wen is a no-show and after a few minutes of stalking furtively between pillars, I scoot towards the crossroads.


The trampled asphalt is green here, made eerie by the tinted glass that stretches over Chinatown like sheltering arms. In a puddle of filth, the moon is a bone-white sneer. I squat down and empty my bags, trying in vain to look like a purposeful eccentric rather than a vagabond rooting through rubbish.


Most of my paraphernalia is uncommon, but not... unusual. Resources to erect a shrine. Offerings. Joss sticks. A monochrome portrait of an unsmiling boy, his eyes disarmingly flinty even in their cage of photographic film. Triangles of sponge cake, tangerines for color, a currypuff. The black cockerel, though, unconscious from a strategic blow to the cranium, is considerably more arresting. Similarly, I suspect more than a few passersby might see the cleaver, pitted and marked by decades of use, as cause for alarm.


Right on cue:


“Mommy, what’s he—” a little British boy flutes.


“Keep moving, dear. Don’t make eye contact.”


I whip my head around in time to see his mother, a stout woman with salt-and-champagne hair shield his eyes, and wrench him forward by the elbow. Her husband glowers balefully, arms fanned out into plump barricades.


Right. Time to speed things up. I wait till the family drifts away before I begin set up, a process that quickly devolves into martial combat with the rooster, who awakens seconds prior to decapitation. Shrieking and slashing, squirming with the ferocity of a captured warlord, he scores a dozen wounds before I finally pin his neck under a knee, and begin hacking through gristle and bone.


It’s messy. And loud. By the time I’m done, I’m soaked to the skin, my nails pebbled with unmentionable substances.


The butchery isn’t all bad. For one, it serves admirably to keep onlookers away. No one really wants to talk to an apparent axe-murderer, and those who do tend to either converse from the attention-grabbing end of a gun barrel or have the professional courtesy to wait till the madness is concluded. More importantly, I now have enough blood to summon Jesus at this point.


That’s not who I call, though.


The spirit of Petaling Street is an old one, older than the capital itself, a relic installed by immigrant miners suspicious of new opportunities. A child interred alive in the soil, mouth stuffed with coins to buy Diyu’s forgiveness, completely beggared of traditional funeral accompaniments to circumvent any dream of escape.


“What do you want, Rupert?”


Innocence doesn’t keep. Especially not after decades entombed in the choking black earth, restless, enslaved, alone save for the company of worms. The spirit—Jian Wang; forgetfulness—rasps in a voice like construction; ponderous, deep, brimming with warning.


I don’t answer, and continue instead with the runes, adding sigils of binding, patterns of stasis; rows upon rows of instruction, of warning; clauses for every situation, precautions for any eventuality. The cockerel twitches once, severed windpipe expunging a last bubble of blood. I keep painting.


“Rupert.”


The bitumen is saturated with writing now.


“Rupert.”


“Mm?” That should be enough. I look up, wipe the blood from my jaw with the back of a hand, and then untwist and climb to my feet, dusting myself off as I go. Jian Wang stands with his arms crossed, a boy of about eight, button-up shirt hanging too loose on an emaciated frame, stomach inflamed with the memory of parasites. His mouth is small, sharp with displeasure.


“I had questions.”


“Speak.” Under the demand, at the periphery of hearing, a growling tangle of we hate you live feed devour eat hate.


I can feel him examining his restraints, muscle writhing, straining. Jian Wang’s gaze narrows. I don’t realize I’m holding my breath, every muscle rigid, until his lips slither into a smirk. (There are two kinds of ghosts, ang moh. The ones who wither from existential despair, and the ones who grow immeasurably dangerous from decades of rage. I’m sure you can guess which one Jian Wang is.)


“You’re afraid of me.” Eat eat eat feed rip your limbs eat eat tear bite chew eat. “I haven’t seen so many wards in a long, long time.”


I wet my lips, taste rust. “I have a healthy respect for your power.”


“What do you want?” Eat eat eat hate hate hate hate eat.


His Mandarin is archaic and elegant, untarnished by exposure to adjacent dialects. From the look on his bloodless face, it’s clear he expects communication in kind. Which is problematic because I can barely get through a sentence in Mandarin without pausing to think.


“Help?” I say in Cantonese, hopeful.


Jian Wang’s mouth broadens. There’s no teeth, no tongue; just a circle of featureless black sucking at my eyes.


I palm my face. “I need, uh. This is hard. I need—”





  



CHAPTER SEVEN


  



  



“SO, IT REALLY was the Furies?”


Jian Wang shrugs and sips from his cigarette, the cherry blazing a lurid blue. He exales octagons of smoke; everyday physics has no authority over the dead. “Bodies like midnight, hair filled with bite. Hound’s breath, and wings of the bat.”


I champ on the impulse to critique his poetry, pitching my weight from one foot to another. While hardly the most inspired recitation, Jian Wang’s impromptu rhymes are, as he has haughtily noted, still volumes better than my slaughter of his mother tongue.


“I’ll take that as a yes?” I sluice Dettol over my forearms and wince as the antiseptic fluid sears across my injuries.


Jian Wang smiles thinly and hooks skeletal fingers under his right knee, towing his leg closer, cigarette now dangling between his teeth. He is sitting, improbably balanced, on the summit of a fire hydrant.


So far, the ghost has refused to acknowledge any attempt at explaining my linguistic shortcomings (public schooling, errant parents, adolescent certainty that Shakespeare would disrobe any woman, no matter how svelte), choosing instead to throw my shame in my face by demonstrating his adroitness with Cantonese, if not poetry.


I throw a cagey look over a shoulder, hunting for evidence of Hao Wen—or worse, the attentions of a well-meaning police-man come to see why a blood-drenched lunatic is talking to himself in the middle of Chinatown. Thankfully, no one emerges from the gloom.


“Right. So do you know why the Erinyes killed Ao Qin’s daughter?” My skin throbs. It’s a long shot, sure. But there’s nothing that passes through Petaling Street that Jian Wang is unlikely to see.


The revenant drums fingertips across his lower lip, one corner of his mouth rising. He transfers his cigarette into a hand, drinks deep. “The Gracious Ones only venture where they are summoned; creatures of responsibility, unlike certain commoners.”


Burn. On a more positive note, Jian Wang is no longer broadcasting low-frequency loathing in my direction, his speech reduced to one-dimensional boredom.


“Who summoned them, then?”


His eyes—bottomless, the black of rot—flash with laughter. “No one of matter, no one loved. Just a broken little dove.”


Tension knits my ribs tight. He knows something. “What does that even—”


Jian Wang tuts an objection, an admonishing finger raised as he hops onto his feet. The ghost oils forward. “Eye for an eye, hand for a hand. Knowledge is yours, when I have what I demand.”


He’s baiting me, it’s clear. What really unsettles me is his confidence in opening a new channel of negotiation. The spell should have him trussed so tight, he’d need permission to speak. I work my nails into my palm, and force my mouth to maintain its amiable rictus. “Fine. Fine. What do you want?”


“Freedom.”


For the tenth of a nanosecond, I can see Jian Wang as he was, rather than what he has become: a child, frightened, suffocating around a throat stuffed with metal, dying incrementally. The world closing above him in bursts of dark loam. Alone, for however many decades he’s been buried here.


“Look, I only push pencils. I have no influence over Diyu—”


“But you can fast-track my application.”


That brings me up short. “I can?”


“I’ve checked.” Jian Wang sniffs, head bobbing, all pretenses of intimidation and nicotine addiction discarded. “You have the authority to at least push it to the attention of middle management.”


“I do?”


“You do.”


The fact that Jian Wang knows things about my position that I don’t, that he knows complex bureaucratic privileges that I wasn’t even aware existed, disconcerts me in ways I can’t even begin to articulate. I clamor hopefully for an intelligent rejoinder. “Since when?”


Before I can get my answer, a new voice intrudes, bassy and roughened by hard use, the words couched in lowbrow Malay. “Boss, what you doing so late?”


I spin in place, nearly tripping over my own feet, excuses cycling across the tip of my tongue. A flashlight cast lines of white up my legs, my torso, which gather on my face. I shade my eyes, catch the glint of a badge in the glare.


“Just cleaning up,” I tell him absently, already aware that this is really just a show of cordiality at this point. There’s absolutely nothing I can say, I’m sure, that will make any of this look okay in the incredulous eyes of the law.


The policeman sways closer, body reeking of cologne and the sweat of a fourteen-hour shift. Although his uniform strains over a rotund belly, sleeves slicing into pillowy arms, his face is hard, his gaze clear and alert. If he spends any time behind a desk, it isn’t of his own volition.


“I can see that,” he booms. A name tag reveals his name as Muhammad. His torch dips from my countenance, glides across the platter of offerings; lingers on the rooster, and its nest of feces and eldritch scrawlings. “Black magic?”


I shuffle back, arms behind my back, fist locked over wrist. His forwardness surprises, but not as much as the matter-of-fact delivery. “No lah,” I demur, lapsing back to creole. “Only good magic lah.”


“You sure?” Muhammad seems unconvinced. When he speaks, his tone is easy, a pitch calculated to disarm and reassure. It chuckles: Ah-ha-ha. We’re all friends here. It’s a voice I recognize from a different life. Muhammad hasn’t committed to an interpretation of me yet, meaning I have about five minutes before I’m walked off in the direction of a balai.


“Of course lah.” I say, a little too quickly. You’re getting soft, sneers a voice in my head. “Business not doing so good, so got to ask god for help loh.”


The officer strokes his armament of chins as he limps forward, flashlight wedged into a loop at his belt, spare hand braced against a cane. “I see. But normally, people use roast duck, or hell money, or fruit. Not blood.”


“Um.” I retreat a step. “You’ve got a point.”


“Do you need help, Rupert?” Jian Wang inquires, mildly.


It takes every molecule of self-control to not jump out of my skin. I’d somehow forgotten about Jian Wang, who seems deeply amused by my oversight. Muhammad, perspicacious as always, follows my wild gaze to the vacant space visible to mundane eyes.


“Am I interrupting something?” He says, every word selected with elaborate care. Under the manufactured concern, I hear the real question: how high are you right now?


“No?”


Chink. A snap of metal. Handcuffs catch the glow of the streetlamps, circles of orange steel. I take another step backwards. Muhammad’s gait elongates, smooths out, discloses a muscular strength that promptly puts me on high alert. “Tell you what, how about we go down to the station, check in with my friends, and then we can all go to the mamak, hm?”


“I can help you, Rupert,” Jian Wang purrs. “You just have to let me.”


“I’m... I....” My eyes oscillate between the two, death and flab, a ghost and a cold cell. I try to sidestep the policeman, circle around to the other side of Mount Muhammad.


He shifts quickly despite the cane, intercepting me, still wearing his congenial smile although his eyes have grown mirror-blank. “Don’t make it hard for either of us, yah?”


“I’m not trying to—” I’m really not. Muhammad has the advantage of bulk, but I’m fairly certain I can incapacitate him before he can retaliate in kind. And if not, there’s still the cleaver, an enticement sprawled seductively within arm’s reach. Maybe. He is pretty fast. The muscles in my jaw convulse, and teeth click. “There’s nothing to worry about here.”


“Uh huh.” He chucks the act. Officer Friendly vanishes, replaced by steely resolution and the growing certainty that Muhammad might be my martial superior. “Come on.”


“Rupert.”


I don’t want to hurt Muhammad. I’ve got a natural soft spot for embattled professionals, being a card-carrying member of the tribe myself. Men like Muhammad and I, we just want to do our jobs and go home. Under other circumstances, I’d seriously consider allowing him to apprehend me and then paddling through the paper trail home. Unfortunately, I can’t afford to hemorrhage any more time.


“Okay, Jian Wang.” A tickle of rawboned dread, a whisper in my mind that sounds very much like What are you doing, Rupert? I ignore it. “Do your magic.”


And he does.


Jian Wang rips through the air, silhouette blurring halogen-bright. I watch as he leaps onto the man’s shoulders, faster and more fluid than anything humanoid has any right to be, and squat down to watch. He braces small feet between Muhammad’s clavicles and rams his fingers into the policeman’s mouth, grinning derangedly the whole time. Down, down, he reaches, until he is embedded shoulder-deep. Pausing long enough to leer at me, Jian Wang then begins pushing his head between Muhammad’s lips, which contort grotesquely, a loop of meat like a misaligned scarf, almost comical in appearance.


“Whhh—” The cop gurgles, a death rattle noise. His eyes bulge. Air wheezes through the slit of his mouth, and it keeps going and going, even when it no longer seems possible for his lungs to squeeze out more.


His shoulders snap back, chest protruding. His sternum pops. Muhammad rises onto his toes like a fish on a hook, head canting backwards. His mouth dilates, the skin of his cheeks unstitching, turning red and white as muscle fibres unravel and tear, ivory gleaming wetly beneath yarns of pink. An arm suddenly lunges from between his teeth, fingers balled in triumph. Something grey and weak struggles within the hand’s grip, dribbling black gunk. Muhammad is making new noises now, feather-fragile, confused, a feeble, whining ay-ay-ay-ay-ay-ay.


“Such a small man for such a big shell.” Jian Wang tsks, as he slicks free, glistening like a newborn, features pliant as a balloon, re-inflating as they reenter the humid air. Ay-ay-ay-ay-ay-ay.


“I think I’m going to be sick,” I announce, blearily.


Snap. Muhammad collapses into a heap, a discarded puppet.


“Fuck.” The word tears free. I jam a knuckle into my mouth, dancing back. Great. Perfect. I’m a cop killer by proxy now, or at least, the only visible suspect in a ten-metre radius. “Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck. FUCK.”


Jian Wang fixes me with a look of cool reproach, closing his fingers around his acquisition as it flutters and thrashes against his skin. He brings it to his face, and his hand clenches. The thing, whatever it was, erupts into a foul-smelling smear.


“What did you do?” The words uncoil, even though I know the answer, know it would only be met with scorn. Creatures like Jian Wang don’t care about creatures like us.


“Stopped him,” he replies, petulantly. “Wasn’t that what you wanted?”


“Most people don’t help someone else by killing a person. Equivalent force. Equivalent force, damn it!” I fling my arms at the corpse, which is already somehow loosening its stranglehold on its bowels. “I didn’t want him dead.”


“You should have said so,” Jian Wang counters smoothly.


“Fuck,” I repeat for the umpteenth time.


Lights flare. A shiver of voices; movement. Large shapes mill in the penumbra outside of the street lamp, resolving into dark blue uniforms, concerned faces. Muhammad had friends. I raise my hands at the warning click of safeties being thumbed back. Someone, voice trembling through each staccato-gasped word, calls for back-up. They’ve seen Muhammad’s body. They’re making the logical conclusion. I’m so screwed.


“Rupert.” Again, that tone: knowing, predatory, smug.


I look over at Jian Wang, hands still in the air. “Mmm?”


“I can help you. Just say yes.”


So, so screwed.


In range of a firing squad, tottering at my wit’s end, I say yes. Yes, as a nasty thought dislodges itself from a miasma of awful thoughts. Isn’t this all a little convenient? But I’m not given room to entertain its unpleasantness. A weight crushes into my spine, even as shadows rush over my vision, sounds dimming to an underwater roar, and I drown.





  



CHAPTER EIGHT


  



  



THE INTERSTICE BETWEEN seconds tastes like money and is viscous as treacle, with a moist heat that clings tar-like to the lungs so that every breath scrapes and drags. If the dead are condemned to occupancy here, it’s no wonder they’re perpetually depicted as hostile.


I hobble through the thick film, shoving past the bodies of the living, ash-grey silhouettes that are only mostly solid. A thought intrudes: walking into someone else’s skin, taking over someone else’s existence, could be the easiest thing in the world. All I had to do was put it on—I force it down, pivot around a corner, and swallow a paroxysm of nausea as the universe flattens into a vertical canvas. In the last instant before I am compressed into two-dimensionality, a curiosity rears: where did that idea come from? But it doesn’t last.


Purgatory, or at least this choking image of it, has one redeeming quality. For all of its lurching, stomach-frothing perils, it permits near instantaneous transportation, if you know which alley to access—which I do—and how to navigate its inconsistencies—which I also do. (If you go gambling in Diyu as often as I do, ang moh, it would be true for you as well.)


Under my breath, I count the cobbled stones, the succession of vine-smothered banyan trees. Turn right once at a traffic light when it gleams yellow, then left again when it changes to blue. Up hills, down past the churning, mud-brown river weaving through Kuala Lumpur, past the colony of dead construction workers who live still in the bones of Times Square.


Through it all, the pressure on my spine continues to mount, becoming heavier with every step, until motion itself is torture.


Have to get out have to get out.


The thought sears through my system, a knife in the brain, amplified by every shudder of my pulse.


Have to get out have to get out.


It fills my head, my veins, my chest. There’s no room left for anything else.


Have to get out have to get out.


I break into a sprint.


Have to get out get out GET OUT—


Air.


I crash onto the stoop in front of my apartment, gulping breath like I’m drowning, every muscle and tendon singing with fire. After a long moment, I squeeze into a ball, and begin inventorizing my list of hurts. It doesn’t take long; five seconds into the exercise, I reach the logical conclusion that everything hurts.


Especially my shoulders, which feel inexplicably like they’ve been carrying mountain ranges for a lifetime. My shoulders are wound tight. Rolled-up power cables, vacuum-packed and sealed into sardine cans tight. If they ever relax again, I’m building a temple to Guan Yin.


At least, I’m alive.


Groaning, I roll onto my feet and pick my way up the steps home.


 



 



THE SMELL HITS first: a cocktail of pus and bile and waste matter, pheromonal stink of terror, a glazing of metal. Gunpowder smolders. Somewhere in between, a thread of burnt-black meat. They must have come when Minah was cooking.


“Minah!” I burst through the door and instantly slip on a pool of red. I smash chin-first into the apartment floor, nearly biting off my tongue in the process. Stifling a whimper, I inch forward on my elbows, too dazed to consider the logistics of being upright, too scared to contemplate pausing and assessing the situation. If I keep moving forward, I won’t have to think about what might have happened. “Minah? Kitten?”


“I told you not to bring your work home.” Her voice, gently daggered, floats into hearing.


Soundless, Minah drifts into the living room and kneels beside me, her thoughts unreadable behind glass-smooth eyes. She extends a hand. Our fingers lace and just for that heartbeat, when I breathe in, I’m breathing her frangipani perfume and the promise that everything is fine, that everything is alright, that I’m with someone I love and it will all be okay. Then, she lets go and I’m left with the realization I’m lying on a carpet of warm gore.


“I—”


“People came to the house,” Minah announces, distractedly, as though the evidence wasn’t still steaming on every piece of furniture. Her baju kurung is in tatters, the hems brocaded with red fingerprints. One arm gleams with naked bone, with striations of yellow fat. “Luckily, George and I heard them come up the stairs.”


“Uh.” I crawl into a cross-legged position. “George is—”


“Eating.”


“Okay.” I nod, stupefied by pain, torn between parental instinct and instinctive horror. “Your arm. Um. Are you—”


“I think some of them actually came over for dinner before...” Minah resumes, volume raised ever-so-slightly, enough to let her swallow my question. Her tone is heartbreakingly gentle, demure. Her fingers trail up her forearm and close over the elbow, disguising wet tendon. “Sayang, why did this happen?”


“Ao Qin,” I start. Flinch around the realization of how tired I am. “Ao Qin... didn’t tell us everything about his plans. He—this quest is a bit like a reality show. Many people come in, only one person leaves.”


“Ah,” Minah breathes. Her eyes, normally so warm and vital, remain impenetrable, black as the countryside night. They travel upwards, scouring my face, move higher and then stop.


“Jian Wang.” In her mouth, the name bristles like the hackles of a dog. “What are you doing here?”


“Ask Rupert,” replies a sly voice from above my head, its Malay immaculate and couched in palace vernacular. “He’s the one who invited me in.”


Oh. Oh, right. That explains the ten-ton albatross around my neck. Revelation glissades into a second panicked epiphany. What I have done this time? Heart pushing against the roof of my mouth, I stretch an investigative arm upwards and grope through the air. Something cracks across my knuckles: a boot, a rod? I yelp regardless, snatch my hand away.


“Jian Wang?” I repeat.


It’s shocking how slippery the undesirable is, how effortless it is for the eyes to cascade over things they don’t want to see, like homeless vagabonds or ghosts riding pillion. I wrench a shoulder back. A shadow puddles over the floor in front of me, delineating the presence of a small child, skeletal in composition, its legs straddling my neck. Cold fingers grasp the underside of my chin, stroke my attention upwards so I’m looking into a mouth like a void, black eyes buried deep in the hollows of a dead boy’s face.


“Hallo, Rupert,” whispers the spirit of Chinatown.


“Aaaaggggh.”


“You need to leave,” Minah growls. Actually full-on growls, an animal noise too throttled with violence to be construed as anything but a portent of bloodshed. Her lips curl back, and I glimpse fishbone teeth, crowded so closely together you could mistake them for ivory lace. “You don’t belong here.”


“Please.” Jian Wang sniffs. “Is that any way to talk to a sister-wife?”


Minah stiffens. “I—”


“We’re not married. Yet. I’d need to convert to Islam, but that’s—” I thrash my arms, trying to swing back onto my feet, landing instead on my rump atop a pile of, of...no, don’t want to think about it. “That’s not even the point here. When did I agree to be your—your taxi?”


“You didn’t.”


“I—I, what? I didn’t?”


Hands shovel in my hair, an intimacy I already find enormously unsettling. “You said you needed help.”


“I... did?” I hesitate, inundated with guilty relief. Yes! Something I actually know! I bob my head vigorously. “I did.”


“You didn’t specify what kind of help, so I’m obligated”—you could spread the relish in his voice on toast, honestly—“to stay until you cease needing help.”


Wait. Heat prickles up along my vertebrate. “With what?”


“Anything.” Jian Wang’s reply is full of teeth.


I jam my thumb against the underside of a canine, regretting it instantly. Intestinal tissue has no business being sampled raw. Try not to think about what you’re on try not to think about—“That makes no sense. There have to be limits. You... you can’t just hang around being a ‘supportive’”—airquote, airquote—“‘presence’ forever.”


“Why not?”


I stammer to a halt. Already, I have a nagging suspicion I’ve lost this battle, but optimism, however stupid, is the reason to live another day. “Because I said so.”


Neither Minah nor Jian Wang are terribly impressed. Jian Wang laughs like a jackdaw. My beloved shakes her head, disgust bruising her features, and sways upright. Her gaze stays trained on Jian Wang, bright with carnivorous intensity, mouth peeled slightly open in threat, as though to say, ‘I could hurt you any time I want.’


Polite, controlled: “You need to get rid of him, sayang.”


“He needs me.” Effusive, arrogant.


“I—” I’m about to object when I realize he’s right. Jian Wang is my single best bet for locating the Furies, and possibly surviving the entire fiasco. More crucially, if Jian Wang is with me, he can’t be anywhere else. “Sayaaaang.”


“Don’t,” Minah snarls, the black of her eyes already radiating into the sclera. Hissing like a cat, head lashing from side to side, she paces into the kitchen, nails lengthening with every swing of her arms. “Use that tone with me.”


“But sayang.” I clamber after her. My stride is longer than hers; it takes no time at all catch up, to cup a palm around her shoulder. “Sayang, come back here. You don’t understand.”


She whirls on me, inhumanly fast, flattens her palms on the walls. Ink whorls lap at the apex of her cheeks, which are falling already to rot, attenuating to knife-edge bone. Minah growls again, deeper this time, lacerating my monkey-brain with fear. It’s suddenly very hard to ignore the fact she is, in practice, a cannibalistic corpse with a dietary predisposition for the small intestines. “What. Do. You. Want?”


“It’s only going to be for a little—”


“Yang, no. No, yang, no.” Minah softens, mouth pursing in the tiniest of frowns, brows furrowing endearingly. “Listen to yourself. This is not how any of this ends.”


“It’d be fine.” I move forward and try to scoop her chin into my hands, try to push my forehead to hers. The first, Minah allows. The second causes her to recoil, gaze snapping wide open. Oh, right. She probably doesn’t want contact with Jian Wang’s crotch.


I shuffle backwards and stoop my head in apology, even as the child-ghost emits a rude noise. Minah pins her attention to a photograph on the wall—my last birthday; we’re ringed by other contractors from Diyu, all beaming drunkenly while an amused Minah sips a cup of tea—slightly skewed and speckled with handprints. “We’ve got this one in the bag. Be patient with me. It won’t take long. I just need a little bit of time.”


“No.” Her eyes find mine. In the distance, sirens glimmer red-and-blue, distorted by the smoke-glass windows. Then, softer yet: “No.”


“Why?”


She caresses my cheek. “I... the matter with Ao Qin—I have no jurisdiction. I cannot tell you to do anything. It is my fault, at least in part. So, who am I to make demands there?” Grief, raw as an exposed vein. I ball my fists around the urge to hold her, to comfort. “But Jian Wang cannot stay.”


“But he—”


“He is not your ally. He is not anyone’s ally.” Minah glances up, lips contracting into a dissatisfied moue. “If you let him, sayang, he will devour you whole.”


“Now, you’re being cruel,” Jian Wang huffs.


“Nothing that is dead and lives is a thing to trust, and nothing exists that cannot be broken,” she intones, ignoring Jian Wang, in the singsong lilt of a woman reading from a scripture. “I’m... I—call me, when you’ve sorted this out.”


“Where are you going?” I’m burbling like an abandoned puppy, tail between my legs, but I can’t stop myself. The implications tangling between each word frighten me more than Ao Qin’s displeasure.


“Away.” Sadness constricts around her, so tightly that I lose sight of the woman I adore. Her voice shakes.


“But—”


“Go, sayang.” Minah vanishes into the kitchen, finality resting heavy in the last loving whisper, her hand ice on my wrist.


I watch her through the doorway, a sylph of a girl digging through a man’s opened ribcage. Slorp. She frees a familiar bundle of pink muscle. It screeches, tiny hands fastened around a loop of intestine. George, I think, inhaling the abattoir reek, a weird affection suffusing my chest. They’re my family, even if both of them eat unprocessed Soylent Green.


I take a step forward.


The Ghostbusters iconic synth-funk jingle squeals from a pocket. I snap a frantic look down, then fumble for the phone, nearly dropping it several times as it keeps squeezing free from my viscera-slick palms. Finally, after the ringing subsides and restarts at least once over, I pop it open and jam the device against my cheek. “Hello?”


“Rupert.” The boss’s voice is cream and caramel, decadently smooth.


I freeze. Crap. “Boss.”


“Come to the manor when you’ve a moment, won’t you?” The boss (my employment contract involves very clear non-disclosure clauses) never talks in definites, only suggestions that mandate immediate obedience. “We missed you. Our palates missed you. You promised us a unique feast, one worthy of surrendering a half-day off to you. What happened, Rupert?”


“Got sidetracked, boss.” You don’t argue with the boss. You don’t do anything but express meek acceptance. “Sorry, boss.”


“We will see you in two hours?”


“Yes, boss.”


“Perfect.” Click.





  



CHAPTER NINE


  



  



MINAH WAS RIGHT. Jian Wang really is abominable business.


“Get off.” I prod at his foot. The stench is becoming nauseating: an alphabet of acute bromodosis, damp earth, and sour milk.


“No.”


I prod harder. It’s hard to be sure in the tenebrous cocoon of the backseat, but I think Jian Wang’s legs have fused with my chest. Toes writhe under threadbare grey socks, half-submerged in my chest cavity. “Get. Off.”


“No.”


“Why?” My attention jolts automatically to the rear view mirror, where I can see a sliver of Feng Mun’s narrow face, his eyes turgid with caffeine, or more controversial compounds. If he noticed my exclamation, he makes no outward indication of it. I relax.


“Because I can’t.”


Outside, Kuala Lumpur fades into a bleak chiaroscuro, street lamps blending into a wash of amber. Feng Mun’s replacement cab is more well-appointed than his usual. There’s a stereo embroidered with ruby LEDs, a built-in GPS system that is being cheerily ignored, and air-conditioning that actually works, possibly too well.


“What do you mean you can’t?” My teeth chatter. I can’t tell if it is from the effort of remaining calm, or the freezing temperatures. Clearly, I should still be screaming, gibbering in unparalleled mortification. But my lungs won’t summon the requisite noises.


Jian Wang shrugs. “I can’t.”


Modern buildings recede into a stubble of aging shophouses, their walls tangled in black vines. The road grows pockmarked, uneven, which doesn’t stop Feng Mun from driving over every bump and pothole. I trail my fingertips down to my phone where it sleeps on my lap, screen blank. I’d sent a flurry of messages to Minah: apologies, ill-thought-out pleas to reconsider the situation, even a dribbling of platitudes. Anything to provoke a reply. None come.


Kanye West replaces Madonna on the radio, a moody celebration of his own grandeur. I sigh. Over the last two hours, I’ve tried everything. Banishing spells, express ritual sacrifice, loud threats of amputation. A perfect storm of solutions equating in nothing but desultory mockery. I’m stuck with Jian Wang, even if I won’t admit it to him.


“You okay ah?” Feng Mun asks, his voice a little higher than normal. “Got trouble with Minah, is it?”


Good old Feng Mun. He never asks about my imaginary friends. Still, it doesn’t keep Minah’s name from hurting. It takes a minute to frame the lie, unhook the ache embedded in my ribs. “Yeah.”


“Mm.” Neither of us believe my assertion, but Feng Mun doesn’t call me out on it.


We sink into quiet, Jian Wang singing gently to the electronica, his voice childishly sweet, the words completely alien. Slowly, Kuala Lumpur submits to palm trees and open road. Blackness crowds around us. I straighten in my seat. We’re getting closer. The boss and his family, despite their urbane connections, prefer more pastoral haunts. Easier to put together a dinner party without unsympathetic neighbours snooping about the grounds.


The manor soon cuts into view, gaudily imposing, dressed in a rash of gothic steeples and an unnecessary number of buttresses.


“Eh, boss,” Feng Mun stumbles, slurring into the next breath. “Is it okay—”


“It’s fine,” I say, as the taxi rumbles to a pause. I pat his shoulder reassuringly, then slap a wad of bills into his palm. “Go home.”


He hesitates, bless his generous heart. “How you want to get home le?”


I feel fingers in my hair, a sharp upward tug. I follow the motion towards the sky, craning my head out of the taxi, to where Jian Wang is eagerly gesticulating at the stars, a glittering torrent poured over a featureless black night. The kneejerk irritation slips. This is probably the first time Jian Wang has seen the constellations in a hundred years.


But he’s also growing roots in my flesh.


Moving on.


“I’ll be fine,” I promise Feng Mun again, as I bend down to share a smile. He doesn’t reply, at least not verbally, nodding in time with the rap music now blasting through his speakers. Giving the roof of his taxi a resounding pat, I straighten and begin trudging up the route towards the boss’s abode.


 



 



THE MANOR, UNBELIEVABLY enough, is even more chichi on the inside. The walls are lined with crushed velvet the deep scarlet of Pinot Noir, the carpeted floor adorned with a dazzling recreation of the Sistine Chapel’s ceiling. Gold-leaf portraits, each housing some regal figure in exorbitant finery, watch the house from every doorway. My footsteps make no sound at all, sinking deep into the wool.


“Nice place,” Jian Wang whistles.


I make a noncommittal noise, attention scrolling from corridor to vacant corridor. A musty, funeral-home stillness pervades the air. It’s like the concrete is holding its breath. While the boss’s immediate family is not very large—extended relatives are stored in the crypts—there is usually more than a smattering of domestic helpers lurking in shouting distance. Not tonight, though. Weird, and very worrying.


“What are we doing here?”


“Quiet, I’m trying to think,” I hiss, swatting at the air. The front door was unlocked, the security system deactivated; clearly, they were expecting me. But if the boss has summoned me to enforce discipline, it deviates massively from his usual modus operandi.


“But this is boring.”


Moments before I tell Jian Wang where he can shove his discontent, a voice cuts into hearing, feminine and nationless in accent. “Sir desires your company in the audience hall. Please proceed to the antechamber for instruction.”


“Thank you, Sara.” Like every other housekeeper in the boss’s employ, she’s gorgeous. Six feet tall, svelte. Hair like champagne, eyes like the Maldivian seas, contours like every teenage fantasy distilled into one moist wish. In sharp contrast, her clothes are austere: over-the-knee grey skirt, sensible clogs, starchy buttoned-up blouse; clean functionality over gross exhibition.


She nods again, smiles, the expression never quite reaching her eyes, which are abstract and fogged. Silent, liquid, she turns and prowls away, back straight as a line, chin slightly raised. The cloth on her sleeves ride up, revealing a litany of old tooth marks and healed incisions.


“She’s pretty,” Jian Wang whispers, sly. “Prettier than Minah, don’t you think?”


“Eh.”


We follow her to a pair of mahogany doors, the wood inlaid with intricate designs, a centuries-old diorama cobbled from the family’s myriad accomplishments, and their most beloved meals. I run my fingertips over carved faces; every inflection of dismay is captured with exquisite detail, right down to the glazed acceptance of a deep-fried ending.


Sara raps thrice on the door, and someone responds in thunderous counterpoint, three precise explosions. The doors oil apart and frangipani blooms through the air.


“Rupert.” The boss. “We’ve been expecting you.”


I wince at the theatrical delivery, percussive, powerful and obnoxiously exaggerated. I knew I should have never introduced him to The Addams Family. Hesitating at the doorway, I steal a glance at Sara, who offers neither encouragment nor foreboding, only passionless attentiveness. No help there.


I step forward. The boss sits at the head of a Victorian banquet table, flanked by his wife and husbands, the former crocodile-sleek, the latter like a cluster of polished ivory carvings. The dining hall rises several storeys into the air before opening into a massive glass ceiling, hexagonal window-panes giving the room the feeling of a vast hive.


“Boss,” I say, coming to a halt on the opposite end of the table. I barely resist the temptation to click my heels together.


He crooks a finger. “Come here.”


And I do. His spouses ignore me, either too preoccupied or too refined to acknowledge a commoner, silverware tinkling against bone and porcelain over that thick, choking quiet. As I slope past, Husband Number Three slurps the marrow from a miso-glazed wrist before dividing radius from ulna, fingers groping for lengths of sweet tendon. I look away.


Despite their dietary predilections, the boss’s family is virtually indistinguishable from any other members of the local gentry, if you overlook the telltale odour of frangipani.


“Rupert.” The boss pushes himself up from his seat, daintily tapping at his mouth with a napkin, voice that made-for-television friendly that every politician dreams of mastering. “Rupert. Rupert. Rupert. How are you?”


“Uncomfortable.”


His eyes gleam, mouth curling into something radiant. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a guest.”


Jian Wang speaks up, before I can intercept the question. “We only recently became an item.”


The boss laughs—no, chuckles. His amusement is crystalline, flawless, pitched exactly right to convey warm familial delight and a hint of budding affection. When he stops, though, he stops cold. No giddy tapering, no trailing off. Only an intent silence. “What an interesting acquisition.”


I feel Jian Wang go rigid. “There was a bit of a, uh, kerfuffle. He”—I roll the words on my tongue, repulsed by the content, but they’re the closest truth I can wield at this moment—“helped me escape. Unfortunately, we became entangled in a contractual obligation that neither of us desired. And...”


“Spare me.” The boss waves a many-ringed hand, every knuckle in competition for gaudiest ornament of all. “All I need to know is if you enjoy his presence.”


“No.”


“Hey!”


“Excellent.” The boss daubs at his mouth with a monogramed napkin and nudges his plate back with a finger. Almost at once, a blonde-haired woman materializes to collect the detritus of his meal. Like Sara, like everyone else in the boss’s immediate employ, her forearms are a wasteland of hideous scars. “If you get this one thing done for us, we’ll get rid of him and consider all your debts paid. How does that sound?”


“Terrible,” Jian Wang spits, half-choking on indignant rage.


In reply, the boss authors a sigil in the air with a raised pinky, a jagged hieroglyph that glistens lipid-yellow for the sliver of a moment. Jian Wang emits a strangled noise, low and keening. My employer tuts his rebuke, expression bored, index finger ticking from side to side. “Children are to be seen and admired, not tolerated.”


Black eyes dart back to mine, with a hint of a shark’s smile. “Where were we? Yes. Complete this task, and we’ll permanently rid you of Jian Wang. Deal?”


This is too easy. Something is up, he’s planning something, he—I scratch behind my neck, breath held tight in my ribs. “Um.”


“Wrong reply, Rupert.” The friendliness withers; warning flashes a fin. “The correct answer would have been, ‘Yes, boss. Absolutely, boss. Looking forward to fulfilling your desires, boss.’ Or any variation thereof. We’ve been over this. I cough. You jump and then ask how high.”


“Yes, boss.”


“Excellent, excellent!” That calculated boardroom laughter erupts again, catching strange echoes in the corners of the hall. His husbands and wife do not look up. “Right. Your task is simple: we’re having guests this weekend, and Fury needs to be on the menu. Catch one of the Erinyes, prepare her however you please, and serve her for our culinary pleasure.”


I—“What?”


“Kill, defeather, and roast a Fury. Murder, process, and broil a Fury with pickled shiitakes and spicy miso. Execute, unrobe, and make Fury rendang. The possibilities are endless.” The boss twines his fingers, drops his chin atop of them. “All I need, at the end of the day, is a Fury in our gullet.”


“But—”


His voice gentles into lethality. “You missed a day and a half of work. And then lied to us. Taunted our appetites, filled us with hopes that would never be fulfilled. But I didn’t bring that up, did I? Sayang, did I accost our employee about his absences?”


“No, sayang.” His wife flicks a disparaging look in my direction, before returning to her meal.


“Lied to us.” The boss repeats, slowly, each word slathered with cold gravitas. “I’ve never allowed anyone to—”


I find a gap between one breath and the next (ghouls don’t need to respire, but they do require air to talk; honestly, ang moh), and lunge through. “Ao Qin.”


“Pardon?”


Briefly, my pulse thrashing in my throat, I contemplate redacting my confession, but it’s too late. The jangle of tableware ceases, as do the eddies of polite conversation. I raise my gaze to find myself impaled by a coliseum of eyes.


“Ao Qin,” I repeat, hoping the name would function as a deterrent. Realistically speaking, the Dragon King is probably better at dispensing unparalleled levels of raw physical agony, but he’s not the one sitting two feet away, a lazy smile balanced on his lips. “Ao Qin needs me to find the Furies and—”


“Oh, we know all about that. Don’t we?” The boss cups a cheek in his palm; his smile gracious, nonchalant, terrifying. The others nod in perfect unison, not a single wasted motion between them. “Finish the job, and we’d make it all go away.”


“But—” I close my teeth over my tongue, the rest of the sentence rattling like dice in my head: but you’re not a god.


Then, another thought tugs urgently on the sleeve of my subconscious: how the hell did he know?


“Rupert.” The boss’s voice snatches me from my contemplations, leaves me completely off-balance. “What do you say?”


“Thank you, boss,” I declare, head thronging with a hundred worries, each more outlandishly awful than the last. My only consolation is that Jian Wang has gone completely silent, leaving me to interact with my boss without interruption.


“Good.” He discards the amiability the way another man might throw away a spoiled jacket. As one, his family members return their attention to the food. “Now, get out.”


“Yes, boss.”





  



CHAPTER TEN


  



  



WE WATCH IN silence as the paper blackens, flashing blue before it finally disintegrates into ash, signalling successful reception. One day, I’ll convince the administration in Diyu to install a desktop.


“What happens if you accidentally burn something else with a delivery?” Jian Wang asks, animated, eager, his vigour restored now that we’re miles from the boss’s manor. The breeze, rain-sweetened, teases the debris from our cul-de-sac. Rats bicker and squeal. In the distance, I can hear the first ululations of traffic, and the clanking of storefronts being stirred from slumber.


I’m prepared this time for the spasm of fatigue, which arrives dulled by repeated exposure, cushioned by the soft, shapeless soreness percolating through my muscles. When was the last time I slept? Fits of unconsciousness, robbed from Feng Mun’s backseat, can only sustain a man for so long.


“Uh.” Reality judders through my musings. I sift through tactful explanations, a yawn intruding after each word, and settle for an ambiguous: “Mild confusion.”


To my astonishment, and considerable apprehension, Jian Wang presses no further. Instead, he drapes an arm around the circumference of my skull and pitches forward, coiling about my head like an innocent child, and not a murderous revenant with potentially fatal designs.


A silhouette lengthens over the entrance of the alley. I spin around and try to project guilelessness as I stroll forward, arms and legs metronoming with forceful jauntiness.


“Morning.” I nod at the middle-aged woman dragging a trash bag towards the dumpster, her apron crusted with animal fat, hair and face pinched back into a humorless bun. She scowls. When I pass her, she mutters a prayer to protect her against stupidity.


“Jian Wang,” I hiss, the moment we’re no longer in earshot. “Jian Wang.”


He stirs, petulant. “What do you want?”


“Your end of the bargain fulfilled, obviously. Tell me what you know about the Furies.”


The ghost swings himself upright. Over the course of the night, his lower abdomen has completely liquefied into mine, leaving only a disembodied torso protruding from my shoulders. Jian Wang insists that this is simply nature, a consequence of prolonged contact rather than a deliberate act of malevolence. Nevermind, of course, that our contract was illicitly engineered and he tricked me into agreement without first allowing me to come to an informed decision. Oh, no. That’s just splitting hairs.


“I know that their feathers are all the rage in Djinnestan.”


“Keep going.”


Rain foams across the city. It rolls down buildings, trails fingers across windows, glazes each and every road with quicksilver reflections. I breathe deep. The lashing waters feel good on my skin, a reprieve despite the knowledge that every droplet is brimming with pollutants. Then the cold seeps through, and with it a jerking acknowledgement:


“Wait. Why?”


Jian Wang barks a taut laugh. “Because the locals believe the feathers can bestow the ability to take revenge on those who have done them wrong.”


“Must be expensive,” I reply, absentmindedly, hunching into a popped collar, a flimsy defense against the monsoon as it tumbles over me, soaking me to the marrow.


“Not really,” the ghost-child replies. “It’s not like they’re in short supply.”


I furrow my brows as I squelch towards the lip of the pavement, my sneakers growing soggier by the minute. Traffic is beginning to pick up, tangling in the junctures between streets. Vehicles trumpet in impatient frustration. Steam ripples from exhausts, hissing.


“I—what?”


“Oh, didn’t you know?” Jian Wang purrs, imbued anew with that malignant impishness, secrets gleaming like bones under the gravel of his voice. “The Furies have an entire supply chain set up in Djinnestan.”


A truck roars past and a puddle geysers. It paints my jeans to my skin, paints it black and freezing. I throttle back a curse, dribbling water and the tang of mud, palming the grime from my cheeks. I need to focus. None of this is going where I expected.


“Wait. A supply chain? They’re franchising?”


“No. Nothing so uncouth. The Furies are... entrepreneurs. They supply feathers. Customers supply them money. Then they supply Chee Cheong Kai with money in exchange for luxuries.”


“Ah.” I chew on the revelation, zigzagging unlawfully through traffic in true Malaysian fashion. Three streets down, Chinatown’s ostentatious signage looms, criminally bright, its pillars already teeming with bargain hunters. Neon raincoats and impulse-bought umbrellas jounce unevenly together in commiseration. “So, wait. Stop. I—I should have known about this? Why didn’t I know about this? I should have seen their immigration papers. I, mean. You know.”


“Because you’re terrible at your job.” Jian Wang snorts. “The Greeks are part of the visa waiver, you know?”


I grunt incomprehensibly, stung by his mockery, and lengthen my stride. I’m being played—that much is clear—but what remains frustratingly obtuse are the stakes at risk. Everything keeps going back to the Erinyes, and I still don’t know why.


“Do you know where the Furies are hiding?” I ask as we snake into Chee Cheong Kai, sticking to the sidewalk, which is marginally less damp than the open sky.


“No. But I know who you can ask.”


 



 



THE BONES OF a city—down below the living world—no matter how large or how small, are porous, full of places that can be chiselled into rent-controlled housing and shops, reflections of the material plane and all of its grubby pleasures. The only real difference is that the environment is adaptive, capable of being unspooled into panoramic auditoriums or collapsed into mouse holes. Demons, yaoguai, household gods, the kind bound to terrestrial duties, are all united in their need for such amenities.


Jian Wang is gentler about transference this time. I barely notice, outside of the way momentum crooks a fish hook around my diaphragm and yanks, hard enough that it bisects my lungs, a single thread of acid, and I’m left gasping as we rock to a halt.


Banbuduo, Djinnestan, Domdaniel: successive cultures have assembled a fortress of names for this place, each as useless as the last, because no one who lives here addresses it as anything but home. I knuckle disorientation from my eyes and look up.


The heavens glimmer, eluding focus, a watery restlessness like gazing at the skin of the ocean from far below. Occasionally, shapes float into view, indistinct but unmistakably massive.


Blink.


Silence becomes avaricious commotion. This world’s Petaling Street, previously hollow of life, erupts into entropy. Traders with bizarre skin tones hawk an assemblage of goods, some strange, others mundane; char siew and clandestine recordings of trysting deities, heavenly peaches and Panasonic televisions, Coca-cola bottles and an entire range of silk dresses shitted out by Anansi himself.


“Crossroads,” Jian Wang announces, abruptly, rigidly, conveying the exact depth of his enthusiasm for this place.


Obviously, I’m completely sympathetic. “I bet you can’t wait to make your way back there. See all the old rocks, check out the puddles.”


The ghost withholds rebuttal.


We drift through the kaleidoscopic crowd, which is every color except human, a biosphere of predators muzzled by the Jade Emperor’s orders. Heaven protects what it has an economic interest in, after all. Contradicting Jian Wang’s information, evidence of the Furies’ presence emerge long before we reach the center, which is a full ten minutes further than it should be, thanks to the weirdness of the space.


“Merchandise?” I demand, incredulous. I plant my shoe in the base of a pickpocket’s spine and shove. Somehow, despite only having just arrived, we’ve been accosted six times already.


“The Furies are very popular,” comes the prim reply.


An understatement, in every shade of the world. Streetside artists promote voluptuous caricatures of the Erinyes, while medicine men lure passersby with oils blessed by the foreign goddesses. There are even fried chicken stores advertising flavor tie-ins, a slightly tasteless endeavour that nonetheless succeeds at amassing long queues hungry for cultural immersion. Everywhere I look, I see feathers strung up to bangles, to rings, to necklaces like webs of cold brass, all alleging one hundred percent authenticity


“You don’t say.”


We pierce the crowd. I sidestep a rickshaw laden with obsidian-scaled women, their eyes massive, their clothes expensively utilitarian. Their driver looks almost human until he turns, at which point the face, amber-skinned and luridly grinning, on the back of his head reveals he is anything but.


Polite applause billows. I swivel to see an old man on a canopied dais, arms extended to invite further applause. The structure he occupies is calculated to intimidate: calcium and granite interleaved with supernatural precision, a tarp sutured from flayed eyeballs. In the middle, a conspicuous opening in the platform, just large enough to accommodate a small child.


He drops lithely into a bow, fist against open palm; Chinese courtesy despite the mahogany of his skin, the breadth of his eyes, the attributes that mark him as Malay. While unmistakably human, he exudes an easy, thoughtless puissance, like an aftertaste from a dream.


“Who is that?”


“Tunku Salleh,” Jian Wang whispers tensely, voice failing as he says it, diminished by dread. “The Furies’ host.”


I contemplate pushing, but it’s vividly clear that he has no intention to say any more. So, naturally, I push. “And?”


“And what?”


“And what’s your deal with him?”


“What’s my deal with who?”


I count to ten under my breath. My work only tangentially relates to the affairs of Banbuduo, rarely crossing over save for emergencies, so I tend to be rusty on its internal politics. “That Tunku fellow.”


Jian Wang tautens into steel, cautious and juddering with ill-suppressed emotion. “He bound me.”


Ah. My jaw clenches shut around his explanation. There’s no comeback for that, really, no way to proceed without first bungling through a reluctant apology. I’m saved from my tactlessness, however, when a voice dredges itself into my awareness, calm, coarse and frayed from time’s courtship.


“Jian Wang.” Tunku Salleh rolls the name on his tongue like a bead. “We’ve missed you.”


“I’ve been assisting the Seneschal with his duties.” Beat. “We’re here to visit your Furies.”


Slight emphasis made all the more peculiar by Jiang Wang’s absence of intonation, his speech mechanical, divested of feeling. Your Furies. A clue, perhaps, or an expression of hostility. Who knows? I’m not permitted room to ponder. Tunku Salleh advances, bonelessly graceful, wrists and knees rotating disconcertingly. Maybe, not as human as I first thought. He chuckles, as though seeing the thought, snags my hand in his and shakes it firmly.


“Tunku Salleh bin Mohammad Zain. But you knew that, Seneschal. Chinatown is blessed by your presence.” A heady charisma, borderline chemical in timbre, permeates each word. I suspect only some of it is natural.


“Um. Thanks.” I release his hand, resist the temptation to scour my palm against my jeans. His powdery skin feels fragile, brittle, calling to mind eggshells or insect carapaces.


He continues, gracious. Periodically, someone will untwine from the crush of people to brush fingertips against his sleeve or kiss his hand, their veneration bordering on worship. “I am happy to report that the Erinyes are being kept in the finest living conditions. They want for nothing, Seneschal. No thread of silk, no rind of precious fruit—all they desire, they are given.”


“Um,” I repeat. Well. This is awkward. “Actually—”


“If you seek an audience, I would be more than happy to direct you to the Erinyes. I’m certain they’ll appreciate the opportunity to converse with someone closer to their level.” You could write books about his aptitude for flattery, the tonal intricacies of his delivery, the way his body language expresses great humility without straying into obsequiousness. He tips his head, chuckles again, as he takes a step backwards, palm tipped face-up.


I conceal my uncertainty behind a shrug and a raised chin. If nothing else, it means an opportunity to get warm. “Sure. Why not?”


Another quiet laugh before Tunku Salleh wends into the crowd, the mouse-bones on the tassels of his belt chiming a backbeat. “By the way, if I could be so bold, you’re very generous to take on a problem child like Jian Wang.”


“Mm?”


“Treacherous little pup.” Tunku Salleh reveals betel-darkened teeth, and reaches above my head. I feel Jian Wang squirm in wordless objection and then slump, nerveless, his weight diffusing. “We found him standing over his brother’s body the day he was to be sacrificed, screaming we didn’t need him anymore.”


“...what did you do?” I crane a look upwards.


The old Malay man brings a papier mâché figurine into view, a humanoid figure clenched into a fetal position. Its limbs are threaded with barbed wire and slivers of vegetal green. “Something to help Jian Wang sleep. The Furies need not endure him.”


I wring the hems of my shirt, disquiet billowing along my spine. Too many revelations and far too little sleep. “Appreciate the assistance, sir.”


“Small matter.” Tunku Salleh grins again, dark. “When you are done with whatever you are doing, however, I would appreciate it if you returned Jian Wang. Chinatown is so lonely without his ceaseless whimpers.”





  



CHAPTER ELEVEN


  



  



“WEREN’T THERE SUPPOSED to be three of you?” I ask with my usual tactless abandon.


The two Furies move in balletic unison; autonomous in thought, perhaps, but not in act. Every gesture is either complemented or mirrored, every expression paralleled. They exchange looks, heads tilted, evaluating.


“Yes,” says one, at last, lapping slowly at the English words like they were an alien flavor. “We were three.”


The Furies look more human than I expected. Mythology depicts them as monstrous, befouled by their grim labours, their hair knotted with serpents, their visage canine in structure. But they’re not. If anything, they’re more polished than me. Cigarette-slim, the Furies are impeccably dressed, blue-black skin striking against white pantsuits, their hair voluminous haloes and their faces unlined. Surprisingly wingless, and anywhere between twenty-eight and two thousand years old, identical in every respect.


“I. Um. I’m very sorry for your loss.” I rally behind the optimism that civic duty will protect me from certain expiry. I slip a tape recorder—an actual tape recorder, a hideous artifact from the early ’90s—from a pocket and hold it forward, a finger on the record button. “But I’m here on official business. My name is Rupert Wong. I’m here to question you about your involvement in the death of His Highness Ao Qin’s daughter.”


Three days into this investigation and still I’m addressing the deceased as an extension of her parent. Very progressive, Rupert.


“The contract was legitimate,” says the second Fury, pouring tea into her sister’s earthenware cup. The steam smells astringent, floral. “We made sure of that.”


“I—” The words stick in a clump. Click. Roll tape. “I have no doubt of that, Kindly Ones. But I need to know who requested the—the...”


I trail off and scan the room. The decor is understatedly opulent. The furnishings are Nordic, 1960s grandeur revitalized by artisan hands; the massive television in the corner, thin to the point of immateriality, a luxury even Luddites would understand. Behind the Furies, opened windows lead to an extravagant balcony, its perimeter thronging with exotic flowers.


“Xiao Quan, of course.” The first rucks her forehead, mouth dimpling into a frown.


I tense. “Who is—”


The second Fury sooths their shared expression into one of quiet professionalism. “Ao Qin’s daughter.”


The information hits like an out-of-control bus, staggering all breath and reason from my breast. It isn’t until the Furies avert their gazes, polite half-smiles gleaming, that I realize that I’ve been gaping. I cough, and straighten into an illusion of decorum. “Ao Qin’s daughter... asked to be euthanised?”


“Not exactly,” says the first Fury, glancing at her sister. “Alecto?”


“Of course, Megaera.” Alecto dips her head, mouth pressed to the lip of her cup. Awkward quiet seeps in, interrupted only by her deliberate slurping and the tapping of my feet. The Fury eventually relents, raising her gaze to mine.


“Xiao Quan was not happy with her marriage. She hadn’t been happy with her marriage for a very long time.”


“Centuries,” her sister whispers. “Centuries upon centuries.”


“Yes. Her husband took advantage of her innocence and her father’s disregard. When Xiao Quan ran to him, begging for succor, he told her to endure.”


Magaera husks her voice into a surprisingly accurate imitation of the Dragon King’s own. “‘You are a wife. Act like one.’”


Her attention wraps about me, hungry, suffocatingly rapt. “Do you believe in that, too, Rupert? Do you believe wives must be wives and nothing else?”


“I—”


“Hush, sister. Don’t tease. Anyway, Xiao Quan did as she was told,” Alecto continues, uncurling from her seat to stride lithely towards the balcony. The sun corsets her in a geometry of shadows and for an instant, I catch the reflection of glittering scales, bejewelled eyes. “But even the strongest woman has her limit. She tired, that Xiao Quan. Tired of the beatings.”


“The lies.”


“The other women.”


“Don’t forget the other men as well.”


“Mm. The way he adopted command of her name, couching his desire as hers, donning power without consequence.”


“The cretin,” Alecto snorts. “Anyway. After thousands of years, she eventually convinced her husband that they needed to return to her ancestral home. So that she could see her father and discuss, perhaps, a way to deify her husband.”


“Of course, that was just a ruse,” laughs the other Fury, her humour razored with scorn. “What she really wanted was a way to be rid of him—”


“—forever.”


“Which was when she contacted us.”


I shudder, shaking off their hypnotic voices like a flea-bitten mutt. “You mean she summoned you?”


“No,” corrects Alecto. “Contacted. We’ve been here for a very long time, Mr. Wong.”


The other: “Guests of Kuala Lumpur’s finest gentry.”


Click. The pieces clamp together, fitting jigsaw-snug, even as my suspicions sharpen into high-definition. I dig my nails into my palm and sip air until my heartbeat steadies. The Furies re-equip their bland, reptilian smiles.


“Do you mean—” I begin.


Megaera shakes her head as she thumbs through an iPhone, glass surface glimmering with notifications. Already, I’ve been dismissed. “No.”


“She’s not being coy.” Her sister paces from the balcony, hands locked behind the small of her back, eyes lidded with amusement. “We were invited here from Las Vegas under the pretense of a new trade agreement between the pantheons.”


“I—” I reconsider the angle of assault. “Under the pretense of a new trade agreement? I’m assuming that wasn’t—”


“We don’t know,” says Alecto, apologetic. “Nothing has happened yet. We’ve been here for months, but no one has stepped forward to announce themselves as the enterprising Samaritans responsible for the invitation.”


“And the feathers?” I’m not really interested, but Chinese courtesy demands a nominal interest in someone else’s entrepreneurial pursuits.


“A side business that came about after we fulfilled Xiao Quan’s request. The desperate will make their own myths. Why not capitalize on them?” She shrugs. “Speaking of which, and I hate to be a bitch, but it’s time to leave. We have business to attend to.”


I sketch an extravagant bow. “Thank you for your co-operation, Erinyes.”


 



 



“YOU CAN RETURN me to Tunku Salleh now.”


The panic in Jian Wang’s voice is unmistakable. I roll the crushed effigy between my fingertips, thoughtful. The queue to the Furies’ suite spills around the corridor; who knew there were so many avenging spirits in a developing third world city?


“Really,” insists Jian Wang. A woman, seven feet tall with a scribbled-out face, fires a dirty look as she lumbers past. “It’s all right.”


“You know, that’s funny. I could have sworn that you were trying to get out of it before.” Two feet away, a young man in fuschia clears his throat with great emphasis. I ignore him and cross my arms instead, trying in vain to maintain a measure of dignity. “You were practically extorting me, if I recall.”


“Things change.” Jian Wang tugs at his legs, but they’ve long welded to my clavicles, mere undulations under the flesh. Skin pulls uncomfortably, but nothing breaks. “I can go now.”


“No. Not until you tell me what you know.” I slap his hand in admonishment. Reckless bravado is the magician’s best friend. Blink and you’ll miss how it displaces your attention, steers you from inconvenient truths. Like my utter ignorance as to how to unknit Jian Wang from my own tissues.


“I—” The ghost’s petulance thins to a knife edge. I jerk in place, cautious, senses bristling with warning. Fingers dig cracks into my skin, more purposeful this time. Pain spiders in waves across my shoulders.


“Hey! Hey! Ow! Ow! What are you—hey!” I spiral in place, clutching at Jian Wang’s hands. His grip is iron, and growing more unbearable by the moment. At this point, it’s clear that the spirit has decided on an exit plan. He’s going to dig himself out, something I’m totally not comfortably with.


So I smash and roll into a wall, hoping to jolt him loose. But Jian Wang proves more insistent than a tick. Hissing, he tightens his hold further, and I feel muscle yowl in objection at hairline tears, widening with every leap of my pulse.


“Let me go!”


At this point, I’ve lost the plot. And possibly the collective respect of Banbuduo, who most likely wasn’t expecting to see the local Seneschal flailing quite so vigorously. Panic overrides common sense. I claw at my back, at his wrists, at his face, all the while pinballing between surfaces, swearing in every language my mind can conjure. Agony rapidly supersedes any other concern. Animal instinct presents that age-old binary decision: fight or flee.


I decide on both.


I’m abysmal at magic. I’ve no illusions about that. Summonings work seven times out of fifteen, and all telecommunications with Diyu invariably include gross misspellings. But there’s one piece of wizardry I can perform faultlessly, one enchantment I know like breathing. I can send myself to Hell. Not in any figurative sense, but a bonafide ability to instantly relocate into the bowels of Diyu.


(Trivia time, ang moh. The Egyptians were right about a lot of things, including the idea that souls have weight. Karma does, in fact, affect your spiritual buoyancy. In my case, I’ve more than enough sin to send me plummeting hellwards at record-breaking speeds upon the moment of expiry.)


My mouth dries. Lungs flatten, breathing deregulates into wet spasms. The agonal phase hurts, no matter how times you’ve endured it. Ventricles begin to spasm shut. My vision strobes. One by one, organs shutter into failure, and I hit the ground hard as biological death, malodorous and cold, descends to claim the real estate. My last thought before unconsciousness takes over is that I probably should eat better: the reek of my slackening bowels is quite appalling.


An indeterminate moment later, non-existence is replaced by a juddering of vertigo. Colors glimmer into rivulets, converging, too quick to parse or separate into individual hues, from loam to subterranean shadow to the auspicious shades of Youdu. Somewhere in between, I register the squeal of my own voice as it climbs into the highest register.


Crunch. The impact would kill me were I not already dead. I rock onto my feet, fingers clasped around the bottom of my skull. “Nrrggrrh.”


I pound the heel of a hand against the side of my neck and cartilage wrenches sullenly into place. I take a deep breath, sulphuric air shuddering through my lungs, and immediately choke. Diyu was not made for humans, even those here on voluntary terms.


“Where are—”


“Hell,” I groan.


Sinew unknits from sinew, cartilage from bone. I feel the slithering of Jian Wang’s muscles as he tests the limits of his restraints. We both arrive at the same conclusion at pretty much the same time. He bolts. Except he doesn’t get very far. My tattoos have limited mobility on the earthly plane, constrained by entire battalions of provisionary clauses. Here, though, they can go anywhere.


They shriek free. A forest of hands and teeth and forked tongues, quivering into eye-watering two-dimensionality. I’m struck, for a moment, by their number. Who knew one man’s skin could house so many spirits of semi-legal status? Then the moment passes when Jian Wang screams in panic, even as the tattoo-spirits overtake him, papering themselves over his chest and his back. On the rim of hearing, I catch threats and promises of violence. Obviously, they didn’t appreciate how he had enforced their silence.


“Good job, er, men.” I stride over to where Jian Wang lies writhing amid his captors, all of three feet away. I squat down. “So. Jian Wang. I see two solutions here. First, you tell me what’s going on. And second—you tell me what’s going on after security beats it out of you. Both options work. I really don’t care.”


The only answer is vigorous squirming, and the rhythmic thump of Jian Wang endeavouring to worm away from me. I grab his foot.


“Kick once for yes, twice for no.”


He doesn’t reply. Feeling mildly vindictive, I stretch up and begin dragging Jian Wang along behind me, trailing spirits like a frayed umbilical cord. It’s an unappetizing sight, but Diyu isn’t a place for the squeamish at the best of times.





  



CHAPTER TWELVE


  



  



AS FAR AS gods go, Yan Wang is pretty swell.


“No, you’re not interrupting anything. We’re just playing chess. Come! What news do you bring?” the Lord of Hell booms as he rolls from his chair, each mammoth step raising tiny shockwaves. I reconfigure into a meek kowtow and grit my teeth, my head rattling against volcanic rock with every tremor.


“Oh, stand up. You needn’t stand on ceremony with me. We’re old friends, are we not?” Yan Wang stoops to collect me in a palm. He’s absolutely massive, of course. Primordial forces, especially those housed in their own environments, tend to grow that way. His amiability clashes with the ferocity of his face, which is a sunburnt claret and perpetually contorted into a grimace. As per legend, his eyes bulge alarmingly from within the frame of his colossal beard.


“‘Friends’ is a word I’m”—I spread my arms to steady myself, wobbling onto my feet—“not worthy of using, I believe.”


“You’re too harsh on yourself.” Yan Wang stomps back to his chair and sprawls over the gilded structure, setting me atop a table piled high with scrolls. A glance reveals millions of names, written in neat handwriting, each prefaced by a seemingly random number. I don’t ask. Jian Wang, hogtied, remains wisely quiescent. “You’ve been excellent in your job. A few more decades and you’ll no longer be in debt.”


I incline my head. Discussions about my hellbound status, however tactful, tend to make me uncomfortable.


“But I’m digressing. How can Diyu help you, Rupert?”


Glancing sidelong, I jab a thumb in Jian Wang’s direction. “I think someone’s trying to cause a war.”


“Jian Wang?” The King of Hell opens his eyes even wider, an impressive feat by any measure of the phrase. “I am surprised. That is quite ambitious for—”


“No!” I reel from my own enthusiasm. I cough into a fist and then continue, pitching my voice low and respectful. “I mean, no, Your Majesty. I don’t think Jian Wang is, um, responsible. I think he knows who.”


The titan lowers his bushy brows, mouth bent in his trademark scowl. My tattoo-spirits recede, worming back into the shelter of my skin, all the while prostrating themselves, performing tongueless obeisances. Jian Wang struggles loose from his restraints, and immediately crumples into a kowtow. “This one intends no harm. This one is not worthy to speak to you. This one—”


“Jian Wang.” A warning note clips between the child-spirit’s babbling.


“This one—” Jian Wang looks up, gaze round with terror. “They promised they would let me go. All I had to do was hinder Rupert.”


“Who promised?”


The specter of Chinatown licks pale lips once, before lowering his forehead to Yan Wang’s palm again. In a whimper, so soft that it might have been illusionary, he gives a name. A family. The boss’s family. My boss’s family. I breathe out, sharply. I hadn’t realized I had been holding my breath till then.


“Why?” I ask.


Jian Wang glances over his shoulder, shrugs. “You don’t tell your knife what you’re cooking, do you?”


He had me there. Before I could reply, Yan Wang interrupts, face lining with thought, his eyes shrewd. The King of Hell rumbles deep, a sound that digs through the marrow. “The heavens have been troubled of late. Rumours abound, of houses toppling, of offices abandoned, of dissolution in the West”—a disparaging curl of his lips—“and even dissent in our ranks. Lately, the Chinese and the Malay pantheons have been jostling for superiority. This could be a coup by the Malay.”


No shit. “Have... tensions really been that bad?”


Yan Wang shrugs to potent effect. I topple over, and barely succeed in turning the collapse into a messy kowtow. Jian Wang remains on his belly. “All gods are competitive.”


“But Islam—” I hesitate. “Islam is a monotheistic religion allegedly overseen by a benevolent entity of immeasurable power. It shouldn’t, you know—” The words clatter behind my teeth: it shouldn’t come to violence. (A truth to take back to your country with you, ang moh. Not every Muslim is an abomination. In fact, very few are. The rest, much like most atheists and neo-druids, are lovely individuals.)


“The ways of the world are mysterious,” Yan Wang replies, tone disconcertingly sly, more appropriate in the mouth of a drinking buddy, as opposed to an omnipotent deity in charge of—actually, nevermind. Omnipotent deities do as they want.


I gnaw on the inside of a cheek and try to retain my calm. “Of course.”


Yan Wang is having none of it. He erupts into full-bellied guffaws that carry throughout his antechamber. As far as such places go, the nook is rather modestly appointed. Volcanic rock connects floor to walls to ceiling, a smooth grey interrupted by tributaries of pale gold. Ornaments are few and far between here: an antique dresser, a map of Diyu, a mirror the size of a stadium ground, and the corner that Yan Wan uses for cerebral entertainment. Ignoring scale, this is more a space for an everyman scholar than a puissant monarch. Which is probably why Yan Wang keeps it this way.


“You’re much too serious, Rupert.” His laughter smooths into a low chuckle. “Live! There are so many years for you to accomplish that.”


“I’m trying—I—Yes, Your Highness.”


“Pantheons will fight and they will bicker. Such is the way of siblings. It’s a small matter. Don’t think too much of it.”


I weigh my protests on the tip of my tongue. Yan Wang doesn’t get it. He can’t. He exists on a different scale from the rest of us, both figuratively and literally. So, I bite down on my argument and lower my forehead to his palm again. Even if I can’t have the King of Hell lumber up to terra firma and solve my problems for me, I know exactly who I need to talk to, to finally close this sordid loop of lies.


“Your Highness?”


“Mm.” He sounds like he’s still threading through the waters of his own contemplation.


“If it’s not too much problem, would it be okay for you to send me topside?” I flick a glance at Jian Wang, still inert, still in a pose of abject submission. “And, um, for me to leave the kid with you.”


An emphatic nod that knocks me back onto my knees when I make the mistake of trying to wobble upright. “Of course. We shall be more than happy to provide such a small favour to such an important—”


The snap of his fingers splits my hearing like a thunderclap. My world fills with white light, and I feel a lurching in the pit of my stomach, pulling me up this time. Yan Wang’s final words dissipate into a thrash of static, meaningless, all-consuming. The wrenching sharpens into rippling nausea as I, centuries or seconds later, plunge back into my meat suit.


Something stinks. Me, most likely. I roll over onto my back and groan. There’s plastic under my skin, and the glare of the noon sky above my head. I think I smell durian, so completely rotted that not even its most ardent proponents would defend it. Carefully, I stretch out my arms and wince at my protesting muscles. I crinkle my nose. Definitely in a dumpster.


And that smell is definitely me.


(One of the sad realities of life, ang moh. No one will change the underpants of a presumed corpse.)


 



 



“HEY, BOSS. I’VE got a question.”


I shouldn’t have taken the bus. I shouldn’t have taken the bus. Especially not the cheapest ride I could find. Gasoline fumes tangle with the stench of unwashed armpits, rust, and vomit. The seats, a sliver of fabric over creaking metal, rattle loudly, even as the passengers rock and sway in place, trying in vain to keep from spilling into one another’s laps. I crane my head as far as it will go as my aisle mates, an obese man and his shih tzu hybrid, fall on me. Neither of them appear particularly acquainted with soap.


On the bright side, no one has commented on my aromatic presence either.


“Rupert! Ahahahaha,” the boss chimes down the phone, pitch-perfect. In the background, I catch the silvery murmur of opulent dining: jazz music, a delicate tinkle of silverware, voices pitched low but confident. “If you’re calling to ask about my favorite way to prepare a Fury, the answer would be: whatever way you impress me with.”


I carefully slant my legs away from the dog. There’s a look in its eyes that suggests the owner should have probably taken the mutt to the toilet before they got on the bus. “Actually, it’s something else.”


“Yes?” His voice doesn’t so much harden as arch; bright and attentive. “I am completely free and at your service.”


“Why are you trying to kill your foreign guests?”


A beat. The answer unfurls, brimming with plasticky cheer. “Sorry?”


“Why are you trying to bread and fry the Furies? You invited them here. The least you could do is offer them amnesty from your appetites.” The bus lurches across a speed bump and I barely avoid severing my tongue as I jolt upwards, nearly tumbling into the walkaway as I crash back into the so-thin-it-might-as-well-be-skipped cushion.


The boss doesn’t answer. I can hear furniture being pushed back and the sounds of fine dining (ghouls have bottomless appetites and varied tastes; it isn’t sustenance they pursue, so much as consumption) recede into the snarl of traffic. It isn’t until there is absolute silence on the line that the boss, charm unruffled, begins to speak again. “Because it is sadly necessary.”


“To eat... a goddess?”


“Why, yes.” Surprise knots around an edge of malice. “Do you really think I’d give up the opportunity to sample such a delectable delicacy?”


“That’s not what I meant.” Guan Yin save me, the dog is actually peeing on its owner. Despite the warm, acidic puddle spreading over his leg, the man remains, astonishingly, dead to the world. In a fit of morbid curiosity, I raise a palm over his nostrils. Still breathing. “You know what I meant.”


“Absolutely not, Rupert. Why don’t you outline the situation clearly for me? Careful with what you say, though. I don’t want to have to sue you for libelous conduct. Ahahaha.” He is absolutely not joking, I’m sure.


I swallow and glance out of the window. Oil palm trees as far as the eye can see, an endless stretch of serrated bark and yellow-green leaves. “You called the Furies to Malaysia. You sponsored their stay. You want them dead so the Greeks will attack.”


“You are a smart one, Rupert. I keep telling my wife, but she wouldn’t believe me. She thinks you’re a talented chimp.” The boss laughs musically, the reverberations overflowing with calculated amounts of goodwill. “But, yes. You’re right. I did. It’s—I don’t know if you can understand it. But I am so very sick of the power disparity in this country.”


My eyes travel the bus. Power disparity, especially in monetary terms, is something I understand exceedingly well. I clamp down on the impulse for unnecessary witticism. “Mhm.”


“Sick of it. I was here when your first ancestors landed on the soil, you know? And I watched as they gained the advantage. Your grubby little pantheon grew with them. Miserable stuff, all and all.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Look at you, Rupert. Always so scintillatingly polite. It’s why we keep you around. Anyway, without going too much into ancient history, I decided it was time for a change.”


Evening swaddles the horizon in blues and shadows. The dog has finally gone back to sleep atop the fat man’s lap; his owner, in turn, has finally slouched against the window instead of my shoulder. “Why now?”


“You should really keep up with the world news.” A dangerous note of coyness, as the boss chuckles to himself. “Find out yourself. I’ll tell you this much: it’s an excellent season for new ideas.”


I nod, realise he can’t see it, and make more affirmative noises. If I’m lucky, he’ll talk himself into a confession.


“Anyway. Yes. I want to dethrone the Chinese. Take them down a few notches, or possibly get rid of them entirely. I’m nowhere near fussy about the matter. I just want to see justice where justice is due.”


“Sure. Fair.” I can never leave anything well and alone. “But what about me? Why am I—what’s with the whole ‘cook us a Fury’ deal?”


“I want conflict. It doesn’t matter who instigates it. You or Ao Qin. It’s all the same to me. Except I’m slightly more confident of one party’s survival than the other’s. No offense. You understand.”


“None taken.”


“Coincidentally, since we’re on the topic of betrayals and callous manipulation, I’m going to take this moment to point out that Minah belongs to us.”


I freeze.


“She is, officially, the property of our wonderful little tribe. George too, if you recall. Now, had you been a better employee, she might have already acquired her freedom. But you’re not. She’s still ours, and officially, we can do anything we want. Including pulp her for serunding, should a certain Dragon King come knocking on our doors. Are we clear?”


My voice emerges as a croak. “Crystal.”


“Perfect. Enjoy your trip to Port Dickson. Send Ao Qin our regards.”





  



CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  



  



“TYPE O NEGATIVE! You remembered!”


“Only the best.” I incline my head and try to feign indifference as The God of Missing People suckles on the blood bag like a juice pouch. It helps, of course, that the deity has provided phenomenally effective discretion.


The ghost of Xiao Quan is precisely as I imagined: decorous, elegant, beautiful in the way only dangerous predators can be, and very slightly translucent. Her eyes are large and sad within the sharp-jawed frame. As I study at her, the Dragon King’s daughter flows into a low bow, every inch a model of sinuous grace.


“Forgive this one for all of the trouble she has caused.” Her manner of speech is appropriately archaic, several centuries too formal for this irreverent millennium.


“No sweat!” The word pulses free. I rub the back of my neck, awkwardness heating my cheeks. I like respectful people as much as the next person, but you can feel unqualified for the attention. If she knew what I’d been up to, she’d likely have choicer words. “I’m, I mean. I’m very honoured you could make an appearance.”


“This one did not intend to cause trouble. This one had her own desires, her own... agenda. This one wanted to die.” No drama colors that proclamation, only wistful frankness. This one wanted to die. The words seep through my bones. Minah has never so openly articulated her desires, but she had always desired escape. Instinctively, I run my fingertips over my phone, hoping for the buzz of an incoming message. Nothing. “This one also knew her father would not accept—”


So, feeling rather like a sexist heel, I talk over her, and over the thoughts extricating themselves from the morass of my memory. “Couldn’t you have just told your father about what was happening?”


Xiao Quan’s laugh is hollow. “And what? This one’s sire would have simply told this one to go home, and preserve face. One cannot abandon the fate they’ve made for themselves.”


Waves smash into the rocks of Port Dickson. We’ve found a secluded corner in spite of the area’s popularity among the country’s overworked and underpaid middle-class. I probably didn’t need to be adjacent to an ocean to summon Ao Qin, but the idea had romantic appeal. Sort of. Up until the point I discovered one of my fellow passengers suffered from explosive bowel troubles. Of course, by then, there was nothing to do but grin and bear it.


Anyway.


I swallow, glance over to the sea, a muddied brown that inspires no desire to wade into its depths. I suppose I could have found a more inspiring spot. “I see.”


“This one meant no harm. At least not to anyone other than her beloved spouse. The Furies seemed like the perfect option. Certainly, the local nobility trusted them.”


“I—” I falter. Murder victims usually aren’t quite so apologetic about the violent crimes, but normal employers rarely participate in grandiose chess matches, utilizing ancient spirits and domestic dissatisfaction as game pieces. There’s no template for me to pin a response, really, so I shove that line of thought aside. “Why did the Furies off you too?”


“It was mariticide,” Xiao Quan explains, edges shimmering. She collects her hands over her belly. I don’t recognize her garments from her corpse. They’re simpler than what I would picture; cotton rather than silk, pale oceanic colors bare of complicated embroidery. “The Kindly Ones could not allow for it. This one had to die, if they were to fulfill this one’s request.” She hesitates. “But they were kind. It did not hurt for long.”


I nod. The God of Missing People has wandered off towards the shore, still clutching its sacrificial plastic sack. Flashing us both a curious stare, it drops to its knees and begins listlessly scooping at the beach with its fingers.


“Will you tell this one’s father she is sorry? This one was tired. After so many thousands of years, this one simply desired to cease.”


“I—” I purse my mouth, but incline my head. There’s nothing more to be said here. At this point, any criticism about her life’s decisions feels unfortunately moot. Lacking the right words, I delay my answer by looking over towards the God of Missing People, who is locking fingers with a spectral hand it had just unearthed. “Yes. But, don’t you think it would be better to tell him yourself?”


“No,” Xiao Quan replies, fading into intangibility. “Not at all.”


I almost let her go. Almost. The exhaustion in her gaze digs like a hook. I know that look far too well. But even as Xiao Quan diffuses, fading into the pale curve of a smile, I chatter another incantation, an ugly barrage of consonants. Her outline snaps back into hard focus.


“What?”


“I’m sorry.” I fold into a half-hearted shrug, feeling somewhat like an adult challenging a toddler to a test of arms. “I sympathize. I do. But you’re going to tell your father about what happened so he’ll call this whole thing off. And please,please can we avoid mentioning the bit with the ghouls? I don’t want to be a bastard, but if you tell, I will make sure it goes just as badly for you as it will go for me.”


 



 



THE ENCOUNTER IS less dramatic than I expected it to be, less a meeting between two reptilian divinities, more a pow-wow between father and daughter. Ao Qin wears his human shape throughout the muted conversation as they stand with their foreheads pressed together, the Dragon King’s forearms rested on his daughter’s shoulders, Xiao Quan’s fingers loose about his wrists.


My daughter my daughter my daughter his memories have lightened to hazy watercolour figments in my head, barely distinguishable from a dream. But I feel the afterimage of his agony, his guilt still twinges like an old injury.


Hours later, or maybe minutes, the two separate. Xiao Quan bows low as, shooting a hurt look in my direction, she finally dissolves into air, leaving Ao Qin to goggle at the space she occupied. Three long breaths later, he marches up to me, carrying the smell of salt and death.


“Thank you.”


I nod.


He pauses. You can almost see the words hanging suspended in the air: the apologies, the reassurances, the vocabulary of comfort. But I’m just a man, and he’s a god with a questionable grasp of the value of a human life. Such limitations prohibit wanton brotherly love. “We need to know: was anyone else involved?”


“No.”


His lamplight stare burns molten. “Are you certain?”


“We are. I mean, I am. One hundred percent.”


Ao Qin’s expression remains placid, although his skin does not. Patterns writhe with unverbalized emotion. I glance away just as it reaches his eyes. The God of Missing People is wisely keeping its distance, more preoccupied with the ghost it found in the sand than my predicament. Typical.


“Your daughter had her reasons. Bad ones, definitely, but this is something she wanted. No foul. You have your evidence. You have a confession. I have a confession. Bring it to... to god court, or whatever you call it. I did my job. Now”—the words catch as I hold out the tape recorder for his inspection—“let Minah go.”


The Dragon King says nothing, only regards the device in my palm with what appears to be mild befuddlement. I’m briefly wracked by concern. What if he—


“Thank you.” The gratitude comes stiff, unpracticed. He takes the machine, pockets it, then snags my hand in a rough handshake. “We will have a word with the Furies and their masters. This is more than sufficient for what we require.”


Not trusting myself to speak, I respond with an equally graceless nod. It’s not every day that you catalyze a war for a woman’s sake.


Ao Qin glides sidelong, taking a step back towards the ocean. “Are you certain there’s nothing else you wish to tell us? No further details?”


Karma feels like the weight of the world compressed into a single pin, its point impaled upon the middle of my forehead. I suck in a breath. The universe is watching. This is one of those moments that you clearly recognize as instrumental in the charting of history. One of those decisions that divide reality into parallel dimensions, that defines centuries to come. I clutch that breath like a lifeline. The right thing to do would be to prevent the risk of global conflict.


“No.”


You know what they say. Love makes fools and warmongers out of all of us.


 



 



“HOW DID IT go, Rupert?” the boss queries, effervescently delighted.


“Wonderful. I started a war for you.”


He laughs. “Excellent, excellent. Excellent.”


I meander up the hill side, back onto the road. Several metres away, a black sedan sits purring, its driver nonchalantly reclining against its frame. “You sent a ride?”


“Of course. And a change of clothing. We’re told you absolutely reek.” He laughs quietly. “Make sure to change before you come in today. We already have to deduct your pay for your absences. We’d rather not have to cut it any further because of your inability to maintain personal hygiene.”


I don’t ask how he knows, or even why he cares. The boss isn’t exactly someone who should complain about offal, given his predilections. I nod towards the driver, yet another Aryan bombshell. “Sure, boss.”


“We have lamia in stock today, by the way. I hope you’re prepared for the challenge.”


“Sure, boss.” Just another day in paradise for Rupert Wong, cannibal chef.
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For a man who started a celestial war, Rupert Wong, Seneschal of Kuala Lumpur and indentured cannibal chef, isn’t doing too badly for himself. Sure, his flesh-eating bosses inexplicably have him on loan to the Greek pantheon, the very gods he thrust into interethnic conflict. Sure, the Chinese Hells have him under investigation for possible involvement in the fracas. And sure as hell, he’s already elbow-deep in debt with the Sisyphean gambling ring. But Rupert is alive. 

  


For now.

  


Really, it could be slightly worse.

  


‘She’s too good a writer to ignore.’

Chuck Wendig

  


“Rupert Wong, Cannibal Chef is one of those books that you have to pick up when you find it, if only just to see whether or not the title is screwing with you. Bottom line: if you can handle the profanity and grotesque content, you just may find this one to your liking...”

Manhattan Book Review
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Five years ago, it all went wrong for Cason Cole. He lost his wife and son, lost everything, and was bound into service to a man who chews up human lives and spits them out, a predator who holds nothing dear and respects no law. Now, as the man he both loves and hates lies dying at his feet, the sounds of the explosion still ringing in his ears, Cason is finally free.

  


The gods and goddesses are real. A many-headed pantheon—a tangle of divine hierarchies—once kept the world at arm’s length, warring with one another for mankind’s belief and devotion. It was a grim and bloody balance, but a balance just the same. When one god triumphed, driving all other gods out of Heaven, it was back to the bad old days: cults and sycophants, and the terrible retribution the gods visit on those who spite them.

  


None of which is going to stop Cason from getting back what’s his...

  


‘If you’re looking for a sassy, hard-boiled thriller with a paranormal slant, Wendig has established himself as the go-to man.’

The Guardian

  


‘Exactly the kind of spin I was looking for. Bad asses, psychotic cannibals, religious fundamentalists, zombies and insane clowns... Wendig has created a zombie-infested world that you will enjoy spending time in.’

Graeme’s Fantasy Book Review on Double Dead
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Louie “Fitz” Fitzsimmons is getting out of the drugs business. It was never what you might call a career, anyway; he’s got problems – strange, violent, vivid hallucinations that have plagued him since he was a kid – and what with one thing and another, this is where he’s ended up. So he’s been cooking Hollywood gangster Blake Kaplan’s books, and putting a little aside for a rainy day – fifteen million, give or take – and he figures it’s time to cut and run. Until a vision hits at the worst possible moment, and now he’s in hospital and looking at a stretch in County on a possession charge.

  


Then a Lithuanian goddess of the hunt murders her way into the hospital, and Fitz ends up on the run from a pissed-off angel, and there’s new gods – gods of business and the internet – hunting him down, and what started as a bad day gets a whole lot worse. Because Fitz is a Chronicler, a prophet – a modern Moses or Hesiod – with the power to make, or break, the gods themselves...

  


‘A head-shakingly perfect blend of deadpan wit, startling profanity, desperate improvisation and inventive brilliance’

Kirkus Reviews on City of the Lost

  


‘Blackmoore is taking urban fantasy in all new directions and setting fire to its cherished tropes’

SF Revu
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SOMEONE HAS STOLEN COYOTE’S PENIS.

  


The Native American trickster god and Richard Greene, one of his mortal marks, find themselves unwitting bedfellows as they seek to regain what they have both lost. The trail leads them to England, where they find murdered Anglo-Saxon spirits, a reclusive god of the forge, a London gentleman’s club exclusively for deities and a terrifying conspiracy. If Coyote is going to save the world and get his mojo back, it’s going to take everything in his bag of tricks—and he’s suffering from the ultimate performance anxiety.
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