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Please note that while this work of fantasy draws inspiration from a real-life cultural park, Haw Par Villa, and the author’s experiences with folk religion as a member of the Chinese diaspora community in Southeast Asia, this book should not be taken as an authoritative or singular source on any religion or culture. Nor should it be used as an educational reference for the mythology of gods and the underworld; the metaphysics of yin and yang, and qi; historical or modern Taoist and Buddhist practices; or Chinese spirituality in general.


“Hell” and “the underworld” are used interchangeably in this book as equivalents of “dìyù” (earth prison), which is the traditional name for the realm of the dead in Chinese mythology and folk religion.


Please also be aware that this book contains themes and/or mentions of death, parental death (flashbacks), child abuse (inferences), panic attacks and anxiety (including one episode that is briefly described), alcohol consumption and alcoholism, and fantasy violence.
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Five Four


The boy stands alone on the roof of the tallest skyscraper in the city, a thin slice of darkness against the glowing lights. He could be eighteen, twenty-eight, or anywhere in between.


He turns up the collar of his wool coat, creating a stiff funnel around his pale neck, hiding the delicate silk choker he wears. Fastened by a discreet silver clasp, it’s a black gash across his snow-white throat like an irrevocable scar. Bright and bloody, his pocket square peeks out from under his coat, a splash of blood on his inky suit. All this expensive fabric molds to his form like a second skin, yet it is hardly adequate protection against the cold. Fortunately, temperature has little effect on this boy. He merely likes to look sharp.


And, considering his profession, it is only respectful.


Raking a hand through silvery-white hair, he stares into the distance, sadness softening his blade-sharp features. This isn’t the first time he has haunted this roof. He likes it up here. The solitude reminds him of another place he haunts in his own world.


Everything here is more alive, though.


From his vantage point, he sees the regular blinking of red and green and headlights snaking along roads stretching far into the distance. Electronic beats vibrate from well-lit stores, discordant against the honks of impatient drivers battling wayward pedestrians. The boy squints at the neon words shrieking the latest financial and political news underneath digital billboards on towering buildings, then lowers his gaze to the streets.


Humans. Scurrying like ants.


The city is a jarring melody of chaos, but he hears the song of its soul. The yearning inside him grows. He does not belong here—he never did, and maybe, he never will.


But perhaps the threads of fate are weaving a new tapestry tonight.


The boy waits, breathing in the familiar scent of the city, the mellow warmth of life filling his lungs. But as always, camouflaged in shades of charcoal and smoke, the taint of death lurks in a way that only he can understand.


He waits and waits a little more. Waits until the city softens, slows, slumbers. Until it dreams.


He tilts his head as if a distant voice were whispering to him through the wind, his eyes shifting to his watch. It’s an ancient-looking timepiece with a pitch-black face and gold gears. He closes his eyes and takes a breath. A moment later, the minute repeater engages and a series of chimes, like that from an old grandfather clock, sound.


Five long ones. A pause. Then more chimes. Each a short chirp.


Once, twice, thrice. Four times.


Five, four. Wu, si.


It is time, he thinks, opening his eyes. Time to finally forget her.


The boy straightens and looks up at flickering stars in heaven. Then he steps forward to the edge of the parapet, puts one foot out in the air—


—and disappears.




1


Nikai


EARLIER THAT NIGHT


Nikai’s stomach started to growl as he thought about the meal he was planning to eat at Kuu Bar after work: warm rice, pickled vegetables, and a crispy pork cutlet deep-fried to golden perfection. There was food back in the underworld, but it wasn’t as good as what one could find in the human realm.


His stomach grumbled again, but he ignored it. It was best to look like he was doing his job. Dressed in pristine white suits, the other Reapers of the Fourth Court were hovering around the pile of distorted metal stretching across one of the expressways of the human city. The aftermath of the thirteen-vehicle pileup had summoned them, and they were counting casualties like good worker bees.


Nikai, however, was Head Reaper, which allowed for privileges such as daydreaming about food. But he wouldn’t get to eat that coveted meal unless he hurried the task along.


He surveyed the scene. Shattered glass caught the light of the streetlamps, and the scent of burning rubber had a base note of human blood. Sounds of human pain assailed his ears. With a calm exhale, he let it all slide past him.


As he watched, the human survivors began to pull themselves from the wreckage. He wasn’t worried about them. Over the years, he’d learned to focus on the dead rather than the living—they couldn’t see him anyway. Time, however, was his concern. The Reapers had to collect the souls immediately, for the Blight could appear at any time. Drawn by the negative energy of newly departed souls, the supernatural virus infected them, turning them into vicious monsters.


Nikai knew his team had to hurry. He approached a new Reaper who had just joined his team. She was a bespectacled young woman with an enthusiastic manner about her. He wondered how she’d become a Reaper, but he knew better than to ask.


“You should read the death notes tonight,” he said. “You need the experience.”


“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” The new Reaper clicked her heels together, taking the tablet from him. She pursed her lips, sifting through the death notes with her stylus. Each slide had a photograph of a person, their name, a time of death, and a cause of death.


Nikai remembered a time when death notes were actual pieces of paper the size of poker cards. He was new and wide-eyed then, eager to do his job right, just like this Reaper beside him. But as the centuries went by, simultaneously slower and faster than expected, the work became grimmer and grimmer.


Probably why we’re called grim reapers, Nikai thought wryly. He hated the word reaper. It sounded like they were harvesting the living, waiting until they were ripe before hacking away at their lives. In truth, a Reaper’s job was to guide souls into the afterlife, where they would reside in one of the Ten Courts of Hell until their individual cycle of reincarnation was up.


Ushering. That was a better term. Nikai was an usher, not a reaper. Ushering made more sense. Ushering was kinder. Although tonight, ushering was downright bleak.


Of the fifteen souls that needed to be collected tonight, six were children.


Adult souls were a pain. Filled with feelings of regret and rage and sorrow, they argued and pleaded and cried and screamed. Because of this, most Reapers preferred collecting the souls of children. But Nikai would rather take the souls of a hundred adults over a child’s any day.


A flicker in his peripheral view drew his attention.


A young man with silvery-white hair had appeared from nowhere.


The new Reaper fumbled her stylus. “Y-Your Majesty,” she said, lowering her head.


Nikai assumed she hadn’t seen any of the Kings this close before. He hadn’t expected the Fourth King to drop by either. The Kings had better things to do than carry out the menial labor of collecting the souls of the dead. Instinctively, Nikai straightened his tie. Four was all about making a good impression; thankfully, Nikai had worn his sharpest all-black Head Reaper suit tonight.


“Greetings, Four,” he said, smiling at his boss.


The new Reaper’s eyes darted between them, no doubt surprised to see King and Reaper on such informal terms.


Nikai’s chest swelled with pride. A hierarchy would always divide them, but Four saw him as a friend, and that was enough. Four had found him, a lost soul destined to wander in limbo for eternity with no chance for redemption or reincarnation. He’d given Nikai a purpose. A home. Four was his friend. His family.


Four nodded back absently. He was staring hard at the wreckage in front of them. A mysterious crease had notched itself between his dark brows, too faint for a passing observer to detect, but Nikai knew his friend well. Four was troubled, and he seemed to be waiting for something—or someone. But who else could be coming here?


There was another flicker, and the King of the First Court appeared.


One’s stiletto heels clicked sharply on the tarmac, the sound echoing in Nikai’s ears even as sirens pierced the night. The patent fuchsia of One’s shoes matched their bright pink lips, both pops of color vibrant against an emerald pantsuit that accentuated their curves and edges. A single jewel shaped like a dewdrop hung around their neck, catching Nikai’s eye as it flashed an impossible spectrum of colors. Their pixie haircut was ironic; One was hardly a delicate fairy.


Nikai’s peacock-blue hair flopped down as he bowed low to the First King. Next to him, the new Reaper’s breaths grew short. Meeting two Kings in one night—no wonder she looked like she was about to pass out. Already the air around them felt heavier, darker somehow, as if someone had thrown a blanket over a lamp. Nikai knew it was the two Kings’ spiritual pressure that was making it so.


The new Reaper squeaked, “Your Majesty.”


“Good evening to you both.” One’s smile was so radiant Nikai had to blink away.


His cheeks were burning. He was never able to meet One’s eyes directly, always blushing involuntarily as he did now. They were, after all, the first of the Kings. They were beautiful. Intimidating, sure. Possibly even frightening. But beautiful nonetheless.


Four seemed unsurprised by One’s arrival. Was this who he was expecting? But instead of speaking to him, One walked over to a blue taxi in the middle of the pileup and lowered themself to peer into the shattered windows.


Nikai’s thoughts of an easy evening and delicious dinner were slipping away. The Kings of Hell never showed up for soul collections. Four’s arrival had interrupted the Reapers’ work, but at least it was the Fourth Court’s Reapers who were on the scene, and he was their King. But for One to stop by as well? It made no sense. And with two Kings present, all Reapers were standing at attention instead of doing their jobs. Time was ticking; the Blight could strike at any moment.


But One was still scrutinizing the taxi with narrowed eyes.


Curious, Nikai turned his attention there. The driver was alive, but Nikai sensed the gradual severance of a soul from another mortal in there. The passenger was about to die.


But there was something else.


Another heartbeat. Another flutter of spiritual energy inside.


The new Reaper sensed it, too. “A baby,” she whispered.


That heartbeat was slowing as the feathery soul struggled inside its mortal body. But even as its tether was weakening, Nikai could feel there was something different about that soul.


He was about to go closer when One gestured to Four. “A word, Brother,” they said, and walked to the side of the highway.


Four nodded at his Reapers. “Carry on with your work.” The Fourth Court Reapers inclined their heads briefly and went back to their duties. “Come with me,” he told Nikai, who followed obediently to where One was waiting.


One threw a questioning glance at him.


“You may speak freely in front of Nikai,” Four told them. His tone left no room for debate.


Nikai smiled reassuringly. He was discreet. As Head Reaper, he had to be. Though it felt like Four simply wanted him around now to annoy the other King.


“Why did you call for me?” Four asked.


“The soul of the woman in that taxi will leave her body soon, but since it has not been collected, it is not too late for you to return it to her,” One replied.


Nikai swallowed his shock. It wasn’t his place to question any of the Kings, but what One was suggesting—saving the life of the woman and thus, her unborn child—was absurd. Didn’t the ancient tenets forbid the Kings from interfering in human affairs?


Undisturbed by One’s request, Four was a picture of calm. “I have no reason to do anything,” he said, his grin crooked and taunting.


Nikai stared at the shiny buckles of his well-polished shoes. He didn’t want to be caught up in a feud between Kings.


“I only need the woman for the birth of the child,” One said, “and it looks like that could happen in a matter of hours. You can have her soul back after that. The timing will be of no difference to you and your Court.”


“If the child is meant to live, it will,” Four replied coolly. “Death is our dominion; life is not ours to give. You know this.” He brushed the lint off his coat, his smile widening to reveal his canines. But there was no humor or amusement in it. “And as I was once told, the red threads of fate are not beholden to us.”


He’s upset, Nikai thought, seeing through Four’s smile. But it wasn’t anger Nikai sensed, but something closer to regret.


One’s expression softened. “No, Brother, fate does not owe us anything,” they said gently. “But I am here because there was a sign from the skies tonight. Did you see the green light heading east? The spirit trail of a dying star has appeared, which means an anomaly has occurred in the human realm. I followed that green light, and it pointed me here to this child. The child may be valuable to the mortal realm, chosen for a greater purpose, and so, it must live.”


Four regarded the taxi.


Nikai stared too. The feathery soul inside was different, but he didn’t have the words to explain why. It was like looking at a shade of blue and not being able to give its exact name, only understanding it was different from all other shades of blue.


“Anomalies are rare,” was all Four said.


“Then you should know how important this is,” One said. “I saw the dying star’s spirit trail with my own eyes. I am certain of what it is. Fate wants this child to live. Why else would the child be here in the jurisdiction of the only King who possesses the means to intervene?”


One nodded at the black-and-gold watch on Four’s wrist.


Nikai didn’t know much about the timepiece, just that it was a mysterious underworld artifact and that Four always wore it on his person. The Kings collected such artifacts during their travels, storing them for safekeeping. Four’s watch was said to have the power to intervene in the sacred and inevitable cycle of life and death.


“You know as well as I do that this artifact is not to be used lightly, for the consequences could be dire. The last time …” Four trailed off, his expression darkening.


The last time? Nikai couldn’t believe his ears. As far as he knew, the watch was never to be used.


“It will not be like the last time,” One assured. “This time, fate has determined the child shall live.”


“I do not trust fate,” Four said, a note of bitterness creeping into his voice.


“Fate binds us, connects us through past, present, and future. Our trust or distrust plays no part. It simply is,” One said.


Four turned to the taxi again. As he stared, Nikai caught a look in his eyes. It was hopeful. It was greedy. It was the look of someone driven to desperation.


Four blinked and it vanished.


“I will help you,” he said. “The woman can live on borrowed time, but I expect something in return for my labor.”


“Surely you are not proposing a deal between us over a matter decided by fate?” One laughed, but Nikai saw tension in the angles of their shoulders. Deals with the Kings were not to be taken lightly, especially when they were between each other.


“Not a deal, but if my artifact is to be used, then it is only fair that I be rewarded for my efforts,” Four said in a reasonable tone.


One relaxed. “What would you like?”


“I heard you recently came into possession of another artifact. I am merely curious to have a look at it.”


“Of course.” One ran a hand over their pendant. A thin willow branch with verdant leaves appeared in their other hand. “I am still examining its arcane properties, but it seems there is a vast power in this.”


Four took the branch, twirling it between his fingers. “I have some expertise in this area. Perhaps I could examine it back in our realm?”


There was a beat of hesitation before One said, “Do take good care of it, and if you should discover anything, inform me. I expect its return to my kingdom in a few days.”


Four slipped the branch carefully into his coat pocket.


Then he touched the face of his watch and closed his eyes.


Silently, Nikai counted the series of chimes that followed.


Five long ones followed by short chirps. Once, twice, thrice. Four times.


Five, four.


Wu, si. A peculiar chime, Nikai thought. The numbers were almost homophonous to no death … or my death.


Something in the taxi moved.


Four opened his eyes. “It is done.”


“Good.” One touched their necklace briefly. “Thank you, dear brother. I shall not forget your kindness tonight.” They brushed Four’s cheek with a gentle hand.


The air shivered, and they were gone.


The crease between Four’s brows returned. Deeper this time.


“Is everything okay?” Nikai asked. “Will you be in trouble for helping—”


“Nikai.”


The Reaper stilled. Something about the way Four had said his name troubled him. It seemed so final.


“Yes, My King?”


There was deep affection in Four’s gaze when he squeezed Nikai’s shoulder.


“Four?” Nikai said, confused.


“I am going to see the stars, my friend.”


The Fourth King turned on his heel and vanished into the dark.


Nikai let out a long breath. The entire situation was out of the ordinary and left a funny feeling in his stomach.


“What was that about?”


He jumped in fright. The new Reaper had snuck up behind him.


“Sorry, sir,” she said, sheepish. “I was just curious. Two Kings appearing—”


“Nothing to be curious about,” Nikai snapped, with more sharpness than he’d intended. “If anything, this is way above your pay grade. I suggest you keep everything you saw and heard tonight to yourself. Have you finished reading out the death notes?”


The new Reaper looked contrite. “Yes, sir. I’ve an update, sir. It seems two of the humans survived after all.”


“That happens sometimes. Must’ve been a glitch in the system,” Nikai said smoothly, hoping none of the Reapers would guess what had really happened.


The new Reaper’s face brightened. “It was the woman in the taxi and her baby—they’re alive. I have deleted their death notes according to our protocol.” Nikai kept his expression impassive as she continued, “The other souls we collected are ready for transportation.”


“Good. Come on then, let’s wrap this up.”


Nikai returned to the souls awaiting their journey to the afterlife. The ambulances had arrived, but the human paramedics were oblivious to the underworld beings who were working by their side. The souls seemed calm enough, and there was no sign of the Blight. But it was best to be cautious.


Quickly, Nikai pointed two fingers to the ground. A circular symbol with intricate characters lining its edges appeared, glowing a pale green.


There were three ways into the underworld: through the Gates, through a portal that tore through the fabric of time and space, or through soul collection. The first was the most common, and the second was the most dangerous. The third could only be carried out by a Reaper.


Eyes closed, Nikai prayed for a smooth journey and recited the incantation that would send them all to Hell.


It was much later when Nikai was finally done with his Reaper duties—well, almost done, there were always reports to be filed and emails to be sent. But that could wait; he needed to see Four. The exchange between the two Kings earlier had left him out of sorts, and he had questions for his friend.


Nikai expected Four to be in the throne room of the Fourth Court doing what he’d come to think of as King things, such as settling a petty dispute between some souls or listening to the Librarian complain about the lack of resources devoted to the Archives, but the throne room was empty.


I am going to see the stars, my friend.


Nikai knew exactly where to find his King.


He went outside, whistling jauntily as he climbed the hill to the Garden of Tongues. At midnight on the seventh day of each month, the Garden hovered between the underworld and the mortal realm for a few precious minutes. You could sit and look up at the blanket of inky sky above with its pinpricks of scattered light.


Stars. They were the same ones the humans could see.


In all the years Nikai had been a Reaper, Four always came here whenever the worlds were aligned, just to see the stars. Nikai never understood why the view captivated him so, but there was a melancholy about Four that was loud and pressing when he was here. Yet it was a hollow sound, dull and empty, like a piece of him was missing.


Nikai checked his watch when he finally got to the top of the hill. Seconds to midnight. Just in time. He entered the Garden, but the place was deserted. Strange. He had been so certain that he would find his King here.


He glanced around the empty garden again. Where was Four?


A noise behind him made him turn. Someone was scrambling up the hill, footsteps heavy, panting loudly.


It was the new Reaper from earlier.


“Nikai!” she cried, running to him.


“What’s wrong?”


“He—he’s—” The Reaper choked on her words.


Nikai held her shoulders. He could feel her trembling. “Calm down; tell me what’s wrong.”


A sob caught in her throat. “It’s Four … he’s gone.”
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Rui


EIGHTEEN YEARS LATER


“Stop!” Ada hissed. “We have to put up the barrier first.”


Rui shook her head at her best friend and schoolmate. “Not until we’re closer to the nest.” She took a step, and Ada hissed again.


“We agreed to go on my cue.”


“We can dawdle, or we can go on offense,” Rui snapped, tightening her grip on her swords. “I’ll take down the Revenants myself.”


“You and what army?” Ada sniped back. “It’s a nest.”


“I said, myself.”


“Gods, Rui. Are you trying to make up for yesterday? When I kicked your ass during our spell-casting session?”


“You got lucky. Don’t forget who holds the top score on—”


“Children, kindly stop shit-talking each other.” The strong baritone of Ash Song, their proctor, crackled over the speakers of the Simulator. “You’re supposed to be on the same team.”


Ada chirped, “Yes, sir.”


“Whatever,” Rui muttered at the same time.


“I heard you, Cadet Lin,” Ash said, sounding unamused. “Get rid of that crappy attitude or I’ll make sure your application to the Guild gets mysteriously lost.”


Rui rolled her eyes.


It was an empty threat. As her evaluator and mentor at Xingshan Academy, Ash might have some say in her final assessment when she graduated, but Rui was the best all-round cadet the Academy had produced in her cohort. Even Ash couldn’t deny that fact. More importantly, the Exorcist Guild couldn’t afford to lose any promising cadets. Not when the Blight had been running rampant in recent years.


As the supernatural virus attacked, more Revenants formed, and more Exorcists were needed to vanquish them. Problem was, not everyone was born with a strong spirit core and a high level of yangqi like Rui or Ada. Not everyone could train to be an Exorcist. As far as Rui was concerned, it meant she was valuable. In a year, she would graduate with top honors, join the esteemed Exorcist Guild, and rise in its ranks.


That was the plan. Unless she got killed first, of course.


“Roo-ee, tell him you’re sorry,” Ada whispered urgently under her breath. “You don’t have to mean it.”


Rui sighed. Ada was right. It was best to stay on Ash’s good side, considering he was a descendant of the illustrious Song family. His grandfather was Head of the Guild, and rumor had it that Ash was on track to follow in his footsteps. Ash’s lineage was peppered with famous names; his father was a hero who died battling Revenants … while Rui was descended from a family of nobodies: a deadbeat dad and a mother who was long gone from this world.


Rui kept her distaste down and coated her tongue with a layer of sugar. “My apologies, Captain.” Long live the Song Dynasty, she added in her head.


“Accepted,” Ash said. Rui could hear his obnoxious smirk. At twenty-two, Ash was already a Captain—the youngest Exorcist ever to be made one. No wonder his ego was the size of a small whale. “Carry on,” he instructed. “Cadet Senai, on your lead.”


Ada nodded. “Yes, Captain.”


“Make sure you watch the clock, kiddos.”


Rui glanced at the blinking LED numbers on her training watch.


4:09


4:08


4:07


Today’s simulation training program was set in a cargo terminal of a port. Huge metal containers were stacked like toy blocks, one on top of another, creating narrow zigzagging lanes to form a maze. In four minutes, the simulated moon would peak and the yin energy in the area would shoot up. Revenants siphoned yinqi to grow more powerful. If she and Ada didn’t move quickly, the tables would turn, and they’d become the hunted.


“You ready?” Rui asked.


“Let’s do this,” Ada replied, pulling out a talisman. She was the superior protective spell caster between them.


Rui was the attack dog.


As Ada whispered the incantation, the yellow paper in her hand began to smoke, and the red ink on it disintegrated. The air seemed to split. A glowing dome rose above them, sealing off the perimeter—a barrier spell.


Ada signaled with her fingers. Your three o’clock.


Rui moved right. Ada split left, her bright magenta ponytail swaying as she went. Soon the shadows swallowed her up and Rui was alone.


A trickle of unease grazed Rui’s skin. She had woken up this morning with a strange buzz in her head. Something was different today. Maybe it was because it’d been exactly four years since—


She stopped in her tracks, ears pricking.


A soft mewling was coming from where Ada had pointed, disturbingly similar to a baby’s cry. Rui knew she was in a simulation program, but the hairs on the back of her neck still stood.


There.


A faint silvery wisp floating against a rusty metal container like a slime-track left by a snail. It was something no ordinary human could see. But for those like Rui, who had cultivated their spirit core and spiritual energy, the spirit trail of a Revenant’s yinqi was clear as day.


Rui drew a deep breath, clearing the meridian pathways in her body. Her limbs relaxed, and her yangqi condensed. At the next inhale, she crossed her arms and swung her swords outward, emptying her lungs quickly.


A familiar, feverish eruption flooded her mind and body. Crimson light shot from the dual swords in her hands as her spiritual energy infused the weapons. They lengthened, the tips of the blades transforming into jagged edges like a lightning bolt.


She grinned.


Yin versus yang—this was how you fought a Revenant. Revenants fed on the yang energy of humans, but this same energy could be refined into magic and used to kill the dark creatures.


Feeling the thrill of magic pulsing with each heartbeat, Rui spun her swords, striding confidently forward. This sense of power, of absolute control—it never got old.


As she rounded the corner, a flash of magenta moved closer from the opposite end.


Ada. She had stopped in front of a metal container with a big hole punctured in the middle.


The Revenant nest had to be in there.


Question was, how many monsters had already formed? The mewling from inside grew louder. Something like feet scuttled.


Rui adjusted her swords, bracing for whatever was coming.


Several Revenants crawled from the nest. Their hairless bodies and heads were a mottled gray like they were afflicted with disease, which wasn’t far from the truth. They varied in size, some as large as a tall adult human, others smaller like children. Some stood on their legs while others crawled on all fours, their scraggly limbs spiderlike.


Ada leaped forward first, her wicked-looking whip lashing out as she twirled. Not to be outdone, Rui homed in, swords ablaze. The first few Revenants were easy game. A quick slash here, a light skewering there. The creatures shrieked, vanishing into puffs of acrid smoke and cold air.


Blood pumping, Rui continued her assault, advancing toward the nest, taking down every Revenant that emerged. Adrenaline sang in her veins. This was what she lived for. The fight. The kill. The moment of glory.


“Pace yourself,” Ada warned.


“I’ve got lots of spiritual energy to spare.” Cocky but true. Rui did possess an unusually high amount of yangqi. She only wished it hadn’t cost her mother’s life to discover this.


“This is too easy. I’m barely breaking a sweat,” Ada said, swatting another Revenant with her whip. “Something’s up.”


“We’ve trained for years; we’re good at this.”


But at the back of her mind, Rui knew Ada was right. Although they were seniors, they were still cadets, and they had only done neighborhood patrols under the watchful eye of a mentor. This training program was testing their readiness for an actual Night Hunt, a dangerous expedition where Exorcists raided Revenant nests across the city.


The other senior cadets who’d gone through this simulation were sworn to secrecy about the details, but they had returned to the dormitory a little green around the gills, exhausted from expending their spiritual energy. One of their classmates, Teshin Mak, had slept for two days straight.


So far, the test was too easy.


There was a loud beep.


Rui swore under her breath. The zeros on her watch were red. They’d run out of time.


The moon shone bright above them.


Ada shot her a grim look. “The real test is starting.”


She’d barely finished her sentence when an unearthly howl echoed.


A diaphanous humanoid form emerged from the nest. Slowly, its shape filled in, solidifying into a woman with dark eyes and long hair. Unlike any of the other Revenants that had come before, she looked too human. As human as the Revenant that—


“Watch out!” Ada shouted.


The Revenant clawed at Rui’s face.


Rui dodged. Barely. Snatching a talisman from her sleeve, she yelled out the incantation. Something tugged in her spirit core, and the paper lit up in flames. Crimson spirit ropes appeared next to her, sparking as she channeled her magic. She pointed. The ropes shot through the air, wrapping around the Revenant. A strong burning smell wafted in the air as the Revenant screamed.


Rui ran forward with her swords, and the screaming stopped.


“Poof,” she whispered. Each dead Revenant dulled her pain. It was like medicine, an opioid she was addicted to.


Across from her, Ada was shooting qi-infused spikes from a one-handed crossbow. The spikes burned holes in the incoming Revenants, destroying them immediately. Teshin’s experimental weapons didn’t always work, but the crossbow was more effective than Rui had expected.


But the Revenants coming for Ada were normal ones, or what Rui had come to think of as normal. No human faces. No human expressions. They were ghoul-like things that couldn’t speak intelligibly and possessed no emotion other than the desire to feed.


The Revenant woman that had just attacked Rui was different.


She heard a gasp.


A young boy was crawling to Ada. Was it Rui’s imagination or did he look like Aidan?


Ada lashed her whip. The deadly metal hook at the end stabbed a hole in the chest of the little Revenant boy.


Ada pulled hard, a wretched cry bursting from her throat.


The boy exploded into smoke and cold air.


Ada’s face was bloodless, her hands shaking as she stared at the empty spot where the boy had stood.


Rui ran to her. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine,” Ada said, but she looked on the verge of tears. “Let’s get the rest of them.” She sped off without another word.


Rui started to follow, but something stopped her in her tracks.


Behind you.


She spun around, swords raised, expecting another Revenant.


But instead—


One of her swords fell to the ground with a clatter.


It was another Revenant. Except … how could it be?


Rui had seen his face again and again in her nightmares: the twist of his sneering lips as his eyes watched her hungrily, the heavy set of his jaw, the scar running down his neck where the curls of his dark hair ended. He was even wearing the same clothes from that night—jeans and a shirt with blue stitching.


Her mother’s screams filled her ears, and the scars on her legs itched. She was fourteen again, attending a mundane school like any other normal kid.


It had been a full moon that night. There was political talk of a curfew in those days, but it hadn’t been implemented yet. It was late, but Rui had insisted on making a detour to the Night Market for some rock candy. It was her birthday, and she wanted her treat. She didn’t know she had a strong spirit core or that her high yangqi could attract Revenants more easily. It had never happened before.


So when a man approached her mother and her for directions on a quiet street on their way home, Rui didn’t give it a second thought, even though she felt a weird jolt when she saw him. After all, Revenants were supposed to be grotesque creatures; they didn’t look human.


Then the man bared his teeth and lunged.


Funny how a split second can change a life forever. Her mother was gone, and Rui’s life was upended. If her mother hadn’t given in and brought her to the Night Market, if Rui hadn’t thrown that tantrum … her mother would still be alive, and Rui wouldn’t wake up every morning hating the person she saw in the mirror.


Now, the Revenant wearing the face of her mother’s murderer was staring back at her.


Hot tears burned her eyes. She had trained for this very moment. Trained to kill this bastard if she set eyes on him again. Fourteen-year-old Rui had promised her future self this reward when she enrolled at Xingshan Academy.


But eighteen-year-old Rui stood still. Frozen in fear.


The Revenant smiled. “Remember me?” He grabbed her neck, cold fingers digging into her flesh. “I wonder if you’re as tasty as you smell.”


Something sharp pierced her skin.


A chill set into her bones.


No, she screamed in her head when the realization dawned. The Revenant was drinking from her, sucking her spiritual energy dry. Was this what her mother felt when she was dying? Was this the fate she had saved Rui from?


“Rui!”


The air exploded with light.


Ada was fighting her way over.


“He’s not real, Rui! We’re in a simulation—focus!”


Rui blinked.


Focus. The Revenant wasn’t real. None of this was real. The only thing real was that her mother was gone forever. Anger roused her strength. This was her chance to kill her mother’s murderer. Even if he was an image, even if he wasn’t real, she had made a vow.


She dug deep, reaching for whatever spiritual energy she had left. Light flickered near her hand.


The Revenant lifted his head from her neck. “What are you doing?”


“Killing you,” she spat, and swung her arm.


Crimson light flashed.


Cold air gusted, and she fell to the ground, landing awkwardly on her shoulder. She was spent. Empty inside. As her vision blurred and the world dimmed, she heard Ash’s mocking voice over the speakers.


“If this were the real world, Cadet Lin Ru Yi, you would be dead.”
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Rui


Ignoring the healer’s pleas to stay, Rui left the infirmary after she woke and went straight to Teshin to ask for a crossbow. She’d seen what the small contraption could do and was itching to get her hands on one. The next hour was spent alone in her dorm room, familiarizing herself with the weapon and stewing in anxiety as she waited for Ada to tell her if they had passed the test.


The answer came in the form of a knock on the door.


Rui sprang out of bed. “Did we pass?”


“Obviously not.” Ada stepped in, her eyeliner looking more smudged than usual. She kicked off her shoes and flung her navy school blazer over the chair. “I got swarmed after you fainted. Couldn’t kill all the monsters by myself.”


“Did they drink from you?” Rui asked, rubbing her arms. She couldn’t shake that feeling from earlier, like she was drowning in ice water.


“No,” Ada said. “When it was clear you were out like a light and I wasn’t making any progress, Ash stopped the program. I told you to pace yourself, Rui. We aren’t endless wells of spiritual energy. There’s a limit to our abilities, even yours. You should’ve listened to me—remember what we talked about?”


“Hunting Revenants is a team sport,” Rui said morosely, crawling back into bed. She wrapped her blanket around her head. Working with others wasn’t her strong suit, and she was picky about who she spent time with. It was a bad trait to have if she wanted to be an Exorcist, but she knew better than to rely on other people. Sooner or later, everyone would disappoint. It was only a matter of time. That was humanity in a nutshell.


The bed dipped as Ada climbed on.


Rui felt a poke at her ribs, and she stuck her head out of the blanket. “I’m sorry. I know you wanted to pass the test on the first try.”


“It’s okay,” Ada said, the corners of her mouth curling. She never stayed upset with Rui for long. “At least we get another chance at beating the program, and we’ll be more prepared now that we know what the test is about.”


“Facing our deepest fears?”


Ada nodded. “It’s a low trick, even for Ash. I can’t believe he programmed it that way. That Revenant looked exactly like Aidan, and I”—she drew a shuddering breath—“I blew a hole in him.”


It was easy to kill a Revenant when it looked like an inhuman creature, when it was something terrible and other. But if Aidan, the real Aidan—the sweet, unmagical brother Ada adored—if he were ever turned into a Revenant somehow while still looking like himself, it would be Ada’s job to kill him.


Because he’ll no longer be Aidan. He’ll be a monster, Rui reminded herself.


Ada fiddled with the pleats on Rui’s skirt. “That last Revenant you killed in the Simulator before you fainted … who did he look like?”


Rui got up.


Fingers skating over the hangers in her closet, she pulled out a navy military-style coat with light gold buttons and the emblem of the Academy embroidered above the breast pocket. She laid the coat at the foot of her bed and rummaged for a sweater.


“The Revenant that killed my mother,” she said at last, her voice slightly hoarse.


A furious noise erupted behind her, and Rui found herself enveloped by a sudden tangle of arms and the scent of green apple.


“That horrible no-good piece of—I can’t believe Ash did that to you. It’s bad enough he scheduled the test for today, of all days.” Ada made another angry sound.


Rui nudged her away. “I’m trying to get dressed.”


“Why!” Ada exclaimed, hands flailing. “Why did they program those weird Revenants into the test? Revenants can’t speak, and they don’t have faces or personalities or—”


“Hybrids can speak, and they look human,” Rui said.


Ada sucked in sharply.


Officially, Hybrid Revenants did not exist. But every cadet had heard the rumor. Hybrids looked like humans and behaved like humans. They could be someone you loved, but then they’d try to kill you. Most cadets thought it was an urban legend.


But Rui knew better.


“I know what you’re going to say, Ada. You’re going to tell me they made the Revenants look human to catch us off guard and test our mental strength. You’re going to tell me they didn’t do it because Hybrids actually exist. But just because there haven’t been any solid reports of Hybrids that we know of, it doesn’t mean they don’t exist. I know what I saw that night.”


Ada squeezed her hand. “I believe you, you know that. It’s just … the Blight doesn’t infect humans.”


“Maybe it does, and we don’t know it yet.”


“Maybe. How did Ash even know what that jerk looked like?”


“He must’ve asked around,” said Rui. “The Guild questioned me after my mom died, remember? I told them what I saw, even drew a sketch.”


Not that they believed her in the end. They’d said she was delusional, that she’d been so scared she’d imagined things. Didn’t stop them from recommending me to the Academy.


“It would explain why the Exorcists are having a hard time lately,” she said out loud. “Why there’ve been so many Night Hunts suddenly. The Revenants are different now, they’re—”


“Rui—” Ada began.


“Look, I don’t want to talk about it anymore, okay?” Rui raised her voice, then felt bad for raising it. She didn’t mean to take her frustration out on Ada. It bothered her that the Simulator could conjure up the Revenant’s exact face from a lousy sketch she’d drawn four years ago as a kid. Was it even possible? How else would Ash have known if not from her old records?


She wriggled into her jeans and got her coat, wincing when her arm caught in the sleeve.


“Is it your shoulder?” said Ada. “You landed so hard on it. Let me help.”


Rui was careful not to make a sound when the pain flared up again as Ada guided her arm. Instead, she clucked her tongue and finger-gunned. “I’m good. The Academy healers are amazing, remember?”


Ada didn’t look convinced.


Wrapping a thick utility belt around her torso, Rui slid her talismans and new crossbow securely into their compartments.


“What are you doing?” Ada said. “It’s not time to get ready for our rounds yet. You should get some rest. In fact, maybe you should sit out tonight’s shift. Someone else can cover you; it’s just a routine patrol.”


Rui shook her head. “I’m not missing out on any training.”


Even though the cadet patrols were routed away from known Revenant nests to keep the cadets safe until they were ready for actual Night Hunts, they still ran into a lone Revenant now and then. Rui wasn’t giving up the possibility of killing one tonight.


“I’m catching the next shuttle off the island,” she told Ada.


“Are you going to the temple again? I thought you paid respects to your mom yesterday.”


“I’m checking on my dad.” The lie slipped out smooth and easy like melted butter. Rui wasn’t going to see her father. Today was a day neither of them acknowledged in the other’s presence. If her mother was the link that bound them together, her death was what tore them apart.


“Guess I’m spending the afternoon working on my Student Council campaign by my lonesome self. I was counting on your help, Rooroo.” Laughing, Ada flicked Rui’s uneven bangs into her face.


Annoyed as Rui was by the abominable nickname, she couldn’t help but smile. It was her fault to share it with Ada in the first place, and Ada was only trying to lighten the mood. She seemed to understand when to push Rui and when to step back, and that understanding was why they were best friends.


Many at the Academy marveled at their odd little friendship. Questioned it, probably. Rui questioned it herself sometimes, wondering how she lucked out on her first day at the Academy. She had loitered awkwardly outside the classroom, convinced she didn’t belong because she knew nothing about Exorcism or magic. She’d turned and ran, only to collide with an impish-looking girl with cherry-red hair. The girl saw through Rui’s scowl, understood the fear living inside, and decided they would be friends. And that was that.


“Why are you looking at me like that?” Ada asked now with a curious smile.


“Nothing,” Rui mumbled, turning away. They’d dated for a whirlwind month last year before Ada called it off. The split was amicable. Sometimes, though, a tiny part of Rui wished they’d never broken up. But just because she loved her best friend, it didn’t mean she was in love with her. In fact, Rui was starting to think that love—romantic love—wasn’t her thing. It was a sham. One party always got hurt, either by the other or by circumstances. Her father had loved her mother more than life itself and look where that got him.


She stuffed her weapons into her sword bag and slung it over her shoulder. “How’s your Council president campaign coming along?”


“Messily. There’s still so much to do.”


“People will vote for you; they’d be a fool if they didn’t. You’re a natural leader, and you get along with everyone. Don’t sell yourself short.”


Ada made a face as she grabbed her blazer and slipped her shoes back on, but Rui could tell she was pleased.


“We’ll find out soon enough when they count the votes next week. See you at tonight’s patrol. Don’t be late or Ash will have something mean to say, and oh”—Ada paused by the door—“tell your dad I said hi.”


There was something odd about Ada’s expression. Like she knew Rui was keeping secrets. But she bounced out of the room, and Rui was alone again.


Rui stood in silence, nails scraping the ragged skin around her fingers. Maybe one day, she could share everything with her best friend. All the secrets. All the lies.


But for now, the less Ada knew, the safer she would be.
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Rui


A pathetic drizzle greeted her when Rui stepped out of the subway into the beating heart of the city. Barely grazing her skin, the rain got in her eyes anyway. She swiped her face irritably and squinted. Against the late autumn sky and rainwater-colored buildings, a gleaming knife-shaped tower rose in the distance.


The headquarters of the Exorcist Guild.


Her fists curled. One day. She would make it there one day.


Keeping her earbuds on and avoiding any eye contact so no one would speak to her—or worse, ask her for directions—Rui jogged diagonally across the traffic junction. A barrage of angry honking followed her. Everyone who lived long enough on these city streets knew that pedestrian lights were more guidelines than rules, but it didn’t mean the drivers liked it.


The news tickers on buildings were flashing.


FULL MOON TOMORROW NIGHT … LOCKDOWN STARTS AT 2100 HRS … ALL RESIDENTS TO REMAIN INDOORS UNTIL SUNRISE …


The introduction of the curfew had been met with little protest. Staying in every full moon or whenever there was a Night Hunt was a small price to pay for safety. But what would the headlines say tomorrow? Bodies had been turning up in alleyways or sprawled out on sidewalks in plain view in recent months. Cold and hard. Eyes bulging, mouths O-shaped like they’d been gasping for air. No signs of physical injuries were ever found on them. People without magic couldn’t see Revenants, but the corpses were evidence enough that Revenants could see them, and worse, kill them.


Rui folded her coat over her arm, tucking the Xingshan emblem out of sight. The rumblings of a blame game had started in the media. The New Generation of Exorcists: Gifted or Entitled? … Can the New Generation Save Us or Are We in Trouble? … That was the flavor of some of the recent headlines and opinion articles. Xingshan Academy and the Exorcist Guild were revered institutions, but their reputation depended on their perceived competence.


Rui wasn’t too worried just yet, but she didn’t want anyone to notice her either. Not where she was going. Without her Academy coat marking her, she was another face in the crowd, easily overlooked among these bustling streets.


She veered off the main avenue, thinking about the text message she’d received earlier in the day. Something about a new job and a request to stop by when she was free. She turned up the volume of her music, ignoring how her pulse had tripped over itself when she thought of the person who’d sent it.


Not long after, she reached a neighborhood hidden between high-rises. The drizzle had stopped, and the sun showed its face. Rui shook the droplets from her coat and brushed damp hair out of her eyes.


MORT STREET


The lettering on the street sign was scratched up, and the area less snazzy than the tourist traps and landscaped parks Rui had left behind. Dandelions sprouted from cracks along the potholed road, and graffiti scrawled across the one-way street sign. She bent and picked a flower. She blew on it, coming close to making a wish but deciding at the last moment that maybe she no longer believed in such childish things.


The row of shophouses at the end of the road had a neglected look. Their windows were shuttered, and some of the doors were boarded up. Even the mosaic tiles on the five-foot way separating them from the street had chipped off to reveal dusty cement. But, defiantly, a familiar-looking two-story building stood out from the tired field.


Painted in bright shades of burnt orange and red and alabaster, the shophouse was a cheerful shout among the bland beige. It was distinctive, just like the mage who lived there. Round red paper lanterns hung across the awning, swaying in the breeze like a welcoming wave of a hand. Zizi lit them at night, along with random fairy lights he had strung across the gate for no discernible reason.


As Rui approached, her eyes followed the seafoam swirls etched into the pillars of the shophouse. The murals of old gods inked onto the facade seemed to come alive. She could hear her mother’s voice asking, Do you think this place has a story, Ru-er?


There used to be more neighborhoods dotted with colorful buildings like these when Rui was little. She’d go on walks with her mother on weekends when her father was busy with his research work. They would explore the less-trodden parts of the city, where old temples appeared in corners, their roofs decorated with stone dragons, their grounds rich with tales from the past. Rui loved stuffing her face with mung bean pastries and walnut cake from the mom-and-pop bakeries they would pass, and she’d make up stories about the places and people she saw.


But over time the city razed its history to the ground, erecting new titans of tomorrow wrought in steel and glass. The city of her childhood was moving on, but some part of Rui was stuck in the past, afraid that her memories of her mother would fade and disappear, just like these old neighborhoods.


Her chest twisted painfully. Her mother would have loved Zizi’s quaint little shophouse.


Enough.


She wasn’t here to mope about the past.


After making sure she was alone, she slipped through the gate and into the front courtyard. People came to see Zizi for one reason or another. People who were willing to pay a pretty penny under the table for spells to be tested, talismans and charms to be written, magical objects to be authenticated, and so on. Zizi provided all kinds of services, and his clients were all sorts of characters—characters that an Exorcist-in-training should not be seen with.


Although it was common knowledge that there was a black market for magic and the supernatural in the bowels of the city, such dealings were technically unsanctioned by the authorities. The Guild Council was tasked with keeping an eye on things, but they kept that eye half-closed, balancing the line between moral high ground and pragmatism. Most of the time, people who dabbled in everyday magic, mages like Zizi, and places like the Night Market were left alone unless they stepped over the line. No one was foolish enough to cross the Guild Council.


Rui knew she was playing a dangerous game here. If Zizi ever got into trouble with the Guild, it would mean that she was in trouble, too. The Guild’s arms were long and its grip tight enough to choke off anything it considered threatening to its cause or reputation. But Zizi covered his tracks well, and he was the only one who could help her.


Heaving a sigh, she opened the door to the shophouse.


Sandalwood incense shot through her nostrils, and her eyes watered from the smoke. Coughing, she flung the windows open. The breeze ruffled the stacks of hell money lining the shelves; they were fake bank notes used as offerings for ancestral rites. Sunlight filtered through the skywell, spilling onto the stone fountain in the middle. The water shimmered and gurgled. But there was no sign of the mage.


Rui hollered, “Zizi? Zee zee!”


She ripped off her earbuds and stomped through the length of the shophouse to the small room at the back. It opened out to a whimsical rear courtyard surrounded by climbing vines. A tree stood in the center, its opulent lilac-blue and purple flowers cascading from hanging branches. It wasn’t the season for wisteria, but Zizi kept his tree in bloom all year round with magic because he liked the colors.


Zizi himself was draped on a chaise, lounging in that annoyingly insouciant manner of his. His eyes were closed, and he had headphones on. An unlit cigarette dangled precariously from his mouth. Rui had never seen him smoke, but he was never without a cigarette. It could’ve been a nervous habit, but Zizi was the least anxious person she knew. Sometimes, he’d hold the cigarette between his fingers, brandishing it around when he talked. Other times, he’d stick it behind his ear, and Rui had to resist the urge to pluck it off.


She leaned in. “Zizi!”


He sat up with a jolt, swearing loudly. His eyes were glazed. Had he really been asleep? She had thought he was pretending.


Blue-and-white-striped pajamas hung on his lean frame, dotted with small red hearts. Rui spied the edge of a tattoo creeping out from the low dip of his top. When Zizi caught her staring, he pulled his favorite black bat-winged cardigan close and buttoned it like a fussy grandmother.


Rui didn’t actually know if it was his favorite cardigan. But he wore it so often she’d assumed so. She did ask him once why he was in pajamas all the time. He’d expressed surprise, as if there were an obvious answer. They’re comfortable, he said, his tone so cutting she never questioned him about his sartorial choices again.


“I was sleeping, Rooroo,” Zizi grumbled now.


There it was again. That gods-awful nickname he’d come up with in a moment of affection after Rui had successfully traded a spell for a boring-looking teapot he’d lusted after for months. It had been cursed to brew any tea into delicious poison, and he was planning a soiree with the less desirable elements of the underground magic community.


She gave him a sour look. “I’m here.”


“I can see that.” Zizi grinned in that off-kilter way of his. Rui imagined a charming serial killer might look like this before they made their move.


“Well?” she said. “What job do you have for me?”


“A client showed up a few weeks ago with a rather curious request, so now I’ve a spell that needs testing.”


“What kind of client?”


Zizi shrugged. “Don’t know, don’t care. Didn’t like the smell of that one. But hey, business is business, and they offered me a good price.”


His reputation depended on his discretion. Rui knew she wasn’t getting more out of him. She scanned his expression, searching for clues. There were none to be had.


He looked like … well, he looked like how a Zizi might look. Dark wavy bangs shadowed his gaze, skimming his granite cheekbones. His nose was a dagger, his jaw freshly chiseled, and his otherwise vulpine face tempered by his eyes. They were mono-lidded and fringed with thick dark lashes, the irises an impossible blue like the hottest part of a flame. Rui had always thought they were kind eyes, and they were the first thing she’d noticed about him four years ago.


A bright searing light had exploded when the Revenant touched her that night. The force flung her against a fence, driving a piece of barbed wire into her leg. She’d passed out. When she finally woke, the Revenant was nowhere to be seen. She was lying on the street, weak and in pain, the blood from her leg seeping into the cracks on the ground, every muscle in her body hurting as if she’d been rammed by a truck. Too distraught to move or call for help, she had lain there, staring numbly at her mother’s cold body.


A pair of eyes appeared. Light in the darkness. A boy her age. Scrawny, dark-haired, wearing checkered pajamas and that off-kilter grin.


Don’t be afraid. I’m here, he whispered, and took her hand.


Rui thought she was hallucinating from blood loss. But the boy was real, and he saved her.


Present-day Zizi cleared his throat loudly. He was taller now, his frame filled in with sinewy muscle. But he was still the same boy she had met four years ago: his head tilting at an angle whenever he looked at her, his eyes alit with curiosity as if he’d stumbled into a wondrous new world.


He brushed his earlobe with his fingers. It was an unsubtle gesture.


Rui cracked a reluctant smile. Instead of his usual silver hoop earrings, he was wearing the ones she’d gotten him as a joke. They were plastic cartoon ghosts dangling from short silver chains. The ghosts had pink dots on their cheeks—b lushing ghosts. He’d called them childish, but he wore them from time to time.


Rui sighed to herself. She was wrong. He wasn’t a charming serial killer. More like a Doberman puppy that had grown too large to be cute. Trained to be a guard dog but one that still loved playing fetch with an old squeaky toy.


Beaming, Zizi spread his arms.


Rui ignored him. She turned and went back into the shophouse, listening to the lazy flapping sound of Zizi’s flip-flops as he followed her.


“No hug?” he called from behind as they entered the kitchen.


Rui heard his pout. “We don’t hug.”


Zizi swiveled in front of her. “Did I agree to that?”


She elbowed him away. He laughed and leaned against the kitchen island, stretching languidly. She tried not to stare as his pajama top rode up, exposing a strip of smooth skin above his hip.


“You’re extra grouchy today,” Zizi said. “Did something happen at school?”


“You should’ve left the windows open,” Rui said, looking around. “Where’s Mao? Please don’t tell me you kept her inside with all that incense smoke.”


“Is that what you’re unhappy about?” Zizi called out in a higher register. “Mah-aaooo.”


There was a tinkling sound.


A dark ball of fur bounded into the kitchen. Mao jumped onto the marble island, purring as she headbutted Zizi’s arm. He scratched the black cat’s head affectionately. “See? She’s absolutely fine. Does my favorite apprentice feel better now?”


Rui cradled Mao in her arms. “I’m not your apprentice. I’m a Xingshan cadet.”


“It’s tragic that those knuckleheads got to you.” Zizi never failed to remind her of his disappointment that she had joined the Academy.


Burying her face into Mao’s warm fur, Rui grumbled, “Why do you keep mocking the Academy?”


“You know why,” Zizi retorted, ticking off his fingers as he spoke. “First, the Academy is connected to the Guild, and those elitist jerks think they’re better than everyone else because the normies depend on them for security. Second, the Guild wants to control how magic is used, so they force kids to join the Academy, where they get indoctrinated and molded into mindless little soldiers. Magic should be free; magic should be explored. We need to experiment and forge a new way forward if we want to get rid of the Revenants for good and—”


“We don’t know if we can ever get rid of the Revenants for good,” Rui interrupted. “They exist because of the Blight, and no one knows what it is exactly or how to stop it from spreading. The fact is, everyone does depend on Exorcists to keep them safe, and I’m far from a mindless little soldier. The Academy doesn’t force us to do anything. You would know this if you’d bothered to enroll.”


Their eyes met. The darker pair challenging, the lighter ones amused.


Life for people with high yangqi was full of danger. Rui didn’t have to say it. Zizi knew that. Revenants were drawn to him the same way they were drawn to her. If he didn’t know how to defend himself, he’d be a sitting duck.


There were two ways to learn magic: the Academy or the underground magic community. The Academy and the Guild promised glory and respectability—and vengeance—everything Rui craved. She had made her choice, and Zizi had made his a long time ago.


Zizi ticked off another finger. “Lastly, the Academy uniforms are an eyesore.”


“Then why are you hanging out with me?” Rui muttered, setting the cat on the floor.


“You’re useful.”


She flinched.


But she was undeniably useful. After Zizi saved her, Rui discovered he’d lost his parents when he was young and had been adopted by his grandmother, who ran a bakery. He’d moved out early to run his own business, and soon, Rui found herself beta testing his possibly dangerous and very illegal talismans and magical items. In return, he paid her a pleasant sum of money that covered the living expenses her Academy scholarship did not.


Zizi wasn’t without his uses either. He had access to information sources that Rui lacked. It was purely transactional between them, or so she told herself in the beginning. Somewhere along the way, it felt like things had changed between them.


“Also,” Zizi was saying, “for reasons yet unknown, I do enjoy your company despite the fact that you’re so grumpy.”


Rui wasn’t very good at accepting compliments, especially ones that came unexpectedly from Zizi. Purely transactional, she reminded herself. He only wanted her around because she was useful, and she was only around because she needed money and information.


“Where’s the spell you want me to test?” she asked.


Zizi bobbed on his feet. “In due time. But first, coffee.”


Rui slid eagerly onto the barstool by the kitchen island. The Academy’s brew was a standard mild roast, practical and terribly boring. But it was convenient and free, and most cadets drank it before training to give themselves an extra push. But while caffeine sharpened the senses of those who could practice magic, their sensitivity to the ingredient meant that an over-caffeinated cadet or Exorcist was a danger to themselves and their comrades. The crash would hit too hard, and the drop could come at any time.


Crash or not, Rui never turned down a chance to drink Zizi’s coffee. It was special. Sometimes, it was mellow like a quiet dusk. Sometimes it was a vibrant dawn, full of promise. He could tease out exacting flavors from the beans and transform them into a feeling the drinker needed at that very moment. It was, frankly, kind of magical.


She was still feeling the effects of Ash’s test. Fatigue coursed through her body, and her shoulder ached. Maybe she should have stayed in the infirmary as the healer advised, but with the boost from Zizi’s coffee, Rui was sure tonight’s patrol with the other cadets would be a breeze.


Zizi pottered around, scooping coffee beans into a grinder. The rings on his slender fingers sparkled, but Rui’s attention was drawn to the new silver bracelet next to the other fraying black and red threads he always wore around his wrist. Was it a present from someone else? Her stomach clenched. She wasn’t quite sure why the new piece of jewelry felt so offensive.


She wrenched her eyes away from him and stared at her phone.


Zizi glanced up. “Anything interesting in the news these days?”


Rui scanned the screen. There was an op-ed about how the Exorcist Guild needed to refocus on the central business district and the wealthy Tin Hill neighborhood instead of spreading its resources too thinly—and equally—across all areas. Rui dismissed it. Rich people liked to complain, and she didn’t think they ought to. There was also a report on a recent successful Night Hunt, which was countered by an article about the rising death toll in the city due to Revenant attacks. Tucked at the bottom of the page was an update about the long-delayed reconstruction of the Outram subway station.


“A gas pipe in Outram burst last night, right by the old subway station,” she summarized. “The explosion shattered half the ground-floor windows of the new office tower they’re building. Good thing it happened at night and the workers weren’t there.”


“The tower with the horrific spiral design?” Zizi said, barely paying attention. “That’s not very interesting.”


“I think the tower’s design is cool—it looks like some kind of stairway to heaven. Anyway, the incident’s pending an investigation. Do you know anything about that?”


Zizi gave her a blank look. “Nope. Why would I?”


“Really?” Rui said, skeptical. “Your friends haven’t been using that subway station for something else?”


As the city grew, new subway lines and stations were built, and the old ones closed. Left unused, the underground magic community took over. The Guild left them alone because of the unspoken promise that they would keep the subterranean network of tunnels clear of Revenants and other undesirables.
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