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Praise for

DEMON SONG

“Demon Song is a fast-paced exploration of the power of performance and the cost of desire by the queen of thrilling murder mysteries, twisty red herrings, and complex mother-daughter relationships.”

AI JIANG, Hugo Award nominee and author of A Palace Near the Wind

“Magical and forlorn. Yu deftly blends the fantastical imagery of a classic tale with a modern story of having to grow up too fast, joining elegant theater with familial cycles of pain. Demon Song makes your heart ache right to the end.”

HAILEY PIPER, Bram Stoker Award®-winning author of Queen of Teeth

“Demon Song reaches such a high note, a blissful blend of Chinese folklore and Shirley Jackson, reading like The Haunting of Hill’s Opera House, where phantoms flit on pitches no living organism can continue to read sanely.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Wake Up and Open Your Eyes

“Utterly addicting and an immediate new obsession. This is the kind of story that consumes you more and more with each page and I couldn’t get enough of this darkly gothic, sharp-edged tale of wicked bargains, alluring demons, and desperate longing.”

CG DREWS, New York Times-bestselling author of Don’t Let The Forest In

“An appetizingly dark Gothic served dripping in mood and laced with Chinese mythology. Yu’s love of theatre sings throughout this musical nightmare.”

EDEN ROYCE, Bram Stoker Award®-nominated author of Hollow Tongue

“Demon Song spreads its lovely darkness through the eerie passageways of an aged Beijing opera house, the perfect setting for its many charms. The horror rises like an aria, the evil is enchanting behind its mask, and Kelsea Yu’s haunting prose moves like music to its skin-crawling conclusion. If House of Leaves absorbed the best of 1960s Asian horror films and classic weird fiction into its hallways, this poisonous novella could be the marrow of such a strange architecture.”

MICHAEL WEHUNT, author of The October Film Haunt and Greener Pastures

“A Chinese theatre horror with themes of intergenerational trauma and marginalization delivered in haunting, lyrical prose, Kelsea Yu’s Demon Song resounds with originality and flair. Featuring a historic tale which blends seamlessly into the contemporary narrative like a traditional zhiguai, Yu’s white bone spirit beguiles and terrifies. A startling new voice in Asian horror, Yu will undoubtedly feature on future award lists.”

LEE MURRAY, five-time Bram Stoker Award®-winning author and editor of Black Cranes and Tortured Willows.
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For my dad,
who took me to see my first musical
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It is when something draws to its inevitable end that we think most about how it began. These past few months, with the days stretching longer, the dogwood in our backyard shedding pale blossoms with the warming of the weather, I’ve been embroiled in an interminable debate with myself. Should I tell you my tale?

There seems little benefit when you cannot change its ending.

But eventually, those incurably human emotions—selfishness and the desire to be known by the ones we love most—won out.

If only I hadn’t put this off so long, I would have brought you along on this trip so that we could spend the day together. Instead, I am hunched over the secretary desk in my hotel room at dawn, writing, to the best of my memory, what transpired that summer. Resisting the pull as long as possible and hoping I haven’t left things too late.
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The wheels of our suitcases squeaked as Mom and I dragged our last worldly possessions through the tiled streets of Beijing. I was a scrawny sixteen-year-old at the time, trying—and failing—to avoid dwelling on everything we couldn’t bring as we fled under the cover of a moonless night. My collection of mugs from every place we’d lived. The pile of books Yí had given me before I’d left Portland. My third-favorite sweater. They were all gone, left behind in the spare apartment of the man who swept Mom off her feet with promises of marriage, moved us to China, took our passports away, and then installed her as his mistress.

“We’re almost there, Megan.” Mom wiped sweat off her forehead. She had lost her usual primped-to-perfection look; her silky black tresses were stringy with grease, and her wrinkled shift dress hung limply over her bony frame.

“Great.” I smacked the mosquito nipping at my neck, crumpling its delicate body. Wiping its guts on my jeans, I bit back the thoughts that threatened to spill out. I was itchy, I smelled like bus, and I missed Yi. But as always, I was expected to act excited about the next place we’d call home… until Mom fucked everything up again.

“Megan?”

I took a deep breath and turned to look at Mom, whose heavy makeup barely covered the ugly bloom of plum beneath. My gaze lingered on her bruises, and my heart softened. “I’m fine. Just… tired.”

“I know. I promise you’ll love our new home, though.” A note of uncertainty crept into her voice. She frowned and picked up her pace, leading us past gray brick buildings with identical arched doorways and roofs. All the shops were all closed for the night, save for one rowdy bar. Music, laughter, and light spilled from its open doorway.

We rounded a corner, and Mom turned toward me, lips spreading into a grin as she gestured dramatically to the building behind her. Imitating an announcer, she boomed, “Welcome to Huīhuáng Opera House!”

Countless glowing red lanterns illuminated a stunning, multi-storied structure. Black lacquered pillars supported a sloped roof lined with tubular tiles, and beneath it lay a massive red façade carved with softly gilded symbols. A golden phoenix crowned the theater, wings spread over a sign emblazoned with traditional hànyŭ characters.

As the lights flickered, the roof’s upturned eaves appeared to sharpen into a wicked grin, red lips splitting to show off a row of jagged, bloodstained teeth.

When I blinked, it was merely a sloped roof again.

“I don’t understand.” I grabbed Mom’s arm before she could join the horde of strangers pushing their way across the street. “Where are we staying?”

Her smile faltered. “You’re so impatient, Megan. Can’t you ever go with the flow?”

“Just tell me.”

She sighed. “The Opera House has built-in living quarters for the troupe and various staff.” She paused. “Including cleaners.” Mom pulled her arm away and walked off before I could ask more questions. I scrambled to keep up.

My skin prickled as we neared the entrance. Nestled in among high-rises and modern, boxy buildings, its bright coloring and odd silhouette made it look like something dredged from an ancient past. A shiver ran through me as I stepped over the threshold, feeling like we were about to drop into a world long gone.

Mom freshened her lipstick and twisted her hair into a quick bun before knocking. The door opened to reveal a man with slick black hair and a sharp chin. I sighed. Of course. This must be how we came by our new jobs. He had the same hungry eyes and toothy grin as the rest of them, and his gaze lingered on Mom’s exposed cleavage for a beat too long.

At least it wasn’t on mine.

“Wēi!” Mom leapt forward to hug the man, whose face morphed into a delighted grin.

“Jiā!” He hugged her back. “You made it!”

I rolled my eyes. So, it began.

When she’d finally let him go, she gestured at me. “Megan, this is Wei, an old friend of mine. Wei, this is my daughter, Megan.”

I offered up a half-hearted wave. Wei nodded at me, but his gaze immediately turned back to rest on Mom. I might as well have been a pet she’d brought with her.

Wei and Mom chattered away as he led us inside, and through the narrow hallways. I understood barely enough Mandarin to catch the gist. When I’d been younger, Mom and I would converse regularly in her native tongue. Then, one of her longer-lasting boyfriends accused us of talking shit about him behind his back. After that, we dared whisper in Mandarin only in private. Eventually, we switched permanently to English; it was easier not to have to look over our shoulders constantly.

As we turned a corner, Wei noticed my existence and switched to English, pointing out various restorations that the three-hundred-year-old theater had undergone in recent years. “Since your mother was last here, we replaced all the rotting rosewood beams and refinished the entire interior! It was a major ordeal, restoring the colors to their original hue.”

Despite myself, I found my curiosity piqued. I reached out to touch a lion the size of my palm; one of many carved relief animals and good-luck symbols lining the wall. “That must have taken forever.”

“Four years,” he said. “And we still do small repairs here and there.” I pictured a line of painters working in unison, using tiny brushes to retouch each animal.

“Āiyā,” Mom said as we rounded a corner. “They forgot a spot.” She pointed to a strip of peeling paint.

Wei frowned. “No matter how often we repaint certain spots, they keep chipping. Almost as if…” He shook his head. “I’m sure it’s nothing. Old buildings are strange.”

“Maybe this place is haunted,” I said.

Mom gave me a warning look. “Don’t joke about things like that.” She pursed her lips. “And be mindful of where you wander around here. This theater is bigger than it looks. As cautious and thorough as I’m sure the workers were,” she smiled at Wei, “they might have missed a rotten board or two.”

I wasn’t about to argue with Mom in front of Wei, but I crossed my arms to indicate my displeasure. She was treating me like an errant child when I hadn’t done anything wrong. Oblivious, Wei continued playing tour guide. He pointed out the shared bathroom before leading us to our room. Sliding open the screen door, he revealed a small bed, dresser, and floor-length mirror. Though the room was tiny, each piece of furniture matched the décor perfectly. Mom stepped inside, inspecting everything.

“Is there a spare sleeping mat? I don’t mind the floor.” I yawned, hoping Wei wasn’t too obtuse to take the hint.

“No need.” Wei’s smile set my teeth on edge. “I arranged for you to have separate rooms.”

Mom looked up, startled, her fingers curled around the side of the mirror. “Thank you, but that’s not necessary.”

He waved a hand. “Don’t worry, Jia. It’s no trouble at all. Megan is a growing teenager; she will appreciate her own space. These rooms are far too small for two.”

“I’d rather share with Mom.” I narrowed my eyes, well aware of why Wei wanted Mom to have her own room.

Mom’s eyes flicked, indecisive, back and forth between me and Wei. My hand curled into a fist; for once, I wanted her to pick my side. To stand up for us.

When Mom turned toward Wei, her lips settling into an overdone smile, my heart sank. “You’re right,” she said. “Teenagers need space. Thank you for your generosity, Wei.”

I didn’t argue. I offered Mom the right assurances and bid her goodnight—everything she wanted to hear. I waited until they had both left before I let my tears fall.

Despite the lumpy mattress, I began to drop off. As my eyelids fluttered shut, I heard a song, otherworldly and beautiful, cut through the hazy in-between. Though I could not understand the words, its melody felt true, as if composed of all the sadness I’d shed into my pillow. And then I was out.

*   *   *

I woke in a dark chamber deep within the body of the Opera House—though how I knew this, I could not say. The air was cold and stale as I sat up, shivering. One by one, candles lit up around me, and in the flickering, uneven light, I saw myself—another me, several feet away—startle. She touched her face as I felt my own fingertips brush my cheek. I turned my head, and there was another me, and another, an endless sea of us stretching into the darkness, all turned in precisely the same way. We stared at each other; parted our lips to speak.

Our mouths were empty cavities; nothing but black, gaping maws.

As we screamed, our jaws opened wider, mouths stretching and expanding. A wild, insatiable hunger tore through me, a sudden ache that felt like burst stitches. And then she was above me. A woman in brilliant white robes, unblinking as she gazed into my eyes. She placed a finger over my lips, and my scream stopped abruptly. I could still feel it pressing against my throat, desperate to be released, but I was powerless to move. Smiling, she slid her fingers into my mouth until her entire hand lay inside; until her probing fingers were in my throat, pulling something out as I gagged and choked.

She yanked, hard and abrupt. Blood and sick ran down her arm, staining her billowing white sleeves as she lifted her hand, palm up to reveal the pale pink muscle, still wriggling, forming soundless, impossible words.








[image: Chapter 3]

I startled awake, chilled by the memory of last night’s dream. In the mirror, I stuck out my tongue, reassuring myself it was intact. Just a nightmare. There was a note beneath my door.


Breakfast is served in the restaurant near the theater entrance. Wei says you can charge whatever meals you want to his account, but don’t take advantage, okay? Take the morning to settle in while I sort out our jobs here. Meet me in front of your room at noon and we’ll get lunch. We start work after that.

Love, Mom



I crumpled up the note and tossed it in a corner.

As I made my way toward the restaurant Wei had pointed out the evening before, I recalled that false smile as he insisted Mom and I sleep in separate rooms. I clenched my jaw, nearly turning back. It was tempting to skip breakfast rather than put myself in his debt—even with something as small as a meal charged to his account.

But, as I reached the restaurant, my stomach growled its demands. I gritted my teeth, ordering a pineapple bun to go. The crackly top crunched satisfyingly with each bite. This, at least, was one thing I loved about living in China: the baked goods were delicious.

With nothing better to do, I set off to explore the Opera House.

Behind the vacant ticket booth, I found a shrine. Shiny gold Buddha figurines sat below a wall of photos—some in grayscale, others in color—of past opera stars. I leaned in to inspect them, marveling at their elaborate costumes. Each actor was wrapped in layers of heavy, patterned fabrics, hair bound up in jeweled headdresses. Pronounced makeup transformed their features. One by one, they stared back at me; black wing-lined eyes set against faces painted in exaggerated patterns.

I paused on a photo featuring a singer clad in white robes and a matching cape, both accented with cobalt blue embroidery. Pom-poms topped her pearled headpiece and two long, thin feathers sprouted from either side of her head, like antlers. As I stared, a memory tried to surface; something familiar about the costume or likeness. She reminded me, vaguely, of the white-robed woman in the previous night’s dream, but it was more than that. A recollection from somewhere deep in my past.

Beneath the image, several words were scrawled in messy handwriting—hànyŭ characters with an English translation beneath:
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Dèng Aìlì

I stared at the photo until my eyes began to water, waiting for the connection. Still, it refused to click, leaving me feeling hollow, like I’d missed something essential.

On my way out, I passed by the ticket booth. Beside it, a giant poster showed two opera performers facing off. One was dressed like the Monkey King. As you might guess, my knowledge of classic Chinese literature was much more limited back then, but even I knew of Sūn Wùkōng. The other was dressed like the singer in the photograph.

A well-worn book sat askew on the ticket booth counter. Curious, I reached for it. As my fingertips brushed the spine, a sudden desire came over me. I wanted that book more than I’d wanted anything in ages. After a surreptitious glance around, I slipped it into my hoodie.

I found a quiet corner to sit in before inspecting the book. It looked ancient, with a battered leather cover and warped, yellowing pages. I flipped through pages of Chinese text, stopping at a spot marked by a postcard with the same image as the opera poster.

THE MONKEY KING
AND THE WHITE BONE DEMON

I blinked at the chapter title. Why was this page in English? I checked a few pages back.

It was all in English.

I rubbed my face. Clearly, I needed sleep. Someone—a traveler, maybe—must have left their copy here by accident, along with their souvenir postcard. Of course they’d have it open to the current show; they wanted to learn the story. It made sense.

Well, their loss. I began reading.


The evil, shape-shifting spirit known as Báigǔjīng, the White Bone Demon, was particular in her tastes. A craving thrummed through her skeletal body, from the tips of the long tendrils sprouting like horns on her skull, to the gnarled toes of her clawed feet. She was determined to consume the flesh of Táng Sānzàng, the famed Buddhist monk known to be the reincarnation of a holy being. By doing so, she would gain immortality.

When Baigujing learned that Tang Sanzang and his three disciples were passing near her mountain, she licked her rouge-lined lips in anticipation of the meal ahead. Her sights were set on the reincarnated monk, but her demon friends might enjoy the flesh of his companions—the infamous Monkey King, Sun Wukong; the pig spirit, Zhū Bājiè; and fish spirit, Shā Wùjìng. Baigujing took the form of a young maiden from the local village, appearing before the four weary travelers with a basket of poisoned fruit.

The grateful monk reached out to select a ripe plum, but one of his companions leapt between him and the demon. Sun Wukong was the only one powerful enough to detect Baigujing’s deception. Defending his master, Sun Wukong struck the maiden with his legendary golden-banded staff, a blow hard enough to kill her. As she lay in a pool of blood before them, Tang Sanzang turned to his disciple, fury emblazoning his eyes.

“How could you kill an innocent maiden? You have made a vow to defend me, yet you have used your powers to kill a young girl.”

“Master,” Sun Wukong pleaded, “she was a demon intent on harming you. I am sure of it.”

Tang Sanzang did not believe Sun Wukong. Shamed by his disciple, he buried the girl in the soil and the four companions continued on.

However, Baigujing was too strong to die from one beating. Her fingernails turned black as she dug her way through the soil, taking respite in an underground cavern. As she recovered, she thought of the monk’s soft cheeks, of the Monkey King’s narrowed eyes. And she planned her next attack.



A song interrupted my reading—a rich falsetto melody accompanied by plucky strings. Curious, I stowed the book away and followed the sounds up a staircase. At the top, I pushed aside yellow silk curtains and slipped through.

I found myself on a side balcony, midway up an exceedingly tall room. Light filtered in from windows above, illuminating the colorful interior. Unlike the building’s hallways, which made me vaguely claustrophobic with their low ceilings and the promise of creatures ready to leap out from every corner, everything here was bright and inviting, painted red with green and gold accents.

Below me, empty tables and chairs faced an elevated stage. Lacquered pillars held up a miniature, decorative ceiling, and a red backdrop sat behind, patterned with gold thread.

Onstage, a group of ten or so athletic-looking people lounged, some laughing and chatting in Mandarin as others sang and played music. I tucked myself into a shadow, feeling like a creep as I watched what I figured must be the opera troupe. A guy in a monkey mask with the face cut out, brown fur surrounding his head like a mane, planted a huge, wet kiss on the cheek of another guy holding an oversized pig mask. As Pig Mask Guy slapped him away, laughing, Monkey Guy sneaked behind a girl playing the lute and started braiding her hair. She ignored him, continuing to strum, until he started waving her braid up and down like an undulating snake. She rolled her eyes and turned to tell him off, but her smirk said she wasn’t truly bothered.

Their teasing laughter and camaraderie twisted my insides in a way only reminders of the past could. An ache settled in my heart. I missed karaoke with Yi. I missed our wild rehearsal nights—Yi had somehow convinced me to audition with her for our school’s production of The Addams Family. I thought of her, and me, and the rest of the cast laughing and gossiping as we wiped globs of makeup off one another’s faces. I missed home.

A new voice began singing, dulcet tones rich and beautiful. The chatter died, and I followed everyone’s gazes to a girl standing below the stage who looked a few years older than me. With her lacy black blouse, dangly rose-shaped earrings, and expensive-looking handbag, she exuded effortless glamour.

When she was done, the group burst into applause, excited energy roiling through the performers. I drew in a breath. She had to be the lead. She was good. Really good. Good enough to pique my curiosity about The Monkey King and the White Bone Demon.

I squinted and leaned forward, trying to make out her features.

“Hēi! Nǐ mílùle ma?”

It took a moment to realize the question, shouted by a performer in a maroon T-shirt, was meant for me. I hadn’t realized I’d stepped out of the shadows. I rested my elbows on the balcony rail as I searched for whoever was talking. As an added bonus, it gave me a moment to mentally translate my planned reply into Mandarin.

“She’s American,” someone said. “Or some other country. Not Chinese.”

Not Chinese. The words pitted in my stomach. “Wǒ huì jiāng zhōngwén.” I stood up straighter. “Wǒ zài zhè’er dǎgōng.”

Two of them exchanged looks. It was difficult to tell which of my claims garnered more of their skepticism: that I could speak Mandarin or that I worked there.

“Sure, sure.” Maroon Shirt waved me down. “Come join us, American girl! We can speak English!”

Once upon a time, I would have been too shy to join a group of strangers, especially when they all seemed to know each other intimately. But after countless moves, my nervousness about meeting new people had lessened somewhat, even if I still didn’t really enjoy it. I wasn’t afraid, though. By then, I’d learned that it’s the ones closest to you that you need to be wariest of.

Soon, I was in the heart of the crowd, leaned up against the stage. Up close, I could see that most of the performers weren’t much older than me. Proximity accented their muscular bodies, highlighting my own puniness in comparison. Several of them passed a bottle of something that smelled alcoholic between them. Monkey Guy took a swig. From onstage, Maroon Shirt grinned at me. “Was I right? You’re American?”

I hadn’t yet figured out what gave me away, but everyone in China seemed to be able to pin me down as American right away. “Yeah.”

Maroon Shirt slid down the stage, landing in front of me with a thump. I stepped back to avoid a collision. His breath reeked of alcohol. “So, what do you do, American girl?”

“I’m part of the cleaning staff, Chinese boy.”

One of his friends snickered, but he continued, unfazed. “Okay, okay, I should have introduced myself. I’m Háozhé. What’s your name?”

I scooted away before answering. “Megan.”

He winked at me. “Well, Megan. You’re welcome to hang out with us anytime.”

Behind him, one of the performers made a gagging sound. “Don’t be gross. She’s just a baby.”

“I’m sixteen.” I’d met his type before. Not interested. And attraction worked differently for me than it seemed to for others, anyway.

I turned my back to Haozhe and found myself in the middle of two people entangled in an argument. A burly guy folded his arms, looking at the girl in the lacy black blouse. The one with the beautiful voice.

“There’s still time to switch our next play,” Burly Guy said. “Can’t you convince your rich fiancé to use his K-pop money to fund a more traditional story?”

Lacy Blouse sighed. “You got the fucking lead role in the next show and you’re still complaining.”

“Exactly. It’ll be my name on the posters.”

“We’ve gone over this,” she said. “Joon-Ho thinks modernization will help revive interest in the art form. And you know he’s right, even if you hate it. Look how well Shanghai Opera House’s last show went. Sold out every night for the first month!”

“That’s Shanghai,” Burly Guy grumbled. “We’re the country’s capital and guardians of Chinese culture. It’s not Beijing opera anymore once we throw in expensive sets that move and light up.”

“Not this again.” Haozhe stepped between the two, resting his elbows on their shoulders and swinging back and forth between them. “Hey, Megan! What do you think?”

“Oh, I don’t…”

“Come on.” Haozhe groaned. “We can’t listen to them have the same discussion again. We need a neutral opinion! Does modernization ruin an art form?”

“Um… well…” The more I stammered, the more the group’s eyes settled on me. Finally, I channeled something Yi had said once. “Every art form has to evolve in some ways to survive. If done tastefully, the new can enhance the old. I think it can be beautiful.”

A smile quirked on the girl’s face. I felt my heartbeat pick up, a light flush spreading across my cheeks.

Burly Guy turned toward me, breath reeking of alcohol. His lips curled up in a sneer. “Americans think they know better than everyone, don’t they? You speak Mandarin like you’re in grade two and you know nothing of Chinese opera.” He switched from English to Mandarin, words so rapid I had a hard time keeping up. From the expressions on everyone’s faces, I could tell that whatever he was saying was meant to insult. I felt myself turn brighter red.
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